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Atlas

Seattle – Present Day

RAIN STREAMED DOWN the car window as I stared at the Rinaldi mansion.

It wasn’t the first time I’d looked at it that way.

As a boy, I used to ask the driver my father assigned to me to stop right there, at that exact spot. And he always stopped, without a word, because he knew it was pointless to argue. I used to be a very stubborn little boy.

I never got out of the car. I never dared get closer.

I’d just sit there, watching. Staring at the house where, in another life, I might have lived.

Sometimes, I’d see the front door open and Achilles would come out, his backpack slung over his shoulder, his uniform impeccable, his chin held high as if he carried the world in his hands.

Around him, bodyguards escorted him to the car. Three, sometimes four. As if he were precious.

And I’d sit there, wondering: why did he have all this? Why was he the legitimate son, the protected one, the heir to a name that should have been mine too?

I lied when I told Achilles my father only found out about my existence years later, when I was already an adult. He knew from the start. From the moment my mother got pregnant and he kept her as his mistress.

She wasn’t a mafia woman. She was a poor girl, and a boss couldn’t take her as his wife, even though he was already a widower.

I was raised as a spare. One who would serve if Achilles ever fell short. The last of the last resorts. If I ever had to step in, I’d be the Rinaldi family’s shame.

So I promised him I would never introduce myself to my brother, not even if our father died.

I promised, but it wasn’t true.

Lying was my specialty, after all.

Be that as it may, I knew I had to go in. This time, I wasn’t there as a stranger peering through the gates, nor as a bastard watching from afar.

This time, I had been invited.

I took a deep breath, adjusting my overcoat before stepping out of the car. The cold wind whipped my face the moment my feet hit the wet ground, the smell of damp earth and the mansion’s golden lights before me creating a cruel contrast between past and present.

The door opened before I could even knock. The housekeeper received me with a neutral, rehearsed look, as if my presence there was nothing more than a procedure.

“He’s expecting you, sir.”

I merely nodded and handed her the overcoat I’d just taken off, which she had already reached out for.

My footsteps echoed on the impeccable marble of the entrance hall, each one dragging up an old memory. As a child, I’d imagined what it would be like to cross that space as its owner, not as a stranger.

In that moment, even as a grown man, I still felt like an intruder.

I didn’t slow down. I didn’t let the ghosts of childhood weaken me.

I adjusted my suit before knocking on the study door, receiving an almost immediate reply from the other side:

“Come in.”

So I did.

Achilles was seated behind the enormous mahogany desk, a wine glass resting between his fingers, his eyes fixed on me like sharp blades. He didn’t speak immediately. Silence hung in the air, thick with analysis, with strategy.

I knew he still didn’t trust me completely.

The fireplace crackled in a corner, and the room smelled of wood and leather; very cliché, as it should be.

“Good evening, Achilles,” I greeted, my brow furrowed. There was something about him and his position as my brother that unnerved me a little. It made me more calculating and less at ease with myself.

Because... just as he didn’t trust me, I didn’t trust him either.

To my surprise, he smiled—a slow, malicious, cold smile. He rose from his imposing chair, circling the desk as if each step had been choreographed. There was no hurry, no nervousness. Only absolute command of the situation.

When he stopped before me, he gripped my arms firmly and pulled me close, planting two quick kisses on each side of my face.

In the Italian fashion.

A gesture to prove a point.

Because I wasn’t Italian. I never was.

And no matter how much Rinaldi blood ran in my veins, it would never make me one of them for real.

“Welcome, brother,” he said, trying to feign a warmth he clearly didn’t feel. “Care for a drink?”

I gave a single, brief nod.

Achilles poured two glasses of whiskey with the calm of a man who had the world under control. As he handed one to me, his lips curved into a half-smile.

“A toast.”

I raised my glass without a word, waiting.

His smile widened, amused.

“To family.”

It was a bad joke, of course. One he knew would get under my skin.

I kept my expression impassive, even as the weight of the word reverberated inside me.

Without hesitation, I clinked my glass against his and drank the amber liquid in one swallow. The familiar burn slid down my throat, but I didn’t react.

Achilles watched my every move, like a man testing an opponent’s limits. Then, unhurried, he sat on the edge of the desk in front of me, glass still in hand.

“I’ll get straight to the point.”

I crossed my arms, waiting.

“Are you really going to marry Zara?”

The question was casual, but his eyes were sharp, assessing every detail of my reaction.

My jaw tightened.

The memory hit me like a punch.

The proposal I’d made.

Desirée’s younger sister, Achilles’s wife, kidnapped weeks before. The tension on her older sister’s face, the barely-contained desperation.

And my own voice, firm, calculated, making the only demand that mattered to me.

“I’ll help you save her, but I want her to become my wife.”

It had nothing to do with the girl, because when I made the proposal, I barely knew her. It was about strategy.

I wanted to marry her because it was a way to tighten my ties to Achilles and the Rinaldis themselves. A way to force my way into the family, even if through the back door.

I knew Achilles was in love with Desirée. I’d studied him enough to know that for a fact. Therefore, he’d want to protect his sister-in-law, because it would make his wife happy.

He wouldn’t try anything against me with Zara by my side.

“Yes. I thought we’d established that.”

Achilles took a deep breath, getting up from the desk and pacing around the study. It was probably one of his intimidation tactics, but I remained impassive.

He didn’t scare me. Not like that. If we ever had to fight fair, I knew enough of his weaknesses to imagine I could win.

Not just the physical ones, but the emotional ones.

That’s why I didn’t allow myself the luxury of having weaknesses.

“My wife, Desirée, is very protective of her sister. That makes me protective too. Can I trust that you won’t hurt her?”

I sighed.

“It’s an arranged marriage. I can promise I’ll protect her and give her everything I can, including the treatment her condition requires. But I can’t guarantee I’ll make her happy. That would require love, reciprocity, and I have no intention of falling in love.”

Achilles kept looking at me, letting out a derisive little chuckle.

“It’s always like that, fratello. We always swear we won’t fall in love, until one of them comes along. Angels of innocence, with the bodies of goddesses. Soft skin, velvet voices, gentle eyes. You know Zara is a very beautiful girl.”

Yes, I knew. I expected no less, given that Desirée was a very beautiful woman.

Only, I hadn’t been prepared for the gut-punch I’d felt when I looked at the delicate, petite Zara, pale and defenseless, in need of protection.

That, however, changed nothing. She could be the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen, but my heart was closed. After everything that had happened in the past...

I couldn’t fall in love.

It wasn’t a whim. It was a necessity.

“Yes, she is. But my position remains the same.”

Achilles gave another little chuckle and drank from his whiskey, clicking his tongue in a careless gesture.

“If you insist, I at least appreciate your honesty.” Then he positioned himself before me again, leaning in with an intimidating air. “I hope our relationship continues like this, Atlas. Frank and loyal to each other. If so, we’ll get along just fine.”

Achilles clinked his glass against mine once more, and his warning rang like a threat.

Little did he know the number of secrets I kept, and how much was still to come...

​
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Atlas

IT STARTED WITH A GUITAR riff, and then Tanner’s slightly off-key voice invaded my ears.

“Roxaaaaane... You don’t have to put on the red light. Those days are over. You don’t have to sell your body to the niiiight....”

I took a deep breath. I could hear Roxanne’s breathing, too, from across the table, completely impatient. For her, the joke was undoubtedly excruciating. My problem was the dissonant sound of the notes. I had issues with extreme noise, especially when I was concentrating.

“Hey, Roxie...” Tanner called, and my assistant just lifted her eyes with a distinctly unfriendly expression.

“Did you know this song is about a prostitute?”

She looked at me, I looked back at her, and shrugged.

“It’s amazing what a genius you are, Tan. I never would have guessed, not even from the completely obvious lyrics.” She paused. “Oh, and I’ve also never heard any little jokes about my name in comparison to hers.”

He fell silent, stopping his playing and singing for a few brief moments—which provided me with immense relief.

“Damn, woke up on the wrong side of the bed, girl?”

She didn’t even answer, of course. All she did was keep typing, hit enter, and get my attention:

“Hey, boss... I emailed you the information you asked for.”

I nodded my thanks.

I clicked the email and started scrolling, analyzing what Roxanne had managed to dig up from social media, emails, and even messaging apps.

Full name: Zara Giulia Lanzimanni

Age: 18

Date of birth: July 14th

Nationality: American, with dual Italian citizenship

Current location: Seattle.

Family information:

– Younger sister of Desirée Lanzimani-Rinaldi, wife of Achilles Rinaldi

– Daughter of Poncio Lanzimani (deceased) and Eleanor Lanzimani (alive, but estranged)

– Kept under the supervision of the Rinaldi family after her father’s death

– No direct access to family funds due to the Lanzimani history of betrayal

– Financially dependent on her sister, with a possible allowance or card provided by Achilles Rinaldi

Financial profile:

– No personal bank accounts linked to the family

– Limited financial activity, with spending mostly on books, coffee, and small donations to charitable organizations

Medical history:

– Diagnosis of Aplastic Anemia, a severe autoimmune condition affecting blood cell production

– Medical records scattered across different clinics and hospitals, suggesting a constant search for new treatments and specialists

– Tests performed with great regularity, evidencing rigorous monitoring of the disease

– History of blood transfusions and hospitalization episodes due to severe crises

– Chronic anemia and recurring episodes of extreme fatigue

– Sensitivity to infections due to low immunity

Social media and online behavior:

– Active but discreet profiles, with sporadic updates about books, music, and classic films

– Posts indicate a taste for French poetry, ballet, modern pop music, animals, romance books (some even dark) – attached to this information are screenshots of pages she follows, plus images from her Pinterest

– Frequent sharing of book excerpts and thoughts about hope, but with a melancholic tone in some posts

– Private conversations show she is sweet, but thoughtful and questioning

– In messages to her sister, she frequently mentions the desire to be more independent, without setting aside her affection for the family

– Speaks, in a confessional tone, about the desire to find a cure and live without restrictions

I finished reading and let out a grunt, not exactly interested in all that information, but Roxanne had done exactly what I’d asked.

“Thorough enough?” she asked, in her provoking way.

“For now, yes.”

“For now?” Roxanne raised her voice and stood up, coming toward me, positioning herself at my side and crossing her arms. “If I may offer a comment, boss. This is a little weird.”

“What?” I asked, without much patience.

“Stalking your fiancée.”

I shrugged and leaned back in my chair, also crossing my arms and tilting my head back.

“What would you have me do? You know how many things are at stake with this marriage.”

“Not get married...?” It was Tanner who spoke, finally putting the damn guitar aside.

“That’s not an option. And you both know that perfectly well. Until recently, you weren’t questioning my decision, Roxanne.”

She took a deep breath, with a questioning expression. Little by little, she had become more than just an assistant. We’d become almost friends. Or the closest thing to it that I allowed myself to have.

“It’s just... she seems like a nice girl, you know?”

“Would you prefer she wasn’t, for marrying me?” I raised an eyebrow.

“I just don’t know if...”

“If a psychopath has the right to marry an angel?” I dared to finish her sentence, which earned me a killer look.

“You’re not a psychopath, Atlas.”

“That’s not what the past says.”

We’d had that argument several times already, but Roxanne didn’t seem very inclined to repeat it. Thank God. I wasn’t the least bit excited to listen to her arguments about something that, to me, was a certainty.

My enthusiasm for any conversation that had anything to do with my past or my emotions was completely nil. I needed to get out of there. In a few hours, I needed to start getting ready for my first dinner at Achilles’s house, where Zara and I would have our first interaction.

Weeks ago, I saved her from a kidnapping, when she was taken by Cameron Dorm and her own father to be used as blackmail against my brother, but we barely got to talk. Out of pure cowardice on my part, actually, since I didn’t try very hard to stay by her side. I took advantage of her unconsciousness and escaped without letting her thank me.

The last thing I wanted was to receive some hero status when, in fact, everything I was doing was part of a very well-crafted strategy to get everything I wanted.

That marriage included.

I got up from the chair, closing my notebook and taking it with me. I was sick of those two like vultures trying to scrutinize what I was doing.

“Tonight, during dinner at Achilles’s house, I’ll try to leave a discreet listening device somewhere. Stay alert.”

I had no intention of betraying Achilles, but I definitely didn’t want to be betrayed either. I didn’t trust his sudden generosity. Achilles Rinaldi wasn’t a man who simply accepted someone as part of the family without an ulterior motive.

And, most importantly, he wouldn’t hand over his sister-in-law without some kind of monitoring.

I needed reciprocity.

If he wanted to watch me? Great. I’d watch him too.

The bug was a guarantee. A way to understand what would happen after I left that dinner.

The moment I stepped out of that house, there would be comments. There would be private meetings, whispered conversations in closed offices, Achilles and his right-hand man, Patrick, analyzing my every move carefully.

I needed to be alert.

This wasn’t a game I played alone.

I served as a spy for many sides, including for myself.

And if there was a trap in this marriage, I’d make a point of discovering it before it was too late.

I left the headquarters of Nigger Dracco, the organization I built from scratch with the help of a few men and Roxanne, and got into my car without saying goodbye to anyone.

The night was cold, the city vibrating around me like a living organism, with its illuminated streets and alleys. To many, that concrete jungle was chaos.

To me, it was the only kind of order that made sense.

I drove without hurry to my house.

The mansion was set apart, secure enough to guarantee my privacy. An iron gate opened automatically as I approached, and I soon parked in the garage.

Upon entering, I tossed my keys onto the table and went straight to the bathroom.

Hot water ran over my shoulders, relieving some of the accumulated tension, but not enough to rid me of the weight I carried.

The dinner.

The dossier.

The marriage.

My hands pressed against the cold tile as I took a deep breath. The rational part of my brain told me it was just another deal. A power play, like any other.

But something left me uneasy.

A fucking subtle discomfort that seemed to pinch every one of my organs, as if warning me that I needed to stay completely conscious.

I stepped out of the shower and wrapped a towel around my waist, heading to the bedroom. The cool air met my damp skin as I picked up the notebook from the desk.

I already had all the information I needed. Roxanne had collected everything about Zara Lanzimanni—her medical records, her habits, her routine. I already knew enough to play this game safely.

I didn’t need to see her face right then. I didn’t need to prepare for it, to feel more secure.

Still, I opened the email anyway.

The photo was attached—a clear image, probably taken from some social media.

My jaw tightened.

Zara didn’t look like someone who grew up in the world of the mafia. There was no arrogance in her eyes, no hardness of someone trained to survive that game.

Pale skin, delicate features, a gentle gaze that contrasted with the subtle firmness of her expression. Her hair fell in loose waves, dark, and there was a shine in her blue eyes that seemed to contain something I couldn’t define.

Sweetness.

Innocence.

Or perhaps... resistance.

I snapped the notebook shut and ran a hand over my face, exhaling slowly.

It didn’t matter who she was.

It didn’t matter if her image almost made me give up on everything, fearing I would corrupt a purity that didn’t deserve to be tainted.

This marriage was a transaction, and nothing would change that.
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Zara

THIS WAS THE NIGHT I would become a bride.

The night things would be made formal; the night I would look into the eyes of my future husband, fully conscious for the first time, ready to agree to a union that still left me so uncertain.

This was the night I would meet the man I would spend the rest of my life with, a man who, until this moment, was a stranger to me.

Ironic, but that was life inside the mafia. It could be worse. Much worse.

I studied my reflection in the mirror, trying to convince myself that thought made sense.

It wasn’t fear of the marriage, of the promise I would carry from this night forward, or of the man waiting for me downstairs.

The problem was my body.

Always my body.

When I grew tense and anxiety mounted, the illness clung to me more fiercely. The fatigue came without warning, the weight in my muscles became unbearable, and sometimes, like now, even the simplest tasks felt too demanding.

I was afraid of marriage. Of course I was. But it didn’t frighten me. If I signed those papers, it was a sign I was alive.

Every next step, no matter how terrifying, was proof I was living long enough to have more opportunities. Even if they were different from my dreams.

Dreams...

It was almost funny to think of such a thing.

Since when did the girl who never knew anything about the future have a chance to dream?

But I would not show weakness tonight. Or on any night to come.

Even if my body failed—which I knew it would, from time to time—my spirit would remain strong. Because that’s how I wanted to be remembered. As the girl who fought, not the one who perished.

My makeup was almost done. Blush, mascara, eyeshadow, but I couldn’t manage a steady line of eyeliner because my hand wouldn’t stop trembling. So I gave up.

I closed my fingers around the lipstick, taking a deep breath.

It wasn’t nerves.

Maybe it was a little, but not entirely.

A knock at the door made me blink a few times before I turned my head.

Desirée, my sister, entered without waiting for permission, her light eyes analyzing my expression with the precision of someone who knew me far too well.

“Are you all right?” she asked softly.

“Yes,” I lied, twisting the lipstick tube between my fingers to open it. “Just finishing up.”

She watched me for a second longer than necessary, her gaze sharp enough to make me feel exposed.

“They’re waiting for you downstairs,” she said, as if stating the obvious, but her tone held no impatience. “Atlas is already here.”

My throat went dry.

Atlas.

My future husband.

I swallowed hard and nodded, trying to seem indifferent.

“I’m ready. Just... touching up my lipstick.”

Desirée didn’t answer immediately. She just watched as I brought the lipstick to my lips.

My hands were shaking too much.

The stick slid off course, smearing a thin line at the corner of my mouth.

I could pretend I didn’t care, but in that instant, the weight of the situation crashed down on me like a blow. I didn’t want to look weak. I didn’t want my sister to see this.

But before I could pull away and try again, Desirée took the lipstick from my hand and turned me toward her, cradling my face gently.

“Let me.”

My sister was the strongest woman I knew. She had faced down the entire Cosa Nostra to keep us safe, even her own husband, putting a blade to his throat, and yet she spoke to me with a sweetness that was hard to imagine coming from a soul so full of fire.

Her fingers were firm, careful, and the lipstick glided smoothly over my lips without a flaw.

I wanted to thank her, but the knot in my throat stopped me.

So I just closed my eyes for a moment and took a deep breath.

When I opened them, my sister was watching me with a look that mixed pride and concern.

“You look beautiful, Zara,” she murmured.

She stood and tucked a stray strand of my hair behind my ear before taking my hand, ignoring the fact that my skin was a little cold.

“Shall we?”

I nodded, squaring my shoulders.

It didn’t matter what would happen from this moment on.

I would be a bride.

And, like it or not, Atlas would be my husband.

Desirée held my hand firmly, and I squeezed back, leaning on her as we descended the stairs. My legs were shaky, but I wasn’t sure if it was just the illness or the weight of what was about to happen. Each step seemed to echo through the silence of the house, making everything feel even more real.

I wasn’t ready. But no one had asked if I was.

When we reached the dining room, the three men were already there. Achilles, imposing and calm, seemed completely at ease with the situation. His right-hand man, Patrick, maintained his ever-vigilant posture, as if ready to act if anything got out of control.

And then, there was him.

Atlas.

The moment we crossed the threshold, all three men stood. But I could only see him. He was even more intimidating in person. Tall, broad shoulders beneath the dark suit, his expression cold as marble. He showed no emotion, just watched me.

And I could have sworn my legs grew even weaker.

I tried to focus on my breathing, keeping my face serene as I approached. Atlas didn’t look away for a single second. It was as if he were analyzing me, measuring every detail, every tiny movement. But he revealed nothing. No trace of surprise. No hint of satisfaction or disapproval. Just that intense, penetrating gaze that seemed to slice through all my barriers without effort.

“Atlas,” Achilles’s voice was firm, breaking the silence. “This is my sister-in-law, Zara.”

We had already met. However strange and brief that encounter had been, when I was semi-conscious and fragile.

Atlas took a step forward, closing the distance enough that I could feel his presence like something physical. My breath caught when he extended his hand and took mine. His fingers were warm and firm, but surprisingly gentle. Then he brought my hand to his lips and placed a kiss there.

It was a brief touch. Chivalrous. But the impact shot through my skin like electricity. When he raised his eyes to mine again, his face was still a mask of indifference. But my heart was racing.

Foolish.

That’s what I was: a foolish, impressionable girl swayed by a handsome face.

A very handsome face, actually.

I remembered vividly what I’d seen the first time I opened my eyes after he’d rescued me: golden hair, mussed enough to look sexy; expressive blue eyes, a square, masculine jaw, prominent cheekbones, a strong neck, and those shoulders.

It was all there again. If the devil needed to be described in his most glorious form, he would look like Atlas Zimmerman.

“It’s good to find you in better condition... Zara.”

He made no attempt to call me Miss Lanzimani. Nothing like that. It was Zara, with an intimacy we did not possess.

“Thank you... Atlas,” I replied, matching his tone.

If he wanted to test me, I could play that game too.

He held the back of a chair and pulled it out for me. I found the gesture unexpected, but elegant. Across the table, Achilles did the same for Desirée, as if this small ritual were part of a silent code between them.

Before sitting, I offered a genuine smile to Patrick, who returned it with a slight nod. He had always been kind to me, though far colder than Achilles. But when I looked up again, I noticed Atlas watching us with a closed, almost unfriendly expression.

Possessive? Perhaps... but that made no sense. We weren’t even engaged. The subject had been mentioned, but there was no ring, no vows, no promises.

Dinner was served. The food looked delicious, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to eat much. My stomach was in knots, a combination of anxiety and the recurring malaise I tried to ignore. I put a small amount of food on my plate, just enough to seem polite.

Again, I felt a gaze on me.

Atlas.

He didn’t disguise it. First, he looked at my plate, observing the minimal amount of food. Then, he raised his eyes to me, analyzing me with a sharp look. As if he were studying every one of my movements, every detail I tried to hide.

I swallowed dryly, looking away.

But the feeling of being under scrutiny remained.

Nervous, I began fiddling with the ring Desirée had given me when I was about twelve. It had belonged to her, but it had a beautiful pink stone that I always thought suited me far more than it did her. I’d pestered her so much that my sister finally gave it to me, albeit reluctantly.

I still wore it even as an adult, mainly because my fingers remained as slender as before. It was always a tell: when I started spinning my ring, it meant something was making me tense. It usually signaled when an episode was coming on.

Achilles’s voice cut through the silence, firm but unhurried. He swirled the white wine in his glass before taking a sip, his eyes settling on me with their usual calculating air.

“Well, we don’t need to beat around the bush, do we? We all know the subject tonight is Atlas’s marriage proposal to Zara.” He set his glass on the table and stared at me more intently. “Above all else, I want my sister-in-law to approve of this union.”

I felt everyone’s eyes on me.

“I’ve already said I approve,” I replied without hesitation.

Atlas, who had remained in an analytical silence until now, fixed his eyes on me. In truth, he had barely looked away earlier, but his gaze had been one of respectful assessment.

A flash of surprise crossed his face, but it vanished so quickly I almost wondered if it had been real.

“Just like that?” His voice was controlled, but laden with skepticism.

I held the napkin in my lap, keeping my expression serene.

“I don’t have many chances at a good marriage, so I prefer to be practical, especially after everything that’s happened to our family.”

Achilles didn’t react, just took another sip of wine, leaving me alone to uphold my words.

Atlas’s gaze was still on me, as if trying to decipher something.

But I wouldn’t give him room to find cracks.

I needed to show strength.

I was tired of being the damsel in distress.

Desirée had always known what she wanted and done what was necessary. She controlled her own life, shaped her destiny, and never let others decide for her.

I wanted to be more like her.

Maybe this marriage wasn’t ideal, but it could be a way to take the reins of my own life.

Even if, to do so, I had to align myself with a man like Atlas Zimmerman.

“You think you wouldn’t be capable of securing a good marriage?” Atlas seemed even more surprised.

“Who would want a sick wife?”

Our eyes met, and his expression shifted. Atlas’s eyes narrowed, returning to that state of meticulous analysis, as if he were trying to dismantle every word I’d said to understand what lay behind them.

I kept spinning the ring on my finger, the gesture growing more constant, until I brought my thumb to my mouth, lightly biting the skin there, an involuntary habit that always surfaced when I felt uncomfortable.

The silence that followed was heavy.

Atlas didn’t look away.

He was still studying me as if I were a puzzle he didn’t know how to solve.

I began to shift in my chair, feeling a growing discomfort settling in me. Before the tension could mount further, Patrick made a sound of disapproval and leaned slightly forward.

“That’s absurd, Zara. Do you really believe that?” He shook his head. “You’re a beautiful girl.”

Atlas moved subtly in his chair. It wasn’t a sharp movement, but enough for me to notice he was also watching Patrick. He picked up his glass and took another sip of wine, saying nothing.

Achilles, on the other hand, chuckled softly.

“Not just beautiful, Zara. You’re the sister-in-law of the Seattle boss. Men are killing for a wife. The Albernathis, the Lonaros, and the Giordannos need to marry, among many others. Don’t think you have no value.”

Desirée placed her hand over mine, squeezing it gently.

“On top of all that, you’re a wonderful woman in every sense. Intelligent, kind, loyal... You need to value yourself more.”

I swallowed dryly, my gaze dropping momentarily to my plate.

It was easy for them to say. None of them lived in my body. None of them felt the side effects of having to monitor their own health every single moment.

But somehow, Desirée’s words touched me.

When I looked up, Atlas was still watching me.

But this time, something different shone in his gaze. Something I couldn’t decipher.

Then he smiled.

And it wasn’t just any smile.

It was slow, calculated, as if he were allowing himself to savor the moment. It wasn’t a smile of pure charm, nor of sarcasm. It was a subtle trace, a discreet curve of the lips that carried the silent promise of something I didn’t yet understand.

It was the kind of smile that came from someone who knew his own demons and was in no hurry to hide them. One that was neither warm nor cold, but dangerously lukewarm, like a touch of velvet before the blade cuts the skin.

It was the smile of a man who already knew the outcome of the game before the first move was even made.

And for some inexplicable reason, a shiver ran down my spine.

“Quite flattering to know I’m your last resort; that you’ll only marry me because you think no other man would be interested.”

Atlas’s words came softly, almost casual, but laden with a weight that made me hold my breath.

“Oh, that’s not what I meant...” I hurried to correct, feeling heat rise to my face. “I’m sorry if it came off that way, it’s just...”

My voice faltered when I looked at him again.

And then I understood.

He was turning the game around.

Doing exactly what I had done—downplaying himself just so I would see the absurdity of my own words.

To make it worse, his smile widened.

It wasn’t mocking, nor offensive. It was a calculated smile, almost amused, as if he were enjoying the discomfort he provoked. Then, calmly, he picked something up from his plate and brought it to his mouth, chewing slowly, without taking his eyes off me.

My heart squirmed in my chest, strangely affected.

I didn’t know what to do with it, with this odd sensation settling inside me. But before I could process it, a wave of dizziness came on strong, hitting me like an unexpected blow.

I blinked a few times, trying to dispel the lightheadedness, but the feeling only worsened.

My stomach churned, and a thin ringing began to fill my ears.

I had to discreetly grip the edge of the table, trying to ignore the pressure building in my head.

“Excuse me,” I murmured, my voice sounding weaker than I would have liked.

I rose slowly, feeling the world spin for a brief instant.

I needed a moment.

I needed air.

Or, at least, a little water to splash on my face before anyone noticed something was wrong.

But before I could take a step, another wave of dizziness hit me hard. The floor seemed to sway beneath my feet, and for a second, I thought I would fall.

Except I didn’t fall.

Atlas was on his feet before my body even gave way, his firm hands gripping my arms, holding me upright. It was too quick, as if he’d been expecting this to happen.

The heat of his fingers burned through the thin fabric of my dress, his touch firm but not invasive. Just secure. Necessary.

Desirée stood up immediately, concern written across her face as she hurried over.

“Zara! Are you all right?”

I closed my eyes for a moment, breathing deeply, trying to regain my balance on my own. But frustration burned inside me.

This wasn’t what I wanted.

I didn’t want worried looks. I didn’t want Atlas holding me as if I were made of glass. I didn’t want my sister dropping everything to rush to my rescue.

There she was again.

The same weak girl as always.

The same Zara everyone protected. The one nobody saw as independent. The one who was always cared for, watched over, carried in someone’s arms when her body couldn’t take it anymore.

How much longer...?
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CHAPTER 3
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Atlas

I SAW THE MOMENT SHE went pale.

How could I not, when my attention was completely focused on her every movement, from the most to the least subtle.

The change in her color was very discreet at first, a slight fading of her skin tone. But then she blinked too quickly, her pupils dilated, as if trying to dispel whatever was happening inside her.

I knew before she did.

The moment her legs faltered was the instant instinct took control.

I rose before she could fall, my hands firm on her arms, holding her up before her body could give way. She was light. Too light.

Her breathing hitched.

Her eyes, when they found mine, were clouded, as if the world around her had become too distant to focus on. Weak, fragile... vulnerable.

And something inside me reacted in a way it shouldn’t have.

The tightness in my chest came fast, violent. My body went rigid, my fingers tightened a little more on her arms, as if I needed to assure myself she was still there, that she wouldn’t completely collapse in my arms.

Damn.

She tried to pull away.

“I’m fine,” her voice came out low, almost a forced whisper.

I didn’t believe her.

But I released her arms slowly, my eyes studying every detail of her. The flush in her skin contrasting with the pallor of seconds before. The way her fingers clenched at her sides, as if she were trying to contain her own frustration.

The small display of strength.

I’d seen it before. The effort to keep up appearances, to not show weakness in front of someone who might use it against you.

In that regard, the beautiful Zara and I weren’t so different.

She swallowed dryly and took a step back. Small, but determined.

“I just need some air.”

Before she could take another step, Patrick leaned forward slightly in his chair.

“I can go with you.”

My jaw locked.

That guy was starting to irritate me.

However fraternal his looks toward Zara seemed, she was a girl who was far too pretty—and he’d already said he thought so—to go unnoticed.

She was my fiancée.

Before Zara could answer, I stepped in.

“No. I can go.”

My tone came out firm, unquestionable.

Patrick arched an eyebrow but didn’t contest it.

Zara, on the other hand, looked at me with surprise and shook her head.

“I think I’d better go alone.”

Before she could walk away for good, I caught her arm.

She stopped.

Her eyes immediately fell to my hand on her skin, then slowly rose to my face.

The contrast between us was almost ridiculous. I was immense next to her. Even in heels, she seemed tiny beside me. Small, delicate, yet carrying within her a strength that, for some reason, intrigued me.

“I want to go with you.” My voice was low but firm. “I think it’ll be a good chance for us to talk alone for a bit.”

She kept staring at me, her breathing still a little quick.

For a moment, I saw hesitation flash in her eyes. But then she took a deep breath and nodded, almost reluctantly.

I released her arm slowly, without hurry.

And then I followed her out.

I let her lead the way, not rushing, just watching as she took us to the garden.

I wasn’t a man given to flowers and pretty landscapes. Never had been. I grew up in a world where nature had no place, where everything was concrete, steel, and smoke. Where beauty was just a disguise for danger.

To me, gardens were illusions. Something created to please the eye but that, in the end, faded with time. Flowers wilted. Leaves fell. Beauty was temporary, ephemeral.

And I was never a man who allowed himself to believe in what didn’t last.

But there I was, following a girl far too delicate for the world she belonged to, passing by well-tended rose bushes and trees that swayed gently in the wind.

Zara walked slowly, perhaps from fatigue, perhaps because she needed a moment to organize her own thoughts.

Then she stopped near a stone bench and sat down, adjusting her dress with an automatic motion.

I remained standing for a moment, watching her, hands in my pockets.

The soft garden light illuminated her face, and for a moment I caught myself noticing details I hadn’t paid attention to before: the long lashes, the delicate shape of her lips, the way the dress fell over her narrow shoulders.

A well-made painting.

A valuable piece of porcelain.

And yet, something told me there was more to her than that apparent fragility.

Without a word, I sat down beside her.

And I waited for her to speak first.

Zara remained silent for a few moments, her fingers idly playing with the fabric of her dress. The wind gently stirred her dark brown hair, and when she finally spoke, her voice was low but firm:

“Can I ask you a question and will you answer with the truth?”

I turned my face toward her, analyzing her. Her eyes were fixed on mine, waiting.

“I will always try to be honest with you, even if the truth isn’t the most pleasant.”

She blinked once, surprised.

“You’ll try?”

I nodded.

“Yes. People lie. Sometimes not out of malice, but in daily life it happens that something isn’t entirely true. Like just now, when you said you were fine when you clearly weren’t.”

Zara lowered her head and let out a small smile, a half-smile that caught me off guard.

“Touché.”

I crossed my arms, waiting.

“But let’s not get off track. What was the question?”

She hesitated for a second, but then lifted her head and looked me straight in the eye.

“Why, really, do you want to marry me?”

“Do you really want the truth?” I asked, watching her closely.

Zara didn’t hesitate.

“Yes, I want to know.”

For a moment, I thought about softening the words, making them less harsh. But I wasn’t that kind of man. She asked for the truth, and I would give it to her.

I took a deep breath.

“I need a guarantee that my brother won’t try anything against me. That our alliance will be stronger, because my wife is the sister of his wife. It’s a lot of strategy, and I need you for it all to work out.”

I watched as she seemed to absorb the words. The light in her eyes dimmed a little, and a trace of disappointment passed over her expression. Not surprise, not hurt, but a silent acknowledgment that she’d already known the answer before she even asked.

“Well, it’s not as if I could delude myself that you fell in love with me just from looking at me,” she murmured, with a humorless half-smile.

I leaned slightly toward her, resting an arm on the back of the bench, trapping her between my presence and the night around us.

“Another man might have that luck, darling. But me, no.”

She raised her eyes to me, a little wider now, as if trying to understand the meaning behind my words.

“I will never tell you lies, as I promised,” I continued, my voice lower, firmer. “But I will also never give you false hope.”

I could see her breath falter, her chest rising and falling in a controlled way, as if trying to process each word.

“There will be no love between us,” I went on.

The silence between us grew heavy.

“If you dream of that,” I added, slowly, letting each syllable be absorbed, “I won’t be disappointed if you decide to break the agreement.”

Zara looked at me for a few seconds that seemed to stretch on. And then, she smiled. A small, ironic smile, as if she’d just understood something about me that I myself didn’t see.

“You talk as if love were the worst possible fate,” she murmured. “Or as if it were something we could control. If you’re so keen on keeping your conviction, then please, don’t fall in love with me. It would be terrible for you if that misunderstanding happened,” she said mockingly, and I grew completely serious.

Because the way she said it sounded like a curse to me.

It wasn’t a joke, it was something serious.

It wasn’t as if I didn’t want to fall in love or believed love was something bad. The problem was that I couldn’t allow that feeling to take hold of me. Under any circumstances.

Or she would suffer the consequences.

Zara sighed, turning her gaze to the garden before us. When she spoke again, her voice was more controlled, but no less laden with meaning.

“But what I said at the table is real. I don’t believe I’ll get a husband so easily, especially not in the middle of the Cosa Nostra. Or else, I’ll be handed over to someone who’ll want to keep me for a while, just long enough for me to die quickly, but who’ll stay married to me long enough to get into Achilles’s good graces and be free afterward.”

The way she said it, so simply, so matter-of-factly, bothered me more than it should have.

I shifted on the bench, keeping my tone firm.

“I can promise you that will never be my intention. Whatever I can do to help with your treatment, I will do.”

She glanced at me quickly, as if searching for any falseness in my words, but found none.

“Yes, Desirée and Achilles told me. Thank you.”

I was silent for a moment, watching the way she played with her own ring, twisting it on her finger absently. Then, I added:

“It will be my responsibility from the moment you become my wife.”

That time, it was she who grew serious.

“Wife... is such a strong word.”

“Does ‘my woman’ sound less heavy to you?”

She widened her eyes at me.

“It sounds more... possessive.”

I shifted on the bench, looking away to the garden.

Possessive.

A dangerous word.

A feeling I knew all too well.

I couldn’t deny it was part of me. It always had been. The need for possession. The irrational desire for something to belong to me absolutely. It was in my nature. And I knew what happened when I gave in to it.

I shook off the thoughts and tried to steer the conversation elsewhere.

“Still, it’s your choice. If you want to try to unite with someone who might fall in love with you, we can cancel the agreement.”

Zara let out a short, humorless laugh.

“I don’t think anyone really notices me enough to fall in love.”

I was silent for a moment, watching her.

Then, without hurry, I leaned a little further forward, keeping my tone of voice controlled, but moving close enough to her to catch the faint scent of vanilla from her hair.

“Is that so?”

She frowned.

“In a single dinner I noticed you bite the corners of your nails, but curiously you’re more in the habit of doing it with your left thumb. You twist that ring on your finger every time you get nervous. You put far less food on your plate than a woman your age needs to eat and you pushed all the peas away from the rice, because you clearly don’t like them. You preferred juice to soda and you bit your lower lip twice while looking at your sister as she spoke.”

Zara blinked, surprised.

The silence between us stretched, and I could see when she moistened her lips, digesting my words.

“People notice you, angel of light.” My tone was low, firm. “You undoubtedly don’t have the kind of appearance that goes unnoticed.”

She kept looking at me, and in that instant, I knew I’d made her think of something she herself had never realized.

I hoped she would understand that the problem wasn’t her.

The problem would always be me.
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Zara

IT WAS AN OLD-FASHIONED habit, I knew.

But writing always helped me put my thoughts in order.

Ever since I was little, I’d always kept diaries, notebooks where I’d scribble things I’d never have the courage to say out loud. When I grew up, I swapped paper for an anonymous blog, hidden in the most discreet corner of the internet, where I’d dump my thoughts without fear of being read.

Because no one read it.

And I liked that.

I liked the freedom of telling my story without filters, without having to worry about judgment.

No one knew about the blog, either. It would be ridiculous, really. A mafia girl spilling her private life in words, as if she lived in a world where vulnerabilities weren’t weapons in the wrong hands.

As if she lived in a fairy tale...

But the truth was, no one ever really noticed me anyway.

Except for Desirée and Achilles.

My sister always saw me, always knew what was going on with me, even when I tried to hide it. And Achilles... well, he noticed enough to know where and when to step in, and he was too kind to me, like a brother.

Apart from them, I was just a name, a secondary piece in a much larger game.

Well... and there was Atlas, too. Apparently he noticed me. I just didn’t know in what way.

So, that night, when I finally found myself alone, I grabbed my laptop, sat on the bed, and started typing.

Title: A Man Who Feels Like a Storm...

If someone had told me two months ago that I was about to get married, I would have laughed. One of those short, slightly incredulous laughs, because I never imagined anyone would look at me and think: yes, this girl will make a perfect wife.

But here I am, replaying a dinner that felt more like a negotiation than a meeting between two people about to share a life.

He was there, beside me at the table. My future husband.

The first thing I noticed was his presence. Not in the romantic sense, like those scenes where the heroine’s heart races when she sees the man of her life. It was more like noticing a storm forming on the horizon. A harbinger of something powerful, dangerous, and inevitable.

He didn’t smile when he saw me. Atlas Zimmerman didn’t seem like a man who smiled often. He just watched me, his dark eyes fixing on me with an intensity that made my hands go cold.

I knew that dinner wasn’t just a dinner.

It was a test.

And, perhaps, the biggest test was surviving his gaze without looking away.

What can I say about him? That he’s handsome...

No, I’d be underselling it. He’s devastatingly attractive. As a man should be. But he’s also a man who seems to carry more shadows than he should. He has a controlled, measured way of speaking, as if he’s two steps ahead of everyone. He has the look of someone who’s seen the worst of the world and, still, remains standing.

He kissed my hand in a gentlemanly way, but when our eyes met, there was nothing gentlemanly about it.

And then came that moment when Atlas listed things he’d noticed about me. Had I really separated the peas like that? Or bitten my lip?

How had I not noticed, but he had?

And, suddenly, I realized I might have underestimated that man.

Maybe I’d believed this marriage would be just a contract.

Maybe I’d forgotten that certain storms can’t be controlled.

But now, all I can do is wait to find out: will I know how to be a storm too, or just someone about to be swept away by it?

I closed the laptop slowly, letting out a heavy sigh. Writing that changed nothing. It wouldn’t bring me answers, but it was my modus operandi. It was how I felt better.

It was something one of the therapists I saw, to better deal with my illness, had asked me to do, and it became a way to vent.

What better time for it than while I was being promised in marriage to someone?

I shifted in my chair, trying to ignore the restlessness in my chest, when I heard a light knock on the door.

“Can I come in?” Desirée’s voice was low but firm.

I rolled my eyes and looked at her, leaning against the doorframe, peering through the crack.

“You shouldn’t ask for permission. It’s your house.”

Those words came out before I could stop them, but they were true.

Maybe that was one of the reasons I longed so much for a marriage—good or bad. I wanted my own house. I didn’t want to keep feeling like an intruder, especially living with a newlywed couple who, despite treating me very well, had their own life.

Desirée sighed and entered the room, closing the door behind her.

“This house is yours too, Zara.”

I crossed my arms and kept my gaze fixed on the laptop, not answering. Because, no matter how much they did to make me feel at home, I still wanted my own space.

Desirée sat on my bed, settling herself as if trying to look comfortable, but I knew my sister well. She wasn’t one for beating around the bush. She was there for a reason.

I waited a few seconds before she spoke, and I didn’t need much to know what was coming next.

“How was it?” she asked, studying me carefully.

I pretended not to understand.

“How was what?”

“When you two were alone.” She tilted her head slightly. “Are you... satisfied with the marriage?”

I swiveled the chair to face her, letting out a long sigh before meeting her eyes.

“You want to know if he treated me well or if I already regret it?”

She didn’t smile. She didn’t try to soften the subject. She just looked at me in that way she had since we were kids, waiting for an honest answer.

“I want to know if you’re comfortable with this,” she said, her voice softer now. “I know you accepted it for practical reasons, but I need to be sure that... well, that he understands this isn’t a game for you.”

I ran a hand over my face before answering.

“He was honest. Direct. Said he wouldn’t give me false hope and that this marriage would always be just an arrangement.”

Desirée pursed her lips, as if processing that.

“And how does that make you feel?”

I was silent for a moment, staring at a random point in the room before answering.

“I already knew what to expect. I just wish it didn’t feel so... final.”

She sighed again and lowered her gaze, as if searching for the right words.

“Atlas doesn’t seem like an easy man. But if he was honest, that’s a start.”

“Or a warning.”

She looked up at me, and I kept my expression impassive.

Because, deep down, I still didn’t know if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

Desirée took my hands in hers, holding them with a gentleness that was also firm. Her gaze met mine, full of affection, but also something I recognized instantly.

Pity.

And I didn’t want that.

I’d had enough people’s pity for far too long. Since I was little, I’d always been looked at with compassion, with that kind of tenderness that doesn’t just come from love, but from the realization that there’s something wrong with me.

I’d heard whispers in hallways, muffled comments among Cosa Nostra members, women who’d approach my sister and whisper, “She’s tragically beautiful.” As if my beauty were a cruel irony in the face of my fragility. As if I were a pretty painting, but cracked. Something that would never be whole.

I was tired of it.

I rolled my eyes, trying to pull my hands back, but she didn’t let go.

“Don’t look at me like that, Desi,” I murmured, my voice coming out tighter than I’d have liked. “I can’t stand pity. Especially not from you, who’s always been the only person who made me believe I could be strong.”

“You don’t could be strong, light of my life. You are. But it’s not pity. It’s affection. Care. You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to. We can find another solution.”

My throat tightened.

Because there was no other solution.

I was a burden. I always had been.

And no matter how much my sister loved me, no matter how much Achilles protected me, I knew my presence was a problem in that house.

This marriage was a way out.

What else could I do? Stay there and wait for someone to decide my fate for me? Wait for the day Achilles used my hand to seal a deal with another man, perhaps worse than Atlas, who was at least a young, handsome, and powerful man?

The only thing left for me was to take the reins of my own life.

Even if, to do so, I had to hand my fate over to a man like Atlas Zimmerman.

I took a deep breath and squeezed Desirée’s hands, this time of my own volition.

“I want this. For the first time, I want to try to have a life. I know it won’t be a love marriage, but I believe he doesn’t intend to cage me or prune who I am. And he won’t mistreat me, either.”

Desirée narrowed her eyes, as if studying every word I said.

“He wouldn’t dare.” Her voice was loaded with a dangerous conviction. “I’d kill him and rip his eyes out. Achilles would, too.”

I laughed, shaking my head.

“Maybe I’d do something similar myself. You taught me a thing or two, you know.”

She blinked as if weighing my words and then smiled. A real smile that lit up her eyes.

“Yes, I did.”

We both laughed, and before I could protest, Desirée pulled me into her lap, like she did when we were younger, when I was just a scared little girl and she was the only person who made me feel safe.

I closed my eyes for a moment, letting my head rest against her shoulder.

“You know I’d give my life for you, don’t you?” she whispered.

My chest tightened.

“I know.”

She brushed a strand of hair from my face and kissed the top of my head.

“I love you, Zara. From the day you were born, you were mine before you were the world’s. You’ll always be my little girl, no matter what happens.”

I swallowed hard, tightening my arms around her.

“I love you too, Desirée.”

For a moment, I could forget about Atlas, the marriage, and everything that lay ahead.

For a moment, I was just Desirée’s little sister.

And that, more than anything else, was the only certainty I had.
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Atlas

Weeks Later

“HEY, BOSS...” ROXANNE’S voice pulled me from my concentration on the email I needed to send to Fabio DiAngelis, regarding a report on some software we’d built that he believed was malfunctioning.

Fabio DiAngelis was one of the clients we treated with the utmost pomp and circumstance, because he was the current head of the Camorra. If he said one of the ultra-modern, secretive programs we’d crafted exclusively for his use was throwing errors, I personally dropped absolutely everything to answer his call. I’d probably leave the States immediately and head to Italy to fix it.

But, as I’d suspected, there was no error; it was just a user issue with one of his own employees.

“Are you busy?” she pressed, and I took off my headphones. I always worked better listening to classical music—it was the only thing that could quiet my thoughts.

“A little. Is it urgent?”

“It’s about Zara. And about Achilles, too, but mostly her.”

I dropped everything and gave a slight nod for Roxanne to enter.

She walked to my desk and clasped her hands behind her back, as if she needed that kind of formality to speak to me.

“I managed to find an anonymous blog written by your fiancée. She doesn’t sign it, but since I hacked her computer... Well... you know.”

My eyebrow rose.

“A blog?”

“Yeah. There’s not much there, but it might contain some important info. She accesses it every day.”

I leaned back in my chair, lacing my fingers together and resting my elbows on the armrests, attentive.

“And what exactly does she write?”

Roxanne gave a sidelong smile.

“Mostly, she talks about her daily life, which is pretty tedious, to be honest. Little details, stray thoughts. She writes well, has a poetic streak. But what caught my eye is there’s an entry about you. I think from the day she went to dinner at the Rinaldis’.”

My jaw tightened.

“What does she say about me?”

She gave a low laugh, a provocative glint in her eyes as she turned toward the laptop screen.

“I think you’ll have to read that for yourself.”

And, for the first time in a long while, I felt something I wasn’t accustomed to feeling.

Curiosity.

Roxanne smiled, noticing I was curious.

And I hated that.

She knew she had my attention, and the satisfied gleam in her eyes irritated me. Roxanne liked testing me. Liked seeing how far I’d let my guard down.

It was fucked up knowing she’d worked for me so long we’d become friends. That the gratitude she’d felt at the start had morphed into admiration, loyalty, and a certain intimacy, almost like siblings.

I’d do anything for her, and she for me. We were more than boss and employee. We were family.

Luckily for me, unlike some family members who liked to push buttons, she knew when to pull back.

“About Achilles,” she continued, crossing her arms, “I heard, from the bug you planted at their house, that he’s planning to throw a party to introduce you and Zara as an engaged couple. I believe the entire Cosa Nostra will be present.”

My brows drew together.

It made sense.

Achilles never did anything without a purpose. He wasn’t the type of man to just let things run their course. If he was going to officially integrate me into the family, he’d want everyone to see it happen.

“Of course he’s going to make a spectacle of it,” I murmured, before shifting my focus to another detail.

The bug. At least it was working perfectly.

The tiny device was placed strategically under the dining table at the Rinaldi house. It hadn’t been a difficult job, but it required precision.

I knew Achilles didn’t fully trust me. Just as I didn’t trust him. It was a hall of mirrors. Each watching the other, waiting to see who’d make the first mistake.

So, that night, while everyone was focused on discussing the wedding, I’d used a moment of distraction to slide a small transmitter under the table’s edge. A quick, calculated gesture, covered by the casual motion of resting my elbows on the mahogany surface while holding a glass of wine.

Simple.

Discreet.

I didn’t expect Achilles to speak directly about his plans for me, but I knew that, sooner or later, important conversations would happen at that table.

And I always played ahead.

“He was talking with Desireé and Patrick. It’s impressive how Achilles’s guard dog can’t stand you...”

She was talking about Patrick Lombardo. And with good reason.

Patrick was the brother Achilles never had until I showed up. He was his right-hand man, the one who knew every move the head of the Cosa Nostra was going to make before he even decided to make it.

And I could be very wrong, but maybe there was something more than blind loyalty in the way he looked at Zara.

Maybe there was interest. That would mean I was stealing everything from him.

First, the spot beside Achilles. Now, sweet, precious Zara. If the marriage went ahead as planned, he might lose his chance to truly enter the family. Was that his intention?
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