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PROLOGUE
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Sophia

MY FATHER PROMISED me and Raphaela that as soon as we turned eighteen, over our mother’s protests, he would teach us Muay Thai, Krav Maga, and self-defense. And he did.

My sister and I fell in love with the fighting instantly, probably because it was already in our blood, but also because we would never forget one very pointed sentence we heard from our father before our first lesson.

“Dedicate yourselves to everything I’m about to teach you, and be the best. You need to know, at the very least, how to defend yourselves, because not only are you the daughters of a mobster, you are women living in a cruel, sexist world. I will always take care of you, but I want you prepared for when I’m no longer here.”

It was a heavy thing to hear at the time, but my father had a way of making everything lighter with his humor.

“I’m handsome, young, fit, wonderful, and I’m going to live a long time yet, but unfortunately, I’m not immortal.” We laughed, but we absorbed the lesson all the same.

Throughout our childhood and adolescence, we took ballet. Though we didn’t identify with the art—we found it tedious—we practiced to please our mother. Still, we gave it our all, because as our father said, we should do our best at anything we set out to do.

No one could deny we were excellent ballerinas, always performing synchronized, flawless steps, but our dancing never had passion. Around that same time, we learned to play musical instruments—Raphaela chose keyboard and piano, and I chose guitar. Playing was something I enjoyed and it became a hobby for me; I even tried my hand at writing a song. In the end, I didn’t pay it much mind, because I’d truly found myself in fighting.

I remember my sister and I being fascinated watching our father fight. He looked like a machine in motion: brutal, relentless, agile, and fearless. At first, my parents wouldn’t let us watch the training sessions, thinking it might traumatize us. In time, they understood that for us, it wasn’t frightening, but fascinating.

After much insistence, Raphael gave in and brought us into the fighting. Our mother, of course, wanted to kill him for it. Their arguments were always funny:

“Raphael, if you hurt my girls, I’ll hurt you! Ethan is enough already. I’m warning you, don’t say I’m violent later!”

“I’m not going to hurt them, Eduarda. Relax! Have you ever seen a rooster hurt its chicks? I’m teaching them precisely so that with me, they’ll learn with affection what life’s tribulations would teach them harshly. Sophia and Raphaela fight with me now so that if one day I’m not here, they’ll know how to defend themselves. The world is shit to women, especially in the mafia, my love. So, I’ll teach them not to let anyone take advantage of them. And another thing, I don’t complain that you’re violent, I actually kind of like it!”

He repeated the same story to my mother, but Maria Eduarda, who was overprotective, considered us two fragile little flowers, which we never were.

My mother was the strongest woman I knew, but physically, she was delicate and thought we were, too. My father, on the other hand, taught us to be resilient, and for that, we loved him even more, with all the strength of our hearts.

It took a few years for Raphael to finally consider us resilient enough that no one could hurt us. Only then did he allow us to train with our brother and cousins. Our father swelled with pride at every strike we landed, and when we won, he’d boast about it all week.

Grandpa Matheo also loved watching our training sessions. Even at his advanced age, he was lucid and active—within his limits—the result of a lifetime of good food and training. He limited himself to watching, though, always with his eyes shining with admiration.

Besides fighting, my father also taught us to shoot. I loved our lessons and found the feeling of power I got from holding a gun incredible. Noticing my fascination when I hit the bullseye dead-on for the first time, my father warned me:

“Don’t get too carried away, Sophia. This isn’t a toy, it’s a tool of defense. I’m not teaching you to shoot so you can become an assassin, but so you’ll be prepared. After all, you were born into a mobster family; you’ll always be in danger. Use it responsibly, only when absolutely necessary to guarantee your safety. When you learn to shoot, you feel like a god holding a weapon, but when you pull the trigger, you become the devil. And there’s no going back.”

I understood the lesson, and I thought he was absolutely right. I would carry that advice with me for the rest of my life.

[image: ]

MY LIFE WAS PEACEFUL. I felt protected and capable. I never minded being a mafia daughter, and the women in my family had the bonus of not having to marry young or submit to any man. Our patriarchs had guaranteed that, and the sexist tradition didn’t apply to the Esposito family.

I remember one of the many boring, pointless parties the mafia threw, which our whole family attended. My father was talking to an older man, one of those sexist pigs from one of the affiliate families, and I was nearby, attacking the dessert table. I’ve always had a sweet tooth, and honestly, these parties were only good for that. As I was biting into a chocolate bomb, I heard the old man spewing nonsense.

“Don’t you think it’s time to settle the issue with your girls, Raphael? I have a grandson their age, we could do business, what do you say?”

That made my blood boil, because I hated being treated like a bargaining chip. I was already ready with a smart-ass retort, but my father was faster.

“My daughters are not business to be settled. Besides, I don’t want anyone from your family as a son-in-law, especially knowing how you think. And last, but not least, go fuck yourself, you sexist son of a bitch! An unmarried woman is not a problem to be solved! Stay away from my twins and all my nieces, or I’ll kill you.”

My father turned to leave and came face-to-face with me. My urge in that moment was to jump into his arms and tell him how much I loved him and how proud I was to have such a badass father, but we were at a mafia party and that wouldn’t look good. Regardless, my eyes betrayed all the admiration I felt for him.

“Let’s get out of here.” He took my hand and led me away, under the shocked gaze of that disgusting old man.

Raphael Esposito was the love of my entire life and had all my devotion. Any man who wanted to win me over would have to be seriously impressive, because I had the best example right at home.

My father taught my sister and me never to let anyone walk all over us, because if you let them do it once, they’d think they could make you their doormat.

Everything was fine in my life, and my world was secure, until something changed during a random sparring session with my cousins.

One of them was my opponent, the best I’d ever had, actually. The fight was fair and difficult, requiring every technique I’d learned. In the end, he won, pinning me down and ending up on top of me for the final move.

The force of his gaze destabilized me. It was impossible not to be paralyzed by the furious storm in those blue-green irises. His face was inches from mine, his mouth almost on mine, his eyes locked on mine. His warm breath and the pleasant scent of it made me, unexpectedly, want to kiss him. Neither of us moved for a long time.

Despite being raised together, I had never been so close to Vincenzo, not like that—feeling his tense body on top of mine, he was like a rock. An absurd heat flooded my entire body, and I felt an overwhelming urge to melt into him and feel his strength.

“Alright, Vincenzo, you won. Now get the fuck off my daughter.” My father’s voice interrupted our feverish moment, but I couldn’t deny that something different had happened there.

My body had never reacted that way to a man before; in fact, I’d barely had any contact with one. I’d kissed a few guys here and there, but my virginity was still intact. To me, the subject was overrated. I was never a girl who followed rules, though with the life I led, it was something I was supposed to save for my husband. Still, I wouldn’t give myself to just anyone, because I loved and valued myself. To have me, a man would have to prove himself worthy.

Anyway, I knew that man wouldn’t be Vincenzo, because we were family. What happened that day was just my body’s deprivation talking.

​
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CHAPTER 1
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Sophia

A Few Months Later

IT WAS OUR LAST DAY of the family’s year-end vacation on my grandmother Melissa’s island. I wasn’t a morning person, but I’d gone to bed very early the night before, so I woke up before sunrise and couldn’t stay in bed a minute longer.

I got up, slipped quietly out of the room I shared with Raphaela, and went down to the beach to watch the sun break over the horizon. We were in a secluded spot, so I didn’t even bother getting dressed. I was just wearing a comfortable cotton shirt that fell to mid-thigh and a pair of panties. I’d stolen the shirt from my father as a teenager and had slept in it ever since.

If my father knew I was outside without shorts under the shirt, risking being seen by some soldier, he’d lose his mind. When I was a kid, he was always telling my mother I shouldn’t wear dresses because I was too clumsy and would end up flashing my underwear.

I arrived just as the sun was rising, and I considered it nature’s most perfect spectacle. I sat down in the sand as soon as the day was fully bright and paused to admire the vastness of the sea, which divided itself into shades of green, blue, and white foam. I stayed there for almost an hour.

The breakwater was my favorite part of the island. I found it incredible to see the raw force of nature in that spot. The waves would come, crash against the rocks with all their vigor and exuberance, spraying water everywhere, creating a natural spectacle. For me, watching that motion was addictive, and breathing in the sea breeze was a balm.

For a moment, I closed my eyes to concentrate on hearing the sound of the waves and feeling the wind against my face, bringing with it the delicious scent of salt air. The sounds and smell of the ocean calmed me.

My family was always very talkative and high-energy, and I loved that about us, but I was also content with silence and my own company. I liked to be alone sometimes, to connect with myself and think.

Everyone was so happy, except me...

At the same time, I wasn’t sad, just reflective, constantly questioning the meaning of my life.

I lived in a state of boredom and blamed myself for feeling that way. After all, I had no intention of playing the victim or embodying the role of the poor little rich girl. I had everything: loving parents, supportive siblings, a wonderful family. Money was never a problem for me; I could have the best of everything without lifting a finger.

Maybe that was precisely what bored me—I’d never had to fight for anything I wanted. I felt like a person without purpose. To me, getting things in the snap of a finger made them dull. It was no wonder people valued achievements more when they had to struggle for them.

I wasn’t a hypocrite who’d say I wished I were poor and had to fight for a plate of food. My discontent wasn’t about that. On the contrary, I wished hunger and cold weren’t anyone’s reality. Still, I missed the thrill of getting something I truly desired through my own effort.

On my graduation day, I saw many of my classmates crying with emotion, certainly because it was the happiest day of their lives, having fought, worked hard, and paid their own way through college to reach that victory. In the end, they savored the sweet taste of achievement.

I was more emotional for them than for myself, because I hadn’t had to strive, and I didn’t know what I’d do with my diploma from that point on. I had everything, and yet I felt incomplete.

When I finished college, instead of being full of plans and dreams like any new graduate, I felt depressed to realize it had all been a huge waste of time, that I had no goal.

I’d always been fascinated by numbers, and since I was little, I always knew I’d follow that career path. Although I loved to read, I only read what interested me, so the thought of a college course full of texts to memorize made me want to run far away. In the end, I chose a degree in Accounting, thinking it might be useful for the family business.

I was so lost, I didn’t even know if I wanted to follow that path anymore. My destiny would probably be to find an interesting man to fall in love with, get married, take care of our home and future family, and that would be it.

Not that I was against marriage and children, I just didn’t think that should be the only goal for us women. I couldn’t help thinking life had more to experience than just being born, growing up, getting married, having kids, and dying.

Raphaela wanted to study psychology, and that was so like my sister. Since she was always concerned with helping people, choosing her course was easy for her. Moreover, as soon as she graduated, my sister started working at our family’s shelter, which had been growing more and more.

Aunt Amanda was the social worker, Camila was the lawyer, and my sister would act as the psychologist. Most of the women in our family were engaged in the cause in some way—as speech therapists, nutritionists, or at the very least, as volunteers. Even Brenda would see the children there at least once a week, but only after her maternity leave was over. Besides our family, we also had hired staff for the necessary positions.

Everyone was committed to some purpose, except me. I didn’t seem to fit anywhere. Maybe the ideal life for me would be to put a backpack on and travel the world alone, looking for trouble and adventure, but I knew that was impossible, especially having been born into the family I was born into. My father would never allow anything so dangerous. We had enemies in every country in the world, so no place would ever be truly safe.

I pulled my attention away from those thoughts when my stomach growled loudly. I laughed to myself and decided to head back to the house for breakfast, which should have been served by now. I stood up, brushed the sand off my legs and backside, and walked back to the mansion.

Vincenzo

WE WERE ALL SITTING at the table when Sophia walked into the house wearing an enormous shirt, her hair tousled by the wind, and a bored expression on her face.

My cousin didn’t need to pile on makeup, be all dressed up, have her hair done, or wear high heels to be the most incredibly beautiful woman I’d ever known. She was, naturally, perfect.

“Good morning, Daddy’s little darling. Sleep well?” Uncle Raphael hugged her around the waist as she stopped beside him at the table.

“Very well! Slept perfectly and woke up marvelous.” I almost laughed at the way she answered.

Sophia was a self-assured woman who knew who she was and didn’t need praise from other people. She was impressive, not just for her beauty, but for the charisma she had and for speaking her mind freely, without a shred of shame. I adored her spontaneity.

“Where were you? I thought you were in your room.”

“I went to watch the sunrise on the beach.” She sat down next to her father and began filling a plate with a little of everything on the table. Discreetly, I watched her.

To me, she had never been like my other cousins, and I refused to accept that difference. I could never see her as a sister, and this feeling, which I couldn’t quite define, had exasperated me since we were a little older. I was incapable of understanding why I felt brotherly affection for Raphaela, Julie, and Antonella, but for Sophia, I had that disturbing desire.

She affected me violently. Her explosive manner, her boldness, and her strong, often irritating personality made me yearn for her and attracted me like a magnet. Her fearlessness and confidence motivated me to want her with a lust that left me deeply unsettled.

I’d fought for the last few years against the provocative feeling that consumed me when I saw those light, deep-set eyes; they hypnotized me. After we became adults, when she’d challenge me, I wanted to throw her on the bed and fuck her until all that attitude was gone. I wanted her in a dangerous way and felt like a sick man for having these feelings for her.

Over time, I became an expert at masking these feelings. I put a stone on top of my desire and was fine with it. I avoided getting too close to her, distracted myself with other women, and hid my frustrations behind my sarcastic humor. No one noticed how restless I became around her. I was a great actor.

Everything started to unravel again the day my uncle encouraged me to spar with her. I gave in, determined to prove to myself that she didn’t shake me up anymore, that I’d gotten over that adolescent illusion. That was my biggest mistake.

Everything came rushing back in much greater proportions when I touched her. I lost my sanity for good when I felt the heat of her body under mine and her natural, citrusy, sensual scent, which worked like an aphrodisiac on me. As if that weren’t enough, her skin seemed to catch fire under my touch. The final blow came from those blue eyes, always so intense, and her mouth so close to mine, seeming to beg me to kiss her.

Sophia took over my head, and the lustful thoughts I had about her, every damn day, were driving me insane.

That same day, when she looked at me at the end of our fight, I realized for the first time that she had felt the same thing I had. However, she seemed to quickly overcome that subtle acknowledgment of our feelings, because she never brought it up or gave any indication that she felt something different for me. Sophia went on with her life, and I went on with mine, pretending she was just my cousin. A sweet illusion, because she never would be.
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CHAPTER 2

[image: ]




Vincenzo

MY FAMILY DECIDED TO leave after lunch, and I was thanking God. It was suffocating being that close to Sophia. Back at the compound, I wasn’t home much, so it was easier to keep my distance. Here on the island, though, she seemed to be everywhere.

That morning, most of my cousins were enjoying the pool with their wives and kids. After half an hour in the gym, burning off some of my pent-up energy, I went to my room, pulled on swim trunks under my clothes, and headed out to join them.

Noah was in the water with the twins clinging to him, one on each side; the women were sunbathing on loungers by the pool’s edge. Chase was in the water too, with Aurora wrapped around his neck—the little redhead was crazy about him, and I thought that was fucking awesome. My cousin had my total respect for being a stand-up guy, for stepping into the fatherhood that landed in his lap without a second thought. No doubt the bunch of macho assholes out there, especially in the mob, would never have the balls to do something like that. Hell, some of them weren’t even fathers to their own biological kids.

In contrast, fatherhood was seen as something sacred and natural in the Esposito family, where the guys slipped into the role of dad as easily as if they’d been born for it. When my turn came, I hoped I’d be ready to be the father they all were.

Nearby, Uncle Lorenzo’s sons were playing basketball on the court with Ethan and Vito; the older guys were scattered around the island.

I sat on the other side of the pool, on the first empty lounger in the row. I stripped off my shirt and shorts, left my phone and sunglasses on top of the pile, and jumped in.

“Hey, Red, let go of your ugly dad and come swim with Uncle Vincenzo,” I teased Aurora, even though I knew I didn’t stand a chance against Chase.

“Daddy is handsome, okay?!” she defended him tooth and nail, then wrapped her arms even tighter around his neck, making us laugh.

“That’s Daddy’s girl,” Chase said, planting a kiss on his defender’s chubby cheek.

“Ready to get back to reality, man?” I asked, making conversation.

Whenever we went on vacation, the return to work was tough for the ones with kids and a wife. It was safe here on the island with the whole family, but in the day-to-day of the mob, you never knew if you’d make it home.

“Born ready. Actually, my work pace has slowed down because of Brenda’s pregnancy. I don’t like being away from home too long, in case she feels sick and I’m on a job and can’t answer the phone or get to her fast. Noah’s been taking on some of my work so I can be home more. But with Uncle Pietro retiring, things are gonna get tight on my end.”

When my uncle handed over command of the Cosa Nostra to Noah, Chase would automatically step into the role of consigliere. That was, without a doubt, a huge responsibility.

“I hope I have a ton of work waiting for me back in Italy. The more, the better.”

“What are you running from, Vincenzo?”

“Nothing.” Chase gave me a thoughtful look.

Fortunately, Louis came running up and jumped into the pool any which way, splashing water all over the women. They shrieked, complaining the water was freezing, which distracted us.

“What a little hellion! Lorenzo almost has a heart attack because of him,” Chase laughed, and I joined in. Our laughter was contagious, and Aurora laughed along without even knowing what was funny. She had a habit of imitating her father, and it was way too cute.

Louis was a riot. The girls had avoided getting in the pool to keep their hair out of the chlorinated water, but it was no use—he’d drenched them. I completely lost Chase’s attention when Brenda stood up and made a move to get in the pool. He flew over to her, to help her into the water and make sure his wife didn’t slip or get hurt.

Eventually, some of the girls ended up in the water and started a chicken fight. Cecilia climbed onto Noah, Julie got on Chase’s back, and Raphaela ran straight for me. Without hesitation, I crouched down and let her climb onto my shoulders. Meanwhile, Antonella, Bella, and Brenda held onto Elena, Nicolas, and Aurora.

The kids were all worked up, wanting to play in the water non-stop, and even with their arm floats on, it was dangerous to leave them alone.

Sophia didn’t want to get in and stayed watching our game from outside the pool. She didn’t seem herself that day, way too quiet, which wasn’t like her at all. Even though I was curious about her behavior, I figured it was better not to ask. The more distance, the better, Vincenzo.

The game began. The women had grit, and it was hard for anyone to knock the other off. In the end, Cecilia was crowned the champion.

I got out of the water for a bit and watched the others still playing. I played it cool, but I could feel Sophia watching me. When I looked back, she glanced away.

My cousin was sitting on the pool steps, staring at the horizon, and she seemed distant, as if her body was there but her mind was somewhere else. I didn’t miss the chance to look at her again. Damn, she’s beautiful. Even though she was the spitting image of Uncle Raphael, Sophia was as perfect as a doll, managing to be both wildly and angelically beautiful at the same time.

The sunlight played off her tanned skin, and her eyes looked even bluer in the brightness; her bikini hid very little of that delicious, curvy body. She was, without question, the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. As I admired her, a thought crossed my mind: why does Sophia get to me so much, when Raphaela doesn’t stir anything in me?

I should be attracted to both of them, yet to me, Raphaela was just like one of the guys. On the other hand, I could never have had the physical contact of that game with Sophia without getting hard and uncomfortable.

It felt natural to hold Raphaela on my shoulders during the game; I didn’t even have to think about what I was doing, I just picked her up. Her closeness had zero impact on me. If it had been Sophia, I wouldn’t have been able to focus on the game at all.

The two of them were identical twins and liked it that way, keeping their appearance exactly the same—down to the same haircut. I used to have to look twice, and up close, to tell them apart by the subtle differences. That changed when I started recognizing Sophia by the reactions she caused in my body.

Maybe it was her attitude that drove me crazy. Her bold personality captivated me. She was petulant, short-fused, and had a difficult temper... she’d be perfect for me... if she didn’t carry the same last name.

It was strange how history repeated itself. As Uncle Raphael said: karma’s a bitch. My parents were cousins, hers were too; the difference was they met as adults, they weren’t raised together like Sophia and me. Besides, the two of us were a volatile combination, and anything between us would definitely cause a scandal in the family.

I was confused. I didn’t really understand what I felt for her; it was a sick, indigestible desire I refused to accept. No other guy in our family looked at any of our cousins that way. I was the only son of a bitch capable of it, and it made me think I had a serious character flaw. Maybe it was Lucca’s rotten DNA working in me.

She was too precious, and if I gave in to the desire and tried to seduce her, without being sure of any emotional involvement, it would only add to my guilt. What if, after sating my desire, I discovered I didn’t love her the way she deserved, that it was just lust? What if the danger to Sophia was me? That’s why I needed to keep her at a safe distance.

Sophia Esposito messed with my head, took over my thoughts, drove me insane and tormented me, stirring up lewd thoughts and making me question my character constantly. She was my damnation.

Since I was little, I was taught to care for and protect our girls. I grew up learning about honor and loyalty; I believed those were the heaviest words in our family. But words meant nothing if they weren’t backed by actions.

My father told Vito and me how hard he had to fight to be accepted as an Esposito. He fell in love with my mother, but my grandfather didn’t accept the relationship because he was afraid my father had the same character as Lucca, my paternal grandfather. My father didn’t... but maybe I did.

To prove his loyalty, my father sacrificed himself for the family and went on a near-suicide mission. In the end, he proved he was worthy of carrying Esposito blood in his veins, but it almost cost him his life.

My paternal grandfather caused a lot of damage to my family, and the consequences of his cowardly acts influenced many tragedies over the years. My mother and Aunt Maria Eduarda, for example, were kidnapped by a member of the Las Vegas family seeking revenge, furious that Lucca had raped his sister. Even though my father wasn’t even born yet, he carried that shame.

One of the most valuable things for a man in the mob was his honor, and Lucca dishonored our family with his lack of scruples. So, I would do everything not to be like him.

We were all mobsters, and not always examples of character and virtue. We killed people, we worked in trafficking, and the Cosa Nostra was the biggest criminal organization in the world. But even in the middle of all that, we had honor, ethics, and principles. Unlike many mobs around the world, we respected and defended women; we didn’t consider them inferior or mistreat them. With our family in charge, things got easier for women in other families, too.

After I learned my paternal grandfather’s story, one thought constantly haunted me: the rotten apple never falls far from the tree.

Lucca Esposito didn’t respect the women of his own family, and that was monstrous and unacceptable. I hated him with every fiber of my being, even though I’d never met him, even though we shared the same blood.

And faced with all the improper thoughts I had about Sophia, I couldn’t stop asking myself: Maybe I’m not so different from him after all.
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CHAPTER 3
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Sophia

IT WAS LATE AFTERNOON when the jet touched down in Italy, and I was treated to a beautiful, inspiring sunset. Full of resolve, I took a deep breath, determined to do something with my life.

I needed to find my place in the world, something that would captivate me and make sense to me. I wouldn’t lie in bed feeling sorry for myself.

When we disembarked, many cars and soldiers were waiting for us at the airport. From a distance, I saw Marcello, my faithful soldier. I’d missed him like crazy.

When we went to the island, very few soldiers accompanied us. There was no need for so much security there, so usually only the most senior ones went. Marcello had been my soldier for two years, a beautiful Black man, six-foot-something with a fierce face that scared off anyone who approached me uninvited. My father trusted him, and so did I. Besides the impeccable work he did, we had a secret of our own, one not even my sister knew.

We reached the car that would take us home. My security opened the door for me and discreetly greeted me with a wink. In public, he treated me with the same formality as all the other soldiers, but when we were alone, we were great friends.

Raphaela and I went in one car with Marcello and Patrício—my sister’s soldier—and our parents and Ethan went in another, as did the rest of the family. We proceeded in a convoy to the compound.

[image: ]

SOME TIME LATER, WHEN we got home, I went straight for a shower, as I had plans for that night. When I came out of the bathroom, I ran into my sister unpacking her suitcase. Raphaela was extremely organized, unlike me. My suitcase would stay exactly as it was for at least a week, until I worked up the courage to unpack it.

“I’m going out dancing. Want to come with me?” My sister looked at me, indignant.

“Sophia, it’s Tuesday!”

“Thank God, sis. If it were Monday, Level would be closed.”

“You’re going out on a Tuesday?”

“Do I, by any chance, have work tomorrow? No. So, for me, any day is the weekend. You know I’m the bad twin, discipline doesn’t exist for me,” I joked and winked at her.

“You should come to the orphanage with me tomorrow. Maybe you’ll find something you like to do there. Managing the finances or helping with the children. There are so many, Sophia, and more arrive every day.”

I didn’t have the heart to disappoint her, but I also had absolutely no desire to go to the orphanage. It hurt too much to see so many abandoned children, but to please my sister, I decided to accept the invitation.

“Alright, I’ll go. But tomorrow is another day. Tonight, I want to have fun. Coming?”

“I’m not, Sophi, I have to study. During our trip, I got a report about a four-month-old baby who recently arrived at the orphanage, and it’s a complex case. It seems he lived alone with his father, who was murdered, and spent days alone with the body until they were found. No one knows who the mother is.”

“My God, that’s heavy! Poor little thing. Alright, stay home and study. I’ll get ready and go out, but I promise I won’t be back too late to go to the orphanage with you.”

“Deal. Why don’t you call one of the girls to go?”

“Because I know they won’t go for the same reason as you. People wait for the weekend to have fun, but I don’t. I live for today, because only God knows about tomorrow.”

[image: ]

I PUT ON MY KNEE-HIGH, sky-high heeled boots, a black dress with a generous neckline that I loved, and heavy eye makeup. I shook out my hair for volume, dabbed on a few drops of perfume, and when I was almost ready, I remembered a small but important detail.

I went to my closet, grabbed my concealed thigh holster, fastened it, and then placed my Taurus G2C .40 in it. I liked this pistol because it was compact and light, excellent for my needs.

“Why are you taking a gun, Sophia? You’re going to the family club with Marcello. What’s the need?”

“Sis, our father taught us to trust, first and foremost, ourselves. You know I always carry. You should do the same.”

“You’re still going to give our parents a heart attack, Sophia.”

“Don’t exaggerate, Rapha. I’m off, see you later.” I blew her a kiss and went downstairs.

When I reached the living room, my parents were sitting on the sofa, drinking wine and laughing.

“May I ask where the young lady is going?” my father asked.

“To Level. I want to dance and unwind a bit. Don’t worry, Marcello is coming with me and there are plenty of our soldiers there.”

“Can’t you just settle down at home, Sophia? We just got back from vacation, and you’re already going out,” my mother said to me, then turned to my father. “This girl takes after you, Raphael, loves the streets and has endless energy. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Let the girl have fun, Eduarda. She has to enjoy herself while she’s young. At Level, she’ll be safe. Besides Marcello and the soldiers, there’s always one of the boys there.”

I blew a kiss to my father, and he pretended to catch it and place it over his heart, making me laugh. I was already at the door when I heard my mother speak.

“Yeah, let her go. Do you remember what we got up to in a single night at a club?” I was sure she only said that to provoke my father. She trusted me, but she loved to mess with Signor Raphael.

“You’re not going anymore, young lady. Come back here, Sophia!” I opened the door and ran out, leaving my father calling after me.

I had texted Marcello, and he was already in position, waiting by my door with the car.

“Sophia, home by midnight!” I jumped when my father appeared.

“Trust me, dear daddy.” I winked at him and got into the back seat. Marcello went to the driver’s side and started the car.

“So, princess, what’s the occasion? You’re dressed to kill!”

“I want to dance, drink, and let loose tonight, because I’m going to sort my life out tomorrow.”

“Take it easy, beautiful! I’m not in the mood to kill anyone.”

“Relax, big guy! I just want to have fun, but I also like a little excitement. If we look hard enough, even with all our restrictions, we can find some trouble.”

“I love trouble.”

“Then I’m your girl!” Marcello let out a laugh, and I joined him. I loved our moments of relaxation.

“If I liked the fruit, my love, your father would have to give me your hand. Unfortunately, we like the same thing, so if I could, it would be the hand of one of your cousins I’d ask for. In your family, to my dismay, they’re all straight, but I wouldn’t mind if any of them used me just for sex, as your dirty little secret, but... the Espositos exude testosterone, I don’t stand a chance.”

I was still laughing when we arrived at the club. I waited for Marcello to park the car in the regular lot because the private one was under construction, and we went to the front entrance. The guy at the door was new and didn’t know me yet. When I approached the entrance to bypass the waiting line, he stopped me.

“Sorry, miss, you need to respect the line and be searched.”

“Sophia Esposito, partner. Step aside!” Marcello said in his baritone voice, as always, behind me to intervene. He grabbed the bouncer’s shoulder, moving him away from me.

The guy’s eyes widened, probably intimidated by my security’s size and scary face, but also by the surname he’d heard.

“My apologies, miss. I’m new here, I didn’t know...”

“Relax, it’s fine.” I felt sorry for the guy and gave his arm a pat before entering the club with Marcello on my heels. The club would be packed soon, and I could hardly wait to lose myself on the dance floor.

Vincenzo

I ARRIVED AT LEVEL before it opened, just to check the liquor purchase spreadsheets and the cashiers’ reports. My intention was to leave right after; I didn’t want to drag out the night. Two hours later, I finished everything in the office and decided to turn on the security cameras to check on the staff before leaving.

Level was one of our more tranquil clubs. The few times there had been a minor disturbance, it was caused by drunk idiots. In those cases, the soldiers providing security handled it easily. Maybe that’s why I felt bored being there.

Everything seemed normal on the cameras until I saw the familiar face of Marcello, Sophia’s soldier. Since the guy was bigger than me, it was impossible not to notice him in the middle of a crowd. My heart immediately raced. If he’s here, she is too. The guy is her shadow!

I searched the monitors and didn’t take long to find her, dancing alone in the middle of the crowd. Sophia shouldn’t be there, but in a VIP booth; however, she was always contrary. I grabbed my gun and phone from the desk and went downstairs.

Marcello was leaning against the bar, watching her like a hawk. I liked knowing he was capable of stepping in front of a bullet for her and would never let her be hurt. However, I hated the reverence with which he looked at her. Though I sensed no ill intent from him, it bothered me. And the worst part was that Sophia adored him too, and she didn’t usually adore many people outside our family.

“Did she come only with you?” Any ordinary person would have been startled by me, but not Marcello.

Sophia’s security was well-trained; he could anticipate people’s approach and sense if they posed a danger. He was never caught off guard, and that was very good. Few soldiers had that instinct. Despite everyone undergoing rigorous training, certain things were innate. Marcello’s grandfather and father had worked for our family for years, and both died in service. But he seemed sharper than his previous generation.

“Yes, hardly anyone can keep up with Miss Sophia’s pace. The girls are all tucked in, tired from the trip.”

“Has she been drinking?” I noticed she was far too cheerful.

“A few cocktails. But I’m keeping an eye on her.”

In silence, I watched her again. It was impossible to stop looking at her. Sophia had danced ballet her whole life and could express herself with fluidity through dance. Earned It started playing, and she closed her eyes, moving in a hypnotic way, creating her own stage and attracting not only my attention, but that of everyone present—men and women.

I found it incredible how she balanced on sky-high heels with elegance and grace. Her body moved to a natural, temptingly sensual rhythm; her hips swayed to the beat, and her arms moved, fitting into the motions of her body and lending dexterity and feeling to her dance, simultaneously light and erotic.

Sophia seemed totally immersed, as if the music were a part of her. It was a spectacle to behold. But there was a problem: I wasn’t the only spectator there. All the guys had stopped to look at her, and when one threatened to approach, I walked quickly over to her.

I pushed my way through the mass of sweaty bodies moving on the dance floor, shoving aside anyone who might slow me down. Quickly, I reached her. A guy was about to touch her waist when I arrived and grabbed his hand, twisting his fingers. I made an absurd effort to control the urge to pull my gun and put a bullet in the head of the son of a bitch who dared think of touching her. The guy winced in pain and tried to pull free.

“Get out of here, now! You have two seconds.” I released his fingers, and he ran off, just as Sophia saw me.

“Vinceenzooo!” Her voice, husky, honeyed, and drawn out, showed she’d drunk more than I’d imagined. “Didn’t know you were here, cousin.” She laughed and wrapped her arms around my neck, moving our bodies to the rhythm of her sensual dance.

Unable to resist and desperate for contact, I pulled her by the waist and pressed her body against mine. She parted her lips slightly as she looked at me as if searching for air. Sophia seemed as affected as I was by our closeness, our faces very near and our mouths almost touching.

A sequence of sensual songs, in the same style as the previous one, played, creating a soundtrack fitting for the desire we were feeling. I wasn’t the only one affected by our chemistry; we could both barely breathe, we were so close. Sophia was as deliciously sinful as my own lewd thoughts.

“I think you want to kiss me.” With her soft, desirous voice, she caught me off guard with her perceptiveness.

Looking into my eyes, she brought her mouth closer to mine, and when I thought she would kiss me, she began to grind and rub against me, smoothing her hands over my arms, chest, and abdomen. Her touch was as hot as I felt.

After a while, she moved around my body and stopped behind me. Pressed against my back, Sophia smoothed her hands over my skin and, beneath my suit jacket, lightly dragged her nails over my stomach and pectorals, leaving me shivering and aroused to the point of losing my head right there.

She was far too dangerous, wielding an absurd power over me. By that point, I couldn’t think straight and would let her do whatever she wanted with me. I am a puppet in this woman’s hands.

The song ended and a more danceable one started to play. We stood still, looking at each other for a few seconds, until I took her hand and pulled her to get us out of the middle of the crowd. I only stopped when we entered my office and I locked the door. There we would be dangerously alone, but also away from curious eyes.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 4
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Vincenzo

“WHAT’S YOUR PROBLEM, Vincenzo? Why’d you pull me off the dance floor? I was loving the human warmth.” She walked over and sat on the desk.

“Why were you in that chaos instead of in the VIP section?” She looked at me with a mocking glint. For a moment, I thought she wouldn’t even answer.

“And miss all the fun on the floor? Never! I’m not some porcelain doll like you all think. I don’t break easy, cousin.”

“You’ve been drinking, Sophia. It makes you vulnerable.”

“As if you don’t know me.” She hitched up her dress to reveal the holster strapped to her thigh. “Besides, Marcello was nearby.”

Holy fuck. I was sure my heart was strong as hell, otherwise I’d have had a coronary right there. I realized she was smiling, loving how much she got under my skin.

She slid off the desk and walked, hips swaying, toward me.

Sophia

I WAS SO TURNED ON. My body was on fire, my panties were soaked, my breasts aching. I stopped in front of Vincenzo, wrapped my arms around his neck, and looked into his eyes. He was a dark man, but beautiful in a devastating way.

He was tall, dark, with broad shoulders and strong arms that promised a firm grip; his chest, hard as rock, and his defined abs completed the panty-drenching picture. Not to mention his rugged face, his almost-black hair, and those green eyes that were pure damnation and turned my legs to jelly.

Vincenzo barely seemed to breathe, and the sexual tension between us was palpable. Neither of us looked away for several seconds, until his gaze dropped to my mouth.

Thirsty for him, I bit my lower lip, feeling a delicious shiver and a restless ache form low in my belly. I rubbed my thighs together, seeking some relief for the heat building inside me, and he caught his breath when he noticed the movement.

His heated gaze, his parted lips, his ragged breathing provoked such a raw, latent desire in me it was almost painful. His hands slid down my body to my ass, and he pulled me, pressing our bodies even closer together. Not caring about anything else, I kissed him. He held me tight and kissed me back with the same fierce hunger I felt.

Vincenzo was hot and his touch was firm and possessive. My whole body reacted to that contact, making me gasp. His tongue devoured mine with such desperation it felt like we were melting into one. Unable to control my excitement, I moaned into his mouth.

On impulse, I jumped into his lap and wrapped my legs around his waist. In the same instant, he sat me on the office desk. Without breaking our kiss, Vincenzo took my gun from its holster, parted my legs, and stepped between them again, crushing me against his body. I welcomed him desperately, touching him everywhere I could and tangling my fingers in his hair.

It was the first time a man had touched me like that, and the sensation was intoxicating.

Vincenzo only left my mouth to kiss and bite my neck and shoulders. I was moaning like crazy, absorbing his touch and wishing it would never stop. Despite never having felt it before, the hard bulge in his pants made me want to draw him inside me, to feel him deep, to soothe some of this feverish need.

Suddenly, his phone rang, shattering our debauched moment. As if shocked, he pulled away from me, startled and confused.

“What happened here was so fucking wrong. We’re family, goddammit! What the hell were we thinking? I’m supposed to protect you, not attack you. I feel like shit.”

I slid off the desk laughing, straightened my dress, took my gun back, and slid it into the holster. I understood his thinking, it was weird for me too, but I didn’t take what happened so seriously and found his reaction, at the very least, prudish.

“Relax, Vincenzo. It’s just lust. I wasn’t the only one who felt it, admit it.”

“I won’t deny what I felt. I’m a man, for fuck’s sake! And you’re tempting as hell. But this is wrong, Sophia. We grew up together, and more than cousins, we were raised like siblings. We shouldn’t feel anything but brotherly love.”

“My God, you’re such a prude! Calm down, Vincenzo. I’m leaving.” I stepped closer to him, flattened my palms on his chest, and felt his body tense. “Are you scared of me, cousin?” I sensually licked his lips.

Vincenzo remained motionless, his arms stiff at his sides and his hands clenched, as if fighting for control.

“Every family has those cousins who hook up now and then. Don’t be such a goody-goody.” I kissed his chin and left the office, making sure to sway my hips. When I reached the door, I looked back and confirmed he was watching me, unblinking. I blew him a kiss, winked, and left laughing.

In the hallway, I ran right into Marcello. He immediately shoved his phone in his pocket and looked at me.

“I want to know everything that happened in there, you little troublemaker. You’ll tell me in the car. Now, let’s go, because your father has already called several times.” I nodded, feeling powerful, and went to the car with my soldier.
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“SOPHIA ESPOSITO, WHAT did you do to poor Vincenzo?” Marcello asked, curious.

“Nothing major, big guy. We just shared a few kisses. I have to admit: my cousin is fucking hot.”

“My love, the only chemistry stronger than yours is on the periodic table. But I have to warn you, this is going to cause problems. It’s a perfect setup for disaster!”

“Make up your mind, cat, are you a fan or a hater?” Marcello burst out laughing as he sped through the Italian streets, and I laughed too. “He got all nervous, feeling guilty about what happened. You know, because we’re cousins and all.”

“I get him, Sophi. It was weird, even for me, witnessing what happened.”

“You didn’t see anything, compared to the intensity of what went down inside that office.”

“I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about the chemistry, the passion, the fire between you two... I didn’t expect that.”

“It was just a case of hot pants, Marcello. Nothing more. Life goes back to normal tomorrow.”

“I’ll let you live in your illusion. I’m not a boy, Sophi. I know exactly what I saw.”

“I won’t get my hopes up. Vincenzo is Mr. Straight-laced, he’d never risk a relationship between us and scandalize the family. He seemed shocked even by his own body’s reactions.”

“He’s a good man.”

“The problem is, I was never a good girl.”

“Poor Vincenzo, he doesn’t stand a chance against you.”

“He didn’t seem defenseless to me; on the contrary, I’m sure he liked it. I just hope if my brother was there, he didn’t see us. My parents didn’t tell me which club he was going to.”

“Ethan wasn’t there, but Vito was.”

“Vito is Vincenzo’s problem, he’ll pester him. But Ethan, jealous as he is, would have lost his mind and driven me crazy.”

Vincenzo

SOPHIA LEFT, LEAVING behind her disturbing scent and her sweet, unforgettable taste. She had no idea how she messed with my head, or how strong I had to be, every single day, to convince myself that this was wrong.

My cousin had no clue how sexy and perfect I found her. I felt a strange fascination every time I looked at her. She also didn’t realize how much guiltier I felt about my feelings with each passing day. The story of Lucca wouldn’t leave my mind, and I couldn’t help but question how different we really were, if I desired, so desperately, a woman I was supposed to see as a sister.

I didn’t want to torture myself with those thoughts, but nervousness and excitement had taken hold of me. I needed to get out of there. I felt suffocated, especially with her scent hanging in the entire room. One thing was certain: Sophia drove me insane just by breathing.
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I GOT HOME AROUND 1 a.m. and found my father sprawled on the sofa, and my mother coming into the living room with a bowl of popcorn in her hands and, on her feet, ridiculous bear slippers. She and Bella loved those hideous things.

“My baby’s home, thank God.” My mother stopped beside me and stretched to kiss my cheek.

“Careful, love, you don’t know where your baby’s face has been just a little while ago. Probably, your baby was making babies.”

“That’s a lie!” My mother sounded indignant. “Were you, Vincenzo?” I ended up laughing before answering.

“No, Mom, don’t worry. I was at Level, working. No women,” I lied, then changed the subject. “Why are you still awake?”

“Vito is still out. Since your mother only sleeps when all her chicks are in the nest, she forced us to stay here, watching TV.”

“Did I hear my name?” my brother asked, walking in.

“Great! Now that everyone’s home, let’s go to sleep, Nina.”

“Easy, Inácio, the boys just got home. Are you hungry? Mommy made popcorn, come eat with us.”

“I’m fine, Mom, thanks. I just want my bed.” I got up to go to my room, but froze when Vito opened his mouth.

“Vincenzo must be exhausted after his performance on the dance floor with Sophia. Then you both disappeared together. I saw you, brother, but you were so distracted you didn’t see me. Dangerous.” The fucking gossip. Vito was the embodiment of mockery.

“With Sophia?” My father looked at me, shocked. Despite being caught off guard by my brother’s idiotic comment, I kept my cool.

“It was just a dance. She’d been drinking and some assholes approached. I stayed close to ensure her safety, and when I needed to come upstairs, I brought her with me.”

“You did the right thing, son. Is she home already?”

“She is, Dad. She left before me with Marcello. Now, I’m going to sleep.” I shot a dirty look at Vito and headed for the stairs.

“I would love to see Vincenzo and Sophia together. She’s a goddess, beautiful and determined. She’s the niece who looks most like me.”

“Are you crazy, Nina?! They’re cousins!”

“So what? We are too, and that didn’t stop us from getting together. Cousin isn’t brother, Inácio. I don’t see anything wrong with it. Are you jealous of someone else’s daughter?”

“Well, I do...”

I didn’t stay to hear the rest of the debate, left them in the living room, and went upstairs. In my room, I threw myself on the bed, and as soon as I closed my eyes, a bold blonde with blue eyes infiltrated my mind. I am so completely fucked.
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CHAPTER 5
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Sophia

WHEN RAPHAELA’S ALARM went off, it felt like I’d only lain down a few minutes earlier. Every morning, I regretted still sharing a room with my sister, but when you’d shared a womb with someone, it was hard to separate afterward.

“Wake up, princess! We have plans today.” Honestly, a human being who wakes up in a good mood at 7 a.m. cannot be normal. “Come on, Sophia. You promised.”

“For God’s sake, Rapha, quit rushing me! My brain takes a while to start working, give me a minute.”

“I don’t know how you were born before me. You should have stayed in the womb, sleeping a little longer.”

“It’s because I’ve always had a thirst for life... but only after 11 a.m., darling. Before that, I don’t function.”

Raphaela showered first while I tried to coax my soul back into my body. I was not a morning person, and when I woke up early, I wanted to kill everyone.

When my sister came out of the bathroom, I had no choice: either I got up, or she wouldn’t leave me alone.

I showered, washed my hair to wake myself up a bit, and got dressed comfortably—in jeans, a basic black t-shirt, and sneakers—to face the day. I grabbed my sunglasses and my bag and went down for breakfast. My mom, Ethan, and Rapha were already seated at the table.

“Good morning, sweetheart. When your sister said you were coming today, I didn’t believe her. Raphaela works miracles.”

“Morning, Mom. Yeah, I can’t believe I agreed to it either. In fact, I already regret promising my little sister.” I said it with a smirk, and Rapha rolled her eyes. My mom and brothers laughed at my bad mood.

“Good morning, women of my life and Ethan! I have the most beautiful women in the world, by the way. And you, Ethan, you’ll do in a pinch,” my father greeted us, as always, gallant and playful. It was hard to stay grumpy around him.

Raphael kissed the top of my mom’s head, then mine, then my sister’s, gave Ethan a playful punch on the arm, and sat down.

“Sophia, where are you off to so early?”

“To the orphanage too,” I replied, and my sister smiled proudly; my father looked at me, shocked, making me laugh. “Don’t overdo it! You’d think it was something out of this world.” I was the first to laugh at my own words, and they joined in. After all, seeing me wake up early, of my own free will, was practically an event.

“I can’t even imagine my crazy sister taking care of little kids,” Ethan teased, and I flipped him the bird.

We finished breakfast, then got ready to leave. In the living room, I texted my bodyguard.

“I’m going alone in a car with Marcello, I already talked to him. You all wake up way too chatty and will give me a headache.”

“That’s Daddy’s little sourpuss. My little lemon.” I ended up laughing. My father always managed to improve my mood.

When I left our house, before getting in the car, I saw Vincenzo drive past, with Vito in the passenger seat. He didn’t look at me. Or rather, he pretended not to see me. What a coward!

If there was one thing worse than a physical hangover, it was a moral one. Last night, I’d attacked the guy like a bitch in heat, so I couldn’t really complain if he avoided me. Ah, screw it! It’s his own fault for being so damn hot. I’ll attack him again the first chance I get, because I loved the experience.

“Morning, gorgeous. Get a little more sleep, I’ll wake you when we get there,” Marcello said as soon as I got in the car. He winked at me in the rearview mirror, and I blew him a kiss before resting my head against the seatback and closing my eyes.

Vincenzo

VITO HAD ZERO SENSE of self-preservation. I’d felt like killing him since last night, yet my brother insisted on squeezing into my car and going to the office with me. Brave man!

Before reaching the exit gate of the complex, I passed Uncle Raphael’s door and saw Sophia. Actually, I pretended not to see her, because I didn’t want to think about anything first thing in the morning.

“What do you want to hear?” Vito asked, pulling me from my thoughts and reaching for the car stereo.

“Just the sound of the air conditioning.”

“Wow. You’re in a bad mood, brother?” I didn’t answer, but I knew he wouldn’t give up. “Must be a lack of sex. Speaking of which, it’s been a while since I’ve seen you with any woman, and that’s, at the very least, strange. Could it be you’re giving up the others because of just one?”

“What are you implying, Vito? Mind your own business and your own dick, for fuck’s sake!”

“You’re in love with Sophia! Admit it, Vincenzo. I’m your brother, don’t lie to me.”

“What difference does that make in your life?”

“Absolutely none, but I know you. I know you’re having trouble accepting this fact, I also know Uncle Raphael and our father’s reactions won’t be the best. I want to help, man.”

“Oh, really?!” I laughed without a shred of humor. “You wanted to help by telling my father you saw me with Sophia at Level? Cut the crap, Vito.”

“I wanted to confirm my suspicions and test his reaction.”

“Of course he’d be shocked, Vito. Our father sees the twins as daughters and, consequently, sees all of us as siblings.”

“But we’re not siblings. They’ll get over it, if it’s what you both really want.”

“Sophia doesn’t see things that way.” She’d never said it, but it was something I’d observed. “Actually, I don’t even really know what I feel. I don’t know if the desire is actually accompanied by any other feeling.”

“From what I saw yesterday, you two are pretty involved.”

“You only saw a dance.”

“It wasn’t just that, and you know it. There’s at least a very strong attraction between you.”

“Sophia is a detached woman, Vito. That sentimental stuff isn’t fundamental in her life. I know she’s attracted to me, but she doesn’t give it the same weight I do. She lives in the present moment, doesn’t think about the future. The problem is, I’m a controlling guy, I can’t just let things happen.”

“Sometimes, having no plans is also a plan, bro.” Vito took everything as a joke, and that bothered me.

“My conscience bothers me a lot, too.” I tried to maintain the seriousness the subject demanded.

“I knew that, but relax, man. These things aren’t a choice, Vincenzo.”

“Do you think about any of the girls in the family differently, the way I think about Sophia?”

“No, but that’s not because I’m a saint, it’s because it wasn’t meant to be. That kind of thing doesn’t depend only on us. If it were just a matter of character, you’d want to fuck them all, not just one—after all, all our cousins are beautiful.”

“Don’t talk about them like that, you asshole!” I scolded Vito, but he ignored me and continued his train of thought.

“Your thing is with Sophia, and she’s identical to Raphaela. I get the impression they weigh themselves every day, and if one is half a kilo heavier, the other starts eating more to catch up. The difference between them is personality, and when that attracts you, it’s not just a sexual thing.”

What my brother said made sense, but even if I overcame my guilt, Sophia wouldn’t want my heart. She only wants my dick.

Fortunately, after that talk, Vito got distracted by his phone and we arrived at the office in silence. We’d barely walked in when I got the message that Pietro wanted to see me. I went straight to find him.

“Good morning. Did something happen?” I asked my cousin, without preamble.

“Morning, Vincenzo. Have a seat.”

I settled into the chair across from Pietro, and he handed me an envelope full of photos. I looked at each one carefully and noted they were taken at Alcatraz, but I didn’t recognize the man in them.
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