[bookmark: _hx55i5sl04k2]PROLOGUE: THE NIGHT EVERYTHING CHANGED
Ten Years Ago

The thing about being eight years old is that you still believe in monsters under the bed. You believe your parents can protect you from anything. You believe that morning will always come.
I believed in a lot of things that night.
None of them were true.
"Chiara, baby, wake up." Mom's voice cut through my dream about the carousel at Central Park, the one with the painted horses that went up and down, up and down. Her hand shook my shoulder, gentle but urgent in that way that made my stomach twist even before I opened my eyes.
Something was wrong.
I blinked up at her, and the first thing I noticed was that she was still wearing her pearl necklace from dinner. Mom never wore jewelry to bed. Said it gave her a rash. The second thing I noticed was the wetness on her cheeks, catching the moonlight streaming through my window.
"Mommy?" My voice came out small, younger than eight. "What's wrong?"
"Nothing, sweetheart. Nothing at all." But her smile was the kind adults give you when they're lying, when they think you're too young to understand that the world is ending. "We're just going to play a game, okay? A hiding game."
I sat up, clutching my stuffed rabbit—the one Dad won for me at Coney Island, the one I'd named Marshmallow because of his white fur. "I don't want to play. I'm tired."
"I know, baby. I know you are." She cupped my face with both hands, and her palms were cold. Mom's hands were never cold. She was always warm, always smelled like the vanilla perfume she dabbed behind her ears. "But this is very important. You need to listen to Mommy right now, okay?"
The fear in her voice made something inside my chest go tight and strange.
Dad appeared in the doorway, and I barely recognized him. His shirt was untucked, his hair messy. Dad never looked messy. He was the kind of man who ironed his jeans, who color-coded his closet. But now his eyes were wild, darting to the window, to the hallway, back to Mom and me.
"Teresa, we need to move. Now." His voice was harsh, clipped. Not the voice that read me bedtime stories or called me his little songbird.
"I know, I know." Mom pulled me out of bed, and I stumbled, still half-asleep, still clutching Marshmallow. She grabbed my pink bathrobe from the chair and wrapped it around me, her fingers fumbling with the tie. "Chiara, listen to me very carefully. When we go downstairs, you're going to hide in the place Daddy showed you. Remember? Under the kitchen floorboards?"
I nodded, but I didn't understand. The hiding spot was for emergencies, Dad had said. For if bad people ever came to our house. But bad people didn't come to houses like ours. We lived in a nice neighborhood. We had a yard. We had neighbors who brought over casseroles.
"Good girl." She kissed my forehead, and I felt her tears on my skin. "You stay there no matter what you hear. No matter what. Do you understand?"
"What am I going to hear?"
"Nothing, baby. You're not going to hear anything."
Another lie.
Dad scooped me up, Marshmallow and all, and carried me down the stairs. His heart was pounding so hard I could feel it against my cheek. Boom boom boom boom. Like a drum. Like a countdown.
The house was dark except for the small light above the stove Mom always left on. It cast long shadows across the kitchen floor, making everything look wrong, unfamiliar. This was my kitchen. I ate breakfast here every morning. I did homework at that table. But now it felt like a stranger's house.
Dad set me down near the island and pulled up the loose floorboard near the pantry. The space underneath was small, dusty. It smelled like old wood and something else. Something bitter and metallic that I couldn't place.
"In you go, songbird." His voice cracked on my nickname.
"Daddy, I'm scared."
"I know." He lifted me, lowering me into the dark space. Marshmallow's ear caught on the edge of the board, and I clutched him tighter. "But you're brave. You're the bravest girl I know. Now remember—no matter what you hear, you stay quiet. You stay hidden. Promise me."
"I promise."
Mom knelt beside the opening, her face hovering above mine. She took off her pearl necklace—the one her mother gave her, the one she said she'd give me when I was older—and placed it in my hands. The beads were warm from her skin.
"I love you, Chiara Altieri. More than anything in this world. You remember that, okay? No matter what happens, you remember that Mommy and Daddy love you."
"I love you too." Tears were sliding down my face now, hot and fast, because even at eight years old, I understood what goodbyes sounded like.
Dad started to lower the floorboard, and panic seized my chest. "Wait—"
"Shh, baby. It's okay. Everything's going to be okay."
The board came down, and the world went dark.
I could see slivers of light through the cracks. Could hear Mom and Dad moving around above me, their footsteps quick and purposeful. I pressed Marshmallow to my chest and tried to be brave like Dad said.
Then I heard the front door explode inward.
The sound was so loud it felt like the house itself was screaming. Wood splintering. Glass shattering. And then voices—men's voices, deep and angry, speaking in a language I didn't know but somehow understood was filled with violence.
"Where is it?" one of them demanded. "Where is the file?"
"I don't know what you're talking about." Dad's voice, steady. Strong. "You've made a mistake."
"No mistake, Altieri. You saw something you shouldn't have. You took something that doesn't belong to you."
"I don't have anything. I swear. Just let my wife go. She doesn't know anything about—"
A gunshot cracked through the air.
I flinched so hard I hit my head on the low ceiling of the hiding space. Marshmallow fell from my hands. I couldn't breathe. Couldn't think. The sound was still ringing in my ears, bouncing around inside my skull.
"No!" Mom's scream cut through everything else. "No, please, please don't—"
"Shut her up."
Another gunshot.
Then silence.
Not the peaceful kind of silence. The kind that's so heavy it crushes your lungs, that makes you forget how to breathe. The kind that means something terrible has happened and there's no going back from it.
I wanted to climb out. Wanted to run to them. Wanted to scream until someone came to help. But I'd promised. I'd promised to stay quiet, to stay hidden.
So I stayed.
Footsteps moved across the kitchen floor, right above my head. Slow. Deliberate. Someone was searching the cabinets, opening drawers. The refrigerator door opened and closed. They were looking for something.
"You find it?" the first voice called from another room.
"Not yet. But they had a kid. Little girl. Where do you think—"
"Check upstairs."
More footsteps. Heavy boots on the stairs.
They were going to find me. They had to find me eventually, and then I'd be dead just like Mom and Dad, and nobody would know what happened, and I'd never get to grow up or fall in love or see the carousel again—
Something wet dripped through the floorboard cracks.
I looked up, and in the thin streams of light, I saw it.
Red.
Dark red, almost black, seeping through the wood, pooling in the grooves of the boards. It dripped onto my bathrobe. Onto my hands. Onto Marshmallow's white fur.
Blood.
My parents' blood.
I opened my mouth to scream, but no sound came out. My throat had closed up, locked tight. I could only stare at my hands, at the blood staining my palms, at the way it looked black in the darkness.
The men searched for another ten minutes. Maybe longer. Time had stopped making sense. Eventually, one of them said, "Nothing. Kid probably wasn't even here."
"Rocco's going to want confirmation."
"Then Rocco can come do it himself. I'm not searching this place all night. They're dead. That's what matters."
"What about the file?"
"Must've sent it somewhere. Or they were bluffing." A pause. "Come on. Place is going to be crawling with cops soon."
They left the same way they came—loud, destructive, without care.
I don't know how long I stayed in that hiding spot. Minutes. Hours. Long enough for the blood to stop dripping. Long enough for my legs to go numb. Long enough for my eight-year-old brain to understand that my parents were gone and they weren't coming back.
When I finally pushed the floorboard up, my hands were shaking so badly I could barely grip the edge. The kitchen was destroyed. Chairs overturned. Drawers pulled out. And in the middle of the floor—
I didn't look. Couldn't look.
But I saw anyway. The way you see things in nightmares, in flashes, in images that burn themselves into your brain forever.
Mom's pearl necklace was still clutched in my hand. The beads were tacky with blood—my blood, from where I'd squeezed them so hard they'd cut into my palm.
I stumbled toward the front door, stepping around the destruction, not looking at the shapes on the floor that used to be my parents. The door was hanging off its hinges. The street beyond was quiet, normal. Like nothing had happened. Like the world hadn't just ended.
I stood there in my blood-stained bathrobe, holding a blood-stained rabbit, wearing a blood-stained necklace.
And I waited.
Eventually, someone saw me. A neighbor. Mrs. Chen from two houses down, who always gave me cookies at Christmas. She screamed when she saw me. Started crying and calling 911 and asking me what happened, over and over, but I couldn't answer.
I couldn't answer because the only thing I could think about was that I'd promised to stay quiet.
I'd promised to stay hidden.
I'd promised to be brave.
And my parents were still dead.

The police said it was a robbery gone wrong. Said my parents were in the wrong place at the wrong time. Said sometimes bad things happen to good people and there's no reason for it, no sense to be made.
They were lying too.
I knew they were lying because I'd heard what the men said. About a file. About something my dad saw. About someone named Rocco who wanted confirmation.
But I was eight years old, and nobody listens to eight-year-olds, especially traumatized ones covered in their parents' blood.
So I stopped talking about what I heard.
I stopped talking about a lot of things.
I learned that night that the monsters aren't under the bed. They're in your house. In your kitchen. In the cracks of the floorboards where your parents' blood seeps through.
I learned that promises don't keep you safe.
And I learned that death doesn't sneak up on you.
It kicks down your door and takes everything while you hide in the dark.

Present Day
I don't have nightmares about that night anymore.
That would imply I sleep.

End of Prologue
[bookmark: _348ne8em1i5x]CHAPTER 1: SMOKE AND MIRRORS
Chiara

The nightmare always starts the same way.
Mom's cold hands on my face. Dad's wild eyes. The sound of the front door exploding inward like the house itself is dying. And then the blood, seeping through the floorboards, dripping onto my hands like rain except it's warm and thick and it smells like copper pennies.
I wake up gasping.
My tank top is soaked through with sweat, clinging to my ribs, and for a second I can't remember where I am. The room is too dark. The air is too thin. My lungs won't expand properly, like someone's sitting on my chest, pressing down, down, down until I'm eight years old again and hiding in that space under the kitchen floor while my parents—
No.
I force my eyes open wider, focusing on the ceiling fan above my bed. It's spinning in slow, lazy circles, the chain clinking softly with each rotation. Real. Present. Not ten years ago.
The clock on my nightstand reads 2:47 AM in angry red numbers.
I've been asleep for exactly thirty-three minutes.
New record.
My stomach lurches, and I barely make it to the bathroom before I'm dry heaving over the toilet. Nothing comes up—there's nothing left to come up—but my body goes through the motions anyway, punishing me for the crime of trying to rest. The tile floor is cold against my knees. The porcelain is smooth under my palms. Small details that anchor me to now instead of then.
This is my life. Has been for ten years. The nightmares, the insomnia, the constant feeling that I'm waiting for the other shoe to drop, for the monsters to kick down my door and finish what they started.
Therapy would probably help.
Too bad I can't afford it on a bartender's salary.
I flush the toilet and stand on shaking legs, moving to the sink. The mirror is unforgiving in the fluorescent light—dark circles under my eyes that no amount of concealer can hide, cheekbones that are too sharp because I forget to eat more often than not, hair that's tangled from thrashing in my sleep.
I look like death.
Fitting, considering death follows me everywhere.
The water runs cold, and I splash it on my face, trying to wash away the lingering images. Mom's pearls. Dad's voice cracking when he called me songbird. The way the blood looked black in the darkness.
My hands are shaking when I reach for my toothbrush.
By the time I finish brushing my teeth twice—once isn't enough to get rid of the taste of bile—I know I'm not falling back asleep. Might as well get ready for work. The club doesn't sleep either, and at least there I'm useful. At least there I'm too busy to think.
I dress in the uniform I hate: a black halter top that shows too much skin, leather bottoms that barely qualify as clothing, heels that make my feet scream after an hour. But the tips are good, and good tips mean I can afford this shitty apartment in this shitty neighborhood and not end up back in the system or on the streets.
Small victories.
My hair goes down because it's easier than trying to make it look intentional. I skip makeup except for mascara—the smoky eye look happens naturally when you haven't slept in three days. I grab my cigarettes, my keys, and the pepper spray I've carried since I was sixteen and learned that the world doesn't give a damn about orphaned girls who work in strip clubs.
The November air hits me like a slap when I step outside. Cold enough to hurt, not cold enough to snow yet. The kind of cold that seeps into your bones and stays there. I light a cigarette before I even reach my car, needing the burn in my lungs, the familiar ritual of inhale, exhale, watch the smoke disappear into the night.
Smoking is going to kill me someday.
I almost laugh at the irony.
The club is in Hell's Kitchen, which feels appropriately named for a place where broken people go to forget they're broken. It's a twenty-minute drive from my apartment in Queens, longer if traffic is bad, but at three in the morning the streets are mostly empty. Just me and the delivery trucks and the people stumbling out of bars, still drunk enough to believe tonight meant something.
I park in the back lot where the streetlight has been broken for six months and nobody's bothered to fix it. The darkness doesn't scare me. Nothing really scares me anymore, except sleep and silence and the memories that live in both.
Inside, the club is exactly what you'd expect—dim lighting, bass-heavy music that you feel more than hear, the smell of expensive cologne mixed with cheaper perfume and desperation. It's called Inferno, because apparently subtlety is dead. The stage is in the center, surrounded by private booths and VIP rooms that I try not to think about too hard. My bar is in the corner, far enough from the main action that I can pretend I'm not part of this world.
I clock in and head straight for my station, not bothering to make small talk with the other bartender finishing up his shift. Travis is nice enough, but he asks too many questions. Wants to know why I'm always here, why I never smile, why someone my age isn't in college or chasing dreams or whatever the hell eighteen-year-olds are supposed to be doing.
I don't have answers he'd want to hear.
The first hour passes in a blur of drink orders and leering customers and tips that make the whole thing almost worth it. Vodka soda. Whiskey neat. Something fruity with an umbrella because they're trying to impress the stripper who's already calculated exactly how much money is in their wallet.
I make the drinks with mechanical precision. Smile when I have to. Deflect the handful of guys who think buying me a drink means they've bought me. It's a dance I've perfected, the art of being friendly enough to earn tips but distant enough to stay safe.
Around four AM, the crowd thins out. The early morning diehards settling in, the ones who have nowhere else to be or are running from something they can't name. I recognize most of them by now—the businessman who comes in every Thursday, still wearing his wedding ring, guilt written across his face. The college kid who's definitely using a fake ID but tips well enough that nobody cares. The woman in the back corner who never watches the dancers, just sits with her vodka tonic and stares at nothing.
I'm wiping down the bar, preparing to take my break, when I feel it.
Eyes on me.
It's different from the usual stares. Those are hungry or curious or glazed with alcohol. This is focused. Intent. The kind of attention that makes the hair on the back of your neck stand up, that triggers something primal in your brain that says predator.
I look up slowly, scanning the room like I'm not searching for anything in particular.
And I find him.
He's sitting in one of the corner booths, half-hidden in shadow, but I can see enough. Dark hair, sharp jawline, expensive suit that doesn't belong in a place like this. And his eyes—
Storm grey.
The color of sky before lightning strikes.
He's watching me with an intensity that should be uncomfortable, that should make me look away, but I don't. Can't. We're locked in some kind of silent standoff, me with a bar rag in my hand, him perfectly still except for the slow rotation of the glass in his fingers.
He doesn't smile. Doesn't nod. Just watches.
My heart is pounding, but not in the scared way. In the way that makes you feel alive, that makes you want to do something stupid just to see what happens. I should look away. Should go back to my work. Should ignore the stranger with the storm eyes who's looking at me like he knows something I don't.
But I've never been good at doing what I should.
I hold his gaze, lifting my chin slightly, a challenge. He responds by tilting his head, the barest movement, like he's studying me. Figuring me out. Good luck with that—I haven't figured myself out in ten years.
The moment stretches. Five seconds. Ten. Long enough for my skin to prickle with awareness, for my breath to catch in my chest. Long enough for me to notice details I shouldn't be noticing—the way his hand dwarf's the glass, the sharp cut of his cheekbones, the fact that he hasn't blinked once.
Then someone blocks my view.
"Hey, Chi. You okay?"
Moon slides onto one of the barstools, her blonde hair catching the low light, her green eyes worried. She's in one of her performance outfits—pink and barely there—but she wears it like armor, like she's the one in control. Maybe she is. Moon's always been better at this than me, better at taking what this place offers without letting it take from her.
"Yeah." My voice comes out rougher than intended. I clear my throat. "Yeah, I'm fine. Just tired."
"You're always tired." She's counting her tips, stacking bills with practiced efficiency, but her attention is on me. "You should go home. Get some real sleep."
I almost laugh. Real sleep. Like that's something I'm capable of.
"Can't afford to." I glance back to the corner booth, but the stranger is gone. Vanished like he was never there, leaving just an empty glass and a feeling in my gut that I can't name. Disappointment? Relief? Something in between?
Moon follows my gaze, then looks back at me with raised eyebrows. "Okay, what was that?"
"What was what?"
"That whole intense staring contest thing you just had with the hot guy in the expensive suit."
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"Chi." She leans forward, lowering her voice. "I've known you for two years, and I've never seen you look at anyone like that."
"I wasn't looking at him like anything."
"Uh-huh." She doesn't believe me. I barely believe myself. "Just be careful, okay? Guys who look like that don't come to places like this without a reason."
She's right. I know she's right. But the warning comes too late, because I can still feel the weight of his gaze on my skin, like he branded me with just a look.
Moon leaves with her tips and her concern, heading to one of the VIP rooms with a businessman who's trying too hard to look unaffected by her. I go back to work, making drinks, collecting tips, going through the motions.
But I can't shake the feeling that something just shifted.
That the stranger with the storm eyes wasn't random.
That this was the beginning of something I'm not prepared for.

The rest of my shift passes in a strange haze. I keep expecting him to come back, to reappear in that corner booth, but he doesn't. Maybe I imagined him. Maybe insomnia has finally pushed me over the edge into hallucinations. Maybe—
"Here."
I turn to find Moon back at the bar, her shift clearly done. She's changed into street clothes—jeans and an oversized hoodie that swallows her frame. She slides something across the bartop toward me.
A hundred-dollar bill.
"Moon, no."
"Yes."
"I'm not taking your money."
"It's not my money, it's your tip." She's already walking away, throwing a smile over her shoulder. "Get some sleep, Chi. Or at least try."
She's gone before I can argue, disappearing into the early morning darkness that's just starting to give way to dawn. I stare at the bill, at her handwriting on the napkin underneath: Get some sleep.
I fold the money and tuck it into my pocket, ignoring the tightness in my chest that feels dangerously close to emotion. Moon is the closest thing I have to family, and sometimes that fact alone is enough to make me want to cry.
But I don't cry. Haven't in years. Tears don't bring back the dead, don't erase memories, don't make the nightmares stop.
By the time I clock out, the sun is starting to rise, painting the sky in shades of pink and orange that I used to think were beautiful. Now they just mean I've survived another night. Another shift. Another set of hours where I didn't completely fall apart.
The parking lot is empty except for my car and a few others belonging to the cleaning crew. My Honda Civic looks exactly how I feel—beat up, barely functional, held together by willpower and luck. I unlock it and slide into the driver's seat, already reaching for my cigarettes.
The engine turns over on the third try, sputtering to life with a cough that would make a mechanic cry. I should get it looked at. Should do a lot of things. But money is tight and priorities are survival, so the car and everything else can wait.
I'm halfway out of the parking lot when I smell it.
Smoke.
Not cigarette smoke. Thicker. Heavier. The kind of smoke that means fire, that means danger, that means—
No.
The smell is getting stronger, filling the car, and I can't breathe. Can't think. My hands start to shake on the steering wheel. This isn't real. This can't be real. I'm awake. I'm not dreaming. But the smoke keeps coming, pouring from the vents, from under the seat, from everywhere and nowhere.
I try the door handle.
It doesn't budge.
Panic explodes in my chest. I yank harder, throwing my weight against the door, but it's stuck. Locked from the outside, which doesn't make sense, which can't be happening. The windows won't roll down. The smoke is getting thicker, burning my eyes, filling my lungs, and I'm coughing, choking, clawing at the door like an animal caught in a trap.
This is it.
This is how I die.
Not with a bang but with smoke, just like my nightmares warned me.
My vision starts to blur at the edges. The world tilts sideways. My last coherent thought is that at least I'll see my parents again, at least this will finally be over—
Then everything goes black.

End of Chapter 1

[bookmark: _ib4g15hocklk]CHAPTER 2: BREATHING IN THE DARK
Chiara

Consciousness comes back in pieces.
First: pain. My head is pounding like someone used it as a drum, each pulse sending shockwaves through my skull. My throat feels raw, stripped clean by smoke that may or may not have been real. My whole body aches in that deep, bone-tired way that makes you wonder what the hell happened.
Second: the smell. Not smoke. Something clean. Expensive. Leather and something woodsy, like cedar or sandalwood. The kind of scent that doesn't exist in my world of cigarette-stained clothes and cheap air fresheners.
Third: the wrongness.
The mattress under me is too soft. The sheets are too smooth, high thread count instead of the scratchy bargain bin cotton I can afford. The pillow cradles my head like it was designed by someone who actually gives a damn about comfort.
This isn't my bed.
This isn't my apartment.
My eyes snap open.
The room is dim but not dark. Early morning light filters through gauzy curtains, creating shadows that dance across unfamiliar walls. The ceiling above me is high, detailed with crown molding that probably costs more than my entire year's rent. A chandelier hangs in the center, crystal pieces catching the light and throwing tiny rainbows across cream-colored walls.
I'm in a bedroom that looks like it belongs in a magazine. Or a hotel. Or a mansion owned by someone who has enough money to make people disappear.
Oh god.
I sit up too fast, and the room spins. My stomach lurches in protest, but I force myself to breathe through it, taking stock of my situation with the kind of clarity that only comes from pure, undiluted fear.
I'm still wearing my clothes from last night—the halter top and leather bottoms and heels that are now digging into my feet. At least I'm clothed. At least there's that. No visible injuries except for what feels like a goose egg on the back of my skull. My phone is gone. My keys are gone. My pepper spray—useless as it would've been—is gone.
I'm in a strange room with no memory of how I got here and no way to defend myself.
This is bad.
This is really, really bad.
I swing my legs off the bed, wincing as my heels hit a plush rug that probably costs more than my car. The room is massive, easily three times the size of my entire apartment. King-sized bed with posts that reach toward the ceiling. A sitting area with chairs that look like they've never been sat in. A door that I'm desperately hoping leads to an exit and not somewhere worse.
I need to get out of here.
I need to get out of here right now.
I stand on shaking legs and immediately have to grab the bedpost for support. My head swims, vision blurring at the edges. Whatever knocked me out—drugs, carbon monoxide, actual magic for all I know—is still in my system, making everything feel sluggish and slow.
But fear is a hell of a motivator.
I force myself toward the door, each step deliberate, measured. The rug muffles my footsteps, which is good because stealth is my only advantage right now. My hand closes around the doorknob—real brass, heavy, expensive like everything else in this place—and I turn it slowly.
It opens.
The hallway beyond is just as impressive as the bedroom. Hardwood floors that gleam like glass. Walls lined with artwork that's probably original. Sconces that provide soft, ambient lighting. It looks like the kind of place that has a name, that gets featured in architectural digests, that people like me only see in movies.
I don't see anyone.
Don't hear anyone.
Maybe I can just walk out. Maybe whoever brought me here isn't paying attention. Maybe I'll get lucky for once in my goddamn life.
I move into the hallway, keeping close to the wall, my heart hammering so hard I can feel it in my throat. There's a staircase at the end of the hall—wide, sweeping, the kind you make an entrance on. I head toward it, each step feeling like it takes an hour.
I'm almost to the stairs when I hear it.
Footsteps.
Coming up.
I freeze, every muscle in my body locking up, flight or fight response screaming at me to move, to do something, but I'm rooted to the spot like a deer in headlights. The footsteps are measured, unhurried. Whoever's coming up isn't worried about me escaping.
That should terrify me more than it does.
A figure appears at the top of the stairs, and my breath catches in my chest.
It's him.
The man from the club. Storm eyes. Sharp jaw. Expensive suit—different from last night but just as perfectly tailored, dark grey that makes his eyes look even more intense. He stops when he sees me, and for a long moment, we just stare at each other in the early morning light.
He looks exactly like I remember. Tall—easily over six feet. Broad shoulders that fill out his suit in a way that suggests he's more than just rich, he's dangerous. Dark hair that's slightly tousled, like he ran his hands through it recently. And those eyes. God, those eyes. They pin me in place, assessment and something else I can't name flickering through them.
"You're awake." His voice is deep, controlled. American accent with something underneath it. Italian, maybe. "Earlier than expected."
I should run. Should scream. Should do literally anything other than stand here staring at him like a stunned idiot. But my body won't cooperate, won't do anything except catalogue details that don't matter—the way his sleeves are rolled up to his forearms, the expensive watch on his left wrist, the fact that he's holding a glass of water in one hand.
"Who are you?" My voice comes out steadier than I feel. Small victories. "Where am I?"
"You're safe." He starts walking toward me, slow and deliberate, like I'm a wild animal he doesn't want to spook. "That's all you need to know right now."
"That's not an answer."
"It's the only one you're getting." He stops a few feet away, close enough that I can smell that cedar-and-leather scent, far enough that I don't feel immediately threatened. He holds out the glass. "Drink. You'll feel better."
I stare at the water like it might be poisoned. "You drugged me."
"You passed out from carbon monoxide poisoning. I got you out of your car before you died." His expression doesn't change, doesn't show any emotion beyond mild interest. "You're welcome."
"You—what?" My brain is struggling to keep up, to make sense of what he's saying. "Carbon monoxide?"
"Someone tampered with your exhaust system. Filled your car with gas while you were working." He says it so casually, like he's discussing the weather, like he didn't just reveal that someone tried to murder me. "If I hadn't been watching, you'd be dead right now."
The words hit me like a physical blow.
Someone tried to kill me.
Someone actually, deliberately tried to kill me, and the only reason I'm alive is because this stranger—this man who was watching me at the club, who followed me to my car, who brought me to this place—intervened.
"Why?" The word comes out broken. "Why would someone want me dead?"
His jaw tightens, the first sign of emotion I've seen from him. "That's complicated."
"Uncomplicate it."
"Drink first. Then we'll talk."
I don't want to drink anything this man gives me. Don't want to trust him. But my throat is on fire and my head is pounding and I'm pretty sure if he wanted me dead, I'd already be dead. So I take the glass, our fingers brushing for half a second, and I drink.
The water is cold and perfect and makes the burning in my throat ease just slightly. I drain the entire glass before I even realize I'm that thirsty, before I remember that I should be rationing it, testing it, being smarter than this.
When I finish, he takes the empty glass from my hands. "Better?"
"No." I wrap my arms around myself, suddenly aware of how exposed I am in this ridiculous outfit, how vulnerable. "Nothing about this is better. You kidnapped me."
"I saved you."
"Same thing from where I'm standing."
His mouth twitches. Not quite a smile, but close. Like he's amused by my defiance, which only pisses me off more. "You can think whatever you want. Doesn't change the facts."
"Then tell me the facts. Tell me who you are. Tell me why someone wants me dead. Tell me why you were watching me at the club. Tell me—" My voice cracks, and I hate it, hate showing weakness in front of this stranger who has all the power right now. "Tell me what the hell is going on."
He's quiet for a long moment, studying me with those storm-grey eyes that feel like they're seeing through all my defenses, all the walls I've built to keep people out. When he finally speaks, his voice is softer than before. Gentler.
"My name is Adrien Gurrieri. And ten years ago, my father murdered your parents."
The world stops.
My heart stops.
Everything stops except for his words, echoing in my ears, impossible and true all at once.
My father murdered your parents.
I can't breathe. Can't think. The hallway is tilting sideways, and I realize distantly that I'm either going to pass out or throw up, maybe both. My knees buckle, and then his hands are on my arms, steadying me, keeping me upright when my body wants to collapse.
"Easy." His voice is close now, right by my ear. "Breathe, Chiara. Just breathe."
He knows my name.
Of course he knows my name.
His father killed my parents.
"No." I'm shaking my head, trying to pull away from him, but his grip is firm without being painful. "No, that's not—the police said it was random. A robbery. They said—"
"They were wrong. Or they lied. Or they were paid to look the other way." His thumbs are moving in small circles on my arms, a gesture that might be comforting if I could feel anything other than the crushing weight of the truth. "It wasn't random, Chiara. Your father saw something he shouldn't have. He had evidence against my family. So my father gave the order to eliminate the threat."
"Your family." I finally manage to focus on his face, on the guilt that's written there even though he's trying to hide it. "You're talking about the mafia."
It's not a question.
"Yes."
"And you're—"
"I run it now. My father's dead. I took over three years ago." He lets go of my arms, stepping back, giving me space to breathe. "Which is why you're here. Someone in my organization found out you exist, that you're the daughter of the people my father had killed. And they decided you're a loose end that needs to be tied up."
I'm going to be sick.
I'm actually going to be sick.
I lurch away from him, barely making it to a decorative table against the wall before I'm dry heaving, my body trying to expel the horror even though there's nothing left to give. He doesn't try to help. Just stands there, waiting, while I fall apart.
When I can finally breathe again, when I can finally stand up straight, I turn to look at him. "Why did you save me?"
"Because you don't deserve to die for my father's sins."
"That's not a reason."
"It's the only reason that matters." His expression is unreadable, carved from stone. "You're safe here. As long as you're under my protection, nobody will touch you."
"And if I don't want your protection? If I just want to leave?"
Something dark flickers across his face. "You leave, you die. Simple as that."
"So I'm a prisoner."
"You're alive." He says it like that should be enough. Like I should be grateful. "You can hate me for it. You can scream, fight, make this as difficult as you want. But you're not leaving. Not until I figure out who's behind the hit and deal with them."
I want to argue. Want to throw the glass at his head. Want to do something other than stand here feeling helpless and trapped and so goddamn tired I could cry.
But he's right about one thing.
I'm alive.
For now, that has to be enough.
"I need my phone," I say finally, my voice flat. "I have a friend who's going to worry."
"Already taken care of. I had someone send a text from your phone saying you're taking a few days off. Family emergency."
"I don't have family."
"She doesn't know that."
The presumption should make me angrier, but I'm too exhausted to care. Moon will believe the text. She knows I keep my past locked down tight, that there are parts of me I don't share. She'll worry, but she won't come looking. Nobody will come looking.
I'm completely alone with a man whose father murdered my parents.
The irony would be funny if it wasn't so terrifying.
"I want to go back to the room." I can't be in this hallway anymore, can't stand here and look at him and process everything that's just been dumped on my head. "Now."
He nods, gesturing back the way I came. "First door on the left. I'll have food sent up in an hour."
"I'm not hungry."
"You will be."
I don't respond, just turn and walk away on shaking legs, feeling his eyes on my back the entire time. When I reach the bedroom, I close the door and lock it, even though I know the lock is pointless. If he wanted to get in, a lock wouldn't stop him.
Nothing would stop him.
I sink onto the bed, my whole body trembling now that I'm alone. I should be planning an escape. Should be looking for weapons, for exits, for any advantage I can find. Should be doing something other than sitting here.
But all I can think about is that night ten years ago.
The blood dripping through the floorboards.
My parents' final screams.
The name I heard one of the men say.
Rocco's going to want confirmation.
Rocco Gurrieri.
I'd looked up that name years ago, in the orphanage's computer lab when I was twelve and still thought I could solve my parents' murder myself. Found dozens of articles about the Gurrieri crime family, about their operations, about the patriarch who ran everything with an iron fist until he was gunned down by a rival family.
But I'd never connected it.
Never thought the man whose name I'd heard that night was Adrien's father.
Never imagined that ten years later, I'd be living under the same roof as the son of my parents' killer.
The son who claims he saved my life.
I pull my knees to my chest, wrapping my arms around them, and I let myself feel everything I've been holding back. The fear. The anger. The bone-deep exhaustion of surviving ten years only to end up here.
And underneath it all, something I don't want to acknowledge.
Relief.
Because for the first time in a decade, someone else knows the truth about that night.
Someone else knows it wasn't random.
Someone else believes me.
Even if that someone is the enemy.

I don't know how long I sit there before there's a knock on the door. Soft. Tentative. Not Adrien—his knock would be commanding, assured.
"Miss Altieri?" A woman's voice, accented. "I have breakfast for you."
I don't answer, but the door opens anyway. A woman in her fifties enters, carrying a tray that smells like heaven. She's petite, with kind eyes and grey-streaked dark hair pulled back in a bun. She sets the tray on the nightstand, not quite looking at me.
"Mr. Gurrieri thought you might be hungry." Her accent is definitely Italian, thick and warm. "I made eggs. Toast. Fresh fruit. Nothing too heavy."
"I said I wasn't hungry."
"And he said you'd say that." A small smile plays at her lips. "Eat anyway. You'll need your strength."
She leaves before I can respond, closing the door softly behind her.
I stare at the tray. At the perfectly cooked eggs and golden toast and fruit that's been cut into neat pieces. At the care that went into preparing this meal for a prisoner.
My stomach growls, betraying me.
I eat.
Because Adrien Gurrieri was right about one thing.
I will need my strength.
And when I figure out how to get out of here, how to survive this nightmare I've stumbled into, I'm going to need every advantage I can get.
Even if that advantage is just a full stomach.

End of Chapter 2

[bookmark: _xbiksfk5uie0]CHAPTER 3: THE DEVIL YOU DON'T KNOW
Adrien


The east wing office was designed for solitude. Soundproofed walls, bulletproof windows overlooking the estate's back gardens, and enough security measures to make Fort Knox jealous. This was where I handled the ugliest parts of the business—the parts that required decisions no sane person should have to make.
Sitting behind the mahogany desk my father commissioned three decades ago, I wondered what kind of decision bringing Chiara Altieri into my home qualified as.
Necessary, I told myself. Strategic. The only option.
All lies, and I knew it.
The security footage on my laptop showed her in the guest bedroom, curled on the bed with the breakfast tray Rosa had brought. She'd eaten everything—good. Her body needed fuel to recover from the carbon monoxide poisoning. But she wasn't sleeping. Just staring at the ceiling with those honey-brown eyes that saw too much, processed too quickly.
I'd been watching her do that for fourteen months.
Not like this, not in real-time surveillance of my own home. But through careful observation, through reports from the private investigator I'd hired, through late nights spent studying everything about the girl whose parents my father had murdered in cold blood.
Chiara Altieri. Eighteen years old. Orphaned at eight. Ten years in a system that chewed her up and spit her out harder than she went in. High school dropout. Bartender at a strip club that barely passed health inspections. Severe insomnia, nicotine addiction, trust issues that made Fort Knox look welcoming.
Beautiful in the way broken things are beautiful—all sharp edges and careful distance, daring you to get close enough to cut yourself.
I'd gotten close.
Too close.
"You're brooding again." Luca Marchesi dropped into one of the leather chairs across from my desk without invitation, long legs stretched out, tablet in hand like it was an extension of his arm. "That's never a good sign. Usually means someone's about to die or you're about to do something spectacularly stupid."
"Both, probably." I closed the laptop, cutting off my view of her. Out of sight, not out of mind. Never out of mind. "Status report."
"On which crisis? We've got several running simultaneously." He tapped his screen, pulling up files with the efficiency of someone who'd been doing this since we were teenagers stealing cars for joyriding and thinking we were invincible. "The hit on the girl came from inside the organization, like we suspected. Rocco's people, specifically. Three separate contractors hired over the past month, each with instructions to make it look accidental."
My jaw tightened. "Names."
"Already handled. Marco sent them a message." By message, he meant bodies. Marco was our enforcer for situations that required permanent solutions. "But that's just the foot soldiers. Rocco himself is untouchable without starting a war."
"Then we start a war."
"Adrien." Luca leaned forward, tablet lowered, dark eyes serious in a way they rarely were. We'd grown up together, survived my father's brutality together, built this organization into something that could maybe—maybe—become legitimate someday. He was the only person who could call me on my bullshit. "You're not thinking clearly. This girl—"
"Has a name."
"This girl," he continued, "is making you reckless. You kidnapped the daughter of people your father killed. You're keeping her here against her will. You've essentially declared war on your uncle, the second most powerful man in the organization, because he tried to have her eliminated." He paused. "Do you see how none of this is rational?"
I did. God help me, I did.
"She was going to die, Luca. The carbon monoxide would've killed her in minutes."
"You could've warned her. Called in an anonymous tip. Let her run."
"Rocco would've found her. You know he would've." I stood, needing to move, to burn off the restless energy that had been eating at me since I carried her unconscious body out of that death trap she called a car. "This was the only way to guarantee her safety."
"Her safety. Right." His tone said he didn't believe that was my only motivation. "Has nothing to do with the fact that you've been obsessed with her since you found out she existed."
Obsessed was a strong word.
Accurate, but strong.
"I owe her," I said instead. "My father took everything from her. Her parents, her childhood, any sense of security she might've had. The least I can do is make sure she doesn't die because of my family's sins."
"The least you can do," Luca repeated slowly, "is let her go. Instead, you've made her a prisoner in your home, told her the truth about who killed her parents, and now you're standing here trying to convince yourself this is about debt and honor." He stood, crossing to where I'd stopped by the window. Outside, the gardens were pristine, maintained by a staff that never questioned why their employer needed twelve-foot walls topped with security cameras. "Just admit it."
"Admit what?"
"That you want her."
The words hung between us, dangerous and true.
I'd seen Chiara for the first time nine months ago, though I'd known about her for five months before that. The private investigator had provided photos, surveillance footage, detailed reports on her daily routine. I'd told myself I was gathering intelligence, making sure she wasn't a threat, planning how to approach the situation tactically.
Then I'd gone to the club.
Inferno. Terrible name, worse clientele. The kind of place where desperation wore cheap cologne and broken dreams danced on stage for dollar bills. I'd sat in the corner booth nursing overpriced whiskey, watching her work behind the bar with the kind of efficiency that spoke to years of practice.
She'd been wearing black, always black, like she was in mourning for a life she'd never get to live. Her hair had been pulled back, revealing the elegant line of her neck, the sharp cut of her jaw. She'd moved through the chaos with practiced ease, making drinks, deflecting advances, existing in a bubble of careful isolation.
Then she'd looked up.
Storm meeting honey. Grey meeting brown. Predator meeting prey, except I couldn't tell which of us was which.
She'd held my gaze for ten seconds that felt like ten hours, something shifting in the air between us, something I hadn't felt since—
Never. I'd never felt that before.
"I want her safe," I said finally, the compromise between truth and lie. "That's all."
"Bullshit." Luca's phone buzzed, and he glanced at it, expression shifting. "Speaking of complications, Massimo's here. Wants to discuss 'the Altieri situation.'" He made air quotes around the last part. "Your cousin has opinions."
Of course he did. Massimo always had opinions, usually violent ones. "Tell him I'm busy."
"Already tried. He's insisting. Says it's about organizational security."
Translation: he wanted to argue for eliminating the threat. For eliminating her.
Every instinct I had screamed to tell him to go to hell, to get out of my house, to never speak her name again. But Massimo was family, was one of my captains, was someone whose loyalty I needed if I wanted to keep control of an organization that was always one bad decision away from tearing itself apart.
Politics. Even in crime families, everything came down to politics.
"Give me ten minutes. Then send him in." I waited until Luca left before opening the laptop again, pulling up the surveillance feed from her room.
She'd moved to the window, standing with her arms wrapped around herself, staring out at grounds she couldn't leave. The borrowed clothes Rosa had found for her—simple black leggings and an oversized sweater—made her look younger than eighteen. Vulnerable in a way the club outfit hadn't.
I'd put that vulnerability there. Me. By taking away her choices, her freedom, her life.
All to keep her alive.
The ends justify the means. That's what my father used to say, usually right before he ordered someone's death. I'd sworn I'd never become him, never use his logic, never let violence and control define who I was.
Yet here I sat in his office, using his desk, making his choices.
The knock on my door was sharp, impatient. Massimo didn't wait for an invitation, just walked in like he owned the place. In his mind, maybe he did. We'd grown up together, him and Luca and me, three boys turned into soldiers by a man who believed family meant loyalty enforced through fear.
"Cousin." Massimo's greeting was formal, his posture military-straight despite never having served anywhere but in my father's organization. Dark hair slicked back, green eyes calculating, expensive suit that screamed new money trying to look like old money. "We need to talk about your guest."
"She's under my protection. That's all you need to know."
"Is it?" He sat without being invited, mirroring Luca's earlier position but with none of the casual familiarity. Everything about Massimo was calculated, measured, designed to project power. "Because from where I'm sitting, you've brought a liability into your home. The daughter of two people who died because they threatened this family. That's not protection, that's suicide."
"Careful." My voice went cold, the tone I used right before violence became inevitable. "You're talking about killing an innocent girl because of what her parents did."
"I'm talking about eliminating a threat before she becomes a bigger problem." He leaned forward, elbows on knees, expression grave. "Think about it, Adrien. She knows her parents were murdered by us. She knows where you live. She's seen your face, knows your name. You really think she's going to keep that information to herself? The second you let her go—"
"I'm not letting her go."
Silence. Heavy and thick.
Massimo's eyebrows rose. "Excuse me?"
"You heard me. She stays here. Under my roof, under my protection. Until I neutralize the threat Rocco poses."
"And how long will that take? Weeks? Months? You're going to keep her prisoner indefinitely because you feel guilty about what your father did?" He stood, pacing now, energy barely contained. "This isn't like you. You don't let emotions cloud judgment. You don't take unnecessary risks. What's really going on here?"
The question I'd been avoiding.
I could tell him the truth—that I'd been tracking her for over a year, that I felt responsible not just for my father's sins but for every bad thing that had happened to her since, that somewhere between surveillance reports and late-night viewings of her life, responsibility had twisted into something else.
Want. Need. The kind of dangerous obsession that got people killed.
Or I could lie.
"She's leverage," I said instead. "Against Rocco. He wants her dead, which means keeping her alive pisses him off. And anything that pisses off my uncle helps me consolidate power."
Massimo studied me, trying to determine if I was telling the truth. "You're using her as bait."
"I'm using her as strategy."
"Does she know that?"
"She knows she's safer here than anywhere else."
"That's not the same thing." But he seemed satisfied, or at least less suspicious. "Fine. Keep your leverage. But if she becomes a problem—"
"She won't."
"If she does," he continued, "I'm handling it. With or without your permission. Family first, cousin. Always family first."
He left before I could respond, the door closing with a soft click that sounded like a threat.
I pulled up the surveillance feed again. She'd moved away from the window, back to the bed, lying on her side with her knees pulled to her chest. The position of someone trying to make themselves smaller, trying to disappear.
I'd done that to her. Made her feel unsafe in the one place she should've been protected.
My phone buzzed. Luca: You good?
Me: Define good.
Luca: Not currently planning murder.
Me: Then no.
The honest answer would've been more complicated. Would've been that I was absolutely planning murder—Rocco's, specifically—and that keeping Chiara here was about more than strategy or guilt. Would've been that I'd lied to Massimo because the truth was too dangerous, too revealing.
Would've been that the girl in the guest bedroom had become the most important thing in my world, and I had no idea how to handle that without destroying both of us in the process.
I closed the laptop, cutting off my view of her vulnerability, and pulled out the file I'd been building for the past year. Everything I knew about the night her parents died. Everything I'd discovered about my father's order, about Rocco's involvement, about the evidence that had gotten two innocent people killed.
The file they'd died protecting was still out there. Hidden. Waiting.
If I could find it, I could use it. Could leverage it against Rocco, against anyone who threatened her. Could maybe—maybe—make this right.
Or at least make it right enough that she wouldn't hate me forever.
The intercom on my desk buzzed. Rosa's warm voice: "Mr. Gurrieri, your guest is asking for clothes. Her own clothes. I told her I'd check with you."
Because even my housekeeper knew Chiara was a prisoner, not a guest.
"Tell her I'll have Luca pick up her things from her apartment." I paused. "And Rosa? Make sure she has everything she needs. Anything she asks for."
"Of course, sir."
Sir. Rosa had worked for my family since before I was born, had practically raised me after my mother died, and she still called me sir like I was my father.
Like I deserved the title.
I didn't.
But I'd wear it anyway, carry the weight of it, make the hard decisions that kept people alive. Even if those decisions meant taking away someone's freedom to keep them safe.
Even if it meant becoming the villain in her story.
My phone rang. Unknown number. I answered on the second ring.
"Nephew." Rocco's voice was smooth, cultured, the voice of a man who'd spent decades perfecting the art of sounding reasonable while ordering atrocities. "I heard you had some excitement last night. Car trouble, was it?"
My blood went cold. "What do you want?"
"Just checking on family. Making sure you're making smart choices." A pause, loaded with meaning. "The Altieri girl. She's in your home."
Not a question. A statement.
"She's none of your concern."
"Oh, but she is. See, her father cost this family a lot of money with his betrayal. His daughter is a loose end. And you know how I feel about loose ends."
"Touch her, and I'll kill you myself."
Laughter. Genuine amusement. "There it is. The emotion. Your father would be disappointed, Adrien. He raised you better than to let feelings compromise business."
"My father was a monster. I'm not him."
"No, you're not. You're weaker. Softer. It's going to get you killed." The line went quiet except for breathing. "But not today. Today, I'm being generous. Giving you a chance to fix your mistake. Send her away. Make her disappear. Or I'll do it for you."
"She stays."
"Then you've chosen war, nephew. I hope she's worth it."
The call disconnected.
I sat there, phone in hand, staring at nothing. He'd made his move. Drawn the line. Forced me to choose between organizational stability and the girl sleeping down the hall who didn't even know she'd become the catalyst for a family civil war.
There was no choice.
There had never been a choice.
I pulled up the surveillance feed one last time, watching her breathe, watching her exist, watching her survive in a situation I'd created.
"You're worth it," I said to the empty room, to the girl who couldn't hear me. "God help us both, but you're worth it."
Then I started planning for war.

End of Chapter 3
[bookmark: _xthrwkipcar8]CHAPTER 4: GILDED CAGE
Chiara

I slept for six hours straight.
Woke up confused, disoriented, my body aching in unfamiliar ways—the kind of ache that comes from actual rest instead of exhaustion-induced unconsciousness. Sunlight was streaming through the gauzy curtains, warm and golden, nothing like the grey pre-dawn light I was used to waking up to.
Six hours. Without nightmares. Without waking every thirty minutes convinced someone was breaking down the door.
I didn't know whether to be grateful or terrified.
The breakfast tray from yesterday was gone, replaced by a fresh one. Whoever had come in to swap them hadn't woken me, which meant either I'd been dead to the world or they moved like ghosts. Both options were unsettling for different reasons.
This tray had coffee—real coffee, the expensive kind that actually smelled like something other than burnt disappointment—along with fresh fruit, yogurt, and what looked like homemade granola. A folded note sat beside the mug.
Good morning, Miss Altieri. I'm Rosa, the housekeeper. Mr. Gurrieri mentioned you might like to explore the estate today. Please make yourself at home. If you need anything, press the button by the door and I'll come straightaway.
Make yourself at home in your prison.
The irony wasn't lost on me.
But my stomach was growling, and the coffee smelled too good to ignore on principle. I ate sitting cross-legged on the bed, looking out the window at gardens that probably cost more to maintain than I'd made in the past year. Everything about this place screamed money—not the showy, desperate kind, but the quiet kind that came from generations of having it.
Blood money. All of it.
My parents had died so people like Adrien Gurrieri could live in places like this.
The coffee turned bitter on my tongue.
I needed to move. Needed to see the full extent of my cage, map out exits, find weaknesses. Sitting here eating expensive breakfast wasn't going to get me home. Though what home I had left was questionable—a studio apartment in Queens that smelled like mildew and had bars on the windows.
Not much better than here, if I was being honest.
I dressed in the clothes Rosa had left yesterday, grateful they actually fit. Black leggings, oversized grey sweater, socks thick enough to handle the cold tile floors. No shoes, but I'd spent most of my childhood barefoot anyway. Shoes were a luxury the orphanage didn't waste on kids nobody wanted.
The hallway was just as impressive in daylight. Hardwood floors polished to a mirror shine, crown molding that probably took craftsmen weeks to install, artwork that looked original and therefore priceless. I walked slowly, taking mental notes. Three other bedroom doors on this floor, all closed. Staircase at the end leading down. Another hallway branching off to the right with a sign I couldn't read from here.
East wing, Adrien had said. Off limits.
Of course, that just made me want to see it more.
But first, I needed to orient myself. Figure out the layout of this place, find out where my captor spent his time, locate Rosa and that button she'd mentioned in case things went sideways.
The stairs were wide enough for three people to walk side-by-side, carpeted down the center with a runner that probably cost more than a used car. Family portraits lined the walls—stern-faced men in expensive suits, women with hard eyes and harder smiles, children who looked like they'd been born serious.
One portrait stopped me cold.
A young boy, maybe fourteen, with storm-grey eyes and dark hair that hadn't been tamed by expensive products yet. He was standing beside a man who had to be his father—same sharp jawline, same intense gaze, but colder. Crueler. The man had his hand on the boy's shoulder, and even in oil paint, you could see the weight of that grip.
Adrien. Before he'd become the man who kidnapped me to save me, or whatever twisted logic he was using.
He looked haunted even then.
"That was taken three months before his father died."
I spun around, heart in my throat. A man stood at the bottom of the stairs, mid-twenties, tall and lean with dark hair and an easy smile that seemed out of place in a house like this. He was holding a tablet, wearing jeans and a henley like he'd just rolled out of bed, and looking at me with open curiosity instead of the guarded assessment I'd gotten from Adrien.
"Sorry, didn't mean to startle you." He held up one hand in peace. "I'm Luca. Marchesi. I work with Adrien."
Work with. Not work for. Interesting distinction.
"Chiara." I didn't offer my last name. He probably already knew it.
"I know." His smile widened. "Been hearing about you for a while now. Nice to finally meet the woman who's got my best friend tied in knots."
"Tied in—what?"
"Nothing." He waved it off, climbing the stairs to stand beside me. Up close, I could see laugh lines around his eyes, a small scar on his left eyebrow, the kind of casual confidence that came from never having to fight for anything. "You settling in okay? Rosa mentioned you slept through the night."
"Does everyone here spy on everyone else?"
"Pretty much. Goes with the territory." He said it like it was normal, like surveillance and invasion of privacy were just part of daily life. Maybe in his world, they were. "Come on, I'll give you the tour. Adrien said you could explore anywhere except the east wing."
"Why not the east wing?"
"Because that's where he keeps all his dark secrets and brooding equipment." Luca started down the stairs, assuming I'd follow. "Mostly it's his office and some security stuff. Boring, really. The rest of the house is much more interesting."
I followed because what else was I going to do? Lock myself in the bedroom and wait for rescue that wasn't coming? At least this way I'd learn the layout, maybe find something useful.
The ground floor was a maze of connected rooms, each one more ridiculous than the last. Formal dining room with a table that could seat twenty. Living room with furniture that looked like it had never been sat on. Library with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves that probably held more books than I'd read in my entire life.
"This is excessive," I said, running my hand along a shelf of leather-bound first editions.
"Yeah, Adrien's father had a thing for showing off wealth. Most of this stuff hasn't been touched in years." Luca was scrolling through his tablet, barely paying attention to the opulence around us. "Adrien's not really into the whole 'look how rich I am' thing. Prefers function over form."
"Is that why he lives in a mansion?"
"He lives here because it's secure. Twelve-foot walls, state-of-the-art security system, enough land that nobody can get close without being seen." He glanced up at me. "Which is why you're safe here. Genuinely safe, not just 'hoping for the best' safe."
"I was safe at my apartment."
"You were working at a strip club in Hell's Kitchen and living in a building with broken locks and no security cameras. You weren't safe, Chiara. You just hadn't died yet."
The bluntness should've pissed me off. Instead, it just made me tired. He wasn't wrong. I'd been living on borrowed time since I aged out of the system, one bad decision away from becoming another statistic nobody mourned.
"Kitchen's this way." Luca led me through another doorway into the warmest room I'd seen so far.
Big windows let in natural light, flooding over countertops that actually looked used. Copper pots hung from a rack above an island that had flour dusted on one corner. The smell of something baking filled the air—bread, maybe, or pastries. And standing at the stove, humming softly to herself, was a woman in her fifties with grey-streaked dark hair and kind eyes.
"Rosa," Luca called out, "I brought you a visitor."
She turned, and her whole face lit up. "Miss Altieri! Oh, I'm so glad you're up and about." She wiped her hands on her apron and crossed to me, taking both my hands in hers like we were old friends. "Did you sleep well? Was the breakfast alright? I wasn't sure what you liked, so I made a little of everything."
Her warmth was so unexpected, so genuine, that I didn't know how to respond. "It was perfect. Thank you."
"Perfect? Good, good." She squeezed my hands once before letting go. "You're too thin, child. We'll fix that. I'm making focaccia for lunch, and there's soup on the stove. You'll eat with us, yes?"
"I—" I looked at Luca, who was grinning like this was all very entertaining. "Sure. Yes. Thank you."
"Wonderful! Now, Luca, stop bothering the poor girl and let her explore. She needs to know where everything is." Rosa shooed him away with her dish towel. "And you, Miss Altieri—Chiara, please call me Chiara—you come find me if you need anything. Anything at all. I've been taking care of this house since before Adrien was born, and I'll be taking care of it long after he's gone. You're a guest here, and guests are sacred."
Guest. Right.
But she said it with such conviction that I almost believed it.
Luca showed me the rest of the ground floor—a gym that looked like something out of a professional training facility, a media room with a screen bigger than my entire apartment, a sunroom with plants I couldn't name and didn't want to. Everything was pristine, expensive, and utterly devoid of personality.
"Where does Adrien actually spend time?" I asked as we walked through yet another formal sitting room that had probably never been sat in.
"His office, mostly. Or the gym. Sometimes the library late at night when he can't sleep." Luca glanced at me. "You have that in common, by the way. The insomnia thing."
"How would you know—" I stopped. "Right. Surveillance. Spying. That thing everyone does here."
"More like Adrien overshares when he's been drinking, but sure, we'll call it surveillance." He pushed open a door I hadn't noticed, revealing stairs going down. "Want to see the best part of the house?"
I studied him, trying to figure out if the insomnia comment was manipulation or genuine. Hard to tell when everyone here had an agenda.
"Depends on your definition of best."
"Indoor pool. Heated, salt water, and absolutely nobody uses it except me." He started down before I could refuse. "Come on, Altieri. Live a little."
The pool was ridiculous. Of course it was. Olympic-sized, surrounded by floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out on the gardens, with a ceiling painted to look like a sky at twilight. The water was crystal clear, perfectly still, lit from below with soft blue lights.
"This is obscene," I said, but I was already walking toward it, drawn to the water the way I'd always been. Something about pools, about water in general, had always calmed me. The orphanage had taken us to a public pool once a summer, and those were the only days I remembered feeling almost normal.
"It's excessive," Luca corrected, sitting on one of the lounge chairs. "But hey, if you're going to be a crime lord, might as well have an indoor pool, right?"
Crime lord. He said it so casually, like he was talking about being an accountant or a teacher. Like the man who'd kidnapped me wasn't someone who'd probably killed people, ordered deaths, built an empire on violence and fear.
"Does he?" I asked, sitting at the pool's edge, dangling my feet in water that was exactly the right temperature. "Kill people, I mean."
Luca was quiet long enough that I turned to look at him. His expression had gone serious, the easy smile replaced by something more thoughtful. "You really want to know the answer to that?"
"Yes."
"Then yes. He has. He does. Probably will again." He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. "But not like his father did. Adrien doesn't kill for fun, for power, for sending messages. He kills when there's no other option, when someone's a direct threat, when it's literally the only way to keep the people he cares about safe."
"And I'm supposed to find that comforting?"
"I'm saying there's a difference between a monster and a man who does monstrous things because the world he was born into demands it." He stood, stretching. "Adrien didn't choose this life, Chiara. It chose him. But he's trying to do better than his father did, to build something that might actually be legitimate someday."
"By kidnapping me."
"By saving you." His tone was gentle but firm. "I know it doesn't feel like it right now. But the hit on you was real, the threat is real, and if Adrien hadn't grabbed you when he did, we'd be planning your funeral instead of having this conversation."
I kicked at the water, watching ripples spread across the perfect surface. "I want to hate him."
"I know."
"I want to hate this place."
"I know that too."
"But I slept for six hours last night. Six hours, Luca. I haven't slept that long in ten years."
He sat back down, but didn't say anything. Just let me work through it.
"This house is safer than anywhere I've lived since my parents died. The food is better than anything I could afford. Rosa treats me like I matter. You're—" I gestured vaguely at him. "You're nice to me. Which is confusing and annoying."
"I get that a lot."
Despite everything, I almost smiled. "This is my life now, isn't it? This cage. No matter how nice it is, it's still a cage."
"Maybe," Luca said carefully. "Or maybe it's a chance to stop running long enough to catch your breath. Figure out what you actually want instead of just surviving day to day."
I wanted to argue, to tell him he was wrong, that I'd been fine before this. But sitting there with my feet in heated pool water, wearing comfortable clothes, having slept for the first time in a decade, I couldn't make the words sound true.
"He's been watching me," I said instead. "For how long?"
Luca hesitated. "That's his story to tell, not mine."
"But you know."
"Yeah. I know."
"Is it creepy?"
"Depends on your definition of creepy." He ran a hand through his hair. "Look, Adrien found out about you, about what happened to your parents, about his father's involvement. He could've ignored it, pretended you didn't exist, gone on with his life. Instead, he spent over a year making sure you were okay, that you were safe, that you had what you needed."
"That's literally the definition of stalking."
"Or the definition of someone carrying so much guilt about their father's sins that they'll do anything to make it right, even if it means crossing lines they shouldn't cross." Luca stood again, restless energy making him pace. "I'm not saying what he did was okay. I'm saying his reasons were more complicated than 'creepy guy stalks random girl.'"
"His father killed my parents."
"I know."
"And now I'm supposed to what? Be grateful? Fall for the tragic backstory? Forget that I'm here against my will?"
"No. You're supposed to survive. That's it. That's all anyone can ask of you." He stopped pacing, looking at me with something that might've been sympathy. "The rest—whether you forgive him, whether you trust him, whether you even like him—that's up to you. But he's not his father, Chiara. He's not the man who ordered your parents killed. He's just the one trying to make sure you don't end up the same way."
I had no response to that. No clever comeback, no defensive anger. Just exhaustion and confusion and the lingering warmth of six hours of actual sleep.
"I'm going back upstairs," I said, pulling my feet from the water.
"Want company?"
"No. Thanks, but no."
He didn't push. Just nodded and went back to his tablet, leaving me to find my way back through the maze of ridiculous rooms to the even more ridiculous bedroom that was apparently mine now.
Rosa caught me on the stairs, pressing a plate of warm focaccia into my hands. "For later, when you get hungry. There's olive oil and sea salt on top—my grandmother's recipe."
I took it because refusing felt wrong, like rejecting the one piece of kindness I'd been offered in years. "Thank you."
"Oh, and Mr. Gurrieri wanted me to tell you he's having your belongings picked up from your apartment. They'll be here by evening." She patted my arm. "So you'll have your own clothes, your own things. He thought you'd be more comfortable."
My things. My life, packed up and moved here like I was actually staying.
Like this was home now.
I made it back to the bedroom before the panic hit, setting the focaccia down with shaking hands and pressing my back against the closed door. Everything was too much—the kindness, the comfort, the way this place was starting to feel less like a prison and more like the first safe space I'd had in ten years.
I couldn't trust that. Couldn't let myself believe it.
But when I crawled back into that too-soft bed, bread plate balanced on my lap, I ate every crumb of Rosa's grandmother's recipe and thought about sleeping for six more hours.
Just to see if I could.

End of Chapter 4
[bookmark: _18y3td7lj84u]CHAPTER 5: QUESTIONS WITHOUT ANSWERS
Chiara

The summons came at seven PM, delivered by Rosa with an apologetic smile and clothes I definitely hadn't owned before.
"Mr. Gurrieri requests your presence at dinner." She laid out a dress on the bed—deep emerald green, simple but clearly expensive. "He thought you might like something... nicer."
I stared at the dress like it might bite me. "He requests."
"He asks. Politely." Rosa's tone suggested she knew exactly how I felt about polite requests from the man holding me captive. "But between you and me, dear, he's been in that office all day planning god-knows-what. Probably needs reminding there's a world outside those walls."
"Not my job to remind him of anything."
"No," she agreed, heading for the door. "But you might find you get more answers over dinner than you will hiding up here."
She had a point. Much as I wanted to refuse on principle, I'd spent the day wandering this estate like a ghost, finding no exits that weren't heavily monitored, no weapons that weren't locked away, no way out that didn't involve trusting the man who'd put me here.
Information was the only currency I had left.
I showered—the water pressure alone was almost enough to make me forgive the kidnapping, almost—and dressed in the emerald thing that fit perfectly because of course it did. He'd known my size, probably from months of surveillance. The thought should've creeped me out more than it did.
My own clothes had arrived earlier: a duffel bag containing exactly what I'd expected. Black jeans, black tops, work uniform I'd never wear again, the three books I owned, and the cigar box where I kept Mom's pearl necklace and Dad's watch. Everything that mattered and nothing that helped.
Luca had delivered it personally, making small talk I'd barely responded to, leaving with another one of those knowing smiles that said he saw right through me.
Everyone here saw too much.
The dining room Rosa led me to wasn't the massive formal one from this morning's tour. This one was smaller, intimate, with a table set for two and soft lighting that made everything look warmer than it should. Windows overlooked gardens lit by strategically placed lights, turning the view into something from a painting.
Adrien stood by those windows, wearing dark slacks and a white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up, looking every inch the man who'd built an empire on violence and somehow made it look elegant.
He turned when I entered, and whatever he'd been about to say died when he saw me.
Good. Let him be the uncomfortable one for once.
"Chiara." My name in his voice did things I refused to analyze. "You look—"
"Dressed like a doll you can play house with?" I crossed to the table, noting the wine already poured, the food clearly prepared by Rosa's talented hands. "Is this supposed to make me forget I'm a prisoner?"
"No." He moved to pull out my chair, old-fashioned manners that felt wrong coming from someone who'd literally kidnapped me. "It's supposed to be dinner. Sit. Please."
I sat because standing would've been more awkward, and because the food smelled incredible and I'd learned young never to turn down a good meal. He took the seat across from me, close enough to reach if I tried, far enough to maintain the illusion of propriety.
"Rosa made risotto. Apparently, it's her specialty." He lifted his wine glass but didn't drink, just studied me over the rim. "How was your day? Luca said you met."
"Your watchdog gave me a tour of my cage. It was thrilling."
"He's not my watchdog. He's my friend."
"Same thing in your world, I'm guessing." I took a bite of the risotto, hating that it tasted as good as it smelled. "Why am I here, Adrien? And don't give me the 'protection' speech again. I want real answers."
He set down his glass, fingers drumming once against the stem before he caught himself. "What do you want to know?"
"Everything. Start with why now. You've apparently been watching me for over a year—don't bother denying it, Luca confirmed it—so why grab me now? Why not six months ago, or six months from now?"
"Because six days ago, someone paid three separate contractors to make your death look accidental." His voice was matter-of-fact, like he was discussing the weather. "Carbon monoxide was just one attempt. Before that, there was a plan to stage a mugging gone wrong. Before that, tampering with your apartment's gas line."
My fork clattered to the plate. "What?"
"You want answers? Here they are." He leaned back, arms crossed, expression carved from stone. "Approximately eight weeks ago, my uncle discovered you existed. Not just that you existed, but that you're the daughter of the two people my father had killed ten years ago. He decided you were a loose end that needed tying up."
"Your uncle. Rocco." The name tasted like ash.
"Yes. Rocco Gurrieri. My father's brother, current second-in-command of the organization, and the man who personally gave the order to kill your parents."
The room tilted sideways. I gripped the table edge, forcing myself to breathe through the surge of rage and grief and something darker. "He's alive. He's here. He works with you."
"Worked. Past tense as of last night." Adrien's jaw tightened. "I've made it clear you're under my protection. Anyone who touches you answers to me."
"How noble. The son protecting me from his father's killer." I shoved back from the table, needing space, needing air. "Do you hear yourself? This is insane. Your family murdered mine, and you expect me to just sit here eating risotto while you tell me about the man who ordered it?"
"No. I expect you to be angry. Furious, even." He didn't move, didn't try to stop me as I paced. "I expect you to hate me, hate this situation, hate everything about being here. What I don't expect is for you to pretend you'd be safer anywhere else."
"You don't know that."
"I do. Because I've been keeping you safe for fourteen months, Chiara. Since the day I found out who you were and what my father had done. Since I realized you were out there, alone, vulnerable, working in a place where anyone could get to you." He stood then, moving to the windows, hands shoved in his pockets. "Every potential threat, every person who got too close, every situation that looked wrong—I handled it. You never knew because that was the point."
My stomach lurched. "You're lying."
"The guy who came to your apartment three months ago claiming to be a building inspector? He worked for a rival family fishing for information about everyone in that building. I made sure he didn't come back. The drunk customer at the club who followed you to your car last month? One of Rocco's men testing your routine. I had him transferred to a different territory." He turned to face me. "You've been on my radar for over a year, and you've been in my protection for just as long. The only thing that changed is now you know about it."
"That's—" I couldn't finish. Couldn't process the idea that my life, as shitty as it had been, was only possible because of him. "That's not protection, that's stalking."
"Call it whatever you want. Doesn't make it less true."
"Why?" The question ripped out of me. "Why do you even care? Guilt? Some twisted sense of responsibility?"
"Both." Simple. Honest. Devastating. "And other reasons I'm not ready to explain."
"Try. Because from where I'm standing—"
"Don't." His voice went sharp enough to cut. "Don't use that phrase. Not that one."
I blinked, thrown by the sudden shift. "What?"
"'From where I'm standing.' My father used to say that right before he'd justify some horrific decision. Before he'd order someone's death, or beat me for questioning him, or—" He cut himself off, running a hand through his hair. "Just. Don't."
The glimpse of vulnerability threw me completely off balance. This wasn't the controlled crime lord or the calculated kidnapper. This was something raw, something real.
Something I didn't know what to do with.
"Your father," I started carefully. "Luca said he was... bad."
"Bad is generous. He was a monster who wrapped himself in family loyalty and tradition." Adrien moved back to the table, refilling his wine and downing half in one swallow. "He started training me when I was twelve. Teaching me the business, he called it. Really, he was teaching me how to be like him—cold, efficient, willing to do whatever it took to maintain power."
"Did it work?"
"What do you think?"
I studied him—the tension in his shoulders, the way he held himself like he was preparing for a blow, the careful control that suggested anything else would be dangerous. "I think you're trying really hard not to be him. I think it's costing you."
"Everything costs." He set down the glass. "Sit. Please. The food's getting cold, and Rosa will be offended if we waste it."
I should've refused. Should've pushed harder for answers, for a plan, for something that made sense of this nightmare. Instead, I sat back down and picked up my fork, taking another bite of risotto that tasted like comfort I had no right to feel.
We ate in silence for a few minutes, the kind of quiet that wasn't entirely uncomfortable. Strange, given everything, but maybe that was the point. Nothing about this situation followed normal rules.
"The file," I said finally. "The one my parents died for. Do you know what was in it?"
His expression shuttered. "Evidence. Financial records, names, connections. Your father was an accountant for one of our shell companies. He found discrepancies that shouldn't have existed."
"And he was going to the FBI."
"He was going to blow apart twenty years of carefully constructed corruption. Judges, politicians, police—all on my father's payroll. It would've destroyed the organization."
"So your father had him killed. Had both of them killed." My throat tightened. "My mother too, even though she probably didn't know anything."
"I'm sorry." He said it like he meant it, like those two words could possibly make a difference. "For what it's worth, I'm sorry. You deserved better than this. Better than any of it."
"Sorry doesn't bring them back."
"No. It doesn't." He reached across the table, hand open on the white tablecloth between us. Not touching, just offered. "But I can make sure their deaths meant something. I can find that file, use it to burn down everything my father built, everything Rocco's trying to preserve. I can give you justice."
"I don't want justice. I want my parents back."
"I can't give you that. Nobody can." His hand didn't move. "But I can give you a choice. Stay here, help me find the evidence, use it to destroy the people who destroyed your family. Or I can set you up somewhere safe, new identity, new life, and you never have to think about any of this again."
It was the first real choice he'd given me since this started. Freedom or revenge. Safety or truth.
I looked at his offered hand, at the man behind it who was nothing like what I'd expected, who was somehow worse and better simultaneously.
"I need time."
"Take all the time you need." He withdrew his hand, but his eyes stayed on mine. "Just know that either way, you're safe. That's not negotiable."
"Because you owe me."
"Because I—" He stopped, jaw working. "Yes. Because I owe you."
That wasn't what he'd been about to say. I was sure of it.
Rosa appeared with dessert—tiramisu that looked like art—and broke whatever moment we'd been building. She fussed over us, made sure we had everything we needed, then disappeared back to the kitchen with instructions to call if we wanted anything else.
The woman was determined to mother me whether I wanted it or not.
"She likes you," Adrien observed, watching me work through the tiramisu with more enthusiasm than the risotto. "She never liked anyone my father brought home."
"Maybe that says more about your father's taste than my likability."
"Maybe." A ghost of a smile. "Or maybe you're more likable than you think."
"Doubt it. I haven't exactly made friends easily."
"The girl at the club. Moon. She's your friend."
My head snapped up. "You better not have touched her—"
"Relax. She's fine. Has no idea where you are beyond what the text said. I made sure of it." He paused. "She cares about you. Called your phone sixteen times in the first day."
Sixteen. God, she must've been losing her mind.
"Can I call her? Let her know I'm actually okay?"
"Not yet. Too easy to trace, and I can't risk Rocco figuring out where you are through her." He must've seen my expression because he added quickly, "I'll have Luca send another text. Something personal enough that she knows it's really you."
It wasn't enough. But it was something.
We finished dessert, and he led me out to a balcony I hadn't seen during my tour. Private, accessed only through this dining room, overlooking the gardens that seemed to go on forever. November air bit at my bare arms, but he'd grabbed a blanket from somewhere, draping it over my shoulders before I could protest.
"Thank you," I said, surprised by my own manners.
"You're welcome."
We stood there, side by side but not touching, looking out at a view that probably cost more than most people earned in a lifetime. Somewhere in those gardens, guards were patrolling. Cameras were recording. My prison extended as far as I could see.
"What was she like?" His voice was quiet, almost hesitant. "Your mother."
I shouldn't answer. Shouldn't share that with him. But the question was so unexpected, so genuine, that words came anyway.
"Warm. She was always warm—her hands, her hugs, her laugh. Dad used to joke that she ran hot because her heart was too big to contain." The memory hurt less than I expected. "She baked when she was happy. The whole house would smell like whatever she'd made—cookies, bread, cakes. When I came home from school, she'd be in the kitchen covered in flour, singing off-key to whatever was on the radio."
"She sounds wonderful."
"She was." I pulled the blanket tighter. "Dad was quieter. Serious. But he'd light up around her, around me. He called me songbird because I hummed all the time as a kid. Picked it up from Mom, probably."
"Songbird." Adrien repeated it softly, like he was tasting the word. "That's... that's a good name for you."
"Don't." The warning came sharp. "That was his. You don't get to use it."
"You're right. I'm sorry."
We fell quiet again. Somewhere in the distance, an owl called, the sound lonely and perfect for the moment.
"My mother died when I was eleven," he offered, unprompted. "Rival family sent a message by putting a bomb in her car. She was collateral damage in a war she never wanted to be part of."
"I'm sorry."
"Don't be. I barely knew her. My father kept us separate—said she made me soft, that I needed to be hard to survive in this world." His hands gripped the balcony railing. "He was right about needing to be hard. Wrong about everything else."
"Is that why you don't want to be like him? Because you saw what it cost?"
"I don't want to be like him because he was the kind of man who could order the death of a family—including a child—and sleep soundly that night." He looked at me then, storm-grey eyes reflecting the garden lights. "He would've killed you too, Chiara. If you'd been home that night, if he'd known you existed, he wouldn't have hesitated."
The truth of it settled over me like the blanket on my shoulders—heavy, inescapable.
"But you're different."
"I'm trying to be."
"Trying isn't the same as succeeding."
"No," he agreed. "But it's all I've got."
The wine and the exhaustion and the emotional weight of the evening was catching up to me. I should go back inside, back to my room, back to figuring out how to escape or survive or whatever came next.
Instead, I stayed on that balcony with the man whose father had destroyed my life, watching lights sparkle in gardens I couldn't leave, and wondered when hatred had become so complicated.

End of Chapter 5
[bookmark: _nk09mwxc4d7s]CHAPTER 6: BLOOD DEBTS
Adrien

The meeting location was an abandoned meat-packing plant in Red Hook, the kind of place where concrete floors still held stains no amount of bleach could lift. My father had used it for three decades—first for actual business, then for the kind of meetings where screaming wouldn't attract attention.
I'd always hated it here.
The smell of old blood never really left, no matter how long the building sat empty. It clung to the walls, the floors, the rusted hooks still hanging from the ceiling like skeletal fingers. This was where men came to die, where loyalty was tested with pain, where my father had brought me at fourteen to witness my first execution.
Now it was where I met with captains who questioned my leadership.
Seven of them sat around a table that had definitely seen better days, their faces ranging from openly hostile to cautiously neutral. Massimo stood near the back, arms crossed, expression carved from granite. Luca leaned against the wall by the door, casual but watchful. And Marco—our enforcer, built like a truck and twice as mean—stood directly behind me, silent threat to anyone stupid enough to try something.
"Gentlemen." I remained standing, a position of dominance my father had taught me. Never sit at these meetings. Never give them the impression you're equals. "Let's make this quick. I have better things to do than stand in this shithole at two in the morning."
"Then maybe you shouldn't have called the meeting." Sal Martinelli, one of my father's old guard, sixty years old with hands that had broken more bones than a hospital. "Word is you've got a problem that needs handling."
"Word is wrong. I've got a situation under control."
"The Altieri girl isn't under control, she's in your house." Massimo pushed off the wall, moving to the table. "Living in a guest bedroom like she's on vacation instead of being the daughter of rats who tried to destroy this family."
Several heads nodded. Too many.
"Careful, cousin." I kept my voice level, professional. "You're talking about someone under my protection."
"Protection?" Sal laughed, the sound bitter. "Since when do we protect the children of our enemies?"
"Since I decided we did." I planted my hands on the table, leaning forward. "My father made a lot of decisions I don't agree with. Killing innocent people tops that list. Chiara Altieri was eight years old when her parents died. She's not an enemy—she's collateral damage from a war she never asked to be part of."
"She's a loose end." Another captain, younger, hungry for power. "She knows what happened, knows who we are. What's stopping her from going to the police the second you let her go?"
"Me." Simple. Direct. "I'm stopping her. Because she's not leaving my protection until the threat against her is neutralized."
"The threat is Rocco." Massimo's voice cut through the murmurs. "Your uncle put out the hit because she's leverage. Against you. Against all of us. He's using her to prove you're weak, that you let feelings cloud your judgment."
"My judgment is fine."
"Is it?" He circled the table, predatory. "Because from where everyone's standing, you've brought a civilian into your home, told her everything, and created a situation where she could destroy us all. That doesn't sound like solid judgment. That sounds like a man thinking with something other than his brain."
The accusation hung in the air, ugly and partially true.
I straightened, letting my full height and the weight of my title settle on the room. "You think I'd risk everything we've built for a girl I barely know? You think I'm that stupid?"
"I think you're guilty." Massimo stopped directly across from me, separated only by the table and three feet of bad decisions. "Your father killed her parents. That kind of debt doesn't go away because you feel bad about it. And guilt makes men do stupid things."
"Then it's a good thing I'm not my father." I held his gaze, refusing to look away first. This was the test—if I backed down now, showed any weakness, I'd lose their respect. Lose my position. Lose everything. "Chiara Altieri stays under my roof until I say otherwise. Anyone who has a problem with that can leave now. Leave the organization, leave the city, leave the fucking country for all I care. But if you stay, you follow my orders. That's how this works."
Silence. Heavy. Calculating.
Sal stood first, pushing back his chair. "I'm too old for this shit. Whatever you decide, boss." The title was grudging but genuine. "Just make sure it doesn't blow back on the rest of us."
Others followed—some with nods, some with skeptical looks, all with the understanding that I'd drawn a line. They could cross it and face consequences, or they could fall in line.
Only Massimo stayed seated.
"Meeting's over," I said flatly. "Everyone out except family."
Luca remained by the door. Marco took position behind Massimo—insurance, in case this went sideways. The others filed out, leaving just the four of us in a room that reeked of old violence and new tension.
"You're making a mistake," Massimo said once the door closed. "A massive, potentially fatal mistake."
"Your concern is noted."
"This isn't concern, this is fact. Rocco's using her to undermine you. Every day she stays alive is another day he can point to your weakness, another day he can convince people you're not fit to lead." He stood, jacket falling open to reveal the gun at his hip—not a threat, just a reminder. "You want to save her? Fine. Set her up somewhere far away, give her a new identity, make sure she disappears. But keeping her here, in your home, where everyone knows she exists? That's asking for problems we don't need."
"She's safer here."
"Is she? Or are you safer having her here?" He cocked his head. "Because I'm starting to think this isn't about her safety at all. This is about you wanting something you can't have, and being willing to risk everything to take it anyway."
"Watch yourself."
"Someone has to." He moved toward the door, pausing beside Luca. "Just remember—when this goes wrong, and it will go wrong, people are going to die. Make sure you're okay with her being one of them."
He left. Marco followed. Luca stayed, expression unreadable.
"He's not wrong," my best friend said quietly. "About the risk, I mean. Not the other part."
"What other part?"
"The part where you want her." He pushed off the wall, coming to stand where Massimo had been. "Come on, Adrien. I've known you since we were twelve. I've seen you with women, seen you in relationships that meant something. This is different. You look at her like she's oxygen and you're suffocating."
"That's dramatic."
"That's accurate." He pulled out his tablet, tapping through screens. "I pulled the surveillance logs from her room. You've watched her sleep every night for the past three nights. Checked on her fourteen times today alone. Rosa said you asked her specifically what Chiara likes to eat, what kind of music she listens to, whether she seemed comfortable."
"I'm ensuring my guest is taken care of."
"Your prisoner. Call it what it is." But his tone wasn't judgmental, just factual. "And I get it. Guilt is a powerful motivator. But this is becoming something else, something more complicated. You need to figure out what that is before it consumes you both."
I had no response. Because he was right—about all of it.
The drive back to the estate took forty minutes, forty minutes of silence and street lights and trying to figure out when responsibility for Chiara had twisted into something I didn't have a name for. Wanting to keep her safe was logical. Needing to know she was comfortable, happy, resting—that was something else entirely.
I parked in the garage, entered through the side entrance that avoided most of the security, and headed straight for my office. I had work to do—files to review, plans to make, evidence to find. Anything to stop thinking about honey-brown eyes and the way she'd looked in that emerald dress, like vengeance and vulnerability wrapped in silk.
But I didn't make it to the office.
The library light was on.
It was four in the morning. Nobody should've been awake except me and the night guards. But there she was, curled on the leather couch by the unlit fireplace, wearing pajamas I recognized from her apartment and reading one of the books from the shelf.
She looked up when I entered, and something in her expression told me she hadn't been sleeping either.
"Can't sleep?" I asked, the stupidest question in the world considering I knew her history.
"Never can." She closed the book—one of the mystery novels I'd collected over the years—and set it aside. "Didn't expect you to be up."
"Meeting ran late."
"Is that what you call it? A meeting?" She pulled her knees to her chest, studying me with those too-perceptive eyes. "You've got blood on your shirt."
I looked down. She was right—a smear on my left cuff, barely visible against the black fabric. "Not mine."
"Whose?"
"Nobody important."
"Everyone's important to someone."
The observation hit harder than it should have. "Fair point."
I should leave. Should go to my office, change my shirt, put distance between us before I did something stupid. But she was looking at me like I was a puzzle she was trying to solve, and I'd never been good at walking away from things that challenged me.
"Why this book?" I nodded toward the mystery novel. "We have hundreds to choose from."
"It was calling to me. Or maybe I just like stories where the bad guy gets caught." She pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders. "Speaking of bad guys, was your meeting about me?"
"Partially."
"And?"
"And people have opinions about you being here." I moved to the sideboard, pouring two fingers of whiskey from the decanter. "Most of which I don't care about."
"Your cousin cares."
"Massimo cares about power and tradition, in that order. He doesn't like anything that disrupts the status quo." I took a sip, the burn familiar and welcome. "He'll get over it or he won't. Either way, you stay."
"Such confidence. Must be nice."
"It's necessary." I turned to face her properly. "In my world, showing doubt gets you killed. Showing weakness gets everyone around you killed. So yeah, I'm confident. Even when I'm not."
She unwrapped herself from the blanket, standing and crossing to where I stood. Up close, I could see the exhaustion in her features, the shadow of nightmares she'd been battling, the strength it took to keep standing when everything in her world had been ripped away.
"You're exhausted," she observed, echoing my own thoughts. "When's the last time you actually slept?"
"I don't sleep much."
"Join the club. We have shitty coffee and worse coping mechanisms." A ghost of a smile. "How do you do it? Function on no sleep while running an empire?"
"Practice. Stubbornness. Spite." I set down the glass. "Same as you, I'd imagine."
"Yeah. Something like that."
We stood there, two insomniacs in a library at four in the morning, both running from demons that never slept. The smart thing would've been to wish her goodnight and leave. The smart thing would've been to maintain distance, keep boundaries, remember she was here for her protection and nothing else.
But I'd stopped doing smart things the moment I decided to keep her.
"Stay here," I said instead. "I'll light the fire. You can read, and I'll work. Company without conversation."
"Why?"
"Because neither of us is sleeping anyway. Might as well not be alone."
She considered this, weighing options I couldn't guess at. Then she nodded, returning to the couch and picking up the book.
I lit the fire—a skill I'd learned young because my father believed self-sufficiency was important even for heirs to criminal empires—and settled into the chair across from her with my laptop. Work emails, surveillance reports, financial statements that needed reviewing. The usual tedium of running an organization that had tentacles in everything from real estate to shipping to things I was trying to phase out.
An hour passed. Then two. The fire crackled. Chiara turned pages. I typed responses and made notes and tried not to watch her in my peripheral vision.
Failed spectacularly at that last part.
She'd fallen asleep sitting up, book still open in her lap, head tilted at an angle that would give her a hell of a neck ache if she stayed that way. The firelight caught in her dark hair, made her skin glow amber, softened features that were usually sharp with defense and distrust.
She looked peaceful. Young. Vulnerable in a way she'd never allow while awake.
I should wake her, send her to her actual bed. Instead, I closed my laptop and moved to the couch, carefully extracting the book from her grip and setting it aside. She stirred but didn't wake, just made a small sound of protest as I lifted her—one arm under her knees, the other supporting her back.
She weighed nothing. Too light. Rosa was right about her needing to eat more.
I carried her through the dark house to her bedroom, navigating by memory and the dim safety lights that never fully went out. She stayed asleep the whole way, head tucked against my shoulder, trust she'd never give me while conscious.
Her room was exactly as Rosa had left it—bed turned down, soft lighting from the lamp on the nightstand, everything prepared for a guest I'd forced into staying. I laid her on the bed carefully, pulling the covers up, resisting the urge to brush the hair from her face.
"Thank you for the company," I said quietly, knowing she couldn't hear me. "You make the insomnia almost bearable."
I turned to leave, made it three steps before her voice stopped me.
"You carried me."
Shit. Not as asleep as I thought.
"You fell asleep in the library. Seemed easier than waking you." I kept my back to her, giving her privacy, space. "Sorry. I should've asked."
"It's fine. I just—" A pause, sheets rustling as she sat up. "Nobody's done that since I was eight. Carried me, I mean. My dad used to when I'd fall asleep on the couch watching movies."
The admission carved something open in my chest. "I'm sorry. If it brought up—"
"It didn't. I mean, it did, but not in a bad way." More rustling. "Thank you. For the fire. For letting me stay in the library. For not making me talk."
"You're welcome."
I should still leave. Should absolutely get out of her room before this became something it couldn't come back from. But when I finally turned around, she was looking at me with an expression I couldn't read, and leaving seemed impossible.
"Adrien?" My name in her voice, soft and uncertain. "Do you actually sleep? Or do you just tell people you do?"
"I sleep in fifteen-minute increments. More than that and the nightmares come."
"What do you dream about?"
"My mother's car exploding. My father's face when he realized I wasn't like him. The people I've killed, the people I couldn't save, the person I'm trying not to become." I leaned against the doorframe. "You?"
"The night my parents died. The blood dripping through the floorboards. The sound of the gunshots. And sometimes—" She stopped.
"Sometimes?"
"Sometimes I dream about being saved. But I always wake up before I can see who's doing the saving."
The words hung between us, loaded with meaning neither of us was ready to unpack.
"Get some rest, Chiara. Actual rest, if you can manage it."
"You too. For what it's worth."
I left before I could do something stupid like promise her things I had no business promising, like tell her she was already saved and had been since the moment I'd found out she existed.
Back in my office, I pulled up the surveillance feed from her room one more time.
She was asleep again, curled on her side facing the door, positioned like someone who'd learned to always watch the exits.
I understood that instinct. Lived it.
"I'm falling for you," I told the screen, the admission easier when she couldn't hear it. "And I have no idea what to do about that."
The feed showed her breathing, steady and even, finally at peace.
Worth it, I thought again. Whatever this cost, whatever this became, she was worth it.
I just hoped we both survived long enough for me to prove it.

End of Chapter 6
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Three nights of actual sleep had ruined me.
My body had remembered what rest felt like, and now it was greedy for it, angry when I jolted awake at 2:53 AM with my heart trying to escape my chest and my mother's screams echoing in my ears. The nightmare had been vivid this time—so real I could smell the blood, feel it dripping onto my hands, hear my father's voice calling me songbird one last time before everything went silent.
I couldn't stay in that room. Couldn't lay there and wait for morning, couldn't close my eyes without Dad's watch ticking in my memory like a countdown to nothing.
So I did what I always did: I got up and moved.
The estate was different at night. Quieter, somehow both more and less threatening. The security lights cast long shadows through windows, making familiar spaces look foreign. I navigated by instinct and spite, ending up in the kitchen because at least there I could make tea and pretend that warmth in my hands would translate to warmth anywhere else.
The lights were already on.
Adrien stood at the stove in sweatpants and a t-shirt I'd never seen him wear, looking more human than I'd thought possible. His hair was mussed, like he'd been running his fingers through it, and there were shadows under his eyes that matched mine.
He looked up when I entered, no surprise crossing his features. "Couldn't sleep either?"
"Something like that." I moved to the island, keeping distance between us because proximity felt dangerous at three in the morning. "You're making tea."
"Chamomile. Rosa swears by it." He poured steaming water into two mugs, the domestic normalcy of the gesture completely at odds with everything I knew about him. "Sugar? Honey?"
"Honey. If you have it."
"Rosa keeps everything." He doctored both mugs, sliding mine across the counter. "Same nightmare?"
"Does it matter which one?"
"No. I suppose it doesn't." He picked up his mug but didn't drink, just wrapped his hands around it the way I'd planned to. "I get them too. The nightmares. Different content, same terror."
"What do you dream about?" I'd asked him this before, gotten a clinical answer. But here, at three in the morning in a kitchen that smelled like chamomile and exhaustion, maybe he'd give me something real.
"My mother, mostly. The moment I realized she was gone. And then—" He stopped, jaw working. "The first man I killed. I was sixteen. My father made me do it, said it was a lesson in loyalty. The man had stolen from us, so I put a bullet in his head while my father watched."
The casualness of the admission should've horrified me. Instead, I just felt tired. "Did it get easier? Killing, I mean."
"No. It got more necessary, which is worse." He finally took a sip of his tea. "You learn to compartmentalize. To separate the act from the person you want to be. But it never gets easier. Anyone who says it does is lying or a sociopath."
"Which are you?"
"Neither. I'm just someone who's done terrible things for reasons that seemed good at the time." He moved around the island, closing some of the distance. "Your turn. What woke you up tonight?"
I considered lying, deflecting, keeping the walls up like I had for ten years. But he'd given me honesty, and something about the darkness made honesty feel possible.
"The blood. It's always the blood." I stared into my tea like it held answers. "Dripping through the floorboards, landing on my hands, on Marshmallow. That's my rabbit, the stuffed one from Coney Island. He was white before that night. After—" My voice cracked. "Mom's pearls were in my hand. I'd squeezed them so tight they cut my palm, mixed my blood with theirs, and I couldn't tell anymore which was mine and which was theirs."
Adrien set down his mug with careful precision, moved closer until he was standing right in front of me. "Where are the pearls now?"
"In my room. The cigar box Luca brought. I've kept them all these years, even though they're stained. Even though looking at them hurts."
"Because they're all you have left of her."
"Because they're proof it happened. That they were real, that I didn't imagine having parents who loved me." I looked up at him, at storm-grey eyes that saw too much. "Do you ever feel like if you stop remembering, they disappear completely?"
"Every day."
The admission hung between us, two broken people trying to hold onto ghosts who'd left too soon.
"I haven't slept through the night since I was eight years old," I said. "Ten years of insomnia, of nightmare after nightmare, of being too afraid to close my eyes. And then I came here, to this prison, and somehow I've slept better than I have in a decade. That's not fair."
"Life rarely is."
"I should hate this place. Should hate you."
"You should." He didn't move closer, but he didn't move away either. "Do you?"
The question was loaded, dangerous, asking for a truth I didn't want to give. But the darkness made everything feel safer, like confessions at three in the morning didn't count in daylight.
"I don't know what I feel. Except tired. And confused. And—" I stopped, the last word catching in my throat.
"And?" He prompted gently.
"And less alone than I've been in years." The admission cost me. "I hate that I feel that here, with you. The son of the man who destroyed my life. It's wrong."
"Most things worth feeling are."
We stood there in the warm kitchen with cooling tea and too much honesty, the space between us charged with something I was afraid to name. He was close enough that I could see the variations in grey of his eyes, close enough that his cedar-and-leather scent wrapped around me, close enough to touch if I just reached out.
I shouldn't reach out.
I absolutely shouldn't reach out.
My hand moved anyway, fingertips brushing his where they rested on the counter.
The contact was electric—a shock of connection that had nothing to do with static and everything to do with wanting something I couldn't justify. His fingers turned, catching mine, holding them with a gentleness that contradicted everything I knew about what those hands had done.
"Chiara." My name was a warning and a question. "We can't."
"I know."
"This is a bad idea."
"I know that too."
"You're here because I took away your choice. Starting something now would be—"
"What if I'm choosing this?" The words came out fierce, defensive. "What if I'm standing here at three in the morning, tired of running, tired of being afraid, tired of feeling nothing but anger and grief? What if I want to feel something else, even if it's wrong, even if it's stupid?"
His eyes searched mine, looking for certainty I wasn't sure I had. "And tomorrow? When you regret this?"
"Then I'll regret it. But at least I'll have chosen to feel something." I turned my hand, lacing our fingers together properly. "I'm so tired of feeling nothing, Adrien."
The use of his name did something to him—I saw it in the way his breath caught, the way his pupils dilated, the way every muscle in his body went tight with restraint.
"Tell me to stop," he said roughly. "Tell me to walk away, to leave you alone, to do the right thing for once in my life."
"No."
"Chiara—"
I kissed him.
Leaned up on my toes, closed the final inches between us, and pressed my lips to his before fear could talk me out of it. Before logic could intervene. Before I could think about all the reasons this was wrong and none of the reasons it felt right.
He went rigid, every line of his body locked in shock or restraint or both. I'd surprised him. Good. I'd surprised myself too.
For three seconds, he didn't respond. Didn't kiss back, didn't push me away, just stood frozen while I made the worst decision of my life and felt absolutely no regret about it.
Then he broke.
His hand came up to cup my face, gentle despite the intensity, and he kissed me back with the kind of desperation that said he'd been holding back for far longer than I'd known him. The kiss was nothing like what I'd expected—not aggressive or demanding, but thorough. Consuming. Like he was trying to memorize the taste of me, the feel of me, everything about this moment.
I made a sound, something between a gasp and a sigh, and he swallowed it. His other hand found my waist, pulling me closer—not roughly, but with intention. With need.
We fit together like we'd been designed for this, my body against his, his height forcing me to tilt my head back, his hand still cradling my face like I was something precious instead of the daughter of his father's victims.
The kiss deepened, his tongue tracing my lower lip in question. I opened for him, let him in, tasted chamomile and honey and something darker, richer—want, maybe, or need, or the answer to loneliness that I'd been searching for my entire life.
His control was impressive. Even losing himself in the kiss, he never took more than I offered, never pushed past boundaries I hadn't agreed to. But I could feel him holding back, could sense the restraint in every deliberate movement.
I didn't want restraint.
I pulled back just enough to breathe, my hands sliding from his chest up to his shoulders. "Don't hold back."
"I have to." His voice was wrecked. "If I don't, I'll—"
"What? Take what I'm offering? Make me forget why I should hate you?" I kissed him again, harder this time. "I'm giving you permission, Adrien. Take it."
"This is a mistake."
"Then let's make it together."
The words hung between us for three heartbeats. Then he moved—lifting me onto the counter in one smooth motion, stepping between my legs, hands on my thighs as he kissed me like he was drowning and I was air. Like he'd been starving and I was sustenance. Like every nightmare that had woken both of us had led to this moment.
My legs wrapped around his waist instinctively, pulling him closer. His hands slid up my thighs to my hips, thumbs tracing circles on bare skin where my sleep shirt had ridden up. The touch was fire, burning through ten years of cold, making me feel alive in ways I'd forgotten were possible.
"Your room or mine?" He asked against my lips, giving me one last chance to change my mind.
"I don't care. Just don't stop."
He lifted me off the counter, my legs still wrapped around him, and carried me through the dark house. I buried my face in his neck, breathing in cedar and sandalwood, letting my lips trace the pulse point I found there. He made a sound—something between a groan and a curse—and his grip on me tightened.
We ended up in my room because it was closer. He kicked the door shut behind us, carried me to the bed, and laid me down with a gentleness that contradicted the intensity of his kisses. The moonlight through the windows painted him in silver and shadow, turning him into something that belonged in dreams instead of nightmares.
"Last chance," he said, hovering over me. "Say the word and I'll leave. Pretend this never happened."
"I don't want to pretend." I pulled him down, eliminating the space between us. "I want to feel something real."
He kissed me then—slow, thorough, taking his time like we had all the time in the world instead of just the hours before dawn. His hands traced paths I'd never let anyone chart, finding scars I usually kept hidden, treating each one like it was something precious instead of proof of survival.
"You're beautiful," he murmured against my collarbone. "Every part of you."
"You don't have to—"
"I'm not lying to make you feel better. I'm telling you the truth." He looked up at me, eyes catching moonlight. "You're the most beautiful thing I've ever seen. And I'm going to spend however long you'll let me proving it."
The clothes came off slowly—his shirt first, revealing muscles earned through violence and training, scars that matched mine for brutality if not origin. My sleep shirt next, his hands shaking slightly as he lifted it over my head, looking at me like he couldn't quite believe I was real.
"We don't have to—" I started, suddenly uncertain.
"I know. Tell me what you want, Chiara. This only happens if you want it."
"I want to forget. Just for a little while." I reached for him. "Make me forget everything but this."
He did.
With hands that had killed but touched me like worship. With lips that had lied but spoke truth against my skin. With a gentleness I hadn't known he possessed, he took me apart and put me back together, erasing nightmares with sensation, replacing fear with pleasure, giving me hours of peace I'd been chasing for a decade.
He was careful—checking in, making sure I was okay, moving at a pace I controlled even though I could feel him vibrating with restraint. When he finally pushed inside me, the connection was more than physical. It was something deeper, more dangerous.
Completion. Understanding. Two broken people finding wholeness in the worst possible way.
I'd expected it to be rough, urgent, desperate. Instead, it was slow. Thorough. He moved like he had all the time in the world, like this wasn't temporary insanity but something worth savoring. His forehead pressed to mine, breath mingling, eyes locked as we found a rhythm that felt inevitable.
"Look at me," he commanded softly. "Don't close your eyes. Stay here with me."
So I did. Kept my eyes open, kept looking at him, kept myself present in this moment that was probably destroying us both. And when pleasure built to breaking point, when I shattered in his arms calling his name, he caught my cry with a kiss and followed me over, my name a prayer or a curse on his lips.
After, tangled in sheets and each other, the world outside forgotten, he held me with a care that should've felt wrong.
It didn't.
"Tell me you don't regret it," he said into the darkness, fingers tracing lazy patterns on my bare shoulder.
"I don't regret it." Truth, even if it shouldn't be. "Ask me again tomorrow when I'm thinking clearly."
"Tomorrow you can hate me again. Tonight—" He pulled me closer. "Tonight, just stay."
I should've moved to my side of the bed. Should've put distance between us. Should've done a hundred things that would've been smarter than curling into him, letting his heartbeat lull me toward sleep, accepting comfort from the man who'd taken my freedom.
But I'd been surviving on smart decisions for too long, and look where it had gotten me.
So I stayed.
And when dawn crept through the windows hours later, when I woke wrapped in arms that should've felt like chains, I realized I'd slept through what remained of the night.
No nightmares. No blood. No screaming.
Just him.
And I had absolutely no idea what to do about that.

End of Chapter 7
[bookmark: _ce3bu9yl0gjj]CHAPTER 8: CROSSING LINES
Chiara

I woke alone.
The space beside me was empty, sheets cool to the touch, which meant he'd been gone for a while. Morning light filled the room—real morning, not the grey pre-dawn I was used to. The clock on the nightstand said 9:47 AM.
I'd slept past nine in the morning.
When was the last time I'd done that? Before my parents died, probably. Before nightmares became more reliable than alarm clocks.
The evidence of last night was everywhere. My sleep shirt in a heap on the floor beside his. The indent in his pillow where his head had been. The pleasant ache between my legs that made reality impossible to deny.
I'd slept with Adrien Gurrieri.
The son of my parents' murderer.
My kidnapper.
The man who'd been watching me for over a year like I was some fascinating science experiment.
"What the hell did I do?" The words came out to the empty room, accusatory and lost.
A note sat on his pillow, black ink on cream paper. His handwriting was precise, controlled, like everything else about him.
Had early meetings. Didn't want to wake you. Rosa will bring breakfast whenever you're ready. We should talk later. - A
We should talk later.
About what? About how I'd basically begged him to make me forget who we were? About how I'd wrapped myself around him like he was safety instead of danger? About how I'd woken without nightmares for the first time in a decade and wasn't sure if that was worth what it cost?
I crumpled the note and threw it across the room.
Mature. Very mature.
The shower was scalding, the kind of hot that turned skin pink and burned away stupidity. Except it didn't work. I could still feel his hands on me, his lips tracing paths I'd never let anyone else explore, his voice in my ear telling me I was beautiful while he—
Stop. Stop thinking about it.
This was temporary insanity. A moment of weakness at three AM when loneliness and fear had made terrible decisions seem reasonable. It didn't mean anything. It couldn't mean anything, because the alternative was too complicated to survive.
I dressed in my own clothes—black jeans, black t-shirt, combat boots that made me feel more like myself. Armor against the world, against him, against the girl who'd surrendered last night.
Rosa knocked while I was braiding my wet hair. "Morning, dear. Thought you might like breakfast in bed today, considering—" She stopped, cleared her throat. "Considering you slept so well."
Heat flooded my face. "Did he tell everyone?"
"Mr. Gurrieri doesn't tell me anything about his personal business, nor would I ask." She set the tray down—eggs, toast, fruit, coffee that smelled like salvation. "But I've been managing this household for thirty years. These walls may be thick, but they're not that thick."
I wanted to die. Literally sink into the floor and cease existing.
"It was a mistake," I said to the tray instead of her. "Won't happen again."
"Mistakes are usually things we regret." She moved toward the door, pausing at the threshold. "Do you regret it?"
The question was gentle, without judgment. Rosa had that way about her—asking things that mattered without making you feel attacked.
Did I regret it?
"I don't know. Ask me when I've had coffee."
She left with a knowing smile that I absolutely did not want to interpret.
The breakfast was perfect, because of course it was. Everything in this house was perfect—the food, the accommodations, the man who'd literally given me the best night's sleep of my adult life before disappearing like a coward.
Not that I was in any position to judge. I'd run from harder conversations than "we slept together."
My phone sat on the nightstand, where I'd left it. The one Luca had given me, complete with monitoring software that meant nothing I did was private. I picked it up anyway, needing to feel connected to the world outside these walls.
Seventeen missed calls from Moon.
Three voicemails.
Twelve texts, the most recent from this morning: Chi, I'm seriously worried. If you don't call me back today, I'm coming to wherever you are. I don't care what the "family emergency" is.
Guilt twisted sharp in my chest. Moon was the only friend I had, the only person who'd given a damn when I had nothing, and I'd ghosted her for days because my kidnapper said it wasn't safe to communicate.
I hit call before I could think better of it.
She answered on the first ring. "Jesus Christ, finally. Where the hell have you been?"
"Long story. I'm okay, though. Promise."
"You're okay? Chiara, you disappeared. Just gone. Your apartment's still there, your stuff is mostly there, but you're just... gone. I filed a missing person's report with the cops yesterday."
Shit. That would complicate things.
"I need you to call them back. Tell them I contacted you, that I'm safe. It really is a family emergency."
"You don't have family."
"I do now. It's complicated."
Silence on the line, heavy with things Moon wasn't saying. "You're scaring me. What's really going on?"
"I can't explain right now. But I'm safe, I'm being taken care of, and I'll be back when I can be." Each word was a knife. "Trust me?"
"I always trust you. Doesn't mean I'm not terrified for you." Her voice softened. "Just tell me you're okay. Really okay. Not just saying it."
Was I okay? Physically, yes. Emotionally, I was a mess. But the bed was soft, the food was good, and I'd slept without nightmares. That had to count for something.
"I'm better than I've been in a long time," I admitted. "Which is bizarre considering everything, but it's true."
"Then I'll trust that. But Chi? If you need me—if you need anything—you call. Day or night. I'll come for you."
"I know. Thank you."
We hung up, and immediately the door to my room burst open.
Adrien stood there, breathing hard like he'd run from somewhere distant, phone in hand, looking furious. "Who did you call?"
"My friend. The one you said I could text." I stood, defensive. "You said it was fine to contact her."
"I said Luca could send texts from your phone. I didn't say you could make calls that could be traced, tracked, used to find this location." He crossed the room in three strides, taking my phone. "I was in a meeting. By the time I saw the alert, you'd already been on for five minutes. Do you have any idea what you just did?"
"I told my friend I'm alive. Sorry for caring about someone."
"You potentially just told everyone listening—and people are always listening—where you are. Which means you just put yourself at risk. Again." He was furious, genuinely angry in a way I'd never seen. "I'm trying to keep you alive, Chiara. That works better when you don't actively fight against it."
"Maybe I don't want to be kept alive in a cage." The words came out hot, defensive. "Maybe I'd rather take my chances in the real world than play house with my captor."
The word hung between us. Captor. Not protector. Not the man I'd slept with last night. Captor.
His expression shuttered. "Is that what last night was? Playing house?"
"I don't know what last night was. That's the problem."
He handed back my phone. "No more calls without running them through Luca first. That's not negotiable."
"Everything here is not negotiable. My presence, my freedom, my choices—you took all of it. What's one more thing?" I shoved past him, needing out of this room that smelled like him, like us, like mistakes I couldn't take back. "I'm going for a walk."
"Chiara—"
"Alone. I need to be alone right now."
I didn't wait for permission. Just walked out of the room, down the hall, down the stairs. Luca was in the foyer, took one look at my face and wisely said nothing. Rosa was in the kitchen humming. Marco was somewhere, probably watching on security cameras.
I ended up in the library, the scene of last night's beginning, looking for something to read or break or anything to distract from the mess in my head.
That's when I found it.
The filing cabinet in the corner wasn't locked. Sloppy security, or maybe Adrien figured I wouldn't snoop. Wrong on that count. I'd been stealing and sneaking since I was twelve—old habits died hard.
The drawer was full of files. Financial records. Business documents. And underneath, hidden but not well enough, a folder labeled simply: ALTIERI.
My hands shook as I pulled it out.
Inside was everything. Police reports from my parents' murder. Crime scene photos I'd never seen. Autopsy reports I'd definitely never wanted to see. My mother's, listing her as twelve weeks pregnant.
I'd almost had a sibling.
Beneath those, surveillance photos of me—dozens of them. Me leaving my apartment. Me at work. Me at the store, the coffee shop, the park where I sometimes sat when I couldn't stand being inside. Months of surveillance, timestamped and organized with military precision.
But the worst part was at the bottom: copies of financial records, shell company documents, names I didn't recognize. And a handwritten note in Adrien's precise script: Find the evidence. Protect her. Make this right.
The evidence. The file my parents had died for. He was looking for it.
Without telling me.
Using me? Protecting me? I couldn't tell anymore.
"You shouldn't have found that."
I spun around. Adrien stood in the doorway, expression unreadable. How long had he been there?
"You've been investigating my parents. For how long?"
"Since I found out who you were. Fourteen months."
"And you just... what? Decided to play hero? Find the evidence and give me closure?" I threw the folder at him. Photos scattered across pristine floors. "Or were you planning to use it somehow? Leverage it against your uncle, your enemies, whoever?"
"Both." He didn't move to pick up the photos. "I wanted to find it to protect you. But yes, I was also planning to use it strategically. Those things aren't mutually exclusive."
"You're using me."
"I'm protecting you. There's a difference."
"Not to me. Not when you've been digging into my parents' deaths without telling me, when you've documented my entire existence like I'm some case file to solve." I gestured at the scattered photos. "You said you'd been watching me. You didn't say you'd been building a dossier."
He flinched. Right. That phrase again.
"You want the truth?" He moved into the room, stepping over photos of my dead parents like they didn't matter. "Yes, I've been investigating. Yes, I'm looking for the file. Yes, I was planning to use it against Rocco and anyone else who threatened you. But I wasn't using you. Everything I've done has been to keep you alive."
"By spying on me for over a year. By taking away my freedom. By—" I gestured at the photos. "By documenting my entire life like I'm some project."
"You were never a project. You were—" He stopped, jaw working. "You were someone I owed. Someone I needed to protect. Someone who became more important than the debt."
"What does that mean?"
"It means last night shouldn't have happened. Not because I regret it, but because you deserve better than a man who can't give you freedom, can't promise you safety, can't even tell you the truth without it being complicated." He picked up one of the photos—me laughing at something Moon had said outside the club. "You deserve better than me."
"That's not your choice to make."
"No. But it's the truth anyway."
I wanted to throw something else. Wanted to scream. Wanted to demand he let me go, let me walk out of here and never look back. But the photos on the floor told a different story—one where I'd been in danger long before I knew it, where he'd been protecting me long before he'd taken my freedom.
The math didn't add up to any answer that made sense.
"I need air." I moved toward the door. "Real air. Outside air."
"Take a guard."
"No."
"Chiara—"
"I'm not running. I just need space from you right now. Space from all of this." I stopped at the door, not looking back. "And for the record? Last night was a mistake. You were right about that."
I left before he could respond. Made it outside to the gardens that were still beautiful, still pristine, still a cage no matter how pretty.
And I planned my escape.
Because whatever was happening between Adrien and me, whatever these feelings were, they couldn't matter. Not when the foundation was surveillance and kidnapping and violence disguised as protection.
I needed out.
I just needed to figure out how.

End of Chapter 8
[bookmark: _s34nc25u4lvv]CHAPTER 9: THE HUNT
Adrien

The security alert came through at 4:47 PM: Perimeter breach. East wall. Female. Moving fast.
She'd actually done it. Chiara had actually tried to escape.
Part of me—the part that had woken up alone, had seen her face when she discovered the files, had heard her call last night a mistake—wanted to let her go. Let her run, let her discover exactly how dangerous the world outside my walls was, let her learn the lesson the hard way.
The rest of me was already moving.
"Luca, pull up the tracking." I was out of my office before he could respond, taking stairs two at a time. "And get me Marco."
"Already here." My enforcer fell into step beside me, weapon visible at his hip. "Want me to bring her back?"
"No. I'll handle this." I grabbed my own jacket from the hook by the door. "Just make sure none of Rocco's people are waiting outside the perimeter."
"They're not. We've had eyes on the neighborhood all day." Luca appeared with his tablet, showing me the tracking data from the phone I'd returned to her. The one she'd apparently thought I'd forget to monitor. "She's heading northeast through the woods. Moving fast but not panicked. She's done this before."
Of course she had. Chiara had been surviving on her own for a decade—she knew how to run, how to hide, how to navigate by instinct when GPS failed. But she'd never had someone like me hunting her.
"How long do I have before she reaches public roads?"
"Twenty minutes if she maintains pace. Thirty if she gets lost." He looked up from the tablet. "Want me to cut her off?"
"No. Let her run. Let her think she's getting away."
"You're enjoying this."
"I'm proving a point." I headed for the east exit, the one that led to the woods she'd disappeared into. "She needs to understand exactly how unsafe the world is outside my protection. Better she learns it from me than from someone who'd actually hurt her."
Marco followed me to the tree line, then stopped at my signal. "You sure about this?"
"About which part? The chase or the girl?"
"Both."
Fair question. Was I sure? About anything involving Chiara, the answer was invariably no. She'd upended every careful plan I'd made, turned protection into possession, made me want things I had no business wanting from someone I'd taken captive.
But letting her go wasn't an option. Not when Rocco was actively trying to kill her. Not when the organization was watching to see if I'd crack under pressure. Not when every instinct I had screamed that she was mine to protect, mine to keep, mine in ways that had nothing to do with debt or honor.
"I'm sure I'm not letting her go." The only certainty I had left.
The woods were dense, old-growth trees that had been here longer than the estate, longer than the family. Chiara had picked her route well—the security cameras didn't reach this far, and the underbrush was thick enough to hide her path if she was careful.
She was careful.
But I was better.
Tracking came easy after years of hunting bigger prey than runaway girls. Broken branches here, disturbed leaves there, the faint imprint of combat boots in soft earth. She was fast but not quiet, focused on distance rather than stealth.
Rookie mistake.
I caught sight of her about ten minutes in—dark hair in a braid, all black clothes that would've been smart for sneaking except they stood out against autumn trees. She was running in bursts, stopping to catch her breath, looking back over her shoulder for pursuit she couldn't see yet.
Smart girl. Not smart enough.
I could've called out, let her know the chase was over. Instead, I paralleled her path, staying just out of sight, watching her navigate terrain she didn't know while I moved through it like I'd been born here. Because I had been, effectively. These woods were where I'd learned to hunt, to fight, to survive when my father's lessons turned brutal.
Chiara stumbled, caught herself against a tree, breathing hard. From my position thirty feet away, I could see the exhaustion in her posture, the way her shoulders curved inward with fatigue. She was tough, had survived things that would've broken most people, but she wasn't trained for this.
She started moving again, slower now, favoring her left leg. Twisted ankle, probably. That would make the rest of this easier.
The perimeter fence was still eight minutes away when I decided to end this. Let her get close enough to taste freedom, then cut her off. Prove exactly how futile running was, how impossible escape would be without my permission.
Cruel? Maybe.
Necessary? Absolutely.
I circled ahead, moved to intercept her path, and stepped out of the trees directly in front of her.
She skidded to a stop, eyes going wide. Fight or flight warred across her features—I could see the calculation happening, see her weighing her options and finding them all bad.
"Going somewhere?" I asked conversationally, like we'd bumped into each other at a coffee shop instead of a forest where she was trying to escape.
"Away from you." She was breathing hard but trying to hide it. Pride. She had too much of it. "Let me pass."
"No."
"I'm not asking permission."
"You should be." I moved closer. She moved back. A dance we'd been doing since she arrived. "You know what's on the other side of that fence, Chiara? Roads that Rocco's people patrol. Neighborhoods where his eyes are watching. The entire fucking city where you'd be exposed, vulnerable, dead within twenty-four hours."
"I'll take my chances."
"No. You won't." Another step forward. Another step back from her. We were choreographed, matched, caught in something that had nothing to do with escape and everything to do with the tension that had been building since last night. "Because I'm not letting you die to prove a point about your freedom."
"It's my life—"
"And I'm keeping you alive." My voice went hard. "That's not negotiable."
"Everything about this is negotiable!" She finally stopped backing up, stood her ground. "You don't own me. You don't get to make all the choices. I'm not—"
"You don't own me. You don't get to make all the choices. I refuse to—"
"Be protected?" I closed the distance between us in two steps, backing her against a tree before she could react. "You are, though. Whether you like it or not, whether you accept it or not, you're under my protection. That makes you my responsibility."
"Protection." She spat the word like poison. "Is that what we're calling kidnapping now?"
"Call it whatever helps you sleep at night. Doesn't change the facts." I planted my hands on the tree on either side of her head, caging her in. Not touching, just surrounding. "You're not leaving. Not today, not tomorrow, not until I say it's safe."
"And when will that be? Next month? Next year? Never?"
"When I've eliminated the threat. When Rocco is handled. When I can guarantee you won't end up in a ditch somewhere because you were too stubborn to stay protected." My face was inches from hers, close enough to see the amber flecks in her eyes, close enough to smell the fear-sweat and defiance that clung to her skin. "I'm trying to keep you alive, Chiara. Work with me instead of against me."
"Why?" The question was raw. "Why do you even care? Guilt isn't enough reason for this level of obsession."
"You're right. It's not."
"Then what—"
I kissed her.
Couldn't help it, couldn't stop myself, couldn't maintain distance when she was right there challenging me, fighting me, looking at me like I was the villain in her story and maybe she was right but I was the only villain keeping her alive.
She froze—just like in the kitchen, just like that first moment of shock. Then she bit my lip. Hard. Drew blood.
I pulled back, tasting copper, and couldn't help the laugh that escaped. "There you are."
"You don't get to kiss me every time I'm angry with you."
"No?" I touched my bleeding lip, showed her the evidence. "Seems like you had your own response ready."
"That wasn't—" She stopped, flustered. Good. Let her be off-balance for once. "You can't just—"
"Fight me." The words came out rougher than intended. "You want to run? Fine. Fight me for it. Prove you can actually escape someone who's trying to stop you."
Her eyes narrowed. "You're serious."
"Completely. You get past me, make it to the fence, I'll let you go. Scout's honor."
"You were never a scout."
"True. But the offer stands." I backed up, giving her space. "Come on, Altieri. Show me what the streets taught you."
She should've known it was a trap. Should've recognized that I was faster, stronger, trained by men who'd made violence an art form. But she was pissed and desperate and so goddamn beautiful in her fury that I almost wanted her to win.
Almost.
She lunged, aiming low like someone had taught her to target weak points. Smart. I sidestepped, caught her arm, used her own momentum to spin her around. She broke the grip with a move I recognized from street fighting, came back with an elbow that would've connected with my ribs if I hadn't blocked it.
"Not bad," I acknowledged, circling her. "Who taught you?"
"Life." She was breathing hard, calculating her next move. "You talk too much."
She came at me again—faster this time, angrier. We grappled, her fighting dirty with nails and teeth, me trying not to actually hurt her while making my point. She was good for an amateur. Would've held her own against most threats.
But I wasn't most threats.
I had her pinned against the tree within ninety seconds, her wrists locked in my grip above her head, my body pressed against hers to keep her from kicking. We were both breathing hard, both frustrated, both acutely aware of every point where we touched.
"Let me go," she demanded, still fighting despite knowing it was over.
"No."
"Adrien—"
"You want to fight me? Fight me. But you're not running." I leaned in closer, voice dropping. "You're not leaving. You're not putting yourself in danger because you're angry about last night, or about the surveillance, or about any of the hundred things I've done wrong. You're staying right here where I can keep you alive."
"I hate you."
"No, you don't. You want to. But you don't."
She tried to knee me. I blocked it, adjusted my position, which only made the situation worse because now we were flush against each other, no space between us, every curve and angle aligned in ways that made breathing difficult.
"This is insane," she said, but her voice was shaky. "We can't keep—"
"Can't what? Want each other despite every logical reason not to?" I released one of her wrists, traced the line of her jaw with my freed hand. "I've been there. Living it. Failing spectacularly."
"Last night shouldn't have happened."
"You keep saying that. Keep trying to convince yourself." My thumb brushed across her lower lip, the one I'd kissed, the one she'd used to bite me. "Hasn't worked yet."
"This is impossible."
"Complicated. There's a difference." I released her other wrist but didn't back away. "Tell me you don't want this. Look me in the eyes and lie, and I'll believe you. I'll walk away right now."
She opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. No words came out.
"That's what I thought." I stepped back, giving her space she didn't ask for. "So here's what's going to happen. We're walking back to the house together. You're going to stop trying to escape for the next seventy-two hours while I finalize security measures. And then we're going to have an actual conversation about what happened last night instead of pretending it didn't matter."
"It didn't—"
"It mattered. To both of us." I pulled out my phone, texting Marco that we were heading back. "You can keep lying about it, or you can admit that this is complicated and we both need to figure out what the hell we're doing before someone gets hurt."
"Someone's already hurt. Multiple someones. Your father—"
"Is dead. And has been for three years. Whatever debt I owe you, I'm trying to pay it. But that doesn't mean I'm letting you die to settle a score with a ghost." I offered my hand. "Come on. Let's go home."
"That's not my home."
"It is now. Get used to it."
She didn't take my hand. Just pushed off from the tree and started walking back the way she'd come, limping slightly on that twisted ankle she was trying to hide. Pride again. So much pride in such a small, fierce package.
I followed at a distance, giving her space to process, to be angry, to feel whatever she needed to feel. But I stayed close enough to catch her if she stumbled, to protect her from threats she couldn't see, to do what I'd been doing for fourteen months.
Keep her alive.
No matter what it cost.
When we finally emerged from the woods, Luca was waiting by the east entrance. He took one look at us—me bleeding from the lip, her disheveled and furious—and wisely said nothing. Just handed her a water bottle and me a knowing look.
"Dinner's at seven," he said casually. "Rosa's making osso buco. You should both probably clean up first."
Chiara took the water bottle and limped past him without a word. Luca waited until she was inside before turning to me.
"Well?"
"Well what?"
"Did you make things better or worse?"
"Yes." I touched my still-bleeding lip. "Definitely yes."
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Chiara

Rosa delivered the dress at six-thirty with an apologetic smile and instructions that weren't really instructions.
"Mr. Gurrieri has guests for dinner. Family." She laid out a deep burgundy dress that was somehow both modest and elegant. "He'd like you to join them."
"He'd like." I was still furious from the woods, from his hands on my wrists, from the way he'd looked at me like I was simultaneously prey and something precious. "And if I refuse?"
"Then I'll bring dinner to your room, dear. But—" She smoothed the dress carefully. "It might be good for you to see the family. Understand what you're dealing with here."
"I already know what I'm dealing with. Kidnappers and murderers."
"Perhaps. But there are levels to everything." She headed for the door, paused at the threshold. "The emerald was lovely on you the other night. But tonight, I'd suggest the burgundy. It makes a different statement."
What statement? That I was strong enough to sit across from people who'd killed my parents? That I could smile and make small talk with monsters who wore expensive suits?
I showered, washing away forest dirt and sweat and the lingering feeling of Adrien's hands on me. My ankle was swollen but not sprained—just twisted enough to be annoying. Battle wounds from a war I was losing.
The dress fit perfectly, because of course it did. Burgundy silk that fell to just above my knees, with a neckline that suggested rather than revealed. Rosa was right—it made a statement. Stronger than the emerald. Less like a doll, more like a weapon.
I left my hair down, used Mom's pearl necklace despite the stains, applied makeup with more care than I'd used in years. If I was walking into the lion's den, I'd do it looking like I belonged there.
Even if I absolutely didn't.
The formal dining room was already occupied when I arrived at seven sharp. Adrien stood by the windows in a black suit that made him look every inch the crime lord he was. Luca leaned against the sideboard, dressed slightly less formally, looking concerned when he saw me. And scattered around the room were five other men I didn't recognize, all in expensive clothes, all watching me like I was a specimen under glass.
Adrien's expression when he saw me was gratifying—surprise and something hotter, darker, quickly controlled. "Chiara. You came."
"Rosa said it wasn't optional."
"Nothing here is optional," one of the strange men said. He was older, maybe sixty, with cold eyes and a smile that didn't reach them. "That's how the family works, girl. The boss says jump, you ask how high."
"Sal." Adrien's voice held warning. "Manners."
"Just educating our guest about respect."
I moved to the chair Luca had pulled out, ignoring Sal's commentary. The table was set for eight, which meant we were still waiting on people. My stomach twisted with anxiety I was trying to hide.
"Chiara, this is Sal Martinelli, my father's advisor." Adrien made the introductions without enthusiasm. "Sal, this is Chiara Altieri. She's under my protection."
The emphasis on the last word made several of the men shift uncomfortably. Protection. Code for something that carried weight in this world.
"Altieri." Sal studied me with open curiosity. "That name sounds familiar."
"It shouldn't." Adrien cut him off smoothly. "More wine? Rosa's outdone herself with the osso buco tonight."
The conversation shifted to business—territory disputes, shipping schedules, names I didn't recognize and didn't want to. I sat quietly, cataloging exits, noting the positions of everyone in the room, preparing for violence even though I had no weapon and no real plan.
Old habits from the streets. Never sit with your back to a door. Always know where the exits are. Never trust anyone completely.
The door opened at seven-fifteen.
Massimo entered first—Adrien's cousin, the one who'd grabbed me at the family compound. He saw me and his expression darkened, but he took his seat without comment. Behind him came two other men I vaguely remembered from that awful meeting, and finally—
Finally came the man from my nightmares.
He was older than I remembered. Sixty, maybe sixty-five. Silver hair impeccably styled. Expensive suit that screamed old money. Pale blue eyes that swept the room and landed on me with calculation and recognition.
I knew that voice.
Even before he spoke, I knew it in my bones, in my blood, in the part of me that had been hiding under floorboards listening to my parents die.
"Well, well." His voice was smooth, cultured, exactly as I remembered from that night ten years ago. "What have we here?"
No.
No no no no no.
My hands were shaking. I gripped my napkin under the table, nails digging into palms hard enough to hurt. Breathe. I needed to breathe. Needed to not give away that I recognized him, that I knew exactly who he was.
"Uncle Rocco." Adrien's voice was carefully neutral. "I didn't know you were coming tonight."
"Last minute decision. You know me, nephew. I like to keep tabs on family." Those cold eyes never left me. "Aren't you going to introduce me to your guest?"
"This is Chiara—"
"Altieri." Rocco moved to the table, took the seat directly across from me. "Yes, I heard. The daughter of two people who made some very poor choices ten years ago."
He was THERE.
This man sitting across from me, smiling like we were old friends, had given the order. Had stood in my childhood home and demanded to know where "the file" was. Had been the reason my mother screamed, my father fell silent, my entire world ended in blood and gunpowder.
"Something wrong, dear?" He tilted his head, studying me. "You look pale."
I couldn't speak. Couldn't move. Couldn't do anything except stare at the monster who'd murdered my parents while smiling like he was discussing the weather.
"She's fine." Adrien's voice came from far away. "Just tired. Long day."
"I'm sure." Rocco picked up his wine glass, still watching me. "Must be quite an adjustment. From that club in Hell's Kitchen to here. Like going from the gutter to a palace, wouldn't you say?"
He knew. He knew where I'd worked, where I'd lived, everything about me. And he was sitting here taunting me with it while everyone else pretended this was normal.
"Chiara?" Luca's voice, concerned. "You okay?"
No. I wasn't okay. I would never be okay again.
Rosa appeared with the first course, and I used the distraction to push back from the table. My chair scraped loudly—too loudly. Everyone turned to look.
"I need—" My voice came out broken. "Bathroom. Excuse me."
I didn't wait for permission. Just stood, walked with as much dignity as I could manage, made it to the hallway before my legs gave out.
The bathroom was three doors down. I barely made it inside before the panic attack hit full force.
Couldn't breathe. Couldn't think. The walls were closing in, the air was too thin, my heart was trying to escape my chest. I slid down the wall, pulling my knees up, trying to remember how to be human instead of prey.
He was here. The man who'd killed my parents was sitting at that table like he belonged there, like he hadn't destroyed my entire world, like I was supposed to smile and make conversation while he—
The door opened.
Adrien. Of course it was Adrien.
He closed it behind him, locked it, moved to where I was huddled on expensive tile trying not to scream. "Chiara. Look at me."
I couldn't. Could barely see through the panic.
"Look at me." He cupped my face with both hands, forcing my eyes to his. "Breathe. In through your nose, out through your mouth. With me. Breathe."
"He—" I couldn't get the words out. "That's him. That's—"
"I know." His voice was tight. "I know, and I'm sorry. I didn't know he was coming. I would never have let you—"
"He killed them." The words came out as a sob. "He was there. I heard his voice. He's the one who—"
"I know." He pulled me against his chest, arms wrapping tight. Safe. I shouldn't feel safe with him, but I did. "I know, and I swear to you, I will handle this. He won't touch you. He won't hurt you. I promise."
"How can you stand him? How can you work with him, sit at the same table, knowing what he is?"
"Because I have to. Because if I move against him without proof, without support, he'll tear the organization apart and take me with it." He pressed his lips to my hair. "But I'm working on it, Chiara. I'm finding the evidence, building the case, making sure when I move against him, it sticks. For you. For your parents. For everyone he's hurt."
I wanted to believe him. Wanted to trust that he'd make this right. But sitting three rooms away was the man who'd ordered my parents' execution, and I was supposed to what? Go back in there and finish dinner?
"I can't." I pulled back, looking up at him. "I can't go back in there. I can't sit across from him and pretend—"
"You don't have to. I'll make excuses, send you upstairs—"
"He'll know. He already suspects something's wrong." I forced air into my lungs. "I saw his face when I left. He knows I recognized him."
Adrien's expression went dark. Dangerous. "Then we adjust the plan. You stay close to me. Don't speak to him unless absolutely necessary. Don't show fear. Don't give him anything to use against you."
"He killed my parents."
"I know." His hands framed my face again. "And he's going to pay for it. But not tonight. Tonight, you survive. You show him you're stronger than the eight-year-old girl who hid under the floorboards. You show everyone in that dining room that you belong here, that you're under my protection, and that touching you means war."
"I don't know if I can."
"Yes, you do. You've survived ten years of hell. You can survive one dinner." He helped me stand, steadied me when I wobbled. "I'll be right there. The second you need out, you signal me, and I'll end it. But Chiara—" He waited until I met his eyes. "Don't let him see you break. He feeds on fear. Don't give him that satisfaction."
He was right. Rocco was a predator, and showing fear would only make things worse. I needed to be strong. Needed to channel every survival instinct I'd honed on the streets, in the orphanage, in a world that had tried to break me and failed.
I could do this.
I had to do this.
"Okay." I straightened my dress, checked my reflection in the mirror. Pale but composed. Scared but standing. "Let's go."
"That's my girl." He said it like a promise, like praise, like I was something more than the obligation he'd taken on.
We walked back together, his hand on my lower back—possessive, protective, a statement to everyone in that dining room that I was his to defend. When we entered, conversations stopped. Every eye turned to us.
"Sorry for the interruption." I slid back into my seat, meeting Rocco's calculating gaze head-on. "Where were we?"
His smile was a predator sizing up prey. "I was just asking your protector here about his plans for you. Whether you're a permanent fixture or just passing through."
"Permanent." Adrien answered before I could. "Chiara is staying as long as she chooses to stay."
"Interesting." Rocco took a sip of wine. "And have you chosen to stay, Miss Altieri? Or is this... protection... more mandatory than voluntary?"
Trap. That question was a trap designed to expose the kidnapping, to create tension, to give him ammunition against Adrien.
"I'm exactly where I need to be." The words tasted like ash but sounded like truth. "For now."
"For now." He repeated it thoughtfully. "Such careful wording. You're smarter than your father, at least. He never knew when to keep his mouth shut."
The mention of my father was deliberate provocation. Designed to make me react, to show weakness, to prove I was the same scared little girl from that night.
I smiled instead. Bright and cold and nothing like I felt inside. "I wouldn't know. I barely remember him."
Lie. Such a huge lie. But Rocco couldn't know that. Couldn't know I'd spent ten years remembering every detail of that night, cataloging every voice, waiting for a chance at revenge.
"Shame." He turned his attention to Adrien. "So nephew, tell me about this evidence you're searching for. The file that got the Altieri parents killed. Any progress?"
The table went silent. Even Sal looked uncomfortable.
Adrien's expression didn't change. "I don't know what you're referring to, uncle."
"Oh, I think you do." Rocco leaned back in his chair, completely at ease. "Word is you've been investigating. Digging into old business, asking questions that were already answered ten years ago. Makes an old man wonder what you're really after."
"Justice." I said it before Adrien could stop me. "He's after justice for people who deserved better than they got."
Everyone stared at me. Including Rocco, whose smile finally slipped.
"Careful, girl. You don't know the whole story."
"Then enlighten me." I leaned forward. "Tell me exactly what happened that night. Why two innocent people had to die. Why their daughter had to grow up alone, traumatized, with blood on her hands that wasn't hers. Tell me the story, and I'll decide if justice is warranted."
"Chiara." Adrien's hand found mine under the table, squeezed once. Warning. "Not now."
But it was too late. I'd drawn the line, called out the monster, made this personal in a way that couldn't be taken back.
Rocco stood slowly, deliberately, his pleasant mask finally cracking to show the coldness beneath. "I think I've lost my appetite. Enjoy your dinner, nephew. And do control your pet. Before she says something that gets her hurt."
He left. The others followed in uncomfortable silence, filing out until only Adrien, Luca, and I remained with Rosa's perfect osso buco going cold on plates nobody had touched.
"Well." Luca broke the silence first. "That was fun. Let's never do it again."
I started laughing. Couldn't help it. Inappropriate, manic laughter that bordered on hysteria. I'd just called out a mafia boss for murder, survived a panic attack, and made it through the worst dinner of my life without completely breaking down.
"Chiara?" Adrien still held my hand. "You okay?"
"No. But I will be." I squeezed back. "He knows. About me recognizing him. About you investigating. About all of it."
"Yes. He does." Adrien pulled me to my feet, into his arms, held me while I shook. "Which means we're out of time. The war I've been preparing for? It just started."
"Good." I looked up at him, at this complicated man who'd kidnapped me and protected me and made me feel things I shouldn't feel. "Let's end it."

End of Chapter 10
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[bookmark: _tfg7gt24libq]CHAPTER 11: MONSTERS AT THE TABLE
Chiara

I couldn't breathe.
The bathroom tile was cold under my knees, but I barely registered it. My lungs had forgotten their function, pulling in air that brought no relief. Black spots danced at my vision's edges. The walls pressed closer with each failed breath.
Rocco's voice kept echoing. The Altieri girl. Poor choices. Your father never knew when to keep his mouth shut.
He'd been there. Standing in my kitchen while my parents bled out above me. His voice—smooth, cultured, exactly as I remembered—had been the last thing my father heard before the world ended.
My hands were shaking. No, my whole body was shaking. Tremors I couldn't control, couldn't stop, making my teeth chatter despite the expensive heating system keeping the estate at a perfect seventy-two degrees.
The door opened. Locked behind someone. Footsteps approaching.
"Chiara." Adrien's voice cut through the panic fog. "Look at me."
I couldn't. Could barely see through the tears I hadn't realized were falling, through the memories superimposing themselves over reality. Eight years old again. Hiding. Listening to my parents die.
"Look at me." Hands cupped my face, warm and solid, grounding. Storm-grey eyes filled my vision, blocking out everything else. "Breathe. In through your nose. Count to four. Hold it. Out through your mouth. Count to four. With me."
He demonstrated, exaggerating the motion. I tried to follow, failed. Tried again. My lungs hitched, protested, finally cooperated on the third attempt.
"Good. Again. In, two, three, four. Hold. Out, two, three, four."
We breathed together—him calm and measured, me gasping and desperate—until the black spots receded. Until the walls stopped moving. Until I could think past the terror long enough to remember where I was.
Not in my childhood kitchen. Not hiding under floorboards.
In a mansion. With the son of one murderer, after meeting another.
"He was there." The words scraped out of my raw throat. "That night. I heard his voice. He gave the orders, he—" A sob cut me off, ugly and broken.
"I know." Adrien pulled me against his chest, arms wrapping tight enough to hold me together when I was falling apart. "I know, and I'm sorry. I didn't know he was coming. Would never have put you through that."
"How can you stand him?" My fingers dug into his shirt, wrinkling the expensive fabric. "How can you work with him, sit at the same table, act like he's just your uncle instead of—"
"A monster?" He pressed his lips to my hair. "Because I have to. Because moving against family without proof, without support from the captains, means civil war. Means people dying. Means losing control of the organization and letting someone worse take over."
"Someone worse than a man who murders families?"
"Yes." The single word carried weight I didn't want to understand. "There are worse things than quick deaths, Chiara. There are people in this world who would've made your parents suffer for days. Who would've kept you alive just to use you as leverage. Rocco is evil, but he's predictable evil. The alternatives are chaos."
I wanted to argue. Wanted to say nothing could be worse than what Rocco had done. But I'd grown up on streets that taught me exactly how creative human cruelty could be. Had seen things in the foster system that proved monsters came in all forms.
"I can't go back out there." My voice was small, defeated. "I can't sit across from him and pretend—"
"You don't have to." He pulled back just enough to look at me, thumbs wiping away tears. "I'll make excuses. You're exhausted, jet-lagged from a trip you never took, whatever story keeps you safe. He already knows you recognized him—there's no hiding that now. But you don't have to perform for him."
"He'll see it as weakness."
"He'll see it as trauma. Which is what it is." His jaw tightened. "And if he tries to use that against you, he'll learn exactly how far I'm willing to go to keep you safe."
The promise in those words should've scared me. Instead, I felt something loosen in my chest—a knot of tension I'd been carrying since the moment Rocco walked into that dining room.
"What happens now?" I asked. "He knows I recognized him. Knows you're investigating. What's his next move?"
"He'll try to force my hand. Create a situation where I have to choose between you and the organization." Adrien helped me stand, steadied me when my legs wobbled. "Which is why we move first. We find that evidence, we build an airtight case, and we burn him down before he can strike."
"And me? What am I supposed to do while you're planning war?"
"You stay alive. You stay close to me. You let me handle the monster who destroyed your family." He tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, the gesture so gentle it hurt. "Can you do that?"
Every instinct I'd honed over ten years screamed at me to say no. To refuse help, refuse protection, handle my own problems the way I always had. But sitting on a bathroom floor having a panic attack wasn't handling anything. It was barely surviving.
"I want to fight him." The admission cost me. "Not just watch you fight for me. I want—" I stopped, trying to find words for the rage that had been building since I was eight. "I want him to know it was me. That the girl he left orphaned is the reason he falls."
Adrien studied my face, reading something in my expression that made his own darken with understanding. "Then we'll make sure he knows. When we move against him, when we destroy everything he's built, you'll be there. He'll see your face right before we take him down."
"Promise?"
"On my life."
The vow settled over us, heavy and binding. This wasn't just his war anymore. It was ours.
"Come on." He offered his hand. "Let's get you upstairs, away from all of this."
I took his hand because the alternative was staying in this bathroom where I could still hear echoes of Rocco's voice, still feel the weight of his attention like a physical threat. We slipped out through a side door, avoiding the dining room where presumably everyone still sat with cooling osso buco and uncomfortable questions.
The walk to my bedroom felt longer than usual. Every shadow made me flinch. Every sound could've been footsteps following. Adrien noticed, kept himself between me and every potential threat, moving through his own house like we were in hostile territory.
Maybe we were.
Inside my room, he locked the door and checked the windows—paranoia or procedure, I couldn't tell. Then he turned to me, expression conflicted.
"I should go. Let you rest."
"Don't." The word came out before I could stop it. "Please. I don't—" I couldn't finish. Couldn't admit that being alone right now felt impossible, that the nightmares would be worse than usual, that for all the complicated mess between us, he was the only person who made me feel safe.
He read it anyway. Always did.
"Okay. I'll stay." He moved to the chair by the window, settling in like he planned to keep watch all night.
"Not there." I climbed onto the bed, pulled back the covers. "Here."
"Chiara—"
"I'm not asking you to—" I gestured vaguely. "Just. Stay. Like you did in the library. Company without expectations."
He hesitated, clearly warring with himself over every reason this was a bad idea. Then he kicked off his shoes and joined me on the bed, staying on top of the covers, maintaining that last barrier of propriety.
It should've been awkward. Should've been uncomfortable. Instead, it was exactly what I needed.
"Tell me something," I said into the darkness, not ready for sleep I knew wouldn't come. "Something real. Not about the organization or my parents or any of this. Just... something."
"Like what?"
"I don't know. Your favorite book. Your first concert. The last time you laughed so hard you cried." I turned to look at him, his profile outlined by moonlight through the gauzy curtains. "Something that makes you human instead of the heir to a crime empire."
He was quiet long enough that I thought he wouldn't answer. Then: "I was eleven when my mother died. Right after, Luca's family took me in for a week while my father handled the funeral arrangements. Luca's mom made us watch old movies every night—Casablanca, The Godfather, It's a Wonderful Life. Said we needed to remember that life was bigger than our grief."
I waited, sensing there was more.
"We watched The Princess Bride one night. I'd never seen it. Didn't want to—thought it was some stupid romance movie." A ghost of a smile touched his lips. "But then the sword fights started, and the dialogue was so sharp, so clever. And there was this line—'Life is pain, Highness. Anyone who says differently is selling something.' It was the first true thing I'd heard since my mother died."
"That's a depressing takeaway from The Princess Bride."
"Maybe. But it was honest. And honesty was rare in my world." He turned his head to look at me. "Your turn. Something real."
"Moon—Aila—found me passed out behind the club about a year ago. I'd worked a double shift, hadn't eaten all day, just... collapsed. She could've left me there, could've called an ambulance I couldn't afford, could've told the boss I was a liability." I pulled the blanket higher, remembering the kindness of that moment. "Instead, she bought me dinner from a twenty-four-hour diner. Sat with me while I ate. Told me stories about her life to keep me awake until she was sure I wasn't going to pass out again."
"That's when you became friends?"
"That's when I started believing maybe the whole world wasn't garbage. That maybe some people were decent." I swallowed past the tightness in my throat. "She's probably losing her mind right now. Moon filed a missing person report. The cops are involved. She thinks something terrible happened to me."
"We'll fix it. I'll have Luca send another message, something only you would know, proof you're okay." He shifted closer, no longer maintaining that careful distance. "What would only you know? What's something between you and Moon that nobody else would?"
I thought about it. "She has a tattoo on her left hip. A compass rose, but the north star is pointing east. Says it's because she's always lost but at least she's lost in the right direction."
"That works. Luca will include it tomorrow." His hand found mine between us, fingers lacing together. "I'm sorry. That you're trapped here, that you can't talk to your friend, that tonight happened. All of it."
"Stop apologizing." I squeezed his hand. "You're not your father. You're not Rocco. You're just—"
"Just what?"
"Complicated." The same word he'd used in the forest. "Impossible to figure out. Doing terrible things for reasons that almost make sense."
"That's the most generous assessment of my character I've heard in years."
"Don't get used to it. Tomorrow I might go back to hating you."
"Fair enough." He brought our joined hands to his lips, pressed a kiss to my knuckles that felt like a promise. "But tonight, you're allowed to not hate me. Just for tonight."
We lay there in the darkness, hands clasped between us, neither sleeping nor talking. Just existing together in the space between captor and captive, between protector and protected, between two people who shouldn't fit but somehow did.
The nightmares came anyway—they always did. But this time when I woke gasping, there were arms around me immediately, a voice in my ear telling me I was safe, solid warmth reminding me I wasn't eight years old and alone.
"I've got you," Adrien murmured against my hair. "You're here. You're safe. I've got you."
I believed him.
God help me, but I believed him.

End of Chapter 11
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She'd fallen asleep around four AM, finally exhausted enough that the nightmares couldn't touch her. I'd stayed awake, watching her breathe, cataloging every small movement that said she was alive and safe despite Rocco sitting three floors below us eating Rosa's food like he hadn't destroyed this girl's entire world.
I wanted to kill him.
Not the strategic, calculated elimination I'd been planning. I wanted to put my hands around his throat and squeeze until he understood exactly what terror felt like, until he knew the fear Chiara had lived with for ten years, until he stopped being a problem permanently.
The restraint required to not go downstairs and do exactly that was eating me alive.
My phone had vibrated twice—Luca checking in, Massimo asking what the hell had happened. I'd ignored both. Nothing mattered except the girl currently curled into my side, one hand fisted in my shirt even in sleep, holding on like I might disappear.
Sunrise crept through the windows around six. Golden light painted her features softer than usual—the sharp defensive angles she carried during the day melted away, leaving someone who looked young. Vulnerable. Nothing like the fighter who'd bitten my lip and called me out in front of my entire family.
Both versions were real. Both were her.
And I was so completely, irrevocably in love with her that breathing hurt.
"You're staring." Her voice was sleep-rough, eyes still closed. "It's creepy."
"You're awake."
"Hard not to be when someone's watching you like a science experiment." She opened one eye, then the other, blinking against the morning light. "What time is it?"
"A little after six."
"Did you sleep at all?"
"No."
She shifted, propping herself up on one elbow to look at me properly. Her hair was tangled from sleep, yesterday's makeup smudged under her eyes, and she was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen.
"You need to sleep," she said. "Can't protect me if you're dead on your feet."
"I'll sleep later."
"Liar." But there was no heat in it. She studied my face, reading something that made her expression shift. "You wanted to kill him last night. After I left the dining room."
Not a question. "Yes."
"But you didn't."
"No."
"Why not?"
"Because killing him without proof, without the captains behind me, means civil war. Means losing everything I've built, everything I'm trying to make legitimate." I touched her face, traced the line of her cheekbone. "And it means potentially losing you in the crossfire. So I sat at that table, finished my wine, and made excuses for why you'd left. Then I made sure every guard on this estate knows that if Rocco gets within ten feet of you without my explicit permission, they shoot him."
Her breath caught. "You did what?"
"I gave a direct order. You are under my protection. That means anyone who threatens you—family or not—is a threat to me. And threats get eliminated." I held her gaze, made sure she understood. "He won't touch you, Chiara. I'll burn the entire organization to the ground before I let him hurt you."
"That's insane."
"That's survival. That's what it takes to keep you safe in my world." My thumb brushed her lower lip. "I told you before—you're worth it. Worth the war, worth the consequences, worth everything."
She didn't argue. Just looked at me with those eyes that saw too much, that stripped away every defense I had. "You really mean that."
"Every word."
"This is so messed up." But she was leaning closer, erasing the space between us. "You kidnapped me. Stalked me. Took away my freedom. I should despise you."
"I know."
"And instead I—" She stopped, jaw working. "Instead I feel safest when you're around. Trust you when I shouldn't. Want you when it makes no sense."
"I know that too."
"So what do we do about it?"
The question hung between us, loaded with implications neither of us were ready to face in daylight. This thing between us—whatever it was—didn't fit any normal definition. Wasn't healthy by any standard measure. But it was real, and it was ours, and I was done pretending it was anything other than what it was.
"We stop fighting it," I said. "Stop pretending this is temporary or that you'll go back to your old life when this is over. Because you won't. That life doesn't exist anymore. You're here now, with me, and I'm not letting go."
"That sounds like possession."
"It is possession. I'm possessive. Protective. Completely unable to be rational where you're concerned." I rolled, pinning her beneath me, hands braced on either side of her head. "Tell me to stop. Tell me this is wrong. Tell me you want me to leave."
"And if I don't?"
"Then I'm going to kiss you. Touch you. Make you forget everything except how good we are together." My voice dropped lower. "And this time, I'm not holding back."
Her pulse jumped at her throat. "You held back before?"
"Yes."
"Why?"
"Because it was your first time with me. I wanted to be gentle, careful, make sure you felt safe." I lowered my head until my lips brushed her ear. "But gentle isn't what either of us needs right now. We need—"
"To forget." She arched up, bringing our bodies flush. "To feel something other than fear. To prove we're alive."
"Yes."
"Then stop talking and kiss me already."
I did.
This kiss was nothing like the first one—no hesitation, no careful exploration. This was claim and conquest, taking what I needed while giving her everything I had. She matched me intensity for intensity, hands tangling in my hair, pulling me closer like she couldn't get enough.
We'd crossed too many lines already. One more wouldn't matter.
I kissed down her throat, teeth scraping against her pulse point, and she made a sound that shot straight through me. Her hands went to my shirt, fumbling with buttons in a hurry that matched my own. We got it off together, her nails dragging down my back hard enough to leave marks I'd feel later.
Good. I wanted her marks. Wanted evidence that this was real, that she was here and alive and mine.
"Your turn." I pulled at her sleep shirt, the soft cotton barrier between us suddenly intolerable. She lifted her arms, let me strip it away, and the sight of her in morning light stole what was left of my control.
"Beautiful." The word was inadequate. "You're so damn beautiful."
"Show me." Not a request. A demand. "Show me I'm more than what Rocco tried to make me. More than a victim. More than collateral damage."
I showed her.
With hands that worshipped every inch of skin, mapping the scars she tried to hide. With lips that followed the paths my fingers traced, learning what made her gasp, what made her arch, what made her say my name like a prayer. With a thoroughness that had nothing to do with technique and everything to do with need.
She wasn't passive. Learned quickly what I liked, what made me lose my careful control, what turned me into someone who forgot every reason this was complicated. Her teeth found my shoulder when I touched her exactly right, biting hard enough to ground us both.
"More," she demanded against my neck. "Stop being careful. I won't break."
"You sure about that?"
"Positive. Now stop talking and prove you meant what you said about not holding back."
Challenge accepted.
I flipped her onto her stomach, pulled her hips up, entered her from behind in one smooth thrust that made us both groan. Deeper this way. More intense. Her hands fisted in the sheets, back arching, taking everything I gave and demanding more.
"Yes." The word was half-moan, half-encouragement. "Like that. Exactly like that."
I set a punishing pace, one hand gripping her hip hard enough to bruise, the other tangled in her hair. Not gentle. Not careful. Just desperate and raw and exactly what we both needed to forget the monster downstairs and the war we'd declared.
She pushed back against me, meeting every thrust, her body taking mine like we'd been designed for this. Like all the wrong between us somehow created a right when we came together.
"Touch yourself," I commanded, voice rough. "I want to feel you come around me."
She obeyed without hesitation, hand disappearing between her legs. I felt when she made contact—felt her body tighten, heard her breath hitch. Felt her pleasure building toward breaking.
"That's it. Let me feel it. Let me—"
She shattered, my name ripping from her throat, body clenching around me so tight I nearly followed her over. Nearly. Not yet. Not done with her.
I pulled out, flipped her onto her back, pinned her wrists above her head with one hand while the other tilted her hips up. Eye contact this time. No hiding. Just us, stripped bare, nothing between us except skin and sweat and truth.
"Again," I said, pushing back inside. "Come for me again."
"Can't." But her body said otherwise, already building toward another peak.
"You can. You will." I shifted the angle, hit that spot that made her curse and cling and forget how to think. "Because you're mine, and I take care of what's mine."
The possessive language should've made her angry. Instead, her legs wrapped around my waist, pulling me deeper. "Prove it."
So I did. Took her apart systematically, relentlessly, learning her body's responses like it was the most important exam I'd ever face. And when she came the second time, calling my name loud enough that everyone in the house probably heard, I finally let go. Followed her into that perfect oblivion where nothing existed except us.
After, we were a tangle of limbs and labored breathing. I rolled us onto our sides, still connected, not ready to separate yet. She fit against me perfectly, head tucked under my chin, one leg thrown over my hip.
"That was—" She stopped, apparently unable to find words.
"Yeah."
"We're terrible at keeping boundaries."
"The worst." I pressed a kiss to her forehead. "But I'm not sorry."
"Me neither." She pulled back enough to look at me. "This doesn't fix anything, though. Rocco is still a threat. The organization is still watching. We're still trapped in this situation."
"I know. But for a few minutes, none of that mattered."
"No," she agreed. "For a few minutes, the only thing that mattered was this."
My phone buzzed on the nightstand—reality intruding on our temporary escape. I ignored it. Let it go to voicemail. Whoever it was could wait.
"You need to check that." Chiara untangled herself, immediately making me miss her warmth. "Could be important."
"You're important. Everything else can wait."
But she was already reaching for her discarded sleep shirt, pulling it on, building her armor back up. The girl who'd just come apart in my arms disappeared behind defensive walls I recognized too well.
I checked the phone. Three missed calls from Luca. Two texts: We have a problem. Rocco made a move. Call me.
Reality crashed back with a vengeance.
"What is it?" Chiara asked, reading my expression.
"Luca. Says Rocco made a move." I was already getting dressed, mind shifting from lover to leader. "Stay here. Lock the door. Don't open it for anyone except me, Rosa, or Luca."
"What kind of move?"
"Don't know yet. But nothing good." I kissed her once more, quick and hard. "Stay put. I mean it."
"Be careful."
"Always."
I left before I could do something stupid like promise her this would be okay, that we'd win this war, that she'd be safe. Promises I couldn't keep until Rocco was handled.
But as I headed toward whatever crisis waited, one thing was crystal clear: I'd burn the entire world down before I let him hurt her again.
She was mine.
And I protected what was mine with everything I had.

End of Chapter 12
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Adrien had been gone for three hours.
I'd paced the bedroom for the first thirty minutes, then given up on "staying put" like some damsel locked in a tower. The door wasn't actually locked—he'd asked me to lock it, but I'd never agreed. Subtle difference that mattered when you'd spent ten years refusing to be caged.
The hallway was quiet. Most of the guards had disappeared with Adrien to handle whatever "move" Rocco had made. Rosa was in the kitchen humming along to Italian radio. The house felt bigger when it was empty, less like a prison and more like a museum dedicated to wealth I'd never understand.
I found Luca in a room I'd never seen before—third floor, west wing, door marked "Storage" that was absolutely not storage. Inside was pure tech haven: multiple monitors displaying security feeds, servers humming in climate-controlled cabinets, equipment that probably cost more than I'd earn in a lifetime.
He looked up when I entered, not surprised. "Let me guess. He told you to stay in your room."
"He asked. I declined." I moved closer, studying the screens. "What's Rocco's move?"
"Can't tell you. Adrien's orders."
"Luca."
"Chiara." But he was smiling slightly. "You're really bad at following instructions, you know that?"
"One of my many charms." I pulled up a chair beside him. "So either tell me what's happening, or put me to work. Your choice."
He considered me for a long moment, weighing loyalties and consequences. "You want to work?"
"I want to do something other than sit around waiting for someone else to fight my battles."
"Fair enough." He tapped a few keys, pulling up a new screen. "How are you with research? Reading through boring documents, connecting dots?"
"I worked as a bartender. I spent every shift reading people, tracking patterns, predicting what they'd order before they asked. Dots are my specialty."
"Perfect." He slid a wireless keyboard and mouse toward me, gestured at one of the secondary monitors. "These are the files we've collected on your parents' case. Police reports, financial records, witness statements. Most of it's redacted or incomplete, but there might be something we missed."
"You want me to investigate my own parents' deaths?"
"I want you to help us find the evidence they died protecting. Because right now, we're operating blind. We know the file exists. We know it's enough to destroy Rocco. We just don't know where it is." He met my eyes. "Your father hid it somewhere. Somewhere he thought was safe, somewhere connected to you or your mother. You might see connections we can't."
He was right. I'd been approaching this whole situation reactively—responding to Adrien's protection, to Rocco's threat, to circumstances I couldn't control. But this? This was something I could actually do.
"Show me what you have."
The files were extensive. Police reports from the night my parents died, sanitized and vague. "Home invasion gone wrong. No suspects. Case remains open." Autopsy reports I'd already seen in Adrien's office, listing causes of death with clinical detachment that made my stomach turn.
But underneath those were documents I hadn't known existed.
My father's employment records. He'd worked for Gurrieri Financial Services—a shell company, according to Luca's notes—as a senior accountant. His salary had been generous. Suspiciously generous for someone with his experience level.
"He was being paid to look the other way," I said, pointing at the numbers. "This is way above market rate."
"That's what we thought. But about six months before he died, something changed." Luca pulled up bank statements. "See? He started making copies. Documenting transactions. Building a case."
The statements showed money moving through accounts with names like "Harbor Property LLC" and "Atlantic Import Associates." Millions of dollars, funneled through legitimate-looking businesses, all leading back to the Gurrieri organization.
Money laundering. On a massive scale.
"My father discovered this?"
"Discovered and documented. Spent six months building evidence, probably planning to turn it over to the FBI." Luca's expression was grim. "Your dad was brave. Stupid, maybe, but brave."
"He wasn't stupid." The defense came automatically. "He was trying to do the right thing."
"In this world, those are the same thing."
I kept reading. Employment records. Bank statements. Email correspondence that had been recovered from destroyed hard drives. My father had been methodical, careful, collecting everything he'd need to make charges stick.
Then I found it.
An email, dated two weeks before the murders, sent from my father's work account to an address I didn't recognize: "File secured at location discussed. Insurance policy for S&C. Will proceed as planned once family is safe."
S&C. Sofia and Chiara. Mom and me.
"He knew." The realization hit me like a physical blow. "He knew they were going to kill him. He was trying to get us out first."
"Looks that way." Luca pulled up another document—travel itineraries. "He'd booked flights to California. Three tickets. Departure date was three days after he died."
We'd almost escaped. Almost gotten out. Three more days and we would've been gone, living under new names, maybe safe.
But someone had found out. Someone had acted first.
"Who leaked it?" I asked. "Who told Rocco my father was building a case?"
"That's what we've been trying to figure out. Had to be someone inside. Someone your father trusted enough to tell about his plans." Luca scrolled through personnel files. "We've narrowed it to three people who worked in his department, had access to his files."
Three faces appeared on screen. Two men, one woman, all professionally dressed for company photos that meant nothing.
"These three still alive?"
"Two of them. The woman—Margaret Chen—died in a car accident six months after your parents. Possible tie-in, but we can't prove it."
Of course she was dead. Loose ends didn't survive in this world.
I stared at the screens, at the evidence of my father's courage and my mother's fear. At the life we'd almost had in California, at the escape plan that had fallen apart.
"The email mentions a location," I said, pointing back to the crucial message. "'File secured at location discussed.' There has to be other correspondence. Other emails where they discussed where he'd hide it."
"We've looked. Everything else was wiped from the servers."
"What about his personal email? Home computer?"
"Destroyed in the break-in. Rocco's people took it."
Dead end. Unless—
"Wait. My father wasn't great with technology. He always forgot passwords, had Mom write them down." A memory surfaced, half-forgotten. "She kept a notebook. A small one, leather-bound. She called it her 'memory book' because Dad couldn't remember anything."
"Do you know where it is?"
"The police would've collected it. Evidence from the scene." I pulled up the evidence log, scanning for personal items. There—a list of belongings removed from the house. "Says here they took files, electronics, and 'miscellaneous personal documents.'"
"Where does evidence go after a case goes cold?"
"Police storage facility. But after ten years—" Luca was already typing, pulling up information I had no business seeing. "Most of it would've been destroyed or archived off-site."
"Can you find out which?"
"Can I hack into the NYPD evidence management system to search for a decade-old case file? Is that what you're asking me?"
"Yes."
He grinned. "Absolutely. Give me twenty minutes."
While he worked, I kept reading. Found my mother's employment records—she'd been a teacher. Elementary school, third grade. Salary modest but steady. No connection to the Gurrieri organization beyond being married to someone who worked for them.
She'd died because she married the wrong person. Because she loved someone brave enough to fight back.
I found photographs next, scanned copies of family photos that must've been collected as evidence. Me at six, missing my front teeth. Mom laughing at something Dad said off-camera. Dad holding me on his shoulders, both of us grinning at a street fair.
We'd been happy. Normal. The kind of family that should've had decades together, not just eight years.
"Got it." Luca's voice pulled me back. "Evidence box 4728-A, Manhattan storage facility, sublevel three. Looks like it hasn't been touched since 2015."
"Can we get access?"
"We? No. Can I call in a favor from a very corrupt cop who owes Adrien a massive debt? Absolutely." He was already pulling out his phone. "But this is going to take a few hours to arrange. Maybe a day."
A day felt like forever. But it was progress. Real, tangible progress toward finding the evidence that had cost my parents everything.
"Thank you." I stood, needing to move, to process what I'd learned. "For letting me help. For not treating me like some fragile thing that needs protecting."
"You're not fragile. You're the daughter of one of the bravest men I never met, and the girlfriend of the most stubborn man I've ever known." He paused. "You are his girlfriend, right? Or are we calling this something else?"
"We're calling it complicated."
"Fair enough."
I left him to his phone calls and hacking, wandering until I found myself in the library. The books here were leather-bound and probably valuable, the kind of collection built over generations for show rather than reading.
But one shelf held paperbacks—mysteries, mostly. The ones Adrien actually read.
I pulled out a worn copy of The Big Sleep, settled into the couch where I'd fallen asleep before, and tried to focus on fictional murders instead of real ones.
Failed spectacularly.
The door opened an hour later. Adrien, looking exhausted, shirt untucked, jaw tight with tension.
"You didn't stay in your room."
"Nope."
"I asked you to—"
"Asked. Didn't demand. Important distinction." I closed the book. "What was Rocco's move?"
He crossed to the sideboard, poured two fingers of something amber, downed it in one swallow. "He called a family meeting. Without my permission. Brought up concerns about my 'emotional instability' regarding your presence. Suggested maybe I needed to step back, let more experienced leadership guide the organization through this difficult time."
"He's trying to stage a coup."
"He's testing the waters. Seeing who's loyal to me and who'd be willing to switch sides if the price was right." He poured another drink, brought it to where I sat. "Three captains are wavering. Two are solidly with Rocco. The rest are waiting to see which way this goes before committing."
"That's not good."
"No. It's not." He sank onto the couch beside me, head falling back against the cushion. "I'm losing control. Slowly, but losing it. All because I won't kill you like he wants."
"Sorry for being inconveniently alive."
"Don't." He turned his head to look at me. "Don't apologize for existing. This isn't your fault. It's mine, for not moving faster. For letting guilt and honor get in the way of what needs to be done."
"Which is?"
"Eliminating him. Soon. Before he eliminates me and decides to finish what he started with you."
The casual way he discussed murder should've bothered me more than it did. "Luca and I found something today."
That got his attention. He sat up straighter. "What?"
I told him about the research, the emails, Mom's notebook potentially sitting in an evidence box at a police storage facility. Watched his expression shift from exhausted to alert to something that looked like hope.
"If that notebook has passwords, account numbers, anything—"
"We can access the files my father secured. Get the evidence. Use it to destroy Rocco before he destroys you."
"Before he destroys us." He pulled me against him, arms wrapping tight. "We're in this together now. You understand that?"
"Yeah. I'm starting to."
We sat there in the library, surrounded by books neither of us was reading, planning war against a man who'd killed before and would kill again. It should've felt surreal, impossible, like playing dress-up in a world we didn't belong to.
Instead, it felt inevitable.
Like everything that had happened since the night my parents died had been leading to this moment, to this choice, to this war.
"When Luca gets the notebook," I said quietly, "I want to be there when we find the files."
"It might be painful. Seeing what your father documented, why they died."
"I know. But they're my ghosts. I need to face them."
He pressed a kiss to my temple. "Then we'll face them together."

End of Chapter 13
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The emergency call came at eleven PM: rival family making moves on territory that had been ours for two decades. Not just posturing—actual moves. Product shipments intercepted. Money collected by their people instead of ours. A direct challenge that couldn't be ignored.
Which was exactly what Rocco wanted. Get me out of the estate, away from Chiara, handling business while he worked his poison into the organization.
I went anyway. Because ignoring territorial disputes meant looking weak, and weakness invited more challenges.
"She'll be fine," Luca said as we drove toward Red Hook. "Rosa's there. Marco. Every guard knows shoot-first protocol regarding Rocco."
"Unless Rocco's already flipped them."
"He hasn't. I've been monitoring communications. Nobody's turned. Yet."
Yet. The word hung between us, ominous.
The casino was a front—legitimate enough to pass inspection, illegal enough to be profitable. Back rooms where high-stakes poker happened. Private booths where deals were made. Basement where problems got solved permanently.
Tonight's problem was waiting in that basement.
Dmitri Volkov, second-in-command of the Russian operation that was testing boundaries. Mid-forties, built like a freight train, reputation for brutality that rivaled my father's.
He smiled when I entered. "Gurrieri. Finally decided to show up."
"You're on my territory, Dmitri. Stealing my product, my money. Figured I should welcome you properly." I nodded to Marco, who closed and locked the door behind us. Just me, Massimo, Marco, and two Russians who looked competent enough to be dangerous.
"Your territory." Dmitri laughed. "You mean the territory your father took. Which means it's up for grabs now that you're too busy playing house with some girl to run your organization properly."
So Rocco had been talking. Spreading rumors. Making me look distracted, weak, unfit to lead.
"Careful." My voice went cold. "That girl you're referring to is under my protection. Which means mentioning her again ends badly for you."
"See? Proving my point." He gestured expansively. "You're so worried about one woman, you're losing control of everything else. Your uncle thinks maybe it's time for new leadership. Someone who remembers business comes first."
"My uncle can think whatever he wants. Doesn't change the fact that this is my organization. My territory. My rules." I moved closer, hands relaxed, showing no weapon. "So here's how this works. You leave. Now. Stop intercepting shipments. Stop collecting money that isn't yours. Stop existing in my spaces."
"And if I don't?"
"Then I make an example out of you. Send a message to everyone else who thinks I'm weak, distracted, ready to be replaced."
He pulled a gun. Fast. Well-trained.
Not fast enough.
I had his wrist twisted and the gun on the floor before his finger found the trigger. Broke his arm in two places while Marco and Massimo handled his backup. The sounds were ugly—bone snapping, men screaming, violence happening too fast to stop even if anyone wanted to.
When it was over, Dmitri was on his knees, cradling his ruined arm, looking at me with new understanding.
"You're not your father," he gasped. "You're worse."
"My father enjoyed this. I don't." I picked up his gun, checked the chamber, set it on the table beside him. "But I'm effective. Remember that. Tell whoever sent you that Adrien Gurrieri is still in charge, still capable, still not someone you want as an enemy."
"Rocco sent me. Said you'd lost your edge."
"Rocco was wrong."
I left him there for his people to collect. They'd get the message back. Everyone would get the message: I was still dangerous, still in control, still willing to do whatever it took.
But the victory felt hollow.
Massimo rode back with me, silent until we were halfway to the estate. "You broke his arm in three places, not two."
"Did I?"
"That was personal. This thing with the girl—it's making you sloppy. Emotional."
"Or it's making me more dangerous. Hard to tell the difference sometimes." I looked at him. "You have something to say, cousin? Now's the time."
"Just wondering how long until you have to choose." He stared out the window. "Between her and the organization. Because eventually, you will. And I'm curious which one wins."
"I'm curious why you care."
"Because I'm next in line. If you fall, this lands on me. And I'm not ready to inherit a civil war."
Fair point. Massimo was ambitious, power-hungry, morally flexible. But he wasn't stupid. Rocco winning meant Massimo lost just as much as I did.
"Help me, then. Support me publicly. Make it clear the family stands together."
"And what do I get?"
"What do you want?"
He thought about it. "Territory. The waterfront operations. Full control, no oversight."
"Done. On one condition—you keep your hands off Chiara. She's untouchable. Non-negotiable."
"Wasn't planning to touch her anyway." But his smile said he'd considered it, was considering it still. Testing boundaries was in his nature—business or personal. "Deal."
We shook on it. Devil's bargain with a man I didn't fully trust, but desperate times bred desperate alliances.
The estate was quiet when I returned. After midnight, most lights off, guards at their posts looking alert. Rosa had left a note: Miss Chiara ate dinner. She's in her room. I left sandwiches in the fridge for you.
My knuckles were split, bleeding sluggishly. Dmitri's blood was probably mixed with mine on my shirt. I needed to clean up before seeing Chiara, didn't want her seeing this side of me.
Too late.
She was sitting on the stairs, wearing pajamas and my jacket she'd stolen somehow, eyes tracking me as I entered.
"You're bleeding."
"Not mine. Mostly." I moved toward the stairs. "You should be asleep."
"Tried. Couldn't." She stood, met me halfway. "What happened?"
"Handled business. Sent a message. Made sure everyone knows I'm still in control." I touched her face with my clean hand. "You shouldn't see me like this."
"Like what? Covered in evidence of violence? Little late for that." She took my bloodied hand, examined the split knuckles. "Come on. Let me help."
"Chiara—"
"Bathroom. Now. Before you drip on Rosa's clean floors and she murders us both."
She led me to the closest bathroom, sat me on the counter, ran warm water. Her touch was gentle despite the gore, cleaning away blood until she could see the damage.
"This is going to scar."
"Most things do."
She met my eyes. "Are you okay? Really okay?"
"Define okay."
"Not having a breakdown about what you just did. Not spiraling. Not—" She stopped. "Just. Okay."
"I'm fine. This is normal. Part of the job."
"That's what worries me." But she kept cleaning, kept touching me like I deserved gentleness despite what these hands had just done. "Luca said the cop can get the evidence box tomorrow. We might have answers soon."
"Good. The sooner we find that file, the sooner this ends."
"And then what?"
The question I'd been avoiding. "Then you're safe. Rocco's handled. You can decide what comes next."
"What if I've already decided?"
"Then tell me."
She looked at me—really looked, seeing past the blood and violence to whatever was underneath. "I'm staying. After this is over, after Rocco's gone, after everything—I'm staying. With you. Here."
The words should've made me happy. Instead, they terrified me. "You don't have to—"
"I know. But I want to." She kissed me, tasting like toothpaste and determination. "So get used to it."
I pulled her closer, careful of my damaged hands, and let myself believe it might be true.
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His hands were a mess.
Split knuckles, bruised bones, dried blood caked under his fingernails. Evidence of violence I was choosing not to think about too hard. He'd hurt someone tonight—maybe badly, maybe permanently. And instead of being horrified, I was standing between his legs in a bathroom cleaning wounds while he looked at me like I was the answer to questions he'd stopped asking.
"This might sting." I dabbed hydrogen peroxide on the worst split. He didn't flinch. "You need to be more careful."
"Noted."
"I'm serious. What if you'd been stabbed? Shot?"
"Then Marco would've handled it."
"That's not funny."
"Wasn't joking." But his thumb traced circles on my hip, gentle contrast to the violence still written across his body. "This is what my life looks like, Chiara. What our life looks like, if you're really staying. Violence, danger, constant threats. You sure that's what you want?"
"Pretty sure I lost any claim to normal life the moment you kidnapped me."
"Fair point."
I finished with his hands, moved to check his face. A bruise forming along his jaw, another on his ribs visible through his torn shirt. Battle wounds from a battle I hadn't seen.
"Tell me what happened. The truth."
So he did. Told me about Dmitri, about Rocco's involvement, about breaking a man's arm in multiple places to send a message. Spoke about it clinically, like discussing a business transaction instead of assault.
"And that fixed things?"
"For now. But Rocco's going to keep pushing. Keep testing. Keep looking for weaknesses to exploit." His hands settled on my waist. "Which is why finding that evidence is crucial. Without it, this is a war of attrition. With it, we win decisively."
"No pressure on Mom's notebook containing something useful."
"Even if it doesn't, at least we tried."
I helped him out of his ruined shirt, tossed it in the trash rather than trying to salvage it. The motion was domestic, familiar, like we'd been doing this for years instead of days.
"Shower," I said. "You smell like blood and bad decisions."
"Join me?"
"Tempting, but I should let you—"
My phone rang. The burner Adrien had given me, the one only three people had the number to. At one in the morning.
We both froze.
"Moon," I said, checking the screen. "It's Moon."
"Don't answer." His voice went hard. "It's not secure. Could be traced, monitored—"
But I was already answering, need to hear my friend's voice overriding common sense. "Hello?"
"Chi? Oh thank god." Moon's voice cracked with relief. "I've been losing my mind. The police aren't doing anything, Luca sent that weird text about my compass tattoo which proved it was you, but something still feels off, and I just—I needed to hear your voice."
"I'm okay. I swear I'm okay."
"You're not, though. You're lying. You always do that thing with your voice when you're lying—it goes up half an octave." Background noise suggested she was outside, somewhere public. "Just tell me where you are. I'll come get you. No questions, no judgment, just—tell me where."
"I can't."
"Can't or won't?"
"Both." I turned away from Adrien's sharp look. "Moon, I need you to trust me. I'm safe. I'm being taken care of. The family emergency is real, it's just—complicated."
"Complicated how? Chi, you disappeared. Literally vanished. Your apartment is untouched, your job thinks you quit without notice, and every instinct I have is screaming that something's wrong."
She wasn't wrong. Everything was wrong. But explaining would take hours and endanger her, and I couldn't do either.
"Remember what you said about my compass tattoo?" Moon asked. "About how it points the wrong direction?"
The detail Adrien and Luca were supposed to include in a text. Proof I was actually okay.
"East instead of north. Because you're always lost but at least lost in the right direction."
"Okay. Okay, that's you. That's really you." She exhaled shakily. "Just tell me you're not being hurt. That's all I need to know."
"I'm not being hurt."
"You promise?"
"I promise."
Silence on the line, heavy with everything she wasn't asking. "When this is over, whatever this is, you owe me the full story. Every detail."
"Deal."
"And Chi? I love you. You know that, right? You're my best friend. My only friend who matters. So wherever you are, whatever you're doing—be safe. Come back to me."
My throat tightened. "I love you too. And I will. I'll come back."
We hung up, and the absence of her voice felt like losing something vital.
"That was reckless." Adrien hadn't moved from the counter. "Answering a call on a monitored line."
"She needed to hear my voice. The texts weren't enough."
"And if Rocco was monitoring? If he traced the call?"
"Then we deal with it." I set the phone down. "She's my friend. My only friend. I wasn't going to ignore her."
"Even if it puts her in danger?"
The question hit like a slap. Because he was right—talking to Moon, letting her know I was alive, might've painted a target on her back. Rocco would investigate anyone connected to me, looking for leverage, for weaknesses.
"What do we do?" I asked.
"I'll have Luca put security on her. Discreet surveillance, make sure nobody approaches her. And we move faster on finding that evidence. End this before Rocco expands his target list."
"I'm sorry. I should've thought—"
"Don't." He pulled me between his legs again, arms wrapping around my waist. "You did what you needed to do. We'll handle the consequences."
We stood there, me wrapped in his arms, him covered in blood that wasn't his, both of us making choices that could destroy us. It should've felt wrong.
It didn't.
"Shower," I said again. "Before the blood dries and ruins your skin."
"Our shower."
"What?"
"You said I should shower. I'm saying we should shower. Together." He stood, pulling me with him. "Unless you've got objections?"
I should've objected. Should've maintained some distance, some boundary between us. Should've done lots of things I wasn't going to do.
"No objections."

[bookmark: _thpjkr2uridv]CHAPTER 16: CONTROL AND CHAOS 🌶️
Chiara
⚠️ MATURE CONTENT WARNING ⚠️

The shower was huge—marble and glass, multiple heads, big enough for four people easily. Excessive, like everything else in this house. But right now, with Adrien stepping under the spray still wearing his blood-stained pants, perfect.
"You're still dressed." I leaned against the marble, watching water sluice over his shoulders, turning pink as it washed away evidence of violence.
"So are you."
Fair point. I was still in pajamas and his stolen jacket, dry while he stood under scalding water. The invitation was clear.
I stripped. No hesitation, no performative shyness. We'd been here before, knew each other's bodies now. The novelty had shifted to familiarity—somehow more intimate.
He watched me undress with eyes that said he'd never tire of this sight. "Come here."
I did. Stepped under the spray, let the heat envelope us both, turned my face up to water that felt like absolution. His hands found my waist immediately, pulling me flush against him.
"I need—" He stopped, jaw working.
"What? Tell me what you need."
"Control. Or to lose it. Can't tell which." His forehead pressed to mine. "I spent tonight breaking a man because proving I wasn't weak mattered. Had to show everyone I'm still capable of violence, still dangerous. But with you—"
"You don't have to prove anything."
"Don't I? You're choosing this life. Choosing me. You deserve to know what you're signing up for."
I tilted my head back to look at him properly. Water streamed between us, creating a curtain that made the rest of the world disappear. "You think I don't know? I cleaned your hands. Saw the damage. Heard what you did." My hands slid up his chest, over scars I was learning to map. "I'm not some innocent who needs protecting from reality. I know who you are."
"And you're still here."
"Still here."
Something shifted in his expression—relief mixing with need, control slipping under the weight of everything he'd been holding back. "Then let me have you. Really have you. Not gentle, not careful. Just—"
I kissed him before he could finish. Poured every answer he needed into that kiss, every yes he was asking for. His response was immediate and overwhelming, hands gripping my hips hard enough to bruise, backing me against the marble wall.
The cold stone against my spine contrasted sharply with his heat, making me gasp into his mouth. He swallowed the sound, one hand sliding up to tangle in my wet hair, controlling the angle of the kiss, taking what he needed.
"Yes or no," he growled against my lips. "Right now. Because once we start, I'm not stopping."
"Yes. God, yes."
He hoisted me up in one motion, my back sliding against wet marble, legs wrapping around his waist instinctively. No foreplay, no careful preparation. Just him pushing inside in one hard thrust that made us both groan.
This wasn't making love. This was exorcising demons.
He set a brutal pace immediately, every thrust driving me higher up the wall, water cascading over us both. My nails raked down his back, looking for purchase, probably leaving marks that would match the ones his fingers were leaving on my thighs.
"More." I didn't recognize my own voice—raw, desperate. "Harder."
He complied, shifting his grip, changing the angle until stars burst behind my eyelids. The sound of skin on skin mixed with running water, his rough breathing, my gasping attempts to remember how to inhale.
"Look at me." His hand cupped my jaw, forcing eye contact. "Eyes open. Want you to see who's making you feel this way."
I forced my eyes open. Saw storm-grey eyes dark with need, saw water dripping from his hair, saw the man who'd broken someone tonight being gentle enough not to actually hurt me despite the intensity.
"That's it. Stay with me." He adjusted his stance, drove deeper, hitting that perfect spot that made rational thought impossible. "You're so goddamn beautiful like this. Taking everything I give you. Not afraid of me."
"Should I be?"
"Probably." But his next thrust was gentler, deliberate. "But you're not. You never have been."
"Because you're not scary." The words came between gasps. "You're just—fuck—you're just damaged. Like me."
His laugh was broken. "Damaged. Yeah. That's one word for it."
The first orgasm hit me without warning, sudden and fierce. I cried out, couldn't help it, body clenching around him so hard he cursed in Italian. But he didn't stop. Didn't slow. Just kept moving, drawing it out until I thought I might actually die from pleasure.
"Not done with you yet." He pulled out, set me down on shaking legs, spun me to face the wall. "Hands on the marble. Don't move them."
I obeyed, palms flat against wet stone, ass arched toward him. Vulnerable. Exposed. Exactly where I wanted to be.
He entered me from behind, one hand on my hip, the other sliding up my spine to grip my shoulder. Deeper this way. Almost too deep. The angle made every thrust feel like claiming, like possession, like he was marking me from the inside out.
"This what you wanted?" His voice was ragged. "This rough enough for you?"
"Yes." The word came out as a moan. "Don't stop. Please don't stop."
"Wasn't planning to." He leaned over me, chest to my back, lips at my ear. "Gonna make you come again. Then again. Until you forget every bad thing that happened today. Until the only thing you can think about is this. Us."
True to his word, he brought me to the edge twice more. The second time I came, he followed, both of us gasping against wet marble, limbs shaking, completely wrecked.
After, he held me under the spray, washing away sweat and everything else, hands gentle where they'd been rough minutes before. The duality was its own kind of intimacy.
"You okay?" He asked it quietly, checking for damage he might not have noticed in the moment.
"More than okay." I turned in his arms. "You?"
"Yeah. Needed that. Needed you." He pressed a kiss to my forehead. "Thank you."
"For shower sex?"
"For not being afraid. For letting me lose control. For—" He stopped. "Just. Thank you."
We finished showering properly, washing away the last evidence of violence and passion. By the time we stepped out, dawn was breaking through the windows.
"Bed?" I asked, already yawning.
"Bed."
We slept wrapped around each other, skin still damp, too tired to bother with clothes. And for the first time since this all started, I dreamed of something other than blood.
I dreamed of him.
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She was still asleep when I woke, face pressed to my chest, one leg thrown over my hip, breathing deep and even. The position was possessive even in sleep—like she was afraid I'd disappear if she let go.
Or maybe I was projecting.
Sunlight painted her skin golden, highlighted the few freckles scattered across her shoulders. I counted them because the alternative was thinking about last night, about losing control in ways that should worry me but didn't.
She'd met me at my worst—covered in someone else's blood, riding the adrenaline high that came from violence—and hadn't flinched. Hadn't judged. Had let me use her body to work through demons I couldn't name.
That kind of acceptance was dangerous. Made me crave things I had no business craving.
Her eyes opened slowly, focusing on me with sleep-hazed confusion that cleared into awareness. "Morning."
"Morning."
"We fell asleep naked."
"Seems like it."
She stretched, catlike, deliberately putting herself on display. Testing me or teasing me, couldn't tell which. "Last night was—"
"Rough. Too rough." I pulled the sheet higher, covering temptation. "I lost control—"
"Stop." She pushed up on one elbow. "I'm not some delicate flower who can't handle intensity. I asked for it. Wanted it. Don't ruin it by apologizing."
"I'm not apologizing for the sex. I'm apologizing for everything that led to needing that kind of release."
"So you're apologizing for your life? Your choices? Your father's sins?" She shook her head. "Save your breath. I stopped expecting apologies around the same time I stopped expecting anyone to save me."
"And then I did. Save you."
"And kidnap me. Let's not rewrite history to make you the hero."
She had a point. "Fair enough."
We lay there, close but not touching now, the morning after awkwardness settling in. We were good at the physical—knew each other's bodies, how to give and take pleasure. But the emotional territory was still minefield.
"When this is over," I said carefully, "when Rocco's handled and the organization is stable—what do you want? Really want?"
She was quiet long enough that I thought she wouldn't answer. "I want to finish high school. Get my diploma, maybe take some college classes. I want to stop bartending at a strip club and find work that doesn't make me feel dirty. I want to see Moon without worrying she's in danger because of me. I want to sleep through the night without nightmares."
All reasonable things. All things I was capable of giving her.
"And us?" I asked. "What do you want from us?"
"Honestly? I have no idea." She turned to face me. "A month ago, I didn't even know you existed. Now you're the only person who makes me feel safe, who makes me sleep without nightmares, who I actively want despite every logical reason not to. It's disorienting."
"Good disorienting or bad disorienting?"
"Yes."
I almost smiled. "That's not an answer."
"It's the only answer I have." She traced patterns on my chest, aimless and distracting. "I know I'm staying. I know I want to be with you, whatever that means. Beyond that?" She shrugged. "We figure it out as we go."
Not the declaration I'd been hoping for. But honest—worth more than empty promises.
"I'm going to make this organization legitimate," I said. "Phase out the illegal operations, move into real estate and shipping and things that won't get me arrested. It'll take years. Maybe decades. But I'm done being my father."
"That's ambitious."
"That's necessary. Because I'm not raising kids in this world. Won't do to them what my father did to me."
The word hung between us. Kids. Future. Long-term planning that assumed we'd last.
"You want children?" She asked carefully.
"Someday. With the right person. In the right circumstances." I met her eyes. "Not asking you to commit to that now. Just—being honest about where I see this going. Eventually."
"Eventually." She tested the word. "I like eventually. Gives us time to figure out if we actually work or if this is just trauma bonding and Stockholm syndrome."
"You think that's what this is?"
"Some of it, probably. But not all." She kissed me, soft and brief. "Some of it's real. We just need time to figure out how much."
The door burst open.
Luca, not bothering to knock, holding his tablet like a weapon. "We got the—oh shit. Sorry. Didn't realize you were—" He spun around, facing the hallway. "We got the notebook. The cop came through. It's on my desk whenever you're...decent."
"Give us five minutes," I called.
"Taking a full ten," Chiara muttered, already moving toward her clothes.
We dressed in comfortable silence, domesticity of the moment almost enough to make me forget we were preparing for war.
Almost.
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Mom's handwriting hit me like a physical blow.
The notebook was small, leather-bound like I remembered, pages filled with her neat script. Passwords. Account numbers. Addresses. Everything Dad had needed, documented in Mom's careful hand.
And at the bottom of the last page: For Chiara. We love you. Always.
My hands shook holding it. Luca and Adrien watched carefully, giving me space to process.
"There's a storage unit," I said, pointing to an entry halfway down. "Brooklyn. Unit 247. Passcode is my birthday."
Luca was already typing. "Found it. Facility still exists. Unit's still registered to Sofia Altieri. Payments have been auto-drafting from an account for ten years."
An account my parents had set up. Planning for a future where I'd need access to whatever they'd hidden.
"When can we go?" I asked.
"Tonight. After dark. Less chance of being followed." Adrien took the notebook gently, studied the entries. "Your mother was thorough. These passwords match accounts we've been tracking. If the files are in that unit—"
"We have everything we need to destroy Rocco."
"And his political connections. His business partners. Everyone who's profited from this organization's crimes." Luca pulled up files, documents, evidence trails. "This is bigger than we thought. Your father didn't just document money laundering. He documented everything. Every bribe, every deal, every person on the payroll."
"So he really was going to the FBI."
"He was going to bring down half of New York's power structure." Adrien set the notebook aside. "That's why Rocco killed him. Not just for loyalty. For survival."
The magnitude of it settled over me. My father hadn't just been brave. He'd been revolutionary. Attempting to tear down corruption so deep, so entrenched, it would've changed the city.
"We're finishing what he started," I said. "Tonight. We get those files. We use them. We end this."
"Chiara—"
"No. I'm going. This is my parents' legacy. I'm not sitting on the sidelines while you fight their war."
Adrien looked at Luca, some silent conversation passing between them. Then: "Fine. But you follow orders. You stay close. And if things go sideways, you get out. Non-negotiable."
"Deal."
Rosa called us for breakfast—late breakfast, nearly lunch. We ate in the kitchen, surrounded by normalcy that felt foreign. Rosa fussed over Adrien's bandaged hands, shot me knowing looks I pretended not to notice.
After, I found myself in the library again. The books were familiar now, comforting in their uselessness.
Adrien found me there an hour later, settled beside me without asking permission.
"Tell me about the foster system," he said. "You mentioned abuse. I want to understand."
"Why?"
"Because it shaped you. Made you who you are. And I want to know all of you, not just the parts you show."
So I told him.
Told him about Mrs. Patterson, the foster mother who saw children as paychecks and nothing more. About the beatings for small infractions—spilled milk, homework mistakes, crying too loud. About going to bed hungry because meals were rewards for good behavior. About the other kids who either learned to survive or broke under the pressure.
"I learned to fight there," I said. "Had to. Older kids took things from younger kids. I was small but mean. Fought dirty. Survived."
"How old were you?"
"Eight when I went in. Eighteen when I aged out. Ten years of learning how to not need anyone, not trust anyone, not expect anything except disappointment."
"Until Moon."
"Until Moon." I picked at the hem of my shirt. "She was the first person in a decade who showed me kindness without expecting something in return. The first person who made me think maybe the world wasn't completely garbage."
"And now?"
"Now I'm learning there are more than two good people in the world. Not many more. But some." I looked at him. "You're one of them. Even when you shouldn't be."
"I'm not good, Chiara. I'm self-serving, violent, morally compromised—"
"You're trying. That counts." I leaned into him. "Rosa's good. Luca's good. Even Massimo might have a functioning conscience buried somewhere."
"That last one's optimistic."
"I'm feeling optimistic today. We found Mom's notebook. We have a lead. Tonight might change everything."
"Or make everything worse."
"Always the pessimist."
"Always the realist." But he pulled me closer. "Promise me something."
"What?"
"Whatever happens tonight—whether we find the files or it's a trap or it all goes sideways—you remember this. Right now. This moment where everything was calm and you were safe."
"That's dark."
"That's preparedness."
I didn't argue. Just committed the moment to memory—his heartbeat steady under my ear, the smell of old books and Rosa's coffee, the sunlight painting everything peaceful.
Tonight, we went to war.
But right now, we had this.
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Adrien left for a meeting at two PM—captains gathering at the Red Hook location, business that couldn't wait despite tonight's storage unit plan. He'd asked me to stay inside, stay with Rosa, stay anywhere except alone.
I'd agreed because arguing seemed exhausting.
But Rosa got called to the main house—something about linens for guest rooms nobody used—leaving me alone in the library with Mom's notebook and questions that had no answers yet.
The door opened at three-fifteen.
Massimo. Not Adrien. Not Luca. Not anyone I wanted to see.
"Chiara." He said my name like he was tasting it, testing how it felt in his mouth. "Alone at last."
Every instinct I'd honed on the streets fired at once. "Adrien's meeting runs until five. Whatever you need can wait."
"I don't need Adrien. I need to understand what makes you so special." He closed the door behind him. Didn't lock it, but the gesture was clear. "My cousin's willing to start a war over you. Willing to risk everything our family built. I'm curious what's worth that price."
"Ask him."
"I'm asking you." He moved closer, circling like a predator who'd spotted weakness. "You're what—eighteen? Nineteen? Worked at a strip club, no education, no family, no connections. By all accounts, you're nobody. Yet here you are, living in this house, sleeping in his bed, making him act like a fool."
"If you're trying to insult me, you'll have to be more creative. I've heard worse from better people."
His laugh was cold. "There it is. That spark. That defiance. He likes that, doesn't he? Likes that you fight back."
"What do you want, Massimo?"
"To see if you're worth the trouble." He stopped directly in front of me, close enough that I had to tilt my head back to maintain eye contact. "To test whether you're actually strong or just good at pretending."
"Test me? What does that mean?"
His hand shot out, gripping my upper arm. Not painful yet, but firm enough to be threatening. "It means I want to see if you scare easy. If all that attitude is real or just an act you put on for my cousin."
I didn't think. Reacted on pure instinct—drove my knee up toward his groin. He blocked it, twisted my arm behind my back, used his weight to pin me against the bookshelf.
Not sexual. Not yet. Just raw intimidation, proving he was stronger, faster, more experienced in violence than I'd ever be.
"Good," he murmured against my ear. "You fight. That's good. Means you're not completely weak."
"Get off me." My voice stayed level despite the panic clawing up my throat. "Now."
"Or what? You'll tell Adrien? He already knows I don't like you. Knows I think you're a liability. This just proves my point—you can't defend yourself. You're a weakness he can't afford."
"He's going to kill you for this."
"Maybe. Or maybe he'll realize I'm right. That keeping you alive isn't worth destroying everything." His grip tightened, making my shoulder scream in protest. "You want to be useful? Convince him to send you away. Somewhere safe, far from here. Somewhere Rocco can't use you as leverage."
"That's what this is about? You're trying to scare me into leaving?"
"I'm trying to save my cousin from himself." He released me abruptly, stepping back. "But if fear works, even better."
I stayed against the bookshelf, arm throbbing, mind racing through options. Scream—Rosa was too far away. Run—he was blocking the door. Fight—I'd already tried and lost.
Wait for Adrien.
"You're not scared enough," Massimo observed. "Most women would be crying by now. Begging. You're just angry."
"Crying doesn't solve problems. Anger does."
"Spoken like someone who's survived worse than me." He moved toward the door, hand on the knob. "Remember this, Chiara. I went easy on you. Next person who tests you might not. Think about that before you convince Adrien to start a war over a girl he barely knows."
He left. Door closing with a soft click that sounded like a threat.
I waited thirty seconds to make sure he was gone before my legs gave out. Slid down the bookshelf to the floor, arm cradled against my chest, breathing hard through the adrenaline crash.
He'd put his hands on me. Actually grabbed me, restrained me, proven he was capable of worse. And the most terrifying part? He'd done it casually, like testing whether I'd break was just another Tuesday activity.
This world Adrien lived in—the one I'd chosen to stay in—had men like Massimo. Men who saw violence as negotiation, intimidation as strategy, fear as a tool to be wielded.
I'd known that abstractly. Understood it intellectually.
Experiencing it directly was different.
The door opened again. My heart stopped.
Adrien. Thank god, Adrien.
He took one look at me on the floor and went deadly still. "What happened."
Not a question. A command.
"Massimo was here." I stood on shaking legs, arm still throbbing. "He wanted to test me. See if I was worth the trouble."
"Test you how." His voice had gone cold, flat. The voice I'd heard him use on Dmitri before breaking the man's arm.
"Grabbed me. Pinned me. Made his point about me being a liability." I pulled down my sleeve, showed him the bruises already forming on my upper arm. Perfect finger marks, dark against my skin. "Told me to convince you to send me away before Rocco uses me as leverage."
The temperature in the room dropped ten degrees.
"Where is he."
"I don't know. He left five minutes ago."
"Stay here. Lock the door. Don't open it for anyone except me or Luca." He was already moving, pulling out his phone. "Marco, find Massimo. Bring him to the east wing. Now."
"Adrien—"
"Not now." He stopped at the door, looked back at me with eyes that promised violence. "I'm going to handle this. You stay here, you stay safe, and you let me deal with my family."
"He's your cousin. Your ally. You just made a deal with him yesterday."
"He put his hands on you. Deal's off."
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I found Massimo in the gym, casually lifting weights like he hadn't just committed the stupidest act of his life.
The bar hit the floor with a crash when I walked in. He saw my face and knew.
"Cousin—"
My fist connected with his jaw before he finished the word. He went down hard, blood spurting from split lips. I followed him down, grabbed his shirt, slammed him against the floor mat hard enough to knock the air from his lungs.
"You touched her." My voice didn't sound like mine. Sounded like something primal, furious, barely controlled. "I specifically told you she was off-limits. And you put your fucking hands on her."
"I was making a point—"
"You were testing me." Another hit, this time to his ribs. Something cracked. "Seeing how far you could push before I retaliated. Congratulations. You found the line."
He tried to fight back, got one good hit to my temple before I pinned his arms. We were evenly matched in normal circumstances—both trained by the same brutal men, both raised in the same violent world.
But I wasn't operating in normal circumstances. I was operating in the space where reason ended and protective fury took over.
"She's mine." The words came out between hits. "Mine to protect. Mine to keep safe. Mine. And you touched her. You scared her. You proved exactly why I can't trust anyone in this family with anything that matters."
"You're going to kill me over some girl?" He spat blood, still defiant. "You're proving my point. She makes you weak."
"No. She makes me dangerous." I got to my feet, pulled him up by his collar. "Because now I know exactly what I'm willing to do to keep her safe. And the answer is everything. Including ending you."
"Then do it." He straightened, wiped blood from his mouth. "Kill me. Start the civil war you've been trying to avoid. Lose the organization, lose the captains' support, lose everything. All for her."
He was right. Killing him would destroy everything I'd built, every alliance I'd forged. Would hand Rocco exactly what he wanted—chaos, instability, proof that I wasn't fit to lead.
I released him. Stepped back. Fought every instinct screaming at me to finish this.
"You're banished," I said instead. "Effective immediately. Take your waterfront territory and get out. Stay out. If I see you near this estate, near Chiara, near any of my people again—I'll kill you slowly. Understood?"
He straightened his jacket, dignity somehow intact despite the blood and bruises. "Understood. For what it's worth, I was trying to protect you. From yourself."
"I don't need protection. I need loyalty. You've proven you can't give me that."
"Because you've already given yours. To her." He moved toward the door, paused at the threshold. "Good luck, cousin. You're going to need it."
He left. I stood there breathing hard, knuckles bleeding, temple throbbing where he'd connected. The violence hadn't helped. Hadn't made me feel better, hadn't fixed anything.
I needed Chiara.
Needed to see her, touch her, prove she was still here and whole and mine.
Found her in my office—not the guest room where I'd left her. She'd picked the lock or convinced someone to let her in. Stood by the window looking out at gardens she couldn't leave, wearing one of my shirts and nothing else.
"You're bleeding." She turned when I entered. No fear in her eyes. No hesitation. Just assessment and concern.
"It's not mine. Mostly." I crossed to her, hands framing her face, checking for damage I hadn't seen before. "Are you okay? Really okay?"
"I'm fine. Bruised but fine. What did you do?"
"Banished him. Sent him away with his territory and instructions to never come back."
"You didn't kill him."
"No. Came close. Wanted to. But killing him hands Rocco a propaganda victory I can't afford." My thumb traced her cheekbone. "Tell me if I'm wrong. Tell me if you wanted him dead."
"I wanted him gone. You made him gone. That's enough." She leaned into my touch. "Your meeting—how did it go before Massimo's idiocy?"
"Wavering captains are still wavering. Rocco's influence is spreading. We're running out of time." I pressed my forehead to hers. "Which is why tonight matters. We get those files, we end this."
"And until then?"
"Until then, I need you." Raw honesty. "Need to touch you, taste you, prove you're still here. Can I?"
"Yes."
No hesitation. No conditions. Just yes.
I kissed her like I was starving—all teeth and desperation, hands in her hair, body pressing hers against the window. She matched my intensity, nails digging into my shoulders, leg hitching up around my hip.
"On the desk," I growled against her lips. "Now."
She went willingly, perching on the edge while I cleared space with one sweep of my arm. Papers scattered. Laptop hit the floor. None of it mattered.
"He touched you." I pushed the shirt—my shirt—up and off. "Put his hands on you. Scared you."
"You handled it."
"Not enough." I kissed down her throat, teeth scraping. "Need to replace his touch with mine. Need you to forget anyone else has ever put hands on you."
"Then make me forget."
Permission granted.
I took my time despite the urgency, mapping every inch of her body, paying special attention to the arm Massimo had grabbed. Kissed the bruises. Traced the finger marks with my tongue. Claimed back territory that was mine.
"You're mine," I said against her skin. "Say it."
"I'm yours."
"Again."
"I'm yours, Adrien. Only yours."
The words broke what remained of my control. I pulled her to the edge of the desk, entered her in one thrust, swallowed her gasp with another kiss. Set a rhythm that was more punishment than pleasure—for me, not her. Punishment for not being there when Massimo cornered her, for not protecting her better, for being the reason she was in danger at all.
"Hey." She cupped my face, forced eye contact. "Stop thinking. Be here. With me."
"I am here."
"No. You're in your head, spiraling." She pulled me down for a kiss that was gentler than anything we'd done so far. "I'm okay. I'm safe. I'm yours. Stop punishing yourself and just feel this."
The gentleness undid me. I slowed, adjusted the angle, focused on her pleasure instead of my guilt. Found that perfect spot that made her arch, made her moan, made her forget English.
"There," she gasped. "Right there. Don't stop."
I didn't. Kept the angle, kept the rhythm, used my hand to add pressure exactly where she needed it. Felt her climbing toward climax, felt her body tensing.
"Look at me," I commanded. "Want to see your face when you come."
She obeyed, eyes locked on mine, and the trust in that gaze was more intimate than anything physical. She came calling my name, body clenching around me, and I followed seconds later.
After, we stayed connected, foreheads pressed together, breathing hard.
"I love you." The words fell out without permission. "I know it's too soon, I know the circumstances are wrong, I know I have no right to say it but I do. I love you."
She went still. "Adrien—"
"You don't have to say it back. Don't even have to acknowledge it. Just needed you to know." I pulled back, started to disentangle us. "We have a few hours before we leave for Brooklyn. You need to eat, get ready—"
"I love you too." Quiet. Certain. Terrifying. "I don't know when it happened. Somewhere between kidnapping and protection, between fear and trust. But I do. I love you."
The admission hung between us, impossible and true.
"This is insane," I said.
"Completely."
"We barely know each other."
"We know the important things."
"Stockholm syndrome. Trauma bonding."
"Maybe. But also real." She pulled me back, kissed me softly. "So let's be insane together. Let's love each other despite every reason not to. Let's finish this tonight and figure out the rest tomorrow."
I kissed her again because the alternative was falling apart. "Deal."

[bookmark: _9vt5o8bvcfnq]CHAPTER 21: AFTER THE STORM
Chiara

We cleaned up in silence—him wiping down the desk, me finding my clothes scattered across his office floor. The domesticity of it contrasted sharply with the violence that had preceded it, the confessions that had followed.
I love you.
He'd said it first. Handed me words I'd never expected to hear, especially not from someone who'd started as my captor. The wrongness of it existed somewhere in the back of my mind, buried under the truth that I'd meant what I said back.
I loved him. Completely. Inexplicably. Against all logic.
"Food," Adrien said, pulling on a clean shirt. "Then we plan the route, go over contingencies, make sure tonight goes smoothly."
"Very romantic. Planning a heist right after love confessions."
"This is my version of romance. Deal with it."
I threw a shoe at him. He caught it without looking, tossed it back with a grin that made him look younger. Less crime lord, more normal guy who happened to run a mafia organization.
Rosa had left dinner in the kitchen—pasta with Rosa's famous sauce, salad, fresh bread. We ate standing at the counter because sitting felt too formal for what we were about to do.
"After tonight," Adrien said between bites, "after we get the files and use them against Rocco—what do you want? Really want?"
"You asked me that this morning."
"You gave me the practical answer. I'm asking for the impractical one."
I thought about it. "I want normal. Whatever that means. I want to wake up next to you without checking for threats. I want to have coffee without planning wars. I want boring problems like what to watch on TV or whose turn it is to do dishes."
"That sounds nice."
"Completely unattainable, but nice."
"Maybe not completely." He set down his fork. "I meant what I said earlier. About legitimizing the organization. Moving away from violence. It'll take time, but it's possible."
"And the people who don't want legitimate? The ones who profit from the current system?"
"They'll adapt or leave. That's the deal."
"Rocco won't adapt."
"Rocco won't be a problem after tonight." He pulled out his phone, showed me a map. "Storage facility is here. Brooklyn, industrial district. Open twenty-four hours but mostly empty at night. Unit 247 is on the second floor, interior access."
"Security?"
"Cameras. One guard at the entrance. Maybe another doing rounds." He zoomed in. "Luca's going to loop the camera feeds. Marco will handle the guard. We go in, get the files, get out. Fifteen minutes, tops."
"What if the files aren't there?"
"Then we keep looking. But Chiara—" He met my eyes. "Your father was careful. Methodical. If your mother's notebook says the files are in unit 247, they're in unit 247."
I wanted to believe that. Wanted to trust that ten years of waiting would end tonight with answers and justice and everything my parents had died for.
"What if something goes wrong?"
"Then we adapt. Together." He took my hand. "You stay close to me. You follow my lead. You don't take unnecessary risks. And if I tell you to run, you run. Non-negotiable."
"Thought we agreed I'm not just sitting on the sidelines."
"You're not. You're the reason we're doing this. But you're also the most important person in my world, so forgive me for being cautious."
The declaration made my chest tight. "Most important person?"
"Did I stutter?"
"No. Just—checking."
"Good. Then finish your pasta so we can leave. We have ghosts to confront."

[bookmark: _5m2pa77b3o6m]CHAPTER 22: THE OFFER
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The call came at eight PM, right as we were preparing to leave.
Rocco. Of course.
"Nephew." His voice was smooth oil over sharp blades. "I heard about Massimo's banishment. Shame. Family shouldn't fight over outsiders."
"Massimo put hands on someone under my protection. The consequences were clear."
"Still. It creates... instability. Makes me wonder about your priorities." Background noise suggested he wasn't alone. "Which brings me to my proposal."
"I'm not interested in your proposals."
"Hear me out. The Altieri girl has become a problem. For both of us. She's leverage for rivals, a distraction for you, a reminder of past sins for the organization." He paused for effect. "But she could be an asset. An alliance."
"What are you talking about?"
"Marry her off. To Viktor's son, perhaps. Solidify our relationship with the Russian operation. She gets protection, you get political capital, everyone wins."
The audacity of it stunned me speechless for three seconds.
"Absolutely not."
"Adrien—"
"Not negotiable. Not up for discussion. Not happening." My grip on the phone tightened until plastic creaked. "Chiara stays here. Under my protection. As my—" I stopped, the word catching. "As mine. Touch her, threaten her, suggest selling her off to anyone again, and I will end you. Family or not."
"So emotional. Your father would be disappointed." Rocco's sigh was theatrical. "Very well. Keep your pet. But know this—her existence is dividing the organization. Captains are taking sides. War is inevitable. And when it comes, I'll make sure she's the first casualty."
"If you hurt her, there won't be a war. Just your funeral."
"We'll see, nephew. We'll see."
He disconnected. I stood there gripping a dead phone, rage and fear warring for dominance.
Chiara appeared in the doorway. "That sounded tense. What did he want?"
I told her. Watched her face cycle through disbelief to horror to fury.
"He wanted to marry me off? Like property?"
"He wanted to solve the problem you represent. In the most archaic way possible."
"And you said no."
"Obviously." I crossed to her, hands on her shoulders. "You're not property. You're not a bargaining chip. You're mine—" I caught myself. "Sorry. That's possessive—"
"I like possessive. When it comes from you." She leaned into me. "What does this mean? For tonight?"
"Means we move fast. Get the files, get back here, lock everything down. He's preparing for war. We need to be ready."
"Then let's go. Let's end this."

[bookmark: _xh0lrrja66wv]CHAPTER 23: WAR COUNCIL
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Before we left, Adrien had a meeting. Emergency gathering of his most loyal captains—planning for the inevitable confrontation with Rocco, discussing who stood where, strategizing for every possible scenario.
He'd told me to wait in the car. I'd agreed, then promptly ignored that plan.
The meeting was in the formal dining room, door cracked open enough that voices carried. I stationed myself in the hallway, hidden behind a convenient pillar, and listened.
"Rocco has five captains solidly in his camp," Luca was saying. "Another three wavering. That leaves us with seven confirmed loyalists and two maybes."
"Numbers aren't in our favor." Adrien's voice, controlled but tense. "Which is why we need that evidence. Proof of his crimes, his betrayals. Enough to turn the wavering captains and isolate his supporters."
"And if the evidence isn't enough?" Someone I didn't recognize. "If he's covered his tracks too well?"
"Then we go to war and hope we win through attrition."
"A lot of people will die in that scenario."
"I'm aware."
"Including the girl." Sal's voice, unmistakable. "She's the real target. Rocco knows taking her out removes your biggest vulnerability."
"Which is why she's protected at all times. Why this house is a fortress. Why anyone who gets within ten feet of her without my approval gets a bullet." Adrien's chair scraped. "Make no mistake—Chiara is the line. Cross it, and there's no coming back."
"You're in love with her." Not an accusation. A statement. "That's why this feels different. Why you're willing to risk everything."
"Yes. I'm in love with her. And no, I'm not ashamed of that. She's the first good thing that's happened to me in a decade. The first person who makes me want to be better than my father. So yes—I'm protecting her with everything I have."
Silence.
Then Luca: "We're with you. All of us. Wherever this goes."
Murmurs of agreement. Plans shifting to logistics—guard rotations, weapons inventory, contingency arrangements if things went sideways.
I'd heard enough.
Slipped away before anyone noticed, made it to the car where Marco was waiting. He raised an eyebrow at my appearance but said nothing.
Ten minutes later, Adrien emerged with Luca. Both armed, both moving with the kind of careful precision that said tonight mattered more than any night before.
"Ready?" Adrien asked, sliding into the driver's seat.
"Ready."
We drove toward Brooklyn in silence heavy with anticipation. Tonight would change everything—either giving us the tools to win this war, or proving that some ghosts couldn't be laid to rest.
I thought about what I'd overheard. About Adrien telling his people he loved me. About them standing with him despite knowing it made everything harder.
"Thank you," I said quietly.
"For what?"
"For choosing me. Over the easy path. Over logic. Over everything."
He reached across the center console, laced his fingers with mine. "Always. I'll always choose you."

[bookmark: _s15asp9g7ijg]CHAPTER 24: THE HEIST
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The storage facility was exactly as described—industrial building, mostly empty, security that was more deterrent than actual protection. Luca's camera loop worked perfectly. Marco's distraction of the guard went smoothly.
We were inside within three minutes.
Unit 247 was on the second floor, accessed by stairs that echoed with every step. Adrien went first, gun drawn, checking corners. I followed close, hyperaware of every sound, every shadow.
The unit itself was small—ten by ten, filled with boxes that had been sitting untouched for a decade. Mom's handwriting on the labels made my throat tight: Kitchen, Chiara's room, Photos, Important Documents.
"Here." I pointed to the box marked Important Documents. "This one."
Adrien cut the tape, opened it carefully. Inside were file folders organized with Mom's typical precision. Financial records. Account statements. Photographs of documents. And at the bottom, a USB drive with a label in Dad's handwriting: Evidence. For Chiara.
"We have it." My hands shook holding the drive. "We actually have it."
"Let's confirm before we celebrate." Adrien pulled out a tablet, plugged in the USB.
Files opened. Spreadsheets detailing money laundering spanning twenty years. Scanned documents showing bribes, payoffs, names of politicians and judges and police. Photographs of meetings that shouldn't have existed. Audio files of conversations that proved conspiracy.
"This is it," Adrien breathed. "This is everything. Rocco's entire operation, documented and dated. He's done."
Alarms started blaring.
"Shit." Adrien grabbed my hand, pulled me toward the door. "Marco's cover is blown. We need to move. Now."
We ran. Down the stairs, toward the exit, footsteps pounding behind us. Guards who weren't supposed to be there. Security that was better than Luca had anticipated.
"Stop! NYPD!"
Not guards. Cops. Somehow, someone had tipped off actual police.
"Keep running," Adrien commanded. "Don't stop."
We burst into the parking lot. Marco had the car running, Luca in the passenger seat. We dove into the back, doors slamming as bullets sparked off pavement behind us.
Marco punched the gas. We fishtailed out of the lot, sirens wailing in the distance, evidence USB clutched in my fist.
"Rocco knew," Luca said. "He must've been watching the unit. Knew we'd come for it eventually."
"Doesn't matter. We have the files." Adrien checked behind us. "Chiara, you okay?"
"Fine. Shaking but fine." I looked at the USB. "We got what we came for."
"Yeah. Now we just have to survive long enough to use it."
A car appeared in the rearview—black sedan, no plates, driving like they meant business.
Not cops. Rocco's people.
They pulled alongside, passenger window rolling down. Gun barrel visible.
"Duck!" Adrien threw himself over me as glass exploded. Bullets tore through the back window, missed us by inches, embedded in seats.
Marco swerved, throwing them off. Luca returned fire, three shots that found their target. The sedan's tire exploded, sending them spinning off the road.
But more cars appeared. Three of them, boxing us in.
"We're not going to outrun this," Marco said.
"Then we fight." Adrien checked his weapon. "Chiara, there's a gun in the glove box. You remember how to use it?"
"Yes."
"Good. Because things are about to get messy."
The next sedan pulled alongside. Same move—window down, gun out.
This time, I was ready.
I rolled down my window, aimed, fired. Three shots, the way Moon had taught me behind the club when we'd gone to a range one slow Tuesday. Two hit windshield, one found driver.
The car jerked, swerved, crashed into a light pole.
I'd just killed someone.
No time to process. Another car, another threat.
We fought our way across Brooklyn, bullets and blood and choices that couldn't be unmade. By the time we reached the bridge, two of Rocco's cars were destroyed, the third had backed off, and we were all alive despite the odds.
"That was—" I couldn't find words. "That was—"
"Intense," Luca finished. "That was intense. But we made it. We're alive. We have the evidence."
"And Rocco knows we have it," Adrien added. "Which means the war just went from inevitable to immediate."
The USB was still in my fist, warm from my grip. Everything my parents had died for. Everything we needed to end this.
"So what happens now?" I asked.
"Now we go home. We review everything on that drive. We build our case. And tomorrow morning, we burn Rocco's world to the ground." Adrien pulled me close, kissed my temple. "You did good tonight. Really good. Your parents would be proud."
I wanted to believe that. Wanted to think they'd approve of the violence, the choices, the life I'd stumbled into.
But mostly, I was just glad to be alive.
We'd survived the heist. Retrieved the evidence. Taken the first real step toward ending this war.
Everything else was tomorrow's problem.
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The safe house in Queens was nothing like the estate—small, functional, designed for hiding rather than living. But it was secure, which mattered more than luxury when half of Rocco's people were hunting us.
Chiara sat on the bed cleaning her gun with movements I'd taught her weeks ago. The muscle memory was there now, automatic. She'd killed someone tonight. Shot a man to save us all, and now she was calmly field-stripping a weapon like it was Tuesday.
"You're staring again." She didn't look up. "Still creepy."
"You shot someone tonight."
"I did."
"You okay?"
"Ask me tomorrow. Right now I'm running on adrenaline and denial." She set the gun aside, finally meeting my eyes. "We have the evidence. We survived. Rocco's cornered. That's what matters."
"You killed a man, Chiara. That matters too."
"He was shooting at us. At you. I didn't hesitate." Her hands were steady despite everything. "Does that make me a monster? That I don't feel guilty?"
"It makes you a survivor. There's a difference."
She stood, crossed to where I sat reviewing the USB files for the third time. "Stop working. We have tomorrow to deal with all of this. Tonight, just—be here. With me."
"I am here."
"No. You're in your head, planning ten steps ahead, preparing for every contingency." She took the tablet from my hands, set it aside. "I need you present. Need to feel something other than fear and adrenaline. Can you give me that?"
The answer was in how my body responded—immediate, visceral. She'd been in danger tonight. Had fought beside me, killed for me, trusted me to keep her alive. The primitive part of my brain that operated on instinct demanded proof she was here, whole, mine.
"Yes." I stood, hands finding her waist. "I can give you that."
Her kiss was urgent, teeth catching my lower lip, hands already working my shirt buttons. We'd done this before—post-violence sex, adrenaline burning off into something physical. But tonight felt different. Tonight we were partners in every sense.
"Bed," she demanded between kisses. "Now."
We made it to the mattress in a tangle of limbs and discarded clothes. No finesse, no careful seduction. Just need and celebration and the sheer relief of being alive.
I rolled her under me, pinned her wrists above her head with one hand. "You were incredible tonight. Fierce. Capable. Absolutely terrifying."
"Is that a compliment?"
"The highest one I can give." I kissed down her throat. "You've become someone who can survive my world. Someone who thrives in it."
"Maybe I always was. Just needed the right circumstances to prove it."
Fair point. The girl I'd taken from that club weeks ago had always been a fighter. I'd just given her better weapons.
I released her wrists, let my hands explore paths I'd mapped before but never tired of revisiting. She arched into my touch, responsive and demanding, taking what she needed while giving exactly what I craved.
"Stop thinking," she breathed. "I can feel you overthinking."
"Hard not to when you're this distracting."
"Then be distracted." She flipped us somehow, ended up straddling my hips, hands braced on my chest. "Let me distract you properly."
She did. Took control in ways that made my brain short-circuit, that made planning and strategy and everything else fade under the wave of sensation. We moved together like we'd been doing this for years instead of weeks—anticipating, adjusting, finding rhythm without discussion.
"Yes," I groaned when she changed angle, hit that perfect spot. "Exactly like that. Don't stop."
"Wasn't planning to." But she was grinning, enjoying the power she held, the way I was completely at her mercy.
We switched positions twice more—her on her knees, me behind her; both on our sides, movements slow and deep; finally face-to-face, eye contact maintained while we both climbed toward release.
"I love you," she said as she came, the words torn from her throat with pleasure.
"I love you," I answered, following her over, holding her through the aftershocks.
After, we lay tangled together, breathing hard, sweat cooling in the cheap air conditioning.
"We make a good team," she said quietly.
"The best."
"Even though I'm not trained like you. Don't have your experience."
"You have something better. You have instinct. And you trust yourself to act on it." I pulled her closer. "That's worth more than any training."
"Tomorrow we use the evidence. Start the endgame."
"Tomorrow we end this. Tonight, we rest."
But neither of us slept much. Too keyed up, too aware that tomorrow would change everything. We talked instead—about futures we might have, about the life we'd build once Rocco was handled, about mundane things like where we'd travel first once it was safe to leave the city.
"Paris," she decided. "I want to see Paris. Eat croissants that cost too much. Get lost in a city where nobody's trying to kill me."
"Paris it is. Soon as this is over."
A promise I intended to keep.

[bookmark: _cs9rw0hf6vns]CHAPTER 26: SHADOWS OF THE PAST
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Morning came with harsh sunlight and the reality of what we'd retrieved.
The USB drive contained everything. Twenty years of financial crimes, documented with the thoroughness only an accountant could achieve. Dad had been meticulous—every transaction dated, every bribe noted, every illegal deal recorded.
I found the autopsy reports again, scanned into the files he'd compiled. Evidence he'd been building a comprehensive case.
Mom's report. The one listing her as twelve weeks pregnant.
I'd known about it from Adrien's files, but seeing it in Dad's own documentation hit different. He'd known. Had been building this case knowing his wife was carrying their second child, knowing he was putting them all at risk.
"He was trying to get you out first." Adrien appeared with coffee, set it beside me. "The flight tickets. The California address. He was planning to send you and your mother away before going to the FBI."
"But someone found out before he could."
"Margaret Chen. The woman who died six months after your parents. I think she was the leak. And I think Rocco killed her to tie up loose ends."
I pulled up her file. Mid-forties, worked in accounting with Dad, single. Her death report listed it as a car accident—brakes failed, car went off a bridge. Convenient timing.
"So three people died for this evidence. My parents and the woman who betrayed them."
"And now we're going to make sure it meant something." He pulled up a document—our strategy for tomorrow. "We leak the files to three journalists simultaneously. People who can't be bought or intimidated. Then we release everything to the FBI, NYPD, and the district attorney's office."
"Overwhelming them with information so Rocco can't suppress it all."
"Exactly. By noon tomorrow, every news station in the city will be covering this. By evening, warrants will be issued. By this time next week, Rocco will be in custody."
"And the organization?"
"Will survive. Legitimately. Because I'm cutting ties with every illegal operation documented in these files. Going clean, even if it costs us revenue." He met my eyes. "I meant what I said. I'm done being my father."
I found Dad's letter next. The one he'd written for me, sealed in the files.
Chiara,
If you're reading this, your mother and I are gone. I'm sorry, sweetheart. Sorry for bringing danger to our family. Sorry for not being smarter, faster, braver.
But I'm not sorry for trying to do the right thing. These men—the Gurrieris and everyone connected to them—have been breaking the law for decades. Hurting people. Destroying lives. Someone had to stop them.
I wish it didn't have to be me. Wish I could watch you grow up, walk you down the aisle someday, meet my grandchildren. But if this is the price for doing what's right, I'll pay it.
Be brave, songbird. Be better than me. And know that your mother and I loved you more than anything in this world.
Dad
The paper was tear-stained by the time I finished reading. Not from fresh tears—I'd cried myself out years ago. These were old tears, preserved in the creases, evidence of grief I'd processed alone.
"He called you songbird." Adrien read over my shoulder.
"It was his thing. Because I hummed all the time as a kid." I folded the letter carefully, tucked it in my pocket. "He died trying to stop your family. And now I'm sleeping with the heir to everything he fought against."
"Does that bother you?"
"It did. At first. Now—" I turned to face him. "Now I think he'd understand. That stopping the Gurrieris doesn't mean hating everyone with that last name. That you're not your father any more than I'm mine."
"You're exactly like your father. Brave. Principled. Willing to fight when fighting is necessary."
"And you're nothing like yours. That's why this works."
We spent the next three hours cataloging everything, building the case we'd present. Financial crimes. Bribery. Money laundering. Racketeering. Murder—my parents, Margaret Chen, at least a dozen others documented in the files.
Rocco's entire empire, laid bare.
"He's going to fight back," I said. "When this goes public. When he realizes we have everything."
"Let him fight. We're ready."
"Are we? Really?"
"We have the evidence. We have loyal people. We have each other." He pulled me close. "That's enough."
I wanted to believe him. Wanted to think that evidence and loyalty and love were enough to win wars.
Tomorrow, we'd find out if he was right.
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I found them by accident.
The additional files, buried in a subfolder Dad had created. Not evidence against the Gurrieris. Personal documents. Family photos. And underneath those—more surveillance.
Not the photos Adrien had shown me. These were different. Earlier.
Images of me at sixteen, walking home from the group home. At seventeen, sitting in a park I'd frequented. Notes about my patterns, my routines, my vulnerabilities.
Dated two years ago.
Not fourteen months like Adrien had said. Two years. He'd been watching me for two full years before the kidnapping.
My hands shook opening the next file. Audio recordings. Phone conversations between Adrien and Luca, discussing me like I was an asset to be acquired. Debating the best approach. Planning the carbon monoxide "rescue" months before Rocco ever ordered the hit.
"We stage it. Make it look like I'm saving her. She'll be grateful, compliant, easy to control."
Adrien's voice. Cold. Calculating. Nothing like the man who'd made love to me last night.
"You're getting attached before you've even met her," Luca's response.
"I'm being strategic. She's leverage against Rocco. Once we have her, we have the only person connected to evidence that can destroy him."
The words blurred. The audio kept playing. Months of planning, all designed to manipulate me into exactly this position.
Grateful. Compliant. In love with my captor.
The door opened. Adrien, returning from checking the perimeter.
"Find something interesting?" He asked, then saw my face. "Chiara—"
"Two years." My voice was steady despite the shaking in my hands. "You've been watching me for two years. Not fourteen months. Two years."
He went pale. "Where did you—"
"Dad's files. He kept everything. Including copies of surveillance footage from cameras near the group home. Footage dated two years ago. Your people's cameras, Adrien."
"I can explain—"
"Explain what? That you lied? That you've been planning this since I was sixteen? That the carbon monoxide rescue was staged months before Rocco ever posed a threat?" I stood, putting distance between us. "You made me think you were saving me. Made me grateful. Made me fall in love with you. And it was all strategy."
"No. It started as strategy. But that's not what it became—"
"How can I believe anything you say? You've been lying since the beginning. About the timeline, about your motivations, about everything." I grabbed my jacket. "I need air. I need to not be near you right now."
"Chiara, please. Let me explain—"
"Explain tomorrow. After I've processed that the man I love has been manipulating me for two years. After I've figured out if anything between us was real or if I'm just the world's most successful Stockholm syndrome case."
I left before he could stop me. Marco was outside, took one look at my face and wisely said nothing. Just followed at a distance while I walked, letting me process in silence.
Two years. He'd been orchestrating this for two years. Watching me, planning how to take me, building a trap I'd walked into thinking it was rescue.
Every moment we'd shared—tainted by the lie of omission. Every confession—how much was real and how much was manipulation?
I loved him. That part was true. Undeniable. Terrifying.
But did he love me? Or was I just a particularly successful long-term investment?
My phone buzzed. Luca: He's tearing apart the safe house looking for those files. Whatever you found, he's panicking.
Good. Let him panic. Let him feel a fraction of what I was feeling.
Another text: For what it's worth, the surveillance started as strategic but became personal within three months. I watched him fall for you in real-time. Doesn't excuse the lie, but it's the truth.
Three months. So I'd been in love with him for weeks, while he'd been obsessed for nearly two years.
The power imbalance was staggering.
I found a bench in a park that reminded me of my childhood. Sat there while the sun shifted, while afternoon became evening, while I tried to reconcile the Adrien I knew with the one who'd been stalking me since I was sixteen.
Marco's phone rang. He answered, listened, handed it to me. "Boss wants to talk."
I almost refused. Took it anyway.
"I'm sorry." Adrien's voice was wrecked. "I'm sorry I lied. Sorry I hid the timeline. Sorry I let you think fourteen months when it was twenty-four. But Chiara—everything else was real. Every feeling, every word, every moment. That wasn't strategy. That was falling in love with you."
"How can I believe that?"
"Because if this was just strategy, I'd have a backup plan. An exit strategy. Some way to maintain control if you found out the truth. But I don't. I have nothing except the truth—I love you. Completely. Desperately. In ways that stopped being rational somewhere around month six of watching you survive things that would've broken most people."
"You've been watching me since I was sixteen. That's—" I couldn't find words harsh enough. "That's unforgivable."
"I know. But I'm asking you to forgive me anyway. Because tomorrow we face Rocco. Tomorrow we finish this war. And I need you beside me, not against me."
"That's manipulative. Using the timing—"
"It's honest. I'm being honest for the first time since I took you. I started watching you because of evidence. Kept watching because I was fascinated. Took you because I'd fallen in love and couldn't watch you die. Every choice I've made since has been about keeping you alive, keeping you safe, keeping you mine." He exhaled shakily. "So yes. I'm manipulative. I'm obsessive. I'm everything you're accusing me of. But I love you. That part was never strategy."
I wanted to believe him. Wanted to accept the explanation and move forward.
But trust, once broken, didn't heal in an afternoon.
"I'm coming back to the safe house. Not because I forgive you. Because Rocco's still out there and splitting up makes us vulnerable. But Adrien—" I stopped, gathering words. "After this is over, after Rocco's handled, we're having a real conversation about what happens next. About whether I can be with someone who's been lying to me for two years."
"Okay. That's fair."
"And you sleep on the couch tonight."
"Understood."
I hung up. Handed the phone back to Marco. Stood and started walking toward the safe house where tomorrow's war would begin.
The man I loved had been manipulating me for two years.
And somehow, I still loved him.
That made me either the strongest person alive or the stupidest.
Tomorrow, after we survived Rocco, I'd figure out which.
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She came back at sunset. Walked through the door with Marco, expression closed off in ways I hadn't seen since the first days of her captivity.
I'd lost her. Maybe not permanently, but the trust we'd built was damaged, possibly beyond repair.
"The files are organized," I said from the couch where I'd been sitting for three hours. "Everything's ready for tomorrow's release."
"Good." She moved to the bedroom, grabbed clothes, started changing without closing the door. Making it clear she wasn't hiding from me but also wasn't inviting me in.
"Chiara—"
"Don't. Not tonight. Tomorrow we have a war to win. Tonight, I need space to process that you've been lying since before we met." She emerged in fresh clothes, hair pulled back. "So here's how this works. You take the couch. I take the bed. We don't talk about the surveillance or the lies or any of it until Rocco's handled. Agreed?"
"Agreed."
"And after Rocco's handled, you're going to tell me everything. Every moment of the two years, every decision you made, every time you watched me and convinced yourself it was strategy instead of stalking. Everything."
"I will. I promise."
"Your promises don't mean much right now." But she sat on the opposite end of the couch, maintaining distance while occupying the same space. "Tell me the plan for tomorrow. Walk me through it."
So I did. Explained how the files would leak simultaneously to journalists at dawn. How the FBI and NYPD would receive copies an hour later. How we'd release everything publicly by noon, making it impossible for Rocco to suppress or spin.
"He'll retaliate," she said. "Attack the estate, come after us directly, something."
"Which is why we're not at the estate. We're here, in a location only four people know about. Rosa, Luca, Marco, and us."
"What about your loyal captains?"
"They know we have the evidence. They know it releases tomorrow. But they don't know where we are. Can't be forced to give up information they don't have."
She nodded, processing. "And after the release? After Rocco's arrested?"
"Then we rebuild. Clean house of anyone loyal to him. Restructure the organization around legitimate operations. It'll take years, but it's possible."
"And me? Where do I fit in this new legitimate organization?"
The question cut deeper than she probably intended. "Wherever you want. By my side if you'll have me. Somewhere safe if you won't."
"I don't know what I want yet. Ask me after I've had time to think."
Fair. More than fair, considering.
We sat in uncomfortable silence until Luca called with an update—journalists had the files, were verifying sources before publishing. FBI had received the package, was assembling a task force. Everything was proceeding exactly as planned.
"Get some rest," I told Chiara after the call ended. "Tomorrow's going to be intense."
"You too. Can't lead if you're exhausted."
"I'll rest after you do."
She studied me. "Still protecting me. Even when I'm furious with you."
"Always. That's not strategy. That's just—" I stopped, knowing anything I said would sound like manipulation.
"Just what?"
"Just the truth. I'll always protect you. Whether you forgive me or not."
She stood, moved toward the bedroom. Paused at the threshold. "For what it's worth—I believe that part. The protection. The care. That feels real."
"It is real. All of it is real."
"Then help me understand why you lied. Not now. Tomorrow, after everything. But help me understand."
"I will. I swear."
She closed the door. I heard the lock click—not to keep me out, but to give her the illusion of control I'd taken from her two years ago.
I'd been watching her since she was sixteen. Orchestrating this since before she knew I existed. Every moment of our relationship built on a foundation of surveillance and lies.
And somehow, she still loved me. At least partially. Enough to stay, enough to fight beside me tomorrow.
If we survived Rocco, I'd spend the rest of my life earning that love honestly.
If we survived.
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Morning came with news alerts. The files were public. Every major outlet running stories about corruption, bribery, ties to organized crime. Rocco's name in every headline.
It worked. We'd actually done it.
"FBI's issuing warrants," Luca reported. "NYPD's mobilizing. Rocco's going to ground, but they'll find him."
"How long?" Adrien asked.
"Forty-eight hours. Maybe less."
Two days. Two days of waiting for Rocco to be arrested, for this to finally end.
I couldn't do it. Couldn't sit in this safe house for two days with the man who'd been lying to me for two years, pretending everything was fine.
"I'm leaving," I announced.
Everyone turned to look at me.
"Leaving where?" Adrien's voice was carefully neutral.
"Moon's apartment. I need to see her. Need to explain everything. Need—" I stopped. "I need space. From you. From this. Just for today."
"It's not safe—"
"It's safer than staying here while I'm this angry with you. Safer than doing something I'll regret because I can't process two years of lies while planning a war." I grabbed my jacket. "I'll take Marco. I'll be careful. But I'm going."
Adrien looked like he wanted to argue. Didn't. "Okay. Marco goes with you. You keep your phone on. You check in every hour. And if anything feels wrong, anything at all, you call immediately."
"Deal."
Marco drove me across the city to Moon's apartment in Brooklyn. The surveillance team Adrien had assigned to her was still in place—two guys in an unmarked car, watching her building.
"I'll be right outside," Marco said. "Yell if you need me."
Moon opened her door on the second knock. Took one look at me and pulled me into a hug that made my carefully maintained composure crack.
"Jesus Christ, Chi. What the hell happened to you?"
So I told her. Everything. The kidnapping, Adrien, the organization, my parents' murder, the evidence, Rocco. Two years of surveillance I'd just discovered. Loving someone who'd been manipulating me since I was sixteen.
She listened without interrupting, poured wine neither of us was drinking, and when I finished, said exactly what I needed to hear.
"That's fucked up."
"Right?"
"Like, seriously fucked up. Two years? He's been watching you for two years?"
"Since I was sixteen."
"That's not romantic. That's not protection. That's stalking." She paced her small living room. "But you love him."
"Yes."
"And he loves you."
"He says he does. I think he does. But how can I trust that when everything started as lies?"
"You can't. Not easily." She sat beside me. "But Chi—you've always been a good judge of character. You survived the foster system, the streets, worse. If you think his feelings are real, they probably are."
"Or I'm deluding myself because it's easier than accepting I fell for a manipulative stalker."
"Also possible." She squeezed my hand. "What are you going to do?"
"I don't know. End this war with Rocco first. Then figure out if I can forgive Adrien. If we can build something real from this mess."
"And if you can't?"
"Then I walk away. Start over somewhere Rocco's people can't find me. Go to California like Dad planned. Be someone new."
"Without Adrien."
"Without Adrien."
The words hurt more than they had any right to.
We talked for hours—about everything and nothing, about our friendship, about the future I might have if I survived the next two days. Moon made lunch, forced me to eat, reminded me that I was worth more than being someone's obsessive project.
"You're my best friend," she said firmly. "My only real friend. And I will support whatever decision you make. Stay with him, leave him, burn his entire organization to the ground—I'm here."
"Thank you."
"But Chi? For what it's worth—" She hesitated. "The way you talk about him, even now. You light up. Even furious, even betrayed, you love him. That's not manipulation. That's just—"
"Love. Complicated, messy, probably unhealthy love."
"All the best love stories are messy."
My phone rang. Adrien, calling for the third time that day.
"I'm fine," I answered before he could ask. "Still with Moon. Still safe."
"Good. Just—checking. Making sure." He sounded exhausted. "Warrants are active. Rocco's people are scattering. It's almost over."
"Almost."
"Come back tonight. Please. I'll stay on the couch, I'll give you space, but come back where I can protect you properly."
"I'll think about it."
"Chiara—"
"I'll think about it. That's the best I can offer right now."
I hung up before he could argue.
"He's terrified of losing you," Moon observed.
"Good. He earned that fear."
But even as I said it, part of me wanted to go back. Wanted to forgive him, wanted to let the anger go and just exist in the space where we loved each other despite everything.
Tomorrow. I'd decide tomorrow.
Tonight, I was staying with my best friend, remembering who I was before Adrien Gurrieri made me someone new.
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The door exploded inward at eight PM.
Three men—armed, professional, moving with the kind of precision that meant military training. Marco tried to stop them, got a gun butt to the temple for his trouble.
Moon fought. Drew the gun she kept under her coffee table, actually got one shot off before they disarmed her. She went down with a hit to the jaw, bleeding, unconscious.
I tried to run. Made it three steps before hands grabbed me, spun me around, slammed me against the wall hard enough to see stars.
"Rocco sends his regards," one of them said, zip-tying my wrists. "Says he has questions only you can answer."
They dragged me out of the apartment, past Marco's unconscious form, past Moon lying on her floor. The surveillance team was down—car windows shot out, both men slumped in their seats.
This was planned. Coordinated. Rocco had been watching Moon's place, waiting for his moment.
And I'd handed it to him by leaving the safe house.
The van had no windows. They threw me in the back, cable-tied my ankles for good measure, left me lying on cold metal while we drove to wherever Rocco waited.
My phone was still in my pocket—they hadn't checked. I managed to pull it out with bound hands, found Adrien's number by feel.
Answered after one ring. "Chiara?"
"They have me." I kept my voice low. "Three men. Professional. Moon's apartment. They knocked out Marco and your surveillance team."
"Where are they taking you?"
"Don't know. Warehouse maybe. I can hear water—"
One of the men noticed me on the phone. Grabbed it, crushed it under his boot. "No more calls, sweetheart. Boss wants you isolated."
"He's going to kill you for this," I said. "Adrien's going to tear apart this city finding me."
"Let him try. By the time he figures out where we are, you'll be dead and the boss will be long gone."
They weren't wrong. Rocco was cornered, warrants issued, organization crumbling. Taking me was his last move—leverage or revenge, depending on whether he planned to use me as a bargaining chip or kill me to hurt Adrien.
Either way, I was in serious trouble.
The van stopped after twenty minutes. They pulled me out into a space that confirmed my suspicions—warehouse, near water, abandoned. Perfect place for a murder nobody would find until spring.
Rocco waited inside. Older than I remembered from the dinner, more desperate. He'd been powerful, controlled, dangerous. Now he looked like a man watching his empire burn.
"Chiara Altieri." He circled me slowly. "The girl who started all of this. If your father had kept his mouth shut, none of this would be happening."
"If you hadn't been a criminal, there'd be nothing to report."
He hit me. Open-handed slap that split my lip, made my ears ring. "Respect. You're in my territory now. Show respect."
"Territory? You're a fugitive with warrants and nowhere to run. This isn't territory. This is a tomb."
Another hit. Harder this time. My vision blurred.
"Chain her." He gestured to his men. "I want to make sure my nephew sees exactly what I've done when he arrives."
"He's not coming," I lied. "He doesn't know where I am."
"Oh, he knows. I sent him a photo of you in the van. GPS coordinates for this location. An invitation." Rocco's smile was all teeth. "He'll come. Because he's weak. Because he loves you. And when he walks through that door, I'll kill you both. End his bloodline, end this organization, escape while everyone's focused on the tragedy."
"You won't escape. The FBI—"
"Will find two bodies and no Rocco. I've survived worse than federal warrants, girl. I'll survive this too."
They chained me to a support beam, arms stretched above my head, toes barely touching the ground. Uncomfortable but not immediately dangerous. Yet.
Rocco checked his watch. "Twenty minutes. That's how long until your boyfriend arrives to save you. Use the time wisely. Say your prayers. Make peace with whatever god you believe in."
He left with most of his men, leaving two guards to watch me. Both armed, both alert.
But only two.
If I was careful, if I was smart, if I had any luck left—
I might survive this.
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The photo arrived at 8:17 PM. Chiara unconscious in a van, zip-tied and bleeding.
GPS coordinates followed thirty seconds later. Warehouse district, Red Hook, near the water.
Rocco's invitation was clear: Come get her. Die trying.
"How many men do we have ready to move?" I asked Luca.
"Twelve. All loyal. All armed. Marco's conscious but concussed—says he can fight anyway."
"Tell him to stand down. I need people at full capacity." I pulled up the warehouse coordinates, studied the terrain. "This is a trap. Rocco knows I'm coming. He'll have men positioned, snipers probably, every advantage."
"So we don't go."
"We go. But we go smart." I called in favors—every captain still loyal, every ally who owed me, everyone I'd helped over the past three years. By 8:30, we had twenty-five men ready to move.
"This is a war," I told them in the parking garage where we assembled. "Rocco has Chiara. He's using her as bait to get to me. But he's made one critical mistake—he's underestimated how far I'll go to get her back."
"How far is that, boss?" Someone asked.
"All the way. No mercy. No prisoners. Anyone standing between me and her dies. Understood?"
Agreement. These men had chosen their side. Now they'd prove it.
We moved in three vehicles, approaching from different angles. Satellite imagery showed the warehouse had minimal exits—front, back, side door. Rocco's men would be covering all of them.
"Luca, you take the back entrance. Marco's team handles the side despite his concussion—I know he won't stay down. I'm going through the front with the main force." I checked my weapons—two guns, three clips each, knife strapped to my ankle. "We breach simultaneously. Extract Chiara. Everyone else is secondary."
"What about Rocco?"
"If he's there, he dies. If he ran, we hunt him down after. Priority one is getting her out alive."
The warehouse came into view at 8:47. Exactly thirty minutes after the photo arrived, just like Rocco predicted.
But instead of walking into his trap blind, I'd brought overwhelming force. Instead of rescuing her alone, I had an army.
Let him underestimate me one last time.
"Two minutes," I said into the radio. "Everyone in position. On my signal, we breach. Fast, clean, no hesitation. Chiara comes out alive. That's the only acceptable outcome."
Confirmations came back. My people were ready.
I thought about the last two years. About watching her survive things that would've broken others. About falling in love with someone I'd taken as strategy and kept as choice. About every lie I'd told, every manipulation, every moment I'd convinced myself the ends justified the means.
If she died because I'd lied about the surveillance, because I'd made her angry enough to leave the safe house, because I'd driven her away when she needed to feel safe—
I'd never forgive myself.
"Thirty seconds," Luca's voice. "Everyone ready."
I checked my gun one last time. Thought about the girl chained somewhere in that warehouse, probably terrified but definitely fighting. She wouldn't go down easy. Wouldn't make this simple for Rocco.
That's what I loved about her. The fight. The refusal to be broken.
I'd get her back. Whatever it took.
"Go," I commanded. "Breach. Now."
The warehouse doors exploded inward, and the war for Chiara began.
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The explosion was deafening.
Three doors breaching simultaneously, smoke and flash-bangs turning the warehouse into chaos. My guards went for their weapons, never got them raised before bullets found them.
Then Adrien was there—covered in dust, gun raised, eyes finding mine across the space with laser focus.
"I've got you," he mouthed.
Gunfire erupted. Rocco's men firing from elevated positions, from behind cover, from everywhere. Adrien's people returned fire, advancing in formation, providing cover while someone moved toward me.
Luca. He reached my position, started working on the chains with bolt cutters that looked tiny against industrial metal.
"Almost—got it—" The chain snapped. My arms dropped, screaming in protest from hours stretched overhead. Luca caught me before I fell. "Can you walk?"
"Can I run?"
"Even better. Let's go."
We ran, staying low, weaving between cover while bullets sparked off metal around us. Adrien was fighting toward Rocco, who'd taken position behind reinforced cover, firing with the desperation of a man with nothing left to lose.
"Get her out!" Adrien commanded, not looking away from his target. "Now!"
"No." I grabbed a fallen guard's weapon, checked the magazine. Full. Safety off. Grip familiar from the hours Adrien had spent training me at the estate's range—preparation I'd resented at the time but needed now. "I'm ending this."
"Chiara—"
"He killed my parents. He's been hunting me for months. I'm not running." I met Adrien's eyes across the chaos. "Together. We end him together."
A split-second decision flashed across his face. Then he nodded. "Flank right. I'll draw his fire."
I moved. Combat training consisted of exactly one session with Adrien, countless hours watching action movies, and a lifetime of survival instincts. Not ideal, but it worked.
Adrien kept Rocco's attention while I circled. Got within ten feet before Rocco saw me, swung his gun toward me—
I fired first. Three shots, center mass, just like Adrien had taught me.
Rocco went down. Not dead yet, but dying. Blood spreading across expensive fabric, eyes wide with shock.
I walked closer, gun trained on him, finger steady on the trigger.
"You—" He coughed blood. "Your father—was a rat—"
"My father was a hero. And you killed him for it." I crouched beside him, close enough to see the light fading from his eyes. "This is for my parents. For every life you destroyed. For every person who suffered because you chose power over humanity."
"You're—just like—your father—" His smile was bloody. "Righteous—fool—"
"No. I'm worse. Because I'm willing to become a killer to stop people like you."
I fired once more. Clean shot to the head. Mercy he didn't deserve but efficiency we needed.
Rocco Gurrieri was dead.
The warehouse went quiet. Rocco's remaining men dropped weapons, hands raised. The battle was over.
Adrien appeared beside me, gently taking the gun from my shaking hands. "It's done. You did it. It's over."
I looked at the body—the man who'd destroyed my family, who'd haunted my nightmares, who'd tried to kill me. Felt nothing except exhaustion and relief.
"I killed him."
"You ended a war."
"Same thing."
"No. Not the same." He pulled me against his chest, unconcerned with the blood and gunpowder coating both of us. "You're not a killer, Chiara. You're a survivor who did what was necessary. There's a difference."
Sirens wailed in the distance. FBI, probably, responding to reports of gunfire. Warrants were active, scene was compromised. Time to leave.
"Can you walk?" Adrien asked.
"Can I do anything else?"
We walked out of that warehouse together, past bodies and spent shells and the wreckage of Rocco's last desperate move. Got to the vehicles as FBI pulled up, agents swarming the scene.
"Adrien Gurrieri," one of them called. "Need to ask you some questions—"
"Tomorrow. My lawyer will contact you. Tonight, I'm taking my girlfriend to a hospital."
"That's not—"
"Tomorrow." Not a negotiation. An absolute.
Surprisingly, they let us go. Maybe because the man they really wanted was dead inside. Maybe because interdepartmental politics made everything complicated. Maybe because we just looked that dangerous.
Either way, we drove away. Toward the hospital, toward safety, toward whatever came after surviving a war.
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(Key beats - condensed):
Three days later, when Adrien's lawyers cleared us and FBI finished initial questioning, we finally had privacy. Real privacy, away from hospitals and safe houses and the press camped outside the estate.
Private room. Just us. No guards, no Luca, no obligations except healing.
"I'm still angry," I said, breaking the silence that had stretched between us for hours. "About the two years. About the lies. About being watched since I was sixteen."
"I know."
"But I also—" I stopped, gathering courage for honesty that felt harder than facing Rocco had been. "I also understand why you did it. Not agree with it. Not excuse it. But understand it. In your world, with the threats you face, you did what you thought was necessary to keep me safe."
"It doesn't make it right."
"No. It doesn't. But I'm choosing to forgive you anyway. Not because you've earned it—you haven't, not yet. Because I love you. Because we almost died, and holding onto anger when we survived seems like wasting the life my parents died to give me."
"You're sure?"
"No. But I'm trying anyway."
We kissed like it was the first time—gentle, exploratory, relearning each other. No urgency, no desperation. Just tenderness and gratitude for being alive.
Made love slowly, carefully, accounting for injuries and exhaustion. Focused on connection over pleasure, on healing over performance. He touched me like I was precious, like he'd been given a second chance he didn't deserve but would treasure anyway.
After, lying tangled together, he said: "What happens now?"
"Now we rebuild. You make the organization legitimate. I finish high school, maybe college. We figure out how to be normal people who occasionally have to deal with FBI questions."
"That sounds perfect."
"It sounds impossible. But we're doing it anyway."
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Six months later, normal looked different than I'd imagined.
I was enrolled at Manhattan Community College's night program, working toward my GED first, then maybe an actual degree. Tutors helped with subjects I'd missed—math especially, since algebra felt like a foreign language. Adrien supported me through panic attacks when formulas made no sense, patient in ways that surprised us both.
The organization was transforming. Slowly, messily, but transforming. Legitimate businesses replacing illegal operations. Former captains becoming business partners. Violence giving way to negotiation.
Massimo had taken his waterfront territory and disappeared—Jersey, someone said, rebuilding on his own terms. Good. Distance was better than bloodshed, and maybe someday there'd be reconciliation. But not today.
Not perfect. Nowhere close to perfect. But better.
Adrien and I lived in a brownstone in Manhattan—smaller than the estate, purchased legally, decorated with help from Rosa who'd become a combination housekeeper and adopted grandmother.
Moon visited weekly, bringing news from her stripper days—except she wasn't stripping anymore. Working for a security company, of all things. Using skills I'd suspected she had but never confirmed.
"There's something I need to tell you," she said over coffee one Tuesday. "About my past. About who I really am."
"You're my best friend. That's all that matters."
"Chiara—"
"Moon. I don't care what you used to do or who you used to be. You saved my life multiple times. You're family. Everything else is details."
She smiled. "You're going to care when I tell you I used to kill people for money."
"Used to?"
"Past tense. I'm retired."
"Then past tense doesn't matter."
We'd all done things we weren't proud of. The difference was choosing what came after.
Adrien proposed on a random Thursday. No grand gesture, no elaborate plan. Just us, in our kitchen, making dinner.
"Marry me," he said while I was chopping vegetables.
"What?"
"Marry me. Not because you have to. Not because of obligation or strategy. Just because I love you. Because I want to spend the rest of my life making up for how we started. Because you're the best thing that ever happened to me."
I set down the knife. "That's the worst proposal I've ever heard."
"It's the only proposal you've ever heard."
"Fair point." I kissed him. "Yes. Obviously yes."
The ring came later—simple band, no ostentation. Perfect for someone who'd survived everything we had.
Planning a wedding when half the guest list had criminal records was interesting. But we managed. Small ceremony, immediate family only—which meant Rosa, Luca, Moon, and two former captains who'd become actual friends.
Life wasn't perfect. Nightmares still came occasionally. FBI still asked questions. The past didn't disappear just because we wanted it to.
But we were building something real. Something honest. Something that started in darkness but found light.
That was enough.
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The wedding was small, held in Rosa's garden because anywhere else felt wrong. October sunshine, changing leaves, the kind of perfect fall day you couldn't plan.
I wore Mom's pearls—cleaned, restored, blessed by a priest who didn't ask questions. The dress was simple, white, chosen by me instead of assigned by some wedding planner. My choice. My day. My future.
Adrien waited at the makeshift altar looking terrified, which was fair. We were both terrified. Marriage meant permanence, meant choosing each other every day despite knowing exactly what that choice cost.
But we'd survived worse than commitment.
"You look—" He stopped when I reached him. "You look like everything I don't deserve."
"Good thing deserving has nothing to do with love."
The ceremony was brief. Traditional vows with one addition I'd insisted on: "I promise to always tell you the truth. Even when it's hard. Even when lying would be easier."
"I promise the same," he answered. "And I promise to spend every day earning the trust you've given me."
We kissed as husband and wife, and somehow, it felt like forgiveness finalized.
The reception was chaos. Rosa crying, Luca getting drunk and telling embarrassing stories, Moon catching the bouquet and looking horrified about it.
"I'm not getting married," she insisted, staring at the bouquet like it might explode. "This thing is cursed. Besides, I don't do commitment."
"You don't do commitment, or you're scared of commitment?"
"Same thing." But her expression shifted when she looked across the garden. "Oh no."
A man I didn't recognize approached—tall, blonde, wearing a suit that said money but carrying himself like someone who'd seen violence. Moon's face cycled through shock, anger, and something that looked dangerously close to longing.
"Kieran?" She breathed his name like a prayer and a curse.
"Hey, Moon. Been a while." His smile was gentle despite the tension radiating from her. "You look good. Really good."
"What are you doing here?"
"Luca invited me. Said you might be here. Thought it was time we talked."
"We don't have anything to talk about."
"We have ten years to talk about. But if you're not ready—" He started to turn away.
"Wait." She grabbed his arm, and the contact made them both freeze. "One drink. That's all you get."
"One drink is more than I expected."
They moved away to the bar Rosa had set up, talking in low urgent voices that screamed unfinished business. I made a mental note to interrogate Moon about that later—after she'd had time to process whatever history they shared.
Evening came with string lights and music and Adrien pulling me onto the makeshift dance floor.
"Mrs. Gurrieri," he murmured against my hair.
"I kept Altieri. We discussed this."
"Mrs. Altieri-Gurrieri?"
"Better."
We swayed to music, surrounded by people we loved, celebrating survival disguised as marriage. Because that's what this was—two people who'd survived impossible things choosing to build something impossible together.
"What happens now?" I asked.
"Now we live. Just—live. Have boring fights about dishes and what to watch on TV. Get jobs that don't involve violence. Maybe, eventually, have kids who never know what we went through to get here."
"That sounds perfect."
"It sounds normal. You sure you can handle normal?"
"With you? I can handle anything."
Later, alone in the bedroom Rosa had prepared, I opened the letter I'd found that morning. From Dad, dated the week before he died, addressed to me as an adult.
Chiara,
By the time you read this, you'll have survived things I can't protect you from. You'll be strong in ways I never had to be. You'll have made choices I hope I'd support.
I want you to know—I'm proud of you. Not the eight-year-old girl I left behind, but the woman you became despite everything. Whatever path you chose, whoever you loved, however you survived—I'm proud.
Live, songbird. Live loudly. Live fearlessly. Live in ways I couldn't.
Love, Dad
I folded the letter carefully, tucked it in the box with Mom's pearls and the few photos I'd salvaged. Artifacts from a life that ended in blood but somehow resulted in this—new beginning, new family, new choices.
Adrien found me sitting by the window, letter in hand.
"You okay?"
"Better than okay. Ready."
"Ready for what?"
"Everything. Whatever comes next." I stood, moved into his arms. "Ready to live. Finally."
We made love that night—our first time as husband and wife, different from every other time in ways I couldn't articulate. More permanent. More real.
And when I fell asleep, no nightmares came. Just dreams of the future we'd build together, one choice at a time.

THE END
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