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Chapter 1: The Wrong Side of Town
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The city didn’t sleep—at least not in the parts where the night whispered promises laced with danger. The air smelled of motor oil, *** smoke, and secrets that had been buried under pavement for decades. Neon signs flickered overhead, casting broken light on the rain-slicked streets. Brielle Carter stood outside the back entrance of a run-down jazz bar, her coat too thin for the chill, her heels too high for common sense.

She should’ve been home, tucked away in her tiny apartment, buried under blankets with a cup of herbal tea and her headphones. But instead, she was here, waiting for her sister to finish her shift, watching the alley like it might grow fangs.

A low growl of an engine cut through the quiet. A matte-black car—sleek and glinting like a predator—rolled up to the curb and parked. The driver stepped out first, tall, dressed in black from his leather gloves to his polished shoes. He opened the back door.

And then he stepped out.

He didn’t walk so much as prowl, like the world bent slightly to accommodate him. Salt-and-pepper stubble traced his square jaw, and his dark eyes scanned the alley with a disinterest that could kill. He wore a tailored wool coat over a deep charcoal suit, the collar turned up against the wind. He looked like he belonged somewhere else—anywhere else. A man like that didn’t end up in Southside unless he owned it or was about to burn it down.

Brielle froze, breath catching. Her body recognized him before her mind could put it together.

“Move,” the driver said, nodding at her like she was nothing more than a shadow in his periphery.

She stepped back without a word. The man walked past her. For the briefest second, his gaze flicked to hers. Just a flick—like a bullet through a window—and it was gone. But it was enough to steal her breath, to make her heart misstep in her chest.

Her sister, Dani, burst out the back door of the jazz bar with her apron half-off and her phone in hand. “Sorry, sorry! I had to cover for Mads—wait, are you okay? You look like you saw a ghost.”

Brielle shook her head, trying to collect herself. “No. Just... someone walked by.”

Dani’s brows furrowed as she followed Brielle’s line of sight to the sleek car now disappearing into the night. “Weird. I thought the boss left town weeks ago.”

“What boss?”

“Old money. Older man. Dangerous. No one says his name.” Dani pulled her coat tighter. “He owns this block. Maybe the whole damn neighborhood.”

Brielle didn’t answer. She couldn’t. That gaze was still burning in her mind like a brand.

The man hadn’t just looked at her. He had seen her.

Nico Moretti had no patience for nostalgia. Southside was rotting, its bones creaking with old sins and newer mistakes, but it was his kind of rot. The kind you could bury things in. And tonight, he had a meeting. A warning to deliver. A body to bury if things went south.

But something had gone wrong.

She’d looked at him like she wasn’t afraid. Not like the others. Not like the men who whispered his name in backrooms or the women who painted on fear like mascara.

No. She’d looked at him like she saw through the coat, the suit, the history carved into his face.

That was dangerous.

He lit a *** as he stepped into the low-lit backroom of the old butcher shop two blocks over, nodding to his second-in-command, Rocco.

“She saw me,” he said quietly.

Rocco paused. “Who?”

Nico exhaled smoke. “A girl. Outside the club. Too young. Too open.”

“You want her gone?”

Nico stared at the floor. The idea shouldn’t have made him hesitate. But something in that one second—the way her eyes didn’t flinch, the calm in the curve of her mouth—made his stomach twist.

“No,” he said finally. “Find out who she is.”

Brielle didn’t sleep that night. The apartment was cold, the walls too thin, the bed too empty. Her laptop sat on her desk, blinking with unfinished coursework she couldn’t focus on. She kept replaying that moment in the alley like a broken movie reel. The way he’d looked at her. The way the air shifted around him.

She knew nothing about men like that. She dated safe boys—boys who drank oat milk lattes and texted too much. Not mafia types. Not the kind of man who could command a room with a glance. Not the kind of man who might have killed someone just an hour later.

She wrapped her arms around her knees and told herself she was being ridiculous.

But when the knock came the next morning—hard, deliberate, dangerous—she knew she wasn’t.

She peeked through the peephole.

Rocco stood on the other side, dressed in black, his expression like iron.

“Miss Carter?” he said loud enough for the door to carry it. “Mr. Moretti requests your company.”

She didn’t open the door. Her mouth was dry. Her fingers trembled.

“Why?”

“He doesn’t like unanswered questions.”

“I don’t know him.”

“He knows you.”

Silence stretched. She should’ve called the cops. Should’ve run.

Instead, something in her—a reckless, wild part she didn’t know she had—made her turn the knob.

“I’ll come,” she said, voice barely steady. “But I’m not afraid of him.”

Rocco’s lips curved in something like a smirk. “You should be.”

The drive was silent. Rocco didn’t speak. The city changed outside her window, wealth creeping in like ivy over brick. The car pulled up in front of a brownstone too elegant to be in Southside. Iron gates. A hidden camera blinking red.

Nico was waiting in the parlor, a fire crackling behind him, a glass of something dark in his hand.

“You’re curious,” he said as she stepped inside.

“You’re dangerous,” she countered.

He smiled, slow and deliberate. “Both things can be true.”

She crossed her arms. “What do you want from me?”

He studied her, then gestured to the armchair across from his.

“You have ten minutes to ask anything you want. After that, you leave. Or you stay.”

She hesitated, then sat.

“Who are you?”

“Nico Moretti. Owner of this block. And ten more.”

“Mafia?”

He nodded once.

“Why me?”

His eyes darkened. “Because the last time someone looked at me like that, she tried to kill me.”

“And?”

He leaned closer, the firelight catching in the silver of his hair. “And I’m wondering if I should let you try.”

By the time she left the house, her hands were shaking.

He hadn’t touched her. Hadn’t even moved from his chair. But something about the way he’d watched her—like she was a puzzle only he could solve—unraveled something inside her.

And even as the door closed behind her, she knew.

She was already in too deep.
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The wind had a different bite the next day—colder, more deliberate, as if the city knew something had shifted. Brielle woke from a restless sleep tangled in her sheets, her mind thick with images of firelight and eyes that had seen too much. She hadn’t dreamed in color like that in years. And yet, there it was again—the scent of expensive whiskey and burning wood lingering like a fingerprint she couldn’t scrub off.

She dragged herself out of bed and tried to step back into her routine: coffee, shower, coursework, ignore the real world. But her fingers hovered over the keyboard, unmoving. Every line of text blurred, meaningless compared to the memory of Nico Moretti watching her in perfect stillness.

He hadn't touched her. He hadn’t even asked for anything. And that was the most terrifying part.

He didn't need to.

She didn’t know what she expected when she met him. Something louder. Something crueler. Instead, she got a man who held power like gravity, pulling her in without effort, his words sharp, soft, and impossible to ignore.

And she had sat across from him like she belonged there.

At the Moretti estate, Nico stood at the balcony overlooking the city as sunlight filtered through the curtains. He hadn't slept either. His mind kept circling the girl in the armchair, the way she didn’t cower, didn’t flirt, didn’t try to win him or run from him.

She was young—too young, really. Barely twenty-two, if his guess was right. A student. Lived in a rent-controlled apartment with peeling paint and borrowed furniture. No family in the city. No connections. A ghost in the system.

She was clean.

But clean didn’t mean safe.

“Rocco,” Nico called, not turning.

His second-in-command entered quietly. “She went home. No tails. She hasn’t told anyone.”

“She will,” Nico said. “Eventually.”

“You want me to scare her?”

Nico shook his head slowly. “No. I want her to come back. On her own.”

“You sure that’s a good idea?”

“No.” Nico lit a ***. “But I’m rarely interested in good ideas.”

Rocco hesitated. “She’s not like the others.”

“I know.”

“You’re not like you used to be.”

Nico didn’t answer. He didn’t have to.

Three days passed.

Brielle walked through the campus library pretending to read, pretending to listen in class, pretending to exist in a world where Nico Moretti was a story someone else told. But every time she closed her eyes, she saw him—his fingers wrapped around a glass, the weight of his stare like thunder beneath her skin.

She caught herself scanning crowds for black cars. Her heart jumped every time a man in a suit walked by. And every night, she stood at her window, waiting for a reason not to go back.

Then the envelope arrived.

It was on her pillow when she returned from her shift at the café. No return address. No markings
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