
        
            
                
            
        

    
	When Havyn pretends to be her best friend on a date with the mafia Don in her city in Italy, she doesn’t expect to fall in love with him.

	Alessandro has always been known as cold-hearted, but the moment he lays eyes on Havyn, something in him shifts, and he finds himself falling, too.
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Chapter One: Havyn

	 

	 

	“No.”

	Adia rolls her eyes at my defiance, sifting through her closet of clothes.

	“Why? It’s just one date,” she grumbles.

	“Yeah, just one date with the head of the Italian mafia,” I say, reminding her. The thought that she might have forgotten that tiny little detail crosses my mind. The mere thought of being in the same room as someone as dangerous as that makes my skin crawl, never mind having to sit through an entire dinner with him, which Adia begs me to do.

	“So what?” she questions, turning to me with an expression that tells me she doesn’t understand why I’m having such a hard time agreeing to this. “It’s just one date, Havyn. You’ll get to dine with expensive food and wine for free for the first time in your life. And I didn’t want to use this, but... the guy’s really hot.” She squeals at the end of her sentence, her face scrunching up in excitement.

	“If he’s so hot, then why aren’t you going on a date with him? Why send me in your place instead?” I question, crossing my arms across my chest.

	“You know why,” she insists, glaring down at me from where she stands. “I’ve been told that he’s very inquisitive and smart. The moment I step into that restaurant, my cover will get blown.”

	I hate to admit it, but she’s right. Someone like him pays attention to every single detail, every single action, every single word. And when Adia lays her eyes on an attractive woman, it’s over for the both of us. Her father will, well, ground her, only because she’s his daughter, but me? He’ll probably have me shipped off to one of those poor villages where I have to farm vegetables for the rest of my life.

	“Havyn,” she whispers, coming forward to grab my hands. “You know how much keeping this secret means to me. If that mafia Don finds out and tells my father, I’ll be locked up in this place for the rest of my life.”

	I try not to look into her eyes, especially when I catch a glimpse of those puppy eyes of hers. It’s my weakness, honestly, but only when it comes to her, anyway. I pull my hands out of hers, looking away from her.

	“Why don’t you just pretend to be interested in this guy?” I suggest, her eyebrows furrowing at my words. “I mean, think about it. I heard that the heads of the mafias aren’t exactly loyal men, so he can get himself mistresses while you have your own... mistresses, too.”

	“You really think it’s possible to hide such a thing from a man like him?” She scoffs, crossing her arms. “You don’t know that man. Nothing goes past him.”

	“Well, then, I’m out of ideas!” I exclaim, plopping onto the edge of her bed. She follows, sitting down next to me much more gracefully than I just did.

	“Havyn, everything will be solved if you just go on that one date with him,” she insists.

	“And what if he wants to proceed with the marriage after that?” I question.

	“He won’t,” she says, a certain surety in her voice.

	“How do you know that?” I ask, narrowing my eyes at her.

	“Look, it’s no secret that he doesn’t want to get married. He’s only agreed to this date because it’s what his father wants,” she says, and I nod against my better judgment. “Besides, I... you aren’t the only woman he’ll be going on a date with.”

	“I’m not?” I exclaim in surprise. She shakes her head.

	“Nope. He’s going on multiple dates with multiple women to see which one he likes the most,” she explains.

	“So basically, the chances of him choosing you... me are slim,” I say, and she nods.

	“Exactly.”

	That does put me at ease, if I’m honest. But still, I’m not doing it.

	“Havyn!” Adia whines, pulling at my arm with her fingers. “Just this once. It’ll be the last time, I promise.”

	I close my eyes. “Let’s weigh the pros and cons.”

	Cons—He’s dangerous.

	He may kill me at the end of the date.

	He might, for some odd reason, choose me as his bride.

	Pros—Adia will get to keep her secret.

	Adia will be happy.

	I open my eyes. The cons are more than the pros, but just as I’m about to tell Adia no for the final time, her puppy eyes appear before me, and I find my resolve slipping. She’s doing this on purpose. She knows I can’t say no to her puppy eyes. This sneaky little—

	“And? Have you made your decision?” she pipes out, cutting through my train of thought. I sigh in defeat.

	“Fine. I’ll do it.”

	I barely have a second to grasp what just came out of my own mouth before Adia launches herself at me, wrapping her long arms around my tiny frame and pushing us both down onto the bed.

	“You’re the best,” she exclaims, placing kisses all over my face. “I love you. I love you. I love you.”

	“Okay, that’s enough,” I say, pushing her away. For a single moment, I see a small pout on her lips before it morphs into a wide smile.

	“You won’t regret this. I’m forever indebted to you,” she says, placing a hand on her chest.

	I try not to roll my eyes at her words. I’m pretty sure I’ll regret saying yes the moment I walk into the date with no chance to run away.

	“Just pray that I’m still alive at the end of it,” I mutter, and she laughs in response. Although, I’m not joking.

	“You’re worrying for nothing, Havyn. I’m sure it’ll be over before you even get to say the word pray,” she assures, patting my shoulder. I frown at her, shrugging her hand off. She has no idea what she just talked me into. I don’t even know what I just got talked into.

	All I can do is hope that whoever this man is, he won’t decide to slit my throat as an afterparty.

	 


Chapter Two: Havyn

	 

	 

	“It’s too tight.”

	Adia rolls her eyes at me, tugging at the string, causing me to suck in a breath.

	“Maybe if you’d stop moving and wiggling your body, this would already have been over,” she snaps.

	“Do we really need to do a fitting and have a dress made for this date?” I choke out, pursing my lips at the tightness of the string she has wrapped around my body. Is this how Snow White felt?

	“Of course. He thinks he’s going to be dining with the finest Adia Hamilton. If you’re going to pretend to be me successfully, you have to dress the part,” she says, and I scoff.

	“I’m sorry. Who’s doing who a favour here?” I retort. Adia doesn’t answer. I thought so.

	“Just give me a second. I’m almost done taking your measurements,” she says.

	“Who’s even going to be making the dress? None of your tailors will be able to make it without your father finding out,” I say.

	“He won’t find out. Just trust me,” she says, dismissively.

	“It’s hard to when you can easily cut off my circulation with one single movement,” I say.

	“I don’t appreciate your sass, miss,” she snaps, tugging at the string as if to teach me a lesson to watch my words. I gasp in surprise.

	“You know why I’m being like this,” I mumble, fidgeting with the sleeves of my shirt, and she sighs. She knows. Whenever I’m nervous or anxious about something, I tend to be sassy about everything. It’s my attempt at distracting myself from the impending problem. It does work, but only up until a certain point, and then I usually just crash down in tears. I’m hoping to skip that stage this time.

	“I’m sorry,” Adia mumbles, looking down in shame.

	I don’t respond, merely keeping my eyes away from her as she finally releases me from the string, and I gasp for breath.

	“The date is tomorrow night. Your dress will be ready by the morning.”

	“Adia,” I call out, reaching out to grab her arm. “I know you didn’t mean anything by it. I’m just nervous, and it’s making me extra sensitive. That’s all.”

	She nods, her lips tugging upwards into a smile. She leans down, pulling me into a hug. “Thank you, and I’m sorry.”

	I laugh.

	I hope I can still laugh at the end of tomorrow night.

	 


Chapter Three: Havyn

	 

	 

	“It’s cold.”

	I tighten the binds of my puffer jacket, trying to prevent as much cold air from entering the little open spaces as possible. I hold my arm up, noting that it’s almost midnight on my wristwatch. It’s probably not ideal for me to be walking outside all alone at this hour, seeing as there could be literally any predators lurking in the shadows, just waiting for the right moment to strike. But then again, it’s not like I had any choice. It’s not like I could have spent the night at Adia’s house.

	Technically, Adia and I keep our friendship a secret, meaning that I can only be at her home when her father’s out working. Her father doesn’t quite like me, and that’s putting it lightly. He practically spits on the ground that I walk on, and truly, there’s only one simple reason why.

	I don’t have money. Unlike all of their acquaintances, I’m not filthy rich. Instead, I’m an orphan, adopted by a problematic couple who ultimately left me with emotional scars that haven’t healed in years. I honestly don’t think they will ever heal. They’ll just remain a part of me, until the day I finally leave this world.

	Adia’s father will have a fit if he sees the kind of place I live in. He would probably have me beaten up, or even worse, especially if he finds out about Adia’s and my secret friendship.

	With a sigh, I come to a stop right in front of my rundown apartment complex in the slums. I bet those rich people still think this place is a myth, but it can’t be more real. And I live in it.

	With a heavy heart, I continue walking, trying to step over all the shattered beer bottles and cigarettes before I finally find myself on the stairs. The staircase isn’t any better, stained yellow with urine and black from cigarette ash. I even see a splotch of blood on the wall as I make my way up.

	Others may freak out if they see the state of this place, but I’m used to it. It’s not like my life was any better with my adopted parents. I used to dream about getting adopted by a kind young couple who would love me in the way my biological parents never did, but all I got was a weak father and an overly aggressive mother. Not a very good mix.

	My apartment door isn’t locked and slightly ajar when I reach it. Don’t tell me they did drugs in my apartment again. I don’t even have to take a step into the apartment before the smell of cannabis invades my nostrils. I bite my lower lip in anger, slamming the door shut before stomping over to the end of the hall to the landlord’s door.

	Clenching my hand into a fist, I pound on the door, shouting, “Open up, Randy!”

	The door opens after a few more knocks, revealing a not-surprising high Randy. Randy is a 40-year-old drunk with a balding head and a beer belly that he can’t tuck into his pants no matter how hard he tries. He’s also the owner of this building, my landlord.

	“What do you want, Miller?” he questions, taking a jug of the vodka bottle he holds in his one hand.

	“I remember telling you that my apartment is off-limits,” I growl.

	“And I remember telling you that this is my building, and I can do whatever the hell I want,” he says, gesturing forward with the vodka bottle. I roll my eyes at him.

	“And then I gave you extra cash so that you would give the key to my apartment to me,” I say.

	“Turns out I had another spare.” He shrugs, feigning ignorance. “Oops.”

	“Give it to me,” I say, holding my hand out to him.

	“And if I don’t?” he taunts, tilting his head at me.

	“You know me, Randy. I don’t take anyone’s bullshit,” I practically growl, glaring him down. For a few long moments, he doesn’t say anything, and when a sinister smirk appears on his face, I know that it can’t be any good. What does he have up his sleeve now?

	“You know, I recall reviewing your lease agreement a couple of days ago and noticed that it expires soon,” he drawls, his yellow-stained teeth making their appearance.

	No.

	“You can’t kick me out,” I snap, panic creeping into my nerves. “I’ve lived here for two years now. You know me, Randy!”

	“Oh, I do. I do,” he carelessly mutters, as if to turn what I just said into nothing. “And that’s why I’m forced to ask you to move out. I’ve gotten bored of your attitude, you see.”

	“You can’t do this,” I exclaim.

	“Oh, but I can,” he retorts, taking another gulp of his vodka. “You have two days to get out, and if you insist on staying, I’ll have my dogs throw you out.”

	He’s not bluffing. I’ve seen the guys he hangs out with. Tall, muscular guys who can tear me in half with their bare hands.

	“And it won’t be pretty if I send them,” he drawls, his fingers coming up to trail down my jawline. “I wouldn’t want to ruin this pretty face. It’s all you got.”

	I swat his hand away, sending him one last fierce glare before stomping off to my apartment and slamming the door closed behind me.

	That bastard. He knew this would happen. That’s why no matter how much money I gave him, he still came back and did nasty things in my apartment. He knew I had nowhere to go and was just waiting for my contract to expire to kick me out. I admit, to him and his associates, I’m not the nicest person, but I didn’t think that my defiance and strong nature would drive them to hate me.

	I still remember when I first moved in at the ripe age of sixteen. I was young and in my prime, so he took me in, and called me the prettiest thing he’d ever laid his eyes on. He called me his favourite, and I guess I was before I saw my first rape take place before my very eyes. Randy held me close to him, forcing me to keep my eyes on the scene as a man, one of his friends, did terrible things to an innocent girl.

	That was the day I decided to change. I decided that if I didn’t become tough, one day, that girl would be me, and the more I changed, the less Randy liked me, and now, I guess he’s finally fed up with me.

	Of course, I’m still the old me with people whom I’ve known for years, which is only Adia, but still. I allow myself to be vulnerable and even weak around her because I trust her and know that she will never put me in a compromising position. Well, I guess that was until she convinced me to go on a date with the Italian mafia Don in her stead.

	I’m still not too sure how I feel about that, but one thing’s for sure—I’m terrified. With Randy, I can still handle him, but this... this is different. This is the mafia we’re talking about. He’s way more powerful than Randy. In fact, he puts Randy’s gang to shame.

	The date is less than 24 hours away, and I still have no idea what the guy’s name is or what he looks like. A person would think that people would talk about such a powerful man, but they don’t. If anything, it’s like they’ve been sworn to silence. And this leaves me with no choice but to just rely on whatever Adia says, which isn’t much besides how powerful and hot he is. If I didn’t know her so well, I’d think she was actually into men.

	With a heavy sigh, I collapse onto the couch, wincing when my bottom hits hard wood. I try to hold in my frustration. The cotton has been ripped, and all stuffing has long disappeared with no trace. I can’t even get comfortable in my own home. I get up and walk to my bedroom, not bothering to lock the door since Randy has a key and will come in when he wants, whether I lock it or not.

	I don’t bother stripping out of my clothes. I fall onto my bed, the only remotely comfortable piece of furniture in my apartment, not that I have anything besides a bed, couch, and dressing table with a mirror with a long diagonal crack.

	With one last sigh, I let sleep consume me.

	 


Chapter Four: Havyn

	 

	 

	Tonight is the night.

	The date.

	I’m freaking out.

	“Calm down. It’ll all go well. I’m sure,” Adia assures, stabbing yet another bobby pin into my scalp.

	I moved out this morning, but I didn’t tell Adia. No, it’s rather that I couldn’t because the moment I walked through those estate gates, she had me up in her room for make-up, hair, and the works. Also, I don’t want to burden her with my problems. She does enough for me as it is. And it’s not like she has anything to be suspicious about when I’m acting the same way I usually do, and even though I packed everything I own this morning, it all fits into my backpack since I don’t own much, and I always carry my backpack around with me, so nothing is out of place or different.

	Now, as the clock strikes 7 PM, Adia’s doing the last touches to my hair. I haven’t seen myself since this morning. When I had to put the dress on, Adia blindfolded me with a scarf and literally dressed me herself just because she wanted me to see myself with the entire look completed. Even now, she has me facing away from the mirror, glaring at me when I try to take a sneak peek at myself every moment she looks away.

	“Adia, you haven’t exactly told me what tonight consists of. All you’ve said so far is that it’s a formal date. But where? Not his place, right? Because if so, he could kill me and get rid of my body without anyone knowing...”

	Adia shushes me by shoving a marshmallow into my mouth. I scrunch my face up in distaste. She’s been munching on these all day, and she knows I hate the taste of them.

	“Stop overthinking this. It’s not such a big deal,” she says dismissively, causing me to wince when she simultaneously pulls on a strand of hair too hard.

	“Not a big deal?” I scoff, glaring up at her, but she can hardly be bothered. “I’m dining with the Italian mafia Don. What about that doesn’t scream big deal?”

	“Look,” she says, leaning down slightly to look into my eyes. “All you have to do tonight is to be present and go with the flow. Do whatever he tells you to, and don’t argue.”

	Don’t argue. She knows that’s one of my struggles with new and strange people. And just do whatever he tells me to? I’m not a loyal dog that he can just order around.

	“So, the date will be taking place at a party. It’s more of a fancy ball with slow dancing than a party, but yeah. You’ll be his date at this ball,” she explains.

	“But how will I be able to find him? I don’t even know what he looks like,” I exclaim.

	“I sent him a picture of the dress you’ll be wearing. He’ll look for you in that dress,” she says.

	“Can I at least know his name?” I slightly plead, wanting to know just about anything about this man. I can’t go into the date not knowing anything at all. That’s like emotional suicide, maybe physical, as well.

	“Alessandro Romano is his name. And if you really want to find him before he finds you, just look for the sexiest man in the room, and that’s him,” she says with a chuckle.

	“Are you sure you’re not secretly into men?” I question, narrowing my eyes at her. She merely rolls her eyes at me in response. She does a few more touch-ups to my appearance, and finally, after what feels like forever, she lets go of me and takes a step back.

	“You’re finished,” she exclaims, clasping her hands together with a proud smile on her face. I don’t waste a second getting up from the chair and turning to the mirror. What I see makes me gasp.

	I’ve always been pretty, or at least that’s what others have told me, but this... this is different. I dare say I look gorgeous. Make-up really does bring out every single glow and perfection in a person. Here I stand in the most beautiful dress I have ever seen. It’s a ballgown that flairs up at my waist, with sparkly details travelling down from my bust to the hem and drop sleeves. The flowy material of the gown from the waist down is a beautiful dusty pink colour. A silver necklace with a single diamond, the same colour as the dress, hangs around my neck, a crystal-like bracelet wrapped around my wrist, and a simple silver ring with a rose gold pearl on it sits on my right hand’s ring finger. My hair is flowing down my back in curls with a few strands pinned to the back and my baby hairs framing my face. For make-up, thankfully, she went for minimalism with just lip gloss, dusty pink blush, and bright pink liquid eyeshadow.

	If this look had one theme, I know what it would be. Innocence.

	I look like a literal virgin princess. At least one of those things is true, while the other... not so much. If anything, Adia’s the princess between the two of us.

	“What do you think?” Adia asks, pulling me out of my thoughts. “I know that you don’t like all the fancy make-up, so I tried to tone it down as much as I could.”

	I turn around to face Adia and smile. “I love it.”

	A big smile blooms on her face, and she excitedly nods before walking to her bed and opening the shoebox that lies on it. She beckons me to come over, and I do, sitting down on the edge of the bed. Adia takes a pair of silver heels out of the box and places them on the ground in front of my slipper-clad feet. Without her having to say a word, I kick the slippers off my feet and slip into the silver heels that somehow fit me perfectly.

	She holds her hand out to me, and I take it, allowing her to help me onto my feet. The moment I’m up from the bed, my legs wobble slightly as I’m quite unaccustomed to wearing heels. I can already imagine how much pain my feet will be in at the end of tonight. But there’s no turning back now.

	“You look gorgeous, Havyn,” Adia sincerely says, smiling down at me with crinkling eyes. And then her head snaps up to the clock hanging on her bedroom wall, her eyes widening. “You’re going to be late!”

	Barely giving me a chance to think of a response to her sudden panic, Adia grabs my hand and a silver clutch bag from the dressing table and pulls me out of the bedroom and down the long staircase to the front door. The first thing I notice when arriving outside is the sleek black Mercedes parked out front.

	“Get in,” Adia says, ushering me into the car. “Good luck.”

	And then the door closes.

	 


Chapter Five: Havyn

	 

	 

	My heart races in my chest.

	The car pulls up to possibly the biggest building I have ever seen in my entire life. It doesn’t take more than a second for me to realise that we’ve stopped in front of a hotel, but not just any hotel, the hotel. The biggest and most well-known hotel in the city, owned by who exactly? The mafia Don I’m supposed to be on a date with tonight.

	The name Romano Towers stares down at me in all its glory from the very top of the building. Romano... Alessandro Romano. Merely thinking about that name and who it belongs to sends shivers down my spine. I suddenly can’t even remember why I agreed to go on this date in the first place. But this... this place, being here is dangerous. If he owns it, that means he can do whatever he wants without care, including hurting and possibly murdering me in cold blood.

	“We’re here, miss,” the driver suddenly announces, staring at me through the mirror. I nod, swallowing heavily. The car door is opened by one of the hotel’s staff members in a butler suit. Lifting up my dress slightly, I step out of the car.

	The first thing I see is a fountain at the front of the building. Of course there’s a fountain. How cliché.

	“Name, miss?” the butler asks.

	“Ha-Adia Hamilton,” I say, clearing my throat. I almost gave myself away.

	He nods
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