
Blood Debts
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	The knocking started just after midnight. Not the hesitant tap of a neighbor or the hurried pounding of someone in trouble. It was slow. Deliberate. These were the kind of knocks that carried authority, as though whoever stood on the other side already knew the door would eventually open.
	Three knocks.
	A pause.
	Three more.
	I looked up from the book I’d been pretending to read for the last hour. The words had started to blur together a while ago. My father still wasn’t home, and the uneasiness that had settled in my stomach earlier that evening only tightened.
	The house was quiet.
	Too quiet.
	Our old grandfather clock ticked steadily from the hallway, each swing of the pendulum is louder than the last.
	Then came another knock.
	It was louder this time.
	Harsher.
	I stood, wrapping my cardigan tighter around myself as I crossed the living room. Rain beats against the windows, and the porch light casts long dark shadows across the front steps.
	Through the frosted glass, I could make out three figures dressed entirely in black.
	Not the police.
	Not the neighbors.
	Something about the way they stood perfectly still, hands folded in front of them, expensive suits untouched by the storm made every instinct in my body scream at me to not open the door. To keep the door locked. Before I could decide on what to do, headlights swept across the front window.
	And that’s when I see it.
	A familiar sedan pulled into the gravel driveway.
	Dad.
	A wave of relief washed over me for exactly two seconds.
	Because the moment my father stepped out of his beat up sedan and saw the three men dressed in black standing at the front door the color had drained from his face. The usual tanned skin is now ghostly white.
	His keys fell from between his fingers and clattered onto the wet gravel of our driveway.
	I’d never seen him this scared before in my nineteen years on this earth.
	Not when mom died.
	Not when we lost the family business.
	And not when the bank threatened foreclosure on our home.
	But whatever–or whoever–was standing on our doorstep right now had turned him into a ghost of a man.
	He walked toward the house on unsteady legs, avoiding my eyes through the window. One of the men offered him a polite nod.
	“Good evening, Mr. Moretti.”
	His voice was calm.
	Too calm.
	“We’ve been looking for you.”
	Dad swallowed hard.
	“I…I just need some more time.”
	The tallest man smiled, though it never reached his eyes.
	“I’m afraid time is the one thing you no longer have. De Santis has given you plenty of time… don’t you think?”
	Sweat dripped from my father’s forehead, stinging his eyes as he stared at the man standing outside the front door.
	“P-Please d-don’t do this,” he pleads.
	His voice shakes
	But for the first time I saw my father beg.
	I’ve never seen him beg in my life.
	Not for when my mom died of cancer.
	Not for when he lost everything.
	But right now he looks like he is on the verge of getting on his knees in front of these powerful and dangerous men. The man that stands in the middle takes a step forward, but this time he has something in his hand. I strain my eyes to see what it is and when I see it my eyes widen in fear.
	A gun.
	 I try to scream. To warn my father. But nothing seems to be escaping.
	My heart is beating out of my chest when I see it clearly.
	“Who are these people?” I whisper to myself.
	But my thoughts are cut off when I hear my father speak again.
	“Do-Don’t do this. I-I have a daughter.” His voice cracking as he speaks. “S-She needs me.”
	The tall man doesn’t say a word in response. He simply raises the gun and shoots. My father’s screams tear through me like a knife cutting skin.
	Then…
	Everything goes black.
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	The silence was the first thing I noticed. It wasn’t the comforting that settled over our home after midnight, but a heavy, suffocating silence that pressed against my chest. And for a long moment, I didn’t open my eyes.
	My head was throbbing, and every muscle in my body was aching as though I’d been asleep for days. I tried to remember what had happened, but my thoughts were trapped in a thick fog.
	Then everything came rushing back.
	The three men in black suits banging on the front door.
	My father begging for his life.
	The gun.
	The gunshot.
	With that my eyes fly open. I bolt upright, gasping for air as my heart slammed against my ribs.
	“Dad…” The word barely escapes past my lips.
	In my panic I didn’t even realize my surroundings. That I’m not in my bedroom. I’m not in my house. Everything around me is unfamiliar.
	Dark charcoal walls stretched towards a high ceiling that is lined with intricate gold molding. A crystal chandelier hung overhead, casting warm light across polished hardwood floors. Heavy black curtains frame the floor-to-ceiling windows, their velvet fabric keeping out whatever was waiting beyond them.
	“This is definitely not a hospital room… So where the hell am I?” I whisper to myself.
	Panic started to settle deep into my chest.
	I threw the extremely expensive blankets aside, not caring about messing up the bed that looks more expensive than my collection of books at home. I swing my legs over the edge of the enormous bed. The plush rug feels soft between my toes as I place my feet onto the ground.
Nothing about this room felt ordinary. In fact it felt the complete opposite of ordinary. Every piece of furniture looked expensive.
The dresser appeared to be hand-carved from what looked like dark walnut. Fresh white lilies are resting in a crystal vase near the window. 
Even the air smells different. Like cedarwood, expensive cologne, and something faintly smoky.
Why did someone bring me here?
When did they bring me here?
Who brought me here?
Was it my dad?
But I don’t even know if he is still alive. The sound of the gun going off still rings in my mind.
No.
No, no, no.
I hurried toward the bedroom door, ignoring the pounding in my head. The polished brass handle on the dark oak door turns before I even have a chance to reach for it myself.
I was expecting to see one of the three men from last night in the doorway. But instead it was a woman who stepped inside. She was older. Maybe in her late forties, but she looked younger than what she actually was. She was dressed in a perfectly pressed black dress with a white apron tied neatly around her waist. She carried a silver tray with a porcelain teapot and a steaming cup was balanced beside it.
The moment she saw me standing, her eyes widened in shock.
“Oh! Miss Moretti.” The woman said.
She set the tray down on the side table made out of the same wood as the dresser that stood right next to the bed I was just on.
“You should be resting, dear.”
I just stared at her.
Resting?
She expects me to rest while my father could be hurt?
Dead?
“Where’s my father?”
Her expression shifted ever so slightly.
Not sadness.
Not surprising.	
Something that was closer to hestitation.
“I’m afraid I can’t answer that.”
My stomach dropped.
“What do you mean you can’t answer that?”
She clasps her hand together and speaks again, “My name is Sophia.”
“I don’t care what your name is.” My voice cracked. “I want to know where my father is and if he is alive.” I demand again.
She looked towards the door as if she was searching for some sort of permission to speak.
“I’ve been instructed not to discuss those matters.”
“Instructed by who exactly?”
All I get in return is silence.
“Can you at least tell me where I am? I think I deserve to know where I have been taken too after being kidnapped.”
“This is the De Santis estate.” She says it should mean something.
But the name does send a chill straight through my spine. 
De Santis.
I remember hearing it the night before. Or…. was it last night? A few nights ago? Time felt distorted. What day is it?
One of the men from that night mentioned someone named De Santis. And my father’s face had gone completely white when he heard it.
“Who is De Santis?” I whispered.
Sofia looked up at me from pouring tea into the tea cups. The look on her face was like she was asking who the president was. But when she sees that I am not joking and have no idea who she is talking about she straightens up.
“You truly don’t know?”
“Do I look like I’m joking? Who is he?”
Her lips parted, but before she could answer, footsteps echoed from somewhere beyond the door that she just entered from moments ago. Slow. Measured. Full of control. Each step was taken deleberatly.
Sofia immediately straightened her posture. Her shoulders squared. Her hands folded neatly in front of her. Whoever this was that was approaching…. She respected them. Or she feared them. Or maybe even both.
But then the footsteps stopped. They stopped right outside the door. Then they knocked. One singular knock.
Sofia hurried over and opened the door without a word. Every instinct in my body screamed for me to run. To hide from whoever was about to walk through those doors. Instead…
I froze.
I froze like a scared little kitten who got thrown into the trash. But before I could do any of that a tall man stepped into the room. He was taller than anyone I’d ever seen, but that isn’t really saying anything because I am only five feet. But his broad shoulders filled the doorway with effortless authority.
He wore a tailored suit that fit him like it was just another layer of skin. Like it was made only for him alone. There wasn’t a wrinkle in sight. His dark hair was neatly styled, and a trimmed beard sharpened the angles of his defined jawline. He was by far the most handsome man I have ever seen in my entire life. It actually looks like he was carved by the gods themselves.
I couldn’t help but imagine what could possibly be under that immaculate suit. But it wasn’t his appearance that stole the air straight out of my lungs. No. It was his eyes. His stormy grey eyes.
They didn’t hold any type of emotion. They were… Cold. They were calculating.
They were the kind of eyes that had witnessed unimaginable things and never once looked away. They landed on me without a flicker of emotion.
He didn’t smile.
He didn’t frown.
He just simply observed.
Like he was a king that was inspecting his newest acquisition.
Sofia lowered her head. And I was so entranced by this man that I completely forgot she was in the room.
“Mr. De Santis.”
He gave her a slight nod in response but his eyes never left mine.
“You may leave.” He says finally looking over at her.
She disappeared without another word, quietly closing the door behind her. His voice did things to me. But I wasn’t sure what those things were exactly. Before my thoughts could wander his eyes snapped back to mine. Silencing my thoughts.
We were now alone.
The silence stretched between us. I crossed my arms over my chest.
“Who are you?” I asked softly.
He slipped his hand into his pocket.
“My name is Luca De Santis.”
The name settled heavily in the room. Every warning bell was ringing inside me all at once.
“Why am I here?”
“You fainted.”
I roll my eyes. “I remember.” The image flashed through my mind again.
The gun.
The gunshot.
My father.
I took a shaky breath.
“My father…” For the first time, something changed in his expression. 
It wasn’t sympathy. But regret. Regret was written all over his face before he hardened his face again.
“He is alive.” That was all he said. And that was all he needed to say.
The breath I hadn’t known I was holding escaped my lungs. A weight had just lifted off me with that single statement.
Alive.
My father was alive.
Thank God.
Before the relief could fully settle in, another question surfaced. “Can I see him?”
“No.”
“And why not?” I was getting annoyed at this point.
“He isn’t here.”
“Then where is he?” Luca remained silent.
I felt so frustrated that it was bubbling under my skin.
“You brought me here against my will.”
“Yes.”
“You won’t tell me where my father is.”
“No.”
“And you expect me to stay calm?”
“No.” That caught me off guard because I wasn’t expecting that answer at all.
He walked toward the window, his hands were no longer in his pockets. They were now placed behind his back.
“I expect you to be angry.” I frowned.
“Then start talking because I think I deserve something here.”
He didn’t even turn to look at me. And that annoyed the hell out of me. His eyes remained forward as he scanned the sprawling grounds beyond the glass.
“You know your father accumulated a significant amount of gambling debts.”
I swallowed.
I just thought he couldn’t keep the family business afloat after mom passed. I thought he had to sell because the medical bills got to be too much for him to handle.
“I knew he had money problems.” I whisper still in complete shock.
“You know very little about what was actually happening."
His voice remained perfectly even as he spoke. He was still looking at the estate property and not looking at me. He then started talking again.
‘He owes my organization nearly four million euros." And with that my knees buckle.
Four….
Million?
Four million fucking euros?
“T-That’s impossible. He had to sell the business and get a loan on the house because of my moms medical bills, and the funeral.”
“Yes. He did do that…. At first.”
“There has to be some kind of mistake. My father wouldn’t…”
“When does he come home? How often does he leave and not tell you where he is going? When will he be back?”
My eyes are watering. Because this man has a point. I just stared at him, waiting for him to laugh. To say that everything he is saying was some type of joke. That my father was playing a prank on me to scare me. To tell me that this was all just some cruel misunderstanding. Instead…
He just turned to face me once more. And the calm certainty in his eyes terrified me more than the gun ever had. The only thing that was running in my head…
Four million euros.
Four.
Million.
Fucking.
Euros.
My father lied to me.
Not once. Not twice. He has been lying to me for years.
Every late night. Every whispered phone call. Every promise that everything was going to be fine.
My chest tightened until it hurt to breathe. And all I could do was stand there, frozen in front of the most terrifying man I’d ever met, as silent tears slipped down my cheeks. 



















The Proposal
Elara

	The tears dried before I realized they had fallen. Not because I had stopped crying.
	No.
	It was because the man standing in front of me had given me no room to fall apart. Luca De Santis watched me in silence, his expression unreadable. No sympathy. No impatience. Just that same calm certainty that made my skin crawl.
	As if four million euros were nothing more than a number to him. As if my entire world hadn’t just cracked open beneath my feet in a second.
 I wiped my cheeks with the back of my hand, furious that I’d cried in front of him. Furious that he had seen me break. Seen me crumble. Seen me weak.
“My father can’t owe that much,” I said, though the words sounded weak even to me.
I felt pathetic.
But Luca didn’t respond immediately.
Instead, he just walked towards the dresser and picked up a leather folder I hadn’t noticed before. Has that been there the whole time? I didn’t see him bring anything in with him. He carried it back to me and placed it on the end of the large bed. The gesture was almost polite. Almost. And that somehow made it worse.
“Open it,” was all that he said.
I hesitated. Every instinct told me not to touch it. Not to make everything that this imposing man has said true. But my hands had a mind of their own and moved towards the file anyway.
The folder was heavier than it looked. Inside were multiple documents. Contracts. Bank statements. Wire transfers. Signatures. Unmistakingly my father’s signature.
Again.
And again. 
And again.
Every page felt like another knife sliding between my ribs. Each hurting more than the last. My vision blurred as I flipped through each document.
I couldn’t stop the tears from falling onto my cheeks as I continued to read every page.
Loans.
Interest.
Multiple late fees.
More loans.
More interest.
More signatures.
	At the bottom of the last page, a number stared back at me in cold black ink.
	4,000,000 euros.
	“No,” I whispered. I was still in complete denial even though the proof of everything was in my hands. But it was all that I could say.
	All that I could possibly get out. Luca then leaned against the window, watching me. Assessing me.
	“Your father borrowed from my organization over several years,” he said. “Each time he promised he would repay it.”
	“But he didn’t.” I whispered. I shook my head not wanting to hear anymore of this. “W-Why would he do this?” I whispered to him so softly I didn’t know or care if he heard me. “W-Was it because of my mother’s hospital bills?”
	“No.” He says now looking directly at me now. “It was because he believed he could win it all and more back.” That statement was like a slap to the face. Win it back.
	Win it back as if our lives had just been a game. Like my mother’s death was a joke. As if I had been a part of the wager without even knowing it.
	“He used our home?”
	“Among other things.”
	My chest was so tight. “What does that mean?”
	Luca’s gaze held mine.
	“It means he ran out of assets."
	The large room suddenly felt too small. Like I was trapped in a box and couldn’t get out. I closed the folder and tossed it back onto the bed as far away from me as I could possibly get it.
	“Then take the house,” I snapped. “Take the money. Take whatever he has left.”
	“It isn’t enough.” He says blankly.
	“Then give him more time to get it.”
	“I already did.” His voice remained calm. He was too calm. And I hated that he was so calm.
	I hated it. I hated this. I hated how he was able to push away every possible emotion, whereas I was a mess.
	“People make mistakes,” I say with pain laced in my voice. “You can’t just-”
	“People make mistakes,” he interrupts. “Four million euros is a decision. Not a mistake.” 
	The words knocked the breath from my lungs. I stared at him, searching for some crack in his composure.
	Anything.
	Anger.
	Cruelty.
	Satisfaction.
	But Luca looked almost bored. As if this conversation had already been decided before I woke up.
	“What will happen to him?” I ask quietly.
	For the first time since I met this family, Luca’s expression hardened.
	“That depends.”
	Fear slid down my spin. “Depends on what?”
	He then pushed away from the window and walked towards me. Slowly. Deliberately.
	Each step that he took was measured. Controlled. Predatory.
	I stood instinctively, backing away until the back of my knees hit the edge of the bed. Luca stopped a few feet in front of me. He was close enough that I could see the faint scar near his jaw. Close enough for me to smell the cedarwood and smoke that radiated off of him. Close enough to remind me that this was his house. That he owed everything that was around us.
	That this was his room. His world. And I was trapped inside it. I was a prisoner.
	“I didn’t bring you here to frighten you,” he said. And I almost laughed at that.
	Almost.
	“That’s funny.”
	One dark defined eyebrow lifted slightly.
	“You don’t seem amused.”
	“You kidnapped me.”
	“You fainted.”
	“After someone fired a gun at my father!” 
	His jaw tightened.
	“No one intended to harm you.”
	“And that’s supposed to make me feel any better?”
	“No.”
	Again with calm honesty. Again with answers that made it impossible for me to predict him. I folded my arms tightly across my chest.
	“Then why am I here exactly?”
	Luca looked at me for a long moment. Too long. But he wasn’t looking at my face. He was looking at me. As if he was weighing something. As if he was deciding whether I was worth the truth. When he finally decided to speak, his voice was quieter than I’ve heard it.
	“Because your father cannot repay what he owes.” My stomach drops.
	“So this is a punishment?”
	“No.”
	I am really starting to hate that fucking word.
	“What is it?”
	Silence.
	The kind of silence that stretches so long it becomes unreadable. I took a step forward.
	“Tell me.” I demanded.
	Luca’s eyes met mine. Dark. Steady. Unyielding. Like a storm was brewing.
	“I’m offering a solution.”
	The words should have made my blood run cold. Because men like Luca De Santis did not offer solutions out of kindness. They offered bargains. And bargains always had some type of price.
	“What kind of solution?” I asked nervously.
	Luca didn’t answer immediately. He reached into the inside pocket of his suit jacket and removed a small velvet box. My breath caught for the hundredth time.
	He placed it on the table between us. Then he opened it. A ring rested inside. Silver. Simple. Expensive. But stunning. It was beautiful. My pulse began to pound uncontrollably.
	“No.” I whispered before he even spoke.
	Luca’s gaze never left mine. “Marry me, Miss Moretti,” he said.
	The room tilted, I felt like I was going to vomit.
	“And your father’s debt disappears.”
	Everything inside me went still. The air. The fear. The anger. Even my heartbeat seemed to stop for one impossible second. I stared at the ring. Then back at him.
	“What?” The word came out broken. Weak.
	Luca closed the box with a soft click.
	“You heard me.” And I shake my head once. Then again. Harder this time.
	“No.”
	His expression didn’t change. “No?”
“	“You can’t be serious.”
	“I’m always serious.”
	The certainty in his voice terrified me more than the gun ever had. I took a step back. Then another.
	“You want me to marry you?”
	“Yes.”
	“A complete stranger?”
	“You know my name.”
	“That doesn’t make any of this normal!”
	“I didn’t say it was normal.” My hands are trembling.
	“This is absolutely insane.”
	“Perhaps.”
	“Why me?”
	Luca looked at me. Then he said words that made my blood turn to solid ice.
	“Because your father already agreed.”
	And just like that, the floor disappeared beneath me. I fell to my knees, my legs no longer able to hold me. I looked up at him, searching his face for even the slightest hint that this was all some kind of twisted joke.
	“M-My father…” My voice cracked. “He sold me to cover his debt?”
	“Yes.”
	One word. One word was all it took to shatter what little remained of my world.
	I didn’t cry.
	I wasn’t sad.
	I was furious.
	Furious at my father for gambling away everything. Furious that he had lied to me for years. Furious that he had decided my future without ever asking me what I wanted. Slowly, I pushed myself to my feet. My hands trembled, but I refused to let him see me fall apart again. So I lifted my chin.
	“Take me to my father.”
	My voice was cold. Steady. Void of any of my previous emotions I’ve had since waking up. It was almost as emotionless as Luca’s. And for the first time since I’d woken up, I wasn’t asking. I was demanding. Truly demanding.
	Luca studied me for a long moment. He looked proud. Then, with a small nod, he turned toward the door.
	“Follow me.”
	Without another word, he walked out of the room. I didn’t hesitate. I followed.















The Truth
Elara

The silence between us was suffocating. Luca didn’t wait for me to answer. He simply walked out of the bedroom as though he already knew I’d follow. I hated that he was right. My feet moved before my mind could stop them.
The hallway beyond the bedroom was unlike anything I’d ever seen. Polished marble floors reflected the glow of crystal chandeliers hanging from impossibly high ceilings. 
Are ceilings that high even necessary? 
There are oil paintings lining the walls, each one framed in gold. Everything about the estate screamed wealth.
Power.
Control.
This wasn’t a home. No. It was a motherfucking kingdom. And Luca De Santis was its king. He walked several steps ahead of me, his pace unhurried. His polished dress shoes echoed against the marble with every measured step.
I couldn’t help but notice how everyone we walked passed reacted to his presence. A maid stepped aside the moment she saw him. Two men in black suits that were standing near the grand staircase straightened instantly. 
One lowered his head.
The other just simply said, “Boss,” with a slight nod.
Luca acknowledged them with a small nod of his own but his pace never slowed. No one questioned him. No one spoke unless they were spoken to. All I saw in their eyes was…
Fear.
Respect.
Maybe even a mix of both.
I wrapped my arms around myself. And all I can think is, what kind of man commanded that much loyalty? Or was it fear he commanded? 
Maybe there wasn’t a difference between the two. After several minutes we reached a pair of enormous wooden doors. One of the guards standing outside opened them immediately without being asked to do so.
“Mr. De Santis.” One of the guards said in respect when Luca stepped inside.
I hesitated.
“Come.”
It wasn’t a request. It was a command. So I took a deep breath, and I followed him inside.
The room looked more like a private office than anything else. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves covered one wall while another overlooked the estate through massive windows. The mahogany desk sat in the center.
But it wasn’t until I noticed someone was sitting in one of the chairs in front of the large desk. And my heart stopped.
“Dad,” I whisper. And he looked up from his shaky hands. 
For a split second, relief flooded his face. But it was only for a second. But what replaced it was a look of shame.
“Cara…” I crossed the room before he could finish and before I could process what I was doing.
The moment I reached him, I slapped him across his face. Hard. The crack echoed through the office.
No one moved.
Not Luca. 
Not the guards.
Not even my father.
A bright red mark bloomed across his cheek. My hand stung.
“You lied to me,” I whisper, holding back tears. He couldn’t even meet my eyes. “You lied to me for years.”
“I-I’m sorry.” He stuttered.
“No.”
The word came out louder than I intended. But I was furious. No. I was fucking pissed. This man. This man that I trusted and loved all my life above everything and everyone else since my mom died has been lying to me over and over again.
“No, you’re not.”
Tears burned behind my eyes again, but this time I refused to let them fall. I refused to show any form of weakness. Not in front of these guards. Not in front of my father. And especially not in front of Luca.
“You promised me that everything was fine.”
“I was trying to protect you.”
“Protect me?” I laugh humorlessly. “You were trying to protect me? You sold me. YOU FUCKING SOLD ME!” I screamed and his shoulders sagged.
“I-I didn’t have another choice.”
I laughed. A bitter, broken laugh.
“Didn’t have another choice?”
I took another step towards him.
“You had thousands of choices before you gambled away four million euros!”
“I thought I could win it back.”
“You thought?” My voice echoed through the room.
“You gambled my future on a thought?”
“I never wanted this for you.”
“You didn’t want this for me…. But you still signed the contract.”
Silence.
That was all I got.
Fucking silence.
But that silence answered everything I needed to know. My father slowly reached into the inside pocket of his jacket. Every muscle in Luca’s body tensed. And to be honest… my body tensed too. One of the guards stepped forward.
And instead of a weapon, my father pulled out a folded document. His hands were shaking as he unfolded it carefully. Then he handed it to me.
“I signed it.” I took the paper and stared at it.
I didn’t say anything.
My name. Luca’s name. 
It was an agreement. An arranged marriage contract. A signed arranged marriage contract. By my father, and by Luca.
It was only waiting for my signature to be added to the remaining blank dotted line. And all I could do was stare at it.
In the back of my mind I understood why Luca signed it. He is owed a lot of money. And he deserves to get what he is owed. But my father…
My father signed my life away without a second thought. I looked up from the document and just stared at him.
“Why?” His eyes filled with tears.
“I was desperate.”
“You traded me.”
“No.”
“Then explain to me what you were doing?” I held the contract with his signature in the air. “Because to me…. To me it looks like you sold me to him so you didn’t have to pay what you owe.”
He buried his face in his hands. “I failed you.”
The anger I’d been holding onto suddenly felt…heavy. Not gone. Just heavier. Because looking at him now…
He wasn’t the father I remembered. He looked broken. Older. Defeated. The man sitting before me wasn’t a gambler chasing another win. He was a father drowning in the consequences of every terrible decision he’d ever made.
“I love you,” he whispers.
“I know… but I don’t know if I love you. I loved the man you used to be. I loved the man you pretended to be. But the man that is sitting in front of me right now… I don’t love him. And I don’t think I’ll ever forgive you for what you are doing to me.”
The room went completely silent and I couldn’t stay in this room any longer, so I turned to Luca and he instantly knew.
“Come.” And he leads me out of the room.
Once we leave the room he leads me to what I can only assume is his office.
“Luca?”
“Hm?”
“If I sign this… his debt will be gone?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t want this.” I whisper.
“I know… I don’t want this either.”
I take a few moments to think this through. I may be upset. I may never be able to forgive him. But I can’t leave him like this because no matter what he has done to me he is still my father.
“I’ll sign on one condition.”
He stares into my eyes waiting for me to continue.
I take a deep breath, “This may be a loveless marriage. A business marriage. But I will not be married to a man who brings in other women. I have too much respect for myself.”
“Done.”
My eyes widened in surprise. “Just like that?”
“Just like that.”
I nod and I look down at the document… And I sign on the dotted line.
“The wedding will be in seven days.”
My breath caught.
Seven days.
In seven fucking days I would become Mrs. Luca De Santis.
All I could do was just stare down at the paper…
I just signed my life away.












The Devil’s Burden
Luca

I should have felt victorious. Instead… I felt absolutely nothing as I looked at Elara. In seven days she will become my wife. Not because she loved me. No. It was obvious that she wanted to kill me as she glared at me with those bright green eyes of hers from across my office.
But as we looked at each other I was finally able to get a good look at her. She’s stunning. She stood at what I can only guess was around five feet. She has perfectly tanned skin on her hourglass figure that did very bad things to me. And she has the cutest button nose I have ever seen.
Cute?
God what was happening to me?
But none of those things were what was drawing me to her. No. It was her eyes. Her piercing bright green eyes.
This alluring woman was doing things to me. Things that I couldn’t allow to happen between us.
“You aren’t a prisoner here.” That catches her attention. “You are free to explore the estate, but you are not allowed to leave without my knowledge or without a guard or myself.”
“I can take care of myself.”
“I have no doubt… but when word gets out that you are my future wife there will be a target on your back. This is purely for your protection.”
I can tell she wants to speak but she nods before leaving my office. I stand from my large mahogany desk and go to my small bar and pour myself two fingers worth of whiskey. The amber liquid burned as it slid down my throat. It did absolutely nothing to quiet the thoughts of her that are already resurfacing.
“Dammit.” I mutter.
What in the hell have I gotten myself into?
Interrupting my thoughts is a knock on my door. Already knowing who it is. “Come in.”
Matteo. My second-in-command, my brother, and the closest thing I have ever had to a best friend. He was the only person I trusted.
“She agreed.” It was a statement. Not a question.
“I know.”
He leaned against the doorway. Studying me. “You don’t look happy.”
I let out a humorless laugh, “should I?”
“You got what you wanted.”
“I got what I needed…. How’s Moretti?” I changed the subject.
“He blames himself.”
“He should. If he paid his debt she wouldn’t be here.”
Silence settled between us. It wasn’t the comfortable silence. But it was bearable. Finally, Matteo crossed his arms.
“Do you want my opinion?”
“No, but I believe you are going to tell me anyway.”
He laughs, “She hates your guts.”
“I know.” It was obvious.
“And after today…”
“She’ll hate me even more.” I finished his statement for him. And Matteo nodded.
“So why? Why do all of this?”
I didn’t answer right away. I just walked over to the floor-to-ceiling window that overlooked the estate. Specifically the estate gardens. It looked peaceful. But it was all a lie. Everything about this life was a lie. It was a sheild to hide what was truly happening in the shadows.
“You know why.”
“I know why the family wants the marriage.” He stepped closer and my jaw tightened.
This was all because I didn’t have a choice. Because my father’s health was failing. Because the other families were waiting for me to make a mistake. Because an unmarried Don was easier to challenge. Because every decision I made carried the weight of hundreds of lives. Because if I don’t have an heir, and soon, they will think I shouldn’t be the head of the most powerful mafia in the world.
But none of those were the real reason. The real reason… would die with me.
“I made a decision.” 
“That’s not an answer.” Matteo frowns.
“It’s the only one you’re going to get.”
He studied me for a long moment before letting out a quiet sigh. “You’ve already started protecting her.”
“What?” I turn to face him.
“The doctor.”
I remain silent because there’s no point in denying it cause I did call in my own personal doctor to make sure she didn’t hit her head and that she wasn’t hurt.
“You had him examine her after she fainted. And you had Sofia stay with her all night to make sure she was okay.”
I continue to stay silent.
“You also had her moved into the east wing because it’s the safest part of the estate.”
“Your point?”
“The point is that we both know you want her safe and the safest place in all of Italy for Elara Moretti is to stand beside you as your queen.” He says before leaving the office leaving me in silence with only my thoughts to keep me company.
Moments later a sharp knock breaks through the room.
“Boss.” 
“Enter.” And of my top guards steps inside.
“We have a problem.” He waits for my response.
“Spit it out then.”
“The Romano family.” And my pulse slowed. Not from fear but from focus. “They’ve crossed our border.”
“How many?”
“Eight confirmed.”
“Which side?”
“Westt.” With that I grabbed my weapon and buttoned my suit jacket and I head out guards in tow without me having to say a word.
“What about Miss Moretti?” 
I look down the hallway leading to the east wing “Double her guards. But she stays, the east wing is the most secure”
“Yes Boss.”
For the first time in years… Someone other than my mafia mattered. She may not know she's in danger. I will protect her until I let out my last breath because she is all that matters.





Seven Days
Elara

	Seven days. That number echoes through my mind with every step I took back toward the east wing. Seven days until I became Mrs. Luca De Santis. Seven days until my life officially stopped belonging to me.
	The marble floors blurred beneath my feet as Sofia walked a respectful distance behind me. Neither of us spoke. What was there to say? That I’d willingly signed away my freedom? That I’d agreed to marry a man I’d known for less than twenty-four hours?
	I can’t believe I’d done it. That I willingly signed those papers. I had every right to say no to the arrnagement. This wasn’t my debt to pay back, but I took the responsibility to protect the man that failed to protect me.
	My hand unconsciously drifted toward the pocket of my cardigan where the pen still rested. The same pen I’d used to sign that damn contract. The ink had barely dried.
	“You must be exhausted.” Sofia’s gentle voice pulled me from my thoughts.
	“I’ll survive.” I say softly.
	She offered me a sympathetic smile. “I know today has been… difficult.”
	Difficult?
	That is the understatement of the century.
	But that was one way to describe discovering my father had gambled away four million euros before trading me to one of the most powerful mafia families in Europe. So I let out a humorless laugh.
	“You have a talent for understatement.” A hint of amusement flickered across Sofia’s face.
	“I’ve been told that before.”
	We rounded another corner, passing servants, who immediately lowered their heads when they noticed us. Or rather… When they noticed the diamond engagement ring now sitting on my finger. 
	I hadn’t even realized that Luca had slipped it onto my hand after I signed the contract. It glittered beneath the chandelier light.
	It was expensive, elegant, and heavy. It was like a pair of invisible handcuffs. But even I could admit. Though massive and completely unnecessary the ring was beautiful.
	Every servant’s eyes lingered on it before they respectfully looked away. They already knew. I could tell news traveled fast inside this massive estate.
	They knew that in seven days time Miss Moretti would no longer exist, and in her place… Mrs. De Santis would be born.
	The thought made my stomach twist.

***
	
	The bedroom looked exactly as it did when I left it when I went to see my father. The oversized bed. The velvet curtains. The crystal chandelier. Everything looked untouched. As if the conversation that had shattered my life had never happened.
	Sofia quietly closes the door behind us. “Would you like some tea, dear?”
	“No.”
	“Coffee?”
	“No.”
	“A meal?”
	“I don’t think I could keep it down.” I say softly.
	She nodded in understanding instead of insisting, and that made me grateful. “I’ll leave you to rest.”
	Before she was able to reach the door, I spoke. “Sofia?”
	She turned. “Yes?”
	“How long have you worked here?”
	Her expression softened. “Twenty-three years.”
	I blinked. “Twenty-three?”
	She nodded. “I practically watched Mr. De Santis grow up.”
	That caught my full attention. “Luca? You watched Luca De Santis grow up?”
	A small smile appeared on her aged face, “He was barely taller than my waist when I first met him.”
	That image seemed impossible. The man I’d met wasn’t someone I could picture as a child. He looked like he’d been born wearing tailored suits and giving impossible orders.
	“What was he like?” The question escaped before I could stop it.
	Sophia hesitated. Carefully. “As a child…” she smiled sadly, “He laughed much much more.”
	Before I could ask anything else, she excused herself. “I’ll return this evening.”
	The door clicked shut. And silence settled over the room once again.

***

	I hated the silence. SIlence gave me too much time to think. Too much time to replay everything. My father’s face. His apology. The contract.Luca’s unreadable expression.
	I walked toward one of the enormous windows and pulled the curtain aside. The estate stretched farther than I could see. Perfectly trimmed hedges. Stone fountains. Rose gardens. Black iron fencing. And beyond all that…
	It was a dense forest. Beautiful. And completely enclosed. A gilded cage. I pressed my forehead against the cool glass. “I won’t stay here forever.”
	The words were barely louder than a whisper. No one answered.

***

	Hours passed. Or mauve minutes. Time stopped making sense. Eventually hunger forced me out of the bedroom.
	If I was going to survive this place… I needed to learn it. The hallway outside was quiet. Two guards stood near the staircase. The moment they noticed me, both straightened.
	“Miss Moretti.” 
I frowned.“You don’t have to announce every time I walk by.”
	“It’s protocol.”
	“I’m just walking.”
	“Yes, Miss.” 
	I sighed. “This is going to get old.”
	Neither man reacted. Clearly they weren’t hired for conversation.

***

	The estate seemed absolutely endless. Every hallway opened into another. Paintings covered nearly every wall. Most depicted previous members of the De Santis family. 
	Every face looked serious. Powerful. Cold. The deeper I wandered, the more I realized this wasn’t simply a mansion.
	It was history. Generations of wealth. Generations of blood. I rounded another corner….
	And stopped.
	Floor-to-cieling bookshelves. Hundreds. No…
	Thousands. Books.
	I forgot where I was.
	My feet carried me inside before my brain could catch up. Leather-bound classics. Modern novels. Ancient histories. Italian poetry. English literature. Philosophy. Art. Music. There were even first editions.
	My fingers traced across familiar titles. Jane Austen. Emily Brontë. Oscar Wilde. Dante. Shakespeare.
	Whoever collected this library loved books. Not for appearances. For reading. I pulled one from the shelf. The Count of Monte Cristo. One of my favorites.
	“You’ve read Dumas?” His voice shattered the silence.
	I nearly dropped the book. Luca stood in the doorway. Hands tucked into his pockets. Tie slightly loosened. When had he gotten here? “I didn’t hear you?”
	“I noticed.” He stepped inside. His gaze then drifted toward the novel in my hands. “Good choice.”
	“You’ve read it?”
	“Twice.” That surprised me. I had expected business books. Military strategy. Finance. Not adventure novels.
	“I didn’t picture you reading fiction.”
	One corner of his mouth almost lifted. “There’s a great deal you don’t know about me.”
	“I could say the same about you.”
	Silence settled again. This one wasn’t uncomfortable.
	It was just… Careful.
	“You can use the library whenever you like,” he said.
	I looked around the beautiful room filled top to bottom with books. “I wasn’t sure if I was allowed.”
	“You live here now.” Those four words landed harder than he’d intended.
	Or maybe exactly as intended. My smile disappeared. “I haven’t forgotten.” Neither had he.
	His expression darkened almost imperceptibly. “I know.”
	He turned to leave before stopping. “Dinner is at seven.”
	“I’m not hungry.”
	“I wasn’t asking.” And just like that…
	He disappeared down the long hallway. Leaving me standing there… Holding my favorite book… Wondering how the devil himself knew exactly what I liked to read.













A Crown of Blood
Luca

	Sleep had become a luxury I couldn’t afford. It wasn’t because of the Romano family crossing our western border. Nor was it because I would spend the day negotiating with men who smiled while imagining the best way to stab me in the back.
	No.
	It was because there was now a woman sleeping beneath my roof. A woman who hated me. A woman I had dragged into a world she never asked to be part of.
	I stood in my office long after midnight, a glass of whiskey untouched beside the stack of reports covering my mahogany desk.
	“Boss.” I didn’t bother looking up.
	“Come in.”
	Matteo entered carrying another folder beneath his arm. He looked as though he hadn’t slept either. 
	“We found the Romano scouts.” 
	I leaned back in my chair. “And?”
	“They’re exactly where we expected.”
	“Watching the western vineyards?” He nodded.
	“They haven’t crossed any farther.”
	“They’re testing us.”
	“They are.”
	Silence settled between us.
	For years, the Romano family had been waiting for an opportunity to challenge us. They knew my father was dying. They knew I had only recently taken control of the organization.
	What they didn’t know…
	I'd been preparing for this moment since I was sixteen.
	“They’ll make another move before the wedding,” I said.
	Matteo folded his arms. “You sound certain.”
	“I am.”
	“They’ll see the wedding as a distraction.”
	“They’d be fools not to.”
	He placed another folder on my desk. “Security recommendations.”
	I flipped it open. More guards. Additional checkpoints. Snipers positioned throughout the estate. Every entrance is monitored. Every guest searched. Every vehicle inspected.
	I read every page before signing my approval.
	“No mistakes,” I said quietly.
	“There won’t be.”
	“There can’t be.”
	Matteo;s expression grew serious.
	“You think they’ll come after her?”
	I didn’t answer immediately. Instead, I stared toward the window overlooking the eastern gardens. Somewhere beyond those trees… Elara was sleeping.
	Or trying to.
	“I know they will.”

***

	“You’ve doubled the guards.”
	“They’ve already been doubled.”
	Matteo raised an eyebrow.
	“And yet you want more.”
	“I do.”
	He studied me carefully.
	“This isn’t just about the wedding anymore.”
	“No.”
	“You care.”
	I let out a slow breath through my nose. “I care because she’s my responsibility.”
	He laughed. “You keep telling yourself that.”
	“I don’t need convincing.”
	“No.” He leaned against the desk.
	“Then why did you move her into the safest wing of the estate?”
	I remained silent.
	“Why did you tell every guard that if anything happened to Miss Moretti they’d answer directly to you?”
	Still nothing.
	“And why,” he continued with a grin, “have you walked past the library three separate times today?”
	“I was working.”
	“You were checking on her.”
	“I was ensuring security.”
	Matteo bursts into laughter.
	“You’re impossible.”
	“I’ve been called worse.”
	“Oh, I know.” He became serious again. “I’ve known you since we were boys.”
	I met his eyes.
	“I’ve seen you negotiate with presidents.”
	I continued to say nothing.
	“I’ve seen you order executions.”
	Silence.
	“I’ve seen you take bullets.” Another pause. “I’ve never seen you worried.”
	“I’m not worried.”
	“Liar.”
	The word hung between us. Finally, I sighed. “If Romano discovers she’s important…”
 “They’ll use her.”
	“Exactly.” Matteo nodded.
	“Then we’ll make sure they never get close.”

***

	The estate was quieter after midnight. Servants had retired. Most guards had changed shifts. Only the occasional footsteps echoed through the halls. I preferred walking the estate at night. Everything slowed. Everything became honest. No negotiations. No expectations. Just silence.
	As I passed the library, movement caught my eye. The door stood slightly open. A lamp still burned inside. I frowned.
	Slowly, I stepped closer. Elara sat curled into one of the leather chairs near the fireplace. A blanket rested across her legs. The Count of Monte Cristo lay open in her lap. She had fallen asleep reading. Again. A loose strand of chestnut hair had fallen across her face.
	For the first time since I’d met her… She looked peaceful. Not angry. Not terrified. Just… Young.
	Too young for this world. 
	My chest tightened. I shouldn’t have been looking at her. I certainly shouldn’t have been smiling. Yet somehow… I was.
	She shifted in her sleep. The book slipped from her lap. I caught it before it hit the floor. Her eyes fluttered open. For one brief second… She forgot who I was.
	There was no hatred. Only confusion. Then recognition settled over her features. The walls returned.
	“What time is it?” she asked quietly.
	“Late.”
	She rubbed her eyes.
	“I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”
	“I noticed.”
	Embarrassment colored her cheeks. 
	“I was only going to read one chapter.”
	I glanced down at the bookmark. 
	“You made it through fourteen.” She blinked.
	“You counted?”
	“No.”
	A tiny smile threatened to appear on her lips. “You did.”
	“I estimated.”
	“Liar.”
	The word caught me off guard.
	She’d used Matteo’s exact accusation from earlier. For reasons I couldn’t explain… I almost laughed. Instead, I handed her the novel.
	“You should sleep.”
	“So should you.”
	“I have work.”
	She looked at me for a long moment. “You always have work.”
	The observation landed harder than she’d intended. Because she was right. Since becoming Don… Work has become my entire existence.
	“I suppose I do.”
	She stood, folding the blanket carefully before placing it over the chair. “Thank you.”
	I frowned. “For what?”
	“For…” She hesitated. “... letting me use the library.”
	‘It was never off limits.”
	“I know.”
	Another silence. Different this time. Less hostile.
	She started toward the doorway before stopping beside me. “I still don’t forgive you.”
	“I know.”
	“I probably won’t for a long time.”
	‘I know.”
	“But…” She looked down at the book in her hands, “... thank you for not treating me like property.”
	She walked away. Leaving me standing alone in the library. Wondering why those eight simple words had affected me more than any that I’d received in years.







Rules of the Devil
Elara

	The library has slowly become my sanctuary. It wasn’t because I felt safe there. I wasn’t sure I felt safe anywhere inside the De Santis estate. But among the towering shelves lined with thousands of books, I could almost pretend my world hadn’t fallen apart.
	Almost.
	The morning sunlight spilled through the enormous windows, warming the leather chair where I’d spent nearly every free moment over the last two days. I turned to another page of The Count of Monte Cristo, though I realized I’d read the same paragraph three times.
	My thoughts refused to stay on the words. Instead, they kept drifting back to Luca. To the way he’d quietly handed me the book after I’d fallen asleep. To the way he’d never once tried to touch me. To the strange sadness I’d glimpsed in his eyes before it disappeared behind that familiar mask of control.
	It didn’t make any sense. Nothing about him made sense.
	“You’ll ruin the ending if you keep staring at the same page.”
	I looked up to find Matteo leaning casually against one of the shelves. “I wasn’t staring.”
	“You were.”
	“I was thinking.”
	“Dangerous.”
	Despite myself, I smiled. “I’ve been told the same thing.”
	“I doubt that.”
	He walked farther into the library, glancing around.
	“You’ve practically moved in here.”
	“It’s quieter than my room.”
	“It’s quieter than the entire estate.”
I closed the book. “Does everyone know where I am all the time?”
	“Pretty much.”
	“That’s unsettling.”
	“It’s security.”
	“It feels like surveillance.”
	“For now,” he admitted.
	His honesty caught me off guard. “You don’t sugarcoat things.”
	“Neither does Luca.”
	“No.”
	The single word lingered between us.
	“No,” Matteo repeated. “He doesn’t.”
	He sat across from me. “You’re trying to figure him out.”
	“I’ve stopped trying.”
	“Liar.”
I rolled my eyes.
 “Does everyone in this family enjoy calling me a liar?”
	“We’re not family.” The words escaped before I thought about them. An awkward silence followed. Matteo chuckled softly.
	“Fair enough.”
	He leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees. “Can I give you some advice?”
	“I don’t know.”
	“It’s free.”
	“I suppose that’s a good price.”
	He smiled. “Don’t judge Luca by the stories.”
	“I’ve lived the story.”
	“No.” His expression became serious. “You’ve lived one chapter.”
	I frowned. “What does that mean?”
	“It means you’ve seen him as a Don.”
	“And?”
	“You haven’t seen the man underneath.”
	“I’m not convinced there is one.”
	Before Matteo could answer, footsteps echoed through the corridor. Both of us looked toward the doorway. Luca entered wearing a charcoal suit with a dark navy tie. His attention landed on Matteo first.
	“The accountant is waiting.”
	Matteo stood. “I’ll leave you two alone.”
	As he passed Luca, he clapped him once on the shoulder.
	“Try smiling.”
	Luca gave him a flat look. “I’ll consider it.”
	“You’ve been considering it for ten years.”
	Matteo laughed as he disappeared down the hallway. The library grew quiet again. Luca looked at me.
	“I’ve had the staff prepare breakfast.”
	“I’m not hungry.”
	“You said that yesterday.”
	“And I wasn’t hungry then either.”
	“You still need to eat.”
	“I’m capable of deciding that.”
	“I know.”
	His calm response frustrated me more than an argument would have. He walked toward one of the shelves, running a finger across the spines.
	“You’ve chosen Dumas.”
	“I noticed.”
	“I have another recommendation.”
	He removed a worn leather-bound novel.
	“The Nightingale.”
	I accepted it carefully. “You’ve read this?”
	“Twice.”
	“You reread books?”
	‘The good ones.”
	I couldn’t hide my surprise. “You really do like reading.”
	“I do.”
	Another assumption shattered. “You keep surprising me.”
	“I imagine that’s mutual.”
	He wasn’t wrong. Silence settled between us as I looked down at the novel in my hands. Finally, I spoke. “Why are you being kind?”
	His expression barely changed. “I’m treating you with respect. There’s a difference.”
	“What difference?” I looked directly into his gray eyes.
	“You can respect someone without caring about them.”
	He didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he looked toward the rain beginning to fall outside the tall windows.
	“When I was nineteen,” he said quietly, “someone made decisions for me too.”
	I stared at him. He had never volunteered anything personal before. “What happened?”
	His jaw tightened. “Another time.”
	The walls were back. Whatever door had opened… It has closed just as quickly. He straightened his jacket. “I have meetings this afternoon.”
	“I figured.”
	“I’ll be back for dinner.”
	“You assume I’ll be there.”
	“I do.”
	“Why?”
	“Because despite everything, you strike me as someone who keeps her word.”
	For a moment, neither of us spoke. Then he inclined his head and walked toward the door. Just before leaving, he stopped.
	“Oh…”
	I looked up. 
	“The gardens are open this afternoon.”
	“What?”
	“You’ve spent two days indoors.”
	“So?”
	“You should get some fresh air.”
	I blinked. “Are you… giving me permission?”
	“I’m encouraging you.”
	He disappeared into the hallway before I could answer. I looked down at the novel that still rests in my hands. The Nightingale. A story about courage. Sacrifice. Hope. I couldn’t decide whether Luca had chosen it intentionally…
	Or whether he knew exactly what message he was trying to send. Outside, thunder rolled over the De Santis estate. And for the first time since arriving here…
	I found myself wondering who Luca De Santis had been before he became the Devil of Milan.






Quiet Discoveries
Luca

	The estate was never truly quiet. Even in the early hours of the morning there were guards changing shifts, servants preparing breakfast, gardeners trending the grounds, and the accountants arriving with ledgers thicker than most novels.
	Every second of every day something demanded my attention. Someone needed a decision. Someone needed permission. Someone wanted something.
	Being Don meant never belonging to yourself. I adjusted the cuff on my charcoal suit as I stepped into my office. The scent of fresh espresso lingered in the room before Matteo even walked through the door. He never knocked.
	“You’ll die of boredom before anyone manages to kill you.”
	I glance up from the reports covering my desk. 
	“Good morning to you too.”
	He dropped three folders onto the polished wood.
	“Arms shipment.”
	Another folder.
	“Romano activity.”
	Another.
	“Wedding security.”
	I pinched the bridge of my nose.
	“I was hoping for better news.”
	“You became Don.” Matteo shrugged. “You stopped getting good news.”
	A dry chuckle escaped me despite myself. He noticed.
	“I heard that.”
	“Heard what?”
	“You laughed.”
	“I exhaled.”
	“You laughed.”
	“I didn’t.”
	“You absolutely did.”
	I ignored him, opening the first folder. The shipment from Sicily had arrived without incident. Good. The second folder wasn’t nearly as pleasant. Romano scouts had been seen twice near our western vineyards. Testing our borders. Again. Cowards never attacked head-on. They waited. Watched. Learned. I closed the folder.
	“Increase patrols.”
	“They already have.”
	“Increase them again.”
	Matteo studies me for a moment before speaking.
	“You think they’ll move before the wedding?”
	“I know they will.”
	“They’re not stupid enough to attack the estate.”
	“No.”
	I looked toward the enormous window overlooking the eastern gardens. Something I have been doing more often these days. Matteo followed my gaze.
	“She’s become your weakness.”
	“No.”
	He raised an eyebrow.
	“She has become theirs.”

***

An hour later I finally escaped the mountain of paperwork. I needed air. Or perhaps… I needed a reason to avoid thinking.
The gardens were nearly empty this time of morning. Stone pathways curved around blooming roses and carefully sculpted hedges. My grandmother had designed them decades ago. She believed every Don needed one place where violence wasn’t welcome.
I rarely visited. Today… Something drew me there.
As I rounded the fountain… I stopped.
Elara.
She sat at the edge of the marble fountain with a novel resting across her knees. She wasn’t reading. She was watching the koi swim lazily beneath the water. A breeze carried loose strands of chestnut hair across her face. She tucked them behind her ear without looking away from the pond.
For several long moments… I simply watched.
She looked… Peaceful. Not happy.
She hadn’t smiled. But she wasn’t crying either.
It struck me that this was the first time I’d seen her without fear written across her face. I should have turned around. Instead…
I found myself walking toward her. She noticed my footsteps immediately.
“You walk quietly.”
“I’ve been told.”
She closed her book.
“I suppose everyone has.”
I nodded toward the fountain.
“They’re older than I am.”
“The fish?”
“My grandmother insisted on importing them from Japan.”
She looked back at the water. “They’re beautiful.”
Something about hearing genuine admiration in her voice made my chest unexpectedly warm.
“You like gardens?”
“I grew up helping my mother.”
I looked at her.
“She loved flowers.”
A faint smile touched her lips.
“She couldn’t keep a houseplant alive…” I frowned, “...but somehow roses listened to her.”
For a brief moment… She forgot to be angry. She wasn’t talking to Don. She was remembering her mother. I stayed silent. Some memories deserved room to breathe.
“I miss her.”
Her voice barely carried above the sound of the fountain.
“I know.”
She looked at me.
“No…” She shook her head. “You don’t.”
She stood. “You know she died.” Her green eyes met mine. “But you don’t know what it’s like to lose the only person who ever made you feel safe.”
The words hit harder than she realized. Because… I did know. Almost exactly. She walked past me before stopping.
“I’m sorry.”
I turned.
“For what?”
“I shouldn’t have said that.”
“No.”
I looked toward the fountain.
“You were right.”
Silence settled between us. Finally… I spoke. “I lost my mother when I was twelve.”
She froze. “I…”
“My father was alive.”
I gave a humorless smile.
“But after that day…he wasn’t really there anymore.”
She stared at me. For the first time… She wasn’t looking at the Devil of Milan. She was looking at a man.
“I didn’t know.”
“There are many things you don’t know.”
“And many things you don’t know about me.”
“I know enough.”
She folded her arms.
“You don’t.”
The fire was back. Good. It suited her better than sadness.
“I know you’re stubborn.”
“I am.”
“I know you’re brave.”
“I don’t think I had much choice.”
“I know you care about people.”
She blinked.
“What?”
“You thanked every servant who brought you something.”
I shrugged.
“You remember things.”
“I have to.”
“Why?”
“Because details help keep people alive.”
For reasons I couldn’t explain… She smiled. It wasn’t forced. It wasn’t polite. It was small. Real. And devastating. It lasted no more than a second. Yet somehow… It was enough to steal every coherent thought from my mind. God…
She was beautiful when she smiles. The realization arrived without warning. Without permission. Without mercy. I had seen diplomats. Queens. Models. Women who could stop conversations the moment they entered a room. 
None of them…
None…
Compared to the woman standing three feet in front of me trying not to smile again. Matteo’s voice echoed in the back of my mind.
“You’re staring.”
Damn him. I was. I cleared my throat. 
“You should continue your walk.”
“Is that an order?”
“No.”
She tilted her head.
“A suggestion.”
“I’ll consider it.”
A mischievous glint appeared in her eyes. 
“I’ve heard someone say that before.”
I couldn’t help it. A genuine smile tugged at the corner of my mouth. She noticed. Her eyes widened ever so slightly.
“You smiled.”
“I did not.”
“You absolutely did.”
“I exhaled.”
A soft laugh escaped her before she could stop it. It rang through the garden like music. For the first time in years… The estate felt less like a fortress… 
…and more like a home.
As she walked away toward the rose garden, I remained where I was. Watching her disappear among the flowers. I should have been thinking about the Romano family. The wedding. The meetings that are waiting on my desk.
 Instead…
My thoughts settled on one impossible realization. I wanted to see her smile again.
And that…
Terrified me.

















The Dress
Elara

The knock came far too early.I groaned, burying my face deeper into the pillow. 
“Miss Moretti?”
Sophia’s gentle voice drifted through the bedroom door.
“Five more minutes,” I mumbled.
“I’m afraid that’s not possible.”
I sighed dramatically.
“Why?”
“The bridal designer has arrived.”
My eyes flew open. “...What?”
“The bridal designer.”
Reality hit me like a freight train. The wedding. It was getting closer. Far too close. I reluctantly climbed out of bed and opened the door. Sophia stood outside with her usual warm smile.
“You’ll want breakfast first.”
“I’d rather jump off the balcony.”
She laughed softly. “I expected that answer.”

***

	Two hours later… I regretted opening the door. 
	Five women bustled around my bedroom carrying garment bags, fabric swatches, jewelry cases, and shoes that probably cost more than my father’s old sedan.
	One woman stepped forward. 
	She was elegant, impeccably dressed, and looked as though she’d never encountered a wrinkle in her life.
	“Miss Moretti.” She smiled warmly. “I’m Isabella Bellini.”
	I forced a polite smile.
	“It’s nice to meet you.”
	“It is my honor to design your wedding gown.”
	If only she knew. She clapped her hands once.
	“Ladies.”
	Within seconds the room exploded into organized chaos. White satin. Silk. Lace. Pearls. Veils. More dresses than I'd seen in my entire life. Isabella’s eyes sparkled.
	“Where shall we begin?”
	“The simplest one.”
	She blinked.
	“I’m sorry?”
	“I don’t need crystals.”
	No reaction.
	“I don’t need embroidery.”
	Silence.
	“I don’t need a ten-foot train.”
	The assistants exchanged uncertain glances.
	“I just need…” My voice softened. “...something I can breathe in.”
	Then she nodded. “I understand.”
	I wasn’t sure she did.

***

	The first dress weighed a small fortune. Possibly literally. It took three women just to button it. I looked at myself in the mirror. I barely recognized the woman staring back. She looked… Like someone pretending.
	“No.”
	Isabella nodded immediately. “The next one.”

***

	The second was somehow worse. Layers. Sparkles. Enough diamonds to blind the guests. I turned toward Sophia.
	“I look like a chandelier.” SHe pressed her lips together, desperately trying not to laugh.

***

	The third… “I can’t sit.”
	The fourth… “I can’t breathe.”

***

	The fifth,,, “I think I’ve lost circulation.”
	Isabella sighed. “I’ve dressed princesses who complained less.”
	“I’m sure they actually wanted to get married.”
	The room fell silent. Instantly I regretted saying it. “I’m sorry.”
	Isabella’s expression softened. “You don’t have to apologize.”
	She quietly dismissed the assistants. “I’d like a few minutes alone.”
	The women disappeared, leaving only Sophia behind. Isabella approached me carefully.
	“You know…” She adjusted one sleeve. “I’ve been designing wedding gowns for almost thirty years.”
	I remained silent.
	“I can always tell.”
	“Tell what?”
	“Whether a bride is marrying for love.”
	I looked away.
	“And?”
	She smiled softly.
	“You have the eyes of someone saying goodbye to the life she imagined.”
	Tears threatened to surface. I blinked them away.
	“I don’t even know what that life looked like anymore.”
	Neither of us spoke.
	Then– 
	A knock.
	Three measured taps. Sophia immediately straightened.
	“Mr. De Santis.”
	My heart skipped. Luca stepped inside. He looked as composed as ever in another perfectly tailored suit. His gray eyes swept across the room before settling on me. Then…
	For just a fraction of a second…
	His expression changed. It was almost imperceptible. Surprise. Maybe admiration. Before it vanished.
	“You wished to see the dresses.”
	Isabella smiled.
	“I’ve shown Miss Moretti five.”
	“And?”
	“She hates them.”
	“I see.”
	His gaze moved from one discarded gown to the next. Then he looked at me.
	“What don’t you like?”
	I crossed my arms. “They’re too much.”
	He waited
	“They’re beautiful.”
	“But…”
	“They aren’t me.”
	Silence. Luca turned toward Isabella. “Do you have anything simpler?”
	She hesitated.
	“I have one.”
	“Bring it.”
	“It isn’t what most brides choose.”
	“I’m not asking about most brides.”
	A few minutes later she returned carrying one final garment bag. She unzipped it. No crystals. No glitter. No enormous train. Just elegant satin. Long sleeves. A fitted bodice. Soft lace along the neckline. Timeless. Simple. Beautiful. My breath caught.
	“Oh…”
	Without thinking, I stepped closer. “It's perfect.”
	Sophia smiled knowingly. Isabella looked relieved. Luca didn’t say anything. He simply watched my face. Watched the way my eyes lit up. The way I reached toward the fabric. Almost afraid to touch it.
	“I’ll try it.”

***

	Ten minutes later… I stood before the mirror again. This time… I recognized myself. It wasn’t extravagent. It wasn’t trying to impress anyone. It simply…Felt like me. I slowly turned toward the room. 
	Sophia placed a hand over her heart. “Oh, Miss Moretti…”
	Isabella smiled. “I believe we’ve found it.”
	I looked toward Luca. He hadn’t moved. His hands remained clasped behind his back. But something in his eyes had softened. “It suits you.”
	Four simple words. No compliments. No flirtation. Just honesty. And somehow… They meant more than pages of poetry. I looked back at the mirror. “I’ll take this one.”
	Isabella beamed. “I’ll have the final alterations finished within three days.”
	As everyone began gathering fabrics and measurements, Luca quietly moved toward the door. He was halfway out when I spoke. “Luca.”
	He stopped. Without turning. “Thank you.”
	He glanced over his shoulder. “There was nothing to thank me for.”
	“There is.”
	I smiled–small but genuine.
	“You listened.”
	For a heartbeat, neither of us spoke. Then he inclined his head. “It seemed important.”
	He disappeared into the hallway. Leaving me standing there… Wondering why those three words echoed in my chest long after he was gone.
	“It seemed important.” 





Blood and Gold
Luca

Blood washed away easier than guilt. I watched crimson swirl down the marble drain of the sink, disappearing as if the man kneeling in my warehouse had never existed. My cufflinks sat on the counter beside me, stained a darker shade of red than silver should ever become.
The warm water turned pink around my hands before running clear. Another problem solved. Another betrayal buried. Another reminder that monsters rarely looked like monsters. They looked like men in tailored suits.
A knock sounded against the office door. “Boss.”
“Come in.”
Matteo stepped inside without waiting for permission. His gaze drifted to my hands before meeting mine.
“Done?”
I dried my hands with a white towel. “He confessed.”
“And?”
“He sold shipment routes to Romano.”
Matteo nodded once. “No hesitation?”
“He admitted it.”
“Family?”
“A wife.” I paused. “Two daughters.”
Matteo remained quiet. “You still did it.”
“He chose money over loyalty.”
I buttoned my jacket.
“If I allow one betrayed to live…another one follows. And another. And eventually…our family dies.”
Neither of us spoke. People believed being Don meant power. They never saw the cost. Every decision demanded something. Usually blood. Sometimes your own soul.

***

	The warehouse smelled of gunpowder and oil. My men were already cleaning. Removing every trace of what had happened. The body had been taken. The floor scrubbed. By morning…It would look as though no one had ever screamed beneath these lights. 
	“Boss.”
	One of the younger soldiers approached. He couldn’t have been older than twenty-three.
	“The shipment is secure.”
	“Good.”
	“The men are asking if we’re increasing security before the wedding.”
“We are.”
“They’re wondering if they should cancel the reception.”
“No.” He looked surprised.
“It proceeds as planned.”
“But Romano–”
“I know exactly what Romano is capable of.” I adjusted the watch on my wrist.
“And he’ll know exactly what I’m capable of if he mistakes kindness for weakness.”
The soldier nodded immediately. “Yes, Boss.” He hurried away.
 Matteo watched him leave.”They’d follow you to hell.”
“I’d never ask them to.”
“You already have.”

***

	The drive back to the estate was unusually quiet. Rain streaked against the tinted windows of the car. The city blurred into muted shades of gray. Normally I’d spend the drive reviewing reports. Today… I stared out the window.
	“You’re thinking about her.”
	I didn’t look away from the rain. “No.”
	Matteo laughed from the driver;s seat. “You’ve become a terrible liar.”
	“I’ve become busy.”
	“You visited the gardens this morning.”
	Silence.
	“You chose her wedding dress.”
	I exhaled slowly. “It suited her.”
	“No.” Matteo smirked. “She suited it.”
	I closed my eyes. “I don’t have time for this conversation.”
	“I think that’s the problem.”
	I frowned. “What problem?”
	“You keep acting like she’s a responsibility.”
	“She is.”
	“But every decision you make proves she’s becoming something else.” The words lingered in the silence between us. I hated that he wasn’t entirely wrong.

***

	By the time we reached the estate, dusk had settled over the grounds. Lights glowed warmly through the windows. For a moment… It almost looked peaceful. Almost.
	I stepped inside and was immediately greeted by one of the household staff. “Good evening, Signore.”
	I nodded. “Has Miss Moretti eaten?” The words left my mouth before I thought about them.
	The maid smiled politely. “She had lunch in the library.”
	Library.
	Of course.
	“And dinner?”
	“Not yet.”
	I glanced at the grandfather clock in the foyer. Nearly seven. “Thank you.”
	As I turned toward the dining room, Matteo appeared beside me wearing the most infuriating grin imaginable.
	“You didn’t ask if I’d eaten?”
	“I saw you eating in the car.”
	“Still.”
	He folded his arms dramatically.
	“I feel neglected.”
	“I’ll survive.”
	“But will our friendship?”
	“We’re not having this conversation.”
	He laughed as we entered the dining room.

***

	Elaea was already there. SHe stood beside one of the tall windows, watching the rain fall across the gardens. She hadn’t noticed us. She wore a simple cream-colored sweater with dark trousers. No jewelry. No makeup that I could see. Just…
	Her.
	She looked over as the door opened. For the briefest moment… Something softened in her expression. Not happiness. Recognition. Then her usual guarded composure returned.
	“Good evening.”
	“Good evening.”
	Sophia began serving dinner. Conversation remained sparse. Matteo did most of the talking. Mostly because neither of us seemed interested in breaking the silence. Until–
	“The library.” Elara looked at me.
	“What about it?”
	“I noticed you’ve nearly finished The Count of Monte Cristo.”
	She blinked. “You noticed?”
	I regretted the words instantly. Too obvious. “I saw the bookmark.”
	A tiny smile tugged at her lips. “Liar.”
	Matteo nearly choked on his wine. I shot him a warning look. He wisely looked down at his plate. 
	“I may have noticed.”
	“I knew it.”
	She smiled again. Only for a second. But it was enough. It was becoming dangerous how much I looked forward to seeing that smile. Dangerous…
	Because smiles became attachments. Attachments became weaknesses. Weaknesses got people killed. I knew that better than anyone. And yet… As dinner continued, I found myself hoping she’d smile just once more.
Unspoken Promises
Elara

	The rain had finally stopped. For the first time in days, sunlight poured through the tall windows of the east wing, casting golden light across the polished hardwood floors. I stood in front of my bedroom mirror, fastening the buttons of a forest-green blouse Sophia had laid out in the morning.
	“I still don’t understand why I need an escort to walk through a garden.”
	Sophia smiled as she adjusted the sleeve. “Because the man you’re marrying worries.”
	“I think ‘controls’ is the word you’re looking for.”
	“I chose my words carefully.”
	I frowned. “He’s not worried.”
	She simply smiled. “Perhaps.”
	That answer irritated me more than if she’d argued.

***

	The gardens were even more beautiful after the rain. Water clung to every rose petal, catching the sunlight like tiny diamonds. Lavender swayed gently in the breeze, filling the air with a calming fragrance.
	For the first time since arriving at the estate… I could almost breathe.
	I wandered slowly along the winding stone path, pausing beside a small pond tucked beneath an ancient willow tree. It was peaceful. So peaceful that I almost forgot where I was.
	“Miss Moretti.”
	I turned to find one of the younger guards approaching. He couldn’t have been much older than twenty-five. He stopped several feet away.
	“Yes?”
	“His–” 
	He quickly corrected himself.
	“Mr. De Santis asked me to let you know lunch will be served on the terrace today, if the weather holds.”
	I blinked. “He…asked you to tell me?”
	“Yes, ma’am.”
	“Why didn’t he tell me himself?”
	The guard hesitated. “I couldn’t say.”
	He nodded respectfully before returning to his post. I watched him go. Strange. Very strange.

***

	By noon, the sun was warm enough that Sophia insisted we eat outside. The terrace overlooked the southern gardens, where climbing roses wound around white stone columns. Only one place at the table had been set.
	“Where’s Luca?” I asked before I could stop myself.
	Sophia looked up from arranging the napkins.
	“He’s delayed in a meeting.”
	I nodded, ignoring the strange flicker of disappointment in my chest. Why should I care? He was always in meetings. Always working. Always… Busy.
	I picked at my lunch absentmindedly. Halfway through the meal, footsteps echoed across the stone terrace. Luca appeared, removing his suit jacket as he walked. His tie was slightly loosened. A rare sight. He looked… Tired.
	“I’m sorry,” he said. “I lost track of time.”
	I stared. 
	He apologized.
	To me.
	“You don’t have to apologize.”
	“I said I’d be here.”
	He took the seat across from me.
	“I wasn’t.”
	I didn’t know how to respond. Neither, apparently, did he. Sophia quietly excused herself, leaving us alone.

***

	The silence wasn’t uncomfortable. It was… Unfamiliar.
	Luca reached for the bread basket. “You’ve spent a lot of time in the gardens.”
	I looked up. “You noticed.”
	“I notice most things.”
	“I’ve gathered.”
	He gave a small nod.
	“My grandmother planted those roses.”
	“They’re beautiful.”
	“They were her favorite.” 
	I smiled softly. “My mother loved roses too.”
	“I remember.”
	The words escaped him so naturally that neither of us reacted at first. Then I frowned. “You remembered?”
	“You mentioned it.”
	“That was days ago.”
	“I know.”
	Something settled quietly between us. He remembered. Not because it was important to the family. Not because it was useful. Simply because…
	I’d said it.

***

	Lunch continued with quiet conversation. Books. The weather. The koi pond. Nothing significant. Yet somehow… It felt significant.
	For a few moments, Luca wasn’t the feared Don of the De Santis family. He was simply… A man sharing lunch with his fiancée.

***

	Later that afternoon, I returned to the library. As I rounded the corner, I noticed something different. A book rested neatly on the reading table. There was no note. No ribbon. No indication of who had left it.
	I picked it up. Pride and Prejudice.
	I laughed quietly to myself. Of course. Opening the cover, I found a small piece of paper tucked between the pages. Only four handwritten words:

I think you’ll enjoy this.

	No signature. None was needed. A warmth spread through my chest before I could stop it. I quickly frowned at myself. He’s being polite. That’s all. He’s trying to make this marriage easier. Don’t read into it.
	I looked back down at the note. Then carefully folded it and slipped it between the pages. Just to keep my place. Nothing more. At least… That’s what I told myself.

***

	Across the hall, hidden by the partially open office door, Luca looked toward the library. Matteo leaned casually against the bookshelf behind him.
	“So…”
	Luca didn’t look away. “So what?”
	“You left her a book.”
	“I did.”
	“You wrote her a note.”
	“It seemed appropriate.”
	Matteo folded his arms. “You’ve never written anyone a note.”
	Silence.
	“You’ve never changed the lunch schedule.”
	Luca remained silent.
	“You’ve started taking your afternoon meetings in the west office.”
	Another pause.
	“So you can see the gardens from your window.”
	Luca finally looked at him.
	“Is there a point to this conversation?”
	“There is.” 
Matteo smiled. “You’re building your entire day around seeing one woman.”
Luca opened his mouth to argue. Nothing came out. Because for the first time… he realized Matteo might be right.
Storm Warnings
Luca

	There were only three people in the world who interrupted my meetings.
	Matteo.
	My father.
	And whoever carried news that couldn’t wait.
	The knock came once. Sharp. Urgent.
	“Enter.”
	One of my guards stepped inside, his expression carefully neutral. “Boss.”
	“What is it?”
	“The Romano family.”
	Every conversation in the room dies instantly. The six caporegimes seated around the conference table turned toward the guard.
	“They’ve been seen outside Milan again.”
	My jaw tightened. “Where?”
	“The northern shipping route.”
	Matteo leaned forward. “Scouting?”
	“It appears so.”
	“They’re getting bolder.”
	I closed the folder in front of me. “No.” Everyone looked at me. “They’re becoming impatient.” There was a difference. Scouting meant gathering information. Impatience meant they were preparing to act. The wedding was only days away. Romano wouldn’t attack my soldiers. He would look for something that couldn’t be replaced. Someone.

***

	The meeting ended twenty minutes later. Orders had been given. Patrols increased. Routes changed. Guests for the wedding would undergo a second security screening. Nothing was left to chance. Nothing…
	Except one thing.
	I looked toward Matteo as we walked down the hallway. “Where is she?”
	He didn’t need to ask who I meant.
	“The library.” I nodded once.
	"I'll check the perimeter.”
	Matteo smirked. “Of the library?”
	I ignored him.

***

	The library door stood open. Inside, Elara sat cross-legged in the window seat, a novel resting against her knees. Sunlight spilled across her hair. She hadn’t noticed me. For several moments… I simply watched.
	She smiled at something she’d read. A real smile. Not forced. Not polite. Just… Happy. 
	It struck me then how rare that expression had become. She deserved more moments like that. The thought came so naturally that I frowned. When had I started thinking about what she deserved?

***

	“You’ve been standing there for almost a minute.” I blinked. She hadn’t looked up from her book. 
	“I wasn’t aware you noticed.”
	“I heard your shoes.” She finally looked at me. “You always stop in the doorway.”
	I did? Apparently, I did.
	“I didn’t want to interrupt.”
	“You usually don’t care about interrupting.”
	“I’ve been told I’m difficult.”
	A small laugh escaped her. “I’ve noticed.”
	There it was again. That laugh. God help me… I was beginning to crave it.

***

	“What are you reading?”
	She held up the book. “Pride and Prejudice.”
	“And?”
	She narrowed her eyes. “You already know.”
	“I suspected.”
	“You left it for me.”
	“It seemed like something you’d enjoy.”
	“I do.” She hesitated. “...Thank you.”
	There was something different about the way she said it this time. Less guarded. More sincere. I inclined my head. “You’re welcome.”
	Silence settled comfortably between us. It was becoming easier to exist in the same room without arguing. That realization should have been reassuring. Instead…
	It worried me.

***

	“I’ve been thinking.”
	Those four words rarely meant anything good. I folded my arms. “Should I be concerned?”
	She smiled. “Probably.”
	“I appreciate the warning.’
	She closed her book. “I want to leave the estate.”
	Every instinct in my body tensed. “No.”
	“You didn’t even let me explain.”
	“I know what you’re asking.’
	“I just want to visit my mother’s grave.”
	The words hit harder than I expected. My answer remained the same. “It’s not safe.”
	“You don’t know that.”
	“I do.”
	“You can’t keep me here forever.”
	“I don’t intend to.”
	“Then when?”
	I looked out the window. “Soon.”
	She stood. ‘Soon’ isn’t an answer.”
	“It has to be.”
	She shook her head. “I feel like I’m suffocating.” The frustration in her voice wasn’t anger. It was exhaustion. Loneliness. Grief. For the first time… I truly heard it.
“I know.”
“No.”
She laughed bitterly. “You don’t.”
Before I could answer, she walked past me and disappeared into the hallway. I didn’t follow. Not because I didn’t want to. Because I knew she needed space.

***

That evening, Matteo found me standing on the balcony outside my office. “You let her walk away.”
“I did.”
“You could’ve stopped her.”
“I know.”
“So why didn’t you?”
I watched the lights of Milan flicker in the distance. “Because she wasn’t running
from me.”
	Matteo waited.
	“She was grieving.” He nodded slowly.
	“And?”
	“And grief isn’t something you can order someone to stop feeling.”
	For once…
	He had no sarcastic remark. Instead, he looked at me with an expression I couldn’t quite place. “You love her.”
	The words settled into the cool evening air. I laughed quietly. “No.”
	“You don’t believe that.”
	“I barely know her.”
	“You know her favorite books.”
	Silence.
	“You know her favorite flowers.
	Another silence.
	“You changed the chef’s menu because she skips breakfast.”
	I looked away. “You noticed.”
	“I notice everything.” A faint grin crossed his face. “Guess I learned that from you.” He started  toward the door before stopping. “Oh…”
	I looked at him. 
	“When you finally admit it…” He smiled. “...I expect to be the first person you tell.”
	The balcony grew quiet after he left. I rested my hands against the cool stone railing. Love. No. It wasn’t love. It couldn’t be. I’d known Elara for less than a week.
	But…
	When she’d said she wanted to visit her mother’s grave…
	My first thought hadn’t been about security. It had been about how much pain she must still be carrying.
	And somehow…
	That frightened me far more than any threat the Romano family could make.








The Threat Beyond the Gates
Luca

	The sound of gunfire echoed across the training grounds. One shot. Then another. Then three more in rapid succession. The recruits flinched. I didn’t.
	“Again.”
	The young soldier reloaded his weapon, his hands trembling. He couldn’t have been older than twenty-one. He fired. Missed the center target by nearly six inches. I walked toward him, stopping just behind his shoulder.
	“What did you do wrong?”
	He swallowed. “I rushed.
	“No.”
	His brow furrowed.
	“You hesitated.”
	I took the pistol from his hand. “A rushed decision can still be decisive.” I aimed at the target. One shot. The bullet struck the exact center. “A hesitant one gets you killed.” I handed the pistol back. “Again.”

***

	Training had always been my escape. Bullets were honest. People weren’t. The recruits resumed firing while Matteo approached with his hands tucked into his pockets. “I’ve got good news.”
	“I doubt that.”
	“The florist finally stopped asking whether you prefer ivory or white roses.”
	I gave him a flat look.
	“I told them to ask Sophia.”
	“They did.”
	“And?”
	“They said Miss Moretti chose white.” 
	I nodded once. “Good.”
	Matteo stared at me. “What?”
	“You care.”
	“I care that the wedding proceeds without unnecessary problems.”
	“You didn’t even ask what flowers they were.”
	“I know what she chose.”	
	“You remember?”
	I look back toward the targets. “She mentioned once that her mother grew white roses.”
	Matteo sighed dramatically. “You’re hopeless.”

***

	By the time I returned to the house, the afternoon sun had warmed the stone walkways. The estate felt strangely peaceful. Too peaceful. Experience had taught me that peace never lasted. One of the guards approached before I’d even reached the front steps.
	“Boss.”
	“What is it?”
	“We caught someone.”
	Every muscle in my body tensed. “Where?”
	“Near the eastern wall.”
	“Alive?”
	“Yes.”
	“Good.”

***

	The man knelt in one of the security rooms beneath the estate. His wrists were zip-tied behind his back. His lip was split. One eye was already swelling shut. He couldn’t have been more than thirty. He looked at me and immediately lowered his gaze. Smart.
	“You crossed my property.”
	Silence.
	“You were carrying binoculars.”
	Still nothing.
	I crouched in front of him. “Who sent you?”
	His breathing quickened.
	“No one.” 
I sighed. “I was hoping you’d be smarter than that.”
I stood. “Matteo.”
Without another word, Matteo placed a photograph on the table. It showed the man meeting with known Romano soldiers two days earlier. The man’s face lost all color. “You’ve been watched longer than you’ve been watching us.”
He looked up in disbelief. “How…”
I smiled. “I’ve been doing this much longer than you.”
Silence.
Finally–
“Romano.”
The single word barely escaped his lips. “Continue.”
“They wanted…” He hesitated. “They wanted to know where the future Mrs. De Santis spends her time.”
	A cold weight settled in my chest. The library. The gardens. The terrace. I kept my expression neutral.
	“Why?”
	“I don’t know.”
	“Lying.”
	“I’m not!” He was panicking now.
	“They just said she was important.”
	Of course she was. She was becoming my greatest vulnerability. Even if I refused to admit it. I looked toward Matteo. “Double the patrols.”
	“They’re already doubled.”
	“Triple them.”
	His expression became serious. “I’ll take care of it.”

***

	An hour later…
	I found myself standing outside the library. Again.
	This was becoming a habit. I frowned at the realization. Before I could knock, laughter drifted through the partially opened door. Elara.
	Sophia stood beside her, helping arrange fresh flowers in a vase. White roses. Elara was laughing about something Sophia had said. The sound stopped me where I stood. It was…
	Beautiful. Not loud. Not forced. Just genuine. For the first time since arriving… She looked like herself. I should have walked away. Instead…
	I stayed.
	Watching for only a few seconds before quietly continuing down the hallway. I didn’t want her to know I’d been there. Some moments deserved to remain untouched.

***

“You were smiling again.”
I didn’t bother turning around.
 “You’ve become impossible.”
Matteo fell into step beside me.
“No.” 
He grinned. “You’ve become predictable.”
“I was checking security.”
“You were listening to her laugh.”
Silence.
“I don’t blame you.”
Another silence.
“It is a nice laugh.”
I rubbed a hand across my jaw. “I’ve known her for three days.”
Matteo nodded. 
“I know.”
“This is ridiculous.”
“It is.”
I finally looked at him. “So why does it feel like…” The words caught in my throat. He waited. “...like I’ve known her much longer?”
	For once…
	Matteo didn’t smile. Instead, he placed a  hand on my shoulder. ‘Because sometimes…” he looked toward the library. “...home isn’t a place.”
	He walked away, leaving me alone with thoughts I wasn’t ready to face. I looked once more toward the library doors. Toward the woman inside who still believed I was nothing more than the villain of her story. And for the first time in years…
	I found myself wishing I could prove her wrong.















Beyond the Gates
Elara

	For the first time in nearly a week, the gates of the De Santis estate stood open. I watched from the front steps as two black SUVs rolled into position, followed by a sleek black sedan waiting in the center of the driveway.
	Six guards. Two drivers. More security than some politicians traveled with. I folded my arms. “This seems…excessive.”
	“It isn’t.”
	I looked over my shoulder. Luca descended the front steps, adjusting the cuff of his navy suit. As always, he looked perfectly composed. As though nothing in the world could ever shake him.
	“I thought we were just going into the city.”
	“We are.”
	“So why does it look like we’re transporting state secrets?”
	His expression remained unreadable. 
	“I’d rather be called paranoid than attend your funeral.” The bluntness stole every sarcastic reply I’d prepare. 
	He wasn’t joking. Not even a little. He genuinely believed the precautions were necessary.
	“I’ll survive a dress fitting.”
	“Today’s schedule changed.”
	My brows furrowed. “It did?”
	He nodded once. “I have business in Milan.”
	“And?”
	“I thought you’d appreciate getting out of the estate.”
	“You thought about what I’d appreciate?”
	The question slipped out before I could stop it. His gaze met mine. “You’ve spent nearly every day indoors.” He shrugged one shoulder. “I assumed a change of scenery might help.”
	There was no hidden agenda in his voice. No expectation of gratitude. Just… consideration. It unsettled me more than I cared to admit.

***

	The drive into Milan was surprisingly quiet. The city stretched around us, vibrant and alive, so different from the secluded calm of the estate. People hurried along sidewalks carrying coffee cups. Street musicians played beneath stone archways. Couples laughed outside cafés.
	Life continued. Normal. 
	I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed it. Luca noticed me watching through the window. “You’ve been quiet.”
	“I forgot what the city sounded like.”
	A faint smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. 
	“You grew up here.”
	“I know.”
	I rested my forehead lightly against the cool glass.
	“It feels different now.”
	He didn’t ask why. Somehow… I appreciated that.

***

	The bridal boutique occupied the upper floor of an old stone building overlooking one of Milan’s busiest squares. As soon as we arrived, guards quietly spread throughout the street. One remained at the entrance. Another positioned himself near the elevators. The rest blended into the crowd.
	It was subtle. Almost invisible. Unless you knew what to look for. I glance toward Luca. “You planned all of this.”
	“I planned for every possibility.”
	“You always do that?”
	“Yes.”
	“Doesn’t it get exhausting?”
	For the first time… he hesitated. “Sometimes.” 
	It was such a simple answer. But something about it lingered with me.

***

	The fitting itself passed quickly. Minor alterations. A slightly adjusted hem. Nothing dramatic. By the time Isabella declared herself satisfied, nearly an hour had passed. “You’ll have your dress in two days,” she said with a proud smile.
	I thanked her before following Luca back toward the elevator. The doors opened onto the bustling street below. People filled the sidewalks. Tourists wandered with cameras. A violinist played somewhere nearby. For a brief moment…
	Everything felt almost ordinary. Then… Luca stopped walking. His entire posture changed. The relaxed ease I’d begun recognizing vanished in an instant. His shoulders squared. His eyes swept across the crowd. Every instinct in my body sharpened.
	“What is it?” I asked quietly.
	He didn’t answer. Instead, he raised one finger. A silent signal. Within seconds, every De Santis guard subtly shifted positions. One moved closer to me. Another crossed the street. The atmosphere changed so quickly it made my pulse quicken. “Luca.”
	His voice was calm. Too calm. “Stay beside me.
	“What happened?”
	“I said…” His hand settled lightly against the small of my back. “...stay beside me.” 
	The touch wasn’t possessive. It was protective. Firm enough to guide me. Gentle enough that I could have stepped away if I’d wanted to. I didn’t.
	Without realizing it… I matched his pace. We walked together toward the waiting car. I followed his gaze. A man stood across the square near a newspaper stand.
	Dark suit. Silver tie. Watching us. The moment our eyes met… he smiled. It wasn’t friendly. It wasn’t warm. It was the kind of smile that promised trouble. Before I could ask who he was… the man disappeared into the crowd.
	Luca’s jaw tightened. “Get in the car.”
	I didn’t argue. Not this time.

***

	The drive back to the estate was quieter than the trip into the city. Luca answered three phone calls. Each one shorter than the last.
	“Increase patrols.”
	“No mistakes.”
	“I want names.”
	The final call ended with a single word. 
	“Find him.”
	He slipped his phone into his pocket. Only then did he look at me. “I’m sorry.”
	“For what?”
	‘This wasn’t supposed to happen.”
	“You still haven’t told me what happened.”
	A long silence followed. Finally… “You were being watched.”
	The words settled heavily between us. “By who?”
	He looked out the window instead of answering. “I’ll explain when I know more.”
	I wanted to press him. Demand answers. Instead… I looked at his hand resting against the leather seat. His knuckles were white. He looked… Angry. No. Not angry. Afraid. It was the first time I’d ever seen genuine fear cross Luca De Santis’s face. And somehow…
That frightened me more than the stranger’s smile. 













Twenty
Elara

	I woke before the sun. For a moment, I couldn’t remember why. The room was quiet, the estate still wrapped in the silence that came before dawn. Then it hit me. Twenty. Today, I turned twenty.
	I stared at the ceiling, waiting for the familiar excitement birthdays were supposed to bring. It never came. Instead… There was only ache settling somewhere deep inside my chest. The last birthday I’d celebrated…
	My mother was still alive.
	She had baked my favorite vanilla cake from scratch, despite insisting all afternoon that she was “too old to spend hours in the kitchen.”
	I’d found flour on the tip of her nose. She’d laugh when I pointed it out. “Don’t tell anyone,” she’d whispered. “A lady never admits defeat by cake batter.”
	A watery laugh escaped me before I could stop it. God… I missed her. A knock interrupted my thoughts. “Come in.”
	Sophia stepped inside carrying a small tray. Tea. Fresh fruit. A warm croissant. She smiled the moment she saw me awake. “Happy birthday, Miss Moretti.”
	The words nearly broke me. “...Thank you.”
	She set the tray on the bedside table. “I hope twenty is kinder to you.”
	“So do I.”
	She hesitated. “Your mother would be very proud of the woman you’ve become.”
	My throat tightened. “I hope so.”

***

	An hour later, I wandered downstairs, expecting the estate to be as quiet as every other morning. Instead… Every member of the household staff I passed stopped to wish me a happy birthday.
	The gardener. The housekeeper. Even the old groundskeeper tipped his cap. “Happy birthday, Signora.”
	I smiled politely each time, growing more confused with every step. “How does everyone know?”
	Sophia’s lips twitched. “News travels quickly.”
	I wasn’t convinced.

***

	The dining room doors open. Matteo was already seated with a cup of espresso. The second he saw me, he stood dramatically. “Ladies and gentlemen…” He spread his arms wide. “The birthday girl has arrived.”
	I laughed despite myself. “You’re ridiculous.”
	“I've been called worse.”
	“I’m sure you have.”
	He grinned. “Happy birthday, Elara.”
	“Thank you.”
	As if on cue, the doors opened again. Luca entered. His gaze immediately found mine. For a heartbeat… The room seemed to fall away. Then he inclined his head. “Happy birthday.”
	Simple. Quiet. Sincere. “...Thank you.”
	He took his seat across from me. Breakfast began. Conversation stayed light, mostly driven by Matteo’s endless ability to talk. Luca remained quieter than usual. Every now and then, I’d catch him looking at me. Only for a second. Then he’d return to his coffee as though nothing had happened.
	
***

	After breakfast, I headed toward the library. Halfway down the hall… I stopped. Outside the open French doors stood a small table beneath the willow tree. A single birthday cake rested in the center. White frosting. Fresh strawberries. Exactly the way my mother used to make it. I frowned. “Who…”
	Sophia appeared beside me with an amused smile. “I believe someone remembered.”
	My eyes searched the garden. Luca stood several yards away, speaking quietly with one of the groundskeepers. He hadn’t noticed me. Or perhaps…
	He was pretending not to. I walked slowly toward the table. There were no extravagant decorations. No lavish gifts. Just a cake. One candle. And a small card. I picked it up. The handwriting was unmistakably his:

No one should spend their birthday alone.

	Nothing else. No signature. No flourish. Just those seven words. My vision blurred. My mother had always insisted birthdays were meant to remind us we mattered. For the first time in a very long time… Someone else had remembered.

***

	Later that afternoon… I found Luca in the gardens. He was inspecting the newly planted rose bushes. “You made the cake.”
	He looked up. “I had it made.”
	“But you remembered.”
	He was quiet for a moment. “You mentioned your birthday when we discussed the wedding paperwork.”
	I searched his face.
	“You remembered something I said once.”
	“I remember most things you tell me.”
	There was no arrogance in his voice. Only honesty. I looked down at the card still clutched in my hand. “...Thank you.”
	He nodded once. “I hope today was a little easier.”
	The words caught me off guard. Not happy. Not enjoyable. Easier. Because he understood. Birthdays after losing someone weren’t celebrations. They were reminders. 
	“I think…” I swallowed the lump in my throat. “... it was.”
	A gentle breeze carried the scent of roses between us. Neither of us spoke. We didn’t need to. For the first time since arriving at the estate… The silence didn’t feel empty. It felt shared. And somewhere, deep inside my guarded heart… A single crack appeared.




Until Death Do Us Part
Elara

	Three days later…

***

	The dress felt lighter than I remembered. Perhaps it was because Isabella had perfected every final alteration. Or perhaps… Nothing truly weighed as much as the promises I was about to make. 
	Sophia stood behind me, carefully fastening the last pearl button before smoothing her hands over the satin. “There.”
	I stared at my reflection. The woman looking back at me didn’t seem frightened anymore. She seemed… Resigned. Beautiful. But resigned.
	Sophia met my eyes through the mirror. “You look exactly like your mother did on her wedding day.”
	My breath caught. “You knew her?” I whispered.
	She smiled softly. ‘Long before I worked for the De Santis family.”
	“I never knew.”
	“There are many things neither of us have had time to tell you.” She adjusted the veil one final time.
	“She would have been so proud of the woman you’ve become.” A lump in my throat.
	“I wish she were here.”
	“So do I.”
	Neither of us spoke for several moments. Then Sophia offered me her arm. “They’re waiting.”

***

	The chapel stood on the De Santis estate overlooking the gardens. White roses lined the stone pathway. Hundreds of candles flickered inside despite the afternoon sunlight streaming through the stained-glass windows.
	It was… Beautiful.
	More beautiful than I’d ever imagined. Which somehow made it hurt even more. This wasn’t how I’d dreamed my wedding would happen. But as I reached the chapel doors…
	I realized something.
	None of this had been chosen by Luca. He had simply made sure that, despite the circumstances… Everything reflected me. White roses. Soft music. Simple elegance. Not extravagance. Me.

***

The music began. The heavy wooden doors opened. Every conversation ceased. Dozens of guests turned toward me. Mafia bosses. Politicians. Business leaders. People whose names carried enough power to shape entire cities.
None of them mattered. Because my eyes immediately found Luca. He stood at the end of the aisle in a perfectly tailored black tuxedo. His hands were clasped in front of him. His posture was as composed as ever. But the moment he saw me… Everything else disappeared. His expression softened in a way I’d never seen before.
His gray eyes never left mine. Not once. For the first time… He didn’t look like the feared Don of the De Santis family. He looked like a man who couldn’t quite believe the woman walking toward him was real. 

***

	Matteo offered me his arm. “I promised your mother I’d look after you if she ever couldn’t.”
	I looked at him in surprise. “You knew her too?”
	He smiled sadly. “We all did.”
	He gently squeezed my hand. “Ready?”
	No. But I nodded anyway. Together… we walked down the aisle.

***

	Luca stepped forward as I reached him. For a brief second… Neither of us spoke. Then, so quietly that no one else could hear, he whispered, “You look breathtaking.”
	Heat crept into my cheeks. “Thank you.”
His lips curved into the smallest smile. It was enough to steady my racing heart.
The officiant began the ceremony. The words blurred together. Duty. Honor. Commitment. Family. Promises. I repeated every vow. My voice remained steady. Even when my heart wasn’t. Finally…
	The officiant looked toward Luca. “Do you, Luca De Santis, take Elara Moretti to be your lawful wife?”
	Without hesitation–
	“I do.”
	There wasn’t the slightest uncertainty in his voice. Then… The officiant turned to me. “Do you, Elara Moretti, take Luca De Santis to be your lawful husband?”
	I looked at the man standing before me. The man who had remembered my birthday. Who noticed when I skipped breakfast. Who bought me books. Who listened. Who never asked for more than I was willing to give. The man I still barely knew…
	And yet somehow trusted more each day. I drew a slow breath. “I do.”

***

	The rings were exchanged. Simple platinum bands. Cold against warm skin. Then the officiant smiled. “By the authority vested in me…” The chapel fell completely silent. “I now pronounce you husband and wife.” He looked toward Luca. “You may kiss your bride.”
	My pulse quickened, Luca looked at me. Really looked at me. Then… Instead of claiming my lips before everyone…
	He leaned down and pressed the softest kiss against my forehead. And he whispered so only I could hear, “Tonight.”
	The word carried a promise. Not of expectation. Of privacy. Of patience. The guests erupted into applause. I looked up at him. He offered me his arm. “Shall we?”
	For the first time since this impossible journey began… I smiled without forcing it.
	“Yes.”
	Together… We turned toward the doors. Not as enemies. Not quite lovers. But no longer strangers. We walked into the sunlight side by side. As husband and wife.





Just Us
Elara

	The reception lasted hours. Long enough for my cheeks to ache from smiling politely. Long enough for me to memorize the names of men who smiled too much and trusted too little. Long enough to feel every curious glance that lingered on the Mrs. De Santis.
	I wanted nothing more than silence. The estate had grown quiet by the time Luca and I climbed the grand staircase. Neither of us spoke. The silence wasn’t awkward. It was simply…
	Heavy.
	The bedroom door opened. Warm light spilled across polished hardwood floors. Someone had lit the fireplace. Fresh white roses rested in crystal vases throughout the room. A bottle of champagne sat untouched beside two glasses.
	Everything had been prepared for a wedding night. My heart began to race. Luca closed the door behind us. I remained near the entrance, my fingers twisting together. He noticed immediately.
	Of course he did. He noticed everything. “Piccola.” His voice was gentle. “You look terrified.”
	“I…” I forced a smile that fooled neither of us. “I’m fine.”
	He studied me for a long moment. Then, with a quiet sigh, he walked past me. Not toward the bed. Toward the sitting area by the fire. He loosened his bow tie before turning back to face me. “You don’t have to be afraid.”
	“I know what tonight is.”
	“So do I.”
	Another silence settled between us. Finally, he spoke. “I owe you an apology.”
	I blinked. “For what?”
	“For putting you in a position where you expected something from me tonight.”
	Confusion replaced my anxiety. “I don’t understand.”
	Luca walked closer, stopping several feet away. Far enough that I never felt trapped. “I married you because I believed it was the only way to protect you.” His gray eyes held mine. “But I will never ask for something you aren’t ready to give.”
	The room seemed impossibly still. “You don’t…” My voice barely worked. “You don’t expect…”
	“No.”
	The answer came without hesitations. His expression softened. “Marriage doesn’t entitle me to your trust.” He smiled softly.
	“It certainly doesn’t entitle me to your body.”
	A lump formed in my throat. “So…” I looked toward the beautifully made bed. “What happens now?”
	He glanced at it before looking back at me. “You get some sleep.”
	“And you?”
	“The sofa looks comfortable enough.”
	“No.”
	The word escaped before I could stop it. He raised an eyebrow. “No?”
	I shook my head. “You shouldn’t have to sleep on the sofa.”
	“I’ve slept in far worse places.”
	“I know.” 
	The corners of his mouth lifted slightly. “I appreciate your concern.”
	“You could…” I hesitated. “...sleep here.”
	His expression remained calm, but I noticed the smallest flicker of surprise in his eyes. “I’m not asking for anything else.”
	“I know.”
	“We’re both exhausted.”
	“I know.”
	“So…” I swallowed. “We can simply…sleep.”
	For a long moment, he said nothing. Then he nodded once. “As you wish.”

***

	Later… I changed into one of the silk nightgowns Sophia had packed. It was simple. Modest. When I stepped back into the bedroom, Luca had already changed into a plain white shirt and dark lounge trousers.
	He stood by the balcony, the doors slightly open as the cool night breeze drifted inside. The city lights shimmered in the distance. “You should be asleep.”
	“I couldn’t.”
	He nodded. “I understand.”
	Neither of us moved.
	Finally… 
	“I’ve been wanting to tell you something.” His voice was quieter than I'd ever heard it. I turned toward him. He took a slow breath. “I didn’t plan for this.”
“For what?”
“For falling in love with you.” Everything inside me stopped. He let out a small laugh. “I was supposed to protect you.” His gaze drifted toward the city. “Somewhere between watching you read in the library…” A faint smile crossed his face. “...and seeing you laugh in the gardens…” He looked back at me. “...I forgot how not to.”
I couldn’t breathe. He wasn’t asking anything of me. He wasn’t expecting anything. He was simply…
Being honest.
“I know you don’t feel the same.” He continued before I could speak. “And that’s alright.”
“Luca…” 
He gently shook his head. “Don’t.” His smile held no bitterness. “I don’t want you to say anything because you think you should.”
He stepped closer. Slowly. Giving me every opportunity to move away. I didn’t. “I don’t want you to tell me you love me because we’re married.” He lifted one hand, hesitating. When I didn’t pull back…
His fingertips brushed a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “I want you to tell me because one day…” His voice almost broke. “...you realize you can’t imagine your life without me.”
Tears blurred my vision. “I don’t know what to say.”
“You don’t have to say anything.”
A single tear escaped down my cheek. Without thinking… He reached up and gently wiped it away with his thumb. “I’m patient.” A small smile touched his lips. “I’ll wait.” Another tear slipped free. “I’ll wait as long as it takes.”

***

	I don’t know what came over me. Maybe it was the honesty in his voice. Maybe it was the way he’d asked for nothing. Maybe it was because, for the first time in years…
	I felt completely safe. Before I could lose my courage…
	I stepped forward. Slowly. Carefully. Until only inches separated us. His eyes searched mine. “Piccola…”
	“You said I didn’t have to say anything.”
	“You don’t.”
	“So…” my heart pounded against my ribs. “...I’ll show you.”
	I rose to my toes. Resting on hand lightly against his chest. And pressed my lips to his. It lasted only a heartbeat. Soft. tentative. A question more than an answer. When I pulled away…
	He looked utterly speechless. Almost as if the feared Don of Milan had forgotten how to breathe. “I’m still not ready to say it.” My voice was barely a whisper. “But…” A shy smile found its way onto my lips. “...I think I’d like the chance to fall in love with you.”
	For the first time since I’d met him… Luca smiled without restraint. Not the controlled smile of a mafia boss. Not the polite smile for business partners. A real one. Warm. Hopeful. Beautiful. He leaned forward. Pressing the gentlest kiss to my forehead.
	“That’s more than enough.”
	Then, just as he’d promised… He took my hand. Led me to bed. Pulled the blankets over us. And simply held my hand until sleep claimed them both. For the first time…
	Neither of us dreamed of the lives we’d had lost. Only the one we might build together.







Promise Deferred
Luca

	The warmth beside me was unfamiliar. Not unwelcome. Just…unfamiliar. Morning light filtered through the sheer curtains, painting soft golden streaks across the room. For a long moment, I simply watched her sleep. 
	Elara had curled onto her side sometime during the night, on hand tucked beneath her cheek. Her chest rose and fell in slow, even breaths. Peace looked good on her. Far better than fear ever had. A small smile tugged at my lips.
	I could get used to this.
	The thought settled somewhere deep inside me before I could stop it. Carefully, I reached out and brushed a loose strand of chestnut hair away from her face. She stirred but didn’t wake. “Sleep a little longer, piccola,” I whispered.
	The word left my lips naturally. As though it had always belonged there. As though she had.

***

	I had almost reached the bedroom door when her sleepy voice stopped me. “...Piccola?” I turned. She blinked at me, still half asleep. “You called me ‘piccola'.’”
	“I did.”
	“What does it mean?”
	A faint smile crossed my face. “It means ‘little one’”
	Her eyebrows lifted. “I’m not that little.”
	A quiet chuckle escaped me. “No.”
	“You smiled.”
	“So I’ve been told.”
	“I didn’t know you could.”
	“I’ve been told that too.”
	She laughed. God… That laugh. I’d spend the rest of my life chasing it if I had to.
***

	Breakfast was quieter than the reception had been. For the first time since we’d met, there were no lawyers. No wedding planners. No photographers, Just the two of us. She spread jam across a piece of toast while I poured coffee. 
	“So…” She looked up. “Mrs. De Santis.”
	The title sounded estranged. She made a face. “I’m still getting used to it.”
	“So am I.”
	She smiled over the rim of her teacup. “I thought you’d be used to giving orders to your wife already.”
	“I don’t intend to.”
	“You don’t”
	I shook my head. “I married a woman.”
	Not a possession. The words remained unspoken. She understood them anyway.
	The quiet was interrupted by hurried footsteps. A sharp knock echoed through the dining room. Matteo stepped inside. One look at his face erased every trace of peace from the room. “Boss.”
	“What happened?”
	He looked briefly toward Elara before returning his attention to me. “We need to talk.”
	Now. I stood immediately. “Stay here, piccola.”
	She frowned. ‘Is everything alright?”
	I forced myself to smile. “It will be.” I hoped I wasn’t lying.

***

	Matteo didn’t speak until the office door closed behind us. “What is it?”
	“Our warehouse in Genoa.”
	I folded my arms. “Destroyed?”
	“No, Worse.”
	He slid a folder across the desk. Inside were photographs. Burned vehicles. Dead guards. Our insignia spray-painted over with another symbol. A serpent wrapped around a dagger. Romano.
	“They left this.”
	Matteo handed me a cream-colored envelope. There was no name on the front. Only a black wax seal. I broke it open. Inside was a single handwritten sentence:

Congratulations on your marriage. I’ll be seeing your wife soon.

	For the first time in years… I felt genuine rage. Not the controlled anger I wore like armor. This was something darker. More dangerous. The room seemed to grow impossibly still. Matteo watched me carefully. “I’ve already doubled security.”
	“Triple it.”
	“It’s already underway.”
	“No one approaches my wife without my permission.” My voice frighteningly calm. “I want every Romano associate watched.”
	“Already done.”
	“I want Damian Romano’s movements reported every hour.”
	Matteo nodded. “I figured you’d say that.”
	I looked back at the note. He wasn’t threatening business. He wasn’t threatening territory. He was threatening her. That changed everything.

***

	When I returned downstairs nearly an hour later, Elara was standing on the terrace overlooking the gardens. She turned as I approached. “You disappeared.”
	“I’m sorry.”
	She studied my face. “You’ve been working.”
	“Unfortunately.”
	She nodded, accepting the answer, though I could tell she knew there was more I wasn't saying. “I have bad news.”
	Her shoulders sank. “The honeymoon?”
	I hated the disappointment that flickered across her face. “It has to wait.”
	“For how long?”
	“A few days.” Hopefully.
	She was quiet for a moment. Then she smiled. A small, understanding smile. “Okay.”
	Just… Okay.	
	I frowned. “You’re not angry?”
	She shrugged lightly. “The honeymoon isn’t going anywhere.”
	Neither are we. She didn’t say the last part aloud. But somehow… I heard it anyway. “I promised I’d take you.”
	“I know.”
	“And I will.”
	“I know.”
	She stepped closer. Close enough that I could see the flecks of gold hidden in her green eyes. “I’ll still be here.”
	The words hit me harder than any bullet ever had. She’ll still be here. God… I prayed she always would be. Without thinking, I reached for her hand. Our fingers intertwined. She didn’t pull away. “Thank you, Piccola.”
	Her cheeks flushed faintly. “I think…” She smiled shyly. “...I’m starting to like that nickname.” Relief spread through my chest. 
	“So am I.”

***

	That evening, long after Elara had gone to bed, I stood alone in my office. The note from Romano rested on my desk. I read it again. Then again, until every word was burned into my memory.
	A knock came at the door. “Enter.”
	Matteo stepped inside. “You should get some sleep.”
	“In a minute.”
	He glanced at the note. “You know he’s trying to provoke you.”
	“He succeeded.” Matteo was silent.	
	I folded the letter and slipped it into the top drawer of my desk. “He made one mistake.”
	“What’s that?”
	I looked out over the dark estate. “He thinks threatening my wife will make me hesitate.” A cold smile spread across my face. “It won’t.” My gaze never left the night beyond the window. “It will make me ruthless.”
























Learning Us
Elara

	I woke up to the warmth of sunlight spilling across the bed. For one blissful moment, I forgot where I was. Forgot the wedding. Forgot the contract. Forgot my new last name. Then I rolled onto my side. Luca’s place beside me was empty.
	The blankets were neatly folded back, the pillow still holding the faint impression of where he’s slept. He’d left quietly. A small part of me was… disappointed. That realization startled me more than his absence ever could. 

***

	After dressing, I wandered downstairs, following the smell of fresh coffee. The estate was already alive. Housekeepers moved through the halls. Gardeners worked outside beneath the morning sun. Everything continued as though yesterday hadn’t changed both our lives forever. 
	“Good morning, Signora De Satis.”
	I smiled at Rosa as she passed. “...Good morning.” The title still felt foreign. Like I was borrowing someone else’s life.
	“You’ll get used to it,” Rosa said knowingly.
	“I hope so.”
	“Oh, you will.” She winked before disappearing into the kitchen.

***

	The library door stood open. I found Luca exactly where I’d expected. Behind his desk. Reading through a stack of reports. His suit jacket hung neatly over the back of his chair, sleeves rolled to his forearms. He looked up the moment I stepped inside. A smile softened his features.
	“There you are.”
	“Am I late?”
	“For breakfast?” He glanced at the clock dramatically. “Very.”
	I frowned. “What time is it?”
	“Nine.”
	My eyes widened. “I never sleep that late.”
	“You needed the rest.”
	I folded my arms. “You could’ve woken me.”
	“I considered it.”
	“And?”
	“I decided I’d rather let my wife sleep.”
	My wife. The words sent an unexpected warmth through my chest. “You keep saying that.”
	“Because it's true.”
	I couldn’t argue with that.

***

	A tray sat on the coffee table. Fresh fruit. Pastries. Coffee. Apparently he’d had breakfast brought to the library instead. “You waited?”
	He looked almost confused by the question. “Of course.”
	“You didn’t have to.”
	“I wanted to.”
	Simple. Matter-of-fact. As though waiting for me had never been an inconvenience.
	We ate in comfortable silence. It surprised me how quickly the quiet between us had changed. Not awkward. Not forced. Comfortable. I reached for a strawberry at the same moment Luca reached for one. Our fingers brushed. I pulled my hand back immediately. “Sorry.”
	He smiled. “For what, piccola?”
	There it was again. The nickname. It rolled off his tongue so naturally now. I picked up the strawberry instead. “I still think you’re teasing me.”
	“You do?”
	“Little one?”
	He leaned back in his chair. “I happen to like the nickname.”
	“I noticed.”
	“I also like your reaction every time I say it.”
	Heat rushed to my cheeks. “I do not react.”
	“You blush.”
	“I do not.”
	“You are right now.”
	I opened my mouth to argue. Instead… I laughed. A genuine laugh. Luca looked at me for a second longer than necessary. His smile faded into something softer. Something almost…awestruck.
	“What?”
	“Nothing.”	
	“Luca.”
	“I like hearing you laugh.”
	The words were so quietly spoken that they almost disappeared into the room. I looked down at my coffee. Unable to stop smiling.

***

	That afternoon… I found myself in the gardens again. It was becoming my favorite place on the estate. The roses swayed gently in the breeze. I knelt beside one of the flower beds, absentmindedly tracing my fingers over a white bloom.
	“They suit you.”
	I looked up. Luca stood a few feet away, hands tucked into his pockets. “The roses?”
“The peace.” He walked toward me. “I haven’t seen you this relaxed since you arrived.”
“I think…” I searched for the right words. “I’m finally starting to believe this place won’t become my prison.”
	His expression shifted. Almost painfully. “It never was meant to be.”
	“I know.” 
	For the first time… I truly believed him.
	A phone vibrated. Luca’s. He glanced at the screen. The warmth lift his eyes instantly. Business. “I’m sorry.”
	“You don’t have to answer.”
	“I do.”
	He looked genuinely disappointed. I smiled softly. “Go.”
	“You don’t mind?”
	“I married the head of a mafia family.” I shrugged. “I suppose I’ll have to share you with your work.’
	A quiet chuckle escaped him. “I’ll make it up to you.”
	“You don’t owe me anything.”
	His gaze held mine. “I think I do.”
	He answered the phone. His voice immediately changed. Cold. Controlled. “Speak.”
	I watched him from the garden path. Within seconds… The gentle husband who teased me over strawberries disappeared. In his place stood the man everyone feared, It was strange. Watching both versions of Luca exist in the same person. And realizing… I preferred the one who smiled.

***

	That evening… I wandered into the kitchen in search of tea. Sophia was arranging fresh flowers. She glanced up with a knowing smile. “So…”
	“What?”
	“How is married life?”
	I laughed. “It’s been one day.”
	“And?”
	I looked toward the window. Toward the gardens where Luca had been standing only an hour earlier.
	“I thought I’d feel trapped.” Sophia stayed silent. Instead… “I don’t.”
	A smile spread across Sophia’s face. “I had a feeling.”
	Before I could ask what she meant, hurried footsteps echoed through the hallway. Matteo appeared in the doorway. His usually carefree expression had vanished. He looked directly at Luca, who had just entered behind me.
	“We’ve got a problem.” The room fell silent. 
	“What happened?” Luca asked.
	Matteo exhaled slowly. “The Romano family accepted the invitation.”
	Luca’s jaw tightened. “The charity gala?”
	Matteo nodded. “They’ll be there.”
	I watched something unreadable pass between the two men. Then Luca looked at me. His expression softened immediately. “We have three days.”
	“For what?”
	He offered me a reassuring smile. “To teach Milan exactly why no one underestimates my wife.”
	His words should have frightened me. Instead… For reasons I couldn’t explain. They made me feel safe.


















Behind Closed Doors
Elara

	By the third phone call this morning… I stopped pretending not to notice. Luca excused himself from breakfast with a quiet apology before disappearing into his office. Ten minutes later, he returned. Another call came before he had even picked up his coffee. Again, he left.
	Again, he came back looking more exhausted than before. It happened three more times before noon. Each conversation was brief. Each one ended the same way. His jaw tightened. His shoulders grew heavier. His eyes searched every room before they settled on me. As though confirming I was still there. It was becoming impossible to ignore.

***

	That afternoon, I found him in the library. His jacket lay draped over the chair. His tie had long since disappeared. Several folders covered his desk. He was rubbing the bridge of his nose when I knocked lightly against the open door.
	“You don’t have to knock.”
	“I wasn’t sure if I was interrupting.”
	“You never interrupt.”
	The answer came so naturally that I wasn’t sure he realized he’d said it. I stepped inside. “You’ve been working all day.”
	“I have.”
	“You’ve barely eaten.”
	“I know.”
	“And you’ve had…” I thought for a moment. “...seven phone calls.”
	A corner of his mouth lifted. “You counted?”
	“I couldn’t help it.” 
	He leaned back in his chair. “What is it you want to ask, piccola?”
	There it was. The nickname still made my stomach flutter. I took a slow breath. “I want to know what’s happening.”
	His expression changed immediately. The warmth disappeared. Not because he was angry. Because he was guarded. “It’s business.”
	“I figured.”
	“It’s nothing you need to concern yourself with.’
	I folded my arms. “I think it is.”
	“It isn’t.”
	“Luca.”
	“No.”
	The answer was firm. Final. For a moment, neither of us spoke. Then I quietly asked, “Is it the reason why you postponed the honeymoon?”
	He hesitated. That hesitation told me more than his words ever could.
	“I know you think you're protecting me.” His eyes lifted to mine. “But every time your phone rings…” I swallowed. “...I feel like I’m waiting for something terrible to happen.” He looked away. “I don’t know what’s going on. I don’t know who you’re talking to. I don’t know why everyone suddenly seems so tense.” I stepped closer to the desk. “And because I don’t know…” My voice softened. “...my imagination fills in the blanks.”
	Silence. Long. Heavy.
	Finally… Luca stood. He walked around the desk and stopped in front of me. For several moments, he simply looked at me. Then he sighed. “I swore I’d keep this life away from you.”
	“I know.”
	“I meant it.’
	“I know.”
	His shoulders fall. “But keeping you ignorant doesn’t keep you safe.”
	“No.”
	“It only leaves you unprepared.”
	I nodded once. “I think so too.”

***

	He gestured toward the sofa near the fireplace. “Sit with me.” I did. He waited until we were both seated before speaking again. “There are five major mafia families in northern Italy.”
	His voice had changed. Not cold. Not gentle. Measured. “The De Santis family controls Milan.” I listened carefully. “The Romano family controls territories farther south.”
	“Romano.”
	The name felt familiar. “You’ve heard it before.” 
	I nodded. “Matteo mentioned it yesterday.” 
	Luca leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees. “The current head of the Romano family is Damian Romano.” The name settled heavily between us. “Our families have been rivals for decades.”
	“Why?”
	He gave a humorless smile. “Power. Money. Influence. The usual reasons men decide killing each other is easier than compromise.” 
	Despite everything…
	A small laugh escaped me. He smiled briefly. Then it disappeared. “This rivalry has remained…managable.”
	“Until now?”
	He nodded. 
	“What does he want?”
	His gray eyes met mine. “You.”
	The word stole the air from my lungs. “...Me?”
	“You represent something he can’t take from me.”
	“I don’t understand.”
	“You are my wife.” He spoke the words quietly. “If he can threaten you…” He paused. “...he believes he can control me.” My stomach tightened. “So delaying the honeymoon… was necessary. I needed to strengthen security before taking you away from the estate.”
	I looked down at my hands. “So that’s why you’ve been watching me all the time.”
	“I’ve always watched you.” His voice softened. “Now I have a reason to be afraid.”
	I looked back up. “You think he’ll try something. I think it would be foolish to underestimate him.”
	“And the charity gala?”
	Luca’s jaw tightened. “He’ll be there.”
	The room suddenly felt much colder. “Will I meet him?”
	“Yes.”
	“Then I want to know what he looks like.” His eyebrows lifted slightly. “So I know who to avoid.”
	For the first time this afternoon… Luca smiled. A proud smile. “I’ll have Matteo bring you a photograph.”
	“You will?”
	“I’d rather you recognize him before he recognizes you.”
	He paused.
	“You’ll never be alone at the gala.”
	“I wasn’t planning on wandering off.”
	“I know.”
	His smile grew. “I just needed to hear myself say it.”
	I reached across the space between us. Resting my hand lightly over his. He looked down at our hands as though surprised I’d been the one to close the distance. “Thank you.”
	“For what?”
	“For trusting me.”
	His thumb brushed gently across my knuckles. “I should’ve done it sooner.”
	Neither of us moved. The silence between us felt different now. Lighter. Built on honesty instead of uncertainty. He squeezed my hand once. “I’m still going to protect you.”
	“I know.”
	“But now…” He smiled softly. “...you’ll understand why.”
	For the first time since becoming his wife… I realized something. Luca wasn’t trying to carry the weight of this world because he didn’t trust me. He was carrying it because he’d convinced himself it was his burden alone. Maybe… One day… I’d convince him otherwise.











The Devil in the Crowd
Elara

	Three days later…
	The De Santis estate buzzed with quiet efficiency. Housekeepers moved swiftly through the halls. Security teams checked radios. Luxury vehicles lined the circular drive. Tonight…
	We attend the annual charity gala. My first public appearance as Mrs. De Santis.
	Sophia stood behind me fastening the final clasp of a sapphire necklace. “You look stunning.”
	I smoothed the midnight blue fabric over my waist. “I feel like everyone will be staring.” 
	“They will.”
	“That wasn’t very reassuring.”
	Sophia laughed softly. “They won’t be looking because you’re out of place.”
	She smiled through the mirror. “They’ll be looking because you’re the wife of the most powerful man in the room.”
	Before I could answer… A knock echoed through the bedroom. “It’ll be Matteo.”
	Sophia crossed the room and opened the door. He stopped inside holding a large manila envelope. His expression was unusually serious. “Sorry to interrupt.”
	“Luca asked me to bring this.” 
My stomach tightened. “The photograph.” He nodded.

***

	Moments later… Luca entered. He looked devastatingly handsome in a perfectly tailored black tuxedo. For just a second… I forgot what we were about to do. His eyes found mine.The smallest smile touched his lips. “You look beautiful, piccola.”
	Heat crept into my cheeks. “Thank you.”
	He crossed the room and accepted the envelope from Matteo. “I’d rather you see his face here than be surprised tonight.”
	He withdrew a single photograph. Then handed it to me. The moment I looked down… Everything inside me froze. Dark hair. Sharp jaw. Silver tie. That smile. My fingers tightened around the photograph. “...No.”
	Luca immediately noticed. “What is it?”
	“I know him.”
	Silence filled the room. “You’ve met Damian Romano?”
	I shook my head. ‘No.” I looked back at the picture. “I’ve seen him.”
	Luca’s expression hardened. “When?”
	I looked up. “The day of my final dress fitting.” No one spoke. I swallowed. “When we were leaving… There was a man standing across the square.” My pulse quickened as the memory returned. “He was near the newspaper stand. He smiled at me.”
	The room became deathly quiet. Matteo slowly looked toward Luca. Luca never took his eyes off me. “You’ve never mentioned this.”
	“I didn’t know who he was. I thought…” I looked between them. “...I thought he was just someone in the crowd.”
	Luca closed his eyes for the briefest moment. When he opened them again… The warmth I’d come to know was gone. Not directed at me. At himself. “I should’ve known.”
	His voice was barely above a whisper. Matteo frowned. “Luca–”
	“I saw him.” Luca’s jaw clenched. “I felt something was wrong. I searched the square. He disappeared.” His hand curled into a fist. “I convinced myself I’d imagined it.” He looked at the photograph again. “He was there. He’d a;ready found her.”
	A heavy silence settled over the room. Finally, Matteo spoke. “He was testing security.”
	Luca nodded once. “And letting me know he could get close.” He looked back at me. “I’m sorry.”
	The apology caught me completely off guard. “You have nothing to apologize for.”
	“I should’ve recognized him.”
	“You couldn’t have.”
	“I should have.” His voice carried the weight of someone who expected perfection from himself. “And because I didn’t…” He glanced at the photograph. “...he saw you before I understood the threat.”
	I stepped closer. “You protected me.”
	“I didn’t even know who he was.” His shoulders remained tense. “I should’ve.”
 	Without thinking… I reached for his hand. His eyes lifted to mine. “You can’t protect me from something neither of us understood.”
	He stared at me for a long moment. Then slowly exhaled. “I still failed.”
	I gently squeezed his hand. “No. You didn’t.” 
	For the first time… He let himself believe me.

***

	Matteo cleared his throat. “As touching as this is…” He looked toward Luca. “We should leave.”
	Luca nodded. Business returned to his expression almost instantly. He looked toward the security detail waiting outside. “I want four men inside. Four outside. Roof access secured. No one approached my wife without being cleared.” 
	Matteo nodded. “Already done.”
	Luca turned back to me. He offered me his arm. His expression softened once more. “Ready, piccola?”
	I looked at the photograph one final time before handing it back to Matteo. The smiling man staring back at me no longer looked merely charming. Now…
	He looked dangerous. I slipped my hand through Luca’s arm. “As ready as I’ll ever be.” 
	Together… We walked toward the waiting car. Toward the glittering lights of Milan. Toward a man who had already been watching us long before either of us realized the game had begun.










Always
Elara

	The drive into Milan was quieter than the last. Rain streaked across the windows of the black sedan, blurring the city lights into ribbons of gold and white. Neither Luca nor I spoke much.
	He sat beside me, one hand resting on his knee, the other occasionally glancing toward his phone whenever it vibrated. Each time, he silenced it. Without answering. I finally looked at him. “You don’t have to ignore those because of me.”
	His eyes met mine. “I know.”
	“They’re probably important.”
	“They are.”
	“So…” I smiled softly. “...answer them.”
	Instead of reaching for his phone, he reached for my hand. His fingers intertwined with mine as naturally as if they’d done it for years. “They can wait five more minutes.”
	My heart skipped.
	The city grew brighter as the gala venue came into view. Elegant stone columns framed the entrance. Luxury cars lined the circular drive. Camera flashes illuminated the night. 
	“There are reporters.”
	“There always are.”
	I frowned. “I’ve never done this before.” 
	“I know.”
	“I don’t know where to look.”
	“At me.”
	I blinked. “What?”
	“When we get out of the car…” His thumb bruised gently across my knuckles. “...ignore everyone else. I’ll be right beside you. If you don’t know what to do…” A reassuring smile crossed his face. “...look at me.” 
	Somehow…
	That eased every nervous thought in my head.

***

	The car slowed. Stopped. One of the security team opened Luca’s door first. Then mine. The sound hit me immediately. Voices. Cameras. Shouting.
	“Luca!” 	
	“Over her!”
	“Mr. and Mrs. De Santis!”
	My stomach twisted. Luca stepped around the car before I had a chance to panic. He extended his hand. “Ready, piccola?”
	No. But I took it anyway. The moment our fingers touched… The noise seemed just a little farther away.
We climbed the steps together. Flashes exploded around us. Questions came from every direction. Neither of us answered. Exactly as Luca instructed. 
	Inside…
	The ballroom glittered beneath enormous crystal chandeliers. A live orchestra played softly near the marble staircase. Women in designer gowns laughed over champagne. Powerful men exchanged handshakes that meant far more than simple greetings.
	Everywhere I looked… Someone was watching.	
	I instinctively stepped a little closer to Luca. He noticed. Without a word… 
	His hand settled against the small of my back. Grounding. Protective. Never possessive.
	“They’re staring.”
	His lips barely moved. “They’re curious.”
	“About me?”
	“About us.”
	I glanced around. “I feel like I’m being examined.”
	“You are.”
	I groaned quietly. “That isn’t helping.”
	A quiet laugh escaped him. “No… It isn’t.”

***

	One by one, guests approached. Congratulations. Business associates. Political allies. Charity board members. Everyone wanted to meet the new Mrs. De Santis.
	Luca introduced me patiently each time. Never leaving my side. Never once allowing anyone to monopolize my attention. Hours passed. Eventually, the orchestra paused between songs.
	The ballroom buzzed with conversation. I finally exhaled. “I survived.”
	“You did.”
	“Barely.”
	“You were extraordinary.”
	“I smiled too much.”
	“You smiled exactly enough.”
	“I think one woman judged my dress.”
	Luca looked genuinely confused. “Then she has terrible taste.”
	I laughed. He smiled. Mission accomplished. He’d been trying to make me laugh.
***

	The moment didn’t last. Matteo appeared beside us. Quietly. Almost unnoticed. “Luca.”
	Something in his tone made Luca straighten. “What is it?”
	“He just arrived.”
	Luca didn’t need to ask who. Neither did I. I knew. The warmth disappeared from his eyes. He looked toward me. “I need one minute.” I nodded.
	He leaned closer. Close enough that no one else could hear. “Before I go…” His forehead rested lightly against mine for the briefest moment. “I love you.”
	The words were quiet. Certain. As though they were the simplest truth he’d ever spoken. I felt my breath catch. He smiled before I could panic. “You still don’t have to answer.” His thumb traced gently across my hand. “I meant what I told you on our wedding night.” A softness settled over his features. “I’ll wait.” He chuckled under his breath. “And while I’m waiting…” His gray eyes locked onto my green ones. “...I’m going to remind you every chance I get.”
	Heat flooded my cheeks. “Luca…”
	“I love you, piccola.” His smile widened. “I’ll probably tell you tomorrow, too.”
	Despite everything… I laughed. He looked almost triumphant.
	“There it is.”
	“What?”
	“That laugh.’
	“It might be my favorite sound in the world.”
	For a heartbeat… Everything disappeared.
	The ballroom. The music. The conversations. There was only him. A man who asked for nothing. Expected nothing. Loved me anyway. 
	He brushed an impossible gentle kiss across my forehead. Then whispered, “I’ll be right back.”
	As he walked away with Matteo, I found myself touching the place where he’d kissed me. My heart was doing something unfamiliar. Something dangerous. Because for the first time… When he said those three words…
	A tiny part of me wanted to say them back. Not because I was ready. But because… I was beginning to believe that one day… I would be.





















The Serpent's Smile
Elara

	The orchestra had begun another waltz by the time Luca returned. His hand found the small on my back without hesitation. “I’m sorry.”
	I smiled. “You were gone less than five minutes.”
	“Five minutes too long.”
	The words were simple. Matter-of-fact. But something about them warmed me. He wasn’t apologizing because I’d demanded his attention. He simply didn’t like leaving me alone.
	Servers moved gracefully through the ballroom carrying crystal champagne flutes. Conversations echoed beneath glittering chandeliers. Laughter filled every corner. Yet despite the elegance… Something felt wrong.
	I couldn’t explain it. Only that the room suddenly seemed… Colder. 
	Luca noticed. He always noticed. “What’s wrong, piccola?”
	“I don’t know.”
	I looked around slowly. “I just…” The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. “...feel like someone is watching.”
	His entire posture changed. Almost imperceptibly. His hand slid from the middle of my back to rest more protectively around my waist. His eyes scanned the ballroom. Every entrance. Every balcony. Every unfamiliar face. Then…
	His body became completely still. “I need you to stay beside me.”
	“I wasn’t planning on leaving.”
	“I know.”
	His voice remained calm. “But promise me.”
	“I promise.”

***

	“Luca.” The unfamiliar voice came behind us. Smooth. Confident. Too confident. 
	Luca turned first. His arm remained firmly around my waist.  Followed his gaze. And immediately recognized the smile. The photograph hadn’t captured it. In person… It was somehow worse.
	Damian Romano.
	He looked exactly as he had outside my dress fitting. Perfectly tailored tuxedo. Dark hair swept neatly back. A glass of champagne balanced effortlessly between his fingers.
	If I hadn’t known who he was… I might have believed he was harmless. “Damian.” Luca’s voice was polite. Cold. “i wasn’t sure you’d attend.”
	“I wouldn’t miss Milan’s biggest event.” Damian’s eyes shifted to me. “There she is.”
	The words sent a chill down my spine. His smile widened slightly. “So this is your beautiful wife.”
	Luca stepped half a pace forward. Not enough to seem rude. Just enough that I was slightly behind his shoulder. Shielded. “I don’t believe you’ve been introduced.” Damian extended his hand. “Damian Romano.”
	His tone was warm. Almost friendly. “A pleasure to finally meet you, Mrs. De Santis.”
	I looked at his offered hand. Then at Luca. Luca gave the smallest shake of his head. Barely noticeable. I understood immediately. Instead of taking Damian’s hand… I offered a polite smile. “It’s nice to meet you.”
	For the first time… Damian’s smile faltered. Only for a fraction of a second. Interesting.
	He lowered his hand gracefully. “As cautious as your husband. I admire that. I admire intelligent women.”
	Something about the compliment felt… wrong. Like a snake admiring a bird before striking.
	Damian looked back toward Luca. “You’ve done well.”
	“I know.”
	“I was referring to your wife.”
	“I know.”
	The air between them grew heavier. Guests continued chatting around us. Completely unaware that two mafia leaders stood only feet apart. “I’m surprised you married.” Damian swirled the champagne in his glass. “I always imagined you’d die alone.”
	Luca smiled. “I imagined a great many things.”
	Damian chuckled. “Still the philosopher.”
	“And you’re still talking too much.” I almost laughed.
	Damian’s attention returned to me. “I hope Milan has been kind to you.”
	“It has.”
	“I’m sure Luca has shown you all the city’s finest places.”
	‘Some of them.”
	“You’ll have to let me recommend a few.”
	Before I could answer… Luca spoke. “I don’t believe my wife needs travel recommendations.”
	His voice remained perfectly polite. Which somehow made it even more threatening. Damian laughed. “No.”
	“I suppose she doesn’t.” He looked directly at me. “But if she does…”
	Luca interrupted. “She won’t.”
	Silence. Neither man looked away.
	Finally… Damian smiled again. “I should let the happy couple enjoy their evening.” He inclined his head politely. “It was a pleasure.”
	As he walked away… The ballroom somehow felt brighter again. I hadn’t realized I’d been holding my breath until I let it out.
	“Are you alright?” Luca’s voice was quiet.
	“I understand now.”
	His brows furrowed. “What?”
	“Why you didn’t want me near him.” Luca looked toward Damian across the ballroom. “He makes my skin crawl.’
	A small smile tugged at the corner of Luca’s mouth. “I was hoping it wasn’t only me.”
	I laughed softly. “No.”
	“He smiles…” I searched for the right thing to say. “...like he already knows everyone’s secrets.”
	Luca nodded. “He likes people to underestimate him.”
	“I won’t.”
	“No.” He looked down at me. “I don’t think you will.”

***

	A waiter passed carrying champagne. I reached for a glass. Only for Luca to quietly exchange it for sparkling water before I could take a sip. I blinked. “You switched my drink.”
	“It was too close to the edge of the tray.”
	“So?”
	He shrugged. “I’d rather not risk someone bumping into you.”
	I stared at him. “You think of everything.”
	“No.”
	His thumb brushed gently across my hand as he passed me the glass. “Just the things that matter.”
	He didn’t realize what he’d said. Or maybe he did. Either way… It wasn’t just about the drink. It was another way of saying what he no longer needed words to express.

***

	Across the ballroom… Damian watched us. The smile never left his face. But his eyes… His eyes held something much much darker.


















The Dance
Luca

	I never took my eyes off Damian Romano. Even while speaking with senators. Even while accepting congratulations. Even while pretending to enjoy another meaningless conversation about charity donations. He was always somewhere in my peripheral vision. Watching. Waiting. Smiling.
	It wasn’t the smile that concerned me. It was his patience. Men like Damian never acted without purpose. If he was waiting… He knew exactly what he wanted.

***

	“Boss.” Matteo appeared at my side. “He hasn’t moved.”
	“I know.”
	“He hasn’t spoken to anyone important.”
	“I know.”
	Matteo sighed. “I hate when you’re this calm.”
	“I’m not calm.”
	“No?”
	I glanced across the ballroom. “I’m deciding how much of tonight I intend to ruin.”

***


Elara

	I had never realized how exhausting smiling could be. Every conversation felt rehearesed. Every compliment sounded the same. Every woman wanted to know who designed my gown. Every man wanted five minutes of Luca’s attention.
	Somehow…
	I understood why he disliked these events. A waiter stopped beside me with another tray of sparkling water. Before I reached for a glass… Luca quietly took one first. He examined it for barely a second before handing it to me. Then he selected another for himself. I frowned.
	“...Did you just inspect my drink?” 
He looked genuinely confused. “Yes.”
“...Why?”
“In case someone tampered with it.”
I blinked.
“Does that actually happen?”
His expression remained serious. “It only has to happen once.”
My stomach tightened. Without thinking… I set the glass back on the tray. Luca immediately noticed. “Piccola.”
“I’m suddenly not thirsty.”
The corners of his mouth lifted.
“I checked it.”
“I know.”
“You’re safe.”
“...I know.”
He gently nudged the glass back toward me. “I promise.”
For reasons I couldn’t explain… I believed him.

***

	The orchestra changed melodies. A slower waltz drifted through the ballroom. Couples began making their way toward the dance floor. One by one. Until dozens of elegant gowns swirled beneath the chandeliers. Luca looked toward the dancers. Then at me.
	“Would you like to dance?”
	My eyes widened. “I don’t know how.”
	“You do.”
	“I absolutely don’t.”
	“I’ll teach you.”
	“Right now?”
	He smiled. “Why not?”

***
Luca

	She looked terrified. Not of me. Of embarrassing herself. I extended my hand. “Trust me.”
	She stared at it for a long moment. Then slowly placed her small hand in my much larger one. “That’s becoming dangerous.”
	“What is?”
	“I’m starting to.”
	Trust you. She never finished the sentence. She didn’t have to.
	The orchestra carried us onto the polished dance floor. I placed one hand gently against her waist. The other remained around hers. She looked everywhere except at me.
	“Nervous?”
	“A little.”
	“Then look at me.”
	“You really like saying that.”
	“Because it works.”
	She finally met my eyes. 
	“There.”
	“Better?”
	“...Much.” 
	We moved slowly. One step. Then another. She stumbled almost immediately. “Oh!”
	She looked horrified. “I’m so sorry.”
	“You stepped on my shoe.”
	“I know!”
	“I own another pair.”
	I couldn’t stop smiling. She narrowed her eyes. “You’re making fun of me.”
	“A little.”
	She gasped dramatically. “I knew it.”
	“You’ve become very brave.”
	“I’m dancing with the most feared man in Milan.”
	She smiled.
	“I figured teasing you is the dangerous part.”
	I laughed. Actually laughed. Around us… Conversations seemed to falter. People noticed. They weren't watching the Don of Milan anymore. They were watching a husband smiling at his wife.

***
Elara

	“You smiled again.”
	“I did.”
	“I think that’s three times today. I’m losing count.”
	His eyes softened. “I’m not.”
	I tilted my head. “No?”
	“I remember every time you make me smile.” The words settled quietly between us. Simple. Honest. Completely unnecessary. Yet somehow… They stole my breath.
	Across the ballroom… Applause broke out as another couple finished dancing. I barely noticed. Because Luca hadn’t looked away from me once. Not once. Until…
	His gaze shifted over my shoulder. Only for an instant. The warmth disappeared. I didn’t have to ask why. I already knew. 
	Damian.

***
Luca

	He stood near one of the marble columns. Watching us dance. Smiling. Again. I leaned slightly closer to Elara. “Keep dancing.”
	She looked up at me. “What’s wrong?”
	“Nothing.”
	“You looked away.”
	“I know.”
	She followed my gaze before I could stop her. Her smile faded. “I see him.”
	I gently guided her into another turn. “Ignore him.”
	“I’m trying.”
	“I know.”
	My hand tightened almost imperceptibly around hers. “He wants my attention.”
	“So don’t give it to him.”
	The advice surprised me. I looked down at her. She offered a tiny smile. “You told me to look at you. So…” She squeezed my hand. “...I’m telling you the same thing.”
	For a heartbeat…
	Everything else disappeared. I looked into her green eyes. Then smiled. “You’re getting very good at this.”
	“Dancing?”
	She laughed. “No.”
	“You.”
	As the music ended… Applause echoed throughout the ballroom. I bowed slightly. She curtsied dramatically. “You are impossible.”
	“So I’ve been told.”
	I offered her my arm once more. She slipped hers through it without hesitation. As we walked away from the dance floor… Neither of us noticed the way Damian Romano’s smile slowly disappeared. For the first time that evening… He had been completely ignored. And somehow… That irritated him more than any insult ever could.







Masks
Elara

	The applause from the dance still echoed faintly through the ballroom as Luca and I stepped away from the crowd. “I’m officially retiring from dancing,” I declared.
	Luca glanced sideways at me. “After one dance?”
	“I nearly broke your foot.”
	“You bruised my pride more than my shoe.”
	I laughed. “I knew you’d survive.”
	“I had faith.”
	“You should’ve had less.”
	The corner of his mouth lifted. “I’ve discovered something.”
	“Oh?”
	“I rather enjoy making you laugh.”
	Heat rose to my cheeks. “I noticed.”
	A waiter approached carrying silver trays lined with delicate hors d’oeuvres. Luca accepted one. Instead of eating it… He held it toward me.
	“You haven’t eaten since we arrived.”
	“I’m not hungry.”
	“You said that an hour ago.”
	“I’m still not.”
	His eyebrows lifted. “Piccola.”
	There was no command in his voice. Only concern. “You need to eat.”
	I sighed dramatically before taking one. “There. Happy?”
	“A little.” He smiled. “I’ll take it.”
	I rolled my eyes. “You worry too much.”
	“I know.”
	“You aren’t even denying it anymore.”
	“No.”
	He looked directly at me. “I’ve decided it’s one of my better qualities.”

***

	Across the ballroom… Damian Romano watched the exchange with quiet amusement. Matteo noticed him immediately. “He keeps looking.”
	‘I know,” Luca answered. 
	“You want me to move him along?”
	“No.”
	“Why not?”
	“Because that’s exactly what he wants.”

***

	Luca was pulled away once more by one of the charity organizers. “I’ll only be a moment.”
	“I’ll survive.”
	He hesitated. “I know.”
	“But stay with Sophia.”
	I smiled. “I promise.”
	He brushed a kiss against my forehead before leaving. It happened so naturally that I barely thought about it. Sophia, however… Grinned. “He adores you.”
	I looked away. “I don’t know about that.”
	She laughed quietly. “Oh, honey.”

***

	We wandered toward one of the large balconies overlooking the city. The cool evening air was a welcome escape from the crowded ballroom. The lights of Milan stretched endlessly below. “It really is beautiful,” I whispered.
	“It is.”
	The unfamiliar voice behind me made every muscle in my body tense. I turned slowly. Damian Romano stood a respectful distance away. Hands folded behind his back. Perfect posture. Perfect smile.
	“Mrs. De Santis.”
	Sophia immediately stepped closer beside me. “Mr. Romano.”
	“I hope I’m not interrupting.”
	His tone was warm.
	Almost charming.
	“No.” I answered politely. “We were just admiring the view.”
	“So was I.” His eyes drifted over the city. “Milan belongs to remarkable people.” He looked back at me. “And occasionally…remarkable women.”
	The compliment should have sounded flattering. Instead… It felt rehearsed. Calculated. I smiled politely. “My husband speaks very high of this city.”
	“I’m sure he does.” Damian chuckled softly. “He always was possessive.”
	I frowned. “I’ve never found Luca possessive.”
	His eyebrows lifted. “No?”
	“No. He simply…” I searched for the right words. “...cares.”
	Something flickered behind Damian’s eyes. Gone almost instantly. “Interesting.” He pauses for a moment. “You know…” He continued conversationally. “I’ve known Luca for years.”
	“I wouldn’t say known.” Luca’s voice came from behind us. ‘I’d say tolerated.” Relief flooded through me. I hadn’t even realized I’d been holding my breath. Luca stepped between Damian and me so naturally that no one watching would have noticed.
	His hand found mine behind his back. His thumb brushed lightly across my fingers. A silent question. Are you alright? I squeezed once. Yes.
Damian smiled wider. “There you are.”
“Were you looking for me?”
“I was speaking with your wife.”
“I noticed.”
“I was simply keeping her company.”
Luca’s expression remained calm. “I’m capable of doing that myself.	“
“I can see.” Damian’s gaze dropped briefly to where our hands were hidden from view. “She’s already become quite attached.”
I felt Luca’s fingers tighten almost imperceptibly around mine. Not painfully. Protectively. “I imagine that’s what happens when someone feels safe.” Luca answered evenly.
For the first time… Damian stopped smiling. Only for a heartbeat. Then it returned. “As always…” He straightened his cufflinks. “...it’s been enlightening.” He inclined his	head toward me. “Mrs. De Santis.” Then toward Luca. “Until next time.”
“I sincerely hope not.” Luca;s reply was smooth enough to sound almost friendly. Almost. Damian laughed as he disappeared back into the crowd.
The moment he was gone… Luca turned to me.
“Did he touch you?”
“No.”
“Did he make you uncomfortable?”
I hesitated. “A little.”
His jaw tightened. “What did he say?”
I repeated the conversation as best I could. Luca listened without interrupting. When I finished… He simply nodded.
“You hand;ed that perfectly.”
“I did?”
“You gave him nothing.”
“I was just answering honestly.”
His expression softened. “Exactly.”

***

	As the orchestra began another piece… Luca looked toward the ballroom. “They’ll expect us back inside.” I nodded. Before we moved… He reached up and tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “So beautiful,” he murmured. The words were barely audible. Not meant for anyone else. Just me. “I’ve been trying very hard to focus on business tonight.”
	I blinked. “And?”
	His smile returned. “You keep making it difficult.”
	I laughed softly. “I wasn’t doing anything.”
	“You smiled.” He offered me his arm. “And now I can’t think about anything else.”
	Without realizing it… I slipped my hand in his. Not because he asked. Because it felt right.

***
Damian

	As I stood here in the shadows on the second floor all I did was watch them. More specifically. Her. My smile that I wore all night was gone. Replacing it was realization. I understood what Luca had. It was something I couldn’t buy. Something I couldn’t manipulate.
	He had someone worth protecting. And that only made me want to break them more.
















A Promise Kept
Luca

The gala had become exactly what I expected. Too many politicians. Too many cameras. Too many people pretending to care about charity while negotiating power over champagne.
I wanted to leave. Not because of Damian Romano. Not anymore. Because my wife looked tired. 
She hid it well. Most people wouldn’t have noticed. I did. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. Rubbed the back of her neck. Accepted another conversation with a gracious smile despite the exhaustion in her eyes. She’d had enough.
“Piccola.”
She turned immediately. “Yes?”
“Are you ready to go home?”
The answer came with an apologetic smile. “...Please.”
I chuckled quietly. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

***
Elara

Nearly everyone stopped to congratulate us as we made our way toward the exit. By the time we reached the marble staircase… My feet ached. My cheeks hurt from smiling. I was convinced I'd never wear heels again.
“You’ve gone quiet.”
I looked up at Luca. “I’m trying to remember how walking barefoot feels.”
A laugh escaped him. “I’ll carry you.”
I blinked. “...What?”
“You heard me.”
“I was joking.”
“I wasn’t”
Heat rushed into my cheeks. “Luca.”
“What?”
“There are people everywhere.”
“So?”
“You can’t carry me through the lobby.”
He looked genuinely puzzled. “I don’t see why not.”
I laughed. “You are impossible.”
“So I’ve been told.”
Outside… The cool evening air was a welcome relief. The flashing cameras had finally disappeared. Security opened the rear door of the waiting car. Luca waited until I was comfortably seated before joining me.
The door closed. Silence. For the first time all evening… We were alone. I leaned back against the leather seat with a sigh. “I’m officially retiring from social events.”
“You’ve attended one.”
“One too many.”
He smiled. “I thought you handled yourself beautifully.”
“I survived.”
“You did more than survive.” His thumb brushed gently across the back of my hand. “You belonged there.”
I looked down. “I didn’t feel like I did.”
“You will.” His voice was steady. “And until then…” He squeezed my hand once. “...I’ll stand beside you.”

***

	The car pulled away from the venue. Streetlight streaked past the windows. I rested my head lightly against his shoulder. Neither of us spoke. The quiet felt comfortable. Safe.
His fingers absentmindedly traced slow circles over the back of my hand. A small gesture. One he probably didn’t even realize he was doing. It made me smile.
After several minutes… Something caught my attention. I frowned. “Luca?”
‘Hm?”
‘This isn’t the way home.”
“It isn’t.”
I sat up straighter. “Did something happen?”
“No.”
“Then…” I looked out the window again. “...Where are we going?”
Instead of answering… He looked toward Matteo in the front passenger seat. Matteo met his eyes through the rearview mirror. Everything about that look felt… Planned.
“Matteo?”
He grinned. “I’ve already said too much.”
“You haven’t said anything.”
“Exactly.”

***

	“Luca.” I folded my arms. “What’s going on?”
	He smiled. “I’ve been keeping a promise.”
	Confusion crossed my face. “What promise?” He reached into the inside pocket of his jacket. Removing two cream-colored envelopes. He placed them gently into my hands. I looked down. My name was written across the front. Inside…
	Two boarding passes. I stared. Then stared some more. “...Luca.” He watched my expression carefully. 
	“I told you I’d take you on a honeymoon.”
	“You…” I looked back at the tickets. “You planned this?”
	“I’ve been trying to.” He exhaled slowly. “I wanted every security concern addressed before taking you somewhere I couldn’t protect as easily.”
	“You postponed it because of me.”
	“I postponed it because I refused to take unnecessary risks with your life.” His gray eyes softened. “But I’m done making you wait.”
	The car slowed. Large iron gates slide open. Beyond them… A private airfield stretched beneath the moonlit sky. Several sleek aircrafts rested quietly on the tarmac. One stood apart from the others. Its engines are already humming.I looked back at Luca. “...Is that yours?”
	He smiled sheepishly. “It gets me to meetings.”
	I laughed. “You have a private jet.”
	“I suppose I do.”
	“You suppose?”
	“I’ve never really thought about it.”
	I couldn’t help laughing harder. For someone with endless wealth… He had an incredible talent for forgetting what counted as extraordinary.
	The car came to a stop. One of the security team opened the door. Cool night air rushed inside. Luca stepped out first before offering me his hand. “Mrs. De Santis.”
	His smile was softer than I’d ever seen it. “Would you do me the honor…” He meets my eyes. “...of finally allowing me to take you on our honeymoon.”
	My heart swelled. Instead of taking his hand immediately… I stepped toward him. He looked momentarily confused. Then… Without thinking… I wrapped my arms around him. The movement surprised both of us. For a heartbeat… Luca stood completely still. Then his arms slowly circled my waist. Holding me as though I were something precious. He rested his cheek lightly against the top of my head.
	Neither of us spoke. We didn’t have to. When I finally pulled back… His eyes were warm. Hopeful. Happy. “So…” I smiled through the happy tears gathering in my eyes. “I take it that’s a yes?”
	I laughed. “I thought you’d never ask.”
	His grin widened. He offered me his hand once more. This time… I took it. 
	Together… We walked across the moonlit tarmac. Toward the waiting jet. Toward a promise finally being kept. As we reached the bottom of the stairs, Luca looked over at me.
	“Come on, piccola.” His fingers intertwined with mine. “Let’s disappear for a while.” 
	I looked up at the aircraft. Then back at him. For the first time in a very long time… The future didn’t scare me. It felt like an adventure.
	
	

	


Where the Sea Meets the Sky
Elara

	I had never flown on a private jet before. The moment we stepped inside, I stopped walking. Soft cream-colored leather seats lined the cabin. Warm lighting reflected against polished wood. Fresh flowers rested on a small table beside oversized windows.
	It felt less like an airplane… And more like a luxurious living room suspended above the clouds. I turned slowly. “This is…” I pause trying to put the right words together. “Incredible.”
	Luca looked around as though seeing it for the first time. “I suppose it is.”
	I laughed. “You really forgot that this isn’t normal, don’t you?”
	A sheepish smile crossed his face. “I spend more time working on it than looking at it.”
	“That’s somehow even more ridiculous.”
	“I’ve been told.”

***

	A flight attendant greeted us warmly before disappearing toward the front of the aircraft. Within moments… The cabin became wonderfully quiet. Luca loosened his tie with a sigh. “I think that’s the first time I’ve breathed all evening.”
	“”You hated the gala.”
	“I tolerated it.”
	“You hated it.”
	“I tolerated it…very poorly.”
	I smiled. “I’m glad it’s over.”
	“So am I.”

***

As the engine began to hum… I looked out the window. The runway lights stretched endlessly into the darkness. “Are you going to tell me where we’re going?”
“No.”
“Luca.”
“It’s a surprise.”
“I don’t like surprises.”
He tilted his head. “You liked the private jet.”
“I did.”
 “You liked escaping the gala.”
“I definitely like that.”
“I have an excellent track record tonight.”
I folded my arms. “I still want to know.”
His gray eyes sparkled with amusement. “No.”
I sighed dramatically. “I married a very stubborn man.”
“I was stubborn before we married.”
“I’ve noticed.”

***

	The aircraft lifted smoothly into the night sky. The lights of Milan slowly disappeared beneath the clouds. I watched them until they vanished completely. 
	“It’s strange.”
	“What is?”
	“I’ve lived here for months.” I rested my forehead lightly against the window. “And yet…” I smiled softly. “It already feels like we’re leaving everything behind.”
	Luca looked at me for a long moment. “That’s the idea.”

***
Luca

	She looked lighter. The tension she’d carried throughout the gala had melted away. She laughed more. Smiled more. Breathed easier. I hadn’t realized how much the past few weeks had weighed on her until I watched those burdens disappear.
	A blanket rested over the back of her seat. The cabin had grown cooler as we climbed. Without thinking… I picked it up.
	She looked over. “What are you doing?”
	“You’ll be cold.”
	“I’m fine.”
	“You say that now.”
	I draped it gently over her shoulders anyway. She looked down at it. Then back at me. “You always do things like that.”
	“What things?”
	“You notice.”
	I frowned slightly. “I should hope so.”
	“No.” She smiled. “You noticed before I do.”
	I wasn’t sure what to say to that. So I simply reached over… And tucked the blanket a little closer around her.

***

	Dinner was served shortly afterward. Fresh pasta. Warm bread. A small chocolate dessert. As we ate… The conversation became wonderfully ordinary. “What did you want to be when you were little?” I asked.
	She laughed. “You’ll laugh.”
	“I won’t.”
	“I wanted to own a little bookstore.”
	I blinked. “A bookstore?”
	“With flowers outside.” She smiled to herself. “And a cat that slept in the front window.”
	I found myself smiling too. “I can see it.”
	“You can?”
	“Very easily.”
	She tilted her head. “What about you?”
	“I always knew I’d inherit the family.”
	“No childhood dreams?”
	I thought for a moment. “I wanted to sail.”
	She looked surprised. “Sail?” My smile softened with the memory. “When I was a boy…It was the only place no one expected anything from me.”
	She watched me quietly. “I’ve never heard you talk about your childhood.”
	“There isn’t much to tell.”
	“I think there is.”
	Our eyes met. For a moment… I considered telling her more. Not tonight. But someday.


***
Elara

	A few hours later… The cabin lights dimmed. Most of the world outside had disappeared into darkness. I yawned. Luca noticed immediately.
	“Tired?”
	“A little.”
	“Come here.”
	I looked at him. “What?”
	“The sofa.”
	Only then did I notice the long cream-colored couch along one side of the cabin. “It folds out.” He smiled. “You don’t have to stay in that seat.”
	I hesitated. Then I joined him. The sofa was surprisingly comfortable. I tucked my legs beneath me. Another yawn escaped before I could stop it. Luca chuckled. “Someone’s exhausted."
	“I blame you.”
	“Me?”
	“You made me socialize.”
	“I distinctly remember asking if you wanted to go home.”
	“Fair point.”
	He laughed quietly. The sound still surprised me. Not because it was rare anymore… But because I was beginning to realize how much I like hearing it. Without really thinking…
	I leaned against his shoulder. He became perfectly still. Not tense. Just… Careful. As though he was afraid moving might make me change my mind.
	Neither of us spoke. His heartbeat was slow and steady beneath my cheek. Safe. Comforting. After a while… I felt his jacket settle gently over my legs. “You’ll wake up cold.”
	I smiled without opening my eyes. “You notice everything.”
	“No.” His voice was barely above a whisper. “Just the things that matter.”
	The words wrapped around my heart. I didn’t answer. Because I wasn’t sure I could.

***

	Several hours later… The pilot’s voice came softly over the intercom. “Mr. De Santis. We’ll be landing in approximately twenty minutes.”
	I opened my eyes slowly. The first thing I saw… Was the ocean. Moonlight shimmered across endless waves. White cliffs rose from the coastline. Tiny lights twinkled in the distance from a sleepy seaside village. 
	I sat up. “Luca…”
	A smile spread across his face as he watched my reaction. “Welcome to our honeymoon, piccola.”









Home is Wherever You Are
Elara

	The scent of salt filled the air the moment we stepped off the jet. A warm breeze carried across the runway, lifting loose strands of my hair as I looked toward the coastline. The sea stretched endlessly beneath the morning sun. Crystal blue water sparkled against pale cliffs.
	For a long moment… I forgot to breathe.
	“Luca…”
	His smile appeared before I even looked at him. “I was hoping you’d like it.”
	“It’s beautiful.”
	“No.” His gray eyes stayed on me. “You are.”
	Heat rose instantly to my cheeks “You’ve become quite smooth.”
	“I’ve been practicing.”
	I laughed. “I noticed.”

***

	The drive from the private airfield wound along the coastline. Every turn revealed another breathtaking view. Small cafés overlooked the harbor. Fishing boats bobbed gently against weathered docks. Flower boxes spilled color from every balcony. 
	It felt… Peaceful.
	Nothing like Milan. Nothing like the world we’d left behind.
	The villa stood alone on a cliff overlooking the sea. White stone walls. Blue shutters. A garden overflowing with lavender. The rhythmic crash of waves below. I stepped out of the car slowly.
	“...This is ours?”
	“For the week.”
	I looked at him in disbelief. “You rented an entire villa?”
	“I wanted privacy.”
	I smiled. “I think you succeeded.”

***
Luca

	Watching her explore the villa was worth every delayed meeting. Every postponed trip. Every sleepless night. She wandered from room to room with childlike wonder.
	Stopping to admire every window. Every painting. Every view of the sea. When she opened the doors leading onto the terrace…
	She gasped. The infinity pool overlooked the ocean. Stone steps disappeared down toward a private beach. She turned toward me with a smile so bright it stole the breath from my lungs. “This is incredible.”
	I leaned casually against the doorway. “I was hoping you’d say that.”
	“You’ve been here before?”
	“Once.”
	“For work?” I nodded. She smiled knowingly. “So you probably never even saw the beach.”
	“No. I was in meetings.”
	She walked over and gently took my hand. “Then we’ll see it together.”
	The simple invitation settled somewhere deep inside my chest. “Together.”

***
Elara

	We spent the afternoon walking along the shoreline. Barefoot. The cool water rolled over our feet. The breeze carried the scent of the ocean. For the first time in months…
	Neither of us looked over our shoulders. No security. No bodyguards. No ringing phones. Just us.
	I bent to pick up a smooth white seashell. Holding it up with a grin. “It’s perfect.”
	Luca examined it seriously. “I think it’s broken.”
	I gasped dramatically. “It is not.”
	“It has a crack.”
	“That gives it character.”
	He smiled. “I had a feeling you’d say that.”
	I slipped it into my pocket anyway. “I’m keeping it.”
	“I assumed you would.”

***

	As the sun began to lower… We climbed onto the rocks overlooking the water. The sky turned shades of gold and pink. Neither of us spoke. We didn’t need to.
	Sometimes silence with Luca felt more meaningful than words with anyone else. After a while…
	He stood.
	“I’ll be right back.”
	“Where are you going?”
	“You’ll see.”
	He disappeared toward the villa. Curiosity tugged at me. A few minutes later… He returned carrying a woven picnic basket. “You planned this too?”
	“I had help. I was going to say… I’ve never packed a picnic.”
	I laughed. “I believed that.”
	He spread a blanket over the grass overlooking the sea. Inside the basket… Fresh bread. Cheeses. Fruit. A bottle of sparkling cider. Chocolate-covered strawberries. I looked at him. “You remembered.”
	“What?”
	“My favorite fruit.”
	He looked genuinely confused. “You told me.”
	“You remembered from one conversation?”
	“I remember everything you tell me.” My heart skipped.

***

	The sun slowly disappeared beneath the horizon. The sea reflected ribbons of orange light. I rested my head against his shoulder. He instinctively wrapped an arm around me. Neither of us moved.
	“I’ve been thinking,” I whispered.
	“That sounds dangerous.”
	I nudged him gently. “It probably is.”
	He chuckled. “What have you been thinking about?”
	“Us.” He became very still. “I’ve been thinking about the wedding.” His thumb traced circles against my arm. ‘I’ve been thinking about the gala.” he stayed quiet. “And…” I swallowed. “...I’ve been thinking about every time you’ve chosen me.” His gaze shifted to me. “You always choose me.” I smiled softly. “You’ve never once asked me to love you.”
	“No.”
	“You never made me feel guilty because I couldn’t say the words.”
	“I never wanted them unless you meant them.”
	‘I know.”
	“You said you’d wait.’
	“I’ll wait as long as you need.”
	There it was again. No pressure. No expectation. Just patience. Just Luca. I looked out toward the endless sea. Then back at the man beside me. The man who had protected me. Respected me. Made me laugh. Made me feel safe. Made me believe that love didn’t have to be demanded.
	It could simply be given. My eyes filled with tears. ‘Luca.” 
	His expression immediately softened. “What is it, piccola?”
	I laughed through the tears. “You know… I’ve been trying to figure out the perfect moment.”
	His brows knitted together. “For what?”
	I reached for his hand. Holding it tightly. “I thought it had to be some grand moment. A perfect speech. The perfect place.” I smiled. “But then I realized…” I looked around at the sea. The sunset. The quiet. “...it was never about the place. It was about the person.” His breathing slowed. Almost stopped. ”I love you.” The words came quietly. Softly. But with absolute certainty. “I love you, Luca.” 
	For the first time since I’d met him… Luca De Santis was completely speechless. His eyes shimmered. He laughed once. A quiet, disbelieving breath. “You…” He shook his head slightly. “I was beginning to think I imagined what that would sound like.” A tear escaped before he could stop it. He smiled. The happiest smile I’d ever seen. “I’ve dreamed about hearing those words.” He gently lifted my hand to his lips. Pressing a tender kiss against my knuckles. “I was right.”
	I blinked. “About what?”
	He looked at me as though I were the only person in the world. “It was worth the wait.”
	I smiled through my tears. “It was.”
	He rested his forehead against mine. Closing his eyes for a moment. No rush. No urgency. Just gratitude. The waves rolled softly against the shore below. The sun slipped beneath the horizon. And in the quiet that followed… We simply stayed there. Wrapped in each other’s arms. Finally loving each other at the same time.
	Then Luca stands and reaches for my hand. I take it without hesitation and he guides us back to the villa.


















Safe With You
Elara

	The door closed behind us with a soft click, and the sea took over the room. 
	The window stood open to the night, and beyond it the water breathed–slow, endless, silver under a sliver of the moon. Salt rode the breeze, tangled with lavender from the terrace below. I stood in the middle of the bedroom with my shoes in my hand and my heart beating somewhere in my throat.
	Behind me, his jacket slid from his shoulders and draped itself over the back of a chair. Everything about him was quiet, except when it wasn’t.
	I turned.
	He was loosening his tie, those long fingers working the knot with a patience I didn’t have. The lamp behind him caught the sharp lines of his face, the stubble along his jaw, the gray of his eyes–that color that could freeze a room, that could male grown men go still and silent. I’d seen it do exactly that. But right now those eyes were on me, and they weren't cold at all.
	“You’re staring,” I said.
	“Hm.” The tie came free, and he looped it over the chair back. “You’re worth staring at.” Heat climbed my neck. It still did that, every time. Even married. Especially married. “Come here,” he said.
	Not a command. He never commanded me, not like that. It was an invitation, and I crossed the room until I stood in his shadow. I had to tilt my head all the way back to find his face. He was a mountain in a white shirt, six-foot-eight of patient, deliberate man, and I was five-foot-nothing, a wave breaking against him.
	His hands came up, and I braced for a kiss. Instead he cupped my face, thumbs brushing my cheekbones, and just looked. “Nervous?” he asked.
	“No.” I swallowed. “A little.”
	“Good.” He kissed my forehead. “So am I.”
	I laughed before I could stop it, “You? Luca De Santis, nervous?”
	“Terrified.” He said it simply, like it was nothing, and something in my chest turned over. “Of hurting you. Of doing this wrong. Of waking up tomorrow and finding out I dreamed it.”
	The words landed somewhere soft. I rose on my toes and pressed my mouth to his. We’ve only had short and soft kisses a few times before. But once my lips touched his he kissed me back like he’d been waiting all day for permission, one hand sliding into my hair, the other settling at the small of my back, pulling me against the solid warmth of him.
	When I broke away, I was breathless. “I love you,” I said.
	The words just came out. They’d been sitting in my chest since he told me he loved me the night of our wedding. Ever since that night he said them to me and my mouth had gone dry–too scared, too new, too sure I’d choke on the shape of them. I’d practiced them in the mirror. I’d rehearsed them a hundred times in my head. And now, with his mouth still warm on mine and the sea whispering outside, they simply arrived since I said them for the first time while watching the sunset together.
	Luca went still just like he did outside. “Say it again,” he said, and his voice cracked right down the middle.
	“I love you, Luca.”
	He closed his eyes. Just stood there, towering over me, his hands shaking at his sides, and I watched the muscles of his jaw worked. When he opened his eyes again, they were wet, and he didn’t try to hide it. “You have no idea,” he said roughly, “How long I’ve waited to hear you say that.”
	“I do.” I reached up and touched his face. “Because I know how long I made you wait.”
	He shook his head, caught my hand, and pressed his mouth to my palm. Then he kissed me again, deeper this time, and the shudder ran through his whole body, and he pulled me in like I was the only anchor he had.
	The dress came off between kisses. He found the zipper at my back and drew it down slowly, his mouth never leaving mine, and the silk pooled at my feet like water. The night air touched my skin, raised goosebumps along my arms, and I stood there in white lace while his gray eyes traveled over me–the curve of my waist, the swell of my breasts, the way my thighs pressed together before I made them relax.
	“Dolce ragazza,” he breathed, and the words felt like a prayer.
	I reached for his shirt buttons, My fingers shook, and he caught my wrists gently.
	“Let me,” he said.
	He undid each button himself, slow and deliberate, watching my face. WHen the shirt fell open, I let my hands learn him–the breadth of his shoulders, the smooth tanned skin stretched over muscle, the old scars that crossed his ribs and curled around his side. I traced them the way I always did, and he let me, patient as stone while my fingertip followed every pale line.
	“Every one of these,” I said, “you survived.”
	“And I’d survive a thousand more,” he said, “if they all led me to you.” He lifted me like I weighed nothing.
	My legs wrapped around his waist, my arms around his neck, and he carried me across the room, down onto the bed, onto sheets that smelled of lavender and sun. He came down over me, braced on his forearms, and the weight of him–the size of him– should have been overwhelming. Instead it felt like shelter.
	He kissed my collarbone. My shoulder. The hollow of my throat. Each kiss was slow, deliberate, a question asked against my skin, and each one I answered by arching up into him.
	“Tell me what you want," he murmured against my chest.
	“You.”
	“I need more than that, piccola.”
	I threaded my fingers into his hair. “I want you to be my first. I want it to be you, here, tonight, I want…” My voice caught. “I want to remember this forever.”
	Something flickered in his eyes. He lowered his head, pressed his forehead to mine, and for a moment he just breathed. “I’ll take care of you,” he said. “I’ll be so gentle, Elara. I swear it.”
	His hands found the clasp of my bra, and when the lace fell away he looked at me like I was made of light. His thumb brushed the underside of my breast, featherlight, and I gasped. He did it again, watching my face, and then he lowered his mouth to my skin.
	The world narrowed to his mouth. To the wet heat of his tongue circling my nipple, to the scrape of his stubble against my breast, to the sound I made–high and startled–when he sucked gently. He moved to the other side and gave it the same unhurried reverence, and by the time he pulled back I was trembling, my chest heaving, my nipples peaked and aching.
	“Beautiful,” he said. “Every part of you.”
	He kissed his way down my stomach, pausing at my navel, and when his hands hooked into the sides of my underwear I pressed my thighs together on instinct.
	He looked up at me. “May I?”
	I nodded, and he pulled the lace down my legs, off my ankles, and I lay bare beneath him. The air moved over me. His eyes went dark, hungry and soft at once.
	“Look at you.” His voice was rough. “I dreamed of you like this.”
	He settled between my thighs, his breath warm against the tender heart of me, and my hands had nowhere to go. He took one, laced his fingers through mine, and pressed it to the sheets. “Just breathe.” He said.
	Then he lowered his mouth to me. The first stroke of his tongue was gentle–so gentle– a slow, flat drag from my entrance to my clit, and I made a sound I’d never made before. He did it again. Again. He circled me with a patience that undid me, and when his fingers pressed inside me, on, then two, I cried out. 
	‘Shh.” He kissed the inside of my thighs. “You’re doing so well.”
	He worked me slowly, crooking his fingers against a spot that made my hips buck off the bed, his mouth never leaving my cunt. I was slick and aching, dripping around his fingers, and he groaned against me like I tasted like something he’s been starving for.
	“Luca…” My voice broke. “I think I’m…”
	“Let go,” he said against me. “Let go, bambina. I’ve got you.”
	And I did. It took me apart in waves, my body arching, my cry swallowed by the sound of the sea, and he held me through it with his mouth and his hands until I lay limp and shaking on the sheets.
	He crawled up my body and kissed the corner of my mouth, and I tasted myself on his lips. His cock pressed against my hip, hard and heavy, and I reached for him.
	“Wait,” I said. “I want to touch you.”
	He stilled, and I wrapped my hand around him. He was thick, hot, silken over steel, and my fingers couldn’t quite meet around him. I stroked him the way I’d imagined a hundred times, and his eyes fell closed, his jaw going tight.
	“Elara.” A warning, rough at the edges. “If you keep doing that…”
	“Then what?”
	He opened his eyes. “Then I lose my composure. And I wanted to be gentle with you.”
	My heart turned over. “You can lose it. With me, you can always lose it.”
	He kissed me, deep and claiming, and reached for the nightstand. I took the little foil packet from his hand.
	“Luca… I want to feel you” I whisper while looking up at him. He freezes.
	“A-Are you sure.”
	I nod. “I’m on birth control.”
	“I’m clean.” He whispers.
	“I want you.
	My hand was still stroking his length, and he watched me the whole time, his chest rising and falling too fast, like holding still was costing him something as he processed what I just said.
	Then he was over me, and everything went quiet.
	He settled between his thighs, braced on his forearms, and he was at my entrance–the blunt pressure of him, huge, and hot, waiting.
	“Look at me,” he said.
	I did.
	“If it hurts, you tell me. If you want me to stop, you tell me. Nothing…” His voice caught. “Nothing is more important to me than you.”
	“I know.” I reached up and touched his face, “I trust you, Luca.”
	He pushed in.
	An inch. The stretch was like nothing I’d ever felt…a burning fullness that stole my breath, and I gasped, my nails digging into his shoulders. He stopped immediately, his whole body rigid, his forehead pressed to mine.
	“Okay?” His voice was strained.
	I nodded, not trusting my voice. He waited, letting me adjust, and when the burning eased he moved again… another inch, deeper, and I whimpered.
	“I know,” he whispered. “I know, piccola, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
	“Don’t be sorry.” My voice shook. “I want this. I want you.”
	He pushed in fully, and for a moment neither of us moved. “Cazzo! Your so tight bambina.” He groaned, holding back completely.
 I was full. So full… stretched around him, every inch of me aware of every inch of him. The pain was there, a deep ache, but underneath it something else flickered, something warm and alive. This was him. All of him. And I had chosen him, and he had chosen me, and nothing in my life had ever felt so much like coming home.
	He pressed his lips to my temple. “You’re doing so well. You’re so perfect, Elara. God, you feel…you feel like mine.”
	“I am yours,” I whispered.
	He began to move. Slow. So slow. He pulled back almost all the way, then pushed in again with the same gentleness, watching my face for any sign of pain. His thumb found my clit, circling soft and wet, and the ache started to change, to melt into something else… something that coiled low in my belly and pulled at my breath.
	“Luca…”
	“Is that good?” He was wrecked, his voice rough, his restraint shaking. “Tell me it’s good.”
	“It’s…” I couldn't find the word. I gasped as he thrust deeper. “Yes. Yes, it's good. Don’t stop.”
	He didn’t stop. He moved faster, deeper, his rhythm finding a steady, devastating pace, and I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him closer, wanting him impossibly closer. The friction, the fullness, the weight of him… it built and built until I was clinging to him, sobbing his name.
	“I’ve got you,” he said, over and over, his voice breaking on the words. “I’ve got you, bambina. Let go. Let go for me. Cum on my cock.”
	I shattered.
	My body arched against his, a cry torn from my throat, my walls clenching around him, and he followed a breath later… a guttural sound against my neck,  his body shuddering, his arms shaking as he held himself above me, careful even then, even at the end, not to crush me.
	We stayed like that, tangled and trembling, the sound of our breathing filling the room along with the sea.
	He pulled out slowly, carefully, and I winced at the loss of him. I felt his cum leaking out onto my thighs. He kissed my forehead, then disappeared into the bathroom and came back with a warm cloth. He cleaned me with the same reverence he’d done everything else… gentle strokes between my thighs, his other hand stroking my hip, watching my face like he was memorizing it.
	Then he climbed into bed, pulled me against his chest, and draped the sheet over us both.
	I tucked myself into the curve of his body, my cheek over his heart, and his hand moved in low lines down my back. “Are you okay?” he asked.
	I laughed, and it came out watery. “Luca. I’m more than okay.”
	“Good.” His arms tightened around me. “Because I have plans for you. Years of them.”
	“Plans?”
	“Mm.” He kissed the top of my head. “Breakfast on the terrace. Swimming in that sea. You in that yellow dress I had Sophia pack for you, walking along the shore where I can watch you.”
	“Those are not plans,” I said. “That's life.”
“Yes.” His voice was soft, rough, certain. “That’s the life I want. WIth you. Just you, Elara. Forever.”
I lifted my head and looked at him. The moonlight caught the gray of his eyes, and he looked younger somehow, unguarded, like the man the world feared had left the room and left behind the one only I got to see.
"I love you," I said again, just to hear it.
His smile was slow, like sunrise. "I love you, piccola. More than I know how to say."
I settled back against his chest, and the sea kept breathing through the open window, and I lay in the arms of the most feared man in the city, feeling safer than I'd ever been in my life. I traced the scar on his forearm with my fingertip, and he pressed a kiss to my hair.
"Thank you," he whispered, so quiet I almost missed it.
"For what?"
"For not being afraid of me." His hand cradled my head. "For seeing me. For staying."
I pressed my lips to his chest, over his heart. "Always," I said. "I'll always stay."
And outside, the sea kept its slow, endless rhythm, like it was keeping time for us.


Morning Light
Elara

	The rhythmic crash of the waves woke me before the sun. For a few moments, I simply lay there. The room was quiet, washed in the pale gold of dawn filtering through the sheer curtains. The scent of salt drifted through the cracked balcony doors, carried by a warm breeze.
	Then I felt the steady rise and fall of the chest beneath my cheek.
	Luca.
	His arm was still wrapped securely around my waist, holding me close even in sleep. I tilted my head just enough to look at him. It was strange seeing him like this.
	Relaxed. Peaceful.
	The lines of responsibility that usually settled across his face had disappeared completely. His breathing was slow, his dark hair slightly tousled, and for the first time since I’d met him, he looked like a man who wasn’t carrying the weight of an empire on his shoulders.
	He simply looked…
	Happy.
	A small smile found its way onto my lips. Carefully, I reached up and brushed a strand of hair from his forehead. He didn’t wake. I wondered how often he actually slept this deeply. Probably never. Not until now.
	I slipped carefully from beneath his arm, trying not to disturb him. The wooden floor was cool beneath my feet as I crossed the bedroom. Outside, the terrace overlooked an endless stretch of turquoise water. The morning sun had only just begun climbing above the horizon, painting the sea with streaks of gold. 
	I wrapped my arms around myself and closed my eyes, letting the breeze brush against my skin. It was beautiful. Quiet. Peaceful.
	For the first time in what felt like forever…
	There were no expectations. No contracts. No obligations. No fear. Just the sound of the ocean. 
	“You escaped.” His sleepy voice made me smile before I turned around.
	Luca leaned against the doorway in a pair of linen trousers, his hair still a mess from sleep. He looked impossibly handsome.
	“I wasn’t trying to escape,” I teased.
	“No?”
	“You were sleeping?”
	“So were you.”
	“I wanted to watch the sunrise.”
	He walked over without another word. When he reached me, he draped a light sweater over my shoulders. I looked down at it. Then back at him. “You always know when I’m cold.”
	“You always insist you aren’t”
	“I wasn’t.”
	He raised an eyebrow. “You were standing here hugging yourself.”
	I laughed. “Fine…I was a little cold.”
	“I know.” He rested one hand gently against the small of my back. “Better?”
	I nodded. “Much.”
	A comfortable silence settled between us as we watched the waves below. “I’ve decided something,” Luca said.
	“Oh?”
	“I’m turning my phone off today.”
	I looked at him in surprise. “Completely?”
	He reached into his pocket. Without hesitation… He powered it off. Then placed it on the table beside the terrace doors. “There.”
	I blinked. “What if Matteo needs you?”
	“He’ll survive.”
	“And your business?”
	“It will still exist tomorrow.”
	I smiled. “The great Luca De Santis is taking a day off.”
	He looked at me. “The great Luca De Santis is on his honeymoon.”

***

	An hour later… 
	Breakfast had been set on the terrace. Fresh fruit. Warm pastries. Coffee. Orange juice. Everything looked incredible. I reached for a strawberry. Before I could take a bite…
	Luca quietly slid a small plate beneath it. I frowned. “What are you doing?”
	“You’ll drip juice on yourself.”
	I looked at the berry. Then at him. “...You handed me a plate.”
	“You’ll thank me later.”
	I laughed so hard I nearly dropped the strawberry anyway. “You are unbelievable.”
	“So I’ve heard.”

***

	After breakfast, we wandered down the stone path toward the beach. The sand was warm beneath our feet. The waves rolled lazily onto the shore. I slipped off my sandals and carried them in one hand. Luca watched me with quiet amusement. “What?”
	“You look happier.”
	“I am.”
	He smiled. “So am I.”
	There wasn’t a trace of hesitation in his voice. There was only honesty.
	Farther down the beach, a small seaside market had begun to open. Colorful awnings fluttered in the breeze. Local artists displayed paintings of the coastline. An elderly woman sold handmade jewelry. Children chased one another across the square, their laughter carrying over the water.
	It was ordinary. Wonderfully ordinary.
	We wandered through the stalls together. No bodyguards. Not photographers. No one calling him “Don.”
	Just Luca.
	Just Elara.
	At one stand, I paused to admire a tiny glass sea turtle no bigger than the palm of my hand. “It’s beautiful,” I whispered.
	The elderly vendor smiled warmly. “It was made by my grandson.”
	I carefully set it back down. “It’s lovely.”
	Luca noticed the hesitation immediately. “What is it?”
	“I don’t need it.”
	He didn’t argue. He simply smiled politely at the vendor while I continued walking. By the time we reached the next stall… Something cool was placed gently into my hand. I looked down. The little sea turtle. “Luca…”
	“You smiled at it.”	
	“I know.”
	“You wanted it.”
	“It wasn’t necessary.”
	“No.” His fingers intertwined with mine. “It wasn’t.” He shrugged lightly. “I wanted you to have it anyway.”
	I looked down at the tiny  glass turtles catching the sunlight. It wasn’t expensive. It wasn’t extravagant. But somehow…
	It felt priceless.
	As we continued walking along the shoreline, I slipped my hand into his. This time…
	Without thinking. Without hesitation. Without fear.. He looked down at our joined hands. Then smiled to himself. “What?” I asked softly.
“Nothing.”
“You smiled.”
“I did,”
“Tell me.”
He looked ahead toward the endless ocean. “I was just
thinking…” His thumb brushed gently across the back of my hand. “...this is exactly how I hoped today would feel.”
	I leaned my head against his shoulder as we walked. “I think…” I whispered. “...it’s even better.”
	The sea stretched endlessly before us. The world felt impossibly far away. And for just one perfect morning… There was no mafia. No enemies. No danger. Only a husband. Only a wife. And the quiet happiness they’d both waited so long to find.




The Calm Before the Storm
Luca

	I hadn’t realized how much I needed silence. Not the silence of empty boardrooms or late nights in my office. Real silence. The kind broken only by waves rolling onto the shore and the occasional cry of hulls overhead. 
	For two days…
	There had been no meetings. No bodyguards following at a respectful distance. No politicians asking for favors. Only my wife.
	And for the first time in years…
	That had been enough. I watched Elara laugh as she chased the edge of a retreating wave before it splashed against her ankles. She squealed as cold water soaked the hem of her sundress. I couldn’t help smiling. “What?” She asked, catching me watching her.
	“Nothing.”
	“Liar. You look happy.”
	“I am.”
	She walked back toward me. “I’ve never seen you this relaxed.”
	“I’ve never had a reason to be.”
	Her smile softened. “You do now.”
	“I do.”

***

	After breakfast, we returned to the villa. The moment I stepped inside… My phone vibrated relentlessly. I stared at the screen. Thirty-seven missed calls. Fifty-two encrypted messages. Several emails.
	Matteo.
	Marco.
	The council.
	Security.
	Reality had finally caught up with me. Elara looked over from the kitchen where she was pouring herself another cup of coffee. “You should answer it.”
	I sighed. “I know.”
	“You’ve ignored the world long enough.”
	“O was hoping the world had learned to function without me at least for the rest of our honeymoon.”
	She laughed. “That would probably never happen on our honeymoon or not.”
	I crossed the room and wrapped my arms around her waist. “I’ll only be a few minutes.”
	“I’ll be right here.”
	I kissed her forehead. “I’ll hold you to that.”

***

	The phone rang only once as I called Matteo. “Boss.”
	“What happened?”
	“You finally remembered you own a phone.”
	“I was busy.”
	“I assumed.”
	His voice carried the faint amusement of someone who knew exactly why I had disappeared. Then it vanished. “There’ve been developments.”
	I leaned against the terrace railing. “Tell me.”
	“Romano has been moving money through three shell companies.”
	“I expected that.”
	“He met with the Sicilian families.”
	“I expected that too.”
	“We also lost contact with one of our men.”
	My expression hardened. “When?”
	“Yesterday.”
	“Any sign of him?”
	“No.”
	Silence settled between us. Then Matteo spoke again. His voice is quieter this time. “Boss…”
	“What?”
	“I think Romano knows where you are.”
	Every muscle in my body went rigid. “What makes you say that?”
	“We intercepted a message.”
	“What message?”
	Matteo hesitated. “The sea suits them.”
	The blood drained from my face. I turned toward the terrace. The chair where Elara had been sitting… Was empty
	“Boss?” Matteo’s voice sounded distant.
	“I’ll be back,”
	“Luca–” I ended the call.

***
Elara

	The little market near the beach has become my favorite place. The woman selling handmade soaps smiled as I walked past. The baker waved from across the street. It amazed me how quickly strangers could make somewhere feel welcoming.
	 I wandered back toward the shoreline carrying a small paper bag of fresh pastries. The beach was nearly empty. The morning sun shimmered across the water. Everything felt…
	Perfect.
	“Mrs. De Santis.”
	The voice behind me made me stop.
	Slowly…
	I turned around. 
	A man I’d never seen before stood several feet away. He was dressed neatly. Dark slacks. White linen shirt. A pleasant smile. He looked more like a businessman than a threat. 
	“I’m sorry.” I frowned. “Do I know you?”
	“No.” He smiled. “But my employer knows your husband.”
	Every instinct told me not to move. “I’m afraid you’ve mistaken me for someone else.”
	“I don’t think so.” His smile never faltered. “I simply wanted to deliver something.”
	From his pocket… He removed a small object. My breath caught. The tiny glass sea turtle. The one Luca had bought me yesterday. I instinctively reached for my pocket.
	Empty.
	“When…”
	“You dropped it earlier.” His eyes held mine. “Our employer thought you’d like it back.”
	A chill ran through me. “I don’t understand.”
	“I think you do.” His voice remained maddeningly calm. “He asked me to remind Mr. De Santis…” His smile widened just enough to unsettle me. “...that nowhere is truly out of reach.”
	Panic surged through me. “Luca!” The shout echoed across the beach before I even saw him. 
I looked toward the villa. He was running. Not walking. Running. Barefoot. His shirt half-buttoned. His expression is unlike anything I’d ever seen.
Fear.
Pure fear.
He reached us within seconds. Without hesitation… He stepped between me and the stranger. One arm instinctively moved behind him, gently but firmly guiding me behind his back. “Who are you?”
The man’s smile remained. “Only a messenger.”
“I asked you a question.”
“I’ve already answered it.”
Luca’s voice turned dangerously quiet. “If you value your life… you’ll leave.”
The man looked past him toward me. “I hope you enjoy the rest of your honeymoon, Mrs. De Santis.” Then he looked back at Luca. “Our boss sends his regards.” He turned. And calmly walked away. He never looked back.
I could feel Luca trembling. Not with anger. With adrenaline. His breathing was uneven. His shoulders rigid. I gently touched his arm. “Luca…”
He turned immediately. His hands found my face. “Are you hurt?”
“No.”
“Did he touch you?”
“No.”
“What did he say?”
I repeated every word. Exactly as I remembered it. His jaw clenched tighter with each sentence. When I finished… He closed his eyes for a moment. Then, without warning…
He pulled me into his arms. So tightly I could barely breathe. I wrapped my arms around him without hesitation. “Luca…”
His voice was rough against my hair. “I couldn’t find you.”
“I just walked to the beach.”
“I know.”
“I looked at the terrace… and you were gone.” His heartbeat thundered against my cheek. “I thought…” He stopped. Unable to finish.
I leaned back just enough to look at him. “What?”
For the first time… I saw true fear in his eyes. “I thought I’d lost you.”
My heart broke. I cupped his face gently. “I’m right here.”
“I know.”
“You found me.”
“I know.”
I rested my forehead against his. “And you’re never getting rid of me.”
A soft laugh escaped him. One filled with relief more than amusement. “I wouldn’t dream of it.” He kissed my forehead. Lingering there for a long moment. Then he took my hand. “We’re going back to the villa.” I nodded. ” His fingers tightened around mine. “But Romano doesn’t get today.”
I looked up at him. “What do you mean?”
He managed a small smile. “He wants me distracted.” He lifted my hand and kissed my knuckles. “I’m not giving him the satisfaction.” He met my eyes. “The rest of this trip belongs to us, piccola.”
Hand in hand… We walked back toward the villa.























	
	
	
One more sunset
Luca

	The last four days have been the happiest of my life. Not because we were somewhere beautiful. Not because we were surrounded by endless blue water or quiet beaches. Because for the first time since I became Don… I had forgotten what time it was.
	My phone spent more time in a drawer than in my hand. The world hadn’t ended. Matteo had handled Milan. The council hadn’t collapsed. Business continued exactly as it always had. For years, I’d convinced myself I couldn’t step away. I had been wrong. The only thing I’d been missing…
	Was this.
	Romano’s message lingered in the back of my mind. It always would. Every morning I checked every entrance to the villa. Every evening I walked the perimeter before locking the doors. Old habits refused to die. But I had made myself a promise. He would not steal this from us. So…
	We lived.

***

	We spent one afternoon sailing along the coastline. Elara insisted she could steer. She could not.
	She somehow managed to point us in nearly every direction except the one we intended to go. She laughed so hard she nearly dropped the wheel into the sea. I don;t think I’d ever heard a sound so beautiful.
Another day…
	She disappeared into a tiny bookstore tucked between a bakery and a flower shop. I found her nearly an hour later. Sitting cross-legged on the floor with three novels beside her. Completely oblivious to the world. She looked up when she realized I was watching. “What?”
	“Nothing.”
	“You’ve been staring.”
	“I know.” 
She smiled.  “I can’t help it.”
	“What?”
	“I’ve always wanted a bookstore like this.”
	I looked around the little shop. The shelves stretched from floor to ceiling. Fresh flowers rested on every windowsill. An orange slept peacefully in the corner. Exactly as she’d once described on the plane. I smiled to myself. “I remember.”

***

Every evening…
She collected seashells. By the third day…
I’d somehow become responsible for carrying them. By the fourth…
My jacket pockets rattled every time I walked. When I finally emptied them onto the bed… She burst into laughter. “I don’t remember picking up that many.”
“I do.”
“You could’ve said no.”
“I could have.”
“But you wouldn’t”
“No.” I wouldn’t
She convinced me to swim in the sea. She promised the water wasn’t cold. She lied.
The moment I stepped into the water… I looked back at her. “You call this warm?”
She laughed so hard she could barely stay standing. “You’ll get used to it.”
“I have no intention of getting used to it.” She splashed me. Then ran. I caught her before she’d made it three steps.

***

	Another evening…
	We danced beneath strings of golden lights outside a small restaurant overlooking the harbor. An elderly man played a violin while couples filled the little square.
	No one recognized us. No one bowed. No one whispered. For a little while...I wasn't a Don. I was simply a husband dancing with the woman he loved.

***

	She beat me at cards three nights in a row. "I'm beginning to think you're cheating."
She gasped dramatically. "I would never."
"You smiled before you answered."
"I always smile."
"Exactly."
She leaned across the table. "You're just a sore loser."
"I've never lost."
"You have now."
I looked at the cards in front of me. "I don't care for this game anymore."
She laughed. The sound echoed through the villa. I decided losing wasn't so bad after all.

***
Now…
Somehow…
It was our last evening. The week had disappeared far too quickly. Tomorrow we will return to Milan. To responsibility. To meetings. To Romano. To reality. I stood on the terrace, watching the sun begin its slow descent toward the sea. Behind me…
The bedroom door opened. Soft footsteps crossed the room. Then warm arms wrapped around my waist. "You disappeared."
I rested my hands over hers. "I needed a minute."
She leaned her cheek against my back. "Thinking?"
"A little."
"About tomorrow?"
I nodded. "I don't want to leave."
"Neither do I."
We stood quietly for a moment. Listening to the waves below. Finally…
I turned to face her. "I have one more surprise."
She smiled immediately. "You've spoiled me this week."
"I intend to continue."
She laughed. "What is it?"
"If I told you...It wouldn't be a surprise."
She rolled her eyes playfully. "I walked right into that."
"You did."
"So...What do I wear?"
I looked at the flowing cream-colored dress she'd changed into after spending the afternoon by the pool. "Exactly that."
She looked down at herself. "This?"
"You'd look beautiful wearing anything."
Her cheeks turned pink. "You've become quite the charmer."
"I've had an excellent teacher."
She laughed again. "You are impossible."
"So I've been told." I stepped closer. Brushing a loose strand of hair behind her ear. "Be ready in an hour."
She narrowed her eyes suspiciously. "Should I be worried?"
"Never."
She searched my face. Looking for clues. Finding none. "You planned this already, didn't you?"
"I may have."
"When?"
"While you were reading by the pool." 
She laughed. "So that's why you disappeared."
"I had a reservation to make."
Her eyebrows lifted. "A reservation?"
"And a boat to borrow."
"A boat?"
 I smiled. "No more questions."
She sighed dramatically. "I married the most stubborn man in Italy." I kissed her forehead. "And yet..." She smiled up at me. "I wouldn't trade him for anyone." 
For just a heartbeat… Neither of us moved. The sea breeze carried the scent of salt and lavender through the open terrace. The sun dipped lower over the horizon. I reached for her hand. "Come on, piccola. Let's make our last night unforgettable." 
She slipped her fingers between mine without hesitation. "I have a feeling..." She smiled. "...you already planned exactly how to do that."
I returned her smile. Maybe I had. Together… We walked out of the villa. Leaving the setting sun behind us. Ready for one final night before returning home.




	


	
	

	

	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

The Last Night
Elara

The golden light of the setting sun spilled across the bedroom as I fastened the clasp of my earrings. I turned toward the full-length mirror, smoothing the skirt of my dress one last time. The soft blue fabric danced around my ankles every time I moved. It was simple. Elegant. Perfect for a warm evening by the sea. A knock sounded against the bedroom door. "Come in."
The handle turned. Luca stepped inside. For a moment… He simply stared.
His charcoal linen shirt was rolled to his forearms, the first two buttons undone, and his dark trousers somehow made him look both effortlessly handsome and completely out of place in a sleepy seaside village. His gray eyes slowly traveled from my face to the hem of my dress. Then back again. "You look beautiful."
Heat warmed my cheeks. "You've already said that today."
"I meant it then."
He smiled softly. "I mean it even more now."
I laughed, shaking my head. "You're impossible."
"So I've been told." He crossed the room and offered me his hand. "Shall we?" 
I slipped my fingers into his. "I've been waiting all afternoon."

***
Luca
She'd spent the last twenty minutes trying to guess where we were going. She'd been wrong every single time. "A restaurant?"
"No."
"A concert?"
"No."
"A yacht?" I looked offended.
"I said I borrowed a boat."
"So... a boat?"
"Technically."
She narrowed her eyes. "I don't like that technically."
"You'll survive."
She laughed as we walked through the narrow streets toward the harbor. The village was alive with music. Children chased one another through the square. The scent of fresh bread drifted from a nearby bakery. Someone played an accordion beneath strings of glowing lights. It felt...Real. Normal. The kind of evening I'd never imagined having.
The fisherman smiled the moment he saw us. "You made it."
"I said I would."
He handed me a small lantern. "The tide is calm tonight."
"Thank you."
Elara looked between us. "You've been planning this."
"For several days."
"I knew it."
"You suspected it."
"I absolutely knew it."
I laughed. "Come on." I helped her into the little wooden sailboat. Her eyes widened.
"This is the boat?"
"It is."
"It's..." She looked around. "It's tiny."
"It floats."
"That wasn't exactly my concern."
"I know." I untied the rope from the dock."It'll be enough."
The breeze caught the sail almost immediately. The boat drifted quietly away from the harbor. The village slowly became smaller behind us. The sea stretched endlessly ahead. Elara leaned over the side, trailing her fingertips through the water. "It's beautiful."
"It is."
She looked back at me. "I wasn't talking about the sea."
For a heartbeat… Neither of us spoke. Then I smiled. "I know."
"You really learned to sail?"
"My grandfather taught me."
"When?"
"I was about twelve."
She watched me carefully guide the boat. "You seem..."
"What?"
"Happier when you're out here."
I looked toward the horizon. "I think..." I smiled faintly. "...it's the closest I've ever felt to being free."
She reached across the small space between us. Taking my hand. "You are free."
I looked down at our intertwined fingers. "I didn't realize that until you."
By the time the sun reached the horizon...The sky had turned shades of gold, pink, and deep orange. Neither of us spoke. Words somehow felt too small. She rested her head against my shoulder. I kissed the top of her head. The breeze carried the scent of salt and lavender. I wished… More than anything… That time would stop.

***
Dinner waited for us on the end of the pier. A tiny family restaurant no bigger than the villa's kitchen. The owner greeted us like old friends. Fresh pasta. Grilled fish. Warm bread. Homemade lemon cake. Nothing extravagant. Everything perfect. Halfway through dinner…
A violinist wandered between the tables.
Without a word…
I stood. Held out my hand. "May I have this dance, Mrs. De Santis?"
She smiled so brightly it stole the breath from my lungs. "I thought you'd never ask."
***
Elara
The wooden pier creaked softly beneath our feet. The violin echoed across the water. There wasn't another soul paying attention to us. It felt like the world had quietly disappeared. We swayed slowly beneath the lights. The music faded into the sound of the waves. I rested my head against his chest. His heartbeat was calm. Steady. Home. "I don't want to leave tomorrow." The words slipped out before I could stop them.
He tightened his arms around me. "I know."
"I wish we could stay."
"So do I.But..." He gently tilted my chin upward. "...home isn't a place anymore."
I searched his eyes. "It's wherever you are."
The words settled deep in my heart. I smiled. "I think..." I whispered. "...you're right."

***

The walk back to the villa was quiet. The stars stretched endlessly overhead. The waves rolled gently against the shore. My hand never left his. Somewhere along the walk… My steps became slower. He glanced down. "Tired?"
"A little."
"A little?"
I yawned. "Maybe more than a little."
He chuckled. "You've worn yourself out."
"I blame you."
"For what?"
"You insisted on making today perfect."
"I did."
"And now I'm too happy to stay awake."
He laughed softly. "I'll accept responsibility." I leaned my head against his shoulder as we continued walking. His arm settled naturally around my waist. The rhythm of the waves… The warmth of his body… The gentle night breeze… Everything blurred together. The last thing I remembered was hearing him quietly say my name. Then…
Darkness.
***
Luca
"Piccola?" No answer. I looked down. She was asleep. Standing against me. A smile tugged at the corner of my mouth. Carefully… I slipped one arm beneath her knees. The other around her back. She instinctively curled closer as I lifted her into my arms. A quiet sigh escaped her lips. Then, barely above a whisper…
"I love you..."
She never opened her eyes. She didn't even know she'd spoken. My heart clenched. I pressed a kiss to her forehead. "I love you too."
The villa came into view ahead. Moonlight reflected across the sea behind us. Tomorrow… We would return to Milan.
But tonight… She was safe. She was in my arms. And for just a little while longer… The rest of the world could wait.













The Sea Kept Our Secrets
Luca
	I woke to the soft rustle of linen and the empty space beside me. My hand reached out, finding only cool sheets where Elara had been. The villa felt too quiet. I sat up, rubbing the sleep from my eyes, and scanned the bedroom. Her nightdress lay draped over the chair, but she was gone.
I stood, moving through the open rooms barefoot, calling her name softly. The kitchen was empty. The living room too. Even the terrace held nothing but the morning breeze. My chest tightened until I stepped onto the wooden deck and saw her.
Down on the beach, she stood wrapped in that thin white robe, facing the horizon. The sunrise painted the sky in streaks of orange and pink, the first light catching in her hair. I descended the steps and crossed the sand, the grains warm against my soles.
She turned at my approach, her sleepy smile making my pulse quicken. I came up behind her, sliding my arms around her waist, pressing my chest to her back. She leaned into me, fitting perfectly.
"Couldn't sleep?" I murmured against her ear.
"Wanted to see our last sunrise," she whispered.
My hands moved lower, parting her robe. It slipped from her shoulders, pooling at our feet. She stood naked in the dawn light, the breeze tightening her nipples into hard peaks. My cock hardened against her ass as I kissed the curve of her neck, my fingers sliding between her thighs. She was already wet, slick and ready.
I turned her to face me, claiming her mouth in a deep kiss while my hands roamed—cupping her breasts, squeezing her ass, pulling her closer. Elara reached down, freeing my cock from my shorts and stroking me slowly, her grip firm and warm.
We sank together onto the sand. She lay back, legs parting as I positioned myself between them. I pushed inside her in one smooth thrust, her pussy gripping me tight and hot. She gasped, back arching against the warm grains. I fucked her with long, steady strokes, our bodies moving in rhythm with the waves. Her legs wrapped around my waist, pulling me deeper with each thrust.
Her moans mixed with the surf as I drove into her, feeling her clench around me. I came first, groaning as I spilled deep inside her, my cock pulsing. Elara followed moments later, her orgasm rippling through her as she clung to me, nails digging into my shoulders.
Afterward, I rolled onto my back and pulled her against my chest. We lay tangled, watching the sun climb higher. When the sky was fully bright, I reached over and traced our initials in the sand: L & E.
Then I stood, lifting her into my arms. She laughed softly, resting her head against my shoulder as I carried her back up the beach toward the villa, our last morning together melting into the day we'd return to Milan.
The sand clung to her skin as I carried her, her bare legs draped over my arm, her head resting against my chest. Every step reminded me this was our final morning here. The villa's wooden steps creaked under my feet as I climbed them, Elara's fingers tracing lazy circles on my shoulder.
Inside, I set her down on the cool tile floor of the bedroom. She stood there, still naked, sand dusting her thighs and the curve of her ass. I brushed it away with my hands, my palms gliding over her smooth skin. She shivered at the touch, pressing closer. "Shower with me?" she asked, her voice soft.
I nodded, following her into the bathroom. The water ran hot over us as I soaped her body, my hands sliding over her breasts, down her stomach, between her legs. She turned in my arms, her hand finding my cock again, stroking me back to hardness. I pressed her against the tiled wall, lifting one of her legs around my hip, and slid inside her once more. The water streamed down our bodies as I fucked her slowly, her pussy tight and wet around me. Her moans echoed off the walls, her nails digging into my back.
We came together this time, her body trembling against mine, my cum mixing with the water running down her thighs. Afterward, I washed her hair, my fingers massaging her scalp, then she did the same for me. We dried each other off with thick towels, the intimacy of the moment lingering.
Back in the bedroom, we packed our bags slowly, pausing often to touch, kiss, and hold each other. Elara slipped into a simple sundress, the fabric clinging to her still-damp skin. I pulled on shorts and a shirt, watching her move around the room.
The car arrived to take us to the airport. As we drove away from the villa, Elara rested her head on my shoulder, her hand in mine. The beach, the sunrise, our last morning together—it all felt like a dream already fading. But the memory of her body against mine, the sound of her moans, the feel of her pussy gripping my cock, stayed with me as we headed toward Milan and whatever came next.








	
	




	


	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

