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​Chapter 1
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Evelyn had always been a girl who lived in contrast. At twenty-two, she wore her independence as gracefully as the gowns she designed.

She wasn’t the kind of woman who walked into a room unnoticed-her presence carried the same bold beauty as her creations:unusual, elegant, almost otherworldly.

She had built from nothing but her own determination. Her parents were wealthy enough to provide her with every luxury, but they'd never given her love or attention. They thought her passion for hair accessories, dresses and shoes were frivolous. So when they showered her with expensive gifts-designer watches, glittering trinkets, things they thought would buy her silence. Evelyn quietly sold them off with that money, she built her brand, piece by piece.

By seventeen, she had a name. By twenty-two she had a following.

Her closest friends weren't from the polished fashion world though.

They were Bianca and Lucia-both born into the dangerous glamour of mafia families. Evelyn had met Bianca first at a party years ago, a striking young woman with sharp eyes and a soft laugh. Despite her intimidating background, Bianca had been kind to Evelyn in a way her own parents never were. They bonded over the simple act of choosing fabrics together one drunken night, and the friendship stuck.

Lucia came later, Bianca's younger cousin, mischievous, bold, always the first to suggest a late-night party or to slip out of an event when it got dull. Evelyn adored her energy, even if she sometimes pulled them all into trouble.

The three of them were inseparable. Bianca with her calm, watchful confidence. Lucia with her untamed spirit. Evelyn with her dreamy, creative heart. They partied together, but more importantly, they worked together. Whenever Evelyn finished a dress-a flowing silk in unexpected colors, or shoes designed with delicate metalwork like jewellery for the feet. Bianca and Lucia were the first to try them on. They weren't just friends; they were muses.

In photos, they looked like a trio that had stepped out of a fairytale-but with an edge, the kind that came with mafia ties and a fearless sense of self. Evelyn's brand was growing, but she knew the world still underestimated her. 

But to Bianca and Lucia, she was an artist. To the girls who followed her brand online, she was an inspiration. And Evelyn herself-late at night in her studio, her fingers tangled in thread and silk-she was proof that she could carve her own life out of indifference, wealth, and loneliness.

The music in the bar was a low thrum, dim lights catching on glass and metal. Evelyn sat with her back straight, one hand wrapped around her phone, the other idly tracing the rim of an untouched cocktail. She had been waiting for over an hour.

Bianca and Lucia were never late without reason. They were impulsive, yes, but when they made plans with her they showed up. So when her phone buzzed and a short message popped up - 

“We can't make it tonight. Sorry.” - her heart  sank a little, though she told herself she didn't care.

She did care.

Across the bar, the man who'd already offered once leaned back on his stool, watching her. Older - mid-thirties, maybe a little more - well dressed in a way that wasn't flashy, just clean and commanding.

When their eyes met this time, he raised his glass, wordlessly repeating his offer.

Evelyn hesitated. She didn't do relationships. She didn't make any promises. But she did enjoy herself, and something about the disappointment of being left behind tonight made her restless. So she slid off her stool, heels clicking against the floor, and took the seat beside him.

The club wasn't just any bar. It was one of the mafia's playgrounds, a place where the rich and reckless mingled under dim lights while business was conducted in the shadows. Evelyn knew it, though she'd never thought much of it. She only came when she was with Bianca or Lucia. Tonight, though, she was here alone.

Matteo was there because he had just finished a job. He never went straight home after - he liked the weight of a glass in his hand to wash the night off. The club was familiar territory, a local owned by the family, where n9body asked questions and everyone knew when to look away.

That was when he saw her.

He'd offered to buy her a drink once and she had refused, polite but distant.

That was fine. Matteo had patience.

An hour later, when she finally crossed the room and sat beside him, he allowed himself a small smile.

“Changed your mind?” He asked, voice low.

“Maybe. For one drink,” she replied.

The conversation was easy, flowing between them in a way Evelyn didn't expect. Matteo wasn't the pushy type, he let silences linger without making them uncomfortable. His eyes watched her carefully, like he was cataloguing details, her laugh, the way she tilted her head, the sharpness in her tone when she teased him. He didn't give much away, but she could tell there was something under the surface.

They didn't talk about who owned the club. They didn't talk about his ‘job’. It wasn't necessary.

Hours later, they ended up together in his apartment. The night was fire and silk, unspoken agreements, and no promises. Evelyn never let herself think beyond the moment, and Matteo seemed content with that - for now.

Evelyn slipped out of shell apartment as the first pale light of morning brushed the city. At five foot ten, with her long legs and slim frame, she moved like she was on a runway even when she was just walking barefoot across a strangers floor. Blonde hair fell loose around her shoulders, still smelling faintly of his cologne. Her skin, golden from sun and travel, contrasted against the dark of his sheets.

She didn't look back. She never did. 

Matteo, when she woke, noticed the emptiness instantly. The sheets were still warm, but she was gone. He dragged a hand through his dark hair, eyes narrowing, before swinging his legs off the bed. His tattoos -ink winding over muscle, marking his shoulders, forearms, his ribs - shifted as he moved. He'd never been self-conscious about them; each one meant something, even the ones he'd gotten younger, wilder. Women usually asked about them, used them as excuses to trace fingers over his skin.

But not her.

She hadn't asked a single question about him. Not about the tattoos, not about his work, not even about his name beyond “Matteo”. She had lived entirely in the moment. No home. No expectation. And the shed vanished like smoke.

He didn't even know her last name.

Meanwhile, Evelyn was back in her studio, hair tied messily at the nape of her neck as she adjusted a dress on the mannequin. She worked in silence, her tan skin glowing under the drove of sunlight pouring in the windows. To her, last night was already filed away in a quiet corner of memory. She didn't care about tattoos or muscles, didn't care about his life. He was older, yes. Attractive, sure. But that was all it had been.

The music pulsed softly through the studio, something dreamy and wordless, filling the space while Evelyn pinned into place on the mannequin. 

Sunlight slanted across the floor, catching in her hair as she moved. She was so absorbed she almost didn't notice the door creak open.

“Evie?” Bianca’s voice carried into the room before she stepped inside, her Under clicking against the wooden floor.

Evelyn glanced up, a smile tugging at her lips despite herself. “You're alive then.” 

Bianca sighed, running a hand through her glossy dark hair. “I know, I know. I'm sorry about last night. We were.... Delayed.”

Evelyn arched a brow. “Delayed?” 

Bianca only gave her a look, the kind of look that said don't ask. Evie shrugged, dropping the subject. She'd learned a long time ago not to press when it came to Bianca's world.

“It wasn't a total loss anyway,” Evelyn said casually, turning back to the dress on the mannequin.

Bianca tilted her head. “Oh? What do you mean?” 

Evelyn smiled to herself, her back still half-turned. “I met someone.”

That got Bianca’s attention. She leaned against the worktable, eyes narrowing with curiosity. “Met someone? Evelyn, you don't do ‘someone's.”

“Exactly.” Evie smirked, lavender a seam. “Which is why you don't need to worry. It was nothing.”

“No names?”

“No names.”

Bianca studied her for another beat, as if weighing whether to push, then let it drop. Instead, she brightened. “Well, good. You'll need the energy tonight anyway. My father's throwing a barbecue. You should come.”

Evelyn turned, amusement flickering in her blue-grey eyes. “A barbecue? With you, that never just means burgers and a grill.”

Bianca laughed. “True. You know how it is - food, drinks, music. Everyone's welcome.” 

Evelyn knew better. Everyone meant the family. It meant associates, allies, people who live in that shadowed world she only skimmed the edges of. Their barbecues were sprawling, loud, indulgent-half celebration, half networking.

She hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “Fine. I'll come. I could use a night off.”

Bianca grinned, satisfied. “Perfect. Lucia will be thrilled.”

As Bianca left, Evelyn went back to her mannequin, humming along with the music, pretending it was just another night.

––––––––
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By the time Evelyn finally put down her scissors, the sun had already begun to dip, trauma streaks of orange across her studio windows. She exhaled, stepping back to look at the dress she'd been working on all day. Her studio always had that faint scent of fabric and thread, of buzzed from fabrics fresh off deliveries, of her-focused and absorbed, living in her own little paradise.

But she'd promised Bianca. And snuggled promises usually meant stepping out of that world and into another one entirely.

Back at her apartment, Evelyn slipped out of her work clothes and into the shower, letting the steam wash the hours offering from her skin. By the time she stood in front of her mirror, wrapped in a towel, she was already deciding how she wanted to look. A mafia family barbecue wasn't just a barbecue. It was an event, even if they pretended it was casual.

She picked out a nice, blue, just above the knee, dress, sleek. Flowing in a way that emphasised her long, slim frame, the fabric catching light with every step. Her blonde hair, usually pulled back for work, was left loose tonight, tumbling around her shoulders. A pair of Under, that were her favourite.

She added jewellery. She never overdid it with her tan skin, her height and her natural confidence, she didn't need more than a few finishing touches.

Evelyn studied her small clutch, slipped her phone inside and stepped out the door.

Tonight wasn't about her. It was about Bianca’s family, their sprawling, chaotic gatherings where music and laughter covered the hum of quiet conversation that mattered more than the food.

Matteo leaned against the railing of his balcony, a cigarette burning low between his fingers. He didn't usually bother with the family barbecues. Too many people, too much noise, too many forced smiles over plates of food.

But this time he was going.

Word had spread that week. His presence was requested.

Invitations went out far and wide, the family opening its doors in that careful way that seemed casual but was always calculated. A barbecue, loud with music and laughter, was the perfect cover to invite outsiders into their world without raising suspicion. Politicians, business associates, even a few curious newcomers, on the surface, it was grilled meat and cold drinks. In reality, it was networking, deals whispered in corners, watching who spoke to whom.

That was what the gatherings were for. That was why Matteo had to be there.

He didn't complain, not out loud. He owed the family too much for that.

But he knew the night would mean working, keeping an eye on things, making sure order was maintained beneath the chaos of music and clinking glasses. That was what he did best.

He pulled on a crisp white shirt, sleeves rolled to his forearms, tattoos curling dark against his skin like shadows. A pair of black slacks, polished shoes, nothing flashy. He wasn't one for dressing up more than necessary, but he always carried himself like someone who belonged at the centre of a room, even when he stood in the corners.

Matteo didnt expect much from that night. The same faces, the same handshakes, the same laughter over food that was really just smoke and mirrors.

the music was already pulsing by the time Evelyn arrived. From the street, she could hear the thrum of bass and the faint sound of laughter carrying through the night. String lights glowed across the sprawling garden, voices overlapping with the sizzle of meat on the grills and the clink of glasses.

As soon as she stepped through the gates, heads turned. Evelyn was used to it - at five foot ten in her own short dress, the hem brushing above her knees, the neckline dipping just enough to be bad without being vulgar, she was impossible to overlook. Her blonde hair framed her face in soft waves, her skin catching the last trace of golden light as the sun slipped away. 

Bianca spotted her almost immediately. “Evie!” she called, weaving through the crowd to meet her. She kissed her on both cheeks, then stepped back with a grin. “You look incredible.  As always.”

Evelyn smirked, adjusting the strap of her clutch. “You're one to talk. You could've warned me how packed this would be.”

Bianca laughed, looping her arm through Evelyn’s. “You know how it goes. Half the city wants an invitation. My father never says no when it benefits him.”

Evelyn let her eyes wander as they moved through the crowd together. She recognized a few faces- men she'd seen shaking hands with Bianca's father before, women dripping in designer clothes who always smiled too brightly. But there were many she didn't know at all, new figures slipping easily into the rhythm of the party. 

She turned her head toward say something to Bianca, then froze.

Across the garden, near the glow of the lights strung above, stood a figure she knew instantly. Broad shoulders filling a white shirt, sleeves rolled to reveal tattoos inked into muscle. Dark hair, sharp eyes scanning the crowd with the kind of awareness that never dulled. 

Matteo.

Her stomach flipped, though her face betrayed nothing. He was supposed to be just a night. A drink, a bed, an exit before dawn. Nothing more. Yet here he was, standing amongst Bianca’s world like he belonged-which, she realised with a quiet jolt, he very much did.

And he had already seen her.

Shell gaze locked on her the second she'd walked through the doors with Bianca. He hadn't expected her here, hadn't expected to see the blonde who'd slipped away before sunrise, looking every bit as radiant, every bit as untouchable.

So much for forgetting.

for a heartbeat, neither of them moved, the noise of the barbecue fading into background static. Evelyn tilted her chin slightly, as if daring him to acknowledge her. Matteo’s lips curved the faintest fraction, though his eyes never wavered.

Bianca was still talking beside her, oblivious. But Evelyn knew she could feel it - their nights weren't going to stay buried. Not here. Not with him watching her like that.

The music was louder now, laughter spilling over from the tables where plates of food were being passed around. Bianca squeezed Evelyn's hand and murmured, “stay here, i just need to go say hello to someone,” before disappearing in the crowd, her dark hair vanishing among familiar faces.

For the first time since she arrived, she was alone.

She smoothed her dress, scanning the garden, trying to decide whether to fetch a drink or wait for Bianca to return. That's when she felt it - that prickle of awareness at the back of her neck . She didn't have to look to know he was near.

“Didn't expect to see you here.” 

His voice was low, roughened at the edges, unmistakable. Evelyn turned slowly, her face carefully neutral, and found Matteo standing a step behind her. Up close, he was exactly as she remembered: broad, tattoos coiling up his forearms beneath the rolled sleeves of his shirt, dark eyes fixed on her like he could see past every layer she'd wrapped around herself.

“Small world,” she said coolly, lifting her chin.

His mouth curved, though it wasn’t quite a smile. “What are you doing here?”

She crossed her arms loosely, her weight shifting to one hip. “Enjoying the party.”

Matteo's gaze sharpened. “How do you know Bianca?”

Evelyn tilted her head,pressing into a faint line. “Why do you care?”

“I'm just asking.”

“No,” she said softly, almost amused, though her eyes gave away nothing.

“You're trying. And that’s none of your business.”

For a moment neither of them moved, the noise of the barbecue swelling around them as though they were in a bubble separate from the crowd.

He studied her, his expression unreadable, but the intensity in his stare was impossible to miss.

Evelyn finally broke the silence, leaning in just enough for her words to be for him alone. “Last night was last night, Matteo. Don't make it into something it wasn't."

And with that, she turned as if to rejoin the crowd, though her pulse was racing, her skin aware of his gaze burning into her back.

Evelyn slipped away from him, her heels clicking against the stone patio as she moved toward the open French doors that led into the house. She didn't hurry - she didn't need to - but there was a finality to the way her shoulders squared, the swing of her blonde hair brushing her bare skin.

Matteo watched her go, jaw tightening. He wasn't the type to chase. He never had been. But the way she brushed him off - like their night meant less than nothing -struck something in him he couldn't quite shake. Cold. Dismissive . Like she wanted him filed away as just another face in a crowd.

And Matteo wasn't used to being dismissed.

He followed.

Inside, the house was quieter than the outside, the bass of the music muffled by walls. Evelyn paused by a side table, running a finger over a glass of water she'd set down, pretending not to notice him.

“Evelyn,” He said, his voice low, deliberate.

She sighed audibly, lifting her glass but not turning around. “Dont.”

But he couldn't stop. He stepped closer, his presence filling the room, steady and unshakable. “You walked away last night. Fine. But don't stand here and act like it didn't happen.”

Finally, she turned, eyes narrowed, her jaw set. ‘It happened. And then it ended. That's all.”

His brows drew together, a flicker of something, annoyance? Maybe curiosity passed across his face. “Are you always this cold?”

She arched a brow, taking a slow sip of water before setting the glass down again. “You always this persistent?”

For a moment , they just stared at one another, the air between them charged. Matteo wasn't used to women who slipped away without leaving something behind, and Evelyn wasn't used to men who refused to take the hint.

“You don't belong here,” he said finally, his voice softer but no less certain.

She smirked faintly. “Funny. Bianca seems to think I do.”

That caught him. His jaw clenched, but he said nothing, just watching her like she was a puzzle he couldn't solve. Evelyn turned away first, walking deeper into the hall, leaving him standing there with the weight of his own frustration.

But Matteo wasn't done, not yet.

Evelyn moved further down the hall, her steps calm, her posture deliberate, but her pulse thudded in her ears. She could feel him behind her. Matteo's presence is heavy, certain, unrelenting.

“Evelyn,” he said again, more firmly this time.

She didn't turn. “You don't need to keep saying my name.”

But then his hand brushed her arm, stopping her midstep. She spun to face him, eyes flashing, but before she could deliver another cold dismissal, Matteo leaned closer, his voice low enough to vibrate between them.

“What are you doing?”

Her lips curved, though the smile didn't reach her eyes. “Didnt we already have this conversation?”

“Not the real answer.” His gaze was steady, burning, as though he could pry it out of her just by looking.

Evelyn tilted her chin defiantly. “And you're not getting one.”

Something flickered in Matteo's expression - a mix of frustration and hunger. For a man who prided himself on control, Evelyn was unravelling something inside him he didn't like admitting. He'd met hundreds of women. Slept with plenty. But none of them had walked away. None of them had looked him in the eye and dared him to keep pushing.

Before he could think better of it, Matteo's hand closed gently but firmly around her wrist, and he pulled her into a side room off the hallway. 
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The door clicked shut behind them, cutting out the sound of laughter and music from the garden.

The room was dim, shadows cast by a single lamp. Evelyn's breath caught as her back met the wall, though she didn't flinch. She just looked at him with that same unshaken gaze, as though daring him to prove her wrong.

“Matteo,” she warned softly, her voice steady but edged.

Evelyn's heart gave an involuntary kick. She hated morning - after awkwardness, hated strings, hated anything that smelled like attachment. But the way his dark eyes fixed on her, the way his touch was rough yet careful, it pulled at something deep inside her she didn't want to name.

Her breath hitched when his thumb brushed over her bottom lip.

“You think I'm going to give you answers,” she whispered.

He leaned in, his lips just shy of hers, his breath warm against her skin.

“No, I think you're going to give me something else.”

And then, the space between them closed and everything Evelyn told herself about not getting involved, not caring, not staying, it all started to unravel.

Evelyn's back pressed against the wall, but she didn't move away. She could feel the strength in Matteo's body crowding hers, the heat of him seeping through the narrow space between them. His hand was still on her face, rough fingers brushing along her cheekbone, thumb resting against her lips like he owned the right to touch her there.

She should have pushed him off. She should have rolled her eyes, told him he was arrogant and walked out of the door. But instead, her breath stuttered.

Matteo saw it, felt it, and something inside him snapped.

He closed the last bit of distance, his mouth crushing against hers with the kind of hunger that came from weeks, maybe years, of wanting without ever admitting it. His kiss was demanding, claiming, but not careless. His free hand slid to her hip, gripping firmly, pulling her flush against him until there was no mistaking just how badly he wanted her.

Evelyn made a sound in the back of her throat, half protest, half need and then she gave in. Her hands sliding up his chest, fingers curling against the fabric of his shirt. He was solid, all muscle and heat, tattoos shifting beneath her touch as if alive.

When he deepened the kiss, she broke away just long enough to whisper, “this is a mistake.”

“Then make it again,” he growled, his lips finding her throat, teeth grazing the delicate skin as his hands roamed lower.

Her resolve cracked, splintered, then disappeared altogether. Evelyn grabbed at him with a sudden fierceness, pulling him closer, her body arching into his. For someone who claimed not to care, her movements betrayed her, every kiss, every grasp, every grip of her nails into his skin said the opposite.

Matteo couldn't remember the last time he'd wanted someone like this. At thirty-five, he'd had women fall into his bed easily, without resistance, without fire. Evelyn was different. She pushed back, held her ground, and even now, giving into him, there was defiance in every touch.

It drove him insane.

The world outside went on-laughter,  music, clinking glasses, but in that shadowed room, there was only them. Heat and hunger. The kind that burned too brightly to last but too intoxicating to stop.

Matteo's hands roamed as though he couldn't decide where he wanted her most-her waist, her hips, her thighs. Every place he touched set Evelyn alight, her skin hypersensitive beneath his rough palms. She gasped when he pressed harder against her, the wall biting cool into her back while his body burned hot against her front.

Her fingers slid to the buttons of his shirts, tugging impatiently, until her hands found warm skin and the hard planes of muscle beneath. She traced the ink on his chest, bold black lines that disappeared down his ribs, and he let out a low, guttural sound that made her shiver.

Evelyn's dress rode higher as his fingers slid along the hem, skimming the smooth skin of her thigh. She arched into him, pulling him closer, silently urging him on.

And Matteo, for all his discipline, for all his thirty-five years of control, was undone by her. He didn't want to stop. He couldn't.

When his lips trailed down her neck, her fingers tangled in his dark hair, tugging, anchoring him to her. A shuddering breath escaped her as he pressed harder, his hands firm, possessive, like he'd decided she was already his.

Matteo's hands skimmed higher, tracing the curve of her thigh until he found silk and lace. Evelyn's breath caught, her nails digging into his shoulders as he tugged, deliberate and unhurried, testing the edge of her restraint.

She should've stopped him. But instead, she let her head fall back against the wall, a shiver coursing through her as he pulled her closer, until the thin barrier between them slipped away.

And in that darkened room, behind closed doors, they lost themselves in it.

The room was still heavy with the warmth of them when Evelyn finally pulled away. Her breathing was uneven, her lips swollen and her hair tousled, but her eyes were steady again - cool, composed, collected. 

Matteo leaned against the wall, watching her in silence, chest rising and falling, still trying to catch his breath. There was something unreadable in his gaze - part satisfaction, part frustration -but Evelyn didn't meet it for long.

Without a word, she straightened her dress, smoothed her hair with quick, practiced fingers, and reached for the door.

“Evelyn-” he started, voice low, rough from what had just happened. She didn't look back. The door clicked and she stepped into the hallway like nothing had happened..

The thrum of the music and chatter from the party wrapped around her again, washing away the closeness of the dark room. She took a deep breath, rolled her shoulders, and started toward the garden. If she felt anything - guilty, excitement, confusion-she buried it under the same confident poised she always carried.

She was hungry now, and thirsty. Her stomach reminded her she hadn't eaten all day.

Outside, the night air was cooler, threaded with the smell of grilled meat and wine. She scanned the crowd until she spotted Bianca with a few of their friends, laughing, heads bent close together. Evelyn almost went that way - but stopped. She wasn't ready for questions. Not yet.

Instead, she veered toward another familiar face.

“Evelyn, darling!” Bianca's mother greeted her warmly, her eyes lighting up as she set down her glass of wine. “You look stunning, as always. That dress is one of yours, isn't it?”

Evelyn smiled, relieved for the distraction. “It is, but it's the woman in it who makes it shine.”

“Oh, you flatterer,” the older woman laughed, looping an arm through hers. 

“Come, have something to eat. I swear these men never cook enough vegetables.”

Evelyn chuckled, letting herself be led toward the food tables. The laughter, the scent of fire and wine - it all grounded her again, made her feel like herself.

––––––––
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Matteo stayed where he was for a moment after she left, the door clicking softly behind her. The sound of it felt final, somehow - like the last word in an argument he hadn't realized he was having. He ran a hand over his jaw, trying to catch his breath, his body still humming from her touch. Evelyn. Even just thinking her name stirred something low and dangerous in him.

He'd had women before, plenty. Beautiful, willing, uncomplicated.

But this - whatever had just happened between them -felt like more than he'd bargained for.

She hadn't even looked back.

He gave a dry laugh under his breath, shaking his head. “Cold,” he muttered. But the word didn't come with irritation. It came with curiosity. And that - that was the part that unsettled him. Pulling himself together, Matteo adjusted his shirt, smoothed his hair, and finally left the room.

The noise of the party hit him like a wall - music, laughter, the smell of smoke and perfume - but none of it touched him. His eyes went searching.

He found her easily. He didn't even have to look for long.

There she was - standing near the food table, talking with Bianca's mother, smiling like she didnt have a care in the world. Like she hadn't just been pressed against him minutes ago, gasping his name. 

It did something to him.

She was back in control, poised, in that blue dress that clung in all the right places. No trace of the woman who'd melted in his arms. No sign of hesitation.

When Evelyn laughed at something Bianca's mother said, tossing her hair back, a small smile tugged at his mouth. Not amusement - something darker.

Matteo lingered near the crowd, pretending to be half-interested in a conversation with one of the men from security. In reality, his focus was elsewhere. Every time he looked up, his eyes found her.

He edged closer, blending in with the guests, casual enough not to draw attention. Years of practice made it effortless - listening without looking, catching stray pieces of conversation between bursts of music and laughter. 

He caught her voice first. Low, smooth, with just enough amusement to sound dangerous.

“.....anyone special in your life?” Bianca's mother asked with a knowing grin, her tone half-teasing, half-curious.

Evelyn laughed softly, a sound that sent a surprising warmth through Matteo's chest. “You know me,” she said. “Love 'em and leave' em.”

Bianca's mother tipped her head back and laughed.“ah, to be twenty-two again.”

Matteo almost choked on his drink.

Twenty-two?

He covered the reaction with a quick cough, setting the glass down before anyone noticed. She was younger than he'd expected. Not that it should matter but it did.

And that line?

Love ‘em and leave' em?

His jaw ticked. So that's what he was, then. A quick fix. A night she'd already forgotten.

Still, he couldn't walk away, not yet.

As she leaned in to say something else to Bianca's mother, Matteo found himself wondering what she wasn't saying. where she came from. what she did when she wasn't slipping out of strangers beds before sunrise.

Matteo was still watching her when a ripple of attention passed through the crowd. a shift in tone, - voices lowered, postures straightened. He didn't need to look to know why. When he entered a room, people always noticed. 

Bianca's father.

The head of the family.

Matteo turned slightly, keeping his movements casual as he scanned the garden. The older man was making his way through the guests with Bianca at his side, smiling that easy, practiced smile that never quite reached his eyes.

Matreo expected him to head toward one of the business associates gathered by the bar but instead, he saw him stop. Right in front of Evelyn.

“Evelyn!” Bianca's father boomed warmly, spreading his arms like he was greeting a favourite niece. “Look at you! It's been too long.”

Matteo's brows knit together. Too long?

Evelyn's face lit up with a genuine smile, the kind he hadn't seen from her yet. “Mr Ricci," she said warmly, stepping into his embrace. “You're looking well.”

“Please, how many times do I have to tell you?  It's Enzo,” he chuckled, resting a hand on her shoulder. ”You're family here. You know that.”

Family.

The word hit Matteo harder than he expected.

He watched as Bianca grinned beside her father, slipping her arm through Evelyn's. “See papa? I told you she'd come tonight. Isn't she gorgeous in this dress? One of hers, of course.” 

Evelyn smiled modestly, though the pride was there in her eyes. “I couldn't say no to Bianca. You know how persuasive she is.” 

Enzo laughed, the sound rich and paternal. “That she is. And you - you've always been talented. Your work made my wife feel like a queen last year.”

Evelyn’s expression softened at that, and she touched his arm. “She was the queen that night. I just made sure the dress agreed with her.”

Matteo's jaw tightened around a breath he hadn't realised he was holding.

He took a slow sip of his drink, trying to reconcile what he was seeing with what he thought he knew. This woman - the one who'd walked into his bed and out again without a glance back - was laughing and talking with one of the most powerful men in their world like she belonged here. Like she'd always belonged here. 

The Ricci's didn't just like her. They trusted her. Protected her. 

And that changed everything.

For the first time that night, Matteo wasn’t sure if he'd just gotten involved with a woman who was far too close to the family business...or someone with her kind of power entirely.

The party had started to thin out by the time Matteo found her again.

Evelyn stood apart from it all, leaning against one of the marble pillars near the garden doors, the night breeze catching the hem of her dress.

She was staring out into the dark, lost in her own thoughts - or maybe just pretending not to notice that he'd been shadowing her since dinner.

Matteo hesitated only for a second before closing the distance between them. 

“Are you always this popular with the family?” he asked, his tone casual, but the edge in it was unmistakable.

Evelyn turned slowly, her eyes cool, unreadable. “Are you always this curious about things that don't concern you?”

He ignored that. “You and Enzo Ricci, you go back, huh?”

She sighed, long and deliberate, the kind of sigh that said she was running out of patience. “Matteo, are you seriously still following me?”

And left.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 3
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By the time Evelyn got home, the city had quieted down. She shut the door behind her, turned the lock until it clicked, and let out a slow breath. The silence felt almost heavy after the chaos of the Ricci gathering. No music, no laughter, no Matteo’s voice in her ear—just stillness and the faint hum of the city below.

Her apartment sat just above her studio, a wide, open space she’d spent years perfecting. The ceilings were high, with pale white beams, and the walls gleamed a soft ivory under the glow of her lamps. Splashes of muted blue and green softened the space—vases, cushions, a painting or two she’d bartered from a local artist. Everything was clean, calm, and arranged exactly how she liked it.

It smelled faintly of fabric, fresh flowers, and her favorite candle—a mix of linen and vanilla. It was the only place in her life where nothing unexpected ever happened.She slipped off her heels near the door, the sound of them hitting the hardwood breaking the quiet. Crossing the living area, she passed the wide windows overlooking the street below, their curtains half-drawn. Her workbench in the studio downstairs would still be littered with ribbons, pearls, and half-finished sketches from earlier in the day. She should have gone down to tidy up, but she didn’t have it in her. Not tonight.

She undressed slowly, hanging her blue dress carefully over a chair—one of her own designs, of course—and pulled on a loose cotton shirt before climbing into bed. The sheets were cool and crisp against her skin.

For a moment, she just lay there, staring up at the ceiling.

“Why can’t people just let things go?” she murmured.

Matteo’s face drifted back into her thoughts anyway, no matter how she tried to push it out—the way he’d looked at her at the party, the heat in his voice when he questioned her like she owed him an explanation.

Most men didn’t chase her. She never gave them a reason to. Things began, burned bright, and ended exactly when she wanted them to. But Matteo... he hadn’t liked that. Maybe it stung his pride. Maybe he wasn’t used to being the one left behind.

She rolled onto her side, pulling the blanket higher.

If she’d known he was tied to their world, she wouldn’t have gone home with him. Not because she was afraid, but because she’d spent years making sure her life was hers alone—her work, her name, her freedom.

Now she’d gone and tangled herself in something she didn’t need.

Her eyes fluttered shut, exhaustion finally starting to win. But just before sleep claimed her, she caught herself wondering what Matteo was doing right now—and why she couldn’t seem to stop thinking about him.

––––––––
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Matteo hadn’t gone home right after the party. He drove aimlessly for a while, the city sliding past in streaks of light and shadow until he finally pulled over near the river. The quiet there helped him think—or at least it was supposed to.

Maybe she was right. Maybe this was just about pride. He wasn’t used to being the one left behind, wasn’t used to anyone deciding the ending for him. Usually he was the one who walked out first, the one who forgot names and faces by morning.

But Evelyn wasn’t like the others.

Even now, the memory of her in that room wouldn’t leave him alone. The way she hadn’t hesitated. How she’d taken control just when he thought he had her pinned. She’d met him move for move, given as much as she took, and then—just when he thought he’d finally broken through her composure—she’d walked away again.

She made him feel reckless, and he hated that.

Matteo leaned back in the driver’s seat, staring at the reflection of the bridge lights on the water. For a man who lived by discipline and routine, she’d managed to throw all of that off balance in less than twenty-four hours.

He could still smell her perfume on his skin, faint and stubborn, and that alone made his jaw tighten.

He didn’t want a relationship. He didn’t even know if he wanted to see her again. But he knew he would.

––––––––
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Because somewhere between the first look across the bar and the second time she walked away, Evelyn had gotten under his skin—and Matteo wasn’t sure if he wanted her gone or if he wanted to chase her until she couldn’t disappear again.

It had been a long week.

The kind of week that blurred together — sketches, fittings, invoices, fabric samples stacked in uneven piles across her work table. Evelyn sat cross-legged in the chair behind her desk, glasses perched low on her nose as she typed in an order confirmation. The hum of her sewing machine downstairs was the only sound in the building.

The intercom buzzed.

She frowned, glancing at the clock. No appointments, no deliveries due. She pressed the small silver button and looked at the camera feed on the wall.

Matteo.

He was standing outside the gate, one hand in his jacket pocket, the other braced on the iron railing. His hair was slightly mussed, the kind of careless that probably wasn’t accidental.

Evelyn sighed, rubbing her temple. “Of course,” she muttered.

She pressed the button. “What do you want, Matteo?”

His voice came through the speaker, rougher than she remembered. “Just to talk.”

“Talk?” she repeated, arching a brow though he couldn’t see it. “You’ve had a week. What’s left to say?”

“Maybe a few things I should’ve said then,” he answered. There was a pause — not pleading, but steady. “Please, Evelyn.”

She stared at the screen for a moment, weighing it. Every instinct told her to send him away. She didn’t owe him explanations. She didn’t owe anyone explanations.

And yet, there he was — still coming back, still looking at her like she was the only answer to a question he didn’t understand.

Evelyn let out another slow breath. “If you’re coming up, you leave the attitude outside. I’m busy.”

“I’ll be quick,” Matteo promised.

She pressed the release button. The lock clicked downstairs.

As she turned back toward her desk, she caught her reflection in the glass cabinet — composed, calm, unshaken. But her pulse had already started to quicken.

Evelyn heard his footsteps on the stairs before she saw him.

The click of polished shoes against the old wooden steps carried through the studio until he appeared in the doorway — tall, dark, unmistakably out of place amid the soft chaos of silk, lace, and paper patterns.

He stopped just inside, taking it all in. The room smelled faintly of fabric and jasmine. Rolls of material leaned against the wall; sketches and pinned cutouts covered a wide corkboard. The sewing machine still hummed quietly in the corner, steady and precise — a rhythm entirely her own.

Evelyn didn’t look up right away. She was bent over her desk, hair tied up in a loose bun, reading glasses sliding down the bridge of her nose. Her outfit was simple — a fitted white blouse tucked into wide-leg cream trousers — but even like this, even without the dresses and heels, she looked effortlessly composed.

When she finally glanced up, her expression was cool, unreadable.

“So?” she said. “You wanted to talk. Start talking.”

Matteo hesitated, running a hand through his hair. “I came to apologize.”

She leaned back in her chair, folding her arms. “For what exactly? The questions? The attitude? Or for following me around like some kind of—”

“—idiot,” he finished for her, a wry smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Yeah. I know.”

Her brow lifted slightly, unimpressed.

He looked around again, clearly trying to change the subject — or maybe just to ground himself in this unfamiliar place. His gaze lingered on the shelves of delicate headpieces, the sketchbooks stacked in neat piles, the mannequin wearing a half-finished gown that shimmered faintly in the light.

“What the hell is this place?” he asked finally, stepping closer. “You live here?”

“I live upstairs,” she replied, pushing her glasses up with a finger. “This is my studio.”

He frowned. “Your job?”

She tilted her head. “My business.”

That caught him. His eyes moved from her to the room again, this time slower — the details clicking together, the quiet confidence in the way she said my business.

“You built all this yourself?” he asked.

Evelyn shrugged lightly. “More or less. It took a few years.”

Matteo exhaled, leaning against the edge of a nearby table. “You really don’t make things simple, do you?”

“Never saw the point,” she said, her tone soft but unyielding.

For a moment, they just looked at each other — him, trying to figure out how someone like her had slipped under his skin so easily, and her, daring him to ask one more question she didn’t owe him an answer to.

Matteo stayed quiet for a beat, his eyes still on her. Then he straightened up, shifting his weight as if deciding how much to give away.

“I’ve been out of town,” he said finally. “Work. If I hadn’t been, I would’ve come sooner.”

Evelyn didn’t answer. She just watched him, expression unreadable, fingers tapping lightly on the desk.

He let out a slow breath and crossed his arms. “You weren’t easy to find, you know. All I had was your first name and the fact that you knew Bianca. I got lucky with this address.”

“Lucky,” she repeated flatly. “That’s one word for it.”

He gave a small shrug. “Look, I didn’t come here to bother you. I just... wanted to apologise. I was out of line at the party. Following you, pushing you like that — it wasn’t fair. Call it family paranoia.”

Her brow lifted slightly. “Family paranoia?”

He nodded, rubbing the back of his neck. “In our world, when someone shows up close to the family, especially someone we don’t know much about, we tend to ask questions. Maybe I asked too hard.”

“Maybe,” she said coolly.

Matteo met her gaze again, quieter now. “I didn’t mean to make you feel cornered, Evelyn. That wasn’t what I wanted.”

She studied him for a long moment, the tension between them softening just slightly. “You’ve got a strange way of showing remorse, Matteo.”

He managed a small, self-deprecating smile. “Yeah, I’ve been told that before.”

Silence settled between them again — not comfortable, but not sharp anymore either. Just a pause, full of things neither of them knew how to say yet.

Then Evelyn turned back to her desk, pretending to check a page of invoices. “Apology accepted,” she said finally. “But next time, maybe try knocking instead of investigating.”

Matteo chuckled under his breath. “Fair enough.”

He looked around the studio one more time — the light, the fabric, the quiet evidence of her work — and something in his expression shifted. “You’re really something, you know that?” he said quietly.

Evelyn didn’t look up, but there was the faintest flicker of a smile she tried to hide. “I know.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 4
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The bass thudded through the floor, lights flashing in soft gold and violet. Evelyn sat tucked into the curved booth with Bianca and Lucia, the table already littered with half-empty glasses and the glint of spilled sugar from the last round of cocktails.

They were laughing — loud, carefree — and for the first time all week Evelyn actually felt lighter. The music was good, the crowd even better, and the drink in her hand had started to loosen the edge that had clung to her since Matteo’s visit.

“...and then he said he wanted his tailor to do it!” Bianca was saying, shaking her head. “A tailor, Evie. For a couture gown.”

Evelyn laughed, tipping her glass toward her friend. “Well, at least he had the sense to ask before you threw him out.”

She was halfway through another sip when something in her periphery caught her eye. A shift in the crowd, a figure at the far side of the bar — tall, dark, still as stone amid the motion.

Her laughter died in her throat.

Matteo.

Of course.

For a moment she thought maybe she was imagining it — but then he turned his head, and their eyes met across the room. He didn’t move, didn’t smile, just watched her. That same steady gaze she remembered from the studio, sharp enough to make her pulse stutter.

“Evie?” Lucia nudged her. “You okay?”

Evelyn set her glass down a little too quickly. “Yeah. Yeah, I just— I’ll be right back.”

Before either of them could ask, she slipped out of the booth, weaving through the bodies on the dance floor until she reached him.

She stopped just in front of him, crossing her arms. “This is getting ridiculous, Matteo.”

He blinked, caught off guard by her tone. “Excuse me?”

“You’ve shown up at my place, now here? What’s next, the grocery store?”

His brow furrowed. “Evelyn— I didn’t know you’d be here.”

She gave a skeptical snort. “Sure you didn’t.”

He leaned closer, his voice dropping just enough to be heard over the music. “I didn’t. This is a family spot. I come here sometimes after work. You think I planned this?”

Evelyn hesitated, studying him. He looked... honest. Tired, even. Not like a man who’d come to chase her down.

“Then I guess we have a habit of bad timing,” she said finally, trying to sound indifferent, though her pulse was anything but.
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