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“Guess who knows what it’s like to be an adult? Not me, but I bet someone, somewhere, has this shit figured out...”

(Liana’s secret thoughts)

Liana Lorenzini

Four Years Ago

DAD WAS DRINKING, JUST drinking, and probably furious with me... He grabbed the beer and took two long gulps, looked at me, and sighed; then he slammed the bottle down on the expensive granite countertop. He repeated that move five times in a row; the beers must have been warm by then, because, fuck... he was livid.

I never tested his patience. Never!

I mean, who in their right mind would test the Great Czar...?

“Give me one good reason, girl, just one, why I shouldn’t send you to boarding school right now.”

I sighed. I didn’t have a good reason. What I had were the delusions of an eighteen-year-old who’d fucked up, royally fucked up, I should add.

I couldn’t bring myself to look him in the eye, couldn’t bear to see how foolish and exhausting I’d been. So I kept my eyes on the floor and murmured the best I could offer him in that moment:

“Daddy, mi scusi...”

He didn’t let me finish: “Oh no, Liana. It’s not me you owe an apology to. It’s Marcelus’s wife, your aunt, your mother, your sister, and yourself.”

My eyes filled with tears because it only hit me then: I’d lost everything I truly loved. My mother didn’t want to see my face anymore, my cousin hated me, and my sister... She would never forgive me, never.

“How do you think they felt? How do you think it was for Savannah to go through all that, all this time? And your sister?”

My sister... She killed me, she fucking killed me when she said those words: “You’re dead to me, Liana! Dead...”

I couldn’t hold back the tears. My blurry vision was the end, and the waterfalls of salty drops fell uncontrollably. I felt familiar arms comfort me; he was holding me, even when I’d let him down...

“Don’t cry, figlia, I can’t stand to see one of my girls crying.”

He asked, calmly, with that pained voice of his...

Great, now I was making my father suffer. I clung to the man I’d measured all others against. Dad always taught me that I should give my heart to someone who deserved it, to someone who would make me happy and accept all my innovative ideas and my crying on “those days” without complaint.

He once told me that the man who won my heart would be lucky and would pray to the heavens every day, thanking God that I’d lived long enough for him to have the gift of knowing me. Yeah, Dad set high standards... but wasn’t that what all real fathers of daughters did?

“Your heart is torn apart, and I can’t hit anyone, sweetheart, mi dà fastidio.”

He said, his mouth pressed against my hair. I let out a humorless laugh; oh, he does have someone to take that anger out on.

“I’m the only one who did something wrong, Daddy... so yes, you do!”

My hands were clutching his shirt. He was the only one who didn’t leave me, the only one who looked me in the eyes and made me crumble with the question:

“As if I could ever intentionally hurt you or your sister... Are you okay, my rose?”

I swore to myself I’d never cry in my daddy’s lap again. I was twelve when I made that promise, because I thought I was such a grown woman, the master of my own feelings, and I’d never been more wrong. Mom was wrong too, when she said that at twelve, I could handle the pain. I was never good at handling pain.

Because I fell and cried in his lap at fifteen, and now, at eighteen, I was falling apart all over again. Because a girl’s loving father is her first great love, and I couldn’t be more blessed.

“Oh, Daddy, I’m so sorry... Tamara hates me, Mamma doesn’t want to see me, and Marcel... he said he wanted me out of his life, and I’m the only one to blame... What I did, what I did was horrible.”

That night, I wasn’t one of the Lorenzini girls, one of the two toughest girls in my father’s family. I wasn’t worthy of being called the daughter of Chaos, of the great Russian cop who was a celebrity in our city.

I went back to being just the little girl curled up in the arms of a tall, tough, tattooed father... I was his little princess that night, and I just wanted to go back in time and be ten years old again.

“Everything will be fine, my rose. You’ll get through this and learn from your mistake. If anyone has a problem, send them to me, my child.”

My father didn’t make mistakes, he was rarely wrong about anything, but this was one of those times he was wrong. Nothing was fine.

[...]

Living alone wasn’t so bad, not when I knew how to cook and knew I’d be leaving for somewhere different in two months.

Dad gave me a great opportunity. He talked to someone, who talked to someone else, and now I was leaving Leggero. I should be bouncing off the walls, should be packing my bags and selling my car, because I wouldn’t need it again anytime soon. Currently, in my solo moment, I was congratulating whoever invented delivery, but fuck them for not guaranteeing labor rights to all the drivers. That’s why I always tipped the delivery guys the equivalent of the food I bought: they work hard and aren’t valued.

So, maybe I’d get close to those golden gates after all. Other than that, everything was in its right place.

My books stacked on the coffee table, a tub of black forest ice cream on my pillow, and a big spoon in my hand. The remote was by my side, and Netflix was at its finest because Christian Grey had Anastasia on all fours, tied to a bed. Definitely my kind of ideal situation.

Yes, ladies, I was suffering for no one, just for myself, watching Fifty Shades of Grey, again...

But that’s okay, because movies like that give us the idea that we could actually find the guy who would make us wet with a kiss and make us see stars. In the end, though, we end up with some asshole or a vibrator, which, by the way, is sometimes better than the guy. That’s exactly why I was binge-watching the typical dream man, minus the toxic relationship part he had with Ana, please and thank you.

Only two days had passed... My mother had traveled, my sister was out of the house, and my father was splitting himself in three to be at work, take care of his boys, and his bad daughter, namely me.

I would survive, and in a few months, I’d be somewhere where people wouldn’t be whispering when they saw me. Still, it was morbid... This house was always full of life with my sister’s music at the only volume she knew: max. And now... there were no melodies anywhere. The rooms were empty, and our photos on the mantlepiece made me want to cry. Because, even if our relationship wasn’t the best, she was still my older sister, and I loved her.

I missed it... Love. Maybe I’d only ever had the love of my father, of Tamara, and maybe of Mamma. Mamma wasn’t the maternal type; she got pregnant with me by accident, and since Daddy couldn’t keep me, she ended up stuck with me. I don’t mean it was bad, that’s not it. It was just hard... being the daughter of one of the most famous women in Leggero was tough. Being perfect was always the goal: good grades, good friends, a life that was at least glamorous... Sometimes, I wondered what Daddy saw in her... The great, celebrated model who had to put her career aside to raise a daughter from a one-time affair... that was the beautiful story of how I came into this world.

She had to stop her life, and the least I could do was fulfill her dreams, satisfy that desire to be beautiful and adored. I played that role from the time I was nine, but one day it all became too heavy, and what I ended up with in the end was... nothing.

But I made a mistake, I lied, and I destroyed a love, a beautiful, pure love. I deluded myself and hurt two people who had a rare kind of love. I regretted everything, but now I’d have to deal with the consequences of everything I’d done.

Present

PEOPLE CAME AND WENT as if they’d lose time by saying “excuse me” or wishing each other a good morning. I wasn’t the embodiment of friendliness, so that’s why I was sitting in this uncomfortable chair, judging everyone. I know, not pretty. But let he who has never silently judged strangers on the street cast the first stone.

A man ran through the arrival area as if his life depended on it, and only stopped when he bumped into another man. The two of them started yelling and cursing each other out. I smiled at the sheer lack of patience, and it was only nine in the morning.

When the voice over the loudspeaker announced that the flight to Italy was boarding, I stood up, grabbed my bag, and headed for the line forming. Suitcase after suitcase went through the X-ray machine... A friendly attendant asked me to step forward, so I did.

“Miss Lorenzini, please place your luggage here. Your private jet is waiting for you.”

I huffed. I should have gone home a week ago, but my father had said he’d send a private jet. I refused. My last experience with private jets—and with who was waiting for me—was a total disaster, and in a certain way, delicious. The last thing I needed now was more drama.

I smiled at her.

“You must be mistaken, sweetheart. I’m on a commercial flight.”

The young woman smiled, and understanding filled her eyes.

“I’m sorry, miss, but we have orders to direct you to the charter jet in the name of Czar Lorenzini. See, this is your photo, isn’t it?”

It was, indeed, my photo printed with my name below it... My father really outdid himself, I had to admit.

I smiled and did what the girl asked. I wasn’t going to make her life difficult just because of a grudge against my protective father. My suitcase was cleared quickly, and I went down the corridor, heading for the damn chartered jet.

I pulled my suitcase the whole way and was escorted to the aircraft that made my father’s gesture sink in. I wasn’t being ungrateful; I just thought it was unnecessary for him to spend so much money just so I could have privacy and peace. It’s only a few hours.

“The aircraft is ready, miss. You may board, and we’ll take off shortly,” said the man I assumed was the captain.

I smiled in thanks and, with some effort, climbed the stairs carrying my suitcase and trying not to fall off my ridiculously high heels. When I entered the aircraft and lifted my gaze from the floor, I was greeted by screeching shouts:

“Happy birthday, Liana!!!”

I smiled, overcome with pure happiness. My father, Tamara, my older sister, her two husbands and children, Savannah, Marcelus and his two children, along with Uncle Yuli and July, were all there... This was my family in its entirety, and it was fucking good to be going home. At the same time, fucking terrifying.

I hugged each one of them, even Pietro, the bastard I hated who was married to my sister.

“Happy birthday, Li, baby! Twenty-six today!” said Vicent, my best friend, the man who loved my sister just as much as Pietro did. They were perfect together.

“Thanks, Vicent! I can’t believe you’re all here!”

Savannah came over with little Matteo in her arms and hugged me with a wide smile on her face.

“Darling, congratulations! I have two very excited little boys who want to see you!”

Romeu, her older son, threw himself at me when his mother moved away to give space. He was practically a young man already, almost fourteen.

I laughed, picking up the teenager. I had missed my little biker boy so much.

“Baby, you’re bigger than I remembered! Can I still call you baby?”

I winked and kissed his full cheek. He looked so much like his father, incredibly so!

Pride shone in his eyes, and still, he was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen in my life, always. The love I felt for Savannah and Marcelus’s son was something even I couldn’t explain. I also didn’t know how Savannah trusted me so much with her firstborn.

“I’m a man now, Aunt Li, but you and Mom can still call me baby.”

We heard an indignant sigh.

“And me, where do I fit into this equation?”

Tamara complained from where she was. My older sister left her son with Pietro and came over, flaunting that enormous seven-month belly, walking toward me. She was radiant. Today, she was a proud mother of Angie and Damon, with the third one on the way.

She was still beautiful, with all those tattoos and her blue hair. Romeu laughed and went over to his other aunt, kissing her flushed cheek.

“Alright, just don’t go spreading that around town. I need to keep my reputation as a future biker.”

We all laughed at him. Savannah stepped aside so her husband could greet me. Still, after six years and after being forgiven for almost destroying their marriage, I kept my distance from Marcelus, the man who took care of me as if we shared the same blood.

He was family, and family stuck together.

“Congratulations, Liana. It’s good to have you home again, girl.”

I hugged him quickly and let him go back to his wife. I thanked him and smiled. July came toward me, and I hugged her as if she were my lifeline.

She was my best friend. I loved her.

“I missed you so much! Vicent was driving me crazy! Now that you’re back, I can get my revenge!”

My best friend laughed at his sister, and so did I. The feeling of being on my way home was so overwhelming that I almost broke down... at least, not yet.

“Come give me a hug, my rose.”

Ah, my father... The man I tried to fool and who always predicted my every move. I loved him so much!

I turned to him and smiled. The years had definitely been good to him. He was still the powerful man I’d always seen: the posture of someone who owns the world, the look that made me feel safe. I loved him too much, and even though I talked to him every day since I left, I missed him.

“Daddy, thank you. Thank you for all of this!”

He wrapped me in his arms and held me there. Home... I was already home. Kissing my dark hair, he spoke with a voice thick with emotion:

“You’re getting older, but you’ll never stop being my little rose, baby. You’re just going to bloom somewhere else.”

I wanted to say no, that I wouldn’t, that I would always be by his side. But he didn’t need to worry about me. Deep down, I knew that, and I was aware of it.

“I love you, Daddy. I’ll always love you! Can I stay at your house?”

With all the preparations to get the old apartment I was living in in order before I left, I hadn’t managed to find a new place in Leggero. Czar smiled, and at nearly sixty, easily passing for a man of forty, he looked at me as if I were an idiot.

“Sweetheart, your room is waiting for you!”

That was it. I was back, and even though I was happy that my whole family was here, even if I didn’t deserve it, I was going to enjoy every minute!

​
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“I love my job, but sometimes...

F U C K - I T!

(Message from Jonathan to Marcelus)

Jonathan Trip

Four Years Ago

SHE WAS BEAUTIFUL, even with tears, her face and hair a mess. Still, she lit up the room, and I wanted to look away. She was too young, small, and maybe fragile. Yes, even though she’d just done something stupid, this girl was sensitive; I saw the regret in her eyes the moment my club brother said he wanted her gone.

We were seventeen years apart... A lot.

She wasn’t bad, maybe a little petty and selfish, but who isn’t? For years, my love life had been on track: I’d had good women as girlfriends and was still friends with them. I was friends with the mother of my son, and she’d been married for a while. I was even friends with the first woman I ever slept with. Keeping good women close was my gift.

But it had also been a long time since I’d been with anyone... because I’d never felt this urgency to keep my eyes on a woman. But this little girl... This girl was making me memorize every detail of her black hair and her white skin... so white. Unfortunately, I knew she was related to someone I knew.

I knew you should never mess with someone’s kid, because I had my own little seven-year-old boy, who taught me a thing or two about fatherhood and protection. He’d been my priority from the moment I found out Alexa, his mother, was pregnant. We were just two drunk people who ended up having sex with no responsibility... Then, nine months later, boom, a 7.7-pound, 23-inch baby.

This crying woman reminded me of the fascination I’d felt back then. Those blue eyes reminded me of the man who helped me and pulled my soul out of hell... She was off-limits because I knew I’d die if I touched her. A huge mistake, because that thought didn’t even scare me as much as it should have.

I left after escorting Marcelus to the club headquarters and dropped him there. I needed peace. They thought I was calm, but I wasn’t; I was a mess. When I got home, everything was silent. My son was with his mother, and I had two days to get the house spotless before he came back and trashed it all again... I smiled, because I loved that. I loved having this life, doing little things that made me feel complete.

After a shower, I threw myself on the bed, still thinking about the possibilities... I fell asleep thinking about her. I knew I shouldn’t, but I did.

[...]

A long time later, I was still thinking about her... When I was already at the headquarters, waiting to see what we’d do today, I noticed from my peripheral vision that Czar was walking over to me. I’ll admit, I tensed up; all I needed was for the guy to read my mind. Three days, five days, a week later, I still had her on my mind and I knew I had to stop.

We were seventeen years apart! She was untouchable.

I stopped cleaning my gun and waited for the order:

“Jon, I need to go out. Yuli’s in charge, but I need you with me. Your son?”

Dave wasn’t with me today. Today he was all his mother’s and stepfather’s; the three of them were at a picnic.

“He’s with Alexa today. I need to pick him up at six.”

He nodded. We were loyal to whoever helped us, so I didn’t even need to ask where we were going. I followed my leader. Marcelus was at headquarters, and all the other brothers were with him there, so he wouldn’t need me.

“I’ll have you back by then, kid.”

I got on my bike and waited for Czar to do the same. He was a big man. He’d moved to Italy a while back; actually, no one knew much about how he ended up there. But we always respected him. What I do know is what he told us himself: he spent a few years serving in the army, worked for the FBI, or maybe still does. You can’t get more badass than that.

We revved the engines and I felt the power in my body. I loved motorcycles: the speed, the freedom... so fucking perfect.

When I got back to a life without bombs trying to kill me, I found a legit chop shop. Old bikes and cars were sold to vintage enthusiasts. There, I found my Harley Davidson Road King, a beautiful 2006 girl, no wheels, no leathers, busted headlights, and an engine on its last legs.

But I loved her. Even in that state, she was still a goddamn winner for making me fall for her. I invested time and a few thousand dollars in her, and today she was perfect.

She got me through tough times, and when I discovered the Descendants Of The Devil, she found another purpose. She’s my only girl, my beautiful black rose.

We rode for a while. I followed my leader down the main road to the street of his old house. It was there, almost at the entrance, that I realized—maybe even subconsciously I’d already known... We were going to his daughter. I was mentally killing myself for thinking about her the way I had been, and now I was going to look at her... What a fucking day.

I parked the bike by the curb. I didn’t invite myself to walk in behind him; I just stayed there, waiting and praying that his good manners had been forgotten.

“Come in, kid. I won’t be long.”

Grumbling, I headed for the entrance, walked through the door, and closed it behind me. The smell of mint tea filled the whole hallway leading to the living room. A pair of women’s boots on the floor caught my attention. I’d seen them before. I heard voices in the kitchen and followed quietly. The house was pretty luxurious; the art on the walls was part of a beautiful decoration.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake!”

The shrill scream hit my ears and I ran toward the voice. Triggers are a bitch. When you’re in a battle, you don’t thank God for the silence, because if it’s silent, something worse is coming. Stay awake, stay alert, and don’t trust anyone! That’s the motto of a life.

I got to the well-appointed room. Pots on the floor, flour covering the entire counter, and cake pans scattered everywhere. My hand was already in position, gripping my Glock at the small of my back. It was at the moment I drew my gun that a woman, completely covered in flour, stood up from the floor.

I could have had my eyes focused on her face or on scanning the surrounding area, but the only things I could deal with right then were her bare legs and her feet with delicate nails, painted matte black.

If I already had an attraction to this little girl before, now, after seeing her delicate feet, I think I’m in love.

“Oh, hi. You can put the gun away, please?”

I focused on her mouth, and then on her eyes, whose irises reminded me of the sea... She was a piece of sin left on Earth to make men wither.

My voice came out ridiculously hoarse, and I wanted to hit myself. She was just a girl, too young, too untouchable...

“Sorry, you screamed, and I came to see what... well, what it was.”

I put my gun away again, and then I didn’t know what to do anymore... I mean, since when did my hands become so useless?

She tilted her head, smiled, and I was fucking lost.

“And you are?”

She held out her hand in greeting. She was nervous and had a tense smile, but I appreciated the courage she showed when she reached out. I smiled openly, relieved that I wasn’t the only one being so... awkward, and shook her hand firmly.

“Jesus, man, I still need those, sir...”

She flinched. For a second, horror flashed through my mind, and I let go of her hand. I really hadn’t meant to squeeze so hard.

I started apologizing, but she laughed. Her eyes crinkled, and a radiant smile took over her face. Soon after, loud laughter filled my ears, and I smiled too. Not just because she was hilarious, but because her smile felt good... I hadn’t felt this way in a long time.

“Sorry, it was a joke, but it was funny. You should have seen your face.”

As usual, I crossed my arms and leaned against the counter, just waiting.

“Trip. Jonathan Trip.”

She smiled and nodded, still laughing, completely covered in flour and wearing those tiny things she calls shorts and a shirt.

“I’m Liana. Liana Rose Lorenzini.”

I stared into her eyes with curiosity and realized I had never seen such a bright blue gaze in my entire life. Until I met Liana Lorenzini, I had never seen anything so pure, free, and real.

“So, Liana, what were you trying to make?”

I asked, nodding at the mess she was in the middle of. A shy, girlish blush crept over her cheeks, and in that moment she looked like a girl, not a delicious woman anymore...

“Orange cake. It’s my favorite flavor, and, well, I was hungry.”

She said as she bent down to pick up the pots from the floor. I looked away, because, damn it, she was too young... I shouldn’t be looking at someone so young. I looked at the counter and counted five cake pans, some square, some round.

“You really like cake.”

I pointed at the amount, and she looked at the counter, then back at me, smiling. God, she couldn’t stop smiling, and that was good for me. She was in her comfort zone.

“Oh, I can’t eat all of this, so I thought: why not make a bunch and share? My dad said he’d take it to the club.”

That made me think. I didn’t usually see her at the club. The first time I saw her was when Marcelus asked me to go with him on a quick delivery. She was wearing a pink dress with little bows on the thin straps. It was cute, but that day I was focused on other things, and although I respected her, I wasn’t attracted to her then.

“So... you’re one of my dad’s boys?”

She asked while beating the batter in a bowl, leaving the mixer aside. She preferred to do it by hand, stirring the batter carefully as she waited for my answer.

“You could say that.”

She looked at me, and her face flushed red again. Her nervousness was obvious.

“Do you like cake?”

I smiled and nodded. I heard footsteps behind me and tensed up. It was her father.

“Did I hear you laughing, baby?”

Czar came up to her and kissed her forehead. She changed... not scared, but not as cheerful either, like he’d said or done something wrong.

“I see you met Jon, darling. He’s going to help me with loading the cakes today.”

This time, she smiled for real. Her eyes lit up.

“So... all the sweets that show up there are made by you?”

I asked, without even realizing it. Czar looked at me with curiosity, but I avoided eye contact and focused on her.

“Yeah, sometimes cooking helps me.”

It was her! Every time I’d eaten sweets like a crazy person when I got to the club. I didn’t usually like sweets, but those were too good. I smiled again, and Czar was watching me. I could feel the weight of his stare. Fuck, get a grip, Jon!

Keep the goddamn control!

At that moment, I didn’t know it yet, but I would soon realize that when she was around, control would be the last thing I’d ever have.

Present

UNTOUCHABLE. THAT’S what Liana Lorenzini was supposed to be to me... completely and only untouchable.

But I touched her, loved her, and despite seeing her worst side, I fell for that woman so easily... It was simple: a smile she gave my son, and then I was lost.

I watched as the jet landed and tensed up. She was back, and that messed with my mind in a million ways. Six years... six years without a single fucking explanation for why we didn’t end up together. Six years since she disappeared from my house, leaving only a note...

I’m sorry for hurting you. Your heart will be fine. This scratch is better than shattering it completely.

As if having a heart mattered without her in it, for fuck’s sake!

“You’re an idiot, and she hasn’t even walked in yet. Keep your head on straight, brother.”

Ethan, my club brother and SWAT teammate, said to me. I’d known him for years; we were cut from the same cloth, but I was calmer than him. Tuck, on the other hand, was grinning at my misery, even though he was in deeper shit than I was.

Tuck’s nickname came from when he joined the club. He was a huge guy and, apparently, a former fan of classical dance. Hence, Tuck, the bendable. The stupid nickname was coined by Pietro, one of my best friends, and it just stuck.

The party organized by Czar, Savannah, Marcelus’s wife, and Tamara, Pietro and Vincent’s wife, was just getting started. Today, a Lorenzini was coming home. A Descendant by blood was returning, and my foolish heart beat for her, for any glimpse of her.

“You need to hold it together. It’s been years since she said goodbye, brother. Think before you act.”

Lucian spoke beside me. Shit, getting love advice from a train wreck like him is really my end.

“What the hell do you know about feelings?”

I snapped at the smug asshole and looked his way, only to see his eyes glued to the woman across the room. Bella was sitting next to Ash, a member of the SWAT team. She smiled at some bullshit he said, while Lucian took another big swig of his beer.

“Enough to know not to make the same mistake again. I made it once, remember?”

It wasn’t a question, not when the woman he loved was kissing another man just a few feet away... God, I am really in the shit.

My phone buzzed and I smiled at the picture I got. My son and his mother, Alexa, were in the background covered in flour, while her husband grinned in the front with a spatula in his hand... I was lucky; the family I never had, my son has, and that was what mattered most.

“Your princess is walking in...”

Tuck said in a low voice. I lifted my eyes from the phone and the world stopped. It was her. Even after four years, it was her.

Her hair, shorter now, was wavy at the ends; today it was straight and smooth. She wore the same snobbish look and the bitch mask to preserve her peace. And then, the eyes... Those eyes, as blue as the oceans... As blue as the sky on the most intense summer days.

Even though the heavy makeup she wore almost hid those clear irises, I still found myself drowning in that sea after all these years...

“Welcome to the hell of unrequited love, man. Again. This shit sucks.” Lucian said, drinking his beer, and I growled, because, fuck, he was right on the fucking money!

Every step she took, cutting through the people who’d come to get her, was decisive. I wished I had stayed in her line of sight. Today was her birthday, and there was nothing that could make me forget any detail about her. Not when, four years ago, she gave me the most memorable gift, after my son: she gave me her heart, right after breaking mine.

Welcome home, love. I thought, feeling my heart ache. Then I did what any man in my situation could do: I ordered another beer.
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CHAPTER 3
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“Heels are uncomfortable, yeah, but my legs look great in them.”

(Liana’s secret thoughts)

Liana Lorenzini

Six Years Ago

I WAS DEFINITELY BECOMING a Netflix loyalist. Not that it was bad, but it was like shooting my own popularity in the head.

My “friends” called, texted, invited me to every stupid party out there, but I couldn’t picture myself going anywhere.

Dad had visited me; he was worried, now that Tamara had agreed to live here. This house was so big we never even saw each other. Plus, I couldn’t leave, because Dad had stationed two guys to watch who came and went, and I wouldn’t take a single step without him knowing. Why he had two big men camped out in front of the mansion was a complete mystery.

“Don’t worry, this is just for security!” he said. And, of course, I worried.

This way was better, but what shocked me was that my mother simply didn’t care. I shouldn’t have been surprised, since it was all her idea, but it still hurt. Like I said, she was never much of a mother.

Leaving the house had become a real challenge for me, but today I had to show up, so I was getting my little helper ready.

When I was fifteen, I drank for the first time. It was horrible. My mind got fuzzy, my body got hot, and I don’t remember a damn thing to this day. If your life has that much pressure, you need to focus on a bigger pain or something that pulls you out of your goddamn reality.

But when my dad found out, it got ugly. My mom, as always, acted like she didn’t know and pretended to be devastated. Sometimes I think she should have gone into acting, because she was really good at it.

I was grounded for months, and I liked it. No parties, no fake smiles, no having to be perfect everywhere all the time. It was a dream and a nightmare at the same time. The hardest part was dealing with the addiction. I was fifteen years old and hooked on alcohol. That was kept hidden from a lot of people. Mom said a beautiful woman doesn’t show her fears and weaknesses, so she made sure nobody knew her perfect daughter was an alcoholic teenager.

I only lived with her, so everything was her way. I felt the pain of being broken on a level where nothing could help me, and still, I lived through all of it. I smiled with no humor at all, just the sarcasm of everything I had to survive. I put the little bottle in the fridge, the tequila calling me to run away with it... it was tempting, so tempting...

But I didn’t have the nerve. I put the tequila down and left it there, in the back of the fridge, behind everything. If I didn’t see it, I wouldn’t feel tempted. I knew I still needed help, but maybe I could kick this on my own. I handled crises alone just fine.

I walked to my room and sighed. It really was a big, quiet house... Tamara didn’t talk to me, and, well, I didn’t talk to her either. I went up the stairs and heard a loud noise.

I walked to the end of the hallway, and her bedroom door was closed, as always, but there were sounds coming from inside. I knocked on the door, scared, and loud music started playing. I sighed, knocked again, and the volume went up. I tried one more time and waited.

My heart knew something was wrong. The music stopped, and I kept waiting, staring at the door until the lock clicked. When it opened, my sister looked at me with rage, her blue hair tied back and her face smudged with dark makeup.

“Are you okay?”

She stared at me for a few moments that felt like hours, then did something that shocked me: she threw herself into my arms and started crying.

“Everything is shit, Liana, everything is fucking falling apart.”

My breath caught. What the hell was going on? How in hell were we going to fix this problem? Not knowing exactly how to react, I did the best I could: I hugged my sister and let her cry desperately until she calmed down.

“It’s okay, we’ll figure this out, you’re not alone.”

She sniffled while squeezing me tight. Being her support was all I could do.

Tamara was the most sentimental person in the world, and nobody who didn’t know her would ever guess it. But she was adorable, loyal to family, and almost nobody saw that side, I only got glimpses sometimes. She loved clichés, loved the unexpected, and was charitable to an extreme degree. I was proud of my sister, but it was sad to see her hide all that under a tough-girl act.

“Dad is going to lose his mind... Dios!”

.

I tried to follow her train of thought, but I didn’t understand a thing. Whatever happened, it wouldn’t be enough for him to kill my sister. He wouldn’t do that. Maybe he’d yell, which was also scary, but he would never lay a finger on her.

“What happened? You can trust me, Tamara, I will never be against you!”

Her eyes stared at me again, and she shook her head. Shit, a thousand times shit! I heard footsteps and, by reflex, turned my head, startling myself when I saw Pietro. His eyes were wild, and I was terrified by what I saw in them.

“Get away from her!”

A harsh growl was directed at me, and I trembled with fear. Pietro didn’t like me, I knew it, he knew it, and everyone knew it.

Tamara clung tighter to me, and I did what was right: I straightened my posture and stood between them. If I left, it would be because my sister asked me to, not because of that idiot.

“I don’t hear you telling me to leave.”

He took a step toward me, and I knew he’d drag me out of there if he wanted to, but I waited anyway. Tamara whispered when he got close enough:

“Pietro, go.”

He took another step, trying to reach her, but I was faster, and I saw the hatred for me burning in his eyes.

“Pietro, not now. Just go home, okay?”

My sister spoke more firmly this time. Thick tears fell from her eyes, and I hurt for her.

“Talk to me, baby, I swear I can explain everything. We’ll fix this, but not with her here.”

I was stunned. Since when was Tamara “baby” to him? My sister was hurting, and I was ready to throw this almost six-foot idiot into the fire for whatever he’d done to her.

Tamara laughed without humor, her body shaking from crying:

“Remember when that shit went down at our aunt’s house? Well... I have secrets too, sis, and maybe they’re worse than yours.”

I turned my head over my shoulder and stared into her blue-pool eyes, just like mine. That was the only thing we had in common: our father’s eyes.

“Don’t do this, Tamara, she’s not fucking trustworthy! Come with me...”

Pietro tried again, but my sister didn’t seem willing to do anything to please him. What I found out seconds later:

“Pietro and I have been together for almost three years.”

She said it sadly, and I almost had a heart attack. She had a big, hot secret, fuck! Dad is going to kill someone.

I sighed and tried to keep my feet on the ground.

“Okay, we’ll figure it out!”

I tried to help. She sighed, and I was surprised, because I didn’t even know my sister had someone, let alone Pietro. The guy was so childish sometimes...

“Baby, she’s not trustworthy, damn it. She’ll tell before you even get a chance to explain to the Czar. Come with me or tell her to leave.”

It hurt when he said, once again, that I wasn’t trustworthy. It always hurt. But I paid him no attention. I would only leave there when my sister told me to.

I took two steps toward my sister and held her hand. Her eyes, identical to mine, watched me with gratitude.

We hadn’t been very close lately, but if she needed me to watch her back, I would.

“Do you want me to leave?”

Her eyes left mine and focused on the idiot right behind me. She sighed and nodded, staring at me again.

Okay, I could handle that.

“Take a shower and rest. I’ll tell Dad you’re on your period, and then we’ll sort this mess out, sis.”

She nodded, and my eyes filled with tears when she pulled me into a tight hug. It felt so good...

I left my sister and walked past my cousin, who looked like he was spitting fire from his eyes. I left her room, but not before reaching out and grabbing her car keys off the dresser. I went straight to my room, I needed air. I grabbed my bag, locked the door, and ran.

I went down the stairs feeling suffocated. Not that I didn’t like hugs, I did, but only when I was ready for them. I froze on the last step when I saw the person I really wanted to avoid.

“You look horrible. Where do you think you’re going dressed so badly? Trying to embarrass me, aren’t you, you idiot?”

My mother looked beautiful, and I hated how much I looked like her. I wished I looked like my father... but my skin was as pale as hers, my hair as black as hers. My whole body reminded her of her glory days... And she hated that too.

“Hello, mother.”

She rarely treated me like this when people were around, but when we were alone, being treated like garbage was the norm.

“Go back upstairs and get ready, we have an engagement tonight.”

I closed my eyes. I hated how much I was forced, by myself, to be everything she wanted me to be. I hated feeling bad just for thinking about putting myself first... That was what my dear mother had done to me.

But, by some miracle, she simply went to the kitchen, and I was finally ready to escape. The first time had to come, but when I walked out the front door, I froze when I recognized the person arriving to guard the entrance. I was a little wary of him too.

When I left the house, I saw Vincent. He was what I called mysterious, the son of Yuli’s firstborn. I had seen him a few times, but never enough to talk to him. I ran up to the man sitting on the hood of the car. Great, he’d be my ride!

“Can you help me get out of here? Please?”

I asked, and his gray eyes scared me for a second. But soon the fear passed, especially when the real terror of my nightmares came out of the house, screaming at me:

“Liana Lorenzini, get back in this house now!”

My mother was shouting, and I was one step away from falling apart when Vincent stood up and waved for me to get in the car. I ran and threw myself clumsily into the leather seat. When he got in and closed the door, I realized I had never spoken to him before. That soon changed:

“Where were you going?”

He asked, pulling the car out of the spot. I did have a place to go, my second favorite place in the city. I gave him the address, and without another word, we left. He helped me that night. He drank, and I drank. We became friends. And, from that night on, I always knew I had a drunk best friend who would make me laugh, but who asked too many questions about my sister.

Present

MY BEST FRIEND WAS hugging my sister while Pietro held their son in his arms, and my father had Angie on his lap... I smiled. She had finally taken flight, as free as she could ever be. Smiling, complete, and happy.

“Tell me everything that happened there. Tell me about the parties and the loves, I need to be caught up!” July asked, smiling, which made the men at the table roll their eyes, especially my father.

“My girl doesn’t date. She knows other men are bad and don’t deserve her.”

I laughed out loud at the expression on every woman’s face. Savannah was outraged, but couldn’t show her disgust before my furious, pregnant sister did:

“Oh, Dad, girls do date! Look at me, with two husbands! That should have taught you something about dating.”

Czar frowned, swapping his granddaughter for his grandson in Pietro’s arms, before saying, like the doting grandfather he was:

“You were lucky enough to give birth to these little babies, sweetheart, that’s all. Otherwise, I would have shot those two idiots before they could take you for themselves.”

We laughed because, despite the threat against his grandchildren’s fathers, every word was a lie. He loved Pietro and Vincent, because he knew those men would die without hesitation for Tamara and her children, just like our father would.

Around us, the party buzzed. Some looks turned to me, and I made a point of ignoring every single one of them. I was still the black sheep of the family, still the hated Liana Lorenzini, the woman who destroyed everything good she touched. I was the bitch, and as long as that gave me peace, I was fine with the reputation.

“I didn’t have any loves,” I said, throwing out the truth without pretense. “I was more focused on studying. And parties... well, I didn’t go to many either.”

Savannah looked at me, raising an eyebrow. The years had made her a friend I would always keep in my heart, and I owed her more than anyone else.

“What you’re saying is nonsense. I know the men of Chicago would line up to be in your heart. And if they didn’t, baby, they’re devoid of intelligence.”

I grabbed my phone and went straight to my pinned contact, typing a message.

Chat:

Run: We’re best friends... right?

Die: I want to know, since when are we little high school girls?

Tequila: You’re the little girls, I’m the alpha of this friendship.

Tequila: And yes, best friends with fucking hearts and unicorns.

Run: Hahaha, and fuck. Oh, Julyene?

Die: Yes, yes, friends and all that’s good. Who are we burying?

I smiled at the screen as I typed the words:

Run: Can I get in the coffin now?

Tequila: Negative. My wife loves you. If you just evaporate, poof, she gets sad, and I don’t want my woman sad. Thank you!

Die: We are best friends, yes. So, what’s the morbid talk about????

Run: Just self-affirmation, little grasshopper.

Tequila: Only bad people do that. Fuck it, Lorenzini. Drink and smile.

Die: @Tequila this is what happens when you adopt more broken kids into our circle, fuck.

I put my phone away, smiling a lot, found Sav looking at me warmly and smiled back. I did have my share of invitations for dinners, lunches, coffees... hell, even trips. However, I didn’t have a single space in my heart for any man, not when my heart still belonged to a certain sweet, calm cop.

And he was on the other side of that same bar, avoiding looking at me, exactly as I was trying my hardest to keep my distance.

“I had a few, actually, but none good enough to make me look the other way.”

Savannah understood me clearly, and my sister did too, which made her look at me like I was wrong. But I wasn’t. I knew the love between Marcelus and Savannah was something I’d never have. I knew my sister’s love with her two husbands was something I’d never feel... I was fine with not being loved, mainly because I knew loving myself came with too high a price.

Everyone at the table fell silent, and my father spoke with a voice thick with emotion:

“It’s official, Chicago is full of men devoid of intelligence if they haven’t fallen madly in love with my rose.”

Just like that, the men at the table agreed with him and toasted, as if they were the lucky ones to know me. Family... it felt too good to be with family. And I had never felt so blessed as I did at that moment. Even though my heart was crying because I hadn’t gotten even a single glance from the man I loved, in the same room since the moment I arrived... I did the right thing.

I finally got Jonathan Trip to hate me. Applause for me, I guess... I protected him from me.

​
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“Living intensely doesn’t make you irresponsible, it just makes you aware that life has an expiration date.”

(Message from Jon to Liana)

Jonathan Trip

Six Years Ago

THAT NIGHT WAS A FUCKING nightmare. We got a call today—an armed man holding a child hostage. I was never good at those operations. I loved kids, down to my very bones.

We were all braced for the worst, and I was good at what I did. Great, actually. Big wins and low casualties over the years had made my experience solid. So we were negotiating. If I closed my eyes, I could still go back to that goddamn minute.

I had the bastard in Pietro’s scope; he just needed to take one step to the right, but then he pulled a kid—no more than two years old—into his arms, and I froze.

“Sir, we’re going to give you what you’re asking for, but let the girl go.”

The bastard laughed and pressed the gun to the little girl’s head while he kept bargaining. He was completely fucked in the head.

“Do I have your word?”

My voice came out steady. If he let her go without a scratch, I’d guarantee he made it to his cell alive.

“Give me the child, and you’ll have a deal in less than a second. That’s my word.”

We spent nearly an hour getting him what he wanted, because we were already out of time. Then a loud bang made us all turn our heads toward the big house where he was holed up. One dry, precise gunshot. My captain shot me a look, but I caved like a son of a bitch and stormed into the goddamn house. What I saw inside made me weep at the cruelty of human beings.

The girl had a bullet in her stomach, and her mother was lying dead beside her. The woman’s husband sat on the floor, the gun tossed next to the child. My heart stopped for a second. I was determined to change careers right then and there, because he wasn’t going to be arrested—he was going to be killed. On pure impulse, I shot him in the leg, and the bastard crumpled to the floor crying.

“Ambulance! Two-year-old child shot!”

I held that tiny body in my arms and begged God for mercy, begged for His kindness, begged for her life as if it were my own.

My hands were shaking, and the tears wanted to spill from my eyes. “Not now,” I kept telling myself. I didn’t break... I didn’t break when the paramedics arrived and took that little body from me, or when they were shouting that it was critical... I didn’t break when they started fighting for her life. I didn’t break when everything went silent, but I knew—eventually, I was going to fall.

I held on tight, kept my face straight, and let hope take hold when the first shout rang out:

“We’ve got a pulse!”

Just two words, and I clung to them. I followed her to the hospital, stayed by her side through the whole damn chaos. It was all too fast, too painful. A little girl fighting to hold on to her life... that should never happen.

“Live, little one, please live...” I begged in my head. A two-year-old on a bed, undergoing emergency stomach surgery, and I still hadn’t broken. Not yet... but I fell. I fell hard, especially when, in the end, the doctor’s words were:

“We tried everything, son, but she... she’s gone.”

And then I found myself in a hospital bathroom, sobbing my heart out. I only remembered feeling that pain once before—when a brother in uniform died right in front of me and I had to break the news to his family. And now I felt it again. Fuck, it was horrible.

[...]

Now I was home, in the shower, thinking, chewing over the same feeling of helplessness. Losses are hard. My son, my kid—he was fine, alive and safe—but that little girl lost her life... and it hurt that I couldn’t save her.

I should’ve been ready hours ago, especially since I was about to do what I’d volunteered for before that heart-shattering call came in. I knew I’d given my word, goddammit, I lived by my word and what it meant, but it was hard to go through with it, especially when I’d lost a life today.

I took a deep breath and stepped out of the bathroom.

I knew the chain of command. Czar was the president of the Descendants of the Devil club. I was one of many members, and if my superior needed me, I was there for him, like the soldier I was. Even if my heart was sick, even if I couldn’t think about anything but the life I’d lost in my arms... fuck. He needed me to keep an eye on his daughters, to make sure they were safe. But I couldn’t even take care of myself that night, so I told him that this time, I’d fail my word.

And in the end, he understood. Czar always understood when I needed my time alone. I sighed and thanked God my son was safe with his mother. I left the house, then got on my bike. I just let the speed calm me down. It was going to be a long night, and that was exactly what I didn’t need. I needed my son and a beer. I needed to forget—just that.

The streets falling away behind me only made me angrier. I wasn’t going fast enough, and I wanted to be. I wanted to go back in time and get inside that house before the bastard shot his daughter. I wanted to kill the motherfucker before he pulled the goddamn trigger... And that anger only made me want to go back to the precinct.

Not that I hadn’t tried to get a moment alone with that murderer. I was known as the “saint” always calm, the most patient one in the group, the guy who talks before he swings. But what nobody knew was that the devil had owned my soul for a long time.

Marcelus, my superior and friend, the SWAT team leader, stopped me. He saw the death of that bastard in my eyes when I tried to get him alone. Marcelus kept me sane, sending me home after he saw how much it had affected me. He said I needed to get out, that I was mixing things up, that I had to keep my mind steady, even though he was crying when he came to me.

I wanted so many things that night... The soldier in me screamed for revenge, but the man and the father in me needed rest. Before I did something I’d surely regret, I revved my girl harder and headed for Joe’s bar.

I parked, took off my helmet, and as I got off the bike, I grabbed my phone. Both Czar and Marcelus wanted to know where I was. I smiled. That’s family.

I answered both, telling them where I was, that I wasn’t going to do anything reckless, and that I’d stay safe. Maybe that would get them off my back for today.

I walked into the bar, and by some incredible stroke of bad luck, it was packed. A poster caught my eye. I walked over to the bulletin board and saw there was a show tonight. Great... another unnecessary festival. I went to the counter and ordered a beer. The faster I got drunk and went home, the better. Forgetting today was my goal.

“Rough night, young man?” Joe asked, while he was serving some women next to me. Shit, that night was way more than rough.

“A pretty hard night, old friend.”

He knew, and I was grateful he didn’t say anything more about it.

“Not every night’s a good one... drink up, man. You need it.”

He laughed with understanding, and we started a nice conversation about the weather. I needed a distraction. I pointed at the poster now behind me and asked:

“We’ve got a show tonight?”

Joe smiled, and I can say that was the first time I’d ever seen him smile like that.

“Fuck yeah, we do! She’s really good. Sings with a voice as light as a bird’s. Ever since I put her on that stage, the bar’s been packed. I want to keep her here every Thursday.”

She...

Curiosity got the better of me. It wasn’t every day someone got a compliment like that from an ex-soldier. Joe was certainly every bit as tough as Czar and Yuli.

“Who’s the singer?” I asked, taking another gulp of my beer.

Before Joe could answer me, the lights dimmed, leaving part of the bar nearly dark. At the back, a soft blue light came on, illuminating the small stage. The slender silhouette of a woman appeared, and silence followed her steps to the stool in front of the microphone. She didn’t say good evening or greet anyone—she just didn’t. Her hand touched the mic, testing the sound. When she saw it was perfect, the intro to a song began. I wasn’t good with song titles, but that one was definitely sad.

Her voice was thin but enchanting, and the notes came out of her mouth with astonishing mastery. Nothing else could be heard except her pitch-perfect voice and the soft sound of the piano.

I turned my body and faced the stage, just watching the great show in front of me. Every note gave me chills, every phrase that came out of those lips touched my heart and wrapped around it with tenderness.

I’d never heard anyone sing so well, with so much emotion or passion. The woman had her eyes closed, and even in the dim light it was visible, as if the lyrics of that song made her feel... free.

The song was about the beauty of unrequited love, about the longing of being hopelessly in love with someone. The pain of wanting to be the only one, even knowing you’re not. I didn’t know what that was like—I’d never suffered from that kind of love—but it seemed like the singer had... Who was she?

The question was hammering in my head. I didn’t remember hearing about anyone new in town. If she was already from here, why hadn’t she shown up before? Why hadn’t she shown her face? The emotion she conveyed with every phrase that came out of her lips was of an indescribable perfection. Only one woman had ever made me feel that way, and she was the one I’d nicknamed danger.

“Who is she?” I asked Joe.

He laughed again, but when I turned to him and saw how serious I was about my question, he stopped laughing. Joe leaned in and spoke low:

“Liana Lorenzini.”

Holy fucking shit, twice goddammit!

Present

I WAS TIRED, HUNGRY, and missing my son, surviving this shift on autopilot. Today was what I’d call a shit day. Leggero had always been calm, but lately it’s been different... still, isn’t it that bullshit they say: first comes the storm, then the calm? That calm could get here any time now.

I parked the patrol car and got out on autopilot. I just needed to get home. Asher Donovan, our rookie and future official SWAT member, grinned behind me. He loved being out on the streets. He gave a friendly slap on my shoulder:

“At least there’s only a few minutes left before we switch shifts. We survived, Jon.”

I smiled. We survived... What a joke!

It had been a calm shift, despite being long—no shots fired this time. And as a guy who always knew the storm was lurking, I only breathed easy when the handoff was actually done. I didn’t want to fire my gun today, not when it had been six years since I lost a two-year-old victim. That hit me every time, every goddamn year.

Fuck! She was the same age as my son back then. Of course that shit would be branded into me.

Marcelus, my leader, came toward me. When I looked up, I saw his trained eyes on me and my uniform. They were early! That man was one of my friends, brother to my best friend Pietro, and respected enough to have access to the most precious thing in my life: my son.

Marcelus had brought me into the Descendants, helped me with my son, and I’d always be loyal to him for that. He was my leader, but still a friend. A good man.

“Tell me I’ve got at least a few minutes before shift change!”

I smiled, drinking my soda. There were less than eight minutes left until my shift ended and he took my place.

“No, man, you showed up right on time! Who’s in the car with you?”

His shift would be later. Right now, he was a father; he and his wife, Savannah, were raising two kids. They were what I’d call a “perfect family,” all that margarine-commercial bullshit. Like my son would say... it was cute.

“Damn! Tuck’s with me today. Sav was asleep when I left, and Mamma’s watching the kids. I think I’m catching their cold; Sav’s already down.”

He dropped into the chair, sinking his clumsy body into it.

I grimaced. He looked terrible and was definitely sick, but I wouldn’t tell him that to his face. His kids were suffering, his wife was sick, and he was headed the same way.

“Shit, brother! At least Dave hasn’t caught it yet. Most of the kids at his school are sick; it’s practically a miracle my boy didn’t go down with them.”

A pained look crossed Marcelus’s face.

“Sick kids are ten times worse than sick adults, especially when they’re ours.”

I took another gulp of my soda and agreed wholeheartedly.

“The kids will be fine. Dave wants to play with them this Saturday. Will you be free, or should I pick up the boys?”

My phone chimed, telling me it was time to go, and I smiled when he growled, almost complaining:

“Pick them up! I’ll get them from your place at night... Before I forget, I didn’t get a chance to talk to you earlier. How are you dealing with her coming back?”

I was reaching for my bag to leave, and just the vague mention of her made me freeze. Marcelus had always known; he was one of my best friends, after all. He’d seen I was involved with her before I even knew it myself. He was a good observer, and I hadn’t been very discreet.

So the past decided to mess with me once again. The woman who took my breath away, who made me love her in her ugliest moment, was back home, too close to my heart... The heart she made sure to shatter when she ran. I didn’t hate her—no—and that’s why everything with Liana Lorenzini was so complicated. That woman had a reputation for destroying everything she touched, but she was the only one who put me back together, piece by piece, even if she tore me apart right after.

I turned and gave a sideways smile, hiding the fact that my heart still ached for her.

“Doesn’t change anything. She’s still untouchable... Relax, brother, I’ve got this whole mess under control.”

Lies, one after another, came out of my mouth. I grabbed my bag like a shield, because what the hell was I so nervous about? When I looked into his eyes, I had to stop myself from rolling mine. That little shit! Crossing his arms, he smiled, mocking me.

“Under control, huh... Well, man, then you won’t mind knowing she’s not alone this time. There’s a guy...”
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