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

Obedient. Pristine. Silent.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“We understand, Father.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“This is bullshit, Ale.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Falcone daughters. The living currency of this transaction.

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

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

Then the rear door of the lead car opens.

And the eldest, Seraphina, steps into the light.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She will do.
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SERAPHINA P.O.V.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

This place was a statement. A monument to control.

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

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

We were alone. For about three seconds.

They were waiting for us, standing at the far end of the foyer, near the base of a wide, sweeping staircase that was also carved from white marble. Three of them. Three men, standing like dark statues against the pale stone, their black suits making them look like shadows given form. They hadn’t been there a moment ago. Or perhaps they had, and I’d been so focused on the soullessness of the room that I hadn't seen the devils lurking within it.

My breath hitched in my throat, a tiny betrayal I immediately suppressed. I forced myself to breathe evenly, in through the nose, out through the mouth. My heart hammered against my ribs, a frantic, trapped thing. Stay calm. You are Seraphina Falcone. You do not break.

My eyes went to the man in the center first. He was the focal point, the source of the crushing gravity that seemed to pull everything in the room toward him. He was tall, broader in the shoulders than the other two, his suit tailored to perfection, hinting at the powerful physique beneath. His hair was black as a raven’s wing, his face a collection of hard angles and uncompromising lines. He exuded an aura of absolute, unshakable authority. It wasn’t just confidence; it was dominion. This was a man who didn’t just occupy a room; he owned it. He owned the very air in it. This had to be him. Alessandro Moretti. The Don. My future husband.

As if he’d heard his name in my thoughts, his eyes lifted and met mine. They were dark, so dark they seemed to swallow the light. And they were piercing. They moved over me, a slow, deliberate appraisal that started at my face, slid down the length of my body to my simple heels, and then crawled all the way back up again. It wasn't the way a man looks at a woman he finds attractive, or even a woman he’s about to marry. It was the look of a buyer inspecting merchandise. He was checking for flaws, assessing quality, determining my value. He wasn't seeing me, Seraphina. He was seeing a transaction. A piece of a treaty. An asset. A chill, deep and profound, snaked its way down my spine, a cold premonition of the life that awaited me. I held his gaze, refusing to be the first to look away. I would not be cowed. Not on the first day. Not ever, if I could help it.

My gaze flickered, a fraction of a second, to the man standing on Alessandro’s right. If Alessandro was cold, controlled power, this man was its violent, untamed expression. He was leaner but wiry, thrumming with a restless, dangerous energy I could feel even from this distance. His arms were crossed tightly over his chest, his posture aggressive. A sneer was carved onto his lips, and his eyes—a shade lighter than his brother’s, but just as cold—were fixed in a predatory glare. But he wasn’t looking at me. He was glaring directly at Isabella. That must be Nico. The enforcer. The one whose reputation for brutality was whispered in terrified tones even within the walls of our own family. I could see why. He looked like he was seconds away from violence at all times.

Finally, my eyes shifted to the man on Alessandro’s left. He was the quietest of the three, almost blending into the shadows cast by the grand staircase. He was slighter of build, his presence less overt than his brothers', but no less intense. He was still, watchful, his hands shoved into the pockets of his trousers. If I hadn’t known there were three, I might have missed him. A ghost. Matteo. His observation wasn't a glare like Nico's or an assessment like Alessandro's. It was something else. Something unsettlingly focused. And his gaze, I realized with a fresh jolt of cold, was fixed entirely on Alessia. He watched her the way a wolf watches a lamb, with a silent, unnerving patience that was somehow more terrifying than Nico’s open hostility.

The Don. The Brute. The Ghost.

The silence stretched, thick and suffocating. It was a power play, a test of nerve. They were waiting for us to break, to speak first, to show our fear. I squeezed Alessia’s arm, a tiny pressure to keep her rooted, to tell her to stay silent.

Then, Alessandro moved. He took a single step forward, and the movement was fluid, economical. Predatory. The other two remained perfectly still, flanking him like loyal beasts.

"Welcome to your new home."

His voice was exactly as I had imagined it would be. It was as cold and hard as the marble beneath my feet. A low baritone, completely devoid of emotion, each word a precisely cut stone dropped into the silence. He paused, letting the words hang in the air, letting the bitter irony of them sink into our skin. Home. This cage. This prison.

He took another slow step. "There are rules," he continued, his voice dropping slightly, becoming even more menacing in its quiet control. "You will learn them."

It wasn't a suggestion. It was a fact. A promise. It was the sound of a cell door clanging shut.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Isabella’s reaction to Nico's unabated stare. Her chin, already high, lifted another inch in a clear gesture of defiance. Her body went rigid. I knew her. I knew that look. She was about to say something, something sharp and reckless that would ignite Nico’s visible temper and bring disaster down on us before we had even been shown to our rooms.

My instincts took over. My hand, which had been resting at my side, moved to find hers. I threaded my fingers through hers, and when she tried to pull away, I gave her hand a sharp, nearly imperceptible squeeze. It was a silent, desperate command. Stop. Not now. Be smart. The pressure was just enough to break her focus. I felt the tension in her fingers lessen by a fraction. It was enough.

I kept my own gaze locked on Alessandro. I would not be distracted by his brothers, by their overt threats. He was the center of this dark universe. He was the one I had to manage. He was the warden. I offered him a tiny, formal nod of my head. Acknowledgment. Not agreement. Not submission. Just a signal that I had heard his words. I would not give him the satisfaction of seeing my fear, the terror that was screaming inside my skull. I would not let him see the way my stomach clenched, the way my blood ran cold.

My performance of calm obedience was my only shield. My only weapon. It was all I had to protect my sisters, to protect myself. I had to be unbreakable, because they were watching for the cracks. Alessandro’s eyes stayed on me, a physical weight, pinning me in place. He was dissecting my nod, my stillness, my lack of response. He was searching for the fear he knew had to be there. I would die before I let him find it.

For a long, drawn-out moment, the only sound was the frantic beat of my own heart in my ears. The three of them stood before us, a united front of darkness and danger. The Don, watching me with the possessive air of a man who had just acquired a new, interesting object. The Brute, his eyes burning a hole into Isabella, his rage a living thing in the space between them. The Ghost, his unnerving gaze still fixed on a trembling Alessia.

The crushing realization settled over me, heavy and final. Our father hadn’t just married me off to settle some debt or forge an alliance. He had sold us. All of us. We hadn't been delivered to a new family. We had been locked inside a cage with three predators, and the door had just been slammed shut.
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ALESSANDRO P.O.V.

The maid, a nervous girl whose name I hadn’t bothered to learn, scurried away the second I gave her the nod. She left the door to the bedroom open, an invitation I didn’t need. My bride, Seraphina, was already inside, standing near the foot of the bed like a piece of art placed for consideration.

I stepped over the threshold. My hand closed around the heavy, ornate brass handle, and I pulled the door shut. The wood was old, solid oak, thick enough to muffle a scream. It closed with a heavy thud, the sound of finality. Then, I turned the old skeleton key that was already in the lock. The mechanism inside was well-oiled but loud, a series of metallic groans and then a sharp, definitive click as the bolt slid home. The sound echoed in the high-ceilinged room. A seal. A statement.

She didn’t move. Didn’t even flinch at the sound. Her back was mostly to me, but I could see the rigid line of her spine through the simple, dark dress she’d traveled in. A dress of mourning for her old life. Good.

I ignored her. This room, this entire wing of the house, was now hers. Which meant it was mine. I needed to know its terrain. To possess it in truth, not just on paper.

My shoes were silent on the thick Persian rug that covered most of the dark wood floor. I started my patrol at the fireplace. The marble of the mantel was cool and smooth under my palm. Not stone, marble. An import. Expensive. Tasteless, but expensive. Dust-free. The staff knew their jobs. Above it hung a landscape painting, dark and brooding. Fucking thing was a millimeter askew. My fingers twitched. I reached up, my knuckles brushing the canvas as I nudged the heavy gold frame until it was perfectly level. My jaw was tight. An imperfection, no matter how small, was an insult. A crack in the foundation of control.

From the fireplace, I moved to the windows. Three of them, tall and arched, stretching nearly from the floor to the ceiling. They overlooked the west gardens, the ones that turned to shadow first as the sun went down. The heavy velvet curtains were the color of dried blood, held back by thick, gold tassels. I ran a thumb over the fabric. It was thick, heavy enough to block out the world. I let it fall from my fingers and continued my circuit.

The walls were paneled in the same dark wood as the door. A writing desk of polished mahogany sat in one corner, its surface bare except for a blotter and a heavy, brass-based lamp. I opened a drawer. Empty. Good. Another. Also empty. I slid them shut, the sound precise and soft. No clutter. No personal effects. No history. She was a blank slate, and I would be the one to write on her.

All this time, she stood in the center of the room. A statue carved from porcelain and silence. I could feel her presence at my back, a quiet weight in the air. She wasn’t looking at me; I knew it without needing to see. She was pretending I wasn’t there, that this inspection, this claiming of her cage, wasn’t happening. The thought sent a low thrum of irritation through my veins. It was a passive sort of defiance, the kind that was harder to crush than tears or hysterics. It was a refusal to participate. To acknowledge.

I finished my circle by the enormous, four-poster bed. The damn thing dominated the room. The posts were carved with intricate patterns of vines and leaves, a ridiculous flourish. The bedding was crisp, white, turned down just so. An invitation. An expectation. My bed. My wife.

Finally, having touched and assessed every corner of the space, I turned my full attention to her.

She was exactly where she had been, perfectly still, hands clasped loosely in front of her. Her head was high. She was beautiful, no one could deny it. The kind of refined, aristocratic beauty that spoke of old money and careful breeding. Pale skin, dark hair swept up in some severe style that only served to highlight the elegant line of her throat. Her face was a mask of placid neutrality. It was the face of a well-trained diplomat’s daughter. A face designed to reveal nothing.

I walked toward her, stopping a few feet away. I let the silence stretch, letting it become a weapon. I wanted to see a flicker of nervousness, a shift in her weight, a glance in my direction. I got nothing. She was a fucking wall.

My voice, when I finally spoke, was low. Not a whisper, but a command that carried the weight of the entire room.

"Your life as a Falcone is over."

I paused, letting the words sink into the quiet. I watched for a reaction. A tightening of her hands, a flicker of her eyelashes. Still nothing. Her stillness was beginning to feel less like submission and more like a deliberate, calculated insult.

"Everything you do, you do as a Moretti," I continued, my voice harder now. "As my wife."

The possessive slid off my tongue, tasting like ownership. It should have made her flinch. It should have made her look at me, at the very least. But her eyes remained fixed on a spot on the paneled wall just past my left shoulder. It was as if I were a piece of furniture, a disagreeable noise in her new environment.

"You will not leave this wing without my permission," I ordered, taking another step closer. "You will not speak to anyone without my approval."

The rules. The foundation. Every brick laid with precision. I reached into the inner pocket of my jacket and pulled out her phone. It was slim, white, a Falcone trinket. I held it up between my thumb and forefinger, showing it to her. Her eyes didn't even drop to look at it. My jaw clenched so hard a muscle jumped in my cheek. I pocketed the device again, the slick glass cool against the fabric.

"Your connection to the outside world is me," I said, my voice dropping lower, each word a stone dropped into a deep well. "Do you understand?"

This was the moment. The checkmate. She had to respond. A nod. A whispered ‘yes.’ Some acknowledgement that she was no longer a person but a possession.

Seraphina did not respond. She did not look at me. She did not nod. She simply stood there, breathing quietly, her face a perfect, serene mask. She was staring at that spot on the wall as if it held the secrets to the universe, as if I, her husband, the man who now owned her life, was nothing more than air.

And the irritation that had been simmering inside me began to boil.

She should be crying. Or begging. Or at least nodding. Fucking anything. This... this nothingness... it was a slap in the face. It was defiance disguised as obedience, a silent ‘fuck you’ wrapped in a package of perfect stillness. She thought she could win by simply refusing to play the game. She didn't understand. I was the one who made the rules. I was the game.

The space between us vanished. I took the final two steps that put me directly in her personal space, so close the heat coming off my body had to be scorching her. So close I could smell her scent—something clean and cold, like soap and winter air, not the cloying perfume most women drenched themselves in. I could see the faint, frantic pulse beating in the hollow of her throat. A tiny, panicked bird trapped in a porcelain cage. The only part of her that betrayed any sense of life. Of fear. It was the only thing that kept me from shaking her.

My voice dropped to a low, dangerous growl, a sound I knew promised violence. "Look at me when I speak to you."

Her reaction was infinitesimal, but I saw it. Her eyes, those dark, unreadable eyes, flickered. But not to my face. They dropped for a fraction of a second to my tie, to the knot just below my throat. Not to me. To an object. An accessory.

My control, already strained to its breaking point, snapped.

My hand shot out, faster than I intended. I didn't slap her, didn't hit her. I gripped her chin, my fingers wrapping around the delicate line of her jaw. Her skin was cool, then instantly warm under my touch. My grip was firm, unyielding, forcing her head up. The bones of her jaw were fine, bird-like, but I could feel the tension in the muscle beneath.

Her eyes, wide now, were finally on my face. Forced to be. I had won. I had made her look. But what I saw in them wasn't simple fear. There was fear, yes. A dark bloom of it in her pupils. But there was also shock. And beneath that, a flicker of something else. Something hard and unbreakable. Something that looked right back at me and refused to shatter.

My thumb, pressed firm against her chin, slid upwards. It was a small movement, almost unconscious, a test. It pressed against the softness of her bottom lip.

The texture stopped my breath. Soft. Fuller than I’d realized. Warm. The contrast between the unyielding bone of her jaw and the yielding plumpness of her lip sent a surprising jolt through me. A raw, unexpected current of electricity that shot straight from my thumb, down my arm, and settled hard and heavy in my groin.

My cock hardened instantly, pressing against the fine wool of my trousers. A thick, demanding throb. A purely physical reaction. It wasn't about her. It was about the defiance. The touch. The victory of forcing her to look at me, mixed with the infuriating spark of strength I saw in her eyes. My body had reacted to her rebellion. The realization was a splash of ice water, followed by a surge of white-hot rage. At her, for provoking it. At myself, for allowing it. This was not part of the plan. Feelings were a liability. Arousal was a weakness. And she, this silent porcelain doll, had just exposed it in me.

The confusion and fury must have shown on my face. She was still in my grip, her wide eyes locked on mine. In them, I saw her register my reaction. The shock in her eyes was now for me. For the change in my breathing, the darkness in my expression. She knew. She knew she’d gotten under my skin.

My hand released her as if her skin had burned me. I let her go abruptly, and her head fell slightly, though she kept her eyes on me now. I took a sharp, clumsy step back, creating space. Creating distance. I needed to get control of myself, of the situation. The hard ridge of my erection was a humiliating reminder that for a second, I had lost it.

I straightened my jacket, a useless, automatic gesture. My heart was pounding, a heavy, angry rhythm against my ribs. I needed to leave. I needed to re-establish the barrier between us. To put myself back in the position of commander, not a man rocked by an unwanted physical response to his new acquisition.

My voice, when I finally found it, was clipped. Harsh. Stripped of all emotion except for cold, hard anger.

"We dine at eight. Be ready."

I didn’t wait for an answer. I didn’t want one. I turned on my heel, the leather of my shoes squeaking slightly on the polished floor. I strode to the door, my hand closing around the key. I twisted it violently, the lock protesting with a loud scrape. I yanked the door open and stepped into the hall, slamming it shut behind me.

The boom echoed down the corridor.

I stood there for a long moment, my back to her door, my fist clenched so tight at my side my knuckles were white. My breathing was harsh in the silence of the hallway. I felt the phantom warmth of her skin on my fingertips, the surprising softness of her lip against my thumb.

I wasn’t supposed to feel anything. She was a transaction. A hostile takeover in human form. A means to an end.

But her quiet defiance, her infuriating, unbreakable stillness, had already drawn a reaction from me. A reaction I didn’t want, couldn’t afford, and couldn’t fucking explain. The acquisition was already a complication. And we hadn’t even made it to dinner.
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SERAPHINA P.O.V.

The command was for eight o’clock. Not a minute before, not a minute after. I stood before the double doors to the formal dining room, the cold brass of the handle a shock against my palm. The clock down the hall chimed the hour, each toll a hammer blow against my composure. Eight o’clock. I pushed the door open and walked in.

The room was designed to intimidate. It was a cavern of mahogany and marble, with a ceiling so high it seemed to swallow the light from the ridiculously ornate chandelier. A long table, polished to a black mirror, stretched down the center, a battlefield set for six. The air was cold, still, and smelled faintly of lemon oil and old money. A tomb.

They were all already here.

Alessandro Moretti sat at the head of the table. He wasn’t just sitting in a chair; he was occupying a throne. Impossibly severe in a black suit that was probably worth more than the car my father drove, he stared down the length of the table at nothing. He didn’t so much as flicker an eyelid as I entered, but I felt his awareness of me settle over my skin like a shroud. He knew. Of course, he knew.

To his right sat Matteo. He was a study in stillness, a more compact, more watchful version of his older brother. Where Alessandro was overt power, Matteo was coiled potential. His dark eyes were fixed forward, his hands resting on the table, one over the other. Silent. Waiting.

To Alessandro’s left, Nico was the complete antithesis. He was slouched in his chair, a deliberate insult to the room’s oppressive formality. One leg was thrown over the other, his foot bouncing in a restless, aggressive rhythm. Even from the doorway, I could see the sneer etched on his face. He radiated a raw, brutish hostility that scraped against the silence. He was looking for a weak point, a place to stick the knife in.

And then there were my sisters. Positioned like sacrificial offerings across from their designated captors.

Isabella sat opposite Nico, and the space between them crackled. She wasn't just sitting; she was braced for impact. Her back was ramrod straight, her chin lifted in defiance. She met Nico’s contemptuous gaze with a glare of her own, a silent declaration of war. Her hands were fists on her lap, the only sign of the effort it took to remain seated.

Alessia was across from Matteo. My youngest sister looked impossibly small and pale in the grand chair, swallowed by the dark wood. She had made herself into a question mark, her shoulders hunched, her head bowed. Her eyes were fixed on the pristine white plate in front of her as if it held the answers to the universe. She was trying to will herself into non-existence.

I began the long walk to my seat. The sound of my heels on the marble floor was obscenely loud, each click an intrusion on the heavy silence. Every eye was on me now. Nico’s gaze raked over me with open disdain. Matteo’s was a quick, analytical sweep. Isabella’s held a flicker of shared desperation before her mask of fury snapped back into place. Alessia didn’t look up at all.

Alessandro’s eyes, dark and unreadable, finally moved, tracking my progress. He watched me as a predator watches its prey, with a placid certainty that held no warmth, no welcome. Only possession.

My seat was to his right, between him and Matteo. The seat of honor, or the spot closest to the executioner. I pulled the heavy chair out, the legs groaning in protest against the floor, and sat. I arranged the napkin on my lap with deliberate, steady hands. Project calm. Project control. Even if my heart was hammering against my ribs like a trapped bird. Survive.

The silence that descended again was worse than before. It was no longer a waiting silence; it was a settled one. An accepted condition of our new reality. It was so thick I felt I could taste it—metallic and stale, like old blood. I focused on the details of my place setting. The silver was heavy, intricately patterned. The water glass was cut crystal, refracting the chandelier light into a thousand tiny rainbows on the white tablecloth. Beautiful things, meaningless things. Armor.

I kept my eyes on my plate. A perfect, empty circle of white porcelain. I could feel Alessandro beside me. He hadn't moved, hadn't spoken, hadn't even looked at me since I’d sat down, but his presence was a physical weight. I could feel the heat radiating from his body, the subtle scent of his cologne—expensive, sharp, with notes of cedar and something else, something metallic and dangerous. It was the scent of power. It suffocated me.

Risking a glance, I looked across the vast expanse of polished wood. The war between Isabella and Nico was still raging. It was fought in the clenching of a jaw, the narrowing of the eyes. Nico’s lip curled into a smirk, and Isabella’s chin lifted a fraction higher. They were two feral animals circling each other, waiting for the first sign of weakness. I looked away. I couldn’t help her. I couldn’t even help myself.

My gaze shifted to Alessia. She hadn't moved. A single strand of her dark hair had fallen across her cheek, but she made no move to brush it away. She was a statue of fear. And then I saw him. Matteo. He wasn't staring into space like his brother. He wasn't engaged in a silent battle like Nico.

He was watching Alessia.

His focus was absolute, his expression unnervingly blank. It wasn’t a look of desire or even anger. It was an analytical stillness, a deep and unsettling curiosity. He was studying her the way a biologist studies an insect pinned to a board. He was cataloging her fear, dissecting her posture, memorizing the fragile line of her neck. A cold knot of dread tightened in my stomach. A primal, protective urge for my sister rose in me, so fierce it tasted like bile. I crushed it down. Show nothing. Feel nothing.

A side door I hadn't noticed opened with a soft click. A server, a man with a blank, professional face, entered the room carrying a silver tureen. He moved with a practiced silence, his very presence an apology for existing. He began to ladle a pale, creamy soup into our bowls, starting with Alessandro and moving counter-clockwise around the table.

He set the bowl before Nico. Nico didn’t spare the man a glance. His eyes, full of sick amusement, were still fixed on Isabella. As the server moved away, Nico leaned back in his chair, the picture of insolent boredom. He picked up his spoon, looked down into the bowl, and then let his gaze drift over my sisters and me.

He spoke under his breath, but in the crushing silence of the room, the words carried like a shout.

"Can't believe I'm breaking bread with this trash."

The air ignited.

Isabella’s head snapped up so fast I heard a vertebra in her neck pop. The last shred of her restraint tore apart. Her chair scraped violently against the floor as she leaned forward, her hands flat on the table. Her voice was pure acid.

"You're the one who looks like he crawled out of a sewer."

Nico’s smirk widened into a grin. This was what he wanted. He started to push himself up from his slouch, his whole body coiling with the promise of violence. "What did you say, you fucking bitch?"

Isabella’s eyes blazed. "You heard me."

Alessia flinched, a small, violent tremor that shook her entire body. Matteo’s gaze never left her.

Before Nico could get to his feet, before Isabella could lunge across the table, before the whole fragile sham of civility shattered completely, Alessandro moved.

It wasn't a large movement. He didn't raise his voice. He didn't even turn his head. He simply lifted his right hand a few inches from the table and brought a single, closed knuckle down against the polished wood.

Tap.

The sound was not loud. It was a sharp, clean crack, like a branch snapping in a frozen forest. Like a gunshot in a library. It cut through the rage, the fear, the tension, and killed it dead.

Everyone froze.

Nico, halfway out of his chair, slowly, reluctantly, sank back down. The grin was gone, replaced by a sullen pout. Isabella, her chest heaving, her face flushed with rage, stayed locked in place, her predatory focus now fixed on the man at the head of the table.

Alessandro’s gaze remained fixed on the far wall. His voice, when he finally spoke, was low. It was devoid of heat, devoid of any emotion at all, and that made it the most lethal thing I had ever heard.

"There will be civility at my table."

It was not a request. It was not a warning. It was a statement of law, as absolute and final as death.

A bitter, resentful sound, half-scoff, half-growl, escaped Nico’s throat, but he fell silent. He snatched up his spoon and jabbed it into his soup with unnecessary force. Isabella held Alessandro's non-gaze for another long, defiant second before her shoulders slumped in defeat. She looked down, her fight extinguished.

The absolute, effortless way he had commanded the room, had tamed his brother and my sister with a single sound, a single sentence... a cold part of me, a part I didn't know existed, was impressed. It was terrifying, yes. The casual display of total dominion was monstrous. But it was also... effective. A strange, unwelcome flicker of respect, dark and dangerous, coiled in my gut. I hated him for it. I hated myself for feeling it.

The meal continued. The silence returned, but it was different now. It was heavier, laced with the fresh memory of Alessandro’s authority. It was the silence of a prison after a riot has been quelled by force.

I picked up my spoon. My hand was perfectly steady. I dipped it into the soup. I brought it to my lips. I swallowed. The motion was automated, divorced from my body. I was a puppet, and some other, colder version of myself was pulling the strings. The soup could have been gruel or nectar; it all tasted like ash in my mouth. My stomach was a tight, cold knot.

I was acutely, painfully aware of Alessandro beside me. His presence was a physical pressure, a constant reminder of my cage. The quiet scrape of his spoon against his bowl, the subtle shift of the muscles in his back beneath his suit jacket as he reached for his water glass. He was the sun in this dark, cold solar system, and the rest of us were just rocks trapped in his orbit, forced to circle him in silence.

I felt completely and utterly alone. A queen in a foreign, hostile court. My sisters, my only allies in this world, were prisoners on their own islands of misery. Isabella was across the table, seething with a rage that had nowhere to go. Alessia was trying to fade into the woodwork, praying for an invisibility that would never come. We were three separate casualties in a war that had already been lost. We were not a family anymore. We were just evidence of the transaction.

The server returned, clearing the soup bowls with the same spectral silence. I placed my spoon down on the plate beside my half-finished bowl. The slight clink of metal on porcelain sounded like a scream. I couldn’t eat another bite. The food would not go down.

I placed my hands in my lap, hiding them from view under the table. I squeezed them together, my nails digging into my palms, the small, sharp pain a welcome anchor in the suffocating stillness. My goal had been to survive. To endure. I was doing it. But I saw now that endurance wasn’t a passive state. It was an act of will. It was a hardening. I could feel it happening inside me, my resolve calcifying, my fear cooling into something harder, something colder. Something like steel. And I knew, in the oppressive silence of my husband's table, that I would need it.
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ALESSANDRO P.O.V.

The whiskey did nothing. The ice had melted ten minutes ago, leaving a tepid, amber liquid that slicked the inside of the crystal glass. I swirled it anyway, watching the fluid cling to the sides before sliding back down. It was a pointless, repetitive motion, a weak substitute for the control I craved. The silence in my office was absolute, a heavy blanket of sound-dampened walls and triple-paned glass that nothing from the outside world could penetrate. Nothing but the low, electronic hum of the machines that kept me god of this small kingdom.

My gaze drifted from the glass to the wall opposite my desk. A mosaic of cold, blue-white light emanated from sixteen high-definition monitors, sixteen windows into every corner of my compound. My eyes. My ears. From this chair, I saw everything. I knew everything. Information was power, and I had built a fortress of it. Tonight, that power felt like a fucking leash, choking me.

Dinner had been a disaster. The memory was a raw scrape in my mind—the tension drawn so tight across the dining table it was a miracle the crystal didn't shatter on its own. A quiet word here, a defiant lift of a chin there. It was nothing and it was everything. Now, hours later, the reverberations still echoed through the compound, a disruption to the order I demanded.

With a flick of my wrist, I toggled the joystick set into the polished surface of my desk. The primary monitor zoomed, then switched feeds. The gym. Nico was there, his back to the camera. His knuckles were wrapped, his bare torso slick with a film of sweat that gleamed under the harsh fluorescent lights. He drove his fist into the heavy bag, a rhythmic, punishing thump... thump... thump... that I could practically feel through the floor. Shoulders, hips, legs—he put his entire body into each impact. A simple man with a simple outlet. Predictable. Useless to me right now.

I switched the feed again. Camera 7, Matteo’s study. He was hunched over a desk almost as large as mine, a pool of warm light from a green banker’s lamp illuminating a stack of ledgers. His pen scratched across the page, his brow furrowed in concentration. Numbers. Balances. The clean, cold logic of money. Another man who understood order. He was where he was supposed to be, doing what he was supposed to do.

I cycled through the rest of the main house. The cavernous kitchen, scrubbed and sterile for the night. The formal sitting rooms, furniture draped in white cloths like corpses awaiting burial. The east corridor, the west corridor, the grand staircase—all empty, patrolled only by the silent, sweeping gaze of my cameras. I moved the view outside. The gardens, rendered in the ghostly greens and whites of the infrared sensors. The perimeter walls, crowned with razor wire that looked like a jagged black scribble against the night sky. The main gate, manned by two guards who stood as still as statues. Everything in its place. Everyone accounted for.

Except her.

My thumb pushed the joystick with more force than necessary. The feeds blinked past in a rapid, dizzying succession. Staff quarters. Empty. Pool house. Dark. My own bedroom. Unoccupied, the bed a vast, empty expanse of white.

Where the fuck was she?

The irritation, a low simmer all evening, began to boil. This was her defiance. Not loud or hysterical, but a quiet disappearance. A refusal to be easily found, easily cataloged. A disruption. I took a swallow of the warm whiskey. It burned, but it wasn't the release I was looking for. My fingers tightened on the glass. I kept searching.

Then I found her.

Camera 12. The library.

My library.

The feed was from a discreet camera mounted high in the corner of the room, offering a wide, dispassionate view. The space was dark, save for a single, low-wattage lamp she must have switched on, casting long, distorted shadows from the floor-to-ceiling shelves. And in the middle of it all, there she was. Seraphina.

She wasn’t reading. She wasn’t sitting. She was standing before a section of shelves—my private collection of Renaissance philosophy—and she was touching my things.

I leaned forward, my elbows resting on the cool mahogany of the desk. My eyes narrowed on her image on the screen. She was still in the dress from dinner, a simple, dark silk thing that clung to her frame. Her hair was down, a dark cascade over her shoulders. She was moving slowly, with a quiet, deliberate grace that set my teeth on edge. Her hand was outstretched, her fingers tracing the leather-bound spines of the books. Not a clumsy grope, but a light, curious touch. Like a whisper.

What the hell is she doing? It’s not a museum.

Her fingers trailed from a copy of Machiavelli to a rare Florentine edition of Dante. It was an intimate gesture, an exploration. She was mapping my territory. Learning its contours. It was a violation. An intrusion into a space that was mine alone. The books, the shelves, the very air in that room—it was all an extension of my mind, a physical manifestation of the knowledge and history I had accumulated. And she was putting her hands all over it.

An image of Isabella flashed in my head, hot and violent. Isabella would have thrown one of those priceless books. She would have screamed until she was hoarse, her rage a wildfire that was easy to extinguish with force. You could meet that kind of confrontation head-on, crush it, and be done with it. It was loud, messy, and ultimately, simple.

This was different. Seraphina’s defiance was silent. It was the quiet lift of her chin at dinner when I gave a command. It was the way her eyes held mine a second too long, not in fear, but in assessment. And now it was this—this ghostlike wandering through my private sanctuary, her soft touches a series of tiny rebellions. It was a subtler form of insubordination. More personal. It was designed to get under my skin, and it was fucking working.

She moved from one bookshelf to the next, her pace unhurried. She tipped her head to the side, reading the gilt lettering on the spines. Her posture was relaxed. Unbothered. She was in the heart of my fortress, the den of the man she’d been forced to marry, and she moved as if she were on a Sunday stroll through a public park. The sheer audacity of it was galling.

I should have turned the monitor off. I should have gone down there and dragged her out by the arm. I should have put her back in the bedroom where she belonged. I did none of those things. I just sat there, in the dark, and watched her.

Five minutes bled into ten. She pulled a heavy volume from a lower shelf, a treatise on Roman military strategy. She didn't open it. She just held it in both hands, testing its weight, her thumb stroking the worn leather of the cover. She held it for a full minute before sliding it back into its place, her movements precise, leaving no evidence of her trespass. Except I was the evidence. I saw it all.

My focus should have been on the encrypted traffic from the docks, displayed on the monitor to my right. There was a shipment arriving before dawn, one that required my full attention. A rival was getting bold, making moves on my territory in the north. I had lieutenants to manage, enemies to crush, an empire to run. My world was one of high-stakes violence and million-dollar transactions, not this... this domestic bullshit.

Yet my eyes refused to move from Camera 12.

The frustration was a physical thing now, a tight knot in my chest, a pressure building behind my eyes. I was the Don. My thoughts, my time, my energy—they were valuable commodities, reserved for threats and opportunities. They were not to be wasted watching my wife wander through a fucking library. She was occupying my mind, taking up space she hadn't earned and hadn't been granted. She was an infection, a piece of malware that had bypassed my firewalls and was now corrupting the system from the inside.

Another twenty minutes crawled by. She had made her way to the section on art history. Her fingers, long and pale on the grainy, monochrome feed, ghosted over a book detailing the works of Caravaggio. I remembered buying that book in a dusty shop in Rome. The memory felt tainted now, her touch superimposing itself over it.

This was untenable. This level of distraction. This crack in my control.

I looked from her image on the screen—a calm, serene figure lost in her own quiet world—down to the heavy glass in my hand. The disconnect was jarring. Her peace and my rage. The silence in that room and the violent storm in my head. A fury I couldn't direct at its source, because its source was a silent woman on a screen, utterly oblivious. The pressure needed a release. It needed to break.

My hand moved, not in a wild swing, but in a short, brutal, downward arc.

I slammed the whiskey glass onto the desk.

The sound was an explosion in the dead quiet of the office. Not the dull clink of glass on wood, but a sharp, crystalline crack of fracturing pressure. For a split second, I saw a spiderweb of white lines race through the crystal before it detonated.

Shards of glass, glittering like diamonds, sprayed across the desk. The whiskey splashed over my hand, across a stack of sensitive personnel files, the amber liquid bleeding into the paper, smearing the ink into illegible blurs. A piece of glass skittered off the edge of the desk and hit the floor with a faint tick.

I didn’t flinch. I didn’t move at all. I just stared at the mess. My hand rested in the puddle of liquor and jagged crystals, a dull sting starting on my palm where a shard had sliced the skin. My breathing was heavy, loud, each exhale a harsh rasp. The physical jolt did nothing to ease the tightness in my chest. The rage was still there, coiled and waiting.

Slowly, deliberately, I lifted my gaze from the destruction on my desk back to the monitor.

She was still there. Untouched. Unaware. She had turned and was now walking towards the large globe in the corner of the room, her back to the camera. Her serene image mocked the chaos I had just created.

A raw, guttural command snarled through my mind, a voice of pure, undiluted fury directed at myself.

Get her out of your head.

But as I stared at her ghostly figure moving through the shadows of my library, a cold, hard certainty settled in my gut.

It was already too late.
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SERAPHINA P.O.V.

The final zip pulled tight against my spine. The sound was a sharp, definitive tear in the room’s oppressive silence, a final stitch sealing me into my fate. I kept my eyes fixed on the mirror, on the stranger staring back at me. A woman in white. It wasn’t the soft, hopeful white of a bride. It was the stark, clinical white of a hospital sheet, of a surrender flag. The dress itself was a masterpiece of cold architecture. Heavy silk, cut with a severe, unforgiving line from a high, constricting collar down to a floor-sweeping hem. It had long sleeves, tight to the wrist, caging my arms. There were no beads, no lace, no softness. It was beautiful, but it was the beauty of a perfectly sculpted tombstone. A shroud tailored to fit.

The housekeeper who had dressed me, a woman whose name I didn’t know and whose face was a study in practiced neutrality, gave a single, deferential nod. She didn't meet my eyes in the reflection. No one did. She smoothed a non-existent wrinkle on my shoulder, her touch brief and dry, before retreating from the room as silently as she had entered. She closed the door with a soft click, leaving me alone with my sisters.

With the three of us.

The air thickened, heavy with the things we couldn't say. To my right, Isabella stood like a soldier at attention, her rage a palpable force. It radiated from her in waves, tightening the muscles in her jaw, balling her hands into fists at her sides. Her knuckles were white. She wore a simple, dark dress, as if she were in mourning. She was. We all were. Her dark eyes were fixed on my reflection, and they burned with a hatred so pure, so incandescent, it should have shattered the glass. But it wasn't a hatred for me. It was for the circumstances, for the men who had orchestrated this, for the world that allowed it.

On my left, Alessia was Isabella’s opposite. Where Isabella was fire, Alessia was ice. She was pale, her skin almost translucent, and her hands were clasped so tightly in front of her they trembled. Fear rolled off her, a scent as sharp and cloying as wilting flowers. Her eyes, wide and terrified, darted from my face in the mirror to the door and back again, as if she expected a monster to burst through it at any moment. She was right to. The monster was simply waiting for me in another room. Her fear was for me, a suffocating blanket of pity and terror that I couldn't afford to feel for myself.

I ignored them both. I had to. Their emotions were a luxury, a weakness that would crack the mask I had spent weeks perfecting. I focused on the woman in the mirror. Seraphina Falcone. For a few moments more. Her face was pale, her dark hair pulled back from her face in a severe, intricate knot at the nape of her neck. Not a single strand was out of place. My makeup was minimal, flawless. Designed not to enhance, but to erase. To create a perfect, placid surface. A doll. A product polished and prepared for delivery to its new owner.

My heart hammered a slow, heavy rhythm against my ribs, a death march drum. Each beat was a tick of the clock counting down the final seconds of my life as I knew it. I could feel the cold silk of the dress against my skin, a constant, chilling reminder. I analyzed the woman in the glass with dispassionate critique. Her posture was perfect, spine straight. Her expression was neutral, lips held in a calm line. Her eyes... her eyes were the only danger. They were too dark, too deep. A person could fall into them and see the truth. I narrowed them slightly, hardening their focus until they were nothing more than reflective black glass. Opaque. Empty.

The performance was about to begin. Isabella’s jaw tightened even further, a muscle twitching violently. Alessia let out a small, shuddering breath that sounded like a sob. I could not look at them. I could not let their pain become mine. If I did, I would shatter.

I drew in one, long, deliberate breath. I filled my lungs until they ached, held it for a count of three, and then released it in a slow, controlled stream. The air leaving my lips was steady. Silent. I was ready.

It was not one of our father’s men who came for me. It was a guard I didn’t recognize, in a plain, dark suit that fit him poorly. He knocked once on the door, a sharp, sterile rap, and entered without waiting for an answer. He looked at me, his face impassive, and simply gestured toward the open doorway. There was no father to give me away. I was not being given. I was being transferred. A corporate asset moving from one portfolio to another.

Isabella took a sharp step forward, a low growl Guttural sound rising in her throat. I shot her a look. Not of pleading, but of command. Don’t. Her face contorted, a mask of fury and grief, but she froze. Alessia just shrank back, her hand flying to her mouth to stifle a cry.

I turned from the mirror and walked toward the door. The rustle of the silk dress was the only sound. It whispered against the floor like dry leaves skittering across pavement. I didn't look back at my sisters. I stepped out of the room where I had been prepared and into the long, empty hallway. The guard fell into step a respectful two paces behind me. My escort to the slaughter.

The compound was a maze of polished stone and cold, recessed lighting. Every surface gleamed, sterile and impersonal. There were no paintings on the walls, no rugs on the floors. Nothing to absorb the sound of my heels clicking a stark, lonely rhythm against the marble. Click. Click. Click. A metronome marking the time of my own execution. The air was cool and still, smelling of nothing but floor polish and conditioned air. It was the smell of a tomb.

We walked for what felt like an eternity, turning corner after identical corner. I kept my eyes forward, my chin up. My steps were measured, even, unhurried. A procession of one. I would not be seen to rush toward my own chaining. I would not stumble. I would not show any weakness. This walk was the first test.

Finally, the guard stopped before a set of tall, dark wood doors. He placed a hand on each ornate handle and pulled them open, stepping aside to let me pass.

I stepped through and the space opened up around me, vast and cavernous. A ballroom. But it was a ballroom stripped of all life, all joy. Towering ceilings held massive, unlit chandeliers, their crystals hanging like frozen tears in the dim, gray light filtering through impossibly tall, bare windows. The polished floor reflected the bleak light, a dark, empty mirror. There were no tables, no chairs, no flowers, no music. No guests. The silence in the room was a living entity, vast and suffocating. It pressed in on my ears, amplifying the sound of my own breathing. My steps echoed, loud and obscene in the emptiness as I began my walk across the floor.

At the far end, they waited. Three men in immaculate black suits, stark silhouettes against the pale gray light of the windows behind them. The Moretti brothers. They stood shoulder to shoulder, a unified wall of dark power. My eyes found the one in the center immediately. Alessandro.

He watched me approach. Every single step. His focus was absolute, a physical pressure against my skin. His dark hair was perfectly styled, his suit tailored to pristine perfection. He was handsome in the way a predator is handsome—all sharp lines and coiled stillness. As I drew closer, I could see his eyes. They weren't warm, or welcoming, or even nervous. They were intense, assessing. The eyes of a man examining a prize he had just won at auction, checking for flaws. He was calculating my worth, my composure, my potential for breakage.

To his right and left stood his brothers, near-identical specters of him, their expressions equally flat, equally unreadable. Beside them, almost cowering in their shadow, was a priest. He was old, with a fringe of white hair and a face slick with nervous sweat. He clutched a leather-bound book in his trembling hands, his knuckles white. He was a cog in the machine, a necessary formality to sanctify this profane transaction. His fear was an insult. He was afraid of them. He should be afraid for me.

My walk ended. I stood before them, before him. The four of us, alone in the dead heart of this vast, empty room. The air crackled with unspoken tension. The priest cleared his throat, a wet, nervous sound that echoed horribly.

Alessandro’s eyes held mine. He didn't smile. He didn't speak. He simply lifted his hand, palm up, offering it to me. An order, not an invitation.

I held his gaze for a beat longer than necessary. A small, silent act of defiance he would recognize. Then, slowly, I lifted my own hand and placed it in his.

His fingers closed around mine. The contact was a jolt. His skin was cold, preternaturally so, and dry. His grip wasn't gentle or reassuring. It was firm, possessive, branding. The grip of a man who takes what he wants and never lets go. He owned this hand now. He owned the arm it was attached to. He owned all of me. He pulled me to his side, turning me to face the terrified priest. The ceremony was beginning.

The priest began to speak, his voice a low, reedy murmur that was swallowed by the cavernous room. He was rushing, his Latin prayers slurring together into a meaningless drone. I didn't listen to the words. They were hollow, empty rituals performed in a place devoid of anything holy. I focused on the feeling of Alessandro’s hand gripping mine. His thumb stroked once over my knuckles, a slow, proprietary gesture that sent a chill crawling up my arm. It wasn’t a caress. It was an assessment. The feel of his property.

His brothers stood a few feet away, silent witnesses. Their eyes were on us, cold and watchful. They were not family celebrating a union; they were shareholders observing the finalization of a merger. This wasn’t a wedding. It was the signing of a contract in blood and vows, sanctified by a frightened man in a collar.

"...and do you, Seraphina Falcone, take this man..."

The priest’s voice finally directed a question at me. The drone sharpened into a specific demand. It was my turn.

I felt Alessandro’s gaze shift from the priest to me. It burned into the side of my face. He was waiting. Listening.

I turned my head slightly, enough to meet his eyes. "I do," I said.

My voice came out exactly as I had practiced. A quiet, steady monotone. Devoid of emotion. Devoid of life. It was the voice of a machine acknowledging a command. I saw a flicker of something in his eyes—not surprise, but keen interest. He was cataloging my reaction. My compliance.

The priest, visibly relieved I hadn't hesitated, rushed onward. "And now, the vows."

He mumbled something to Alessandro, who responded with a curt, barely audible, "I do." It was a statement of fact, not an oath.

Then, the priest looked at me. His watery eyes were full of a pathetic sort of pity. "Repeat after me," he whispered. "I, Seraphina..."

"I, Seraphina," I echoed, my voice the same flat line.

"Take you, Alessandro..."

"Take you, Alessandro..."

"To be my husband."

"To be my husband." Each word was a stone I had to swallow.

"To have and to hold..."

"To have and to hold." To be had and be held. Captive.

"...from this day forward..."

"...from this day forward." My days are no longer my own.

"...for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health..." The words were a bitter parody, a cruel joke in this sterile, loveless space. I repeated them all, my voice never wavering.

Then came the final line. The priest hesitated for a fraction of a second, his eyes darting toward Alessandro before landing back on me.

"...to love, cherish, and to obey."

The last two words hung in the air between us. And to obey. The final nail. The word felt like poison on my tongue, thick and metallic. It was the summation of this entire farce. The core of the contract. My submission, codified and sworn before a god I was certain had long since abandoned this place. I could feel Alessandro’s grip on my hand tighten almost imperceptibly. He was waiting for this word. This was the only part of the vow that mattered.

I breathed in.

"To love, cherish, and to obey," I said.

The word came out. It didn’t kill me. It didn’t choke me. It just left my lips and hung in the dead air, a foul stain on the silence. I had said it. I had sworn it.

The priest let out a shaky breath, nearly dropping his book. He rushed through the final pronouncements about rings, but there were no rings. This wasn't about symbols of unity. It was about a transfer of power.

"You may kiss the bride," the priest stammered, his duty finally, blessedly, almost done.

This was it. The sealing. The branding.

Alessandro didn't move for a long moment. He just looked at me, his eyes dark and unreadable. Then, with a slow, deliberate motion, his free hand came up. His fingers, long and cold, hooked under the edge of the simple tulle veil that covered my face. He lifted it slowly, peeling back the last filmy barrier between us. He was savoring this. The reveal.

His face was inches from mine. I could see the faint lines around his eyes, the hard set of his mouth. His expression was one of pure, undiluted ownership. He wasn't looking at a wife. He was looking at something he had bought and paid for in full.

He didn't lean in. He didn't angle his head for a gentle, symbolic kiss.

His hand that had been holding mine released its grip only to slide up my arm, over my shoulder, to the back of my head. His fingers were brutal. They tangled in the carefully constructed knot of my hair, gripping tight, yanking my head back slightly, forcing my chin up. It was a gesture of absolute control. The other hand came up to cup my jaw, his thumb pressing hard into the soft flesh beneath my chin, holding me immobile.

His mouth came down on mine.

It wasn't a kiss. It was an invasion. A claiming. It was hard, possessive, and utterly devoid of anything but dominance. His lips were firm, unyielding, crushing mine against my teeth. There was no tenderness, no prelude. He simply took. He forced my lips apart, his tongue sweeping into my mouth without invitation. It was a violation, demanding a response I refused to give.

I didn't kiss him back. I didn't struggle. I didn't even flinch. I became a statue of compliance, my body held rigid in his grip, my mouth letting him do what he wanted. I focused on a point over his shoulder, on a crack in the plaster near the ceiling. I detached myself, retreating to the one place he couldn't touch: the cold, quiet core of my own mind. I endured. I let him stake his claim on my body, but my spirit remained untouched, locked away.

He pushed deeper, a frustrated, aggressive movement, angry at my passivity. He was trying to provoke a reaction. Fear. Disgust. A struggle. Anything. I gave him nothing. Only the cold, unresponsive stillness of my lips. Only the dead weight of my body in his hands.

He pulled away abruptly. The sudden release of pressure left my lips numb and tingling. His grip on my hair and jaw loosened, though he didn’t let go completely. I kept my eyes focused on that spot on the wall for a second longer before letting them drift back to his face.

I saw it then. A flicker of raw annoyance in his dark eyes. A flash of irritation that I had denied him the satisfaction of breaking me, even in this small way. My perfect, unbreakable composure was a challenge. My passivity was a weapon. It was a minuscule victory in the face of absolute defeat, but it was mine.

The priest, who had been watching with wide, terrified eyes, finally found his voice. It cracked as he spoke the final, damning words into the echoing silence of the ballroom.

"By the authority vested in me... I now pronounce you man and wife."

The words faded. The empty room seemed to ring with them. It was over. The contract was sealed. The transaction was complete.

It is done, I thought, the realization settling not with a crash, but with a cold, quiet weight in the pit of my stomach. I am Seraphina Moretti.

The name felt foreign. Heavy. A shackle closing around my neck. No, not a shackle. A chain, tethering me to the man whose hand was still tangled in my hair, whose taste was still a foul brand on my tongue. I was his now. I was Seraphina Moretti.
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ALESSANDRO P.O.V.

The heavy oak door of the master suite clicked shut behind me, the sound of the bolt sliding home echoing in the cavernous silence. It was a sound of finality. A sound of possession. The last signature on a contract written in vows instead of ink. Out on the balcony, the city sprawled below, a glittering, indifferent web of light, but in here, the world had shrunk to this room. To me. And to her.

My wife.

The word tasted foreign, metallic. Seraphina. She stood with her back to me, a slender silhouette in a sea of white silk, her form framed by the floor-to-ceiling windows. She was looking out at the skyline, her posture unnervingly perfect. Her shoulders were set, her spine a rigid, graceful line. A statue carved from ice. Even from across the room, I could feel the cold radiating from her. It was the same infuriating stillness she’d worn all day. Through the ceremony. Through the stilted congratulations from men who feared me and women who wanted to be her. Through the moment I’d lifted her veil, looked into those placid, violet eyes, and kissed her.

The kiss. It had been like pressing my lips to marble. No response. No yielding. Not even a flinch of disgust. Just a passive, empty acceptance that had stoked a fire in my gut. It was a blatant dismissal. A refusal to acknowledge my power over her. She had given me nothing.

Tonight, that would change. The public-facing part of the merger was complete. Now came the private acquisition. The finalization of ownership.

I let my jacket fall from my shoulders onto a sterile, designer armchair that probably cost more than most men’s cars. I loosened my tie, my gaze never leaving her. I watched her, waiting. Waiting for her to turn, to acknowledge her master’s presence in her new cage. She didn’t move. Not a goddamn twitch. It was as if she couldn’t feel my eyes on her, a predator’s stare that made hardened men sweat. The sheer arrogance of it had a low growl building in my chest.

My eyes swept the suite. My suite. Now our suite. Cold grey walls, polished chrome accents, a bed so large it dominated the space like a sacrificial altar. Everything was precise, expensive, and devoid of warmth. It was a reflection of me. And now, she was a part of its inventory. The most valuable asset. The last piece of the merger. Her family’s shipping routes, their political connections, all of it was now mine. And she was the living, breathing seal on the deal.

I walked over to the built-in bar, my leather shoes making no sound on the thick, dark rug. My reflection was a ghost in the mirrored back panel—dark suit, darker expression. I saw her reflection, too. Distant, still, untouchable. I poured two fingers of whiskey into a heavy crystal tumbler, the amber liquid catching the low light. I didn't want a drink. I wanted to feel the solid weight of the glass in my hand, something to ground the volatile anger churning inside me. I wanted to smash it against the wall.

I took a sip. The burn was familiar, a welcome sting that did nothing to quell the bigger fire. She was still standing there. Was this a game? Some sort of feminine power play she thought she could win? Teaching her the rules of her new reality was going to be a pleasure. I drank the rest of the whiskey in one swallow, the liquid fire searing a path down my throat, and set the glass down on the marble countertop with a sharp crack that should have made her jump.

Nothing.

Her backbone didn’t even stiffen.

The control she exerted was a weapon. She was using my own tactics against me: cold, silent indifference. It was the most profound defiance I had ever encountered, and it was wrapped in a package of perfect obedience.

Enough.

My patience, a notoriously thin commodity, snapped. I crossed the expanse of the room, each step a deliberate, heavy tread. I was the wolf, and she was the lamb pretending it couldn’t hear my approach. I stopped directly behind her. The scent of her skin, clean and faintly floral, reached me. It was a scent of innocence I was about to violently corrupt. I could feel the heat of my body against the cool air separating us. I could have reached out and spanned her waist with my hands, felt the delicate bones beneath the silk. But I didn’t. The first touch would be on my terms, and for that, I needed her to see me.

My voice was a low, guttural command, barely more than a vibration in the silent room. "Turn around."

For a heart-stopping second, she remained perfectly still. I felt a surge of pure, unadulterated rage. If she refused, I would force her. I would grab her by that immaculate hair and—

She turned.

It wasn't a sudden, startled movement. It was slow, fluid, impossibly graceful. As if she were a dancer executing a well-rehearsed move. She pivoted on the balls of her feet, her white dress whispering against the floor, and faced me.

Her face was a masterpiece of neutrality. A perfect, serene mask. Her eyes, the color of twilight, met mine, but they didn't really see me. They were placid pools, revealing nothing. No fear. No anger. No resentment. The priest could have been standing before her. Or her father. Or a complete fucking stranger. It made no difference. The utter lack of reaction was a slap in the face. I wanted fear. I wanted to see her pulse beat a frantic rhythm in the hollow of her throat. I wanted to see a tremor in her hands. I wanted her to look at me and see the devil who now owned her soul. Instead, she gave me... nothing. An empty vessel.

It was infuriating. It was a challenge.

I let the silence stretch, a palpable, heavy thing between us. I wanted to break her composure, to see a crack in the flawless porcelain. I took a step closer, invading her space. I was close enough now to see the intricate beading on the bodice of her dress, the faint, almost invisible flutter of her pulse at the base of her throat. It was there. A tiny, rapid beat. The only sign that she was a living creature and not a doll. A flicker of satisfaction went through me. She wasn't as unaffected as she pretended.

I brought my voice down even lower, letting the command scrape from my throat, raw and absolute. "Undress."

I watched her face, waiting for the flicker. For the pleading look. For the tears to well in those empty eyes. For her to beg. Please, Alessandro, don’t. I wanted to hear it. I needed to hear it.

She blinked once. Slowly. Then, without a word, without a single moment of hesitation, her hands rose to the back of her dress. Her fingers, long and pale, worked at the tiny, pearl-like buttons with a detached efficiency. There was no fumbling, no trembling. Just a calm, methodical series of movements. It was the most insulting thing she could have done. She was obeying the letter of my command while screaming her defiance with every serene gesture.

The back of the dress gaped open, revealing the smooth, pale skin of her back. The silk whispered as she shrugged it from her shoulders. It slid down her arms, over her hips, and pooled at her feet in a white, lifeless heap. A shed skin.

She stood before me in nothing but a simple, white lace bra and matching panties. Bridal underwear. Something meant for a night of tenderness and passion, not for a contractual consummation. The sight of it, of her, should have sent a jolt of pure lust through me. And it did, on a primal level. She was perfectly made. Long legs, a narrow waist, the gentle curve of her hips. An exquisite piece of property. But the lust was choked by the rising tide of my fury.

Her gaze never faltered. It remained fixed on a spot just over my shoulder, as if I were a piece of furniture in her line of sight. She was looking through me. Erasing me.

She’s a porcelain doll, I thought, my fists clenching at my sides. A beautiful, empty doll, moving as commanded, but there’s nothing behind the eyes. No soul. She was denying me my victory. I wasn't conquering a powerful rival's daughter; I was playing with a toy that refused to break. This passive obedience wasn’t submission. It felt like the ultimate form of defiance. She was giving me her body, but she had locked her mind, her fear, everything that mattered, away in a place I couldn’t touch.

I would find that place. And I would burn it to the ground.

The last thread of my control snapped. The cold, calculated anger erupted into a hot, violent need to shatter her composure. To force a reaction. Any reaction.

In two long strides, I closed the remaining distance between us. I didn't reach for her gently. My hands shot out, grabbing her upper arms. Her skin was cool, smooth. Underneath, I felt the delicate bird-like bones. She felt fragile, breakable. Good.

She didn't cry out. Her eyes widened, just for a fraction of a second, the first genuine crack in her polished facade. It was all the encouragement I needed.

I shoved her. Hard.

She stumbled backward, a small, choked gasp finally escaping her lips as her legs hit the edge of the massive bed. She fell, a tangle of pale limbs against the dark grey comforter. The mattress bounced with the impact. She lay there, slightly dazed, looking up at me. And for that one beautiful, fleeting moment, I saw it. Fear. Pure, unadulterated fear shone in her eyes.

Triumph, raw and savage, surged through me.

I didn’t give her time to recover, to rebuild her walls. I was on her in a second, my knee pressing onto the mattress beside her hip, my body caging hers. I loomed over her, a shadow blocking out the light, my sheer size and presence an act of intimidation.

Her hands came up, a reflexive, defensive gesture, but they flattened against my chest, exerting no pressure. An instinct she couldn't suppress, but with no will to back it up.

"Don't," she whispered. The word was so quiet it was almost lost, a feather in a hurricane.

The sound of her voice, thin and strained with a terror she was trying to conceal, was like fuel on a fire. It was exactly what I wanted.

I leaned down, my face inches from hers. My own reflection stared back at me from the dark pools of her dilated pupils. "Did you say something?" I snarled, my voice a low, vicious growl.

She shook her head, a tiny, almost imperceptible movement. Her lips pressed into a thin line. She was trying to take it back, to retreat into her shell. Not a chance.

My hand snaked down, grabbing the waistband of her white lace panties. I didn't slide them off. I hooked my fingers into the delicate fabric and ripped. The sound of tearing lace was loud and violent in the charged silence. I threw the shredded scraps onto the floor beside her ruined dress.

She was completely bare beneath me now. Exposed. Vulnerable. Her legs were pressed tightly together, a futile attempt at modesty. I slammed my hand down on the mattress next to her head, the impact making her flinch violently.

"You are my wife," I growled, the words a branding iron, searing into the air between us. "You belong to me. Your body. Your breath. Your fear. It's all mine. You will take what I give you."

I grabbed her thighs and brutally forced them apart. She resisted for a second, a pathetic tensing of muscles against my overwhelming strength, and then she went limp, her body surrendering even as her mind waged its silent war. I positioned myself between her legs, the rough fabric of my trousers scratching against the inside of her soft skin. I looked down at her face. Her eyes were squeezed shut now, a single tear leaking from the corner of one, tracing a silent, glistening path down her temple and into her hairline.

Better. Shutting her eyes was still a form of escape, but the tear... the tear was a tribute. It was an admission of defeat.

I didn't bother with any more preparation. This wasn't about pleasure. It wasn't about connection. It was about possession. It was about breaking. I braced myself on my hands and thrust into her.

Her body wasn’t ready. She was tight, dry. The entry was a blunt, brutal act of force.

A sharp, piercing cry was torn from her throat. It wasn't a whisper this time. It was a raw sound of pure pain. Her back arched off the bed, her fingers digging into my shoulders, not with passion, but in a desperate, reflexive agony.

"That's it," I grunted against her ear, my voice thick and harsh. "Make a sound for me. Let me hear you."

I drove into her again, hard. And again. I gripped her hips, my fingers digging into the soft flesh, lifting her to meet my punishing, angry thrusts. I set a relentless, savage pace, a rhythm of pure dominance. This was a physical act of conquest, a way to hammer my ownership into her flesh, to mark her so deeply she would never forget who she belonged to. I wanted to shatter that infuriating composure, to force her to see me, to feel me, to be present in her own violation.

But after that first cry, she went silent again.

Her body took the abuse, moving with my force because it had no choice. But she was gone. Her hands fell away from my shoulders, limp at her sides. Her head turned to the side, her cheek pressed into the expensive sheets. Her eyes were open, but they weren't looking at anything. Just staring at the wall. The tear was still there, but no more followed. She'd made her one sound of pain, and then she had retreated, locking the door behind her.

"Look at me," I snarled, my thrusts becoming more frantic, more desperate. "Fucking look at me when I'm inside you."

She didn't respond. Her body convulsed under the force of my assault, but her face remained turned away, her gaze distant and empty. I was fucking a corpse. A warm, beautiful corpse that breathed and bled, but a corpse all the same. The rage turned into a frantic, clawing desperation. I needed a reaction. I needed to see her break. I needed to win.

My own release built quickly, a purely physical culmination of violence and frustration. It was a pressure cooker exploding. With a final, deep, guttural roar—a raw, ugly sound of release that had nothing to do with pleasure—I emptied myself inside her. My body shuddered, the violent tension draining out of me in a rush, leaving behind a cold, biting emptiness.

I collapsed on top of her, my weight pinning her to the bed, my breath coming in ragged, harsh gasps. Sweat dripped from my forehead onto her shoulder. For a long moment, I lay there, the smell of sex and my own sweat filling my nostrils. The adrenaline receded, and the hollow reality of the moment washed over me.

Slowly, I pushed myself up on my elbows, my body still joined with hers. I needed to see her face. I needed to see the aftermath. The devastation. The shattered look of a woman who had been thoroughly and completely conquered.

I looked down.

Her face was still turned to the side, pressed into the pillow. Her eyes were wide, staring, fixed on the pattern of the wallpaper. She was utterly, completely still. She hadn't made another sound. Her expression was blank. Not serene anymore, just... blank. Vacant. As if the person who inhabited this body had fled, leaving only the shell behind. The single tear had dried, leaving a faint, salty track on her skin.

She hadn't fought back. She hadn't pleaded. She hadn't screamed, not really. She hadn't broken. She had simply... endured. She had absorbed my rage, my violence, my seed, and she had given me nothing in return. She had let me have her body, every inch of it, but she had kept herself away from me. She wasn’t here.

I pulled out of her, the movement slick and obscene in the silence. I stood up from the bed and looked down at the scene. At her, lying motionless in the wreckage of the sheets. At the torn lace and the heap of her wedding dress on the floor. It should have been a tableau of my absolute power. A portrait of a conquest.

But it wasn't.

It was a monument to my failure.

A fresh wave of rage, cold and sharp this time, surged through me. I turned and my fist connected with the glass lamp on the bedside table. It exploded, shards flying across the rug, the sound of shattering glass a pathetic echo of the violence that still churned in my gut.

She didn't even flinch.

I stood there, breathing heavily, my knuckles bleeding, staring at my wife. The asset. The property. The woman whose body I had just taken with all the force I possessed.

I didn't conquer a thing.
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CHAPTER 8
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SERAPHINA P.O.V.

The first thing I registered was the cold. An empty space beside me where a suffocating, brutal heat had been just hours before. My eyes opened to the dim, pre-dawn light filtering through the heavy silk curtains of the master suite. The air was still, sterile, carrying the faint, clinical scent of expensive linen and something else. Something musky and male. His scent. It clung to the sheets, to the air, to me.

He was gone.

For a long moment, I didn’t move. I simply lay there, a prisoner in a bed that felt as large and as cold as a morgue slab. The sheets were a battlefield. Twisted and damp, tangled around my legs like restraints. An expensive, high-thread-count shroud. My body was a roadmap of the night’s violence. A deep, grinding ache had settled low in my belly, radiating outward. It was a throbbing, internal pain between my legs, a raw and stretched feeling that made the simple act of breathing feel like an intrusion. I could feel the distinct, blossoming tenderness on my hips where his fingers had dug in, holding me down, anchoring me to his purpose. Bruises. I didn't need to see them to know they were there, dark and ugly, branding me as his property.

I took a slow, shallow breath, cataloging each point of pain. It was a mechanical process, detached. The sharp sting on my inner thigh. The dull ache in my lower back from being bent into a position that wasn’t natural. The faint, phantom pressure of his weight crushing me into the mattress. This wasn’t just pain. It was a statement. A message delivered with the force of his body. You are mine. You are nothing. This was my new reality. The contract signed not in ink, but in violation. The union sealed not with a kiss, but with a bruising, methodical possession.

There had been no pretense of affection, no illusion of desire. It was a transaction. A claiming. He’d taken me with a cold, focused efficiency, his movements hard and punishing. It was an act of dominance meant to break me, to strip away any lingering defiance from the wedding ceremony and replace it with the stark, physical proof of his ownership. He hadn't just fucked me; he had dismantled me, piece by piece, until all that was left was this aching, empty shell.

I pushed myself up onto my elbows, a guttural groan escaping my lips before I could swallow it. The movement sent a fresh wave of fire through my core. The sheets fell away, pooling around my waist, exposing my skin to the cool air. I didn't look down. I couldn't. I didn't want to see the evidence. The thought of it, the visual confirmation, felt like a second violation.
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