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CHAPTER 1
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Tamara

THE WORST WAY TO KILL a man was with a blade—it was never clean. It didn’t matter if you were the highest-paid hitman in the world or just some guy fighting over a used cigarette in an alley.

Always use a firearm, for fuck’s sake, always. How did I know that? Well, let’s just say I’ve watched more movies than I could count, and every scene where some dumbass used a blade was a complete fucking mess.

There are times I wish the earth was flat, you know? So I could round up all those bastards, toss them off the edge in the morning, and say, “Bye, assholes!” Though, some idiots actually believed that shit. Fuck, men were so stupid.

Men were stupid, selfish, and their egos were sky-high. They’d always think they were the most valuable treasure in the world if you didn’t know how to put their inflated egos in their proper place. They’d see you wearing a flowing dress and think:

“Obviously, out of all 7.7 billion humans on earth, she dressed up like that for me.”

But they’d be wrong, because the best I’d ever do for them was put a bullet in them—clean and precise. That’s why my father kept me under lock and key, protected, away from everything ugly and cruel. He trained me my whole life, made me shoot targets at night and gave me fighting lessons during the day.

Even so, he treated me like a priceless doll, but I knew I was more than that. I was a woman who put her own head of security on his back on the mat, a woman who created strategies to improve his security company and orchestrated every fucking detail. His men followed my coordinates, and in the end, I made them richer. I was the brain behind every operation, but when action time came, I had to stay locked in my room, safe. My father had already lost too much, and losing me wasn’t an option for the great Czar.

I made things happen and watched them celebrate as if the credit were theirs. Well, maybe the action part really was, but the idea was mine. Hell, everyone needed someone looking at the situation from the outside to reach the perfect solution, and I was great with solutions.

I spent years of my life trying to be the best. I had a few good, genuine moments, but they ended quickly. I had so much free time that I studied—I studied like a stray dog fighting for a scrap of meat in the trash.

I was good with numbers. I was great, actually, and I wasn’t modest when I knew my subject. I was a pretty girl with pretty things who knew pretty women who spent a fortune on dresses but couldn’t add one and one.

I knew my worth to the point of recognizing that I made everything perfect. I even made Union Andy Security—also known as my father’s company—earn its glory, and nobody knew it because Papa didn’t want a woman as the boss. In the end, alpha males never lost their positions. I was the beta, and I always would be.

I loved him so much, but sometimes he acted like I was made of glass. So the most he’d let me do when we went to parties like the one I was sitting at, thinking it might be more worthwhile to hide in the bathroom until it was over, was drink my lady-drink and smile, smile as if the world weren’t a disaster and as if there were no problems.

I was good at pretending, and there was an old saying that fit me perfectly: Practice makes perfect.

“So, Tamy, when are you getting married? You’re getting old, sweetheart. You need a good husband by your side.”

Once again, her lovely words almost made me shoot her. Though, to be fair, ridding the world of that woman wouldn’t be so bad.

“You don’t want to end up alone, do you? We need a man to take your father’s place when he’s gone, dear.”

I wanted to throw up my sweet drink. That was the biggest bitch in the entire city we lived in, Nádia. She was the most hateful person at that table, a venomous, gossipy woman who’d managed to get pregnant by my father when my mother died and I was eight years old. I remembered everything...

I remembered her and Kayo, my twin brother, going to the craft fair—because Mom loved crafts. But neither of them came home... My heart shattered that day.

I stared at the mother of my half-sister. I couldn’t stand her, and neither could my father. She was a dirty, venomous snake. She loved reminding me that a man should be my ultimate goal. Crazy cow. Papa got her pregnant, and from that day on, he provided for her. At no point did Czar think of running from his obligation to that woman.

I finished my drink and didn’t bother to answer her, not giving a single millimeter of a damn about her terrifying glare. I was the master of my own desires, the master of myself. I didn’t need a “good man” to treat me like an idiot while I played the happy, satisfied housewife.

I wanted more. So I stood up without a word and walked into the hall. I needed to find my father and have a talk. It was in moments like this that I missed Kayo the most. His jokes would definitely make me happy right now, and I probably wouldn’t be sitting at that table with all those women if he were here.

I saw the curious look in Liana’s eyes, my half-sister, and I didn’t care about the small worry that flickered in her blue eyes. I was raised in a house full of big, tattooed men. I didn’t have a woman to make me delicate. Nádia kept spouting her nonsense, and I left her behind. Honestly, I owed that woman nothing. Nádia was certainly not my family, and her friends were not my friends. None of them deserved me wasting my spit. I was the blue-haired girl who gave her father gray hairs...

Kayo used to say I’d be trouble. The best kind of trouble anyone could have.

I miss you... I thought. I really missed them. Kayo and Dad were identical—the same smile, the same way of running a hand over their face when they were upset...

Everyone saw me that way: The problem girl. My tattoos were my mark, and I loved them. My father always supported me in everything. He could be tough in front of the family, the great Descendants Of The Devil, but when we were alone, he was a loving father. That only stopped when his men were around. In moments like that, Czar was firm, sometimes even harsh with me. But on the way home, our conversations were full of topics other people would find trivial... Papa used to say I was the star Mom left for him... His small, precious star.

The way my brother went, but now he was literally a star shining in the sky.

My best friend, Savannah, was beside her husband. They were what I called eternal love—the kind of love worth knowing, worth admiring, and that few people ever got the chance to live. She smiled at me, and I smiled back. Sav was the kindest woman this world ever had the chance to have.

It was just me, my father, and Liana. Ever since we lost Mom and Kayo, we lived in a big house where guns were everywhere, for as long as I could remember. Liana hated them. She was like a little fashion Barbie and was fine with that. Her mother always stressed that a woman should be feminine above all else. Sometimes she showed how exhausted she was with that shit, but she still did everything her mother said... Maybe one day she’d break free.

As for my father... Well, no secrets there. Liana and I were his priority. He not only fought for years, killing for men who hid behind their fancy desks and expensive uniforms, but he also got his hands bloody just to come home alive. He was a great soldier in Vietnam and was considered a hero.

I noticed some movement. His men were nervous, alert... Since when did his soldiers get... scared at a celebration? I walked down the well-decorated hallway to the big room, and with every step, the thud of my high heels echoed.

I knew there were soldiers behind me, and I looked back just to confirm. I just didn’t understand why...

My father didn’t like it when I called them soldiers, but they were, so I did.

“They,” in this case, were the new recruits. The house we lived in was enormous, so my father and my uncle—his best friend—founded Descendants Of The Devil, a group of big men with incredible bikes.

Yuli, my best friend’s stepfather and my father’s head of security, was standing at the door of the room like a rabid dog. I knew we were in trouble; I just didn’t know what kind. I got close enough, and I had his attention when my heel gave me away. He looked at me and immediately masked whatever worry he’d been having. The man was good—the best fighting master I knew.

He was cold and mean when he needed to be, but he treated me well and with respect. I remembered when I was six and got beat up by some girls at school. He trained me and put me in fights. I remembered the day he said:

“You’re a daughter of this family. Nobody else touches you. Nobody.”

He took care of me and Savannah. He made us fight and learn to defend ourselves. I knew that day that I had a good friend for life, and now, at twenty-eight, I still knew it.

“Yuli, where’s Czar?”

He just breathed. You know, the good thing about knowing men was that no matter what lie they told, physically they couldn’t hide it when they were lying. Over the years, you learned to recognize the tell.

Yuli’s tell was taking a deep breath before speaking.

“Go back to the party, girl. We’re busy.”

Another thing he did: being bossy. If he was lying, and the lie was bigger than him, he’d order you to go. I laughed at his tone. The poor guy was so tangled up.

“Dyadya, tell me what’s going on, or I’ll find out myself. You know I will!”

I was a pure pain in the ass when I wanted to be. Yuli had three kids: Savannah, my best and only real friend, and wife to my cousin Marcelus; Jully, his princess; and a son... Vincent, who was apparently just as big a dumbass as his father. But Jully and Vincent didn’t live in the city, and the last time I saw them, I was ten.

The hallway had more men than necessary—too much testosterone for my taste—but he loved Kayo and me when we were kids, so I let him have my back. Sometimes.

“We have some things to sort out. Your father will tell you soon.”

His guilty look confused me. Why the hell was he guilty? Without another word, Yuli came over to me and hugged me. Strong and respectful.

People talked. Everyone thought our interaction was a bit unusual, but the only person I needed to accept me was my father, and he liked the relationship I had with Uncle Yuli.

“Everything will be fine, kid. Let’s go home.”

I just nodded in confirmation, took a few steps back, walked through the hall to the ballroom, and from there I looked for the exit. I wanted to leave.

My house was split into two wings and was far from the club. Dad thought it was better that way, so it was a bit of a drive. He wasn’t comfortable with me living alone, and I didn’t want to fight with him, but I was leaving, starting my own life, as soon as possible.

I was an adult woman, intelligent, and I wanted my own business. But when I told him what it was, my father freaked out and said no... Good thing I didn’t need permission.

I saw my car and walked toward it. But before I reached it, I noticed a man smoking, leaning against a motorcycle that had to be his. It was beautiful, fully chromed and customized... I loved bikes, despite having no intention of riding one. The gorgeous Harley caught my attention, but so did its owner.

The man just stood there, looking at me, without a shred of fear coming off him. The son of a bitch was completely neutral, and I hated that.

Because I knew in that instant that he was a man who worked for my father or with my father. He was part of all this. What a waste. The car door opened, and Yuli told me to get in. His tone left me no choice, so I did what I was told without complaining. It really wouldn’t have been pleasant.

After the door with the dark glass shut, I looked at the man one more time, only to feel more intrigued. Still, I pushed those thoughts away and waited until we got home. The engine of my car roared, and we pulled out of the parking lot. Yuli was beside me, and I said nothing. I didn’t need to. If that man was part of the famiglia, he simply didn’t interest me. I was already doing something wrong by the family’s moral standards. I didn’t need more problems or secrets.
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CHAPTER 2
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Vincent

THE DAYS IN LEGERRO were... difficult. There was so much going on, but I kept my distance, always watching, never sticking my nose into anything. People were always talking, and I hated it. Yuli tried to pull me away from the chaos of the station and his club constantly, but I loved pissing them off.

My father was married to another woman for years, but that didn’t mean I wanted anything to do with her. As for the motorcycle club, Descendants Of The Devil, barely anyone inside knew me. Just Czar, the president, and a few of the other brothers.

Dad used to say I had mamma’s free spirit. That made me happy, because I knew how much he still loved her, and knowing I reminded him of her made him happy. I didn’t have a bad childhood. I had good parents and a little sister. I had happy lunches and games before bedtime.

My mother was my life. She and my father made it clear they loved each other, worshipped each other. They were so attached it was strange when they weren’t together. Always smiles. Dad was the most respected cop in the small town where he lived, even though he didn’t live with us in Chicago.

They couldn’t live together because mamma was a nurse and she loved the hospital where she worked. She wasn’t willing to leave.

He accepted it. He came to visit us every month, without fail.

He was a good father. But nothing lasts forever. When our little Jully was born, mamma got sick. I was only six years old, and I watched my mother suffer for three straight years before she died. Jully was so small and fragile. She had some health problems. She was our princess.

Yuli was destroyed. He suffered for the woman he’d loved his whole life, the woman who died in his arms while his three-year-old daughter cried and his nine-year-old son stood with a hand on his shoulder, sniffling.

He almost fell apart. Almost gave up. But he didn’t.

He did something stupid instead. Something he regretted to this day and couldn’t take back. So I stayed away from him for years. Until I had to come back, because Jully loved the guy, and so did I. I just wasn’t going to tell him that.

He gave us comfort, yeah. He just couldn’t raise us. Still, he was always a present father. Yuli was a good guy, after all. He was a huge guy, covered in tattoos. The last time I saw him before we started living together again was at my graduation. We were in his old apartment, and he surprised me. He took off his shirt, and I almost cried when I read my mother’s name on his back. Angie...

The angel of his life, like he used to say.

When I turned eighteen, I enlisted in the army. I fought, trained, and got my ass kicked like a son of a bitch. I spent over ten years serving in Iraq. I loved the way adrenaline worked in my body. I was always good with guns, long-range or close-quarters, and that got me the recognition I have today.

But I got hurt. Bad.

I scared Jully and made her cry for two days while she waited for news about me. I’ll never forget the shattered way she looked at me when I opened my eyes. She was a wreck, and I did that to my little sister. She was the spitting image of our mother. Sweet, gentle, always calm, with those huge gray-green eyes and light hair. I’d protect her from everything, especially from myself, and she knew it.

Firearms were my passion, but I liked blades too. Anything I could send flying and hit my target became something I kept. There were men who loved women, some who loved money, and others who wanted a respectable position in politics. But me? I only loved weapons and Jully.

But of course I had a favorite. A .40 caliber. She was beautiful. Everyone wanted her, and I thought she was perfect. But the one that never left my holster was my Taurus G2C 9mm. She weighed six hundred grams. Bella.

Jully hated them. She thought they were dangerous and always kept her distance, which I thought was great.

Ever since I took over the family responsibilities, I kept her safe. I made her stronger. I made her tougher. We’d been alone for a long time. Her blonde hair was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. Those gray-green eyes were pure, with a magnetic innocence. She was my priority. Keeping her at peace and safe so her health wouldn’t fail was my goal. That’s why I came home.

I swore I’d keep her safe from anything. But her health was her worst enemy. Jully had been in hospitals for years. Asthma. Depression. Thick blood... It was always a fight, so we kept an inhaler on her at all times. That little puffer was her pet.

She also suffered from type 1 diabetes, so she avoided anything that wasn’t part of her strict diet and exercise routine. My little sister was the smartest girl I knew. She was going to work at the same station where my father served as a cop.

She was known for being able to track any cell phone. No matter where it was hidden, she’d find it. When we were in Chicago, she asked me to move. So I did what any older brother should do. I made her happy with the change.

I was proud of her. I loved her. I would never put her second. But I believed I’d failed her when I was on the battlefield.

So here I was. Living in the same city where my father took a bullet and was saved thanks to my mother, who treated him while he lay bleeding on the asphalt. She didn’t live in the city. She was just visiting a friend at the time. But that story was always a good one to hear.

At that moment, I was leaning against my bike, smoking a cigarette in the parking lot of the club where Dad was a founding member. Where the fucked-up guys went and found a family. Where men who lost too much in the war and had nothing left banded together.

I was standing in front of the famous and respected motorcycle club in the small, also well-known town of Legerro, Italy.

I stayed leaning against my Harley while my father decided whether I could be part of that group, seeing as I was just as fucked up as every one of those men. I just didn’t expect to see a woman coming out of the place. She walked past a few bikers and waved. I should have kept my eyes on the ground, but I watched her anyway.

She was wearing jeans that looked like a second skin, they were so tight. Her shirt was made of thin fabric that clung to her body too, so you could see the tattoos running all the way up her arm. She was also wearing heeled boots.

And then there was the blue hair... Really different. The girl walked without hesitation to her car, and then she saw me. I was never one to stare at someone who knew what I was doing, but I wanted to hold her gaze.

So I did. I held those irises—I couldn’t tell what color they were—and I kept at it until my father came up behind her and told her to get in the vehicle. Few people in that city knew about my mother, me, and my sister. I found myself wondering if maybe the girl my father had taken such good care of until now was also important to the blue-haired girl.

She got in the car and just let him drive. I finished my cigarette, and my phone vibrated in my pocket.

I slid my finger across the screen, unlocked it, and read my father’s message:

She’s Czar’s daughter. I’ll be back in less than an hour. Go inside!

A smile wanted to spread across my lips. I’d known that girl since Czar was friends with my parents and visited us in Chicago. Little, lively Tamara was all grown up and looked like trouble. Colorful, attractive trouble.

Still smiling, I walked into the bar. My best and only friend in that city was near his brother when I walked in. I went to the counter, ordered a drink, and felt him sit down next to me.

Pietro Bertolini and I had known each other for over ten years. Our first meeting could have ended in tragedy, but we ended up becoming friends, and now I was trying to get into the club he was a member of.

“Wipe that smile off your face, man. We’re celebrating! Where’s your sister?” Pietro asked, taking a swig of his beer.

“This is me happy. Jully didn’t want to come. She thought it was better to sleep.”

He laughed, but he accepted it. Pietro knew my sister’s limitations. He respected her and looked out for her. That was one of the reasons he was my best friend and the only guy in this fucked-up world I’d share a woman with.

“It’s good to have you home, Vincent. Fucking good, brother!”

I looked into his eyes and smiled genuinely this time. It was fucking good to be home.
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Tamara

2 Years Ago

“YOU CAN’T LEAVE ME with her, Dad!”

I stamped my foot. No fucking way was I taking care of my sister. She was mean and fake, I’d kill her. My father didn’t like that thought. He was my lifeboat, and when he decided to fuck a woman while he was drunk, he got her pregnant. That gave me a sister who was nothing like me—delicate as a princess who’d done something bad, which only made me want to shoot her.

“Sweetheart, she’s doing better and I don’t want her slipping back to what she was a few days ago. Just give her a chance, please.”

I wasn’t going to do that. Liana was a manipulative person. My best friend, Savannah, was married to Marcelus, my cousin in every way that mattered—we all grew up together—and exactly one week ago Liana lied, saying she was having an affair with him, and that hurt my best friend.

I’m loyal, so it hurt me too.

“Oh, Dad, at best she just changed her skin!”

I said it already figuring out ways to stay far away from her. I loved her, but we couldn’t be in the same room without a fight breaking out. He yelled and I shut up:

“Tamara Lorenzini, don’t talk about your sister that way. Show loyalty to your blood or you’ll be in trouble!”

Oh shit, he used my full name!

“I’m sorry, Dad, but I can’t. She already made it clear I’m dead to her.”

I remembered her words, and I knew I deserved every single one of them for the crap I’d said, but she really hurt me.

“You humiliated her and got what you deserved. Oh, for the love of Dio! She didn’t mean it and she loves you, but if you attack her, she fires back. That’s exactly how I raised the two of you,” he said, tired of the whole situation and letting out a sigh.

Dad took off his leather jacket, folded it, and laid it over the arm of the sofa. The stitching on the fabric was thick and rugged, but at the same time, beautiful.

“Well, we’re not very mature, are we?”

I was definitely blaming the way we were raised, but hell, he was still a great father, so my arguments really didn’t have a solid foundation to stand on.

“Baby, I need you and your sister together and safe until this job is over. Please, Tamara, don’t make this difficult...”

My father ran his hands over his face and asked—no, begged—for me to cooperate, and that gesture shut me up because Czar Lorenzini never begged. Never.

I heard someone humming and almost rolled my eyes when my stepmother walked into the living room carrying a tray of drinks. Fuck, it was like we were in an episode of Modern Family.

“Since you’re going to yell all day, at least wet your throats.”

I didn’t have much to complain about her, but that woman knew how to hide her feelings, because hell, when her only daughter was literally beaten to a pulp, she just took a trip to relax. What kind of mother does that?!

“She creeps me out and she’s weird—why does she always show up out of nowhere whenever we’re arguing?”

Nádia, mother of my younger sister, was what I called a rotten apple: beautiful and stunning on the outside, but completely poisonous on the inside.

I wouldn’t have to sleep at the mansion. I lived in a small apartment, and my father hated that, since he left a huge house for me and Liana. But we just couldn’t stand each other anymore. Not anymore. But at least...

I weighed my choices and picked the one that hurt less. Life was made of choices, and you just had to pick what hurt the least.

“You win!”

I said it reluctantly and didn’t even bother to say goodbye... This was going to be hell!

I walked to my car and didn’t care about waving goodbye to my stepmother. My attitude made so little difference to her anyway; I had to admit that woman knew my temper well.

I fished for my keys in my purse and almost screamed in frustration. My bag was always such a mess that even I didn’t know what was in there—it was always a surprise.

“Oh God, why me?”

I said it exasperated. The day really couldn’t get any worse. I kept up my frantic search until a thin voice stopped me:

“They’re right here. You left them on the table.”

I gave up looking for something I knew I wouldn’t find in my bag and turned to the one person I’d been avoiding seeing or exchanging words with these past few days: my sister.

I took the keys from her hand without saying a word. We really had been keeping our distance ever since the bomb dropped. Liana thought I was a traitor for not siding with her completely, and I ended up feeling bad about it, but as always, she wouldn’t listen to me.

She never let me explain. But still, the worry grew inside me. Her blue eyes had dark bags under them, and she was thinner, paler, dull...

And yet, I was still a bitch, because that was my modus operandi:

“Look, we’re sharing a house, but that doesn’t mean we have to talk or see each other, okay? Just stay out of my way, and I’ll stay out of yours,” I said sharply.

I didn’t need all that drama about her, Savannah, and Marcelus. They might have forgiven my sister, but I still suspected she hadn’t told the whole truth.

“Don’t worry. I’ll stay away from you. I won’t be here long anyway.”

She walked toward the entrance, and I was startled by how... sad she seemed. Liana was always alone—no friends, at most her mother—but so far I hadn’t seen them together. I grabbed my phone and sent a message to my father:

Liana doesn’t look okay. Keep an eye on her.

I hit send and got in my car. My phone buzzed right away, and I rolled my eyes:

And you still say you don’t care.

I cared way too much. I just didn’t show it—not anymore, at least. We’d had a bad fight. Not the kind of acceptable sibling stuff, no. It was really bad. I said shit because I was drunk, and she hit back hard—not physically, but verbally.

“You’re dead to me.”

I deserved that. But it didn’t hurt any less.

I drove to the apartment complex where I lived and parked in my spot. Even if I was going to live with my sister, I wasn’t giving up my apartment.

[image: ]

I DROVE MY CAR WHILE remembering all the shit that happened two years ago. My sister made mistakes and it drove us apart. We argued and fought against each other, and now... After two years, she was leaving. Even though my best friend had forgiven her, even though our relationship had finally settled, she was leaving.

I killed the engine and took a deep breath. She and I loved that place. That was our home. And now she was leaving... I had to admit, knowing that crushed my heart.

I looked at my house, and a good feeling filled my heart. It was exactly how I’d planned it. It was my home. Finally, something I built on my own. And even if exhaustion wanted to beat me down, I wasn’t going to step into a fucking fight and lose.

I tried to hold back the tears, but I couldn’t. I worked night after night to have that place paid off. Sometimes I juggled three different jobs so I wouldn’t have to take a single cent from my father, because that place was mine.

When you’re part of a family like mine, you’re born with a legacy, with a duty. But what I really wanted was to write my own story. That house was my story. It was where I sat and dedicated myself to my online work, where I ran my small business while building my physical store.

And now... I couldn’t.

I wanted to scream, to hit something, to roar—but I couldn’t, because my father would be here in minutes. That was another wonderful thing about my life: my father’s men knew every step I took. Or they thought they did.

I put on my best smile and got out of my car. I walked to the stairwell and climbed step by step. When I opened the dark blue door, the smell of home hit me, along with the scent of clove and pepper. His scent.

The secret waiting for me—naked, I should add. Before I could say a single word to him, his hands were already on my hips, pulling me against his body. Clove and pepper was the scent I breathed in as my nose pressed against his hard chest.

“I missed that mouth of yours, love.”

A beautiful smile spread across his face for me, and I sighed—which was used against me the second my mouth was attacked by his skilled lips. I was a bitch for being here with him, but what the eyes don’t see, the heart doesn’t feel. Or at least, I had to believe that.
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CHAPTER 4
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Vincent

I’M TIRED OF THIS PLACE. The problems here are like weeds... Never say I didn’t do anything for you, little Jully.

That was the message I sent my sister after dealing with three fights before ten in the morning. I hated being sociable, and she knew it. Either way, there I was, about to get the tattoo that would make me a brother to those guys—an official member of the Descendants Of The Devil.

“You radiate misery, son. Grab your beer.”

I stared at the bartender, Joe. He was a big guy, old, and scary as hell if you didn’t know him, but he was a good man all the same.

“Sorry I’m not a social butterfly right now. Too much noise.”

Noise wasn’t a problem for me—noise from idiots was. He laughed and slid a beer in front of me. I thanked him with a small nod.

“You’ll get used to it in time, kid. Welcome to the family, son.”

I smiled at him. I didn’t have a family here, because only one mattered—my famiglia was my sister. But still, I smiled at the scar-covered man. That was the problem with Leggero—everyone here grew comfortable with this life. But luckily—or unluckily—I wasn’t from here.

The doorbell rang, and I instinctively looked back. That’s when she walked in. The little girl entered the bar, her heels clicking against the floor, a short skirt and a black shirt—clearly a man’s—covering almost all of her.

Her blue hair was braided on one side, falling over her left shoulder. Resting bitch face and a striking kind of beauty. I still couldn’t see the color of her eyes from that distance since, on top of everything, they were lined with eyeliner. The girl was beautiful—maybe sweet, too.

That shouldn’t have crossed my mind, but I couldn’t help wondering how sweet she might be. I wasn’t a relationship guy—never had a girlfriend in my life—and she seemed like the classic type who was into cuddles and chocolate.

I turned back to the bar. I was a thirty-year-old man. I wasn’t going to get hot over some girl who looked at least twenty-two. Jesus. Fuck. No.

I kept my eyes on my glass when Tuck shouted my name. I looked over and saw the tattoo chair was empty. It was my turn. I had two tattoos already, and honestly, every now and then I got an itch—my skin begged for more—but I never did it. I paid Joe, who was grinning, and got up from the stool, bottle in hand. There was no way I was doing that shit sober.

A few guys laughed when my leg wobbled, and I grunted. I hated my leg sometimes, but this was my life now. Tuck was a good guy—a cop who’d served in the navy for twelve years. He was a negotiator and, apparently, a tattoo artist too.

He was the only one who never laughed when he saw me stumble, and I found that pretty respectful. So I’d have his back whenever he needed it. Respect between men was a good thing.

I sat down in the chair and took a swig of the cheap beer. Those were the best, especially if you wanted to get drunk fast—and that was exactly what I wanted.

“Anything I need to know before I start?”

He asked me before sticking the needle in, and I sighed. Fuck, if I’d done it once, I could do it again, right? Sure. Getting drunk as a skunk would help.

“Just finish fast, for God’s sake, man.”

He laughed and prepped the needle with ink. I closed my eyes for a while, trying to focus on the result instead of the pain. When I opened them again, the one woman I should have been keeping my distance from was right in front of me, with the bluest eyes I’d ever seen on this earth.

“You okay? You look like you’re about to pass out any second.”

I nodded and kept staring. Her irises were an intense blue, and I immediately remembered someone with those same eyes—her father. She was really wearing a chastity belt around her pretty neck. Fuck!

“I’ll be fine, as long as the beers keep coming.”

She smiled and sat down beside me, ready to watch what was about to happen. I closed my eyes again and felt someone else sit down nearby, talking about some idiots driving drunk. I relaxed when I recognized the little idiot’s voice.

“Calum! You’re officially going to be my brother, man!”

I couldn’t help but laugh. Pietro was a bastard who never wasted a chance to make me want to punch him.

“How about you order a sweet drink? Just to celebrate.”

I said it with a smirk, opening my eyes again and looking at him as the needle touched my skin. I flinched at the first touch, my right arm feeling the ink settle in.

Pietro was sitting next to his cousin. We were friends—he was the closest thing to a friend I could have. The guy was my opposite, but it worked. As for the sweet drink, that was actually a funny story.

“It was only once, you asshole, and you know it,” my friend grumbled.

He hated remembering why he had to drink a high-end sweet drink with pieces of candy in it. Let’s just say our first meeting wasn’t exactly healthy—we almost shot each other, and hours later we became good friends. So we did stupid shit, typical for two single guys who liked to party in Chicago.

Being with him changed everything. I never shared a woman before—not that I was tied to many—but I did it with him. It was just me, Pietro, and a pretty enthusiastic blonde making a bet. Something that left her pantyless the moment we tried her favorite drink—or the pinkest one possible. We were idiots back then. We’d do anything for a pretty woman without her panties.

“I think it suited you.”

I felt his punch on my arm, but I still laughed. Tamara seemed to be enjoying herself, listening to our chat. She even looked familiar... I noticed Pietro’s arm was around her shoulder before he pulled her close, and she just let herself go—until she caught me looking, and then red flooded her pale cheeks. What the hell was going on there?

“Think it’ll take long?”

The younger Bertolini asked, looking at me with amusement. I stared at my friend and decided that if he was with her, I was automatically staying away from her. I wasn’t a homewrecker, damn it—unless they invited me to join, of course.

“Nah, man. We still have that thing, so there’s time.”

Tuck answered for me. The guy was clearly listening in on our conversation—with a very attentive ear, I might add. My friend nodded and grabbed his phone. Pietro was a SEAL, but he was also a SWAT cop. He was part of Leggero’s special police unit, and he was damn good at what he did.

We met when he went to New York for more specialized training and stayed at my sister’s place—which, I should mention, I wasn’t told about. So when I got home, there was some stranger sitting right in my living room, and fuck, we didn’t start off well. Punches were thrown, guns were pulled, until Jully came in and introduced us. We’ve kept in touch ever since.

“So you’re Yuli’s son?”

The little blue-haired girl asked me curiously. But she already knew the answer, so I just nodded.

“That’s cool. I haven’t seen you in years... You probably don’t even remember me. I still wore pigtails the last time we went to your house. I’m Tamara.”

I knew exactly who she was, and this was the first time I threw myself into a conversation naturally—not that I liked talking much, obviously. I saw her extended hand and decided to be nice. Today, I’d be nice.

“I’m Vincent.”

I shook her small hand and noticed my palm covered all the exposed skin. She was tiny, like a child’s hands, and it made me laugh.

“What’s so funny?”

I wasn’t going to be an asshole and say she was short—I had a sister who was 4’11”, and she made damn sure I never mentioned how small she was. I knew when to shut up.

“Nothing. Nothing at all. Zero humor on my end.”

She blushed again and made a face right after. That was something nice to see.

“You’re a real chatterbox, aren’t you? So talkative.”

I looked into her eyes again and let her read the answer herself. I wasn’t a social butterfly—not with people I wasn’t close to. Still, the kind of closeness I wanted with her wasn’t exactly friendly.

Tamara stood up a little sharply and stomped off to the bar. I didn’t mean to scare the girl off, but at that moment I was still sober and had a needle poking me. I couldn’t be sociable right now.

“Your charm’s worn off, Calum. The gods have given up on you.”

I laughed when the idiot whispered his opinion on what just happened. Since he didn’t know how to be subtle, I wouldn’t either:

“I’m not the kind of man who wants another man’s woman—especially if he’s my friend.”

Pietro choked when he realized, but what could I do if he couldn’t be more careful? I laughed because if I wasn’t sure before, now—after seeing his startled, confused face—I was absolutely certain. And that left me a little thoughtful.

“Keep your voice down, man. Besides, we’re just really good friends, me and her.”

This time I burst out laughing. You weren’t just friends with a woman like that. No. She had fire—fucking fire—and she wasn’t the type to waste time. She was like a small campfire at first, then a wildfire out of control. Women in general were like that, but Tamara had something special.

“If you say so, I believe you, buddy.”

I closed my eyes again, focusing on not complaining about the pain. Fuck, I loved how used to the needle I was. I only felt discomfort when Tuck paused.

Jully would love my new tattoo. She loved anyone who had them because she couldn’t get any herself. My sister had a delicate health condition—she only ate what was good for her, exercised safely, and took her daily dose of insulin.

I loved her more than anything. She was my little girl, and I wasn’t ready to see her become a woman—not when no man deserved to have her by his side. My sister believed in the tooth fairy until she was thirteen. She played with dolls until she was fifteen. And at her prom, I was her date. Why? Because she said all her school friends thought I was hot, so she used me.

“You remember those nights we had in Chicago?”

My friend asked, lying back on the leather couch beside me. Tuck sighed because he had to pause my design to drink some water.

“You mean those nights you told me three years ago you couldn’t do anymore? Yeah. And by the way, I see why now.”

I laughed because the memories came flooding back. When we were in Chicago, we went out a lot, and we’d find girls willing to sleep with us—together. I never shared a woman before I did it with Pietro. I was always a bit possessive of my friends with benefits, but that night, I did the opposite. We did it a few more times when he came to NY and I was in town, but since I went back to my post and he moved to Leggero for good, I never tried a threesome with another friend.

It just didn’t make sense. It never crossed my mind to have a woman with any other friend except Pietro. It was kind of our thing.

“I’ve never done anything like that again, brother. That side of me only comes out when I’m in your shitty company. I’m a family man now.”

Tuck laughed, and I joined in.

“Maybe things will change, brother.”

He said mysteriously. Maybe things really would change, but I wasn’t a hundred percent in favor of change... Everything was already different enough.

“If you say so, buddy. Before I forget—Jully is coming to the station. She’s excited about her first job and all that. Can you keep an eye on her?”

Tuck stopped what he was doing and looked at me, but then he looked away. Pietro cleared his throat, and I turned my attention to him—but not without remembering what had just happened.

“Leave it with me. I’ll keep her safe, brother. Little Jully won’t even notice I’m there.”

Tuck put the needle back on my skin, and I briefly closed my eyes to get used to the pain again.

“Is this Jully your sister? I heard we’re getting a new computer specialist.”

He asked as I settled back into my normal state—meaning, relaxed while the needle pierced my skin.

“Yeah, she’s the baby. Only twenty-three... I still can’t believe she’s growing up. She was my baby just yesterday!”

I said melancholically. My sister was everything to me—my family! She was the living memory of our mother, of our mother’s best side.

“Loyalty is a good thing, man. You’ll fit in great with us,” he said, totally focused on his work.

“Yeah, man—this is going to be a lot more fun now...”

Pietro reinforced, grabbing my beer and taking a big gulp before handing it back. The bastard laughed and walked off.

I watched him ask one of the waitresses to bring me another drink, and I remembered what we did in NY. Those nights were truly wild. Even though we were younger back then, and more than comfortable and in sync... I didn’t think I’d like it, but it was still good. Pietro was a pain in the ass. I laughed at the memories. The little shit. The best friend I hated having—the only one who knew me well enough.
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CHAPTER 5
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Vincent

I CLOSED MY EYES AND let that goddamn night creep back into my mind again, the night everything changed and that bastard paid for almost taking my best friend away from me...

I hated that memory, but I still had nightmares about it. That night I realized that love drives you to the edge, and there was a shitload of love between my best friend and her husband.

Past

I WAS EXHAUSTED, BONE-tired, and my father was looking at me like I’d taken his favorite gun and tossed it into the ocean, straight to the bottom. I couldn’t touch anything—I just felt the gaze I wanted on me, begging for help.

When my father asked me to go to his house, I already knew he’d keep me there while the action happened far away from me, and even so, I did what he asked. The beta always did.

But I should have been with my secret that night—just me and him.

“Why does John have to come with me? Can’t Pietro take his place?”

I tried one more time. My father had something big in his hands; he was going to do something bad out there, and I could almost feel it... But his actions didn’t change the facts—I would still love him after he got his hands dirty for the family.

Papà raised an eyebrow and stared at me, so I shut my mouth. I knew he loved me more than anything, but not knowing what was really happening was killing me. I just had this feeling it would be something bad, and yet it suffocated me not to know exactly what.

“You and your sister must stay home. I’ll be out for a few hours, so if you need anything, ask Jonathan.” His blue eyes locked onto mine in a silent plea. “And sweetheart, for the love of holy Harley, stay in the house.”

I knew the family was under attack. My best friend was being threatened. But not knowing what they would do that night was killing me.

I looked at John and sighed. It wasn’t that I didn’t like the guy; I just would’ve preferred to have Pietro with me that night.

I should have argued, because it wasn’t fair that he made me leave my own house if he wasn’t even going to let me in on what was happening. But I was too exhausted to fight the great Czar. Fine—in a few days, he’d handle his business, and I’d handle mine.

One of the members of that family stared at me, and I saw sympathy in his eyes. John was a nice guy. Even if he was the spitting image of Chris Evans and lethal as Rambo, he was still a nice guy, and for that reason I gave him a friendly smile too. I’d never really had a conversation with John, but I knew he liked being called that, so I never forgot.

“I’m only asking that you and your sister stay safe.”

Liana was sitting on the bottom step of the stairs, focused on staring at her own feet. Pietro was looking at me, and I knew what he wanted to say without a single word leaving his mouth. I wanted to disobey, but secrets had to stay secrets... This fucking sucked!

“Well, whatever. It’s not like I have anywhere to go anyway. Anyone want cake?”

My half-sister said it like the conversation meant nothing, but I knew that like me, she wasn’t happy about it. The difference was that Liana never went against our father.

Or against her mother. She was the perfectly obedient daughter.

John’s phone started ringing, and I saw his eyes follow the path my sister had taken, but I didn’t care much, because he quickly whispered something to my father and bolted out the front door.

Czar sighed, but quickly recovered his man-in-charge pose. I almost laughed... My mother called him a hero, and he was my hero, just like he’d been hers. Papà never failed.

I miss you, Mom. I thought.

“There’s been a small change of plans. I’ll need to take Johnny with me, but Pietro will stay here until I send someone to look after you two. And Tamara... Please, stay here.”

I looked at my father and felt all the love he had for me. His eyes—that shade of blue like two swimming pools—were identical to mine, and they made me drop my guard, smile, and wrap my arms around his big body.

He was my family, my best friend in the whole world. He loved me as much as I loved him, and I knew he worried about me, about Liana... He was incredible. I hugged him tighter as he kissed my blue hair and smiled—I knew he was smiling.

“I love you, Dad. Always.”

His arms came around me, and he squeezed me hard.

“I love you, sweetheart. I love you and your sister! You are my life.”

Letting me go, he looked at Pietro and walked out of our house. I wanted to cry because I knew I was lying to the first man in my life, and if he found out, I was dead. I closed my eyes and asked—no, I begged God to make sure he never found out.

“You look scared... You okay?”

I sighed. I was everything but okay... I was lying and deceiving. I had the nerve to be with the most forbidden guy in this entire goddamn city. My business would have to be put on hold, and I was lying... The fact that I was lying hurt me so much I couldn’t even give Pietro a simple answer. Thick tears fell from my eyes, sobs broke through me, and I couldn’t hold it together.

I was a fucking black storm, and now I couldn’t just leave it all behind... I’d have to deal with the consequences of every caress, every kiss, every sigh, every smile. I felt Pietro’s strong arms wrap around me, and I let myself fall because I knew he would be there to catch me.

“Everything’s gonna be okay, baby. I promise it will.”

I wanted to believe his words, and I did exactly that... Pietro was my biggest secret, and I would let myself love him until I couldn’t anymore. I felt my feet leave the ground, and I knew exactly what was happening—I was in his arms again. Then, without giving me time to think, I wrapped my legs around his waist, and his hands held me up by my ass as he climbed two flights of stairs with me in his arms. My head dropped into the curve of his neck, and I breathed in his scent: clove and pepper, sexy, delicious, and striking. Exactly like him.

Being in love put you in situations you never imagined you’d be in... And it was still good. The feeling of being emotionally tied to someone had never scared me. Sure, some loves were simply lost, but that wasn’t our case. We were in sync, and I was sure that if it were up to just our wanting, we would stay completely together.

When we finally crossed the door to my room, I felt his body relax. Carefully and quietly, he carried me to my bed and gently set me down, then turned toward the door and locked it.

“He has to know, doll.”

I knew he did. I knew it was the right thing to do. But I was so scared of what could happen when Papà found out... The whispers would be a personal hell, and he would be disappointed.

“I’ll tell him, I promise. Just not now.”

Not now that we were in danger. Not now that we were in the crosshairs of something that was definitely huge. Not now that I was eaten alive with fear.

Pietro sighed and nodded. He wasn’t happy, but he wouldn’t push me. This was our family we were talking about—conservative, predictable, full of opinions. Dio! This would be a nightmare. He would lose a lot, and I would too, and the worst part was knowing we risked losing each other in the process.

And on top of that, Liana would kill me for not telling her anything, just like Savannah would definitely look at me with disappointment for hiding it from her too... I couldn’t lose the trust of either of them, even if my sister wasn’t exactly my friend right now. We were distant, and I didn’t believe she’d stand by me—not when I’d abandoned her myself in a moment of weakness.

I felt the bed sink beside me, and soon the strong arms of my biggest and most beloved secret were there, calming me down. I loved how safe I felt when his arms wrapped around me.

“I love you, baby. I love you so much. But we can’t hide anymore. I want to be able to hold your hand when we go to the movies. I want to take you out to dinner without being afraid of getting seen...”

His lips kissed my hair, and I closed my eyes, savoring the feeling...

He was exhausted from sneaking around just to get a minute with me, and I knew that. But I didn’t know if I was ready to face the consequences of my feelings yet. The truth was, I was nothing but a coward.

Not that Pietro would ever say something like that, but we both knew I was. I trembled just imagining everything I’d have to go through. It might make it seem like my love for him was fragile, but it wasn’t. I truly loved that man.

He had been my love for a long time, and from the moment he touched me and made me his for the first time, all that was left for us was to be together.

“I’ll talk to him. I swear I will. I just need time.”

His sigh was the last thing I heard before I relaxed and fell asleep, feeling his loving embrace.

Present

THAT NIGHT I BUGGED the hell out of Pietro until he told me what was actually going on, and of course I didn’t just stand around. I wanted to see the face of the bastard who dared to threaten my family. So, that same day, I watched things I shouldn’t have. My father warned me... He didn’t want his little girl in the middle of the chaos, in the middle of the war.

But I stayed anyway, listening to every moan of pain and watching every drop of the enemy’s blood being spilled... And the secrets? Well, they just kept circling me, slithering around my heart and making me tremble with fear at every misspoken word.

Lying in my bed, I remembered two of the things that hurt me the most two years ago: the first was almost losing my best friend to death, and the second was the possibility of losing the man I loved. Even after all this time, the pain of those memories kept coming back, and it made my heart ache.

The light in my room flicked on suddenly, and I needed a moment to adjust my eyes. I turned my head and watched the door, watching him walk in and take off his uniform as he came toward me. I smiled. Being at my father’s house today wasn’t something I had planned, just like the unwanted memories had come uninvited. But there I was, lying in my old bed, waiting for my man to finish undressing and come to me.

Desire was something strong, overwhelming, so steady that sometimes it scared me to have all that feeling mixed with love. But it also calmed me to know that fuck the whole world outside those walls—I was mine, just as I was completely Pietro’s.

“Give me your mouth, doll. Feels like years since I last tasted you...”

Sometimes secrets were so necessary...

Pietro

Past

WHEN I GOT HOME, I knew everything would change. I was with Tamara when I got a call from Yuli... Not just any call, but the kind that makes you tremble.

My brother had disappeared, and so had my mother. That wasn’t something that happened every day. Marcel never disappeared without warning, and now I was worried about mamma too. I knew they were together—I could almost feel it in my bones. I just didn’t think it would hurt me this much.

People saw me as a fun guy, and I was. But I was also smart, and I knew Marcelus’s tracker was off. But my mother’s tracker wasn’t... That led me to her house, and it wasn’t pretty.

“Your father is alive, and Marcel is with him... Please, don’t go with him too.”

That was what was written on a piece of paper left on the coffee table. It was like she knew I’d read it sooner or later.

I’d lived twenty-eight years without knowing that. Without knowing my father had been alive all that time. Without knowing the truth about my family, because supposedly I was too young and didn’t need to go through that. I shouldn’t have felt so much anger at my brother, but I couldn’t help it. And mamma... Mamma knew everything.

I closed the door to my room and grabbed my phone. I unlocked the screen and called the only person who would listen to me in that moment.

She answered on the third ring. Her cheerful voice made me laugh involuntarily:

“You’re not supposed to call me today, remember, big boy?”

She smiled, and I closed my eyes, focusing on not crying now. Not now.

“Can I see you, baby?”

My voice cracked, and I cursed myself silently. She would know even before I spoke. That was the power the woman on the other end had over me.

“What’s wrong? Pietro, what happened?”

Her worry made my heart skip, but I wouldn’t tell her. It would be too much, and today I just wanted to be in the same bed as her, sleep with her scent around me, and wake up with her body pressed against mine... I needed that kind of peace.

“Can I see you? Please?”

I knew she was smiling sadly. She was the woman I’d loved for years, and the only reason I hadn’t said it yet was because she still wasn’t ready. How did you tell a free bird you wanted to live in a cage with it?

I would never do that to her.

“My door’s open, officer. Don’t be long.”

We said goodbye, and she hung up. I didn’t wait long—I grabbed my bag. I always kept a change of clothes in there, and a toothbrush. I left my room and passed my fratello¹, who was also leaving his room with clean clothes on and fresh from the shower.

After everything was out in the open and all the lies had been torn in half, we didn’t speak. We just both left the house, side by side. We went through the apartment door, and I locked it once Marcelus was through. But he waited for me. As soon as I finished locking up, we walked together to the elevator in complete silence.

I loved my brother. He was my best friend, and I trusted him with my life. But I also had my secrets, my bad days, and he didn’t need to know everything—just what was necessary.

We got into the elevator together and waited in silence. I wasn’t one to let a good conversation slide, so I didn’t hold back:

“What you did was wrong, brother. It really hurt me. So I just want to let the anger go so I can hear you out... He’s still my father.”

Marcelus looked at me—I could feel it—but I couldn’t look back. So I just waited for his answer:

“I’m sorry, brother. I’m so sorry.”

That was another moment my brother and I knew how to handle. We knew when to apologize and say we were sorry with sincerity, because we were brothers and nothing could shake that.

I would forgive him once the pain passed. But not now.

“I know.”
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WHILE SHE SLEPT, THE memories of my argument with Marcelus came back to my mind, but I tried not to think about it. That woman held my heart and my soul in her hands, but she was afraid to be mine. Her relaxed body shifted, but she stayed asleep.

I got out of bed and walked slowly through the dark room. My mind had memorized every inch of that place, and that only made it easier for me to leave without bumping into anything.

Without closing the door behind me, I went into the hallway and headed toward the kitchen. Then I saw a motorcycle parked out front. Getting a little closer to the window near the stairs, I saw my sworn brother, John, and the woman I hated most together. Liana Lorenzini got off the bike and took off her helmet. I looked at the clock—it was almost four in the morning.

Czar had business to take care of at the club tonight, so I was stuck watching his daughters, but to be honest, my mind was on Tamara and nothing else. I turned my gaze to the window and saw the girl walking into the house; I decided right then I’d save that poor soul named John from getting sucked in by Liana.

I came down the stairs and caught her the second she stepped through the door. I almost laughed at the look on the witch’s face. Almost.

“So, how’s the manhunt going tonight?”

It was no secret to her that I’d wrapped up every ounce of my hatred and handed it straight to her, but she didn’t give a single shit.

She jumped and slapped a hand over her heart, but I kept my eyes locked on her lying face.

“Go fuck yourself, you asshole!”

Look, I hated her as much as she hated me, but never—not once—had Liana Lorenzini cursed me out. Never. And seeing her do it right then only made me realize I’d hit a nerve.

“If you think you can hurt my friend and get away with it, like you did with Savannah and Marcelus not long ago, you’re dead wrong. This time, I’ll finish you.”

I made my point, and she felt the weight of my words; she took a step back and threw daggers at me with her eyes. Well, at least we were on the same page.

“Before or after my father kills you for fucking my sister? I don’t give a shit what you do with your life, Pietro-You-Fucking-Asshole-Bertolini, but if my sister gets hurt, I’ll kill you!”

The snake in a woman’s body brushed past me and headed up the stairs. She was right, and admitting that was worse than drinking acid.

“Oh, and it’s none of your goddamn business, but John and I are just friends. Now mind your own fucking life, shithead!”

She said it, turning to face me one last time, then bolted back up the stairs. Fuck. Fuck! Losing was shitty enough, but losing to a little snake like Liana Lorenzini was a whole other kind of hell.
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CHAPTER 6
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Vincent

I WASN’T DOING WELL. My head ached, my body was burning up, and that pathetic excuse for a rain shower had caught me, leaving me with a stuffed nose and a body that felt dead. I hated being sick. Everything felt worse. Work felt ten times harder when it really wasn’t. And now I had to show up at the station in less than an hour.
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