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PROLOGUE

[image: ]




Alessandro Vittorino

More Than 20 Years Earlier

THE DOORKNOB TURNED with a barely audible creak. I hadn't slept soundly in a while, so the noise was enough to wake me.

I turned over in bed, the sheet tangled around my legs, and stared into the darkness of the room. The door opened slowly, pushed open carefully. The hallway light didn't come on. Even so, I knew who it was.

She.

Giana.

I didn't need to see her face. I could feel it when it was her. It was like an invisible thread connecting my heart to hers— something perhaps only twins could understand.

She stood in the doorway for a few seconds, as if afraid to take another step. Or as if she was waiting for me to say something.

“Giana?” My voice was low, just a murmur.

She didn't answer.

But he entered.

He closed the door behind him with a soft click and came to my bed. I sat up, feeling the air in the room change. It was colder. Heavier.

— What is it? — I asked.

She shook her head. Even in the dim light, I could see a strange glow in her eyes. It wasn't tears. It was something darker. As if she'd swallowed a shadow whole.

I was silent for a moment. All I could hear was our breathing— hers, rapid, mine, trying to keep up. Then I reached under the covers and patted my side.

She didn't hesitate. She climbed onto the bed and curled up next to me, on my back, like she always did when we were younger and thunder rattled the window.

But now there was no thunder. What was shaking was inside us.

— He shouldn't do that— she said.

— I know.

— Mommy was supposed to protect us.

— I know.

We were silent again. I felt my body tremble, but I didn't cry. Neither did she. We had learned, too early, that crying was dangerous in here. Crying made noise. Crying drew attention.​

And attention was the last thing we wanted to attract in that house.

— What if he comes here... — she began, but didn’t finish.

“He’s not coming,” I lied, my arms around her.

Because that's what brothers did: they lied to soothe, they lied to protect. Even when their hearts told them the worst was just beginning.

We stood there, pressed against each other, as the silence in the house stretched like a rope about to snap.

That night, I knew.

No matter what I had to do in the future... I would never let Giana get hurt again.

Even if, to do so, I needed to become the monster my father so wanted me to be.
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Alessandro Vittorino

Past

THE WALLS OF THE LUCCHESE mansion had always been imposing. But that morning, they held a different weight. The kind of weight you feel in the air when something big is about to change— or collapse.

An omen.

I was called early by Rafaelle. Direct, blunt: "Mansion office. Now." He was never one to use too many words.

When I walked in, Mattia was already there, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed and an expression of someone who knew something big was coming. We exchanged a brief glance. Nothing more than a silent greeting between men who'd known each other forever.

Rafaelle stood before the large, dark wooden table. He looked like a statue carved from ice. His posture was firm, his gaze heavy, and his lips set in a tight line that suggested he hadn't slept in days. No one there was whole. How could they be, after what had happened?​

Lucca, the Don. Our leader. Our old man. Now confined to a hospital bed— body paralyzed, mind... who knows where. A stroke, they said. A warning from the body that even Mafia gods bleed.

Rafaelle looked at us and began, bluntly:

"My father is alive, but incapacitated. And before the vultures start circling, let's make one thing clear: the Camorra leadership remains. Strong. Strategically active. And under my command, by his decision and by necessity."

We remained silent. Not out of surprise, but out of respect.

"Alessandro. Mattia." He stared at us with a firmness that left no room for doubt. "I need you. Officially. Right and left arm. You're like brothers to me. And if we're going to keep this damn empire standing, it will be together."

Mattia nodded, with that tense expression of someone who prefers action to words. I took a step forward.

"You know I'm with you. I always have been," he said, his words lighter than the certainty they carried.

Rafaelle then took a deep breath and, as she hadn't done in a long time, let her emotions show.

"I promised my father I would honor his memory. That I would keep you all alive and safe. And that I would know Luna's whereabouts. No matter how long it takes."

That promise hung in the air like a sacred oath. And for the first time since the world fell apart, I felt we had a solid purpose.

It was then that someone knocked on the door.

Rafaelle didn't look away from me.

— Come in — he ordered.

The door opened slowly.

And I saw her.

The girl.

The first thing that struck me was the contrast: she seemed too innocent for that place. But her long, blonde hair with the tips dyed green, the tight jeans that accentuated her delicate curves, and the black blouse with a rock band logo gave her a rebellious air.

The gaze seemed like a magnet— attracting, holding.

Blue. Intense... and bold.

Impossible to dodge.

She looked at me. Directly. Without fear. Without that cautious care everyone adopted around me. As if seeing who I was on the outside didn't cancel out what she saw on the inside.

She crossed the room as if she had done it a thousand times and stopped beside Rafaelle, who placed a firm hand on her shoulder.

"This is Valentina," he said. "From now on, she will be under my direct protection. And yours as well."

Mattia arched an eyebrow. I didn't move. I just watched. Every detail. The way she kept her chin high even surrounded by men like us. There was fire there. There was light.

My insides churned, though I couldn't explain why. Something about that girl screamed confusion. She was like a piece that didn't fit... and yet, I couldn't stop staring.

It was in that moment — without explanation or logic — that I understood: she was going to change everything.

Valentina Montanari

AS SOON AS I WALKED through the door, my feet froze to the floor.

I knew Rafaelle wanted me to meet important people. That he had plans, promises, and secrets he wasn't fully sharing with me, not because he didn't trust me, but because he thought I was too young. I knew that with Don Lucca's recovery, he would assume his position and changes would arise. And, unlike his father, he would use my "gifts" to benefit the organization. But I wasn't prepared for that.

For him.

Tall, broad-shouldered, dressed impeccably in black, as if the darkness were his second skin. His face was a mix of sharp angles and barely perceptible scars, like secrets etched into his skin. But it was his eyes that truly struck me. A deep, icy black— like the night sky before a storm.

Alessandro.

His name stuck in my mind like a curse... and a promise. And even though he said nothing, his gaze held me. Empty. Assessing. And yet, there was something there that burned beneath the surface.

I felt a shiver run down my spine, but I forced myself to keep my chin up. I wasn't a scared little girl. Not anymore.

"This is Valentina," Rafaelle said. "From now on, she will be under my direct protection. And yours as well."

Protection. I hated that word. It was a gilded cage. A promise of safety that came with invisible chains.

"Nice to meet you in person, Valentina," Mattia, the dark-haired man with disturbingly analytical light eyes, said, holding my hand firmly. "Rafaelle has already told me about your abilities."

“Thank you!” I was about to comment on my skills, but Alessandro’s voice caught my attention.

"Trouble, that's what she'll be, trouble," he murmured. There was something about the way he said it that made me want to fight for air. Was it a declaration or a prelude?

"Don't worry, old man, I won't give you any trouble," I teased, crossing my arms, trying to ignore the fact that my heart was beating too fast. Rafaelle gave me a warning look, but I couldn't help it.

Alessandro's lips curved into a half smile, somewhere between amusement and contempt.

"Old man? Is that how you talk to someone who's going to protect your neck?" His voice was deep, so deep I could almost feel it vibrate in my chest.

“As long as you’re not the one cutting me, I’m fine,” I replied, trying to hide my nervousness.

But I knew, in that moment, that I was playing with fire. And that Alessandro was the kind of flame that could consume me completely.

Rafaelle cleared her throat, getting our attention.

"Valentina, I told you you'd be safe under my command. And Alessandro is one of the men I trust most to ensure that. And Alessandro... I trust you'll know how to handle her. Just like you, Mattia."

“I’ll try not to kill her in the first week,” he murmured, his eyes still fixed on me.

I should have been scared. Any sane person would have been. But all I felt was that shiver again. A mix of adrenaline and desire.

That was the first time I had seen Alessandro.

And somehow I already knew he would be my hell and my heaven.
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Valentina Montanari

I ARRANGED THE LITTLE onesies and onesies on the dresser in Luca's room, trying not to get lost in my thoughts. Lilly, sitting in the nursing chair with a round, nearly seven-month belly, chuckled softly as she sorted through a pile of blankets and turned them into blankets.

"This boy hasn't even been born yet and he's already received more gifts than we've ever accumulated in our entire lives, Val," Lilly joked, with that maternal glow that made her even more beautiful.

"He'll be the king of this house," I replied, trying to smile, even though I felt a lump in my throat. The little room was adorable, decorated in soft blues and whites. It was a refuge, a reminder that life went on, even in the midst of chaos.

"And you, how are things with the old man?" Lilly asked, her voice soft but with the same mischief as ever, giving me a curious look. "How long are you two going to avoid each other, huh? Are you going to spend your lives running away from each other?"

I sighed and leaned against the edge of the crib, stroking a stuffed animal shaped like a baby lion.

"Same," I confessed with a humorless smile. "We run into each other at least once a week, almost always because of Rafaelle or Mattia. And each encounter is like... a silent war. He doesn't talk about what happened, and neither do I. I think it's better this way." My voice came out quieter than I intended, but I couldn't hide my hurt.

Lilly frowned and sat up straighter in her chair, rubbing her belly protectively.

— Val... he never mentioned it again? Didn't even try to explain himself?

"No," I said, my throat tightening. "And the truth is... I never gave in either. Pretending it didn't happen seems easier. It's just..." I closed my eyes for a moment, trying to push away the memory that insisted on projecting itself into my mind.

That night. The loud music, the colorful lights dancing around the club. The moment he pulled me close, engulfed me with an intensity that made me forget the whole world. The warmth of his touch inside the car, the taste of his mouth, the silent promise that it would finally be just the two of us...

And the exact moment when everything fell apart.

His refusal, the sudden distance, the broken look. The emptiness he left when he pushed me away, as if I were a mistake he needed to right.

— It's just that... — I swallowed hard — it's hard to forget what we never really had.

Lilly got up with some difficulty and walked over to me, wrapping me in a tight hug.

"Don't try to carry the world on your shoulders, Val. You have a huge heart and deserve to be happy. He... he needs to solve his own demons before he deserves you. But that doesn't mean you have to wait for him to figure it out on his own."

I let my head fall against her shoulder, feeling the warmth of her embrace and the light caress on my back.

“I know...” I murmured, but the pain was still there, throbbing like a reminder of everything that could have been, but never was.

After the tight hug, Lilly pulled away, still holding my shoulders as if trying to talk some sense into my head.

"Maybe you should really think about traveling," she said, with that persuasive tone of someone who already knew I'd give in. "Break some fresh air, clear your head, take a break from all this."

"Travel?" I repeated, blinking as if the idea were absurd. "Lilly, I can't leave you alone, especially with that huge belly."

She rolled her eyes and let out a light laugh.

"Oh, Val, stop being silly. I'm pregnant, not dying. And I have Rafaelle watching me twenty-four hours a day, plus Mattia and a battalion of security guards. I'll be fine."

“You say that now...” I grumbled, but the idea was already beginning to creep into my mind.

"Besides, Emily has already invited you to spend a few days with her in the United States," Lilly continued, with that little smile of victory. "Go, stay there for at least a month. Not to mention that you won't be in any danger there; you'll be under the protection of the President of the United States, keeping the First Lady company."

I laughed, shaking my head.

"The First Lady..." I repeated, with a touch of irony. "It's as if I'm going to accept."

"Why not?" she replied, looking at me. "It'll be a great opportunity for you to think, get your ideas in order... and maybe practice a little with Patrick for when Luca is born."

I sighed, sitting down beside the crib and staring at the little shoes lined up.

"It's not a bad idea..." I muttered, almost to myself. "Maybe it's just what I need. A month away from here, training with Emilly's son to learn how to care for a baby..."

Lilly smiled as if she knew she had won the argument.

"And I'll rest easy knowing you're enjoying some time for yourself. There's no point in beating yourself up over something only Alessandro can solve."

“Yeah...” I admitted, letting my thoughts wander to the man who wouldn’t leave my mind. “Maybe I just need some time... before I lose my mind completely.”

Lilly took my hand and squeezed it affectionately.

— Trust me, Val. Sometimes distance helps you see things more clearly.

I stood there, staring at Luca's little room, the smell of new things, and wondering if a trip could really be the answer to the emptiness I carried in my chest.

[image: Desenho preto e branco  O conteúdo gerado por IA pode estar incorreto.]

Alessandro Vittorino

THE SMELL OF SWEAT and blood hung in the air like a bittersweet perfume, etching the souls of those who breathed within. The concrete warehouse, stifling and harsh as hell, echoed with the dry sound of fists clashing against flesh, the soldiers' labored breathing, and the orders I shouted.

“Pietro!” I growled, leaning against the steel fence of the ring. “Dodge with your hip, damn it! Your shoulder is too slow. You’ll end up face-first on the floor again.”

The boy obeyed. Or tried to. His opponent's fist exploded into his jaw before he could react. The sound of impact echoed, and blood spurted. The other soldiers watched without reacting. Here, weakness had no place.

Pietro fell, gasping, his jaw already swollen. I walked over and crouched down in front of him.

"You have two paths, kid," I murmured softly, so only he could hear. "Get up and learn, or stay there on the ground until you become a corpse. The world out there isn't kind. The Camorra, even less so."

He nodded, his eyes bleary, and I pulled away, running my hands through my hair. I walked over to the weapons bench, eyes fixed on the timer on the wall, when I noticed his presence.

Mattia.

My eyes met his in the reflection of a blade resting on the counter. I didn't need to look directly at him to know something was wrong. Mattia only went silent like this when he wanted to prepare me for a blow. And I'd already taken more than I could count.

“Speak up, Mattia,” I grunted, without turning around.

— She's leaving.

I turned around then, my eyebrows furrowed.

— Who?

— Valentina. She's going to travel.

My chest tightened, but my face didn't tremble.

— Where to?

— United States. Washington. You'll be spending time with Emily, the First Lady, under federal protection.

An icy silence fell between us, heavy as lead. I closed the distance slowly, stopping in front of him.

— When?

— Tonight.

I felt like a punch had gone through my stomach. A barely perceptible tremor ran through me. Damn, Valentina.

"She leaves without saying a word," I murmured. It wasn't a question, it was the realization of a betrayal I deserved.

Mattia just nodded, his eyes serious.

— And what are you going to do?

I responded with my body, not with words. Without another word, my body boiling with rage, I walked toward the headquarters offices. I needed to get this story straight.

The door banged open, but Rafaelle didn't even get up from her chair. She simply looked up from where she sat, a glass of whiskey between her fingers and that icy expression that hid everything— and yet revealed enough to make any man shut up.

But not me.

"What the hell is going through your head, Rafaelle?" I growled, approaching the table. "How could you allow Valentina to go to the United States?"

His jaw muscle jumped.

"Lower your tone, Alessandro," he said firmly, without changing the volume of his own voice. "Have you forgotten who I am? We may be cousins, but in here you're talking to your Don."

I clenched my fists, but suppressed the urge to punch the wall behind me. He was right. But fuck it— I was overflowing, and it needed to come out.

“You shouldn’t have given her permission,” I repeated, quieter, but with the same fury. “She’s mine. Mine, my fucking ass!”

"No," Rafaelle replied immediately, with cutting coldness. "She's not yours. And you're not going to interfere. It was her decision; I just gave her permission. And no, Alessandro, I'm not going back on it."

Those words hit me like a knife stuck in my chest.

“You don’t know what happened between us,” I retorted, my voice thick with hurt and anger. “You have no idea what you’re saying.”

"I don't know why you never told me a damn thing," he countered, rising from his chair. "But this obsession you have doesn't give you any right to her. Valentina isn't Camorra territory, a debt, or property. And certainly not yours."

I took a step forward.

"And you, by any chance, were better when it came to Lily? Spare me your hypocrisy, Rafaelle! You took her as yours before you even admitted you felt anything. You marked her, stalked her, tied her to your shadow! And you want to talk about obsession?"

Rafaelle stared at me as if she were looking into my soul. He took a deep breath and said:

— Yes. I did all that. And I would do it again. But even back when everything between us was just revenge, I knew. I knew that once I took her, there would be no turning back. That there was no middle ground. That she would be my woman. My life.​

Silence.

He approached slowly, his eyes fixed on mine.

"You can keep hiding behind your traumas, the darkness you feed on... But if you really want Valentina, then you'll have to do what you've never dared to do: open the damn door you've kept locked for years. And let her see what's inside."

My jaw clenched. I felt a lump in my throat— the same one that had been with me since the night I saw my own father's blood flow. The same one that throbs every time she calls me "old man" and smiles as if loving someone like me were easy.

Rafaelle took a last sip of whiskey and turned away.

— If you're not capable of that, Alessandro... then let Valentina move on. She deserves it. And you know you deserve it too.

I stood in the middle of the office, my fists clenched and my chest burning. Every word he said hammered at my skull, clawed at my soul, and consumed me from within, because, as much as I wished it were otherwise, the only certainty I had was that he was right.

Valentina wasn't mine.

I was no good for her.

It never would be.
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Alessandro Vittorino

THE SOUND OF MY FISTS hitting the sandbag echoed through the empty warehouse like a war drum. Each impact was a silent scream. Each drop of sweat on the floor was a memory I tried to crush with brute force.

Valentina.

It had been a week. A damn week without seeing that sassy look. Without hearing her voice around the mansion, talking about everything as if the world were too simple to take seriously.

They just tell me she's okay. "She's okay." As if that were enough. As if that were enough to calm the fucking storm inside me.

A metal thud echoed through the shed. The side door was flung open. I recognized the footsteps.

Mattia.

He said nothing— he just took off his coat and stepped into the ring. He put on his gloves as calmly as he lit a cigarette. He stared at me like someone waiting for a cornered animal to rebel.​

— Are you going to stand there fighting alone or are you going to fight for real?

I stepped into the ring without answering. My blood pounded too loudly in my ears to think of words. As soon as he raised his guard, I went for it. Punches and low kicks, moves rehearsed for years, were exchanged. Two Camorra soldiers settling matters in the only language they knew: violence.

But I was far away. So far away.

He realized.

"The fucking Albanian mafia is reorganizing," he grunted after landing a straight punch to my shoulder. "Arjan Hoxha is even making a pact with the devil to keep the drug trade alive. And you're here... thinking about her."

I responded with a cross that he blocked.

— Do you think she would be okay if she knew you were sloppy with the organization? That you were out of your mind?

He landed a hook that staggered me. A cut appeared at the corner of my mouth.

"It's not just her," I replied, wiping the blood away with the back of my glove. "I just..." I took a deep breath, trying to control the inferno burning inside me. "I don't know how to separate things anymore, Mattia."

He came at me with a vengeance: a punch to the abdomen, then a straight right that knocked me to the ground. I stood there, staring at the industrial ceiling of the warehouse— the metallic taste in my mouth, my pride wounded.

"Sort this shit out, Alessandro. Or forget about that woman altogether," he said breathlessly. "I need you with your eyes full of blood, brother. The Albanians don't forget. And they've been too quiet since we took Zanatta out of the game. This isn't calm, it's the prelude to shit. Big. And if you keep this up... we're screwed."

I lay there, breathing deeply. He sat in the corner of the ring, watching me.

“I can’t turn off how I feel about her,” I admitted, my voice lower than I’d like. “I tried. Hell... you know I tried.”

Silence.

"But what can I give Valentina? Huh, Mattia? I'm made of death, of pain, of scars that don't even bleed anymore, they're so old. I was forged by a monster... and when I finally cut off his head, I became one too."

Mattia watched me with dark eyes, without judgment.

— She deserves the world. And I... I'm just a pile of sins. How do you give darkness to someone who is made of light?

He was silent for several long seconds. Then he stood up, stepped out of the ring, and said:

— Sometimes the only way for light to exist... is within the fucking darkness.

And left me there. Alone. With the echoes of my own silence.

Missing her.

With the certainty that, no matter how much I ran away, Valentina was my redemption... my sentence.
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THE EMPTINESS RETURNED as soon as Mattia was gone. But inside me... there was no peace. Only noise. The kind of noise that comes from within, like a crowd shouting— all with my voice, all remembering what I could never forget.

I went up to my office, feeling the metallic taste of blood in the corner of my mouth. The cut was already clotting, but the real wound was lower down, in my chest, where Valentina had mercilessly incised her absence.

I threw myself into the chair, took off my gloves, and dropped them on the floor. My hands were still throbbing.

I picked up the cell phone.

Mistake number one.

Her name was right there at the top of the history. One tap, and her profile opened. I saw her latest post.

She smiled.

I smiled like the world wasn't on fire. Like she hadn't broken into my fucking chest and run off with everything good that was left inside.

In the picture, she was holding Patrick, Emily and Graham's baby. His face was off to the side, out of focus, but she... she looked like she was born for it. Her eyes shone with a light that didn't belong in our damned lineage.

Valentina.

The woman who would one day be an incredible mother. Who would teach some lucky child about kindness, about loyalty, about how to love without fear.

But that child would not be mine.

She would belong to some other son of a bitch. Some bastard who would be touched by her, loved by her. I would sleep with her in my arms while I... would bleed in silence.

The beast roared inside me.

He dragged his claws through my insides.

You left.

You lost.

I rose as if possessed, crossing the barracks to the most forgotten corridor on the property. The walls were rough stone. Damp. Ancient. No one entered without my permission. Almost no one knew it existed.

The dungeon.

Where my mother rotted.

The hallway smelled of mildew and despair. Every step I took echoed like the announcement of a mad king's doom.

The key turned with a click.

The door creaked as if in protest.

And there she was.

Sitting on the cot, curled up, her gaze lost on the wall. Her hair, once impeccable, was now just a trace of its former self. Her skin was pale. Her soul... I don't know if it still existed.

— Alessandro... — he whispered, without even looking at me.

“Livia,” I replied, my voice empty and impersonal. “I need to talk.”

She looked up. There was still fear there. It irritated me.

She hadn't been afraid of the monster when it slept beside her. When it beat me until my bones ached. But now... now she feared me?

"Are you going to kill me today?" he asked, his voice trembling.

“Not yet,” I replied. “But by God, I wish I could.”

She lowered her head.

I sat down on the rusty chair across from her. I rested my elbows on my knees and took a deep breath.

"Tell me something." She looked at me suspiciously. "What did you see when he beat me? When he locked me in that basement? When he forced me to see things I never should have seen? When he hurt her? When he took away her innocence?"

She didn't answer.

“Did you see a monster?” I asked.

Silence.

— Because I see one. Now. Every time I look in the mirror.

She trembled. But I continued, firm as steel.

— And no matter how hard I try, Mom... the only thing that holds me to what's left of my humanity... has escaped me. It's gone to another continent. And I can't even run after it, because I'm the kind of man who destroys everything he touches.

I looked up, my eyes burning. I slammed my hand hard against the railing.

"You let him destroy me. And now, I'm letting her go... because you put a curse on me. You let him turn me into a fucking black hole. And I swear... I swear that if she gets lost because of me, you'll be the only one who pays for it."

She was crying now. But tears didn't change anything.

I closed the cell.

I locked it.

And I left. With the bitter taste of anger in my mouth...anger at myself for killing him. He should be trapped here, rotting with her.
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CHAPTER 4
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Valentina Montanari

THE SOUND OF RUNNING footsteps arrived before Emilly's excited voice.

“Get ready to be overwhelmed with sweetness,” she said, a smile on her face, as she held the hand of a little girl with lively eyes and light brown hair tied in two messy pigtails.

"Liz, this is Valentina, our special guest from Italy," Emilly said proudly. "And this beautiful girl beside you, you already know very well."

Liz's eyes widened as soon as she saw Evie behind me.

“Evie!” she screamed, running and throwing herself into her former nanny’s arms, who lifted her off the ground in a tight hug.

"My little earthquake!" Evie said, spinning her around in her arms. The girl's laughter was like a ray of sunlight shining through the window.

I stood there, smiling like a fool. It was impossible not to be infected by the little girl's joy. The connection between them was clear. After a short time talking to Evie, I could tell she spoke of the little girl with devotion.

Liz, curious as only a child can be, turned her little face towards me, while still in Evie's arms.
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