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Enrico Ferrari

I TOSSED THE PEBBLE into the water, watching it skip until it vanished, and in that moment, I felt envy, because I wanted to disappear just like it. I wanted to go to the same place my parents were, so I wouldn’t have to suffer every day missing them and knowing I was a complete failure for not having died with them.

My chest was choked with so much pain and longing, but I couldn’t show it to anyone, which is why I was hiding near the pond in my aunt’s garden like a coward. My uncle taught me to be strong, but there were days I failed and wanted to give up on everything.

“Enrico, do you want to play with me?” I heard the delicate voice of one of my cousins approaching, pulling me from my troubled thoughts.

Serena was always trailing after me, looking at me with admiration, and it was incredible how she always found me, no matter where I was.

“Not right now, Serena,” I answered, wiping my face where the damn tears insisted on falling.

Her footsteps drew closer, and soon she was sitting on the grass beside me. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see her pink ballerina outfit, an activity she was already great at by the age of nine.

That outfit had practically become her second skin, but I thought it was cute and I liked watching her dance, because Serena had so much determination.

“You’re crying.” There was compassion and concern in her voice, but no judgment.

Of all her sisters, she was the only one who still tried to make me feel like part of the family, the only one who came near me and cared about my feelings. Even being so young, Serena was very smart.

“No, men don’t cry.” I turned my face away so she couldn’t see my weakness.

“It’s okay to cry. Daddy cried too when his brother died,” she whispered the last part, because the brother in question was my father.

And today marked three years since my father and mother were taken from me. Three years since I came to live with my uncle’s family, where I felt like a fish out of water, even though he always treated me like a son.

I was still an intruder here.

“Do you think they’re somewhere?” I asked, watching the pond in front of me.

“Mommy told me once that when people die, they become stars. They’re watching over you from up there, and in the meantime, we watch over you down here.” She took my hand, and in that moment, I felt an inexplicable comfort. “I’ll never leave your side, Enrico. I’ll be your family.”

I looked at our intertwined fingers, then raised my eyes to her perfect smile and the most beautiful, enchanting eyes I had ever seen in my life.

Serena was, without a doubt, the prettiest of her sisters. There was a special glow about her, one that radiated peace. Whenever she appeared, she could comfort me and bring a feeling of home, as if she were my home itself.

“You’ll be by my side forever?” I asked hopefully, wanting to hear a promise she couldn’t possibly keep.

“Forever. It’s a promise.” Her smile widened. “Do you want to play with me now?” She picked up two dolls she’d brought with her.

“Why don’t you call your sisters?” I asked, feeling my mood lift.

“Chiara doesn’t like playing with dolls, Eleonora only likes the piano, and Antonella got red lipstick all over my doll last time,” she mumbled sadly, listing everything I already knew.

It was amazing how all her sisters had such different personalities, and Serena stood out among them for her love and kindness.

“Alright, but just for a little while. And you can’t tell anyone I did this or I’ll be a laughingstock,” I whispered, pretending it was our secret.

“Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me.” She perked up, making a shushing motion over her mouth, the brown curls of her short hair bouncing. “Who do you want to be today? Elizabeth the ballerina, or Charlotte, the jealous sister?”

I smiled automatically, feeling like an idiot for not being able to say no to her. Of course I’d play dolls with that girl, even though I was already twelve.

“Today I’ll be Charlotte.” I took the blonde doll, who wore a vulgar red dress and had her face smeared with red lipstick.

“You always choose her,” Serena replied, not surprised in the least.

“And would you ever let me choose the ballerina?” I arched an eyebrow, seeing a pout form on her rosy lips.

“No, she’s my favorite, and one day, I’m going to be just like her, the best ballerina in the world!” she said excitedly.

“You already are the best, angel.”

I noticed her cheeks flush at the compliment, and on impulse, Serena leaned in and left a kiss on my cheek.

“And you’re the best cousin in the world to me.”

“You don’t have another cousin, do you?” I teased, trying to disguise the nervousness she caused me, which was just too strange.

“No, but if I did, you’d still be the best,” she answered proudly.

“Good, because you’re the best to me.” I gave her a wink.

“Enrico, when we grow up, can you marry me?” Serena turned serious and changed the subject, leaving me disconcerted.

“Why are you asking me that, Serena?”

“I don’t want to marry anyone else.”

“We can’t, angel. We’re cousins,” I said calmly, trying not to disappoint her.

“I’m scared of other men. I heard Mommy talking about one of her friend’s husbands—he used to hit her. But you’re a prince, like in the stories I read, and you still play dolls with me.”

I would have laughed at the prince mention, because I was far from one, but the idea of a man hurting her angered me. I couldn’t picture Serena grown up, married to some imbecile who might hurt her, because that idea was strangely haunting.

“Hey, stop thinking about those things. No man is going to hurt you. I’ll never let anyone hurt you.” I touched her face, trying to get her to smile back.

“Promise?”

“You promised to be by my side forever, and I promise to take care of you,” I vowed, leaving a kiss on her forehead.
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Serena Ferrari

8 Years Later

I PEERED THROUGH THE crack in the wooden door, my heart pounding, my cheeks burning with the fear of being caught. My body always reacted this way when I was near Enrico, or spying on him, as I was now.

He had always made me feel this way, ever since he came to live with us. Enrico, though he seemed cold to others, was gentle with me. He had an intense, mysterious gaze, and he always saved his beautiful smile just for me, as if I were special. I liked to compare him to the princes in the books I read, realizing he was completely different from the cruel men around us, the ones they called mafiosi.

My heart beat hard for Enrico, and I carried a deep desire to become his wife one day. I wouldn’t accept belonging to anyone else, only to him, even though it was wrong and forbidden in every possible way.

I startled for a moment, watching him smash his lamp against the wall, reminding me of what had brought me here. It wasn’t often I saw Enrico angry, but today, strangely, he was destroying his room, which worried me about what could have happened.

“Who’s there?” His voice echoed firmly as he looked in my direction.

I was shocked because I hadn’t made a sound, even though I was acting like a sick person, watching him through his bedroom door where anyone in the hallway could have caught me.

I thought about running and cowering, but I wasn’t raised to be a coward or to bow my head to anyone. So, I took a step forward, entering the room and revealing myself to my cousin, who arched an eyebrow upon seeing me.

“Serena? What are you doing here?” He took a step toward me, letting me get a better look at his state.

His straight, short, dark hair was disheveled. He wore only pants, his chest and arms on full display, which unsettled me for a moment.

“I was on my way to ballet class and heard a noise from your room. I was worried about you.”

His gaze swept over my black leotard and he nodded, stopping inches from my body, making it seem like all the air had left the room.

“I saw you dancing yesterday. You were incredible.” His voice was soft now, and he no longer seemed irritated.

“Why were you angry?” I asked, not wanting him to change the subject.

Enrico stretched his neck, observing the mess he’d made in his own room. When he looked back at me, he forced an embarrassed smile, seeming to realize he’d fucked up.

“I wasn’t,” he failed at lying.

“You seemed angry.”

“It’s nothing you need to worry about.”

“But I do worry. I don’t like seeing you troubled,” I replied seriously.

Enrico kept his calm expression, seeming to find my genuine concern amusing.

“I love your eyes, you know? Whenever I look into them, I feel like I’m lost in that vast, blue expanse.” His voice was barely a whisper as he watched me with a certain fascination.

“Do you like me?” I gathered the courage to ask, feeling euphoria take hold of me.

“Who wouldn’t like you, angel? You’re perfect, Serena.” His light answer made me smile.

“Not that perfect. I crave the wrong thing all the time.”

“You’re the most obedient of your sisters. You probably don’t even know what ‘wrong’ is,” Enrico mocked, clicking his tongue.

That was a half-truth. I always tried to obey and respect my father, unlike Chiara, who seemed to have her own divergent opinions, and Antonella, who pretended not to care about anything, living as if life were just about buying expensive clothes and useless makeup. And Eleonora, well, she just had to smile to have our father at her feet, completely manipulated.

“Enrico, if I ask for something, will you give it to me?” I asked thoughtfully.

“Anything you want, angel. I’ll always give you what you want. Just ask.”

My stomach filled with butterflies, making me feel brave. I always felt this way around him, as if I were free to do anything without being judged for who I was.

“It’s just... I wanted to know what it’s like to be kissed.” My voice was low as I stared at his mouth, which looked perfect.

His eyes widened slightly and he opened his mouth, stammering as he tried to speak. It made me want to laugh because it wasn’t easy to unsettle him.

“Serena...”

“I’m already seventeen, and I know I’ll only be kissed when my father marries me off to some man I’ll despise. I just didn’t want to ruin my first kiss with a stranger.” My words came out in a rush.

“And why do you think you wouldn’t ruin it with me?” he asked, and I noticed he was tense.

“You’re different, Enrico.”

“You don’t know many men to prove that.”

“Have you kissed someone?”

“You’d better not ask something if you won’t like the answer.”

I really wouldn’t like to know, because the thought of him with another girl made me utterly sick.

“You don’t want to kiss me?” I asked, afraid of being rejected, but Enrico just seemed nervous.

“Don’t ask me that. Your father will kill me, Serena. I’m training hard to be the next underboss. I can’t throw it all away now because I couldn’t control my own emotions.”

“No one has to know. It’ll just be a kiss I’ll keep only for myself. I need to know if the feeling is like what the books I read describe.”

“Ah, Serena...” He ran his hands through his hair, frustrated, starting to pace in circles around the room. “Why are you doing this shit to me?”

“You said you’d do anything,” I accused.

“What you’re asking is beyond reason. I’m your cousin, and this isn’t some fairy tale from your books.”

I widened my eyes at his momentary outburst. He didn’t usually talk to me like that, but it seemed I’d managed to irritate him with the idea of a kiss.

Who did I think I was? Enrico didn’t want to kiss me or harbor any feelings for me. We’re cousins, and that should be disgusting.

I was so ashamed, but the irritation from the rejection was stronger, and I couldn’t stop myself from saying something stupid:

“Fine, I’m sorry to bother you. I’ll see if one of my bodyguards will take pity on me and act out my fairy tales.” I forced a smile, feeling utterly mortified.

“Don’t you dare. What the hell is wrong with you today?”

“I...”

“If I find out any fucking guard laid a hand on you, it won’t be your father who cuts the bastard’s hands off,” he threatened, and I saw pure rage flash in his light eyes.

“I don’t like it when you lose your temper,” I said, and he took a deep breath, surprised at his own outburst.

Enrico took a step back and scratched his head, disoriented.

“I’m sorry, but what you said doesn’t sit right with me. You’d better forget this kissing idea and go to your class.” He jerked his head toward the door.

I quickly shook my head because I wasn’t going to give up that easily, especially now that I knew my feelings were returned. If we felt something this strong for each other, we should fight for it.

“I don’t want to forget.” My voice sounded determined.

“You don’t even know what you’re saying. You’re confused.”

“I’m not confused!” I shouted, seeing his eyes widen at my outburst. “I just want to feel what love is like, even once in my life, since my destiny won’t let me be with the only man I want.”

I turned my back on him, planning to flee as fast as possible and never look at his face again, so great was the shame I felt in that moment. But my whole body ignited when he grabbed my arm, turning me back until I was against his body.

I forgot how to breathe when his hands cupped my cheeks, touching my whole face as if appreciating every detail.

His breathing was heavy, and he inhaled deeply when his thumb brushed my lower lip in a caress that made my entire body shiver.

“You’re in my thoughts constantly. If I kiss you now, it will turn my life into a living hell, because I’ll never be able to have you for myself. So be kind to both of us and leave this room while there’s still some sanity left in me.”

My chest swelled with joy and euphoria at that confession, and my legs trembled. In an act of courage, I rose onto my toes and stole a quick kiss.

It was just a brush of lips, so good it drove the butterflies in my stomach wild, making me sigh and wrap my arms around his neck because I didn’t trust my own legs to hold me up.

“Fuck, Serena,” Enrico growled, pulling my lip between his teeth, and then his tongue was in my mouth.

He kissed me with all his passion and desire, taking everything from me, but his hands didn’t dare touch me. They were stiff at his sides, his body tense.

I didn’t want just a kiss; I wanted everything he could give me. But that wouldn’t be possible if I were the only one willing to fight here.

“Why won’t you touch me?” I pulled back slightly, running my thumb over his swollen lips.

Enrico squeezed his eyes shut tightly, as if in pain, making me extremely worried. But when he opened them, I saw so much passion, so much love burning in his blue irises.

“If I touch you, I’ll be dragging us both into a sin there’s no coming back from. If I touch you, you’ll be mine, and not even your father will stop me from having you.”

“I want that, Enrico,” I whispered, running my hand over his cheek, but he turned his face away slightly, seeming locked in an internal conflict.

“You’re still too young. You need to be sure of what you want, and I won’t destroy your life or your family.”

“My life won’t make sense without you. And don’t talk like you’re so old. We’re only three years apart.”

“You’d better stay away from me from now on,” he sighed, pulling away from my body. “I need you to leave. Now... Actually, I’ll leave,” he said, disconcerted, fleeing from me as if I were a contagious disease.

“But the room is yours...” I murmured as he left me alone.

I hugged myself, feeling my chest tighten with pain. In that moment, I promised myself I would bury that forbidden feeling before it slowly destroyed me.
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Serena Ferrari

5 Years Later

I’D NEVER WANTED TO kill anyone before, not even living in the middle of so much violence. But right at that moment, bile rose in my throat and my hands clenched into fists, my nails digging so hard into my palms I wished I had a gun right there.

I just wanted a gun so I wouldn’t have to tear out the throat of the woman moaning my cousin’s name like a bitch with my own bare hands.

I was a fool. At twenty-two, I was still dreaming of a fairy tale that would never exist. I’d been in love with only one man my entire life, a man who was forbidden to me, because he had my family’s blood running through his veins.

I tried, I swear I tried to rip this feeling out of me. There were moments I wanted to tear my own heart out for feeling so filthy. But it hurt so much to look at Enrico and know he would never be mine.

And now I was here, on the other side of the door, listening to him fuck some random slut. Because unlike the women, the men in the mafia could do whatever they wanted. They could screw as many whores as they liked until they got married, but a daughter of a family? No. I had to stay pure for my husband and would belong to only one man. But, ironically, the only man I wanted couldn’t be mine and was having a grand old time with other women.

Was it my fate to spend my life spying on him from behind a door, until he married someone and left this place? Or would I have to endure his wife’s presence under my own roof?

I couldn’t bear that pain. I’d rather leave everything and run from this place than witness such an absurdity. But I knew it was bound to happen. Either I or he would marry at some point, an arranged marriage with some important mafia family. Because that’s how it had to be. Everything for the family.

It was late at night and I’d only gone to get a glass of water from the kitchen when I heard the noises coming from his room. I’d mustered all my strength to be here, spying.

I bitterly regretted leaving my room, because now I felt like a fool and a failure. My mother raised me to be a strong woman, a lady who knew how to conduct herself, not a foolish sinner crying in corners over her forbidden cousin.

I gave a weak, failed smile, lifted my head, and continued on my way to the kitchen, because I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep anymore tonight.

I made a hot chocolate and sat on the counter, wiping away the tears of anger that streamed down my face—tears I couldn’t control, because there were too many feelings inside me.

Feelings I had no control over, feelings I didn’t even understand how I’d come to have.

How much longer would I suffer for a man who would never be mine? And the saddest part of all was being certain that I would never be able to love another man, that my fate was to be unhappy, in the hands of some stranger my father would arrange for me to marry.

Chiara was happy with her husband, even though she’d hated him and he was a fucking psychopath. She fell in love with the man who wanted to kill her. Could that possibly happen to me, too?

“Serena?”

My body shuddered when I heard the voice that haunted my thoughts. I didn’t want to see him now. I was too angry, feeling betrayed because of the madness in my own head.

Enrico was free to do whatever he wanted. He could fuck every woman in the Cosa Nostra except me, and that was so cruel.

“Can’t sleep?” He was getting closer.

I could smell his cologne mixed with the scent of some cheap whore, making me hate the woman who was probably upstairs waiting for him.

“I was hungry,” I whispered, squeezing the mug in my hands, feeling like I could snap it in half.

“Is there any for me? I love your hot chocolate.” His voice sounded cheerful, and for the first time, I wanted to throw that hot chocolate in his face.

I wanted to hurt him, the same way he hurt me without even knowing it.

“No.” My reply was curt.

“Are you okay?” There was concern in his voice.

“I’m great.”

“You sure?”

Now he was standing in front of me, wearing only sweatpants, leaving his arms and muscles exposed—the same ones that bitch must have touched plenty. I didn’t waste any more time looking at his body, I just met his confused gaze.

“You should go back to your room. It’s disrespectful to keep your company waiting.” My voice sounded haughty, but I didn’t care.

I want Enrico to feel all my pain and anger, to regret what he did. But why would he regret it? He owed me nothing.

“No one’s waiting for me,” he said hesitantly, and I noticed his jaw was tight, his expression ashamed, as if he’d done something wrong.

“I walked past the hallway. It was pretty clear you weren’t alone.” My reply was laced with irony.

“She’s already gone. I’m sorry about that.”

“Sorry for what?” I arched an eyebrow, watching him become completely flustered.

I hated that he was ignoring all this. I wasn’t the only one feeling something here.

“I don’t know. I didn’t want to bother anyone or draw attention, but that woman was...” He stumbled over his words, running a hand through his hair.

“I’m going back to my room. Goodnight.” I stood up, not wanting to hear any more.

I needed to spare us both that embarrassment.

“Serena, wait.” His hand touched my arm and I jerked away as if his touch burned me.

Enrico looked at me, surprised for a moment, because I’d never acted that way with him before.

“Don’t touch me,” I said aggressively, but from his expression, I was acting like a madwoman, so I softened my voice. “Please.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you,” he said, and I saw sincerity in his eyes, which now looked troubled.

“Why do you think you’re hurting me?” My voice cracked and I was so choked up I could fall apart at any moment.

He raised his hand slowly and brushed my cheek, and only then did I realize I was crying again.

I pushed his hand away roughly and turned my face so I wouldn’t humiliate myself further.

“I think you’d better go back to your room.” He took a deep breath and stepped away from me, as if I were some curse in his life.

I’d fallen in love with a coward.

“And I think I’m old enough to decide what I do or don’t do,” I retorted seriously, making him arch an eyebrow. “Goodnight, cousin.”

[image: ]

THE NEXT DAY, WHEN I found my family for breakfast, Enrico was among them, and I did my best to ignore his sideways glances at me.

I was still angry about what happened yesterday and blamed him entirely for making me suffer like this. That man had taken my heart without even trying, and now he was crushing it between his fingers as if it were nothing.

“Serena, in two weeks we’re holding a ceremony for you,” my father commented, grabbing my attention.

“For what reason, Dad?” I asked, confused.

“Tommaso Rinaldi, the eldest son of the Capo from New York, is coming to meet you. He’s of marrying age, and so are you. Now that Chiara is married, you’ll be next,” he said naturally, as if it were no big deal.

Everyone stopped eating to watch me, and silence reigned at the table as if they were waiting for my reaction.

My cutlery clattered against the plate and I looked up at my father, feeling my chest tighten. He looked at me calmly and with pride, certain I would obey his order without a second thought—and that was exactly what I would do, even though my heart was being shredded right now.

I would never say no to my father, because I was raised to respect him and to be sure he always chose what was best for me. I am a Don’s daughter and I have a destiny to fulfill. The day I would marry a stranger would come regardless; there was no escaping it.

I just hoped my marriage wouldn’t be a chaotic mess like Chiara’s and that my husband wouldn’t be some crazy psychopath out for revenge.

“Yes, Father.” My voice sounded firm, even though I was crumbling inside.

“I always knew you wouldn’t give me any trouble about marrying, dear. Tommaso is a good man, he has a firm hand. He’ll be a good capo in the future, and you’ll like him.”

Enrico forced a cough, drawing everyone’s attention, making an irritating, abrupt noise with his chair as he stood up. I looked at his face, noticing he was turning red and his posture was tense.

“Something wrong, Enrico?”

“I just wasn’t aware of this ceremony,” he replied, staring at my father, looking somewhat upset.

“It was decided last minute,” Stefano replied calmly, and Enrico nodded, even though he seemed displeased.

“Excuse me, I need to take care of some things.” That was all he said before leaving hurriedly.

I shook my head, turning my attention back to my plate even though I’d already lost my appetite. My stomach was churning now.

“I love weddings, and this one will be very interesting,” Antonella commented with a mocking smile in my direction, even though there was no humor in it.

I wonder why she hates being our sister so much.

“I don’t think marrying a stranger is interesting,” Eleonora spoke up in my defense.

She was always the smartest of us and wasn’t afraid to give her opinion.

“Chiara married a stranger and now she seems happy,” my mother commented calmly, because she was always in favor of marriages.

“After he tried to kill our father and kidnapped her,” Antonella retorted rudely.

“We won’t discuss that matter at the table. It only concerns Chiara and her husband,” my father interjected.

“He’s a bastard who tried to destroy our family, and yet you coddle him like a son,” Antonella shot back.

“Otto became a son to me the moment he married your sister and honored his word to take care of her. So, I don’t want anyone here insulting him.”

Antonella pursed her lips beside me, completely dissatisfied with the answer. She’d hated Otto and Chiara since Nicolas’s death.

“Excuse me, I’m finished.” I wiped my lips and stood up, not wanting to hear that conversation anymore.

Lately, it wasn’t pleasant to sit at the table with them, because there was always some argument. Our family seemed to be deteriorating bit by bit. And I didn’t want my marriage to cause as much misery as Chiara’s had.

“Are you all right, daughter?”

“Yes, Father, I just need to get to work.”

“Have a good day, dear.” My mother offered me a loving smile.

I nodded, saying goodbye to everyone, hurrying away from their presence before I fell apart right there. It wasn’t easy to maintain a false front when you were broken inside. What they saw of me was just the face of an untouched, perfect doll, molded to please them.

I just didn’t think I could keep up that charade for much longer.
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Enrico Ferrari

I’D MASTERED THE ART of controlling my emotions from an early age. An impulsive man wouldn’t last in a position like mine; I was here to be my Don’s support and to solve every problem that arose in the organization.

Stefano trusted me with his life and his family’s without a second thought. He just didn’t know I was a massive traitor, that deep down I nursed a powerful obsession for his daughter, my cousin, my own flesh and blood.

It was wrong in every conceivable way.

I entered the shooting range, walled in glass, and walked straight to the weapons table. I didn’t gear up, just grabbed a Glock and took aim at the targets, obliterating every one.

I imagined I was the bastard Stefano thought he’d give Serena to as a wife. He was out of his mind if he thought I’d let that happen.

“Hey, man, you okay?” Angelo ran toward me when he saw I was destroying the place.

“Leave me alone.” I dropped the gun when it was empty and reached for another.

“What’s the problem? I can help you fix it. You don’t have to carry this alone. Is it the Mexicans again?”

“She’s getting married.” I was almost breathless saying that goddamn sentence.

It still hadn’t sunk in that I was going to lose the only woman who’d ever made me feel anything.

“Who’s getting married?” I didn’t answer, and silence hung between us until he sighed. “Serena? Of course it’s her. You wouldn’t be like this over another woman.”

“I have to do something to stop it.”

I moved away from the weapons, pacing the room, disturbed, a fist pressed to my mouth, finding no solution to the problem.

“It was obvious Stefano would try to marry off his second-oldest now that Chiara’s settled,” Angelo tried to console me, but it wasn’t helping.

“I can’t stand by and watch her marry some random piece of shit. I’d rather die.”

“Why don’t you tell Stefano the truth? Tell him how you feel about his daughter, ask for her hand. You’re the underboss of this family; there’s no better man for Serena than you.”

“Are you insane? We’re cousins.” I lowered my voice so no one would risk overhearing this conversation, which shouldn’t even be happening.

“Didn’t people marry close relatives before? It’s not the end of the world.” He shrugged, as if it were that simple.

“The end of the world will be when Stefano tears my head off for such dishonor,” I said bitterly, hating my life.

“Isn’t that Chiara’s husband’s specialty?” He tried to make some kind of joke, but it fell flat.

“You think this shit is funny?”

“You’re exaggerating. Stefano raised you like a son; he’d never hurt you.”

“That’s the whole problem. Stefano gave me everything I have today. And how do I thank him? By obsessing over his daughter? He has every right to kill me if he wants.”

“At least you have a chance,” he muttered, his thoughts elsewhere, reminding me of his own crazy fixation on Antonella.

Antonella was definitely the worst daughter Stefano could have. Not even a snake could be as venomous and treacherous as her. But somehow, in a way I couldn’t understand, Angelo had become enchanted by the cobra, even though she treated him like a piece of shit simply because he was a soldier.

“I have no idea what you see in Antonella, but you’d better give it up. You deserve better.” I sighed, starting to calm down.

“Antonella is just misunderstood.” He frowned, annoyed as he always got when someone spoke ill of his protected one.

“She’s completely nuts and got worse after the ‘love’ of her life died.” I made a crazy sign toward my own head.

“Now that the stupid pretty boy is dead, maybe she’ll notice the people around her. She might even notice me.”

“She treats you like garbage, man.”

“Deep down, I know she could feel something for me. She just can’t accept that I don’t have an important position.”

“You train all our men. There’s no position more important than yours, my friend.” I slapped him on the shoulder, trying to encourage him.

“But does her father see it that way? He’ll want to marry his daughter to a capo’s son,” he grumbled.

“He gave Chiara to an enforcer. If you’re really serious about Antonella, impress Stefano. He respects you,” I encouraged.

“You should take your own advice.” He gave me a suggestive look.

“You know my situation is different.” I sighed, moving away from him.

No one could understand what I felt for that woman. It was frightening, even to me.

“I know you’ll lose the woman you love if you don’t do something fast,” his voice was serious now.

He was absolutely right, but my hands were tied. I knew this moment would come one day, but I thought I would have gotten over the passion I felt for the woman who should only be my cousin and foster sister.

But Serena was imprinted on everything, and even if I searched for her in other women, I’d never find another like her.
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I WAITED FOR SERENA outside her work, after sending Ricky, her bodyguard, to get a coffee because I wanted to be alone with the heiress.

I paced the sidewalk outside the school, wondering what the hell I was doing, when she appeared with a bag over her shoulder and an empty look.

Serena was downcast, but her eyes widened as soon as she saw me, and she maintained a serious posture.

“What are you doing here?” Her question didn’t sound as pleased as I would have liked.

“Came to give you a ride,” I said, trying not to sound like an idiot.

“Where’s Ricky?” She looked around, searching for her bodyguard.

“I sent him for a coffee.”

“You sent away my bodyguard?” She arched an eyebrow, disbelieving.

“Technically, I’m his boss,” I replied, annoyed by the way she was looking at me now.

It was as if she despised my attitude, and I was used to seeing only looks of admiration from her.

“And are you going to boss me around too?” She challenged me with those incredible eyes shining with audacity, which was new coming from her.

Serena had always been sweet and gentle, but since yesterday she’d been acting strange with me, with an aggressiveness I’d never seen in her.

It was odd at first, but I confess I was curious to discover the reason for all that anger, even though I already suspected it was because of the girl I took home last night.

I was in deep shit if that was it, because even though I was good at disguising my feelings, Serena wasn’t very subtle. I’d always felt her curious, passionate eyes on me my whole life. At first, I thought it was just a silly crush on her part, because she didn’t spend time with other men, but now I understood the gravity of our situation, because I felt the same things she did.
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