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THE CORRUPTION OF THE best things gives rise to the worst...

A new start. A new love. 

And more than anything, a new life—without my family’s legacy hanging over my head.

As I’m building a new life for myself in Italy, my intuition drives me back to Chicago to check on my father. Torn between my old life and my new one, my emotions are out of control, and I start to doubt everyone—including my own brother.

Loss, new love, and old heartbreak haunt me in America—but can I make it back to Carina and our home in Italy? 

Or is the pull of my past too much to resist?

She’s his only weak link...
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AS I PUSHED A BOTTLE of beer across the bar to one of my regulars, I couldn’t help but notice how far removed this was from everything I had done before. 

It was hard to believe I had been back in the US just a few weeks ago, working things out with my father, being his little attack dog, ready to do anything he asked of me whenever he asked for it. Looking back, I couldn’t help but cringe at how eager I had been to make sure everything was taken care of for him. I had lived by his rules for so long now, it was hard to remember what I had even done outside of it.

But now I was here, in Italy–a few miles from Sardinia, serving drinks at a local podunk bar that paid next to nothing. Luckily, I didn’t need the cash, because I was still living off the suitcase full of money I had snatched from my brother when I had found out what he had going on behind my back.

Nope. I wasn’t going to think about that. I had done everything I could to cram it to the back of my mind, and I didn’t want to let it get to me in the middle of a shift. I had taken this job so I could keep myself busy, find plenty to do while I was out here, because there was no way in hell I was going back to America anytime soon.

I had dumped my phone and picked up a new one the first chance I’d gotten, so nobody would have been able to get hold of me even if they had wanted to. Good. I wanted it to stay that way. There was no way I was going to put up with my family right now, who were probably doing their best to make excuses for Tommy and what he had done to me. I didn’t want to hear it. I already knew what kind of man he was, and I wasn’t going to give him a chance to fool me into thinking otherwise.

“Giuseppe!” someone called to me, but it took me a moment to respond. I was still getting used to replying to the new name I had given myself, but my training was starting to pay off. I grinned as I saw one of the regulars here, Mario, strolling through the door, lifting a hand to greet me. 

“A beer,” he told me in Italian. I had been doing my best to learn as much of the language as I could, and I was getting somewhere.

I pulled him out a bottle, popped off the lid, and slid it across the bar to him as he took his seat at his usual stool. The small town I was staying in, Landsia, made it hard to stay hidden, so I had decided it would be best to hide in plain sight. If anyone came looking for me, nobody would have a clue who I was, and there wasn’t a chance they would connect the new bartender to some missing American who was on the run from his old life. 

At least, that’s what I was betting on. I knew I was pushing my luck with all of this, and it wouldn’t last forever. I was sure my father would have been searching for me, especially if Tommy and Amber had lied about what had happened after I had been taken.

I stiffened at the thought. I tried my best not to think about my kidnapping, pushing it to the back of my mind so I didn’t have to recall the fear I’d felt, the anger and helplessness. I had been relying on my family to get me out of there, and I could still remember the relief I felt when I saw Tommy walk through the door.

If only I’d known what he’d really been doing behind my back. I would have turned him over to those fuckers myself. I tried not to let it get to me, but the image of the two of them together, of Amber and Tommy making out in the bathroom, caught me off guard again. It was nearly a month since it had happened, but the pain when it crossed my mind was still just as sharp as it had been then. 

I couldn’t believe it. Still. Everything she had said to me, the way she had treated me, she had made me feel like I was the one. And then, she had gone and done that with my brother? It didn’t make any fucking sense to me. Something must have changed after I had been taken, but I had no idea what. Had her passion for me been that fleeting, that it didn’t take her any time to forget about me? Or had she always had the hots for Tommy, and just never said anything about it?

Or maybe she was always more interested in him. More interested in the guy who actually had a foothold in the family, as opposed to me, the outsider, the one with something to prove. I had never pegged her for that kind of woman, but now, I could see I hadn’t known her at all, not really. 

I didn’t give a shit. Let them run off together, if that’s what they wanted. I didn’t want a thing to do with a woman who would act the way she had. Yes, it hurt, knowing she had been lying to me all this time about the way she felt, but I would get over it. No way was I going to let her get to me, not knowing what she had done. She didn’t deserve the space in my head right now. She didn’t deserve anything. 

“You okay?” Mario asked me, frowning, as though he could tell something was off. I nodded and plastered a grin on my face. I wasn’t going to let anyone see through my façade. I was happy to be here, as far as they knew. Happier than I had been back home, anyway.

This was my home now. This was where I lived. I was never going to go back to what I had known before,  deferring to my father’s wants, doing whatever he or Tommy told me to do. I was my own man now. I would build my own life out here, no matter what it took. I had a good amount of cash left in the suitcase I had snatched when I left.

Nearly a million dollars left, actually, though I was making sure I didn’t let anyone else know that. I knew I would make myself a target for someone if they found out how much money I had to my name, and I had dealt with enough bullshit the last couple of months as it was. 

I was living carefully, booking at a little room for myself so as not to draw attention to my cash. I wanted to put together a bank account where I could stash it, but I didn’t know how I would explain how I had come into such a huge stack of the stuff.

I had no doubt that was the part my father would have been most angry about. I hadn’t been that much of an asset to him, but that money was. He was probably tearing Tommy a new asshole over losing it, a thought which brought a little smirk to my face.

“I’m fine, Mario,” I replied in my slightly stilted Italian. He lifted his beer to me, and I turned back to work.

The bar was a good way to meet people, to make myself feel like part of this community, and I enjoyed the work–even if I didn’t need it to survive. Everyone I met here, they were at the bar to have fun, and it wasn’t difficult to make friends. 

Plus, it would give me a career to work at now I was done with the family business. If this is what I could have had from the start, I would have taken it. Even though I would have been living outside the luxury our father had raised us in, I would have been my own man. I wondered, looking back, if there was a reason Dad had chosen to show us how good life could be when we stuck with him. He didn’t want us to get a taste of a world outside of the family business, because he probably knew we would like it better.

Well. Maybe not Tommy. He seemed to thrive under the firm hand of my father, probably because it was easier than making his own life choices. He wanted other people to bring those to him–look at how he had taken Amber from me. He couldn’t even go out and find a girl of his own; he’d had to steal mine.

They could have each other. I didn’t want anyone in my life, anyone at all, who would pull shit like that on me. I hated them both for what they had done, and I wasn’t going to give them an ounce of space in my head any longer. They were dead to me. Both of them. Part of my old life, the life I wanted nothing to do with anymore. 

I hoped they were fucking miserable together. How would they ever be able to trust each other, knowing how they had gotten together? They would constantly be second-guessing themselves. Good. It was what they deserved. 

And I deserved a new life out here, on my own terms. My father would have balked to think one of his sons was working as a bartender, but I felt like I finally had the self-respect I had been looking for over the last few years. I thought I could get it from my father’s approval, but no, it came from me, from the hard work I put in to get where I wanted to go. He had nothing to do with it. He just wanted me to think he was the only one who could gift it to me.

“Hey, hey,” Mario remarked, leaning across the table to get my attention. “Carina’s here.”

I looked up, and sure enough, there she was–the local girl I’d been seeing for the last couple of weeks. It was nothing serious, but it was sure as hell a good distraction from what had happened with Amber. Carina had no idea who I really was, and her sweet smile and bright blue eyes served as the perfect distraction from the mess inside my head.

She pushed back her honey-blond hair from her face and lifted a hand to wave at me shyly. I waved back, and she headed over to the bar, where I had a glass of red poured for her before she even sat down. I knew what she liked. I leaned over to greet her with a kiss on the cheek, and a couple of the guys at the bar glowered over at me. Carina had been a crush for plenty of them, it seemed, but I was the only one she was interested in. Maybe she was looking to get away from what her family expected of her, too.

“You okay?” I asked her, and she nodded.

“I’m good,” she replied, reaching for the wine I had poured for her. She was strikingly beautiful, I had to admit, but there was some part of me that was still hung up on what had happened with Amber. Though Carina was sweet, she didn’t make my chest tense the way Amber had, and I was craving that kind of closeness again, craving the passion I had felt when I was with my now-ex.

I tried not to think about her. She just made me too fucking angry. I hated what she had done to me, all of it, the way she had played me. But she wasn’t going to ruin my life here. She wasn’t going to get in the way of me making something new, something better, now that she was out of my life. She could go back to America and try to live with herself, knowing she was no better than the shithead ex of hers she had hated so much, nothing more than a cheat, and I could build my life out here without her. Good fucking riddance. 

As my shift came to a close, Carina and I headed to the exit; I slipped an arm around her waist and smiled at her.

“Can I walk you home?” I asked softly, and she nodded.

“Of course you can,” she replied.
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AS WE WALKED HAND-IN-hand back towards her villeta, I tried to ignore the way the hairs on the back of my neck were standing up. 

I hadn’t been able to properly relax since I had been snatched from the beach a few weeks before. How long was it going to take for the paranoia to fade? I had no idea, but frankly, I was starting to get seriously fucking sick of it. I knew nobody was after me, nobody gave a shit about me anymore, not since I had cut myself off from my father and my family. But as we walked, I found myself shooting a glance over my shoulder to make certain nobody was tracing our path. 

“Are you all right?” Carina asked me, frowning slightly. She ran a boutique hotel, and, as a result, spoke decent English. She appreciated the chance to practice it on me, and I had spun some story to her about originally being from Italy and my family moving to America, hence my first language.

“Yes, I’m fine,” I replied, smiling at her. “So have you thought about the trip to Milan I was talking about earlier?”

She sighed. I had offered to take her shopping in Milan, allowing the two of us to get away together for a little while. I knew it would require me to reveal at least a little of my ill-gotten fortune to her, but I could put it down to family money for now, right? I was hoping she wouldn’t look too closely, her business taking up too much of her time to bother with delving into what I had going on behind the scenes.

“I don’t think I can take the time away from work,” she explained. “I’m so busy right now...”

“You should hire some more staff,” I told her, and she shrugged.

“If I could afford it...”

“I could help you with that,” I reminded her, and she shook her head. 

“No, no, it’s fine,” she replied. “I don’t need anyone else’s money, I can do it myself.”

“Then how am I ever going to be able to take you to Milan?” I asked her, cocking an eyebrow. She laughed. 

“I suppose you’ll just have to wait,” she replied. She had been a little coy about going away with me, and I wondered if it was because she thought I would be expecting sex from her. The two of us hadn’t actually hooked up yet, but I was in no rush. I was still bruised from what had happened with Amber, and I didn’t want to rush into anything with anyone new too quickly. 

“I suppose so,” I agreed as we paused outside the door to her home. I wondered if this might be the night she invited me inside, but instead, she leaned over to kiss me. 

Her lips were soft and tasted of the wine I had poured for her back at the bar. I pulled her in close and kissed her back, letting my hands roam hungrily over her body. She was petite and curvy, soft and delicate, and I couldn’t help but let things get a little heated. She moaned against my mouth, and it took everything I had not to slip the keys out of her pocket and let myself in to her home right then and there.

She pulled back, catching her breath and looking up at me, her eyes heavy with desire.

“I should–I should get to bed,” she told me, a little breathless. 

“You sure?” I asked. I could feel my cock stirring, and the thought of just letting her walk away didn’t sit right with me. She hesitated for a moment and then nodded.

“Yes, I’m sure,” she replied, biting her lip. “But I’ll see you soon. Okay?”

“See you soon,” I replied, and I watched as she headed up inside the house. I wanted to make sure she got in okay. I had been paranoid since the kidnapping, and, even though I knew nobody would care about Carina in that way, I needed to make certain nobody else was getting into trouble because of me.

I started the walk back to my place, a small room I was renting above a grocery store on the main street of the tiny town. It wasn’t much, but it was mine, and it was discreet enough that nobody thought to check if I had more money to my name than I was claiming. It was tempting to buy a house somewhere that was more luxurious, but I had to get used to this life sooner rather than later.

It was strange, dealing with this shift–the whole of my life stretching out in front of me, so far removed from what I thought I would be doing. I had imagined sticking it out with my father, stepping up to take over the business when he passed, Tommy and me ruling together. 

But now, I knew I couldn’t trust my brother. I didn’t know how many times he had gone behind my back, while looking me in the eye and claiming he had my best interests at heart, but I didn’t want to find out. He was a liar, a back-stabbing bastard, and I was done with him. I didn’t want to hear his name spoken again. He and my father were a good match for each other, ready to do whatever it took to get what they wanted, even when it hurt the people around them.

I was surprised they hadn’t just left me to die out there, when the kidnappers had taken me. Tommy clearly didn’t give a shit about it. It would have been easier for him to just let them kill me and then make his move in on Amber the way he had clearly been waiting to.

I couldn’t help but wonder who had made the first move. Had it been her? Had she just been waiting for a chance to get her hands on my brother? I wished I’d had the nerve to ask them before I left, but I had been so pissed I had just wanted to get as far away as I could. I could still remember the shock in my system when I had seen them together, the anger and confusion and hurt all stirring together. I couldn’t think of anything but getting out, putting as much space between them and me as I could. I hated that they had forced me to make a decision like that, but what choice did I have? I needed to forget them. I needed to get them out of my life, and I needed to do it sooner rather than later. 

I hated how oblivious I had been before. How long had it been going on between them? That was what I really wanted to know. I wanted to know how much they had been hiding from me, how much I had missed. How obvious they had made it, and how much I had ignored because they were supposed to care about me, and I refused to think they could do something as cruel as they had. 

It had been weeks, and I was still thinking about them. About Amber specifically, actually. I had thought we were headed for forever. Looking back, I could see how crazy I had been, to think I could make it last when we had only known each other a few months, but still. When I had met her, I had been sure we could make it work, but looking back, I could tell I was just a rebound to get over her crappy ex. She wanted someone strong, someone settled, someone who wasn’t pushing against the boundaries of everything he could. 

Someone like Tommy.

Fuck it. They deserved each other. I hoped they were constantly looking over their shoulders, trying to work out if they could trust one another. I knew my father would have something to say about the way Tommy had acted, though he would try and deny it, for the sake of maintaining his relationship with the one son he had left. 

I wasn’t part of the family anymore. I didn’t want to be. They could get on with their lives, they could move on without me, and it would be better for everyone involved. Much as some part of me still craved the comfort I had gotten from working there, from knowing what my future was going to be, there was no way I would let that get to me. I was done. Out. Out of the business. No matter what came next, I was my own man, and nothing was going to change that. 

I paused outside the house before I headed inside, just like I always did. Glancing around, I made sure there was nobody watching me. I wasn’t scared of another kidnapping, at least from the same people who had gone after me before, but of my father–of my father, striking back at me, snatching me away from this life to force me back to the world he thought I should be a part of.

I knew his health was bad right now, and I doubted my vanishing had helped that any, but he had brought this on himself. I still bore the scars where he had attacked me with his belt–sometimes, I could hardly believe I had put up with being treated so badly, but it was behind me now. I would never let anyone treat me like that again, not as long as I lived. I was done with him, done for good, done with all of them, no matter what.

Carina would never have guessed what I’d done before. I had shared my real name with her–she was the only one in town who knew it, actually–but she still didn’t know what my life had looked like before I’d come out here to join her, and I hoped she never would. She would have looked at me differently, and I didn’t want her seeing me any way close to how the people back home had.

No, not home. This was my home now. I grabbed my key, about to head inside when a noise caught my attention.

I spun around, scanning the dark, cobbled street for the source. It took me a moment to realize it was one of the women who lived on the other side of the road, struggling with a bag of trash. I sighed with relief. I needed to chill out, remember that there was nothing going on here I couldn’t handle. This town was about as sleepy as they came, and I had picked it for that very reason.

I called out to her in Italian, offering to take out her trash for her, and she beamed at me kindly, her face creasing with gratefulness. I grabbed the bag from her and carried it down to the trash cans at the end of the road, dumping it in the closest one and dusting off my hands before I turned around to make my way back to my apartment.  

It was safe here. Nothing was going to change that. I was safe here. And I needed to start to believe it soon–or I was going to spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder instead of enjoying what I was making for myself.
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