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CHAPTER 1
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Beatriz Caccini

I ALWAYS KNEW MY LIFE would never be normal. I grew up surrounded by luxury, tradition, and unbreakable rules, like a rare jewel locked in a golden vault. From a young age, I knew that as soon as I came of age, my destiny would already be mapped out. An arranged marriage. An alliance sealed not by love, but by power and convenience.

I was supposed to marry the Brazilian, but he chose my sister instead. And no, I’m not complaining about that. Of course, when it happened, a whirlwind of emotions hit me like a punch to the gut. First, despair—my sister would have to face that in my place. Then, relief—I was free of that sentence. But finally, rejection—as if an invisible hand had squeezed my chest, crushing any shred of pride I had left.

He studied me for a moment, his eyes cold and appraising, and decided I wasn’t good enough to be his wife. And, well, maybe I’m really not. In fact, I’m not good enough to marry anyone, because the mere idea of sharing my life with someone I don’t love makes me nauseous.

“Ah, but you’ll grow to love him.” Or get used to him, right? And honestly? I’m too intense to live by habit.

But there’s nothing I can do. All that’s left is to accept my fate and swallow all the desires screaming inside me. All my desire to live.

But if I were free to do what I wanted... oh, you can bet I would live. I’d live every day as if it were my last. I’d feel the wind on my face, dance in the rain, kiss whoever I wanted without fear of the consequences.

I love my parents, I love my family. But... if for a few days I could trade lives with someone—anyone who had a normal life, far from the mafia, far from this suffocating world—I’d do it without hesitation.

Bianca, my other half, is gone. She got married. Ever since, I’ve felt empty, as if a part of me had been ripped out. The house, once vibrant with our laughter and secrets, now feels cold and silent.

I thought about going back to fashion school. I started on a whim and dropped out after the first semester. But what for? Even if I studied, I could never live like a normal college student. I’d never have the freedom to go to a bar with friends after class or travel without a security detail around me. So why delude myself?

And in the end, it’s not even worth considering. Soon I’ll be married. And who’s to say my so-called husband will even let me keep studying?

Yes, that’s how it is. In the mafia, women only do what their husbands allow.

I roll my eyes, staring at my reflection in the wall mirror. Ah, if only I’d been born in my brother José’s place...

“Sweetheart.”

My mother’s voice pulls me from my daydream. I turn and see her seated at the table, holding a delicate porcelain cup.

“We’re planning a trip with your Uncle Giovanni.” She brings the coffee to her lips, blowing on it lightly before taking a sip.

I cross my arms, forcing a smile.

“Oh, how nice,” I said, with zero interest.

She lowers the cup, setting it gently on the saucer.

“I know your cousins are already married, but so you’re not alone in the house, you can go to your aunt and uncle’s place in Germany.”

“Oh, Mom, I don’t really want to go. Jade doesn’t even live there anymore.”

I frown, biting my lower lip as my mind races. Then, an idea surfaces. A clever glint crosses my eyes, and my smile returns.

“Could I go to Mexico? I haven’t been in years.”

I hear the rustle of newspaper pages being folded. My father, who until then had been ignoring the conversation, looks up at me. His expression is unreadable, but I know he’s analyzing every word I say.

“Your uncle’s children are also going away on holiday,” he says, folding the paper with a firm motion.

“And I couldn’t just stay at his house?”

He stares at me for a few seconds before resting his elbows on the table.

“Stay there with whom? Your uncle is traveling with us, and your cousins won’t be there.”

“But, Dad, I don’t want to go to be with them. I want to enjoy the city! It’s been so long since I’ve been... And I don’t want to be alone here. And don’t even say José will be here, because we know he almost never is.”

My mother glances at my father, and he lets out a long sigh, running a hand over his face.

“I’ll check with your uncle to see if there’s someone who can stay with you to ensure your safety. I’ll let you know if it’s a possibility.”

I roll my eyes, frustrated.

“Dad, is that really necessary? Isn’t it peaceful there? Are we under some specific threat that makes it necessary?”

My heart beats a little faster. The idea of having someone on my tail the whole time almost makes me want to cancel the trip.

“And since when would I let you go alone in another city, Beatriz? Whether we have an obvious threat or not, we’re always at risk. We have many enemies. You need security.”

I cross my arms, tilting my head to the side with a mischievous smile.

“Is it for my safety, or to keep an eye on me?”

My mother arches an eyebrow, her lips curving into a slight smile.

“And do you need to be watched, Beatriz?” She crosses her legs, adjusting her posture. “You’re old enough to know what you can and cannot do. Your father will speak with your uncle, and if there’s someone trustworthy there, you may go.”

My father leans back in his chair, his fingers drumming on the wooden table.

“Yes... I think a little travel will do you good.”

My gaze narrows.

“Because when I come back I’ll be getting married?”

My voice comes out firmer than I expected, and the silence that follows is almost palpable. My father looks at me for a moment, then glances at my mother before, very slowly, nodding.

My breath hitches.

I grip the cup handle tightly, but my hand is trembling. I say nothing. I just bring the coffee to my mouth and try to ignore the fact that my heart is beating way too hard.

I hate, with every fiber of my being, knowing that I’m going to get married.

I clench my fists on the table, feeling my short nails dig into my palms. My jaw tightens, and a bitter taste rises in my throat. I try to stay strong, breathe deeply, and repeat to myself that this is it. That it’s necessary. That there’s nowhere to run.

It was like this for my mother, my aunts, my cousins, and even my sister. They all followed this path. Like porcelain dolls in their little golden boxes, beautiful, untouchable... and locked away.

So, this is it.

Swallow the self-pity, Beatriz. Be strong.

I’m going to marry a stranger.

No love. No affection. Without even knowing his favorite food, if he likes his coffee black or with sugar, if he’s a heavy sleeper or if he has the annoying habit of cracking his knuckles when he’s anxious.

And he, obviously, won’t care one bit about knowing my preferences.

I’ll just be a piece of ass he fucks and then disappears.

The image disgusts me. My stomach churns, and the coffee I just drank sits inside me like an anchor. He’ll fool around to his heart’s content, while I stay at home, playing the fool who pretends not to see. And then, much later, maybe—if I’m lucky—some sort of redemption might come.

But hold on, that ending isn’t even a certainty. Not everyone gives in.

I let out a short, humorless laugh, shaking my head.

Too ridiculous, right?

As soon as I enter my room, I flop onto the bed without ceremony, the mattress sinking under my weight. The soft texture of the cotton sheets molds against my skin, but it brings no comfort.

I grab my phone, unlock the screen, and open the girls’ group chat.

Me: Girls, I might spend the holidays in Mexico! And alone!!

I omit the part about my dad wanting to put a watchdog on me.

Giulia: Seriously?! How did you manage to convince Uncle Renzo? lol

Jade: A miracle! How did you negotiate that with Uncle Renzo?

Bianca: Hmm, I never had those privileges, lol. Just kidding! I’m happy for you, but I also want to know how you convinced Daddy.

I smile sideways, biting the corner of my lip. They know my father. They know convincing him of anything involving freedom is practically a historic event.

Me: They’re traveling with Uncle Giovanni and I’d be alone at home. Mom and Dad still feel sorry for me since I was rejected by Bianca’s husband (thank God for that). So, I think Dad will give in. But the ‘alone, alone’ part isn’t quite true, unfortunately.

Giulia: lmao, I knew it wouldn’t be ‘alone.’ You’re taking a bodyguard with you, aren’t you?

I roll my eyes and let out a bored huff.

Me: I’m not taking one, Dad is going to pick someone trustworthy from there. But, honestly? I’m almost giving up on going because of it. Ugh, I hate the idea of having someone on my tail 24/7. Not to mention, when I get back, I’m getting married. I think Dad has already found someone for me. I wish I could enjoy these last days of happiness.

The last word seems to throb inside my mind. Happiness. A distant concept.

Jade: Once you’re there, you give that bodyguard the slip and have fun, lol. Do you know who the lucky guy is?

Bianca: I was just about to ask that.

My fingers slide across the screen, typing quickly.

Me: The lucky guy I don’t know, but the unlucky one I know is me.

Notifications start popping up one after another, and a low laugh escapes my lips when I see the audio messages and laughing emojis from the girls.

The conversation shifts to another topic, and within minutes, we’re immersed in memories. Jade starts talking about how amazing it would be to take a trip together, like in the old days. Before the obligations. Before each of us went our separate ways.

I close my eyes for a moment, feeling nostalgia wrap around me like a tight hug.

The ache in my chest is almost physical.

I miss that time so much.

And to think I didn’t appreciate the moments we were all together enough... Now, I’d give anything to go back in time and make it pass more slowly.
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CHAPTER 2
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Santiago Herrera

I’VE KILLED A LOT OF people.

I don’t remember all the faces, but the numbers are etched in my mind. Enough to know I’m not a good man. Never was. Never tried to be.

But this time, a mistake.

And a mistake like that costs me dearly.

I should have eliminated the whole family. That was the mission they gave me, and I always complete everything without question, without fail. Over twenty years without a slip-up, not a single error.

Yet...

The boy is eight years old.

His wide, startled eyes shine under the weak light filtering into the room. His skinny arms tremble as he shrinks back on the filthy floor of the ruined house. There’s soot on his face, a line of dust marking his dirty cheek. But he doesn’t cry. Doesn’t beg. Just watches me, motionless, as if he understands this is the end.

My finger stays on the trigger.

But I don’t squeeze.

And now, I’m paying for it.

I killed his parents. Killed the whole family. But I couldn’t kill the boy.

Why?

I have no idea. This has never happened before.

But when I realized that kid didn’t feel a single drop of sadness for his parents’ death—when I saw in his eyes not just fear of me, but a dark relief at being free of them—something inside me locked up.

I failed.

For the first time in over twenty years, I failed.

And I know I’ll be punished for it.

Giovanni already knows I didn’t kill the boy. He always knows. Knows the boy is hidden somewhere, protected by me. I didn’t even bother hiding the mistake.

When he asked me if the job was done, I said yes.

But I also told the truth about leaving a survivor.

He doesn’t need to ask why. Giovanni has known me long enough to know I’d never leave someone breathing if I didn’t want to.

We grew up together. He’s a little older than me, but we’ve always been side by side, like brothers.

“Santiago.”

His voice calls me from the office. I walk in without knocking. I don’t need to.

Giovanni is behind the desk, a lit cigarette between his fingers. The glowing ember reflects in his serious, inscrutable gaze. Smoke rises slowly in the air, forming silver swirls under the yellow light of the lamp.

I don’t need him to say a word to know shit’s coming.

He exhales smoke through his nose before speaking, his voice hoarse and laden with forced calm.

“You won’t be traveling for work these next few days.” He pauses to take another drag. “I’ll send someone else in your place.”

I cross my arms, waiting for the rest of the sentence.

“Before you say anything, I’m going on vacation with my family and I need someone I trust here. And you know I only trust you.”

I roll my eyes.

Bullshit.

He’s punishing me and we both know it.

But what comes next catches me off guard.

“My niece is coming to spend her vacation here. Renzo’s daughter. He asked me to leave my best man on guard for her. And since you’ll be staying, I decided it should be you.”

He tosses out the information as if it were a favor. As if I didn’t know this is a punishment in disguise.

I cross my arms, narrowing my eyes.

“This is a punishment.”

Giovanni lets out a short laugh, full of mockery.

“Looking after my niece is not a punishment, Herrera. You should see it as a second chance. Renzo would have slit your throat. I’m being generous.”

I make a sound of disdain.

“I’m a killer, Giovanni. Not a fucking babysitter.”

He brings the cigarette to his lips, his dark eyes sparkling with amusement.

“And that’s exactly why you fucked up.” He tilts his head, gauging my reaction. “You think I care about your dissatisfaction? You botched a job, and now you’re going to redeem yourself. My niece will be in Mexico and you will ensure nothing happens to her.”

My jaw tightens.

“I shouldn’t be protecting some spoiled girl,” I mutter through my teeth. “You could punish me another way, don’t you think?”

He lets out a low, disbelieving laugh.

“I spoke with Renzo and we thought it best to pull you back a little. You slipped up, Herrera. In years, this has never happened. What was it? Getting old and soft?”

My blood boils. My jaw locks.

Giovanni continues:

“The fact that we grew up together, that I consider you a brother, doesn’t erase your mistake. I can’t just let it slide. You know that.”

I run my tongue over my teeth, trying to contain the irritation.

“Then punish me another way. Anything. But don’t make me a fucking babysitter for some spoiled girl.”

Giovanni lets out a more amused laugh now, shaking his head.

“You don’t even know Beatriz, for fuck’s sake. How do you know she’s spoiled?” The irony drips from his voice. “Don’t fuck around, Herrera. You’ll do the job right and make sure nothing, absolutely nothing happens to her, understood?” He leans a little over the desk. “I don’t want a scratch on her knee.”

The provocation is clear, the sarcastic smile plastered on his face.

My anger grows.

“Don’t fuck with me, goddammit!” I grumble, clenching my fists.

I’ve never been security for anyone. Much less a babysitter.

What the hell. Now I have to look after some mafia princess? Why don’t they get some shitty security guard to do that?

Because they’re punishing you, you idiot.

Giovanni looks at me again, his gaze sharp.

“Why did you save that boy, Santiago?”

I swallow dryly.

“I don’t know,” I reply evasively.

He watches me for a few seconds.

“You saw yourself in him, didn’t you?”

I don’t answer.

Because deep down, I know he’s right. Maybe I did see myself in that look. A look of relief at the death of parents.

Mine didn’t deserve that title either.

Giovanni takes a final drag, stubbing out the cigarette in the ashtray. His voice is low, but loaded with an implicit warning.

“Know that I don’t care about the boy. I don’t care what you do with him. You know we can’t leave witnesses, but I trust you’ll know what to do.”

He holds my gaze for another moment.

“Just don’t forget, Santiago... this mistake cannot be repeated.”

The silence hangs heavy in the air.

“And you will give your best being my niece’s security, because if anything happens to her, you won’t get another chance.”

I fight the impulse to roll my eyes.

With no patience to continue this conversation, I turn on my heel and leave the office, letting the door slam behind me.

The tension builds in my chest.

I’m already handling this my own way.

But they won’t accept it.

I made a mistake and now I’m being forced to protect someone I don’t know and don’t want to know.

Hell.

This is definitely a punishment.

[image: ]

THE NIGHTCLUB IS PACKED, as usual. Red and blue lights flash on the ceiling, the loud music vibrates in my ears. The smell of alcohol, cigarettes, and cheap perfume envelops me as soon as I walk in. I know exactly where to find her.

I head to the bar and, as expected, she’s there, sitting sideways, a glass of tequila in her hands, laughing at something the bartender said. Her gaze meets mine, and a lazy smile spreads across her red lips.

Renata is a beautiful woman.

“Look who came to see me...” she teases, tilting her head. “Thought you’d be busy killing someone.”

I sit next to her, grabbing the glass of tequila the bartender slides my way.

“I got demoted. I’m a babysitter now,” I say with disdain, taking a strong sip.

She laughs, tossing her black hair to the side.

“That explains the sour look. Who do you have to look after?”

“Giovanni’s niece. I’m spending a few weeks in Mexico pretending to care about her security.” I shake my head, irritated. “It’s punishment, and he still wants to convince me otherwise.”

“Poor baby,” she mocks, sliding her fingers along my arm. “The assassin has to look after a helpless little girl. That must hurt the ego.”

I don’t answer. I just look at her, letting a cynical smile escape.

She’s not special, not to me. But for three years we’ve kept this up, a relationship that demands no promises, no lies. She’s a prostitute like any other, but there’s something that makes me come back. Maybe it’s the way she looks at me like she knows me, without fear, without illusions. Maybe it’s the sex. Always intense, always good.

I pull her close and kiss her mouth, hard, without delicacy. She kisses back the same way, laughing against my lips.

“Let’s go upstairs?” Renata asks against my mouth.

I hold her chin, looking straight into her eyes.

“You know we are.”

Now is the time I put all my problems aside and do what I like doing most in life: fuck hard and strong.

And goddamn, Renata knows exactly how to please me. She likes intense sex as much as I do and can take me without complaint.

Not to mention the bitch loves giving up that huge ass of hers. And I, for sure, love taking it.

So whenever I’m in Mexico, when I’m not traveling for work, this is where I spend my nights. Fucking her until exhaustion. And of course, leaving good money in her hand.

Because no matter how much Renata likes fucking me, work is work.
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CHAPTER 3
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Beatriz Caccini

MY FATHER GAVE IN.

Finally, Mr. Renzo Caccini gave in.

But, as not everything is sunshine and roses, he made it clear that someone he trusted would be with me.

Obviously.

I even considered giving up.

Staying home seemed easier. I already have people on my back all the time, so what’s the difference?

But the desire to get out, to breathe a little away from the suffocating routine, convinces me otherwise. It’s been a while since I’ve been to Mexico. The last time was about two years ago, with Bianca.

I remember the streets lit by the glow of neon signs, the smell of tequila mixed with the night’s heat.

We had a hell of a time in that hot, vibrant city.

And I want a repeat.

I want to feel the warm breeze hitting my face as I walk the busy streets. I want to lose myself in the loud music from the bars, drink tequila until my throat burns, and dance until my feet ache.

Of course, my father doesn’t need to know about the tequila part.

Even though I’m of age, I know Renzo wouldn’t approve. My father is complicated to deal with, and since I inherited a bit of his temper, I avoid head-on collisions.

My mother, on the other hand, is a sweetheart. Always the peacemaker, always wonderful.

I love my parents.

Even when one of them is a complete paranoid control freak.

As soon as I land in Mexico, a different feeling takes hold of me.

I take a deep breath, feeling the country’s welcoming warmth envelop me.

I’m finally free.

Or almost.

My parents didn’t come. They’re meeting Uncle Giovanni and his wife at their travel destination: the Bahamas. My mother is in love with the beach, sun, sand, and sea. Whenever she gets to choose a destination, it’s something related to that.

I see two tall men standing near the exit, watching the disembarking passengers intently.

My uncle’s security.

I recognize them by their rigid posture, their impeccably fitted clothes, and the sharp gaze that seems to capture every detail around them.

As I approach, one of them gives a discreet nod, and without wasting time, guides me to a black car parked near the entrance.

Inside the vehicle, the air conditioning cools the stifling heat from outside.

The two men remain silent, attentive to everything around them.

I cross my legs and eye them sideways.

I wonder which of the two will be my babysitter.

The drive to the house is quick.

And when we arrive at the mansion, a wave of nostalgia washes over me.

Nothing has changed.

The imposing facade stands out among the more traditional streets, the tall gates protecting the property. The surrounding vegetation remains impeccable, the gardens so well-kept they seem untouched.

But what always caught my attention here is the color.

Unlike the sober houses of Italy, this mansion overflows with life. The walls have warm, vibrant tones, the dark wood details contrasting with the intense shine of the sun.

Everything here conveys the essence of my mother.

This was always hers, but she never insisted on running it.

My father also didn’t want to leave Italy to take over Mom’s empire in Mexico. In the end, everything went to Uncle Giovanni.

The driver stops in front of the main entrance, and one of the security men quickly jumps out of the car to open the door for me.

As soon as my feet touch the ground, the large double doors of the house open.

“Beatriz!”

My uncle’s animated voice echoes through the room as soon as I enter.

He appears in front of me, a wide smile on his face and his arms open, which makes me laugh.

“How was the trip?” he asks, pulling me into a firm hug.

The familiar scent of his woody perfume envelops me, and for a brief moment, I feel the weight of tension dissipate.

“Good, Uncle.”

I step back, adjusting my bag on my shoulder as he shoves his hands in his pockets, watching me attentively.

“Your aunt isn’t here.” He pauses, arching an eyebrow. “She went to finish buying a few things for the trip. You know how women are.” I chuckle softly. “But she said for you to make yourself at home and enjoy the city to the fullest.”

“Thank you!”

For my part, I would have stayed in an apartment.

My mother thought that would be better too.

We hate to be a bother, and staying in someone else’s house when they’re not even there seems a bit strange.

But Uncle Giovanni insisted.

And Dad thought it was safer.

“You’ll be safe here. I’m leaving my best man to look after your security.” I force a smile, trying not to seem ungrateful. “He is entirely trustworthy,” he continues, his eyes carrying a distinct satisfaction, as if he were gifting me a treasure. “I’ll travel in peace knowing that, even if I’m not here, you’ll be in good hands. He’s like a brother to me.”

The pride in his voice is evident.

Great. Another person on my back.

My smile remains intact, but inside, anger burns like a match about to ignite.

“Ah, how nice.” My voice sounds light, controlled, but the weight of frustration throbs inside me. “Thank you for that, Uncle.”

“Not at all. I want your vacation days here to be pleasant and safe.”

Before I can respond, the sound of firm footsteps reverberates through the marble hallway, each step rhythmic and imposing.

Then, an intense scent invades my nostrils.

Masculine. Woody. Strong.

It’s different from anything I’ve ever smelled before—something striking, almost arrogant.

My body tenses even before I see him.

And then, he appears.

The most beautiful man I have ever seen in my entire life enters the room as if the world around him simply belongs to him.

The dark suit molds to his body with perfection, hugging the broad shoulders and highlighting the rigid, unshakable posture. There is something in him that doesn’t ask for respect—it demands it. An aura of absolute control emanates from every movement, making it clear he is not just another man in that environment.

He is the man.

The deep sound of leather shoes against the floor amplifies the tension in the air. The silence weighs heavy. For a moment, it seems even the surroundings hesitate before his presence.

My gaze slides slowly, absorbing every detail like an inevitable wave of fascination and alert.

His dark hair is meticulously combed back, revealing a face with precisely sculpted features—a sharp jawline, rigid features, a beard trimmed on the line between elegance and savagery.

But it’s his eyes that hold me.

Light. Deep. Sharp.

His gaze carries something intense, something that analyzes me without hurry, as if he already knows exactly who I am and what I’m capable of—or rather, what I’m not capable of.

He’s in no hurry.

He doesn’t need to be.

Every step is deliberate, loaded with a confidence that borders on dangerous. As if his mere existence were a statement that he never needs to raise his voice to be heard.

With a slow, calculated gesture, he unbuttons his jacket before settling into one of the leather armchairs. The movement is elegant, casual, but conveys something that screams power.

His legs cross naturally, and a metallic glint catches my attention—a watch gleaming against his skin. The detail distracts me for only a second, because soon he extends his hand, picking up a glass of whiskey left waiting for him.

Long fingers swirl the amber liquid in the glass with an exasperating calm.

And then, he brings it to his mouth.

His lips touch the glass with a slowness that seems deliberate. The way he savors the drink makes me realize something.

I’m holding my breath.

He still hasn’t looked directly at me.

Not yet.

But he knows I’m here.

Just as I know that, from the moment we share the same space, ignoring him is impossible.

And it’s not just because of the overwhelming presence he carries with him, but because of the way danger emanates from him.

Not subtly.

Not as a discreet warning for the more attentive.

No...

The danger screams.

It pulses in the air around him, dense, suffocating, electrifying the entire room, making my skin prickle before my brain even processes the reason.

It’s the way he occupies the space, as if the very environment molds to his will. As if anyone breathing near him is stepping into a territory where he dictates the rules.

He doesn’t need to assert himself with words. His body does that.

The firm line of his jaw, the shoulders relaxed in a posture that exudes absolute control, the somber gaze that sweeps the room with a silent calculation—everything about him screams that this man is not just powerful.

He is dangerous.

The kind of man who doesn’t need to raise his voice to be obeyed.

The kind of man whose whisper is worth more than a shout.

I swallow dryly, trying to control the impact his presence has on my body. The air around me seems charged with something I can’t explain—as if I’m standing before something lethal, yet fascinating at the same time.

Before I can react, my uncle’s deep voice cuts through the tense silence.

“This is the man I told you about. Santiago Herrera.”

And then the man looks at me, for the first time since he entered this room.

My stomach clenches when those eyes finally fall on me.

And time seems to slow down.

His gaze is precise, sharp as a freshly honed blade. There is no hesitation, no curiosity. Just a silent, cold, analytical recognition.

He observes me as if measuring every detail, every feature of my face, every inch of my body.

And then, my uncle continues:

“I want you to meet my niece, Beatriz Caccini.”

The silence weighs heavy.

The second that follows drags on like an eternity, as I wait for some reaction.

Something.

A minimal sign that he notices me.

But all he gives me is a brief nod.

Simple.

Short.

Almost disinterested.

And then... nothing.

The tension in my body transforms into something hot, an irritation that spreads across my skin.

He just looks away and goes back to drinking his whiskey, as if my presence were insignificant.

The glass slides to his lips with an exasperating calm. The long fingers hold the glass as if nothing in the world could bother him.

An immediate discomfort crawls up my spine, leaving me rigid.

I don’t know what I expected.

A polite smile?

A handshake?

Maybe a casual comment to ease the tension in the air?

But no.

None of that comes.

Just this icy indifference, as if I were invisible.

As if my existence were worth no more than an irrelevant detail in the scenery.

And that... that unsettles me.
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Santiago Herrera

A REDHEAD.

I wasn’t expecting that.

Her curly hair frames her face like flames, the coppery tone gleaming under the soft light of the room. An almost offensive contrast to those eyes. Blue. Intense. The kind that don’t look away, that stare as if they have a right to know everything going on inside my head.

And I hate it.

I hate that boldness stamped in her gaze. That lack of fear. As if she doesn’t know where she is. Who she’s with. As if she doesn’t understand that a woman who looks at a man like me like that can only end up one way: fucked. In the worst, or the best, sense of the word.

My jaw tightens, and I look away.

I shouldn’t be noticing this. I shouldn’t be noticing her.

The small body, yet violent in its curves. The pale skin marked by a faint rosy hue, as if her very blood ran hotter beneath it. The mouth, too full for a girl with that face of someone who’s never been slapped in her life.

But it’s not my concern. It shouldn’t be.

My concern is the shitty situation they’ve put me in.

Babysitter.

I look at Giovanni, containing the irritation pulsing inside me. He steps away from his niece and approaches me, speaking low so only I can hear that I need to look after her and keep her out of trouble. Out of trouble. What a joke.

The problem isn’t keeping this girl out of trouble.

The problem is that she is the trouble.

And I don’t have time for this.

The bare minimum I expect from a job is that it’s worth my attention, that it has a real purpose. But no. They put me on watch duty for a girl who’s too bold for her age and too hot to be anywhere near me.

She crosses her arms, that damn gaze still fixed on me.

Defiant.

The corner of my mouth lifts, but it’s not a smile.

It’s just a silent acknowledgment.

Does this girl think she can play a game with me? That she can look at me with that challenging stare, that silently screams: you can’t handle me?

Who the hell does this brat think she is? Does she think I’m in this position because I want to be? Does she really think I’d put my life on hold to look after her?

Give me a break.

And the worst part is, if she thinks that in these days she’ll be under my watch, I’ll be a nice, cordial guy to her, she’s dead wrong.

As far as I’m concerned, we shouldn’t even exchange a single word. It’ll be much better that way.

And it would be even better if this damn brat didn’t look at me with such fascination.
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AFTER GIOVANNI LEAVES, the house plunges into silence, except for the muffled sound of loud music echoing from upstairs.

The room she’s occupying.

I roll my eyes, running a hand through my hair as I walk through the main hall. I scan the place, checking if everything is in order before ending my watch.

It’s already late.

And I can finally get out of here and get on with my night.

Renata is waiting for me at the club.

And I need to blow off steam.

My muscles are tense, and my mood is shit. Spending the whole day locked up here, thrown into the role of babysitter, was punishment enough. And this was only the first day, but it was enough to stress me out to the extreme.

Right now, all I want is a good drink and a woman who knows exactly why she’s spreading her legs for me.

Simple. No bullshit.

But just as I’m about to grab my jacket and leave, footsteps echo in the hallway.

And then, she appears.

Beatriz.

Redhead, hair still damp from the shower, wavy around her shoulders. The glow of her pale skin under the warm house lights catches my attention before I even want to look.

And the outfit she chose...

Fuck.

The black dress is short.

Too short.

The thin fabric clings to every curve like a second skin, highlighting the narrow waist and the hips that shouldn’t be so eye-catching.

The long, well-defined legs end in a pair of heels that make everything even worse.

Or better.

Depends on your point of view.

She smiles.

And it’s the kind of smile I recognize from a mile away.

The kind loaded with intent.

With challenge.

Shit.

“I’m hungry.”

Her voice sounds casual, as if she has no idea of the impact she’s making just by being there, dressed like that, talking like that.

I cross my arms and clench my jaw.

“I’ll order something for you to eat.”

She shakes her head, the curls shimmering with the movement.

“I want to go out.”

I let out a short, humorless laugh.

“Not happening.”

She takes a few more steps forward.

Her perfume mixes with the woody scent of the room.

The blue eyes fix on mine.

Cold. Direct.

“Why?”

“Because it’s past midnight.”

“So? You’re here to protect me, right? So, regardless of the time, I’m sure nothing will happen to me.”

I cross my arms, letting out a low laugh.

“Protection doesn’t mean being your babysitter 24/7. My shift is over. I’m leaving.”

She arches an eyebrow, tilting her head to the side, analyzing me.

“Funny... I thought Uncle Giovanni said you’d be with me the whole time.”

I roll my eyes, take a deep breath. If I lose my patience with her, that’s exactly what she wants.

“I’m here during the day. If you want to go out, go shopping, walk your little dog or any other shit, do it during the day.”

“And at night?” Her tone shifts subtly, a curious—and provocative—gleam dances in her blue eyes. “What do you occupy yourself with?”

I don’t answer.

The last thing I need is this girl knowing where I go or what I do when I’m not here.

But Beatriz isn’t stupid.

She smiles and narrows her eyes.

She shifts her legs slowly, letting the dress ride up a little more.

“Santiago, right?” she murmurs, her tone too sweet to be innocent.

My jaw tightens.

“What is it?” I ask, impatient.

She leans forward a little, making her breasts more evident in the dress’s neckline and staring at me with that look of someone who loves playing with fire.

“Is your nighttime occupation going out to fuck pussy?”

My patience evaporates in an instant.

I take a step back, running a hand over my face, controlling the wave of frustration—and something else—this girl is causing in me.

Why is this girl rattling my cage like this? I don’t even know her, she’s only been here a few hours and we’ve had two brief contacts, but it’s enough for me to be sure she’s a pest.

“I’ll order something for you to eat,” I deflect.

She laughs. Low, amused, satisfied because she knows she got under my skin.

“Aw, Uncle, I really wanted to go out, but okay. I’ll obey you.”

My head snaps in her direction instantly.

“I’m not your uncle.”

“Of course you are.” She winks. Amused. Provocative. “Uncle Giovanni said you’re like a brother to him. If he’s my uncle, then, by extension, you are too.”

The whole damn thing burns inside me.

She smiles again.

Shifting her legs on purpose, as if she wants to make it clear something is uncomfortable between them.

And I need to get out of here before I do something I shouldn’t: like strangle this girl who, from the moment she arrived and looked at me for the first time, made it clear through her eyes that she’s willing to drive me crazy.

Without answering, I grab my phone and call the nearest restaurant, ignoring the low chuckle that escapes her lips.

“I ordered you al pastor tacos. They’ll be here in twenty minutes.”

Beatriz smiles, tilting her head to the side as if she has all the time in the world.

“How kind, Santiago.” I roll my eyes, already bracing for another wisecrack. “Where are the tequilas in this house?”

My gaze narrows.

“You’re going to drink?”

She lets out a dramatic sigh, placing a hand over her chest.

“Yes. Why, Uncle? Worried about me?”

“I’m not your uncle,” I repeat, supremely irritated by this nonsense of hers.

She laughs, raising an eyebrow, but doesn’t press the subject. She just stares at me with that damn gleam in her eyes, as if she’s enjoying my stress.

I plant my hands on my hips, take a deep breath, and face this girl who, since she set foot in this house, has been testing my fucking patience.

“Whatever you’re trying to do, stop. It’s not going to happen.”

She gives me an innocent smile.

Fake.

“What am I trying to do, Santiago?”

I know exactly what she’s trying to do. And so does she.

“I’m here only to protect you while you’re on vacation. That’s it. So cut the games.”

Beatriz sighs, her blue eyes sparkling as if my irritation is the best thing in the world for her.

I’ve already had enough.

I grab my jacket, put it on, and turn to leave without looking back.

But before I cross the threshold, I hear her voice again.

“Uncle, you’re a hottie.”

I don’t stop.

I don’t answer.

I simply ignore it.

But the sound of her laughter follows me until I’m out of that damn house.

Renata is going to need a lot of patience with my bad mood tonight and a lot of stamina to get fucked in the roughest way. Because I need to fuck to relieve the pressure.
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CHAPTER 5
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Beatriz Caccini

THE MOMENT MY EYES find that man, I feel the air leave my lungs. My heart stutters for a second before kicking into an insane rhythm. My God! He is simply hypnotic. His presence is overwhelming, occupying every inch of the space around him as if the entire environment revolved around him. His austere face, with its strong, well-defined features, exudes a raw masculinity. The strong jaw, always tense, seems sculpted to convey authority. His well-defined lips are pressed tightly together, as if he’s holding back words that will never be spoken. But it’s his eyes that destroy me. Light, yet intense and dark. So deep they could swallow me whole if I got too close.

My body reacts to him in a way that frightens me. Every cell seems to wake up, vibrating at the mere glimpse of his figure. I’ve never felt this for absolutely anyone. I swear. I’ve always found this or that cute guy, enough for some meaningless flirting, but nothing that made me lose my reason. Nothing that made me want to break all the rules and put my life at risk. But with Santiago... all I want is to run toward danger.

The worst part is, I notice the exact moment his eyes fall back on me. For a fraction of a second, his expression changes. Almost imperceptible. But I see it. The muscle in his jaw jumps, his lips press together more firmly, and his nostrils flare, as if he’s controlling a desire that refuses to be tamed. He feels it. I know he feels it.

But Santiago ignores me as if I were invisible. Since I arrived, all he’s done is avoid me, pulling away as if my presence were a problem. As if I hadn’t already become one.

But I am a Caccini. And when we want something, we go all the way.

And the only thing I want right now is him. And I will have him.

The next morning, the sky is clear and the sun shines brightly. I wake up early, stretching with a smile on my face. My body is still warm from the thought of him, from the challenge taking shape in my mind. Santiago can try to resist, but I am willing to test every single one of his limits.
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