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Chapter 1

Jae

The GPS insists I’m in the right place, but nothing about this feels real. My tires creak against the snow-packed private drive, each rotation sounding like a complaint. I sit frozen behind the wheel, staring at the horizon. The address my mom texted leads me to a sprawling estate drowned in smooth white snow—something straight from a billionaire-Christmas-movie fever dream. Icicle lights dangle like frozen waterfalls from the eaves, and thick garlands of fresh pine frame every window. But the festive decor clashes with a more ominous vibe: armed guards in black wool coats patrol the perimeter with rigid, silent precision.

I step out. The air bites my cheeks; my breath puffs into tiny clouds as I hoist my backpack higher on my shoulder. Each step toward the entrance is a struggle, boots crunching through the new-fallen snow clinging to the sweeping stone staircase. At the top, the double doors loom—massive slabs of dark mahogany etched with twisting iron filigree that resembles frosted vines. I rap twice, nerves twisting my stomach.

Silence. Then the doors groan open with a slow, menacing creak. A man fills the frame—tall as a lamppost, every line of his silhouette sharp as a knife. He wears a charcoal suit cut so precisely it looks painted on, crisp white shirt, perfectly knotted tie. His face is carved from ice—high cheekbones, a jawline you could slice glass on—eyes the color of storm clouds flicking over me, assessing.

“You must be Jae,” he says, his voice deep and resonant, each word vibrating through my chest. Of course it’s Luca—my new stepfather.

I swallow the lump in my throat. “That’s me.”

“Come in.”

Inside, my boots squeak against marble tiles so polished they glow with reflected light. The air smells of pine boughs, woodsmoke, and something faintly metallic drifting beneath the warmth. Even here, beneath a soaring crystal chandelier, two guards stand like statues in the foyer.

Luca’s hand makes a clipped gesture. “Your mother is in the living room. My children are there as well.”

“Lead the way,” I murmur, trying to steady my voice.

Footsteps echo down the corridor, a rhythmic drumbeat against the hush. Oil paintings in ornate gilt frames line the walls—ancestors in powdered wigs whose eyes seem to follow me. We pass a side room housing a colossal Christmas tree, its branches weighed down by gilded ornaments and strands of tiny pearl lights.

Soft male voices drift ahead—low, rough murmurs. One voice is different: smooth, dark velvet wrapped around each syllable, an Italian lilt that coils around me. I shouldn’t care. I’m just visiting, just meeting family. Yet my steps slow, heart pounding.

When we step into the living room, a wave of warmth and attention washes over me before I even glance inside. My mother springs to her feet, her smile bright, eyes shining with relief. But I barely register her because—

There he is.

Reclining on a velvet sofa like sin in holiday black. Dark hair tousled just enough to be effortless, a jaw sculpted to perfection. When his gaze finds mine, the world narrows to the intensity of his stare—hungry, possessive, as if he’s been waiting his whole life for this moment.

My breath catches. “Hi,” I whisper, the word catching on the cold draft in my lungs, but it’s all I can manage.

Valentino


I hear her footsteps before I see her—light, cautious, like a doe testing frozen ground. Luca's been pacing about her arrival all afternoon, wearing a path in the Persian carpet, but I wasn't expecting...
This.
She walks in, bundled in a worn leather jacket with fraying cuffs, cheeks flushed crimson from the bitter December wind, clutching a canvas backpack decorated with paint splatters like it's armor against our world. Too delicate for this house of blood and secrets. Too luminous for these shadow-filled rooms where deals are made in whispers.
Too goddamn tempting for me.
Her mother rushes to her, dress rustling, but her wide green eyes skim the room and land on me like a physical blow. The moment her gaze locks with mine, something jagged and barbed hooks deep into my chest, twisting between my ribs.
I don't look away.
I never look away.
Not when I want something with every cell in my body.
And I want her with a hunger that borders on violence.
The room dissolves around me. Even the thousand twinkling Christmas lights blur and dim at the edges of my vision, leaving only her slender silhouette framed in the mahogany doorway, snowflakes still melting in her dark hair.
Her voice, when it finally comes, is barely a whisper, soft as velvet against skin. "Hi."
My jaw clenches tight enough to crack teeth. My pulse hammers against my throat like a prisoner demanding release. The temperature in the room shifts from cozy to a scorching heat.
I sit forward slowly, letting the Italian leather couch creak beneath me, letting her see me. Really see me. All six-foot-five of barely contained danger.
"Welcome home, Jae."
She shivers, a delicate tremor racing across her collarbone.
Good.
She should.
Because she has no idea she just walked into the hands of a monster who collects beautiful things and breaks them. And she has no idea how impossible it's going to be for me to ever let her go.


Jae


Valentino rises from the sofa in a fluid, almost predatory motion, each movement measured so precisely it makes the hairs on my forearms stand at attention. He’s colossal—well over six feet, his broad shoulders threatening to burst the seams of a black suit cut to sculpt and accentuate muscles honed to weapon precision.
My mother’s smile is radiant, as if nothing unusual is unfolding, while Luca, her husband, stands rigid, watching the space between us as though it might detonate.
Valentino’s dark eyes drift over me in a slow, predatory arc, lingering unapologetically on every curve.
“Ah,” he murmurs, voice dark and velvety, like warm honey sliding over polished marble. “The infamous Jae. I’ve heard so much about you.”
My throat tightens. “Valentino?”
A slow, amused smirk curls the corner of his mouth as he steps forward. His cologne—a rich blend of oud, sandalwood, and a whisper of cedar—envelops me, pushing back the winter chill still trapped in my pores.
“That’s me.” He lets his gaze drop to my lips, then back up, as though mapping me. “And you’re even more beautiful than your mother described.”
My pulse accelerates. “You’re exactly as Mom said.”
He chuckles low and dark, the sound vibrating through my chest. For a fraction of a second, his eyes flick down to the tattooed filigree peeking from beneath my sleeve, as I take off my jacket, then rise again. “And you have quite the…unique style,” he says, voice dropping to a husky whisper. “I like it.”
“Thanks,” I manage, shifting on my feet under his intense scrutiny.
He closes the distance until the heat of his body brushes mine—too close, a deliberate assertion of dominance. My mother stiffens but remains silent.
Suddenly his hand lifts, ghosting along my forearm, tracing the ink at my wrist with feather-light curiosity. My breath hitches.
At last my mother steps forward, her voice clipped. “Valentino, perhaps you should give Jae some space.”
Luca clears his throat, bellowing: “Let’s have dinner. Jae, you must be starving.”
“Yeah,” I murmur, my pulse still racing. I let my mom guide me out of the room as a butler takes my jacket and bag. The dining room is an opulent display of old-world wealth: vaulted ceilings frescoed with cherubs, heavy velvet drapes pooling at marble columns, and gilt candlesticks holding tall, dripping tapers whose flickering light casts liquid shadows. The long table groans under platters of roast game, bowls of jewel-toned vegetables, and crystalline glasses brimming with wine. Around me, unfamiliar faces who turn slowly, their gazes sharpening as I take my seat. Curiosity and suspicion churn in their eyes.
Valentino lowers himself into the chair directly opposite, reclining as if I were a spectacle he’s been eagerly anticipating. Introductions blur into a haze of clipped names, whispered titles, and appraising looks. None of them seem to care who I am—only how he reacts to me.
I catch my mother’s eye. Her small, reassuring smile does little to calm the tension knotted in her shoulders.
Dante— Luca’s second oldest son, a jagged scar slicing across his cheek—leans forward, voice rough. “So, Jae. You’re the step daughter Luca’s been hiding away at school?”
“I’ve been at art school,” I say, lifting my chin.
He snorts, unimpressed. “Art school. How…creative.”
I stare down at my plate, chewing silently.
Valentino’s voice cuts in, rich with contempt. “Don’t be rude, Dante. Not everyone can be a brutish enforcer like you.” He winks at me.
Dante’s lips curl in anger. “Shut up, Valentino. You’re just trying to impress the new girl.”
His laughter is low, amused. “And what if I am? She’s far more interesting than your tedious boardroom meetings.”
A hush falls over the table. Everyone holds their breath. Luca clears his throat. “Enough. Let’s eat.”
For a few minutes, the only sound is silverware on china. I begin to relax when Valentino’s voice, warm and inviting, floats across the candlelight.
“So, Jae. What kind of art do you make?”
“Abstract Expressionism,” I say softly. “Mostly action painting.”
His brow lifts, genuine curiosity sparkling. “Action painting? That’s intense. I’d love to see your work sometime.”
A bored cousin groans under his breath.
“Maybe,” I hedge.
Valentino leans forward, an amused challenge in his eyes. “I’ll take that as a yes. When can I visit your studio?”
“I…don’t have one.”
He sits up, as if I’ve committed a grave crime. “No studio? Where do you create then?”
“In my dorm or the college art room.”
He shakes his head, pity coloring his tone. “A dorm room? That’s no place for a gifted artist. You deserve proper space.”
I glance at my mother, who jumps in defensively. “Jae manages fine. She’s thriving.”
He scoffs softly. “She shouldn’t have to ‘manage.’ She deserves the best.”
“I’m really fine,” I say quickly, panic flaring.
He leans across the table, gaze blazing. “I won’t accept that. I’ll buy you a studio.”
My fork clatters against the plate. “What? No—” I glance at Luca. Help me.
Luca looks taken aback. “Valentino, that’s not necessary.”
“I insist.” Valentino shrugs, as casual as choosing breakfast cereal. “Consider it a welcome gift.”
“That’s…too much.”
“Nothing is too much for you,” he replies simply. “You’re family now, whether you want it or not.”
My heart stutters at the word. Family. Right.
I draw in a shaky breath and try for gentleness. “That’s generous, but I’m not ready for such a step.”
His fierce expression softens at the edges. “I understand. Take your time. But the offer stands—whenever you’re ready, I’ll be waiting.”
I nod, catching the relief in my parents’ faces, though my mother’s eyes betray unease. Valentino doesn’t give up that easily.
I lift my wine glass, heart still racing, and force myself not to meet his gaze. But I can feel it—hot, heavy, unwavering—like he’s already decided my fate.
Dinner has only just begun.


Valentino

She lifts the slender stem of her glass and tilts it back. The deep garnet wine coats her lips before she swallows, her throat bobbing like a pearl sliding down silk. I can’t tear my eyes away from the curve of her mouth or the way the candlelight dances across her cheekbones. There’s a stillness about her—an elegant restraint she wears like tempered steel—that sends a warm pulse of satisfaction coiling through my chest. Most people either recoil under my gaze or scramble to earn it. Jae does neither. She absorbs the attention. Holds it. Matches me in her own quiet, stubborn way.

I lean back against the high-backed chair, the leather sighing beneath me, and let a slow smile spread across my face. Around us, the other men at the long mahogany table pretend to nibble their salads, but their eyes keep flicking toward her—from the faint tremor of her blue-black hair to the subtle rise and fall of her shoulders. They’ve never seen me this riveted by anyone.

Down the table, two of my cousins hunch together, whispering so low I almost miss it. One casts a sidelong glance at Jae, then flicks his lashes up at me—half surprise, half wicked anticipation. Idiots. As if I don’t already know exactly what they’re dreaming up.

Jae’s gaze edges across the room, a hint of overwhelm in her jade eyes, but she masks it perfectly. Then she finds her mother’s anxious face waiting at the head of the table. Her mother’s lips move soundlessly: Are you okay? Jae gives the tiniest nod. Her mother exhales, relief softening the strict line of her shoulders. My lips twitch into a smirk. Even that silent exchange is endearing—like she’s trying to stand brave under a circle of wolves.

Then, in a voice as clear as ice, Jae says, “Mom, on the phone you mentioned going Christmas shopping.”

My smirk stutters and dies. Her mother brightens instantly, voice lilting. “Oh, yes—maybe tomorrow? We could start early.”

Tomorrow? My jaw clenches. She’s only just arrived, and already plotting an escape? I press my fingertips into the cool wood of the table, willed calm battling the coil of irritation in my gut.

“We could make a day of it, like we used to,” Jae offers softly, hopeful.

Her mother’s face lights up with nostalgia. “Exactly! Just like old times.”

I grit my teeth. Of course they’d find that wonderful—for them, it’s pure joy. Me? I’ll be left here, watching her drift away before I’ve even learned the sound of her laugh. But she’s not mine. Not yet. So I swallow the retort choking my tongue.

Before I can decide whether to swallow pride or lash out, Luca cuts in: “Perfect. You two go have fun. We’ll keep Valentino entertained.”

I whip my head toward him. Keep him entertained? The word drips condescension. Luca’s half-smile says he knows exactly how that grates me. Bastard. Jae shoots Luca a curious look, then turns back to her mother. He winks—and I feel it all the way down to my bones that he’s reveling in my discomfort.

Her mother stands, smoothing the chiffon of her skirt. “Come on, darling. Let’s go make that list.” She slips her arm around Jae’s shoulders in a protective sweep.

Instinct has me on my feet before thought kicks in. Jae rises too, a slender figure in dark jeans and worn leather boots. I take a deliberate step forward, closing the few feet that threaten to slip through my grasp.

“I’ll see you soon, Jae,” I murmur, voice dropping to a husky promise only she can hear. “Don’t forget about that studio.”

Her mother’s arm tightens around her, but Jae tilts her chin up just enough to meet my gaze. “Yeah, right,” she replies, the words crisp with challenge.

They should not thrill me. But they do. The click of her boots on the marble floor echoes in the hush that falls over the table. I watch each movement—every sweep of her dark hair, every stubborn set of her shoulders. And I know—hell, everyone here knows—I’m nowhere near finished.

Under my breath, a low growl slips free: “She’s going to be a challenge… and I like a challenge.”

God, do I mean it.

Jae

Mom exhales in a long, weary sigh the instant we emerge into the biting night air. My breath curls in front of me like a silver wisp as the massive estate doors swing shut behind us with a hollow, resonant thud—almost as if the mansion itself is swallowing the silence we’ve scraped together. The gravel crunches beneath Mom’s shoes as she trudges toward her car, shoulders slumped in tired resignation.

“I always knew he’d take an interest in you,” she mutters, voice low and pensive. “He’s always been drawn to strong women.”

I stare at her through the dim glow of the driveway lamps, my mind racing. “I’m confused,” I say, voice tight. “Valentino is Luca’s oldest son, right?”

She nods once, sharply, as we settle into the car—Mom in the driver’s seat, me beside her, the warmth of the leather seat finally allowing me to inhale a full, unhurried breath. The safety belt clicks home with a precise snap.

“Yes,” she confirms, tugging the strap across her chest. “He is. And he’s the most… intense of them all. Not merely a mobster—he’s a ruthless businessman as well.”

My voice catches. “Which means he’s my step-brother?” The words taste alien, sour on my tongue.

Mom’s lips twitch into a grimace. “Technically, yes. But he doesn’t see you as a sister.” She pauses, tightening her grip on the steering wheel. “He sees you as… something else.”

“Clearly,” I whisper, gazing out at the iron gates now swinging closed under the guard’s watchful nods. The towering spikes disappear into darkness.

Mom turns the key in the ignition. The engine purrs to life, vibrating through the cabin. We roll slowly down the long, lantern-lit drive; the guards stationed at intervals lift their chins in silent acknowledgment. Each passing silhouette hammers home the feeling that I’m entering a gilded cage—one with a two-week sentence.

“I’m worried about this, Jae,” Mom says, voice softer now, threaded with concern. “He’s going to want to win you over—and he’s very persuasive.”

I press my palm against the cool glass of the window. Outside, the manicured hedges blur by. “I’m only here for two weeks,” I remind her, exhaling into the glass until it mists over. “Then I’m going back to school.”

Her eyes flick to mine, a glimmer of hope shining through her worry lines. “Maybe that will help. You’ll be safe away from him most of the year.”

“Right,” I say. “So I just keep him at arm’s length until term starts.”

She nods decisively. “Exactly. Don’t let him get too close. And if he oversteps—tell me. Or Luca.”

I offer a half-smile. “Okay.”

Mom reaches across the center console and presses my hand. Her touch is warm, grounding amid the cold tension. “I know this is all new and strange,” she murmurs. “But I’m so glad you’re home. Even if it means dealing with Valentino.”

I meet her gaze in the rearview mirror. “Me too,” I whisper. “I missed you.”

Her eyes soften, a shine of unshed tears lurking at the corners. “I missed you more than you know.”

I exhale, tension ebbing slightly. “Luca seems really nice, though,” I venture, testing the waters.

Mom’s expression brightens, a genuine smile warming her features. “He is. Steady, patient, he’s been a rock for me, and his kids.”

I tilt my head. “How do you get along with them?”

She casts a tired glance out the windshield. “It’s… complicated. Some accept me. Luca’s youngest, Giovanni —he’s sweet and welcoming. But others hold their distance. Valentino… and his sister, Gigi.”

I frown. “Gigi?

“Yeah,” Mom replies, knuckling the wheel a bit tighter. “She distrusts me. Doesn’t like me one bit.”

“Oh.” My heart flutters with sympathy. “Why?”

Mom’s sigh weighs heavy with unspoken family politics. “Valentino is the heir apparent. Everyone expects him to take over when Luca steps down. Gigi sees me as an intruder—a distraction from their legacy. Because I’m not Italian. I don’t belong to their world. And now you’re here…”

I turn my head, curiosity warring with confusion. “How am I a threat?”

She chuckles hollowly, a humorless sound that rings in the car’s silence. “You might pull Valentino’s focus away from his duties.”

I stare at her in disbelief. “How?”

She looks at me, sympathy and apology warring in her gaze. “You exist, sweetheart. That’s enough for Gigi. And Valentino’s… interest in you doesn’t help.”

I hug myself, suddenly feeling small. “Yeah… what’s up with that?”

Mom groans, exasperation and fear lacing her words. “He’s smitten. He saw you, and he just… fell. I guess. I’ve never witnessed him like this.”

I draw a breath, voice firming. “It’s weird. And I have a kinda boyfriend.”

Her eyebrows shoot up. “You do? You never told me.”

“It’s new—only a few weeks.”

Her posture straightens, curiosity momentarily eclipsing her concern. “What’s his name? Is he good to you?”

“Donny,” I say, smiling as thoughts of him flood my mind. “He’s really sweet. Pre-med student.”

Mom’s face softens completely. “Pre-med? That’s wonderful. How did you two meet?”

“At the campus coffee shop,” I say, amusement warming my chest.

She laughs, a bright sound cutting through the tension. “Classic college romance.” Then the smile fades, replaced by that familiar resigned look. “But he’s not here. And Valentino thinks he has a chance.”

I square my shoulders. “I’ll make sure he understands I’m not that kind of girl.”

Mom nods, relief and resolve shining in her eyes. “Good. You tell him that. And if he doesn’t listen”—her voice hardens—“I will.”

Her words carry that fierce, protective edge I know too well. I swallow, heart pounding. As we continue down the winding drive, the estate fading behind us in the headlights, I finally admit to myself: maybe she’s right to be worried.

Valentino

The car door hisses shut behind me, muffling the distant clatter of the estate and sealing me in the warm, dim cocoon of leather and low cabin light. I press my shoulder into the seat and watch snowflakes spiral past the tinted glass, each one a ghostly dancer in the cold air—but my eyes glaze over before they land. My mind is still at the dinner table. Still on her.

I release a slow breath and let my head fall back, but the tension in my neck and shoulders only knots tighter. Thinking about the way she’d looked at me—wary eyes flashing sharp as shattered glass, lips set in stubborn defiance—winds me tighter still. Most girls melt when I focus on them. She didn’t. She planted her feet like iron stakes against my attention, as if she loathed ceding me even an inch.

And when her mother drifted over and looped an arm around her shoulders—something hot and fierce twisted in my chest, raw and territorial. I didn’t like that feeling. I didn’t like that she had stepped away from me at all.

Two weeks. That’s all the time I have before she vanishes back into her quiet little college world—where she probably has a boyfriend her mother doesn’t even know about. The thought grinds under my skin: irritating, unnatural.

I felt her slip away the moment she mentioned Christmas shopping—clean, precise, intentional. Clever, even. And damned if I didn’t admire it.


Luca’s voice echoes in my head, clipped and confident: “We’ll keep Valentino occupied here.”
Occupied. Managed. Controlled.


I scoff, and the sound tastes bitter in my mouth. He has no idea what he’s dealing with.

My phone buzzes against the console. The screen blurs in the low light: Gigi.

Gigi: She’s trouble. Don’t be stupid.

I smirk, tilt the phone shut, and let it sleep without replying. She isn’t trouble—she’s temptation. A puzzle I fully intend to solve.

The driver shifts in the front seat and glances at me through the rearview mirror. I catch his eye for a heartbeat before he looks away, steadying the car onto the highway.

“Change of plans,” I murmur, voice low enough that only he can hear. “Tomorrow morning, I want a file pulled.”

He hesitates. “A file, sir?”

“Jae. Full background—school, friends, classes. Boyfriend,” I add, tasting that word like ash. “And get me their shopping itinerary for tomorrow—where she and her mother plan to go.”

He nods once, crisp and efficient. “Yes, sir.”

I sink back into the seat, the engine’s quiet hum wrapping around me. My pulse slows, the pieces slotting into place. The strategy forms sharp and clean: let her roam the city with her mother—she won’t get far.

Two weeks is more than enough.

I’m not going to chase her. I’m going to corner her.

And when I do, she won’t meet me with suspicion or nerves or stubborn defiance. She’ll meet me the way I want— the way I already find myself looking at her: like she belongs to me. Like this entire twisted, snow-draped holiday was designed to place her right in my hands.

I close my eyes and let that image settle—warm, satisfying, inevitable.

Christmas is coming early..

Jae


My phone buzzes against my thigh, a soft tremor that jolts me back to the present. I pull it out and squint at the screen, feeling a tiny wave of relief wash over me.
Donny is calling…
Good. Normal. Safe.


I swipe to answer. “Hey,” I say, forcing my voice to stay even.

“Jae! Finally.” His tone is bright, eager, almost bouncing through the line. “I’ve been waiting all day to hear how the big family introduction went.”

I sink deeper into the car seat, leather creaking beneath me. Outside, the town lights flicker like distant fireflies. “Um… it was… a lot.”

He chuckles, warm and soft. “A lot good? Or a lot like I need to bring snacks and emotional support when you get back?”

I let out a quiet laugh. “Maybe both.”

I feel Mom’s gaze from the passenger seat. She pretends she’s not listening, but I can see her eyes flick to me in the rearview mirror.

“So what happened?” Donny presses. “Did they like you?”

My breath catches. I remember Valentino’s dark eyes, the way they tracked me across the dinner table as if he was memorizing every curve of my face. The way his chair scraped when he rose to his feet, the cadence in his voice when he said my name—like a promise more than a greeting.

“Yeah,” I say finally. “They… definitely noticed me.”

“Huh. That sounds vague and concerning.”

I smile, though he can’t see me. “It’s fine, Donny. Really.”

He hesitates, voice softening. “You sure? You sound… I don’t know, thrown off.”

I twist a loose thread on my sleeve and stare at the dashboard lights. “I’m just tired,” I lie.

A silence stretches between us, filled with the steady hum of the engine. He doesn’t sound convinced.

“Well, I miss you,” he says after a beat. His words float through the phone, tender and honest. “It feels weird not seeing you for a few days.”

My chest tightens with guilt, a stone pressing behind my ribs. “I miss you too. I’ll be back in two weeks, okay?”

He exhales, as though that promise shores him up for a moment. “Two weeks,” he repeats. “And then coffee, studying, and you complaining about how cold the lecture hall is.”

I smile, picturing our usual routine. He always remembers the stupid little things. “Yeah. I can’t wait.”


Another vibration—stronger this time—tells me I’ve got a new message. I peek at the screen.
Unknown Number: Sleep well, Jae.
A second chime follows immediately:
I’ll see you soon.


My stomach drops and my heart hammers in my throat.

Donny is still talking. “—and I was thinking when you get back we could maybe try that sushi place you—”

“Donny,” I interrupt, my voice thinner than I intended. “Can I call you later? I’m almost home.”

“Oh. Yeah, of course.” He clears his throat. “Everything okay?”

I force out a steady breath. “Yeah. I’m fine. I promise.”

“Okay. Talk soon?”

“Yeah. Talk soon.”

I hang up and stare at the texts again, my pulse thudding in my ears like a war drum.

Mom leans forward. “What is it?”

I flip the phone facedown in my lap.

“Nothing,” I say, but my voice cracks. My heart knows I’m lying.

By the time we pull into the driveway, the tension in my shoulders finally begins to ease. Mom and Lucas' townhouse stands bathed in the soft glow of a yellow porch light. Fake wreath garlands curl around the railing, and the big, tacky wreath she insists has “character” hangs cheerily on the door. After the Russo mansion with its marble floors and silent staff, this place feels almost… safe.

Mom kills the engine. “You okay?” she asks, her voice gentle as falling snow.

“Yeah,” I lie again, though my phone feels like a brick in my pocket.

We step into the warm foyer. Mom slides off her coat and hangs it on the hook by the door, her boots thudding softly against the tile. She lights a Christmas-scented candle—snippets of bergamot and pine tickling the air.

I drop my backpack by the couch and collapse into its soft cushions. Mom reappears with two mugs of hot chocolate—marshmallows bobbing on top—and hands me one before settling beside me. The rich, sweet aroma curls around me, but I can’t taste it.

“So,” she says, voice low. “What did Donny want?”

I shrug, wrapping my hands around the warm mug. “Just to check in. He’s sweet.”

She hums, but her eyes are cautious, shadowed. “He sounds sweet.” Her gaze sharpens, as if she already doubts my answer.


I lift the mug to my lips and stare at the curling steam. The second the chocolate’s warmth seeps into my fingers, my curiosity—or maybe dread—drives me to turn the phone back over. Two messages from that unknown number still glow on the screen:
Sleep well, Jae.
I’ll see you soon.


My stomach twists into knots so tight I can’t breathe around them. I don’t have to wonder who it is.

Mom watches me. “What’s wrong?”

I lock the screen and press the phone into my palm. “It’s nothing,” I whisper.

Her eyes narrow—there’s that look she reserves for serious trouble. “Is it Valentino?”

My throat goes dry. Pulse pounding. “I think…Yeah.”

She closes her eyes for a slow second, as though gathering every ounce of her strength. “What did he say?”

I exhale in a rush. “Just messages. Nothing huge.”

Her fingers tighten around my knee. “Jae. Valentino doesn’t do harmless. If he’s already texting you, he’s already decided something.”

I rub my thumb along the phone’s smooth edge. “He doesn’t even know me.”

“Sweetheart,” Mom says, voice quiet but fierce, “that’s never stopped a man like him.”

I sink deeper into the couch, the weight of dinner pressing down: the way he stared across the table, his low voice that brooked no argument, the possessive flicker in his eyes.

Mom stands and pulls me to my feet. “You don’t have to deal with him alone,” she says, fingers brushing my arm. “You have me. You have Donny. You have school, and your life, and your own path.”

I nod, but even as I follow her to the kitchen table, Valentino’s gaze lingers on my skin like a phantom touch. Two weeks here won’t be enough to keep him away, and I can’t stop wondering… right now, what is he doing?


Chapter 2

Valentino

I shouldn’t be here. I know that in every taut muscle and racing heartbeat. If Luca ever found out I’d slipped away, trailing my stepsister through crowded streets with two silent men in an unmarked SUV shadowing my moves, he’d lose his mind. But since when have I let “shouldn’t” stand in my way? Desire always wins. And right now, all I want is her.

The interior of the black SUV smells faintly of leather and last night’s takeout—garlic and grease mingled with stale cigarette smoke. The engine idles with a soft growl as I lean back, sunglasses shielding my eyes from prying glances. Through the tinted window, I watch Jae and her mother step into a Christmas-clad boutique on the corner of Maple and Fifth. The store’s façade is draped in pine boughs dusted white, gilded ornaments swaying among twinkling fairy lights. A ribbon of fake snow curls across the pavement like a frosted invitation. It’s worlds away from the sharp lines and sterile halls I’ve always known. Yet she belongs here, everywhere.

Jae’s in ripped black jeans and a slouchy cream sweater that falls off one shoulder, exposing a flash of inked skin at her collarbone. Her hair is piled into a messy knot at the nape of her neck; a loose strand brushes her cheek. No makeup, just those tired dark eyes filled with quiet intensity. Even now, in the harsh glow of storefront lights, she’s the most stunning thing on this street.

Sal, glancing at me through the rearview mirror, clears his throat. “You sure you want to be here, boss?”

I press my fingertips to my temple, feeling the thrum of adrenaline. “I’m exactly where I want to be.” He nods and goes back to scanning the street, gears shifting as we creep forward.

I’m not ready to strike, not yet. First I need to see her unwind, to drop the armor she carries around. I want her defenses down when I step from the shadows into her life. Through the glass, I watch her drift between shelves of holiday knickknacks—tiny velvet stockings, scented candles in red tins, wooden plaques engraved with corny maxims. Most of it’s junk, but she handles each piece with such delicate care, lifting an ornament to her cheek, pausing as though it might speak.

Something twists low in my chest. I hadn’t anticipated this, the way my pulse ratchets up watching her smile at her mother, her lips curving just so. I find my mind replaying dinner last night—her tattoo peeking from her sleeve, the way she’d shot me that nervous yet defiant look. Christ, I’m already hooked.

My phone buzzes in my jacket pocket. A message from Gigi: Where are you? Luca’s looking for you. I ignore it. Another buzz: Don’t cause problems. A humorless smirk tugs at my lips. Too late.

At the boutique counter, Jae tosses her head back, laughing at something her mother said. Her cheeks glow; her eyes soften. I swallow around a lump of need. I want to be the one who makes her laugh. The one she looks at with that warm light in her eyes.
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