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        Giada

      

      

      I paid the driver and gazed up at the neon pink sign above the solid black door. It identified the popular nightclub as Oro, the pride and joy of none other than Salvatore Marino. Of course, Sal wasn’t the Marino I was hoping to see. Unless I’d botched my research, Sal was still in Sicily, which left his sexy son overseeing the family’s clubs in Rome.

      My breath hitched as I thought about finally seeing Luca again. Aside from one brief phone call, my last contact with him had been that fateful day in my yard, where he kissed me with so much passion that I nearly keeled over. Then, he promptly ditched me to fly to Italy. I’d spent weeks pouting over the separation from my home in Connecticut before convincing Matteo to let me tag along on his trip to Rome.

      Even once I’d reached Italian soil, I’d waited another two weeks for Luca to swap locations with his father, unwittingly joining me in the Eternal City. Despite the time I’d had to think, I still didn’t know exactly what I wanted to accomplish at Oro. I hoped not only to see Luca, but to talk with him, touch him, and ideally convince him to run away with me. But at this point, I’d settle for any contact at all.

      I walked around the lengthy line of patrons hoping to gain entry and flashed the bouncer my sweetest smile, tilting my head downwards in a seductive manner. Just in case my skimpy outfit and pouty lips didn’t do the trick, I also offered him roughly fifty dollars in Euros. Giada Conti did not wait in lines, especially on nights like this one. No, I had a mission.

      Once inside the club, I stood near a wall, my best fuck-off expression plastered to my face, and I continued to watch for signs of Luca. I was just starting to get discouraged when the crowd parted, allowing two burly guys to pass. They strode straight to me, and before I could even formulate my protests, their hands were on me. They nudged me towards the bar, then down a hallway labeled PRIVATO.

      Part of me yearned to scream or fight back, but self-restraint—and the realization that no one in the club could possibly defend me against Sal Marino—kept me quiet. The men opened the door to a room bathed in darkness, holding me still in the entry.

      “Leave us,” the familiar voice commanded. My heart fluttered as they nudged me into the room, shutting the door behind me.

      The light switched on, and our eyes met. God, how I had missed those deep, chocolatey brown eyes. I stepped forward as if pulled by a strong magnet, then stopped an arm’s length away. I let my eyes dip to his soft, full lips, which were currently set in a straight line. His expression was intense yet unreadable. Meanwhile, I probably looked like I was about to pass out from excitement.

      The only indication whatsoever that Luca was even remotely affected by me was the rapid movement of his chest. I inched forward again, and this time, my movement broke the spell. His eyes left mine, traveling slowly down my body then back up again.

      Luca looked the same as I remembered. He wore black suit pants that flattered his strong, masculine physique and a dark gray button-down that I yearned to slowly unbutton while he squirmed against my hands. His dark hair was slightly longer, barely grazing the tops of his ears, and he was cleanly shaven. His shirt clung to the cluster of muscles along his chest as he inhaled slowly and with restraint.

      Everything about him screamed power and control. I desperately yearned to tip the balance, to watch him come undone at my hands.

      “You’re here,” he finally said, his voice level and calm.

      I tried to come up with a snappy response, but instead, I croaked a lame “yes.”

      He stepped forward, clutching my face in his hands. He held me still as he inspected me then leaned closer and inhaled sharply. I was close enough to feel the heat emanating from his body but not close enough to touch him in the way I wanted. I held my breath in anticipation of a kiss that never came. After a moment, his hands fell to his sides.

      “Where’s Matteo?”

      I shrugged.

      “You came here without him? Why would you do that?”

      “I saw your car outside. I knew you were here.”

      “It’s not safe for you to be at a place like this alone.”

      “It’s a club, Luca. People come here for fun.”

      “People come here for drugs and sex,” he replied.

      “Well, I came here for one of those, but if I can’t get my first choice, I suppose I’d take the other at this point.”

      Luca stared at me for a long moment, like he just couldn’t figure out what to do with me. I stepped closer, hoping to hasten his decision, but he held me at a distance.

      “Your brother is going to wonder where you went.”

      “He thinks I’m in bed. As long as I’m back by tomorrow morning, no one will ask questions.”

      “Giada, this is my papà’s club. If he reviews the security footage, or if anyone sees us together…”

      I peered around us, realizing that must be why he had someone bring me into the office. It was probably the only place outside of the bathrooms with no security cameras. There was plenty of room on the desk…

      “No,” he said, always the mind reader. “You deserve more than my papà’s office.”

      “Okay, but I’ve waited weeks for you to make some progress on figuring out how we can be together, and you’ve gotten nowhere.”

      “Not for lack of trying. I need to get in my papà’s good graces again, let him see I’m capable of whatever he throws my way. Then, I’ll tell him I want you back. I just need you to wait for me a little longer.”

      I bit the side of my cheek, hating the feeling that the person I needed most in the world was rejecting me again.

      Luca bent his head down and cupped my face in his hands. My eyes fluttered shut in anticipation of a slow, romantic kiss, but instead, he pressed his forehead against mine. “Amore mio,” he sighed.

      I inhaled the familiar scent of his aftershave and smiled. Everything about Luca was familiar to me, yet he was still so mysterious. I could spend years getting to know him and still not understand the way his brain worked.

      I shifted my head so I could kiss him, brushing my lips against his with a light, feathery touch.

      Luca neither reciprocated nor pulled away, but when I finally ended the kiss, he yanked me closer, devouring my mouth with his own.

      I moaned into him, his tongue sending jolts of pleasure through my entire body. Luca ended the kiss too soon, as always.

      “I need to finish some things here. Go get lost in the crowd, but don’t accept any drinks from anyone but the bartender. In exactly sixty minutes, come look for me,” he growled.

      I shivered at the prospect, then licked my lips, savoring his taste.
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        Four weeks earlier…

      

      

      

      
        
        Luca

      

      

      I arrived in Italy with determination and a bad attitude.

      I did what I was supposed to do—again. I said goodbye to Giada, left her crying at her house so that I could do my papà’s bidding. Again. I promised Giada the separation was temporary, that I’d prove myself to my papà and then go a step further and convince him that she was an asset to me, not a liability.

      But even she couldn’t have been naïve enough to buy that. I’d spent my entire life trying to earn the approval of my papà with limited success. Surely that wouldn’t change now.

      Alessio promptly passed out during the flight, so I finally let myself ruminate. Pressing the pad of my thumb to my mouth, I traced every place Giada had been. If I closed my eyes, I could still taste her on my lips. The heat from her breath still warmed my cheeks. The neediness of her tongue clashing against my own still accelerated my pulse.

      I was so screwed.

      Every time Giada and I were apart, it was harder to find my way back to her. I told myself I’d never stop trying, never give up, but I wasn’t sure that mattered. The longer I went without her, the darker I became— the more like my papà, or at least, more like he wanted me to be. And every time Giada returned to me, I was less deserving of her.

      Eventually, the lapse would be too great. There would be no bridging the gap between her innocent perfection and my guilt-ridden, tarnished soul, not with the countless misdeeds I’d committed. Not after the ones I hadn’t yet committed but would soon.

      At least I’d been a hero the last time we were apart. Now I was just the asshole that broke her heart. Again.

      I’d fully intended to tell Giada not to wait for me, but I’d caved as soon as she’d resisted. Selfishly, I wanted her to stay loyal, to put her life on pause until we could enjoy it together. In my mind, I framed the next couple of months as a hiatus from reality. I would serve as the loyal foot soldier my papà desired. Once my deployment ended, I’d return to the woman awaiting me. Not seeing or touching Giada for so long would be challenging, but not talking to her would be even worse. What would I start to forget first—the refreshing sound of her voice, the tickle of her silky hair on my chest, or her spicy-sweet scent?

      Alessio eyed me warily as the plane thunked along the runway in the least smooth landing I’d experienced. “You could call her from my phone whenever you want,” he said.

      Alessio knew as well as I did that I couldn’t do that. My papà had spies everywhere, and they’d figure it out if I was talking with Giada. The more I thought about it, though, the more ridiculous it all seemed. Why was I letting this man control my life? I was an adult. He didn’t get to dictate what I did and didn’t do.

      Well, except a certain blood oath I’d sworn nearly a decade before sort of said he did.

      I was fucked.

      I stayed quiet as Georgio collected us from the airport. As we neared my apartment, I unfastened my belt, eager to be on my way.

      “We’re just dropping off Alessio here. Your father thought you’d stay at the house with him.”

      I couldn’t suppress my grimace at the thought. “No thanks. We can both stay here.”

      “He didn’t make it sound optional,” Georgio said.

      I groaned, but said goodbye to my friend. I’d have to deal with my papà sooner or later. And the quickest path back to Giada was to simply do what the asshole wanted. I needed to make him trust me, and fast.
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        Giada

      

      

      I spent two weeks at home, pining over Luca. I bought a disposable phone and called him, leaving a nondescript message when he didn’t answer. Thankfully, he called me back. He sounded tense, unhappy, and oh so far away. Luca tried to reassure me, but he’d made no progress with his father. Worse yet, he told me not to call again, claiming we couldn’t have any contact if we wanted to convince his father we’d broken up.

      Luca encouraged me to stay busy, to keep looking for an internship, but for what? I certainly wasn’t moving back to New York with Gabriella now, and I didn’t want to get a job in Connecticut when there was little chance Luca would return there.

      My situation was hopeless.

      “I’m having serious déjà vu,” Matteo said, interrupting my pool-side siesta.

      I ignored him and tugged my blanket higher. After weeks of being unseasonably warm, the weather had cooled drastically, hampering my daily routine of lounging by the pool. Still, I spent my mornings in a punishing workout at the gym, then piled on the layers to enjoy a post-lunch nap by the pool. Most afternoons, I headed to church. In the evenings, I’d drink at home with my cousins or brothers or anyone else who was there. In part, that was to gain intel on Angelo, but also I didn’t have anything better to do. Having attended boarding school and college out of town, I didn’t have local friends who weren’t either related to me or employed by my father.

      “This is how you acted when you thought he was dead, Giada. Except Luca isn’t dead,” Matteo said, explaining his comment.

      “He might as well be,” I replied, wincing with regret immediately.

      “Angelo tried to reach Adrian. He seems to think that would cheer you up.”

      “It wouldn’t. I’m not interested in Adrian, and I’m sure he’s not interested in me now. We don’t even talk anymore.”

      My brother blew out a sigh. “Well, this is depressing. You need a hobby or some purpose. You can’t just lounge around all the time.”

      I rolled my eyes at the irony, since my entire family seemed to want me to live my life as an heiress. Every time I attempted to attain any measure of independence, they found a way to ruin it. But that was beside the point. Right now, I had a purpose. I had a noble mission, really. I just couldn’t tell anyone what that was.

      Luca said it was my brother—my other brother—who told his father that he killed a man for me. And we both knew Angelo did that just to get Luca shipped across the country, away from his business. Luca somehow didn’t think that merited vengeance, but I felt differently. Thanks to Angelo, I was spending the next three months away from the love of my life. I wasn’t about to let my asshole brother get away with that.

      So when I spent my days at the gym, it wasn’t just to look good. I was toughening up, training, so that I wouldn’t have to worry about assholes like Tony in the future. And when I went to the church, I wasn’t just silently praying like I had before. I was researching. I was tracking Angelo’s movements, trying to figure out what he could be up to and why.

      And at night, when my family thought I was reading sappy romance novels and sleeping off my evening drink, I was on the computer. I scoured every news article I could find about the mafia, meticulously noting every detail I could learn about my family or Luca’s.

      What I didn’t yet know was what to do with this information.

      “How’s that sound?” Matteo asked.

      I gazed up at my brother. I sensed he’d already asked me at least one other question from the look on his face, but I hadn’t heard enough to even piece together clues.

      “Sorry, how does what sound?”

      “Italy. With your favorite brother,” he added. He was probably teasing, except everyone knew he really was my favorite brother. Not that Angelo even tried to be decent competition.

      “For vacation?”

      He shrugged. “For a month or so. Dad asked me to check in on some of his contacts in Rome, and we all thought the change of scenery might help your mood.”

      I considered that. Being in the same country as Luca was so tempting. But if I couldn’t see him or talk to him anyway, it probably shouldn’t matter how far apart we were. And while I couldn’t very well spy on Angelo from across the Atlantic, I hadn’t actually made much progress on that mission locally.

      “I’m in,” I said. “But we should at least stay through the holidays, you know, like we used to when we were younger. Christmas in Italy is just what I need,” I added, already feeling the unfamiliar sensation of my cheeks widening to a smile. Now all I had to do was figure out how to ditch Matteo and get to Luca without Salvatore Marino finding out.
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        Adrian

      

      

      I’d told myself at least a dozen times over the past year that I should block Angelo’s number, but of course I hadn’t. I wouldn’t have answered if he’d called me, but when he sent the ominous message, I had to call him. My last class had just ended, and I was walking back to my apartment anyway, but I didn’t need the heart palpitations his message gave me.

      “Something happened to Giada. Call me ASAP,” was all Angelo had said.

      Of course, he didn’t answer when I called. I hung up and immediately called back a second time, failing to reach him again. I tried a third time, planning to leave a message. To my surprise, he answered.

      “What?” he growled.

      It took me a moment to remember why I was calling. “What happened to Giada?”

      “What?” he repeated, this time sounding more confused than annoyed. “Patras?”

      “Yes. You just texted me that something happened to her.”

      “You called me three times in a row. Is someone dying?”

      My head fell backwards, letting me silently curse the heavens. Why was this awful man in my life? “I don’t know, Angelo. You’re the one who sent the mystery text. Is she okay?”

      “Hang on,” he mumbled.

      I clenched my jaw so hard I could’ve chipped a tooth, but I reasoned that he wouldn’t be so cavalier if his sister truly were in danger. I heard him talking to someone else in a vastly different tone than what he used with me. I assumed it was his girlfriend.

      After a minute, I lost my patience.

      “I don’t have all day,” I shouted into my phone.

      “Jesus, Patras. Learn some patience,” Angelo said a moment later.

      “You didn’t expect me to have some questions after the message you sent me? What’s going on with Giada? Is she okay?”

      Angelo sighed. “She will be. She was attacked, nearly raped, thanks to Luca. Oh, and then they broke up, but now—”

      “Giada was raped?” I stopped dead in my tracks, nearly dropping my phone as the guy behind me slammed into me. I mumbled an apology to him then focused back on my call.

      “No, she got away, but she could’ve been, and the whole thing really shook her up, and—”

      Suddenly, the rest of his earlier statement caught up to me. “She and Luca broke up?”

      “Yeah.”

      “For good?”

      Angelo’s chuckle reminded me of the devil. “That probably depends a little on you. Look, you weren’t my first pick for her initially, but she’s not safe with Luca. If I have it my way, they’ll never get back together.”

      I agreed with Angelo, which was disturbing, but at least I had the presence of mind to clarify something. “I am never getting back together with your sister. No matter what.”

      Angelo was silent, so I pressed forward with a question.

      “Who attacked her? What happened?”

      “The guy’s dead now. Luca killed him—literally beat him to death in front of Giada. She’ll obviously need therapy. But the whole thing was Luca’s fault. He stole some business from the wrong guys, and one of them came after her for payback.”

      “Jesus,” I mumbled. None of what Angelo was saying should’ve been surprising. That sort of shit happened to people who ran in a crowd of criminals. Except Giada didn’t deserve to be involved in any of that, no matter how flighty or naïve she was.

      “Look, I gotta go. I just thought you should know she’s single, and that if there’s anything you can do to keep Luca out of her life, I’m on board.”

      I winced at the implication, but Angelo disconnected before I could respond. I walked the rest of the way to my apartment, then called Giada. As much as I didn’t think I could handle hearing her voice again, I had to check in on her. If a monster like Angelo was worried about her, she must be in bad shape.

      Giada answered on the first ring.

      “Adrian?” she sounded breathless and confused.

      “Yeah. Am I catching you at a bad time?” I heard a rustling sound and then silence.

      “No. I was just packing.”

      “Packing?”

      “I’m moving to Italy.”

      I felt my jaw literally drop.

      “Well, not forever,” she clarified. “I’m going with my brother till the new year.”

      “Angelo called me,” I said.

      “Not Angelo. I’m going with Matteo. Wait, Angelo called you?”

      “Yeah. He said you and Luca broke up, again. Told me some pretty heavy stuff. Said you were struggling. He wanted me to check in on you.”

      “Wow. And you actually did,” she said, sounding surprised and impressed.

      “I still care about you, Giada. As a friend,” I quickly added. “I don’t want to be involved with your family anymore, but that doesn’t mean I want you to be miserable.”

      She exhaled loudly into the receiver. “You are a great guy, Adrian. Seriously, the best. I’m glad we can stay friends after everything. Honestly though, you don’t have to worry about me. I’m fine. I’m going to be, anyway.”

      I had to admit she sounded good. I didn’t get the impression that she was just pretending, either. “I’m relieved to hear that. Angelo seemed to think you were taking the break up badly.”

      Giada didn’t answer right away. Usually, that meant she was debating whether to tell the actual truth or some alternate version of the truth. I hadn’t a clue which one I was about to hear.

      “Look, I’m only telling you this because I still care about you, and I don’t want to lie to you. Luca and I didn’t really break up. Luca’s father doesn’t want him to see me now, so we aren’t exactly together, but he’s working on it.”

      “His father doesn’t want him to see you?” That seemed completely backwards.

      “He thinks I make Luca reckless,” she explained. “Either way, it doesn’t matter. I’m going to Italy, and if Luca doesn’t figure out a way to get his father off his back, I will.”

      Wow. So that was her plan. It took me a minute to formulate a response to that foolhardiness. I debated being the neutral moderator but instead opted for complete honesty.

      “That’s a terrible idea, Giada. Your family has its share of problems, but as long as you stay away from the Marinos, they can—and will—keep you safe.”

      “It’s complicated, Adrian. And I don’t want to get into the details…”

      “Angelo said Luca murdered a man for you.”

      Her soft gasp was barely audible. It took her a minute to respond. “I’m surprised he told you that, and for the record, that’s not exactly what happened. But even so, the point of all that is that Luca was the one who protected me.”

      “Luca was the one who put you in danger in the first place.”

      “No, that was Angelo.”

      I rolled my eyes, not surprised she put a different spin on the facts than her brother had. “Either way, you’re a good person Giada. I realize you have some connection with Luca I don’t understand, but this isn’t you. You aren’t the type of person to seek revenge on someone else or to physically beat a man until he dies. You shouldn’t be with someone who is that way.”

      “If I want to be with the kind of man who would do anything for me, that’s none of your business.”

      “You’re right,” I agreed. “But the Giada I knew wouldn’t want anything to do with a man who would kill for her. That Giada would’ve wanted a man who loved her enough to at least try to be a decent person. That Giada still has morals.”

      Her voice was different when she finally spoke. “I don’t think that Giada exists anymore.”

      I had no response for that. I’d said my piece, and she’d acknowledged it. So that was that.

      “I should finish packing. I appreciate the concern, Adrian.”

      “Yeah, whatever,” I mumbled.

      “Hey Adrian?” she paused, apparently concerned I’d already hung up. “Be careful. Angelo is up to something. You shouldn’t trust him. He’s on some sort of mission, and he doesn’t care who he hurts along the way.”

      “Duly noted. Have a good flight.” I hung up before she could say anything else.

      I clenched my phone in my hand, trying to decide my next move. There were two logical options—drinking or exercising. I gazed at the dog as if he’d voice a preference, then texted Ryan. It was seven p.m., and I’d already aced my last exam. There was no reason to choose the gym over the bar. Luckily, Ryan agreed, so I took Scruffy on a short walk then changed to meet my friend.

      Our favorite bar was a few blocks from my apartment, and on nights like tonight, the frigid blast of air on the walk home was sure to sober me up enough to get a good night’s sleep. I spent the walk there ruminating about Giada, since I didn’t want to bore Ryan with more complaints about my ex.

      Ryan had lived through the soap opera that was my relationship with Giada almost as much as I had. He was a great confidant—the type of guy who’d listen when I vented, then would pay me a compliment before promptly distracting me with a different topic. He was fantastic as a wingman, too.

      I tried to run the conversation we’d have through my mind as I walked. Ryan would tell me—as he often had before—that Giada was toxic. According to Ryan, I didn’t want to be with Giada. I just wanted to save her. In his theory, I was practically a hero. In reality, I wasn’t so sure. Yes, I wanted Giada to be safe and happy. But not with Luca.

      Just because I didn’t want to be with Giada didn’t mean I wanted Luca to be with her, either. Maybe that was selfish, but it was also keeping her safe. As much as I didn’t like—or trust—Angelo, he was not the bad guy in this scenario. Luca was. Giada, as always, was just too willfully blind to see that.

      I could’ve called Angelo or even Marco and let them know what Giada told me, how the breakup was simply a sham, and let them take things from there, but that felt wrong. She’d confided in me out of respect for our history. I didn’t want to punish her for that.

      Right as I reached the front entrance of the bar, it hit me. I didn’t care about winning Giada back. I wanted to make sure Luca never got her back. And the only way to ensure that didn’t happen was to show Giada his true colors, once and for all. With all the bad shit Luca was into, it couldn’t possibly be hard to find enough proof to convince Giada to stay away from him for good.

      I swung open the door to the bar, already bopping my head to the beat of the music.
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        Luca

      

      

      My first week in Italy was miserable, but then I settled into a routine. I hated living under the same roof as my papà, but I had forgotten there were a few perks. Papà had people handle our shopping, cleaning, cooking, even the laundry. In my free time, I rediscovered how relaxing it was to watch television in my native tongue, to truly binge on a show without having to think. And I enjoyed the finest food and drink available.

      My papà began our time together treating me like a bumbling idiot, but after I’d completed a few menial tasks for him without complaint or mistake, he dialed back the condescension. Within weeks, Alessio and I were working the town like a well-oiled machine. We’d always made a great team, but the last time we’d been together in Rome for more than a few weeks was high school. Despite the odds, we’d both matured considerably since then.

      “Think fast!” Alessio said abruptly.

      I gazed up just in time to see a highball glass of whiskey slide right past me along the bar. It smacked into Lodovico’s hand and a little splashed over. Lodovico scowled at Alessio, then stood up and sulked out of the bar towards the restrooms, holding his hand like it was coated in toxic waste.

      Alessio and I both burst into laughter.

      Possibly, we hadn’t matured as much as I thought. Although, maybe it was just Ludovico’s presence that brought out the childishness in us.  As one of my papà’s more mature men, Lodovico often filled the unofficial role of babysitter for Alessio and me.

      I reached for the wayward glass and poured the rest of the amber liquid into my mouth. It wasn’t the best whiskey; the crap at this club never was. But it would suffice to get me through the night.

      “How are we both here tonight anyway?” I asked, suddenly worrying that one of us had missed a meeting.

      “You want me to explain the space-time continuum?” Alessio replied.

      I quirked a brow. Maybe it wasn’t intentional, but my papà had done an excellent job so far of separating me from Alessio. Not only had my papà made me stay with him at the house while letting Alessio crash at my apartment, but he’d arranged the schedule at the clubs so Alessio and I were never both at the same one on the same night.

      “I’m covering for Tomasso,” Alessio said, long after I’d forgotten the question I’d posed.

      “He have a hot date or something?”

      We both laughed. Tomasso was roughly the same age as our parents, but he’d never married. As far as I knew, he hadn’t had any serious girlfriends. The only woman he ever spent time with was my mother.

      Tomasso was one of my papà’s most trusted captains and had been since before I was born. My papà used him for everything from security and transportation to actual business deals and management. During my teenage years, whenever my papà seemed sick of the parenting gig, he’d delegate disciplinary duties to Tomasso, too. If my papà weren’t so damn possessive, I wouldn’t be surprised if he tried to delegate some of his marital duties too.

      “Porca puttana!” Alessio exclaimed suddenly, roughly translating to ‘holy shit.’

      I followed his surprised stare to the door, where a leggy brunette had just sauntered in. Once she was in earshot, Alessio switched back to English.

      “Well, look what the cat dragged in,” he said, just as some random patron whistled.

      The woman ignored the whistle, clearly welcoming the attention, and raised an eyebrow at Alessio before leaning slightly closer and offering her cheek to him. He made a face only I could see, then pressed a quick kiss to each of her cheeks.

      “Chiara,” I said, greeting her by name. Surprisingly, I was happy to see her.

      “Ciao Luca,” she replied, offering me her cheek but lingering much longer than she did with Alessio.

      Behind her back, Alessio gagged, then returned to his inventory check. It was only eight o’clock, so while the club was open for business, we didn’t have a full crowd yet. I debated inviting Chiara back to the office so we could catch up, then thought better of it. Nothing good could come from me being alone with her.

      “Can I get you a drink?” I offered, sticking to the language of the land since Chiara didn’t speak a word of English.

      “Sure. I’ll have an Americano,” she said to Alessio, knowing damn well he wasn’t the bartender. He passed the order along, and I tried not to read into the fact that she’d requested a drink with the same name she’d used as my nickname as of late, since she seemingly found it hilarious that I spent so much time in America.

      “Aren’t you going to compliment my necklace?” she asked, leaning forward.

      A small silver chain dangled between her impressive cleavage. I turned away quickly before the deluge of happy memories involving those breasts hit me.

      Chiara was trouble. From her glossy brown hair to her ridiculous high heels, she was everything I needed to stay away from if I wanted to get back with Giada.

      She was also the woman I hooked up with every time I was separated from Giada.

      Right after Giada and I had broken up the first time, when we were still teenagers, I’d gotten involved with Chiara. Our relationship was mostly physical, but I supposed we were friends, too. It just never had amounted to love. Years later, when Giada left me for Adrian, Chiara was there to comfort me.

      My parents loved Chiara. On the surface, she was everything I needed in a partner. She was wealthy, attractive, and obedient. She didn’t ask questions, and as long as her needs were met, she wouldn’t have any moral qualms about anything I did, in the unlikely event she actually noticed what I was up to.

      I could envision a long-term relationship with Chiara, but the idea didn’t excite me. Without a doubt, we’d bore of each other quickly. We didn’t challenge each other and we wouldn’t grow with each other like Giada and I could. Chiara wouldn’t force me to question the world around me, and she certainly wouldn’t encourage me to be better than my papà.

      “You look sad,” Chiara said, interrupting my thoughts.

      I opened my mouth, then closed it. She was right, but I couldn’t exactly tell her that. The second she learned Giada and I had separated, she’d pounce like a hungry jungle cat. Except, maybe that was the point. Maybe she’d already heard, and that’s why she was here.

      “What brings you into the club tonight?” I asked.

      She cocked her head to the side and extended her finger, her long acrylic nail pressing into my chest. “You,” she said.

      “How’d you know I was in town?”

      Chiara shrugged and tossed her hair over her shoulder. “I hear things,” she said. Then she laughed and added, “Your mamma said you were lonely.”

      I cringed at the thought of my mother worrying about my sex life.

      Chiara continued after a sip of her cocktail. “She’s obviously right, though. It was never going to last with you and that American girl, but I’m sorry you’re hurting.”

      I still didn’t speak. From the moment she’d entered the club, I’d known what was on the table if I chose to partake. I just didn’t know if I should. On the one hand, a night with Chiara would solve several of my problems. It would get my papà off my back and convince him I wasn’t still so hung up on Giada. It would dispel some of the tension that was undercutting my ever move after nearly a month without a partner, and it would, at least for a night, distract me from my obsessive thoughts about Giada.

      On the other hand, I didn’t want to sleep with Chiara. I wanted Giada. And the two were so different in bed that there was no way I’d be able to pretend I was with Giada while actually with Chiara. Besides, I already had enough secrets from Giada. If I was going to find a way back to her eventually, which I was, I shouldn’t screw myself over by hurting her.

      “Luca?” Chiara’s brows pinched together as she again tugged me out of my daydreams.

      I exchanged a look with Alessio, then nodded.

      “Why don’t we grab a drink somewhere else?” I suggested. “Maybe in an hour? Give me a chance to finish some things here and then you and I can catch up.”

      Her lips curled up into a smile. She named an upscale bar a couple kilometers down the road, then quirked an eyebrow. “Unless you’d prefer my place?”

      My abs clenched, and I forced a smile onto my face. “Let’s start with the bar,” I said. “See you soon.”

      I watched her saunter out of the bar—it was impossible not to, with the tight little dress she wore, then turned back to Alessio.

      He raised his hands defensively. “You don’t have to explain yourself to me.”

      “I’m not going to sleep with her,” I said, switching back to English and keeping my voice quiet so only Alessio could hear me. “But it’ll get my papà off my back if he thinks I am.”

      Alessio nodded in appreciation of my brilliance, but I still sensed his skepticism. I didn’t blame him. I, too, questioned my willpower when it came to Chiara.
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      Aside from packing, the only other tasks I absolutely had to tackle before leaving for Rome were saying goodbye to Gabriella and visiting the church one final time to chat with Father Ryan. Luckily, my favorite chauffeur was willing to facilitate both of those outings, back to back. We arrived at the church a few minutes before the late afternoon mass, and I was surprised when Enzo parked the car instead of dropping me off at the door.

      I must have given him a funny look, because he laughed.

      “I thought I’d come with you today,” he explained. “Is that okay?”

      My surprise quickly gave way to joy. “Of course! That’s great. I always enjoy company.”

      We walked towards the front entrance, where Father Ryan stood greeting parishioners upon arrival. When we’d almost reached the steps, my ankle twisted in my stupid high heel, and I stumbled backwards. Enzo, with his cat-like reflexes, caught me, then kept his hand against my lower back as though anticipating another fall. Having been touched before by Enzo in many platonic—and a few not-so-platonic—ways, I didn’t think anything of it. Nor did I think twice about the odd expression on Father Ryan’s face as we reached his post.

      He extended his hand to Enzo, introducing himself and welcoming him. I was about to tell him he’d already met Enzo, since surely he must have. But Enzo was already smiling and shaking the priest’s hand.

      “Lorenzo Alfonsi,” he said. “Nice to meet you.” He returned his hand to the small of my back and nudged me into the sanctuary, dipping his head down to whisper while we walked. “Tell me you’re not bringing those shoes to Italy.”

      We stepped into a row about a third of the way back and sat. “The shoes aren’t the problem. My legs are. All those kickboxing classes are giving me calf muscles, and it’s throwing off my balance.”

      Enzo gazed down at my legs then chuckled. “So, are you all done packing?”

      I nodded, glancing around the church and waving politely at anyone I recognized.

      “Think you’ll see Luca any while you’re there?”

      My abs clenched at the mention of his name. “I doubt it. His place is in Palermo.”

      From the way Enzo watched me as I spoke, I got the impression he suspected I wasn’t being altogether forthcoming.

      “You’re sure he won’t be in Rome any?” he continued.

      I chose my words wisely. I hated lying inside a church, period. And I hated lying to Enzo, but his loyalties lay with my father first of all. But there was no reason I should inform my family that Luca wasn’t at his place in Palermo.

      “I wouldn’t know. We haven’t exactly spoken since he dumped me. But at the time, he told me he was returning to Sicily. Now can you stop bringing him up?”

      Enzo offered a slight dip of his head, then turned forward right as mass began. When the service ended, he stood slowly and stretched.

      “Are you going to talk with the priest now, or are we heading out right away?” he asked.

      “I need to say goodbye to Father Ryan. Can you give me ten minutes?”

      “Take your time.”

      I scurried off, but as expected, Father Ryan didn’t return to his office until all the other parishioners had left. I knew the priest was hesitant to meet with me in private after Luca accused him of flirting, but I hoped he’d make an exception today. He paused by his office door and nodded to acknowledge me.

      “I just have a couple minutes, and I wanted to ask you a question. If you’re more comfortable talking in the confessional, we can,” I offered.

      He glanced into the hall outside his office. “Your, um, boyfriend doesn’t want to join us?”

      I must have looked as confused as I felt because Father Ryan pointed towards the sanctuary. “Mr. Alfonso, was it?”

      “Alfonsi,” I corrected, “And no. I mean, he’s not my boyfriend.”

      “Oh.”

      “And he doesn’t want to join us,” I continued. “He’s my driver. Luca and I…” I paused and stared pointedly at the door.

      Father Ryan closed the door but kept a wide berth as he walked around me to the other side of his office.

      “Luca and I are still together, but no one can know that. I’m headed to Italy through the holidays, and—”

      “Are you in danger?”

      I blew out a sigh, sick of people asking me that. “Luca will never hurt me. And I’m going to Italy with Matteo, so I’ll be fine. My family has an apartment in Rome, so I’ll just do some shopping and exploring while Matteo works.”

      Father Ryan relaxed in his chair at this news, so I continued.

      “Angelo is up to something. I don’t know what, but it isn’t good, and I’m worried he’s dragging Father John into it.”

      “Your brother Angelo?”

      “Yes. You’ve seen him coming to church more lately and talking with Father John. He’s a loose cannon, and he can’t be trusted. I just need you to watch him, maybe let me know if he does something suspicious.”

      “You want me to spy on your brother?”

      “No, just keep an eye on him.”

      “Giada, your brother never comes to see me. He always speaks with Father John. And even if he did come to me, I would hold whatever he said in the same confidence I do with everything you tell me.” Father Ryan stood and started towards the door.

      I followed him with my eyes, noticing Enzo loitering in the hall outside the office. The priest smiled at him and opened the door before turning back to me.

      “I hope you have a fantastic trip. Let us know if you need any help finding a church there,” he continued.

      I rolled my eyes then tried to send him a telepathic message once his gaze locked on me. When his expression didn’t change, I resorted to actual words. “Just keep in touch with me, okay? Please? You don’t have to pass along any information that violates your oath or whatever, but simply mentioning if he was here isn’t confidential, right?”

      Enzo laughed out loud. “Time to go, Giada.” Then he turned to the priest. “Have a nice night.”

      “I can’t believe you were asking him to spy on your brother,” he muttered as we headed back to the car.

      “Oh please, like you aren’t curious what Angelo is up to,” I said. “Speaking of which—”

      “Not happening, Princess.”

      “Oh, come on. He’s up to something. I know it.”

      Enzo chuckled and shook his head. “I’m relieved that Matteo is taking you out of the country. I think you’d get yourself—and me— into a lot of trouble if you stuck around longer.”

      “Oh, like you weren’t hoping we’d catch Angelo there, up to some no good business with Father John,” I said. I could’ve sworn Enzo’s eye ticked, essentially confirming my statement, but I didn’t want to push it, so I switched topics. “And speaking of trouble, can we stop at the liquor store on the way to Gabby’s?”

      “No.”

      “It’s not for drinking. Well, I mean, not for me. I want to get Gabby some champagne for New Year’s Eve, in case I’m not back by then.”

      He huffed loudly but agreed.

      I cranked up the radio and treated the rest of the drive as one last hangout with my friend, who happened to also be my driver. If everything worked out with Luca as I hoped it would, it might be the last time I’d have a long drive alone with Lorenzo.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Luca

      

      

      A few days later, Alessio and I were cruising down the Autostrada del Sole in the
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