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CHAPTER 1
Chiara

| lookup at the computer screen as | trace my finger over a line in the notebook.
Everything checks out. Good.

The door swishing open startles me, and | let out a small gasp. My shoulders relax a
moment later. It's just my dad. He's still wearing an apron. His graying dark brown
hair is slicked back.

“Honey, what are you still doing here?’ he asks, his hazel eyes narrowed at me.

“Not much. Just checking some things.” | give him a small smile. “But you should
realy get a new computer. This one is super slow and freezes all the time. | bet |

could finish things faster if—"

“But | like this one. It’s notthatslow, and you should be out having fun with your
friends and not be stuck here in my office.”

“Dad, you already work hard enough. | only want to help.”
“And you’'re helping enough.” He takes off his apron. “It's Friday night. You can’t
spend your days going to the university, studying, working here... When do you plan

torelax?’

“Well, you're here all thetime too. Y ou help the staff, even when you don’t have to.”



He shakes his head at me. “That’s because the restaurant is my responsibility now.
When | was your age, | wouldn’t even think about being stuck in here with my old

man.

“Fine. I'll goout.” | sigh as| close the notebook and get to my feet.

Fighting with my dad about anything is pointless. He Il only keep talking until he
convinces me to agree with him. But maybe he’ s right.

When I'm not studying or going to my economics classes, I'm usualy here. This
restaurant, Rosa Bianca, has been in my family for decades, and one day, it’s going to
be mine. It'sanice, cozy little place just across from our house. | love it here. Despite
al the chatter and hecticness, especially during the summer months, it makes me feel
peaceful and calm.

| love to watch and learn from my dad as he gives instructions to the staff, or when he
approaches tourists and tries to make them laugh and feel comfortable, even though
he doesn’t speak aword of their language.

When his friends come over, a party is guaranteed. Then my mom joins too, and we
al end up talking and singing long after the closing hours. Sometimes, I'll find my
dad sweeping after he sends everyone home, and he won't let me take over, even if
his back hurts.

But | think | understand why. He loves this place, just as | do, and | don’t think he's
looking forward to retiring. And maybe he's atiny bit of a control freak and sees the
restaurant as his baby that he refuses to give up or let anyone el se take care of.

Even once | take over, | don’t think he'll go anywhere too far or get a hobby. He'll be
here all the time. His excuse will be that he only wants to make sure things are
running smoothly, especially because our house is so close.



But | wouldn’t want it any other way. It's perfect. | love having my family close
because that one time when | didn’t...

| swallow hard. | won't think about my ex-boyfriend now. It's better to forget all
about my little adventure into independence when | turned eighteen that ended up in a
disaster. Not even my mom and dad know all the details. They were just happy to
have me back. Our house is big enough for all of us anyway.

“Have fun!” My dad lightly claps me on the shoulder as | go past him.

“I will.” | flash him a smile.

“Oh, and if you see Mom, tell her I’'min here.”

“Sure.” | bet she already knows it, because if she can’'t see him in the dining area of
the restaurant, he' s either in the kitchen or in his office.

Just as I’'m out in the hallway, my phone rings. The number of my best friend, Elena,
shows up on the screen.

“Hey, what'sup?’ | say as| answer.

Elenaand | met at the university. We pretty much go to the same classes. None of my
friends from high school chose to study economics, so we drifted apart. Elena was
just sitting there in class all alone, and from the moment | sat down next to her, we

became good friends.

She's from Savona, so she didn’'t know anyone here. But her cheerful and outgoing
personality helps her make friends very quickly. Sometimes, | envy her that.

“Chiara, are you free? Because if you are, | know just the perfect place for us tonight!



There'sanew nightclub, and | hear it’ s going to be awesome. Y ou’ re coming, right?’

“Um...” I'm not a fan of nightclubs or hanging out with drunk people, especially after
my ex.
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“Comeon! It'sgoing to be fun! | promise. | invited the girls from our—"
“1 actually have something planned.”

“Oh.” Surprise flickers through Elena’s voice. “With a guy? Wait, did you finally
find a boyfriend? Who is he? Tell me!”

| haven’'t found anyone, and | haven't been looking either. After Filippo, | don’t think
I’ll ever trust a man again. No matter how much | don’t want to think about him, |
can't helpit. | was young and naive, and | fell for his sweet lies. He made me feel like
the luckiest girl in the world. But then we moved in together, and he showed me his
real face.

His ugly face.

| wince because | can still feel hisfist connecting with my cheekbone.

“Chiara, are you till there?’ Elena asks.

“Yeah, no. | mean, | don’'t have a boyfriend. It’s just something | have to do with my
family.” 1 need to get Filippo out of my head, and that’ s not going to happen if | go to
anightclub like the one where | met him.

| would just be on edge al the time, and I’d study every guy carefully for any signs
that he’'s up to no good. | would compare every single one of them to Filippo. | would

wonder if he's smiling at me because he likes me or because he's imagining
slamming my head against the wall.



“Okay,” Elenasays. “But if you change your mind, just text me.”

“Sure.” I’'m glad she doesn’t insist or bring up Filippo.

It's been a year since | managed to escape him, but only physically. He's still very
present in my mind, and | have no idea when I'll finally forget him. I’'m glad Elena
stuck with me and didn’t end our friendship while I was helplessly ensnared in
Filippo’strap.

There’' s only one place where | can go to relax and forget about everything, even my
eX. No one knows | go there, and, hopefully, no one ever will. They'd never
understand it, especially if they knew about Filippo.

Everyone deals with trauma in different ways, and mine is potentialy problematic,
but it at least gives me some peace. It'scrazy how much | can crave things that |
shouldn’t, but Amore Bruciante is just the right kind of club for me.

It's a pleasure club, but it's members-only with a hefty fee, and getting a membership
isn't easy at al. | don't know what the hell got me to start the process, but |
remember aimlessly walking down the street and thinking about Filippo when |
spotted an ad for the club.

It sounded exactly like what | wanted and needed at that time. A safe place to be free
and forget about everything. | applied on a whim, and when | was called in for an
interview and sometests, | didn’t back down.

| was ready to do anything to get Filippo out of my head without resorting to alcohol,
drugs, or some other vice. | didn't want to risk hooking up with random men either,

because that sounded way too dangerous.

Amore Bruciante has guards everywhere. | don't have to worry someone there is



going to judge me for wanting a one-time thing without any strings attached because
the club is all about that. Nothing is without risks, but there | feel as safe as| can be.

It's less likely someone will become so obsessed with me as to follow me home. No
one at Amore Bruciante wants the club to get a bad reputation, so even if some creeps
dlip through the cracks, they get kicked out as soon as they make a suspicious move.

All I want tonight is to find a good-looking guy who won't ask for my name or
number, and who wants the same thing as me—pleasure. Amore Bruciante has many
rooms, which is great because | want privacy. Some people like to have sex in the
main room, but that’s not for me. At least not yet.

The membership fee includes the room and drink costs, so there’s no worry about
who is paying for what. No excuse for someone to try to blackmail me into doing
something to paythem back. All we need to do is find aroom with a green light above
the door to indicate it's empty and ready to use.

The club’s staff does an amazing job of keeping the rooms clean and fresh. There are
VIP rooms too, but they’re too expensive for me. | don’'t need a special room just for
me. It'snot like | go there all that often either.

Sometimes | just end up watching those who don’t mind being watched. It still gets
some of the tension out of my shoulders every time, and | don’t think about Filippo as
much because I’'m not there to find a potential date.

| don’t know why it relaxes me. Having sex with a guy outside the club would feel
different, and | would worry about him turning out to be like Filippo. But in Amore
Bruciante, it's the opposite.

| don’t expect someone will turn out to be a monster. Maybe because Filippo would
never go to a club like that. He'd say it would be insane and pathetic to pay for



something he could get anywhere for free. But it's not like that for me. Not that he'd
ever care or understand.

| inwardly groan. How many times have | thought about that asshole? Mentioned his
name in my mind? | have to get to Amore Bruciante before he overtakes my thoughts
and sends me spiraling.

CHAPTER 2

Adriano

A smile spreadsacross my lips as | look at the maguette on the table. It's a miniature
of my project. Rocco, my advisor, painted another one of the houses green on the
map on the wall, which means that particular property is now mine.

Soon, | will own the whole neighborhood, and once that happens, | can mow
everything down and build the Gaviani Resort—the perfect place for adults to have
fun all day long. Hotels, bars, restaurants, casinos, nightclubs, sex clubs... I'll have it
all. People won't want to leave.
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Since everything will be in my territory, it’ll be easy to control and watch over. I'll no
longer have to deal with lowlifes trying to sell my drugs and messing everything up.
My loyal people will be the only ones working at the Gaviani Resort, and everything
sold and available there will be mine and of the best quality.

The resort will be perfect for money laundering too. With thousands of people
vigiting, it’'ll be hard to keep track of things. And since everyone will be talking about
it, my enemies or the cops won’'t dare to come anywhere near it because they’d have
all the attention on them in an instant.

My enemies launching an attack and innocent tourists die? All the cops in the world
would be after the attackers and all theheadlines would be talking about it. Even the
cops themselves would have to be careful if they wanted to sniff around.

The info about all the visitors will be on my servers because | won't let just anyone
sneak in. I'll even have an excuse to have my guards out in the open and patrolling
the area. My resort is going to be exclusive, and my guests need to feel safe al the
time, especialy if any famous people show up—and they will.

It'Il be paradise on earth. A place to get away from the world, with a little something
to make everyone happy and keep them entertained. Everyone will be envious of my

success, including the man who gave me my last name.

But Rocco stares at the remaining white houses on the map with a frown on his face.
His brown eyes are narrowed as he runs his hand through his short, curly brown hair.

“What'swrong?’ | ask.



Rocco is my advisor for a reason. He sometimes sees things that | don’t because I'm
too focused on my project. He thinks about things that don’t even occur to anyone,
and he' s very detail-oriented.

“Nothing. I’'m not sure expanding to the south is a good idea. Maybe if we moved to
the west instead—"

“No. We need the south.” | point at two houses. “If we move these, we can offer the
perfect view of the sea It's what people want. No one wants to stare at more
buildings. They want to swim in the pool and pretend they’re at the beach.”

“But thisareais very old. These houses have been here for decades.”

“So what? Even if something is under specia protection, we have our guy who'll
override it and sign al the necessary paperwork. Once everything is done, no one will
care. And if they do and they’ re someone who matters, we'll offer them afree stay at
the resort.”

“It’s not that. It won’t be easy to convince the people who live there to sell. They see
their homes as their legacy, and some of them have small stores and restaurants that
they won't want to give up. They’ve lived there their whole lives, and their ancestors
before them too.”

“So they’ll ask for alot of money. | get it. When we approach them, we'll offer them
a little below the fair price, and then we'll up it to whatever they want if it’s within
reason.” I'll get my investments back very quickly once the resort is done anyway.

“l don’t think it's about money. It's more than that. Even before you took control of
this area, gangs and the mafia stayed away from this particular neighborhood. We
don’t have our dealers or any of our men there either.”



“Yet. That's about to change.”

“Yeah, but there's a reason for that. Anyone who's not from that neighborhood and
isn't atourist sticks out. They’re al very tight-knit, and there’'s a chance that, if we
approach them about buying their homes, they’'ll come together and make a
decisiontogether. They could decide not to sell.”

“1 know how to deal with stubborn people.” Everyone has someone they love or some
skeletonsin their closet.

All | have to do is have my men do some digging. And | have a secret ace up my
sleeve when it comes to one of the families. If everything else fails, I’ll resort to plan
B.

“They could prove to be more difficult than you expect. Louder about it too. You
could end up in the news as the villain who wants to chase the hardworking people
out of their beautiful, old neighborhood and destroy it for some modern atrocity. Y ou
would be taking away their livelihoods too, since they’ Il have to close their stores and
restaurants.”

“I’ll pay them enough to reopen somewhere else.”

“Y eah, but the bad publicity could kill your project. Everyone could turn against you.
How are influencers going to promoteyour resort if tons of people come under their
posts and insult them and you over what happened?’

“1 get that, but it’s not going to happen because I’ m going to stop it. If someone turns
out to be obstinate, I’'m going to make sure they change their mind and never say a

word about what happened. Or maybe Il just become one of them first.”

If people want to think of me as a villain, they can. But they better keep it to



themselves or bad things will happen to them. No one has ever cared about what |
wanted or needed, so I’ m not going to care about their desires either.

Rocco bows his head, but | can see his eyes are still troubled.

| know what bothers him. He's a good guy, and he's always had trouble with the
darker side of the mafia business. But that’s why he's here with me. He doesn’t have
it in him to be out there and put a bullet in someone’s head, so he's not a guard or a
soldier. Another thing he doesn’t have in him isto make hard decisions, so he's never
going to be aleader.

But he has anotherfault—one that | don’t mind exploiting—and it’s his loyalty. Even
if he doesn’t agree with something or if he's not willing to do something, he still
knows what I’m paying him for. He's not going to get in my way or lie to me, and
that’ s what makes him the perfect advisor.

| met him in juvie when we were just teens. He was there for something he hadn’t
even done, of course, and he looked like he was about to have a mental breakdown
until 1 calmed him down.

Everyone, including the people he was protecting, abandoned him, and even then, he
refused to betray them. Once | was out, | helped him get free. | saw just how useful
he could be when he drew the whole layout of a building from memory, without
having to think too hard about it.

“Is there anything else you' re worried about?’ | ask.
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“No,” Rocco says. “Not at the moment.”

“Good. Then tell our guy to approach the families, one by one. We don’'t want to
raise any alarms. Just send him to the family that’s most likely to sell first.”

Once all their neighbors start selling, the rest will follow, especially when they hear
there’ s good money involved.

“I will.”

“You should come with me to Amore Bruciante. Blow off some steam.” | clap him
on the back. “I could show you why | want to open a club like that.”

“I’ve only seen the photos and some videos, and I’'m not a member. They wouldn’t
let mein.”

“They would if | vouched for you. But you just don’t know what having fun means,
do you?’ | shake my head at him.

“If you need me to come take a look around for your project, I'll do it, but | don't
want to go there for nothing.”

| exhale loudly. “Fine, you don’'t have to, but I’'m going, and tell everyone to call me
only if there's an emergency because | don’t want to be disturbed.”

“Of course.” He givesme asmile.



| head to the door.

Amore Bruciante is probably the only place in my territory that | don’'t take
protection money from. They don't try to mess with my business, and | don’t mess
with theirs.

| even pay a nice membership fee, and in exchange, they don't let any of my enemies
or paid assassins anywhere near the club. Not many people would dare to trespass
anyway, because my men are good at keeping an eye on my territory.

| hop on my bike and rev the engine. As | speed down the street, my guards follow
me, but they stay at a safe distance. | aways like to have a backup plan in case
something happens, but | don’t want or need them breathing down my neck all the
time.

As | pull over in front of Amore Bruciante, my gaze falls on a woman who's striding
to the club’s entrance. | don't think I’ ve seen her before. | would’ ve remembered her,
and | would'’ve fucked her already.

Her black cocktail dress hugs her slender yet curvy body just perfectly. Her long dark
brown hair fans around her shoulders, and her dark brown eyes briefly focus on me

before she looks at the club’s guard.

| take off my helmet and watch her plump ass and long legs as she climbs the stairs in
her high heels.

A smile stretches across my lips.

She’ s going to be mine tonight.

CHAPTER 3



Chiara

| makemy way through the room, looking around. The light is dim and gives
everything a soft blue glow. | don't know why, but when I'm here, everything is
different. It’s like I’'m not me anymore, or well, lamstill me, but more confident and
free. No one really knows me.

This place gives me a special kind of energy. | never thought | could feel this way,
especiadly after Filippo. | thought 1I'd never get out of my house—my red
sanctuary—nbut this club is different for me.

| see a few familiar faces, but I’'m not here forfamiliar. | need someone new.
Someone who'll make me forget everything for amoment. | just want to feel like I'm
floating on a different plane of existence.

| want someone to give me what | need without asking for anything in return over and
over again. If Elena knew about this, she'd say I'm just terrified of falling in love and
being in arelationship.

And maybe | am. Maybe this is me just running away from al my problems, but |
don’'t care. | don't think | can ever trust anyone with my heart again.

| spot a guy striding toward me, and my lips part in surprise. Whoa. | don’t think I’ ve
ever seen him before because there’'s no way | wouldn’t remember him. Everyone's
gazes instantly turn to him.

It's like there’ s a special aura around him—a commanding presence, and it’s not just
because he's tall and has broad shoulders. It's something about the way he carries

himself. Like he owns this club, or maybe the whole damn world.

His hair is jet-black and dlightly ruffled. The big musclesin his arms push against his



leather jacket. His white dress shirt underneath is unbuttoned at the top, offering a
glimpse of his strong chest. As he gets closer, | look into his eyes—mesmerizing
blue.

This guy shouldn’t be real, but he somehow is. Is he a model? An actor? An athlete?
Or al inone? | have no idea, but it'simpossible to ook away from him.



Page 5

Source Creation Date: May 21, 2025, 8:14 am

His gaze is trained on mine, and a little gasp gets stuck in my throat when he
approaches me. Really? Me? Out of all the gorgeous women in the room who are
ogling him?1 fight the urge to look behind me.

It's not that | think I’'m ugly—if | did, | wouldn’t be here at all—but | don’t expect a
guy like him to go for someone like me. I'm just not tall enough and don’t have the
perfect supermodel body.

Maybe it's just his expensive-looking jacket, but | have a feeling he only appreciates
and wants absolute perfection. It's weird to judge anyone based on their looks, but

he'sjust giving me that vibe. Maybe I’ m wrong.

“Hi,” he says as he stops right in front of me, hisfull lips spreading into an irresistible
smile.

| bet this guy has never heard anoin hislife.
“Um, hi.” | return his smile, trying not to gape at him like an idiot.
Maybe he just wants to ask me something related to the club.

He leans forward, and | find myself enveloped in the refreshing scent of his cologne.
Wild and free—it’s how I’ d name that scent.

His lips amost brush my skin as he whispers into my ear. A zap of electricity runs
through me as he lists exactly what he'd like to do to me. Heat spreads all over me.
Oh hell. It would be like a dream come true, but can | trust him? Sure, the club has



rules and all, but it's not foolproof and I’'m sure this guy has enough money to get
everything he wants.

“What do you say? Would you like that?’ he asks as our gazes meet again.

“Yes.” | have no doubts about that.

Is today my lucky day or what? Something like this only used to happen in my
fantasies, and never inred life.

A smile curves hislips. “Perfect. Safe word?’

“Sunset.”

“Sunset,” he repeats the word.

| give him asmall nod.

“Come with me.” He offers me his hand, and | take it.

People are staring at us. Isthat what it feels like to be popular? To be a star? One part
of me likes the attention, just because | know it’s not going to last long.

He keeps glancing at me.

“Screw it. | can’'t wait to kiss you. You're just so fucking beautiful.” He shoves me
against the wall in the hallway, his lips crashing against mine.

Fire spreads through my veins as his mouth presses hard against mine, his tongue
dlipping past my lips. His hand slides under my dress and tightly grips my thigh. His
mouth ravages mine as his warm body leans into me. It’s like being trapped between



two walls, but | likeit. | like the intensity with which he's kissing me. He' s not afraid
I’m going to break.

“What isit about you?' he whispers as hislips shift to my neck.

A moan escapes my throat as his hand briefly dips to my already wet panties. | don't
know if anyone’ s watching us, but | couldn’t care less right now. He' s intoxicating.

“Look what you're doing to me.” He catches my hand and places it over the bulge in
his pants.

Oh hell. He's rock hard and huge. Should | be worried? But I’'m not. I’'m burning
stronger than ever.

He tugs me with him, and when the door to one of the rooms opens, my eyes widen.
It's one of those private VIP rooms, and it’s enormous. Soft music starts playing the
moment we enter. It’s probably bigger than the apartment where | used to live with—

He grabs me from behind, hislips fastening to my neck. My thoughts scatter as | hear
the door close with a click and he runs his hands down my stomach. | know what’s
going to happen because he told me, but my body is still tense with anticipation. Will
it be as good as it sounded? Better? Worse? Canhedeliver what he promised?

He rubs himself against my ass, sending another jolt of heat through me, as he cups
my breasts. Then he tugs on my dress, and the sound of ripping material cuts through
theair. | let out a surprised gasp.

Just how strong is he? Luckily, it's just a random dress | found in my closet. As it
falls to the floor, | hope there’'s enough left to tie around me after, or I’'m not sure
how I'll get home. My heels are easy to dip off, and | kick them toward the corner
where they won't get in the way.



He traces his fingers over my skin, and | forget what | was even thinking about a
moment ago. After unclasping my bra with ease, he yanks it off me and tosses it
somewhere across the room. His jacket flies through the air next.



Page 6

Source Creation Date: May 21, 2025, 8:14 am

He squeezes my breasts and toys with my nipples, giving me afew sharp pinches that
only excite me more. His hands explore my body, caressing and groping.

“Get down on your knees,” he commands.

| face him and lower myself down, keeping my eyes on him. My insides are a quivery
mix of excitement and a little bit of fear. My ex was never satisfied with my
technigue. Will this guy be different?

His eyes are brimming with desire and hunger. | don’t think anyone has ever watched
me like that, as if he sees me as more than just a way to get off. But | must be
imagining all that. Why would a random guy like him care about anything other than

his own pleasure?

“Open your mouth,” he says as he pushes the sleeves of his dress shirt up to his
elbows.

Even hisveiny arms are hot like hell.

| obey, and he unzips his pants. My eyes go wide as his thick length springs out. |’ ve
never been with anyone so big.

“Put your hands behind your back,” he says. “If you want me to stop, lift your hand
up, okay?’

“Yeah.” | do as he asks.



He slowly pushes his cock past my lips and sighs. | try to take as much of himin as
possible as | gently suck on his sensitive flesh. He groans, rocking his hips. His
movements gain speed, and | struggle a little. When | think I’'m about to choke, |
raise my hand.

My heart beats faster. | shouldn’'t be scared. I’m just doing what he told me to do, but
what if he reacts like Filippo?

He immediately backs away from me. “ Sorry, | got carried away. Are you okay?’

| just stare at him, unblinking. Why am | even surprised? He's not Filippo. | can trust
him.

Blue. | think I’'m going to call him Blue, because his eyes are so damn blue as he
looks at me with concern in his eyes.

“I'mfing” | say. “l wasjust alittle out of air. That's all:”

“Come here.” He extends his hand to me and pulls me up to my feet.

His arms wrap around me and | end up pressed against his chest. Safe. | feel safe, and
| haven't felt that withamanin, like...

Never, | guess. Even when they were nice to me, | expected their tense shoulders,
mouths curved in annoyance, and eyes flashing with disdain. | didn’'t get any of that
with Blue.

His fingers trail up and down my back, and then he places his hand on my cheek.
When our gazes lock, he presses his lips against mine. More warmth and need fills
my body.



He keeps kissing me, his mouth getting rougher against mine, and | like it. I'm glad
he hasn’'t changed his mind about me and that he doesn’t think he needs to be more
gentle. We stumble to the left, and | let out a surprised yelp when he pushes me onto
the bed, which is way softer and more comfortable than the one in a regular room.
The sheets are dark blue and silky, and so damn nice.

Blue flips me over and pulls my hips up, so | find myself facedown on the bed and
with my assin the air. His fingers hook into the waistband of my panties. | gasp as he
yanks them down my legs. His hands travel up my legs, massaging lightly and
making me moan. He kneads my skin and then his fingers slip between my legs.

He runs his hand over my wetness, forcing my legs farther apart. | push against his
hand, hungry for more of histouch. Needy for him.

His thumb briefly presses against my clit, and then without warning, he brings his
palm hard down on my bottom. And then again. And again.

The smacks are sharp and swift and echo through the room. My skin stings and
tingles, and the throbbing between my legs gets even stronger.

Blue caresses my bottom and gives me a couple of more smacks. The bed shifts and
he grasps my thighs. A loud moan tears its way out of my throat when | feel his
tongue gliding over my pussy. He spreads my folds, licking and flicking his tongue
over my clit. I'm having trouble staying still as he laps a me, finding just the right
pace.

When he hits the right spot, my release rolls through me with so much force that it
leaves me breathless. My whole body tingles and pulses with pleasure, and | can't

focus on anything other than the crazy need to have him inside me.

He moves to the nightstand, and | catch a glimpse of a condom wrapper. | close my



eyes, trying to catch my breath. | hear something that sounds like Blue taking off his
clothes. That’s good. | need a break.

But Blue is quick. He doesn’t give me much chance to recover because he positions
himself behind me and shoves himself so deep and so fast inside me that | cry out. It
only takes me a moment to adjust because the raging desire in me completely
overtakes me.

Blue mercilessly pumps his hips as he holds onto me, and every stroke is like adding
gasolineto afire. I'm floating on a cloud of pleasure, and it's asif no one and nothing
can touch me.

What was it again that was worrying me? | don’'t know, and | don't care. It's just
Blue and me here, and | don’'t have to know anything about him to feel bliss.
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When his forceful thrusts spill me over the edge, | let out aloud cry that mixes with
Blue's grunts. | hide my face in the sheets, and my whole body feelslike jelly.

Why does this feel so damn good? I'm tired and spent, and yet, every inch of my
body is tingling with joy. | don’t want toever leave this room. | don’t want to think
about anything or do anything.

Blue rolls over onto the bed next to me, and | turn around so | can stare at the ceiling
as | pant for breath. Then | glance at him. He's staring at me with those impossibly
blue eyes, which are now calm and sated.

Is any of thisevenreal or isit al just a dream? Because it seems too good to be true.
Why do | fed like | have a connection with a complete stranger? Why do our bodies
fit together so well? Why does he know exactly what to do to make my body sing
without even knowing anything about me?

It shouldn’t be possible. | said | wouldn’'t be thinking, but my mind is running
relentlessly. At least I'm not thinking about anything bad. Just about Blue. | wish |
knew hisreal name, but | can’t. We're here for pleasure. Thisisn't adating club.

I’ll probably never see him again. And even if | do, this can’'t happen again. It would
break my one-time-thing rule. | can’'t risk catching feelings for the guys | hook up
with. No matter how great it isor how much | want it, | have to resist.

Blue's lips spread into a smile, and | immediately think about breaking my own rule.
But | can’t. | shouldn’t. Blue probably isn't as nice as | think he is, and he wouldn’t
even like the real me. Who knows what his life is like? 1I'd never fit in, and I’'m not



looking for aboyfriend. | don’t think I’ m ready.

Besides, everything is always nice in the beginning, until enough time passes,
everyone relaxes, and things go to hell. This just needs to be a beginning and an end,
with nothing in between.

Something buzzes somewhere, probably Blue's phone. He groans as he lifts himself
up. | stare at his perfectly toned body as he gets dressed, and I’'m almost drooling.
Why can’'t he be my boyfriend? Like in some nice story where everyone is happy and
everything's perfect.

“1 have to go,” he says, breaking me out of my thoughts. “Y ou can stay for aslong as
you need. There's a shower behind that door.” He nods his head toward it as he picks
up his clothes off the floor. “And there' s some clothes in the closet. The door locks
itself automatically, so you don’t have to worry about that.”

“Thanks.” | give him asmall smile.

Wow, that’sreally, really nice of him, and yeah, it makes me wish even more that this
was something different.

With a sigh, | gaze at the ceiling. Maybe if | don’t look at him again, I'll be able to
forget him. He' s just a nice stranger who gave me one of the best nights of my life. |
guess I've just been disappointed so many times that this seems like absolute
perfection in comparison.

Maybe | don't have to forget Blue. | need to treasure this night forever and never
settle for anything less.

CHAPTER 4



Adriano

| approach the guard.“A woman will come out of my room. Let me know when she
shows up in the club again.”

He nods.

| shouldn’t be doing this. It's better to fuck and forget. | don’t want to risk any
attachment—from the woman’ s side, of course, and not mine.

| don’t do relationships or feelings. They’re complicated, messy, and pointless. And
they don’'t earn you any money or prestige. They only make you suffer. There's no
reason for me to want that in my life. | prefer smple.

But the woman | just fucked surprised me. Everywhere | go, people tend to know
who | am. They either know me as a mafia boss or a rich businessman. But | didn’t
see any recognition in her eyes. She hasno ideawho | am. It’ s refreshing.

And she hasn't come my way or started to, like some other women who keep thinking
I’ll change my mind and just date one of them. It's true | haven’t given her enough
time because, as soon as | spot something | want, | go for it. She was new to me and
really hot, and | wanted her. Strangely enough, | still want her, despite having her.

It's because she has a lot of potential. She has a sweet and innocent look about her,
but she's also full of fire and not afraid to get a little rough. | wouldn’t mind trying
out some other things with her because she gives me the impression of someone
adventurous enough and not afraid of trying new things. If they’d even be new to
her...

She somehow pulls off the nice and naughty look al in one. | like that about her. But
would she turn into every other girl who tried to become my girlfriend? Maybe not,



unless she figures out who | am and she wants my money.

But | don't have to make any decisions right now. She's given me what | needed.
Peace. Calmness. Enough energy to keep going with my work. 1’ll figure out what to
do about her some other time.

| openthe door to my apartment. It's cold and empty of people. Just how | like it. |
own the whole building, and my guards, cooks, and everyone else | need live here
too. Still, 1 don't want anyone in my apartment, unless | tell them to bring me
something.

| pad through the silence, my shoes quiet on the carpet. If anything makes anoise, I'll
know | have an intruder. My enemies shouldn’t be able to get to me through all the
security, but unexpected surprises happen. It’s better to always be careful.

A floorboard creaks as | open the door to my office, and | freeze on the spot. For a
second, | don't breathe. It's just me, and the damn floorboard has to be replaced. |
sigh.

It's a good thing I’'m my own boss now. If this had happened when | was a child, |
would’ve had my head slammed into thewall for making noise, and it wouldn’t matter
if the floorboards were squeaky and old.

| shake my head and enter the office. It's always better not to reminisce about the
past. It brings nothing good, and only the present and the future matter. Like my plan
on the huge map that covers one of the walls. The Gaviani Resort project is the only
thing that matters in my life. Once it's complete, it'll bring me even more money,
prestige, and fame.
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A smile spreads across my lips as | watch the map. | amost wish it was digital so it
would update automatically in all my offices, but | don’t want it to get into the wrong
hands. Anything digital is hackable, and my plans need to remain secret.

Many areas are now mine, and | grab a green marker to add the latest ones. Which
one of the white ones should | target next?

| pick up a dart off the desk and throw it. It gets stuck on one particular property. |
chose it, of course. | never miss when | throw darts. Even though | could have
someone else handle all this, | want to do something on my own.

Sometimes it’s just easier, and | don't like to be idle and wait. The house and that
property belong to an old woman named Nora. She's in her eighties and refuses to
abandon her home.

It's not a surprise. She's still able to live on her own, and it's the only home she's
ever known. If I'd ever had a home like that, maybe | would want to keep it too. But
Noraisin my way, and her house has to go. First, | need to get a shower, and then I'll
take care of Nora.

Nora's house is tiny.Just one floor, with nothing much there. Her windows are open
and there are no curtains to block my view. It's dark, and there aren’t any houses
close by or any nosyneighbors who might see me sneaking around. It’s the perfect
setup.

Norais asleep in an armchair in front of a TV. The house has a back door, so | head
there. The lock is old and it takes me a few moments to pick it. | slowly open the



door. It creaks, so | wait and listen carefully. Nothing. | don't think she’ll hear me
even if | make abit more noise, but I'm still as quiet as possible as | enter the kitchen.

| grab a pot smeared with grease and oil and a kitchen towel, and place them on the
stove. After turning on the stove, | get my lighter and set the kitchen towel on fire.
Then | drop it into the pot. Taking a quick look around, | get out of the kitchen.

Noramust be still asleep. The hallway is empty and | hurry to the door. Once I’ m out,
| lurk in the shadows. It shouldn’t take long for the fire to spread. There's a lot of
plastic and burnable stuff in the kitchen.

| dart toward the trees just as the fire catches the window. Keeping the house in sight,
| glance at my watch. It'll take the firefighters about ten minutes to get here. If Nora
doesn’t get out soon, I'll go get her myself.

If anything happens to her, it'll complicate things, and | can’t have that. Besides, she
has nothing to do with any of my business. Killing innocent people is not what | do,
and not just because it’ s inconvenient.

Noratrudges out of the house through the front door, staring at her house in dismay. |
pull deeper into the trees so she doesn’'t see me, but | don’t think she will. She's too
busy watching her home burn to ashes.

| hear the sirens of the firefighters and voices in the distance. Someone must’'ve
noticed the fire. It's my time to go. Nora will be safe, but her house won't. She'll
have to find some other place to live, and | bet her family won't leave her on her own

again.

Actually, they’ll probably be happy to sell whatever the hell remains of the house.
Norawon’t need it, and they won’t either. It would be too expensive to renovate it.



| have to send the offer to Nora' s family as soon as possible, maybe even in a couple
of days. Rocco and | have to make it sound like we' re helping the family in their time
of need. Helping them get rid of something they don’t need, and at the same time,
they can earn enough money for Nora' s new home or whatever she needs.

Even if she's stubborn, she'll have to realize that renewing the house would require
too much time and money. She might even be afraid to live alone, so there' |l be no
obstaclesin my path. Whatever happens, I'm sureit’ll al work out in my favor.

“Y ou didwhat?’ Rocco gapes at me.

“Nora has lived there her whole life. She wouldn’'t have agreed to move unless
something like this happened,” | say camly.

“But now her whole lifeis gone! All the memories, and photos, and... everything!”

| tilt my head. What has gotten into him?

“She’salive,” | say. “She'll live somewhere else.”

“Yeah, but... we could’ ve convinced her to sell in adifferent way. She didn’t have to
lose everything.”

| furrow my brow. “She’ll get enough money to buy whatever she needs.”

Rocco groansin frustration.

“What’ s the matter with you?’

He' s usually not like this, even when he disagrees with my methods.



“I lost alot of my things when a hurricane destroyed my family home. Irreplaceable
things. Like, the ring that was passed down through my family for decades. The rare
edition of my favorite comic that my grandma gifted me for my birthday. So many
things...”

“Do you really need those? Just get a new ring if you want to wear one. Someone
probably has that same comic edition somewhere.”

“But it’s not the same. You just don't get it.”

“l get that you're too attached to your things.” When | was younger, | never had
anything like that.
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Nothing was really mine to keep, and Gennaro always said | didn’t need anything.
My only possession was a necklace that probably belonged to my mother, but
Gennaro threw it away and told me that getting attached to anyone or anything was a
weakness.

Now | have a lot of things, but nothing guarantees that | won’t lose them. | might
have to ditch everything to move or my apartment might be under attack. All | need is
easily replaceable, so it doesn’'t matter. Gennaro was right when he said that getting
attached was a bad idea. Rocco is proof of that.

“Look, Norawill be fine, and that’s all that matters,” | say. “Prepare the offer for her
family and send it as quickly as possible, once the investigation and all is done. It
shouldn’t take long. Norais old and the fire came from the stove. No one will dwell
on it too much.”

“Okay.” Rocco presses hislipsinto atight line.

“Have you sent those offers | told you about?’

He nods. “We're waiting for their answer.”

“Good.” | smack my lips together.

Now all we have to do is wait.

CHAPTER S5



Chiara

| sweepthe broom over the floor, getting the last of the crumbs. It’s time to close the
restaurant, but my dad is still talking to some neighbors. Judging by the expressions
on their faces, it's a heated discussion. | can only catch afew words here and there, so
| inch closer.

“He's crazy if he thinks we're going to sell,” Pietro—my dad's best friend and our
closest neighbor—says. “1 don’t know what’ s up with the guys who agreed.”

“He's just another one of those businessmen who think money buys everything. If
someone wants to sell, let them. We won’t, and we' re not going anywhere.”

“l1 heard some even agreed to sell at a lower price!” Pietro waves his hands in
annoyance. “They didn’t want to deal with the guy. They say he’'s a mafia boss.”

“Hmm.” My dad scratches his chin. “Who knows? It’s all just rumors.”

“Yeah, but it's bad. Trust me. It's like he's buying properties one by one, and he's
planning to build some kind of resort here. We can't let that happen. Would you sell
your house and restaurant and go somewhere else? | can’t imagine it. | can’'t.” Pietro
shakes his head. “My grandfather lived here, and | wantmy grandchildren to live here
one day too. We don’'t need another huge hotel or whatever the hell that asshole plans
to build.”

‘| agree.”

“But what if everyone around us sells, huh? We'll end up looking at some monstrous
building. I’'m telling you, it’s not going to end well.”

| furrow my brow. Many old houses in town have been mowed down, only for hotels



and apartments to sprout. But our neighborhood has always been special. Different.
People here love our little community and our history. | can’t imagine any of it gone,
let dlone all of it.

But rich people always get some crazy ideas. They want to erect the tallest—and
usually the ugliest—building in town to show off their wealth. It's ridiculous, and it
shouldn't even be allowed here. Our neighborhood needs to be protected and
cherished, not destroyed.

There are plenty of other places for another hotel or whatever. It doesn’'t have to be
here. I'm sure the idiot rich guy will realize that and leave us alone. People who sold
their houses to him made a mistake, and they’ll probably have regrets. | know my
family and | aren’t going anywhere. It would be crazy.

“Hey, honey.” My dad waves at me. “Can you bring us another bottle of wine?’

“Surel” | give him asmall smile.

Y eah, we're definitely not going anywhere. Our life is here and always has been. No
one and nothing is going to change that.

It's beena few weeks since | went to Amore Bruciante. I’'m aways busy with
something, either with college or therestaurant, but today, | have some spare time.
And | need to relax. Has going to the club become an addiction or is it just the only
way for meto release all the pent-up tension? | don’t know, but it doesn’t matter.

As | enter the club, | look around. Where is he? Where is Blue? I'd have to be very
lucky to show up here at the same time as him. Would that even be luck? | don't
know why | want to see him. He and | are over. | only do one-night stands for a
reason, and | don’t need things to get complicated. Besides, Blue probably doesn't
want me anymore.



After some walking around, | lean against the wall next to the bar. It's one of those
nights when | just don’t feel like hooking up with anyone here. Sure, I’ve spotted
some safe options, but | don’'t find them attractive.

What if Blue has ruined me for everyone else? I’ ve never felt anything like that with
anyone, even if it sounds crazy, but | really wish | were here to meet with him and not
anyone else. | don’'t want anew guy. Maybe | should just leave.

“Hello, beautiful.” A guy with dark brown hair and brown eyes places his hand
against the wall next to me.

“Sorry, I’'m not interested.” | don’t remember ever seeing him, and | really don’t feel
like hooking up with anyone.
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“Why not?’ He cocks his head. “Are you waiting for someone?’

He shifts closer to me, and my heart skips a beat. The way he's leaning closer
reminds me of Filippo, and my chest suddenly feels heavy.

| can’t breathe. | can’t say anything. | can't wave at the guards for help. It's as if my
body isn’t working anymore.

“Sheis,” afamiliar voice says behind the guy’ s back.
Blue!
The guy pulls away from me and lifts an eyebrow at Blue, who just glares at him.

“Fine then.” The guy must’ve decided that he doesn't want to confront Blue, so he
struts away.

“Everything okay, Sunset?’ Blue asks, looking me up and down.

“Yeah.” | give him asmall smile, my shoulders relaxing. “ Thanks.”

Sunset? He' s calling me by my safe word? That’ s kind of cute.

Blue looks huge and menacing when he comes to stand right next to me, but | know
he's not going to hurt me. He's like my guardian angel or something. | glance down

at his exposed arms, and athrill surges through me. Memories of his hands caressing
me fill my head. | should stick to my own rules and walk away from him, but | don’t



want to.

“How about something different tonight?’ Blue whispers, and goosebumps appear on
my skin as his lips brush against my ear.

His voice turns even lower and more seductive as he tells me all about his idea. My
insides clench. Oh hell, that sounds so hot.

“What do you think?" he asks.

“Perfect, but without the second and third thing.” I'm up for alot of things, but not
everything.

“Sure.” He gives me a smile, and his hand snakes around my waist. “Let’sgo.”

We head to his room, and as soon as we're through the door, Blue grabs me and
presses me against the wall. His hand caresses my cheek, his eyes gazing into mine.

“1 missed you,” he says.

| bite down on my lip, but | can’'t fight off a smile. His words make me so happy and
warm inside. But thisisjust sex. It's only mindless fun. | can’t let it be anything else,
and besides, it would be crazy.

| don’t know anything about this guy. Not his name. Not what he does for a living.
Not what he likes and dislikes. Justbecause | love the way he touches me and makes
me feel doesn’t mean anything.

Blue's lips find mine, and | get lost in his hard kiss. His mouth pushes against mine
as his fingers curl in my dress. | let out a gasp as he yanks my sleeveless dress down
my body. His lips are on mine again, and his hands explore my body.



He tugs and pulls at my underwear until I'm completely naked. His hand slides
between my legs, gliding over my pussy and teasing me. Then he steps away from me
and looks me up and down asif he's studying a piece of art.

| should feel vulnerable because he's still fully dressed, but | don’t. Another thrill
rushes through me as his hungry gaze takes me in. He removes his tie, which |
haven't even noticed, because | was just too busy being overwhelmed by his
presence.

Then he pulls me to him and places the tie over my eyes. My heart rate quickens in
excitement as he lifts me into his arms and lowers me onto the bed. The tie is very
thick and | can’t see athing. All | can do is lie there, with my head on a soft pillow,
and listen.

Blue moves around. With anyone else, I'd be worried they were planning something
unsavory. But not with him. He'd never hurt me. | don’t know why I’m so sure, but
he just seems like that kind of guy. Or maybe | have really low standards.

Blue catches my wrist and attaches a padded cuff to it, his grip gentle. Very quickly,
my wrists and ankles are tied up and I’ m spread-eagled on the bed.

Blue runs his fingers over my breasts and down my stomach. He keeps exploring my
body, touching and feeling. My soft moans fill the room as my body gets hotter. Blue
moves away from me, and I’'m not sure what he's doing. Something rustles here and
there. A cabinet door opens and closes. Then silence.

| strain my ears, but | can only hear my labored breathing. Where is he? What is he
doing? Is he just watching me? Whydoes the idea of him just staring at me in silence

turn me on so much?

A cold splash of liquid hits my stomach and breasts, making me yelp in surprise. A



shiver runs through me just as the bed shifts under Blue' sweight. | groan as he leaves
a featherlike kiss just under my belly button, and then he licks a path up my skin,
lapping up the liquid.

His tongue keeps trailing up until his mouth closes around my nipple. He gently
sucks on my hard bud, teasing and tugging. Then his tongue swirls to my other breast.
| writhe and gasp in pleasure as his teeth graze my skin.
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He kisses his way up my neck and finally presses his lips against mine. He tastes like
wine. Was that what he spilled over me? Wine? Oh hell. That’sjust so damn hot.

He lowers himself down my body, leaving a kiss here and there. His fingers dip
between my legs, spreading my folds. | groan and moan as he gently rubs my clit.

My pleasure keeps building and building, but just as | get closer to the edge, he pulls
his hand away. | grunt with impatience, bucking my hips. Blue laughs softly. He's
enjoying this maybe even more than | am, if that’s possible.

A sharp smack of a crop against my thigh makes me jump. The sting takes my breath
away, but the tingling that follows just shoots up to my core. Blue traces the crop
over my skin and gently taps the underside of my breast.

Every inch of my body is on fire as he keeps switching between gentle taps and
harder smacks that land in unexpected places. When he trails the crop between my
legs, | groan. He taps it against my pussy faster and faster, and my restrains clink as |
can't stay still.

“Please,” | whisper, because | don’'t think | can take it anymore.

It's all just too much. All the sensations are rushing through my body and creating a
wonderful mix.

“You need abreak?’ Blue asks, his voice teasing.

“I need... more.”



“Open your mouth,” he says, and | do it.

The bed shifts again, and | feel his presence over me. When the tip of his cock pushes
past my lips, agroan forms low in my throat. | want to make him feel as good as he's
making me feel, so | wrap my mouth around him.

He grunts as he pushes in and out of my mouth, gliding over my tongue. | suck and
lick, and his groans of pleasure get louder. Now | wish | could see his face. His eyes.
But | can picture them in my mind.

| can imagine his face contorted with pleasure as he tries not to push his hips harder
than | can take. | suck faster, and he lets out a hiss as he spills himself into my mouth.
A satisfied smile spreads across my lips after he pulls away and | swallow.

Blue mutters a curse under his breath.

“1s something wrong?’ | ask.

Have | done something wrong? | don’t think | could’ ve hurt him.

“No.” He traces his finger over my lips. “You make me lose control. That's all. It
wasn’'t my plan to come, but you and your wicked little mouth...”

Why does that make me want to grin at him with pride?

“I’m not sureif | should reward you or punish you for that,” he says.

“How about both?’ I'm brave tonight, and very, very needy.

With anyone else, | wouldn’'t have dared to make such a suggestion because I'd be
worried what he'd think about me. But | don't think Blue will judge me for wanting



what | want.

He chuckles as he removes my makeshift blindfold. “ Perfect idea.”

After tonight, | really need to say goodbye to him. Forever. Becauseif | don't, I'll get
addicted to him. I’ll want to see him and only him. I'll only crave his touch. I'll
compare everyone to him.

But what if he could be my boyfriend? No, | can’t even think about it. It's just not
right, and this is definitely the last place where | should be looking for a permanent
relationship. Except, things happen. Sometimes you meet someone specia in a
completely unexpected place, and this would totally beit. It would be fate.

Blue releases the cuffs on my ankles and pushes my knees up against my stomach. He
rubs his fingers against my center, making me moan again. He gives my pussy alight
slap, and then he brings his palm down on my ass.

| groan as he leaves a flurry of smacks on my bottom, and the tingling on my skin
spreads all over me. Blue lowers himself between my spread legs, and as his tongue
finds my clit, hisfinger slidesinside me.

| can barely catch my breath as he deliciously torments me with his tongue and his
fingers. My release builds until | can’t take it anymore, and then it spills through me
like awave. My cry is so loud it echoes off the walls, and Blue lifts himself up and
looks at me with a smirk on his face.

How does he do that? How does he know exactly what buttons to push? It shouldn’t
be possible, but | think he's just paying attention to me. To every small reaction of

my body. Even now, his eyes are glued to me.

| want him inside me so bad | can't even say it, but Blue knows. After grabbing a



condom, he positions himself between my legs and then plunges himself inside me.
My body throbs around him as he pumps his hips, hard and fast.

Our gasps, moans, and grunts mix in the air, and the bed shakes with the force of his
powerful thrusts. Our gazes meet ashe pounds into me, and | can almost feel the
connection between us sizzling.
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Isthis redlly just sex? Is that all? Or could this be the beginning of something more?
Something nice.

My thoughts dissolve because Blue's hard strokes send me over the edge. His fingers
dig into my thighs as he lets out a soft roar. We both cry out, and he collapses on top
of me.

With a groan, he lifts himself up just enough to brush his nose against mine. He
plants a kiss on my lips before rolling off me.

What are we doing? Does he think the same thing as | am? Would he want something
more or is he just looking that way at me because he enjoys fucking me? Am |
enjoying the whole thing so much that | want thisto last?

Ugh, | have so many questions floating in my mind as my body still pulsates with
pleasure. | can’t let anything cloud my judgment. Sure, having great chemistry in bed
isgreat for arelationship, but it’s just one small part.

Blue is a complete stranger to me, and just because he's looking at me—oh hell, he's
doing it again—Iike I'm special to him doesn’'t mean anything. He wants pleasure,
and we happen to be compatible in that field. It doesn’'t mean we'd be like that in any
other sphere of life.

The fact that he's here, in this club, with a VIP room means he’' s not someone who's
looking for a relationship or love. If he was, he would' ve already found someone. A
guy like him probably has tons of women vying for his attention.



| got lucky. That's all. But it's just sex, and it will end, like all the other passable
things. Blue will just be a good memory I’ [l reminisce about once in awhile.

| let out aloud sigh.

CHAPTER 6

Adriano

“1 have some bad news,” Rocco says as soon as he enters my office.

| narrow my eyesat him. “What isit?’

“Remember that offer |1 sent this morning? Well, it was insta-rejected. It looks like
one of the neighbors started some sort of protest group, and a lot of the others joined
him. It' s basically the whole street, and once the word spreads, there will be more of

them.”

| lean back in my chair. “That’s only a small setback. Who's the guy who started it
al?

If we get the guy to back down, the rest will follow. They might feel brave right now,
but it won't last long.

“Paradoss.”

| tilt my head. That namerings abell. | have afeeling I’ ve dealt with him before.

“|sthat the Paradossi who owns that restaurant...? Rosa Bianca?’ | ask.

“Yeah, it'shim.”



| laugh. “Hetook aloan from me, and he's till paying it off.”

“True, but he doesn’'t know the business guy everyone is talking about is the same
guy he signed the deal with.”

“Then we should inform him of that little detail.”

Rocco presses hislipsinto atight line.

“What now? What are you thinking about that I’ m not?’

“The Paradossis are one of the first families that moved into that neighborhood. Their
house and the restaurant were the first buildings in that area. Sure, they looked
different back then, but the current buildings are old too. Even when they renovate,
they make sureit all keepsits original look.”

“S0? Tell me something | don’t know.”

“Paradossi can react in a different way from what you expect. He only owes you
about five thousand euros, and he' s never been late with his payments. If he finds out
who you redlly are, he'll probably find away to pay off the debt completely and keep
going against you, maybe even harder.”

“1 helped him save his restaurant when no one else would have. He was drowning in
debt, and | was the only one who offered him a loan in his situation. He should be
beyond grateful to me and get out of my way.”

“But he's also the kind of guy who never would’ ve gone to someone like us unless he
was completely desperate. He's willing to do anything for his home and his
restaurant, even things that go against his beliefs. We can’'t expect him to just walk
away from all of it. He's going to be our hardest target.”
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“Do you think he'd risk death too?’ Staying alive should always mean more than
some building.

“Probably, and if anything happens to him, the rest of the neighbors will go wild. The
whole thing will make all the headlines. Actualy, | got information that they’re
planning to contact the local newspaper. | reached out to some of my contacts, but
it'll be difficult to contain them. They could contact some bigger newspaper or
someone hungry for blood, and—"

“The whole project would be in jeopardy.”
Rocco nods.

“Does Paradoss have children?’

“He has a daughter. She'sin college.”

“Right.” | spread my lipsinto a smile. “Find me the contract he signed and bring it to
me.”

Usually, when people are so desperate that they need a loan from the mafia, they
don’t read the fine print. Those who do either don't have a choice, so they sign
anyway, or they run away screaming. | don’t know which one of my men closed the
deal with Paradossi for me—I never deal with trivial stuff like that myself, except
approving the deal beforeit’s done—but | know my contracts.

If it'sanything like | think it is, I'll solve my Paradossi problem easily. Paradoss will



have to choose what he wants more—his precious home or his daughter. Even if he
doesn’'t make the choice | want, I'll still have a way to get him out of my way. His
daughter is the key to everything.

“Why are you still here?’ | raise my eyebrows as Rocco hesitates in front of the door.
“There’' s something else. Y our... um... Matteo was seen close to your territory.”

My ex-adoptive brother, or I’'m not even sure what | should call him, lurking close to
me is never good. He probably suspects I'm up to something, and he wants to figure

out away to stop me. I’m sure he heard about the Gaviani Resort, and he's pissed.

But he’s not going to stop me either. No one will. I'll use his father’s last name and
be the only Gaviani worth mentioning.

Better than Matteo, and better than his father.

“Have someone keep an eye on him. | want to know right away if he comes any
closer,” | say.

| could take care of Matteo once and for al, but | just want him and his father to
watch my road to success from the front row, and they can’t do that if they’re both
dead. They better not get in my way, though, because I'll be merciless if they do.

Itwouldn’t be a smart move for them, but Matteo has always been reckless.

Rocco dips his head and rushes out of the office. | stare through the window. The sun
is about to go down behind the horizon.

Sunset.

The woman who shines brighter than the sun when she smiles. | shouldn’t be thinking



about her at al, but here | am. What is she doing now? Where is she? Is she going to
be at the club tonight?

| could send someone to track her down, or | could do it myself. Follow her home.
Find out all about her and satisfy my curiosity. Maybe then | would get her out of my
head.

But now’s not the time to get distracted. She makes me lose control in bed. But she
can't affect my life outside of Amore Bruciante. | won't let her.

I’'m in afamiliar car.A black sleek car that | haven't seen in years. It's moving fast
and everything is blurry... until ared car appears right next to mine. | grip the steering
wheel, but | already know what’s coming.

There's a bump in the road that | don’'t see as | try to pass by the red car. | lose
control and we collide. The red car skids off the road as | try to regain control of my
own car. Somehow, | manage to stay on the road and stop just in front of my adoptive

father—Gennaro—and his men.

| stumble out of the car, looking for Matteo. He was in the red car. Before | can go
find him, Gennaro grabs me by the shoulders.

“How the fuck did you do that?’ he asks.

| open my mouth, but words don’t come out. I'm dlightly dizzy, and my heart is still
pounding in my chest. All | can think about is Matteo. |s he okay?

Gennaro narrows his eyes at me, and fear washes over me. | hurt his son. His heir.
His biological child.

“You want to keep your secret, eh?’ Gennaro laughs, clapping me on the back. “Well



done, son. Y ou passed your test. Now you’ re atrue Gaviani.”

His laughter gets louder, and my eyes fly open. I'm back in my room in my
apartment. The stupid dream is over. It's been a while since | dreamed about my old
family. It must be because Rocco mentioned Matteo.

| sit up and run my hand over my face. Matteo was lucky enough to have come out of
that accident alive, with barely a scratch. The car was totaled, though, and Matteo has
never forgiven me for that, or for making him look bad in front of his father. That
night changed our relationship forever. It started the beginning of our end.
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But | don't want to think about my past. What happened, happened. There's no
reason to go back there. The Gavianis are my enemy now, a little bit different from
others because of our history, but it doesn’t change things much. I'm willing to go
against them if | have to, and one day, | will, but for now, I want them to witness
what |cando and they can't.

| get to my feet and get dressed because | need a distraction. It would be nice if |
knew where Sunset lives. | would love to bend her over, bury myself deep inside her,
and make her moan.

My cock instantly goes hard. It's crazy what she can do to me, even when she’s not
with me. It might be better to avoid her and find someone else, but | don't want
anyone else. I'll get bored of her eventually.

| head out, looking for the first guard that | find.
“Fight me,” | say.

Sometimes, when I'm bored or | just want some more practice, | engage in some
hand-to-hand combat with the guards. It's usually easy for me to beat them, either
because they’re holding back since I'm their boss—and no, telling them not to
doesn’'t change anything when they can’t help it—or because they just haven't had
the kind of training that | did.

As the guard throws a punch at my head, | evade and want to groan in frustration.
This is going to be more annoying than anything else, but at least it will distract me
for a bit.



CHAPTER 7

Chiara

| takea peek through the window. My dad isin the middle of the group formed by our
neighbors and he makes a lot of angry gestures as he speaks. Is it all about that
billionaire who wants to destroy our neighborhood?

| get out of my room. As I’'m passing through the hallway, | spot my mom in the
master bedroom. She’s putting her things into a big suitcase. | furrow my brow as |
enter.

“Mom, what’sgoing on?’ | ask as| cross my arms.

“Oh honey, it's agood thing you're here. Your dad and | are going to visit your uncle
Nico.”

“Why? Is everything okay?’ It's got to be something important because my parents
rarely go for unplanned visits or trips. My uncle is a lawyer, and if anything had
happened to him, I’'m sure my mom and dad would’ ve already told me.

“Yeah, everything's fine.” My mom'’s gaze meets mine as she places another shirt in
the suitcase. “It's because of Adriano Gaviani... That billionaire who wants to buy
our neighborhood and mow it al down for his project. We now know allittle bit more
about him and his plans, so we think Nico can help us. Your dad will collect al the
paperwork and information, and together with Nico, we can figure out how to stop
Gaviani.”

“Do you think there's something that can be done about that? | mean, that Gaviani
guy can't force anyoneto sell their property to him.”



“No, he can’t, but there are other ways he can make things difficult for us. He's
already bought some properties and some people will sell for the right price, so—"

“Gaviani could end up building something right across from our home and ruin
everything,” | finish for her.

“Exactly.” She nods. “But this neighborhood is very old, and Nico said that there
might be a way to protect the whole area so that Gaviani can't build whatever he
wants here. Some types of buildings or activities might not be acceptable. Then he'd
have to find some other place for his project and we'd be free of him. We have to
protect our history and culture.”

“The guy’s a hillionaire. People like him find their way around all the laws.” It
wouldn’t be the first time that the people in charge looked the other way or tweaked
the laws just to suit the needs of therich.

“Sure, but we can go to the press. Catch everyone's attention. The whole country will
know about this, and people won't be happy. But first we need to check and know all
our options. It might be easier than we think. Maybe we only need to make a small
move that will make Gaviani realize we're serious about staying and preserving our
neighborhood the way it is. If he doesn’'t want any trouble or bad press, he'll change
his plans.”

“Should I go with you? Maybe there's something | can help with.” Thisis about my
futuretoo. | can't just sit back and wait.

“No. You shouldn’'t skip your classes, and we need someone to keep an eye on the
house and the restaurant.”

“Right. Of course.” | give her asmall smile. “I hope it works out.”



It would suck to have a huge hotel or something just down the street. It would
completely change the look and feel of our neighborhood.

“Metoo.” My mom sighs. “We'll put up one hell of afight.”

“Oh, we will.” Gaviani will regret ever choosing our neighborhood as his target.

| siton the stairs that lead to the restaurant as | watch the sun disappear behind the
houses. The whole street is bathed in a reddish glow, and the sky is impossibly
beautiful.

Bianca, my neighbor, walks up to me and sits down next to me.

“Hey,” she says with a smile on her face. Her blonde hair is tied into a ponytail and
her hazel eyes sparkle in the last rays of the sun.
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“1t’ s awesome what your dad’' s doing,” she says.
“Yeah. We all just want to protect our neighborhood.”

She bobs her head. “But my mom and dad think we're going to have to move in the

end.
“Wewon't,” | say confidently. “No one can force us out of here.”

“My dad doesn’t agree. He heard that Gaviani is a mafia boss, or that his family isthe
mafia or something like that.”

“A mafia boss? Yeah, | heard that before. But are you sure that’s not just a rumor?”’
We hear about the mafia and their wars all the time, but we' ve never had any contact
with them, or at leastlhaven't.

If they were out in the open, it would be easy for the cops to catch them. Some people
think that any super-rich person is inthe mafia, and maybe theydohave some

similarities in the way they operate, but | doubt Gaviani is amafia boss.

Bianca shrugs. “I don’t know. I'm just telling you what | heard. | don’t want to have
to move either, but you never know. People like Gaviani are shady as hell.”

“1 get that, but why would he want all the attention on him? If he's a mafia boss,
surely he won’'t want to deal with the outrage.”

The mafia hasits hands in everything, but they usually do it so that most people don’t



know about it or don't realize it. Mowing down a historical neighborhood for money
laundering or some other criminal activities seems a bit too much. Too flashy. Too in
everyone' sfaces.

“Maybe he's aready bribed or threatened everyone to keep quiet about him. You
know that house that burned in afire recently?’

“Nora s house?’

“Y eah. People are saying Gaviani did that.”

“Caused afire?’ | raise an eyebrow at her. “Why would he do that? How?”’

“Her family sold the property to him.”

“Okay, but that doesn’'t prove he was behind it all. Nora left something on the stove
and fell asleep. It happens.”

“So you're saying Gaviani just got lucky?’ She narrows her eyes at me.

“Probably, yeah.”

“Well, I’'m suspicious about it all. Remember Agnelli? He said he wouldn't sell and
then he did and disappeared without a trace. People say Gaviani had something on
him or threatened him somehow.”

“People say a lot of things.” Some of them true, and some of them pure invention.
“And Agnelli maybe intended to sell all along, but he didn’t want to admit it because
he knew alot ofhis friends would be jumping down his throat for his decision. Maybe
he didn’t want anyone to try to change his mind.”



“Maybe you're right, but we don’t know. | think Gaviani is athreat.”

“My mom and dad will figure something out. If we have to go public about it, we
will, but no one can take our homes. My family and | aren’t going anywhere. My
home is here and always will be.”

“You already moved out once.”

“Yeah, and it was amistake.” My house isthe only place I'll ever feel safe.

“It was a mistake only because you moved in with the wrong person. If it weren't for
that guy, maybe you would’ ve liked your life in your new apartment.”

“It's not only that. | never intended to stay in that apartment forever. | planned to
eventually return here and run the restaurant.” Marry Filippo and build a house for us
right next to my parents'.

Filippo even agreed to it. We had so many plans. But then it al turned out to be alie.
He wanted me to be his and only his, no matter what | wanted. He was only saying
things he thought | wanted to hear.

“I’m sorry,” Bianca says. “| shouldn’t have brought that up.”

“It’'s okay.”

She places her hand over mine. “I can see it in your eyes that it still hurts you. That

wasn't my intention. | hope you're right, and nothing will change here. Actually, do
you think we could hire the mafiato chase Gaviani out of here?’
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“Terrible idea. If they get you entangled in their world, they’ll never let you go. Our
neighborhood would become theirs, and that’s even worse than Gaviani.”

Biancalaughs. “I was joking.”

A smile spreads across my lips. “I know, but | still don’t want any mafia anywhere
near us.”

“Agreed.” Bianca gets to her feet. “I have to go. My mom wants me to look at some
apartments with her, just in case.”

| sigh. Many people said they were willing to fight for our neighborhood, but what if
they change their minds? We can't let Gaviani win and get what he wants. We came
here first, and he's an intruder. He doesn’'t belong here, and it’ s not like he intends to
live here himself.

All he wants isto get richer and richer, which isridiculous, considering he' s already a
billionaire. Why does he need more money? More projects? Why doesn’'t he care
about anyone other than himself? Has he even seen how beautiful our neighborhood
iS? Does he know any of the people who live here? Like, really know them? I’ m sure
he doesn’t.

He'savillain, and villains don’t win in the end. | just know it. Gaviani isn't going to
get what he wants. We al need to stick together. Then we'll be unbeatable.

CHAPTER 8



Matteo

“What the fuck is he doing?’| whisper under my breath as | study the latest reports on
Adriano’ s movements.

He's up to something, and it’s not anything good. He's been buying properties in all
the wrong areas, and there are strong whispers about his special Gaviani project, or
whatever the fuck he callsit.

| don’t know what he intends to do. The area he's focused on is close to the sea and
right next to his territory. Building anything there would be great because of the view
and closeness of the city center.

It's perfect, but it's also highly problematic and that’s why no one has ever tried to
control that area. The neighborhood is very peaceful, quiet, and old, and everyone
knows everyone there.

Trying to send someone to spy on Adriano and his men would be
complicated—although not impossible—and he’'s making his moves right from his
territory. He' sonly crossed over alittle bit so far, but I'm sure he' s going to expand.

Will people sell their homes to him? It’s arisky investment and it could catch alot of
attention, but that’s exactly why Adriano wants it. If he has his way, he'll get richer
and morepowerful, maybe even become the biggest boss in town. | can't let that

happen.

| grit my teeth. | shouldn’'t have let Adriano keep his territory and my family name.
Now I’ [l have to go through histerritory to find out exactly what his planis.

Maybe | should let him handle the complicated neighborhood and set it up for
business. Once all the pesky people are gone, I'll defeat Adriano and take everything



that’s his. Let him do the dirty work for me.

A soft sound in the hallway makes me close the laptop on my desk and turn around.
My father enters the room. His gray eyes are narrowed, and his gray hair is starting to
peek out from under the dyed black strands.

“Why are you still here?’ he asks, raising his eyebrows at me.

“ And where am | supposed to be?’

“I don’t know. Out there. Doing something!”

“Maybe | would be... if you finally let me take control of things.” | push my lips up
into asmilethat | don’t fedl.

My father is getting old, but he still wants to be the one to rule the Gaviani territory
on his own. He keeps saying | have to wait for him to retire or die to become the
boss, but I’'m running out of patience.

At first, | thought that working for him and doing what he wanted would make him
see that | was ready, but now, | no longer want to jump every time he barks. His
decisions are stupid anyway. He didn’t let me go after Adriano, and that was his
biggest mistake.

Now things are more difficult for us, but there's still time to salvage the situation.
The only question is, does my father want that? He's always had a soft spot for that
street rat he found. | can't believe that he used to call Adriano his son, even though
Adriano has zero Gaviani blood.

“You? Take over?” My father laughs. “Not with that again. Y ou haven’'t shown me a
single thing that would make me think you’ re worthy of taking my place.”



| scoff and start for the door, but he gets in my way. We're face-to-face as he stares
into my eyes. It used to terrify me when he'd do that because | knew bad things were
coming, but not anymore. I'm taller and stronger than him. If he thinks he can scare
me, he’ swrong.

“Where do you think you're going?’ he asks.

“Didn’'t you just say | should be out there? If you don’t think I’ m worthy, then maybe
| should leave, and you won't just have Adriano as your enemy.” | glare at him.

“Don’t be dramatic. Y ou don’t even have your own territory.”
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| tilt my head. “What makes you think | wouldn’t just take yours?’

“Because you' re not Adriano.”

| curl my fingers into fists. It takes all my willpower not to punch him. “If you love
that asshole so fucking much, then why don’t you help him with his new project? Ah,
wait, you can’'t. He would put a bullet in your head because, despite what you think,

he' s not your real son.”

He presses hislipsinto atight line. That’'s it. My father can’t handle the fact that I'm
his heir and not his precious Adriano.

“1 want you to go there,” he suddenly says.
“Go where?’

“Check out the neighborhood he's planning to buy. Find out what people there think
and what they know.”

“If | want to get there, I'll have to go through Adriano’ s territory... or the Ciprianis'.”

The Ciprianis are a strange family, but they stick to their territory and don’t deal
much with anyone else. They’re not a threat, unless you enter their territory without
permission. Wedon't need a war with the Ciprianis, which only leaves us with one

possible path.

“Yes, you'll have to go through Adriano’s territory. Is that a problem?’ My father



stares at me. “Are you so incompetent that you and your men will get caught?’

“No, but you know what that neighborhood is like. Everyone will know | asked
around, including Adriano, and | don’t think those people will tell us anything useful.
We aready know many of them are not happy about Adriano’'s plan and they’ll
refuse to sell, unless he finds away to convince them.”

“1 want him to know we're on to his plan.”

| furrow my brow. “Then fucking send him aletter.”

“No. He needs to know we can pass through his territory whenever we want and that
we' re ready to interfere with his business.”

“You want to put some pressure on him?’ Adriano works best under pressure, and
my father knows that. Great. It looks like he wants to help Adriano.

“ Stop asking so many stupid questions and just do it. Go. | don’t want to see you here
until it’s done.”

He doesn’'t want to see me in our home until it's done? Wow. He's going to bring
over some women to fuck while I’m gone, like he always does.

“Fine.” I’'m not going to argue with him this time.
It's awaste of my time and breath. I'll do what he wants me to do, but | need to come
up with my own plan. There has to be a way to get rid of Adriano and my father at

the sametime. | just need to be careful about what | do.

Then | won't only defeat Adriano and have his territory but I'll also take my
birthright. Before the life drains out of my father’s eyes, he'll realize Adriano is weak



and should've never been given the Gaviani name. He'll realize he's been
underestimating me my whole damn life, and he'll have regrets.

But that’s not my problem. I’ [l laugh last.

CHAPTER9

Adriano

“Something weird happened,” Rocco says, his brow furrowed as he stares at his phone
screen.

“What?’ | don’t need anythingweirdnow, whatever the fuck that means.

“Um, Matteo. Some of his men slipped through somehow. They went to talk to the
people we're currently negotiating with and those we were about to contact.”

“What the fuck? How did that happen? And they got there through our territory or the
Ciprianis' ?’

“Ours.” Rocco'sfaceis serious.

“Now that’s just fucking great! Where are they now? What did they want? Are they
trying to buy too or just messing with my plan?’ | expected it, especially because
Matteo had aready been sniffing around, but my men shouldn’t have let it happen.

Matteo and Gennaro must’'ve been watching my territory more carefully than
everyone thought, and they somehow figured out a way to sneak around without
getting seen.
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“Actually, they pretended to be reporters and were fishing for information.”

| blink at Rocco. Pretending to be reporters, but why? | thought Gennaro and Matteo
would try to get in the middle.Offer more money to people, so I’d have to pay more.
Or try to find a way to buy some houses on their own, so they could either try to
negotiate with me or take over as much of that area as possible to make mine smaller.

But they have to know I'd go to war with them over it, even if it caught some
attention. 1I’d have to be careful and it would all have to be done as quietly as
possible, but it would be doable. Would they try something else to sabotage me?
Bring even more attention to that area?

“There’ s nothing much they can find out by talking to people.” It’s not like I’ ve given
anyone any information about what | intend to do. “And they must’'ve heard all the
rumors. So what then? Are they trying to figure out how many people are willing to
go against me? How many aren’'t willing to sell?’

“Maybe.” Rocco shrugs. “Like | said, it's a weird move. They haven't done any
damage yet, and now that we know they slipped through once, we need to up our
security so that it doesn’t happen twice. If they planned to do something there, they
missed their chance.”

“Or they wanted to show off. Demonstrate that they can get through my territory
without a problem. And now they probably know who is more likely to sell. They can
send a random lawyer to negotiate their own deal and we won't know about it until
it's too late. While we're busy looking for holes and upping our security, they could
be plotting something else. They don’t even need to go anywhere anymore.”



“But they could ve done that without breaching our territory and letting you know
that they’ re up to something.”

“It's Gennaro. He's... He's like that. Sometimes he does things that no one else
would. It's probably some kind of weird challenge in his head. He wants me to know
they’ re about to do something, and he wants me to make a move.”

“Evenif it ruins his plan?’ Rocco frowns. “Even if he’srisking war?’

“Yeah. Maybe all he wantsisto pit Matteo and me against each other. Force usinto a

war.
After all, that’s what Gennaro was always doing when | lived with him and Matteo.
Maybe he misses it, or he thinks I’ve become too much of a threat. Whatever
happens, | won't let them steal or stop my project.

“But why now?’ Rocco asks.

| shrug. “Maybe he thinks Matteo and | are both ready to face each other, but | don’t
have time for that. Watch the borders of our territory more closely and offer more
money to those who are on the verge of selling but haven’t made up their mind.” |

hate wasting money, and if people hear I’m now offering more, they’ll try to bargain.

But | don’'t want Gennaro or Matteo to get to those people first. Maybe that’s not
their plan, but | can’t be sure.

“What about Paradoss and the rest like him?”

| meet Rocco’ s gaze. “Where' s that contract he signed?’

“Right here” Rocco looks through some papers on the desk and offers me the



contract.

| find the page with the fine print and smile. “He's not going to be a problem
anymore. We're going to pay him a visit. Tonight. If he doesn't want to lose his
precious daughter, he'll sell everything to me for an acceptable price. And then he'll
have to be the one to convince his idiot neighbors to sell before they al lose their
heads.”

“What if someone talks? What if Matteo's men really collect some stories and
publish them?’

“No one's going to believe them. It's al just rumors, and they’ll al sign perfectly
legal contracts and I'll pay them afair price. Then everyone will think they heard of
those who got more money and have regrets because they didn’t ask for moreor try to
bargain. And we'll come up with some lies about the neighborhood. The water being
unclean or something, and if Paradoss is the one to tell those stories, they’ll believe
him. Even if they find out that’s not true later, who cares? It's their own fault for
believing their friend.”

“What if Paradoss refuses?’

“He won't, and if he does or anyone else causes a problem that | can’t easily resolve,
I’ll just burn everything to the ground.” If | can’t haveit, no one else can. | don't give
afuck.

“I’ll get everything ready then,” Rocco says.

| place the contract on the desk and look through the window. | haven’'t seen Gennaro

and Matteo in person since | ended up in juvie. No one came to visit me, and they’ve
never tried to contact me.



At first | thought they didn’'t want to deal with the cops or risk getting close. Then |
thought Gennaro was furious with me for getting arrested for a completely stupid
thing Matteo and | had done, and the lack of contact was to punish me and teach me a

|esson.

But when | got out, any number | called was disconnected. | was all on my own on
the streets until | realized Gennaro had forgotten to cancel my bank account. There
was even more money in it than | thought there’ d be.

It helped me get on my feet and start my own business. With al | learned from
Gennaro, | quickly set everything up. Sometimes, | believed it was all atest. | wanted
Gennaro to show up and congratulate me for making it on my own and for not
wasting his money.

But that never happened. Has Gennaro really forgotten about that bank account? Was
that his parting gift to me? | don’t know. He must’ve been disappointed in me, and
who knows what Matteo told him about what happened on the night | was arrested.

| took arisk for Matteo and helped him get away, but he clearly didn’t appreciate any
of it. Maybe | should ve dragged him to juvie with me, but that's not who | am.
Gennaro did alot for me, and I'll forever be grateful to him for that.

But if he thinks anything that happened in the past will affect our current relationship,
he’'swrong. I’'m on my own, just like I’ ve always been. Matteo thinks he' s better than
me because he’'sarea Gaviani, but he's wrong.
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And whateve