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TORMENTED HEARTS

A tale of dark passion, deadly betrayal, and a love that defies all odds—Phoenix and Luca’s story will leave you breathless.

Phoenix never expected to find herself in the deadly world of the Sicilian Mafia, but when she auditions at one of Luca Tempo’s clubs, her life is forever changed. Luca, a powerful and ruthless mafia boss, sees her and decides she belongs to him. Dominant, possessive, and feared by all, Luca is willing to burn the world down to protect what’s his.

As Phoenix navigates her new life under Luca’s fierce protection, she’s forced to confront the dangerous reality of his world—where trust is scarce, enemies lurk in the shadows, and Luca’s obsession with her burns brighter than the dangers surrounding them.
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LUCA 1

The Tempo mansion sat like a fortress at the edge of Palermo, an imposing structure that loomed over the city like a silent ruler. The air around it was thick with tension, as if the very bricks and mortar carried the weight of the empire Luca Tempo had built. Inside, the atmosphere was even more intense—dark, dangerous, with the scent of power that could be felt in every room, every hallway, every breath.

At the center of it all sat Luca Tempo, the man who had taken control of the Mafia at the age of twenty-eight, when his father’s bloody reign had finally ended. To anyone who entered his world, Luca was nothing short of terrifying—a man whose mere presence could silence a room. His power was palpable, like a dark cloud that followed him everywhere, suffocating anyone who dared stand too close.

Luca leaned back in his leather chair, the light from the overhead chandelier casting shadows across his face. His dark brown hair was cut short and neat, but there was always a roughness to his appearance, as if he didn’t care much for perfection. His jawline was sharp, covered with a layer of stubble that only added to his rugged, untamed look. But it was his eyes—those piercing dark blue eyes—that truly unnerved people. They were cold, calculating, and dangerously unreadable. They could see straight through a person’s soul, picking apart every weakness, every fear.

Tattooed sleeves covered Luca’s muscular arms, symbols of the life he’d chosen, the battles he’d fought. His body was a testament to the violence he had endured, to the ruthlessness he had used to climb to the top of the mafia world. And yet, there was an almost regal calm to him, a sense of control that radiated authority. Luca didn’t need to speak to be heard; his presence alone was enough.

Beside him, his two closest friends and most trusted Capos stood like shadows—Miguel and Gabriel. Both men were cut from the same cloth as Luca, but where Luca’s power was quiet and deadly, Miguel and Gabriel were the storm and the calm that accompanied him.

Miguel stood a few steps to Luca’s right, his lean frame relaxed but alert, ready for anything. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with shaggy, jet-black hair that framed his handsome, mischievous face. His dark eyes always carried a spark of humor, even in the midst of chaos, and a wicked grin played on his lips more often than not. Miguel was the charming one, the quick-talker, always able to diffuse tension with a joke or a well-placed insult. But beneath the easygoing surface lay a fierce, dangerous man. When Miguel’s temper was triggered, he was a force of nature—fierce, brutal, and relentless in his fury.

On the other side stood Gabriel, a quiet pillar of strength. Gabriel was taller than Miguel and more imposing, his broad chest and thick arms giving him the appearance of a fighter who had seen and survived too much. His dark brown hair was kept short, his sharp jaw clean-shaven. Gabriel’s eyes were like storm clouds, calm and steady, but capable of unleashing hell if pushed too far. He was slow to anger, always thinking before he acted, but when he did snap, it was terrifying. Gabriel was the strategist, the one who could map out a plan before anyone else had even thought to react.

The three of them—Luca, Miguel, and Gabriel—had risen through the ranks of the Tempo family together, their bond forged in the fires of violence and survival. They weren’t just colleagues or soldiers fighting for the same cause—they were brothers in every sense of the word.

Luca’s office was quiet, the tension thick in the air as they awaited news from one of their nightclubs. Miguel leaned casually against the wall, tossing a coin between his fingers, his grin never quite leaving his face.

“C’mon, Luca, you’re going to give the poor bastard a heart attack with all this silence,” Miguel teased, his voice light and teasing. “Not everyone is used to your charming personality.”

Luca didn’t respond immediately. His fingers drummed rhythmically on the desk, his gaze focused on the screen in front of him. His silence carried weight, the kind that made everyone in the room nervous except for Miguel and Gabriel.

Gabriel, standing with his arms crossed, gave a slight smirk but didn’t say a word. He knew Luca’s methods—he knew that his best friend was always two steps ahead of everyone else, and when Luca chose to speak, it was because he had already figured out the next move.

“Some men need to be reminded where they stand,” Luca said finally, his voice low, a dark edge threading through his words. “And when they forget, it’s my job to make sure they remember.”

Miguel rolled his eyes playfully. “So much for a friendly reminder.”

Gabriel chuckled softly, shaking his head. “You’ve never been friendly a day in your life, Luca.”

Luca’s lips twitched in the closest thing to a smile he ever allowed himself. His friendship with Miguel and Gabriel was the only place where his guard ever came down, even if just slightly. But even with them, there was a line—one they never crossed.

The three of them had met when they were still teenagers, growing up on the rough streets of Palermo. Back then, the world was nothing but survival—day after day, they fought to keep food on the table, fought to protect what little they had from the gangs that ruled the streets.

Luca’s father had been the head of the Tempo family at the time, a cruel, violent man who ruled through fear and brutality. Luca hated him, hated the way his father treated people like pawns in a game. But it was in those years of watching his father that Luca learned how power truly worked—how it was wielded and how it could be taken.

Miguel had been the first to join Luca, a troublemaker who was always getting into fights but always had a smile on his face. They’d met during one of those street fights, Miguel swinging wildly at a gang of older boys who had tried to rob him. Luca had stepped in, and from that day on, they were inseparable.

Gabriel came soon after, the quiet one who watched from the shadows, calculating every move before making it. He had been living in an orphanage at the time, abandoned by his family, and Luca had taken him in, offering him a place in the growing empire he was already building.

Together, they had climbed through the ranks of the Tempo family, surviving the dangerous streets of Palermo until they had become the rulers of it. Now, all these years later, they were at the top of the food chain, untouchable, feared, and respected by all who knew their names.

The air in the office shifted when one of the lieutenants entered the room, a nervous energy radiating from him. He was a young man, new to the family, and it was clear that standing in front of Luca made him uneasy.

“Boss,” the lieutenant stammered, his voice trembling slightly. “There’s been... an issue at one of the clubs.”

Luca’s eyes narrowed, the weight of his gaze landing on the young man like a hammer. He didn’t say a word, waiting for the lieutenant to continue, but the silence made the man’s anxiety grow.

“We... we had one of our girls, a singer,” the lieutenant explained, his words rushed. “There was... some trouble with a customer. But the situation is under control now.”

Luca stood slowly, his imposing frame casting a long shadow over the room. Every movement he made was deliberate, slow, as if the entire world had to move at his pace. The lieutenant swallowed hard, his hands shaking as Luca approached him.

“Under control?” Luca’s voice was soft, but there was no mistaking the threat beneath it. “Do I look like a man who accepts ‘under control’ as an answer?”

The lieutenant’s face paled, and he quickly shook his head. “No, boss, I’m sorry. I’ll make sure it’s handled properly.”

Luca didn’t take his eyes off the young man, but a slow smile spread across Miguel’s face as he watched the lieutenant squirm under the weight of Luca’s presence.

“Listen closely,” Luca said, his voice low and menacing. “Everything that happens in my clubs, in my city, comes back to me. So the next time there’s ‘trouble,’ I expect it to be handled before it becomes an issue I have to hear about. Understand?”

The lieutenant nodded furiously, his face pale with fear. “Yes, boss. I won’t let it happen again.”

Luca gave him one last hard look before turning his back on the man, dismissing him with a wave of his hand. The young lieutenant scurried out of the room, the tension lingering even after he was gone.

“Subtle,” Miguel said with a grin, his arms crossed as he watched Luca return to his desk. “You’ve got a real way with people.”

Luca sat down, his eyes still dark with anger. “That’s why they listen.” Looking up at the men he says, “tomorrow we will visit the club and see the new auditions.”

Miguel grins, Luca has never been one to trust anyone fully. Him wanting to go to the club tomorrow is to make sure that there are no further problems.


PHOENIX 2

Phoenix had never been to a club like this before. Sure, she had performed at small venues, local bars where the patrons barely paid attention to the music, but this place was different. The atmosphere was thick with something more than just smoke and alcohol—it was power. It clung to the air like static, prickling at her skin the moment she walked in.

The lights were dim, casting shadows across the faces of the men and women who filled the room, some watching her, others too engrossed in their whispered conversations to notice the new girl walking toward the stage. But Phoenix felt the eyes on her—hungry, assessing. She had been nervous when she first arrived, but that feeling was nothing compared to what settled over her as she stood under the lights, her heart pounding in her chest. She heard from a friend that one of the girls that sang here at the club had been let go as her boyfriend was in a fight when one of the patrons whistled at her. She had immediately taken the opportunity to apply for an audition.

Now that she was here, she was unsure, but it was too late to back off. Taking a deep breath she looks up.

And then she saw him.

Luca Tempo.

The name alone sent a chill down her spine. Everyone in Palermo knew who he was. He ruled the city like a king, his reach extending into every corner of the underworld. Luca Tempo was the kind of man you didn’t cross, the kind of man who could destroy your life with a single word. And here he was, sitting at the back of the club, watching her with those dark blue eyes that made her breath catch in her throat.

Phoenix had heard the stories. She knew exactly who Luca was and what he was capable of. And as her gaze locked with his across the room, she realized with a sinking feeling in her gut that she was in trouble. Real trouble.

Luca’s eyes never left her as she took her place on stage, his gaze so intense it felt like a physical weight pressing down on her. Phoenix’s heart pounded in her chest, her palms slick with sweat as she gripped the microphone. She hadn’t expected this. She hadn’t expected him. And the fact that he was here, watching her, made the air in the room feel suffocating.

Luca Tempo wasn’t just any man. He was the head of the Tempo family—the most feared mafia boss in Sicily. Men died at his command. Women fell at his feet. He ruled the city with an iron fist, and now, for some reason she couldn’t comprehend, he was watching her like she was the only person in the room.

Her stomach twisted in fear.

Phoenix tried to focus on the music, her voice carrying through the club as she sang her heart out, but it was impossible to ignore the sensation of Luca’s gaze burning into her. She could feel him—his presence—so powerful, so commanding, that it dominated the space. The stories she’d heard about him suddenly seemed very real. He was dangerous, unpredictable, and now... she had caught his attention.

When the song ended, Phoenix dared to glance at him again, and what she saw made her pulse quicken. Luca was still watching her, his expression unreadable, but there was a darkness in his eyes that made her chest tighten. It wasn’t just interest—it was possession.

He wanted her.

And that terrified her more than anything.

Phoenix’s heart raced as she stepped off the stage, her legs trembling beneath her. She could still feel Luca’s gaze on her, following her every move, and the tension in the air grew heavier with every step she took. She needed to get out of here. Now.

But before she could make her way to the dressing room, a man stepped in front of her—a large, intimidating figure with a thick build and a no-nonsense expression. He blocked her path with a single motion, his eyes flicking over her briefly before he spoke.

"The boss wants to see you," he said, his voice low and firm.

Phoenix’s stomach dropped, panic surging through her veins. She didn’t need to ask who "the boss" was. She knew. Luca Tempo wanted her, and that meant one thing—trouble. The kind of trouble she couldn’t afford to get mixed up in.

“I... I need to go,” Phoenix stammered, her voice shaking as she tried to move past him. “I can’t stay.”

The man didn’t budge. His expression remained stone-cold, his eyes narrowing slightly. “It wasn’t a request.”

Phoenix’s heart pounded in her chest as she looked past the man, her eyes darting toward the exit. She knew she needed to get out of here, but how? Luca’s power was everywhere—he owned this club, these men. There was no way she could just walk away without consequences.

But that didn’t mean she wouldn’t try.

Without thinking, Phoenix made a break for it, ducking under the man’s arm and heading for the nearest exit. Her heart raced as adrenaline pumped through her veins, her breath coming in short, sharp gasps. She could hear the men shouting behind her, could feel the panic rising in her chest as she pushed her way through the crowd.

She didn’t get far.

Two more men appeared in front of her, cutting off her path to the door. Phoenix skidded to a halt, her chest heaving with fear as she realized she was trapped. The club, the guards, the walls—they were closing in on her, and the weight of Luca’s power was suffocating.

Before she could react, she felt a strong hand grab her arm, pulling her back. She let out a small yelp as she was dragged toward the back of the club, her heart pounding with terror. She tried to fight, kicking and struggling, but the man holding her was too strong.

“Let me go!” Phoenix cried; her voice filled with panic.

But her captor didn’t respond. He simply pulled her through a set of double doors, leading her into a private, dimly lit room in the back of the club. Phoenix’s stomach churned as she was shoved inside, the door closing behind her with a loud thud.

And then she saw him.

Luca Tempo, sitting at a low table, his eyes locked on hers with an intensity that made her feel like she couldn’t breathe.

Luca’s gaze was like a predator watching its prey—calm, controlled, but with a quiet menace simmering just below the surface. Phoenix’s heart hammered in her chest as she stood frozen in the doorway, her breath coming in short, shallow gasps.

She had heard stories about Luca Tempo—stories of men who crossed him and never returned, of women who fell under his spell and were never seen again. She had always thought they were just that—stories. But now, standing in front of him, she realized how wrong she had been.

Luca was more dangerous than she could have ever imagined.

“Sit,” Luca said softly, but his voice carried the weight of an order, not a suggestion.

Phoenix’s body moved before her mind could catch up, and she found herself sitting in the chair across from him, her hands trembling in her lap. She couldn’t tear her eyes away from him, but every instinct inside her screamed to run, to get as far away from this man as possible.

But there was no running. Not from Luca Tempo.

“I don’t want any trouble,” Phoenix said quietly, her voice trembling. “I just want to leave.”

Luca’s lips curved into a small, humourless smile. “It’s too late for that, bella.”

Phoenix’s chest tightened with fear. She knew what he meant—she had caught his eye, and that meant her life was no longer her own. He had claimed her with just a look, and there was nothing she could do to change that.

“You don’t have to do this,” Phoenix whispered, her voice shaking. “You don’t even know me.”

Luca leaned forward, his eyes dark and dangerous as he studied her. “I know enough.”

Phoenix’s heart pounded in her chest, her mind racing. She couldn’t let this happen. She couldn’t let herself be trapped in Luca’s world. But how could she escape? The walls felt like they were closing in on her, and the weight of Luca’s power pressed down on her like a suffocating blanket.

She had to fight. She had to try.

“I’m not some toy you can keep,” Phoenix said, her voice stronger than she felt. “I won’t let you control me.”

Luca’s smile faded, his eyes narrowing slightly. “You misunderstand. I don’t ask for permission.”

Phoenix’s breath caught in her throat as his words sank in. He wasn’t just telling her—he was making it clear. There was no escape. No freedom. Not from Luca Tempo.

But Phoenix wasn’t ready to give up. Not yet.

Before Luca could react, she shot to her feet, her hands trembling as she backed toward the door. “I’m leaving,” she said, her voice shaking with fear and defiance.

Luca didn’t move. He simply watched her with those piercing blue eyes, waiting.

The door was only a few steps away, but as Phoenix reached for the handle, it flew open. One of Luca’s guards stepped inside, his expression cold as he blocked her path.

“You’re not going anywhere,” Luca said quietly, his voice carrying the weight of finality. “You are now mine!”

Phoenix’s heart sank. She was trapped.

And there was no way out.


LUCA 3

The drive back to Luca’s penthouse was tense, the silence thick as Phoenix sat beside him in the back seat of the sleek, black SUV. Her mind raced, every instinct telling her to run. But she didn’t know where to go—or if she could even escape the clutches of this man who now seemed to control her fate.

Luca sat with his hands resting on his thighs, his body a fortress of calm, but his mind was far from tranquil. The moment he had seen Phoenix, something primal had taken hold of him. He couldn’t explain it—it wasn’t just desire, though the hunger in him was real enough. It was something more, something dangerous. She was his now, and no one would take her away from him.

The streets of Palermo blurred past the tinted windows, but Luca’s mind was elsewhere, lost in the shadows of his past. His father, a ruthless tyrant, had instilled in him the belief that power was everything—power over business, over enemies, over women. Luca had hated him for it. Hated the way his father treated people as pawns in his game. But as Luca grew older, as he ascended to the throne of the Tempo empire, he realized that he was more like his father than he wanted to admit.

Power came with chains. Chains Luca had never been able to break.

Beside him, Phoenix shifted uncomfortably, her body stiff with fear. He could feel it—her defiance, her fear—and it only made him want her more. Luca turned his head, dark blue eyes piercing the side of her face. “You’re scared,” he said quietly, though it wasn’t a question.

Phoenix flinched at his words but didn’t respond. Her gaze was fixed on the window, as though willing herself to be anywhere but here. She didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing how terrified she really was.

Luca reached out and grabbed her chin, turning her face toward him. “Look at me.”

Her green eyes flashed with defiance as they met his. “What do you want from me?” she demanded, her voice trembling despite her attempt at courage.

He smiled, a cold, unsettling smile that sent a shiver down her spine. “Everything.”

Luca didn’t become the monster he was overnight. His childhood was one shaped by violence, fear, and a constant need to prove his worth. His father, Alessandro Tempo, had ruled the family with an iron fist, showing no mercy to anyone who crossed him—including his own son.

Luca remembered one night, years ago, when he had been just a boy. His father had dragged him into the family’s underground bunker after a rival mafia boss had disrespected the Tempo name. Alessandro had ordered the man’s execution in front of Luca, forcing his son to watch the bloodshed without flinching.

"Power is everything," his father had said, the man’s blood still wet on his hands. "You show weakness, and you’ll lose it all."

Luca had vowed never to show weakness again. He had shut off the part of him that cared, that felt, and replaced it with cold, unrelenting control. But occasionally, something would break through that icy exterior—something like Phoenix.

The penthouse was vast, luxurious, and filled with shadows. Phoenix had never seen anything like it. The city of Palermo stretched out before the floor-to-ceiling windows, but it felt like a cage.

Luca guided her inside, his hand resting on the small of her back in a way that was both possessive and protective. “This is where you’ll stay,” he said, his voice steady, commanding. “You’re safe here.”

Safe. The word seemed almost laughable. Phoenix looked around, her heart pounding in her chest. She wasn’t safe—not from him.

“You can’t just keep me here,” she said, her voice small but filled with determination.

Luca turned to face her, his eyes dark and unreadable. “I can, and I will.”

Her breath caught in her throat. “Why?”

“Because you’re mine now,” he said simply, as though that explained everything. “No one else is going to touch you. No one else is going to look at you. Not unless they want to die.”

The raw possessiveness in his voice was terrifying, but what frightened Phoenix more was the way a part of her responded to it. She should be fighting harder, should be screaming, running, doing anything but standing there, letting him claim her. But there was something about Luca that made resistance feel impossible.

She wasn’t weak—far from it. But Luca Tempo was a force of nature, and she was caught in his storm.

“I won’t be your prisoner,” she whispered, though even as the words left her mouth, she wasn’t sure she believed them.

Luca stepped closer, towering over her, his gaze burning into hers. “You think you have a choice?”

The air between them was thick with tension, so heavy it felt like the room itself was suffocating Phoenix. Luca stood in front of her, towering over her with those piercing blue eyes that seemed to strip away any defences she tried to put up. His presence was overwhelming—like a storm about to break loose—and Phoenix felt as though she was standing at the edge of a cliff, teetering between fear and something far more dangerous—desire.

“You think you have a choice?” Luca’s voice was low, dangerous, the kind of tone that made her shiver. There was no room for debate in his words—only cold, hard truth.

Her pulse raced, her hands trembling as she took a step back. But no matter how much distance she tried to put between them, she could still feel the pull of his presence, like he was drawing her closer without even needing to touch her.

“I won’t let you control me,” Phoenix whispered, but even she could hear the fear and uncertainty in her voice. Luca heard it too. His lips curled into a slow, dangerous smile, and she knew in that moment that he saw right through her.

“You say that” Luca murmured, his eyes darkening as he takes a step forward, closing the gap between them, “but we both know it’s not true.”

Phoenix’s breath hitches in her throat as he comes closer, her body tensing as she fights against the undeniable pull he has on her. She hates it—hates that she can feel her resolve slipping away the longer she looks into those dark, predatory eyes. Hates that she can feel the heat building between them, the desire she is too afraid to acknowledge.

“Stay away from me,” she demands, her voice shaky but filled with defiance. “You can’t force me into this.”

But Luca doesn’t stop. His eyes burn with a quiet intensity as he reaches out, his hand brushing a strand of hair from her face, his touch impossibly gentle for a man so dangerous.

“I don’t need to force you, bella,” he whispers, his voice soft and seductive, a promise laced with something far darker. “You’re already mine.”

Phoenix’s heart races in her chest, panic flooding through her. She knows she should push him away, should run, but her body is betraying her, her skin tingling at his touch, her breath hitching as he leans closer. Luca’s presence is all-consuming, and she can’t think straight—not with the way his eyes bore into hers, not with the way his breath ghosts over her skin.

“I’m not yours,” she said through gritted teeth, trying to cling to the last shred of resistance she had left. “I’ll never be yours.”

Luca’s smile widens, his lips brushing against the curve of her jaw, sending a shiver down her spine. “We’ll see about that.”

Before Phoenix can react, Luca’s mouth is on hers, claiming her with a force that stole her breath away. His kiss is demanding, intense, and utterly overwhelming. She tries to push him away, her hands pressing against his chest, but it’s like trying to move a mountain. He doesn’t budge.

Phoenix lets out a muffled cry of protest, her heart pounding in her chest as she struggles against him. But Luca doesn’t stop. His hand slides around the back of her neck, pulling her closer, deepening the kiss until all she can do is gasp for air. His lips move against hers with a fierce hunger, and no matter how much she fights, no matter how much she wants to resist, her body is betraying her.

Heat pools in her stomach, and she hates herself for it—for the way her body reacts to his touch, for the way her knees weaken under the weight of his kiss. It is wrong. It is dangerous. But it is also intoxicating.

Luca’s hand slids down her back, gripping her waist with possessive strength as he pulls her flush against him. Phoenix gasps against his lips, her mind spinning with panic, with desire, with a desperate need to escape before it is too late.

But it was already too late.

Luca’s lips trail down her neck, his teeth grazing the sensitive skin just beneath her jawline. Phoenix’s breath hitched, her hands clutching at his shirt in a weak attempt to push him away, but her body is betraying her. Her mind screaming at her to fight, but the heat of Luca’s touch, the way his mouth moves against her skin, is making it impossible to think.

“You can fight all you want,” Luca growls softly against her throat, his voice dark and filled with desire. “But we both know how this ends.”

Phoenix’s chest heaves with a mix of fear and want, her head spinning as Luca’s hands roam over her body, his touch both rough and tender in ways that make her body tremble. She can’t stop him. She doesn’t know how. Every time she tries to pull away, Luca is there, stronger, more determined, his desire wrapping around her like chains she can’t escape.

“Luca, stop...” Phoenix whispers, her voice breathless, pleading.

But he doesn’t stop. His hands grip the fabric of her dress, his fingers sliding under the thin straps as he presses her back against the wall. His mouth is on hers again, hard and possessive, leaving her gasping for air as her resistance slowly crumbles.

Her mind screams at her to fight harder, to push him away, but every time Luca touches her, her thoughts blur, her body melting under the intensity of his presence. He is everywhere—all around her, inside her mind, controlling her with just a touch, just a kiss.

“You don’t have a choice, bella,” Luca murmurs against her lips, his breath hot against her skin. “You’re mine. You’ve always been mine, you just didn’t know it yet.”

Phoenix whimpers, her body trembling as Luca’s hands roam lower, his fingers hooking under the hem of her dress and pulling it higher. Panic surges through her, but it is too late to stop him. She can feel the fabric tearing, can hear the sound of her dress ripping as Luca’s strength overwhelms her.

“No!” Phoenix cries; her voice filled with desperation as she tries to pull away. But Luca’s grip tightens, his eyes dark with possessive hunger as he tears the fabric from her body, leaving her exposed and vulnerable.

Her body shivers under his gaze, her breath coming in short, panicked gasps as she tries to cover herself, but Luca isn’t finished. His hands are everywhere gripping her hips, her waist, pulling her closer until there is no space left between them.

“You’re mine,” Luca growls, his voice low and commanding as he presses his lips to her ear. “And I’m going to prove it.”

Phoenix’s mind spins with terror, with helplessness, as Luca’s hands move over her body, his touch demanding and unforgiving. She knows she should fight harder, should scream, should do something—anything—but her body won’t obey. Every time she tries to push him away, her strength falters, her will crumbling under the weight of his dominance.

“I hate you,” she gasps, her voice trembling as tears well in her eyes. But even as the words leave her lips, there is a part of her that knows it isn’t true. She didn’t hate him. She hates herself—for wanting him, for craving the heat of his touch even as her mind screams for her to run.

Luca’s lips curl into a dark smile as he pins her wrists above her head, his body pressing her against the wall, caging her in. “You can hate me all you want, bella,” he whispers, his breath hot against her ear. “But that won’t change the fact that you’re mine.”

Phoenix squeezes her eyes shut, tears slipping down her cheeks as Luca’s mouth claims hers again, harder this time, more demanding. His hands move over her body, his touch rough and possessive, as if he is branding her as his.

There is no escape. No way out.

And as Luca tears away the last of her clothes, his body pressing against hers with a force that leaves her gasping for air, Phoenix realizes that she has lost. Luca has taken everything—her freedom, her will—and now, there is nothing left for her to fight with.

He has won.

His right hand is holding her wrists up above her head as his left hand moves over her breast, his touch intoxicating as he rubs her nipple. The traitorous bud pebbling in excitement, Phoenix gasps in pleasure, hating herself for the telltale. Her body is crying for more, and at the same time her brain is rebelling at the things Luca is making her feel.

He lowers his head, his mouth closing over one of her nipples, there is a gentle kiss before his teeth nip at her pebbled bud, the lightening burst of pain and pleasure that fires through her body is like a shot of adrenaline waking up her most lustful urges.

She wants to cry out in desire but refuses to give him the pleasure of knowing that he is awakening her body to his touch. A last attempt is made to pull her wrists free of his hold, but his strength is no match to hers. His fingers tighten, dissuading any further attempt.

He lifts his head from her breast to look deep into her eyes as his hand moves down to unzip his trousers freeing himself. There is a gleam of raw power in his eyes as he tempts her. Lowering her eyes, she gasps at his pulsing cock. Her heart is racing with fear, but there is also an excitement pulsing through her veins that is shouting for his possession.

She has only ever been with one man before, and that was only once, an experience she didn’t want to revisit as it was nothing like she had dreamed of. The sexual encounter had left her cold and frustrated, maybe because they were both virgins at the time, but it was enough to kill her childish dreams of passionate lovemaking.

Even though this was very different from anything she had ever thought passionate, the possessive, assured touch of Luca’s hands on her skin has her temperature at an all time high.  Looking at the drop of gleaming precum on the tip of his impressive thick cock, my stomach flutters as my juices flow embarrassingly down my legs.

My eyes shoot back up to Luca and I see the gleam of victory in his eyes. Suddenly he is dropping my wrists as his arm snakes around my waist, and he turns me towards the wall. I gasp as my breasts flatten against the bricks, and then all thoughts rush out of my head as he plunges deep into my scorching depths.

I hear him groan, “fuck, you’re so tight” as he stills fully embedded. There is a feeling of such fullness, and a slight burn where he stretches my inner muscles. His strong arms flexing as he holds me, his body vibrating with raw passion. He starts to withdraw, and I unconsciously tighten around him which has him growling as he roughly plunges deeply again, the initial slowness is forgotten as he starts to ride me like a man possessed.

I would never have thought that his roughness would have excited me, but the way my body is blossoming, opening up to his thrusts has me gasping as every nerve in my body is revelling at this new sensation of deep excitement.

Until the feeling of standing on an edge is rising, and with one more deep thrust the world is shattering around me as the blood rushes through my body like an erupting volcano.

I hear as if from a distance Luca’s groan, as my insides are coated with his very essence. I realize at that moment that my legs have lost all strength, and if it wasn’t for Luca’s strong arm around my waist I would be sprawled on the floor.

My brain is telling me that I should be rebelling at the way Luca has taken over my body, my mind, but instead I am letting him pick me up and carry me to his bedroom. The will to fight has been extinguished, his strength, his possessiveness palpable. He has won, at least for now.


PHOENIX 4

The nights in the penthouse grew longer as Luca’s obsession with Phoenix deepened. He wasn’t gentle with her—not at first. His kisses were bruising, his touch possessive, almost punishing. But even in his roughness, there was something more—a desperation that Luca didn’t understand.

He didn’t just want to own her—he wanted to keep her safe, protect her from the world, from anyone who might try to hurt her. He had never felt this way about a woman before, and it unsettled him.

Phoenix fought him at first. She tried to resist the pull he had over her, tried to maintain her independence, her sense of self. But Luca’s dominance was overwhelming. Every time he touched her, every time his eyes locked onto hers with that dangerous intensity, she felt herself falling deeper into the abyss.

One night, after a particularly heated argument, Luca finally let his guard down.

“Do you know why I keep you here?” he asks, his voice rough with emotion he rarely allows himself to feel.

Phoenix glares at him from across the room, her heart still racing from their fight. “Because you’re a control freak who thinks he can own people.”

Luca’s jaw clenches, his dark eyes flashing with something close to pain. “Because I’m obsessed with you,” he says, so quietly she almost doesn’t hear him.

Phoenix froze, her breath catching in her throat. She had never heard Luca speak like that before—so vulnerable, so raw.

“You get to me, you make me vulnerable” he continues, turning away from her, his gaze fixed on the city lights beyond the window.

There it was—the crack in the armour, the glimpse of the man behind the monster.

Phoenix didn’t know what to say. She had spent so much time fighting him, hating him for what he had done to her, that she hadn’t considered the possibility that Luca Tempo might be just as trapped as she was.

Trapped by his life. By his power. By the darkness inside him.

That night was a turning point in their precarious relationship.

Luca’s penthouse, a haze of luxurious isolation that both comforted and suffocated Phoenix. She had never lived in such opulence before, but it was a gilded cage, one she could never forget. Every time she tried to distance herself from the situation—convince herself she was only here because Luca had taken her against her will—something happened that made her question everything.

Luca’s presence was overwhelming. He didn’t hover over her constantly, but he was always there—just a door away, a glance across the room, a touch on her shoulder that sent shivers down her spine. His touch wasn’t just possessive; it was protective, as though keeping her close meant keeping her safe. But the question was—from what? Or from whom?

Phoenix’s heart battled her mind every time Luca was near. It was undeniable that something inside her had shifted since the first night he took her. She had expected to hate him. She had expected fear, anger, and maybe even disgust at the man who had claimed her so forcefully. But instead, there was a pull—an unspoken, undeniable connection that scared her more than anything.

Turning Phoenix moves to sit by the window, staring out at the Palermo skyline. The sun was setting, casting the city in hues of orange and gold. It was beautiful, but it felt so far away. She had no one in this city, no one in this world really. Her life had been one long journey of survival since her parents had died when she was a child. The foster system had been brutal, teaching her not to trust anyone. She had always been alone—until Luca.

And that terrified her most of all.

Pressing her forehead against the cool glass, her breath fogging the window slightly. She felt like she was losing herself—who she had been before, and the person she was becoming now. It wasn’t just the fact that Luca had taken her against her will. It was the way he made her feel.

Part of her hated him for it—hated the way her body responded to his, how her pulse quickened when he entered the room. It wasn’t just fear. It was something much darker, more confusing. Desire.

She closed her eyes, the memory of Luca’s hands on her waist flooding her senses. He was rough, almost punishing in his touch, but there was moments—brief, fleeting moments—when he had softened. When his hands had moved gently over her skin, as though afraid of breaking something fragile. Phoenix hated the way it made her feel weak, but there was no denying that a part of her wanted more.

It didn’t make sense. Nothing about this situation made sense. She was a prisoner, wasn’t she? But Luca had never treated her like a prisoner. He had given her space, freedom within his world. And even though he claimed her as his, he had yet to truly force her to do anything she wasn’t willing to do.

At least, not physically.

But emotionally? He had already taken too much from her—her sense of control, her independence, her will to fight back. And now, she was beginning to wonder if she wanted to fight him at all. Looking up she realizes that Luca has slipped out while she has been sitting by the window.

Standing she wanders through the penthouse, her feet moving without direction. Every corner of the place was a reminder of Luca—his presence seemed to fill every room, every inch of the space. She wasn’t sure if that made her feel safer or more trapped.

Luca usually goes out all day, attending to his business—business she was too afraid to ask about. She didn’t want to know the details of his world. She had seen enough in the short time she had been here to understand that Luca wasn’t just a man—he was a force of nature. And yet, it was that very power that had drawn her in.

She wandered into the library, a room she hadn’t explored much yet. The walls were lined with books, dark wood shelves stretching up toward the ceiling. It was a place of quiet contemplation, a stark contrast to the chaos that seemed to live within Luca’s world.

Phoenix’s fingers traced the spines of the books as she walked along the shelves, her mind drifting. She didn’t know how long she had been standing there when she felt him enter the room. She didn’t need to turn around to know it was him. His presence was like a shadow that wrapped around her, heavy and inescapable.

“I was looking for you,” Luca’s voice was low, almost gentle.

Phoenix didn’t turn to face him. “Why?” she asked softly, her eyes still fixed on the books in front of her.

Luca didn’t respond right away, but she could feel him moving closer, the heat of his body now just inches from hers. She could almost feel the weight of his gaze on the back of her neck, burning through her defences.

“Do you hate me?” he asks, his voice so quiet it almost didn’t reach her ears.

Phoenix’s heart skips a beat at the question. She should have answered without hesitation. Yes, she should hate him. He had taken her from her life, locked her away in this penthouse, and claimed her as his possession. But as the silence stretches between them, Phoenix finds that she couldn’t say the words. The hate she had once felt for him had dulled, changed into something else. Something much more dangerous.

“I don’t know,” she whispers, her voice betraying her confusion.

Luca moves closer, his hand brushing lightly against her arm. It wasn’t possessive this time. It was almost... tentative. “You should,” he says, his breath warm against her skin. “You should hate me for everything I’ve done. Everything I’m going to do.”

Phoenix finally turns to face him, her green eyes locking with his dark blue ones. There was something raw in his expression, something vulnerable that she hadn’t seen before. It took her breath away.

“Then why don’t I?” she asks, her voice barely more than a whisper.

Luca doesn’t answer. Instead, he reaches up, his fingers gently brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. His touch was soft, careful, as though he were afraid she might break under his hands.

“I don’t know,” he admits, his voice rough with emotion he rarely allowed himself to feel. “I’ve tried to stay away. Tried to keep my distance, but...”

Phoenix’s heart pounds in her chest as his hand lingers on the side of her face. His eyes were searching hers, as though looking for something—permission, perhaps. Or maybe salvation.

“Don’t,” she whispers, though she wasn’t sure if she was telling him to stop or pleading with him to continue.

But Luca didn’t move. He stayed there, close enough to touch, close enough for her to feel the heat of his body. And in that moment, something shifted between them. The tension that had always simmered beneath the surface now boiled over, but it wasn’t just lust. It was something deeper, more complicated. A connection that neither of them understood, but neither could deny. It frightened Phoenix, as this world of Luca’s was dangerous, rough, there was no place for softness, for love. Even though she felt that there was a pull between them, she knew that she had to get away from him or she feared that he would be her destruction.

She had been planning her escape for days, though "planning" was a generous term. It was more of a wild hope than a strategy—an instinct to run, to break free before she lost herself completely to Luca. She couldn’t stay here, trapped under his control, sinking deeper into the strange mix of desire and fear that consumed her whenever he was near.

“You need to accept this, need to come to terms that this is your life, me…here, the only way this will end is if I let you go,” and with those words he turns and leaves, leaving her with no other option but to speed up her plan to try and run because if she didn’t, she would be lost.


PHOENIX 5

Phoenix’s heart pounded in her chest as she crept down the long, dimly lit hallway of the penthouse. Every shadow seemed to shift, every small noise echoed louder than it should, and her pulse thrummed in her ears like a relentless drumbeat. She knew this was her only chance, but fear gripped her like a vice, squeezing tighter with every step she took toward the door.

For weeks, she had been planning this escape, watching and waiting for the perfect opportunity. The penthouse was like a gilded cage—beautiful on the outside but locked tight with Luca’s control. He had guards posted at every exit, his men patrolling the halls day and night, their eyes always watching, always vigilant. There was no freedom here, no escape from the life Luca had forced her into.

But today was different.

Phoenix had noticed a change in the routine. There had been a meeting earlier in the day, a gathering of Luca’s inner circle that had pulled his men’s attention away from her for the first time in weeks. Gabriel and Miguel, who usually kept a close eye on her, had been called to Luca’s office, leaving a skeleton crew of guards in charge of the penthouse.

It wasn’t much, but it was something. And in a world where Luca’s control was absolute, something was more than she had ever hoped for.

She had dressed simply—jeans and a loose sweater, something that wouldn’t draw attention if she managed to get out. Her hair pulled back in a tight ponytail, she didn’t want anything to slow her down, anything that would remind her of the life she was desperately trying to escape.

She had spent hours replaying every detail in her mind—how she would slip past the guards, where she would go once she was outside, who she could trust to help her. But as she stood there, staring at the door that would lead her out of Luca’s grasp, the reality of what she was doing hit her like a wave of ice-cold water.

If she was caught, if Luca found her trying to leave, she knew exactly what would happen. She could see it so clearly in her mind: the fury in his eyes, the cold, unyielding grip of his hands as he pulled her back into the cage, he had built around her. And then there would be no more chances. No more freedom. Just Luca and his suffocating, possessiveness.

The penthouse had always felt like a prison, but now, as she stood on the brink of leaving, it felt more like a tomb. The silence was oppressive, the air thick with the weight of what she was about to do. Her fingers trembled as she reached for the door handle, the cool metal biting into her skin.

What if the guards were waiting for her on the other side? What if this was some kind of test, some cruel game Luca had devised to break her spirit once and for all? Her mind raced with a thousand worst-case scenarios, each one more terrifying than the last.

But she couldn’t back down now. She had to do this. She had to try.

She took a deep breath, trying to steady herself, trying to calm the panic that threatened to overwhelm her. She could do this. She had to do this. For herself. For the freedom she had almost forgotten how to want.

Slowly, she pushed the door open, her heart racing as it swung silently on its hinges. The hallway beyond was empty, the shadows long and still. No one was there. No guards, no one to stop her. Just the open door and the freedom that lay beyond it.

But it didn’t make sense. The guards were always here, always watching. Why would they leave the door unguarded now, of all times?

Phoenix hesitated, fear clawing at her insides. It felt too easy, too perfect. A trap, her mind whispered, it’s a trap. But she couldn’t turn back. She couldn’t let fear stop her.

Taking one last, trembling breath, Phoenix stepped through the door, her heart pounding as she moved forward, every step feeling like it could be her last.

Phoenix’s legs felt like lead as she made her way down the hallway, her eyes darting to every corner, every shadow, expecting a guard to step out and block her path at any moment. But the penthouse was eerily quiet, the usual hum of voices and footsteps replaced by a silence that only made her anxiety worse.

She knew she didn’t have much time. Luca would be finishing his meeting soon, and once he realized she was gone, there would be no escape. He would hunt her down, tear the city apart to find her, and when he did...

Phoenix’s breath hitched in her throat, her chest tightening with fear. She didn’t want to think about what would happen if Luca caught her.

But she couldn’t let that stop her. She had to keep moving, had to put as much distance between herself and Luca’s world as possible before he realized she was gone.

Her hands trembled as she reached the elevator, her fingers hovering over the buttons. What if someone was watching? What if they were waiting for her at the bottom, ready to drag her back to Luca, to lock her away where no one could find her?

She glanced back down the hallway, her mind racing. There had to be another way. The stairs. It would take longer, but it was safer. Quieter. Less likely to draw attention.

Taking a deep breath, Phoenix turned away from the elevator, her heart pounding as she made her way to the stairwell. Every step echoed in the silence, the sound of her boots hitting the concrete sending spikes of fear through her. She was so close. So close to getting out.

But just as she reached the door, she froze. A voice, low and familiar, came from around the corner.

“Make sure she stays put. Luca wants eyes on her at all times.”

Phoenix’s blood ran cold. Gabriel.

Her mind went blank with terror. If Gabriel saw her, if he realized what she was trying to do, it would be over. He would take her back to Luca, and she would never get another chance.

She pressed herself against the wall, her breath coming in short, panicked gasps as she tried to control the shaking in her limbs. She couldn’t let him see her. She couldn’t. She was so close.

The voices grew fainter, moving down the hall, and Phoenix felt a rush of relief as Gabriel’s footsteps faded into the distance. He hadn’t seen her. She still had a chance.

Taking one last, trembling breath, Phoenix pushed open the door to the stairwell, her heart racing as she stepped inside. She was shaking so badly she could barely keep her balance, but she forced herself to move, to keep going. Down the stairs, step by agonizing step, her legs weak with fear, her mind screaming at her to go faster, to get out, to run.

She had never been so scared in her life.

By the time she reached the ground floor, Phoenix’s whole body was trembling with exhaustion and fear. She felt like she was going to collapse, her legs barely able to hold her up as she pushed through the final door and out into the cool night air.

Freedom.

For a moment, she just stood there, breathing in the crisp, fresh air, her heart pounding with the realization of what she had done. She had made it. She was out. She was free.

But the victory was short-lived. Fear gripped her again as she remembered what was at stake, what would happen if Luca found her. He would come after her, and when he did, he wouldn’t be merciful. He would be furious. He would punish her for trying to leave, for defying him.

And that thought terrified her more than anything.

She couldn’t stay here. She had to keep moving. She had to find somewhere to hide, somewhere Luca’s men wouldn’t think to look. Somewhere she could disappear.

Her hands shook as she pulled the hood of her sweater up, ducking her head low as she hurried down the street, her mind racing with a thousand different plans, each one more desperate than the last.

She didn’t know where she was going, didn’t know if she would make it, but she had to try. For her sanity. For her freedom.

For herself.

***

It didn’t take long for them to find her.

Phoenix had only made it a few blocks when two large men, dressed in dark suits, appeared from the shadows. Her pulse quickened, dread settling in the pit of her stomach as they approached her. She tried to run, but it was useless. One of them grabbed her arm, his grip like iron, dragging her toward a waiting car.

“No! Let me go!” Phoenix screamed, kicking and thrashing against their hold, but it was futile.

One of the men leaned down, his voice calm but laced with authority. “Mr. Tempo wants you back.”

Phoenix’s heart sank. Of course he did. She had tried to run from the one man no one could escape. Luca’s reach was everywhere, his power absolute. She had been foolish to think she could ever slip out of his grasp.

The ride back to the penthouse was silent, but the weight of what was to come hung heavy in the air. Phoenix’s mind raced, fear clawing at her as she thought about what Luca would do when he saw her. She had defied him. She had tried to leave. And she knew Luca would never forgive that.


LUCA 6

The sun had long since set, casting the city of Palermo in a shroud of darkness. From his office in the penthouse, Luca watched the city lights twinkle like distant stars, his mind far from the paperwork strewn across his desk. The meeting earlier that day had left him frustrated and tense—petty disputes and power plays that required his attention but never his interest. He’d stayed behind, choosing to handle the mundane details of his empire himself rather than delegating. It was his way of maintaining control, of ensuring that every aspect of his world bent to his will.

But something felt off tonight. A nagging sense of unease clawed at the edges of his mind, distracting him from the reports and figures in front of him. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but the feeling wouldn’t leave him.

Luca pushed back from his desk, his fingers drumming rhythmically against the polished wood. He had checked on Phoenix before the meeting, watching her for a moment through the security feed in her room. She had seemed calm then, her gaze distant as she stared out the window. But now... something didn’t feel right.

With a frown, Luca reached for his phone, dialling the number for the security team stationed outside her suite. The line rang once, twice—then silence.

His jaw tightened. There was always an immediate answer. Always.

He ended the call, his mind racing. Something was wrong. Without another moment of hesitation, he strode out of his office, the tension in his body coiling tighter with every step.

The hallway leading to Phoenix’s suite was empty, the silence thick and oppressive. Luca’s heart pounded in his chest, a dark, furious beat that seemed to echo through the penthouse. He rounded the corner, his eyes locking onto the door to her room.

It was ajar.

The sight of it stopped him in his tracks, his breath catching in his throat. The door was never left open. Never. His men were meticulous, his orders clear. Phoenix was to be watched at all times, guarded and protected. No one was to leave her unattended.

Something cold and sharp twisted in Luca’s gut as he stepped forward, pushing the door open fully. The room was empty, the lights dimmed. The bed was neatly made, the air still, but there was no sign of her. His Phoenix. Gone.

The world seemed to tilt, his vision narrowing as his mind struggled to process what he was seeing. She couldn’t be gone. She wouldn’t dare.

But she was. She was gone, and the realization hit him like a punch to the chest.

“Phoenix?” Luca’s voice was a low, dangerous growl, the sound reverberating through the empty room. No answer. He took a step inside, his eyes scanning the room, searching for any sign of her. Panic—a feeling he hadn’t experienced in years—gripped him, tightening around his heart like a vise.

His hand shot to his phone, dialling Miguel’s number with a furious swipe of his thumb. The line barely had time to connect before he spoke, his voice like ice.

“Where is she?”

There was a pause on the other end, then Miguel’s voice, wary and confused. “Boss, what are you—”

“Phoenix!” Luca snarled, his hand clenching around the phone so tightly he thought it might shatter. “She’s gone. Where the fuck is she?”

The silence that followed was deafening, and Luca’s fury burned hotter, consuming every rational thought. He could hear the sudden chaos on Miguel’s end, the sound of men shouting, scrambling to check the feeds, to find out where she had gone.

“She was supposed to be guarded!” Luca roared, his voice echoing off the walls. “How did this happen?”

“Luca,” Miguel’s voice was tense now, his words rushed. “We’re checking the cameras. She was last seen leaving her suite an hour ago. Gabriel was handling security detail on this floor, but... Fuck, I don’t know how she slipped through.”

Luca’s blood ran cold. Gabriel. One of his most trusted men. His friend. And he had failed to keep Phoenix safe. Fury and betrayal roiled in his chest, threatening to spill over.

“Find her,” Luca hissed, his voice low and deadly. “I don’t care what it takes. I want every man we have searching the city. Now.”

He ended the call, his heart pounding with a mix of rage and fear. Phoenix was out there, somewhere, alone and vulnerable. She didn’t understand the danger she was in, didn’t know the kind of men who would hunt her down just to get to him.

But she would learn. And so would they.

Luca turned on his heel, storming out of the room, his mind a blur of violent thoughts. He had given Phoenix everything—in his own way. And she had thrown it all away. She had run from him, defied him.

She was his. And no one, not even Phoenix herself, would take her away from him.

Luca’s steps echoed through the penthouse as he made his way back to his office, the fury building inside him like a tidal wave. He slammed the door behind him, his hands trembling with rage as he grabbed the edge of his desk, his knuckles white.

How dare she. How fucking dare she.

The thought of Phoenix out there, running from him, sent a cold, murderous rage coursing through his veins. He had been careful, so careful to protect her, to keep her safe from the dangers that lurked around every corner of his world. And this was how she repaid him? By slipping away like a thief in the night?

His phone buzzed on the desk, the screen lighting up with a message from Gabriel. Luca grabbed it, his jaw clenched so tightly it ached as he read the words.

No sign of her at the club or the safe house. We’re expanding the search.

Luca’s breath came in sharp, ragged bursts, his vision blurring with fury. His men were searching, but it wasn’t enough. He needed to find her, to feel her under his hands again, to remind her who she belonged to. His mind raced with images of what he would do when he had her back, how he would punish her for daring to leave him, for making him feel this... panic, this fear.

He had been foolish. He had let his guard down, let her get too close. And now she had run, but he would find her. He would bring her back. And he would make sure she never even thought about leaving again.

He had let this happen. He had been too lenient, too trusting. But that was over. He would find her. He would bring her back.

And then she would understand. She would know what it meant to belong to Luca Tempo.

Minutes felt like hours as Luca paced the length of his office, his thoughts consumed by images of Phoenix—terrified, alone, running through the dark streets of Palermo. His stomach twisted with a sickening mix of fear and anger, the emotions tearing at him, ripping him apart.

He should have been there. He should have known.

His phone buzzed again, and Luca snatched it up, his heart pounding. Another message from Miguel.

We have a lead. She was seen near the old port.

Luca’s breath hitched, his mind racing. The port. It was a labyrinth of abandoned warehouses and shipping containers, a maze that could swallow a person whole. She could be anywhere, hiding, desperate, afraid.

But she was still in the city. She hadn’t escaped him yet.

His heart pounded in his chest, his mind racing with a thousand different thoughts, each one darker and more desperate than the last. She was out there, somewhere, alone and vulnerable, and the thought of her running from him, slipping through his fingers, was driving him to the brink of madness.

How had this happened? How had she escaped? His security was supposed to be airtight. His men were trained, vigilant, always on alert. But she had found a way to slip past them, to disappear into the night, and the realization of her betrayal burned in his chest like a hot coal.

He had been too soft. Too trusting. He had let her get too close, had allowed himself to believe that she would stay, that she would accept her place at his side. But Phoenix was a fighter, a survivor. She had defied him before, and now she was doing it again, and the fury that surged through him was like nothing he had ever felt before.

Luca’s phone buzzed on the seat beside him, the screen lighting up with another message from Miguel. He snatched it up, his eyes darting over the words.

We’ve got eyes on her. She’s near the old docks, heading toward the warehouses.

Luca’s heart surged with a mix of relief and rage. She was still close. Still within reach.


PHOENIX 7

The moment they dragged her back into the penthouse, Phoenix could feel it—the crackling energy of Luca’s fury. He was waiting for her, standing in the centre of the room, his dark blue eyes burning with an intensity that made her blood run cold. The door slammed shut behind her, and she could hear the heavy footsteps of the men retreating, leaving her alone with him.

Luca didn’t speak at first. He just stood there, staring at her as though he could barely contain the rage simmering beneath the surface. His jaw was clenched, his fists balled at his sides, the tattoos on his forearms rippling with tension. Phoenix could feel the weight of his anger, pressing down on her, making it hard to breathe.

"You tried to run from me," he finally said, his voice low and dangerous, like a storm on the verge of breaking. "You thought you could escape me?"

Phoenix took a step back, her heart pounding in her chest. "Luca, I—"

"Shut up!" His voice exploded, and in one swift motion, he grabbed the nearest object—a heavy, expensive sculpture—and hurled it against the wall. The sound of it shattering echoed through the room, pieces flying in all directions.

Phoenix flinched, her body trembling as she cowered in fear. She had seen Luca angry before, but never like this. This was a fury that was wild, uncontrollable, and it terrified her.

Luca moved toward her, his steps slow and deliberate, like a predator closing in on its prey. Phoenix tried to back away, but there was nowhere to go. He was on her in seconds, his hand fisting in her hair, pulling her head back so she was forced to look up at him.

"Do you have any idea what you’ve done?" he hissed, his breath hot against her face. "You belong to me, Phoenix. You don’t get to leave. You don’t get to run."

Tears stung the corners of her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. "I’m not your property," she whispered, though the words came out shaky and weak.

Luca’s grip tightened in her hair, and he let out a low, humourless laugh. "You are mine," he said, his voice rough with possessiveness. "You’ve been mine since the moment I saw you. And now, I’m going to remind you of that."

With one harsh tug, Luca ripped the t-shirt from her body, the fabric tearing easily in his hands. Phoenix gasped, her skin exposed to the cool air, but Luca wasn’t gentle. His touch was rough, punishing, as he stripped her bare of her jeans and her underwear.

Phoenix tried to cover herself, but Luca was relentless, pulling her arms away and leaving her naked before him.

"You thought you could leave me?" he growled; his voice thick with anger as he pushed her toward the centre of the room. "You think you have a choice in this? You’re mine, Phoenix. You’ll always be mine."

Her body trembled with a mixture of fear and something darker that she didn’t want to acknowledge. She hated how her body responded to him, how the raw power in his presence made her feel weak and vulnerable. Luca’s dominance was terrifying, but there was no denying the pull he had over her.

Luca stepped back, his eyes roaming over her naked body, his gaze burning with fury and possession. "You will never run from me again," he said, his voice deadly calm now, which somehow frightened her even more. "Do you understand?"

Phoenix nodded; her throat too tight to speak. She could feel the hot sting of tears threatening to fall, but she blinked them back, refusing to let him see her cry.

"Say it," Luca demanded, his voice like steel.

"I... I understand," Phoenix whispered, her voice barely audible.

Luca’s expression remained hard, unyielding. He stalked toward her again, his hand cupping her chin, forcing her to meet his gaze. "You’re going to stay here, like this," he said coldly, "until you learn that there is no escaping me." Dropping his hand, he snaps around making his way out of the room. The energy around him vibrating with anger.

The hours passed in a blur, and Phoenix remained in the apartment, naked and vulnerable, the weight of Luca’s anger still heavy in the air. She felt humiliated, broken, and yet beneath the fear, there was something else—a dark, confusing thrill that she couldn’t quite explain.

Luca had left her alone for the time being, but she knew he wasn’t far. His fury had burned bright, but it had not yet fully extinguished. He was testing her, pushing her limits, reminding her of the power he held over her.

Phoenix curled up on the couch, her arms wrapped around her body, her mind spinning. She hated him, didn’t she? She should. But the truth was, she didn’t know anymore. Every time she thought she had found her strength, Luca broke it down again, and she was left feeling more confused than before.

But one thing was clear—Luca would never let her go.

Hours passed, though they felt like days, as Phoenix sat curled up on the couch, her body bare and her mind racing. The room was silent now, but Luca’s fury still hung in the air, palpable, like the lingering smoke after a wildfire. She had never felt more vulnerable, more exposed, both physically and emotionally.

She should hate him for what he had done—for the way he had ripped away her dignity, leaving her trembling and naked before him. But her emotions were a mess of contradictions. Beneath the fear, beneath the humiliation, there was a heat simmering in her core, a forbidden desire she didn’t want to admit. How could she feel this way after everything? How could she want the man who had just torn her world apart?

But want him she did.

The door to the penthouse creaked open, and her breath hitched. Luca stepped inside, his presence like a storm rolling in, dark and dangerous. He was no longer the Luca who had thrown the sculpture in rage—his eyes were calmer now, though the intensity in them hadn’t dimmed. He looked at her, his gaze sweeping over her naked form with a mixture of possession and something darker, something more primal.

Phoenix’s heart raced as he approached, every step he took sending a shiver down her spine. She didn’t know what to expect—another outburst? More anger? Or something else entirely?

Luca stopped in front of her, his tall, muscular frame towering over her. His tattoos seemed to pulse with the tension in the room, the inked designs moving with the flex of his arms. He didn’t speak at first, just stood there, watching her. His dark blue eyes were like fire, burning into her, and Phoenix couldn’t look away.

"Why did you try to run?" His voice was low, but the calmness in it was more dangerous than his earlier fury.

Phoenix swallowed hard; her throat dry. She didn’t have an answer that would satisfy him. How could she explain that it wasn’t just about escape—it was about survival? About trying to hold on to the last piece of herself that hadn’t yet been claimed by him.

“I had to,” she whispered, her voice barely audible.

Luca’s jaw tightened, but instead of erupting in anger again, he reached out and took her by the wrist, pulling her to her feet. His grip was firm, but not painful, and Phoenix couldn’t suppress the way her body responded to his touch. Her skin tingled where his fingers pressed against her, heat flooding her veins.

“You had to?” Luca repeated, his voice darker now, more intense. He pulled her closer, until her naked body was just inches from his, the heat of his skin radiating toward her. “I told you, Phoenix, you don’t get to leave. You’re mine. And I will make sure you understand that.”

Phoenix’s breath hitched, her pulse quickening as his hand moved to the small of her back, pulling her flush against him. Her body betrayed her, pressing into his, the sensation of his muscular chest against her bare skin igniting something deep within her. She hated the way her body responded to him, but she couldn’t stop it. The fire between them was too strong.

Luca’s hand slid up her spine, his fingers curling into her hair as he tilted her head back, forcing her to meet his gaze. His eyes were filled with possessive hunger, but there was something else there too—a raw need that mirrored her own.

“You don’t understand, do you?” Luca murmured, his voice rough as he leaned in closer, his breath warm against her lips. “I can’t let you go. I won’t. I need you.”

Phoenix’s heart pounded in her chest, the weight of his words settling over her like a dark, suffocating blanket. She should push him away. She should fight. But instead, she found herself leaning into him, her lips parting slightly as her body betrayed her once again.

“You don’t own me,” she whispered, though the words lacked conviction.

Luca’s lips curled into a dark, knowing smile. “No? Then why are you trembling, Phoenix?” He moved even closer, his lips brushing against hers, the contact so faint it sent a jolt of electricity through her. “You can tell yourself whatever you want, but we both know the truth. You feel it just as much as I do.”

Phoenix’s breath caught in her throat as Luca’s lips grazed hers again, this time with more intent. The kiss was slow at first, teasing, a silent battle of wills. But the tension between them was too strong, the pull too undeniable, and within seconds, the kiss deepened, becoming something wild and desperate.

Luca’s hands roamed her body, rough and possessive, as though he were trying to claim every inch of her as his own. Phoenix gasped against his lips, her body responding to him in ways she couldn’t control. Her hands found their way to his chest, her fingers curling into the fabric of his shirt as she pulled him closer, wanting more, needing more.

But even as the fire between them burned hotter, there was still that undercurrent of fear, that knowledge that this man—this dangerous, powerful man—could destroy her completely.

Luca pulled back just enough to look at her, his dark eyes searching hers, his chest rising and falling with laboured breaths. The intensity in his gaze was almost too much to bear, and Phoenix had to look away, her body trembling under the weight of it.

“You’re mine,” Luca says again, his voice softer now but no less commanding. His hand moves to her chin, forcing her to meet his gaze once more. “Say it.”

Phoenix hesitates, her heart pounding in her chest. The part of her that still clung to her independence wanted to resist, to fight back against his dominance. But there was another part of her, a part she didn’t fully understand, that craved the safety of his control. That wanted to surrender to the fire between them, even if it meant losing herself in the process.

“Say it,” Luca repeated, his thumb brushing over her bottom lip, sending a shiver down her spine.

“I’m yours,” Phoenix whispers, the words falling from her lips before she could stop them.

Luca’s eyes darken with satisfaction, and he pulls her close again, his lips crashing against hers with a ferocity that leaves her breathless. This time, there was no hesitation, no teasing. The kiss was all-consuming, filled with raw hunger and a need to possess.

Phoenix’s body melts into his, her hands moving to his shoulders, her fingers digging into his skin as she clings to him. The world outside the penthouse disappears, and all that matters is the heat between them, the way Luca’s touch makes her feel alive in a way she has never felt before.

Luca’s hands are everywhere, rough and unyielding, as though he were reminding her that she belongs to him. And despite the fear that still lingers in the back of her mind, Phoenix couldn’t stop herself from wanting him—needing him just as much as he needed her.

The air in the room was thick with the lingering heat of their passion, and the space between them crackled with a tension neither of them knew how to dissipate. Luca’s hands still rested on Phoenix’s skin, his grip firm but not painful now, more like an anchor that kept her tethered to him. Her body still hummed from the intensity of what had just passed between them, but her mind was in chaos.

Phoenix pulled away slightly, just enough to put a few inches of space between them. Her breath was ragged, her pulse still racing, and her heart felt heavy in her chest. She had never been in a situation like this before—this wild, uncontrollable attraction mixed with fear and uncertainty. It was like she had been swept up in a storm, and now that the eye of it had passed, she didn’t know how to find her footing again.

Luca’s gaze was locked on hers, dark and possessive, but there was something else there now—something softer, though no less intense. His thumb brushed lightly against her jawline, tracing the path where his lips had been moments before. His touch was no longer punishing, no longer demanding. It felt almost... tender.

“You’re mine,” he says again, but this time the words weren’t a threat. They were a promise, a declaration that carried a weight Phoenix hadn’t fully understood until now.

Phoenix swallows hard, her throat tight. She wants to say something, anything that would help her make sense of the tangled mess of emotions inside her. But the words wouldn’t come. Instead, she just looks at him, her green eyes filled with confusion and conflict.

Luca’s eyes softened just a fraction, but the intensity doesn’t leave him. He leans in, his forehead resting against hers, his voice low and rough. “You don’t have to be afraid of me, Phoenix.”

Phoenix’s breath hitched. How could she not be? Luca Tempo was the most dangerous man she had ever met, and yet... she couldn’t deny the way her body has responded to him. The way her heart has betrayed her fear and fallen into the rhythm of his touch.

“I don’t know what I’m supposed to feel,” she whispers, her voice trembling. “You... you scare me, Luca. But...”

Her voice trails off, and she bits her lip, unsure if she should say what she was really feeling. How could she admit to herself, let alone to him, that the fear wasn’t the only thing she felt? That the heat between them was undeniable, even if it terrifies her?

Luca’s fingers tilt her chin upward, forcing her to meet his gaze. “But what?” he asks softly, his voice a low rumble that sends a shiver through her.

Phoenix closes her eyes for a moment, gathering her thoughts. When she opens them again, her heart is pounding. “But I... I don’t hate you,” she finally says, her words barely more than a whisper.

Luca’s expression doesn’t change, but his grip on her tightens slightly, as if her admission has stirred something deep within him. “You should,” he says darkly, his eyes never leaving hers. “You should hate me for everything I’ve done to you.”

Phoenix shakes her head, her fingers curling into the fabric of his shirt. “I don’t know how to hate you,” she admits, the vulnerability in her voice surprising even herself.

Luca’s gaze softens even more, but there is still a storm raging behind his eyes. He doesn’t want her to feel this way, doesn’t want her to break through the walls he has built around his heart. But Phoenix was different. She was unlike anyone he has ever met before. She wasn’t just a possession. She was something more, something dangerous to his carefully constructed life.

Luca takes a step back, pulling away from Phoenix even though every instinct in him screams to keep her close. He has spent his entire life controlling everything and everyone around him. He has learned from a young age that power meant survival, that emotions were a weakness, a liability. But Phoenix has shattered all of that.

His father had been ruthless, cruel, teaching Luca that love was a distraction, that desire was a tool to be used. Luca had believed him for so long, had built his empire on that belief. But Phoenix wasn’t just a tool. She wasn’t a means to an end. She had become something more than he had ever intended.

He didn’t want to feel this way about her. He didn’t want to care. But the truth was, he did.

Luca turned away, his hands clenched into fists at his sides. He had always been in control. Of his business, his empire, his men. And now, he felt that control slipping away. Phoenix had gotten under his skin in a way no one ever had, and he didn’t know how to handle it.

He took a deep breath, trying to steady himself. He couldn’t afford to lose focus. Not now, with the Romero Familia breathing down his neck, waiting for a moment of weakness. And yet, Phoenix was all he could think about. She was his weakness, and it terrified him.

Phoenix watched as Luca turned away from her, his back tense, his body coiled with the kind of energy that made her heart race. She could feel the shift in him, the struggle between his desire for control and something more vulnerable that he was trying to suppress.

And she felt it too—this pull between them that she couldn’t ignore, no matter how hard she tried. It was like gravity, drawing her closer even though she knew it could destroy her.

The silence stretched between them, heavy and oppressive. Phoenix wanted to say something, to bridge the gap that had formed in the aftermath of their passion. But the words wouldn’t come. Instead, she stood there, naked and exposed, both physically and emotionally, waiting for him to make the next move.

Finally, Luca turns back to face her, his expression unreadable. His eyes are still dark with desire, but there is something else there too—a flicker of uncertainty, as though he is fighting a battle within himself.

“You don’t belong in my world, Phoenix,” Luca says, his voice low and strained. “You deserve better than this. Better than me.”

Phoenix blinks, surprised by his words. It was the last thing she had expected to hear from him. Luca Tempo, the man who had claimed her, who had made it clear that she belonged to him, was now telling her she deserved better?

“You’re the one who took me,” she says softly, her voice barely above a whisper. “You’re the one who made this choice.”

Luca’s jaw tightens, his eyes flashing with frustration. “I didn’t have a choice,” he growls, stepping closer to her. “From the moment I saw you, I knew you were mine. I can’t explain it, but... I can’t let you go.”

Phoenix’s heart pounds in her chest as his words sink in. She could see the conflict in him, the way he was torn between his possessive nature and something deeper. It scares her, but it also made her feel something she hadn’t expected…hope.

Maybe, just maybe, Luca wasn’t as unfeeling as he seemed. Maybe there was a part of him that wanted something more than control, more than power. Maybe there was a part of him that could learn to love.

She steps closer to him, her hand reaching out to rest on his chest, feeling the steady thrum of his heartbeat beneath her palm. “Then don’t let me go,” she whispers, her voice trembling with the weight of her own emotions. “But don’t push me away either.”

Luca’s gaze darkens, his hand coming up to cover hers, pressing her palm against his chest. His eyes searching hers, as though he were trying to find some kind of answer, some kind of clarity in the chaos of his emotions.

“I don’t know how to be anything else, Phoenix,” he says quietly, his voice rough. “I don’t know how to be what you need.”

Phoenix shakes her head, her eyes filled with determination. “I don’t need you to be anything else,” she says softly. “I just need you to be real with me. To stop hiding behind the walls you’ve built.”

His eyes smoulder with deep emotions as he suddenly steps forward, leaning down he picks Phoenix up against his chest. Lowering his head he takes her lips in a slow burning soul searing kiss that leaves them both breathless.

Lifting his head Luca walks towards their bedroom, it’s time for him to let Phoenix in, time to break down the walls that he keeps around his himself.


LUCA 8

The uneasy peace in the penthouse is shattered by the persistent ringing of Luca’s phone. He is lying in bed with Phoenix, his fingers stroking her naked back as she rests her head on his bare chest, a rare moment of quiet between them, when the sound cuts through the room like a knife.

Luca’s expression darkens immediately as he reaches for the phone, his body tense before he even answers. There are only a few people who call him directly, and none of them bring good news.

“Tempo,” he barks into the phone, his tone as sharp as the tension that now fills the air.

Phoenix watches him, her pulse quickening. She has seen this side of Luca before—the side that is cold, calculating, and ruthless. It is the side of him that rules the Tempo Mafia with an iron fist, the side that reminds her just how dangerous he truly is. She doesn’t know what the call is about, but she can feel the change in the atmosphere, the way Luca’s entire demeanour shifts in an instant.

Luca’s expression darkens further as the voice on the other end of the line spoke. His jaw clenched, and the veins in his neck stand out as he listens, every muscle in his body coiled with tension. Whatever was happening, it was bad.

“Is Gabriel with you?” Luca asks, his voice low but filled with authority. There was a brief pause, and then he nods, though his eyes burned with frustration. “Keep him there. I’ll be there soon.”

He ended the call without another word, his hand gripping the phone so tightly that his knuckles turned white. For a moment, he didn’t move, just laid there, staring at the ceiling as though trying to rein in the storm of emotions that threatened to break free.

Phoenix sits up from where she has been laying against him, her heart pounding. “Luca, what’s going on?”

Luca turns to her, his dark blue eyes filled with a fury that was barely contained. “The Romero Familia,” he says, his voice cold and clipped. “They’ve made their move.”

Phoenix’s stomach drops at the mention of the Romero name. She had heard bits and pieces about the rivalry between the Tempo and Romero families—whispers of violence, betrayals, and blood feuds that stretched back for years. But she hadn’t realized just how dangerous it truly was until now.

“What did they do?” she asks, her voice barely more than a whisper.

Luca’s jaw tightens as he shoves the phone into his pocket. “They attacked one of my clubs. Gabriel was there.”

Phoenix’s breath hisses in shock. “Is he okay?”

Luca nods, though the tension in his shoulders doesn’t ease. “He’s fine. But this isn’t just about Gabriel. The Romero’s are trying to start a war.”

Luca was already moving, his mind calculating every possible outcome, every potential move the Romero Familia might make. War wasn’t just a possibility—it was inevitable. The Romero’s had been pushing the limits for months, testing Luca’s patience, seeing how far they could go before he retaliated. But this? This was a declaration. They wanted blood, and Luca wasn’t about to let them spill his.

Phoenix followed him as he got up and dressed moving through the penthouse, gathering his things. “What are you going to do?” she asked, her voice trembling slightly.

Luca glances at her, his eyes softening just a fraction. “I’m going to end this,” he says simply, his voice filled with a dark promise. “Once and for all.”

Phoenix’s heart races. She knows what that means. Luca wasn’t just going to fight back—he was going to take the Romero’s down, no matter the cost. And that terrified her. Not just because of the violence, but because she could see how easily Luca slipped into this world of power and bloodshed. It was who he was, who he had always been.

But there was something else, something more personal that gnawed at her. If Luca was going to war, then the danger wasn’t just to him—it was to her too. She had seen how possessive he was, how fiercely he guarded what was his. The Romero’s would know about her. They would use her against him if they could.

“Luca, what about me?” Phoenix asks, her voice small but filled with concern. “If they’re targeting you, they’ll come for me too.”

Luca froze for a moment, his eyes locking onto hers. The anger in his gaze shifted, replaced by something darker, more protective. He crosses the room in two long strides, his hands cupping her face as he leans in close, his breath warm against her lips.

“I’m not going to let anything happen to you,” he growls, his voice fierce. “You’re mine, Phoenix. And no one—no one—is going to take you from me. If they even dream of coming after you I will exterminate the name Romero from this earth.”

Phoenix swallows hard, her heart racing at the intensity of his words. She believes him. She had seen what Luca was capable of when he was angry, and she had no doubt that he would burn the world to the ground if it meant keeping her safe. But that didn’t make the fear go away.

“I won’t lose you,” Luca whispers, his voice softer now, filled with a vulnerability he rarely showed. “Not to them, not to anyone”

Phoenix’s throat tightens as she looks into his eyes. She has never seen him like this before—so raw, so afraid of losing control. She reaches up, placing her hand over his, her fingers curling around his wrist. “Then don’t.”

Luca holds her gaze for a long moment before he leans in, pressing a hard, possessive kiss to her lips. It was a promise, a vow that he would protect her at all costs. But there was something else there too—something that told her this wasn’t just about her safety. This was about Luca’s need for control, his fear of losing her and everything he had worked so hard to build.

When he finally pulled away, Luca’s expression had hardened again, the vulnerability buried beneath the mask of the mafia boss. “Miguel will stay with you,” he says, his voice firm. “He’ll protect you while I deal with the Romero’s.”

Phoenix’s heart sank. She didn’t want Luca to leave, not when the threat of danger loomed so large. But she knew there was no stopping him. This was his world, his fight, and nothing she said would change that.

“Be careful,” Phoenix says, her heart tight with fear at the danger he could encounter.

The sun was dipping below the horizon, casting the city in a wash of bruised colours as Luca stood by the window of the penthouse, his gaze fixed on the skyline. His heart was heavy with worry, a sensation he despised, but there was no denying the anxiety that gnawed at him. He glanced over his shoulder at Phoenix.

The news of the attack at the club has shaken him. The Romero’s had always been reckless, but this—targeting Gabriel, ambushing them so brazenly—it was a declaration. And Luca knew that if he didn’t respond with swift, brutal force, it would only be the beginning.

But leaving Phoenix was the last thing he wanted to do. The thought of her alone, vulnerable, made his blood run cold. He couldn’t let anything happen to her.

Taking a deep breath, Luca pulls his phone from his pocket and dials Miguel’s number. His second-in-command picks up on the first ring, his voice immediately alert.

“Boss?”

“Miguel,” Luca said, his voice tight with tension. “I need you to stay with Phoenix tonight. I’m heading to the club to meet Gabriel and assess the situation.”

There was a brief pause on the other end, and Luca could almost see the way Miguel’s eyes narrowed, the gears turning in his head. “You sure you want to leave her?”

Luca’s jaw clenched. “I don’t have a choice. The Romero’s crossed a line. If I don’t respond, they’ll see it as a sign of weakness.”

“And Gabriel?” Miguel’s voice was softer now, concern threading through his words. “He, okay?”

“He’ll be fine,” Luca replies, though he wasn’t sure if he was saying it to convince Miguel or himself. Gabriel had taken a bullet for him, had thrown himself into the line of fire without a second thought. It was a miracle he was still alive. But Gabriel was tough. He’d pull through. He had to.

“Watch her,” Luca continued, his voice lowering as he glances back at Phoenix. “Don’t let her out of your sight. No one gets near her.”

Miguel’s tone turns serious, all trace of his usual humour gone. “You got it, boss. I’ll keep her safe.”

Luca ends the call, his heart heavy with the weight of the decision. He crosses the room to where Phoenix sat, her eyes flicking up to meet his as he approaches. She looks fragile, her eyes wide and uncertain, it twists something deep inside him.

“I have to go,” he says softly, kneeling in front of her. “I need to check on Gabriel and deal with the Romero’s.”

Phoenix’s lips parted, her brows furrowing with worry. “Luca, I—”

He cut her off, his hands gently cupping her face. “Miguel will be here. He’ll protect you while I’m gone. You’re safe, bella. I promise.”

Her eyes search his, fear and something else—something vulnerable—flickering in their depths. “Just... come back. Please.”

Luca’s heart clenches, his resolve hardening. “I will.”

He presses a soft kiss to her forehead, lingering for just a moment longer before standing and turning away, his heart heavy as he walks out the door.

The drive to the club is tense, the city’s lights blurring past as Luca’s thoughts churned. The Romero’s had been a thorn in his side for years, but this attack was different. It wasn’t just a power play; it was personal. They had gone after Gabriel, knowing full well what it would mean to him.

As his car pulls up to the front of the club, the scene that greets him makes his blood boil. The once pristine entrance was in shambles, glass shattered across the pavement, bloodstains smeared on the ground. His men were scattered around, some still assessing the damage, others guarding the perimeter with grim, watchful eyes.

Luca steppes out of the car, his face set in a mask of cold fury as he strides toward the entrance. The scent of blood and smoke heavy in the air, a testament to the chaos that had erupted here just hours before.

Inside, the club was a wreck. Tables overturned, chairs splintered, bullet holes peppering the walls. It looked like a war zone. And in the centre of it all, leaning against the bar with a bandage wrapped around his shoulder, was Gabriel.

Luca’s heart clenches at the sight of him, but he pushes the emotion aside, his expression hardening as he approaches. Gabriel looks up, his face pale but composed, a faint smirk tugging at his lips as he meets Luca’s gaze.

“Took you long enough,” Gabriel says, his voice rough but steady. “You should see the other guy.”

Luca’s lips twitch in a brief, humourless smile. “You look like shit.”

“Feel like it too,” Gabriel admits, his eyes darkening as he glances around at the wreckage. “The Romero’s hit us hard. We lost some good men.”

Rage burns through Luca’s veins, hot and consuming. He had known there would be casualties, but hearing it confirmed, seeing the destruction firsthand, made it all the more real. The Romero’s had attacked his family, had tried to take everything from him, and now... now it was war.

“They’ll pay for this,” Luca says, his voice low and deadly. “Every last one of them.”

Gabriel nods, his jaw tight with pain and anger. “What’s the plan?”

“I’m going to call them,” Luca says, his eyes narrowing with a fierce determination. “Let them know exactly what they’ve started.”

Gabriel’s smile was sharp, almost feral. “Give them hell, boss.”

Luca stepped away from the bar, his mind already racing with plans, with thoughts of vengeance. He pulls out his phone, his fingers moving with a precise, calculated efficiency as he dials a number he hadn’t used in a long time.

The line rang twice before it connected, a smooth, cold voice answering on the other end.

“Luca Tempo,” the man says, his tone almost amused. “I was wondering when I’d hear from you.”

“Cut the bullshit, Enzo,” Luca growls, his voice dripping with barely restrained fury. “You and I both know what happened tonight. I want to know why.”

Enzo Romero’s laugh was low and mocking, a sound that made Luca’s blood boil. “Why? Because we can, Luca. Because you’ve been getting too comfortable, thinking you own this city. It was time for a reminder.”

Luca’s hand tightens around the phone, his teeth clenched so hard he thought they might crack. “You made a mistake coming after my men, Enzo. This isn’t just a warning. This is war.”

There was a pause on the other end, and when Enzo spoke again, his voice was softer, more dangerous. “War, you say? And what about that pretty little thing you’ve been keeping locked up in your penthouse? Phoenix, isn’t it?”

Luca’s vision went red, his heart slamming against his ribs with a rage that threatened to consume him. “If you even think about touching her—”

“Relax, Luca,” Enzo interrupted, his voice dripping with smug satisfaction. “I wouldn’t dream of it. Not yet anyway. But you should know, in war, everything’s fair game. Even your precious Phoenix.”

Luca’s hand shook with the force of his anger, his breath coming in short, furious bursts. “If you come near her, if you so much as look at her, I will tear your world apart. Do you understand me?”

“Loud and clear,” Enzo replies, his tone infuriatingly calm. “But let’s not pretend you’re the only one with something to lose. You want war, Luca? You’ve got it.”

The line went dead, and Luca stood there, his chest heaving with rage, his mind racing with thoughts of violence, of vengeance. Enzo Romero had just declared open war on the Tempo family, had threatened the one thing Luca couldn’t bear to lose.

He shoved his phone back into his pocket, his hands shaking as he turned to Gabriel, who was watching him with a grim, knowing expression.

“Get ready,” Luca said, his voice hard as steel. “It’s going to get bloody.”


PHOENIX 9

Hours later, Luca still gone, leaving Phoenix alone in the penthouse with Miguel. The tension in the air was thick, oppressive, as though the very walls were waiting for something terrible to happen. Phoenix paced the room, her mind racing with a thousand different fears. What if the Romero’s struck while Luca was gone? What if something happened to Luca? What if this war never ended?

Miguel sat on the couch, watching her with a mixture of amusement and concern. “You’re going to wear a hole in the floor if you keep that up,” he says with a grin, though his voice was soft.

Phoenix shoots him a look, but there was no malice in it. “I can’t just sit here and do nothing, Miguel. This... this is insane.”

Miguel shrugs, his easy-going demeanour doing little to hide the tension in his own body. “Welcome to the family.”

Phoenix stops pacing, her heart heavy. “Is this what it’s always like? Living with this kind of... danger?”

Miguel’s expression darkens slightly. “It’s not always this bad, but yeah. The Romero’s have been a problem for years, but this... this is different. They’re not just trying to hurt Luca anymore. They’re trying to destroy everything he’s built.”

Phoenix’s chest tightens. She had known, deep down, that Luca’s world was dangerous. But knowing it and living in it were two very different things. And now, she was in the middle of it, trapped in a war she hadn’t asked to be a part of.

Before she could respond, the sound of glass shattering echoes through the penthouse, followed by the unmistakable crack of gunfire, freezing Phoenix in place. Her breath caught in her throat, her heart pounding wildly in her chest. For a split second, everything goes still, the world narrowing down to the jagged edge of danger that now cut through the air. And then, the sharp crack of gunfire shatters the silence, sending her heart racing with terror.

Miguel was on his feet in an instant, his easy-going demeanour vanishing as he turns into a soldier of the underworld. His gun was drawn in one smooth motion, his body moving with the kind of precision that came from years of fighting on the frontlines of Luca’s war.

"Get down!" Miguel barks, his voice sharp and commanding.

Phoenix didn’t need to be told twice. She dropped to the floor, her body shaking as adrenaline surges through her veins. She had never been in a situation like this before, never felt the cold, terrifying reality of violence this close. Her mind races, panic clawing at the edges of her thoughts, but she forces herself to stay as calm as she can.

Miguel moves swiftly toward the window where the first shots had come from, his gun trained on the entrance to the penthouse. "Stay low," he orders, his voice tense. "I’ll handle this."

Phoenix presses herself against the floor, her heart slamming in her chest as the sounds of more gunfire ring out from below. She knew the Romero’s had been a threat, knew they were coming for Luca, but she hadn’t expected them to come here—right into their home.

She could hear the sound of footsteps, heavy and fast, moving through the hallways outside the penthouse. Her breath caught again; her body frozen in place. They were coming.

"Miguel," she whispers, her voice trembling. "They’re inside."

Miguel’s jaw clenches, his eyes narrowing as he listens. "Stay here," he mutters, his voice low and dangerous. "No matter what happens, stay hidden."

Phoenix didn’t have time to respond before Miguel was gone, his body moving like a shadow as he creeps toward the door, gun raised and ready. She could hear the faint sound of voices, rough and indistinct, as the men outside move closer. Panic flares in her chest again, but she forces herself to stay still, her body pressed tightly to the floor.

Her mind races. How could this be happening? Luca had left, confident in his ability to protect her by leaving her with Miguel. But now, the enemy was inside their sanctuary, and Luca was nowhere to be found.

A loud crash from the hallway outside sends Phoenix’s heart into her throat. She can hear the Romero’s breaking down the door, their voices louder now, filled with violent intent. The sound of gunfire erupts again, this time closer—too close.

Phoenix’s entire body trembles with fear as she listens to the chaos unfolding around her. She can hear Miguel’s voice, shouting commands as he fires at the intruders, the sharp crack of his gun echoing through the penthouse. But the Romero’s keep coming. There are too many of them.

The hallway is filled with the sound of boots pounding against the floor, the clattering of furniture being knocked over, and the occasional grunt of pain as Miguel fights to hold them off. But Phoenix knows it won’t be enough. They are coming for her, and no matter how skilled Miguel is, he couldn’t protect her from all of them.

Phoenix’s heart races, her breath coming in short, shallow gasps as she presses herself further into the shadows of the room. She couldn’t just sit here, waiting to be found. She needs to do something—anything—to survive.

Her eyes dart around the room, searching for something she could use as a weapon, but there was nothing within reach that could help her. Her mind spins with fear and panic, but deep down, a small voice inside her screams for her to fight, to survive. She wasn’t going to let them take her. Not without a fight.

Crawling low to the floor, Phoenix moves toward the kitchen, where she knew there were knives. Her hands shake as she reaches up to open one of the drawers, pulling out a large kitchen knife. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing.

She clutches the knife tightly, her palms sweating as she hears footsteps approaching. Her breath hitched as the door to the room bursts open, and one of the Romero men steps inside. He was tall, with a cruel sneer on his face, his gun raised as he scans the room.

Phoenix’s heart pounding so hard she thought it might give her away. She presses herself further into the shadows, praying he wouldn’t see her. But as his eyes sweep the room, they land on her trembling form.

"There you are," he growls, a twisted smile spreading across his face.

Phoenix’s breath is caught in her throat as the Romero man steps toward her, his gun trained on her, eyes gleaming with cruel intent. Every instinct in her screaming for her to run, but there was nowhere to go. She tightens her grip on the knife, her knuckles white, as she backs up against the wall. Fear clawing at her insides, but something deeper—a raw survival instinct—began to stir.

"Come on, girl," he sneers, advancing with slow, deliberate steps. "Let’s make this easy, huh?"

Phoenix’s mind races. She couldn’t let them take her. She wouldn’t be a pawn in their war with Luca. Her heart pounds, the sound of her own blood rushing in her ears as she forces herself to stay calm. The man came closer, his gun still pointed at her, his face twisted in amusement at her futile attempt to defend herself with a kitchen knife.

But Phoenix wasn’t going to wait for him to make the first move.

With a sudden burst of energy, she lunges forward, slashing wildly with the knife. The movement was fuelled by desperation, but it caught the man off guard. He stumbles back, surprised, his gun lowering slightly as he reacts to the unexpected attack.

"Shit!" he spits, but before he can recover, Phoenix moves again, this time aiming for his arm. The knife slices through his sleeve, drawing blood. The man curses, anger flashing in his eyes as he swings his gun toward her again.

But Miguel’s voice rings out from behind. "Phoenix, get down!"

Without thinking, Phoenix drops to the floor just as another shot rings out. The Romero man staggers, his body jerking as Miguel’s bullet struck him in the chest. He collapses, the gun falling from his hand as he hits the ground, blood pooling beneath him.

Phoenix gasps, her hands shaking as she stares at the lifeless body, the knife still clutched in her grip. Her heart racing, her mind spinning as the reality of what had just happened sinks in.

Miguel rushes into the room, grabbing her by the arm and pulling her to her feet. "We need to move. Now," he says urgently, his eyes scanning the hallway for any more intruders.

Phoenix nods, her body still trembling from the shock of what had just happened. She didn’t have time to process it. All she knew was that she had survived—for now.

Miguel leads Phoenix through the penthouse, his gun raised and ready as they make their way toward the hidden exit at the back of the building. Phoenix’s mind is a whirlwind of fear and adrenaline, but she forces herself to focus, to stay alert. The sound of more gunfire echoes from the hallways, followed by the shouts of the remaining Romero men as they continue their assault.

"They’re not going to stop," Phoenix whispers, her voice shaking.

Miguel’s jaw tightens, his face set in grim determination. "No, they won’t. But Luca’s on his way. We just have to hold out until then."

The mention of Luca sends a rush of conflicting emotions through her. She knew he would stop at nothing to protect her, but the thought of him walking into this warzone made her stomach churn with fear. If the Romero’s had been bold enough to attack here, in Luca’s own home, what else were they capable of?

Miguel stops suddenly, pushing Phoenix behind him as he scans the area. "Stay close to me," he whispers. "If anyone comes through that door, you run. Don’t look back. Understand?"

Phoenix swallows hard, nodding. The knife was still in her hand, the metal cold against her skin, but she wasn’t sure how much use it would be against more armed men. Her mind flashes back to the man she had just fought, the way his eyes had widened in shock when she had attacked him. The memory sent a shiver down her spine.

Just then, the door to the stairwell bursts open, and three more Romero men storm into the hallway. Miguel fires immediately, his aim precise, but there are too many. Phoenix ducks behind the corner, her heart racing as the sound of gunfire fills the air. She can hear the men shouting, the heavy thud of bodies hitting the floor, but it all blurs together in a haze of terror.

Suddenly, strong arms grab her from behind, yanking her backward. Phoenix gasps, struggling as she is pulled away from the hallway and into one of the side rooms. The knife slips from her grip as she fights, her body thrashing against her captor.

"Got you now," a voice snarls in her ear, his grip tightening around her arms.

Panic surges through Phoenix, her body twisting as she tries to break free. But the man’s hold is too strong. He shoves her into the room, slamming the door shut behind them. Phoenix stumbles, her heart pounding in her chest as she turns to face him.

He was tall, broad-shouldered, and grinning with a cruel, predatory gleam in his eyes. His gun is trained on her, his expression filled with dark amusement.

"Luca’s little songbird, huh?" he sneers, stepping closer. "He’s going to be real pissed when he finds out we’ve got you."

Phoenix’s blood turns cold, fear clawing at her insides. But she forces herself to stay calm, her mind racing for a way out. The man was blocking the door, his gun pointed directly at her, but there had to be something—anything—she could do to escape.

"I’d stay real still if I were you," he warns, his grin widening as he takes another step toward her. "Don’t want to make this harder than it has to be."

Phoenix’s eyes dart around the room, searching for something—anything she could use to defend herself. But there was nothing. She was trapped.

Her pulse races as the man closes the distance between them, his gun still aimed at her chest. Phoenix swallows hard, forcing herself to meet his gaze.

But before he could make his move, the door burst open, and Miguel storms in, his gun raised. He doesn’t hesitate. A single shot, and the Romero man collapses, his body hitting the floor with a heavy thud.

Phoenix gasps, her body trembling with relief as she stumbles back against the wall. Her heart pounding in her chest, her mind reeling from the shock of what had just happened.

Miguel rushes to her side, his face filled with concern. "Are you okay?"

Phoenix nods, though her body is still shaking. "I... I think so."

"We need to get out of here," Miguel said, his voice urgent. "More of them are coming."


LUCA 10

Luca’s car tore through the streets of Palermo, the tires screeching as they skidded around corners, the powerful engine roaring like a beast unleashed. His hands gripped the steering wheel with white-knuckled intensity, his eyes burning with a cold, deadly focus. Every second that passed felt like an eternity, every breath was laced with fury.

He had been in the middle of a tense negotiation with one of his gun suppliers when the call came in. Miguel had told him only the barest of details—the Romero’s had attacked; Phoenix was in danger. That was all Luca needed to hear.

The Romero’s had crossed a line. A line they would never return from.

As the penthouse loomed in the distance, Luca’s jaw clenched so tightly it hurt. The thought of Phoenix in danger, of her being taken from him, ignited something primal inside him. She was his. His to protect. His to claim. And if anyone dared lay a hand on her, they would pay with their lives.

The car screeched to a halt outside the penthouse, the engine still rumbling as Luca leaped out. His men were already waiting, the surviving Romero attackers either captured or lying dead in the street. But none of it mattered to Luca. All that mattered was getting to Phoenix.

He stormed into the building, the weight of his fury like a physical force as his men scrambled to get out of his way. The hallway leading to the penthouse was littered with the aftermath of the fight—shattered glass, bullet holes, and the bodies of the men who had dared to challenge him. Luca barely registered any of it. His mind was fixed on one thing: Phoenix.

When he reached the door of the penthouse, it was already open, hanging off its hinges. Luca’s heart raced, his breath coming in ragged bursts as he stepped inside. The place was a war zone, furniture overturned, bloodstains marking the floor and walls. But it wasn’t the destruction that chilled him—it was the silence.

"Miguel!" Luca bellowed, his voice thundering through the apartment.

A moment later, Miguel appeared, his gun still in hand, his face grim. "Boss."

Luca’s eyes were wild as he stepped toward him. "Where is she?" he demanded, his voice filled with barely contained rage.

Miguel didn’t flinch, but the weight of the situation was clear in his eyes. "She’s safe, Luca. She fought, held her ground. But it was close—too close."

Luca’s heart pounded in his chest as he scanned the room, searching for Phoenix. His pulse slowed, just a fraction, when he spotted her in the far corner of the room, huddled on the couch, her body trembling but intact. Relief flooded through him, but it was fleeting—quickly replaced by the blinding fury that threatened to consume him.

Miguel approached him, his voice low. "There were more of them than we expected. They came for her, Luca."

Luca’s eyes narrowed, his expression hardening as his fists clenched at his sides. The Romero’s had made their intentions clear. They weren’t just trying to take his territory—they were trying to take Phoenix, to use her against him. And for that, there would be no mercy.

Without a word, Luca crossed the room to where Phoenix sat, her arms wrapped tightly around herself, her eyes wide and filled with a mixture of fear and relief when she saw him.

"Luca," she whispered, her voice trembling as she stood up.

The second she was within reach, Luca pulled her into his arms, holding her so tightly it was as if he feared she might disappear. Phoenix melted into him, her body still shaking from the adrenaline, but she clung to him just as fiercely.

"You’re okay," Luca muttered, his voice rough as he buried his face in her hair. "You’re safe now."

Phoenix nodded; her breath shaky as she pressed her face against his chest. "I—I thought they were going to take me," she whispered, her voice filled with the raw fear she had been holding back.

Luca’s jaw tightened, his grip on her tightening protectively. "I will kill anyone that tries to take you from me," he growled.

After holding her for a long moment, Luca pulls back just enough to look into Phoenix’s eyes. There is a raw, protective fire in his gaze—one that tells her just how far he would go to keep her safe. But beneath that fire was something more. Something darker. His anger wasn’t just about protection—it was about revenge.

"Where are they?" Luca asked, his voice low and dangerous as he turns to Miguel.

Miguel doesn’t hesitate. "Two of them are still alive. The rest... didn’t make it."

Luca’s lips curl into a cold, dangerous smile. "Good. Bring them to me."

Phoenix’s breath catches at the hardness in his voice. She can see it in his eyes—he is out for blood. The men who had attacked her, who had dared to invade his home, weren’t just going to die. Luca was going to make them suffer.

"Luca," Phoenix whispers, her voice trembling as she reaches for him. "Don’t—"

But Luca shakes his head, his gaze softening only for a moment as he cups her face in his hands. "This is the price they pay, Phoenix. No one touches what’s mine and gets away with it."

Phoenix swallows hard, her heart pounding. She understands that Luca lives by a different set of rules, that his world is built on violence and power. But the idea of him exacting revenge—of him going to such dark lengths—makes her stomach twist with unease.

Miguel returns moments later, dragging the two surviving Romero men into the room. They are bloodied, barely conscious, but alive. Luca’s eyes darken as he steps toward them, his fists clenched at his sides.

"You thought you could take what’s mine," Luca growls, his voice low and filled with menace. "You thought you could come into my home, put your hands on her, and walk away?"

One of the men groans, struggling to lift his head. "Please," he gasps, his voice weak. "We didn’t know—"

Luca’s fist connects with the man’s jaw before he can finish the sentence, the sickening crack of bone filling the room. The man’s head snaps back, blood spilling from his mouth as he slumps to the floor.

"I don’t care what you know," Luca snarls, standing over the man’s crumpled form. "You made your choice. Now you’ll pay for it."

Phoenix’s heart pounds in her chest as she watches Luca unleash his fury. She has seen him angry before, seen the dark, possessive side of him that rules over the Tempo empire. But this was different. This was pure, unbridled rage—an anger that would only be satisfied by blood.

Miguel stands by, watching silently, his expression unreadable. This was the way of their world. Violence begets violence, and the only way to maintain control was through fear. But Phoenix wasn’t a part of that world. She wasn’t used to this level of brutality, this raw display of power.

She wanted to stop him, wanted to pull him back from the edge. But deep down, she knew it wouldn’t work. Luca was too far gone. The Romero’s had crossed a line, and now they would pay the price for it.

Luca moves to the second man, who is cowering on the floor, his eyes wide with fear. "Please," the man whimpers. "We were just following orders—"

Luca’s boot connects with the man’s ribs, sending him sprawling across the floor with a grunt of pain. "You should have thought of that before you came after her," Luca growls.

He turns to Miguel, his expression cold and ruthless. "Finish them."

Miguel nods, stepping forward with his gun drawn. The two men don’t have time to react before the shots ring out, their bodies falling limp to the floor.

Phoenix flinches at the sound, her heart heavy as she watches the blood pool around the dead men. She knows this is Luca’s world, that this is the way things are done. But that doesn’t make it any easier to stomach.

Luca turns back to her, his expression softening as he reaches for her. "It’s over," he says, his voice low as he pulls her into his arms. "You’re safe now."

But Phoenix wasn’t sure if she would ever truly feel safe in a world where violence was the answer to everything. She wasn’t sure if she could reconcile the man, she was starting to care for with the brutal mafia boss who had just ordered two men’s deaths without hesitation.

The smell of blood still lingered in the air, sharp and metallic, as Phoenix sat curled up on the edge of the couch. Her body was stiff, her mind reeling from everything she had just witnessed. The violent clash of life and death, the raw brutality of Luca’s world, had shaken her to her core. She had known, in the back of her mind, that the life Luca lived was dangerous, but knowing it and seeing it were two entirely different things.

Her heart was still racing, her pulse thudding in her ears as her mind replayed the scene over and over. The way Luca had unleashed his fury, the way he had commanded the deaths of the men who had attacked them—it was as if she had seen a part of him, she didn’t want to acknowledge. A part of him that terrified her.

But what terrified her even more was the realization that, despite everything, she still wanted to be close to him.

Luca stood by the window, his back to her, staring out at the city as the weight of his actions settled over the room like a heavy fog. His posture was rigid, his shoulders tense, as if he too was processing the violence that had unfolded. But unlike Phoenix, Luca didn’t seem shaken by it. It was as if this was just another day in his life—another day of power, blood, and control.

Phoenix swallowed hard, her throat tight as she tries to make sense of her swirling emotions. How can she care for someone who is capable of such cruelty? How can she feel drawn to him, even after watching him so ruthlessly take lives?

Her mind is a whirlwind of fear, anger, and something else—something darker and more complicated. She knows she should be horrified. She should be running as far away from Luca and his dangerous world as possible. But the truth is, part of her doesn’t want to leave. Part of her wants to stay, to understand this man who has so thoroughly claimed her heart, despite everything.

"Luca," she whispers, her voice trembling slightly.

He turns slowly, his piercing blue eyes locking onto hers. For a moment, the intensity of his gaze takes her breath away, the raw power in his presence making her pulse quicken. But there is something else in his eyes now, something that softened the sharp edges of his usual demeanour. He doesn’t look like the ruthless mafia boss in that moment—he looks like a man who had just gone to war to protect what mattered most to him.

"Are you okay?" he asks, his voice low, rough around the edges.

Phoenix nods slowly, though she wasn’t entirely sure if she was telling the truth. "I’m... I’m fine," she says quietly, her hands still trembling in her lap.

But Luca isn’t convinced. He steps closer, his movements slow and deliberate, as though he were afraid of scaring her off. He sits down beside her on the couch, his large frame dwarfing her, but his touch is surprisingly gentle as he reaches for her hand.

"You don’t have to be fine," he says softly, his voice a rare mixture of concern and vulnerability. "I know this isn’t easy for you."

Phoenix’s heart clenches at his words. She had expected him to brush off her feelings; to tell her this was just the way things were in his world. But instead, he is acknowledging her fear, her discomfort. It was a side of Luca she hadn’t seen before—a side that made her feel even more conflicted.

"I..." Phoenix swallows hard, her eyes filling with tears as she tries to find the right words. "I didn’t expect it to be like this. I didn’t realize how... how dark your world is."

Luca’s expression tightens, but he doesn’t look away. He knew exactly what she meant. "I tried to keep you out of it," he said quietly, his thumb brushing gently over the back of her hand. "But in my world, there’s no escaping the darkness. It’s always there."

Phoenix nods, her breath shaky. She knew that, deep down, but hearing him say it made it all the more real. There is no escaping the violence, the danger. Not if she stays with him.

"But I don’t want you to be afraid of me," Luca continues, his voice dropping to a low, almost pleading tone. "I would never hurt you, Phoenix. Never."

Phoenix looks up at him, her heart twisting in her chest. She wants to believe him—needs to believe him. And part of her did. Luca had been nothing but protective of her, fiercely so. But the other part of her—the part that had watched him kill without hesitation—wasn’t sure if she could ever fully trust him.

"You’re not afraid of me, are you?" Luca asks, his eyes searching hers, his voice soft but filled with an undercurrent of tension.

Phoenix bits her lip, her heart pounding in her chest. She wants to say no, wants to tell him that she isn’t afraid of him. But that would be a lie. The truth was, she was afraid. Not of Luca himself, but of the power he held, the darkness that clung to him like a shadow. She was afraid of what being with him meant for her future—what it meant for her soul.

"I don’t know," she whispers, her voice barely audible.

Luca’s hand tightens slightly around hers, his jaw clenching as he processes her words. He doesn’t pull away, but the tension in his body is palpable. "You don’t know?"

Phoenix shakes her head, her eyes filling with tears as the weight of her emotions crash over her. "I don’t know how to feel, Luca. I care about you, but... I’m scared. I’m scared of this world you live in. I’m scared of what it does to you."

Luca’s expression softens, the hardness in his eyes giving way to something more vulnerable. He reached up, gently brushing a tear from her cheek with his thumb. "I don’t want you to be afraid," he says quietly, his voice filled with a rare honesty. "But I can’t change who I am. This is the life I was born into. The life I’ve built."

Phoenix swallows hard, her heart aching as she looks into his eyes. She knew that he couldn’t change, not really. This was who Luca was—a man who ruled with power and violence, a man who would kill to protect what was his. And if she stayed with him, she would always be a part of that world.

But did she want that?

"I don’t know if I can live like this," Phoenix admits, her voice trembling as she finally voices the fear that has been gnawing at her since the attack. "I don’t know if I can live with the violence, the danger... the darkness."

Luca’s face tightens, his eyes darkening as her words sink in. For a moment, he doesn’t speak, his jaw clenching as though he were trying to hold something back. But when he finally did, his voice was low, raw with emotion.

"I can’t lose you, Phoenix," he whispers, his voice barely more than a breath. "I don’t know how to lose you. You the only light in my life, the only thing that keeps me sain"

Phoenix’s heart breaks at the vulnerability in his words. She has never seen him like this—so raw, so exposed. He wasn’t just the ruthless mafia boss in that moment. He was a man who had built his life on power and control, and now he was faced with the possibility of losing the one person who mattered most to him.

She looks up at him, her eyes filled with tears, and for the first time, she realizes just how deeply Luca felt for her. This wasn’t just possession. This wasn’t just control. He cared for her in a way that scared him—scared both of them.

"I don’t want to lose you either," Phoenix whispers, her voice trembling. "But I don’t know how to stay."

Luca’s hand tightens around hers, his eyes filled with desperation. "Stay," he whispers, his voice low and rough. "Phoenix. Stay with me."

He pulls Phoenix into his arms leaning back he holds her close trying to assure both of them that what they have between them is enough.

***

The sun had barely risen over Palermo, casting the city in a muted, grey light, when the phone rings again. Luca had barely slept. He had spent the night sitting by the window, staring out at the skyline, his mind a whirlwind of thoughts. Phoenix had eventually fallen asleep in bed, though it had taken her hours to find any peace. Even now, her presence there felt fragile, like she could slip away at any moment.

The call pulled Luca from his thoughts, the sharp ring slicing through the silence. His instincts kicked in immediately—this early, it could only mean one thing: more trouble.

Luca reaches for the phone and answers, his voice cold and businesslike. "Tempo."

On the other end, Gabriel’s voice comes through, low and tense. "We’ve got a problem, boss. The Romero’s—they’re mobilizing."

Luca’s grip tightens on the phone. He had been expecting a response after what had happened to the men he’d executed, but he hadn’t expected them to move so quickly. The Romero’s were arrogant, but even they wouldn’t be foolish enough to strike again so soon. Unless, of course, they had nothing left to lose.

"Where?" Luca demands, already standing and moving toward the door, his body tense and ready for action.

"Near the docks," Gabriel replies. "They’re pulling all their forces in, looks like they’re preparing for something big. I’ve never seen them this organized before."

Luca’s jaw clenches. The docks were key to his operations—both for his nightclubs and the shipments he controlled through his weapons trafficking. The Romero’s must have realized that hitting him there would deal a major blow to his power.

"How many men?" Luca asks, his voice low and dangerous.

"At least two dozen. Could be more," Gabriel says. "It’s not just a skirmish, Luca. This is a full-scale retaliation."

Luca’s mind races. The Romero’s weren’t just coming for his territory—they were coming for him, for everything he’d built. And if they succeeded, Phoenix would be in more danger than ever. He couldn’t afford to let that happen.

"I’ll be there soon," Luca says, his tone leaving no room for argument.

As he ends the call, Luca’s mind is already formulating a plan. He would need every available man, every resource at his disposal, to crush the Romero’s before they could gain a foothold in his territory. This wasn’t just about revenge anymore—it was about survival. And Luca didn’t lose. Not in business, and certainly not in war.


PHOENIX 11

Phoenix stirs in the bed, her eyes fluttering open as the first light of dawn filters through the curtains. She could feel the emptiness next to her where Luca had been, the coldness of the sheets a reminder of the distance that still lingered between them. Even though they had shared the same space, the same night, there was a vast chasm between them.

She sits up slowly, her body still heavy with exhaustion from the events of the previous day. Her mind is a jumble of confusion, fear, and something she doesn’t want to admit: a desire to stay. But even as she tries to push the thought away, she couldn’t escape the weight of Luca’s world. The violence, the power, the darkness—it was all-consuming, and it terrified her.

As Phoenix wraps the blanket around her shoulders, she hears the distant murmur of Luca’s voice coming from the hallway. He was on the phone, and though she couldn’t make out his words, the tension in his tone was unmistakable. Something was happening—something dangerous.

She gets out of bed, her legs unsteady as she makes her way toward the door. Her heart pounding in her chest as she steps into the hallway, where she finds Luca already dressed, his expression hard as he barks orders into the phone.

"Luca?" she asks, her voice soft but filled with concern.

Luca ends the call and turns to face her, his dark blue eyes intense but not cold. He moves toward her, his hand brushing lightly against her arm in a gesture that is both protective and possessive.

"The Romero’s are moving against us," he says bluntly, not bothering to soften the blow. "They’re mobilizing at the docks. It’s an all-out attack."

Phoenix’s breath catches in her throat. She had known there would be retaliation, but hearing it now, so soon, made her stomach churn with fear. "What does that mean?"

"It means I need to go," Luca says, his voice firm. "They’re trying to take control of our operations. If they succeed, it’s not just my business they’ll be coming for—it’s everything. Including you."

Phoenix’s chest tightens. The fear she had felt the day before was back, stronger than ever. She didn’t want to be a part of this war, didn’t want to be dragged into the violence and chaos that defined Luca’s world. But she couldn’t ignore the truth either—if the Romero’s won, they wouldn’t stop at Luca. They would come for her.

"What if..." Phoenix hesitated, her voice trembling. "What if they take you?"

Luca’s eyes darken, his jaw tightening as he steps closer to her. "That’s not going to happen."

"But what if it does?" Phoenix presses, her fear getting the better of her. "What if they—"

Luca’s hand cups her face, cutting off her words as he leans in close, his voice low and fierce. "I told you before, Phoenix. I don’t lose. Not to them. Not to anyone."

Phoenix swallows hard, her heart pounding in her chest. She wants to believe him, wants to trust that he would come back. But the fear is overwhelming, suffocating.

"I’ll come back for you," Luca whispers, his thumb brushing lightly over her cheek. "I promise."

Before Phoenix could respond, he leans in, pressing a hard, possessive kiss to her lips. It is a kiss filled with all the emotion he rarely allows himself to show—the fear, the protectiveness, the desperation to keep her safe. Phoenix melts into him, her body trembling as she clings to him, not wanting to let go.

But then Luca pulls back, his expression hardening once more as he turns away. He grabs his jacket and his gun, sliding it into its holster with the kind of ease that reminded Phoenix just how dangerous he is.

"I have to go," he says, his voice firm. "Stay here. Miguel will be with you."

Phoenix nods, her chest tight as she watches him walk toward the door. She wants to call out to him, to tell him to be careful, but the words catch in her throat. All she can do is watch as the man she is in love with, walks into a battle that could very well take him from her forever.
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The docks are already a battlefield by the time Luca arrives. His men had mobilized quickly, meeting the Romero’s head-on in a clash of gunfire and violence that echoes across the water. Luca’s car screeches to a halt at the edge of the dock, and he steps out, his eyes cold and focused as he surveys the chaos.

Gabriel is waiting for him, his gun in hand, his expression grim. "They’re hitting us hard, Luca. It’s not just the Romero’s. They’ve got back up from some outside group. Mercenaries, maybe."

Luca’s jaw clenches. This wasn’t just a typical turf war—it was a full-blown assault. The Romero’s had pulled out all the stops, and if Luca didn’t crush them here, it would be the beginning of the end for his control over Palermo.

"Where’s Miguel?" Luca asks, his voice sharp.

"With Phoenix," Gabriel replies. "She’s safe."

Luca nods, though the thought of her back at the penthouse, vulnerable to another attack, gnawed at him. But he couldn’t afford to be distracted. Not now.

"Let’s end this," Luca growls, pulling his gun from its holster as he marches forward into the fray.

Gunfire erupts around him as Luca moves through the chaos with deadly precision, his men following his lead. Luca has never asked his men to do anything that he wouldn’t do himself, which has built the respect that he has. The Romero’s were fierce, but they were no match for Luca’s fury. One by one, they fell, their forces crumbling under the weight of his assault.

But even as the battle rages on, Luca’s mind is elsewhere—on Phoenix, on the promise he had made to her. He would end this war. He would come back to her. And he would protect what was his, no matter the cost.

The air is thick with the acrid smell of gunpowder and blood as Luca moves through the chaos, his focus razor-sharp despite the violence erupting all around him. The docks have become a war zone, with bodies littering the ground and the sound of gunfire echoing across the water. But Luca barely registered the carnage—his mind was singularly focused on one thing: ending this war.

The Romero’s had made their move, and now they were going to pay the price.

Gabriel was at his side, covering his flank as they pushed deeper into the heart of the dockyard. The Romero’s were falling back, their lines breaking under the relentless assault of Luca’s men, but they weren’t defeated yet. Not by a long shot.

“They’ve dug in near the warehouse,” Gabriel calls over the roar of gunfire, his voice tight with concentration. “It looks like their leader’s holed up there with the last of their men.”

Luca’s jaw clenches. The leader of the Romero Familia, Enzo Romero, had been a thorn in Luca’s side for years—always scheming, always pushing the boundaries of their fragile truce. But this attack, this blatant attempt to dismantle everything Luca had built, was the final straw.

“Good,” Luca growls, his eyes dark with fury. “That’s where I want him.”

They advance swiftly, the ground slick with rain and blood as Luca’s men clear a path through the remaining Romero forces. Luca moves with deadly precision, his gun trained on every target that dares to challenge him. He has no time for mercy, no time for hesitation. Every shot he fires is a promise—one that would be fulfilled with the fall of the Romero family.

As they near the warehouse, the fighting intensified. The Romero’s were making their last stand, their gunmen positioned in the shadows of the tall containers stacked along the dock. Bullets whizz past Luca’s head, but he barely flinches, his mind already calculating his next move.

Gabriel took down two more Romero men with quick, precise shots, his expression grim as he turns to Luca. “They’re running out of men, but Santino’s holed up inside the warehouse. He’s not going to go down easy.”

Luca’s lips curl into a dark smile. “He doesn’t have a choice.”

Together, they push forward, weaving through the containers and taking cover behind the large crates scattered across the dock. The warehouse looms ahead, its steel doors closed tight, but Luca can see the shadows moving behind the windows. Enzo was inside, waiting for them.

“On my mark,” Luca orders, his voice low and commanding. “We take them down. No survivors.”

Gabriel nods, his grip tightening on his gun as they prepare to breach the warehouse. Luca’s heart pounds in his chest, not with fear, but with anticipation. This was it—the moment he had been waiting for. The moment he would end this war once and for all.

Luca raises his hand, signalling to his men, and then—without warning—he charges.

The doors of the warehouse explode inward as Luca and his men storm inside, the sound of gunfire immediately filling the space. The Romero’s were ready for them, their men positioned behind crates and shipping containers, but Luca doesn’t care. His fury is like a tidal wave, washing over him, drowning out everything but the need to end Enzo.

Gabriel fires off several shots, taking down two of the Romero men who had been guarding the entrance. Luca follows close behind, his eyes scanning the room for Enzo. The air is thick with dust and smoke, the warehouse dimly lit by flickering lights overhead. But Luca doesn’t need light to find his target—he can feel the presence of his enemy, like a shadow lurking just out of reach.

The gunfire was deafening, the clash of metal and screams of pain echoing off the walls, but Luca pushed forward, his eyes locked on the centre of the warehouse where he knew Enzo was waiting.

Finally, he spotted him.

Enzo stood near the back of the warehouse; his face twisted into a sneer as he watched Luca approach. He was flanked by two of his men, their guns raised, but Enzo didn’t seem worried. He looked confident—arrogant even—like a man who believed he still had the upper hand.

But Luca knew better. He had already won this war, and Enzo’s time was running out.

Luca raised his gun, aiming it directly at Enzo’s chest, his finger hovering over the trigger. “It’s over, Enzo,” he growls, his voice low and menacing. “You lost.”

Enzo’s smile widens, his eyes gleaming with malice. “I haven’t lost yet, Luca,” he says, his voice calm despite the chaos surrounding them. “You’ve underestimated me. You always have.”

Luca’s jaw tightens. He had no interest in playing games, no interest in hearing Enzo’s excuses. He just wanted this to be over.

“You’ve already lost everything,” Luca says coldly, his finger tightening on the trigger. “Now, you’re going to pay for what you’ve done.”

But before Luca can fire, Enzo’s smile twists into something darker, something more sinister. “You really think killing me is going to end this?” he sneers. “You think I didn’t plan for this?”

Luca’s eyes narrow, a sense of unease settling in his chest. Something wasn’t right. Enzo was too calm, too sure of himself. And then it hit him—this was a trap.

“You’re too late, Luca,” Enzo says, his voice filled with cruel satisfaction. “By the time you get back, your little songbird will be gone.”

Luca’s heart stops.

Phoenix.

The words barely register before Luca’s entire body goes cold. His mind races, a thousand different thoughts crashing together all at once. Phoenix. The Romero’s had planned this all along. The attack on the docks—it was a diversion.

Luca’s grip on his gun tightens, his heart pounding in his chest as Enzo’s words sink in. If the Romero’s had sent men after Phoenix, she was in danger. Real danger. And Luca wasn’t there to protect her.

Enzo’s smile widened as he watched Luca’s expression change. “You see? You’re not in control here, Luca. You never were.”

Rage unlike anything Luca had ever felt surged through him, blinding him, consuming him. He stepped forward, raising his gun, and without hesitation, pulled the trigger. The shot rang out, echoing through the warehouse as Enzo’s body jerked and collapsed to the ground, his smirk still frozen on his face.

But Luca didn’t care. He didn’t even look at Enzo’s lifeless body. His mind was already racing back to Phoenix, to the penthouse, to the danger she was in. He had to get to her. Now.

“Gabriel, take care of this,” Luca barked, his voice cold and sharp as he turned on his heel and stormed out of the warehouse. He didn’t have time to explain, didn’t have time to think. All that mattered was getting back to Phoenix before it was too late.

Luca’s car tore through the streets of Palermo like a bullet, the engine roaring as he pushed it to its limits. His heart was pounding, his breath coming in ragged gasps as his mind raced with fear and fury. Phoenix. She was all he could think about. She had to be safe. She had to be alive.

He gripped the steering wheel so tightly that his knuckles turned white, his jaw clenched as the city blurred past him. He couldn’t lose her. Not like this. Not after everything.

The thought of the Romero’s getting their hands on her, of them hurting her—it was enough to drive him mad. Luca’s chest tightened, the fear clawing at him in a way he hadn’t felt since he had taken over the Tempo family. He had faced enemies, rivals, even betrayals, but nothing had ever shaken him like this.

Nothing had ever threatened what truly mattered to him.

As the penthouse loomed in the distance, Luca’s heart pounded even harder. He was almost there. He would get to her. He would protect her, no matter what it took.

And when this was over, the Romero’s were finished.

***

Luca’s car skidded to a halt in front of the penthouse, the tires screeching on the wet pavement as he slammed the door open and jumped out. His heart was pounding in his chest, each beat a thunderous reminder that time was slipping through his fingers. The streets around him were eerily quiet, but the tension in the air was palpable, thick with the weight of impending violence.

He sprinted toward the entrance, his thoughts consumed by a single name: Phoenix.

"Phoenix?" Luca calls, his voice sharp, his eyes scanning the room for any sign of her. But there was no answer.

Fear gripped him. His mind raced, heart hammering as he took a step further into the room. The panic clawing at his chest, constricting his breath. Every second that passed without seeing her, without knowing she was safe, felt like an eternity.

He moves deeper into the penthouse, his gun raised, ready for anything. The silence was deafening, his footsteps echoing on the hardwood floors.

"Phoenix!" Luca’s voice was more desperate now, the fear creeping into his tone, his mind racing, each horrible possibility flashing through his mind.

The penthouse is large, with many rooms, and Luca moves quickly, tearing through the space, his heart pounding louder with each passing second. The more he searches, the more frantic he becomes.

And then, from one of the bedrooms, he hears it—a faint sound.

Luca froze, his breath catching in his throat. He moves toward the door, his steps silent as he listens again. The sound is there quiet, but unmistakable.

Without hesitation, Luca kicks the door open.

The sight before his eyes nearly brings him to his knees. "Phoenix," is sitting on the couch with her EarPods, he breaths, his voice rough with a mixture of fear and relief. "Phoenix, look at me."

Her eyes flutter open, a smile lifting her lips, her body tensing and her expression changing when she sees his fear. She reached out, her fingers brushing against Luca’s hand.

"You’re, okay?" Luca whispers, his voice raw as he pulls her into his arms, holding her tightly against him.

Phoenix’s body vibrates with life in his embrace, she clings to him, her fingers gripping his shirt as if afraid to let go. Luca’s heart calms as he holds her, the weight of what just happened pressing down on him like a physical force.

Luca pulls back slightly, his hands cupping her face as he looks into her eyes. “It’s finished now," he says, her eyes close as she leans into his touch. She was exhausted, her body and mind pushed to the edge, but in that moment, she felt safe. She felt protected in a way she hadn’t since the nightmare began.

Luca presses a kiss to her forehead, his lips lingering there for a moment as he closes his eyes, his heart aching with the weight of what could have happened.

He couldn’t even bear to think about it.

Luca’s phone buzzed in his pocket, and he answers it without hesitation. "Miguel."

"I saw you arrive, the penthouse is secure," Miguel says, his voice tense.

Luca’s jaw tightens. "Good. Thank you."

There is a pause on the other end of the line, and then Miguel speaks again, his voice low. "Enzo’s dead, Luca. You took him out yourself. Gabriel just updated me."

Luca’s breath comes in short, sharp bursts as the rage continues to burn in his chest. "It’s not enough."

He ends the call and turns toward the wreckage around him that is still evident from when the Romero’s attacked. The Romero’s had made their move, and they had failed. But Luca wasn’t satisfied with just survival. He wanted destruction. He wanted to tear down everything Enzo had built, brick by brick, until there was nothing left of the Romero family.

And when it was over, when the dust finally settled, he would have what was his—his empire, his city, and most importantly, Phoenix.
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There was something different in the way Luca looked at her now—something softer, more protective. His hands gentle as they cup her face. His thumbs brush lightly over her cheeks.

"You’re safe," he whispers, his voice low and rough, but there was an edge of vulnerability in his tone. Phoenix looks up at him, her heart pounding in her chest, her body trembling with a mix of relief and passion. The fear that had gripped her during the time Luca was out is now gone.

As much as she had feared the darkness that surrounded Luca, as much as she had tried to distance herself from the violence of his world, there was no denying the sense of security that washed over her when he was near. He was dangerous, yes, but he was her protector, and in this moment, that was all that mattered.

"Luca..." Phoenix’s voice soft as she reaches for him, her fingers brushing against his shirt, clinging to him like he was the only solid thing in her world.

Luca’s eyes soften, his gaze searching hers for any sign of the fear she had once shown him. But instead of fear, he sees something else—something raw and unspoken. The bond between them, forged in the fires of danger and chaos, had grown stronger. It was no longer just about possession, control, or even survival. It was about something deeper.

Without thinking, Luca pulls Phoenix into his arms, cradling her against his chest. She melts into him, her body trembling as she buries her face against his neck, the warmth of his embrace grounding her. For a moment, they stay like that, wrapped in each other, letting the silence speak for them.

Phoenix’s breath is shaky as she finally pulls back slightly, her eyes meeting Luca’s. "I thought..." Her voice brakes, and she swallows hard, her throat tight with emotion. "I thought I wasn’t going to see you again."

Luca’s jaw tightens, his arms contraction around her protectively. "I’m sorry," he says, his voice rough.

Phoenix shakes her head. For a moment, Luca doesn’t speak. He just looks at her, his eyes filled with something raw and vulnerable. He had always been in control, always the one with the power. But here, with Phoenix, he felt exposed. She had seen the darkest parts of him, the violence, the rage, and yet she was still here, in his arms, looking at him like he was more than just a mafia boss.

"I can’t lose you," Luca whispers as he thinks back to the fear that engulfed him when Enzo threatened him with the possibility of having harmed Phoenix, his voice barely more than a breath. "Not now. Not ever."

Phoenix’s heart aches at the vulnerability in his voice, the raw emotion that he is so clearly struggling to keep at bay. She could see the fear in his eyes—the fear of losing her, of losing control—and it made her chest tighten with a mix of emotions she couldn’t quite untangle.

But one thing was clear: she didn’t want to lose him either.

"I’m not going anywhere," Phoenix whispers, her voice soft but firm. "I’m still here, Luca."

Luca’s eyes darken, a flicker of relief passing through his expression as he reaches up to brush a strand of hair from her face. His touch was gentle, so different from the intensity he usually showed, and it made Phoenix’s heart race.

"You shouldn’t be in this world," Luca says quietly, his thumb grazing her cheek. "You deserve better than this. Better than me."

Phoenix shakes her head, her fingers tightening around his shirt as she leaned closer to him. "I don’t want better," she says, her voice trembling. "I want you."

Luca’s breath hitches at her words, his eyes widening slightly as if he couldn’t quite believe what he was hearing. For so long, he had kept his distance emotionally, telling himself that Phoenix was just another piece of his world, something to be controlled, protected, owned. But now, as he looks into her eyes, he realizes it was more than that. So much more.

"I’m not a good man, Phoenix," Luca confesses, his voice low and rough. "You know that. I’ve done things... terrible things. Things you shouldn’t have to see."

Phoenix’s heart aches at the pain in his voice, the raw honesty that he so rarely let’s show. She had seen the violence, the darkness that surrounded him, but she had also seen the man behind it all—the man who had protected her, who had risked everything to keep her safe.

"You’re not perfect, Luca," Phoenix says, her voice soft but filled with emotion. "But you’re there for me."

Luca’s jaw clenches, his hands trembling slightly as he cups her face, his eyes burning with an intensity that takes her breath away. "I don’t deserve you," he whispers, his voice thick with emotion. "But I’m not going to let you go."

Phoenix’s breath catches in her throat as Luca’s lips take hers, soft at first, hesitant, as if he were afraid of pushing too far. But the moment she responds, leaning into him, the kiss deepens, filled with the passion and desire that had been simmering between them for so long.

The world around them fades away as Luca pulls her even closer, his hands sliding to her waist as he kisses her with a fierce intensity that sends a shiver down her spine. Phoenix’s fingers tangle in his hair, her body melting into his as the kiss becomes more desperate, more consuming.

But even in the heat of the moment, there is a tenderness in Luca’s touch that Phoenix has never felt before. It isn’t just possession—it is something deeper, something real. And it makes her heart race with a mixture of fear and excitement.

When they finally pull apart, both of them breathing heavily, Luca rests his forehead against hers, his eyes closed as he holds her close.

"I don’t know how to do this," he whispers, his voice rough with emotion. "I don’t know how to be with you without hurting you."

Phoenix shakes her head, her fingers brushing lightly against his cheek. "We’ll figure it out," she whispers, her voice filled with quiet determination. "Together."

Luca’s eyes open, and for a moment, Phoenix sees the fear of losing control, the fear of losing her. But she also sees something else: hope.

And for the first time, Phoenix realizes that she wasn’t just in love with Luca Tempo, the mafia boss. She was also in love with the man behind the power, the man who was willing to risk everything for her.

She had been so afraid of losing herself in Luca’s world, so afraid of the darkness that surrounded him. But now, she realizes that the only thing she truly feared was losing him.

She presses a soft kiss to his lips. "I’m yours, Luca."

Luca slides his arm under her legs, he lifts her up against him as he carries her to their bedroom. When there, he drops her feet to the floor, his hand sliding up to pull her top off. His eyes smouldering as he looks down at her encased breasts, her nipples pushing against the thin blue silk of her bra. “You are beautiful,” he states.

Phoenix lifts her hands to the front of his shirt, her fingers undoing the buttons until his chest is bear to her touch. Her heart racing at his smooth warm skin, the tattoos gleaming like a story unfolding across his skin.

Luca is a man with a body of a God, his muscles flexing as he moves his hands to undo the buttons of her jeans, pulling them down her thighs, legs, until they are off. She stands proudly before him in her set of blue lingerie, her breath catching as he divests of his trousers, and she sees the evidence of his passion as his cock juts proudly from his body.

Her tongue slips out to moisten her lips as her eyes gaze hungrily at Luca which has a deep growl vibrating from his chest. “You’re a naught girl,” he grunts, “take off your bra,” his low deep voice has the power of an aphrodisiac running through my blood stream.

I raise my hands to my back, in a minute I am slipping the bra down my arms, dropping it on the floor. The hunger in his eyes has my nipples tightening, craving his touch, his mouth. “Luca,” I whisper, he shakes his head, his eyes sliding down to my panties.

“Take them off,” he growls.

The minute my panties drop, and I am stepping out of them, he is lifting me up and laying me on the bed. His lips taking mine in a devouring kiss that leaves no doubt in my mind of the passion flowing through his mind, his body.

His hands cupping my breasts, fondling them. I want to scream in passion, I can feel his girth rubbing against my thigh. His touch igniting a fire deep within my soul that has me trembling with need.

My hands lifting to his hair as he moves from my mouth to my breast, his lips closing over a nipple, licking, suckling. His big, strong hands sliding down my torso as he teases my nipple. His hands circling my hips. I fist my hands, grabbing a chunk of his hair as I feel the nip on my breast.

My panting a song of desire that heightens as Luca tortures me with his mastery. His hand slides between my legs, feeling the wetness there, his thumb sliding over my clit which has me gasping loudly. “Luca” I call, lifting, trying to get him to increase the pressure, but Luca is a master in this game. He glides his thumb again, his Index finger sliding into my depths at the same time as he bites down just with enough strength on my nipple.

The world around me shatters, I cry out as my body vibrates with release. My mind a jumble of sensations crashing through my bloodstream. Before I can descend from this high Luca is plunging his cock deep into my depth, his thrusts are deep, hard, all consuming.

Luca keeps me on a high as he continues his rhythm, my body feeling like its disintegrating into a pool of passion, a passion that is leaving me mindless. “Luca,” the scream that is ripped out of me is like a trigger that has Luca roaring with his release.

His body tenses before he is lowering his head, his lips kiss my neck. “I love you” his soft words are like a spark of lightening through my body, hitting me straight in the heart.
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Luca lay awake long after Phoenix had fallen asleep, her body curled against his in a way that made his chest tighten with emotion he hadn’t expected. The room is dim, the faint sounds of the city filtering in through the cracked window, but all he could focus on was the steady rhythm of Phoenix’s breathing, the rise and fall of her chest as she lay in his arms.

For the first time in years, Luca felt... vulnerable. It wasn’t a feeling he was used to. He had built his life on control, on power, on the certainty that nothing and no one could touch him. But now, with Phoenix in his arms, that certainty was slipping away, replaced by something far more dangerous—emotion.

She was more than just a possession to him now, more than just something to be controlled. And that scared him. It scared him because he knew that in his world, attachments were weaknesses. And Phoenix? She was the greatest weakness he had ever known.

Luca’s jaw clenches as he stares up at the ceiling, his mind racing with a thousand different thoughts. The Romero’s were done. He knew that. The attack on the penthouse had been a desperate move, but it was their final one.

And Phoenix... she was where it hurt.

He couldn’t afford to be distracted by his feelings for her, no matter how strong they were. His empire was at stake. His men, his territory, his control over Palermo—all of it was on the line. But every time he looked at Phoenix, every time he thought about the fear in her eyes after the attack, he felt something shift inside him.

He couldn’t let her go. But keeping her close meant keeping her in danger.

Luca gently untangled himself from Phoenix, careful not to wake her as he slips out of bed. He stands by the window, staring out at the darkened skyline, his thoughts heavy with the weight of what he needed to do. His instincts told him to shield her, to lock her away where no one could ever touch her. But deep down, he knew that wasn’t the answer. Phoenix was strong—stronger than he had given her credit for—but that didn’t mean she could survive in his world without getting hurt.

The problem was, Luca didn’t know if he could survive without her.

The door creaks open softly, and Miguel steps into the room, his expression grim. He pauses when he sees Phoenix asleep in the bed, his eyes flicking to Luca with a knowing look.

"We need to talk," Miguel says quietly, his voice barely a whisper.

Luca nods, glancing once more at Phoenix before following Miguel out of the room and into the living area of the penthouse. The air feels heavy with unspoken tension as they sit down, both of them knowing that the conversation they were about to have wouldn’t be easy.

"The Romero’s are regrouping," Miguel says, his voice low. "Our sources say they’re pulling in allies from outside Sicily. Mercenaries, possibly."

Luca’s jaw tightens. He had known this was coming. The Romero’s wouldn’t just let this go—not after the losses they had taken. But bringing in outside help? That was a new level of escalation.

"How many men?" Luca asks, his voice cold.

Miguel shakes his head. "We don’t know yet. But it’s enough to make me think they’re planning something."

Luca leans back in his chair, his mind racing. If the Romero’s were truly pulling out all the stops, it meant they were willing to risk everything to take him down. And that meant everyone in his circle—including Phoenix—was a target.

"They’ll come for her again," Luca says quietly, his eyes darkening. "If they can’t hit me, they’ll hit her."

Miguel’s expression hardens. "She needs to be somewhere safe, Luca. Out of reach."

Luca’s chest tightens at the thought of sending Phoenix away, of hiding her somewhere far from the violence of his world. It was the logical solution, the only way to ensure her safety. But the idea of being apart from her, of not being there to protect her himself—it was unbearable.

"I can’t just hide her away, Miguel," Luca says, his voice low. "She’s not a prisoner."

Miguel raises an eyebrow. "She’s already a target. You think the Romero’s care about whether she’s a willing participant in this or not? They’ll use her to get to you, Luca. They already tried once."

Luca’s fists clench, he had killed Enzo without hesitation, but it wasn’t enough. It would never be enough. The next in line for the Romero Familia would rise into Enzo’s position and then try to attack us for taking out Enzo.

"So what’s the plan?" Miguel asks, watching Luca carefully. "Because keeping her here, in the middle of this, isn’t going to end well. For either of you."

Luca doesn’t answer right away. He stands up, pacing the room, his mind torn between his duty to his empire and his desire to protect the woman he has come to care for more than he had ever thought possible. The two worlds he had spent his life controlling were colliding, and Luca didn’t know how to keep them both from falling apart.

"I need to talk to her," Luca says finally, his voice rough. "She deserves to know what’s happening."

Miguel nods, though his expression remains tense. "Just remember, Luca—if you want to keep her, you have to find a way to keep her safe. You can’t do both if you don’t make a decision soon."

Luca swallows hard, his chest tight with the weight of the truth in Miguel’s words. He couldn’t have it all. He couldn’t keep Phoenix by his side and protect her from the dangers of his world. But the thought of sending her away, of letting her go, was a decision he wasn’t ready to make.

When Luca returned to the bedroom, Phoenix was awake, sitting up in bed with the blanket pulled around her shoulders. She looks small, fragile even, but the moment their eyes meet, Luca sees the strength in her gaze. She isn’t just a victim in this war. She is a survivor.

"Luca?" Phoenix’s voice is soft, but there is a tension in it that tells him she knew something was wrong.

Luca sits down on the edge of the bed, his hand reaching out to gently brush a strand of hair from her face. He doesn’t know how to tell her what he needs to say. He doesn’t know how to explain the impossible choice he was facing.

"We need to talk," Luca says quietly, his voice rough with emotion.

Phoenix nods, her eyes searching his face. "What’s happening?"

Luca takes a deep breath, his heart heavy as he looks at her. "The Romero’s aren’t done. They’re regrouping. And they’ll come for you again sooner or later."

Phoenix’s breaths, her eyes widening slightly, but she doesn’t flinch. "So what do we do?"

Luca’s chest tightens. "I want to keep you safe. But that means... I might need to send you away. Somewhere far from here. Somewhere they can’t find you."

Phoenix stares at him, her eyes filling with a mix of shock and pain. "You want me to leave?"

"I don’t want you to leave," Luca says quickly, his voice thick with emotion. "But I can’t protect you if you’re here, Phoenix. I can’t do both. And if something happens to you..." His voice breaks slightly, his eyes intense. "I won’t lose you."

Phoenix’s heart aches at the helplessness in Luca’s voice, at the raw emotion she sees in his eyes. She can see the conflict in him, the way he is torn between his duty to his empire and his desire to protect her. But she also knows that leaving him now, after everything they had been through, wasn’t something she could do.

"Luca," Phoenix whispers, her voice trembling. "I don’t want to leave you. I don’t care about the danger. I care about you. I know you will find a way to keep me safe."

Luca’s breath catches in his throat, his chest tightening as he looks at her. He has spent his entire life believing that love was a weakness, that attachments would only bring him pain. But with Phoenix, everything is different. She has become his anchor, his reason for fighting, his reason for surviving.

"I don’t deserve you," Luca whispers, his hand cupping her face as he leans in closer. "But I’m not letting you go."

Phoenix smiles as Luca’s lips brush against hers, the kiss filled with a mix of desperation and need. She melts into him, her body trembling as she clings to him, her heart racing with the weight of everything they were facing.

When they finally pull apart, Luca rests his forehead against hers, his breath shaky. "I’ll protect you," he whispers. "No matter what."


PHOENIX 15

It had been a rare stretch of peace in the days following the attack. The constant hum of danger that has surrounded them since the Romero’s ambush has faded, if only temporarily. Luca has spent the last several days overseeing his men, tightening security around his operations, and making sure every corner of his empire was secured. But tonight, for the first time in what felt like forever, Luca wants a break. And more than that—he wants to give Phoenix one, too.

They had been holed up in the penthouse for days, and though Phoenix has insisted she was fine, Luca could sense the tension in her, the way she seems to carry the weight of the attack with her, even in the safety of his home. She needs a night out. And, if he is honest with himself, so does he.

So, when Luca suggests they go out to one of his clubs, Phoenix hesitates at first, but eventually agrees. She has spent so much time trying to reconcile with the world Luca lives in, and this felt like a way to see both sides of him—the man who ruled an empire, but also the man who was trying, in his own way, to give her something normal.

The club was one of Luca’s most exclusive spots, a high-end place known for its luxury and discretion. It was a world away from the violence and danger that seemed to follow them everywhere else, and as they arrived, Phoenix finds herself relaxing, just a little, for the first time in days.

The atmosphere is electric, filled with the rhythmic pulse of music and the low hum of conversation. The lights are low, casting the space in a warm, seductive glow. Luca leads Phoenix through the crowd with ease, his hand resting possessively on the small of her back, guiding her toward the VIP section where they would be safely secluded from the masses.

Phoenix can’t help but smile as she looks around. For the first time in a long time, she feels something close to normal. She isn’t thinking about the Romero’s, or the bloodshed that had nearly torn them apart. She was just a girl, out at a club with the man she loved.

As they sit down in the plush leather booth, a server brings over a bottle of champagne, and Luca pours them both a glass. He watches her closely, his eyes softening slightly as she takes a sip and smiles.

"Are you having fun?" Luca asks, his voice low, though there is a hint of uncertainty in his tone. He wasn’t used to this—taking time off, being vulnerable enough to ask such simple questions. But with Phoenix, things were different.

Phoenix smiles, leaning back in her seat as she looks at him. "I am," she says, her voice light. "It’s... nice to feel normal for a bit."

Luca’s lips curl into a small smile, though his eyes remain intense, never leaving her. "You deserve more than this. More than just nights out in clubs."

Phoenix’s heart skips a beat at the sincerity in his words. She knows that Luca means it. He wants to give her more, but there are limits to what his world allows. Still, the fact that he is trying means everything to her.

"Right now," Phoenix says, reaching for his hand, "this is enough."

Luca’s eyes darken slightly, the intensity between them simmering beneath the surface, but before he can respond, something catches his attention out of the corner of his eye.

A man—one of the patrons of the club—is watching them from across the room. He is tall, well-dressed, and clearly has enough money and arrogance to think he can get away with anything. Luca’s hand tenses slightly in Phoenix’s grasp as the man approaches their booth, a predatory grin on his face.

Luca’s jaw tightens, his eyes narrowing as the man comes closer. Phoenix notices the shift in Luca’s demeanour immediately—the possessive streak she had come to recognize all too well surfacing beneath the calm exterior.

"Hey," the man says, his voice smooth as he looks at Phoenix, barely acknowledging Luca’s presence. "You want to dance?"

Phoenix blinks caught off guard by the man’s boldness. She opens her mouth to respond, but before she can, Luca is already on his feet.

"She’s not dancing with anyone," Luca growls, his voice low and dangerous as he steps in front of the man, his body radiating a barely contained fury.

The man smirks, clearly unaware—or perhaps too arrogant to care—about who he was dealing with. "I wasn’t asking you, pal," he says with an English accent, his eyes flicking dismissively toward Luca before focusing back on Phoenix. "I was asking her."

Luca’s eyes darken, his fists clenching at his sides as he takes a step closer, his body towering over the man in a way that was meant to be both intimidating and final.

"You don’t ask her anything," Luca snarls, his voice laced with menace. "And if you don’t walk away right now, you won’t be walking out of here at all."

Phoenix’s heart races as she watches the interaction unfold, her eyes flicker between Luca and the man. She could feel the tension radiating from Luca, the possessiveness in his stance, the fury in his eyes. It wasn’t just about the man’s arrogance—it was about what he represented. A challenge. A threat to what Luca considered his.

The man, however, seemed either oblivious or too drunk to care. He took a step closer to Luca, his grin widening as if this were some kind of game. "What’s your problem, man? It’s just a dance."

Luca doesn’t respond. He doesn’t need to. In an instant, his hand shoots out, grabbing the man by the collar and yanking him forward with a force that knocks the grin right off his face.

"I don’t care if it’s a dance or a fucking handshake," Luca growls, his voice cold and deadly. "You don’t touch what’s mine."

The man’s eyes widen as he realizes just how serious Luca was. "I—I didn’t know," he stammers, his bravado crumbling under the weight of Luca’s fury.

Luca’s grip tightens, his knuckles turning white as he leans in closer, his voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. "Now you do."

With that, Luca shoves the man backward, sending him stumbling into the crowd. The man doesn’t waste any time scrambling to his feet and disappearing into the sea of people, too terrified to look back.

Phoenix’s heart is pounding as Luca turns back to her, his chest heaving with the effort its taken to rein in his anger. His eyes are still dark, filled with the possessive fire that made her both nervous and, to her surprise, undeniably drawn to him.

"I’m sorry," Luca apologises, his voice rough as he sits back down beside her, his hand reaching for hers. "I didn’t mean to scare you."

Phoenix shakes her head, her breath rapid but her heart steady. "You didn’t," she whispers, her fingers tightening around his. "I’m just... not used to seeing you like that."

Luca’s jaw clenches, his eyes flicking away for a moment before meeting hers again. "I can’t help it," he admits, his voice low. "When it comes to you... I don’t know how to control it."

Phoenix’s heart aches at the vulnerability in his words, at the raw emotion he is struggling to keep in check. She can see the conflict in him—the war between his desire to protect her and the darker, more possessive side of him that he can’t quite contain.

"You don’t have to control everything," Phoenix whispers, her voice soft but steady. "I’m here with you. I’m not going anywhere."

Luca’s eyes soften, and for a moment, the tension in his body eases. He leans in, pressing a gentle kiss to her lips, the heat between them simmering beneath the surface.

"I won’t let anyone take you from me," Luca whispers against her lips, his voice a quiet vow.

The air was still thick with the remnants of the confrontation, the anger and violence that had simmered so close to the surface. Phoenix’s heart was still racing, adrenaline coursing through her veins, but as she looks at Luca, she sees something in his eyes that makes her breath catch.

He was watching her, his gaze dark and intense, as if he could see right through her. The anger that had hardened his features moments before had faded, replaced by something else—something deeper, more dangerous. It was a look she had seen before, but it never failed to send a shiver down her spine, a mix of fear and something she was too afraid to name.

Luca’s hand tightens around his glass, his eyes never leaving hers. “Sing for me.”

The words a command, soft and low, but they hold a weight that makes Phoenix’s heart skip a beat. She hesitates, her mind racing, but there is something in his gaze that pulls her in, something that makes her want to forget everything, to lose herself in the music and the way he was looking at her.

Phoenix takes a deep breath, her eyes never leaving Luca’s as she moves to the small stage at the corner of the club. The band, sensing the change in atmosphere, adjust their instruments, the soft, sultry notes of a slow blues melody filling the air.

She wraps her fingers around the microphone, her pulse fluttering as she meets Luca’s gaze. For a moment, everything else fades away—the fear, the tension, the uncertainty. It was just her and Luca, the music, and the unspoken words between them.

Phoenix’s voice is soft at first, the words slipping from her lips like a whispered confession, each note wrapping around Luca like a spell. Her eyes stay locked on his, drawing him in, the lyrics a siren’s call in the dimly lit room.

“Close your eyes, let the darkness take you, let the night erase the pain... ”

Luca’s grip on his glass tightens, his body tense as he watches her, his eyes darkening with every word, every note. Phoenix’s voice is sultry, smoky, filled with a raw, aching emotion that seems to cut through the air, pulling him in, holding him captive. He feels the tension in his chest easing, the anger that had burned so hot just moments before fading into something else—something dangerous and consuming.

“I’ll be your shelter, I’ll be your fire, just let go, give in to the desire... ”

Phoenix’s voice dipped lower, her eyes never leaving his, and Luca feels his heart pound in response, his body tightening with a need that is almost painful. She is pulling him in, her voice weaving around him, the melody a soft, seductive promise. There is a defiance in her gaze, a challenge, as if she is daring him to look away, to break the spell she is casting.

But he couldn’t.

He is caught, trapped in the web of her voice, the heat in her eyes. The room around them seems to disappear, leaving only the music, the words, and the electric tension that crackles between them. Luca’s breath comes harder, his grip on the glass so tight he thought it might shatter, but he couldn’t tear his eyes away from her.

Phoenix’s voice grows stronger, the melody building, her body swaying slightly as she sings, her movements fluid and graceful, each one drawing him in deeper.

“I’ll be your poison, your sweetest sin, take my hand, let the night begin...”

Luca felt the words like a physical touch, her voice sliding over his skin, slipping under his defences, making him forget everything but the way she made him feel. There is nothing in the world but her voice, her eyes, the way she is looking at him, as if she could see every dark, twisted part of him and still want him.

He wanted her. Needed her.

As the last notes of the song fade, the room falls into a heavy, charged silence. Phoenix’s breath comes in soft, shallow gasps, her eyes locked on Luca’s, the intensity of the moment hanging between them like a physical thing. She had never felt like this, never felt so exposed, so vulnerable. But there is something thrilling about it too, something that makes her heart race with a different kind of fear.

Luca stands slowly, his gaze never leaving hers as he moves toward her, his movements deliberate, controlled. The room seems to hold its breath, the band watching with wide eyes as he crosses the small distance between them, his presence dominating the space, suffocating in its intensity.

Phoenix’s heart pounding as he stops in front of her, his eyes dark and burning with something she couldn’t name. He was so close, his scent filling her senses, his body radiating heat and power.

“That was beautiful, bella,” Luca murmurs, his voice low, a dangerous edge threading through the words. “You’re beautiful.”

Phoenix’s breath catches in her throat, her body trembling with a mix of fear and something far more dangerous as she looks up at him. “Luca, I—”

He cuts her off, his hand sliding around her waist, pulling her against him. The contact sends a shock of heat through her, her heart hammering as she feels the hard, unyielding strength of his body against hers. His other hand comes up, fingers brushing lightly against her cheek, his touch gentle, almost reverent.

“I don’t think you realize what you do to me, Phoenix,” Luca whispers, his lips so close to hers she could feel the warmth of his breath. “How much I want you. How much I need you.”

Phoenix’s heart aches at the raw intensity in his voice, at the darkness in his eyes. She can see the struggle there, the battle between the man he is and the man he wants to be for her. But it doesn’t change what he is—a dangerous, possessive force that threatens to consume her whole.

“Luca, please,” she whispers, her voice trembling as she places her hands on his chest, trying to put some distance between them. “Everyone is watching,” she says softly.

But Luca’s grip tightens, his eyes darkening with a fierce, possessive hunger. “You’re mine, Phoenix,” he growls, his voice low and commanding. “Let them look.”

Before she can say another word, his lips are on hers, hard and demanding, stealing her breath, her thoughts, everything. The kiss is like a storm, wild and uncontrollable, sweeping her away, pulling her under. She tries to resist, tries to push him away, but her body betrays her, melting into his touch, into the heat of his kiss.

Luca’s hands roam over her body, pulling her closer, his mouth devouring hers with a hunger that is almost desperate. Phoenix’s head spins, her heart racing as she clings to him, caught between the need to escape and the irresistible pull of his touch. She feels like she is drowning, her senses overwhelmed, her thoughts a jumbled mess of desire.

When he finally pulls back, they are both breathing hard, their bodies pressed together, the air between them charged with a dangerous, electric tension. Luca’s eyes are dark, his expression fierce, possessive, his hands still holding her tightly, as if he is afraid she will disappear if he let go.

“I can’t get enough of you,” he murmurs, his voice rough, his eyes locked on hers. “You drive me crazy, Phoenix. I want you so much it hurts.”

Phoenix’s heart aches at the raw emotion in his voice, at the way he is looking at her, like she was the only thing keeping him from falling apart. But it is too much, too intense. She can’t breathe, can’t think. All she can feel is the heat of his body, the hard, unyielding strength of his arms around her.

“Luca...” she whispers, her voice breaking.

Luca shakes his head, his grip on her tightening. “Time to leave,”

It was late when they left the club, the city quiet, the streets empty. Luca’s arm was around her waist as they walk to the car, his grip firm, possessive.

Phoenix’s heart is still racing, her mind a whirlwind as they slip into the back seat, the driver closing the door behind them. She glances at Luca, her stomach twisting at the sight of his face—so fierce, so unyielding, the darkness in his eyes a reflection of everything she felt but couldn’t voice.

The car starts, the hum of the engine filling the silence as they pull away from the club. The city lights flash by outside, but Phoenix barely notices them. Her thoughts are a tangled mess, a knot of desire, and the lingering echoes of Luca’s words. He is always so intense, so overwhelming, and tonight had been no different. But the way he looks at her, the way his touch makes her skin tingle with heat, it is impossible to ignore.

She knows she should be scared—terrified, even. But there is something else, too, something dark and undeniable that thrums beneath her skin. Something that makes her want to lean into his touch, to feel his arms around her again, to lose herself in the storm that was Luca Tempo.

The car turned down a quieter street, the lights dimming as they approach the penthouse. Luca’s hand slides up her thigh, the heat of his touch searing through the thin fabric of her jeans. Phoenix’s breath hitched, her body tensing as she glances up at him.

“You’re quiet,” he murmurs, his voice low and rough, a dark edge to the words. “What are you thinking, bella?”

Phoenix’s heart races, her thoughts spinning as she tried to find the right words. She didn’t know how to explain what she was feeling, didn’t know how to make sense of the war raging inside her. All she knows is that Luca is too close, too intense, and every time he touches her, it feels like the world is slipping out of her control.

“I...” She hesitates, her eyes flicking to his, searching for something—anything—that would make this make sense. “I’m just... overwhelmed.”

Luca’s hand tightens on her thigh, his gaze darkening as he leans closer. “Good,” he murmurs, his voice a low growl. “I want you to be overwhelmed, Phoenix. I want you to feel everything.”

Phoenix’s heart pounds, her breath catching in her throat as his words wrap around her, drawing her in. She can’t look away, can’t pull back. His eyes hold her captive, the heat in them burning through her, making her pulse thrum with a dangerous, intoxicating rhythm.

The car slows to a stop in front of the penthouse, the driver stepping out to open the door. Luca’s hand slides away from her thigh, but his eyes never leaves hers, the intensity in his gaze a promise, a warning.

“Come,” he says softly, his voice like velvet over steel. “We’re not done yet.”

Phoenix’s heart skips a beat, her body trembling as she steps out of the car, Luca’s hand wrapping around hers as he guides her up the steps and into the building. The elevator ride is silent, the tension between them thick and electric, every breath, every heartbeat charged with the unspoken words that hang in the air.

When the doors open, Luca’s grip tightens on her hand, pulling her down the hall and into the penthouse. The lights are low, the space quiet and still, but the energy between them crackled like a live wire, each step sending a shiver down her spine.

Luca turns to face her, his eyes dark and intense, his hands sliding up her arms, pulling her closer. “Sing for me again, bella,” he murmurs, his voice a low, seductive command. “Just for me.”

Phoenix’s heart aches at the raw emotion in his voice, the desperation in his eyes. She knows what he was asking for, knew what he needed, she nods.

Taking a deep breath, she closes her eyes, her voice soft as she begins to sing, the words slipping from her lips like a secret, each note wrapping around them, binding them together in a way that is as terrifying as it was beautiful.

“Let me be your weakness, your sweetest sin, let me in, let me in...”

Luca’s grip tightens, his body tensing with the force of his need, his desire. Phoenix felt it too, the heat, the longing, the undeniable pull that drew them closer, closer, until there is no space left between them.

“I’ll be your shadow, your darkest night, just hold me tight, hold me tight...”

Her voice broke on the last note, the words trailing off into the silence as Luca’s hands slid up to cup her face, his thumbs brushing gently over her cheeks. His eyes burning with a fierce, possessive light, his breath coming in short, harsh bursts as he stares down at her.

“I need you,” he whispers, his voice rough, raw.

Phoenix’s heart aches, her body trembling with the force of his words, with the weight of everything he wasn’t saying. She didn’t know what to do, didn’t know how to respond. All she knew was that she felt the same—lost, desperate, terrified of what she felt, of what he made her feel.

But before she can speak, before she can even think, Luca’s mouth is on hers, hard and demanding, stealing her breath, her thoughts, everything. The kiss is wild, fierce, a storm that sweeps her away, pulling her under, drowning her in the intensity of his need.

She feels herself melt into him, her body pressing against his, her hands tangling in his hair as he kisses her with a desperation that makes her heart ache. She is lost, caught in the whirlwind of his desire, her own fears, her own doubts swept away by the force of his need.

When he finally pulls back, they are both breathing hard, their foreheads resting together, the air between them thick with unspoken words, with unfulfilled promises.

“You’re mine,” Luca whispers, his voice fierce, possessive. “Say it.”

Phoenix’s heart pounds, her breath coming in short, shallow gasps as she looks up at him, her eyes searching his. She nods, her voice a soft, trembling whisper.

“I’m yours.”

Luca’s eyes darken, his grip tightening as he pulls her closer, his mouth crashing down on hers once more, a fierce, possessive kiss that leaves no room for doubt.

And as the night closes in around them, Phoenix feels herself slipping further into the darkness, into the fire that was Luca Tempo, her heart caught in the flames, burning, breaking, becoming something new, something dangerous, something beautiful.


LUCA 16

The warehouse was dark, lit only by the glow of flickering overhead lights and the occasional spark from a dying cigarette. Luca sat at the head of a long steel table, his expression hard as he listens to Miguel’s report.

Before Luca can respond, the door to the warehouse creaks open, and a figure steps inside. Luca’s jaw tightens the moment he sees her.

Bianca.

She is dressed to kill—literally. A tight black dress clings to her curves, and her long dark hair cascades over her shoulders. Her lips are painted a deep red, and there is a predatory gleam in her eyes as she saunters toward the table, her heels clicking on the concrete floor.

“Luca,” she purrs, her voice smooth and dangerous. “I thought I might find you here.”

Luca’s expression doesn’t soften as he watches her approach. Bianca is trouble—she always has been. She has been a part of his world for years, a woman who has risen through the ranks of the Tempo family thanks to her cunning and ruthlessness. But she has never been content with her position. She wants more. And she has always wanted Luca.

“Bianca,” Luca says coolly, his eyes narrowing. “What are you doing here?”

She smiles, her red lips curving into a dangerous smirk as she slids into a chair beside him. “I heard you’ve been busy,” she replies, ignoring the tension in the room. “Making quite the mess of things for the Romero’s.”

Luca’s jaw clenches, his patience already wearing thin. Bianca had a way of inserting herself into situations where she didn’t belong, and Luca didn’t trust her. Not one bit.

“What do you want?” Luca asks, his voice cold.

Bianca’s smile widens, and she leans in closer, her fingers brushing lightly over his arm. “I want to help,” she purrs, her eyes gleaming with something dangerous. “You know I’ve always had your back, Luca. We could make a great team.”

Luca pulls his arm away, his eyes hardening. He knew what Bianca wanted—she had been angling for his attention for years, trying to worm her way into his life, his bed, his power. But Luca had never let her get close. He couldn’t afford distractions, and Bianca was nothing if not a dangerous distraction.

“I don’t need your help,” Luca answers flatly, his voice laced with warning.

Bianca’s smile falters for a split second, but she recovers quickly, her eyes narrowing slightly. “Oh, but you do,” she continues, her voice dripping with false sweetness. “Especially with your little... songbird getting in the way.”

At the mention of Phoenix, Luca’s entire body tenses. His eyes flash with anger as he turns to face Bianca fully. “Leave Phoenix out of this.”

Bianca’s smirk returns, but there is something dark in her gaze. “She’s already in this, Luca. You’ve made sure of that.”

Luca’s fists clench, but before he can respond, Miguel steps in, his voice tense. “We’ve got more important things to deal with than this.”

Luca shoots one last cold look at Bianca before turning back to Miguel. He didn’t trust her, but right now, his focus needed to stay on the business at hand. Bianca could wait.

The tension in the city had reached a boiling point. Luca’s strikes had left the Romero’s on the verge of collapse, their leadership crippled, their operations in shambles. Every day, more of their men were either turning up dead or defecting, unwilling to go down with a sinking ship.

It was only a matter of time before their new leader made a move—one final desperate attempt to salvage what was left of his empire. Luca could feel it coming, like the calm before the storm.

And then, the call came.

Luca was in his office, reviewing the latest reports from his men, when his phone buzzed. He glanced at the number and frowned—it was one of his contacts, a neutral party with ties to both the Tempo and Romero families.

“Tempo,” Luca answers, his voice curt.

There was a brief pause, then the voice on the other end speaks. “Santino Romero wants to meet.”

Luca’s eyebrows lift, surprise flickering across his face for the first time in days. “A meeting?”

“He’s asking for a truce,” the contact explains. “He says he wants to talk. No more bloodshed.”

Luca’s lips curl into a cold smile. So, the Romero’s were finally bending the knee. They had no choice. He had them cornered, and now they were scrambling for a way out.

“When and where?” Luca asks, his voice calm but filled with authority.

“Tomorrow night. Neutral ground. He’ll send the details.”

Luca ends the call, his mind already working through the possibilities. A truce? It could be a trap, a way for the Romero’s to lure him into a vulnerable position. But Luca wasn’t a fool. He would go into the meeting fully prepared, with his men ready to strike if necessary.

Miguel entered the office just as Luca finishes the call, his face tense with anticipation. “What’s going on?”

Luca leans back in his chair, his fingers steepled as he regards Miguel. “The Romero’s want a truce. They’re asking for a meeting.”

Miguel’s eyes widen, his face darkening with suspicion. “A truce? Sounds like a setup.”

Luca nods. “It could be. But they’re desperate. We’ve backed them into a corner, and they know they can’t win. Santino wouldn’t ask for this if he wasn’t out of options.”

Miguel crosses his arms, his expression still wary. “You’re going to meet with them?”

Luca’s eyes narrow, his mind made up. “Yes. But we’re not going in blind. I want full surveillance on the location before we get there. No surprises.”

Miguel nods, already preparing to put the plan into action. But before he can leave, Luca speaks again, his voice lowering.

“Phoenix stays out of this,” Luca orders, his tone firm. “She doesn’t need to know.”

Miguel hesitates, then nods. “Got it.”

***

The night before the meeting, Luca and Phoenix are at the penthouse. Phoenix has sensed something was off all evening. Luca was quieter than usual, his body tense, his mind clearly elsewhere. He had told her it was nothing, that everything was under control, but Phoenix wasn’t convinced.

She didn’t trust the quiet.

Phoenix sat on the couch, watching Luca as he paced the room. “You’re hiding something,” she says softly, her voice filled with concern.

Luca pauses, his eyes flicking to hers. “I’m not.”

Phoenix frowns, standing up and walking toward him. “Don’t lie to me, Luca. I can feel it. Something’s happening, isn’t it?”

Luca’s jaw clenches, his heart heavy as he looks into her eyes. He wants to protect her from this, to keep her away from the war that was raging around them, but he knows that he can’t hide the truth forever.

“The Romero’s want a meeting,” Luca admits, his voice low. “They’re asking for a truce.”

Phoenix’s eyes widen. “A truce? After everything that’s happened?”

Luca nods. “They’re desperate. But it could be a trap.”

Phoenix swallows hard, her heart racing. “And you’re going to meet with them?”

“I have to,” Luca replies, his voice firm. “If this is the way to end the war, I have to take it. But I’ll be prepared.”

Phoenix’s heart aches at the thought of Luca walking into danger again, but she knows there was no stopping him. This was his world, and she was a part of it now, whether she liked it or not.

“Just... be careful,” Phoenix pleads, her voice trembling slightly.

Luca pulls her into his arms, holding her close. “I will. I promise.”


PHOENIX 17

Phoenix could feel the tension thick in the air, even before she stepped into the room. The atmosphere in Luca’s penthouse had changed since the attack at the club and Gabriel’s injury. She had thought that the quiet moments of calm with Luca would help her breathe, would allow her to feel safe again, but something else had crept into their lives—Bianca.

For the past few days, Phoenix had noticed her name coming up more often in Luca’s conversations with Miguel, and it made her uneasy. She had never met the woman, but Phoenix could feel her presence like a shadow lurking on the edge of her world.

It didn’t take long for Phoenix to learn who Bianca really was. The woman had a reputation, and it wasn’t one that comforted Phoenix. Bianca had been a part of Luca’s world long before Phoenix, and she wasn’t just some distant memory—she was still here, still involved. And from the way Luca stiffened whenever her name came up, Phoenix knew there was more to the story.

Phoenix walked into the living room to find Luca pacing, phone in hand, a deep frown etched on his face. He had been on edge ever since the Romero’s had requested the meeting, and although he hadn’t told Phoenix all the details, she knew enough to understand that things were about to escalate.

Luca glances up when he sees her enter, his expression softening slightly. “Hey,” he murmurs, pocketing his phone. “Everything okay?”

Phoenix offers him a small smile, but the knot in her stomach wouldn’t loosen. “I’m fine,” she assures quietly, though she knows she isn’t convincing either of them. “What about you?”

Luca shrugs, his hand coming to rest on the back of his neck as he looks away. “I’ve got a lot on my mind.”

Phoenix takes a step closer, her heart aching for him. She knows he was carrying the weight of everything—protecting her, managing the war with the other familia, preparing for this truce meeting. But she also knew that Luca wasn’t the type to talk about his worries easily, even with her.

“Luca,” she calls softly, placing a hand on his arm. “Talk to me. I can tell something’s bothering you.”

Before Luca can respond, the door to the penthouse opens, and Phoenix’s stomach drops when a woman walks in, her heels clicking against the floor as she strides in like she owns the place.

“Luca, darling,” Bianca purrs, her voice dripping with false sweetness as she saunters over to them. “I was hoping I might catch you.”

Phoenix feels the tension in Luca’s body immediately, and she stiffens as well, her heart pounding in her chest. This was the first time she had seen Bianca in person, and the woman’s presence was even more unnerving than Phoenix had imagined.

Bianca was beautiful, in a sharp, dangerous sort of way. Her long dark hair fell in waves over her shoulders, and her eyes gleamed with a mixture of amusement and something more—something that sent a chill down Phoenix’s spine. Bianca looked at Luca like she knew she belonged in his world, like Phoenix was nothing more than an inconvenience.

“Bianca,” Luca greets coolly, his voice devoid of the warmth Phoenix had grown used to. “What are you doing here?”

Bianca’s eyes flicker to Phoenix for a brief second, a smirk playing at her lips before she returns her gaze to Luca. “I was just checking in on you,” she replies, her tone light but pointed. “I know the meeting with the Romero’s is coming up, and I wanted to offer my... support.”

Phoenix’s jaw tightens at the way Bianca spoke, her words laced with hidden meaning. It was clear Bianca was angling for something, and Phoenix wasn’t naive enough to believe it was anything innocent.

“We’re handling it,” Luca says, his voice sharp as he takes a step closer to Phoenix, his body language making it clear that Bianca’s presence wasn’t welcome.

But Bianca didn’t back down. She took another step closer, her eyes gleaming with a mixture of confidence and something darker. “I’m sure you are, Luca. But you know as well as I do that things can get... complicated. I just want to make sure you’re covered. After all, we go way back.”

Phoenix’s heart sinks at the words. There was something about the way Bianca said “we go way back” that made her stomach twist. She had always known that Luca’s past was complicated, that there were people who had been part of his life long before she had. But knowing it and seeing it up close—seeing her up close—was different.

Bianca’s eyes flicker to Phoenix again, and this time, she doesn’t bother to hide the disdain in her gaze. “And who do we have here?” Bianca asks, her tone dripping with condescension. “Luca’s new... project?”

Phoenix’s breath catches in her throat, and she felt Luca stiffen beside her. He steps forward, his hand resting protectively on the small of her back as he glares at Bianca.

“Her name is Phoenix,” Luca warns coldly, his voice filled with warning. “And she’s not your concern.”

Bianca’s smirk widens, and she tilts her head slightly, her eyes gleaming with amusement. “Oh, Luca,” she purrs. “I didn’t realize you were so... possessive these days. How charming.”

Phoenix’s hands clench at her sides, a mixture of anger and anxiety swirling inside her. She wanted to say something, to put Bianca in her place, but she didn’t know how to navigate this world of hidden threats and veiled insults. Bianca was a part of Luca’s past, someone who clearly thought she had a claim to him, and Phoenix wasn’t sure how to fight that.

Luca’s expression darkens, his jaw tightens as he steps closer to Bianca. “You don’t get to come here and disrespect her,” he growls, his voice low and dangerous. “If you have something to say, say it to me.”

Bianca’s smirk doesn’t falter, but there is something sharper in her eyes now, something more dangerous. “I just want to make sure you’re thinking clearly, Luca,” she says softly. “After all, you have a lot riding on this meeting with the Romero’s. It would be a shame if... certain distractions got in the way.”

Phoenix’s heart pounds in her chest, her breath catching at Bianca’s words. She knows exactly what Bianca is insinuating—that Phoenix was the distraction, that Luca couldn’t handle the weight of both the mafia war and his relationship with her.

Before Phoenix could respond, Luca takes a step forward, his expression filled with fury. “Get out, Bianca,” he orders, his voice ice-cold. “Now.”

Bianca’s smirk falters for a brief moment, but she recovers quickly, flipping her hair over her shoulder as she steps back. “Fine,” she replies with a shrug, her tone still light. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you, Luca. You know where to find me when you change your mind.”

With that, Bianca turns and makes her way out of the penthouse, leaving a heavy silence in her wake.

The door clicks shut behind Bianca, and the tension in the room was palpable. Phoenix stands frozen, her heart pounding in her chest, her mind racing with a thousand different thoughts. She had never felt so out of place, so unsure of where she stood in Luca’s world.

Luca turns to her, his face softening as he steps closer, his hand resting gently on her arm. “Phoenix—”

“Who is she?” Phoenix asks, her voice barely more than a whisper, but there is an edge of frustration in her tone that she couldn’t hide. “And what does she want with you?”

Luca sighs, running a hand through his hair as he glances toward the door. “Bianca’s been a part of my world for a long time,” he admits. “She’s... complicated. She wants more than what I’m willing to give her.”

Phoenix swallows hard, her heart aching at the thought. She didn’t know the full story, but it was clear that Bianca was more than just a passing annoyance. She was a threat—a threat to everything Phoenix and Luca were building together.

“And what about us?” Phoenix asks, her voice trembling slightly. “Where do I fit into all of this?”

Luca’s eyes soften as he steps closer, his hand reaching out to cup her cheek. “You’re everything to me,” he answers quietly, his voice filled with sincerity. “Bianca is nothing but the past. You’re my future.”

Phoenix’s heart swells at his words, but the doubt still lingers in the back of her mind. She had seen the way Bianca looked at him, the way she spoke with confidence, like she knew she had some claim on Luca. And that scared her.

“But what if she’s right?” Phoenix asks, her voice catching. “What if I’m just a distraction? What if you can’t fight this war and... and be with me?”

Luca’s jaw tightens, his hand slipping down to rest on her shoulders as he pulls her closer. “You’re not a distraction, Phoenix,” he says firmly. “You’re the reason I’m fighting. And I won’t let anyone—especially not Bianca—come between us.”

Phoenix looks into his eyes, her heart heavy with emotion. She wanted to believe him, wanted to trust that he could protect her and still lead the life he had chosen. But the fear was still there, gnawing at the edges of her resolve.

Luca leaned down, pressing a gentle kiss to her forehead. “I promise you,” he murmurs against her skin. “I’m not letting you go.”


LUCA 18

The night of the meeting arrived like a storm cloud on the horizon—heavy and dark with the weight of uncertainty. Luca is standing in front of the mirror in his bedroom, adjusting his cufflinks with steady hands, though his mind is anything but calm. The Romero’s had requested the truce, but Luca knew better than to trust them. Desperation made men dangerous, and the Romero’s were desperate.

He turns slightly, catching sight of Phoenix out of the corner of his eye. She is sitting on the edge of the bed, her hands resting in her lap, her face pale with worry. Ever since Bianca had come into the picture, the tension between them had grown. Phoenix tried to be strong, but Luca could see the weight of the situation pressing down on her.

Luca crosses the room, his footsteps quiet as he moves toward her. Kneeling down in front of her, his hands resting on her knees he looks up into her eyes.

“Hey,” he calls softly, his voice low and calm. “I’m going to handle this. You don’t need to worry.”

Phoenix’s eyes flicked to his, her lips pressed into a tight line. “How can I not worry?” she whispers, her voice trembling slightly. “You’re walking into a meeting with people who want to kill you, Luca. And I don’t think Bianca—is done. I can feel it.”

Luca’s jaw tightens at the mention of Bianca. He hadn’t seen her since the incident in the penthouse, but he knew she was still out there, lurking in the shadows, waiting for her moment. It infuriated him to think that Phoenix had to bear the burden of someone like Bianca. But he couldn’t afford to lose focus now.

“I’m not letting Bianca or the Romero’s get the upper hand,” Luca promises firmly, his hands tightening slightly on Phoenix’s knees. “I’ve got Miguel and the men ready. We’ll have eyes on every exit. If this is a trap, we’ll be prepared.”

Phoenix swallows hard, her hands trembling slightly as she reaches out and placed them on Luca’s shoulders. “I don’t want to lose you,” she whispers, her voice filled with fear and vulnerability.

Luca’s heart clenches at the raw emotion in her voice. He had always been so focused on protecting her physically, on keeping her safe from the violence of his world, that he hadn’t fully considered the emotional toll it was taking on her. She wasn’t just afraid for her life—she was afraid for his too.

“You won’t lose me,” Luca promises, his voice soft but filled with resolve. He leans in, pressing a tender kiss to her lips. “I’m coming back to you. I swear it.”

Phoenix closes her eyes, leaning into the kiss, her hands tightening around his shoulders as if she can hold onto him, to anchor him to her. When they pull apart, her eyes are filled with unshed tears, but she nods, her trust in him clear.

“I believe you,” she whispers.

Luca stands, his hand brushing lightly against her cheek before he turns to leave. He doesn’t want to draw this moment out any longer than necessary. The sooner he faces the Romero’s, the sooner he can put an end to this war and come back to her.

The meeting had been arranged at a neutral location—an abandoned warehouse on the outskirts of the city, far from the bustling streets of Palermo. It was the kind of place where deals were made in secret, where no one asked questions, and where blood had been spilled before.

Luca arrives with Miguel and several of his most trusted men, each of them armed and ready for anything. The air is thick with tension as they exit the cars, their eyes scanning the area for any sign of an ambush. Luca’s heart is pounding in his chest, but his expression remains cold and unreadable. He can’t show any sign of weakness—not here, not now.

Miguel falls into step beside him, his face grim. “We’ve got eyes on the perimeter,” he updates quietly. “No sign of trouble... yet.”

Luca nods, his jaw tightening. “Keep it that way.”

As they approach the entrance to the warehouse, Luca can see several of Santino Romero’s men standing guard outside. Their eyes narrowed as Luca and his men draw closer, but they step aside, allowing them to pass without issue. It was a show of respect—or perhaps fear. Either way, it didn’t matter. Luca was here to settle things once and for all.

Inside the warehouse, the atmosphere was just as tense. The space was large and empty, the only sound the echo of their footsteps against the concrete floor. At the far end of the room, a long table had been set up, and Santino Romero sat at the head of it, flanked by two of his remaining lieutenants.

Luca’s eyes locked onto Santino’s the moment he entered the room. The man looked older than the last time they had met—his face gaunt, his eyes hollow, but there was still a dangerous glint in his gaze. He wasn’t defeated yet, and that made him all the more dangerous.

“Luca,” Santino greets, his voice raspy. “Thank you for agreeing to meet.”

Luca doesn’t respond immediately. He takes a moment to assess the room, his eyes sweeping over every detail before finally stepping forward. “I didn’t come here for pleasantries,” he says coldly. “What do you want?”

Santino’s lips curl into a thin smile. “Straight to the point, I see. Very well.”

He gestures to the empty chairs across from him. Luca’s men took their positions, standing behind him as he and Miguel sit down. The tension in the room is suffocating, both sides watching the other closely, waiting for any sign of betrayal.

“We’re here because you’re losing,” Luca said bluntly, his voice cold. “Your empire is crumbling, and you know it. You asked for this meeting because you’re desperate.”

Santino’s eyes flash with anger, but he doesn’t deny it. “I won’t lie to you, Tempo,” he responds, his voice filled with bitterness. “You’ve backed us into a corner. But that doesn’t mean I’m finished.”

Luca raises an eyebrow. “Then why the truce? Why not fight to the end if you think you still have a chance?”

Santino leans back in his chair, his eyes narrowing. “Because I’m not stupid. I know when the odds aren’t in my favour. But I also know that wars like these don’t end cleanly. There’s always a price to be paid, and I’m offering you a way to avoid that.”

Luca’s expression remains hard. He doesn’t trust Santino—not for a second. But he was willing to hear him out.

“What are you proposing?” Luca asks, his voice flat.

Santino leans forward, his gaze sharp. “I’m offering you a ceasefire. We’ll pull out of Palermo, shut down our operations here, and leave you in control. In exchange, you let us keep our remaining assets outside of Sicily. We walk away with what’s left of our business, and you don’t have to worry about us coming after you again.”

Miguel snorted from beside Luca. “You expect us to believe that?”

Santino’s gaze flickers to Miguel for a brief moment before returning to Luca. “You don’t have to believe me. But you should believe in self-preservation. I’ve lost enough men already. I’m not interested in dying for a lost cause.”

Luca studies Santino closely, his mind working through the possibilities. A ceasefire would mean an end to the bloodshed, at least for now. But it also meant letting the Romero’s walk away with their lives. And Luca wasn’t sure he was ready to do that.

“What’s stopping me from killing you right here, right now?” Luca asks coldly, his hand resting on the gun at his side.

Santino’s smile fades, but he doesn’t flinch. “Because you’re not a fool, Tempo. You know that if you kill me, there will be others. Men loyal to my family, men who won’t stop until they’ve avenged me. But if you let us walk away, you’ll have complete control of Palermo. No more war. No more bloodshed.”

Luca’s jaw clenches, his mind racing. He didn’t trust Santino, but there was a logic to his words. Killing him now would only invite more chaos, more enemies. But letting him live—letting him walk away with a sliver of power—could buy Luca the peace he needed to protect Phoenix, to build a future without constant threats.

He glances at Miguel, who is watching him closely, waiting for his decision.

Luca takes a deep breath, his eyes narrowing as he turns back to Santino. “Fine,” he agrees quietly. “You walk away. But if I ever see your face in Palermo again, if I hear so much as a whisper of your name, I’ll end you myself. No negotiations. No second chances.”

Santino nods slowly, relief washing over his features. “Agreed.”

Luca stands, his men following suit as they prepare to leave. But before he turns to go, he looks at Santino one last time, his voice low and filled with warning. “Don’t test me.”

Santino doesn’t respond, but the message was clear. The Romero’s had been defeated, and Luca was the one holding the reins now.

As they left the warehouse, Luca’s mind was already on Phoenix. He had made a deal tonight, one that would protect her, but it didn’t feel like a victory. It felt like a reprieve—temporary and fragile.

The war wasn’t over. Not yet.


PHOENIX 19

It had been a few days since the meeting with the Romero’s. The truce, as fragile as it was, had brought some calm to Luca’s life. But there was something else, something more personal, that threatened to tear everything apart—Bianca.

Phoenix had been on edge ever since Bianca’s appearance at the penthouse. She knew Luca was loyal to her, but Bianca’s presence felt like a lingering shadow, a constant reminder that this woman had history with Luca, a history that Phoenix could never erase. And no matter how much Luca reassured her, the seed of doubt had been planted.

It was eating at her. Every time Luca was away handling business, every time his phone buzzed with messages, Phoenix couldn’t stop her mind from wandering. Was Bianca still trying to find a way into Luca’s life? Was she succeeding?

Luca was working late at the Tempo family’s private club, going over security reports with Miguel when he heard the door to his office creak open. Without looking up, he assumes it was one of his men, but when a familiar voice slithers through the room, his body tenses.

“Luca, darling,” Bianca purrs, stepping inside with the grace of a predator. Her heels click on the floor, the sound echoing in the dimly lit space. “I thought I’d find you here.”

Luca sighs, setting down the report he has been reviewing. He didn’t even need to look at her to know exactly what she was after. “Bianca, now’s not the time,” he says coolly, his voice lacking the warmth he reserved for people he cared about.

But Bianca wasn’t the type to take no for an answer. She steps closer, her eyes gleaming with intent as she leans against the edge of his desk, her body positioned suggestively. She is wearing a tight, low-cut dress that left little to the imagination, and her red lips curl into a seductive smile.

“Oh, Luca,” she whispers, her voice smooth and sultry. “You’ve been so tense lately. You need someone to take care of you.”

Luca’s jaw tightens, as he stands, putting space between them. His patience with Bianca is wearing thin. He had let her linger in his world for too long, allowed her to push boundaries, but this was crossing the line. His mind is on Phoenix—on the promises he has made to protect her, to be there for her—and the thought of Bianca slithering her way into his life to make trouble between them only makes his blood boil.

“This isn’t happening,” Luca growls, his eyes narrowing as he stares Bianca down. “You know damn well where my loyalties lie.”

Bianca’s smile falters for a brief moment, but she recovers quickly, stepping closer to him once again. “Do I?” she asks, her voice laced with challenge. “Because all I see is a man who’s let himself be tied down by a little girl who doesn’t belong in our world.”

Luca’s fists clench at his sides, fury blazing in his eyes. “Don’t talk about her like that.”

But Bianca isn’t deterred. If anything, his anger seems to amuse her. She steps closer still, her fingers lightly brushing against his chest, her touch unwanted but deliberate. “She’s not like us, Luca. You and I—we belong together. We’ve always understood each other. You need someone who knows this life, who can handle the heat.”

Luca grabs her wrist, his grip firm but controlled. “You need to stop this,” he warns, his voice low and dangerous. “There’s nothing between us. There never was.”

Bianca’s eyes flash with anger, her seductive facade cracking. “I don’t believe that,” she hisses. “You and I could run this city together. Phoenix? She’s weak. She’ll never survive in this world.”

Luca releases her wrist, stepping back, his voice cold. “Phoenix is stronger than you’ll ever be.”

Bianca’s eyes narrow, her lips curling into a sneer. “She doesn’t belong with you. And sooner or later, you’ll realize that.”

But before Bianca can say anything more, the door to the office swings open, and Phoenix is standing there, her face pale, her eyes wide with a mixture of hurt and anger. She had come to see Luca, to surprise him after a long day, but what she had walked in on shattered her composure.

Bianca notices Phoenix immediately, and a cruel smile spreads across her face. “Oh, look who it is,” she says, her voice dripping with mockery. “Come to check on your man? Or maybe you’re starting to realize he doesn’t belong to you.”

Phoenix’s chest tightens, her breath coming in short, shaky bursts as she takes in the scene before her. Bianca standing so close to Luca, her hand lingering on his chest, the smug look in her eyes—it is too much.

Luca steps forward, “Phoenix, it’s not what it looks like.”

But Phoenix can’t find the words. Jealousy and fear grip her like a vise, her mind racing with all the worst possibilities. She had known Bianca was a threat, but seeing it up close, seeing her try to worm her way into Luca’s life—it was unbearable.

Bianca, sensing Phoenix’s distress, tilts her head, her eyes gleaming with malice. “Don’t worry, sweet girl,” she says, her voice dripping with venom. “Luca and I were just... catching up.”

Phoenix’s hands clench at her sides, her heart pounding in her chest. She wants to say something, to push Bianca away, but the words catch in her throat. She feels out of place, like she doesn’t belong in this world of power and seduction, a world that Bianca seems to navigate effortlessly.

“Phoenix,” Luca says softly, he takes a step toward her. “Please, don’t let her get to you. This isn’t what you think.”

But Phoenix can’t hold back the tears any longer. “I can’t do this,” she whispers, her voice breaking. “I can’t keep fighting against people like her.”

With that, she turns and runs, her heart shattering as she leaves Luca standing there. It hasn’t been long since Luca had allowed Phoenix out with an escort. Now that the Romero’s are gone there was no reason for her not to have her freedom, that, and he also had to trust her not to run.

When he gave back her freedom it changed their relationship, it was evident that Phoenix loved him, that she wanted to be with him, but when she had her freedom, it was comforting to Luca to know that she was there because she wanted to be and not because he was forcing her to be. Now, with Bianca, it would set them back a step again.

Luca storms out of the office, leaving Bianca behind without another word. His heart pounds with a mixture of fury as he chases after Phoenix. He had known Bianca was trouble, but he hadn’t anticipated how far she would go to push Phoenix out of his life.

He finds Phoenix standing outside, her arms wrapped around herself, her body trembling with emotion. Luca approaches her slowly, his heart aching at the sight of her.

“Phoenix,” he calls, reaching out to touch her arm. “Please... talk to me.”

Phoenix flinches at his touch, turning to face him with tear-filled eyes. “I can’t do this, Luca,” she chokes out, her voice thick with pain. “I can’t compete with someone like Bianca. She knows you—knows this world. And she’s right... I don’t belong here.”

Luca’s chest tightens, his hands shaking slightly as he cups her face, forcing her to look at him. “You belong with me,” he says fiercely. “I don’t care about Bianca. I don’t care about anyone but you. She’s nothing compared to you.”

Phoenix shakes her head, her voice trembling. “But she’s always going to be there, isn’t she? Waiting for me to fail. Waiting for me to break.”

Luca’s heart breaks at her words, he now realizes the emotional upheaval that Phoenix must have been under all these weeks. First the attack, then Bianca coming into her life and making her feel like she is inadequate to be with him. His anger rises at Bianca and her manipulation, but it’s also directed at himself, because he should have realized what would happen, and have stopped it before today.

His mind races for a way to reassure her. He has made a mistake by letting Bianca linger in their lives for so long, but he wouldn’t lose Phoenix because of it.

“I’m going to get rid of her,” Luca vows, his voice low but filled with determination. “I’ll make sure she’s out of our lives for good.”

Phoenix looks up at him, her eyes filled with doubt. “And what if she doesn’t go? What if she keeps coming after you?”

Luca’s grip on her tightens, his voice rough with emotion. “Then I’ll make sure she regrets it.”

Phoenix stares at him for a long moment, her heart aching with the weight of everything they were facing. She wanted to believe him, wanted to trust that he would protect her from the darkness that surrounds him. But the fear still lingers, gnawing at the edges of her heart.

“Please, Luca,” she pleads, her voice trembling. “Don’t let her come between us.”

Luca pulls her into his arms, holding her tightly as if he can shield her from everything. “I won’t,” he promises, his voice raw. “I swear to you, Phoenix. I won’t let anyone come between us.”

Pulling her into his arms he takes her lips in a passionate kiss that leaves both of them wanting more, but most importantly it assures Phoenix that she’s the woman he wants, the only woman he wants.

***

Luca can’t get Phoenix’s tear-filled eyes out of his mind. Bianca was threatening his relationship with the woman he loved. And Luca couldn’t allow that.

Bianca had been a part of his world for far too long, slithering in the shadows, trying to manipulate her way into his life. Luca had always known what she wanted, but he had been too focused on other threats to deal with her properly. Now, however, it was clear that Bianca wasn’t just a nuisance. She was a threat that had to be eliminated—carefully.

Sitting in his office, Luca stares down at the array of documents spread across his desk. Gabriel stands nearby, watching him with concern etched on his face. He had been there the night Bianca had tried to push Phoenix out, and he knows just how serious Luca is about handling the situation.

“Are you sure about this?” Gabriel asks, his voice low. “Bianca’s been around a long time. If you cut her off, she’s not going to go quietly.”

Luca’s jaw tightens, his eyes hard as he looks up from the documents. “I’m not giving her a choice.”

Gabriel nods, his expression grim. “Then we need to be smart about this. She’s not just some woman you can shove aside. Bianca’s got connections—powerful ones.”

Luca leans back in his chair, his mind already spinning with the details of the plan he is beginning to form. Gabriel is right. Bianca has embedded herself deep within his operations, weaving a web of alliances with other families and business partners. Cutting her out could cause ripple effects, but Luca had no choice. Phoenix’s safety—her peace of mind—was more important than any deal Bianca might have.

“We take away her leverage first,” Luca says, his voice cold and calculating. “She thinks she has power because of the connections she’s made. But if we sever those ties, she’ll be isolated.”

Gabriel crosses his arms, his expression thoughtful. “You’re going to have to hit her from all sides. Cut off her influence with the other families, take away her income streams, and make it clear that she’s no longer welcome in our world.”

Luca nods, his mind already working through the details. “We start with her clubs. She’s using them to funnel money through our operations, but they’re easily replaceable. We take them from her and cut off her cash flow.”

Gabriel raises an eyebrow. “You sure you want to go that far? She’s got some loyal people working for her.”

“They’re loyal because she pays them well,” Luca explains, his voice sharp. “Once the money dries up, so will their loyalty.”

Gabriel smirks, nodding in agreement. “Alright. We’ll start with the clubs. But what about the bigger picture? Bianca’s been cozying up to the Marcellos and a few other key families. If she convinces them to back her, she could be a bigger problem.”

Luca’s eyes darken. He has already considered this. Bianca wasn’t stupid. She knew how to play the game, and she had likely been working behind the scenes to secure alliances that would make her harder to remove. But Luca wasn’t about to let her outmanoeuvre him.

“I’ll deal with the Marcellos myself,” Luca says, his voice low. “I’ll make it clear to them that Bianca is no longer part of our family, and that aligning with her is a mistake. Once they see that she’s been cut off, they won’t risk backing her.”

Gabriel frowns, he still has one more concern. “And what about Bianca herself? She’s not going to sit back and watch you dismantle everything she’s built. You need to be ready for retaliation.”

Luca’s expression hardens. “If she tries to retaliate, I’ll make sure she regrets it. But I don’t think she’ll get the chance.”

Gabriel raises an eyebrow. “You’ve got something else in mind?”

Luca leans forward, his eyes cold and calculating. “I know Bianca. She’s ambitious, but she’s also self-preserving. Once she realizes that I’m serious, that she’s lost her power and her influence, she’ll leave on her own.”

Gabriel smirks, but there is an edge of scepticism in his voice. “You think she’ll just walk away?”

“She’ll have no choice,” Luca replies with a shrug, his voice filled with confidence. “Once she has nothing left, she’ll either leave or beg me for mercy. And I’m not giving her any.”

The plan moved quickly. Within days, Luca, Gabriel and Miguel had begun systematically cutting Bianca off from the life she had carefully constructed. Her clubs, which had been lucrative sources of income, were seized by Luca’s men. Her contacts within the financial world were quietly warned that doing business with her would no longer be tolerated, and the alliances she had tried to form with other families were swiftly dismantled.

Luca didn’t confront her directly—yet. He wanted Bianca to feel the ground shifting beneath her, wanted her to realize just how powerless she was becoming. And it didn’t take long for her to notice.

One night, as Luca sat in his office, going over the latest reports on the operations they had taken from Bianca, his phone buzzes. He glances at the screen and sees her name flashing.

For a moment, he considers on ignoring it. But then he picks up, his voice cold as he answers. “What do you want?”

There is a brief pause on the other end of the line, and then Bianca’s voice comes through, sharp and filled with barely contained fury. “What the hell are you doing, Luca?”

Luca leans back in his chair, a dark smile playing on his lips. “I’m cleaning up my business.”

“You think you can just take everything from me?” Bianca hisses. “I’ve worked for years to build this, and you’re tearing it all down.”

Luca’s smile fades, his voice growing colder. “You never had any of it, Bianca. You were just borrowing my power. And now, I’m taking it back.”

There was another pause, and when Bianca speaks again, her voice is laced with desperation. “We can work this out, Luca. I can help you—help you run things. Phoenix... she doesn’t belong in this world. You know that.”

Luca’s jaw tightens at the mention of Phoenix. “This isn’t about Phoenix,” he warns, though the lie tastes bitter on his tongue. “This is about you overstepping your bounds. You’ve forgotten your place, Bianca, and now you’re paying the price.”

Bianca’s breath hitches, her anger palpable through the phone. “You’re making a mistake. I won’t let you destroy everything I’ve built.”

Luca’s voice is a low growl as he responds. “It’s already gone.”

He ends the call before she can say anything more, his heart pounding with a mixture of satisfaction and tension. The plan was working, but Luca knew this wasn’t over yet. Bianca wouldn’t walk away easily, and he needed to be ready for whatever she would throw at him next.

A week later, after Luca had taken nearly everything from her, Bianca makes her move.

She arrives at Luca’s penthouse unannounced, forcing her way past his guards and demanding to see him. When Luca finally comes out to meet her, she is standing in the middle of his living room, her eyes wild with fury.

“You can’t do this to me,” Bianca spits, her voice trembling with anger. “I gave everything to you, to this life, and you’re just throwing me away?”

Luca’s expression is cold as he looks at her. “You gave nothing to me. You’ve always been out for yourself.”

Bianca steps closer, her voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. “I was loyal to you, Luca. I could have been everything you needed.”

Luca’s eyes darkened. “I already have everything I need.”

Bianca’s face twists in rage, and she takes another step toward him, her voice rising. “Phoenix is going to destroy you. She’s weak. She’ll never survive in this world.”

Luca’s fists clench at his sides, but he forces himself to stay calm. “Phoenix is stronger than you could ever imagine. And you? You’re done.”

For a moment, Bianca just stares at him, her chest rising and falling with heavy breaths. Then, without warning, her face crumbles, and she lets out a bitter laugh.

“You think you’ve won, Luca,” she asks, her voice hollow. “But I’ll make you regret this.”

Luca doesn’t flinch. He has already prepared for this. “You’re leaving, Bianca. One way or another.”

Bianca’s eyes flash with a mixture of anger and desperation, but she knows she has lost. Everything she had built, everything she had worked for, was gone. Luca had taken it all.

Without another word, Bianca turns and storms out of the penthouse, slamming the door behind her. Luca stands there for a moment, his heart pounding in his chest. He had done it. He had removed her from their lives. But something told him this wasn’t the last he would hear from Bianca.

***

Phoenix lay awake, staring at the ceiling in the dim light of Luca’s penthouse. The room was quiet, the sounds of the city far below muffled by the thick walls, but Phoenix’s thoughts were anything but peaceful. They churned inside her, swirling with doubt, insecurity, and jealousy, all revolving around one person: Bianca.

No matter how much Luca reassured her, no matter how many times he told her she was the one he cared about, Phoenix couldn’t shake the feeling that Bianca was always there, lurking in the shadows of their relationship, waiting for a chance to strike. She had seen it in the woman’s eyes—the malice, the hunger for power, and the smug confidence that came from knowing Luca’s world better than Phoenix ever could.

And that terrified her.

Bianca was beautiful, dangerous, and most importantly, she belonged in this world in a way Phoenix never had. Phoenix could still hear Bianca’s cruel words echoing in her mind from their last confrontation: “You’re weak. You’ll never survive in this world.”

Was she right?

Phoenix shifted under the covers, her chest tightening as she tries to push the doubts away. But they keep creeping back, especially when she thinks about the night she had walked in on Bianca in Luca’s office, standing far too close to him, with that smug smile on her face. It had felt like a punch to the gut, like the foundation of her world had crumbled beneath her feet. Luca had said it was nothing, but Phoenix couldn’t help but wonder: Was Bianca truly nothing?

Phoenix’s heart aches as she remembers how Luca had tried to calm her down, how he had promised her that Bianca was just trying to get under her skin. But Phoenix had seen the way Bianca looked at him—the way she spoke with such familiarity, as if she had some claim on him.

Phoenix had never felt so out of place before. She had grown up in a world so different from Luca’s, a world without the constant threat of betrayal, without the dark allure of power and control. But Bianca? She had been raised in this world, shaped by it. And she thrived in it.

The jealousy gnawed at Phoenix’s insides, a slow, burning fire that she couldn’t extinguish. She hated that Bianca could make her feel so small, so unsure of herself. It wasn’t just the way Bianca looked, though that was intimidating enough—she was stunning, and the way she carried herself made Phoenix feel like an outsider. It was the way Bianca seemed to belong, to fit effortlessly into Luca’s world, while Phoenix constantly felt like she was walking on a tightrope, one misstep away from losing everything.

Luca had been patient with her, had tried to reassure her that he was done with Bianca and that she meant nothing to him. But Phoenix couldn’t shake the feeling that she was a temporary fix in a life she didn’t fully understand. The constant tension, the danger—it was wearing her down.

And Bianca knew it.
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The next morning, Phoenix wakes up feeling unsettled. Luca has already left for a meeting with Miguel, leaving her alone in the penthouse. She had told him she was fine, that she needed time to herself, but the truth was that being alone with her thoughts was the last thing she wanted. It only made the doubts louder.

As she wanders into the kitchen, her phone buzzes on the counter. Phoenix frowns as she glances at the screen, her stomach twisting when she sees an unknown number. Hesitating for a moment, she picks it up and opens the message.

You think you can keep him, but you don’t belong in his world. He’ll come back to me in the end. They always do.

Phoenix’s blood runs cold as she reads the message, her heart pounding in her chest. She didn’t need to guess who had sent it. Bianca. The words were cruel and taunting, and they struck right at the heart of Phoenix’s deepest fear: that she wasn’t enough for Luca, that eventually, he would realize it too.

Her hands tremble as she stares at the message, anger and hurt mixing in her chest. She could feel the tears welling in her eyes, but she blinks them away, refusing to let Bianca get to her. But no matter how hard she tries, the words burrowed deep into her mind, planting seeds of doubt that she couldn’t shake.

Phoenix sits down at the kitchen table, her hands gripping the edge as she tries to breathe through the flood of emotions overwhelming her. Bianca is playing mind games, trying to push her out of Luca’s life, and Phoenix is starting to wonder if maybe she was right.

What if she really didn’t belong here?

Later that day, when Luca returns from his meeting, he immediately senses something is off. Phoenix is quiet, her movements stiff, and she avoids his gaze whenever he tries to talk to her. Luca has been on edge ever since the Bianca situation had escalated, but now, seeing Phoenix like this, he feels a gnawing fear that Bianca’s interference was doing more damage than he had anticipated.

“Phoenix,” Luca calls softly as he approaches her, his voice filled with concern. “What’s going on?”

Phoenix doesn’t look up at him, her heart racing as she holds the phone in her hands, the message from Bianca still glaring at her from the screen. She felt the tears building again, and she hates herself for being so emotional, so vulnerable. But she couldn’t hold it in anymore.

“Why didn’t you tell me how bad it was?” she whispers, her voice trembling.

Luca frowns, taking a step closer. “What do you mean?”

Phoenix finally meets his gaze, her eyes filled with hurt and anger. “She sent me a message.” Her voice breaks as she speaks, as if saying it out loud makes everything worse. “She’s trying to push me out, Luca. She’s making me feel like I don’t belong.”

Luca’s expression darkens immediately, a mixture of fury and protectiveness flashing in his eyes. “What did she say?”

Phoenix hands him the phone, her heart heavy as she watches him read the message. Luca’s jaw tightens, his fists clenching as he reads Bianca’s taunting words. He doesn’t say anything for a moment, but Phoenix can see the storm brewing inside him, the anger building as he realizes just how far Bianca is willing to go.

“She’s wrong,” Luca says firmly, his voice low and filled with intensity as he looks up at Phoenix. “She’s doing this because she’s scared, because she knows she’s lost. You belong here, with me.”

Phoenix shakes her head, “But what if she’s right, Luca? What if I’m not strong enough for this? I’m not like her. I’m not like you.”

Luca steps closer, his hands cupping her face as he forces her to look at him. “You don’t have to be like her. I don’t want you to be like her.” His voice softens, filled with emotion. “You’re strong in ways she could never be. Bianca is just trying to tear you down because she knows she can’t get to me.”

Phoenix’s heart swells at his words, but the doubt still lingers. “I just… I don’t know how to fight this, Luca. She’s always there, always trying to undermine us.”

Luca’s grip on her tightens, his eyes filled with determination. “I’m handling it. She won’t come between us; I promise you that.”

Phoenix looks up at him, her heart aching with a mixture of love and fear. She wants to believe him, wants to trust that he could protect their relationship from the darkness that seems to surround them. But Bianca’s words had struck deep, and Phoenix wasn’t sure how to shake the feeling that no matter what she did, she would always be an outsider in Luca’s world.

Luca’s heart clenches as he pulls her into his arms, holding her tightly as if he can shield her from everything. “She won’t win,” he promises, his voice raw with emotion. “I won’t let her.”

Luca’s arms snake around Phoenix’s waist pulling her hard against him, his hands sliding down, over her ass to pick her up against him. Phoenix gasps, just before his lips take hers in a blistering kiss that has all thought rushing out of her mind.

“No one compares to you Bella, no one can ever compare.” Luca states as he steps towards the wall, leaning her against it he lifts one of his hands to slide his fingers into the collar of the dark blue silk shirt she is wearing, Luca tugs forcefully, the sound of the buttons popping, and the fabric tearing is loud in the silent room. Her breasts tumble out, the dark blue bra also torn in the middle allowing for his eyes to gorge on the perfection of her body.

“Beautiful” he rasps as his head lowers to take a nipple into his mouth. His tongue flickering over the pebbled nipple. “Ohhh,” Phoenix murmurs in pleasure just as his hand slides up her thigh, the black skirt has ridden up around Phoenix’s waist when Luca picked her up. This allows for him to pull urgently at her thong which resists, but it’s no match for his strength.

“Luca” Phoenix gasps as his thumb rotates over her hungry clit, her body vibrating with a hunger that only Luca can ease, “Please.”

“Tell me, what you want?” Luca asks, his eyes opening to look deep into hers.

“You,” Phoenix’s voice is husky with lust as Luca slides one finger into her depths, her legs tremble as they tighten around his hips pulling him closer, trying to feel his hard cock against her hungry pussy.

Luca suddenly growls as he pulls his hand away, “Lu…ca” Phoenix cries as her body tenses with the need to orgasm. His hand urgently unzips his trousers, pulling his engorged cock out, and in one motion he is plunging deep into her depths.

“Fuck,” he groans, “you make me so horny.”

He rides Phoenix hard against the wall, one hand behind her back to keep her back protected while the other holds her hips as he thrusts hard into heaven. Her gasps grow louder as her body rushes to hights that they have never been before.

As they both climax, their breathing harsh, their bodies vibrating with the aftermath of their passion. “You’re mine, only mine, only you.” Luca’s husky voice whispers against Phoenix’s ear, appeasing, calming, Phoenix’s turbulent sole.

***

Later, Phoenix is sleeping calmly as Luca slips out of the room sending Miguel a text to meet him.

Miguel steps into the room, his expression tense as he approaches Luca. He can see the storm brewing in Luca’s eyes, the barely controlled fury simmering just below the surface.

“She’s gone too far,” Luca says, his voice low but filled with unmistakable rage. “Sending that message to Phoenix? Trying to push her out of my life? It’s time to end this.”

Miguel nods, his jaw tightening. “I’ve got the men ready. Just say the word, and we’ll take care of it.”

Luca turns from the window, his eyes cold and determined. “I don’t want any loose ends. We’re cutting Bianca off completely—her businesses, her connections, everything. She’ll be left with nothing.”

Miguel raises an eyebrow. “You sure you want to go that far? She’s still got a few powerful friends.”

Luca’s expression doesn’t waver. “Not for long.”

He had already taken control of Bianca’s clubs, cutting off a significant portion of her income, but now he was moving to dismantle the rest of her operations.

First, he went after her contacts. Bianca had built her power through careful alliances with other mafia families, using her charm and manipulation to secure their loyalty. But Luca had no intention of letting those relationships stand.

He made calls, arranging private meetings with key players—people who had once been loyal to Bianca. He reminded them, in no uncertain terms, that Bianca was no longer under the protection of the Tempo family. Aligning with her was a risk they couldn’t afford to take.

And, one by one, they fell in line.

It wasn’t difficult. Most of them had already seen the writing on the wall. With Luca’s control of Palermo solidified after his truce with the Romero’s, no one wanted to be on the wrong side of the conflict. By the end of the week, Bianca’s support system had crumbled.

Miguel updated Luca with each new development, his satisfaction evident. “She’s running out of places to turn,” Miguel updates with a smirk. “No one wants to touch her anymore. It’s only a matter of time before she realizes she’s finished.”

Luca nods, though his expression remains hard. “Good. But we’re not done.”

Bianca was nothing if not resilient. When she realized that Luca was systematically dismantling everything she had built, she went on the offensive, desperate to maintain some semblance of control. She reached out to her few remaining allies, trying to rally support, but it was clear that her influence had all but vanished.

It wasn’t long before she showed up at Luca’s penthouse once again, this time with a different energy. Gone was the seductive charm she had used so many times before. Now, there was a wild, desperate edge to her movements, her eyes blazing with fury as she storms inside.

Luca was waiting for her.

“You think you can do this to me?” Bianca spat, her voice shaking with rage. “You think you can take everything I’ve built and just erase me?”

Luca stands, his arms cross over his chest, his expression cold and unyielding. “I didn’t take anything from you, Bianca. You brought this on yourself.”

Bianca’s eyes narrow, her hands clenching into fists at her sides. “This is about her, isn’t it? You’re doing all of this because of Phoenix.”

Luca’s jaw tightens, but he doesn’t deny it. “Phoenix is my future. You need to accept that.”

Bianca let’s out a bitter laugh, shaking her head. “She’s nothing, Luca! She doesn’t belong in this world. You’re throwing everything away for someone who can’t even handle what you are.”

Luca’s fists clench, but he keeps his voice calm, even as his anger simmers beneath the surface. “You’re wrong. Phoenix is stronger than you’ll ever be. And this isn’t about her. This is about you refusing to accept that it’s over.”

Bianca’s face twists with fury, she takes a step closer to him, her voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. “You’ll regret this, Luca. You’ll regret pushing me aside. I’ve done more for you than you realize.”

Luca’s eyes darken, he takes a step toward her, his presence intimidating and final. “I won’t regret a damn thing,” he growls. “You’ve tried to manipulate me, hurt Phoenix, and make this about your ego. But it ends now.”

Bianca’s breath hitches, her eyes widening slightly as she realizes just how serious Luca is. For the first time, her confidence wavers, and she takes a step back.

“You think you’re untouchable,” she whispers, her voice shaking. “But you don’t know how deep this goes.”

Luca’s expression doesn’t falter. “I know exactly how deep it goes, Bianca. And I’m telling you now—if you come after me or Phoenix again, I’ll make sure you disappear for good.”

There is a long, heavy silence between them, the weight of Luca’s words settling over the room like a dark cloud. Bianca stares at him, her eyes filled with a mixture of anger, fear, and something else—something almost vulnerable.

But Luca doesn’t care. He has made his decision, and nothing she says will change it.

Finally, Bianca turns on her heel and storms out of the penthouse, slamming the door behind her. Luca watches her go, his heart pounding with a mixture of relief and tension. He knows she isn’t gone yet, but the message has been sent.

She has lost.
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After the confrontation with Bianca, Luca returns to Phoenix’s side. Though the tension from Bianca’s interference has strained things between them, Luca knows she needs reassurance, and he is determined to give it to her.

Phoenix is sitting on the couch, her arms wrapped around herself as she stares out the window. She looks small, vulnerable, and Luca’s heart aches at the sight. He crosses the room, sitting down beside her and gently placing a hand on her back.

“Bianca’s gone,” he says softly, his voice filled with quiet determination. “She won’t be coming back.”

Phoenix looks up at him, her eyes filled with uncertainty. “How can you be sure?”

Luca turns to face her fully, his hand sliding down to take hers. “Because I’ve taken everything from her. She’s got no power left, no influence. And I made it clear that if she tries anything else, she won’t get another chance.”

Phoenix swallows hard, her chest tight with emotion.

Luca’s grip on her hand tightens, his eyes locking onto hers with fierce intensity. He leans in closer, his voice soft but filled with conviction. “You’re the one I want, Phoenix. No one else.”

Phoenix’s looks deep into his eyes, her heart swelling with a mixture of love and relief. “I just... I was so scared that I was going to lose you.”

Luca pulls her into his arms, holding her tightly against him. “You’re not going to lose me,” he whispers, his voice rough with emotion. “I’m yours. Always.”

Phoenix clings to him, her body trembling with the weight of everything they had been through. For the first time in days, she allows herself to believe that they could make it through this—that they could have a future together without the shadow of Bianca hanging over them.

Luca presses a soft kiss to her forehead, his hand gently stroking her hair as he holds her. “We’re going to be okay,” he murmurs. “I promise.”

And for the first time in a long while, Phoenix believes him.

The heavy weight of tension that had lingered between Luca and Phoenix for weeks seems to lift the moment Bianca was out of the picture. It wasn’t immediate—there was still a residue of hurt and doubt that lingered between them—but for the first time in what felt like forever, they had a chance to truly be alone, without the constant threat of someone trying to tear them apart.

The next few days were quiet. Luca made sure to keep his meetings brief, his focus entirely on Phoenix. He had promised her that Bianca was gone, and he had kept his word, but now came the real challenge: healing the emotional wounds left behind. Phoenix had been shaken by everything that had happened, and Luca could see it in her eyes, in the way she hesitated when she looked at him.

Tonight, Luca was determined to fix that.

Luca had arranged for a private dinner at the penthouse, wanting to give Phoenix a peaceful evening after everything they had been through. The table was set with candles flickering softly, and the city lights twinkled through the large windows that overlooked Palermo. The atmosphere was intimate, warm—a stark contrast to the turmoil they had faced.

Phoenix is sitting across from Luca, her fingers lightly tracing the rim of her glass. She is quieter than usual, her eyes distant, and Luca can see the weight of everything still pressing down on her. He hates that Bianca had done this to her, that his past had made Phoenix question their future. But he is determined to set things right.

"How are you feeling?" Luca askes softly, his voice cutting through the quiet.

Phoenix looks up, her green eyes meeting his, and for a moment, she hesitates. She didn’t want to burden him with her fears, didn’t want to seem weak. But this was Luca. If she couldn’t be honest with him, who could she be honest with?

"I’m trying," she admits, "I’m trying to believe that it’s really over."

Luca’s chest tightens, his heart aching at the vulnerability in her words. He has always admired her strength—how she has managed to survive in his dangerous world despite the odds stacked against her—but he knows this has shaken her in ways she hadn’t expected.

"It is over," Luca confirms, his voice firm but filled with tenderness. "Bianca is gone, and she’s not coming back. I made sure of that."

Phoenix nods, but there is still a flicker of doubt in her eyes. "I know. It’s just... I’ve never had to fight for someone like this before. And I guess I’m scared."

Luca reaches across the table, taking her hand in his. His touch is warm, grounding, and Phoenix feels a wave of comfort wash over her. "You don’t have to fight anymore," he assures gently. "I’m yours. Completely. And nothing—no one—is going to come between us again."

Phoenix’s heart swells at his words, but there is something else she needs to say, something that has been gnawing at her for weeks. She takes a deep breath, her fingers tightening slightly around his.

"Luca," she starts, her voice unsure. "I need you to know that... I’ve been scared that I’m not enough for you. That this life you live—it’s too much for me."

Luca’s eyes soften, and he squeezes her hand, pulling her closer so that she is sitting beside him. He cups her cheek, his thumb brushing away the tear that has slipped down her face.

"Don’t say that" he pleads, his voice thick with emotion. "You’re everything to me, Phoenix. You’re more than enough."

Phoenix’s chest tightens with the weight of his words, she leans into his touch, her heart racing. "I just don’t know how to handle it sometimes," she admits. "The danger, the violence... it scares me. But I can’t imagine my life without you."

Luca’s heart aches at the raw honesty in her voice, he pulls her into his arms, holding her close. "I know it’s not easy," he assures quietly, his lips brushing against her hair. "But I’ll do everything I can to protect you from it. I don’t want you to be afraid. Not because of me."

Phoenix closes her eyes, letting herself melt into his embrace. She can feel the strength in his arms, the way he holds her as if she’s the most precious thing in the world. And in that moment, she realizes that no matter how hard things got, no matter how much danger surrounded them, being with Luca was worth it.

"I love you," she whispers, her voice soft but filled with conviction. "I don’t care how hard it gets. I love you."

Luca’s breath hitches at her words, he pulls back slightly, looking into her eyes. "I love you too," he confesses, his voice rough with emotion. "More than anything."

Over the next few days, Luca and Phoenix slowly begin to rebuild what had been damaged. Luca makes a conscious effort to keep Phoenix more involved in his world, not hiding things from her like he once had. He knows that part of the fear she had felt stemmed from not knowing what was happening, from feeling like an outsider in his life.

One evening, as they sit on the balcony overlooking the city, Phoenix turns to him, her expression thoughtful.

"I want to work," she says. "I don’t want to be a kept woman, Luca."

Luca frowns, his protective instincts flaring up. "Phoenix, I don’t want you to get hurt. I keep certain things in place for a reason."

"I know," Phoenix assures, placing a hand on his arm. "But I don’t want to sit at home doing nothing. If I’m going to be with you—really be with you—I need to be able to live a life as normal as possible."

Luca sighs, running a hand through his dark hair he considers her words. He hates the thought of exposing her to more of the darkness that surrounds his life, but he also knows that she is right. She couldn’t be kept in a bubble for the rest of her life, no matter how much he wanted it. They couldn’t move forward unless he trusted her to stand beside him, not just as someone he needed to protect, but as his partner.

"Okay," Luca says finally, his voice soft but resolute. "You’re right. You should be able to do whatever you want."

Phoenix’s eyes soften, she leans in, pressing a gentle kiss to his lips. "Thank you," she whispers.

The more Luca opened up to Phoenix, the more they began to understand each other on a deeper level. It wasn’t just about protecting her anymore—it was about trusting her to stand by his side, to be a part of his world in a way she hadn’t been before. And with that trust came a new kind of intimacy, one that neither of them had fully experienced before.

One night, after a long day of handling business, Luca came home to find Phoenix curled up on the couch, reading a book. She looks up as he enters, her smile soft and warm, Luca’s heart swells with love for her. For the first time in weeks, he feels at peace.

"Come here," he murmurs, sitting down beside her and pulling her into his arms.

Phoenix snuggles into him, her head resting on his chest as she sighs contentedly. "I missed you today," she whispers.

Luca smiles, pressing a kiss to her forehead. "I missed you too."

They sit there in comfortable silence for a while, the weight of everything they had been through finally starting to lift. Phoenix’s fears hadn’t disappeared entirely, but with Luca’s constant reassurance and his openness, she felt stronger—more certain of their future together.

Luca glances down at her, his hand gently stroking her hair. "You’re my everything," he whispers, his voice filled with love. "I don’t ever want you to doubt that."

Phoenix smiles, her heart swelling with emotion. "I don’t doubt it," she confesses. "Not anymore."
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Phoenix had always known that being with Luca meant stepping into a world filled with danger and uncertainty, but she had never imagined how deeply it would test her. Now, though, things were beginning to change. Luca was no longer shielding her from the darker aspects of his life; instead, he was bringing her in, letting her see the world he navigated so skilfully.

The shift in their relationship had brought them closer. Luca had always been protective, but now he was also trusting—something Phoenix had desperately needed. She wasn’t just a spectator in his life anymore. She was his partner. And though it scared her, Phoenix found herself growing stronger, more confident, even in the face of uncertainty.

But there was something else—a lingering unease that had started to settle in her body. It had been subtle at first. A few sleepless nights. A fluttering feeling in her stomach. She had chalked it up to the emotional turmoil of the past few weeks—the stress of Bianca, the constant threat of danger—but now, as the days passed, it was getting harder to ignore.

It was late in the evening, and Phoenix was sitting in Luca’s office, reviewing some documents he had asked her to look over. They weren’t directly related to the more dangerous aspects of his business—Luca was still careful about what he exposed her to—but it was a start. She was learning about his operations, the legal fronts he used, the partnerships he maintained. It felt empowering, being trusted with something so important.

Luca sat across from her, watching as she skims through the papers, his dark blue eyes filled with admiration. He had always known Phoenix was strong, but seeing her take on more responsibility, seeing her step into this world with him, made him love her even more.

"How’s it going?" Luca asks, leaning back in his chair with a small smile.

Phoenix glances up, her own smile tugging at her lips. "It’s a lot to take in," she admits, setting the papers down. "But I’m starting to get the hang of it."

Luca chuckles softly. "You’re doing great."

Phoenix blushes, feeling a surge of pride at his words. She has spent so long feeling like she didn’t belong in Luca’s world, like she was constantly fighting to prove herself. But now, for the first time, she felt like she was becoming a part of it—like she could stand beside him as his equal.

But as the moment of pride settles, that familiar feeling of unease creeps back into her chest. She shifts uncomfortably in her chair, her stomach twisting in a way that makes her frown. It wasn’t the first time she had felt like this recently, but she had been brushing it off as stress. Now, though, it was starting to worry her.

Luca notices the change in her expression, his brow furrowing with concern. "Are you okay?"

Phoenix nods quickly, not wanting to alarm him. "Yeah, I’m fine," she says forcing a smile. "Just tired, I guess

Luca studies her for a moment, clearly not convinced. "You’ve been feeling off for a few days now," he says gently. "Are you sure it’s just stress?"

Phoenix hesitates, not wanting to admit how off she has been feeling. She doesn’t want Luca to worry—not after everything they had just been through. But the truth is, she isn’t sure what is happening to her. It feels like something more than just stress, but she doesn’t know what.

"I’m fine," she assures again, trying to sound more confident this time. "It’s probably just everything catching up with me. The past few weeks have been... intense."

Luca’s gaze softens, he reaches across the desk to take her hand in his. "If you need to take a break, you know you can. You’ve been through a lot."

Phoenix squeezes his hand, her heart swelling at his concern. "I know," she thanks softly. "But I don’t want to take a break. I want to keep going. I want to be a part of this."

Luca smiles, his eyes filled with love and admiration. "You’re stronger than you know," he states.

Phoenix smiles back, but as she looks at him, another wave of nausea rolls through her, stronger this time. She presses a hand to her stomach, trying to keep her expression calm, but Luca notices the subtle movement.

"Phoenix," he calls softly, his voice laced with concern. "Maybe you should see a doctor."

Phoenix shakes her head, forcing another smile. "I’m fine, really. It’ll pass."

But even as she says the words, she isn’t sure if she believes them.

The next few days pass in a blur of meetings, paperwork, and quiet moments shared between Luca and Phoenix. Phoenix continues to immerse herself in Luca’s world, learning more about the operations he runs and the people he deals with. She finds that the more she knows, the more confident she feels, even though it still scares her at times.

But as her confidence grows, so does the unease in her body. The nausea comes and goes, sometimes mild, sometimes overwhelming. She finds herself growing more fatigued, her energy draining faster than it used to. At first, she assumed it was because she wasn’t used to the constant stress of Luca’s world, but now... she isn’t so sure.

After a particularly long day, Phoenix sits on the couch in the penthouse, her legs curled beneath her as she tries to relax. Luca is in his office, finishing up some work, and Phoenix has planned to join him later. But as she sits there, her stomach twists violently, sending a wave of nausea crashing through her.

She presses a hand to her mouth, her heart racing as she rushes to the bathroom. It isn’t the first time this has happened, but it is the worst it has been so far. She kneels by the toilet, her hands trembling as she tries to breathe through the nausea.

It feels like everything is spinning out of control.

After a few moments, the nausea subsides, leaving Phoenix feeling weak and drained. She sits back on her heels, her hand still pressed to her stomach as she tries to make sense of what is happening. Was this really just stress? Or was something else going on?

Phoenix stands slowly, her legs shaky as she walks back into the living room. Luca has finished his work and is standing in the doorway, watching her with a concerned frown.

"Phoenix," he calls, his voice soft but firm. "You need to see a doctor."

Phoenix sighed, knowing he is right. She couldn’t keep pretending this was nothing. Something was wrong, and it wasn’t going away.

"Okay," she whispers, nodding. "I’ll go."

Luca crosses the room, pulling her into his arms as he kisses the top of her head. "We’ll figure this out," he promises, his voice filled with quiet determination.

Phoenix closes her eyes, leaning into him. She has spent so long trying to prove her strength, trying to show Luca that she could handle this world. But now, as her body seems to betray her, she realizes that maybe being strong meant admitting when she needed help.

A few days later, Phoenix is sitting in a small, private clinic, waiting anxiously for the results of her tests. Luca has insisted on coming with her, refusing to leave her side even for a moment. He is sitting beside her now, his hand resting on hers, his expression unreadable as they wait for the doctor to return.

Phoenix’s mind races with possibilities. She has been trying to prepare herself for the worst, but the uncertainty is making her nerves fray. She has tried to downplay it at first, thinking it was just stress or anxiety, but now, as they wait for answers, she can’t shake the fear that something more serious is going on.

Finally, the door opens, and the doctor steps in, holding a file in her hands. She smiles warmly at Phoenix and Luca, her eyes kind and reassuring.

"Ms. Phoenix, I have your results," the doctor says, her voice calm.

Phoenix’s heart is pounding in her chest, her hand tightening around Luca’s as she braces herself for the news.

"Everything looks normal," the doctor confirms with a smile. "But there is something we discovered in the blood work."

Phoenix frowns, her stomach twisting with nerves. "What is it?"

The doctor’s smile widens, as she glances between Phoenix and Luca, her voice soft as she speaks.

"You’re pregnant."

The words hang in the air, heavy with significance.

You’re pregnant.

Phoenix feels her heart stop, her breath catching in her throat as she stares at the doctor, trying to process what has just been said. Pregnant? It didn’t seem real. She had come here expecting to hear that her body was reacting to stress, to the constant turmoil of the past few weeks. But this? This is something she had never imagined.

She turns slowly to look at Luca, her eyes wide with shock. His hand is still wrapped around hers, but he is frozen, his expression unreadable. For a long moment, neither of them speak, both struggling to find words in the midst of this revelation.

Finally, Luca blinks, his grip on her hand tightens. "You’re..." His voice trails off, as if he can’t quite bring himself to say it. His dark blue eyes flicker to hers, searching her face for some kind of confirmation, even though the doctor had already given it.

Phoenix nods slowly, her mouth dry as she whispers, "I guess I am."

The doctor, sensing the weight of the moment, smiles gently. "I’ll give you two some privacy," she says softly before quietly slipping out of the room.

As the door clicks shut, the silence in the room becomes almost deafening. Phoenix’s mind is spinning, a million thoughts and fears racing through her all at once. She has never expected this—not now, not with everything else going on. And as the reality of it begins to sink in, a wave of fear washes over her.

She was going to have a baby. A baby with Luca.

Luca sits back in his chair, running a hand through his hair as he tries to wrap his mind around the news. A baby. Phoenix was pregnant. The thought sends a jolt of emotion through him—something he hadn’t expected. He had spent so much of his life focused on power, on control, on maintaining his empire. A family had never been part of the plan, and yet now, in this moment, everything had shifted.

His gaze drifted to Phoenix, who was sitting in stunned silence beside him. He could see the fear in her eyes, the uncertainty, and it broke his heart. He had vowed to protect her, to shield her from the dangers of his world, but now... now they had something even more precious to protect.

Luca reaches out, gently taking her hand in his once again. "Phoenix," he whispers, his voice low but filled with emotion. "I didn’t expect this, but..." He trails off, searching for the right words.

Phoenix looks at him, her eyes glassy with unshed tears. "Neither did I," she admits, her voice trembling. "I don’t even know how to feel right now."

Luca’s heart clenches at the vulnerability in her voice, he pulls her off her chair and onto his lap, wrapping his arms around her as she leans into him. "It’s okay," he murmurs, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. "We’ll figure this out. Together."

Phoenix closes her eyes, letting herself melt into his embrace. She can feel the steady rhythm of his heartbeat beneath her cheek, and for a moment, it grounds her, makes her feel less like the world is spinning out of control. But the questions, the fears, were still there, lingering just beneath the surface.

"I’m scared," she whispers, her voice barely audible. "What kind of life will our child have? In this world? In your world?"

Luca’s grip tightens around her, his jaw clenches as he considers her words. He knows exactly what she means. His life—the world of the mafia—wasn’t a safe one. It wasn’t the kind of world where children grew up without fear, without danger. But now that he knew they were going to have a baby, something inside him shifted.

"I’ll protect you both," Luca promises firmly, his voice filled with conviction. "I don’t care what I have to do. I’ll make sure you and our child are safe."

Phoenix looks up at him, her green eyes filled with a mix of hope and doubt. "Can we really be safe, Luca? In this life?"

Luca’s heart aches at her question. He wants to promise her the world, to tell her that everything will be okay, that their child will grow up without ever knowing the darkness that surrounds them. But he knows better than to make promises he can’t keep.

"I don’t know," he admits softly, his voice raw with honesty. "But I’m going to do everything I can to make sure you are."

Phoenix’s eyes fill with tears, she leans up to kiss him, her lips trembling against his. It isn’t just about them anymore. It was about something much bigger—something neither of them had planned for but now had to face together.
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Over the next few days, the reality of the pregnancy began to sink in for both Phoenix and Luca. Phoenix found herself constantly touching her stomach, still unable to fully comprehend that a life was growing inside her. She hadn’t even had time to think about what this meant for her future, for her relationship with Luca, and yet it was happening, whether she was ready or not.

Luca, on the other hand, was consumed by the need to protect. His instincts had always driven him to shield those he cared about from harm, but now it was different. Now, he wasn’t just protecting Phoenix—he was protecting their child. And that changed everything.

One morning, as they sit together in the penthouse, Phoenix turns to Luca, her voice soft but serious. "What are we going to do?" she asks, her fingers absentmindedly tracing circles on her stomach. "I mean... how do we raise a child in the middle of all this?"

Luca’s jaw tightens, he leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees as he thinks about her question. It wasn’t something he had ever considered before. His life had always been dangerous, filled with risks and enemies lurking in the shadows. But now, with a baby on the way, he knew things had to change.

"We’ll figure it out," Luca promises after a long pause, his voice quiet but resolute. "I’ll make sure the world I’ve built doesn’t touch you or our child."

Phoenix raises an eyebrow, her expression sceptical. "How, Luca? You’re the head of the Tempo family. That life—it’s dangerous. How can you separate it from us?"

Luca turns to face her, his eyes dark and serious. "I’ll keep you both away from it. We can move to the country, somewhere far from Palermo. I’ll set up protection around you. You won’t have to be involved in any of it."

Phoenix frowns, uncertainty gnawing at her. "But you’ll still be involved, won’t you? You’ll still be part of that world."

Luca sighs, running a hand through his hair. "I have responsibilities, Phoenix. But I can limit my involvement. I can distance myself."

Phoenix’s heart aches at the thought. She knows how much Luca has sacrificed to get to where he was, how much power he held. Could he really walk away from all of that? Could he truly separate himself from the world that had shaped him?

"I don’t want you to lose yourself," Phoenix whispers. "I just... I want our child to have a chance at a normal life."

Luca’s eyes soften, he reaches out, taking her hand in his. "Our child will have a normal life," he promises, his voice filled with quiet determination. "I’ll make sure of it."

As the days pass, Phoenix and Luca begin to adjust to the idea of becoming parents. Phoenix’s fears still linger, but with Luca by her side, she feels a growing sense of hope. They had faced so many challenges together already—surely, they could face this one too.

One evening, as they lay in bed together, Luca turns to her, his hand resting on her stomach. "Do you think it’s a boy or a girl?" he asks softly, his voice filled with a rare sense of wonder.

Phoenix smiles, her heart swelling with love. "I don’t know," she whispers, her fingers lacing with his. "But I can’t wait to find out."

Luca leans down, pressing a gentle kiss to her stomach, and for the first time in a long while, Phoenix feels a sense of peace wash over her. They didn’t have all the answers, and there were still so many unknowns ahead of them, but they were facing it together. And that was all that mattered.

"I love you," Luca states, his voice thick with emotion.

Phoenix smiles, her eyes filled with love. "I love you too."

The news of Phoenix’s pregnancy had brought a sense of peace and hope to Luca and Phoenix, but in the back of Luca’s mind, he knew their happiness would draw attention. He had made many enemies in his life, and now that he had something even more precious to protect, the weight of his world felt heavier than ever.

And then there was Bianca.

Luca had cut her out of his life, destroyed her influence, and made it clear that there was no place for her in his future. But Bianca wasn’t the type to accept defeat gracefully. Luca knew she would come back. He just didn’t know when or how.

Phoenix, on the other hand, had been trying to focus on the positives. She and Luca had begun talking about their future, about raising a child together, and for the first time in a long time, she felt like they were building something solid. She was determined not to let her fears consume her, but deep down, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something—or someone—was still watching, waiting for the perfect moment to strike.

Luca tightened security around Phoenix considerably. His men were stationed outside the penthouse at all hours, and Phoenix wasn’t allowed to leave without an escort. At first, she had bristled at the restrictions, but she knew it was Luca’s way of keeping her safe. She also knew he was right—there was always a threat lurking just out of sight.

But even with all the precautions in place, the feeling of unease only grew stronger.

One afternoon, while Luca was out handling business, Phoenix was in the kitchen preparing lunch when her phone buzzed on the counter. She wiped her hands on a towel and glanced at the screen, her stomach dropping when she saw the name: Bianca.

Phoenix’s heart raced as she opened the message, her hands trembling slightly as she read the words.

You think a baby will keep him tied to you forever? You’re even more naïve than I thought. Luca belongs to me. I’ll make sure you and your little fantasy family disappear before you can even blink.

Phoenix’s breath caught in her throat, her hand flying to her stomach as if to shield her unborn child from the venom in Bianca’s words. She had known Bianca wasn’t done, but this was different. This was a direct threat—not just to her, but to her baby.

Her pulse pounds in her ears as fear wraps its icy fingers around her. She knew she needed to tell Luca, but the idea of worrying him, of making him even more protective than he already was, made her hesitate. He had been so calm lately, so focused on building their future, and Phoenix didn’t want to disrupt that.

But this... This was serious.

She immediately dialled Luca’s number, her heart pounding as she waited for him to answer.

Luca had just finished a meeting with one of his lieutenants when his phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulls it out, his brow furrowing when he sees Phoenix’s name flash across the screen. It wasn’t like her to call during the day unless something was wrong.

"Phoenix?" Luca answers, his voice immediately filled with concern. "What’s going on?"

Phoenix’s voice is shaky on the other end of the line. "Luca... Bianca texted me."

Luca’s blood ran cold at the mention of Bianca’s name, his entire body tensing. "What did she say?" he asks, his voice dropping to a dangerous whisper.

Phoenix takes a deep breath, her voice trembling as she reads the message aloud. When she finished, the silence on the other end of the line is deafening. She can feel Luca’s rage through the phone, could imagine the way his dark blue eyes would be narrowing, his jaw clenched in fury.

"I’m coming home," Luca replies, his voice tight with barely controlled anger. "Stay inside. Don’t open the door for anyone but me."

"Luca," Phoenix calls, her heart racing, "I’m fine. It’s just a message—"

"No," Luca growls, cutting her off. "This isn’t just a message. She threatened you. She threatened our child. She won’t get another chance."

Phoenix swallows hard, her fingers tightening around the phone. She had never heard Luca sound like this before—so cold, so deadly. She knew he was capable of immense violence when it came to protecting what was his, but hearing it directed toward Bianca felt different. This wasn’t just business. This was personal.

"I’ll be there in ten minutes," Luca says before ending the call.

Luca was back at the penthouse within minutes, storming through the door with a look of pure fury etched across his face. Phoenix was sitting on the couch, her phone still clutched in her hand, when she sees the tension in Luca’s body, her heart skips a beat.

"Let me see the message," Luca demands, his voice low and dangerous.

Phoenix hands him the phone, watching as he reads the text, his expression darkening with every word. His fists clench at his sides, and for a moment, Phoenix worries he might crush the phone in his hands.

"I’m going to kill her," Luca growls, his voice filled with a deadly promise.

Phoenix stands, crossing the room to place a gentle hand on his arm. "Luca, don’t," she whispers, her voice trembling. "You can’t let her get to you like this."

Luca turns to her, his eyes blazing with intensity. "She threatened you, Phoenix. She threatened our child. I’m not letting her get away with that."

Phoenix’s heart races, her own fear warring with the desire to keep Luca from doing something he would regret. She had never seen him like this—so angry, so protective. It scared her, but it also made her realize just how much she meant to him.

"Luca, please," she whispers, stepping closer to him. "I don’t want you to put yourself in danger because of her. We’ve come too far to let her destroy everything."

Luca’s expression softens slightly as he looks down at her, his heart aching at the fear in her eyes. He pulls her into his arms, holding her close as he presses a kiss to her forehead.

"I won’t let anything happen to you," Luca whispers, his voice raw with emotion. "I’ll protect you and our baby, no matter what."

Phoenix clings to him, her heart pounding with a mixture of fear and love. She knows Luca meant every word, but the idea of him confronting Bianca terrifies her. Bianca was dangerous, but Luca... Luca was capable of things Phoenix didn’t even want to imagine.

"I trust you," Phoenix whispers, her voice shaky. "But please, don’t let her push you to do something you can’t take back."

Luca tightens his grip on her, his heart torn between his need for vengeance and his love for Phoenix. He had to protect her, but Phoenix was right—he couldn’t let Bianca drag him down into the darkness. Not when they had so much to look forward to.

"I won’t let her come between us," Luca promises, his voice soft but filled with determination. "But I’m going to make sure she never gets close to you again."

Luca didn’t waste any time. He sent his men out to track down Bianca, making it clear that he wanted her found—and fast. His overprotective instincts had kicked into overdrive, and he was determined to end this once and for all. Bianca had gone too far, and now she had to face the consequences.

Hours later, as night fell over Palermo, Luca received the call he had been waiting for. His men had located Bianca at one of her few remaining hideouts—a small, seedy club on the outskirts of the city. Luca didn’t hesitate. He grabbed his jacket, preparing to leave, but as he turned to go, Phoenix stepped in front of him.

"Don’t do this," she says softly, her eyes filled with worry. "I know you want to protect us, but please... don’t let her drag you down to her level."

Luca’s jaw tightens, his heart aching as he looks at her. He knows she is right, but the rage simmering inside him is too strong. Bianca had threatened his family, and he couldn’t let that go unanswered.

"I have to do this, Phoenix," he states quietly, his voice filled with resolve. "I can’t let her keep coming after us."

Phoenix’s eyes fill with tears, but she nods, knowing that she can’t stop him. "Just... be careful."

Luca pulls her into his arms, pressing a fierce kiss to her lips. "I’ll be back soon," he promises. "And when I get back, this will be over."

The streets of Palermo were quieter than usual, the night air heavy with tension as Luca’s car speeds through the dimly lit roads. He sits in the back seat, his fists clenched at his sides, his jaw tight with barely controlled fury. His men are driving, their expressions hard, knowing that this night would end in bloodshed.

Luca has been waiting for this moment. He has given Bianca every chance to walk away, to leave his life for good, but she had refused. And now, she had gone too far. She had threatened Phoenix—threatened their child—and that was something Luca could never forgive.

As the car approaches the rundown club on the outskirts of the city, Luca’s heart pounds in his chest. He wasn’t sure how this confrontation would end, but one thing was certain: Bianca wasn’t walking away unscathed.

"She’s inside," one of his men says as they pull to a stop. "No guards. Just her."

Luca nods, his expression dark. "Stay outside. I’ll handle this."

His men hesitate for a moment, clearly worried about letting him go in alone, but they nod in understanding. Luca was a force of nature when it came to protecting those he loved, and tonight, he was going to make sure Bianca understood that.

Luca steps out of the car, his muscles tense as he walks toward the club’s entrance. The building is small, dingy, with peeling paint and flickering neon lights. It reeks of desperation—the perfect hideout for someone who had lost everything.

Pushing open the door, Luca steps inside, his eyes quickly adjusting to the dim light. The club is nearly empty, save for a few overturned chairs and empty bottles scattered across the floor. And there, standing by the bar, is Bianca.

She turns as the door clicks shut behind him, her eyes narrowing as she meets Luca’s gaze. Her expression is unreadable, a mixture of anger, desperation, and something darker. For a long moment, neither of them speak, the tension between them crackling like electricity.

"Coming to finish what you started?" Bianca calls, her voice laced with bitterness.

Luca’s eyes darken as he takes a step closer, his posture radiating barely controlled fury. "You threatened Phoenix. You threatened our child."

Bianca’s lips curl into a twisted smile, her eyes gleaming with something dangerous. "I told you, Luca. She doesn’t belong in your world. You’re only fooling yourself if you think she’ll ever be able to handle this life."

Luca’s fists clench at his sides, his anger simmering beneath the surface. "This isn’t about her handling anything, Bianca. This is about you. You couldn’t handle losing, and now you’re trying to destroy everything I care about."

Bianca laughs, the sound hollow and bitter as she takes a step toward him. "I was there for you, Luca. Long before she ever came into the picture. And you threw me away like I was nothing."

"You were never more than a pawn," Luca growls, his voice low and dangerous. "You used everyone around you to climb higher. But you made the mistake of thinking you could control me."

Bianca’s smile falters, her eyes flashing with anger. "Control you?" she spat. "You’ve always been out of control, Luca. You think you’re untouchable, but I know you. I know what you are. And deep down, you know you belong with me—not her."

Luca takes another step forward, his expression hard as stone. "What I am, Bianca, is done with you."

For a moment, Bianca’s bravado cracks, and Luca sees the desperation in her eyes. She had lost everything—her power, her influence, and now, her last chance at holding on to Luca. But rather than backing down, Bianca’s face twists with fury, and she lunges for him.

Luca was ready.

In an instant, he grabs her wrists, twisting her arms behind her back and pinning her against the bar. Bianca lets out a frustrated scream, struggling against his hold, but Luca doesn’t let go. His breath is ragged, his anger boiling over as he leans in close, his voice cold and deadly.

"You came near Phoenix, you threatened my family, and I will make sure you disappear. For good."

Bianca’s breath hitches, and she stops struggling, her body trembling beneath his grip. For the first time, Luca saw real fear in her eyes—fear of him, of what he was capable of. But there was still a spark of defiance, a glimmer of the woman who had always thought she could bend the world to her will.

"You think you’ve won, Luca?" Bianca whispers, her voice shaky but still filled with venom. "You think you can just walk away from this? From me?"

Luca’s grip on her tightens, his heart pounding in his chest. He had spent so long keeping his anger in check, trying to handle things diplomatically, but Bianca had pushed him too far. She had threatened the people he loved, and now she had to face the consequences.

"I already have," Luca states coldly.

He releases her, pushing her away from him with one final shove. Bianca stumbles, catching herself on the edge of the bar, her breath coming in short, sharp gasps as she stares at him with wide, fearful eyes.

For a long moment, neither of them speak, the weight of what had just happened settling over them like a heavy fog. Bianca had lost. She knew it. And Luca had made sure she understood that there was no coming back from this.

Finally, Luca turns, his heart still pounding as he heads for the door. He had come here to end things, and he had done just that. But as he reaches the exit, Bianca’s voice cuts through the silence, filled with bitterness and desperation.

"She’ll never be safe," Bianca spits out, her voice trembling with fury. "No matter what you do, she’ll always be in danger. Because of you."

Luca stops, his hand resting on the door handle as her words sink in. He didn’t turn around, didn’t give her the satisfaction of seeing how much her words affect him. But deep down, a part of him knew she was right. Phoenix would always be in danger, as long as she was with him.

But he would make damn sure that danger never reached her.

Without another word, Luca opened the door and stepped out into the night, leaving Bianca behind. His heart pounded in his chest, a mixture of rage, fear, and determination swirling inside him. He had done what needed to be done, glancing towards his right he nods at the man standing near the door as he continues to walk towards the car.

Today was the end of Bianca’s threats, the end of her obsession, today she was dealt with.

But now the real challenge lay ahead—keeping Phoenix safe, no matter the cost.

When Luca returned to the penthouse later that night, Phoenix was waiting for him. The moment he walked through the door, she rushed to him, her arms wrapping around him as she buried her face in his chest.

"Is it over?" she whispers, her voice trembling.

Luca holds her close, his arms wrapping tightly around her as he presses a kiss to the top of her head. "It’s over," he assures softly. "She won’t be coming after you again."

Phoenix let out a shaky breath, relief flooding through her as she clings to him. She had been so afraid that something terrible would happen, that Luca wouldn’t come back. But now, standing in his arms, she felt a sense of peace wash over her.

"Thank you," she whispers, her voice thick with emotion. "Thank you for protecting us."

Luca tightens his hold on her, his heart swelling with love.
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For the first time in what felt like months, there was a sense of peace in Phoenix’s life. Luca had kept his promise, ensuring that the dangers of his world stayed far away from her and their unborn child. And now, as she stands at the edge of their vast new property, the rolling hills stretching out before her, Phoenix felt like she could finally breathe.

The country home was a dream. Set deep in the countryside, far from the chaos of Palermo, it was surrounded by acres of land, with thick woods providing natural cover and a sense of isolation. The house itself was stunning—a sprawling estate with high ceilings, expansive windows, and a warmth that felt like home the moment Phoenix stepped inside.

Luca had surprised her with it a few weeks after their confrontation with Bianca, knowing that Phoenix needed a place where she could feel safe, where they could start their family without the constant threat of his enemies hanging over them.

But even here, in the peaceful countryside, Luca hadn’t taken any chances. Guards were stationed discreetly around the property, their presence felt but rarely seen. It was a fortress disguised as a haven—a place where Luca knew his family would be protected at all times.

And now, as Phoenix runs her hand over her growing belly, she smiles to herself, imagining the life they were building. She could already picture the nursery she would decorate for their baby, the laughter that would fill these walls. It was a future she hadn’t dared to hope for, but now that it was here, she felt a deep sense of gratitude.

Inside the house, Phoenix had already begun planning for the baby’s arrival. The room that would become the nursery was bright and airy, with large windows that let in soft, natural light. Phoenix had spent the last few days looking through catalogues, picking out furniture, and imagining how the space would look once it was finished.

She sat on the floor, her back propped up by pillows, flipping through another catalogue of cribs and baby bedding. Her heart fluttered with excitement as she looks at all the possibilities, imagining what their little one would be like. Would it be a boy or a girl? She still didn’t know, but Luca had been asking her that same question every night as they lay in bed, dreaming about their future.

Luca had been spending most of his time working from the home office in the country house, which meant they were together almost all the time now. It was a new kind of normal, one Phoenix cherished. He was still very much in control of his empire, but he had delegated much of the day-to-day business to Miguel and Gabriel his most trusted men. When Luca did have to go into the city for meetings, Phoenix missed him fiercely, but she knew it was necessary.

As Phoenix picked up her phone to take pictures of some nursery ideas to show Luca later, she heard footsteps approaching. She looks up and smiles as one of the guards, Marco, walks into the room. Marco had been stationed at the house for weeks, and in that time, he had become a friendly presence—someone Phoenix felt comfortable around. He was young, probably in his late twenties, with an easy-going personality that makes him approachable. Unlike many of Luca’s soldiers, who kept their distance and maintained a strict professionalism, Marco had a way of making her feel at ease.

“Everything okay, Mrs. Tempo?” Marco asks with a warm smile as he leans casually against the doorframe.

Phoenix nods, returning his smile. Even though she wasn’t married to Luca, most of his men insisted on calling her Mrs. Tempo. “Yes, everything’s fine. Just planning the nursery,” she replies, holding up the catalogue. “I think Luca’s going to have a heart attack when he sees how many options there are for cribs.”

Marco chuckles, his eyes twinkling with amusement. “I’m sure the boss will handle it just fine. But if you ask me, he’s going to spoil that baby rotten.”

Phoenix laughs, shaking her head. “I’m afraid you’re right.”

For a few moments, they chat casually about the nursery, and Marco even offers some suggestions based on what he had seen with his own nieces and nephews. Phoenix appreciates the light-hearted conversation—it made the house feel less like a guarded fortress and more like a home.

But just as Marco was about to leave, Miguel appears in the doorway, his expression dark and unreadable. Phoenix notices the tension immediately, the way Miguel’s eyes flicker from her to Marco with barely concealed irritation.

“Marco,” Miguel calls, his voice low and firm. “You’ve got your rounds to finish.”

Marco stiffens slightly, his smile fading as he nods. “Yes, sir.”

As Marco leaves the room, Phoenix frowns, sensing something was off. She turns to Miguel, her eyebrows raised in confusion.

“What was that about?” she asks, crossing her arms.

Miguel hesitates, his eyes narrowing slightly as he looks at her. “You need to be careful, Phoenix.”

Phoenix blinks caught off guard by the warning in his tone. “Careful? What do you mean?”

Miguel takes a step closer, his voice low as he speaks. “Marco’s friendly, I get it. But Luca... Luca doesn’t handle things like that well. If he sees one of his men getting too close to you—especially now, with the baby coming—he’ll lose his shit. And Marco... he’s not helping his case.”

Phoenix’s heart skips a beat, her chest tightening with unease. She hadn’t thought much of Marco’s friendliness—it had seemed harmless. But now, hearing Miguel’s warning, she realized how Luca might interpret things.

“You think Luca would—” Phoenix started, but Miguel cut her off.

“I know Luca,” Miguel says firmly. “He’s possessive. You know that. And with everything that’s happened... he’s on edge. I’m just telling you to be careful. Marco’s a good guy, but if Luca thinks for a second that something’s off, it won’t end well.”

Phoenix swallows hard, her heart racing as she processes Miguel’s words. She knew Luca could be possessive—she had seen it before. But the idea of him losing control, of doing something drastic because of a misunderstanding, scared her.

“I’ll talk to Marco,” Phoenix replies quietly, her voice filled with resolve. “I don’t want Luca to get the wrong idea.”

Miguel nods, his expression softening slightly. “Good. Just... keep things in check. For everyone’s sake.”

That evening, as Phoenix and Luca sit together in the cozy living room, the fire crackling softly in the hearth, Luca leans over and kisses her on the forehead. He had been working all day in his home office, and now, as they sit together in the quiet of their country sanctuary, he can finally relax.

“I’ve been thinking,” Luca confesses, his voice low and warm.

Phoenix glances up at him, smiling. “About what?”

“About you,” he says with a grin. “And the baby.”

Phoenix raises an eyebrow, her heart fluttering at the mention of their baby. “Oh? What about us?”

Luca takes her hand in his, his thumb brushing gently over her knuckles. “I want to make sure you have everything you need here. I know the guards are in place, but I want this place to be perfect for you—for us.”

Phoenix’s heart swells with love as she looks at him. Even though Luca’s world was filled with danger and darkness, here, in this house, they had built something beautiful. Something real.

“It already feels perfect,” Phoenix states softly, leaning into him.

Luca smiles, his eyes filled with warmth. “It’s only going to get better.”

The next morning, Phoenix found Marco in the kitchen, finishing up his breakfast before starting his rounds. She approaches him carefully, unsure of how to bring up Miguel’s warning without making things awkward.

“Hey, Marco,” she greets, her voice tentative.

Marco looks up, flashing her his usual easy going smile. “Morning, Mrs. Tempo.”

Phoenix hesitates, biting her lip before speaking. “I just wanted to... I think we should keep things a little more professional going forward. Luca’s protective, and I don’t want to make things difficult for you.”

Marco’s smile falters slightly, and he nods, understanding immediately. “Of course. I get it.”

Phoenix offers him a small smile, feeling a pang of guilt for having to distance herself from someone who had been so kind. “Thank you.”

Marco smiles back, his tone light. “Hey, no worries. I’m here to do my job.”

As he leaves the kitchen, Phoenix feels a sense of relief. She had handled it, and now there was no risk of Luca misunderstanding the situation. But deep down, she knew the peace they had found here in the countryside was fragile. The dangers of Luca’s world were always lurking, just out of sight.

And as much as Phoenix wanted to believe they could stay safe here, she knew that nothing was ever truly certain.

The following days felt different for Phoenix. Ever since Miguel’s warning about Marco, she had been walking on eggshells. What had once been casual, friendly interactions now felt loaded with tension. It wasn’t that Marco had done anything wrong—he had always been respectful, never crossing any lines—but now, with Miguel’s words echoing in her mind, Phoenix couldn’t shake the sense that Luca’s possessiveness could turn everything upside down in an instant.

She had tried to talk to Marco, to set clearer boundaries, but despite his understanding response, the awkwardness remained. Every time Marco smiled at her or made a friendly comment, Phoenix found herself overanalysing his intentions, wondering if Luca would read too much into their interactions. She hated feeling this way—nervous in her own home, on edge around someone who had been nothing but kind to her.

But as the days passed, the tension only grew.

Phoenix was in the garden, tending to the small flower bed she had planted near the back porch. It was one of the things she loved about the country house—the space, the fresh air, the chance to focus on something simple and peaceful. She had spent the morning planning out where to plant herbs and flowers, trying to create a relaxing environment where she could spend time once the baby arrived.

As she knelt down, digging her hands into the soil, she heard footsteps approaching. Looking up, she saw Marco walking toward her, his usual easy smile in place. Phoenix felt a pang of anxiety in her chest, but she forced herself to smile back.

“Morning, Mrs. Tempo,” Marco greets, stopping a few feet away. “Looks like you’re building quite the garden here.”

Phoenix wipes her hands on her jeans, trying to keep the conversation light. “Yeah, I thought it would be nice to have some flowers around when the baby comes. Something peaceful.”

Marco nods, his gaze flicking to the growing baby bump Phoenix was starting to show. “That’s great. You’re going to be a wonderful mother.”

The compliment caught her off guard, and Phoenix felt her cheeks flush slightly. “Thank you,” she murmurs, not sure how to respond.

For a moment, they stand in silence, the awkwardness hanging between them like a heavy cloud. Marco shifts his weight from one foot to the other, clearly sensing the tension but not quite sure what to do about it.

“I wanted to apologize again if I made things weird the other day,” Marco says suddenly, his voice quieter. “I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.”

Phoenix blinks, her heart racing as she recalls Miguel’s warning. She hadn’t wanted Marco to feel guilty or awkward, but now she realizes the situation was more complicated than she’d thought. She didn’t want to push him away entirely, but she knew she had to keep a certain distance.

“You didn’t make me uncomfortable,” Phoenix assures quickly, trying to diffuse the situation. “It’s just... Luca is protective. He doesn’t mean to be, but you know how he is. I don’t want him to misunderstand anything.”

Marco’s face softens, and he nods. “Yeah, I get it. Luca’s a good guy, but I know how he can be about his family.”

Phoenix feels a wave of relief wash over her at Marco’s understanding, but the tension doesn’t disappear. It was still there, lurking beneath the surface, making every interaction feel like a balancing act.

“I’m just trying to be careful,” Phoenix adds softly, her fingers digging into the soft dirt. “For everyone’s sake.”

Marco gives her a reassuring smile. “I get it. I’ll give you some space.”

As he turns to walk away, Phoenix exhales a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. But as she watches him go, she can’t shake the feeling that the situation wasn’t as simple as it seemed. Marco was friendly, kind even, but the boundaries between them had become blurry, and she wasn’t sure how to navigate them without making things worse.

That afternoon, she was trying to distract herself from the growing tension between her and Marco, but every time she heard footsteps or caught a glimpse of one of the guards patrolling the property, her thoughts circled back to the conversation in the garden.

Just as Phoenix began to relax, she heard the sound of the front door opening. Looking up, she saw Miguel entering the house, his expression serious as always. He nods at her in greeting before making his way toward Luca’s office, but as he passes, his gaze lingers on her.

“Everything alright?” Miguel asks, his tone casual but laced with curiosity.

Phoenix hesitates, unsure how much she should share. She didn’t want to cause unnecessary drama, but she also couldn’t shake the feeling that Miguel was keeping a close eye on her interactions with Marco.

“Everything’s fine,” Phoenix says, forcing a smile. “Just... settling in.”

Miguel studies her for a moment longer before nodding. “Good. You’ve been spending a lot of time with Marco, huh?”

Phoenix’s stomach twists, and she feels her heartbeat quicken. “Not really,” she replies quickly. “He’s just around a lot. You know, doing his job.”

Miguel’s eyes narrow slightly, and he crosses his arms, his voice dropping to a more serious tone. “Phoenix, I told you to be careful. Luca trusts you, but that doesn’t mean he’s going to be happy if he sees one of his men getting too close to you.”

“I’m not doing anything wrong,” Phoenix snaps, her frustration bubbling to the surface. “Marco is just being friendly.”

Miguel raised an eyebrow, clearly unimpressed by her response. “Friendly or not, Luca won’t see it that way.”

Phoenix opens her mouth to argue, but the words caught in her throat. She knew Miguel was right—Luca wouldn’t take kindly to any man showing Phoenix more than professional respect, especially now that she was pregnant with his child. Luca’s possessiveness was one of the things Phoenix loved about him, but it also terrified her sometimes. She didn’t want to be the cause of any conflict, but she also didn’t want to live in fear of every conversation she had with someone who wasn’t Luca.

“I’ll be careful,” Phoenix said quietly, her voice filled with resolve.

Miguel nods, his expression softening slightly. “Good. I don’t want to see anything happen, Phoenix. Not to you, and not to Marco. Just... keep your distance.”

The next few days passed with a quiet tension. Phoenix continued to keep her interactions with Marco to a minimum, but it was clear that he had noticed the shift. He no longer lingered around the house as much, sticking to his rounds and avoiding unnecessary conversation. Phoenix appreciated the space, but the awkwardness hung over them like a cloud.

One afternoon, as Phoenix was sitting on the back porch, enjoying the warmth of the sun on her skin, she spotted Marco in the distance, walking along the edge of the property. He glanced in her direction, his expression unreadable, but he didn’t approach. Phoenix’s heart clenched slightly—she didn’t want to alienate him, but the tension between them had become unavoidable.

Just as Phoenix was about to stand and head back inside, Luca appears, stepping out onto the porch and wrapping his arms around her from behind. He presses a soft kiss to the top of her head, his presence instantly calming her nerves.

“How’s my favourite girl?” Luca murmurs, his voice filled with warmth.

Phoenix smiles, leaning back into him. “Better now that you’re here.”

Luca’s hands rest on her belly, gently rubbing in slow circles as they stand together, watching the sun set over the hills. For a brief moment, Phoenix felt completely at peace, wrapped in Luca’s embrace, the future they were building together feeling more real than ever.

But even as she relaxes into him, her thoughts drift back to Marco—and to the warning Miguel had given her. She knew Luca hadn’t noticed anything yet, but the possibility of his jealousy being triggered was always there, lurking just beneath the surface.

“Everything okay?” Luca asks, sensing her tension.

Phoenix nods, forcing a smile. “Yeah, just... thinking.”

Luca’s arms tighten around her, his voice dropping to a soft, protective murmur. “You don’t need to worry about anything, Phoenix. I’ve got everything under control.”

Phoenix swallows hard, her heart racing. She wasn’t sure if she should tell Luca about Miguel’s warning, about the tension with Marco. But as she stands there, safe in Luca’s arms, she decided to keep it to herself for now. The last thing she wants is to make things worse.

“I know,” she whispers, her voice filled with love. “I trust you.”

The peace that had settled over the country house was fragile—more fragile than Phoenix wanted to admit. Although things had been calm between her and Luca since Miguel’s warning, she could sense the tension in the air. Luca had been spending more time at home, watching over her, making sure the house was secure, and taking every precaution to protect their growing family. But the weight of his world was never far away.

It was late afternoon, and Luca had just returned from a meeting in Palermo. Phoenix was sitting on the back porch, her hands resting on her growing belly as she enjoyed the last few moments of sunlight. She had been feeling more settled recently, finding comfort in the routine of planning for the baby and spending quiet moments with Luca.

Phoenix first realized something was wrong when one of the guards came to escort her back inside. But when she turned toward the house, a hand clamps over her mouth, muffling her scream.

It happened so fast. The sky blurred as she was dragged backward, the scent of earth and sweat filling her nose. She kicks and thrashes, but the grip on her tightens, and before she can fully register what was happening, she was thrown into the back of a van.

Her heart races with panic as she tries to fight back, her blood running cold.

A man is staring down at her with a twisted smile, his eyes filled with something dark and dangerous.

“No!” Phoenix gasps, trying to push herself up, but her body is trembling with fear.

The man kneels, his hand brushing a strand of hair from her face “Don’t worry, I’m not going to hurt you.” he promises.

Phoenix’s stomach twists, panic surging through her as she realizes the depth of trouble she’s in.
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The moment Luca steps into the room, he knows something is wrong. The air is too still, too silent. His heart hammers in his chest as he scans the room, every instinct screaming that something is terribly, horribly off.

“Phoenix?” he calls, his voice echoing through the empty space. There is no answer, just the oppressive silence that makes his skin crawl. He strides across the living room, his eyes darting to every corner, searching for any sign of her. But there is nothing.

The unease that has been gnawing at him all day now twists into a cold, hard knot of fear. He pulls out his phone, his fingers shaking as he dials Miguel’s number.

“Where is she?” he demands the moment the call connects, his voice tight with barely restrained panic.

Miguel hesitates on the other end, his tone cautious. “Boss, what do you mean? She’s at home, right?”

“She’s not here,” Luca snaps, his heart pounding in his chest. “I need every man out looking for her. Now.”

There is a beat of stunned silence, and then Miguel’s voice comes through, urgent and focused. “I’m on it. We’ll find her, Luca.”

But the words did nothing to calm the fear clawing at Luca’s insides. He ends the call, his mind racing with a thousand terrible possibilities. Where could she have gone? Had she run again? Or—his stomach twists with dread—had someone taken her?

He tries to breathe, tries to keep his mind from spiralling into dark places, but the panic is relentless, suffocating. He had thought he had everything under control, had thought he could keep her safe. But now she is gone, and the uncertainty is tearing him apart.

His phone buzzes in his hand, he answers it with a bark of desperation. “What?”

It was Gabriel. “Luca, we’re mobilizing the men. No one’s seen her leave the building. Security footage is being reviewed now.”

Luca’s hands shake as he paces the room, his heart slamming against his ribs. “Check every exit, every camera. I want to know who took her.”

“We’re on it,” Gabriel assures him, his voice steady. “We’ll find her, Luca.”

But Luca isn’t listening. His mind is racing with every horrible scenario he could imagine. Phoenix, alone and scared, taken by some unknown enemy, vulnerable because of the baby. Their baby. The thought of her in danger, of something happening to her or the child, was more than he could bear.

He storms into the bedroom, his eyes scanning the space, searching for any clue, any sign of what had happened. The bed was neatly made, her clothes still hanging in the closet. But her phone is gone, her purse missing. His stomach churns with fear.

Had she run? Had she tried to escape again? Or was this something else, something darker?

Luca’s chest tightens with a panic he hadn’t felt in years. The thought of losing her, of something happening to her, was unbearable. She was everything to him, the only thing that mattered in this brutal, bloody world. And the baby—the life they had created together. He couldn’t lose them. He wouldn’t.

He grabs his phone again, dialling Miguel with trembling hands. “Anything?”

“Not yet,” Miguel replies, frustration lacing his voice. “But we’re checking every contact, every safe house. We’ll find her, Luca. I swear it.”

Luca’s vision blurred with rage and fear, his heart pounding so hard it felt like it would burst. “I don’t care what it takes, Miguel. I want every man on this. I want every rat in this city questioned, every safe house searched. Find. Her.”

He ends the call, his hands shaking as he leans against the wall, his breath coming in harsh, ragged bursts. He has never felt so helpless, so out of control. The fear, the desperation, it is suffocating, threatening to pull him under.

“Luca,” Gabriel’s voice cuts through the fog of panic, steady and calm. He steps into the room, his expression serious but reassuring. “We’ll find her. You have to stay calm. We need you focused.”

“Calm?” Luca snarls, his voice raw with fear. “How the hell am I supposed to be calm? She’s out there, Gabriel. She’s pregnant, and she’s out there alone. I can’t—” His voice breaks, the weight of his emotions crashing down on him like a tidal wave. “I can’t lose her.”

Gabriel’s eyes soften, his hand resting on Luca’s shoulder, firm and grounding. “We’re going to get her back, Luca. We’ve been through worse. We’ll get through this.”

But Luca can’t breathe, can’t think. All he can see is Phoenix’s face, her eyes wide with fear, her body trembling as someone drags her away, as someone hurts her. The images flash through his mind, each one more terrible than the last, and he feels like he is losing his grip, like the ground is crumbling beneath his feet.

“I should have been here,” he whispers, his voice breaking. “I should have protected her.”

“You did everything you could,” Gabriel says quietly, his voice filled with a calm certainty that Luca can’t seem to grasp. “This isn’t your fault.”

But Luca can’t believe that. All he can think about is Phoenix’s face, the way she had looked at him the last time they were together, the way she had held him, kissed him, told him she loved him. And now she was gone, and he didn’t know where she was, didn’t know if she was safe, if she was alive.

He felt like he was drowning, the fear and guilt and rage choking him, pulling him under. He had spent his entire life in control, had built his empire with blood and sweat and iron will. But now, the one thing he couldn’t control, the one thing he couldn’t protect, was the person who meant more to him than anything in the world.

“Luca,” Gabriel’s voice is softer now, filled with an emotion that Luca doesn’t want to acknowledge. “We’re going to find her. But you have to stay strong. For her. For the baby.”

The words hit him like a punch to the gut, and Luca’s knees almost buckle under the weight of it all. The baby. Their baby. The tiny, fragile life that they had created together, that was growing inside her, that was depending on him to keep them safe.

He felt like he was going to be sick, his head spinning with the enormity of it all, with the fear that he was going to lose them, that he was going to fail.

“I can’t lose them, Gabriel,” he whispers, his voice breaking. “I can’t.”

Gabriel’s hand tightens on his shoulder, his eyes fierce and determined. “You won’t. We’ll find them, Luca. We’ll bring them home.”

But Luca can’t breathe, can’t think past the fear and the guilt and the rage. He was supposed to protect her, to keep her safe, and now she was gone, and he didn’t know if he would ever see her again.

His phone buzzes in his hand, and he looks down, his heart racing as he sees Miguel’s name flash on the screen.

“Anything?” he demands, his voice tight with desperation.

“We found her car,” Miguel says, his voice grim. “It was abandoned near the docks. No sign of her.”

Luca’s heart plummets, his chest tightening with a panic so intense it felt like it was going to tear him apart. The docks. The cold, dark, empty docks. It was a place where people disappeared, where bodies were found floating in the water, where the city’s darkest secrets were buried.

His vision blurs with rage and fear, his mind spinning with every horrible possibility. Who had taken her? Where was she? Was she hurt? Was she—

“Get everyone down there,” Luca growls, his voice shaking with barely contained fury. “I want every inch of that area searched. I want answers, Miguel.”

“We’re on it,” Miguel promises, his voice filled with determination. “We’ll find her, Luca. I swear it.”

But Luca’s hands are trembling, his heart pounding so hard it felt like it would burst. The fear, the panic, it was overwhelming, suffocating. He had to find her. He had to bring her back.

“Luca,” Gabriel says softly, his voice a steady, calming presence. “We’ll find her. We won’t stop until we do.”

But Luca couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. All he could see was Phoenix’s face, the fear in her eyes, the terror in her voice. He had to find her. He had to. There was no other option.

“I’m going down there,” he says, his voice hard with determination. “I’m not sitting around waiting for news. I’m going to find her.”

“Luca, wait,” Gabriel tries to stop him, his voice urgent. “You need to think—”

“No,” Luca snaps, his eyes blazing with a fury that makes Gabriel step back. “I’m not waiting. I’m not sitting here while she’s out there, scared and alone. I’m going to find her.”

He turns on his heel, his mind set, his heart pounding with a desperate, furious energy. He would find her. He would tear this city apart to find her.

And whoever had taken her—whoever had dared to touch her—they would pay. They would pay with everything they had.

The screen of Luca’s phone lit up with a notification—a blurry photo of Phoenix’s car abandoned near the docks, the faint outline of a figure in the background, barely visible in the shadows. Luca’s heart stops, his breath catching in his throat as he stared at the image, his mind racing.

Was it her? Was she still there?

He didn’t know. And the not knowing was going to drive him insane.

He takes a deep breath, his hand shaking as he looks at Gabriel, his voice low, filled with a terrifying calm. “I’m going to find her. Whatever it takes.”

And as Luca storms out of the house, his mind consumed with fear and fury, he knew one thing for certain: whoever had taken Phoenix, whoever had dared to hurt her, they would regret the day they crossed Luca Tempo.

But for now, the darkness closed in around him, and he is left with only questions, only fear, and the desperate hope that he wasn’t too late.

Grab the conclusion to this Duet Today with the book:

Believe

OEBPS/image_rsrc1W2.jpg





cover.jpeg
; TEMPO MAFIA FAMILIA

’ALEXI FERREIRA





OEBPS/image_rsrc1W3.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc1W4.jpg
Q|





OEBPS/image_rsrc1W1.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc1W6.jpg





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/image_rsrc1W5.jpg





