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Gianna had a type. Or at least, that’s what her friends used to say before they gave up on warning her. Dark-haired men with smirks like secrets and hands that always wanted more than they were willing to give. The kind who knew how to touch her body but never bothered learning how to hold her heart.

Aaron was just the latest name in a pattern she hadn’t figured out how to break.

He was charming when it counted, reckless when it didn’t, and had the kind of smile that made apologies sound like lullabies. And she kept accepting them—like maybe one day they’d mean something.

“Babe, she’s just a friend. You’re really overthinking it,” he said, voice dripping with annoyance, like her feelings were a burden he’d grown tired of pretending to carry.

She didn’t argue. What was the point?

She’d seen the way he flinched when she asked for the bare minimum. The way he scrolled through his phone when she cried. The way “I love you” never passed his lips unless it followed a fight.

But it wasn’t just Aaron.

There was Jake, who made her feel like she was in a movie—until the cameras stopped rolling. He was full of dramatic gestures and grand words, but when the world wasn’t watching, he became cold. Distant. He told her she was too much when she felt deeply, too clingy when she asked for time, too sensitive when she cried over him forgetting her birthday. The only thing she was never too much of was convenient.

Then came Cole, the fixer-upper. The man she thought she could heal. He had demons, sure—but didn’t everyone? She gave him grace, and time, and pieces of herself until there was almost nothing left. He gave her broken promises and the kind of anger that simmered just beneath the surface. He never hit her. But his silence did. His sarcasm did. His unpredictability made her feel like she was constantly apologizing for a storm she didn’t cause.

By the time Aaron entered the picture, Gianna had learned how to hide her disappointment in pretty smiles and polite nods. She told herself he was better. That this time it would be different.

But it never was.

Not when he ignored her messages and claimed he “missed them.”

Not when she caught him flirting at a party and he told her she was imagining it.

Not when his eyes drifted to other women—right in front of her—and he acted like she was being dramatic.

She wasn’t imagining anything.

She was just done pretending.

Tonight, when his phone lit up for the fifth time and he turned it facedown, Gianna looked away. Not because she didn’t care. But because she knew caring was a losing game with men like him.

He grabbed her hand as they stepped into the pulsing heat of the club, like the tension between them didn’t exist. Like the ache in her chest wasn’t real.

And maybe she would’ve gone through the motions again. Let him buy her drinks. Let him spin her on the dance floor. Let him kiss her like possession instead of passion.

But then he walked in.

Dominick Russo.

The name her brother used to curse under his breath. The boy who once punched a wall because someone called her a name in high school. The man who vanished without warning—and took a piece of her with him.

He was taller now. Broader. His suit hugged his frame like it had been tailored by sin itself. But it wasn’t his looks that stole her breath. It was the way his eyes found her like they never stopped searching. Like she was still the girl he used to protect, the girl he once told he could never have.

Aaron was talking beside her, but Gianna didn’t hear a word.

Because Dominick had just looked at her like he remembered everything—and suddenly, the ache in her chest wasn’t from heartbreak. It was from hope.

And that was more terrifying than anything else.
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Gianna

The music was too loud. The kind that throbbed in your chest like a second heartbeat. The kind that made it easier to forget things—like conversations you didn’t want to have and men you shouldn’t still be with.

Gianna moved with Aaron through the crowded club, his hand clamped around hers like a leash rather than a gesture of affection. His laugh—too loud, too rehearsed—grated against her nerves. She didn’t bother asking who he was texting when his phone lit up for the sixth time. She already knew. She always knew.

Still, she followed him to the bar, pretending it didn’t sting. Pretending the ache wasn’t familiar.

“Babe, smile,” Aaron said, leaning in and brushing his lips across her cheek. “You’re acting like I dragged you here.”

You did, she wanted to say. But instead she nodded, pushing a polite smile to her face like makeup.

She was good at pretending.

It wasn’t until he spun her onto the dance floor that she felt the change. The air shifted—sharp, electric, like a storm had slipped in unnoticed.

She glanced toward the VIP section, more out of instinct than curiosity. That’s when she saw him.

Dominick Russo.

He stood partially in shadow, back against the wall, a glass in his hand and unreadable intent in his eyes. He didn’t move. He didn’t speak. He just watched.

Gianna forgot how to breathe.

He was broader than she remembered, more carved and composed. But it was him—undeniably. From the strong jaw to the faint scar near his left temple, a remnant from a fight she was never supposed to know about.

Her stomach turned.

What the hell was he doing here?

She hadn’t seen Dominick in six years. Not since the night everything had changed between them. Not since the night he looked at her like he felt it too—and then disappeared without a single word.

He shouldn’t be here.

He especially shouldn’t be looking at her like that. Not like she was a stranger. Not like he still recognized her underneath the lip gloss and short dress and smile she wore like armor.

Gianna stepped out of Aaron’s arms mid-spin. “I need a drink,” she said, not waiting for a response.

She walked quickly, weaving between dancers, heart pounding.

She reached the bar, fingers clutching the edge, trying to steady herself.

And then, just like that, he was beside her.

His voice slid through the noise, low and measured. “Gianna.”

Her name in his mouth felt like a memory. Something half-buried under time and silence.

She turned slowly, keeping her expression neutral. “Dominick. So you’re back.”

His mouth twitched in something that wasn’t quite a smile. “For now.”

“For now,” she echoed, setting her drink down untouched. “Just passing through, or here to stir up ghosts?”

He looked at her then, fully. There was a flicker of something in his eyes—recognition, maybe. Regret? But it disappeared so fast she couldn’t be sure it was ever there.

“I didn’t know you’d be here,” he said.

“Lucky me.”

She wasn’t going to make this easy for him. He didn’t deserve that. Not after the way he left. Not after everything he almost was to her.

“You look... different,” he said.

“Time tends to do that.” Her voice was sharper than she intended.

Dominick nodded, gaze flicking briefly toward the dance floor. “That guy—he the new one?”

She stiffened. “He’s none of your business.”

“Didn’t say he was.”

But the edge in his tone betrayed him.

“Why are you really here, Dominick?” she asked. “Because last I checked, my brother made it very clear he never wanted to see you again.”

His jaw tightened, ever so slightly. “I didn’t come to see him.”

Her breath caught.

“Then who did you come for?” she whispered.

A long pause.

Dominick’s eyes searched hers, his expression unreadable. “Does it matter?”

God, that hurt more than if he’d said nothing at all.

Gianna straightened her shoulders, shielding herself with practiced indifference. “Well, enjoy your visit. Try not to cause a scene. Or start a fight. You used to be good at those.”

She turned to leave.

But his voice stopped her.

“I left because it was the right thing to do,” he said quietly. “Not because I wanted to.”

She didn’t turn back.

Because if she did, she wasn’t sure she’d walk away again.
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Dominick

He shouldn't have come.

From the second his boots hit the concrete outside the club, Dominick felt the weight of his mistake pressing down like the loaded barrel of a gun. He told himself it was business that brought him back to this city. That he'd outgrown old ghosts. That he could walk into a place like this and not look for her.

But lies always sat uneasy in his gut.

Gianna DeLuca.

She was a problem he’d buried six years ago. Now here she was, standing in the middle of a crowded dance floor with a man who didn’t deserve the way she was looking at him. The same look she used to give him, before everything went to hell.

Dominick stayed in the shadows, the bass thudding like a war drum beneath his feet. His fingers curled around the glass in his hand, but his attention never left her. Not for a second.

She was older now—more polished. Still stunning. Still dangerous in a way she didn’t even realize. Her body had filled out, her confidence sharpened, but her eyes were the same: fire and defiance barely tamed.

And the guy beside her?

Too slick. Too proud. All hands and no awareness of what he had.

Dominick’s jaw tensed.

He hadn’t planned on seeing her. He damn sure hadn’t planned on feeling anything. But that had always been the problem with Gianna—she wasn’t someone you planned around. She just happened. Like a storm you knew would break everything.

And still, part of you wanted to stand in the rain.

She spun away from the guy—Aaron, he reminded himself, having overheard the name—and walked toward the bar. Dominick didn’t think. He followed.

She was facing the counter when he stopped beside her.

Close enough to smell the sweet citrus of her perfume. Close enough to remember what it felt like to lose her before he ever really had her.

“Gianna,” he said.

Her name tasted like memory.

She turned slowly, eyes widening for a half beat before that cool, composed expression slid into place. “Dominick. So you’re back.”

He didn’t answer right away. What was there to say? That he’d come home because he missed the chaos? That he wanted to see how many bridges were still burning?

“For now,” he replied, voice low.

When she asked why, her tone was sharp enough to cut. She hadn’t forgiven him—and he didn’t expect her to.

“What, no apology for vanishing into thin air?” she asked, lifting one brow.

“I figured silence was better than saying something I couldn’t take back.”

“You figured wrong.”

That landed harder than he expected.

She still hated him for it. And God help him, that was better than her forgetting him.

But when she mentioned Enzo, the tension in Dominick’s chest locked tight.

Her brother.

The reason he left.

The man who once told him flat-out, You go near her, and you’ll be the next body I bury.

Enzo wasn’t just any man. He wasn’t some overprotective big brother with idle threats. He was the underboss of the DeLuca family. And Dominick had once been his right hand. His shadow.

They grew up like brothers. Bled together. Protected each other.

Until Dominick made the mistake of falling for the one woman Enzo kept off-limits: his baby sister.

There was no gray area. No understanding. Enzo didn’t care if Dominick kept her safe, made her laugh, or treated her like she hung the moon. Family rules were clear.

And Dominick had broken them—if only in the way he looked at her.

So he did the only thing he could think to do.

He left.

To protect the bond that mattered more than his own happiness.

To make sure Gianna wouldn’t get caught in the fallout.

And now here she was, looking at him like she didn’t know whether to slap him or kiss him.

“Enzo would lose his mind if he saw you talking to me,” she said.

Dominick didn’t flinch. “Then let’s hope he’s not watching.”

Gianna blinked, surprised at the response. But he kept his tone neutral. If he gave her even an inch of his real thoughts, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to stop.

When she asked if the guy on the dance floor was who he came back for, Dominick gave her the out.

“Does it matter?”

Her jaw tensed. But she didn’t respond.

She turned away, drink in hand, shoulders squared like she was fine.

But she wasn’t.

And neither was he.

Dominick watched her walk away, the sound of her heels disappearing into the crowd. Every step felt like a test of his resolve.

He could walk away again.

But part of him—the part that had always belonged to her—wasn’t sure he wanted to.

And if Enzo found out he was even thinking about Gianna that way again...

There’d be no walking away next time.

Only war.
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Chapter Three
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Dominick

The DeLuca estate hadn’t changed.

Still dark marble floors, dim lighting, leather and steel furniture arranged with precision. Still felt more like a fortress than a home.

Dominick stood in the hallway outside Enzo’s office, hands in the pockets of his black slacks, jaw tight. The house was quiet, except for the faint tick of the old grandfather clock near the stairwell. Every second it counted off made his chest feel tighter.

A younger version of him would’ve already been pacing.

But now?

Now he waited.

He knew what this was. Not just a meeting. A test. A check-in. A chance for Enzo to look him in the eyes and see what kind of man he’d become since walking away from everything.

The door opened.

“Come in.”

Enzo’s voice hadn’t changed. Still calm. Still quiet. But it carried weight. Always had.

Dominick stepped into the office, his boots silent against the hardwood.

Enzo sat behind a massive desk, suit jacket off, sleeves rolled to the forearm, revealing the ink and the muscle underneath. There were files on the desk, a glass of whiskey beside them. The only light came from the wall sconce behind him, casting sharp shadows across his face.
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