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Author’s Note

Stefano contains themes and scenes that may be distressing for some readers. As an author, I understand that trigger/content warnings are necessary. 

I have compiled a list to the best of my abilities which is freely available on my website.

Website: https://jademarshallauthor.wordpress.com/  

Your mental health matters.

For those of you who wish to go in blind, please remember that this is a work of fiction, and I do not condone or wish to romanticize any of actions of the characters.

Happy Reading.

Jade Marshall​
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Chapter One
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The Distance

Stefano

Darkness is easier than light. Violence is cleaner than love.

That’s what I’ve always told myself. It’s simpler to pull a trigger than it is to hold a woman. Safer to watch blood drain from an enemy’s face than to watch the way Andrea Rossi looks at me when she thinks I’m not paying attention.

The worst part? I see her. I fucking see her every damn time.

Her soft smile. Those wide brown eyes, bright and curious even when the world around her is ugly. The way she fidgets with her hair when she’s nervous. Innocence doesn’t survive long in this life, but somehow, she carries it like armor. Like a spark that refuses to burn out no matter how much darkness surrounds her.

And I stay the hell away from it. Because if I get too close, I’ll ruin her.

“Stefano.” Alceu’s voice cuts through my thoughts, dragging me back to reality. We’re at the long oak table in the dining room of the compound, dinner spread across it like a feast. My brothers, their women and children, and a few trusted soldiers. The space is filled with laughter, conversation, and the clink of cutlery. On the surface, we look like any other big Italian family. But we all know the truth—we are not normal. Our hands are red, our souls darker than the wine in our glasses.

I lift my gaze. Alceu, as usual, is studying me like I’m one of his chess pieces. Severu leans back in his chair, whiskey swirling, smirking like he knows every thought in my head. Mancuso’s laughing too loudly at something Callie said, probably half-drunk already.

Andrea sits near the end of the table, between Guilia and Lira. She laughs softly at something Mancuso mutters, covering her mouth with her hand. Sweet. Untouched. A temptation I have no right to even think about.

“You’re quiet tonight,” Alceu presses, his tone carrying that older-brother weight that brooks no bullshit.

“I’m thinking,” I answer, stabbing another piece of steak with my fork.

“Thinking?” Severu smirks across the table. “That explains the smoke coming out of your ears.”

The others chuckle. I flip him off without looking up, and the conversation shifts. Thank fuck.

I try to focus on my plate, on the food, on anything except the little sister of my sister-in-law. But my gaze betrays me, dragging back to Andrea every few minutes like a goddamn magnet. She’s wearing a simple black dress tonight, nothing flashy, but it hugs her curves in ways that make my cock ache. She doesn’t even notice what she does to me—or maybe she does, and she’s too sweet to admit it.

I down half my wine in one swallow, needing the burn. She deserves someone better. Someone who hasn’t carved men apart for information. Someone who doesn’t keep knives under his pillow and blood on his conscience. Someone who can give her safety without dragging her into hell. Not me.

“Earth to Stefano.” Callie snaps her fingers in front of my face from halfway down the table. Her smirk tells me she’s caught me staring.

“Fuck off,” I mutter.

Guilia’s eyes narrow as she follows Callie’s gaze ... then Andrea’s. For a second, my chest tightens. Does she see it? The way I look at her little sister? If she does, she doesn’t say anything. She just leans over to whisper something to Andrea, who blushes and swats at her.

Christ.

My cock throbs against the zipper of my slacks. I shove more food into my mouth, chew hard, and pray dinner ends soon before I embarrass myself like a fucking teenager.

When it finally does, people scatter, some to the lounge, some outside, some upstairs. I linger in the kitchen pretending to load the dishwasher, needing a few extra minutes of distance before I lose myself completely. That’s when she drifts closer, carrying empty glasses to the sink.

“Hey, Stefano.” Her voice is soft but steady, like she’s testing the water.

I nod. “Andrea.”

“Good dinner, right?” She smiles up at me, cheeks flushed from wine and laughter.

I grunt something that might be agreement, hoping she’ll take the hint. She doesn’t. Her hand brushes mine when she sets a glass in the sink. Just a touch. Barely anything. But it’s enough to light me up like a fuse. My body reacts instantly, going hard and tense, ready for whatever comes next.

I step back. “Be careful with that glass. It’ll break.”

Her brows pinch together. “You always do that.”

“Do what?”

“Pull away.”

Fuck. She’s braver than I thought.

“It’s better this way,” I tell her, my voice low but hard. A warning to her and a reminder to myself.

She tilts her head, studying me like she’s trying to figure out the puzzle I’ve spent years building. “Better for who?”

The question slices deeper than any blade. I don’t answer. I can’t. If I tell her the truth—that every night I go to bed thinking about how it would feel to bury myself inside her, to hear her moan my name—I’ll ruin her before we even begin.

So I walk away. Again.

****
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After everyone goes to bed and the house quiets down, I lie in my bed, staring at the ceiling, my cock aching with need I can’t get rid of. Not without her.

But I can’t touch her.

So I touch myself.

My hand wraps around my hard length, stroking slow at first, then faster as images of Andrea flood my mind. Her soft laugh. Her big brown eyes. The curve of her hips under that black dress.

I imagine her straddling me, nails digging into my chest, whispering my name as I thrust into her. I imagine her lips parting, begging me for more. I imagine being inside her so deep she forgets every other man who might ever look her way.

My release tears out of me, hot and bitter, spilling across my stomach. The sound that rips from my throat is half-groan, half-curse.

I close my eyes. She deserves better. But fuck me, I don’t know how much longer I can keep my distance.
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Chapter Two
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The Crush

Andrea

I’ve been in love with Stefano Cammareri since the first day I laid eyes on him.

Not the silly kind of crush girls giggle about in high school. This is deeper, heavier, the kind that burrows into your bones and refuses to let go.

He walked into the room like he owned it, tall and broad, dark eyes sharp and dangerous, his suit hugging his body like sin. And something inside me just ... shifted. One look and I was ruined.

That was years ago. And nothing has changed.

I know I shouldn’t feel this way. There are a hundred reasons this could never work. He’s older and hardened by a life drenched in violence. My sister is married to his oldest brother and that alone should make him off-limits, a forbidden fantasy to bury deep and never speak aloud.

But try telling that to my heart. Try telling that to my body when one glance from him makes my breath stutter and my thighs clench.

At dinner tonight, I caught him watching me. Not only once but again and again. His gaze burned across the table, heavy and possessive, until my skin flushed hot. And then, like always, he pulled away.

He always pulls away.

After dinner, the family drifts into the lounge area. The air smells of wine and cigar smoke, the low rumble of male voices mixing with laughter. Callie curls up next to Mancuso on the leather couch, whispering something that makes him grin like a fool. Guilia is tucked under Alceu’s arm, the perfect mafia queen to the dangerous king, looking so content it makes my chest ache with envy.

I perch on the arm of a chair, pretending to be absorbed in a glass of wine. But really, I’m tracking Stefano. He doesn’t laugh with the others. He doesn’t smile or joke. He leans against the far wall, silent and brooding, his gaze scanning the room like a predator watching his territory.

Our eyes lock for one second. Just one. But it’s enough to make my pulse race.

Then he looks away, as if I’m nothing.

I force a sip of wine, ignoring the sting behind my eyes.

I wait an appropriate amount of time before I slip away. I don’t need to be in the room to be ignored, and I would rather not see his dismissive gaze.

I shower under scalding water, washing away the disappointment of wanting something I can’t have. I stand under the spray until the water turns cold before flipping off the water and getting out. I dry off and dress in my pajamas before returning to the bathroom to brush the tangles out of my hair.

“Stop staring at your reflection like you’re auditioning for a romance movie,” Callie teases when she finds me in the bathroom. She leans against the bathroom doorway in a silk camisole, her hair piled high, a wicked smirk on her lips.

“I am not,” I protest, heat rushing to my cheeks.

She snorts. “Please. I might be new to this family, but I’m not blind. You moon over Stefano like a teenager with a crush on the quarterback.”

I groan, throwing a pillow at her. “Keep your voice down. Guilia will hear you.”

Her smirk softens. “Your sister isn’t stupid, Andrea. She probably already knows. The question is, what are you going to do about it?”

What am I going to do? Nothing. Absolutely nothing. Stefano doesn’t want me. If he did, he wouldn’t look at me like I’m everything one moment, then turn his back the next.

I flop onto the bed, staring at the ceiling. “I don’t know how to stop feeling like this.”

Callie climbs onto the bed beside me, propping her chin on her hand. “Maybe you shouldn’t. Maybe you should find out if he feels the same way instead of torturing yourself.”

“Right,” I snark. “And risk humiliating myself when he tells me I’m just Guilia’s kid sister?”

“Sweetheart,” she sighs, “men like Stefano don’t waste looks like that on women they don’t want.”

Her words lodge in my chest, but hope is a dangerous thing. I lose myself in my thoughts and Callie slips away, leaving me to my own devices. I end up scrolling through my phone instead of letting my mind run in circles.

My messages light up with a name that makes my lips twitch despite everything. 

Luca. 

He’s funny, charming, and he says the right things when Stefano only gives me silence. We’ve been talking for a couple of weeks now. Just texts, nothing more.

I shouldn’t answer. Not when my heart already belongs to someone else. But I do. Because it feels good to be seen, even if it’s by a stranger hiding behind a screen.

Luca: Can’t stop thinking about you. When do I get to see you?

My chest tightens. Part of me knows this is reckless, that Guilia and Alceu would kill me if they knew. But part of me craves it. Craves being wanted, even if it’s not by the man I ache for.

My thumbs hover before I type.

Me: Soon.

I set the phone down, guilt warring with relief. For once, I feel like I’m not invisible. But deep down, I know it’s a lie I’m telling myself.

Because no matter what Luca says ... the only man I want is Stefano.
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Chapter Three
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The Escape

Stefano

I don’t like change.

Routine keeps me sharp and steady. I wake before dawn, train until sweat burns my eyes, and then I handle business—meetings, shipments, debts collected in blood. I drink my whiskey neat, smoke only when the noise in my head gets too loud, and fuck only when I need to bleed off the edge.

Change is weakness. Change gets men killed.

But Andrea’s changing, and it’s driving me insane.

At first, it’s small. She spends more time on her phone. Everyone does, so I tell myself it’s nothing. But there’s a difference in the way she does it. The way her lips curl into secret smiles, soft and private. The way her thumbs fly over the screen like she’s desperate to keep up. The way her eyes glow like whatever she’s reading belongs only to her.

She’s talking to someone.

And the thought makes my gut twist.

I’m stretched out in the lounge, one leg hooked over the arm of a chair, a cigarette between my fingers. The others are around me, Alceu and Guilia murmuring quietly, Severu pouring drinks while Lira reads, and Mancuso bragging about something Callie pretends to care about.

And Andrea.

She’s curled up on the couch, a blanket over her lap, that fucking phone glowing in her hand. Guilia tries to talk to her, but she nods distractedly, eyes never leaving the screen. Her lips twitch into a smile and her cheeks pink.

That blush should be for me. But I know I am the reason it’s not.

I drag hard on the cigarette, exhaling slow, but the smoke doesn’t dull the heat crawling through my chest. I hate the way she looks at that phone. I hate that I’m not the one making her blush.
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