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UNHOLY WAR

My name is Nico Moretti, and I was made for war. I live by the blade, answer to no one, and obey only the rules I write in blood. When I’m ordered to marry Isabella Falcone, it’s not for love—it’s to tame her. To make her bend. To remind the world who owns her.

Fiery. Reckless. Untamable.

She was supposed to be my punishment. A problem to correct. But every glare, every insult, every act of rebellion—she doesn't break, she burns. And I want to feel that fire scorch me until I forget what it means to be cold.

She thinks I’m her cage. She doesn’t realize: I’ve already chained myself to her.

And when this war turns bloody, I’ll kill every enemy that dares to touch what’s mine.

Book 2 of 3 in the House of Brothers Series — a dark, enemies-to-lovers mafia romance where rage becomes foreplay, loyalty turns lethal, and some monsters don’t want to be saved—they want to be claimed.
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CHAPTER 1
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ISABELLA P.O.V.

The air in the billiards room is thick, heavy with the ghosts of old conversations. It smells of things that last: aged wood, expensive whiskey, and worn leather. The only light comes from the low-hanging fixture over the table, a cone of dusty yellow that turns the green felt into a private arena. Everything outside this circle of light is lost to shadow.

My world has shrunk to the polished gleam of the eight ball. It’s sitting perfectly, a straight shot to the corner pocket. A gift.

I glance up, through my lashes, at Nico Moretti. He leans against the far wall, a half-empty glass of whiskey sweating in his hand. He’s watching me, his face an unreadable mask in the gloom. He thinks he’s got me figured out. All the Morettis do. They see Isabella Falcone, the prize in a truce between our families, a pretty little thing to be married off to their enforcer to keep the peace. They think I’m decorative. Breakable.

They don’t know a goddamn thing about me.

The silk of my slip dress glides over my skin as I lean over the table. The fabric is a deep emerald green, the same color as the felt. It’s thin, entirely inappropriate for a casual game, and I wore it for that exact reason. I know the way the light catches the sheen, the way it clings to the curve of my ass when I bend. I feel his eyes on me, a physical weight. It’s a low-grade, constant hum of irritation and something else. Something hotter. I live for that heat. I poke at it, stoke it, wait for it to burst into flames.

My movements are deliberate, a slow, calculated performance. I chalk the tip of the cue stick, the blue powder dusting my fingertips. I shift my weight, letting the thin strap of my dress slide just an inch down my shoulder. A calculated bit of carelessness.

His jaw is tight. A tiny muscle flexes. Got you.

I exhale slowly, line up the shot, and strike.

The crack of the cue ball hitting the eight ball is sharp and final. It’s a clean hit. The black ball rolls smoothly across the felt, a perfect, unwavering line, and drops silently into the corner pocket.

Game over.

I straighten up, a slow, theatrical stretch, and place the cue stick against the table. I turn to face him, letting a smug smile spread across my lips. I don’t try to hide my triumph. I want him to see it. I want him to choke on it. In this room, in this moment, I’ve won. He’s the feared Moretti enforcer, a man who breaks bones for a living, and I just handed him his ass for the third consecutive time.

"That's three games in a row," I say, my voice dripping with false sweetness. I walk toward the end of the table where he’s standing, my hips swaying with an insolence I know he hates. I stop a few feet from him, leaning my hip against the solid wood frame. "I'd say you owe me, but what could you possibly have that I'd want?"

The taunt hangs in the air between us, vibrating with unspoken challenges. For a second, there’s nothing but the faint clinking of ice in his glass. He doesn’t look angry about losing the game. The rage I expected, the flash of temper I was hoping to provoke, isn’t there.

Instead, his eyes darken. The casual disinterest vanishes, replaced by something else. Something I recognize. It’s the look a wolf gets right before it sinks its teeth into its prey. Predatory.

My heart gives a single, hard thump against my ribs. A thrill, sharp and dangerous, zings through my veins. It’s a cocktail of fear and twisted excitement. This is the real game. Not the one with sticks and balls. This is the one I came down here to play. The one where I push and push and push until he finally, inevitably, snaps.

Nico uncoils from the wall. He places his whiskey glass down on a small side table with a soft, definitive click. Then, he walks over to the rack and puts his own pool cue away. The sound of the wood settling into place is unnaturally loud in the charged silence. It’s a final punctuation mark. The end of the game we were pretending to play.

He turns and starts walking around the table toward me. He doesn’t rush. Each step is silent, measured, deliberate. He moves like a panther, all controlled power and lethal grace. The air crackles, growing hotter, thicker. My breath catches in my throat. I should move. I should step away, retreat to a safe distance, but my feet are glued to the floor. My body wants to see this through, even as my mind screams warnings.

He stops directly in front of me, crowding my space, forcing me to tilt my head back to look at him. He’s so close I can feel the heat radiating from his body, smell the whiskey on his breath mingling with the clean, masculine scent of his soap. He still hasn’t touched me. He doesn’t have to. He cages me in, places one hand flat on the polished wood of the table on one side of my hips, and the other on the opposite side. Trapped. The heavy, unyielding slate of the billiards table is pressed against my back. There’s nowhere to go.

His eyes bore into mine. They are dark, almost black in the dim light, and they hold a promise of violence that makes a traitorous shiver run down my spine.

His voice, when he finally speaks, is a low, dangerous rumble that seems to vibrate right through my bones. "You're right. I don't have anything you want." He leans in closer, his lips just inches from mine. "But I'm going to give you exactly what you need."

Before I can process the threat, before I can even think to form a retort, his hand snakes out. It’s not a gentle touch. His fingers wrap around the back of my neck, strong and unforgiving. His thumb finds the sensitive nerve just below my ear and presses down, hard. A sharp, electric shock jolts through me, and an involuntary gasp escapes my lips.

That gasp is all the invitation he needs.

He crushes his mouth down on mine.

This isn’t a kiss. It’s a punishment. It’s a conquest. It’s a blatant act of possession meant to erase the smug victory from my face. His lips are hard, demanding, bruising. He bites at my bottom lip, a sharp sting that has my eyes watering, and then his tongue is forcing its way past my teeth. It’s a hostile takeover, a war fought in the space of a breath. He tastes of whiskey and rage.

For a split second, I fight him. My hands come up to shove at his chest, my mind screaming in protest. But his grip on my neck tightens, holding me fast, and the fight drains out of me, replaced by something else. Something dark and furious that mirrors his own energy.

My fingers, which had been pushing against the solid wall of his chest, suddenly fist in the fabric of his shirt. I meet the brutal force of his kiss with my own. I bite back. I tangle my tongue with his, not in a dance, but in a duel. It’s pure, undiluted fury channeled into a raw physical act. It’s ugly and desperate and honest in a way we never are when we’re speaking. This is our real language.

He’s the one who breaks it off. He rips his mouth from mine with a guttural sound, leaving my lips wet, swollen, and tingling. I’m panting, my chest rising and falling rapidly. Before I can recover, he shoves me backward. It’s not a gentle push. It’s a rough, dismissive motion that forces me to sit abruptly on the hard edge of the pool table. The cold wood presses against my bare thighs where my dress has ridden up.

He immediately moves to fill the space I just vacated, stepping between my legs. He uses his powerful thighs to push my knees apart, forcing me into a position of complete vulnerability. He grips the edge of the table on either side of me, his knuckles white. I’m trapped again, more completely this time. His body is a cage.

Through the thin silk of my dress and the rough denim of his jeans, I can feel the hard, thick ridge of his erection pressing against my stomach. It’s an undeniable, vulgar truth. A testament to the dark current that flows between us. My body, the goddamn traitor, responds instantly. A hot, liquid shame pools deep in my belly.

He lowers his head, his face so close his breath ghosts across my cheek. His eyes are blazing.

"You love this, don't you?" he growls, his voice a rough rasp against my lips. "Pushing me. Seeing how far you can go before I take what's mine."

His words are a slap, but he’s not wrong. I do love it. I hate that I love it. I hate him for making me feel it.

"I hate you," I manage to get out, the words breathless. It’s the truest lie I’ve ever told.

A cruel, knowing smirk touches his lips. "I know."

That’s the last thing he says. Words are done.

His hand moves from the table to my dress. There’s no finesse, no attempt at seduction. He hooks his fingers under the thin silk strap on my shoulder and rips it. The sound of the fabric tearing is shockingly loud, a violent severing. He doesn’t bother with the rest of it. He bunches the material of my dress and the scrap of lace underwear I have on beneath it and shoves it all down in one rough, efficient motion, baring me from the waist down to the dim, judgmental light. The cool air hits my skin, raising goosebumps. Humiliation and a wild, terrifying anticipation war inside me.

His eyes, burning with a dark fire, never leave mine. He’s watching my reaction, feeding on the shock and the flicker of fear in my expression. Keeping his gaze locked on me, he reaches down and unzips his pants. The rasp of the metal zipper is another aggressive, final sound in the heavy silence. He frees himself, hard and ready.

He doesn’t waste time with foreplay. He doesn’t touch me, kiss me, or whisper a single word. He simply repositions himself, grabs my hips with bruising force, lifts me slightly, and slams into me.

A choked cry is torn from my throat. It’s a sound of pain, of shock, of a pleasure so intense it feels like a violation. He’s thick and hot and completely unforgiving. He fills me entirely, stretching me, branding me as his from the inside out. The cold, unyielding edge of the billiards table digs into the flesh of my back, a stark contrast to the searing heat of his body joined with mine.

He sets a punishing pace. It’s not meant to be pleasurable in any gentle sense of the word. It’s meant to be an assertion of dominance. It’s fast, rough, and deep. Each thrust is a conquest, a reminder of who holds all the power between us. His hands grip my thighs, his fingers digging into my skin, and I know without a doubt there will be marks left behind. Evidence of this defeat.

My mind is a maelstrom of hate. Bastard. Animal. I hate you. I hate you. The words are a silent scream, a desperate mantra against the overwhelming physical reality. But my body, this wretched, treacherous flesh, is a liar. It shamelessly arches up to meet his every brutal thrust, craving the very thing my mind reviles. A slick wetness coats him, betraying me, easing his way, making his possession of me even easier.

He leans down, his mouth close to my ear, his hot breath making me shiver. His voice is a low, filthy litany whispered against my skin. "Fucking hell, Isabella. Look how wet you are for me." A hard thrust emphasizes the words. "You feel so good. So tight. Taking me like you were made for it."

He’s right. My body is taking him, clinging to him, and the shame is so sharp it’s almost indistinguishable from pleasure. His filthy praise, his raw commands, they bypass my brain and go straight to my fucking nerve endings. My nails dig into the felt of the table, my knuckles scraping against the wood beneath. My head thrashes back, my neck arching as the pressure builds inside me, a frantic, coiling knot of sensation that is threatening to shatter.

"You like it rough, don't you?" he grunts, his own control fraying. "You like being taken. Being owned."

My breath hitches. A sob or a moan, I don’t know which, catches in my throat. He thrusts into me one last time, a deep, solid strike that hits my cervix and lights my entire body on fire. The tension breaks. My entire body clenches around him, and a choked-off cry is ripped from my lungs. It’s a sound of pure, unwilling ecstasy, of fury and release all tangled together into one shameful moment of surrender.

My climax seems to push him over his own edge. A moment later, a guttural groan is torn from deep in his chest. He drives into me hard, twice more, before collapsing against me, his heavy weight pressing me down into the table. He stays there for only a second, a single heartbeat, his breath hot and ragged against my neck.

Then, just as quickly as it began, it’s over. He pulls out of me, the slick sound of his withdrawal making me flinch. He is already back in control, his movements efficient as he zips his pants and adjusts his clothes. He takes one step back, leaving me exposed and trembling on the edge of the table.

I’m a wreck. A mess of tangled limbs and ruined silk. My hair is wild, my skin is slick with sweat, his seed cooling on my inner thighs. The ruined strap of my dress hangs pathetically off my shoulder. I feel utterly debased.

He looks down at me, his face once again an unreadable mask, but his eyes hold a flicker of dark satisfaction. He sees the devastation. He sees the shame. He sees his victory written all over my body.

He leans in close, not to kiss me, but to deliver the final blow. His whisper is cool and precise, a scalpel slicing through the wreckage he’s made.

"Now we're even."

He turns without another word and walks out of the room. His footsteps are steady on the hardwood floor, echoing in the sudden, vast silence. He doesn’t look back.

He leaves me there, alone in the circle of light, trembling uncontrollably. A burning wave of hatred for him washes over me, so potent it makes me nauseous. But beneath it, even stronger and more acidic, is a deeper, more shameful hatred. A hatred for myself, and for this traitorous body that had screamed its ecstatic betrayal for him to hear.
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CHAPTER 2
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NICO P.O.V.

The air in my brother’s office was always ten degrees colder than anywhere else in the compound. It was a deliberate choice, like the stark black marble of his desk and the single, mercilessly bright light that hung above it. It was an environment designed for clarity, for stripping away emotion until only hard facts remained. Matteo stood to my left, a silent slab of muscle in a suit, his expression as blank as the grey walls. Across the desk, Alessandro, the Don of the Moretti family, looked at me, his eyes chips of ice. He didn’t waste time on pleasantries. He never did.

“They move like professionals, but with a degree of savagery that suggests a personal vendetta,” he said, his fingers steepled. His voice was calm, a flat line that could command a man’s death as easily as it could order dinner. “Three shipments hit in the last month. Rotterdam, Marseilles, and now Newark. Not just product taken. Men tortured. Messages left in blood. We’re dealing with an unknown.”

I kept my hands clasped behind my back, my posture rigid. My knuckles ached from the memory of the heavy bag I’d destroyed an hour ago, long before the encounter in the billiards room. The raw, animalistic friction with Isabella had done little to quiet the violence humming under my skin. It had only given it a target.

Alessandro continued, his gaze unwavering. “They are ghosts. We have no names, only evidence of their aggression. They are looking for a weakness. We will show them none.”

Weakness.

The word slammed into my brain and immediately took a shape. It had dark, flowing hair. It had a mouth that was as quick with a sharp retort as it was with a gasp of pleasure. It had defiant green eyes that challenged me at every turn.

Isabella.

A surge of heat, acrid and angry, flooded my chest. She was a walking, talking weakness. A security risk with beautiful legs and a mouth that needed to be shut. Every time she argued, every time she pushed back, she was advertising a vulnerability in our flank. A defiant fiancée was an internal problem, a crack in the foundation. An enemy looking for a way in would see her, hear whispers of her rebellious nature, and see a lever to pry us open. The thought was a physical blow, a knot of pure, paranoid anger tightening in my gut. I imagined her loose in the city, talking to her old friends, her family. A careless word, a complaint about our life, anything could be twisted into intelligence for an enemy we couldn't even see.

My job was to eliminate threats. To cauterize wounds before they could fester. And Isabella, my beautiful, infuriating fiancée, was an open wound.

“The alliance with the Rossi family is more critical now than ever,” Alessandro’s voice cut through my thoughts, sharp as a razor. “Her father provides the political cover we need on the docks. That pipeline must remain secure. Any hint of instability in this arrangement could be perceived as an opportunity for our new friends.” He leaned forward slightly, the movement barely perceptible, but it carried the weight of an avalanche.

“The wedding is in two weeks,” he stated. It wasn't a reminder. It was a command. “It's not a request. Solidify the alliance. Lock it down.”

Lock it down.

That, I understood. That was my language. I gave a single, sharp nod. “Consider it done.”

Alessandro’s eyes held mine for a second longer, a silent dismissal. I turned on my heel and walked out, Matteo falling into step behind me for a few paces before veering off toward the security hub. The cold of the office clung to me, but it was nothing compared to the ice forming in my own veins. Lock it down. Secure the asset. Eliminate the weakness. The words repeated in my head, a mantra of control. My steps were hard and measured down the long, empty hallway, the polished marble floor reflecting my grim shadow back at me.

Every painting on the wall, every imported vase in a recessed nook, was a symbol of Moretti power. Our home wasn't a home; it was a fortress, a testament to what we had built through blood and fear. And Isabella was now a part of that fortress. She didn’t seem to understand that she was no longer just a woman. She was an asset. A symbol. And she was misbehaving.

I turned a corner, my mind a storm of strategic calculations and simmering rage, and then I saw her.

She was leaning against the far wall, bathed in the soft light from a sconce. Her back was to me, her phone pressed to her ear. And she was laughing.

It wasn’t a small, polite chuckle. It was a genuine, musical laugh, a sound of pure, unadulterated happiness that made her shoulders shake. For a fleeting, stomach-twisting moment, she looked happy. Free. Carefree. All the things she wasn't supposed to be without my permission. All the qualities I was supposed to own. The sight of it was like a lit match dropped into a barrel of gasoline.

Who the fuck is she talking to?

The question wasn't a thought; it was an explosion. The world narrowed to the sight of her, her head tilted, a smile I couldn’t see but could feel in the relaxed line of her spine. Her sisters? Plotting? Bitching about me, about this life? Or worse. Was there someone from her past? Some worthless civilian who used to make her laugh like that? The jealousy was instant, a white-hot, possessive rage that overwhelmed every rational thought. It was a physical thing, a venom that shot through my system, making my hands curl into fists at my sides.

Alessandro’s words echoed in my head. Lock it down.

I didn’t slow my pace. I didn’t call her name. My heavy footsteps on the marble were the only warning she got. I was beside her in five long strides. Her head started to turn, her eyes widening in surprise, but she wasn’t fast enough. I snatched the phone from her hand. Her fingers brushed against mine, soft and warm, a stark contrast to the cold fury gripping me. I didn't even look at the screen. I pressed my thumb down hard on the side button, ending the call, killing her laughter. The line went dead. The silence was immediate and absolute. I pocketed the device without a word, the smooth glass and metal feeling alien in my possession. It was her connection to an outside world I was about to sever.

She stared at me, her mouth agape. The surprise on her face curdled into fury in a split second. Her cheeks flushed, and her green eyes blazed.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” she hissed, her voice a low, furious tremor. She reached for the pocket of my slacks. I caught her wrist, my grip like a manacle. “That was my sister!”

“I don’t give a fuck who it was,” I snarled, my voice a low rumble that was more animal than human. I pulled her hand away and stepped closer, invading her space, forcing her to crane her neck to look up at me. I could smell her perfume—something floral and expensive that was starting to smell like fear. It pleased me. “From now on, I am your only family. You want to talk to someone, you talk to me.”

Her chin lifted in that defiant way that drove me insane. Her nostrils flared. “You’re a psychopath.”

“I’m your future husband,” I corrected her, squeezing her wrist until I felt the delicate bones shift beneath my thumb. A flicker of pain crossed her face, and it was like pouring fuel on a fire.

“You don’t own me!” she spat, trying to wrench her arm free. Her free hand came up, and she shoved at my chest. It was a weak, useless gesture against my solid frame, but the intent was clear. It was a challenge. A fight. And God, how I loved when she fought.

I laughed. A short, harsh, ugly sound that had no humor in it. “No?”

In one fluid, violent motion, I released her wrist, grabbed her by the shoulders, spun her around, and shoved her face-first against the cold marble wall. Her gasp was swallowed by the impact. I pressed my body against hers, trapping her completely. My hips pinned her hips. My chest pinned her back. I spread my legs, caging her, my thighs bracketing hers. The fine silk of her blouse was no barrier against the cold, unyielding stone. I felt a tremor run through her, a mix of shock and rage.

I leaned in, my mouth right next to her ear, my breath hot against her skin. I pushed my hips forward, a deliberate, crude motion, letting her feel the hard ridge of my erection against the soft curve of her backside. There was no mistaking what her fighting did to me. It wasn't love, it wasn't affection. It was a primal trigger. Her defiance was foreplay.

“Oh, but I do,” I growled, the words vibrating through her body. “In two weeks, you’ll have my name. You’ll wear my ring. But you’ve been my property since the moment you walked into this house.”

Her breathing was ragged, her hands flat against the wall as if she could push her way through it. She was tense, a bowstring pulled taut. I ran a hand down her arm, my grip purposefully hard, my fingers digging into her flesh. I wanted her to feel my strength, my absolute control over her. Then, an impulse, dark and possessive, took over. It was the need to leave a mark. A brand. A reminder for her—and for anyone else who might look—of who she belonged to.

I brought her arm up, bending it behind her back. She cried out, a small, choked sound. I ignored it. I lowered my head and bit down on the soft, pale flesh of her inner forearm.

I didn’t break the skin. I wasn’t a complete animal. But my teeth were sharp, the pressure intense enough to be a clear violation, a sharp shock of pain that would undoubtedly leave a ring of dark bruises. A perfect, possessive mark on her perfect skin.

Isabella shrieked, a sound of pure, undiluted shock and pain. The sound echoed in the small, secluded alcove I’d backed her into. It was a sound of a line being crossed. It was a sound I’d been waiting to hear.

She thrashed in my grip, fueled by a fresh wave of outrage. She was a wild thing, all sharp elbows and guttural curses. “You bastard! Let go of me!”

I held her for a second longer, savoring the feel of her struggle, before I released her. She whirled around, her hair flying, her face a mask of incandescent fury. Her eyes were swimming with tears of sheer rage, her cheeks bright red. And then her hand came up.

Crack.

The sound was like a gunshot in the enclosed space. Her palm connected with my cheek with every ounce of force she possessed. My head snapped to the side from the impact. A sharp, stinging heat spread across my skin. For a moment, there was only the ringing in my ears and the sight of the marble wall inches from my face.

“Don’t you ever,” she panted, her chest heaving, “do that again, you animal!”

Slowly, I turned my head back to face her. The sting on my face didn’t anger me. It didn’t register as an insult. It was a spark hitting gunpowder. It ignited me. This was our dance. The hate in her eyes, the tremble in her hands, the way she stood her ground even when she was terrified—it was the most potent aphrodisiac I’d ever known. A slow, feral grin spread across my lips. I could taste blood on my tongue where my teeth had cut the inside of my cheek.

“Make me stop,” I challenged, my voice a low dare.

Her breath hitched. She saw the shift in my eyes, the moment the argument ended and something else began. She took a half-step back, but there was nowhere to go. The wall was at her back. I was in front of her. She was trapped.

I stalked forward, backing her deeper into the shadowy alcove, away from the main hallway, out of sight. Her defiance began to crumble, replaced by a dawning, frantic awareness of what was coming. Her anger had lit the fuse, and now the bomb was about to go off.

I didn't give her time to think. I crowded her against the wall, my hands going to her waist. I lifted her up as if she weighed nothing. She gasped as her feet left the floor. Instinct took over, and her legs wrapped around my waist, her sensible heels digging into the back of my thighs. I slammed her back against the wall, pinning her there with the full force of my body.

This wasn't gentle. This wasn't making love. It was a punishment. It was a claiming. It was a reward for the beautiful, violent fire of her spirit.

I gripped a handful of her hair, yanking her head back, exposing the long, pale column of her throat. Her eyes were wide, her lips parted on a silent curse. I smashed my mouth down on hers. It wasn't a kiss; it was a conquest. A messy, open-mouthed clash of teeth and tongues. She tasted of rage and fear and something else, something that was uniquely her. She fought me, her fists beating against my shoulders, but her blows were weak, half-hearted.

“You’re a bastard,” she snarled against my lips, the words muffled by the force of my kiss.

I broke away, breathing hard, my forehead pressed against hers. “And you’re mine,” I bit out, before diving back in.

My hand went to her skirt, hiking the expensive fabric up around her waist with a rough, impatient tug. She wore no stockings, just a tiny scrap of silk underwear that I hooked my fingers into and tore away. The sound of ripping fabric was loud in the silence. She cried out, but it was a sound of surrender this time, not protest. Her body was already betraying her words. Her hips, of their own volition, began to move, a slow, desperate grind against my groin. She wanted this. She hated that she wanted it, but her body didn’t lie.

I fumbled with my own belt, my fly, a guttural sound of frustration escaping me as my fingers worked clumsily. The need was a physical pain, a burning pressure that demanded release. I freed myself, hot and hard, and positioned myself at her entrance. She was already wet for me. The proof of her unwilling desire sent another jolt of savage satisfaction through me.

I pushed into her in one long, brutal stroke.

She screamed my name, a raw, broken sound that was part pain, part pleasure, part pure, unadulterated release. Her nails dug into the thick muscle of my back, drawing blood, I was sure. I didn’t care. The pain grounded me. I held her hips, my grip bruising, and began to move, my thrusts fast, hard, and deep. It was a frantic, punishing rhythm. Each time I drove into her, I was staking a claim. Each time she met my thrust, she was accepting it. The alcove was filled with the slick sound of our bodies slapping together, our ragged breathing, the soft thud of her back against the wall.

This was our forgiveness. We didn’t speak it. We didn’t need to. It was found here, in the violence and the friction, in the one place where her defiance met my dominance and they both surrendered to a baser need.

The pressure built in me, a blinding, white-hot tidal wave. I felt her body tense around me, her own release shattering through her in a series of violent tremors. It pushed me over the edge. I drove into her one last time, burying myself as deep as I could go.

“Mine,” I growled, the word ripped from my throat as I came inside her, flooding her with my claim.

For a long moment, we stayed like that, pinned together against the wall, our bodies trembling in the aftermath. My heart hammered against my ribs like a trapped animal. Her nails were still embedded in my back. I could feel her tears, hot and wet, against my neck, but she wasn’t sobbing.

Slowly, carefully, I let her slide down the wall until her feet touched the floor. She was boneless, her legs shaking so hard she could barely stand. Her skirt was bunched around her hips, her hair a wild mess, her mouth swollen from my kisses. A fresh, livid mark—my mark—was darkening on her forearm. She was breathless and broken and beautiful. She was marked by me, inside and out.

Without another word, I adjusted my clothes. I looked down at her, a beautiful, infuriating liability that was, for the moment, finally and completely secured. I turned and walked away, leaving her to put herself back together in the shadows, the echo of my ownership ringing in the silence.
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CHAPTER 3
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ISABELLA P.O.V.

The bass thumps a frantic, punishing rhythm against my ribs, a second heartbeat I don’t want. It vibrates up from the soles of my too-high heels, through the plush red velvet of the VIP booth seat, and into my bones. Every beat is a reminder of where I am, who I’m with, and the absolute, crushing lack of control I have over any of it.

From our elevated perch, the nightclub spreads out below like a glittering, chaotic kingdom. A sea of bodies writhes on the dance floor, packed tight under the strobe lights that flash blue, then red, then white, catching sweat-slicked skin and cheap sequins. The air is thick with the scent of a thousand competing perfumes, stale cigarette smoke snaking in from some forgotten corner, and the sharp, cloying sweetness of spilled liquor. It’s a temple of manufactured fun, and I’m its unwilling goddess, chained to the throne.

Nico sits beside me, a king in his domain. He’s leaning back, one arm draped casually over the back of the booth, his long legs stretched out under the small, black table. He looks completely at ease, a predator observing his hunting grounds. His dark suit is impeccably tailored, a stark, sober contrast to the glitter-and-grind culture of the club he owns. He hasn’t looked at me once since we sat down, his attention fixed on the room, on his business.

I take a sip of the gin and tonic a silent, grim-faced bodyguard placed in front of me ten minutes ago. The ice has already started to melt, watering it down. The bitter quinine taste does nothing to wash away the foulness coating my tongue. I am a prop. An accessory. The ‘Isabella Falcone’ he acquired, now on display to prove that a Moretti takes what he wants. My father’s name still means something, even if it’s only as a label on another man’s property.

A man in a slightly-too-tight suit, the club manager, approaches our table. His name is Marco, or Mario, or something equally forgettable. He’s sweating, despite the aggressive air conditioning, and a damp patch darkens the collar of his shirt. He keeps his eyes downcast, fixed on a point somewhere on the floor just in front of Nico’s expensive Italian shoes.
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