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UNHOLY VOW

My name is Alessandro Moretti, and I built my kingdom with iron fists and bloodstained deals. When my enemies offered peace in the form of their daughter, I didn’t hesitate. Power demands sacrifice—and Seraphina Falcone was theirs.

Obedient. Pristine. Silent.

She was supposed to be the perfect mafia bride. A queen to match my crown, nothing more. But behind her elegance is a woman I never saw coming. Her fire defies my rules. Her silence cuts deeper than screams. And the deeper I fall, the more I crave her ruin... or my own.

She thinks marriage to a monster will save her sisters. She doesn’t realize: she just married the devil himself.

And now that she’s mine, I’ll burn the world before I ever let her go.

Book 1 of 3 in the House of Brothers Series — a dark, arranged-marriage mafia romance where power is merciless, love is lethal, and queens are forged in fire.
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SERAPHINA P.O.V.

The silence from my father’s study was a living thing. It crept down the long, carpeted hallway, a predator stalking the quiet of the house. Marco, one of father’s men, had delivered the summons. He’d knocked once on my bedroom door, his face a mask of granite. “Your father wants to see you and your sisters. In the study. Now.” He hadn’t met my eyes. He never did anymore. None of them did. It was a sign of respect, they’d say, but it felt more like fear. Or pity.

I walked the length of the hall, the plush runner doing nothing to soften the sound of my own heart hammering against my ribs. The heavy oak door was ajar, a dark mouth breathing stale air into the corridor. A summons, not an invitation. An audience, not a family meeting.

I paused on the threshold, taking in the scene. A tableau of power and fear. My sisters were already there, standing before the vast, baronial desk of polished mahogany that served as my father’s throne. He hadn't asked them to sit. Of course he hadn’t. You stand before a king when he passes judgment.

The air inside was suffocating, a familiar blend of old leather, expensive scotch, and the rich, cloying smoke from his Cuban cigars. It was the scent of my childhood, the smell of deals being made and sentences being passed. It coated the back of my throat, a permanent, bitter taste.

Isabella stood to the left, her posture ramrod straight. Even from behind, I could see the rigid line of her spine, the tension in the set of her shoulders. She was a coiled spring of defiance, her fiery red hair a stark slash of color in the oppressive gloom of the room. She was wearing trousers, a small, daily act of rebellion he chose to ignore until he didn't. Today, it felt like she was wearing a target.

And next to her, my youngest sister, Alessia. Sweet, fragile Alessia. She looked like a ghost, a pale wisp of a girl swallowed by the shadows. Her hands were clasped so tightly in front of her that her knuckles were white. She was wilting, a delicate flower left in a room with no air, her body trembling so faintly it was almost imperceptible. She was going to break. I could see it.

It was always my job to stand between them. Between Isabella’s fire and father’s ice. Between Alessia’s fragility and the brutality of the world he’d built around us. I was the eldest. The buffer. The strong one. A role I hadn’t chosen but had been forced to perfect. Strength, in my world, wasn’t about fighting. It was about enduring.

My hands felt cold and slick. I smoothed the front of my simple, dark dress, a deliberate, calming motion my mother had taught me. Poise, Serafina. A woman’s power is in her composure. A useless platitude from a dead woman, but the motion was ingrained. A reflex. A lie I told myself that I was in control of anything at all. I took a deep breath, the cigar smoke stinging my lungs, and stepped over the threshold, the thick rug swallowing the sound of my footsteps. I took my place on Alessia’s right, completing the line. Three daughters, standing for inspection.

My father, Antonio Falcone, did not look up. His attention was fixed on a stack of papers spread across the green leather blotter on his desk. The desk was a fortress, a barricade of dark wood that separated him from us, from everyone. Light from the tall, curtained window struggled to pierce the gloom, catching the silver in his hair and the heavy gold ring on his pinky finger. The only sounds were the rustle of paper and the soft, rhythmic tick of the grandfather clock in the corner. Each tick was a drop of water on my forehead, a slow, methodical torture.

I focused on his hands. They were large, dusted with age spots, but still radiated a strength that could crush a man’s throat as easily as it could sign a death warrant. He shuffled the papers, aligning their edges with meticulous care. The sharp, crisp sound cut through the silence, an obscenity in the still air. He was drawing it out. Making us wait. Making us feel our own insignificance in the face of his power.

My own fear was a cold, hard knot in my gut, but I pushed it down, compartmentalized it. My fear didn’t matter. I had to be a fortress for them. I risked a sideways glance at Alessia. Her breathing was shallow, her eyes wide and fixed on nothing. I wanted to reach out, to take her hand, but a touch would be a confession of weakness. We did not show weakness in this room.

He finally stilled his hands, placing them flat on the desk. Still, he did not look at us. He stared at the papers as if the words on them held the weight of the world. Perhaps they did. Our world, at least.

“The war with the Morettis is over,” he said.

His voice was a low, gravelly monotone, completely devoid of inflection. It was the voice he used for business, flat and final. The statement landed in the room with the force of a physical blow. Over. The war that had bled our family for a generation, that had stolen uncles and cousins, that had turned our name from one of power to one of decline. Over. There was no joy in his tone, no relief. Only the dead weight of fact.

He let the words hang there, forcing us to absorb them. I felt Isabella tense beside me, a sharp intake of breath. She hated the Morettis with a passion that eclipsed even our father’s. I waited, the knot in my stomach tightening until it ached. This wasn't a celebration. This was a bill coming due.

“To secure our survival,” he continued, his voice unchanging, “to ensure the Falcone name continues, a deal has been struck. An arrangement has been made.” He paused, picking up his smoldering cigar from the crystal ashtray. He brought it to his lips, took a long, slow drag, and exhaled a plume of gray smoke that drifted towards us, an insulting cloud we were forced to breathe. “A price was agreed upon.”

He finally lifted his head. His eyes, dark and empty, did not meet mine. Or Isabella’s. Or Alessia’s. He looked at a point on the wall just above our heads, as if we were simply objects in the room, furniture to be appraised.

“The price is you,” he said, the words falling like stones into a well. “All three of you.”

The world dissolved into a roaring in my ears. The pattern on the Persian rug swam before my eyes, the deep reds and blues churning into mud. For a terrifying second, I thought my knees would buckle. The blood rushed from my head, leaving an icy-hot tingle across my skin. I dug the nails of my right hand into the soft, fleshy part of my left palm, pushing down until the sharp, crescent-shaped pain cut through the nausea. Anchor. Stay here. Stay on your feet.

A sound escaped Alessia, a tiny, strangled gasp, like a mouse caught in a trap. I flicked my eyes toward her. Her face was bleached, her lips a faint shade of blue. Her eyes were wide, glassy, and unseeing. She looked like she would collapse, a marionette with its strings cut.

Then I looked at Isabella. Her body had gone preternaturally still, rigid with a fury so profound it was terrifying to behold. A dark flush was creeping up her neck, her hands clenched into white-knuckled fists at her sides. Her jaw was a knot of stone.

My father’s gaze shifted, finally seeing us, assessing our reactions with cold disinterest. “The war is over because I have promised you in marriage to the three Moretti brothers. Marco, Dante, and Santino. An unbreakable alliance. A guarantee of peace.” He stated it as an inescapable fact, like announcing the time of day.

“You’re selling us!” The words exploded from Isabella, a raw, ragged shriek that tore the funereal silence to shreds. “Like fucking cattle at an auction!”

My father’s eyes landed on her. If they were cold before, they were frozen wastelands now. He didn’t raise his voice. He didn’t move a muscle. That stillness was his most potent weapon. He let her accusation hang in the air, ringing with its own futility.

“This is not a negotiation,” he said, his voice dropping even lower, a quiet threat that was more menacing than any shout. Each word was a perfectly polished stone of contempt. “It is the price for our survival. The blood we have shed is not enough. Now, we secure the future with blood bonds. You will marry them. You will obey them. You will give them children who carry both our names. You will secure our future.” He paused, his eyes drilling into Isabella’s. “Your feelings are irrelevant.”

Isabella’s face contorted, her lips pulling back from her teeth in a snarl. She opened her mouth, inhaling a sharp breath to scream, to rail, to spit more defiance that would only earn her a backhand in this room and worse later. I couldn’t let her. I couldn’t watch him hurt her, and I couldn’t let her make this harder than it already was.

In two quick, silent steps, I was beside her, placing myself slightly in front of her, breaking his line of sight. My voice came out low, but it sliced through the charged air with a finality that mirrored his own.

“We understand, Father.”

The surrender tasted like poison and ash on my tongue, a betrayal of my sister, of myself. But it was the only move I had left to play. I turned my head slightly, my eyes locking with Isabella’s blazing ones. They were wild with fury and a dawning sense of betrayal aimed at me. I kept my voice a bare whisper, a frantic, desperate plea meant only for her.

“Stop.” My eyes begged her, pleaded with her to see past her rage to the cold, hard reality of our cage. “Bella, please. It’s done.”

I saw the war in her eyes. The fire of her spirit against the iron bars of his decree. For a long, heart-stopping moment, I thought she would shove me aside. But then, something in her cracked. Not broke, never broke, but cracked. The inferno in her eyes didn’t die, but it retreated, sinking deep into her core to smolder, to wait. Her jaw remained tight, but her mouth closed.

My father, satisfied, gave a single, curt nod. His part was done. The transaction was complete. His attention was already drifting back to the papers on his desk, his daughters already forgotten, our futures signed away. He dismissed us with a careless, arrogant wave of his hand, his eyes already reading a contract. We ceased to exist for him.

I didn’t hesitate. My arm slid around Alessia’s shoulders. She was trembling violently now, her body shuddering with silent sobs. She leaned into me, her weight a fragile burden. With my other hand, I clamped onto Isabella’s wrist. Her skin was hot, the bones sharp beneath. She resisted for a half-second, a final, defiant tug, but I held fast, my grip a silent command. I pulled her, half-guiding, half-dragging her with me as I steered our broken trio out of the study.

The walk across the room felt like wading through mud. Every step was a monumental effort. Behind us, the only sound was the rustle of my father’s papers.

The heavy oak door closed behind us, and the latch clicked into place with a sound of absolute, damning finality. It was the sound of a vault being sealed, of a tomb being closed. We stood in the dim hall, the three of us, shrouded in the silence of our new reality. The lingering scent of cigar smoke clung to us like a shroud. I held my sisters, one trembling in terror, the other vibrating with caged fury. My own fear was a cancer in my bones, but my only thought, the only clear thing in my shattered mind, was a cold, hard vow. I would protect them. No matter what hell was coming for us, I would stand in front of it.
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ALESSANDRO P.O.V.

The city bleeds light below me, a sprawling, incandescent grid I have dissected, tamed, and claimed as my own. From the fifty-seventh floor of the Moretti Tower, Chicago isn’t a city of people; it’s a schematic, a living board of assets and liabilities. Every pinpoint of light is a soul, a business, a secret I now possess. The office is an extension of my own mind: stark, silent, brutally efficient. The air is filtered, held at a constant, cool temperature. Polished concrete floors, so dark they reflect the skyline like a black mirror, meet walls of cold-rolled steel and smoked glass. There is no art to distract the eye, no photographs to suggest a past. There is only a single, massive slab of obsidian that serves as my desk, and beyond it, the kingdom I have brought to heel.

The phone is a cold, insignificant piece of plastic against my ear, the conduit for the last dying gasps of a fallen dynasty. Lorenzo Falcone’s voice is a pathetic thing, thin and reedy, cracking under the weight of his own failure. He is a relic, and I am the future. He speaks of honor and family, words that have no currency in my world. In my world, there is only power, and the will to use it. Behind me, my brother Nico paces, his restless energy a contaminant in the sterile environment I’ve created. Each step of his handmade leather shoes is a sharp, impatient click on the concrete, a sound of friction against my absolute order. He is a caged panther in a seven-thousand-dollar suit, radiating a violence that is as useful as it is tiresome. I tune him out, reducing him to background noise, and focus on the finality of the transaction.

“The arrangements are confirmed on my end,” Falcone manages to choke out, the tremor in his voice an ugly, pathetic melody of defeat. It’s the sound of a man signing away not just his empire, but his name, his legacy, and his blood.

My eyes trace the brilliant red lines of taillights snaking along the expressways. My territory. My rules. I calibrate my own voice, pitching it low, a steady monotone designed to be a weapon of attrition. It offers no warmth, no room for negotiation. It simply states fact. “They arrive within the hour. The accounts will be transferred upon confirmation of their arrival. It is done.”

I don’t wait for his stammered agreement or whatever useless, sentimental platitude he was about to offer as a final, desperate grasp for dignity. I sever the connection. The click of the receiver settling into its high-tech cradle is disproportionately loud in the tomb-like silence of the office. It’s a clean, mechanical sound. A full stop. The sound of an empire’s death certificate being signed. The war, a tedious and lengthy affair of strategic bleeding and economic strangulation, is over. I won.

The resulting silence lasts exactly three seconds before Nico’s restraint shatters like cheap glass.

“This is bullshit, Ale.”

He has stopped his pacing. He stands silhouetted against the vast expanse of the window, a black, hulking shape against the glitter of the city. His broad shoulders are pulled tight, his hands balled into fists that could shatter bone. I can feel the rage radiating off him, a palpable wave of heat that disturbs the controlled climate of the room. He is my blunt instrument, my enforcer, the one I unleash when subtlety is no longer required. But he is also a creature of pure id, incapable of seeing the grander design.

“Forcing us—forcing me—to marry some pampered Falcone bitch I've never met?” He turns, and the fury contorting his features is a primitive, visceral thing. A thick vein throbs at his temple, a testament to the storm raging within him. “I should be putting a bullet in them, not a ring on one. We should be celebrating on their graves, not inviting them to our table.”

His anger is an inconvenience. A predictable variable I have already factored into my calculations and summarily dismissed. I do not grant him the satisfaction of meeting his gaze. My decision-making process is a closed loop; it does not require his emotional input or his brute-force approval. Instead, I swivel in my ergonomic leather chair, the movement a smooth, silent pivot away from him. My back is now to his impotent rage, my entire attention fixed on the wall of security monitors that dominates the space opposite my desk.

A silent command of the keyboard embedded in my desk brings up the primary feeds. Dozens of screens display crisp, high-definition images from every access point of my domain. The gates of my private compound, the loading docks where my real business flows, the silent, empty hallways of this very building. It is a digital panopticon. A tapestry of absolute, unwavering control. My fingers move with practiced economy, cycling through camera angles, checking guard rotations, ensuring the perfection of my system.

“My decision is final,” I state, my voice as flat and hard as the steel walls around us. It cuts through his hot anger, laying it dead and dissected on the floor. “The war is over. This merger solidifies our power. It’s not about a table, Nico. It’s about absorption. We are absorbing their shipping routes, their political connections on the West Coast, their Cayman accounts. This marriage is the seal on the contract. It’s the public face of their total surrender, a performance for the other families. It is non-negotiable.”

“It’s a fucking humiliation,” he spits, his voice ragged with a disbelief that borders on insubordination. He takes a step closer, and I can hear the aggressive scuff of his shoe. “You’re handing me over to our enemies. You’re making me fuck one of them as a peace prize.”

“There are no more enemies,” I correct him, my eyes still scanning the monitors, noting a maintenance light flickering on a camera at the south perimeter. I make a mental note to have it fixed. He is a distraction from my work. “Only assets and liabilities. The Falcones, and everything they own, are now an asset. You will perform your duty to this family, just as every soldier performs theirs.” I let the weight of that sink in. He is a soldier. I am his general. That is the entirety of our dynamic in this room. “Now get out.”

The dismissal is absolute. It is not a request to be considered, but a command to be executed. The shutting down of a program. I hear him take a sharp, ragged breath, the sound of his pride and rage choking him. I can picture the look on his face without needing to see it—the war between his violent instinct and his ingrained, grudging respect for my authority. He would never strike me. He is a storm, but I am the god of that storm. A moment of taut, vibrating silence hangs in the air. Then, the heavy, defeated stomp of his shoes across the concrete.

The office door is wrenched open with a groan of stressed metal and then slammed shut with a concussive force that shudders through the floor. The sound wave hits my back, a final, petulant tremor of his dissent. It barely registers. He will cool off. He will seethe. And then he will do exactly as he is told. He always does. My focus has already moved on, the disruption purged from the system. Matteo, my other brother, my quiet strategist, would have understood this move without a single word of explanation. He would have seen the cold, brutalist elegance of it. But Matteo’s strength is in the shadows, in numbers and strategy. For this public display of dominance, I needed Nico’s savage reputation. And Nico needed to be aimed.

A quiet, electronic chime, a sound I programmed myself, pings from the console. It’s the alert I have been anticipating. The moment of delivery. My consciousness sharpens, my eyes snapping to the main screen as the feed automatically switches to the compound’s front gate, a fortified sanctuary ten miles north of the city’s chaos. The image is rendered in perfect 4K, illuminated by the cold, sterile glare of motion-activated floodlights. Three black sedans, immaculate and identical, glide to a halt before the ten-foot-high reinforced steel barrier. They look like a funeral procession. In a way, they are.

My men, disciplined and impassive, approach the vehicles. The doors of the lead car open. Some Falcone captain I don’t recognize gets out, his posture stiff and uncomfortable. An errand boy. Then, from the rear passenger doors of the second and third cars, they emerge.

The Falcone daughters. The living currency of this transaction.

The first to step onto the asphalt is the youngest one, Alessia. Even through the digital feed, I can see the fine tremor that runs through her body. She clutches a thin shawl around her narrow shoulders as if it were armor, her head bowed, her entire being shrinking from the stark light and the sight of my impassive, armed guards. A liability. She is fear made manifest. Messy, unpredictable, and entirely useless to me.

The second is Isabella. The dossier had called her fiery, a troublemaker. She seems determined to live up to the description. She exits her car with a defiant toss of her dark, unbound hair, her chin jutting out. Her eyes, sharp and full of contempt, sweep across the compound, cataloging my men, my walls, my cameras, with open hostility. She snaps something sharp at the Falcone captain, her body language radiating a furious energy that is both predictable and tedious. Another liability. Her defiance is an amateur performance. It is easily broken.

Then the rear door of the lead car opens.

And the eldest, Seraphina, steps into the light.

My fingers move, an unconscious, immediate reaction. I tap the command to zoom. The powerful lens on the gate camera adjusts with a silent whir, pushing past her sisters, past the guards, until her image fills the entire forty-inch monitor in front of me.

The feed is flawless. I see everything. She stands with a posture so perfectly straight it could have been drawn with a T-square. Her dark hair is not left loose to be tossed in defiance, nor is it styled in an attempt to impress. It is pulled back into a severe, elegant chignon at the nape of her neck. Not a single strand is out of place. Her face... it is a mask of the most profound, serene neutrality I have ever witnessed. There is no fear cowering in her eyes, no defiance tightening her jaw. There is nothing. It is a blank canvas of perfect, aristocratic calm.

While her sisters broadcast their emotions for anyone to see—one with pathetic fear, the other with pointless anger—she simply stands. A column of absolute stillness. A picture of quiet, unnerving grace amidst the vulgarity of the deal being finalized around her. I watch as she lifts a hand and smoothes an invisible crease from the front of her simple, dark blue dress. The gesture is not born of nerves. It is deliberate. Precise. Controlled.

The data points from her file scroll through the architecture of my mind. Seraphina Falcone. Age twenty-five. Valedictorian, University of Geneva; major in Art History. Fluent in four languages. No criminal record. No known romantic entanglements. Profile notes: Obedient. Poised. Pristine.

She looks the part. She exceeds the part. The file did not do justice to the sheer discipline on display. This is a woman who has mastered herself.

She is exactly as advertised. The perfect queen for the public eye. An untouchable, elegant figurehead to stand beside the Moretti name while I continue my work in the shadows. She will be the beautiful, pristine symbol of this new, consolidated empire. An asset of the highest possible value.

Watching her, a flicker of something new stirs deep in my gut. It is not the hot, simple rush of desire an animal like Nico would feel. It’s a deeper, colder sensation. The clean, sharp satisfaction of a flawless acquisition. It’s the quiet hum of a perfectly machined component sliding into place within a complex engine. It is the same satisfaction I feel when a hostile takeover is completed without a single misstep, or when a rival’s entire operation collapses precisely according to my design.

She will stand where I tell her to stand. She will smile when I tell her to smile. She will wear what I tell her to wear. She will be a beautiful, silent testament to my absolute power. My property, as surely as this building is, as surely as this city is becoming.

The guards get the signal and the main gate slides open. The three black cars begin their slow, funereal procession up the long, winding driveway toward the main house, where Matteo is waiting to receive them. To process them. To inventory the assets.

I do not take my eyes off the screen. I track the lead car until it disappears behind a copse of trees. But her image, that face of perfect, serene control, remains.

My decision, already made, is now cemented in something beyond pure logic. She is the one. For the family. For the merger. For Nico’s leash.

My cold, possessive gaze remains fixed on the empty screen, but in my mind, the image of her is crystal clear.

She will do.
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SERAPHINA P.O.V.

The heavy door of the black sedan swung open, and the world outside muted to a single, oppressive silence. For a moment, I didn’t move. I simply sat, my spine a rigid column against the plush leather, and listened to the nothingness. The engine had been cut. The city’s distant hum was gone, swallowed by high stone walls I had only glimpsed on our approach. This was it. The final destination. The end of the line.

Behind me, I heard Alessia’s breath catch, a tiny, sharp sound. Isabella said nothing, her own silence a different entity entirely—a coiled spring of defiance. I was their anchor, the one who had to be stone when they were on the verge of splintering. I’d been playing this part for weeks, since our father had delivered the news with the same emotional investment he’d use to sell off a piece of land. I had practiced my calm in the mirror until it felt less like a mask and more like a second skin, stretched taut over a core of pure, undiluted terror.

A man in a dark, impeccably tailored suit stood at the open door. He didn’t offer a hand, nor did he speak. He just waited, his presence an impassive wall of muscle and obedience. His face was a blank slate, his eyes holding no welcome, no pity, nothing. He was part of the architecture.

I moved first. My legs felt strangely heavy, as if I were wading through deep water. I slid across the seat, my simple black dress snagging for a second on the upholstery. The cool, still air hit my bare arms, raising goosebumps that I refused to acknowledge. I stepped out onto a driveway of smooth, grey stone, my modest heels making no sound. I smoothed down my dress, a deliberate, useless gesture that gave my hands something to do. I would not wring them. I would not tremble.

I turned and waited for my sisters. Isabella emerged next, her chin already tilted at an angle that was pure, unadulterated pride. Her dark hair was pulled back severely, accentuating the sharp lines of her jaw. She met the silent man’s gaze with a flash of contempt before her eyes found mine. I gave her the barest shake of my head. Not yet. Don’t start a war before we’ve even seen the battlefield. She understood, her shoulders losing a fraction of their rigid tension, but her eyes remained hot.

Alessia was last. She practically tumbled out, her movements clumsy with fear. She was the youngest, the one this life was never meant to touch. Her wide, doe-like eyes darted from the stone walls to the imposing front of the house, and then to me, her safe harbor. She immediately moved to my side, her fingers finding the back of my arm and pinching the fabric of my dress. a silent plea. I wanted to wrap my arm around her, to pull her against me and shield her from this, but I couldn't. Weakness was a currency here, and I had none to spend. My protection had to be a different kind: a performance of unbreakable composure.

The suit finally moved, turning without a word and gesturing with a slight tilt of his head toward a set of massive, dark wood doors. He led; we followed. A procession of lambs delivered to the slaughterhouse. The heavy doors swung inward before he touched them, operated by some unseen mechanism, revealing the space that was to be our new home.

My first thought was that it wasn’t a home at all. It was a mausoleum.

The foyer was vast, a cavern of white marble and cold, empty air. Our footsteps, which had been silent on the driveway, now echoed with unnerving clarity, each tap of our heels a gunshot in the tomb-like quiet. The sound bounced off the soaring, two-story ceiling and came back at us, multiplied. We were an intrusion here, our living sounds a desecration of the sterile peace.

The floor gleamed under a recessed, clinical light, a polished expanse of white veined with grey, so perfect it looked unreal, like a frozen lake. There were no rugs to soften the chill, no runners to quiet our steps. Just stone. Cold, hard, and unforgiving.

My gaze swept the area, cataloging, assessing. The furniture was minimal, architectural. A single, long black sofa sat against a distant wall, its lines severe. A glass table, stark and low, rested in front of it. There were no paintings on the walls, no splashes of color to break the aggressive monochrome of black, white, and shades of grey. There were no family photos on the gleaming consoles, no evidence that people actually lived here, that they loved or laughed or even breathed. There was no warmth, no life. There was only wealth on a scale designed to intimidate, and power so absolute it had no need for comfort or sentiment.

This place was a statement. A monument to control.

I kept my head high, my posture erect, my expression deliberately neutral. I imagined my face was carved from the same marble beneath my feet. Alessia’s grip on my arm tightened, her knuckles pressing into my skin. I didn't flinch. I let her hold on, anchoring herself to my false calm. I could feel her fear vibrating through her fingers, a desperate energy I had to absorb and nullify before it could be seen.

Our silent guide led us to the center of this cold expanse and stopped. He turned, his gaze flicking over the three of us one last time, and then he retreated as silently as he had appeared, melting back toward the entrance, the great doors closing behind him with a soft, final thud. The sound was a death knell. A lock turning.
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