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Mateo

“THE ENDS JUSTIFY THE means.” I lifted my glass of whiskey, holding my brothers‘ eyes. We were gathered in the office, seated, after Theo got back from his incursion into the United States to finish off our uncle once and for all. “Leonel is dead. Our father is avenged.”

“Easy for you to say when it wasn’t your wife.” Theo lunged at me, but Marco grabbed him and held him back.

“I didn’t force her to do anything. Besides, we all sacrifice every single day in the name of this family. And she’s part of it now.”

“Sacrifice?” Theo laughed out loud. “You’re a fucking comedian. You hide behind your computers and never get your hands dirty.”

“You’re wrong. Just because I’m smarter than average and have this pretty face doesn’t mean I don’t do what’s necessary for the good of all of us. That’s what I did, Theo. Whether you like it or not. In the end, we’re all still standing here, with one less enemy.”

Theo stared at me, nostrils flared, eyebrows raised. He was huffing like a bull, practically growling.

“Mateo’s right,” Marco said, his gaze shifting between the two of us.

“I can’t believe after everything that happened, you’re taking his side.” Theo threw his hands up in frustration. “I’d love to see how you’d feel if it were Laís.”

“If it were my wife, I’d be just as furious as you. But our feelings blind us. Mateo acted rationally given the situation, and we achieved our objective.”

“If she had died—”

“If you’d been born a woman, we wouldn’t even be having this conversation.” I turned to him with my usual smirk. “Stop thinking about what-ifs and deal with the facts, brother. Tatiane is alive. Leonel is dead. And we’re not in a conflict with the Americans.”

“Mateo’s right.”

“Oh, go to hell, both of you.”

“I don’t want you two at each other’s throats, Theo. We have enough enemies outside this house. We’re brothers. We need to stay united.” Marco’s gaze shifted between us again.

“I’m not the problem.” I shrugged.

Theo just stared at me. He didn’t say a word. He turned his back and walked out of the office.

“You can’t keep going on like this.” Marco crossed his arms, giving me a reproachful look.

“He’s the one who’s pissed off, not me.”

“You shouldn’t have sent his wife on a mission that risky without consulting him first.”

“You think he would’ve agreed if I’d asked nicely?”

Marco just stared at me, but he didn’t answer. We both knew the answer perfectly well.

“Tatiane came up with the plan. It was the best card we had, and I did what I had to do to make sure she was protected.”

“Sooner or later, Theo will realize that.”

“I hope so.” I sighed, looking at the door my brother had walked through.

We weren’t enemies. We all had the same goal. Sooner or later, I hoped he’d figure that out. As much as I tried to understand him, I didn’t want my brother to hate me. It was bad enough what Leonel had done to our father. We didn’t need a rift between us.

“Changing the subject.” Marco sat back down behind the desk and snapped his fingers before leaning toward me. “I need someone a little more diplomatic to deal with the Gypsies. If I send Theo there now, he’ll start a massacre and paint all of Rome red.”

“You don’t think that’ll just make him even angrier, me taking over what’s supposed to be his job?”

“We don’t need a massacre right now.”

“Just tell me what to do, boss.” I gave a half-smile and leaned over the desk after finishing my whiskey.

“Negotiate with the Gypsies. Make them cause fewer problems. A more peaceful coexistence could benefit both sides.”

“You expect us to hold hands with them and dance together?” I laughed.

“Unnecessary conflicts in Rome hurt our business, and you know that very well. We can agree to supply them with goods and respect the territory they already occupy—if they stop causing trouble for us and our capos.”

“You know they’re not organized like we are. They have local leaders, but nothing on a national scale. We could reach an agreement with some and have nothing but problems with others.”

“Aren’t you the one who brags about being the smartest of us, Mateo? Figure it out.”

“Fine.” I got up from the chair. “I’ll think about what to do.”

“Good.”

“Anything else?”

“No.”

“Then I’ll see you later.”

I left my brother’s office and walked down the hall, lost in thought. The Gypsies were a constant problem, and Marco was right to try negotiating with them. But I’d have to get creative.

On top of that, I needed to patch things up with my asshole brother, who was giving me dirty looks at every opportunity.
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Luize

THE SINGING WAS LOUD, and the sound of bells and tambourines echoed deep in the back of my mind. I hadn’t even left my room yet, and I could already sense the enormous party waiting for me downstairs.

“You look beautiful,” my mother said, spinning me around in the chair so I could see myself in the mirror.

My blond hair—which I’d inherited from my German grandmother on my mother’s side—was half pinned up, decorated with gold accessories studded with tiny sparkling stones. My makeup featured red eyeshadow, the dominant color of my dress, and made my green eyes stand out even more.

“Your fiancé will be very happy to see you like this.”

“Yeah.”

I should have been excited about this wedding. I was marrying Ramón, one of the leading men among the Romani in Rome. For my parents, it was a great alliance with a family even more powerful than ours.

“You’ll be a beautiful princess,” my mother said.

Yeah, a Gypsy princess.

I forced a smile, the best I could manage, and stood up.

It wasn’t like I didn’t know this moment was coming, sooner or later. There was no way to escape it.

“Ready?” my mother called.

I nodded, running my hands over my dress, smoothing the skirt. The closer my steps got to the door, the louder and more insistent the songs of my people became. I went down the stairs with their golden banisters and stepped onto the carpet in the living room, where some of the older women of our family were gathered. We all lived together—that included my grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins—in a big house adorned with colorful objects and shiny metals, some of them pure gold.

My father was the heir of the main branch, the leader of our family. My brother, still just a sixteen-year-old boy, was being trained to follow in his footsteps. As for me, I’d learned to take care of the house and the family. I embroidered, I cooked, and I sang very well. But still, something inside me wanted more than that. Everything pointed to me becoming just another woman perpetuating Gypsy blood—blood that wasn’t well accepted by people outside those gates.

The moment I stepped outside, I came face to face with a woman taking pictures of me and telling me how beautiful I was. Since I didn’t recognize her, I assumed she was part of my future husband’s family.

There was a very long table, with room for many people, covered with a varied spread of food—more than enough to feed everyone generously. Children were playing, running back and forth, and a little boy shoved me, almost making me fall backward.

Then I saw my father, standing next to a man who was at least twice my age. The gray hair and thick beard definitely weren’t very attractive on the man who would soon become my husband.

“Luize!” my father called, and the singing died down.

The tambourines, bells, and chimes gave way to a dead silence as I took calm steps toward those waiting for me.

I stopped in front of them and gave a slight bow.

“This is my rarest jewel,” my father boasted.

“Indeed, very beautiful.” My fiancé smiled as he scanned me with eyes full of greed.

I didn’t want this marriage the way they did. Becoming a Gypsy princess in Rome felt like small comfort compared to what I’d certainly have to face in my future with that man.

I always wanted more than what was offered to me, and maybe that contributed to a constant sense of frustration. My mother told me to follow her advice more closely—it would help me survive in this world.

“This marriage will bring many benefits to both families,” my fiancé said to my father.

“I’m sure it will,” he agreed.

I just stood there staring at the two of them. While I smiled, my mind was boiling beneath the surface.

“I’ve heard you’re a wonderful dancer,” Ramón said, turning to me again.

“I try.”

“This is no time to be modest, daughter,” my father cut in.

“Will you do me the honor?” My future husband offered me his hand.

I had no choice. I placed my fingers on his.

We walked to the center of a large circle, and he gestured for them to start playing and singing again. A little girl came up to me and handed me a scarf with coins attached. I tied it around my hips before stepping back a few paces and spinning. My voluminous skirt fanned out around me, and the coins at my waist joined the sound of the music as I moved.

I stopped caring about my fiancé and what that party meant. I just let myself be carried away by the song. Dancing was something I loved. It made me feel happy, even if only for a few minutes.

I was so completely lost in it that I only noticed the music had stopped a few seconds later. And then I realized every eye was fixed on me. Had I done something wrong?

It took me even longer to realize they weren’t staring at me—they were staring at something behind me.

I spun around fast, the coins rattling before settling back into place. I came face to face with a tall man, dark brown hair and green eyes. He wore a gray chalk-striped suit and was followed by at least twenty thugs.

I stumbled backward a few steps, startled, and he gave a subtle smile.

“You can keep dancing, miss.” He wet his lips.

I didn’t know who he was, but from the alert expression on the faces of several men in my family—and my fiancé—I knew he was someone I should be afraid of. And yet, his expression, his eyes, his posture sparked a strange curiosity in me.

“What are you doing here, Bellucci?” my father asked the man.

Bellucci. I’d heard that name before. It belonged to the family that had been running Italy for decades. Even though I was kept well in the dark about the illegal dealings my family was involved in, I’d heard the Gypsies talk about them countless times.

So this guy who’d crashed my engagement party was a Bellucci?

My fiancé grabbed me and shoved me behind him.

“I’m here to talk business,” Bellucci replied, his tone firm.

“We’re in the middle of a party,” my fiancé said through clenched teeth.

“Then the timing is perfect.”

“Can’t we do this another time?” my father cut in.

“Are you asking me to wait?” Bellucci raised an eyebrow.

“Why don’t we all go to the office and find out what Mr. Bellucci wants with us?” my uncle Zafar—my father’s younger brother—intervened.

The men exchanged glances before my father gestured for them to follow Bellucci, who went inside with his security trailing behind him.

He passed by me, and I felt a chill sweep through me when our eyes met again. His presence was overwhelming—impossible not to feel. Maybe it was because of all the power he represented. More than the president of the country or even the pontiff at the Vatican, the Bellucci decided everything in Italy, including who lived and who died.

I watched his back until he disappeared into the house, along with the other important men of my family.

“Luize!” Esmeralda grabbed my shoulders, and I turned to face my cousin, meeting her brown eyes. “You okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“Why don’t you come with me and get some water?”

I nodded, letting her lead me to a chair and serve me a full glass.

“Has a Bellucci ever come here before?” I asked her, even though my cousin probably knew as little as I did.

“Not that I know of. They usually don’t consider us worthy of their presence.”

“Which one is he?”

“Mateo Bellucci,” my brother answered. “He’s the youngest. Usually Theo handles business with the Gypsies.”

“Why do you think he came this time?”

“I’ll only know when I ask Dad.” He shrugged. “But you shouldn’t worry about it. Whatever it is, they’ll figure it out.”

“I just hope he doesn’t kill us all.” My cousin made the sign of the cross and started muttering a quiet prayer only she could understand.

“They wouldn’t kill all of us, right?” I turned to my brother.

“If it were Theo Bellucci, I wouldn’t bet against it. I’ve heard rumors that he...”

“Leon!” Mom scolded him as she came closer to us. “Don’t scare your sister.” She took my hand and held it between hers with a warm smile. “The only thing you need to worry about right now is your wedding.”

No one cared about the party anymore. While the men gathered inside the house, the rest of us stayed outside, unable to stop thinking about what might be going on in there.

If Esmeralda was right and the Bellucci never paid us any attention, something very big must have happened for one of them to be here.

Even though the man was no longer in front of me, I couldn’t get him out of my mind. I had never felt such a sense of... power.

Hours later, Bellucci and his men came out and went straight to the cars parked outside our property. Our eyes didn’t meet again, but mine followed him until he disappeared from sight.
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Mateo

“HERE YOU ARE, SIR.” Cristian held out a tray with a brass knuckle on it.

It looked like a simple piece of metal, unsophisticated in design, but we’d been working on that little toy for months. This was the final test of the prototype, and I was eager.

I slid it over my fingers and took a few steps back from the wall where I’d been leaning. I clenched my fist and drove a punch into the structure. I put everything I had into it, and when the impact hit that rigid surface, a cloud of dust shot up with the sound of a thunderclap. The feeling sent a jolt through me.

As the dust settled, I was staring at a massive hole, like a small bomb had gone off.

“Looks like it worked.” I turned to my most trusted man.

“The device multiplies the user’s strength by up to twenty times, if used correctly.”

“That’s perfect!” A wide smile spread across my face. “Almost makes me think my brothers have toys this cool too.”

I closed my fingers around the piece, studying it more closely before setting it back on the tray. As much as I wanted to keep destroying things, I didn’t feel like taking down my multimillion-dollar building.

Ever since I was a kid, I’d been the brain, the sharp one, the one always plugged into the latest technology. While my brothers—especially Theo—only knew how to raise their voices and pull triggers, I found better ways to solve problems. That didn’t mean they were politically correct.

A Hacker, an expert in financial markets and online fraud, I could make way more money than the dealers on the street ever did. Even if my position wasn’t exactly respected.

As the third in command, my brothers only came to me when they couldn’t handle things themselves. It pissed me off sometimes. They underestimated me, but most of the time, it was me and my toys who saved the day.

“I want you to mass-produce these. Every man gets one.”

“Yes, sir.”

“What’s the status on the carbon-fiber, bulletproof fabric?”

“The prototype suit arrived from the tailor this morning. Designed by one of the best stylists in Italy.”

“Where is it?”

“In the gray room, with the others.”

“Let’s go.” I gestured, and Cristian followed.

Walking through the basement corridor of my company, I was thinking about the meeting I’d had with the Gypsies two days ago. It had been a surprise to walk in on a party, even if the rumor was that they were always celebrating.

A few local leaders from Rome had been at the event, which saved me some legwork. One of the hardest parts of keeping the Gypsies in check was that their families and communities were fractured and independent. There was no single big family running everything, which made it damn near impossible to reach a consensus. Miro Sinti had been excited about my proposal—a possible way to legitimize the Gypsy families in the eyes of the Belluccis and the rest of the Italian mafia. Ramón Bayo, on the other hand, was an anarchist at heart, and he made it clear he wouldn’t bow to us.

I knew he’d be a problem, someone who’d take a little more work to convince. I believed the only way to stop the constant conflicts with the Gypsies was to unify them under a central power. It seemed like a hard, grueling job, one that would require a goddamn pilgrimage across all of Italy. Either Marco really trusted me with this, or he’d found an excuse to keep me out of Theo’s line of sight while my brother was still fuming at me over what happened in the States.

When was he going to stop staring at his own desperation and see that I’d made the best call for all of us?

I’ll admit, out of the three of us, I was the least suspicious of our uncle. I was young when my father died, not yet close to the inner workings of the mafia. But what I’d always been taught was that family came first. I never could have imagined our uncle would break that.

There was something else that kept pulling my mind back to my visit with the Gypsies: the blonde I’d seen in a red dress, dancing and moving to the rhythm of the music. She was beautiful, hard to miss—or maybe I just needed to fuck someone else to get her out of my head. It was bad enough my brothers were tangled up with women. I needed to stay sane on that front, so I could think for the rest of us.

“Sir?” Cristian called out, and I blinked, realizing we’d stopped in front of a mannequin wearing a very sharp black suit. “Something wrong?”

I shook my head.

“Just thinking about that Gypsy problem I need to solve.”

“We could consider some kind of summons, bring all the leaders to Rome.”

“Maybe it’s smarter to meet with each of them in person. I’ll figure out the best approach.” I drew my gun from the holster hidden under my blazer and fired at the dummy. Five shots, one of them point-blank, but every bullet hit the floor without a single one piercing the fabric.

“Very good.”

“Years of work, finally paying off.”

“Run a few more tests and make sure it’s one hundred percent secure. Then have suits made for me.”

“Yes, sir.”

I stepped closer to the blazer and examined the spots where I’d shot it. No sign of any hole or damage to the fabric. It was going to feel damn good having those toys on my side if I ever had to face down some hostile Gypsies.
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Luize

EVER SINCE THE NIGHT of the engagement—despite the unexpected interruption—there hadn’t been a single conversation in the house that didn’t revolve around my wedding. The older women of the family, my grandmother and great-aunts, thought only of the banquet preparations. And my wedding dress, of course.

My mind, however, was completely elsewhere. Leaning over the windowsill, watching the children run and play around the fountain, I was thinking about Bellucci and his commanding presence.

“How’s the future princess of the Gypsies?” Esmeralda sang as she swept into my room. My cousin was another one far more excited about this marriage than I was.

“I’m fine.”

“Just fine?” She furrowed her brow.

“Yes.” I tugged at my long skirt and climbed down from the armchair where I’d been kneeling, gazing outside.

We Gypsies held our traditions in great reverence. Among the rules was the dress code: women always wore long skirts and modest blouses that showed no cleavage. Whenever I asked about wearing shorter skirts or jeans, my mother would tell me we weren’t supposed to flaunt our bodies, because anything too easily had ends up devalued.

I sat down on the divan at the foot of my bed, and my cousin settled in beside me.

Even though my father didn’t have as much power or influence as Ramón, I had been raised like a princess—starting with the pink room and the canopy bed.

“I keep thinking about when I’ll get married too.”

“If you want to take my place, I wouldn’t mind.”

Esmeralda laughed as if I’d told a joke.

“You almost sound like you’re not excited about this marriage.”

“Maybe I’m not.” I shrugged.

“Luize, don’t you want to become the Gypsy princess?”

“Maybe I want more out of my life than that.”

“Like what? The princess of Italy?” she scoffed.

I didn’t answer, but her remark sent my mind wandering.

“Is he married?”

“Who?” She frowned.

“Mateo Bellucci?”

“Why would you care about that?”

“Just curious.”

“Well, I know as much about the Belluccis as you do. Nothing beyond the reputation and the power they have all over Italy. But I didn’t see a ring on his finger, so unless he forgot it at home, he probably isn’t married.”

“Hmm...” I rested my elbows on my knees and my face in my palms, thoughtful.

“What are you thinking about, Luize?”

“Nothing.” I tried to play it off. “What do you think their lives are like? How do they treat their wives?”

“Why are you so curious?”

“Can’t I want to know more?”

“You’re getting married soon. You should be focused on that.”

I shook my head, but my cousin nudged me. Luckily—or unluckily—she knew me well enough to tell when I was plotting something.

“Why be the Gypsy princess when I could be the princess of Italy?”

“That’s the stupidest idea you’ve ever had, and you’ve had some pretty bad ones. You’re just a Gypsy girl, and he’s the all-powerful boss of Italy. Besides being an impossible dream, don’t forget you’ve been promised to another man, and you’re marrying him soon.”

“You’re right.” I didn’t push the argument with my cousin.

Deep down, she was right. Thinking about that possibility was aiming far too high. Still, as much as I should have been content with the future that was laid out for me, I couldn’t stop thinking about the chance to choose something different.

If anyone had the power to pull me out of Ramón Bayo’s hands and give me a far better future, it was Mateo Bellucci. As much as I’d only met him once, I couldn’t get him out of my head.
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Mateo

I CLIMBED OUT OF MY sports car, tossed the keys into my pocket, and walked toward the front of the house. The second I stepped into the living room, I saw my mother rocking Marco’s son, while Laís handled some business on the phone. I caught a word here and there that made me think it was about the NGO.

My eyes met Tatiane’s, but I didn’t hold her gaze for long. Soon as I set foot on the first stair, heading up to my room, I heard her voice.

“Mateo!”

“Yeah?”

“Wait.” She grabbed my arm and made me turn around, forcing me to really look at her.

“How’s the baby?” I nodded toward her belly.

“Good.” She touched her stomach and smiled.

“Hope it’s a girl.” I laughed, thinking about my brother raising a daughter in the world we lived in.

“I’ll be happy either way.”

“That’s good.” I took another couple steps up the stairs.

“Mateo, wait!”

“What is it, Tatiane?”

“How are things between you and Theo?”

“I’m not the one who married an idiot.” I shrugged. I was sick of wasting my breath trying to convince him I hadn’t made the worst possible decision.

“I don’t want you two to keep fighting.”

“Neither do I.”

“I’ll talk to him again.”

“Before or after sex?” I grinned, and she turned bright red.

“I... well...” She was too embarrassed to answer.

“Don’t worry about it, sis-in-law. My brother just needs time to accept what happened and realize he can’t control everything.”

“I hope it doesn’t take too long.”

“Me neither.” I finished climbing the stairs and left her standing there, staring at me.

I knew her intentions were good, but some things only time could fix. Theo definitely needed a few more days.

I shoved my hands in my pockets as I walked down the hallway, but I got stopped again.

“Mateo?”

“Hey, Marco.”

My brother jerked his head, and I followed him into his office.

“What’s up?” I asked, closing the door behind me.

“How’s the situation with the Gypsies looking?”

“I’ve met with most of the local leaders. They’re willing to accept our terms, except for two. The one that worries me most is Ramón Bayo. He’s been fighting our capo over the Monte Verde territory for a long time. He says he’ll only agree to the terms if we hand the place over to him.”

“We’re not handing one of Rome’s districts over to a Gypsy.” Marco snorted, slamming his hand hard on the desk.

“That’s what I told him, but the guy wasn’t too happy about it.”

“What are you thinking?”

“He was at a party with Miro Sinti. I think they’re close. I’ll meet with Miro again and talk to him about how important this alliance is. We can give the Gypsies respect, but they have to cooperate.”

“Right.”

“Where’s Theo?”

“Picking up a shipment.”

“Drugs and police chases—everything he loves most.”

“I think our brother could use a little of that.”

“Then he’ll come home all banged up, like his wife isn’t worrying about him too. Anyway, the hypocrisy...”

Marco laughed.

“Speaking of wives, you’re next.”

“You need to learn to deal with your own problems without dragging marriage into it, brother. You’ve run out of chips.”

“You’re still standing here in front of me, and you’re single.” The mockery in his voice was hard to miss.

“When I get married—if I ever do—I’ll pick the bride myself.” I patted his chest. “In the meantime, I’ll handle the Gypsy situation.”

“That’s our priority.”

“Leave it with me.” I gave him a mock salute before walking out of the office.
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Luize

I WAS CLEARING SOME plates from the lunch table, carrying them into the kitchen, when I saw the kids go running over to the windows of our enormous dining room.

Curiosity got the better of me. I set the dishes down and followed them, leaning over the sill just in time to see him get out of the car. The sun was blazing, and Mateo Bellucci was wearing sunglasses, looking impeccable in a navy-blue suit.

“Spying on someone?”

I jumped when I realized my brother was standing right behind me.

“What’s he doing here, Leon?”

“Must have business with our father.” He shrugged.

“You don’t know what kind of business?”

“You’re way too curious about things that aren’t your concern.”

I crossed my arms and stuck my tongue out at him, annoyed that he was treating me like I didn’t deserve to know something that also mattered to me.

“I deserve to know what goes on in this house too.”

“It’s nothing you’d care about.”

“Why don’t you tell me and let me decide if I care or not?”

“The Belluccis just want us to turn into their little lapdogs in exchange for a few crumbs.”

“Drop the metaphors, Leon.”

“They’re offering a deal. Your fiancé doesn’t think it’s good for us, and neither do I. Even though Dad seems interested in taking it.”

“If Dad finds any point interesting, there must be something to it.”

“Since when are you on the Belluccis‘ side?”

“I’m not. I just want to understand.” I furrowed my brow.

“I already told you not to worry about it.”

I scowled at my brother but didn’t push it. I looked back outside, searching for Bellucci, but he wasn’t in the car anymore—just two men guarding the vehicles. The moment I turned my head, I saw him walking into the house, accompanied by my father.

Our eyes met again, and even though it only lasted a few seconds, it felt like an eternity. He took off his sunglasses and let us stare directly at each other. He was tall, handsome, strong, and must have been in his thirties.

“Mr. Bellucci?” My father called him.

“Yes?” Mateo turned away and stopped looking at me.

He followed my father and disappeared down a hallway where the office—where they handled business—was located.

“He’s here again.” Esmeralda appeared beside me, and I jumped.

“He?” I shook my head, snapping out of my daze, as if I hadn’t understood who she meant.

“Bellucci.”

“Yeah.”

“Two visits in one week. Must be our lucky day.” She laughed.

“Must be,” I said, thoughtful, while my mind was swallowed by a thousand possibilities.

“Luize!”

“Why don’t you help me with my makeup?” I offered her my hand. “I think my face could use a little color.”

“Makeup? But there’s nothing important going on today.”

“I just want to feel pretty. Do I need a special day for that?”

“I guess not.”

“Right. Go do your girly stuff.” Leon waved us off, and I stuck my tongue out at him before heading up the stairs with my cousin.

I might have been promised to one man, but my fate wasn’t sealed yet.
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Mateo

“LISTEN, MR. MARTINEZ. I know you want respect. I actually believe you deserve it, and I’m here so we can reach an understanding.”

“Maybe Ramón is right. Maybe all you want to offer us is crumbs.”

I uncrossed my arms and leaned forward, shifting into a slightly more menacing posture.

“Better crumbs than your blood on my brother’s shoes, like we’ve seen the last few years.”

“You think you own the ground we walk on.”

“We don’t think. We do.” I kept my expression hard. “We want to avoid more trouble with you. You should be grateful for our generosity.”

“Generosity?”

“What do you think could happen to you if you become personae non gratae in Italy? Who do you think would win a possible war? I admit, our concern is the weight such a conflict would bring—not just to Rome, but to all of Italy. Still, don’t expect us to start acting differently than the people who actually have the power to run you out of here. Or do something much worse.”

The man swallowed hard and stared at me, eyes wide.

“I don’t want a war either, Mr. Bellucci.”

“Good. We agree on that point. So, do you accept our terms?”

“I do, but I can’t speak for the other families.”

“You only need to deal with Ramón Bayo. The rest of the Roma are my problem.”

“I’ll talk to him. He’s going to marry my daughter, but I can’t promise anything.”

“Then for your sake and your family’s, you’d better get me something more than a simple maybe.”

“Sir...”

I stared at him with an even harder expression, and the man gave up arguing. We both knew the Belluccis weren’t enemies you wanted.

“I hope we understand each other.”

“Yes.”

“Good. Let my next visit be more friendly.”

“And the powder you promised us—how do we pick it up?”

“One of our distributors will make contact. You keep ten percent of the sale value. You have one week to pay us.”

“Ten percent is too little. Fifteen at least.”

“You think you can negotiate with me?” I touched the gun in my holster and glanced at the men standing there for my security.

“No.”

“Then that’s all.”

Two of my soldiers went ahead, and the others followed behind me as I walked down the long corridor back to the car.

One of them opened the rear door for me to get in; another took the wheel while the rest spread out among the vehicles that had brought us.

I hoped my somewhat threatening conversation with the head of that family would ripple through the others. I admit it wasn’t my favorite pastime—going branch to branch explaining how things worked and who made the rules—but I’d do it if necessary. The Belluccis had commanded respect even before my father’s time, and as long as it was up to me, that wouldn’t change.

“Sir, someone’s following us,” the driver informed me, pulling me out of my thoughts. I looked back.

“Who?”

“A woman on a pink Vespa. She’s been behind us since we left the Roma house.”

“Couldn’t she have picked a less conspicuous vehicle?” I laughed.

“What should we do?”

“Take me to the office. Let her come.”

“Right.”

I kept watching behind us. Luckily, the car’s dark tinted windows kept anyone outside from seeing in. My man was right. About one car length behind us, a small scooter was being driven by a woman in a long skirt and a helmet that made her look like a ladybug.

I remembered the woman I’d seen dancing on my first visit to Martinez, then hanging out the window surrounded by kids. She couldn’t be much older than the little ones—twenty, maybe.

We pulled into the building a few minutes later, and the car drove down the ramp into the underground parking levels where we usually kept our vehicles. I opened the door before anyone could do it for me.

“Where’s the girl?”

“Probably stopped by security.”

“You two,” I pointed at my men, “go outside. Find her and bring her to my office.”

“But, sir—we don’t know if she’s dangerous.”

“She’s just a Roma girl.”

They nodded and walked through the parking lot, heading up the ramp toward the street.

I went to the elevator and pressed the button for my office floor. I straightened my tie in front of the mirror and waited for the metal box to take me up. When I reached my floor, I walked down the hallway where the executive offices were until I got to mine—the last door. To the law, this was a tech company like any other around the world, plus we traded stocks. I could move enormous amounts of money without raising suspicion, as long as I paid the government its cut.

I opened my office and settled into the leather chair, gazing at the late afternoon sky over Rome. This was one of the tallest buildings in the city—a tech skyscraper among structures over a thousand years old.

“Ow! Let me go!”

I turned in time to see her come in, flanked by my men, gripping her arms as if she were a major threat.

“Let her go.”

I gestured for them to release her, and the girl stumbled forward, nearly crashing into a coffee table.

“Either you’re very clever with an incredible plan, or you’re the stupidest person who’s ever stood in front of me.”

“You’re certainly not a gentleman.” She rubbed her arms, which must have been sore.

“Get out!” I pointed at the door for my men.

“Sir...” They hesitated.

“I can handle her myself.”

Finally, they nodded and left the room, closing the door behind them.

“Sorry about my men’s rudeness.” I fixed my gaze on her. “They’re not usually gentle with people who follow me or show any hostility.”

“Sorry.”

“Only if you tell me why you came here.”

“This is a nice place for a mobster.” She looked around, dodging my question. “I thought I’d find something else.”

“Something else?” I frowned. “Like what?”

“I don’t know. I don’t leave home much. I don’t deal with non-Roma people... It’s very monochrome in here. Ever thought about adding a little more color? A red curtain might look nice over there.” She pointed at the huge glass window behind me.

“You walk in here uninvited and start suggesting new décor for my office?”

“Sorry.” She shrank back. “I just thought that a man with as much power and resources as you would have a little more gold and shine in his room.”

I got up from the chair and walked toward her. The girl took a few hesitant steps back and ended up against the closed door. She was clearly curious, but maybe a little less brave than I’d imagined.

“You have no idea who I really am, do you?” I touched her chin, feeling the soft skin of her face, and her eyes widened before she pulled away from my touch.

“I have a few guesses.” She stepped to the side.

“A few?”

I usually didn’t like wasting time, but this young woman sparked my curiosity.

“My family is terrified of you. I figure you’ve killed a lot of us.”

“That’s true. But it doesn’t scare you?”

“It does, actually.”

“Still, your curiosity was big enough to make you come after me. Did you think I might kill you?”

“Why would you? I’m not a threat.”

“No?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t have any weapons on me.”

“You think that’s enough to make me trust you? I’ve seen people kill plenty without any weapons.”

“I can barely use a pair of scissors, so I don’t fit into that group.”

I laughed out loud.

“You might be more fun than I thought, Roma girl.”

“Luize. My name is Luize.”

“Alright, Luize. Do your parents know you’re here?”

She shook her head.

“I slipped out.”

“You come to the lion’s den without telling anyone? That’s the worst idea you’ve ever had.”

“Why would you hurt me if I’m not a threat?”

“Maybe for fun?” I closed the distance between us and pressed her body against the closed door.

I felt the pressure of her breasts against my chest grow stronger as her breathing quickened. I rested one hand on the wood, and her eyes widened, her pupils dilating.

“Do you get off on torturing women?”

I remembered the time Tatiane heard Marco fucking Laís and thought the poor pregnant wife was being tortured. I had to hold back a laugh, but I think my grimace gave me away.

“What?” The confusion and embarrassment on the young girl’s face only deepened.

“I think you’d actually enjoy the kind of torture that crossed my mind.” I laughed.

“I don’t really understand your life. All I know comes from the little I’ve been around people with different cultures than the Roma. But I can’t think of any kind of torture I’d want to suffer.”

I lowered my head, and our eyes met. The Roma girl was beautiful, and images of her had been running through my mind ever since I saw her at the party. What I did next might have been bold, but I’d always been the type to take risks.
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