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PROLOGUE
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Miguel Milani

WHEN YOU’RE A CHILD, your understanding of things is limited. At five years old, I still didn’t really grasp what it meant to have a father, because in my short life, I’d already had more fathers than I could count. My mother threw herself into one relationship after another, and each of those men temporarily took on the role of dad. But there was never anyone like Leonardo Milani. My mother did everything she could to secure a place for me in that family. And it worked. Leonardo believed I was his biological son, and for a while, I believed it too.

I was registered as the son of the most powerful man in the country, carrying the Milani surname as if it were mine by right. Living with Leonardo gave me everything I never imagined I could have: security, a real home, and someone who seemed to genuinely care about me. When I got sick—leukemia—Leonardo was the one who donated the marrow and saved my life. In that moment, he was more than a father to me; he was my hero.

But the truth has a cruel way of revealing itself. Over time, I discovered that my mother had manipulated everything, making Leonardo believe I was really his son. The discovery hit me hard, especially when I learned she died trying to kill Samanta, Leonardo’s wife. Everything collapsed at once. The woman who brought me into this world tried to destroy the only family I’d ever known.

I pulled away and returned every cent of the support money Leonardo sent me. How could I stay in that house and accept his money knowing all of that? Even so, the Milani surname stayed with me, a constant reminder of what I was forced to leave behind.

And now, here I am, back at the Milani mansion—the place I once called home. Luxury cars still fill the driveway, the opulence of the place suffocating. A crushing tightness grips my chest as I stand here, frozen, fighting the urge to run. I shouldn’t be here. Every part of me screams that this is a mistake, that coming back means tearing open wounds that never healed. But I had no choice. Desperation forced me to face the ghosts of the past and return to the protection of the man who, for so long, believed he was my father.
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CHAPTER 1
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Ana Clara Milani

I ZIP THE LAST SUITCASE shut with a satisfied smile. Maybe no one understands how much my heart is jumping with euphoria—finally, I’ll get the chance to be just Ana. I’ll spend a month in Canada, away from the bodyguards, the suspicious looks, and the pressure that comes with the Milani name. For the first time, I can be myself, without the shadow of my legacy hanging over me.

I’ll walk the streets without being trailed by security, hang out in cafés without worrying about who might be watching me, and make friends who know me as Ana, not as “the Milani heiress.” Maybe I’ll even discover who I really am, without all the expectations that have always surrounded me. In Canada, I’ll just be another exchange student, and that feels more liberating than any wealth my name could ever offer.

“Dad, who’s taking me to the airport?” I ask, dragging a suitcase that feels heavier than I am.

“I don’t see any reason for all this excitement,” he says dismissively, appearing in the living room.

“Dad!” I exclaim, glancing at my watch, already aware that his goal is to make me miss my flight.

“Leo, the car is ready. We can leave whenever you want.” I breathe a sigh of relief when my mother walks into the room, with that calm air she always carries. She’s the voice of reason, and I know I got that from her. Someday, I hope to find a man who loves me as much as my dad loves her.

“Are you two conspiring against me?” he asks, pretending to be frustrated, but he can’t hide his amused smile. “My little girl is abandoning me.”

“Come on, Ana! I can’t take any more of Dad’s whining. I swear I’ll never forgive you for leaving me here to deal with all this moaning,” Higor, one of my twin brothers, says, taking the suitcase out of my hands as if it weighs nothing. Living with twin brothers hasn’t been easy—since the womb. Imagine sharing a house! They’re identical, but one is a grumpy asshole who prides himself on being a bad boy, and the other is the typical popular ladies’ man. Even so, they both love and protect me, and maybe that’s the biggest perk of being the only girl in the family.

The drive to the airport was punctuated by my father’s endless recommendations and my mother’s insistent warnings to never miss her calls. She tries to hide her sadness, turning her face to the window as tears silently stream down her cheeks. I know she doesn’t want my dad to realize how much she’s hurting at the thought of us being apart for a while.

If he knew how much it pains her, he’d cancel my trip just to keep her from shedding another tear. My father’s whole life has been dedicated to a single mission: making my mother smile.

Deep down, they know that someday each of us will go our own way, but they also understand that the solid foundation they’ve given us is all we need to face the world. I have the best parents in the world.
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I STEP OFF THE PLANE with my carry-on, and as I set foot in the terminal, I’m greeted by a scene completely different from what I’m used to. The feeling of freedom is undeniable. I make it through immigration, and when I walk into the arrivals hall, a cold breeze wraps around me, snapping me back to reality. I smile when I see my name on a small sign held by a driver my dad insisted on hiring, even though I argued I wanted to do everything on my own.

“Welcome to Canada, Miss Milani,” he says with a heavy accent, and I smile even wider.

“Please, call me Ana,” I correct gently, following him to the car that will take me to my new temporary home. Finally, I was starting to live the life I’d always dreamed of, far from the formalities and expectations that the name Milani carried. Here, I was just Ana, and that was all I needed.

He parks at the college and helps me with my luggage, leaving it at the dormitory entrance. I walk into the building, and the silence is almost total. Everything seems vacant; the echo of my footsteps is the only thing filling the hallway. It’s summer break, and the few who stayed, like me, are here for summer courses.

I reach my room according to the paper in my hand and open the door with a slight anticipation. The space is simple but cozy, with basic furniture and two single beds against the wall. Still standing in the doorway, I hear the sound of suitcase wheels echoing down the hall. I turn, curious, and see a girl, out of breath, stopping next to me. She looks like she’s been battling those stairs with that suitcase, and the relief on her face when she finally stops is almost comical.

“Phew!” she exclaims, letting go of the suitcase and leaning against the open door. “I knew I should have asked for a ground-floor room...”

She looks up and sees me for the first time, a friendly smile lighting up her face.

“Oh, hi! Are you here for the summer courses too?”

“Yeah, I just arrived,” I answer, smiling back. “Looks like we’ll be roommates.”

She steps closer, still a bit breathless, checking the room number against the paper in her hand, and then extends her hand.

“I’m Bruna. Nice to meet you!”

“Ana,” I say, shaking her hand. “Nice to meet you too.”

“I think that suitcase just killed me,” Bruna says, laughing as she tries to catch her breath. “Hope you don’t mind the mess for now, I’m going to need a few minutes to get myself together.”

“No problem,” I reply, watching her as she drops the suitcase on the floor and takes a quick look around the room. “Looks like we’ll be sharing the space, so we’ll need to make some adjustments.”

“Yeah, I was kind of anxious about that,” Bruna admits, tucking a strand of hair that had fallen into her face. “I’ve never shared a room with someone I don’t know, but I think we’ll get along.”

“I think so too,” I say, already feeling more at ease. “This is my first time doing something like this. I mean, being this far from home.”

Bruna smiles, seeming to understand exactly what I’m feeling.

“Me too. I guess that’s what makes it both exciting and scary at the same time, right?”

“Definitely,” I agree. “But it’s good to know we’re not alone in this.”

She starts opening her suitcase, revealing clothes folded almost perfectly.

“So, Ana, where are you from?”

“I’m from Brazil,” I say, smiling. “I decided to come here to take advantage of this unique chance to be free for a month.”

“That’s awesome!” Bruna replies, excited. “I’m from Italy. I’ve always dreamed of studying abroad, and when this opportunity came up, I didn’t think twice.”

“Italy! It must be incredible to live there,” I comment, imagining the beauty and culture of the country.

“It is, but I admit I really wanted this experience in a different place. Meeting new people, new cultures... Like here in Canada, and now with a Brazilian roommate,” she says with a friendly smile.

“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” I say, returning the smile.

It doesn’t take me long to unpack my things, and soon I’m heading downstairs with the campus map in my hands, still trying to figure out where everything is. The campus is bigger than I imagined, and as I walk through the hallways, I’m so focused on the map that I barely notice the movement around me.

Suddenly, I turn a corner without looking and crash hard into someone, sending my papers and the map flying out of my hands.

“Watch it!” The voice is harsh and impatient, and when I look up, I see a tall guy with an irritated expression, staring down at me with disdain.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t see you,” I reply, quickly bending down to pick up the fallen papers. I feel my face flush with embarrassment.

He doesn’t make any effort to help me, just sighs, clearly annoyed.

“You should pay more attention to where you’re going,” he says, his tone cold. “This place is big, but it’s not a racetrack.”

The rudeness catches me off guard, and I’m momentarily speechless. Finally, I gather my papers and stand up, trying to keep my composure.

“It was an accident. You didn’t have to be such a dick,” I say, irritated.

He gives me a brief but unsettling look, and I’ve never seen anyone so handsome in my life. I get stuck on his blue eyes, and I find myself scanning his body, noticing how his shirt hugs the defined muscles of his arm.

“What? Gonna stand there staring at me?”

“I’m lost, can you help me?” I ask, desperate, maybe trying to cover up the fact that I admired him more than I should have. But at the same time, I’m nervous, trying to decipher the campus map and find the right way when I finally swallow my pride and ask him for help.

“Have you noticed how many people are around us?” he shot back, impatient. “Why do you want me to help you? Ask anyone!”

I stared at him, surprised by the rudeness. I look around, and there aren’t even that many people; I see plenty of others looking just as lost as me. I look back at him, and he’s beautiful, really beautiful. And the woody scent coming from him brings a strange, unexpected feeling. I was hypnotized by him.

And when our eyes meet again, I feel something different. Something in him softens, and he takes a step forward, closing the distance between us even more. It’s like the world around us stops, and suddenly I feel vulnerable, almost as if I’m waiting for him to do something... something I’ve never wanted before.

My breath catches, and he notices. A slight smile forms on his lips, a smile that leaves me even more confused and... something else I can’t name.

“You want to be kissed? I suppose that’s what you want, but I can’t give you that,” he murmurs. “I’m a man, and you’re nothing but a brat who must be at the height of your seventeen years.”

He steps back with a dry laugh, wiping away that smile that had left me so disarmed.

“Go find something to do, little girl,” he says, serious.

He turns around and walks away quickly, leaving me standing there, breathless, my heart pounding out of rhythm. What was that I just felt? Never in my life have I experienced anything like this, something I can’t define or explain. For a moment, I waited and wished to be kissed.
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CHAPTER 2
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Miguel Milani

I GET TO THE APARTMENT I share with my friend Ryan—a place I won’t be able to afford much longer. With barely a hundred bucks in my account and an endless list of bills coming due, keeping myself here without a job is becoming impossible, not that I ever expected it to be easy.

“Find a job?” Ryan asks the second I step foot in the living room.

“No.” My answer is short, loaded with frustration.

“If you hadn’t given back all that money your father sent you all this time, you wouldn’t be in this mess now.”

“He’s not my father, and that money wasn’t mine. He must’ve gotten the message—nothing’s hit my account in months.”

Ryan sighs, knowing it’s pointless to argue this with me.

“So what are you gonna do?”

“I don’t know...” I mutter, clenching my fists in anger. “I’m not a kid anymore—I gotta fend for myself. I had different plans for my life when I turned twenty-four, and look where I am, splitting an apartment with a brat.”

“Brat? I’m only three years younger than you.”

“And you’ve got the mindset of a fifteen-year-old.”

“Don’t exaggerate. Sometimes you act like an old man, worse than my dad.”

“Your dad gives you whatever you want. Don’t push it.” He grins, nodding, and I take a deep breath, trying to think of a solution. “You think I should try talking to Maya?”

“That girl’s no good. She thinks she can have whatever she wants, and apparently now what she wants is you, no matter the cost. Better stay away from her.”

“Screw it!” I blurt out, unable to keep the anger out of my voice. “Barely anything happened. I was drunk, and it was just a kiss.”

“She’s not gonna make this easy on you, and you know that. She’s been chasing you for years—not even a kiss should’ve happened in this situation. She’s obsessed with you.”

Before I can answer, the doorbell rings. Ryan and I exchange a quick glance before he gets up to answer it. He comes back with an envelope in his hands, his face pale.

“What’s that?” I ask.

“A subpoena,” he says, holding the envelope out to me.

I open the document and smirk with disbelief. I’m being accused of assault and sexual harassment.

“This... this is insane! She’s lying! It never happened!”

Ryan runs a hand through his hair, pacing back and forth.

“I know, man. But she’s got money, she’s got influence. She’ll use everything against you.”

“I don’t have a cent to hire a lawyer, let alone fight a legal battle!”

“I think your father’s money would come in handy right about now.”

“He’s not my father,” I snap, tired of telling him that. “And I’m not some teenager going to him for shelter.”

“Well, now’s a good time for him to be your father, and for you to ask for shelter—or you’ll get crushed like a bug.”

I close my eyes for a moment, trying to get my thoughts in order. The idea of asking my foster father for help makes me sick.
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THE DAYS PASS, AND I’m still looking for a solution that doesn’t seem to exist. After getting let go from my mentor position at the university, all my other paid gigs dried up too. If this is her way of trying to make me stay with her, we’re heading in completely opposite directions. Every day that goes by, the only way out I can see is asking for help. I’ve got no one else on my side here.

I’m lying on a bench under a tree, trying to find some peace. My eyes are closed, and the voices in the background are muffled, but I can’t help catching bits of the girls‘ conversation.

“Oh, Bruna, do you think he’ll notice you?” one of them says, laughing. Her voice is clear, a little mocking.

“I know, but there’s something different about him...” the other answers, her tone dreamy. Sounds like she’s got a crush.

I roll my eyes behind closed lids, trying to ignore them. But before I can decide whether to get up or stay put, I feel a heavy hand on my shoulder. I fight the urge to open my eyes and sigh in annoyance. When I do open them, I see Ryan grinning.

“What do you want, Ryan?” I ask, grumpy.

He doesn’t answer right away, just looks in the girls’ direction, pointing at one of them, who’s facing away from us.

“That girl... who is she?” he asks, curiosity plain in his voice, but he has no clue who she is.

I rub my eyes, trying to shake off the sleep and irritation.

“They’re just a couple of brats,” I say, shaking my head like it’s obvious.

“Brats?” He raised an eyebrow. “How old are they, eighteen?”

“Brats,” I reply flatly, not changing my mind.

Ryan, being Ryan, doesn’t waste time. He gets up and heads toward the girls, while I stay on the bench, watching with a mix of boredom and curiosity. He approaches them with that smug smile he always uses.

“You guys into board games?” Ryan asks, clearly trying to be charming.

The girls look at each other and burst out laughing. I almost feel sorry for my friend.

“What do you mean?” one of them asks, still laughing, but visibly intrigued.

“We’re having a small party at my place, with some board games,” Ryan explains—they might not know it, but at these games, everyone ends up drunk after a few tequila shots. “You can come, if you want.”

I see one of the girls get excited at the idea. Her eyes light up, while the other—who I’m staring at, trying to remember where I know her from—looks away toward me. She tries not to stare, but I can tell she’s interested.

“This is Miguel De Angelis, my friend and mentor.” Ryan introduces me with a gesture, and all I can do is shake my head.

“I remember her,” I think, studying her features. I’m not in the mood for more trouble.

She lets out a low laugh, barely hidden. I catch the comment she mutters mostly to herself: “So he’s the one teaching you those cheesy pickup lines?”

I stifle a laugh—she’s got a sharp tongue, and I won’t deny I like tongues when they’re used the right way. I glance at Ryan, who’s all excited, even though he noticed the jab. He never gives up.

“I try to teach him not to mess around with brats, but what can I do if that’s what he likes?” I say, getting up from the bench and getting ready to leave.

“Brats?” the girl with the feisty face repeats, a playful smile on her lips.

“Yeah, brats,” I reply, shrugging as I walk away.

Ryan, noticing I’m distancing myself, shoots a wink at the girls before running to catch up with me.

“Hope you’ll consider the invite!” he shouts over his shoulder, still trying to impress.

I just shake my head, laughing to myself as I walk off, thinking about how Ryan always manages to get into these situations.

“Hope you forgot to give them the address,” I mock.

“You think I forgot?” He laughs. “One for each of us—I saw how her friend looked at you.”

“Looked? She looked at me with contempt. I don’t want any more trouble.”

“They’re not from around here—must be on summer courses. We hook up, and they’ll be gone soon.”

“I don’t want to!”

“Jesus, you’re being such a drag.”

“A drag? I’m being sued for harassment. Fuck all this shit—I don’t want more problems.”

“Fine, you’re right. I’ll get the girl, and you stay out of it.”

“Do whatever you want, just keep me away from trouble.”

“Did you talk to your dad yet?” he asks as we head upstairs to the apartment.

“Still haven’t had the guts to call. You know how long it’s been since I last spoke to him? I don’t even know if he remembers me.”

“Of course he remembers—you said he always liked you.”

“I tried to find a solution for days, but... there’s no other way.” I stare at the number that rings straight to his office at the company headquarters, the only number I have—after all these years, he might’ve changed his cell phone number by now.
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CHAPTER 3
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Ana Clara Milani

I SIT ON THE BENCH by the dormitory window to answer my father’s call, while Bruna gets ready for the party with excited energy. I tried to talk her out of it, but in the end she’s the one who convinced me to go. We’re here to study, but also to have fun, and a party seems like a good start.

“Hey, Dad,” I answer, keeping my voice upbeat.

“You sound excited. I thought you’d be tired after a whole day of classes.”

“I’m loving everything. I can’t seem to get tired.”

“I want that same energy when classes actually start.”

“Don’t worry.” I smile. “I’ll make you proud.”

“You already do. But tell me—everything okay over there?”

“Yeah, I’m eating, sleeping, studying. Everything’s fine.”

“Sweetheart, are you sure everything’s really okay?” My father’s worried voice comes through the phone. He’s overprotective, and not just with me because I’m a girl—my brothers go through the same thing every day.

“Yes, Dad, everything’s great,” I say, trying to sound as convincing as possible. “Classes are going well and I’ve already made some friends.”

I glance at Bruna, who’s spreading makeup across the small desk in our room, humming some pop song under her breath. She catches my look and gives me a knowing smile before focusing back on her eyeliner.

“I’m glad to hear that, Ana. You know, anything at all, you can call me anytime, right?”

“I know, Dad. Thanks. But I have to go now—I’ve got a study session to prepare for.”

I decide to leave out the party part. My father would go into full paranoid mode if he knew I was heading out at night.

“Alright, I won’t keep you then. Take care of yourself, okay?”

“I will. Goodnight, Dad.”

I hang up and let out a relieved sigh. Lying was never my strong suit, but sometimes it’s necessary to avoid unnecessary worry.

“A study session? Seriously, Ana?” Bruna teases, not taking her eyes off the mirror as she applies bright red lipstick.

“It was the first thing that came to mind.” I shrug, getting up from the bench and walking over to the closet. “Besides, in a way, we are studying... studying the local social culture.”

Bruna laughs out loud, nearly smudging her lipstick.

“That’s a good one! Now hurry up and pick out a nice outfit. We’re not showing up late to our first party, are we?”

I open the closet and stare at my clothes. I shuffle through the pieces until I find a basic black dress my mother insisted I bring.

“This one work?” I ask, holding the dress against my body.

Bruna turns to look at me and widens her eyes in approval.

“Perfect! You’ll look amazing in it.”

“I hope so,” I mutter.

I’m not exactly the type of person who goes to parties—at least not without my brothers—but maybe it’s good to step out of my comfort zone.
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ABOUT AN HOUR LATER, we’re walking across campus toward the apartment where the party is happening. The distant sound of loud music and laughter guides us along the way.

“I thought this was supposed to be something small in an apartment,” I say, walking beside Bruna.

“It was, but it looks like things changed.”

“So, who exactly is throwing this party?” I ask, adjusting the strap of my bag on my shoulder.

“The same guy we met—Ryan,” Bruna answers, glancing at the map and the path ahead.

“Oh, right. The master of board games,” I say with a sarcastic smile.

“Don’t be so harsh. He seemed nice... and really good-looking,” she adds with a wink.

“I’ll admit he is pretty good-looking. But his friend—he seemed more reserved and moody. Something about him intrigued me.”

We reach the house, which is already packed, and I’m not sure if everyone here is even a student. Bruna grabs my hand and pulls me inside before I can reconsider.

The interior is even more chaotic. People dancing, talking, drinking. The air is thick with the smell of perfume, alcohol, and a faint hint of smoke.

“Let’s grab something to drink!” Bruna shouts over the music, dragging me toward the kitchen.

As we push through the crowd, I feel curious eyes on us. I shouldn’t have worn a Zimmermann dress. In the kitchen, the red-haired, curly-headed guy I now know is Ryan is serving drinks, smiling and chatting with a group of girls.

“Well, look who decided to show up!” he exclaims when he sees us, his grin widening. “Bruna and...”

“Ana,” I reply, offering a friendly smile.

“Glad you guys came. Make yourselves at home. Want a drink?”

“Definitely!” Bruna answers enthusiastically.

Ryan hands us red cups filled with some colorful liquid. I give it a cautious sniff before taking a sip. It’s sweet and strong—probably some juice-and-vodka mix.

“And where’s your friend?” Bruna asks, as if she has ulterior motives with Ryan and doesn’t want to leave me on my own.

“Miguel? Oh, he’s around here somewhere, probably pretending he’s not having fun.” Ryan laughs, shaking his head.

Bruna launches into an animated conversation with Ryan, leaving me a bit on the sidelines. I decide to explore the house, trying to get a feel for the place. I walk through the living room, watching people have fun, dance, and talk.

As I approach the balcony, I see Miguel leaning against the railing, staring at the night sky while taking a sip of his drink.

I take a deep breath and decide to approach.

“Not really your scene, huh?” I say, stopping beside him.

He turns his head slowly, looking at me with that dismissive expression he seems to favor.

“I could say the same about you,” he replies, raising an eyebrow.

I shrug, taking a sip of my drink, and cough a couple of times at how strong it is.

“Bruna convinced me to come. I thought it might be fun.”

“And is it?” he asks, his tone neutral.

“I haven’t decided yet,” I answer with a slight smile.

We stand in silence for a moment, both looking up at the starry sky. The music and noise from the party feel distant out here.

“So, do you like board games?” I ask, trying to break the awkward silence.

He lets out a soft laugh—the first time I’ve seen anything close to a smile from him.

“That was the best thing Ryan could come up with to invite you guys. We don’t even have board games here.”

I laugh, shaking my head.

“Well, it worked. We’re here, aren’t we?”

He nods, bringing the cup to his lips again.

“And you? Are you having fun?” I ask, curious.

“Parties aren’t really my thing. But Ryan insisted I come.”

“Sounds like we were both dragged here by our friends, then.”

He looks at me again, and this time his gaze is less cold, almost gentle.

“Looks like it.”

The silence that follows is comfortable this time.

“Want to go back inside?” I offer. “Maybe we can find an actual game to play.”

“You go ahead. I’m not in the mood to socialize tonight. And honestly, you shouldn’t be drinking—you’re not even old enough for that.”

“My dad’s not here, so if you don’t tell, it’s fine.”

He looks me up and down, his eyes settling on mine.

“What makes you think there aren’t security guards watching you right now? Girls around here don’t usually wear a dress that costs more than a working father makes in a year.”

“It’s fake,” I answer quickly. “Ever heard of a replica?”

What the hell? A guy who knows women’s clothing brands?

I leave the balcony and go back inside, where unfamiliar faces are talking. I should try to mingle, but I still haven’t figured out where I fit in. I look back at Miguel, who’s still on the balcony, turned away from everything happening here.

“You shouldn’t waste your time with him—he doesn’t hook up with anyone.”

I look up toward the voice.

“Kevin,” he says, extending his hand. He’s tall, with blond hair and strikingly blue eyes, and he wears that cocky grin on his lips—I can already tell he’s a player.

“Ana Clara,” I reply, shaking his hand, which he makes a point of ending with a kiss.

“What are you drinking?” he asks like we’re old friends. I look at him warily.

“Sorry, I just thought you were pretty and came over to talk. I’ll have whatever you’re having. Vodka, right?”

“Actually, I’m not having another glass—I’ll stick with this one.”

“Enjoy it—you only live once, right?” He shrugs with a smile. “I’ll grab you a soda. Be right back.”

He really does come back quickly. I didn’t even have a chance to decide where to escape to, and there he is, drink in hand. He strikes up a conversation, and I let myself relax a little, watching Bruna have fun with Ryan. I don’t want to get in the way.

Minutes later, I’ve drunk so much soda I wonder if I’ll be able to drink anything else for the next few months. I try to stand up, but my head spins and I end up plopping back down on the couch.

“You okay? Where’s your place? I can take you there, or you’d rather go to mine?” he asks with a sly tone.

“Let go of me,” I whisper, too weak to protest.

“She’s with me.” I hear Ryan’s friend’s familiar voice—the one I’ve been trying all night to remember the name of—but I feel a wave of relief, not because I know him well, but because I feel somehow protected.

“And where were you this whole time?” the guy next to me asks, gripping my arm tightly.

“Doesn’t matter. She’s with me, and that’s final.”

“Ana?” I hear Bruna’s voice. “Let’s go home.”

“If you touch her again, I’ll break your face.” I hear an argument that sounds distant.

“So only you get to have fun with the girls?” That’s the last thing I focus on before I collapse onto the couch, listening to the confused sounds of punches and kicks.
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CHAPTER 4
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Miguel Milani

“MIGUEL, SERIOUSLY, just take her home. Drop her off in her room, and I’ll stay with her friend, you know?” Ryan pleaded, scrambling for a solution that would buy him more time with Bruna.

“No. I am not driving around with a drugged-up girl in my car, especially one who isn’t even old enough to drink,” I answered, my voice heavy with frustration.

“Fine, then we’ll take my car,” Ryan said, deciding to take charge of the situation.

“The fuck we will! Take them yourself. Drop the girl at her room, done. Stay with her friend, she won’t even notice,” I shot back, touching the cuts on my mouth and trying to keep my composure. “That son of a bitch. And is this girl stupid or what? Didn’t her father teach her not to take drinks from strangers?”

“If you didn’t care, you wouldn’t have taken a few punches for her.”

“I didn’t take punches for her. I still don’t know why I get dragged into your bullshit. I’m not a kid anymore, and there’s all this crap with Maya.”

He was right. I did care about her. But only because I was never going to let her get assaulted. My instincts were screaming at me to protect that girl, even if I barely knew her.

“I’ll handle it,” I said, stepping closer to Ana, trying to be as careful as possible. I helped her up, and she wobbled beside me. “Ryan, you’re coming with her friend in my car.”

“Got it, Miguel,” Ryan agreed.

I helped her settle into the back seat, got in, and started driving toward her dorm. I parked, then picked her up in my arms.

“Bruna, wait.” Ryan grabbed her hand, stopping her from following me. “Miguel’s got her, don’t worry. We’ll hang here a little longer.”

“You don’t have to come if you don’t trust me,” I said, my voice cold.

“It’s room 102. I’ll be right up,” she answered, leaning back against the car next to Ryan.

I took a deep breath and started climbing the stairs.

“Christ, you weigh more than I thought.”

I reached the floor, winded, and found room 102. I pinned her against the wall to open the door, and the contact between our bodies was immediate. Her body pressed against mine, even in her vulnerable state, sparked a wave of sensations in me—something I hadn’t expected. Her warm breath hit my neck, and the slight brush of her against me made my own breath catch for a moment.

As my fingers fumbled with the lock, it was impossible to ignore her closeness. The sweet scent of her perfume, mixed with the heat of her body, enveloped me, and I felt my heart race.

When I finally got the door open, I laid her carefully on the bed.

“Seriously, I have to play babysitter now? You better drink some water,” I said, as if she were conscious enough to hear me.

“Shit!” Her voice came out slurred, barely a whisper, and she stood up, stumbling over her own legs just as I heard a noise from the bathroom, followed by the sound of vomiting. I walked in, and she was collapsed on the floor.

“I’d better take you to a doctor.”

“Just give me some water,” she asked, and I lifted her off the floor, helping her back to the bed.

“Ah, fuck!” I grunted, banging into the table and spilling water all over myself. I refilled the glass, handed it to her, and pulled off my wet shirt. I looked at her, and her eyes were fixed on me. “What are you staring at?” I asked, annoyed at having to babysit some brat.
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