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Chapter One
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The sun dipped low beneath the jagged skyline, bleeding soft amber light across the restless clouds. A cool breeze whispered through the narrow streets, carrying the faint scent of rain and distant smoke. Leaves rustled quietly on the cracked sidewalks, and the sky deepened to a bruised purple as the first stars began to pierce the dusk. Somewhere far off, a low rumble hinted at an approaching storm—while the city held its breath beneath the gathering shadows.

Bella Santoro sat at the kitchen table; piles of bills scattered in front of her. She flipped through them—FINAL NOTICE printed in big red letters on each piece of paper. Outside, the evening breeze slipped through the cracked window, carrying the distant rumble of thunder and the faint scent of rain. The low light from the streetlamp cast long shadows across the cluttered kitchen, making the worn edges of the bills seem sharper, more urgent. 

Her fingers trembled slightly as she tapped the stack, trying to will away the growing knot of dread tightening in her chest. The storm was coming, just like everything else—relentless and unavoidable. She did not have enough money to pay all these bills. Even with her job, it would cover maybe one or two.

The kitchen clock ticked loudly, its steady rhythm a cruel reminder of time slipping away. Outside, the first fat drops of rain began to fall, tapping against the windowpane like a whispered warning. 

Bella glanced toward the small bedroom down the hall where Enzo lay asleep, fragile, and pale under threadbare sheets. Her heart clenched. Every unpaid bill was another risk to his treatments—day stolen from the future she fought so hard to protect.

Enzo had become sick about two months ago. It started with a sharp knock at Bella’s bedroom door in the dead of night—2:30 a.m. She remembered the exact time because she had glanced at her phone, groggy and annoyed, before she heard his voice on the other side. Weak. Strained. Complaining of stomach pain...She had assumed it was a stomach bug, maybe something he ate. 

She gave him medicine, had him lie down, tried to soothe him back to sleep. But when she checked on him again later that morning, everything changed. He was clammy. His skin had lost all colour. His lips were tinged blue, and his breath was shallow and uneven. Panic hit her like a tidal wave—she barely got him into her car before speeding through the streets of Valderra to the nearest hospital.

When they arrived, the staff barely looked at him. The ER was overrun. Doctors moved like machines. They ran a quick vitals check, wrote a prescription, and sent them home with instructions: take the meds twice a day, drink fluids, rest. No scans. No bloodwork. No urgency. 

Bella had argued—begged even—but they waved her off. Enzo did not get better. He got worse. The colour never returned to his face. He barely ate. Slept most of the day. And when he was awake, he winced through every movement...like his body was turning against him. 

She had called the clinic twice. Then again. Finally, they agreed to run blood tests—cancer. Now, they were waiting for him to start chemo. Waiting...while Enzo’s condition slipped like sand through her fingers. 

Bella had cut her hours at the bar, barely scraping by just to be home with him—to cook, to monitor his temperature, to make sure he was still breathing in the middle of the night. But even that was not enough. Not with the medical bills stacking up and the phone calls from creditors getting more aggressive by the day. Bella did not care about the money—not really. She just wanted her brother to live.

She worked as a server at a bar in the heart of the city. It was the biggest and most popular one in Valderra—a sleek, high-end lounge tucked between steel skyscrapers and neon-lit alleys. Anyone who was anyone went there. Executives in tailored suits, business owners with slicked-back hair and expensive watches, gang members in quiet corners making deals with their eyes, and even the occasional celebrity who slipped through the velvet-curtained entrance under the hush of bodyguards and camera flashes. 

The tips were good—great even—but not enough. Not when Enzo’s prescriptions cost more than her rent, and the hospital bills came in waves she could not outrun. She smiled for customers, laughed at jokes she did not find funny, and poured drinks like her life depended on it—because, in a way, it did.

Bella looked back at the bills, silently wishing her parents were still here. They would have known what to do—or at least made her feel like everything would be okay. Her mother always had a plan, a way to stretch what little they had into something that felt whole. Her father’s voice—steady, certain—used to calm her even when the world felt like it was crumbling. 

But they were gone. Five years now. A car crash on a rainy night that still haunted her dreams. Metal twisting...headlights blurring...the phone call that changed everything. Since then, it had been just her and Enzo—and she was tired. Tired of pretending she could carry all of it. Tired of being strong.

The rain outside picked up, tapping harder against the glass—like the world was echoing her thoughts. Bella let out a slow breath, gathering the bills into a single pile. One way or another, she would find a way. She had to. Enzo had lost enough...She did not want him to suffer more. 

Bella looked at her watch hanging on her wrist. Shit. She was going to be late for work. She stood up fast, the chair scraping sharply against the wooden floor, and dashed toward her bedroom. Bills slid off the table behind her—ignored for now. 

In her room, she tore open the dresser drawer and pulled out her uniform—a blue, short-sleeved button-up shirt, and a matching skirt. The skirt was short—too short—but management insisted it “fit the atmosphere.” Whatever that meant.

She yanked the shirt over her head, buttoning quickly, then stepped into the skirt and zipped it up with practiced frustration. Bella grabbed her coat, stuffed her phone and house keys into one pocket, and paused just before the front door. 

Enzo was sleeping, curled up beneath a faded blanket on the couch, IV stand beside him...face pale but peaceful. Bella walked over quietly, kneeling down just enough to tuck the edge of the blanket under his chin.

“We will get through this,” she whispered to herself, the words barely louder than a breath. “I promise.” She straightened up, stole one more look at him, and then slipped out the door, locking it behind her. 

The rain had started again. She pulled her coat tighter and took off down the cracked sidewalk toward the only job keeping everything from falling apart. The rain tapped steadily on the pavement as Bella hurried down the street, her boots splashing through shallow puddles. Streetlights flickered above, casting thin halos of yellow across the wet concrete. She kept her head down; shoulders hunched against the chill—the promise she had just made to Enzo still echoing in her mind. They had to get through this...There was no other option.

By the time she reached the bus stop, the number twelve was already rumbling up the road. She waved it down, breath clouding in the cool air, and climbed aboard, swiping her pass and moving to the back where she could stare out the fogged-up window...and disappear into her thoughts. 

Bella arrived at the bar twenty minutes later, hair damp, uniform clinging uncomfortably to her skin beneath her coat. The neon sign above the door buzzed like it always did—Vespera—casting a violet glow over the brick façade. She waved to the bouncer and stepped inside. 

The bar pulsed with low bass and soft golden light, the kind that made everything—and everyone—look more expensive than it really was. She moved through the crowd like she was part of the rhythm, weaving between sleek cocktail tables and high-backed booths with practiced ease. Her uniform hugged her figure, simple but sharp, and her tray balanced effortlessly in one hand, the clinking of glasses barely audible beneath the hum of conversation and music.

“Two whiskeys, neat,” a man in a navy suit said without looking up from his phone.

She gave a polite nod, pasted on the smile she wore like armour, and turned toward the bar. She could feel eyes on her—men watching, women judging, the usual mix—but she had long learned to tune it out. Keep your head down. Move fast. Smile when it counts. She had mastered the art of invisibility in a room full of people who wanted to be seen.

The bartender, Jake, slid the drinks her way. “Busy tonight.”

“Like always,” she replied, taking the glasses. “Pay is the same though.” He gave a wry grin, and Bella turned back into the sea of bodies. 

Every shift was the same: rich men with greedy hands, women dripping in designer labels and secrets, whispers that never reached her ears but always left her uneasy. Valderra’s elite came here to celebrate, to forget, to make deals in the shadows. And Bella—Bella was just trying to survive. 

As Bella passed the VIP section, a new group had taken the corner booth. All sharp suits, cold smiles, and quiet tension. Something about them made her pulse—tick faster. She did not recognize them—not exactly—but the way the room shifted in their presence was unmistakable. And one of them was staring at her. Not like the others did. Not with hunger or boredom. But with something sharper. Calculating. 

Bella turned sharply, forcing herself to focus on the drink orders in her hand, the clinking of ice, the steady pulse of bass beneath her feet. But even as she moved through the crowd, Bella could feel the weight of his gaze following her—steady, deliberate, like a thread pulling tight around her every step. She kept her expression neutral, trained after years of dealing with entitled men and worse—but the hairs along her neck rose anyway. That was not the look of someone casually admiring a server. It was sharper than that. Intentional. Measured. Like he already knew her.

She passed a round of cocktails to a group near the back wall, her hands steady even as her thoughts scattered. 

When she turned to head back to the bar, she glanced toward the VIP section again, just for a second...He was still there. Sitting back against the plush leather booth, surrounded by silent men in tailored suits. All of them gave off that same quiet menace—but only one of them was watching her. Not blinking. Not smiling. Just...watching. 

Bella did not know him. She would have remembered a face like that—angular, composed, with eyes that gave nothing away. He looked like the kind of man who had never once been unsure of anything in his life. And the way the others deferred to him, the space they left around him, told her everything she needed to know. He was not just another rich guy playing king for a night. He was the king. Or close to it.

She dropped her gaze immediately and pushed through the crowd, heart knocking against her ribs. She did not like how her chest tightened. Did not like how her mind was already flipping through every possibility. Had she served him before? Had she offended someone? No. It was not personal—but it was intentional. 

At the bar, Bella took a moment to compose herself, fingers wrapped tight around the edge of her tray. Jake glanced over, raising an eyebrow, but she just shook her head.

“I am fine,” she muttered under her breath, more to herself than anyone else.

She was not, though. Bella knew the stories. Everyone in Valderra did. Some names were whispered, some never spoken at all. But if you worked in the city long enough, you learned to recognize danger dressed in wealth—the kind that did not shout, did not flash, but owned the entire room just by existing in it. And that man in the booth? He was danger. Wrapped in silk and steel. 

Bella moved faster after that, kept to the main floor, avoided looking in that direction again. But she could still feel it—that gaze, anchored to her like a mark. As if some silent clock had started ticking the moment their eyes met. And somewhere, deep in her gut, she knew: Tonight was the start of something...something she would not be able to walk away from.
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Chapter Two
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The night was quieter than usual. Bella pulled her coat tighter around herself as she stepped out of the bar, the last of the chairs already flipped onto the tables behind her. 

Her shift had run long—someone had spilled a tray of drinks, and a couple of the regulars refused to leave until the bartender played their favourite Sinatra track one last time. The usual, in other words. But now the city had thinned to silence, save for the distant hum of traffic and the metallic creak of the sign above the bar swinging in the breeze.

Bella’s boots clicked softly on the cracked sidewalk as she headed home, her breath misting in front of her. The streets here were not dangerous, not exactly but they were not safe either, not at this hour. Valderra was always quiet after midnight—quiet in that uneasy way, like the city was holding its breath. The buzz of neon signs had mostly faded. Trash rustled in gutters.  

A siren wailed far off, distant, and disinterested. Most of the storefronts had gone dark, their display lights off, steel shutters down. A neon “Open 24 Hours” sign blinked in a bodega window across the street, casting red and blue hues across the wet pavement.  

She turned down a narrower side street, the one she always took when she was too tired to deal with the main road. It was faster, quieter. Tonight, maybe too quiet. She hated how the silence left room for her thoughts—how her mind replayed the numbers on Enzo’s last test results, or the way the bartender looked at her with pity when she said she would cover the shift again. There were moments when she missed the chaos of noise because it drowned out everything else. 

Bella became aware of the car before she saw it. Just a soft, low growl of an engine—not close, but not far. Her senses sharpened. She did not glance over her shoulder right away. Instead, she slowed her pace just enough to listen. Tires brushed against the road. Lights cut across a building’s wall ahead of her, and then again as she took the next corner. That is when she turned. 

A dark sedan. Sleek, unfamiliar. Not moving fast, not slowing either. Just...lingering. She felt the weight of its presence-like eyes on the back of her neck.

A sharp wave of instinct kicked up in her chest—not panic, not yet. But her fingers clenched around her bag, and a cold awareness settled in her spine. She had learned a long time ago to trust that feeling. Men who stared too long. Voices that dropped too low. Engines that did not keep going. 

She slipped her phone from her coat pocket, screen lighting up her face as she pretended to check a message. She took a mental note of the car’s shape, the way the driver’s silhouette leaned forward ever so slightly, like they were watching her. Bella tried to focus. Sleek. Tinted windows. No plates. The kind of vehicle that said money and power but not the good kind. The kind that could afford to do whatever it wanted. 

When she turned the corner, she ducked quickly into a narrow gap between two buildings, her heart kicking once, hard. The car passed by slowly. Then again—gone. She exhaled, then waited another thirty seconds before emerging. Her pulse had not settled. 

Bella pressed her hand to her chest, then shook her head and muttered, “Get a grip.”

Two more blocks. Just two. The streetlamp at the corner flickered weakly, its light pulsing on and off like a dying heartbeat. Ahead, a flickering streetlamp lit the corner like a dying candle. It buzzed as she approached, blinking in and out of shadow. And beneath it, a man stood alone. 

She hesitated. He was not leaning. He was not smoking. Just standing, like he had been waiting. The light flicked on, off, on again, casting him in stuttered silhouettes. A coat, dark. Hands in his pockets. The collar turned up against the cold. And a look that was...unreadable. For one strange second, she wondered if he was part of it. Connected to the car. But no, there was something too still about him. Watchful, not lurking. Calm, not careless. And there was something familiar, too—the shape of his face, maybe.

Bella glanced behind her. The car had slowed at the other end of the block. She did not have a lot of options. 

As she stepped toward the man under the streetlamp, he lifted his head slightly. Their eyes met. Not a smile, not a greeting. Just a beat of mutual sizing-up. She recognized him instantly. The one from the bar, the one that kept staring at her all night. So, she had not imagined it. The way his gaze had followed her while she cleared glasses and avoided eye contact. He had not said anything then. He did not say much now. But something about him, the way he looked at her, like she was not just background noise—stuck.

“Problem?” he asked. His voice was low, even. No urgency. Like he was reading a headline, not a woman with a potential stalker behind her.

“Just someone creeping me out,” Bella said, keeping her tone casual. Her fingers tightened on the strap of her bag. “No big deal.”

The man glanced past her. Saw the car. His expression did not change, but she felt a shift in the air around him. Subtle. Alert. “You know them?” he asked.

“No,” she said, her voice trembling a little. “But I think they are following me.”

He nodded once, slow. Then tilted his chin toward the wall beside him. “Stand here a second,” he said.

Bella frowned. “Why?”

“I am taller,” he said. “If they are watching, they will think you are with me. Less likely to try something.”

She hesitated. She had told herself for years that she did not need anyone. That she could take care of herself because no one else would. But right now, under a dying light with a car hovering at the edge of her fear, she did not feel strong. She felt like prey. And something about this man—calm, collected, oddly gentle—made her pause. Every instinct in her screamed not to trust strange men on dark 

corners. 

But the car was idling now, just sitting there like it had all the time in the world. Whoever was inside was not trying to be subtle anymore. And this guy, he was not moving closer. He did not reach for her. Did not leer. He just waited. 

Bella exhaled and stepped under the light. She did not lean against the wall. She just stood near him, her shoulder a safe few inches from his, her eyes on the car. They stood in silence for a moment, both watching.

“Looks expensive,” he said. “Windows are tinted. No plates.”

She swallowed. “That is what I thought.” 

The light buzzed again and went out. For a breathless second, they were in full darkness. Then it blinked back to life, stuttering. She glanced at him. He had not flinched.

“You live around here?” he asked casually.

Bella considered lying. But something about the question—casual, not prying, made her tell the truth. “Yeah. A couple blocks.”

He nodded again. “I will walk you.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You do not even know me. And I do not know you.”

True,” he did not elaborate. Just stood there, waiting for her answer like it did not matter to him either way.

Bella folded her arms. “Why help?”

He turned slightly to face her. The flickering lamp caught his eyes for a second—hazel, or maybe just dark, shadowed. “Because some nights, people need someone else to give a damn.”

That answer landed harder than she expected. People did not give a damn. Not really. Not about girls walking home in the cold with tired eyes and a sick brother waiting upstairs. Not about women who worked too late and trusted too little. But he said it like it was not a line, just a truth. A quiet one. 

After a moment, she said. “Okay. But you keep your distance.”

He nodded, acknowledging her request. They started walking. He stayed half a step behind, not crowding, not silent either. After a moment, he spoke again. “You always walk home this late?”

Bella shrugged. “Bar work. It comes with the territory. Why? Are you suddenly concerned?”

“Not suddenly,” he said. “I have been standing at that corner for fifteen minutes. Saw you come out of the bar. Saw the car too.”

She gave him a sidelong glance, then stopped walking. “You were waiting?”

He shrugged. “Meeting someone. They did not show—bad judgment,” he smirked.

Bella tried not to smile. But it crept in anyway, just a little. She kept walking. At the corner, the car was gone. Either they had moved on or circled somewhere else. Still, she felt watched. It was not something you could shake that fast. 

She asked finally, surprising herself. “You got a name?”

“Matteo,” he said, looking at her.

She absorbed it. “Bella.”

Matteo nodded, as if he had already guessed that. “Nice to meet you, Bella.”

They walked in silence, neither one of them saying anything. She studied him again. There was something about him that did not add up—the mix of rough and

polished, the way he spoke plainly but carried himself like someone who was used to being listened to. He was not afraid of the dark. That much was obvious. But more than that, he looked like he belonged in it. He had a calmness that was almost unnerving. Like someone used to chaos. The coat, the watch—expensive, understated. He did not move like a guy from this neighbourhood. And yet, he did not talk like a rich man either. 

“You from Valderra?” she asked.

Matteo gave her a crooked smile. “Born here. Left. Came back...family stuff.”

She did not press. She knew the tone of that answer. Had used it herself more times than she could count. At her building, she stopped. The porch light was out. It always was. Second floor walk-up, door that stuck, mailbox jammed with junk and bills.

“This is me,” she said softly.

Matteo nodded. “You want me to hang around? Make sure nobody circles back?”

Bella hesitated. There was a part of her—the part trained to survive—that wanted to say no, slam the door, lock it twice, and forget. But another part, buried somewhere deeper, was tired of doing everything alone. She did not like accepting help. But tonight, her instincts were a mess. “No. But thanks.”

He stepped back. “Alright.”

As she turned to climb the stairs, he called out— “Hey, Bella. Next time just walk the long way. More light.”

She paused, glancing back. “You giving me advice now?”

He shrugged. “Call it experience.”

“Thanks,” she nodded slowly. And then she disappeared into the building. 

Matteo waited until he heard the door close behind her before he turned and walked back into the dark.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three

~Matteo~
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The sun melted low on the horizon, casting golden hues across the terracotta rooftops and setting the windows aglow with a honeyed sheen. The air was thick with summer. Warm, slow-moving, scented faintly of jasmine and grilled food from nearby balconies. Crickets had begun their gentle chorus in the hedges, and the faint hum of a radio drifted from an open window somewhere above.

People lingered on stoops and sidewalks, drinks in hand, laughter curling into the dusk like smoke. A breeze stirred now and then, lazy, soft—just enough to shift the linen curtains and carry the faint rustle of leaves. The pavement still held the heat of the day, warm beneath bare feet, and the sky above shifted from amber to deep coral to a velvet blue. It was the kind of evening that asked nothing and promised everything. Quiet conversations. Clinking glasses. A slow dance beneath the stars.

Matteo sat at his desk in his office, going through the week’s business ledgers. The overhead light was off, the only illumination coming from a small brass desk lamp that cast a golden pool across the dark wood and the scattered pages in front of him. Outside the tall windows, the city of Valderra was bathed in the fading warmth of evening. Dusky orange spilling across the skyline, the glow brushing against the glass like a quiet knock. 

The window was cracked open, letting in the heavy breath of summer. The scent of night jasmine wafted in, mingling with the faint hint of cologne that clung to his shirt. Far below, the low thrum of traffic pulsed like a heartbeat—distant horns, the occasional laugh, a dog barking once and then falling silent.

He loosened the top two buttons of his shirt, rolled his sleeves to the elbows, and exhaled slowly. The numbers blurred for a moment, his mind wandering despite himself. The ledger was fine, better than fine but something else tugged at the edges of his focus. Someone. 

He reached for his tumbler of scotch and let it rest against his lips. The amber liquid caught the lamplight as he turned toward the window, watching the slow fall of twilight wrap the city in velvet.

It was warm, too warm for thinking, and yet, he could not stop. His mind kept wandering back to the woman he met two days ago. 

Bella. She was a cute little thing—wide-eyed but sharp, like she had grown up learning how to read a room before she ever learned how to read a book. There was something in the way she stood—shoulders squared—even when life clearly had not been kind. Most women looked at him with calculation or curiosity. She looked at him like she could not afford to look at all. And yet, she did.

He leaned back in his chair, the leather creaking beneath him, and let the glass rest on his knee. Bella. The name had stayed with him long after she had walked out of the bar, after her scent had faded from his memory and her voice had stopped echoing in his head. There was something about her, something he had not quite figured out. She was not just another pretty face. She had reasons. Edges. Secrets, maybe.

The breeze pushed gently through the window, stirring the sheer curtain. Matteo stared past it, out into the dying light of the city, where everything looked soft and far away. He told himself it was nothing, a fleeting curiosity. A distraction at best. But the truth was colder than the night air he was not feeling: He had not stopped thinking about her since the moment she said his name like she already regretted it. He was intrigued by her, and he had never been interested in a woman before. 

Matteo shook his head, trying to get the image of her out of his mind. But he could not. Bella was not beautiful in the obvious way, not the polished kind of woman Matteo was used to. Her beauty was quieter, smouldering beneath the surface like banked coals. She had long, dark hair that she wore in a messy knot at the nape of her neck, always with a few strands falling loose around her face like they had a mind of their own. Her eyes were the colour of dark honey in low light—warm, uncertain, watchful and when she looked at him, it felt like she was measuring him against something she did not quite trust.

She was small—not fragile, but compact. Like someone who had learned to take up less space in a world that had not left much room for softness. She wore a cheap skirt and black boots that had seen better days, and she rolled up the sleeves of her work shirt like she could not stand being restricted. There was a faint scar near her left temple, barely visible unless the light hit just right, and Matteo had caught himself wondering where she got it. Not out of morbid curiosity, but because it felt like a piece of the puzzle she kept behind her guarded expression. She did not smile easily, but when she did—a real one, not the polite kind—it was quick and crooked and utterly disarming.

He remembered how her voice had sounded husky from fatigue, edged with sarcasm, but beneath that...something gentle she tried to bury. And maybe that is what had gotten to him. Not the way she looked. But the way she did not want to be seen. Like she was trying to hide from the world. 

But he had seen her, and he liked what he saw. 

His phone buzzed, pulling him away from his thoughts. He looked down at the lit-up screen to see the name displayed—Mario...his go-to person, friend, and business partner. 

Mario: Got another client for you. He would like to meet on Saturday.”

Matteo: Great. Set up the meeting. I will be there.”

Mario Falcone. The name alone—like the Marettis—carried weight. It was a name whispered with caution, respected on every street corner in Valderra. 

The Falcones and the Marettis had worked side by side for thirty-five years, their empires built on loyalty, blood, and silence. When Matteo took over the family business, Mario was the only one he trusted to stand beside him. Trusted him with his life. And Mario had never given him a reason to regret it. They were like brothers—forged not by blood, but by something stronger. Loyalty. Fire. Shared history.

Matteo had met Mario when he was just twelve. Already being groomed for the future, Matteo had accompanied his father to a late-night meeting in the back of a cigar lounge on Via Umberto. Mario had been there with his own father—younger, leaner, but already sharp-eyed and impossible to ignore. They had clicked instantly, two sons of kings playing in a world of men. From that night forward, they were inseparable.

His mother—God rest her soul—used to tease them that they were joined at the hip. Said they were more trouble together than apart. Matteo had always suspected his father had orchestrated that friendship from the start, pulling strings to ensure loyalty ran deep between the two families. But he never pushed the thought. Some things were better left unspoken. 

Whatever the reason, it worked. Because if there was one man Matteo would go to war with—or for—it was Mario Falcone

Matteo glanced at the watch strapped to his wrist—11:30 p.m. It was time. 

Notturno. The name suited the place—a dim-lit corner bar nestled between crumbling stone buildings, always pulsing with life after dark. 

That was where she would be. Bella. Moving through the crowd with a tray of drinks balanced in one hand, weaving between bodies like she was made for it. Laughing at jokes that were not funny—ones that were crude, offensive, and laced with liquor and bad breath. He could picture it all too clearly. The way her jaw would tighten when she smiled, the way her eyes would shift like she wanted to be anywhere else. The regulars—mostly men—leaning too close. Saying too much. Trying to touch what was not theirs.

Matteo’s mouth hardened. Old bastards. Grabbing at her like they had the right. Like she was just part of the furniture—something to lean on, reach for, claim. A low growl rose in his throat; one he did not bother to swallow. He did not know why it got under his skin so much—not yet—but it did. He did not like the thought of other men’s hands on her. Did not want her smiling for someone who did not deserve it. Hell, he did not even like her working there. 

But she did not have much of a choice. That is what made it worse. She was surviving. And he could not stop thinking about it.

He stood, grabbed his jacket from the back of the chair, and headed for the door. Tonight, he was not going to Notturno for business. No meetings, no handshakes, no orders to give. He was not going to flash a smile and pretend he did not see the backroom deals happening under the table. That was not why he was going. He was going for her. To watch her. To protect her. Because lately, the idea of her walking through that crowd of leering drunks, of hands brushing too close, of voices that slurred her name like they owned it—it made something in him go dark. 

He did not know when it had started. Maybe the first time he saw her laugh too hard at someone else’s joke. Or the way she tilted her head when she was annoyed—half challenge, half dare. He had memorized too many of her gestures without meaning to. This was not about duty anymore. This was personal.

Maybe he just wanted her to himself. Maybe he was tired of sharing the sight of her with anyone. There was a pull—something invisible and constant—tightening in his chest every time he thought about her. Not lust. Not only that. It was need. It was gravity. Like some thread had been tied between them the moment they met, and no matter how far he tried to stretch away, it kept pulling him back. To her. And tonight, he was not going to fight it.

Matteo stepped out of the building, locking the door behind him. He slid into his car, turning the key, the car coming to life. 

As he drove to the bar, he wondered what Mario would say about the situation. He would most likely tell Matteo that Bella was not part of their world—not someone to get mixed up with. But he wanted her part of his world. By his side as he built his empire. And he knew just how to make it happen. 

The Notturno bar came into view, its flickering neon sign flashing OPEN in harsh red light, casting a dull glow across the cracked sidewalk. The same sign she passed under every night without thinking. The same one that, for some reason, made his jaw clench tonight. He pulled into an empty parking spot, turning off the engine with a flick of his wrist. He climbed out but did not move toward the door. Not yet. 

The music throbbed behind the walls, low bass vibrating through the pavement like a distant heartbeat. Laughter spilled out when the door opened—sharp, unfiltered, the kind that came from too many drinks and not enough sense. He hated that sound. Hated that she had to stand in the middle of it, pretending it did not wear her down. 

Through the wide front window, he spotted her. Bella. She moved behind the bar like she belonged there, but he knew she did not. Not really. She was too quick with a smile she did not mean, too graceful in dodging unwanted hands, too tired beneath the eyes no one else noticed.

She laughed at something a customer said—tilting her head, brushing her hair back behind her ear—and it hit him square in the chest. She should not have to fake it. Not for these people. Not for tips. Not to survive. He watched as one man leaned in too close. Bella pulled back just enough, smile thinning. 

Matteo’s fingers curled into fists inside his coat pockets. No. He was not here to watch. He was here to make sure no one crossed the line. And if they did—God help them.

He reached for the handle, pushed the door open, and stepped inside. Instead of heading to the VIP area, he walked up to the bar and stopped—watching her as she gracefully poured drinks. She had not noticed him walk in, and she had not noticed him standing there either—his eyes taking in every curve of her body. When she finally did notice him, her smile faded. She casually stepped forward.

“Are you here for a drink, or just to watch me?” Her voice was calm when she spoke. 

Matteo did not answer at first. He just stood there, silent, letting his eyes sweep over her. Her hair was a mess—still beautiful but pulled back in a way that told him she had not had the time or energy to care. Her uniform clung to her curves, shorter than he liked. Too many eyes noticed it. Too many men took it as permission to stare. And she looked tired. Bone-deep tired. The kind that settled behind the eyes and did not leave. Like sleep had become a luxury she could not afford anymore. Like something had been quietly chipping away at her, and no one around her had the decency to notice.

He frowned at that thought. His chest tightened, unfamiliar and sharp. How many nights had she come home like this? How many times had she smiled through it, just to keep going? She should not have to. And the worst part? She did not even know he cared. Did not know that watching her like this—worn out and barely holding it together—set something dangerous moving under his skin. 

He wanted to take her away from this place. Away from the smoke, the noise, the hands that got too close. But he knew she would not go. Not yet. So, instead, he stayed. Silent. Watching. Protecting, even if she never asked him to.

She turned to leave, a tray balanced on her palm, already halfway checked out of the conversation. But he reached out and caught her hand. Gently—just his fingers brushing against hers—but it was enough to make her stop. Enough to make her look at him. 

“Come sit with me for a minute,” he said, voice low and husky, like the words had cost him something.

Bella froze, eyes narrowing slightly. Not suspicious—more curious. Like she was trying to read a stranger’s intentions through a cracked window. She tilted her head, her eyes searching his. Testing. Measuring. 

He held her gaze. He could see the questions forming behind her eyes. What does he want? Why now? Why me? And he could not blame her. She did not know him. Not really. Not the part that mattered. Not the part that had been watching her for weeks—carefully, quietly—waiting for the right moment to step into her world. He had the power to ruin things by saying too much. Or not enough. So, he did not offer a reason. Just held her hand a little longer than necessary, warm, and steady.

After a moment, she sighed—softly, almost imperceptibly—and gave a slight nod. She did not pull her hand away. 

“I only have five minutes,” she said.

He nodded—that would have to do, he thought to himself. Five minutes was better than nothing. 

Without another word, Matteo turned and made his way toward a table in the back—far from the bar, where the music was softer and the shadows gave them a sliver of privacy. He did not look back, but he heard her footsteps behind him. Close. Hesitant. 

He chose the seat with his back to the wall. Old habit. From here, he had a clear view of the room—every table, every face, every door. He scanned it once, quickly, before turning his attention to her. She sat across from him, her arms crossing lightly over her chest, like she was putting a wall between them. That made sense. She did not know him. Not really. Not yet. But he did not waste time.

“I would like to offer you a job,” he said plainly. “As my assistant.”

She blinked. For a second, she did not say anything—just stared at him, her expression a slow-building storm of confusion and suspicion. 

“A job?” she repeated, her voice barely above a whisper.

He nodded once. “Yes.”

Bella looked down, then back up. He could almost see the thoughts racing behind her eyes. Questions she did not know how to ask. Doubts forming faster than answers...When she finally spoke, her voice trembled just enough for him to catch it. “Why? I already have a job.”

“Yeah. A dangerous one,” he said. That made her eyebrows lift. He continued. “I am offering you one that is safer. Less risk. More pay. Fewer drunk men grabbing at you.”

A flicker of something passed over her face—anger? Embarrassment? Shame? But it was gone before he could name it. Her voice was flat when she spoke. “Thanks. But I will have to kindly decline. Besides...I like my job.”

Liar. 

Matteo stared at her, eyes slightly narrowing. She was lying. He could see it in the way she looked past him instead of at him. In the tightness in her jaw. The defensive posture. The way her fingers twisted the edge of a napkin without realizing it. She hated this place. It drained her. Wore her down. She did not like it—she endured it. So, why pretend otherwise? Why lie to him? That is what made his stomach tighten. Not the rejection. The lie. What was she protecting? Herself? Someone else? And more importantly...what would it take to get her to tell him the truth?

“Bella—“ he began before she cut him off.

“No, Matteo,” her voice was stern now. “You do not know me, and I do not know you. I appreciate the offer, but I am not going to take a job from a total stranger.”

He could tell she was angry. Not loud, explosive anger—but the quiet kind. The kind that settled in her shoulders, made her sit a little straighter, a little colder. Her jaw tightened. Her eyes flicked to the side, refusing to meet his. He had struck a nerve. Maybe it was the way he had called her job dangerous. Maybe it was the truth in it that she did not want to admit. Or maybe it was the simple fact that he saw more than she wanted him to. Good. Anger meant she felt something. But still...he did not like seeing it aimed at him.

“I am just trying to help,” he said, his tone lower now, steadier. “This place is chewing you up. I am offering a way out.”

Bella’s mouth twitched into a tight line, her knuckles whitening as she gripped the edge of the table. “You do not know me. You do not know what I need.”

Her voice was not trembling anymore. It was sharp. Controlled. 

He leaned in, elbows on the table, meeting her gaze head-on. “No. But I see enough to know you deserve better than this.” 

A beat of silence passed between them, thick and charged. She looked away first. And Matteo felt the tension and fraying, like something was about to snap. He had not come here to push her. But now that he had seen the fire in her eyes, he was not sure he could walk away. Not yet.

She stood up, anger flowing through her veins. “Do not pretend that you know what I need or deserve. You do not know anything about me.”

“Fine,” he said, raising his hands in defeat. “But do me a favour and think about it for a few days.”

She did not answer. Did not nod. Did not say another word. She just stood—slowly, carefully—as if every movement were calculated to show control. And then, without a backward glance, she turned and walked away. 

Matteo watched her go. Watched the way her shoulders stiffened as she moved back toward the bar, the way her head tilted slightly as if she was already bracing for the next drunk customer, the next fake smile, the next long night. 

He did not stop her. Did not call after her or try to explain himself again. Because he knew that would not work—not with her. She was not someone who gave in easily. She was not someone who trusted quickly. And tonight...she did not choose him. But she had not said no, not really. She had just walked away. 

Matteo leaned back in his chair; eyes still fixed on her. There was something about that woman—sharp edges and soft heartbreak wrapped into one—and he was not done with her yet. Not even close.
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Chapter Four
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The warm weather was a nice relief from the constant rain they had been getting. The afternoon sun filtered through the curtains, casting a warm feeling in the house. The smell of lavender and coffee flowed through the open window. 

Bella stood barefoot in the kitchen; her hands wrapped around a chipped mug. The coffee inside had gone lukewarm, but she had not moved to reheat it. She just stood there, breathing it all in—the quiet hum of the city beyond the window, the breeze lifting the lace curtain, the stillness that felt almost like peace.

Enzo was asleep in the next room, curled beneath a light sheet, his breathing even and shallow. The new medication had hit him hard—harder than she expected. But for now, he was resting, and that was enough. 

She took another sip of coffee. Outside, a neighbour was watering their balcony plants, and the soft splash of water hitting terracotta reminded her of summers when things were simpler. Before the hospital visits. Before the late-night shifts at the bar that made her question who she was becoming.

Her phone buzzed on the table. A text from Matteo: “Everything ready for tomorrow. Wear something neutral. Discreet. I will send a car at 9.” 

She stared at the message, thumb hovering above the screen. Then she set the phone down without replying. 

The breeze shifted. A stronger gust this time, carrying the scent of city dust and something faintly metallic. She turned back to the window
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