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CHAPTER 1
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Niccolo Ascari

FAMILY IS A FUCKING joke.

You spend your whole life thinking you know people, until the moment the truth comes out and everything you thought you knew about who you are dissolves like smoke.

Ever since I found out about my paternity, I’ve been avoiding my parents, dodging any confrontation. I don’t need explanations, I don’t want to hear their excuses, I just want distance.

I threw myself headfirst into the family business, burying myself in mafia problems with Salvatore and the others. I helped Matteo kidnap the rival mob’s Don, then went to rescue the consigliere’s wife from the wrong hands.

The operations never stop, and each mission is a chance to push the pain from my mind, to escape a little from the goddamn truth that haunts me.

Focusing on finding that bastard Tommaso has also been an escape valve, as if eliminating the son of a bitch who tried to kill Vincenzo was the only thing I had left to do now.

I descend the stairs with heavy steps. The silence of the house is almost suffocating, until I see my mother standing in the entrance hall. She’s waiting for me with anxious eyes, hoping for something she knows isn’t going to happen.

Shit!

I was almost certain that if I came back to this mansion, she’d make the goddamn effort to come after me.

I bet it was that big-mouthed maid who told her I arrived last night.

They can never just leave me the hell alone.

“Figlio, we need to talk,” Mamma says, her voice hesitant.

I cross my arms, leaning against the wall, a crooked smile forming at the corner of my lips.

“Talk? Well, Mamma, what a fine time to want to talk, don’t you think? Didn’t we have a whole lifetime for that?” My voice drips sarcasm, mixing Portuguese with Italian, as I always do when the anger boils under my skin.

She takes a step forward, but I wait for her reply.

“I grew up believing that bastard Giorgio was my papà, and now I discover that all this time Ignazio was right here, playing the good Samaritan. A secret so well kept, huh? You only told me because you had no choice, since Vincenzo was between life and death. Bravo, Mamma, a real spectacle.” I take the cigarette from my pocket with calculated calm, spinning the lighter between my fingers, but I snap it before even trying to light it. The sound of shattering plastic echoes in the charged silence.

“Nicco, please, let me explain...” Her voice wavers.

I laugh, low and humorless.

“Explain what? That I’m a mistake you tried to hide from Nonna? That you lived a lie out of fear of that manipulative old woman? The signora is pathetic.”

“I will not allow you to speak to your mamma that way.” A firm voice cuts the air before she can answer.

Ignazio appears in the doorway, his presence heavy with authority.

“Regardless of our mistakes, our failings, everything your mamma did was to protect you. Even if in a twisted way. If you don’t want to listen now, if you want to cool your head, that’s your right. But don’t think I’ll allow you to insult her.” He doesn’t raise his voice, but the weight of each word is clear.

I cross my arms again, staring at him with a look bordering on disdain, but I stay silent. Not out of respect, but because I’ve already decided their words carry no weight anymore.

I snatch the car keys off the table without even looking at them.

“You can’t leave like this!” Mamma grabs my arm tightly, desperation clear in her tone. “I know you’re not well. It’s dangerous to get behind the wheel with a hot head. Your papà and I will leave your house, but please, stay here and calm down.”

“You really don’t know me, do you?” I laugh, a dry, empty sound, as I pull my arm from her grasp with a sharp movement. “No need to worry. I’m excellent at making bad decisions, maestra.”

“Niccolò, enough!” Papà steps forward, the tension radiating from him visible. “She’s just worried, as am I.”

“Ah, Papà, now you want to play the father? How convenient!” My tone is icy and cutting. “But don’t worry, I’m not going to go out and smash things up just to prove a point.” I turn my back before they can say another word, the sound of the keys spinning in my hand echoing in the space.

When I slam the door behind me, the silence is louder than any words they could have spoken.

I get into the Bugatti and accelerate, adrenaline pounding hard in my veins as the engine roars. The road stretches out before me, but the music on the radio can’t keep up with the growing tension inside me. I grab the vape from the glove compartment and take a deep drag. The fruity flavor is almost tasteless against the fire consuming my chest.

I try to push the anger away, as if I could simply drown it in nicotine and speed, but it won’t leave. The dark need consumes me, crawling through my guts. The desire for blood, for violence, for destruction blends into an insane mix of craving and control. Every curve in the road makes me grip the steering wheel tighter, as if the tension in my fingers could somehow control the storm inside me.

They deceived me!

They lied to me!

Ignazio was always a good father, I can’t complain about that. I grew up calling him that, even thinking he was just my stepfather, and finding out he’s my blood father should be a relief, but it’s not. Because it came wrapped in lies and manipulations that only existed because of these damn archaic traditions the Ascari family insists on carrying.

And the main culprit?

That demonic Nonna, with her pride rooted in Italian lineage, her suffocating rules, and her unbearable control over everything and everyone.

But Papà and Mamma carry that Italian lineage pride too.

Ignazio made sure to secure my Italian citizenship when I was still a baby, through jus sanguinis—a right acquired by blood—even though I was born in Brazil, because it was important to them.

But it was never just about papers.

Italy wasn’t just a distant place; it was the air we breathed at home. The language, the traditions, even the smell of the food...

Everything harkened back to the land Mamma and Papà loved so much. And, in a way, I learned to love and be proud of it too.

Italy isn’t just the country of my ancestors; it’s a heritage I carry in my blood, so much so that I consider myself Italian to the last strand of hair. That’s how I see myself, and how people in my social circle see me too.

Even when I’m consumed by hatred for all the lies that came with that legacy.

And the worst of it?

Knowing they would have taken the truth of my paternity to the grave, if not for the circumstances that almost destroyed us.

I want to crush, consume, and destroy, until all the pain turns into absolute emptiness. Chaos pulses in me, not as a weakness, but as a constant invitation. I yearn to feel the snap of power in my fingers, the heat of collapse around me, yet I keep every impulse locked inside.

Not out of morality, but because I learned that true control lies in choosing when to unleash the monster.

Papà saw it early on, a dark side in me, when I pitilessly incinerated a rat. He knew my mind was fertile ground for chaos, but also a lethal weapon, as long as I was the only one to pull the trigger.

With my thoughts organized, I head to the party. The rhythm of my breathing is controlled, almost mechanical, and I force myself to maintain the façade everyone expects to see.

The masquerade ball, organized by one of my family company’s partners, awaits me.

Fulfilling the social calendar is part of the game: showing face, strengthening business alliances, and, of course, keeping up appearances.

None of it really interests me, but I know it’s necessary.

A power game disguised as cordiality. A game I know how to play very well.

Papà is retired, and Vincenzo and I run the business now. My brother, as always, fulfills his schedule with precision, but he lets me know he’ll leave early to enjoy the night with his wife and kids.

As for me...

Well, I’ll stay.

I always stay.

Because it’s when the family men, like Vincenzo, retreat to their perfect lives, that the true face of the social circle emerges: an orgy of excess, secrets, and corruption that feeds something dark inside me.

The mask settles on my face like a second skin, shaping not just my features, but also hiding my emotions.

Today, I am the perfect man everyone expects to see, yet no one has a clue who I really am. Beneath that façade lies only an insatiable need for chaos, for control, for dominion.

I imagine their perfect lives being shattered and their masks of virtue falling away, revealing the same emptiness I carry.

It’s almost comical.

They look to my smile for confirmation that I’m one of them.

Poor fools.

My lips curve into a gentle smile, the kind they love to see, the kind that says, “I’m here to please.” That smile is just another mask, disguising what’s really happening behind my eyes.

I hand the key to the valet with the same precision and indifference as someone handing over a bidder’s paddle at an auction, without a trace of emotion.

The ballroom is calm, almost boring, with banal conversations and empty smiles. It’s the typical early phase of a party, where everyone is trying their hardest to seem more than human, almost as if they’re in a display case.

The soft light of the room reflects off the crystal glasses, the golden masks, and the expensive fabrics, but none of it draws me in.

What really matters isn’t here.

I’m not really here.

My mind wanders, floats as if my body were a mere accessory to what interests me.

I join Vincenzo, who, as always, is with his family, playing the “good guy.” Their conversation is full of empty words, mechanical compliments, and promises no one will keep. Meanwhile, my eyes scan the room, because I know where the opportunities are. The women with furtive glances, the perfect bodies disguised by expensive dresses, all surrendering to this dance of “who’s who,” as if life were a play.

But, unlike everyone else, I’m not playing to impress.

I play to win.

Vincenzo smiles at me with the look of a deeply concerned brother.

I bet Mamma must have called him and told him I wouldn’t listen to her.

I return the smile with a nod, and the ball continues, but I only see shadows, voices speaking to the wind, and movements that don’t touch me. The game is just beginning, yet no one knows that, for me, it ended before it even started.

“Have you chosen your dance partner yet, fratello, or has Isabella confiscated your free pass for fun?” I tease, and my brother rolls his eyes.

“You should try to behave, for once. Not everything is a game.” He brings his glass to his lips with a discreet smile.

“You know me, Vinnie.” I lean slightly to the side as if sharing a secret. “If I stop playing, I lose my charm. But go on, tell me, what’s the new excuse for you being bored before dessert?”

“The responsibility of keeping the famiglia intact.” Vincenzo looks at Isabella and then back at me. “But, for a change, I’m here fulfilling the protocol while you... play your cards as always.”

“Someone has to liven up this mummy party. But, speaking seriously, is the host having trouble? He mentioned something about those contracts with the Orlandis at dinner last time.”

Vincenzo sighs, clearly hesitating before answering.

“He mentioned the Orlandis are pushing for an adjustment to the agreement. Something about operational costs and new partners.” His eyes narrow. “Nothing we can’t resolve with a conversation, Nicco. We don’t need to turn this into a spectacle.”

“Who said I’d make a spectacle? I’m just interested in the details.” My smile grows, predatory. “We’re not conceding.”

It’s at this moment the host approaches, accompanied by a gorgeous woman in a red dress who barely disguises her glances in my direction. Vincenzo greets the man with his usual cordiality, while I limit myself to a smile that barely masks my disinterest.

“Gentlemen, it’s an honor to have you here.” The host, Miguel, sounds polite, but his tension is evident.

“The honor is ours,” Vincenzo says with his always-impeccable tone.

“I hope everything is in order with the contracts we discussed at dinner last time.” I cut off any attempt at small talk, my gaze briefly sliding to the woman beside him, who lowers her eyes as if caught doing something wrong.

“On Monday, the contract will be on the table for review. You can count on my complete transparency.”

My eyebrow arches almost imperceptibly, yet the smile on my face remains.

“Transparency, is it?” I repeat the term with a lightly amused tone, swirling the glass in a lazy motion. “I like that. It’s always good to know there are still men of their word, isn’t it, Vincenzo?”

My brother gives a slight nod, but his gaze is more restrained, evaluative. He’s clearly weighing Miguel’s words, while I casually lean forward as if to share a secret.

“But you know how it is...” My voice is low, almost intimate. “Words are easy. Action is what really counts. So, I truly hope Monday is a productive day. After all, no one likes to wait longer than necessary.”

The host laughs, but there’s something forced in the way his laughter echoes through the hall. He then adjusts his tie, averting his gaze for a brief moment before looking back at us.

“Of course, of course. You can trust me. We’re all in the same boat here, aren’t we?”

“Ah, trust is a precious currency.” I raise my glass in an informal toast. “I hope you know how to spend it wisely.”

The host smiles, yet his expression holds a slight discomfort. I hold his gaze for a second longer than necessary before leaning back again, letting the tension hang in the air. Vincenzo just watches everything in silence, but I know he perceives the game as much as I do.

When the host finally moves away, Vincenzo turns to me, crossing his arms.

“You like playing with fire, Niccolò.”

“It’s not play, fratello.” I bring the glass to my mouth, emptying it with an impeccable smile on my lips. “It’s strategy.” I take the last sip of champagne, the delicate foam dissipating as the sensation of the warm, smooth drink still lingers on my tongue.

The empty glass in my hands seems to become insignificant when I feel the touch. An almost imperceptible slide on my arm.

Light, but loaded with meaning.

“Sorry...” she whispers, yet with a clarity that imposes itself on my ear, carrying something I can’t immediately identify.

She doesn’t look at me.

Most would do that while apologizing, maybe even with a nervous smile, or a look of desire, but not her.

None of that.

The brunette continues on her way straight to the bar, without another word, and that, for some reason, intrigues me even more.

I see her from behind, her hair in a ponytail, her hips swaying gently with each step.

My God, she’s hot.

The sculpted body, the firm, full ass.

The male instinct awakens, and for a moment I catch myself imagining what it would be like to see her on all fours, naked in my bed...

Ahhh, fuck!

The idea of having her, no promises, no complications, just pure, direct sex starts to consume me.

I just want to feel her body against mine, the hot skin, the scent of lust in the air.

She doesn’t look at me, but somehow that only sharpens my interest.

A simple power play.

I want to see if the hot little thing will resist or give in like all the others. No strings, no commitment, just an explosion of pleasure.

I watch her for another second, my doubt already gone: tonight’s entertainment has been found.

The delicious brunette will be mine.

“Nicco, I’m heading out.” Vincenzo interrupts my thoughts, with Elisa already asleep and drooling on his shoulder, while Lucca holds Isabella’s hand.

“Sure, go ahead. Because the night is just getting started,” I reply, bidding them farewell with an impassive smile, my eyes still locked on the brunette, imagining what will happen when I finally get to her.

​
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CHAPTER 2
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Rosangela Vasconcellos

GETTING THE 50% SCHOLARSHIP for the culinary course was a personal victory and a huge responsibility, even if the other half of the cost is paid for with a lot of work. Thank God, there’s a party almost every weekend and the same team always hires me. I already know every detail of the event and sometimes I help in the kitchen, organizing everything.

But today, Gabi got sick and they couldn’t find anyone to replace her. So, since I’m the only one who knows the art of making decent drinks, Sérgio asked me to take over the bar.

The mask covers my face, but the tension from the earlier argument with my alcoholic father hasn’t faded.

I need to stay in control, be quick and efficient.

I’m used to this, but today the pressure feels different. The crowd is starting to build, the conversations are heating up, and the party’s rhythm is taking shape. The upbeat music mixes with the sound of clinking glasses and laughter filling the air.

“Now the party’s really going to heat up,” Laisa, my work friend, comments, watching the kids being led away by their parents.

Laisa always has a sharp eye for these moments, and I can tell from her expression that she feels the shift in the air, too.

Something is about to happen, but what?

My eyes automatically turn to the bar when I see a man approaching. He’s tall, elegantly built, with dark brown hair, a well-groomed beard, and his presence seems to dominate the space. As he gets closer, the mask he wears only accentuates the mystery shrouding his face, yet his smile is a silent invitation, a touch of arrogance and self-assurance.

The cat knows everyone is watching him, and he likes it.

He seems to know exactly the effect he has on people... I think to myself, as I pick up the cocktail shaker and start preparing the ingredients for the drink he’ll probably order.

The smell of fresh lemon, the clink of ice cubes being dropped into the glass—it’s all almost a reflex of my daily work, yet something about this moment makes me wonder why he chose right now to appear.

The man approaches the bar and instead of ordering directly, he watches me, as if he’s sizing me up. There’s something in his gaze that disarms me for a moment. It’s intense and penetrating, yet full of amusement, as if he already knows the end of the game before it’s even begun.

“A drink to match the night. A Negroni, perhaps?” the man asks in a soft voice, but one brimming with confidence, as if he already knew he wouldn’t be making any simple request.

The simple act of making the drink makes me think about how this man is in control of everything around him. He exudes this aura of power, of someone who’s always in command, and now he’s challenging me to deliver something more than just a beverage.

As I prepare the Negroni, I grab the bottle of Vermouth and measure the dose, then with agile yet firm hands, I add the Gin and finally the bitter liqueur. My heart races when I feel his gaze fixed on me, analyzing every movement, as if I’m being tested.

“Something tells me you know what you’re doing.” He observes the way my fingers dance over the cocktail shaker and how the liquid mixes.

“And you seem to know what you want.” I try to sound indifferent, but my voice comes out slightly hoarse.

He smiles dangerously, and his smile seems like a trap waiting to be sprung.

I place the orange slice as a final touch and slide the glass toward him. He picks up the Negroni, but doesn’t bring it to his lips immediately. Instead, he leans slightly forward, reducing the distance between us. The gesture is subtle, almost imperceptible, but enough to make my heart skip a beat.

“I know exactly what I want.” His voice is low and husky. “And when I want it, I usually get it.”

For a moment, the world seems to stop. The music, the conversations, the sound of glasses—everything dissolves into the tension between the two of us.

I just wanted to focus on work, but this gorgeous man is here challenging me, making clear what he wants. I won’t deny I’m in a dry spell, but I’m not a fool either. A casual hookup tonight, after so long, could be...

A relief.

And he knows it. He knows exactly what he’s doing, and worse, he’s testing me to see how far I’ll go.

I try to regain control, but the man has already noticed. He knows he has the power here and he’s using it masterfully.

“That must be very convenient for you.” I try to sound casual, feeling the heat rise to my face.

“Convenient?” He finally takes a sip of the Negroni, but doesn’t break eye contact. “I wouldn’t say that. I prefer to call it persistence.” He pauses, placing the glass back on the bar. “And persistence, cara mia, is a virtue.”

Fuck, what a sexy accent!

His tone isn’t just beautiful, it’s addictive. A heavy Italian accent, giving weight to every word, as if it’s more than just a simple phrase. They’re promises. There’s something in the way he speaks, in the natural melody of the language that seems to turn the simplest words into weapons of seduction.

For an instant, I lose my breath.

It’s not just the voice or the rhythm of the words, it’s the way he looks at me while he speaks, like a predator assessing its prey.

I’m not naïve and I know he didn’t approach me for no reason. There’s a hidden purpose in every movement and glance. Even so, it’s almost impossible to ignore the magnetism emanating from him, as if the world around us has grown quieter, less relevant.

My instinct tells me to keep my guard up, but there’s something about him, a dangerous combination of confidence and mystery, that makes my reason waver. It’s not just the look, the body, or the way he speaks...

It’s everything together. It’s the mystery, the power. The way he knows exactly how to position himself so every gesture has an impact, seeming to be part of a larger plan.

The mysterious man takes another sip of the Negroni, leaving the liquid half-finished before setting the glass back on the bar. A smile plays on his lips as he watches me for another moment.

“Interesting...” He tilts his head slightly, his eyes focused on me with an almost disarming intensity. “I always thought masks were for hiding secrets, but in your case, they seem to only heighten the mystery.”

My hand, which was reaching for another glass, freezes for an instant before I disguise it with a quick movement.

“And are you an expert on mysteries, or do you just like making random comments?” I keep my tone casual, but I feel the heat rising on my face beneath the mask.

He chuckles softly, a deep, controlled sound, as if he’s amused by my attempt to stay in control.

“Let’s say I have a certain talent for unraveling what lies behind them.” He brings the glass to his lips again, but before drinking, continues. “With the right people, of course. Those who are worth it.”

The way he speaks isn’t an obvious compliment, but there’s something implied, something left hanging in the air like a silent invitation.

“And you think you can tell who’s worth it just from a drink and a few words?” I cross my arms and tilt my head, trying not to seem affected.

He sets the glass on the bar, this time empty, and shrugs, as if it were obvious.

“Life is like a dance, cara mia. Some people only need one step to show their rhythm.” He points subtly at me with a gesture, his gaze still fixed on mine. “And you seem to understand that better than anyone.”

A shiver runs down my spine, as if his words have laid bare something I didn’t even know was exposed. I try to regain control, but he’s already noticed he’s managed to unsettle me.

“Whiskey, lots of ice,” another customer orders, pulling my attention away for a moment.

I snap back to reality and quickly prepare the drink, yet my gaze is inevitably drawn back to the beautiful man, who hasn’t moved, still standing there, but now there’s something almost predatory in his posture. The way he leans his arm on the bar, as if the space around him belongs to him, is intimidating and seductive in equal measure.

When I hand the glass to the customer, the handsome Italian leans slightly forward, just enough for his woody perfume, with a hint of spice, to hit my senses.

“Bella mascarada, don’t get distracted. It’s not fair to the others.” His voice slides like an invisible touch, sending shivers that spread across my skin.

“Distracted? I thought you were just waiting for the right moment to place your order.” My heart races, but my mouth answers before I lose all control.

“Ah, cara mia, I never wait.” His smile widens, the kind of smile that makes any woman question all her decisions.

“A Piña Colada, please,” another customer requests, momentarily breaking the connection.

My attention turns to the customer, but not for long. I feel the masked man’s gaze still fixed on me, as if he could touch me with just his eyes.

As I prepare the order, the Italian leans slightly on the bar, like someone observing a work of art up close, but without seeming eager. His fingers drum rhythmically on the marble, as if he were the one dictating the tempo of the night.

“Is this what you do when you’re not enchanting people with drinks?” he asks, his voice low and laden with an interest that doesn’t seem the least bit innocent.

“Sorry, what?” I look up, trying to ignore the sudden heat rising up my neck.

“I asked if, when you’re not here, you perform other magic. Or is this your specialty?” The smile remains on his lips—lips that must be a delight to kiss.

His question seems simple, but there’s something in the way he holds my gaze, as if he’s challenging me to answer honestly.

“I do what needs to be done.” I try to keep my voice steady.

“Hmm. Practical. Focused.” He straightens his posture, adjusting his suit as if it were a second skin. “I like that. But I see you don’t like to waste time.”

“Neither do you, it seems.” I try to hide my smile.

“Time, signorina, is a luxury. And tonight, I knew I needed to spend it on something or someone worthwhile.” He raises an eyebrow, clearly pleased with the exchange.

“The ice machine’s busted,” Laisa grumbles while washing glasses, looking ready to throw the next one she picks up.

“I’ll ask Sérgio to swap it out,” I say, taking off my apron and stepping away, but with the strange certainty that the handsome masked man’s gaze is still fixed on me, even in my absence.

The hallway to the kitchen is packed with waiters and assistants running back and forth, the heat emanating from the food mixing with the muffled sound of music from the main hall.

As soon as I spot Sérgio, I tell him about the problem, and with efficiency, he swaps the machine.

I take a deep breath before heading back, straightening my posture, trying to ignore the sudden chill at the base of my spine.

When I return to the bar, I quickly scan the room and notice the absence of the mysterious masked man. My chest sinks a little, as if something had been ripped away before it could even materialize. Maybe he left with the woman in the red dress, seated to his right. I noticed she couldn’t take her eyes off him.

Of course, men like that are never alone for long.

“Earth to Rosangela!” Laisa snaps her fingers in front of my face, pulling me back to work.

[image: ]

FRUSTRATION GIVES WAY to exhaustion as the hours drag on. Glasses come and go, the hall empties out until, finally, the most anticipated moment of the night arrives: the end of the shift.

“Finally!” Laisa sighs, pulling the mask from her face as we leave together through the back of the hall.

The cool night air envelops me, pushing away the heat and rush of work, but the silence is shattered when a pair of headlights explodes in my direction, bathing my body in light. I freeze in place and my heart leaps.

“Who the hell...” Laisa murmurs, but I already know.

My body knows.

The figure emerges from the sports car slowly, as if every movement is calculated to provoke me. He’s still wearing the mask, with the shadows of the night accentuating the line of his shoulders and the confident gleam in his posture.

I should move, say something, but I’m paralyzed. He stops a few steps away, the car’s engine rumbling behind him like a satisfied predator.

“It seemed unfair to leave without saying goodbye.” The husky voice cuts through the space between us, a sound that makes me forget the chilly dawn breeze.

Laisa lets out a sigh beside me.

“Whoa. I’d better go on ahead.” She quickly moves away, leaving me alone with him.

“You waited until now for this?” My throat is dry as I try to sound firm.

“What’s a good night without a memorable ending?” He tilts his head. His hand slides into his pocket, pulling out a key that he spins hypnotically between his fingers. “Get in.” He makes a subtle gesture toward the car.

“I don’t usually accept rides from strangers.”

He takes another step forward, invading my personal space, and the heat of his presence is almost overwhelming. Then, when he raises his hand to touch my face, I feel my entire body react.

“Still want to pretend you didn’t notice me?” His question is a whisper, but it echoes like a challenge within me.

My breath falters, but there’s no time to hesitate.

In a calculated movement, he grips my waist and pulls me to him. His mask brushes lightly against my face and then his lips find mine. His tongue invades my mouth without hesitation, exploring and provoking mine in an intense, calculated rhythm that makes my entire body yield and respond. His firm hands tighten on my waist, strong fingers digging into my skin through the fabric of my clothes. His touch is a mix of strength and control, anchoring me while the heat of his mouth consumes every logical thought I might have had.

The kiss isn’t gentle or delicate; it’s demanding, possessive, as if he’s marking territory. My hands clutch his shirt, pulling him closer, as if the space between us is unbearable.

When he pulls away, his eyes gleam behind the mask, full of a silent promise.

“Now you know what I want,” he murmurs.

I’m breathless, my legs shaky, but he’s already stepping back, opening the car door with a casual gesture.

“Get in.”

“You... didn’t tell me your name,” I stammer, still dazed.

“I don’t need to.” He gives a smile that’s more dangerous than reassuring. “But you can call me Niccolò.”

I nod, quickly glancing at the vehicle’s license plate before cautiously getting into the car. The door closes with a soft click behind me and the air inside seems to grow denser, charged with the tension building between us. Without hesitation, I take out my phone and, with steady fingers, send my real-time location to my friend, along with the license plate number. He may be attractive, charming, and yes, I feel an irresistible pull, but reason keeps me alert. Caution is never too much, and even in the midst of seduction, I know that care is my only real ally.

The engine’s growl shattered the night’s silence. The scent of the leather seats mingled with the subtle aroma of his cologne, intoxicating and sophisticated, as if it had been crafted solely for seduction.

I couldn’t help but take in the car’s impeccable interior, the high-quality upholstery, the elegant control panel.

Everything perfectly aligned and so far removed from my own world...

The car glided down the street with impressive precision, and I found myself watching his every movement while trying to control my body’s reaction. My breathing was still uneven, and no matter how hard I tried to compose myself, there was something about him that simply consumed me.

“You don’t have much to fear, you know.” His voice was low, laced with an almost familiar tone, as if he knew exactly what I was feeling.

I looked at him, trying to hide the inner heat that gripped me.

I never imagined the night would take this turn. It wasn’t just the idea of being with him...

It was the way he made me feel as if this moment was the only thing that mattered.

“Oh, really? And why shouldn’t I be afraid of you?” I provoked, letting my voice carry a dose of boldness. I held his gaze without looking away, challenging him, while a part of me wondered just how far this tension would take us.

“Because, so far, you’re exactly where I want you to be.” He smiled subtly, almost imperceptibly, and his voice held a silent challenge of its own. “But don’t worry, it’ll be fun to show you why.”

​
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CHAPTER 3
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Rosangela Vasconcellos

WHEN WE REACH THE ELEGANT, sophisticated hotel room, there is no hesitation. As soon as the door closes, he takes me by the waist with a firm grip, pulling me against his body. His intensity makes me gasp before I even feel his lips claim mine. The kiss is a mixture of urgency and mastery. His movements are as controlled as they are wild, as if he knows exactly what to do to ignite every cell in my body.

My head spins.

What a man, my God...

His mouth dominates mine, exploring, provoking, demanding, and in response a moan escapes my lips, muffled by the heat of the kiss.

“Dolce ragazza,” he murmurs against my mouth, his voice hoarse and thick with desire.

His large hands slide down to my ass, squeezing with a possessiveness that makes my legs weaken. The pressure is exact, a mix of dominance and adoration, as if he’s marking his territory.

Never in my entire life have I been with a man like this. A man with a capital ‘M,’ who knows exactly what he wants and how to take it.

His touch is precise, his movements sure, as if he’s reading my body and finding all the answers I didn’t even know I was searching for. His lips leave mine just long enough to travel down my neck, his hot breath against my skin sending shivers down my spine. He chuckles softly, a dangerous and delicious sound, as his fingers trace the curves of my body.

“I felt your hunger from the first glance,” he whispers, his voice laden with promise and provocation. “Now, piccola, it’s my turn to show you what a man, a man like me, does with a woman who wants me so much.”

I am seized by the certainty that he wasn’t exaggerating. Niccolò isn’t just a man; he’s a force of nature. And I, completely surrendered, am about to discover exactly what that means.

His skillful fingers slide over my skin, removing my shirt with an almost torturous slowness, as if savoring every second of my impatience. It’s a silent provocation, a calculated torture that makes my body burn before he’s even really touched me. My chest rises and falls in anticipation, yet Niccolò only watches, a predator savoring the hunt.

I am not one to wait, so my fingers rise to his face, eager to tear off the mask and finally see the man who consumes me with just a look.

But before I can, he interrupts me, grabbing my wrist firmly, his warm, dominant grip making me moan with sheer lust.

“Going to take off my mask, dolcezza?” he asks, his tone sarcastic, his voice loaded with an almost irritating provocation. “Are you that desperate to discover what’s hiding behind it?”

“Maybe I like the mystery, Italian,” my voice comes out soft, but with a touch of challenge. “Or maybe I’d prefer you show me what’s behind the mask in another way.”

“Ah, dolcezza... You’re playing with fire and you know it,” he murmurs, his voice thick with desire and amusement. “But tell me, will you be able to resist until the end, or will you lose yourself in your own game?” He takes a step closer, the proximity making the air around us feel denser. “Because I can show you much more than you imagine... You just have to know how to wait.”

I feel a tension in the air, something enigmatic and challenging that leaves me unsettled. The mystery surrounding him is delicious, and I, for some reason, don’t want to break it yet.

As much as I want to see the mysterious man’s face, something attracts me to the idea of keeping up the game.

His hands then descend to the clasps of my bra, slowly, firmly, as if he wants to mark every inch before taking true possession.

Without hesitation, I remove the shirt he’s wearing, revealing delicious muscles. Yet, it’s the tattoo on his chest that captures my gaze, a design as brutal and intense as the man before me.

The symbol is a masked face, golden, like ancient metal, the eyes empty and dark as night. The expression isn’t just a smile; it’s a promise of something dangerous. The top hat on its head and the ornate details around it create an air of power, almost imperial.

But what frightens me most is how the tattoo seems alive, as if every black and gold line pulses with a hidden force.

Like an omen...

A warning.

Something tells me I’m dealing with a man far more dangerous than I imagined, yet the idea of ignoring that danger and losing myself in pleasure seems to be the only thing that matters right now.

I’m tired of being the good daughter and still being treated like trash. If they’re going to judge me anyway, let it be for something that actually makes me feel alive.

When the bra finally comes undone, I feel his hot, heavy breath on my neck, laden with raw, hungry lust. Guided by instinct and need, I slowly run my tongue over his robust torso, savoring the warm, salty skin, inhaling the intoxicating scent and taste of male. His body intoxicates me, an addiction that takes hold before I even understand the danger.

Before I can continue enjoying his addictive skin, the mysterious man grabs me with one hand, lifting me easily as if I were a fragile doll, and throws me onto the bed, dominating the space with his imposing presence.

“We’re not going to rush,” the tone of his voice is deeper now, as the tension between us grows. “I want to feel every damn second of this. As for the mask...” He tilts his head, a smile of pure sin curving his lips. “What really matters is right in front of you. I promise you’ll feel every inch of me.”

There’s something in his control, in the way he knows exactly how to make me melt and keep me wanting, without me having to ask. His eyes roam over my body with an intensity that makes me feel naked, even before he completely removes what’s left of my clothes and his.

“Sei che sei dolce come il peccato...”

The low voice, laden with lust, washes over me like a whisper, while his eyes watch me on the bed with hunger and intensity.

“What did you say?” I try to maintain my composure, yet his voice is like a drug, impossible to ignore.

“You are as sweet as sin...” he repeats with a heavy Italian accent, each word imbued with confidence and an irresistible magnetism.

The simple sound of his voice, so full of certainty, makes my body respond before I even have time to think.

Niccolò climbs onto the bed with a slow, deliberate movement, his weight sinking the mattress as he draws near. His fingers slide along the side of my body, from my hips to the curve of my waist, as if marking me forever. His mouth presses his lips against my skin, distributing hot, lingering kisses while his wet tongue traces a path with a clear purpose: to explore, to provoke, to claim.

When he finally reaches my breasts, he sucks one with an animalistic hunger, the intense suction pulling moans from my throat, while his large, possessive hand kneads the other, his fingers toying with my nipple.

My head falls back and my back arches uncontrollably, as if the masked man has taken complete possession of me.

There is no room for resistance, only for the raw, overwhelming pleasure he provokes, and I let myself go, surrendered to the heat consuming us.

“Perfetta...” he whispers against my skin, before lightly biting my earlobe.

With a skill only a very experienced man could possess, Niccolò slides his hands down my legs, already slick from how aroused I am. Then, his firm fingers rub my clit with relentless pressure, making me moan from sheer excitement. Then, without hurry, without hesitation, he inserts a finger, a gleam of pure arrogance shining in his eyes before he adds another, deepening the movements, fucking my pussy with precision and mastery, while his hungry mouth closes around my nipple, sucking hard, driving me to the edge without mercy.

“Fuck... What are you doing to me?” I gasp, not recognizing my own voice.

I’ve never had sex this intense.

He fingers me with a frantic, delicious rhythm of in and out, every movement calculated to maximize pleasure.

“This is just the beginning...” he murmurs, his voice hoarse, laden with lust. “I’m going to show you what a real man is capable of. When I’m done, you won’t remember anything except my cock buried in this pussy.”

I pull him closer, scratching him with abandon, and am rewarded with a low, hoarse growl, pure male instinct.

It’s addictive, knowing I can draw that response from him, because it feeds this damn desire consuming me even more.

“Questa notte, dolcezza... Sarà indimenticabile.”

“Say it in Portuguese, please,” I ask, trying to control the shiver running over my skin.

The way he uses Italian, with his hoarse, seductive voice, makes everything seem even more exciting.

He leans closer, his hot breath touching my ear.

“Tonight, sweetness... It will be unforgettable.”

The promise slides through my senses, while the malicious smile and predatory gaze leave me with no doubt: he knows exactly how to fulfill every word.

He positions himself between my legs and the heat emanating from him makes me burn even more. My gaze drops involuntarily to his cock, and my heart races at the sight of its thickness and length. He’s big, the biggest I’ve ever been with, and so aroused I can see the tip of his glistening head slick with pure need.

“I want to feel you now, Italian,” my breath falters and everything screams for him to be inside me.

With an agile movement, Niccolò reaches for the wallet on the nightstand and tears open the condom packet with his teeth, his eyes fixed on mine. Every gesture of his is charged with an arrogance and self-confidence I’ve never experienced. As he deftly sheathes himself, his warm, firm body presses against mine. The man holds my hips with a mixture of dominance and urgency, as if I were his alone in this moment.

“I promise you’ll never forget this night, dolcezza.” He drags his erection against me, toying with my patience, rubbing his cock against my intimacy with slow, torturous movements.

My body burns, arches, begs without words, and hoarse moans of frustration escape my throat.

Then, without any warning, the gorgeous bastard digs his fingers into my waist and pushes inside, invading me with a single, firm thrust.

My pussy reacts instantly, clenching around him in an involuntary reflex, as if trying to expel him. Yet, Niccolò doesn’t yield. The gorgeous bastard holds firm, solid, pushing until every inch of his enormous cock is buried deep.

The shock of his size steals my breath, making my head fall back, my chest heaving, every muscle in my body vibrating with the overwhelming sensation of being taken.

The time I’ve spent without sex makes everything even more intense, and he knows it.

Damn Italian!

He knows exactly what he’s doing to me.

“Don’t lock your legs, dolcezza,” he whispers, his voice deep, laden with raw desire right in my ear.

The instruction isn’t just an order; it’s a warning of what’s to come.

I try to relax, yet the slight burning where he fills me makes my body hesitate for an instant.

But there’s no escape; the way he takes me, the way his eyes devour me with that predatory intensity, the woody scent now impregnated in my skin leaves me completely surrendered.

“Try to stay relaxed, you’ll get used to the size soon,” he smiles, satisfied. “This delicious pussy is going to open up so nicely for me, you won’t even remember the burn, amore,” he murmurs against my skin, his teeth grazing my ear before biting it, pulling a moan from me caught between shock and pleasure.

The bastard knows what he’s doing...

Every touch from the Italian is a perverse game between control and domination, between torture and reward. The mysterious man dismantles me without hurry, as if he has all the time in the world to teach me exactly how I want to be fucked. His large hands slide over my body, possessive and experienced, squeezing my flesh as if it were already his. His fingers knead my breasts with delicious force, while his mouth follows a hot, wet trail down my neck, marking me without shame.

The way he touches me, licks me, squeezes me, is raw, intense, dirty.

And, fuck, I’m already completely given over.

“So good...” I murmur, feeling myself relax more.

“Fuck yeah... That’s it, dolcezza. Now we’re talking,” he growls, his lips curved in a satisfied, malicious smile.

My muscles relax the instant he fills me completely, and the gorgeous mysterious man takes ruthless advantage. His firm hands grip my waist as he positions my legs over his shoulders, forcing me to feel him even deeper.

He moves his hips; the bastard is strong. Every thrust is intense, raw. The impact makes me clutch the sheets and my body arches under the brute force of his movements. The tension in the muscles of his back and thighs just makes everything even more fucking addictive.

I am already completely at this man’s mercy.

“Cazzo che bocca gostosa...” he growls against my skin, his voice hoarse, laden with raw desire and absolute possession, as if he’s marking me with every word.

He pounds into me violently, fucking without mercy, each stroke a raw declaration of who’s in charge. The indecent sound of our bodies colliding echoes through the room, driving me even wilder.

The bed creaks under the brutality of his movements, each thrust forcing me to feel every damn inch. The impact of our hips resonates, sharp and firm.

Niccolò destroys me, takes me, and at the same time, addicts me.

“You won’t forget this night, even if you try, dolcezza.” His tone is hoarse and laden with desire, like a promise etched into skin. “No matter how many men you have after me, none will fuck you as good as I do. You’ll remember me every time this pussy aches with longing. Every time you touch yourself, you’ll wish it were my hand, my cock, my mouth devouring every part of you.”

“I’ll never be able to forget this, Niccolò...” My voice comes out broken by moans, each word carrying the weight of the pleasure he’s provoking.

My nails dig into the hot skin of his nape, pulling him to me with desperation, as if trying to fuse him to me were the only way to withstand the avalanche of sensations this gorgeous man is provoking. My legs tremble on his shoulders and each new thrust pushes me further into the raw pleasure and his merciless dominance.

“Fuck... You feel that?” Niccolò’s voice resonates against my mouth, hoarse, laden with mischief and pure possession. “How your pussy is devouring me, as if it knows it’ll never want another cock again?”

The sound of our bodies colliding echoes through the room, sweaty, wet, immoral. Each thrust is an indecent declaration of power, a cruel reminder that he is taking me and molding my body forever. His mouth returns to my neck, biting, licking, leaving visible marks of his passage, while his hands hold me tightly, as if I were his. My eyes close, pleasure blinding me, while my mouth opens in surrendered moans.

But he doesn’t want me to hide.

“Look at me,” he demands, his eyes locked on mine, gleaming with a predatory light, as if he wants to devour every piece of my soul. “I want to see every expression on your face while I fuck you, you gorgeous masked thing.” He holds my chin firmly, his fingers pressing in, forcing me to face him as he pounds into me, fucking me with a brutal rhythm.

Sweat slides down his defined chest, dripping onto my heated skin, mingling with the damp heat between us. He drives so deep and so hard it feels like he might break me apart, but the pleasure is overwhelming, indescribable. My body burns, vibrates, begs for more, while he keeps fucking, pounding, taking everything as if he were a wild beast.

“Just like that... Just like that, you gorgeous Italian...” My voice comes out ragged, drunk on pleasure, every word thick with need. “You know exactly what to do with me...”

He gives me that arrogant, wicked smile that makes my heart race and my body tremble.

“I do, sì...” He slides a hand to my throat, holding it firmly, not squeezing, just to make me feel I’m exactly where he wants me. “That’s it... Let me hear how much you like me fucking you, how my cock takes you to the edge.” He pulls my hair, forcing my head back, and his hungry mouth finds mine in a rough, devouring kiss, as if he’s consuming me whole.

His teeth catch my lower lip, nipping, testing my limits as he drives even deeper, pulling a cry of pure ecstasy from my throat.

He keeps thrusting, his touch hard and possessive, his hand heavy and firm on my skin, his tongue reckless as it devours me, his cock tearing me open...

Everything about Niccolò is wild and irresistible.

The filthy, raw words whispered in my ear, mixed with that thick accent, push me to the edge, leaving me breathless. I feel my legs tremble, the orgasm hitting me with violence, each wave of pleasure coming in intense spasms, but the gorgeous Italian doesn’t stop.

He doesn’t slow down.

“Fuck... Look at you, dolcezza, so fucking tight for me...” He murmurs against my skin, digging his fingers into my thighs, forcing them even wider apart as he continues to fuck me with precise, brutal strokes.

My moans come out broken and the bastard flashes that goddamn rogue’s grin, which only stokes my desire even more.

The bastard flips me over abruptly, putting me on my stomach before I can protest. My knees barely find purchase on the mattress before I feel the unmistakable pressure of his thick cock fitting back into my pussy, then, with one sure thrust, he pounds into me again, deep and merciless.

“Fuck... What a delicious pussy... Dolcezza?”

Every stroke makes my body vibrate.

I try to pull away, the pleasure bordering on unbearable, but he grips my hips hard, pulling me back to him without any effort.

“Ah, no, amore... You can take more, and you’re going to give me everything.”

His words ignite me all over again, pushing me to the brink of ecstasy without even giving me time to catch my breath.

His hand slides down my spine, reaching the nape of my neck, pressing me into the sheets as he continues to fuck me like an animal, rough, hungry, relentless.

“Come again for me, cazzo... I want to feel you tremble on my cock. I’ll make you beg for more until the sun comes up.”

The command drags me straight into another climax, one that makes me scream his name without shame, without fear, without control.

But Niccolò?

He just laughs, a low sound loaded with mischief, as he keeps going.

Because, as the gorgeous bastard said...

We’re not finished yet.
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CHAPTER 4
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Rosangela Vasconcellos

I OPEN MY EYES WHEN sunlight floods the room, hitting my face directly. I stretch my arm to grab my phone from the nightstand and see it’s six-thirty in the morning.

I can barely believe I dozed off for only half an hour.

Niccolò is tireless.

My entire body is a jumble of sensations: I’m raw, sore, and yet light and sated. Every muscle seems to remember the intensity of last night; I can still feel his cock throbbing inside my cunt.

It was the best night of my life.

I can’t think of any other way to describe it.

The mysterious man surpassed all limits, taking me to places I didn’t even know I could reach. Niccolò isn’t just good in bed, he’s a hurricane, a lover who knows exactly how to explore every detail of pleasure.

And if I get the chance, if he wants me again...

I’d do it all over without hesitation, even if the price is waking up like this, exhausted and aching. Because with him, every second is worth it.

I see a notification on my phone.

It’s from my father.

My stomach churns and a wave of anxiety courses through my body. I take a deep breath, but the air feels heavy, hard to pull in. My fingers tremble as I hold the device, hesitating to open the message.

I already know what’s coming.

Spending the night out without telling him?

I’m screwed.

He’s unpredictable. A man ruled by alcohol, who turns our lives into Hell. His words are like sharp knives, always ready to cut. Humiliation is his favorite weapon.

My memories are filled with slamming doors, shouts that pierce the walls, and silences so heavy they’re suffocating.

My mother...

She endures it all in silence.

The tired eyes, the shoulders bowed under the weight of a life she never chose. Sometimes I wonder if she still feels anything, or if the suffering has hollowed her out completely.

And me?

The only reason I haven’t left is because I have no choice. It’s not as simple as it seems, no matter how many people think you can just pack a bag and go. The truth is, freedom is expensive, and I can’t afford college and rent at the same time.

Sometimes I feel guilty for still being here, as if it’s cowardice.

I hear advice that sounds so easy from the outside:

“Why don’t you just leave?”

“Find another place to stay.”

But anyone who’s never lived this doesn’t understand.

They don’t understand the fear of not being able to support yourself, of having to choose between studying and eating, of ending up in an even worse place, dependent on people who might use your vulnerability against you.

And there’s my mother, who never says anything, but I know if I leave, I’ll worry about her every day. He takes his anger out on whoever’s closest, and if I’m not there, it will all fall on her, which ties me down as much as the lack of money.

That’s why I work, I study, I save every penny with the hope of one day escaping this hell.

“Just one more year...” I repeat to myself.

One year and I’ll have my degree. One year and I can pay my own rent, and finally have my freedom.

But until then, I’m trapped.

Every day is a fight and every night a relief for having survived a few more hours.

My phone vibrates again, interrupting my thoughts. Another alert from him, a message in cold, harsh letters. My throat tightens, and a shiver runs down my spine. I know there’s no avoiding it.

There’s no running away.

Fear makes me hesitate, but the desire to finish this and move forward is what keeps me standing.

Without opening the messages, I carefully disentangle myself from Niccolò, who’s sleeping deeply, sprawled across the bed like a Greek god at rest.

I take one last look at him, almost convincing myself to stay a little longer, but the notification from my father’s message on my phone yanks me back to reality with force.

I start looking for my clothes and, to my utter disbelief, I see my t-shirt and jeans floating in the hot tub.

Holy shit!

This is what you get for mixing sex and alcohol.

With no alternative, I look around and see Niccolò’s clothes scattered on the floor. I pick up his large shirt and put it on. It hits my thighs, and when I roll up the sleeves to free my hands, I see in the mirror how the back leaves the curve of my ass on full display.

I can’t get on a crowded bus like this.

I keep searching and find his huge, loose dress pants. It’ll have to do. I put them on and realize they threaten to slip down with every step. I rummage through my bag for something useful and find a hair tie I carry for emergencies. It’s not exactly what I imagined as an “emergency,” but it’ll work.

I manage to gather the sides of the pants and tie them with the hair tie.

It looks hideous!

I roll up the cuffs hoping not to trip over them and face myself in the bedroom mirror. I look like some kind of clown cosplay, I’m so ridiculous, but between this and walking out naked, the choice is obvious.

With a silent sigh, I take the notepad and pen from my bag. I do my best not to make noise as I write.

“Thank you for last night, it was incredible. Sorry for leaving without saying goodbye and thank you for the borrowed clothes.”

The pen glides across the page with quick, careful letters, reflecting my gratitude and a touch of nervousness.

I tear off the sheet with a slow motion, to avoid any sound that might wake him, and place the note on the table, right next to his wallet. It’s the least I can do for someone who turned my world upside down in a single night. But before I leave, something holds me back.

The mask...

It covers his face from the nose up, and since the beginning of the night, I’ve been wondering what the rest of his features look like.

My heart races at the possibility of uncovering him completely.

“I hope I’m not disappointed,” I murmur quietly to myself, as if trying to control my expectations could lessen the impact of what I’m about to reveal.

I approach him carefully, almost holding my breath. He’s splayed on the bed, completely surrendered to sleep, his breathing deep and steady. The mix of alcohol and the energy he spent last night will probably keep him in this state until noon.

That gives me courage.

With light, deliberate movements, I slide my fingers to remove the mask, pulling it off slowly to avoid disturbing him. My gaze fixes on every inch of skin being revealed, and my heart hammers in my chest as if it’s about to explode.

As soon as the mask comes off completely, my breath catches.

My God...

The man before me is a work of art. His face is so harmonious, so intensely beautiful, it seems sculpted with precision and passion. The well-defined jaw, the stubble that gives a touch of maturity and danger, the full lips slightly parted in a rest that seems almost indecent.

For a moment, I forget to breathe.

How can someone be so beautiful?

It’s almost unfair.

An involuntary smile blooms on my face as I place his mask next to mine by the note.

He’s everything I imagined and more.

I resist the impulse to touch him, to let my fingers explore the lines of his face—after all, I’ve already taken too much liberty, and he deserves to wake up without strangeness.

I straighten up, adjust my bag on my shoulder, and take one last look at him, as if wanting to store the perfect vision in my memory.

But something inside me asks to preserve more than just the sight.

Without making a sound, I take my phone from my bag and, with the screen dark, take a quick, discreet photo of Niccolò. The flash is almost imperceptible in the dim light, but the image is there, frozen in time. A portrait, a memory, a mark I’ll keep forever.

“Niccolò,” I whisper, as if his name were a secret only mine, before walking out the door, my heart still racing and a satisfied smile on my face.
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Niccolo Ascari

I STRETCH SLOWLY, FEELING the sunlight come through the window, while an uncomfortable sensation makes me squint, trying to shake off the sharp pain in my brain. The bed beside me is strangely cold, and the rumpled sheet isn’t enough to hide the emptiness left behind. I grope the bed for the delicious brunette, but I don’t feel her body. I open my eyes, forcing an attentive look around the room, but I see no sign of her.

I get up lazily and see the girl isn’t in the bathroom either.

This has never happened before.

Normally, I do my part, have lunch with them, buy something expensive enough to maintain the facade and the distance, and then...

I simply vanish.

It’s simple, straightforward, uncomplicated, no attachment.

That’s how I am.

But she...

She ran away.

And that, that makes me clench my jaw muscles with a slight irritation, without really knowing why.

Did she give me a taste of something I shouldn’t have savored?

Fuck it, it doesn’t matter!

She’s just another one, another who’ll leave my life as quickly as she entered.

A sarcastic smile forms on my lips as I rub my chin, finding humor in the situation.

What did she think she was doing?

I start looking for my clothes, but as I don’t find them, the frustration only grows...

Oh, no!

She can’t have done what I’m thinking she did...

I see her clothes floating in the tub.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me...” I murmur, running a hand over my face, incredulous.

Did she really take my pants?

Okay, that’s a new one!

I let out a dry laugh, shaking my head.

Of course she couldn’t just leave like a normal person. No, she had to leave like a goddamn luxury thief.

I look around the room feeling half-intrigued and pissed off.

I walk to the table where I left my phone, hoping she wasn’t so audacious as to take that too.

But when I see the note next to our masks, my first reaction is to let out a low, almost cynical laugh.

“Ah, piccola ladra...

You even saw my face.”

She left, but left a farewell note, as if that were a kindness.

“Thank you for last night, sorry for leaving without saying goodbye.”

Ah, dolcezza, you’ve got some nerve, huh?

I run my tongue over my teeth, already feeling a mix of irritation and amusement.

I continue reading, more curious than irritated now.

“Thank you for the borrowed clothes.”

“Borrowed? When exactly did we agree on that?” I raise an eyebrow, holding the paper between my fingers.

Of course, I know I won’t find a plausible answer.

She simply decided to borrow my pants, like borrowing a library book.

“The girl broke the cycle. Didn’t even bother to leave me an address to return my clothes. Audacious. I liked that...” With a crooked smile, I shake my head.

I guess, deep down, she surprised me, in a way I didn’t expect. It’s not every day a woman dares to play by my own rules, no matter how much it irritates me.

I call Vincenzo. The phone rings and on the third ring he answers.

“Who died now, Niccolò?”

I hear my brother’s breathless voice, sounding like he was enjoying an intimate moment with his wife, since the kids are spending the weekend with their nonna.

“I did, but don’t worry, I died of heartbreak. Last night’s woman took my pants.” I stretch, still holding the phone with one hand, and smile to myself as I look at the note on the table.

“Cazzo? You’re calling me for this?”

The indignation in his voice makes me laugh.

“No, of course not. I just wanted a moment of fraternal companionship, and who better than you to help me get dressed, right?” I say with irony. “But since we’re on the subject, my clothes disappeared overnight. You haven’t seen a woman breaking protocol, stealing my style, have you?”

Vincenzo sighs heavily, and I can imagine him rubbing his forehead, as he always does when he’s seconds away from telling me to go to hell.

“And who was the lucky one this time?”

“It’s not a question of lucky, it’s a question of audacity. She left a note, a farewell message.” I roll my eyes and sit on the edge of the bed, my bare feet touching the cold floor. “Now, tell me, what happened to that simple tradition of walking out the door without making a scene?”

“Audacity? Don’t you think maybe you’re the one exaggerating?” He lets out a dry laugh, laden with weariness. “You’re impossible, Niccolò. If you had any sense and a steady woman, you wouldn’t be in this situation.”

“Ah, right, a stable and boring marriage. Less fun, more responsibility. What a dream, huh? Tell me, how’s the enchanting routine of your life?” I let out a mocking laugh, rubbing my chin as I look in the mirror.

“It’s stable, which is much better than being naked and calling your brother for help.”

“Alright, alright. You win this one.” I raise a hand as if surrendering. “But seriously, can you help me? I’m here, pants-less and with my pride slightly wounded.”

“Cazzo! One day, this life of yours is going to blow up in your face, and I won’t be here to pick up the pieces.”

“Blow up, no, but cause a few sparks... That I already expect. Now, what about the pants? Let’s stay focused.” I smile, almost able to hear his frustrated expression.

“I don’t know how I haven’t gone insane yet. But until then, I’ll send you what you need. I’ll be there soon. Just don’t forget to send me the address, because honestly, wasting my day on your antics wasn’t what I had planned.”

I open the messaging app and send my location.

“Address sent, but please, bring pants worthy of my style. I don’t want to look like one of you, married and boring guys.” I let out a laugh, already imagining his expression.

“You’re insufferable.”

“And irresistible, don’t forget that.”

“Go fuck yourself!”

“Love you too, fratello. See you soon.” I hang up the phone and, for a moment, think about the audacious girl.

Maybe, under other circumstances, I’d be amused by her boldness, but let’s be honest, if I pass her on the street, I won’t even know who she is.

We were wearing masks.

The plan was to see her face today, but she’s already gone, like a ghost that passed through my life, leaving only a trail of confusion.

I light a cigarette, letting the smoke spread through the room as I search for music to fill the silence. The sound fills the empty space, but not the hole that opened in my mind. It wasn’t her who left me irritated, it wasn’t her audacity, it’s something bigger.

The thoughts return, as always.

How could I not think of them?

My parents.

The lies.

Always the goddamn lies.

I remember constantly how the truth came like a slap, dry and direct, without context or preparation. I still feel the weight of that hospital, the smell of blood and the sound of Mamma’s sobs. I was willing to donate my blood to save my brother’s life when the truth came out:

“You can’t donate, because Vincenzo’s blood is the same as that bastard Giorgio’s and mine. You have Ignazio’s blood, you’re his son.”

Everything I knew about myself crumbled there. It wasn’t just Vincenzo’s life hanging by a thread on that operating table, it was my truth, my past, and my sense of belonging.

If she had told me before, explained it to me, maybe I would have understood.

But no, they preferred to stay in the lie.

You don’t lie to family, for fuck’s sake!

“La famiglia è sacra.”

“We always protected, cared for, looked after.”

How many times did Dad say that?

How many times did he catch me trying to weasel out of my mischief with lies and made me swear I would never do that within the family, that loyalty was the pillar of everything?

And now? What’s left of that?

Well, it doesn’t matter.

It’s too late for explanations and sentimentality now. What could they possibly tell me? That it was out of fear, out of love, or because they wanted to protect me?

None of that changes the fact that I was raised on a lie.

Ignazio always spoke of loyalty as if it were unbreakable, but they broke it with me. I don’t know if it was by choice or by necessity, but I know it hurts.

And, fuck, does it hurt.

I pull myself from the chaos of my thoughts as I watch Vincenzo enter the hotel room, carrying a bag of clothes. Before taking the bag, I greet my brother, then head to the bathroom. As soon as I adjust the shirt on my body, I return to the room.

“Niccolò, you should listen to Mamma. She’s deeply affected by all this. Hear what she has to say, the reason for the lies, and then, make your own decision. I know that, despite your front, you’re also resentful about everything that happened. I know you well enough to see that. This distance isn’t doing any of us any good.”

“Oh, right, so now you’re the family counselor too, huh? I thought that was Dominic’s role.” I cross my arms, staring at my brother with a challenging tone. “I’m not going to follow the manual of good intentions and embrace the family drama with all the compassion in the world, you hear me?” I take a step toward Vincenzo, with an air of disdain. “And if I find out you had something to do with the lies and never told me, know that we’ll have a serious problem...” The tone of my voice is firm, a veiled threat, but clear enough to be understood.

Despite the ten-year age gap, Vincenzo and I have always had a strong connection. Even with all the trauma he carries, he was always an example to me. While I, with my jokes and sarcasm, tried to lighten the load my brother carried, he was always the foundation I leaned on. That’s why a betrayal from him would be more than a low blow; it would be a knife to the heart of something I always considered unbreakable.

“You think I fucking knew about this?” Vincenzo’s voice grows rougher, laced with an uncontrolled edge. “I was just as blindsided as you. I’m no saint, but don’t give me that ‘betrayal’ bullshit.” He clenches his fists, trying to maintain his composure, but the frustration overflows. “I know you’re angry, but don’t go dumping the weight of all this shit on me, capisce?”

I look at him, Vincenzo’s words still echoing in my mind, and something begins to settle inside me. The anger doesn’t disappear completely, but the truth is, deep down, I always knew that however twisted our reality was, Vincenzo would never deceive me.

“I don’t know what to expect from anyone anymore.” I fall silent for a moment, taking a deep breath before facing him. “Make no mistake, Vincenzo, I still trust you. Even if this whole mess has turned into chaos.”

The weight of what’s happening still tightens my chest, but for some reason, knowing I wasn’t betrayed by him eases a little of the tension. It’s not much, but it’s enough to remind me who’s by my side, even in the middle of all this hell.

“Just...” I look at him with a little more seriousness. “Don’t make me lose faith in you, too. Because if that happens, then the shit will really hit the fan.”

“Let’s just get to my house, you idiot. You think having your pants stolen affected your brain? Because you’re just talking shit.” He lets out a low laugh, but it’s loaded with sarcasm. “I’m sure my wife’s lunch will do you good. And, who knows, maybe it’ll even get you to stop freaking out a little.”

“Oh, right... The master’s wife’s lunch is going to solve all my existential problems.” I let out an ironic smile, but my tone softens a little. “Fine, I’ll go, just because you insisted and I don’t want you worrying about me. Nothing’s going to make me falter. I’ll figure it out, like I always do.”

Vincenzo is right about some things, but who am I to let myself be shaken?

I’ve always been this way: control, strategy, and few emotions on display.

This whole paternity business is a problem to be solved, not a weakness to be exposed. I’m not going to surrender to despair or let them see my doubt.

No!

That’s not part of my game.

​
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CHAPTER 5
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Rosangela Vasconcellos

THE MORNING BREEZE wraps around me as I step off the bus, carrying the scent of the city slowly waking up—a mix of fresh bread from the corner bakery and a faint tang of gasoline from the growing traffic. My steps are quick but calculated as I head to Laisa’s house. The thought of coming home dressed in men’s clothes is like striking a match next to a barrel of gunpowder.

I can’t risk it.

When I knock, Laisa answers in seconds, her hair still messy, her satin pajamas reflecting the soft morning light. She arches an eyebrow when she sees me.

“Looks like the night was wonderful, Ro.” A mischievous smile plays on her lips as she walks toward the bedroom, waving for me to follow.

“The best of my life,” I reply, unable to stop a satisfied smile from escaping.

“I want details.” She opens the closet, her fingers sliding over hangers stuffed with colorful clothes and various fabrics.

Without delay, she picks out a few pieces that blend casual with feminine and hands them to me. The clothes carry the unmistakable scent of floral fabric softener that Laisa always uses, a direct contrast to the masculine cologne still clinging to my skin.

“Yes, but that’ll have to wait. I need to get home. My dad, you know...”

She looks at me with understanding, but not without a touch of worry.

“Got it. But you won’t escape me later. You know I’m persistent.”

I change quickly in the bathroom and apply makeup where the handsome guy left his marks, trying to erase the traces of last night. Still, it’s impossible to ignore the lightness in my chest and the warmth on my lips as I remember every moment.

Before I leave, Laisa pulls me into a brief, tight hug.

“Good luck. And, Ro, be careful.”

I nod gratefully.

The door clicks softly shut behind me, and I take a deep breath before heading home, where reality waits for me like a storm about to break.

When I get home, I take a deep breath before turning the key in the lock. The metallic sound echoes faintly, yet to me, it seems deafening in the morning silence. I push the door open carefully, like someone afraid of waking a sleeping beast. My eyes scan the dark living room, hoping luck is on my side and my dad has already left for work.

The air inside is heavy, laden with the persistent smell of stale tobacco and something sour, maybe remnants of the last bottle of cachaça he forgot to throw out. I move through the living room in silence, sidestepping the crooked chair that’s always in the way, as if every small detail of the space had been left on purpose to test me.

Ever since my dad lost his job, the tension at home has been constant, like a pressure cooker about to blow. Now he works in construction, off the books, in a warehouse far from the eyes of the authorities and any guarantee of stability.

It’s not a dream job, but it’s the only one he could get after being laid off.

The company he worked for was a respectable place with great benefits, until a tragedy happened. The old boss’s daughter, Martina, a respectable Italian woman, died mysteriously, and no one talked much about it. The silence surrounding the case only fueled speculation of an accident, or maybe something darker. The boss, devastated, sold everything and disappeared, leaving behind new management that cleaned house without ceremony. My dad was one of the first casualties of that restructuring.

Of course, getting caught drunk on the job by the new supervisor didn’t help.

When the news of the layoff came, he didn’t say a word. He just sat in his armchair, lit a cigarette, and stared at the wall for hours, as if waiting for something, anything, to snap him out of that stupor.

Now, every day is a struggle to keep up appearances.

But he still got lucky, if you could call it that, because his old boss opened a company in an environmental field and was hiring off the books. It was one of those places where the promise of quick work without bureaucracy attracted those who had no choice. Low pay, no guarantees, but for him, it was better than nothing.

Since then, he leaves early and comes back late, but the little money he earns barely covers expenses, and the rest goes straight to the bottles hidden in the kitchen.

And me?

I walk this tightrope, trying to avoid any move that might make him lose his balance for good.

“Where the hell were you, you slut?! Out all night like a whore?” he bellows, his voice thick and slurred by alcohol. Hitting me before I even have time to close the door.

I stop in my tracks, feeling my body freeze for a second. The strong smell of alcohol hits me before I even look at him.

He’s standing in the corner of the living room, a half-empty bottle in one hand and the other trembling as he points at me, as if I were the cause of all his problems. His eyes are red, bloodshot, and a vein throbs in his temple, looking ready to burst.

“I worked late and ended up sleeping at Laisa’s,” I improvise, trying to keep my voice calm, but the tremor in my words gives me away.

He takes a step forward, and I instinctively step back, feeling the cold wall against my back.

“Why didn’t you call? Why didn’t you tell me, damn it?!” he shouts, the anger growing with each word. “As long as you live under my roof, you answer to me, understand?! You won’t make a fool out of me!” The words are spat out, loaded with resentment.

I clench my fists at my sides, trying to ignore the knot forming in my throat.

“I’m sorry, Dad. I left very late and didn’t want to wake you and Mom,” I reply, my voice low, almost pleading.

He laughs, but it’s not a laugh of humor—it’s bitter, cruel, as if mocking my attempt to calm the situation.

“Oh, how considerate!” he repeats, mocking, his eyes red and wide from the alcohol. “Didn’t want to wake me? What a devoted daughter!” Sarcasm drips from every word as he shakes the bottle in his hand, the liquid sloshing dangerously.

He takes another step forward, his shoulders tense, fury pulsing in him like an animal about to attack.

“And I’m supposed to believe that little story, is that it?” His voice rises, growing sharper. “Or should I believe what everyone already knows?! Huh?! That you’re losing yourself... Like those sluts who sell their bodies on the street?!”

The cruelty explodes in the air like a slap, raw, merciless. The silence that follows is worse than the shouting.
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