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Alessio Ricciardi

Nineteen Years Ago

THE ROOM REEKED OF power. The air was thick, heavy with cigar smoke and cognac, making every breath feel dense, as if the very atmosphere demanded respect. I was there, silent, seated at the dining table of Don Enrique Castellanos, one of Spain’s most influential men. My father, Vincenzo Ricciardi, held his place to the right of Don Vittorio Moretti, while I, alert, absorbed every detail of that meeting.

I knew exactly why we were there.

In the life we lead, when men gather far from the streets, it means something momentous is about to be sealed. Something that would change the course of history.

And that night, a pact would be forged. One that would not only cement the power of the Moretti Empire, but would also seal my own fate.

My father was not just a capo to Don Vittorio Moretti. He was his personal friend, a man whose loyalty had never been questioned. I grew up alongside his sons, Antony and Matteo, not merely as an ally, but as part of the family. I was trained to one day carry the title my father now holds. That is why Vittorio did not offer one of his own sons for this alliance. The Don did not need to strengthen his own name—he needed a man of honor. Someone who would not just consolidate this deal, but who would carry its loyalty like an unbreakable oath.

And that man would be me.

“Don Vittorio, we both know blood alliances are the most powerful,” Don Enrique said, his hands resting flat on the mahogany tabletop. “Words can be forgotten. Money can be lost. But blood... blood never breaks.”

Don Vittorio gave a slow nod, his gaze as cold as freshly sharpened steel.

“I agree. And that is why I wish to ensure this alliance is sealed by a man I trust completely. Someone whose loyalty will never be questioned. A man who grew up beside my family and who, to me, is like a son.”

My name was spoken.

I did not move. I did not allow myself to react.

In this world, knowing before everyone else gives you no advantage, only time to accept the inevitable.

My father’s firm hand came to rest on my shoulder. His touch was not a gesture of comfort. It was a warning.

The silence around me seemed to swallow all other sound. I knew, in that instant, that my life was no longer my own.

“Alessio will be that man.” Vittorio’s voice cut through the air, immutable. “He will marry your daughter.”

Don Enrique’s eyes assessed me with precision. He did not question the choice, because he knew if Vittorio trusted someone with this alliance, that someone was worth more than any other soldier in his empire.

He smiled. A satisfied smile. A smile of victory.

“Excellent. When Mirella is born, she will know her destiny has already been written.”

Across the table, Antony and Matteo remained silent. Our eyes met for a few brief seconds, but none of us was foolish enough to question that decision.

I raised my glass of wine along with the other men. My eyes fixed on the blood-red liquid as the toast echoed through the hall.

“Alla Famiglia.”

I drank. I swallowed without hesitation.

In that moment, I understood the weight of loyalty.

And also what it meant to have no choice.
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Mirella Castellanos

MADRID HAD ALWAYS BEEN my home. The grand mansions, the cobblestone streets lit up at night, the scent of jasmine that drifted through my family’s gardens. Here, I was untouchable. The heiress to an empire built on power and blood.

But not even princesses can escape fate. Some promises, even in today’s world, can never be broken.

As the daughter of Enrique Castellanos, the most feared and respected man in Spain, I had privileges few my age possessed—and duties not everyone could bear.

My destiny was mapped out before I was even born. A promise sealed between two men so powerful their word was worth more than any contract.

And now, on the verge of turning eighteen, that destiny was finally knocking at my door.

I ran my fingers over the delicate fabric of the pale blue dress I was wearing, my mother’s favorite. She said it gave me an angelic air, which always sounded ironic considering the kind of life we led. In our world, there were no angels—only players who learned to use sweetness as a disguise.

From a young age, I was raised among three brutal and fiercely protective brothers.

Santiago, Rafael, and Esteban.

Each in his own way ensured that nothing and no one dared approach me without permission.

Santiago, the eldest, was calculating and cold, a younger version of my father. His gaze never wavered, his voice never rose an unnecessary pitch. He spoke little, but when he did, everyone listened.

Rafael, always smiling, hid a sharp eye that saw everything. He was a born strategist, a man who played chess with real life. His charm fooled those who didn’t know him—but I knew that, of the three, he was the most dangerous.

Esteban, the youngest of the men, had an explosive temper and was the first to pull the trigger. With him, there was no psychological game or patience for negotiation. If you angered him, you’d learn the hard way that the Castellanos do not forgive.

And me?

I considered myself the most valuable piece on the board.

Not because I needed protecting, but because I was raised to know exactly how to defend myself.

I learned to shoot before I learned to put on makeup. My father said a woman needed to be as lethal as she was beautiful—and my mother said there was nothing more dangerous than a woman who knows her own worth.

I was never rebellious. I never questioned my fate. But that didn’t mean I accepted it without fear.

Because Alessio Ricciardi was not just any man.

And I knew that better than anyone.

“Mirella, stop thinking so much.” My mother’s voice sounded behind me as I stared out my bedroom window. “I know this marriage weighs on you, but remember... you are not alone. No matter the distance, we will always be here for you.”

I took a deep breath before turning to face Valeria Castellanos, a woman whose poise and elegance could challenge even a queen.

“I know, Mama.” My words came out firm, but laden with a weight only she would understand.

My mother walked over to me and cupped my face in her hands.

“You have Castellanos blood, Mirella. You are a strong woman. Men like Alessio Ricciardi don’t know how to handle weakness. So, show him you are more than a princess of Madrid... you are the wife he will never be able to underestimate.”

I knew that.

My mother taught me to be a worthy wife, but not a submissive woman. My father and brothers taught me to fight, but also when to retreat and wait for the right moment to act.

And Alessio...

I grew up hearing his name. His brutal deeds, his ruthless coldness, the fear he inspired.

Capo of the Moretti Empire.

He wasn’t just a name whispered in the corridors of my home.

Now, he was the man I would have to call my husband.

But Alessio didn’t frighten me.

What truly terrified me was the thought of leaving everything behind.

My home. My parents and brothers.

The country where I grew up.

Being sent to Italy to become the wife of a man twenty years my senior, cold and unknown.

“You don’t have to love him,” my mother continued, her eyes watchful on my face. “But you must respect him. And he must respect you.”

“I’ll do my best, Mama.”

“I know, my princess. You’ve always known how to hold your ground, and you’ve learned to use it wisely. So understand this: your marriage will not be a contest to see who shouts the loudest, but a game of strategy. And you are more than ready to play.”

I took a deep breath, agreeing with her.

I knew I couldn’t change my destiny.

But that didn’t mean I, Mirella Castellanos, would become a worthless piece in this game.

Because I am the princess of Madrid. The future wife of a powerful man in Italy.

And that made me far more than just a name attached to a contract.

I could be as sweet as the jasmine that perfumes my family’s gardens...

Or as lethal as the blood that runs in my veins.

And it would be up to my future husband to decide whether he awakened the flower... or the poison.
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Alessio Ricciardi

THE SUN ROSE OVER PALERMO, gilding the horizon, but time meant nothing to me. The world revolved around me, never the other way around.

I rose before dawn, as I did every day. My life was built on routine, discipline, and absolute control. The space around me was vast, immaculate, dominated by shades of black, gray, and dark wood. There were no excesses. My house was not a home. It was a fortress.

I completed my morning workout in the private gym on my estate. Precise punches. Taut muscles. Controlled breathing. No wasted blows, no pointless movements. The body had to be sharp. The mind, even sharper.

After an ice-cold shower, I dressed in my custom-tailored suit, impeccably aligned. The black bespoke fabric settled perfectly, cut with precision. The immaculate white shirt contrasted with the dark tie, knotted at the exact right height.

Gold cufflinks caught the light as I fastened them. During the process, my fingers brushed the sleeve of my jacket, where, beneath the flawless fabric, a scar lay hidden.

The gunshot wound had healed, but what it represented remained.

The memory came fast, like a sharp blade. The dry crack of the gunshot, the searing burn in my arm, the blood running down my sleeve as I held my ground. Saving Sofia Moretti wasn’t a sacrifice. It was a reflex of the loyalty I carry.

And in that world, loyalty wasn’t just a word—it was an oath sealed in blood.

I finished adjusting my jacket, running my fingers over the fabric with the same precision that governed my life. Every piece, every detail was exact. Like me. There was no room for flaws—not even in appearance.

When I descended to the mansion’s subterranean wing, Enrico was already waiting for me outside the reinforced steel door. His posture was rigid, his gaze respectfully fixed on me.

“He’s still alive...” His voice was low, neutral.

I inclined my head slightly in a nod.

“Let’s finish this,” I murmured, turning the handle before entering the room. The smell of dried blood and sweat saturated the air, a reminder that the man had already begged more than enough.

It was always like this.

The traitor needed to feel the weight of his own choice on his skin before I delivered the final blow.

Pain. Silence. Regret.

Because before death, they needed to understand what it meant to betray the Moretti Empire.

The space was cold, dark, suffocating—as it should be. The thick walls swallowed any sound, and the only light source was the spotlight suspended from the ceiling, trained directly on him.

The man was on his knees, exhausted, broken.

Deep cuts, bruises covering his skin, his face disfigured.

He trembled, his body betraying the useless attempt to appear strong.

His eyes rose to meet mine. And in that instant, he understood there was no salvation left.

“Please, capo...” The voice was broken, a weak, halting whisper.

Only silence answered.

I walked toward him calmly, the sound of my shoe soles cutting through the muffled silence of the room.

“How long has it been, Enrico?”

“Three days, capo.”

I nodded slowly, my eyes fixed on the man kneeling before me. The time had been enough for him to carry the weight of his own choice, to let regret devour him whole.

“Enough.” My voice was low and cold. The sentence was passed.

The man sobbed, his shoulders trembling. He waited until the last second for me to show mercy.

But regret doesn’t erase betrayal.

I ran my fingers over the knots of my cuffs, adjusting the gold cufflinks before drawing the gun from its holster.

The metallic click of the safety disengaging echoed in the space.

“You know why you’re here.”

He began to cry, to babble meaningless words, trying to cling to what no longer existed.

But I didn’t repeat myself. I didn’t waste breath on dead men.

I kept my aim steady, the barrel aligned between eyes that, for a moment, still searched for a way out—until they realized there was none.

“If there’s one thing I don’t tolerate, it’s betrayal. Burn in hell.”

The gunshot tore through the silence.

Short. Dry. Final.

No second chance. No farewell. Just the inevitable.

The body slumped to the side with a dull thud. Blood seeped out slowly, staining the concrete red.

I took a deep breath, letting the scent of the end fill my lungs. Another duty fulfilled. Another mistake erased.

I turned to Enrico, who was already beginning to issue orders for the cleanup.

“Make this piece of shit disappear.”

He nodded. I left without looking back.

If hell needed a king, then I was the one chosen to rule it.

[image: ]

AFTER AN EXHAUSTING day within the organization, the world outside carried on, but for me, the night was far from over.

The sky was already dark when I entered one of my apartments. A space without guards, without movement, without obligations.

Here, everything was functional. No pressure. Just for my pleasure.

As I went to the bedroom, Vittoria was already waiting. The tight dress she wore wasn’t for her. It was for me.

The wine glass in her fingers and the crooked smile on her lips said she knew exactly what to expect from me.

She knew why I was there.

“Long day?” Her voice was low, silky.

“Always.” I took off my jacket and undid the first button of my shirt.

She never asked too many questions. She knew what she had with me—and, more importantly, what she would never have. She was the release valve on the most tense days, when all I needed was a warm body and moans to ease the weight of the day.

I pulled her to me without gentleness, taking her body the same way I took everything that belonged to me.

Because that’s what she was. My possession. My whore.

Her moans were muffled by my commands. Every touch of mine marked her, every thrust reaffirmed the place she occupied: under my control.

No tenderness. No promises. Just sex.

After the moment of satisfaction, I rose without haste, running a hand through my hair before fastening the last clasp on my watch.

Vittoria was still stretched out on the bed, the sheet slipping over her exposed skin. Watching me with a satisfied smile.

“The money is already in your account. If you need more, let me know.”

She laughed softly, taking a sip of wine.

“Always so generous, my capo.”

“With those who deserve it,” I replied, straightening my jacket.

Then I adjusted my jacket, turned my back, and left without a second glance. The Moretti Empire didn’t run itself—and I had more important business to attend to.
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Alessio Ricciardi

Days Later

ANTONY MORETTI’S OFFICE breathed power and tradition. Dark wood, impeccable leather, and the subtle scent of cognac filled the space. The night was already deepening, and the four of us were there, drinking as we always did whenever routine allowed us a moment’s truce.

Me, Matteo, Pietro, and Antony.

Men who held this empire in our hands, each playing a part that could never fail.

The conversation flowed easily, mixing business and laughter with the lightness that only trust allows, until Antony set his glass on the table and looked at me with something extra in his gaze.

I knew that look.

“I think it’s time we talked about something important.”

I set my glass down beside the marble ashtray, feeling the weight of the pause in the air.

“When you say it like that, it usually means trouble.”

Antony offered a brief smile.

“This time, it’s not trouble.” He picked up the cigar beside him, rolling it between his fingers. “It’s a commitment.”

The gazes around the room turned to me.

I already knew.

It was like a clock silently marking time, always there, even when I wasn’t paying attention.

“Mirella Castellanos turns eighteen next week.” Antony’s voice was calm, but loaded with meaning. “The agreement will be honored. The dinner is already scheduled. Your engagement will be formalized.”

Silence held the room for a few seconds.

I knew this day would come. I’d always known.

I gave a slight nod, absorbing the information.

“Pity it came so quickly.”

Matteo laughed, leaning back into the leather sofa with his ever-provocative grin.

“Thought you’d escape this one, old man?”

I raised an eyebrow at him, pouring myself another drink.

“I’m not that old, kid.”

“No?” Matteo feigned surprise, then laughed. “Pushing forty and now an arranged marriage? That screams midlife crisis.”

Pietro gave a low chuckle, while Antony just shook his head, accustomed to his brother’s needling.

I leaned back in my chair, swirling my glass before fixing Matteo with a lazy half-smile.

“Funny to hear that from you, Matteo. Reminds me it wasn’t so long ago you were kicking and screaming like a spoiled brat to get out of yours.”

His grin widened, utterly unembarrassed.

“And look how that turned out.” He shrugged, carefree. “I thought it would just be an alliance, but now that devil of a wife has me wrapped around her finger. But you, capo... you don’t seem the type to fall easily.”

“Because I’m not.” My reply was simple, sharp.

Matteo whistled, shaking his head.

“You think not even your future wife will get through those walls? Sofia broke all of Matteo’s.” Antony commented, taking a sip of his drink as he watched me.

“Unlike him, I’ve always known about this commitment, Don.” I crossed my legs, unhurried. “It’s not something that’s taking me by surprise. Matteo was pissed, but one look at Sofia and he was already drooling. Irritation turned to desire.”

“That could happen to you, too.” Pietro stated, ever observant. “Besides, you haven’t met Mirella yet.”

I shook my head, letting out a low, humorless laugh.

“She’s young enough to be my daughter. I could never desire a bambina who barely knows life.” My voice was firm, leaving no room for debate. “A girl with no experience, no life behind her. Definitely not my type.”

“And who says she has no experience?” Matteo asked with a mischievous smile.

He took a sip of his drink before lifting his eyes to me, gauging my reaction.

“Careful, capo... Mirella might surprise you.”

I shot him a sharp look.

“I’m not just talking about sex, Matteo. Though that’s also an obstacle.” I crossed my arms, keeping my tone impassive. “I’m talking about bearing. Maturity. I have no patience for spoiled, delusional girls.”

“But from what we know, Mirella was raised in the middle of three mobster brothers. You really think she’s going to be some spoiled little girl?”

Pietro gave a low laugh, exhaling cigarette smoke calmly before questioning.

“For that very reason, I believe she’s a little princess.” I stated, bringing the glass to my lips and savoring the drink. “A single girl surrounded by brothers, protected like a family treasure—it couldn’t be any other way.”

“Could be, Alessio, but I don’t know... I believe this girl was trained not to bow to anyone, not even to a capo.”

“This marriage won’t be a war, Pietro. She’ll know her place and what she can and cannot expect from me. If she’s smart, she’ll understand we can have a peaceful coexistence.”

I crossed my arms, firm.

“I don’t deal well with drama or unnecessary tantrums. If she knows how to keep to her own space, I’ll do the same. Simple as that.”

“You might be expecting a scared little girl, a daddy’s girl, but maybe you’ll get a woman who knows exactly what she wants.”

“So be it.” I shrugged. “It doesn’t change the fact that she’s a child. A girl twenty years my junior. Fuck, I can’t get hard for someone who’s just out of her teens.”

I set my glass back on the table and finished with the only truth that mattered:

“I like women. Grown women. Who know what they’re doing in bed and don’t need lessons to learn.”

Matteo let out a laugh, pointing at me.

“If there’s one thing I’ve learned from these alliances... it’s that women are never as predictable as they seem, brother.”

Antony smiled faintly at the corner of his mouth, agreeing with him in silence.

And in that moment, a thought crossed my mind:

Maybe they were right. Maybe I was underestimating the woman who was about to become my wife.

But it changed nothing. I’m not some impulsive boy. I know my obligations, but that doesn’t mean I have to see her as a woman I want for myself.

Just as we are merely honoring an alliance sealed by our fathers and superiors, we will also have our own agreement—and we’ll know how to live with it.

All neatly arranged. Simple. No room for surprises.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 4

[image: ]




Mirella Castellanos

Days Later

IN MY FINAL DAYS IN Madrid, I lived each moment as if it were the last of the life I knew.

I dined with my parents at the great mahogany table in our main hall, listening to my father recount his agreement with Don Vittorio Moretti. I savored the city that had always been my home, walking the streets I knew so well. I spent an entire afternoon in the Retiro Park, feeling the cool breeze and watching the little boats glide across the lake. I visited Gran Vía, too, shopping at the stores I’d always frequented, making sure I’d take a piece of my world with me.

My mother insisted on accompanying me through all of it, trying to soak up every last minute by my side before the journey.

But on the final night, nothing seemed to lighten the weight of farewell.

My brothers, always so fierce, seemed quieter, as if they were still processing my departure. Santiago even tried to play it off, but he hugged me tighter than ever. Rafael joked that I should send a signal if I needed them to come rescue me.

And Esteban, ever impulsive, went straight to the point.

“If he treats you badly, you let me know. I don’t care where I am, I swear I’ll cross the ocean and kill that Italian.”

I smiled, shaking my head.

“You talk as if I’m helpless. I think we all know I can handle a man like Alessio Ricciardi.”

“Maybe,” Santiago said, crossing his arms. “But that doesn’t mean you have to handle him alone.”

My eyes traveled over the faces around me, and a cold knot settled in my stomach. This was our last dinner together before I left. And no matter how hard I tried to be strong, the ache of missing them was already beginning to consume me.

On the morning of my departure, my mother spent hours at my side, adjusting every detail of the dress I would wear to the engagement dinner, repeating that first impressions were crucial.

“You don’t need to be submissive, Mirella. But you must be smart. Show them exactly who you are.” She tried to sound firm, but her red-rimmed eyes betrayed how much she’d cried during the night.

During the journey, I realized Italy had never been a mystery to me. My father had always done business here, and since I was a child I’d heard tales of the grandeur of the Moretti Empire. But knowing a place through stories and actually being in it were two completely different things.

The view from the private jet’s window revealed the vastness of the country that, from now on, would be my home. Palermo stretched out below us, imposing. Everything there seemed luxurious, classic, but charged with something dark. The Morettis didn’t just rule an empire. They were the empire. And with every meter we descended toward the ground, the feeling of belonging to this place and, at the same time, of being utterly displaced, hit me with force. For the first time, I realized my surname might not protect me here. For I was a Castellanos entering the domain of another name, another legacy.

As I stepped off the plane and felt Palermo’s warm wind touch my skin, I knew everything I’d lived in Madrid was now behind me. And no matter how much I’d prepared for this moment, I couldn’t deny the restlessness that feeling left in me.

It was the beginning of a new life.

One I hadn’t chosen, but which, from this moment on, would be mine.

[image: ]

THE ARRIVAL AT ANTONY Moretti’s estate was something I would never forget.

The mansion was a monument to power, with imposing columns, meticulously trimmed gardens, and luxurious details in every corner. The gates swung open as our cars approached, and a line of heavily armed men watched the entrance.

I took a deep breath, clenching my fists as I felt my heart race against my will.

My father was the first to step out, greeted directly by Vittorio Moretti, the man who had sealed my alliance before I was even born. The two greeted each other like old friends, exchanging words about how the great day had finally arrived.

I watched that handshake and understood the true meaning of being here. For them, it was just another arrangement between families. For me, it was the definitive turning point of my life.

My name, my future, had been decided before I’d even had a voice to object.

I remained at my father’s side, keeping my posture firm and elegant, exactly as I’d been trained to do. My calm expression hid the avalanche of feelings inside me.

“Mirella, you’ve grown exactly as I imagined. Beautiful, impeccable,” Vittorio Moretti remarked, appraising me with approval.

“Thank you, Don Vittorio. It’s an honor to be here.” My voice came out steady, without hesitation.

I felt my father’s gaze on me, heavy with pride.

When we finally entered the mansion, I was received by Daphne, the wife of Don Antony Moretti.

She was different from what I’d expected. In the world I grew up in, women like Daphne were rare. There was a sweetness to her, a natural kindness that contrasted with this universe of calculating men, blood oaths, and unbreakable alliances.

Her smile was genuine, her voice soft. For the first time since I’d stepped off that plane, I felt that perhaps I wasn’t entirely alone here.

“Welcome, Mirella. I know it must be difficult to be so far from home, but I want you to know you can count on me for anything you need.” Her voice was gentle, almost comforting. I returned her smile, allowing myself, for a brief moment, to absorb that feeling.

“Thank you, Mrs. Moretti.”

She laughed softly.

“Daphne, please.”

I nodded, already knowing I would have an ally in this place.

Our host, Antony Moretti, received us with his imposing presence, greeting my father with the respect of two bosses who understood the weight of the day.

Beside him, Camilla Moretti, his mother, approached with a welcoming smile, emanating elegance and serenity.

“Welcome. Make yourselves at home. I hope you had a pleasant journey.”

My mother, ever elegant and attentive, was the first to respond.

“Very smooth, Mrs. Moretti. Your hospitality makes us feel at home from the very first moment.”

“Camilla, please,” she corrected gently, touching my mother’s arm in a gesture of receptiveness. Her eyes settled on me, and her smile remained. “And you, Mirella... we finally meet. I’ve heard many good things about you.”

I maintained my exemplary posture, with a slight, controlled smile.

“I hope to live up to expectations.”

“Oh, my dear, I’m sure you will.”

The men were engaged in formal conversation, while I noticed my brothers were never far, always watchful, like guardian angels lurking. Santiago analyzed everything, arms crossed, while Rafael and Esteban seemed relaxed, but I knew they were just putting on a front.

This was not merely a friendly gathering. That night’s dinner would not be a simple reception. It would be the moment I met Alessio Ricciardi and became his fiancée.

My breathing remained steady, despite the subtle tightness in my stomach. The anticipation was inevitable, but I did not allow myself to falter.

As we were guided to our temporary rooms, I could hear my father, Vittorio, my brothers, and Antony talking about the importance of this alliance. Years of respect between the families. The future this union would seal.

Evaluating glances fell upon me from time to time, analyzing, measuring, waiting for a reaction, perhaps a slip. But I kept my head high, my presence imposing.

I knew exactly what they expected to find.

A frightened girl. Fragile. Hesitant.

But what they would see before them was Mirella Castellanos.

Young, yes. But prepared. Forged in the fire of a powerful lineage.

And fully worthy of being the future wife of Alessio, the capo of the Moretti Empire.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 5
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Alessio Ricciardi

TIME WAS NEVER A CONCERN of mine. Obligations were met without delay or failure. And that night would be no different. The engagement dinner was set. In a few hours, I would officially meet Mirella Castellanos.

I was not nervous. Nor anxious.

It was simply another duty. And, like every commitment I had accepted over the years, I would fulfill it without hesitation.

On the table lay a black velvet box. I ran my fingers over the white gold and diamond necklace inside, appraising the piece.

The gift I had chosen for Mirella.

There was no romance in the gesture. Today was her eighteenth birthday, and I would not arrive empty-handed. I am not that kind of man. Besides, the gift carried a greater significance—it was a symbol of respect and acknowledgment for the role she would assume at my side.

A unique piece, custom-made by one of Italy’s most renowned jewelers. Something worthy of a woman of her status.

My mother, Teresa Ricciardi, had insisted that an appropriate gift would show consideration.

“She is not just a bride. She is a Castellanos. Treat her as such.”

And I would never underestimate the weight of that surname. Castellanos was not just a name—it was a legacy built on power, tradition, and blood. And a man like me, who understood the value of loyalty and alliances, knew how to recognize when a name carried real weight.

This was how respect was maintained. This was how an empire was ruled.

And that was precisely why I had been chosen—not just to be the capo of the Morettis, but to become the fiancé of a Castellanos. Because certain alliances are not merely sealed. They are forged in blood.

I adjusted my tie, put on my jacket, and picked up the box.

It was time to fulfill what had been written nearly nineteen years ago.

[image: ]

MY PARENTS’ HOUSE STOOD on an isolated estate, far from the chaos of the city. For them, tranquility had always been a non-negotiable luxury, and that place reflected that choice in every detail. With its classical architecture and a timeless elegance, the residence was not just a refuge, but a symbol of the history they had built together over more than forty years.

Crossing the marble hall, I was met by the watchful gaze of my father, Vincenzo Ricciardi, who was already waiting for me in the living room. He had never been a man for unnecessary words, and that hadn’t changed tonight.

My mother, on the other hand, studied me with that perceptive look no one else in the world possessed—the only one capable of seeing past the façade I presented to everyone.

“Are you ready?” my father asked, rising from his leather armchair.

“I’ve always been ready,” I replied without hesitation.

He nodded, satisfied, while my mother crossed her arms, her expression appraising.

“I see you chose a gift,” she remarked, casting a brief glance at the velvet box I held. “That’s a good start.”

I lowered my eyes to the object in my hand before looking back at her.

“You said it was necessary yourself.”

She allowed a discreet smile.

“I’m glad you listened.”

“Now that’s settled, let’s go. The Morettis are waiting,” my father grumbled, picking up his coat.

Without another word, we proceeded to the cars that would take us to the mansion where the engagement dinner would be held.
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AS WE APPROACHED THE property, golden lights cut through the darkness of the night, reflecting off the imposing structure of the Moretti mansion. The grandeur of the place spoke for itself—this was not merely a home, it was a symbol of dominance, tradition, and respect.

The activity around it reinforced the night’s importance. Armed men maintained their strategic positions, attentive to every detail, while high-end cars gathered at the entrance. This was not just a dinner. It was an event that would solidify an alliance decades in the making.

We stepped out of the car, and security greeted us immediately, guiding us into the mansion. The subtle scent of tobacco and fine wood filled the luxurious space, mingling with the muffled sound of hushed conversations.

As soon as we crossed into the great hall, all eyes fell upon us. It was no surprise. My name, my position, and the impending marriage made such a reception inevitable.

Antony Moretti rose from his armchair with his usual imposing presence, a man accustomed to being the center of attention. Matteo was at his side, a discreet, provocative smile on his lips, while Pietro observed the scene with his sharp, ever-analytical gaze.

“Alessio,” Antony greeted, extending a firm hand. “Welcome.”

I greeted him in kind, my grip strong, respect evident in every gesture.

“Don Moretti, thank you for opening the doors of your home for this occasion. It’s an honor.”

My father did the same, greeting the Don with the appropriate reverence, while my mother exchanged a few words with Camilla Moretti, the family matriarch. Matteo wasted no time and approached with a smirk laden with mockery.

“Finally, the man of the hour. I bet you can’t wait to meet your bride,” he laughed, but I merely raised an eyebrow, impassive.

“The alliance was sealed a long time ago. Today we merely make it official.”

Pietro let out a low chuckle, swirling the glass in his hands.

“Always practical. I truly want to see how this girl will handle you.”

Before I could respond, a movement caught our attention. Enrique Castellanos, Mirella’s father, approached with his three eldest sons at his side. Santiago, Rafael, and Esteban, all with rigid posture, their eyes fixed intently on me.

“Vincenzo,” Enrique greeted my father first, before turning a scrutinizing look on me. “Alessio Ricciardi. We meet again at last.”

I shook his hand, keeping my gaze locked on his.

“Don Castellanos. It’s an honor to seal this alliance.”

He nodded, satisfied. There was no falseness in his look, only the certainty of a deal well executed.

“Mirella is coming down,” he announced, and I detected a faint note of pride in his voice.

All eyes turned to the grand staircase at the center of the hall. I remained where I was, steady, betraying no emotion beyond the calm I always carried.

My future wife was approaching.

But I was not a man driven by expectations.

I was merely fulfilling what needed to be done.

And I expected her to do the same.

​
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CHAPTER 6
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Mirella Castellanos

THE REFLECTION IN THE mirror stared back at me with imposing grace.

The dress, custom-made, hugged my curves perfectly, accentuating every detail of a body that, though young, carried the posture and grace of a woman raised to stand among those who command. The fabric was an extension of who I was—luxurious, impeccable, worthy of the surname I bore.

I ran my hands over the long skirt, feeling its softness against my skin. My hair fell in meticulously arranged waves over one shoulder, and the subtle makeup only enhanced the beauty my mother had always said was one of my greatest assets.

I wasn’t just pretty. I was breathtaking.

My mother watched me from across the room, seated in the armchair near the fireplace. Her posture was impeccable, as always, but her gaze held something more—a glint somewhere between pride and nostalgia.

“You look marvelous, Mirella.” Her voice was soft, yet firm.
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