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Zelena Lucchesi

Years Earlier

I MOVED MY HANDS, MAKING little shapes on the wall, using the shadow and the dim light from the lamp on the nightstand beside my bed.

Papà never came late to put me to bed. If he had to leave for one of his obligations with Don Ettorio or Padrino Alessio, I had to be asleep before the appointed time, so we could keep our routine.

I let out a resigned sigh and flattened my hands on the mattress beside me. I stared at the half-dark ceiling, bored and getting sleepy.

He’d been gone from the house for hours. Sienna, my nanny, had already retired to her room. Before that, she’d put me in bed and left the lamp on so I could wait for him.

I brought my thumbnail to my lips and started biting it.

What if I fell asleep? Tomorrow Papà would find me at breakfast and explain why he was late.

But he always showed up. Early or late at night. The kiss on my forehead was our ritual, just ours.

I didn’t know who my mother was, and Papà never talked about her, just like he’d forbidden me to. It was just me and him.

A knock sounded at the front door.

I bit my cheeks, deciding whether or not to go. But Sienna slept so heavily that she probably wouldn’t hear it.

I jumped up and walked barefoot out of my room.

The house we lived in was small but comfortable. It was inside the famiglia’s territory, under the soldiers’ protection.

I looked around, my eyes skimming the photos of me and Papà scattered around the house, from the trips he had to take with the Don that he managed to bring me along on.

Another knock. This one sounded a little impatient.

I quickened my steps, unlocked the door, and opened it.

Padrino stood before it. Beside him, the Don’s son. Nicolau.

I frowned, confused.

The boy, Nicolau, showed nothing. His expression was serious, taciturn. Padrino, though... looked sad. His clothes were torn, his hair disheveled, and there were red stains on his face and hands.

He looked at me and took a deep breath, lowering his head.

“G-good evening,” I said, wringing my hands in front of me, nervous. “Papà isn’t back yet.”

He lifted his eyes to meet mine and clenched his jaw.

“We know, Zelena.” He swallowed hard. “We came here to talk about him.”

A crease formed on my forehead.

“About Papà?”

He nodded, like someone who seemed too tired.

“Zelena?” Sienna’s voice came from behind me. I turned and found her with her sleep-creased face, wearing a satin bonnet on her head and a long, oversized nightgown. “What are you doing? Your father already told you not to open the door.”

Padrino raised his hand, cutting her off.

“The fault is ours, Sienna, for coming so late at night.”

I felt her presence approach me. She placed a hand on my shoulders and pulled me against her legs. For a second, there was silence.

“Where is Papà?” I asked, trying to understand all this confusion.

He rubbed his face and took a step forward, entering the house. Nicolau stayed where he was, his face still serious.

“Dante isn’t coming.”

I blinked, my eyes welling up.

“But... but why isn’t Papà coming? He always puts me to bed. He said he’d be back in time for my bedtime.”

He crouched down in front of me, bringing his face level with mine.

His brown hair, which was always immaculate, was a mess that almost looked funny. I noticed the collar of his white shirt also had the same red stains covering his face and hands.

He set his green eyes on mine, staring deep into them. He raised his hands and placed them on my arms.

“Listen carefully, my little girl. Your father was a hero tonight. He saved my life. Nothing I can ever do will be enough to repay him for that.”

“When is he coming home?” I whispered, barely audible.

Padrino sighed.

“Dante... died,” he answered, his voice barely a low rumble. “We lost him tonight, just like our Don Ettorio.”

I felt Sienna’s hands on my back, like she was trying to hold me in place, faced with the news that made my chest tighten.

“No... he didn’t die. He promised he’d come put me to bed,” I protested.

He pressed his lips together into a thin line. He tilted his head, pointing to his nephew.

“I know how you feel. We all lost someone tonight. Nicolau lost his father too, and he’ll be initiated very soon, as our Don.”

I shook my head, holding back a sob. I turned and stared at Signora Sienna.

“What happens now?”

I was still too young, but I could understand the weight of it. Without my Papà, I had no one left. Would they keep me in the famiglia or throw me into some orphanage?

Padrino’s hands tightened on my arms.

“Now you’ll stay with me, little flower. You’ll be a Benelli, just like me. You’ll be raised as my daughter, my future heir. It’s the least I can do to repay my debt to your father.”

I turned to him, swallowing hard, tears spilling from my eyes.

“Are we staying home?”

He shook his head.

“You’ll come with me. You’ll live in my mansion. From today on, you’ll study at a private school and receive the same education as the other girls from the elite. As a Benelli, you deserve the best.”

Go live with him? But... what about my house? And my room? And my toys?

“I can’t leave my toys,” I whispered.

Nicolau let out a laugh. I dragged my eyes to him, regretting it almost immediately. He looked bored and... indifferent. I was afraid of him. None of the other boys were like that.

“Don’t worry. You’ll have all the toys you want.” He stood up and ran a hand through his straight hair.

“Can Signora Sienna come too?” I asked, shivering slightly from the cold breeze coming through the open door.

When he turned his eyes back to me, they softened, and then he smiled faintly.

“Unfortunately, my little flower, that won’t be possible.”

I gasped, more tears spilling from my eyes.

Sienna took a step back, pulling away gently.

“But... why?” I stammered, sobbing.

He twisted his lips into a grimace, and a subtle gleam crossed his pupils.

“Because she’s going to be executed.”

My eyes went wide. Sienna screamed, backing away even further.

“I didn’t do anything, forgive me, signore. I didn’t do anything!” she screamed, repeating the words as if that might convince him.

“Yes, you did,” Padrino countered, keeping his calm tone.

He pulled me to him. I tried to struggle, confused, trying to understand what was happening.

Sienna knelt on the floor in front of them, raising her hands in supplication.

“Please, signore, have mercy. I didn’t know this would happen. I never wished for Signor Dante’s death.”

A growl slipped through the man’s clenched teeth.

“But you wished for your Don’s death, and that is the worst of crimes.” He looked at his nephew and tilted his head slightly. A direct, silent order. “We need the head for the meeting.”

The head? What was he talking about?

Sienna started screaming and thrashing in complete desperation. Padrino turned me to face him. I buried my face in his legs. He placed his hand on my hair, stroking it lightly and keeping me in place, stopping me from looking.

Nicolau moved forward, and Sienna’s screams and pleas became even shriller, until she gurgled, as if she were choking, and fell silent. The strong smell of rust filled the air, so pungent it turned my stomach.

“What happened?” I whispered, thinking out loud.

Padrino sighed, his hands still firm on me.

“Sienna was a traitor, little flower. She was the main one responsible for your father’s death and our Don’s,” he explained.

A sob wracked my body, making me tremble.

I heard a noise, a crack, like Nicolau was breaking something.

“More force. Like that, you won’t be able to separate the head from the body,” Padrino instructed. “You know you’re still too young and there will be opposition because of that. You need to show up there covered in the traitor’s blood, with her head as your trump card. That’s the only way you’ll start to get the respect you deserve.”

“If they oppose me, I’ll kill them,” Nicolau hissed.

“No, you won’t. If you kill every man who disagrees with you, all you’ll have left is an empty throne and a corpse sitting on it. Respect doesn’t come from blind fear, Nicolau. It comes from the certainty that you could crush them at any moment... but choose not to. A true Don doesn’t waste blood. He turns it into loyalty.”

Nicolau snorted but said nothing.

I clenched my teeth hard at the sound of a muffled noise, followed by a dry crack and a wet thud.

“Perfect, Nicolau. The right blade and the right amount of force,” Padrino praised.

I heard Nicolau move away, and then the kitchen cabinets being opened, their doors slamming shut. The rustle of plastic. He put something inside a bag and stepped forward, leaving the house behind.

Padrino released me. Tears streaked my face, strands of my hair stuck to my wet skin. He still wouldn’t let me turn around.

I looked at Nicolau and noticed the dark bag he held in one hand. Small red drops dripped and stained the floor.

I lifted my eyes, staring at the grime splattered across the skin of his face, his hands, his neck. His eyes were blue-green, but there was nothing beautiful about them. They were cold, calculating, far too serious for someone so young. He didn’t blink, he didn’t hesitate. Something about that color bothered me. It should have been pretty, but it looked wrong on him. It looked dangerous.

“What are you going to do?” he asked his uncle.

“I’m taking Zelena to my house. I’ll meet you at the mansion, for the meeting.”

He nodded, throwing me a look that I quickly averted, and then walked away with hard steps, holding the bag firmly in his hand, disappearing.

Padrino stroked my hair again, pushed the strands clinging to my face away, and looked at me.

“Everything’s going to be okay, Zelena. You’re a Benelli now. You’ll have the security and all the comfort that this name provides.”

He pulled me into his lap, spun on his heels, and headed away from my house.

I managed to peek over his shoulder, and I regretted it immediately. Stretched out in front of the door, right in the middle of the living room—the place where Papà used to help me with my homework—was Sienna. Without her head, bleeding all over the light-colored floor.

I squeezed my eyes shut, turning away from the scene, and started to tremble. With fear, with grief, with panic.

I was alone. Without my Papà to protect me. Without anyone.

Padrino held me tighter, as if trying to comfort me with the gesture.

My sob turned loud, followed by another and another, until I had no control left over my own crying.
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Zelena Benelli

Present Day

I BROUGHT THE CUP TO my lips and took a small sip of tea, never taking my eyes off the conversations unfolding in front of me.

Every Thursday afternoon, they held what they called “the ladies‘ tea.”

This wasn’t a gathering for just anyone. Only the wives and heiresses of the most important caporegimes were there. Women who carried heavy surnames, but who, in the end, were nothing more than well-placed pieces in the mafia’s game. They didn’t make decisions, they didn’t give orders. They were figures of respect because of who they represented, not because of who they were. Still, over tea and talk of trivialities, there was one thing they all shared: the fact that, whether they liked it or not, they belonged to the mafia just as much as the men outside.

Over time, I learned a great deal about all of them, but mostly I learned how everything worked inside the organization.

The vast majority didn’t accept me; they just tolerated me, fearing the wrath of the Benellis. The surname I adopted when my father died brought me privileges I hadn’t even known existed.

I started studying at the best school, took private etiquette lessons, wore better clothes, and had everyone at my feet. Not out of affection or respect, but out of fear.

Before, I was just the daughter of one of the soldiers. Even though he was a personal friend of the Don and his brothers, that’s all he was—a simple pawn in a complex game.

I knew why they didn’t like me, and in a way, I understood. Most of the young women in that room were the daughters of marriages that had been meticulously planned by the mafia, the union of two powerful families.

My father never talked about my mother, but as I got older and understood things better, I found out why. She was a prostitute. They slept together a few times, she got pregnant, and I was born. My father killed her the moment she tried to extort him, using me as leverage.

I didn’t have a pure bloodline, like all of them did.

My merit and the seat I occupied in that room weren’t due to who I was, but rather to who adopted me. Padrino had killed many men over the past few years because of me. He didn’t tolerate jokes, insults, or offenses. He was the consigliere to our Don. Those who didn’t respect him feared him enough to keep their mouths shut.

So no one dared say another word, and they started to put up with me, treating me like an equal, despite the hostile looks.

The mafia was a world of silent rules and definitive consequences. Inside it, every man had his place, and every woman knew hers. The hierarchy started at the top, with the Don, and descended like an iron chain down to the street soldiers. Nicolau was the Don, the supreme chief, and below him were the caporegimes, handpicked men who commanded different areas of the famiglia’s business. Each Capo had his group of soldiers, and below them were the associates, those who served the mafia but would never truly be part of it.

There was no room for democracy or mercy. The order was simple: obey or die. Betrayal meant a death sentence, and the punishment was always a warning to the others. It didn’t matter if it was a childhood friend, a brother, or even a father. Blood was paid with blood.

The machismo was unquestionable. Women didn’t command, didn’t give opinions, didn’t take part in business. They were wives, daughters, and mothers, well-fitted pieces to strengthen alliances between families. Their marriages were agreements sealed before they were even born, and the only power they had came from the surname they carried. Some accepted it, others resigned themselves to it. None dared to challenge it.

The business was a balance between the illegal and the acceptable: casinos, extortion, arms trafficking, smuggling luxury goods, and an invisible network of favors. At the same time, there were the legitimate investments: restaurants, hotels, vineyards, import companies. The mafia infiltrated wherever there was profit, wherever it could launder its money and expand its influence. Anyone who tried to stand up to them or refuse their cut was taken down. Politics, police, justice—everything had a price, and the mafia always knew the right amount to pay.

Killing wasn’t an impulsive act. It was a procedure, a rule inside the system. Only the weak killed without purpose. The strong chose when and how. An enemy’s death was a warning; a traitor’s was a tradition. And an innocent’s... well, innocents didn’t last long near the famiglia.

I let out a sigh and turned my attention back to the conversations. They were arguing about the card game, while Lucia de Lucca, the widow of a former Capo, and Marcella Gallo, the wife of the Capo in charge of human trafficking, disagreed over a play.

I set my cup down delicately on the table in front of me and shifted in my chair, restless.

Thursday wasn’t my favorite day of the week. Spending the afternoon with them was like a torment. But I knew its importance, so I showed up.

I turned my head and stared at Beatrice Romano. She was much younger than me, just turned legal age. She was pretty, gentle, and well-mannered, very different from the vast majority.

Caterina poked my right arm, catching my attention. She leaned in to whisper:

“You don’t know yet?”

I furrowed my brow, confused.

“Don’t know what?”

She bit her lips and looked around, checking if anyone else was paying attention to us, but the ladies’ argument was so heated that no one seemed to care about anything else.

“Beatrice is engaged.”

My eyes went wide, and I turned abruptly toward her.

“To who?”

“Alberto Caruso.”

A spark of pity hit my chest.

Alberto was, by far, one of my least favorite people. The son of caporegime Giorgio, who ran the drug trafficking, he was just as brutal as his father. Nothing about him pleased me.

Beatrice was so... naive, she’d be swallowed up by him at the first opportunity.

“I feel so sorry for her,” I whispered.

“Yeah, me too.”

Caterina was my only loyal friend. She was the same age as me and had always made a point of getting close to me, even when it pushed others away.

Just like Padrino, her father, Mr. Massimo Pellegrini, hadn’t forced her into an arranged marriage. At some point, she’d have to get married, but her father was letting her choose freely.

Deep down, she knew time was running out. We were at the peak of our twenty-four years, and soon there would be no more time, and no more choice either.

“Has your father said anything else?” I asked, referring to the pressure about marriage.

She shook her head subtly.

“He told me the Don hasn’t pressured him for a union yet.”

I bit my cheeks.

“That’s kind of strange. We’re the... oldest. Beatrice barely turned legal age and she’s already promised.”

She shrugged.

“You’re a Benelli. They’re not going to marry you off to just anyone. And me... well, I think I’m getting privileges from being close to you.”

“I think Padrino can’t find a marriage for me, you know... because of who I am.”

I had the surname, but not the blood, and in our social circle, that counted for a lot.

“No. Papà told me the Don won’t even hear any proposal whatsoever for a marriage for you.”

I opened and closed my mouth, in shock. I swallowed hard, trying to keep my heart calm at the information.

“W...what?” I breathed, my voice barely a whisper.

“Someone brought up the possibility at a meeting, and he shut it down immediately, leaving no room for discussion on the subject. They asked about me too, but he dodged it, saying there were far more important topics. No one’s brought it up since.”

I turned forward, shoulders stiff, posture rigid.

There was only one answer for that. Nicolau didn’t consider me family. He tolerated me, just like the others, but he didn’t think I was important enough to use as bargaining chip.

I wasn’t naive. I knew a Benelli girl was too important to be left aside. There would be plenty of marriage proposals, plenty of offers for a union.

I clenched my teeth hard.

I didn’t feel disappointed about it. Quite the opposite—a forced marriage wasn’t in my plans. But as a member of the famiglia, I wouldn’t be able to, and I also wouldn’t oppose it, if it happened to me.

“We’re lucky. We could be like Beatrice right now,” she added, after a moment of silence.

I looked again toward the girl and understood her lost gaze better. She was worried and even disappointed.

“At least he’s young,” I retorted quietly.

The last marriage was between a twenty-year-old girl and a fifty-year-old man, one of the widowed caporegimes with no heirs. The union was so he could provide some and carry on the important surname the family carried.

“Agreed,” she said.

I took another sip of tea.

“Still haven’t taken an interest in anyone?” I asked.

“No, but I also don’t want to have to leave if I marry someone from an allied famiglia, so I’m analyzing all the possibilities from inside here.”

“I’d rather you stay too,” I confessed, turning to her. “But above all, I want you to be happy in your choice.”

She smiled with closed lips, grateful. Her eyes reflecting the feeling.

I couldn’t understand how no one had asked for her hand yet. Besides being from an important family, she was magnificent.

Her skin had a natural glow, a warm tone that perfectly matched her long, wavy hair, which cascaded down to her waist, almost wild in contrast to her calm posture. Her nose was delicate, with a subtle curve, and her lips were full, perfectly shaped, always seeming on the verge of a smile. Her arched eyebrows highlighted her large, expressive brown eyes, which always carried a mix of sweetness and melancholy. She seemed made to be anywhere but this world. Everything about her was harmonious.

“And your secret lover?” she asked, whispering so softly I had to strain to understand.

I shrugged.

“He doesn’t want to be identified, and honestly, I stopped caring about that.” I let out a sigh. “I think he’s some soldier.”

Her eyes widened.

“Why do you think that?”

I shrugged.

“If he were anyone else, he’d want to show off, don’t you think? We know everything around us is a game; whoever has more strength and power wins. No one who had both would want to stay anonymous, unless they don’t have any of it.”

The mafia had several clubs, but one of them was exclusive to members. L’Ombra. Masks were mandatory, so identities were preserved.

It was a normal nightclub, except for that detail and the endless private rooms it had.

One day, Caterina and I went out of pure curiosity. And then he approached me. He was monosyllabic, but his magnetism was enough to draw me in. I knew he was a dangerous man, treacherous, and could have killed me that day if he’d wanted to. No one there knew who I was.

But he didn’t.

When I went again, he was there, as if he’d been waiting for me. And then the next time, and the one after that. Despite the sparse dialogue, our contact was intimate, full of chemistry and tension, until I found myself losing my virginity to him.

I didn’t care that I didn’t actually know who he was. He was my darkest secret, like a completely forbidden dream. An inevitable affair.

He made me feel alive, gave me pleasure, praised me as if I were the most important person in the world.

Sometimes I questioned how problematic that could be, but still, I couldn’t feel guilt, remorse, or regret.

“That makes sense,” she countered. “The club is exclusive to members, but not to the hierarchy.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Anyway, he doesn’t know who you are either, so you’re still safe.”

If they ever found out about these little escapades of mine, I’d be finished. They already didn’t like me; they’d only have more reason to finish me off for good. And not even Padrino or the Benelli surname would be able to protect me.

“It’s better this way. If I find out his, I run the risk of him finding out mine too, somehow.”

“You’re right. The little secret protects you both.”

Marrying a virgin wasn’t something that bothered me. It was a requirement for most marriages inside the famiglia, but I doubted anyone would question my honor in front of Padrino. He’d kill the man without thinking twice.

The argument ended, and they finished their card game, deciding on a draw between the two when they saw that neither was willing to give in.

I stood up, next to Caterina, and we straightened ourselves and slipped out of the room seconds before they declared tea over. They usually stayed an extra half hour, chatting back and forth.

As soon as we pushed through the double doors of solid wood, leaving the Benelli mansion’s ballroom, I let out a heavy breath, relieved.

“We can make up some excuse for next Thursday, what do you think?” she said, matching her steps to mine as we walked down the long corridor.

The floor was polished marble, so smooth and flawless it reflected the lights from the crystal chandeliers hanging from the vaulted ceiling. On one side, there were tall glass windows that went from floor to ceiling, revealing a perfectly manicured garden with sculpted bushes, stone fountains, and colorful flowers that seemed to belong in a Renaissance painting. The subtle scent of jasmine and damp earth came in through the cracks in the windows, mixing with the heavy silence of the house.

On the other side of the hallway, dark wooden doors lined up at regular intervals, all identical. Some were ajar, revealing glimpses of luxurious offices, libraries full of old books, and even empty rooms, decorated as if they were waiting for guests who never arrived. The walls were adorned with gilded frames and paintings of Italian landscapes, probably extremely expensive, but so old that time was beginning to fade their colors.

“I think that’s great. Let’s plan to go shopping at the mall in the morning and stretch it out into the afternoon. We can stop at the salon and blame the hairdresser for the delay, that’s why we were absent.”

“Have I ever told you you’re a genius? No? Well, you should know you are.”

I let out a laugh.

Doors opened at the end of the hallway, and a group of men came out of the room. I recognized some of the caporegimes. With them were Padrino, Vincenzo, and Nicolau.

I held my breath in my lungs.

I always kept my distance from all of them.

Vincenzo was the underboss, son of Riccardo Benelli, Padrino’s other brother. He was Nicolau’s right hand and the man he trusted most in life.

I quickly lifted my gaze and observed him.

He was the embodiment of a predator. His features were striking and almost brutal. An angular, strong jaw, a straight, defined nose, and thick eyebrows that only accentuated his penetrating gaze. His eyes were a dark brown, deep and expressionless, as if they hid secrets no one would ever uncover. He always kept his hair perfectly styled, black as coal, and his close-cropped beard only enhanced the harshness of his features.

His posture was rigid, shoulders broad, body solid, as if he were always ready for battle, even in a moment of rest. Everything about him exuded control and coldness; every move, every word calculated, like a sharpened weapon.

I used to hear the whispers about him in the hallways. Brutal. Lethal. Cold. The perfect killer, just like his cousin, our Don. There was no hired hand for either of them—they both liked to do the job personally, maintaining control and taking their pleasure from the suffering of others.

I shifted my gaze to the figure at his side.

My heart skipped a beat.

When my eyes met Nicolau’s, I felt the same ice that used to paralyze me when I was younger, but now it seemed stronger, almost crushing. The treacherous color: blue-green. His stare wasn’t just cold; it was calculating, impenetrable. There was no doubt he saw everything—that every movement, every word I spoke was being analyzed in that moment.

His face looked even harder. Pale skin with a sharp jawline, strong, unyielding features, his body straight as if he carried the weight of the world but refused to bend under it. He didn’t need to speak for the air around him to change. Everything about him radiated absolute control, and a strength that didn’t need violence to be felt.

His hair was as dark as his presence, wavy in a careless way but never looking unkempt.

Nicolau was tall. His broad shoulders and firm chest made it clear he wasn’t just a man of words, but of physical strength as well. Every movement seemed calculated, controlled, as if he were always one step ahead of everyone else.

His strong arms, defined beneath the snug fabric of his shirt, hinted that he could finish someone with his bare hands if he wanted to. His body wasn’t just well-maintained; it was functional, built for war, for domination. His large hands, with long, firm fingers, showed he could just as easily carry the weight of an empire as break someone without effort.

He wasn’t just imposing; he was a walking threat. The kind of man who didn’t need to raise his voice to make a point. He was the point.

My steps faltered, but I managed to stay steady.

There was something about him that held me. Something that made my body react before I could stop it. It was a kind of invisible, suffocating force that made me feel small next to him.

And I hated it.

I hated the way my skin tingled when he was near. I hated the weight of his gaze on me, the way my body stiffened, as if I were being watched by a predator. I hated even more that, no matter how hard I tried to avoid it, I always noticed him.

He didn’t need to speak to me for me to feel his presence. He just had to stand there, still, silent, and the whole atmosphere changed.

I was never stupid. I knew exactly what kind of man Nicolau was. I knew the stories, the whispers in the hallways, the things he did without blinking. But still, some irrational part of me clung to him in a way that terrified me.

I should fear him.

And I did. Just not the way I was supposed to.

It wasn’t fear of what he could do to me. It was fear of what I felt when he was near.

It was fear that, deep down, I liked it.

“Zelena, my little flower, is your tea finished?” Padrino asked as soon as they were close enough, his tone always gentle when dealing with me—a far cry from how he spoke to others.

I cleared my throat, faced him, and offered a light smile.

“Yes, we just left.” I inclined my head slightly. “Good afternoon, gentlemen. Don Nicolau.” I greeted them, with Caterina doing the same beside me.

Padrino nodded.

“We still have some business to take care of. I don’t think I’ll make it back in time for our dinner. Don’t wait up for me.”

“Alright. I’ll see you at breakfast?”

He nodded, smiling.

“Possibly.”

Keeping my face lowered, I stepped past them to continue down the hall. I heard Nicolau’s low, rough laugh, and it raised every hair on my body.

I could always tell how much cruelty each of them carried. It was easy, after so much time living among them, and I could say for certain that the only one with any trace of kindness was Padrino. The rest of the Benellis didn’t have a drop of it.

Caterina let out a breath once we had enough distance.

“I know they scare you, same as me,” she whispered.

“That’s the price of living inside the mafia.”

“We’re not doing anything wrong, and yet, every time I run into the Benellis, I feel like a traitor. It’s crazy.”

“Believe me, you’re not the only one,” I admitted, turning the corner beside her.
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CHAPTER 2
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Nicolau Benelli

THE PROBLEM WITH WEAK men is they always think they can hide. They always think the name they carry can protect them, that false loyalty and excuses can buy them time. But there is no time for a man who’s already condemned.

And this one was dead before he even set foot here.

I ran my fingers over the knot of my tie, adjusting it with calm precision, while the echoes of my own footsteps reverberated down the hallway. Vincenzo walked beside me, his ironic smile firmly in place, as if he knew exactly how everything would end before it even began. He did.

Everyone did.

The man was in the room on the other side of that door. On his knees, waiting. Maybe he was still trying to negotiate for his life. They always tried. Desperation made them believe there was a way out, that I could be convinced.

But I never listened. Never hesitated.

I pushed the door open, and the smell of fear hit me first. The kind of fear that clung to the air, to the skin, that mixed with sweat and ragged breathing. The man lifted his head, eyes wide, mouth opening to beg.

I raised my hand, and he fell silent instantly.

“Do you know why you’re here?” My voice came out calm, almost bored.

He hesitated, swallowing hard.

“It was a mistake...”

Vincenzo let out a low, dry laugh behind me.

“Yes,” I murmured. “And mistakes have consequences.”

I took a step closer, and he trembled, his entire body paralyzed. It was fascinating how fear turned a man into nothing.

Power isn’t something you ask for. It’s something you take.

I learned that early. Before I even understood what it meant to be a Benelli, I already knew that fear was worth more than respect. Respect can be challenged. Fear cannot.

I became Don because I was born for it. Because there was no other option. And for a man like me, hesitation was never permitted. The mafia isn’t a game of chance. It’s survival, and only the strongest last long enough to win.

And I am the strongest.

Every decision I make carries the weight of an empire. Every man I execute strengthens my name. Every body that falls is proof that no one can challenge me and walk away alive.

But there’s one thing no one knows about me.

I am an obsessive man. Not with money. Not with power. I already have that.

My obsession has a name, has a face, has a scent.

And she will never escape me.

I pulled up a chair and sat down facing the bastard. I watched him, aligning my face with his. Donato had been one of my father’s most loyal soldiers. After I took over as Don, I kept him on as the family’s personal security. He was responsible for every soldier who stood watch for us.

“Please, Capo dei Capi, I’ve always been loyal to the famiglia. I just made one slip...” he whispered, breathless.

A sharp smile curved my lips. I kept my gaze fixed on him. Donato lowered his head, fear evident on his face.

“A slip?” I asked, laughing. I dragged the chair back as I stood and gestured to Vincenzo. “You know, you’re lucky... I’m relatively calm today.”

Vincenzo laughed.

“Masquerade meet?” he asked, walking over to the long stainless-steel table in the other corner of the room.

“Yes,” I confirmed, offering no further details.

This wasn’t the place or the time to talk about that. It was a secret I would keep for a while, until I made her mine, with no escape.

I walked slowly to the edge of the table. A dark cloth covered its entire surface. Donato raised his head and looked at it, frowning suspiciously.

“Do you know what’s under here?” He didn’t answer. “Please, Vincenzo, show him our special gift.”

Smiling like a madman, my cousin and underboss grabbed the edges of the cloth, lifting it and pulling it away.

Five children’s bodies were revealed.

Donato squeezed his eyes shut and turned his face away, as if he couldn’t bear to look at his own handiwork.

They were all young, boys between ten and thirteen. Some were in such an advanced state of decomposition that the body was falling apart, legs and arms separated from the rest.

During days of searching, my soldiers and Vincenzo had swept every place Donato used to frequent, until they found his victims, dug them up, and brought them back as proof of his crimes.

Vincenzo pointed to the first body.

“That one was the hardest. You were smart, throwing him into a deep, abandoned well.” He pointed to the third body. “And this one was the most labor-intensive. As we kept digging him up, some pieces were left behind.” He clicked his tongue against his teeth. “But you know what was the most interesting part of all this? They all had backpacks. Meaning they were coming home from school when they ran into you.”

No one could hide the truth from us, not for long, anyway. Donato held an important position, and for that reason alone, he’d managed to claim more victims than usual.

I was the supreme law of the famiglia, and I abhorred pedophilia. I was far from being a worthy man, but there was still some sanity left in me.

“Forgive me, please, forgive me. I promise I’ll never do anything like this again if you let me live. It’s... a disease, a need, but I promise I’ll try to get treatment.”

I leaned back against the table and crossed my arms in front of me. Tilting my head slightly to the side.

“What do you think, Vincenzo?”

My cousin inhaled, flaring his nostrils.

“I think he smells like a worm. He’s scared and desperate.”

“Seems like he doesn’t remember what happens to those who break our rules.”

“But... but I’m still loyal, I always have been. And those boys weren’t even part of the famiglia. They’re nobody, they’re not important.”

“And who judges their importance? You?” Vincenzo shot back, sounding a little less patient.

“I... I did everything right. I didn’t pick boys from influential families, I didn’t leave any traces for the police, and...”

“And if someone found out? If word got out that our famiglia has a habit of practicing pedophilia?” I countered. “We commit brutal crimes, but there’s a certain honor in what we do, and raping and killing children is definitely not part of that.”

“But I wasn’t caught!” he screamed.

Vincenzo raised an eyebrow.

“Weren’t you?”

He sighed heavily and shook his head.

“By you. Like I said, I made a small slip, and I promise it won’t happen again.”

I pushed away from the table, uncrossed my arms, and rubbed one palm against the other.

“You’re right, Donato. It won’t happen again...” I murmured.

He stared at the ceiling and let out an exasperated sigh of relief.

“Thank God!” he gasped.

I couldn’t control myself and let out a laugh.

“Thank me, for ending your life.” His eyes bulged and he spun quickly toward me. He opened his mouth, about to beg. I raised my hand, silencing him. “Vincenzo, lift him up and take off his pants.”

Excited, like a child about to suck on a piece of candy, he did as I ordered, walking over to the bastard without wiping the smile off his face. Donato began to beg, like the weakling he was.

My underboss grabbed him by the neck, lifting him with force and brutality. He struggled, trying to resist, but his body was already too weak after days imprisoned without any nutrients.

Vincenzo stripped him, holding him firmly on his feet, gripping his neck.

I reached into my pants pocket and pulled out the piano wire I kept there.

Piano wire was thin but lethal. With the right pressure, it cut through skin and flesh like a sharp blade. The more force applied, the deeper the cut. Pulled with speed and precision, it could rip open a throat before the victim even had time to react. And the best part? It was silent. Clean. Efficient.

Playing piano was one of my favorite hobbies. Classical music had the power to calm my disturbed mind. I managed to combine it with my other favorite activity: killing.

Vincenzo snorted.

“And you said you were calm?”

I uncoiled the wire carefully, but I felt a slight scratch on my finger. A thin line of blood appeared. I didn’t bother with it.

“But I am calm,” I answered, not looking at him.

“You only grab that shit when you’re really pissed off, and you do a hell of a lot of damage, Nicolau.”

Hearing that, Donato started begging again, tears springing to his eyes. I made a clicking sound with my mouth and shook my head reproachfully.

“You know I hate that. More than any crime they commit, begging for their lives is what bothers me most. I don’t have weak men at my side, and you’re showing yourself to be one. If you fell into the hands of our enemies, you’d be a disgrace to the famiglia.”

“The enemies wouldn’t scare me as much, Capo dei Capi.”

A smile spread across my face.

“Flattering me won’t change things for you.”

I crouched down in front of him, holding the steel wire with my arms open. Donato tried to pull away, but couldn’t against my underboss’s firm grip.

He stank of sweat and urine. I wrinkled my nose in disgust.

I looped the wire around his cock. I lifted my face, looking him in the eye, and then I smiled broadly. He shuddered, anticipating what was about to happen.

With a quick movement, I pulled my hands to the sides, closing the circle around him. The thin, sharp line severed the limb without difficulty. It hit the floor with a dull thud. Blood sprayed, instantly saturating the room, and Donato screamed so loud I felt a ringing in my eardrums. I clenched my teeth hard, annoyed by the sound. He turned his head to the side and tried to vomit, but there was nothing left in his stomach.

I stood up, blood dripping from the wire in my hands. I passed it around his legs, creating small cuts scattered across his body.

I wrapped it around his left foot, severing the tendons. He faltered, forcing Vincenzo to bear down harder to hold him up.

The underboss grabbed him by the face, pressing his palm over his mouth, silencing him.

“I’ve seen younger men, much braver than you,” he hissed.

I brought my face close to his.

“I could do far worse atrocities, Donato. And believe me, I have an endless supply of ideas I’d love to put into practice on you, but... I have a much more important commitment tonight, and I’m not going to let you make me late or get in my way.”

He was trembling. His throat exposed, pulsing under the dirty skin. A vein bulged on the left side of his neck, swollen, throbbing, the blood running too fast from fear.

The metal wire reflected the dim light; so thin it could go unnoticed. But death rarely made noise before it happened.

I passed the wire behind Donato’s head, the cold tip touching the back of his neck. His body stiffened, a low wheeze escaping his throat, something between a sob and a choked groan. His back tried to arch away from the touch of the steel, but there was nowhere to run.

My hands gripped the ends of the wire. I pulled.

The skin gave way first, tearing like thin paper. The sound wasn’t loud, just a wet snap, followed by the immediate gurgle of blood that spurted hot and thick through the cut. Donato tried to breathe, but the air escaped in red bubbles through the hole opening in the middle of his throat.

His eyes rolled back, his body going into spasms. The metallic smell of blood spread through the room, hot and nauseating. He tried to make another sound, but all that came out was a bubbling wheeze, as if he were drowning in his own existence.

The wire cut all the way to the bone. I felt it when it hit resistance, sliding through the cartilage of his trachea and reaching the cervical spine. His teeth clenched down on his tongue, his jaw locking in one final convulsion before the body collapsed in on itself.

The blood stained my hands, running down to the cuffs of my shirt. The heat of the liquid dissipated quickly, turning into something sticky and thick.

I dropped the wire the exact moment Vincenzo let him go. The body hit the floor with a dull thud, the neck still twitching, as if fighting to keep existing. But it was too late.

Vincenzo let out a theatrical sigh beside me.

“That was excessive,” he murmured, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

I adjusted my shirt cuffs unhurriedly, without emotion.

“Excessive would be letting him live.”

“And you said you were patient today.”

“But this is my patient self acting.”

He raised an eyebrow and burst out laughing.

“Sure...” He kicked the lifeless body. “What do you want me to do with him?”

I pulled a silk handkerchief from the front pocket of my pants and wiped my hands, removing the excess blood.

“Bury him somewhere far from here. I don’t want a trace of him left in our territory.”

Vincenzo nodded and jutted his chin toward the children’s bodies on the table.

“And with them?”

“The cemetery. We don’t know their names or identities, but put them in their proper resting place.”

“It would be good for them to see Donato. If there’s anyone else with the same... inclinations as him, they’ll think twice before acting,” he advised. “And for them to understand there will be no mercy, no matter their position in the famiglia.”

He was right.

Mercy is a mistake.

I learned that before I even understood the meaning of the word. My father never taught me to be good, because goodness doesn’t keep men like us alive. He used to say that weakness kills faster than a bullet.

Vincenzo and I didn’t have a childhood. We had training. From early on, we knew we weren’t like the others.

We couldn’t be. There was no room for innocence when you were born a Benelli.

My first kill happened before I was ten. My father tossed me a knife and pointed to a man kneeling in front of me. A traitor. Someone who had tried to deceive him. I hesitated for less than a second. And in that moment, the pain came.

The pain always came.

Every mistake, every hesitation, every weakness was punished. Because in the mafia, punishment comes before the lesson. I took my father’s blow before I even finished thinking. A slap so hard it threw me to the floor. Blood filled my mouth; only later could I feel the pain in my face.

“Get up,” he ordered. “And finish it!”

And I finished it.

The knife sank into the flesh as if the man were made of nothing. The blood ran warm over my fingers, and I vomited right after. Vincenzo was beside me, but he didn’t look at me. He already understood what I only grasped later: there was no way out.

You don’t choose to become a monster. You are shaped into one.

The years passed, and the hesitation disappeared. The pain was replaced by control. And fear... well, I learned that fear was useful. But not for me. For others.

Fear keeps men in their place. It silences doubts before they’re spoken. It stops anyone from even thinking about questioning an order.

That’s what made me Don.

And I’m not the kind of man who lets anyone forget it.

“Drag him through the hallways. Let everyone see him.” I threw the handkerchief on the floor. “Cut him to pieces. The greater the brutality, the greater the impact.”

He smiled.

“I like that.”

I looked at him.

“I’m going to be out. If anyone asks for me... you know the drill.”

My identity at the club wasn’t a mystery, but they knew they should keep their mouths shut if they wanted to keep their tongues in place. If an emergency came up, my underboss could handle it.

“When are you going to stop this little game? You know that sooner or later, Alessio is going to crack under the pressure and talk to her about the marriage.”

“She won’t marry anyone but me.”

“And do you have a plan for that?”

“Of course I do.”

“Good, because time is running out, and they’re going to arrange a marriage for her soon, with or without your consent. If you’re against it, the reason will only become more obvious by the day.”

“By the time that happens, she’ll already be mine.” I spun on my heel and walked toward the door. I stopped halfway and turned my head, looking back at him over my shoulder. “Don’t look for me. Don’t call me. And don’t interrupt me.”

“Understood.”

I left the room, the door slamming shut behind me, and found the long hallway empty.

I took a deep breath, as if her perfume might still linger in the air.

A smile spread across my lips.

She didn’t talk to me. She avoided my eyes. She acted like I didn’t exist.

But I saw everything.

I knew what time she woke up. The exact way she stirred her coffee before drinking it. The way she furrowed her brow when she was thinking too hard. I knew she preferred to walk through the empty corridors of the house just to avoid crossing paths with me. That she held her breath every time our eyes met. And that she was afraid of me.

And I liked that.

I liked it because it meant she felt something. That I got to her. And no matter how hard she tried to pretend, her body reacted to my presence.

She could run from me during the day. Or ignore me inside this house. She could even treat me like I was just Don, just a Benelli.

But at night, she came to me.

At L’Ombra, where the rules were different and no one knew who anyone was. Where she allowed herself things she’d never dare in the light of day.

She gave herself to me without knowing who I was. She let herself be touched, possessed, and went home the next morning like nothing had happened. Like she hadn’t spent the whole week waiting for it.

But I knew.

And that amused me. Because Zelena thought she was in control. That she was the one making the rules. But she didn’t realize she was exactly where I wanted her.

She was already mine.

She just hadn’t figured it out yet.

I always win.

Not because I’m the fastest. Not because I’m the strongest. But because I’m the only one who never hesitates.

In the end, everything belongs to me. The blood that’s spilled, the fear that spreads, the lives that are reaped without remorse. I decide who lives and who dies. Who breathes and who won’t see the next sunrise.

And Zelena?

She still hadn’t realized there was no escape. That this story was never about choice. That everything she had, everything she was... already belonged to me.

Her time was running out.

And I’m an impatient man—especially when it comes to her.
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CHAPTER 3
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Zelena Benelli

I STARED AT MY REFLECTION in the mirror, trying to recognize the woman staring back at me. My skin was flawless, the red lipstick tracing my lips in a line of control I could barely maintain. I’d always liked neutral colors, but the red seemed to say something tonight, something I didn’t want to admit.

My eyes, pale and cold, returned my gaze as if they belonged to someone else. There was something in them that made me never want to look at them for too long. No sweetness, no softness—just a kind of hardness I’d carried for years. It was the same look I used to face the world, the same one I needed to survive.

I ran my fingers through my loose hair, smoothing the waves that fell to the middle of my back. They seemed too wild for what I was trying to hide, but there was no time to worry about that. The black overcoat was fitted to my body, covering the dress I knew I should never wear outside L’Ombra.

I sighed and pulled the collar of my coat tighter, as if I could disappear inside it.

It was never a good idea to go there, and yet I couldn’t control the insane urge to put myself in danger by doing it.

I’d found out about the club by overhearing an informal conversation between Padrino and Vincenzo. They were talking about how the club was becoming more and more profitable, and they’d concluded that keeping their patrons‘ identities protected might be the main reason for it.

I couldn’t help telling Caterina, let alone when she thought it was an excellent idea for us to go there. All out of curiosity, of course. If we got caught, we’d make up some excuse.

Nothing happened. We had fun, we danced, we drank—and I met him. The next day, I woke up terrified for my honor and my life, but I found nothing. No one had found out.

So I went a second time, and a third, until it became a regular habit. Padrino didn’t keep tabs on my movements; it was easy to slip out when he came home late. Besides, the club was inside the famiglia’s territory, which gave me the freedom to wander without the soldiers who were supposed to protect me.

The rest of the members didn’t care enough about me to snoop into my life and keep track of my comings and goings.

The fifth time I went to the club, I gave in and gave my virginity to the masked man. It was the first time I’d made a decision on my own, acting on something I truly wanted.

It was impulsive, dangerous, and exciting.

Everything was normal the next day. He didn’t know who I was, just as I didn’t know who he was.

It was easy to keep that dark relationship a secret. We kept meeting. Whenever I went, he was there. Never with another woman, just waiting for me, secluded in a corner, far from everyone else.

I knew that at some point, I’d be auctioned off in marriage like a bargaining chip. I couldn’t choose my husband, couldn’t go against that decision. It wasn’t mine to make. That’s why I didn’t regret giving myself to the mysterious masked man. At least one choice was mine alone.

He was from the famiglia, obviously; no one who wasn’t was even allowed inside the territory, let alone to frequent the club. So it wasn’t like I’d be considered a traitor if they found out. At worst, a woman without honor who could never be given away in a contract marriage.

None of that bothered me.

Well, I did want to get married someday. I dreamed of being a mother, of having my own children, building my own family. I was alone—I’d always been. First, just my father and me. No siblings, no mother, no close relatives. After him, all I had left was Padrino, who took me in as if I were his own blood. Still, I felt alone. He spent most of his time with Nicolau, helping him with the famiglia’s business, while I wandered through the enormous mansion, lost in thought and boredom.

I wanted a house full of children, full of joy, noise, and chaos.

I let out another sigh and bit my lower lip.

Maybe someday that wish would come true.

I tucked my phone and money into the pocket of my overcoat. I never brought a purse—it would draw too much attention. To a good analyst, the model and brand wouldn’t go unnoticed. And I always paid in cash, making sure that any expenses I incurred there wouldn’t show up on my credit card statement, even though the masked man always covered everything, insisting on the gesture.
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I WALKED WITH MY HEAD down, the hood of my overcoat pulled over my hair to make sure no one recognized me. My heels struck the pavement, the sound echoing in the silence of the narrow street, each step seeming louder than it should. My hands were steady inside my coat pockets, but my heart was racing, anxiety building as I drew closer to my destination.

L’Ombra was discreet, nearly invisible to anyone who didn’t know what to look for. The façade was simple—a black door with a small symbol engraved in gold: a mask, half laughing, half shadowed. No signs, no flashy lights, just a small row of yellow lamps along the entrance, illuminating the path with a soft, almost menacing light.

The doorman gave me a quick glance, asking no questions. The mask was my entry. He opened the door, and I slipped inside, the muffled sounds of the street replaced by something entirely different.

Inside, the air was thick, warm, heavy with perfume and forbidden promises. The lighting was low, shades of red and gold painting the space. The walls were covered in velvet curtains, and crystal chandeliers hung from the high ceiling, casting reflections that danced like ghosts across the surfaces.

The floor was black marble, gleaming under the heels of the other guests. The music was low, deep, like a beat that seemed to come straight from the chest. At the center, a circular bar made of dark wood and gold dominated the room, surrounded by masked men and women whispering to each other, laughing, exchanging glances that carried intentions that didn’t even need to be spoken.

In the back, a staircase split into two paths, leading to the upper galleries, where the shadows were even deeper. I knew what happened up there and what those rooms were used for. I climbed those steps every time I came here.

I took a few steps inside, breathing deeply, feeling the heat rise to my face even beneath my mask. Every movement felt calculated, but inside, I was trembling. It was adrenaline, excitement, and anxiety all mixed together.

I was safe, but only as long as no one knew who I was. Here, among the masks and shadows, I could be anything. For a few hours, I didn’t have to be Zelena Benelli.

I was no one, and at the same time, I was myself.

I approached the dark bar and slid onto a stool, sitting in the farthest corner.

A man approached, dressed all in black and wearing a mask that covered his entire face.

“Can I get you something to drink?” he asked, his voice rough and hoarse, like someone who seemed tired, even though the night was just beginning.

“A Black Russian, please.”

He nodded and walked away.

The cocktail of vodka and coffee liqueur was an addiction I’d had ever since I started drinking alcohol at eighteen.

I drummed my fingers on the black countertop, the light polish on my nails reflecting off the mirrored bar.

I wanted to look around, curious, but I forced myself to stare only at the surface and the shelf of bottles that covered the entire wall in front of me.

The music wasn’t loud enough to be disorienting, but it kept people’s conversations private. I couldn’t even hear what the couple sitting right next to me was saying; it was as if the environment itself could block out any nosy person who came here with that intention.

The bartender returned and placed my drink directly in front of me. I reached into my overcoat pocket, about to pull out money to pay him, when he stopped me with a gesture.

“No need—your drink has already been paid for by the gentleman,” he murmured, tilting his chin to the side.

I whipped my head around in a dizzying, anxious motion, and my eyes found him in the darkest corner of the club, where the light barely touched the contours of his face. He was there, as always, the mask hiding most of the identity I so desperately wanted to uncover, even though I tried to deny it.

I recognized his posture immediately. Broad shoulders, straight spine, his body covered by the impeccable black suit. Even from a distance, he radiated power and control, as if this place belonged to him and everyone here was just waiting for his orders.

His dark hair fell slightly disheveled, but in a way that seemed meticulously calculated. His strong jaw was emphasized by his trimmed beard, a nearly perfect line that traced the contours of his face. He held a glass with a calmness that irritated me, his long fingers playing with the crystal as if he had no hurry and knew I was watching, just waiting for it.

I knew he could see me, even though his eyes were hidden in shadow. I’d always known. It was impossible not to feel the intensity that came from him, like an invisible current pulling me in, even when I wanted to keep my distance.

My heart beat faster, a mix of excitement and restlessness growing inside me. He didn’t talk much. He never asked more than necessary, never offered information beyond the basics. But that only made me want to know more.

Who was he? What was he hiding behind that mask?

I hated the power he had over me, the way he could disarm me with so little. And at the same time, I craved it. It was a dangerous game, and I knew it. But every night we met here, I lost myself a little more in him.

He raised his glass toward me, a simple gesture that seemed to say everything and nothing at once.

I grabbed my drink and slid off the stool, moving as if in a trance, reacting without control to the magnetism that dominated me.

And as always, I went to him.
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Zelena Benelli

MY HEART WAS POUNDING in a frantic rhythm, and my ears were ringing so loudly it was like I could hear my own high heels echoing off the marble floor.

I set my glass down on the table and slid along the banquette, sitting down beside him. I kept a certain distance, as if that could protect me from his whole spell, the one that sucked me toward him.

We stayed in silence, just absorbing each other’s company.

Being next to him was suffocating and addictive at the same time.

The heat of his big body seemed to radiate, even without touching me, as though the proximity alone was enough to trap me in a bubble where the rest of the world ceased to exist. We didn’t exchange words, but the silence between us was as intense as any conversation.

My heart was off-balance, beating too hard, and it pissed me off. How could he destabilize me so much just by being there, sitting, quiet, drinking his whiskey with that calm that drove me crazy?

I tried not to look at him, but my attention was inevitably dragged away. The sound of the ice in his glass, the slow, precise movement of every gesture, the way he seemed to be in absolute control of everything—even me.

I hated the way my body reacted, the heat climbing up my cheeks, the tingling in my fingers, the tension in my shoulders. Being so close to him made me feel vulnerable, like he could read every thought I was fighting to hide.

But the worst part was the feeling that he knew. He knew exactly what he did to me and he liked it.

He didn’t need to say anything. His presence was enough to consume me. Like he was a force I couldn’t avoid, a storm approaching slow and inevitable.

I brought the glass to my lips, trying to soothe my dry throat, but the alcohol only intensified things. And while he stayed there, motionless and impenetrable, I felt like I was losing the fight against myself.

I should get up. Leave. Put an end to this game.

But deep down, I knew I wouldn’t do any of that. Because being near him, even if it was torture, was something I couldn’t give up, as twisted as that seemed.

He brought his glass to his lips, swallowing all the amber liquor inside, before setting it down on the table. Still silent, he stood up, walked around, and extended his hand to me.

It didn’t feel like an invitation, but an order to follow him.

Something inside me woke up, my body warming in anticipation of what was about to happen.

I took his palm, my throat instantly dry, my heart racing. His skin was rough and seemed to sear on contact with mine.

My legs shaky, I stood up and followed him.

The stairs at L’Ombra were wide, covered in a dark red carpet that muffled the sound of our steps. Gold lights on the walls cast long shadows as we climbed, and the air felt heavier there, charged with a kind of silent expectation that made my skin prickle.

My breathing was slow and controlled, but inside, I felt my heart slamming against my ribs. I knew what would happen when we crossed that door at the end of the hall. I’d been there before. I’d felt his touch, the way his body dominated mine without effort. But that didn’t make any of it easier.

The second-floor hallway was dark, lit only by small lights near the floor. The doors lined up on each side were identical, each leading to a space where anonymity reigned. My hand was still in his, his long fingers squeezing mine firmly, without haste, but with the certainty of someone who already knew I wouldn’t back down.

The door opened with a soft click, and the room swallowed us. Indirect lighting created a gentle glow in the space decorated in dark tones, cozy and dangerous at the same time. The smell of leather and cognac hung in the air, mixed with his cologne.

The door closed behind us, and then, there was nothing left but him and me.

There was something about him that always unsettled me, beyond the overwhelming presence and the absolute control he exercised over everything around him. Something that, as strange as it seemed, left me restless every time we were together.

He never kissed me.

His touches were firm, intense, his mouth had already traveled every inch of my skin, but never my lips. There had never been a kiss.

It was as if that was forbidden. As if a simple touch of our mouths could break some invisible rule only he knew.

And it consumed me.

Because deep down, I wanted it. I wanted to feel his breath against mine, to know what he tasted like, to understand why he held back so much from something he could take without effort.

He didn’t seem like a man of restrictions, but for some reason, he refused to cross that line.

And I hated admitting that it only made me want him more.

With his back to me, he removed his blazer, tossing it over the armchair in the corner, then brought his hands to the buttons of his shirt, opening them one by one with exaggerated calm.

He tilted his head to the side and murmured, his voice low, almost inaudible, as he looked at me out of the corner of his eye, through the slits of the black mask that hid half his face, making his gaze even more unreadable.

“Lie down on the bed. No clothes,” he ordered.

I bit my lips, feeling anxious, anticipating what was about to happen. The unknown and the forbidden made things even more intense. It wasn’t the first time, nor the second, but I always felt the same: nervous, anxious, aroused.

I pulled the sides of my coat, sliding it off my arms. The dress felt too tight without it. I pulled down the side zipper and tugged it down, removing it along with my heels.

My lingerie was simple. Black, lace.

With wavering steps, I walked to the bed. I touched my mask with my fingertips, confirming it was still in place, that my identity remained secure.

I sat on the edge of the bed, posture straight, muscles rigid.

I couldn’t make out his eyes precisely—the room was too dark for that. But somehow, I knew they were on me.

He didn’t take long to remove his own clothes, tearing them off his body with a certain urgency. He yanked his pants down, freeing his big, hard cock that always left my throat dry.

His body was too beautiful. Tall, broad shoulders, well-defined muscles. When I touched him, I noticed the small scars he had. Not many, but I could feel them.

He approached me, walking and showing his nakedness without any shame. He knelt in front of me and forced my legs apart with his calloused hands, spreading them.

He hooked a finger into the side of my panties. He smiled, his white, straight teeth reflecting in the dark, and then pulled them down with force, snapping the thin elastic.

I gasped, my hairs standing on end.

He grabbed my thighs hard, pulling me to the edge of the mattress.

I knew what he was going to do. It was something he seemed to love, as if it fascinated him.

He buried his head between my legs, rubbing his tongue across the entire length of my pussy. I gurgled, choking on my own saliva. I grabbed his hair hard, digging my fingers into the soft strands.

He sucked my clit, grazing the tips of his teeth over the sensitive nerve, before rubbing it with his stiffened tongue, back and forth.

My eyes went wide, pleasure rising in a torrent.

He rubbed his thumb over the nerve, circling it, while playing with the stubble on his face, which prickled my delicate skin.

“Hmm...” I moaned, throwing my head back and squeezing my eyes shut.

He brought his mouth back to my clit, alternating between sucking and jerking it with his tongue.

He slid his fingers easily between my trembling muscles, then buried them inside me. First one, then two, moving slowly, preparing, exploring every part of me while his mouth continued its relentless work.

The sound of my ragged breathing filled the room, mixing with the wet, obscene noise of his movements against me. Each thrust of his fingers made my skin prickle.

My hips moved on their own against him, seeking more, wanting more, but he held my thighs tight, keeping me exactly where he wanted. A silent warning that I commanded nothing here.

He thrust deep, burying three fingers inside me. There was no gentleness, just hunger, brutality, need. The movements of a man who shouldn’t know anything beyond this.

The tension built too fast, burning inside, dragging me toward an abyss I couldn’t escape.

He rubbed his tongue hard and fast. Another moan escaped me, louder, desperate.

He sucked me like he was worshipping me, with such hunger I even forgot how to breathe, as if my body’s basic needs didn’t matter and nothing else mattered but him and what he was doing to me.

He bit my clit, sinking his teeth into the flesh. Not enough to hurt, but to mark me. Like I was his.

I let out a strangled scream.

He ran his tongue right there, from one side to the other, slowing the rhythm. Teasing, stimulating.

My legs were wet, lubrication dripping down between them. He sucked again, harder, without the teeth.

My hairs stood on end, my body trembled.

He groaned against me, the low, hoarse sound vibrating against my hypersensitive skin.

The rhythm intensified, his fingers moved faster, sliding deep, the strokes precise while his tongue played between slow sucks and quick licks that made me gasp.

My body writhed against him, out of control, while a hot knot began to form in my lower belly.

And then, he stopped.

My eyes flew open in shock, the air trapped in my lungs, frustration burning under my skin.

He rose slowly, his lips glistening, his gaze fixed on me in a way that made my whole body tremble.

He knew. He knew exactly what he was doing to me.

And I hated how much that made me want more.

He stood up, his body imposing and naked before me. He grabbed his cock with one hand and rubbed his thumb over the tip, spreading the lubrication that hung from the tiny slit.

Still in silence, he pushed me back and covered my body with his. He was bigger, stronger, and wider, making me disappear beneath his frame.

He ripped my bra off with force, removing it.

His thumb brushed over my already hardened nipple, drawing slow, provocative circles, before his fingers slid to tweak it gently.

A moan escaped my throat, and that was all he needed.

His mouth came right after, hot and hungry, closing over my skin with a wet warmth that made my entire body react. His lips sucked with deliberate force, alternating between soft bites and harder sucks, while his tongue teased me, circling the sensitive tip before pressing it against the roof of his mouth.

My back arched uncontrollably, seeking more, wanting more, while he repeated the same process, each time deeper, harder. One hand kept squeezing my other breast, his fingers massaging, while the first slid down the side of my body, tracing a path that made me lose my mind.

He groaned against my skin, the vibration reverberating directly into me, making everything inside me clench in response.

My body was surrendered, tense, yielding to whatever he decided to do with me.

He positioned himself between my legs, holding them tight so I couldn’t escape. As if I were foolish enough to try. My thighs were already open for him, my body wet and ready, pulsing in anticipation of the invasion I knew was coming.

And then, it came.

The first thrust was a shock, a pain mixed with overwhelming pleasure that coursed through my entire body. He didn’t wait, didn’t go slowly. He just took me, burying himself to the hilt in a single stroke that made my body arch in pure reflex.

I let out a strangled moan, my nails digging into his arms, trying to find something to hold onto as he began to move. Fast. Hard. Without giving me time to adjust.

He gripped my hips with a possessive squeeze, controlling my movements, forcing me to accept every deep thrust, every brutal stroke that made the mattress creak beneath us. I felt his weight on me, the heat, the smell of sweat and desire mixed with the leather of the mask and the alcohol still hanging in the air.

His mouth was on me, biting my shoulder, sucking my skin hard enough to leave marks. He wasn’t just possessing me, he was marking me, making sure that when I left there, every part of me would still remember him.

Each push ripped a new sound from my throat, each beat of his body against mine dragged me deeper into this abyss where I had no control over anything.

He leaned over me, his fingers closing around my neck, squeezing just enough that I felt the warning and knew he had me completely. My eyes opened, meeting the absolute darkness of his gaze behind the mask.

“Say I’m the only one who can fuck you like this.” His voice was a hoarse growl, the tone loaded with something dark, obsessive. I tried to speak, but he deepened the next thrust, stealing my voice with a drawn-out moan. “Say it, piccola.”

My lips parted, the confession caught between shame and the raw reality of the moment. I wanted to deny it. I should deny it.

But the instant I felt his fingers squeeze tighter, the moment his rhythm turned even wilder, everything inside me shattered.

“You’re the only one,” I whispered in a hiss.

It was a game. In here, I would be only his and he only mine. It was something he liked to play at. Dominating me, commanding while I obeyed.

He didn’t slow the rhythm, didn’t give me time to breathe. He just flipped me over with brutality, pulling me by the hips until my knees sank into the mattress, my chest pressed against the cold sheets.

One of his hands grabbed my nape, pushing me down without gentleness, forcing me to accept the position. My face was buried in the mattress, the fabric smothering my breath for a second, before he loosened his grip—not because he was merciful, but because he wanted me to feel every second of it.

“Like this.” His voice came out low, dark, almost a growl. “I want you like this.”

The heat of his body drew closer, and before I could prepare, he entered me again, sinking into me with a single violent stroke that made my entire body arch. A muffled moan escaped against the sheets, my mouth open, my eyes closed as pleasure and pain mixed into something addictive.

He held my waist so hard I felt his fingers digging into my skin, holding me in place so I had nowhere to go, as if there were even a possibility of escape.

The movements were rough, possessive.

Each thrust was stronger than the last, pushing my body forward and forcing me to accept every inch of him without resistance. The mattress creaked beneath us, the noise muffled only by the sound of skin against skin, the heavy air, the hoarse groan of him every time he drove deeper.

“You’re mine.” He sank his teeth into my shoulder, marking me without hesitation.

I could barely think, barely hold on to any rational thought.

My hands clenched the sheets, trying to find some shred of control.

His hand came up to the back of my neck again, gripping it tight, keeping my face pressed into the mattress as he took me slowly, mercilessly.

His cock sliding in and out.

“No one else is ever going to have you like this.” He thrust deeper, harder, ripping any coherent response out of me. “Only me. Only me.”

I wanted to answer, but all that came out of my mouth were moans and dragged-out sobs—sounds he knew exactly how to pull from me.

His hand slid down my bare back, up and down, as if memorizing the feel of my skin.

And then he slapped my ass hard, the crack echoing in the stifled room.

“Who’s in charge?”

Pleasure exploded inside me, hot and out of control. My body gave way completely, tension building to an unbearable level, ready to consume me whole.

“Say it.” Another slap.

My nails raked the sheets, my mouth open in a silent scream while my body begged for the release he was still holding back.

“You...” The word came out broken, choked.

He didn’t accept it. Grabbed my hip even harder, increasing the intensity of his movements until my body was trembling against the sheets.

“Again.”

I cried into the mattress—not from pain, but because I was losing all control over myself.

“You’re in charge of me.” My voice came out ragged, surrendered.

His low, dark laugh vibrated against my skin.

“Good girl.”

My body was his.

Shattered, shaped by the raw pleasure he tore from me without hesitation, without remorse. Each thrust was an electric shock, a silent warning that I no longer had any control over anything.

The knot inside me tightened, heat growing too fast, too strong, tearing through whatever resistance still remained. My muscles clenched around him, my nails scratched the sheets, my face pressed into the mattress as a muffled moan escaped my throat.

“That’s it...” he growled against my skin, his teeth sinking into my shoulder. “You know only I can do this to you.”

The pleasure hit me like a violent explosion, ripping me away from reality and throwing me into a vortex where only he existed.

My body trembled against his, a desperate sob escaping my open mouth—breathless, defenseless.

He didn’t slow down.

His hips slammed harder against my skin, each thrust pushing me deeper into absolute submission, forcing me to feel everything, to accept everything.

And then he buried himself completely, his fingers gripping my waist so hard they would leave marks.

I knew what was coming next.

His grunt was low, dark, and then I felt it. The heat, the weight of absolute possession as he spilled inside me, holding me in place, making sure I wouldn’t escape, that my body would absorb every drop.

He filled me without hesitation.

My eyes were closed, my mind a whirlwind of contradictory sensations. My heart was still pounding, my body still vibrating, and even so, I knew I shouldn’t be there.

But I was.

And worse... I would come back.

Because deep down, I wanted this as much as he did.

Maybe because it was the only thing I could still choose. Maybe because, no matter how twisted it seemed, this secret was the only thing that truly belonged to me.

Or maybe because deep down, I was already his.

Even without knowing who he was.
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CHAPTER 5
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Nicolau Benelli

THE MEETING ROOM OF the Benelli mansion was imposing, designed to intimidate any man who dared cross its doors without permission. The space was dominated by a rectangular table of dark mahogany, polished to the point of reflecting the yellowish light from the crystal chandelier overhead. The walls were paneled in wood and lined with shelves of law books, economics, history—not because anyone here actually cared about those things, but because power didn’t come from brute force alone.

The caporegimes sat around the table, each in his place, dressed in black, their grim expressions reflecting the weight of the conversation.

My fingers slid along the metal surface of the gun in my hand, spinning the revolver’s cylinder in a lazy motion. The mechanical click echoed through the hall every time I made it rotate. A soft, rhythmic sound that kept the tension hanging in the air as I listened to them, one by one, report on the state of our business.

“The shipments reached Naples without any problems,” Giorgio Caruso began, resting his elbows on the table. “But the police are paying closer attention to activity at the port. Probably some new city councilor trying to make a name for himself.”

I made a low sound in my throat, not taking my eyes off the gun. What did he want me to do? Kill a politician in public? That was amateur shit.

“Bribe someone higher up. And if that doesn’t work, buy the councilor. If he won’t take it, create a problem for him to solve. He needs to look efficient, so give him some minor enemy to distract his attention.”

Massimo Pellegrini nodded.

“The casino downtown is performing above expectations. But there’s a problem. A businessman has started offering financing to some of the high rollers. He’s sticking his nose where it doesn’t belong.”

My eyes rose slowly to him.

“Name?”

“Luca de Santis. He’s charging interest that isn’t ours. If he keeps it up, it could affect the cash flow.”

My fingers brushed the barrel of the gun.

“Kill one of his collectors and make it look like a settling of scores. Then set up a meeting. If he’s smart, he’ll accept our terms. If he’s not...” I spun the revolver’s cylinder, smiling out of the corner of my mouth. “Well, you know what to do.”

The men around the table nodded. That was the routine. Solve problems, impose our presence, maintain the balance between what was acceptable and what required blood.

The meeting continued for a few more minutes, running through reports on extortion, money movement in our legitimate businesses: hotels, restaurants, casinos, wine exports, and, of course, the weapons.

Benelli wasn’t just a feared name within the mob. It was also engraved on the steel of pistols, shotguns, and high-precision rifles. The Benelli Weapons Industry, founded decades ago, was one of our most profitable and respected operations—a legitimate company supplying quality armaments to military and police forces around the world.

No one suspected that behind the scenes, the same weapons were funneling into black markets, landing in the hands of groups that ensured the cash flow never dried up.

And then came the subject that made me stop spinning the revolver’s cylinder.

“About the girl,” Alberto Caruso muttered. “Zelena is old enough for marriage. It’s past time we found an advantageous union for the famiglia.”

The metal of the gun made a dry click against the table when my hand stopped.

“That’s not up for discussion,” Alessio cut in, before I needed to speak. “My daughter won’t be forced to marry a stranger for profit.”

Caruso frowned.

“It’s not about forcing her. She’s a Benelli.”

“The day it actually becomes important for the famiglia, I’ll show her each of the options and let her choose the one she likes best,” my consigliere shot back.

“There are offers all the time. Men from powerful families who would be willing to strengthen alliances. It would be a mistake not to start considering any of them,” Rafael Gallo advised.

Vincenzo let out a low chuckle beside me, swirling a glass of whiskey between his fingers.

“Yeah, a huge mistake...” he muttered, amusement stamped on his face. “As huge as suggesting that in front of Nicolau.”

There was a moment of silence, in which everyone tried to figure out what he meant, but no one understood. No one gave him any credit, because none of them saw the truth that only my cousin saw.

“And who, exactly, would do that?” I asked, lifting my gaze to Caruso, my voice dragging.

“We have allies,” he continued, as if he hadn’t noticed the tension in the air. “Families looking to strengthen ties, secure stability. She’s young, beautiful, carries the Benelli name. She’s valuable.”

Valuable.

The word made me want to rip out his tongue.

My fingers traced the grip of the gun before I lifted it, showing it to everyone at the table.

“The only Benelli that’s getting married is this one.” I tilted the revolver, letting the name engraved on the side glint under the light.

The silence in the room became absolute.

Vincenzo took a sip of his whiskey, clearly entertained.

“Well, that settles that.”

Caruso opened his mouth, but Alessio cut him off before he could go on.

“The Don has spoken,” he said, firm. “Zelena won’t be bargaining chip.”

Caruso sighed heavily but didn’t argue.

I turned my attention back to the gun, spinning the cylinder one more time, listening to the dry click echo through the room. My eyes stayed fixed on the metal, but my mind was elsewhere.

On her.

Zelena would never be negotiated. Never be handed over to another man like an object.

Because she was already mine.

She just didn’t know it yet.

I could have her right now. Could drag her to my room and make her mine in every possible way. But the time wasn’t right yet.

I wanted her to know who I was.

To want me.

She wouldn’t have a choice, because she had always been mine.

The silence still hung over the table, heavy, charged with the tension of what had just been said. But no one dared to challenge it.

With my hand on the revolver, I spun the cylinder again, just so the clicks would fill the silence, before resting it on the table and sliding my fingers over the polished wooden grip.

“Next subject.” My voice cut through the silence.

Massimo Pellegrini cleared his throat and leaned forward, forcing the meeting to continue on its course.

“The Bratva’s movements are still under surveillance. They lost two men last week, murdered on neutral ground. They’re more suspicious than ever.”

“Are they trying to find out if it was us?” Alessio asked.

“There’s no evidence linking us to it. But they’re agitated. Planning something.”

“Everyone’s planning something, Pellegrini.” Vincenzo swirled the whiskey glass in his fingers, unhurried. “That’s the game.”

Caruso nodded, crossing his arms.

“What do we do?”

I leaned back in my chair and stroked the side of the revolver.

“We keep our eyes on them. If they cross the line, we respond in kind. But for now, let them bleed on their own.”

A murmur of agreement went around the table.

The power game never stopped, and the Russians were always teetering on the edge of the blade.

The reports continued, moving through weapons distribution, new contracts being signed for the legitimate businesses, financial adjustments that needed to be made.

The men talked, argued, planned. But my mind was still somewhere else.

On the only thing that really mattered.

Zelena.

I could feel her warm skin under my fingers, the way her body molded to mine without hesitation. The taste of her cunt still on my tongue, the memory of her scent soaked into me like a goddamn brand I could never scrub off.

That last night at the club had been different.

More intense.

She moaned louder. Gave herself easier.

And I buried myself in her like I wanted to leave her unable to forget me.

Like my body was the only thing she needed to feel, even without knowing who I really was.

I knew that wasn’t enough.

But for now, keeping her in the dark was necessary.

Soon enough, she’d have nowhere left to run.
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Zelena Benelli

THE SOUND OF MY HEELS and Caterina’s echoed softly on the marble floor of the mall, mingling with the buzz of conversations and laughter scattered through the corridors. The illuminated storefronts reflected in her brown eyes, which sparkled with the excitement of someone who genuinely enjoyed this kind of outing.

“We have to go into this store.” She tugged my arm, pointing at a window full of luxurious dresses.

I let out an amused sigh, following her into the spacious room, decorated with modern furniture and gold mirrors that made the space feel even bigger. A saleswoman came over to greet us immediately, but Caterina waved her off with a polite smile before wandering off to explore the racks.

“My dad mentioned something strange today,” she said casually, running her fingers over a black silk dress.

“What?”

“He said they brought up the possibility of a marriage for you again.”

My muscles locked.

The information wasn’t new. That kind of conversation had come up before, and I knew it would come up again sooner or later. It didn’t matter that I was only a Benelli by name. To them, women were pieces on a board where alliances were sealed with a ring on the finger.

My expression must have hardened, because Caterina turned to me, holding one of the dresses against her body as if she were analyzing the fit.

“But the idea didn’t last long,” she continued. “The Don shot it down immediately.”

The dress in her hands suddenly seemed very interesting.

I stayed silent for a long moment, feeling my stomach tighten.

“And why?” I asked, finally.

She shrugged.

“He didn’t give any explanation. Just shut it down.”

My throat went dry.

Relief came first, quick and almost comforting. I didn’t want to get married right now. Didn’t want to be thrown into the arms of some stranger to strengthen business that wasn’t mine.

But then came the other feeling. The one I hated to acknowledge.

Because if Nicolau wouldn’t let anyone ask for my hand, it wasn’t to protect me. It wasn’t out of some sense of loyalty to my godfather or to me.

It was because he didn’t see me as worthy of it.

I wasn’t a real Benelli. I didn’t have pure blood, and I wasn’t valuable enough to be used as a bargaining chip. My name carried weight because of the man who adopted me, but in the end, I was nothing.

And maybe that’s why he just ignored me.

Caterina dropped the dress back on the rack and stared at me with an analytical look.

“You got weird.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Yes, you did.” She narrowed her eyes, crossing her arms. “Don’t tell me you’re upset that he doesn’t want you to get married.”

I looked away, biting the inside of my cheek.

“Of course not.”

“Then why the face?”

“Because...” I swallowed hard. I didn’t want to admit it, but the words came out before I could stop them. “I just think it’s curious... Like I’m not worth anything.”

Caterina frowned.

“You know that’s not true.”

“Do I?” I let out a humorless laugh. “The Don won’t even hear proposals about me. And that’s not because he’s protecting me. It’s because he just doesn’t care.”

She stared at me for a moment, then shook her head.

“You’ll never understand the Benellis.”

“That’s true,” I murmured, turning to another rack.

Because no matter how hard I tried, I never understood Nicolau Benelli.

And even though I tried to convince myself otherwise, something inside me twisted at the idea that I really meant nothing to him.

Even if that was better.

Caterina ran her fingers over another dress, analyzing the fabric with a critical eye and letting out a resigned sigh.

“Nothing here interests me.”

“Maybe because you already have enough to fill three closets,” I muttered, crossing my arms as she put the piece back on the hanger.

“Four.” She winked, smiling. “But who’s counting?” She pointed a finger at me. “And it’s not like you’re exactly slumming it, either.”

I rolled my eyes and followed her out of the store.

“I definitely have more self-control.” I ran a hand through my hair. “For example, I don’t need to buy any luxurious dresses right now, because I don’t have any parties coming up.”

“I’m just getting ahead of things. We always have parties. Sooner or later, there’ll be some ball, and while you’re sweating it out hunting for clothes, I’ll already have mine at home.”

I shot her a sideways look.

“Seriously? You won’t find a single flaw? Like the dress being out of style because you bought it two months early?” I mocked.

“Absolutely not,” she replied, her voice laced with humor.

The cool air of the mall wrapped around us again, and the sound of conversations, laughter, and footsteps filled the space around us.

As we walked toward the exit, I pulled out my phone to answer a message from my godfather, letting him know we were already on our way. Caterina kept talking about an event happening the following week, something about a charity dinner for one of the allied families.

It was fast.

Too fast.

A sudden impact against my shoulder.

The sharp yank at my fingers.

And then, nothing.

Time seemed to slow for a second, as my eyes focused on the figure sprinting away, my phone still glowing between his grimy fingers.

The shock paralyzed me for an instant.

No.

The air left my lungs. My heart hammered hard, beating against my ribs as my mind refused to process what had just happened.

“Son of a bitch!” Caterina exclaimed beside me, but my breath was too short for me to respond.

The thief turned the corner, disappearing from my sight.

Then I heard the roar of one of the soldiers:

“Get him!”

The sound of heavy footsteps followed immediately. One of the men took off in the same direction as the thief, shoving people out of the way, while the other grabbed his radio and muttered something quickly.

“He’s heading for the parking lot!” someone yelled.

One of the mall security guards tried to follow him, but my escort was already ahead.

My hands were shaking. My skin was cold.

This wasn’t about the fucking phone.

It was about the fact that I had been caught off guard. That someone had gotten too close without me noticing.

My body knew what that meant, before my mind even caught up.

I wasn’t just some girl. I couldn’t afford to be careless.

My eyes scanned the mall, analyzing the exits, the unfamiliar faces, the flow of people around me. My heart was still pounding hard, an internal alarm I couldn’t shut off.

What if it hadn’t been just a simple thief?

Caterina grabbed my arm, pulling me back to reality.

“Zelena, look at me.” Her voice was low, serious. “They’ll get him.”

I nodded quickly, but my mind was still racing.

“That was... scary,” I confessed through gritted teeth.

She nodded.

“I know. No one’s ever... gotten that close to us before,” she whispered, feeling the same current I did.

We never left the house without soldiers. We were never unprotected. That scare had rattled me more than I cared to admit.

Death circled us every day, but I knew I would never get used to it.

Every day, I feared for the lives of the people I cared about. When my godfather was late coming home, my chest would tighten—dreading that any minute someone might walk through the front door with news that would destroy me, just like when I lost my father.

And so the days passed.

Life in the mafia was exactly that: always fearing the worst, always hoping for the best.

“Let’s go home. Let them handle it,” he said, his hands still resting on me.

“Yes, please.” I nodded, shaking my head vigorously.

I shot one last look at the corner where the man had disappeared and let out a stuttered sigh. People were gathering near us, gawking, curious, desperate to understand what had happened.

The commotion made me even more uneasy. Too many eyes on us. Too many strangers, all of them pressing closer.

The dark SUV pulled up right in front of us. I opened the door and slid across the seat, locking myself inside. Only then did I exhale—a breath I hadn’t even realized I’d been holding.
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Zelena Benelli

NICOLAU’S OFFICE WAS a suffocating room.

Not because of the décor or the space itself, which—like the rest of the Benelli mansion—was luxurious and austere, but because of the weight that place carried. This was where decisions were made. Where sentences were handed down. Where lives were ended.

I stood in the middle of the room, arms crossed over my chest, my expression as neutral as I could keep it. The leather of the armchair Alessio was sitting in creaked as he leaned forward, his eyes fixed on me.

“How did this happen?” His voice carried more frustration than concern.

I swallowed hard, still feeling the discomfort of what had happened hours earlier.

“I was at the mall with Caterina,” I said, keeping my tone steady. “My phone was in my hand. The man bumped into me and took it. It was fast.”

Vincenzo, leaning against the corner of the desk, let out a low, mocking laugh.

“So someone actually had the balls to rob a Benelli in the middle of the city? Smart.”

I made a face but didn’t bite back.

It was a snatch-and-grab. A common theft. He definitely hadn’t known who I was, much less which family I belonged to. He saw the opportunity and took it.

There was a brief silence; they seemed to be thinking about what had happened, as if they were planning ways to fix the problem.

I knew, though, how this would end: with the man dead.

My body tensed involuntarily when I saw Nicolau rise from his chair. He didn’t make any sudden moves, didn’t speak right away. He just looked at me.

The air in the office shifted.

His eyes slid over me slowly, analyzing, searching for something. And when they stopped on mine, I saw it.

Hatred.

Pure, fierce, brutal.

But not against me.

I saw the hatred pulsing in him for the simple fact that someone had gotten close to me, as if it were a direct insult.

It was an instant. A second. But something inside me recognized that look. That intensity. As if I had stood before him before, but I couldn’t say when.

My lungs caught the air.

Why was I feeling this?

The silence stretched longer than it should have.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

My breath faltered before I could answer.

“I am.”

Was I?

I hated admitting that the nervousness was still clinging to my skin, even if I didn’t want to show it.

The answer seemed to satisfy him. But it didn’t calm him down.

He took a deep breath, his broad shoulders rising and falling slowly, as if he were holding something back, restraining a violence that wanted to break free.

“This will be resolved by the end of the day,” he stated, his voice low, unhurried.

It wasn’t a promise. It was a decree.

A shiver ran up my spine.

Vincenzo laughed again, crossing his arms.

“He’ll take care of it in a very special way, I’m sure.”

Alessio watched me, his gaze now heavy with fatherly concern, a stark contrast to the way his brother looked at me.

The thought made me glance at the empty chair in the corner of the room. Riccardo Benelli.

He wasn’t there. Probably somewhere else, handling the kind of thing I didn’t want to know about. Riccardo was different from Alessio. He didn’t have a single ounce of the goodness my godfather carried. He had no honor, no morals.

Nicolau and Vincenzo could be cold, brutal, merciless. But Riccardo was cruel.

I turned my gaze back to Nicolau.

I didn’t know exactly what I expected from him, but the certainty that he wouldn’t let this slide solidified in the moment I saw his eyes gleam in a way that was almost... dangerous.

I didn’t know what he would do. And maybe I didn’t want to.

Alessio ran a hand over his face, breathing deeply before speaking.

“This can’t happen again. No Benelli can be touched like that, much less robbed, as if they were just anyone walking down the street.”

Vincenzo nodded slowly, crossing his arms over his chest.

“It has to be a message. Something that makes it clear no one dares to touch what’s ours and lives to tell the story.” Then he smiled sideways, his dark eyes gleaming with excitement at the cruel ideas that must have been running through his head. “Besides, let’s be honest, Nico... You can’t pass up the chance to do this yourself, can you?” His grin widened, mocking.

Nicolau remained still, but the air around him seemed to grow heavier. There was no laugh, no comment. Just that icy look that could be deadlier than any bullet.

I swallowed hard.

I should be used to this kind of talk. To the way they treated violence like a simple settling of accounts, part of the daily routine.

I stared at him for a few more seconds, trying to decipher that tension that hardened his face, the veins bulging in his arms as his fingers gripped the edges of the desk.

I felt something. Something that bothered me.

A strange familiarity, as if my body recognized his in some way my mind hadn’t yet understood.

“You can go home, Zelena,” Alessio finally said, his voice lower, watching me carefully.

I hesitated for a moment.

“But...”

“This is no longer your problem,” Nicolau cut in, finally moving again. “Now, it’s my problem.”

I should have felt relieved to be dismissed. But instead, my stomach twisted with something I couldn’t name.

I nodded, looking away, and turned toward the door.

I felt that Nicolau was still watching me, his eyes burning the skin on the back of my neck, exposed by my pulled-back hair.

I was sure he would keep his word. By the end of the day, or maybe much sooner, the problem would be solved.

They weren’t furious just because the crime had happened to me. They were offended, as if their honor had been tarnished, as if someone had spit in their faces and expected to get away with it.

In the mafia, everything was about territory, about respect, about dominance. A theft against a Benelli wasn’t just a common crime. It was a challenge. A test of limits.

And I knew exactly what happened to those who dared to challenge the Benellis.
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THE HOT WATER RAN DOWN my body as I stared at the white marble of the bathroom, trying to calm my thoughts. The shower had already lasted longer than necessary, but I didn’t want to get out.

The tension of the day was still locked in my muscles, the feeling of vulnerability gnawing at my mind. I closed my eyes, trying to block out the memory of the thief bumping into me, the sudden panic that had taken over my body. I should have reacted faster.

I let out a heavy sigh, feeling the water against my skin. I was exhausted.

I turned off the shower and wrapped the fluffy robe around my body, pulling it tight against me. My hair was still dripping, damp, as I walked barefoot to the bedroom.

The first thing I felt was the emptiness in my hand.

Instinct was to grab my phone to send a message to Caterina, tell her I was home, complain about the day, but the device wasn’t there.

I didn’t have my phone.

The lack of it hit me like an irritating reminder of everything that had happened. Even knowing the theft would be resolved, that Nicolau and the others would handle it, the discomfort remained.

My mind was in a whirlwind when I pushed open the bedroom door, not immediately noticing the difference in the room.

I stopped abruptly, my breath catching.

There was a box on my bed.

A shiver ran down my spine. The room was as I had left it, the only difference being that dark wooden box, perfectly centered on the immaculate sheets.

I frowned. My heart sped up, an alarm lighting up inside me.

I didn’t order anything. I wasn’t expecting anything.

I took a hesitant step toward the bed, my body tense.

The lid of the box was just resting on top, unsealed, nothing preventing me from opening it.

My chest rose and fell in short breaths.

With trembling fingers, I pushed the cover aside.

And then, the world seemed to spin.

Two severed hands lay inside.

The smell of dried blood and rotting flesh hit my nostrils hard, making me stagger backward.

Between the two severed pieces, carefully positioned, was my phone, the screen intact, as if it had never left my hand.

My stomach lurched violently.

The bluish veins were visible under the pale skin of the hands, the fingers rigid in the position they had been cut. The dried blood stained the wrists, and the grotesque sight made my head spin.

I swallowed hard, my body turning cold, a wave of nausea rising in my throat.

I spotted a note.

A small folded piece of paper next to the phone.

My fingers trembled as I picked it up, opening it hesitantly.

“No one touches what is mine.”

Signed with a single name, in elegant, masculine handwriting.

“Nicolau.”

I blinked, my chest tight.

The world spun again, and before I could process anything, the smell of blood seemed to intensify, invading me like poison.

The bile rose too fast.

I staggered back, pressing a hand against my mouth, trying to hold it in. But I couldn’t.

My knees gave way, and I fell, my stomach heaving violently. I vomited right there, my entire body shaking with the force of the nausea.

The metallic odor mixed with dead flesh seemed to saturate the air, seeping into every pore, making me dizzy. My breathing became short, unsteady, my heart beating too fast in my chest.

The world spun around me.

I had never been weak to this kind of thing. I grew up in the mafia, saw men die, heard stories much worse than this.

I swallowed hard, the bitter taste of vomit still in my mouth, and tried to force myself to regain control. My hands were cold, my body trembling, and for some reason, a dull ache began to form at the base of my stomach.

It wasn’t just the shock.

My body felt different, unsteady. I wasn’t feeling normal.

I dragged myself to the little table beside the bed, grabbed a glass of water, and rinsed my mouth, trying to wash away the bad taste. My reflection in the mirror showed my skin even paler than usual, my eyes wide, as if I were seeing a ghost.

I needed to pull myself together.

The reality was still pulsing in front of me, in the form of that open box on the bed. The phone, in the middle of it all, was what bothered me most, as if that macabre scene were a gift carefully prepared for me.

And then I noticed.

The rose.

Behind the phone, between the severed hands, lay a single black rose.

My heart skipped a beat.

My gaze fixed on the flower, on the dark contours of the perfect petals, on the thornless stem. The initial shock was replaced by a silent confusion.

Black roses weren’t common. They only grew in Turkey, extremely rare.

So why had he put one there?

My breathing remained unsteady, but my mind was starting to work again.

This wasn’t just a warning.

It was a message.

Something personal.

And the worst part was that, no matter how much the blood and the smell of dead flesh disgusted me, part of me felt something else when I read that note.

Nicolau had done this for me.

I should have been scared. I should have felt disgusted.

But I couldn’t help the feeling that this meant something.

The problem was, I didn’t know what.

My hand was still trembling as I reached out to pick up the rose.

Its scent was strong, dense, different from the putrid smell saturating the air.

What did this mean?

I swallowed hard, looking away from the flower to the phone.

A gift.

My head was still throbbing. The nausea hadn’t completely passed, and it rose in weak waves that I tried to control.

Nicolau had said he would resolve it by the end of the day.

And he did.

I closed my eyes for a moment, trying to steady my breathing.

This wasn’t just a warning.

It was an answer.

One I wasn’t sure I wanted to understand.

​
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CHAPTER 7
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Zelena Benelli

CATERINA WALKED BESIDE me, her expression curious while her eyes discreetly sized me up. I knew she wanted to ask something, and she knew I probably wouldn’t answer right away.

Still, that never stopped her from trying.

“You disappeared this week,” she murmured, crossing her arms. “What happened?”

I sighed, already expecting the persistence.

“Nicolau sent me a present when he returned my phone.”

She arched an eyebrow, waiting for me to say more. I stayed silent, so she pushed:

“What kind of present?”

My throat went dry.

“The thief’s hands. In a box.” I stressed the last part, trying to convey the same shock I’d felt when I received the gift.

She stopped dead in the middle of the hallway, forcing me to halt too.

“What?”

I nodded, crossing my arms, uncomfortable.

“I found the box in my room, on my bed. When I opened it, there they were: the severed hands, and my phone in the middle.”

Surprise flashed in her eyes, but it quickly gave way to a curious glint.

“That’s sick.”

“Welcome to the mafia,” I scoffed, starting to walk again.

She followed in silence for a few seconds before she couldn’t hold back her own curiosity.

“Why didn’t you tell me this sooner?”

I took a deep breath, the memory of that note weighing on me.

“He left a note...” I let my voice trail off and looked around, making sure no one was nearby to overhear us. “Saying no one touches what’s his.”

Caterina’s eyes went wide.

“That’s exactly what he wrote?” I nodded. “Well... let’s just say the Benelli sense of justice is a bit weird. Nicolau must feel that possessiveness because, in theory, you’re his cousin and a member of the famiglia, so you belong to it.”

Nicolau was a dangerous man, but the way he’d reacted to what happened to me... it didn’t seem like just a Don protecting a family member. Still, that line of thinking bothered me more than I wanted to admit.

“Let’s go, or we’ll be late.”

She sighed as she followed me.

“Every Thursday, this same bullshit commitment. I hate it,” she muttered.

“Yeah, me too.”

Our plans to sneak off to a nail salon to avoid the tedious obligation hadn’t exactly worked out. Padrino had asked me to stay home, at least this week, after what happened the last time I went out to the mall.

There was also the fact that I’d been feeling a little off, like I was getting sick. And there was something bothering me way more than I cared to admit.

When we pushed open the doors to the room where the women’s meetings were held, a man’s voice hit us like a slap.

“You fucking whore!”

The impact came right after. A sharp crack. Then absolute silence.

I froze.

Giorgio Caruso stood in the middle of the room, his hand still raised, and Serafina was in front of him, a red mark already forming on the side of her face.

Her eyes were brimming, but her posture stayed rigid, defiant.

The whole room had stopped, every woman there staring in shock at the scene.

Giorgio looked possessed, his face red with rage, his nostrils flared as he pointed an accusing finger at his daughter.

“You’re carrying a bastard!” he spat, his voice dripping with disgust. “A goddamn bastard from some random soldier!”

Serafina kept her chin up, even as her eyes glistened with tears she held back.

No one dared to move.

The air was thick, heavy, like the slightest shift could set off something even worse.

I shot a quick look at Caterina, who seemed just as shocked as I was.

Giorgio took a deep breath, glancing around.

“She disgraced our family,” he snarled. “Brought shame to our name!”

No one dared to answer.

I knew how this world worked.

Women couldn’t make mistakes.

And Serafina, by getting pregnant without marriage and without an arrangement, had made a mistake that could cost her her life.

The silence was deafening.

She stood still in the middle of the room, her face turned to the side where the slap had landed hard. The red mark spread across her pale skin, throbbing, but she didn’t cry. She didn’t beg.

Giorgio’s chest rose and fell violently. He wasn’t done.

Before anyone could intervene, he raised his hand again and landed another slap, even harder than the first.

The crack echoed through the room, brutal, harsh.

Serafina stumbled back, holding her face, but she didn’t fall. Her gaze stayed defiant, even as pain twisted her features.

Giorgio snarled, and this time, he curled his fingers into a fist before slamming it into the side of her head with a violent punch.

The impact spun her body in place. A trickle of blood ran from the corner of her mouth, staining her already marked skin.

Only then did Francesca move, snapping out of her absolute horror. She threw herself between them, her hands trembling as she tried to hold her husband back, her eyes wide with desperation.

“Giorgio, please!” she gasped, her fingers clutching his shirt. “Don’t do this, for God’s sake!”

He shoved her aside brutally, making her stumble and fall to her knees on the floor.

“Shut up, Francesca!”

The woman crawled closer, grabbing the hem of his pants, pleading.

“She’s pregnant! We can’t do this!”

Giorgio’s face twisted with pure contempt.

“What she’s carrying is no grandchild of mine.”

Francesca sobbed, desperation choking her voice.

“Then at least don’t kill her! Let her go to one of the club houses! She can work there, Giorgio! But please, don’t take her life!”

My breath caught in my chest.

That’s what she was begging for? For her own daughter to be thrown into the mafia’s hell of prostitution, instead of being killed?

Serafina stared at her mother with wide eyes, shocked.

“Mamma...”

But Francesca wasn’t looking at her daughter, only at her husband, her hands gripping the fabric of his pants, tears streaming down her face.

Giorgio stared at her for a long moment before laughing. Low, short. Then he spat on the floor, beside his wife.

“Honor is only washed clean with blood.”

Francesca let out a stifled scream, shaking her head frantically.

“No! No, Giorgio, please! She’s your daughter!”

“Not anymore.” He turned to the room, his eyes sweeping over all the women there, watching the scene in horror, not daring to interfere. “I’m doing this in front of all of you, because this is how a mistake gets fixed.” His voice carried hatred and conviction. “I want every one of you to see that our family’s name will not be stained by some degenerate who spread her legs for some random soldier.”

The tension was suffocating.

No one moved. No one even breathed.

My heart pounded against my chest, and my eyes slid to Alberto Caruso, Serafina’s brother. He stood beside his father. Silent. His arms crossed over his chest, his expression closed off, but he didn’t challenge anything that was happening. He wouldn’t do a thing to stop it.

My stomach turned.

Serafina held firm, but her body trembled. Blood slowly trickled from her lip. She kept her eyes locked on her father, as if she knew what was coming next.

The whole room became a prison of silence.

Giorgio grabbed his daughter’s blouse roughly, tearing the fabric with a jerk, leaving her in just her bra in front of everyone. She didn’t try to cover herself or hide from the stares, holding her head steady and her teeth clenched.

I pressed my hands over my mouth, completely shocked. Her belly was swollen, showing an advanced pregnancy she’d managed to hide for months.

“Look at this, at this disgrace.” He shook his head, his nose wrinkling, as if the sight disgusted him more than anything. “You fucking whore!”

Giorgio reached for his holster and drew his gun.

Francesca’s breath hitched.

Serafina stood frozen.

The world slowed down.

The seconds dragged as he raised the pistol, aiming it directly at his daughter’s head.

Serafina’s eyes flickered, but she didn’t run. She didn’t cry. She didn’t beg.

It was her mother who did.

“Giorgio, no, please, no!”

Francesca rose, lunging at her husband. But he had already decided.

His finger squeezed the trigger without hesitation. The gunshot rang out like a death sentence, the bullet hitting Serafina square in the middle of her forehead. Blood splattered. Her eyes went empty in a fraction of a second. Her body lost all strength before her brain could even process that she was dead. She fell backward like a lifeless doll. The thud on the floor was dry, brutal.

Warm blood began to spread around her head, flowing in uneven lines across the floor, seeping into the cracks like some goddamn red painting.

The room stayed frozen.

Francesca screamed.

It was a soul-shattering sound. Sharp, desperate, more of a wail than a scream. She threw herself over her daughter’s body, holding the bloodied face, her fingers trembling as they ran through the dark strands, now smeared with scarlet.

“Serafina... Serafina...” her voice came out shaky, broken.

But her daughter couldn’t hear her anymore.

Giorgio holstered his gun calmly, taking a deep breath before looking at the fallen body in front of him as if nothing had happened.

“It’s done,” he hissed, his voice colder than ever. No remorse, no regret. “The Caruso honor has been restored.” And then, without a glance at his wife or his dead daughter on the floor, he turned and walked out of the room. Her brother followed him. Without a word. Not even a look.

I stared at the body stretched out on the floor and noticed something I’d always known, but had never felt so strongly before.

In the mafia, women didn’t make mistakes.

Because women didn’t have the right to make mistakes.

The smell of blood hung in the air. Strong. Metallic. I could barely breathe. My stomach lurched so hard I had to grab Caterina’s arm, trying to keep my balance. But the nausea surged like an overwhelming wave, burning my throat.

“Zelena?” Her voice came out muffled, like it was far away.

I tried to swallow, but the bitter taste was already filling my mouth. Heat rose through my body, a thin layer of sweat forming on my skin. My knees gave out for a second, and if Caterina hadn’t been holding my arm, I would have hit the floor.

The scene in front of me blurred.

Serafina was dead.

Caterina held me, guiding me to a nearby armchair.

“Zelena, breathe. You’re white as a sheet.”

I couldn’t answer; the nausea hit too fast. I leaned forward, and the next second, I vomited onto the cold floor.

She kept holding my hair while I tried to control the sickness. My breathing was uneven, tremors taking over my arms, and the bitter taste of bile still burned my throat.

I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, feeling cold sweat trickle down my neck.

“Was it the shock?” she asked, her voice worried.

I nodded quickly, not meeting her eyes, but I noticed hers studying me. There was a heavy silence between us before she murmured:

“It wasn’t just the shock, was it?”

My spine stiffened.

I didn’t want to admit it, but...

No.

It wasn’t just the shock.

The nausea wasn’t new.

The last few days, food had been sitting weird in my stomach. My body felt off, my patience shorter, my sleep heavier. And now, this.

I swallowed hard, avoiding her gaze.

Caterina had always been sharp. She knew.

“Zelena...” Her tone dropped, more careful.

I took a deep breath, trying to steady my breathing.

“No,” I said quietly.
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