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  Chapter 1

  
  







Jovanni’s POV




The warehouse smelled like death and gunpowder. I stood behind a stack of wooden crates that reeked of machine oil and fear.

Giuseppe Benedetti shouldn’t have been there. None of us should have been there.

The boy was eleven. He’d followed his cousin to the docks that night, curious about the “business meeting” the adults whispered about. Now he crouched behind a rusted shipping container, dark eyes wide with terror as men screamed at each other in three different languages.

“You brought half the weapons, Falcone!” Papa’s voice cut through the night like broken glass. “Where’s the rest?”

Enrico Falcone spat on the concrete floor. Blood trickled from his split lip where Papa’s men had already made their point. “Market price went up, Rossi. Pay more or take what you got.”

I watched Papa’s face change. The mask he wore at home—the one that sometimes smiled when Mama played piano—disappeared completely. What was left looked like something carved from marble and hate.

“Nobody cheats the Rossi family.”

Papa nodded once. Just once.

The gunfire started.

Giuseppe tried to run. I saw him bolt from behind the container, small legs pumping toward the exit. He almost made it. Almost.

The bullet caught him in the back. He dropped like a broken doll, arms spread wide, face hitting the concrete with a sound I still hear in my dreams.

His cousin screamed. Kept screaming until someone put a bullet in him too.

I never screamed. I just watched Giuseppe’s blood pool around my shoes and learned what it meant to be a Rossi.




* * *

Fifteen years later…

I jerked awake, silk sheets soaked with sweat, Giuseppe’s dead eyes staring at me from the darkness. My heart hammered against my ribs like it was trying to escape my chest.

The nightmare always ended the same way. Giuseppe bleeding out on warehouse concrete while Papa counted crates of Kalashnikovs like they were birthday presents.

I rolled out of bed and stumbled to the bathroom. Cold marble bit into my bare feet. The face in the mirror looked like hell—dark circles under darker eyes, jaw tight enough to crack teeth. Three days of stubble couldn’t hide the hollow look that never quite went away.

“Buongiorno, Giuseppe,” I whispered to my reflection. Same thing every morning for fifteen years. “I’m still here. You’re still dead. And I still don’t know why.”

The shower ran hot enough to burn, but it never washed away the guilt.

Downstairs, the kitchen staff had already laid out breakfast on the terrace. Crystal glasses caught the morning light like tiny prisons. I poured champagne into one of them—Dom Pérignon, because Papa never settled for less than the best blood money could buy.

The newspapers were arranged perfectly beside my plate. Corriere della Sera on top, then La Gazzetta dello Sport, then the gossip rags that loved to splash my face across their front pages.

PRINCE OF PLEASURE STRIKES AGAIN! screamed the headline above a photo of me leaving some socialite’s apartment at three in the morning. Jovanni Rossi’s Latest Conquest!

I drank champagne and stared at the stranger in the photograph. He wore my face, my clothes, my smile. But his eyes weren’t haunted by a dead boy’s ghost.

“Reading about yourself again?”

Leonardo’s voice cut through the morning air like a knife through silk. My step brother stood in the doorway, already dressed in a thousand-dollar suit that made him look like Papa’s heir. Which he was.

“Good morning to you too, fratello.” I lifted my glass in a mock toast. “Come to lecture me about family responsibility?”

Leonardo sat across from me, movements precise as a predator. “Papa wants to see you after breakfast.”

“Let me guess. Another charity event where I smile for cameras and pretend our money comes from legitimate businesses?”

“Your performance last night was sloppy.” Leonardo’s eyes never left my face. “Gina Torretti’s husband nearly caught you in their bed. We can’t afford that kind of attention right now.”

I laughed, but it sounded hollow even to my own ears. “Afraid I’ll embarrass the family name? What’s left to embarrass?”

“Everything.” Leonardo leaned forward. “You think this is a game, Jovanni? You think Papa keeps you around for entertainment?”

Before I could answer, heavy footsteps echoed across the marble floor. Papa emerged from the house like a storm cloud given human form. Don Maroni Rossi at sixty-two was still built like the dock worker he’d been forty years ago—broad shoulders, scarred knuckles, eyes that could freeze blood in your veins.

“Miei figli.” He settled into the chair at the head of the table. “My sons.”

A servant appeared with Papa’s espresso. Double shot, no sugar, served in the cup Mama had given him for their twentieth anniversary. He’d kept using it even after the car accident that definitely wasn’t an accident.

“Leonardo tells me you were careless last night,” Papa said without looking up from his coffee.

“I was having dinner with a friend.”

“In her bedroom?”

“We skipped dessert.”

Papa’s cup hit the saucer with a sound like breaking bones. “You think this is funny?”

The temperature on the terrace dropped ten degrees. Even the birds stopped singing.

“No, Papa.”

“Good.” He leaned back in his chair. “Because while you were playing games with married women, your brother was expanding our operations into Eastern Europe. Legitimate operations.”

Leonardo smiled like a shark scenting blood. “The shipping contracts alone will bring in fifty million this year. Clean money.”

“Clean money.” I tasted the words like spoiled wine. “Is that what we call it now?”

Papa’s eyes went very still. Very dangerous. “What would you call it?”

Blood money. Murder money. Money built on dead boys and broken families.

“Smart business,” I said instead.

“Exactly.” Leonardo straightened in his chair. “Which is why Papa’s arranged my engagement to Tasha Lipert. Her family controls shipping routes through the Mediterranean.”

The champagne glass slipped from my fingers. It hit the marble floor and exploded into a thousand pieces, each one catching the morning light like tiny accusation.

“Engagement?” I stared at my brother. “When?”

“Next month. Papa thinks it’s time the family made some… strategic alliances.”

Papa nodded approvingly. “Leonardo understands what it means to be a Rossi. He makes sacrifices for the family.”

Unlike you, hung in the air between us like smoke from a funeral pyre.

“Congratulations,” I managed. “I’m sure you’ll be very happy together.”

Leonardo’s smile could have cut glass. “Tasha’s a good match. Beautiful, intelligent, from the right kind of family. The kind that understands business comes first.”

The kind that won’t ask questions when their husband comes home with blood on his hands.

“How romantic,” I said.

“Romance is for children and poets,” Papa said. “Men build empires.”

The servant reappeared to clean up the broken glass. I watched him work, thinking about how easily things shattered. How impossible they were to put back together.

“Speaking of empires,” Papa continued, “it’s time you started contributing to ours.”

Ice formed in my stomach. “Papa?”

“You’re twenty-Seven, Jovanni. Old enough to stop playing games.”

“I’m not—”

“You are.” Papa’s voice could have frozen the Mediterranean. “While Leonardo builds legitimate businesses, you chase women and drink champagne. While he secures our future, you embarrass our name in gossip magazines.”

Leonardo’s smile widened. “Maybe he’s just not ready for real responsibility, Papa.”

“Maybe he needs motivation,” Papa said. “Real motivation.”

I stood up too fast, chair scraping against marble. “I need some air.”

“Sit down.”

Papa’s voice didn’t rise, but it hit like a physical blow. I sat.

“Your brother understands sacrifice,” Papa continued. “He’s marrying a woman he barely knows to secure shipping routes. He’s building an empire that will last generations. What have you built, Jovanni?”

A wall between myself and everything you’ve taught me. A barrier made of champagne and meaningless sex and desperate attempts to forget Giuseppe’s face.

“Nothing,” I said.

“Nothing,” Papa agreed. “But that’s about to change.”

The ice in my stomach spread to my chest, my throat, behind my eyes. “What do you mean?”

Papa exchanged a look with Leonardo. Some silent communication passed between them that excluded me completely.

“We’ll discuss it later,” Papa said. “In my study. After you’ve had time to think about what kind of man you want to be.”

He stood, brushed imaginary lint from his suit jacket. “One hour, Jovanni. Don’t be late.”

Leonardo followed Papa into the house, leaving me alone with the broken glass and the morning sun that suddenly felt cold enough to freeze my soul.

I needed to move. Needed to think. Needed to get away from the weight of Papa’s expectations and Leonardo’s satisfied smile.

Mama’s room was on the third floor, overlooking the gardens she’d loved so much. Papa kept it exactly as she’d left it—white furniture, fresh flowers, jewelry box still sitting on the vanity like she might come back any moment to choose earrings for dinner.

I touched the jewelry box with careful fingers. The music started immediately—some haunting melody Mama used to hum while she brushed her hair. Inside, her rings and necklaces lay arranged like sleeping butterflies. Diamond earrings from their wedding day. The sapphire pendant Papa had given her when Leonardo was born. The simple gold chain she’d worn every single day until—

Until the car accident that wasn’t an accident.

I’d been seventeen when it happened. Old enough to recognize the signs. The worried phone calls Papa took in his study. The way our security suddenly doubled. The tension that crept through the house like poison gas.

Mama had been asking questions. Questions about the warehouse. Questions about why her son had started having nightmares about dead children.

Three days later, her car went off the coast road during a storm. No witnesses. No survivors. Case closed.

I closed my eyes and saw her the way she used to be—standing at this very window, waiting for Papa to come home from “business meetings.” Always waiting. Always hoping he’d choose family over empire.

He never did.

“I’m going to get out,” I whispered to her memory. “Somehow, Mama, I’m going to break free of all this.”

The jewelry box music kept playing, tinkling and fragile as everything beautiful in this house of blood and gold.

A door slammed somewhere in the distance. Papa’s voice echoed through the mansion, calling my name like a judge summoning the condemned.

“Jovanni! My study. Now.”

I closed the jewelry box. The music died.

The hallway stretched ahead of me like a path to execution. Marble floors that had seen too much blood. Portraits of dead Rossi ancestors who’d built this empire one corpse at a time. Grandfather with his cold eyes and colder smile. Great-grandfather who’d started the family business with a knife and three loyal men.

All of them watching as I walked toward Papa’s study.

All of them knowing what was coming.

My hand paused on the heavy oak door. Whatever waited on the other side would change everything. Papa didn’t call family meetings to discuss the weather.

Giuseppe’s face flashed through my mind one more time. Eleven years old, bleeding out on warehouse concrete while men counted weapons like birthday presents.

I’d been running from that moment for ten years.

Time to stop running.

I opened the door and stepped into the darkness.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  







Jovanni’s POV




The marble floor felt cold under my bare feet as I walked down the hallway toward my father’s study. Each step echoed in the silence. The sound made my chest tight.

Don Maroni’s voice had carried through the walls like thunder. When he called, you came. No questions. No delays.

I pushed open the heavy wooden door. My father sat behind his desk, fingers pressed together like he was praying. But Don Maroni Rossi never prayed. He just planned.

“Sit.” His voice was steel wrapped in silk.

I dropped into the leather chair across from him. The same chair where he’d told me about my mother’s “accident” fifteen years ago. Where he’d explained why my step brother Leonardo would inherit everything. Where he’d made it clear I was the spare son. The disappointment.

“You think I don’t know.” He leaned back, dark eyes studying me like I was a chess piece he might sacrifice. “About the passports. The bank accounts in Switzerland. The boat you’ve been keeping in Murano.”

My blood turned to ice water. I kept my face blank. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Cazzo, Jovanni. Don’t lie to your father.” He opened the desk drawer. Three fake passports landed on the mahogany surface. Swiss bank statements. Photos of the speedboat I’d hidden under Roberto’s name. “You want to run away like a scared little boy.”

I stared at the evidence of my escape plans. Years of careful preparation. All worthless now.

“But I’m feeling generous today.” He gathered the papers, tapped them against the desk. “One last job. Do this for me, and you’re free. Walk away. Take your money. Live your soft life somewhere else.”

The trap was so obvious I could smell it. “What job?”

“Something that requires your… particular talents.” His mouth curved in what might have been a smile. “You’re good with women, no? They trust you. Fall for that pretty face.”

My stomach twisted. “I’m not doing that anymore.”

“You did it with the Torrino girl last year. Got her to tell you where her father kept his shipping records.”

“That was different.” The lie tasted bitter. It wasn’t different. I’d broken Sofia Torrino’s heart and handed her father to the police. She’d loved me. I’d used that love like a weapon.

“This is simpler. Cleaner.” Don Maroni stood, walked to the window. Venice spread below us like a jeweled necklace. “One woman. One secret. Then you disappear forever.”

I wanted to say no. The word sat on my tongue like poison. But Giuseppe’s face flashed in my mind. The boy’s eyes going dark. The blood on the warehouse floor.

“Who?”

“That’s my clever son.” He turned back to me. “Tonight, you play the prince. Smile for the cameras. Charm the socialites. Tomorrow, we discuss details.”

I stood to leave. His voice stopped me at the door.

“Jovanni. Don’t even think about running. The boat is gone. The accounts are frozen. The only way out is through.”

Three hours later, I stood in my bedroom, staring at myself in the full-length mirror. The tuxedo was perfect. Armani, tailored to fit like a second skin. The bow tie sat straight. Cufflinks caught the light.

I practiced my smile. The one that made women melt and men want to buy me drinks. Lips curved just so. Eyes crinkled at the corners. Charming. Harmless.

“Bello,” I said to my reflection. “You’re so beautiful, Jovanni. So charming.”

The words felt like glass in my mouth. I’d been playing this role so long, sometimes I forgot where the mask ended and I began.

My phone buzzed. Text from Leonardo: Don’t embarrass the family tonight.

I typed back: When do I ever?

His response was immediate: Every day you breathe.

I threw the phone on the bed. Checked my watch. The charity gala started in thirty minutes. Time to become the Prince of Pleasure.




* * *

The Palazzo Grassi glowed against the night sky. Lights danced on the canal water. Photographers lined the red carpet like hungry wolves.

I stepped from the water taxi, adjusted my jacket. The cameras started flashing immediately.

“Jovanni! Over here!”

“Who are you with tonight?”

“Any comment on your father’s shipping expansion?”

I gave them the smile. Waved. Said nothing useful. The reporters ate it up.

Inside, Venice’s elite mingled under crystal chandeliers. Women in designer gowns. Men in expensive suits. All of them playing their own games, wearing their own masks.

“Principe!” Countess Morosini glided toward me, champagne glass in hand. “You look devastating as always.”

“Contessa.” I kissed both her cheeks. She smelled like expensive perfume and desperation. “You’re radiant tonight.”

She giggled like a schoolgirl. She was sixty-three years old.

The evening became a blur of identical conversations. Meaningless small talk. Compliments that meant nothing. Questions I answered without saying anything real.

“Jovanni, have you met my daughter Lena?” Senator Falco pushed a young woman toward me. She had kind eyes. I felt sorry for her already.

“Piacere, Lena.” I took her hand, kissed it lightly. She blushed.

We talked about art. She was studying Renaissance painting at university. Smart. Passionate about her work. Everything I touched, I destroyed.

I excused myself after ten minutes.

The wine was excellent. French. Older than I was. I drank three glasses and felt nothing.

A photographer caught me laughing at something the mayor’s wife said. I wasn’t listening to her story. I was counting exits. Three doors. Two windows. Emergency stairs hidden behind the painting of some dead doge.

My mind made escape plans while my mouth made conversation.

“The homeless situation is really terrible,” some rich woman was saying. “They should just get jobs.”

“Sì, terrible,” I agreed. I had no idea what we were talking about.

More pictures. More wine. More empty laughter.

Then I saw her.

Mrs. Benedetti stood near the dessert table, wearing a simple black dress. Her gray hair was pulled back in a neat bun. She looked like she’d rather be anywhere else.

The guilt hit me like a punch to the chest. Giuseppe had her eyes. The same warm brown. The same gentle expression that trusted too easily.

I turned away, pushed through the crowd toward the terrace doors. I needed air. Space. Somewhere to breathe without pretending.

The terrace overlooked the Grand Canal. Water lapped against stone. Gondoliers sang in the distance. Venice at night was beautiful enough to break your heart.

I gripped the marble railing, let the mask slip from my face. Out here, alone, I could be myself for a few minutes. Tired. Empty. Sick of the games.

“Getting some air?” Leonardo’s voice came from behind me.

I didn’t turn around. “Something like that.”

My brother moved to stand beside me. He was shorter than me, broader. Built like our father. Built for violence.

“You did well in there. Very convincing.” He lit a cigarette, blew smoke into the night air. “The Contessa was practically drooling on your shoes.”

“She’s a friend.”

“They’re all friends until they’re not useful anymore.” Leonardo studied my profile. “You remember that, sì? Tomorrow we start work. Real work.”

“What kind of work?”

“The kind that gets you your freedom.” His smile was sharp enough to cut. “There’s a jewelry store in Venice. Old family business. We need information about their… security arrangements.”

My chest tightened. “Since when do we rob jewelry stores?”

“We don’t rob anything. We just visit. Look around. Ask questions.” Leonardo flicked his cigarette into the canal. “The owner has a daughter. About your age. Very pretty, I’m told.”

“No.” The word came out harder than I meant.

“No?” Leonardo’s eyebrows rose. “You don’t even know what I’m asking.”

“I know enough.”

“The family name is Caprini.” He watched my reaction carefully. “Does that mean something to you?”

It did. Old Venice family. Centuries of tradition. They made jewelry for popes and kings. But there were stories. Whispers about ancient contracts and older grudges.

“They’re off limits,” I said. “Blood contract with our family. No contact.”

“Contracts can be… renegotiated.” Leonardo’s voice was silk over steel. “Especially when both sides benefit.”

“The Caprinis don’t want anything from us.”

“Everyone wants something, fratellino. You just have to find out what.” He straightened his jacket. “We visit tomorrow. Look at engagement rings for me and Tasha. Completely innocent.”

“Find someone else.”

“There is no one else.” His hand landed on my shoulder. Heavy. Threatening. “You’re the charming one. The one women trust. The one they tell their secrets to.”

I shrugged away from his touch. “I said no.”

“And I said yes.” Leonardo’s voice went cold. “Papa’s orders. You want your freedom? This is the price.”

He walked back toward the party, leaving me alone with the night and the weight of what was coming.

I stayed on the terrace until the music stopped. Until the last guest left. Until the photographers packed up their cameras and went home.

The Prince of Pleasure had given another perfect performance.

But tomorrow, the real work began.

Tomorrow, I would meet the Caprini daughter. Tomorrow, the real game began.

But tonight, for just a moment, I’d been myself. Not the Prince of Pleasure. Not Don Maroni’s disappointing son.

Just a man who carried too much guilt and not enough hope.

I walked home through the empty streets of Venice, my footsteps echoing off stone walls that had heard a thousand secrets and kept them all.
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Jovanni’s POV


I walked back to the estate. Each step echoed through the empty halls like a death bell. My head still buzzed from too much wine at the gala, but the fog cleared fast when I saw light spilling from the library doors.

Don Maroni never waited in the library this late. Not unless something big was happening.

I pushed open the heavy wooden doors. The smell hit me first—old leather, candle wax, and that musty scent of ancient secrets. My father sat behind his massive desk like a king on his throne. Books were spread open around him. Old books with cracked spines and yellowed pages.

“Figlio mio.” His voice was soft, but I heard the steel underneath. “Sit.”

I dropped into the chair across from him. The leather creaked under my weight. “You wanted to see me, Papà?”

He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he turned one of the books toward me. The pages looked like they might crumble if I breathed too hard on them. Strange symbols covered the margins. Names written in fading ink.

“Do you know what this is?” he asked.

I leaned forward. The writing was in Italian, but old Italian. The kind they used a hundred years ago. “Family records?”

“Sì. But not just any records.” He traced one finger along a line of text. “This is the blood contract between the Rossi and Caprini families. Signed in 1923.”

My chest tightened. Everyone in Venice knew that name. The Caprinis owned the biggest jewelry empire in the city. Their stones had decorated queens and presidents. But they also had a reputation for being… untouchable.

“The contract states that no Rossi man shall ever touch a Caprini woman,” Don Maroni continued. His dark eyes fixed on mine. “Break this vow, and death follows.”

I swallowed hard. “Why are you telling me this?”

He smiled, but there was no warmth in it. “Because you’re going to break it.”

The words hit me like a punch to the gut. I gripped the arms of my chair. “What?”

“Let me tell you a story, figlio mio.” He pulled another book closer. This one had a painting on the open page. A woman with long dark hair and eyes like emeralds. “Her name was Giulietta Romano. The most beautiful woman in Venice. Two men loved her—Vittorio Caprini and Domenico Rossi.”

I stared at the painting. Even faded with age, she was stunning. “Our ancestor?”

“Your great-great-grandfather, sì.” Don Maroni’s voice grew harder. “Vittorio spent months crafting the perfect diamond for her. Poured his heart, his fortune, everything into that stone. He called it his masterpiece.”

“The Blood Diamond,” I whispered. Every kid in Venice had heard whispers of it.

“Esatto. When he proposed, she said yes. But that same night…” His finger stabbed at another page. “She went to Domenico’s bed.”

Heat rose in my chest. Even a hundred years later, the betrayal felt fresh. “She cheated?”

“Worse. Domenico had been playing her from the start. He wanted the diamond, not the woman. When he saw she had chosen him, he tried to take it and kill her.” Don Maroni flipped the page. A newspaper clipping, yellow and brittle. The headline read: “LOVERS FOUND DEAD.”

“They fought?”

“She fought back. They both died in the struggle. And with her last breath, she cursed the diamond. Cursed all Rossi men who would try to take it.”

I felt cold suddenly. The library seemed darker, shadows creeping closer. “What kind of curse?”

“The diamond can only be claimed by true love. Not greed. Not lust. Love.” He closed the book with a soft thud. “Vittorio went mad with grief. He built a labyrinth beneath his mansion to guard the stone. Three trials to test the hearts of anyone who would claim it.”

“And the blood contract?”

“Peace between our families. After months of war, of blood running in the canals, they agreed. No Rossi would touch a Caprini. No Caprini would sell to a Rossi. The diamond would stay hidden, and both families would live.”

I leaned back in my chair. My mind raced. “But you want me to break the contract.”

“Sì.”

“Why now? After all these years?”

Don Maroni stood and walked to the window. Venice stretched out below us, dark water reflecting the moon. “Because in each generation, one Caprini woman becomes the keeper of the labyrinth. She knows its secrets. Its trials. How to find the diamond.” He turned back to me. “Aurelia Caprini is dead. Died of cancer. Her daughter now holds all the secrets to the Blood Diamond.”

My blood turned to ice. “You want me to seduce her.”

“Her name is Lilith. Twenty-one years old. Beautiful, they say. She works in the family jewelry shop.” He walked back to his desk and pulled out a photograph.

The woman in the picture took my breath away. Golden hair caught the sunlight. Eyes like blue sapphires. She stood in a workshop, holding some kind of jeweler’s tool, smiling at something outside the camera’s view.

“She’s…” I couldn’t finish the sentence.

“Perfect bait,” Don Maroni finished for me. “Lonely. Sheltered. She’s never been with a man.”

The photograph shook in my hands. This innocent woman had no idea what was coming for her. “You want me to destroy her.”

“I want you to be free.” He sat down again, his voice gentle now. “One last job, figlio mio. Seduce the girl. Learn the labyrinth’s secrets. Bring me the Blood Diamond. Do this, and you can leave. Go anywhere you want. I’ll give you enough money to live like a king.”

“And if I fail?”

His eyes went cold as winter. “Then you die. And so does she.”

The library door opened behind me. Leonardo walked in, still wearing his tuxedo from the gala. He looked pleased with himself.

“Fratello.” He nodded at me, then kissed our father’s cheek. “Papà. Everything arranged?”

“Sì.” Don Maroni gestured to the chair beside mine. “Sit. Your brother needs to understand the stakes.”

Leonardo dropped into the chair. He smelled like expensive cologne and cigarettes. “The Caprini girl doesn’t know what’s coming.”

“You’ve been watching her?” I asked.

“For months. Every day, she opens the shop at eight. Works alone most of the time. Her father’s too sick to help much.” Leonardo smiled like a shark. “She’s ripe for the taking.”

Anger flared in my chest. “Don’t talk about her like that.”

“Like what? Like prey?” Leonardo’s smile widened. “That’s exactly what she is, fratello. Beautiful, helpless prey.”

“Enough.” Don Maroni’s voice cut through our tension. “Leonardo, tell him about Elena.”

My brother leaned forward, eyes gleaming. “Elena Caprini. Lilith’s aunt. Twenty years ago, she fell in love with our cousin Lorenzo.”

The name hit me like a slap. Lorenzo Rossi had been legendary in our family. Handsome, charming, completely ruthless. He’d died in a car crash when I was a boy.

“Elena broke the blood contract?” I asked.

“She tried to.” Leonardo pulled out another photograph. A woman who looked like Lilith, but older. Sadder. “Lorenzo seduced her. Made her believe he loved her. Convinced her to enter the labyrinth and steal the diamond for him.”

“What happened?”

“She never came out.” Don Maroni’s voice was flat. “They found her body three days later. The labyrinth had killed her.”

I stared at Elena’s photograph. She looked so much like Lilith. The same eyes. The same innocent smile. “Lorenzo used her.”

“Of course he did.” Leonardo shrugged. “She was just a tool. A way to get the diamond.”

“But it didn’t work.”

“No. The labyrinth rejected her. She went in for love, but it was the wrong kind of love. Desperate. Needy. Not pure.” Don Maroni closed Elena’s file. “The diamond remained hidden.”

“And Lorenzo?”

“Married a nice Sicilian girl two months later. Expanded our territory through her family connections.” Leonardo lit a cigarette, blowing smoke toward the ceiling. “Business is business.”

I felt sick. “And you want me to do the same thing to Lilith.”

“Not the same thing,” Don Maroni corrected. “You’re going to succeed where Lorenzo failed.”

“How?”

“Because you’re different, figlio mio. Softer. She’ll trust you more than she would have trusted Lorenzo. You’re a Rossi. We take what we want.” His eyes burned into mine. “And because you want your freedom more than anything else.”

He was right about that. I’d been dreaming of escape for years. But looking at Lilith’s photograph, I felt something twist in my gut. This wasn’t some faceless enemy. This was an innocent girl who was about to become my victim.

“There’s something else.” Leonardo stubbed out his cigarette. “I’ll be watching you.”

“What do you mean?”

“Papà doesn’t trust you to stay focused. Neither do I.” He leaned closer. “I’ll make sure you don’t go soft on us. Don’t forget what happened to your mother when she tried to leave.”

The threat hit home. Mamma had died in a car accident when I was seventeen. Except I knew it wasn’t really an accident.

“You wouldn’t hurt Lilith,” I said, but my voice shook.

“I’ll do whatever it takes to get that diamond.” Leonardo’s smile was pure ice. “And if you betray this family, I’ll make sure she pays for it.”

Don Maroni stood up. “Enough threats. Jovanni, do you accept the mission?”

I stared at Lilith’s photograph. Her smile was so bright. So trusting. She had no idea that tomorrow, her world would start crashing down.

“What if she really falls for me?” The question slipped out before I could stop it.

“Then you use that,” Don Maroni said simply. “A woman in love will do anything for her man. Even enter a cursed labyrinth.”

“And after I get the diamond?”

Silence stretched between us. Finally, Leonardo answered. “After you get the diamond, she becomes a liability.”

The words hung in the air like poison. I understood. They were asking me to seduce this girl, use her love to steal from her family, and then…

“I won’t kill her.” The words came out harder than I expected.

“You won’t have to.” Don Maroni walked around his desk and put a hand on my shoulder. “Accidents happen, figlio mio. Especially
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