
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Devil's Deal

        

        
        
          Empire of Sin » (Mafia / Dark Crime Romance ), Volume 1

        

        
        
          Benak

        

        
          Published by Benak, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE DEVIL'S DEAL

    

    
      First edition. March 17, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Benak.

    

    
    
      Written by Benak.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1.



[image: ]




The rain hadn't stopped for three days.

Vale stood at her bedroom window, watching it streak down the glass like the city was weeping. Below, the streets of Brooklyn gleamed wet and black under the streetlights. A taxi splashed through a puddle, sending a wave of dirty water across the sidewalk where a man in a cheap suit swore and jumped back too late. A couple hurried past under a shared umbrella, pressed so close together that they moved as one creature. Ordinary people were living typical lives, completely unaware that just three blocks away, a girl's future was being traded for cheap scotch and even cheaper promises.

She pressed her forehead against the cold glass and let the chill seep into her skin. Twenty-four years old, with a degree from Columbia that had cost more than this brownstone was now worth, she could count on one hand the things she still controlled: the books on her shelf, the clothes in her closet, and the stubborn set of her jaw. Everything else belonged to her father's debts.

Forty-eight hours.

That's what he'd given her. Forty-eight hours to accept the fact that she was no longer Valentina Marchetti, disappointing daughter and reluctant mafia princess. In two days, she would become Mrs. Dante Severino—wife to the most dangerous man on the Eastern Seaboard.

The devil's bride.

She laughed, but there was nothing funny about it. The sound came out cracked, wrong, like a note played on a broken piano. It echoed off the high ceilings of her bedroom, absorbed by walls that had witnessed a hundred years of secrets. This brownstone had been in the Marchetti family for three generations. Her grandfather had raised her father here. Her father had brought her mother home as a bride. Vale had taken her first steps on these hardwood floors, scraped her knee on these stairs, and pressed her ear to her parents' bedroom door, listening to them laugh in the early morning hours.

Now the house felt like a mausoleum. Dust gathered in corners the cleaning lady no longer came to tend to. The furnace wheezed and rattled like an old man's lungs. Half the rooms stayed dark because the electrical wiring was shot and there was no money to fix it.

She'd known this moment was coming. Hadn't she? Some version of this. Since she was sixteen and her mother died and her father started crawling into bottles and casino back rooms, she'd known the bill would come due eventually. She just hadn't expected to be the one with the currency.

You should run.

The thought came unbidden, seductive. She had three thousand dollars hidden in a hollowed-out copy of Anna Karenina on her bookshelf—money she'd been squirreling away from odd jobs and tutoring gigs for the past two years. She had a friend from Colombia who'd moved to Montreal, a girl named Sarah who'd put her up without questions and who'd help her disappear into the Canadian winter like a ghost. She had legs that worked and a mind that worked faster. She spoke three languages fluently. She could type eighty words per minute. She could reinvent herself, build something new from the ashes of this ruined life.

But she also had Gianna.

Vale closed her eyes. Her sister's face materialized behind her lids—soft and trusting and painfully young. Gianna was twenty, a junior at NYU, studying art history as if the world were a kind place that rewarded beautiful things. She lived in a dorm now, surrounded by friends who didn't know what her last name meant, and she was happy. Genuinely, innocently happy in a way Vale couldn't remember ever being.

Gianna didn't know about the debts. Didn't know that their father had gambled away everything their grandfather built—the restaurants, the real estate, the legitimate businesses that had been meant to be their legacy. Didn't know that three different families held markers with the Marchetti name on them, markers that men like Viktor Kozlov would collect in blood if they couldn't collect in cash.

Dante Severino is buying you to settle your father's accounts.

That's what Enzo had said this morning, sitting in his study with his hands wrapped around a glass he wouldn't meet her eyes over. His voice had been flat, rehearsed, like he'd practiced the words in front of a mirror until they lost all meaning. The Severino family will absorb our debts. All of them. In exchange, you marry the son. It's done, Valentina. The agreement is made.

She'd stared at him for a long moment, waiting for the punchline. Waiting for him to crack a smile and say he was joking, that this was some sick test of her loyalty, that he wasn't actually selling his firstborn daughter to a stranger like a medieval king bartering for peace.

But the punchline never came.

She'd wanted to scream. She'd wanted to throw the crystal decanter at his head and watch it shatter against the wall, and she'd wanted to say every cruel thing she'd been swallowing for eight years. You don't get to sell me like furniture. You don't get to trade your daughter like a poker chip. Mama would be sick if she could see what you've become.

But she'd looked at her father—really looked at him—and seen what he'd become. He tried to hide the tremor in his hands by keeping them wrapped around a glass. The broken veins are mapping his nose like a road atlas of failure. The way his bespoke suit hung on a frame that had been powerful once, back when her mother was alive and back when Enzo Marchetti was a man people respected instead of pitied.

He was already dead. He just hadn't stopped breathing yet.

So she'd said nothing. She'd walked out of his study without a word, climbed the stairs to her room, and stood at this window, watching the rain and calculating her options and coming up short every single time.

If she ran, Gianna paid the price. That was how men like Viktor Kozlov operated. The Bratva didn't forget debts, and they didn't accept excuses. They'd take the sister to punish the father, and Enzo was too weak, too broken, and too goddamn pathetic to protect anyone anymore. Maybe he'd always been too weak. Maybe her mother had been the spine of this family, and when cancer ate her away, it ate the Marchettis too.

Vale exhaled slowly, watching her breath fog the glass.

Dante Severino.

She'd never met him. But she knew the stories—everyone in their world knew them. He'd been born to one of the Five Families, raised in a penthouse overlooking Central Park, and educated at the finest schools money and intimidation could buy. He'd taken over the Severino empire at twenty-two when his father died of a heart attack—though Vale had heard whispers that the heart attack had been helped along by rivals who thought a young heir would be easy to depose.

They'd been wrong.

Within five years, Dante had doubled their territory, absorbing smaller crews and outmaneuvering the old guard with a combination of ruthless efficiency and patient strategy. Within seven years, he'd eliminated the Accardi family entirely. He burned them down to ash and memory after they had crossed a line that no one would speak of openly. The stories varied depending on who told them. Some said the Accardis had stolen from him—skimmed profits from a joint venture. Others said they'd insulted him publicly and questioned his leadership at a sit-down with the other families.

The darkest whispers said they'd killed someone he loved. His mother, some claimed. Others said a woman—a girlfriend or a fiancée who'd disappeared before she could become a wife.

Whatever the reason, the result was the same. Fourteen men. Six women. The Accardi compound burned to its foundation, and everyone inside has gone to whatever god would have them. And Dante Severino had stood in the ashes and earned his nickname.

The Devil.

Vale had seen photographs—grainy tabloid shots from charity galas where he appeared in tailored tuxedos with empty-eyed models on his arm, and surveillance stills her father kept in a folder marked simply SEVERINO. Dark hair swept back from a widow's peak. Jaw sharp enough to cut glass. His eyes, the color of winter storms, were gray, cold, and utterly merciless.

He was handsome the way a blade is handsome. He was beautiful, lethal, and designed for a single purpose.

And in forty-eight hours, she would belong to him.

The door opened behind her.

"You didn't come down for dinner."

Gianna's voice was soft, laced with worry. Vale heard her sister's footsteps on the hardwood—light, almost hesitant—and felt the mattress dip as Gianna sat on the edge of the bed. She didn't turn from the window.

"I wasn't hungry."

"You're never hungry anymore." Gianna's voice tightened. "Vale, what's going on? Papa's been locked in his study for days. You've barely said ten words to me since I came home from school. And I swear I heard—" She stopped and swallowed. "I heard him crying. Last night. Through the walls."

Good, Vale thought, and hated herself for it. He should cry. He should choke on every tear. He should drown in them.

However, she felt unable to express that sentiment to Gianna. Her sister still believed in their father; she still saw the man who had taught her to ride a bike in Prospect Park and danced with her in the kitchen when she was small, during a time when the whole world was filled with laughter and the smell of red sauce bubbling on the stove. Vale didn't have the heart to shatter that illusion.

Not yet. Let her have a few more days of not knowing. Let her keep that version of him a little longer.

"He's stressed," Vale said, keeping her voice even. "Business problems. You know how he gets."

"This feels different." The mattress creaked as Gianna shifted her weight. "Vale. Please turn around. Look at me."

Vale took a breath. Composed her face—the way she'd learned to do years ago, when she'd realized that showing emotion in this family was showing weakness. She'd perfected the mask at her mother's funeral, standing dry-eyed beside the grave while her father wept openly and her sister shook with sobs. Someone had to stay standing. Someone had to hold the pieces together.

That someone was always Vale.

She turned.

Gianna sat with her legs crossed beneath her, dark hair tumbling over her shoulders like spilled ink. She wore an oversized Columbia sweatshirt—one of Vale's, borrowed years ago and never returned—and her face held an expression of stubborn concern that made her look suddenly older. She had their mother's eyes. Wide and dark and far too perceptive.

"Tell me," Gianna said. "Whatever it is, I can handle it."

No. You can't. That's why I'm doing this.

"It's nothing," Vale said. She crossed the room and sat beside her sister, took Gianna's hand, and squeezed. Her sister's fingers were cold, the nails bitten down to the quick—a nervous habit she'd had since childhood. "Papa made some bad investments. We're tightening our belts for a while. That's all."

"You're lying."

"I'm simplifying."

"Don't do that." Gianna pulled her hand back, and there was something new in her expression. A flicker of the steel she'd inherited from their mother, buried under layers of softness, but not gone. Never gone. "Don't talk to me like I'm a child, Vale. I'm twenty years old. I know things have been bad. I know we're not what we used to be. I've seen the empty rooms, the staff that doesn't come anymore, and the way Papa flinches when the phone rings."

Vale said nothing.

"But this is different," Gianna continued. "You've had this look in your eyes for days. Like you're already gone somewhere I can't follow. Like you're saying goodbye to everything, but the words haven't caught up yet." Her voice cracked. "You're scaring me."

Vale's throat tightened.

In forty-eight hours, I will be gone. I'll be living in his penthouse, wearing his ring, sharing his bed, and playing a part I didn't audition for. And I don't know when I'll see you again. I don't know what he'll allow.

But she couldn't say any of that. Not yet. Not until she'd figured out how to explain the inexplicable—that their father had bartered her like livestock, and she was going willingly because the alternative was watching Gianna bleed for his sins.

"I'm right here," Vale said softly. She released Gianna's hand and cupped her sister's face instead, the way their mother used to when they were small and frightened. "I'm not going anywhere."

The lie tasted like ash on her tongue.

Gianna studied her for a long moment, suspicion warring with the desperate desire to believe. Finally, she sighed—a sound of reluctant surrender. "Fine. Keep your secrets. But I'm ordering Thai food, and you're eating at least half of the pad see ew. Non-negotiable."

Vale managed a smile. It felt wrong on her face, like wearing a mask that didn't quite fit. "Bossy."

"I learned from the best."

After Gianna left, her footsteps fading down the stairs, Vale sat motionless on the bed. The house settled around her—old bones creaking, radiators humming their broken songs, the ghost of a life that used to be fuller pressing in from every corner.

She thought about her mother.

Elena Marchetti had been small and fierce and full of a light that could fill any room she entered. She'd grown up in Naples, the daughter of a fisherman who'd lost everything to the sea except his pride and his faith, and she'd never lost her accent or her love of salt air and crashing waves. She'd met Enzo Marchetti when he was young and handsome and still believed that honor meant something in their world. She'd given him two daughters and twenty-three years and every ounce of her formidable spirit.

And then she'd gotten sick. The word had been clinical and impossible. Pancreatic cancer. By the time they found it, the cancer was at stage four and spreading through her body like fire through dry grass. Vale had watched her mother fade over fourteen months—watched the light go out of her slowly, like a candle guttering in an airless room. At the end, she held her mother's hand and felt the exact moment when her grip went slack, the monitors flatlined, and something essential left the world forever.

Vale had been sixteen. Gianna is fourteen.

Their father had crawled into a bottle that night and never really climbed back out.

What would you tell me, Mama? What would you say if you knew what Papa had done?

But Vale knew the answer. Her mother had been a pragmatist wrapped in warmth, with steel bones beneath soft skin. She'd taught Vale to sew and cook and fight dirty when necessary. Once, while sitting in the garden behind their old house in Staten Island, with dirt under her fingernails and the afternoon sun turning her hair to bronze, she had told Vale, "Men like your father think power comes from money and guns." But real power, figlia mia—real power is knowing who you are and never letting anyone take that from you.

Vale pressed her hand to the locket at her throat. Inside was a photograph of her mother, young and laughing, taken on her wedding day before cancer and heartbreak had mapped her face with lines of sorrow. She carried it everywhere like a talisman, a reminder, a prayer to a god she wasn't sure she believed in.

I know who I am. But can I stay here, married to a man like him?

Her phone buzzed on the nightstand.

She picked it up, expecting Gianna with her Thai food order. Instead, the screen showed an unknown number and a single message that turned her blood to ice water:

Tomorrow, 7 PM. Severino Tower. A car will collect you at 6:30. Don't be late, Miss Marchetti. We have much to discuss.

Vale stared at the words until they blurred.

So this was how it began. Not with a formal letter or a phone call, but with a summons. A command. Three sentences, no greeting, no signature—as if she were already his to order. As if her compliance were assumed, her obedience guaranteed.

Something cold and bright sparked in her chest. Not quite anger—anger was too hot, too reckless, and too dangerous in her situation. This was something sharper. Harder. The same feeling she'd had standing at her mother's grave, watching her father weep, knowing that from this moment forward she would be the strong one because there was no other choice.

Determination, maybe. Or defiance.

He thinks he's buying a scared little girl. He thinks I'll bow and scrape and be grateful he's deigning to save my worthless family from its own destruction.

Her fingers tightened around the phone until the case creaked.

He doesn't know me yet.

She typed her reply carefully, each word as deliberate as a chess move:

I'll be there. But I don't do late, Mr. Severino. I trust you don't either.

She hit send before she could second-guess herself, before the practical voice in her head could remind her that antagonizing a man who killed fourteen people over a slight was perhaps not the wisest opening move.

For a long moment, nothing. The rain continued to fall, sheeting against the window in waves. The radiator clicked and hummed its dying song. Vale counted her heartbeats—one, two, ten, twenty, fifty—

The phone buzzed again.

I'm already looking forward to it.

And despite everything—despite the fear coiling in her belly and the fury burning in her chest and the trapped-animal panic clawing at her ribs—Vale felt the corner of her mouth twitch.

Good. Let him look forward to it.

Because Dante Severino might think he was buying a bride. A pretty ornament to hang on his arm, a warm body to put in his bed, a useful connection to a family name that still carried weight in certain circles.

But what he was actually getting was a Marchetti woman. And Marchetti women didn't break.

They bent. They adapted. They survived.

And when the time was right, when the wolf had stopped watching the door—

They bit back.
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The car that arrived at 6:30 was black, gleaming, and cost more than Vale's entire wardrobe. A Mercedes-Maybach with tinted windows so dark they were nearly opaque, driven by a man in a charcoal suit who opened the rear door without a word and waited for her to climb inside.

She'd dressed carefully. Black sheath dress, simple and elegant, hitting just above her knees. She could run in low heels if necessary. Her mother's locket hidden beneath the neckline, pressing against her sternum like a secret heartbeat. Hair pulled back in a sleek chignon that exposed the line of her jaw and the set of her shoulders. She wanted to look composed. Untouchable. She wanted to project an image of strength, like a woman confidently entering a negotiation rather than a lamb heading to a slaughterhouse.

The driver said nothing during the entire forty-minute journey from Brooklyn to Manhattan. Vale watched the city slide past the tinted windows—the brownstones giving way to high-rises, the familiar streets of her childhood replaced by the glittering canyon of Midtown. When they crossed the bridge, the skyline opened up before them like a promise or a threat, depending on how you looked at it.

She'd spent her whole life in the shadow of this city, but she'd rarely ventured into its heart. The Marchetti territory was Brooklyn; it had always been Brooklyn—the restaurants and social clubs and quiet streets where everyone knew your name and your business and what your grandfather had done in the old country. Manhattan belonged to other families. Other powers.

It belonged to the Severinos.

Severino Tower rose from the corner of Park Avenue and 57th Street like a monument to ambition. Sixty-three floors of black glass and steel, reflecting the dying light of the October sunset until the whole building seemed to glow with internal fire. Vale had seen it in photographs and on the news when some financial deal went through or some charity gala made the society pages. But standing in its shadow, stepping out of the car onto the pristine sidewalk, she understood for the first time why people whispered about Dante Severino with fear in their voices.

This wasn't just wealth. This was power made physical. A declaration carved into the Manhattan skyline.

And I'm supposed to belong to the man who built this.

The lobby was marble and crystal and hushed efficiency. A woman in a cream-colored suit materialized at Vale's elbow the moment she stepped through the revolving door.

Miss Marchetti. Please follow me."

No pleasantries. No welcome. Just crisp professionalism and the click of expensive heels on polished stone.

They bypassed the main elevator bank and entered a private lift at the far end of the lobby, accessed by the woman's keycard and a retinal scan. The doors whispered shut, and Vale felt the floor drop away beneath her as they ascended. The numbers on the display climbed—20, 30, 40, 50—until finally settling on pH.

Penthouse.

Of course.

The doors opened onto a foyer that would have swallowed her father's entire brownstone. Dark hardwood floors stretched toward floor-to-ceiling windows that showcased the city in all its evening glory—a carpet of lights spreading to the horizon, the Empire State Building glowing green in the distance, the park a dark rectangle of shadow far below. The walls held art that Vale recognized from her sister's textbooks. A Rothko. A de Kooning. What she was fairly certain was an original Basquiat.
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