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      The flickering glow of candlelight casts dancing shadows upon the walls of the underground room beneath my restaurant. I stand inside what looks like a crude dungeon, a stone alcove, off our main room, my face illuminated by the wavering gas-powered flames.

      "It's said that blood is thicker than water," I begin, my voice echoing through the room. "But loyalty is a currency more valuable than gold. And yet, for all the years I've dedicated to this family, all the sacrifices made in the name of honor and duty, I've been repaid with betrayal and humiliation."

      I pause, my hand tracing the rough edges of what appears to be ancient stones, my mind consumed by memories of past slights and injustices.

      Above me, the Procession of the Saints, with all its pomp and circumstance, is about to start. My restaurant is filling with people unaware of what's about to occur beneath them.

      "Valentino Comiso, my own flesh and blood," I continue, my voice tinged with bitterness. "He may wear the mantle of leadership, but his heart is black as coal. He's squandered the trust of our family. Tarnished the honor of our name, and for what? Power? Prestige? It no longer matters. His sins cry out for retribution, and I am the instrument of justice."

      With each word, my resolve hardens, my gaze unyielding as I stare into the darkness ahead.

      "And so, I intend to see Valentino pay for his crimes. No stone will go unturned, and no deed will be left unpunished. The time for reckoning has come, and I will be the architect of his downfall."

      And with that solemn oath, I set in motion a chain of events that will forever alter the course of my family's legacy, plunging us into a darkness from which there will be no return.
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      The afternoon sun filters weakly through the curtains, casting a warm glow on the table where I’m having lunch with my mother. She’s finished her lunch, but I’m still pushing mine around on my plate, my appetite lacking from my earlier conversation with Alessia.

      I came here to talk to my father about a shipment we’re expecting this week, one that needs to be funneled through Casa delle Ombre, the restaurant my father runs to launder money for La Famiglia. With everything moving so fast, and this being our most important front, we need to make sure the paperwork is airtight.

      But my father left early with Cecilia. He’s letting her get more involved with the business than I think she should be.

      I glance at my mother, trying to keep my frustration in check. “I don’t get why he’s doing this. Why let her in?”

      She sets her cup down carefully, eyes calm. “Your sister’s smart, Anton. She wants to prove she can handle the hotel.”

      “She shouldn’t be handling any of it,” I snap, my voice sharper than intended. “This world isn’t for her.”

      “Cecilia’s not a little girl anymore,” my mother replies evenly. “She’s nearly finished with her degree, and more importantly, your father trusts her.”

      I sigh, leaning back in my chair. “He’s letting her get too close. I don’t think she understands what she’s getting into.”

      “She’s stronger than you give her credit for,” my mother says quietly, though I can sense her patience thinning. “You can’t protect her forever.”

      “I can’t believe you’re okay with this.” I shake my head and push my plate away. “Cecilia shouldn’t be involved at all.”

      A pause lingers between us before she speaks again. “Your father wants to give her a chance, Antonio. She’s capable. You have to let her grow.”

      I don’t want to argue with her, so I say nothing. Cecilia’s strong, sure, but this isn’t about strength. It’s about the danger, the target she’s putting on her back when she doesn’t need to.

      The doorbell rings, breaking the tension. “I’ll get it,” Mom says as she stands, leaving me alone with my thoughts.

      Earlier this morning, Valentino saw me talking to Alessia. It was a brief encounter, nothing more than a few tense words, but I knew it would rub him the wrong way. And here he is. As soon as I hear the front door creak open, his voice oozing false charm as he greets my mother, I know my cousin’s not here for a friendly visit.

      “Valentino, it’s so nice to see you,” Mom greets him, her voice warm as always.

      “It’s good to see you, too, Aunt Nicki,” Vigo replies smoothly. “Is Antonio still around?”

      “He’s in the kitchen having a late lunch,” she answers.

      “Thank you,” he says, his tone light but insincere. The second I hear his voice, my appetite disappears and I throw the rest of my lunch in the trash.

      Unlike Vigo, I respect my mother and refuse to have this conversation with her in the other room. I push open the French doors to the backyard, stepping out just as I hear him enter the kitchen. The door clicks shut behind me, and I can feel him there, right at my back.

      “How are you this afternoon, cousin?” Valentino asks, his voice laced with thinly veiled contempt.

      “I’m fine,” I say as I turn slowly, keeping my expression neutral. “What brings you here? I thought you’d be busy with your company.”

      “Alessia is the reason for my visit,” he snaps, crossing his arms and staring me down. “I saw you talking to her this morning.”

      I meet his gaze, refusing to rise to the bait. “I dropped you off and decided to visit my parents. I can’t control who walks down the street. We exchanged a few polite words. It was nothing more than that.”

      But I knew it wasn’t just nothing. It was Alessia. And it was the first time I’d spoken to her in years. The moment our eyes met, it hit me harder than I expected. I tried to keep my walls up, tried to stay detached, but seeing her again stirred up everything I’d worked to bury. I told myself it was just small talk, meaningless, but deep down, I knew it wasn’t that simple.

      He takes a step closer, his eyes narrowing to slits. “You’d do well to remember Alessia’s my fiancé now.”

      Alessia is only twenty-two. Their marriage wasn’t supposed to happen until she was twenty-five, but it’s no surprise her father agreed to move it up. To Draco Moretti, this union is nothing more than a business transaction. The sooner the two families are tied, the more secure he thinks his position will be.

      The thought twists a knot of bitterness in my chest. Alessia deserves more than to be used as a pawn in her father’s game, more than to be tied to a man like Valentino. The idea of her with him, trapped in a marriage for power and convenience, makes my stomach turn. But I can’t let my true feelings show.

      “It sounds as though congratulations are in order,” I say, a smile curling on my lips.

      “Yes, they are,” Vigo replies, his tone dripping with self-satisfaction.

      I nod, maintaining my neutral mask. “I do understand your concern. Alessia’s a special woman,” I say, forcing a placating smile. “But you have nothing to worry about. I respect your engagement, and I’ll be sure our men do as well.” I drop my voice, lowering my tone.

      Valentino’s always been paranoid, constantly looking for betrayal even when there’s none to be found. He studies my face for any sign of deceit. “Good,” he says coldly. “Because if I catch any one near her again, you included, they won’t live long enough to regret it.”

      His arrogance is insufferable, always acting like he’s above everyone, untouchable. The idea that he would threaten me over a few unimportant words makes my blood boil. Swallowing my anger, I manage, “Of course, cousin. I wouldn’t dream of overstepping.”

      “And let’s be honest, Anton,” he says, his sneer deepening, his arrogance seeping through. “You gave it your best shot, but I outsmarted you and secured a future with her. Alessia needs more than you could ever give her. She needs a real man—a leader.”

      The sting of his words ignites a dark fire inside me, but I don’t let it show. “You’re absolutely right, Vigo. I tried and failed,” I say, my voice calm, though the thought of Alessia being trapped with him twists something deep in my gut.

      I take a step closer, clasping a hand on his shoulder. “You, though,” I add, my tone low and controlled, “are exactly the kind of man any woman would be lucky to marry.”

      Lucky? I scoff, holding back a bitter laugh. Alessia’s anything but lucky being forced to marry this arrogant bastard.

      “Exactly,” he agrees.

      “You were born to lead,” I add the compliment bolstering his already oversized ego. “Alessia doesn’t know how lucky she is.”

      “No, she fucking doesn’t,” he snaps, and I realize I hit a nerve. “She dared to leave my house without permission, using her father as her excuse.” Valentino’s rage spills out as he begins pacing across the patio. “Then, she refused to start planning our wedding.”

      “When’s the big day?” I ask casually.

      “Two weeks,” he says, stopping briefly before resuming his relentless pacing.

      The timing blindsides me, but I quickly steady myself.

      “Our wedding will be a statement to the other Famiglias, showing them who truly holds the wealth and power.”

      “A wedding fitting for our future Capo and his wife,” I reply.

      “Yes,” he agrees, puffing out his chest.

      “How do you plan on making her cooperate?”

      Valentino laughs, a harsh, grating sound. “Alessia will learn her place. She’ll realize her resistance is futile and that her only option is to submit to my demands,” he says, his eyes gleaming with something sinister.

      I force a smile, masking the disgust churning in my gut. “And if she doesn’t?”

      “Then I’ll have the pleasure of teaching her.” He shrugs, his casual indifference chilling. “There are many ways to break a person’s spirit.”

      I can only imagine the brutal things he has planned for her. He’ll start with something subtle, like isolating her to break her spirit. When that doesn’t work, it’ll turn physical. He’ll pull out his whip or his knife, anything to scar her body, all while masking his abuse as discipline. Valentino will savor every scream and tear as he shatters her will, leaving her too broken to fight back.

      The thought of Alessia being forced to endure his twisted methods sickens me. But I can’t let my emotions betray me. “Yes, you could go that route,” I say thoughtfully, lowering myself onto the outdoor sofa. “Or you might want to try something different.” I dangle the thought in front of him, hoping it’s enough to shift his focus and that I can spare Alessia some pain.

      Valentino stops pacing and turns to face me. “Incentives?” he repeats, clearly confused.

      I gesture to the chair across from me. “Come sit,” I say calmly. Once he's settled, I continue, “To make someone like Alessia comply, it’s not just about lessons and discipline. You need to balance it with kindness and affection.”

      “Why would I do that?” he asks, still puzzled.

      “To confuse her,” I reply, my voice steady. “You need to make her question her defiance by showing her what a good life she’ll have if she does things your way. Make it seem like it’s her choice to be compliant.”

      A slow grin spreads across his face. “All I have to do is promise her the moon and the stars.”

      “You’ve got it,” I agree, continuing to bolster his ego. “She’ll be the perfect donna, and she’ll reinforce your image as our future leader.”

      “And it’ll prove to my father that I’m ready to take my rightful place,” he says, his eyes widening in excitement.

      “Exactly,” I say, sitting back and crossing one leg over another, hoping I did enough to spare Alessia some pain.

      Vigo stands abruptly. “I hope you don’t mind if I rush out. I’ve got some things I need to take care of,” he says, already moving toward the door. “I know I can always count on you to be there for me.”

      I rise to my feet, offering him a slight nod. “I’ll always have your back.” The words rolling off my tongue effortlessly.

      As he hurries away, I call after him. “Enjoy the rest of your day, cousin.”

      Valentino’s putty in my hands. He’s so easy to manipulate. A smile, a subtle suggestion, and he’s convinced it’s his idea—that he’s the one calling the shots. He trusts me completely, oblivious to the fact that it’s his biggest mistake.
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      My head’s still spinning from the shock of the engagement and from Val’s even crazier announcement that the wedding is only two weeks away. It’s no secret I was promessa to Valentino, but I was supposed to have a few more years. The agreement was clear—the wedding wouldn’t take place before my twenty-fifth birthday, which is three years away.

      Yesterday, after leaving the Comiso’s house, I went straight to my father, demanding to know why the plan had changed. I begged him to make Valentino wait. I shouldn’t have done it. I know better than to provoke his temper. My father not only refused, he grabbed my arm so tightly it left bruises. Then he hit me.

      The sting of the slap, the ache of the bruises, still lingers. It’s a reminder of how little control I have over my own life. There’s no escaping it. My time’s up. In two weeks, I’ll be married to a man I despise.

      I’m trying to put it aside for right now. I’m due at the wedding planner’s office for a little over an hour, which should give me enough time to swing by Starlight Studios to drop off a new batch of photographs. They’re selling faster than I can take them.

      “I think these are your best yet,” Ophelia says, pointing to a picture of the sunset from the Race St. Pier, her eyes lighting up with admiration.

      “Thank you,” I reply with a modest smile. “I just happened to be in the right place at the right time.”

      “It’s more than that, Allie,” she insists as she continues looking through the digital images. “Each one tells a story, captures a moment in time.”

      “That’s what I love about photography,” I say, my voice softening. “I’m able to freeze moments in time, capturing their beauty forever.”

      As I reach for another photograph, I catch Ophelia’s gaze shifting to my hand. Instinctively, I curl my fingers, trying to hide the glint of my ring.

      “Did you get engaged?” she asks, a hint of surprise in her voice.

      A warm flush spreads across my cheeks. “I did.”

      “Oh, let me see the ring,” she says, her excitement genuine.

      I hesitate briefly before slowly uncurling my fingers to reveal the ring.

      “It’s beautiful,” she says, her eyes lighting up. “He has great taste."

      “Thank you,” I murmur, touched by her sincerity.

      Then, she lights up with an idea. “Why don’t we have a gallery show? I’m sure your fiancé is thrilled about your success and would love the chance to celebrate not only your success here but also your engagement.”

      The mention of Valentino sends an unwelcome shiver through me. The thought of him in a space that's entirely mine is unsettling. “I’ll mention it to him,” I say and pull out my phone, hoping to dodge any more questions about my personal life. “Unfortunately, I have to run. I have an appointment with the wedding planner.”

      “These will be on the website by the end of the week,” Ophelia assures me.

      “Thank you.” I wave as I leave the gallery.

      Somehow, I have to keep this part of my life hidden from Val for as long as I can, because if he finds out, I’m terrified of what he might do.
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        * * *

      

      With fifteen minutes to spare, I arrive at the wedding planner’s office. A beep sounds as I pull the door open and step inside.

      “Ms. Moretti,” Shannon gushes, her voice dripping with enthusiasm as she practically floats toward me. ‘I’m absolutely thrilled to be planning your special day!’ Her tone is just a little too sugary, her excitement clearly rehearsed.

      “Thank you, Shannon. I appreciate you fitting me in at the last minute,” I reply, forcing myself to sound gracious.

      “Your wedding is going to be the event of the year,” she gushes, her tone dripping with exaggerated enthusiasm. “There was no way I’d pass up the opportunity. I cleared my schedule right away.”

      Two weeks to plan the event of the year, and I can’t even bring myself to care. Why should I? It’s not like I want this marriage to happen. Valentino texted me, telling me to choose whatever I wanted, reminding me that money was no object. I’ll make it look special, if nothing else, because that’s all this is. An illusion.

      I plaster on my practiced smile, “Where do we start?”

      “Your fiancé asked me to wait until he arrived to begin,” she informs me, glancing at her notes.

      “Pardon me?” I ask, certain I misheard.

      “Mr. Comiso called this morning,” she continues. “He asked that we wait for him before we get started.”

      Right on cue, the door swings open. Valentino strolls in, dressed in his usual Alexander Amosu suit, his cellphone pressed to his ear.

      “Just get it done, Angelo,” he barks an order into the phone. “I’ll be unavailable the rest of the day.”

      He disconnects the call. His black eyes lock with mine, instantly filling the space with his presence.

      “If you have to work, I can handle this on my own,” I say, maintaining an air of politeness.

      “There’s nothing more important than planning our wedding,” Val replies, leaning in to kiss me.

      At the last second, I turn my head, and his lips land on my cheek instead.

      “We’re not alone,” I murmur, casting a glance at Shannon. “Please forgive him. He’s very eager to be married,” I add with a light, forced laugh.

      “Men,” Shannon says, a blush creeping up her cheeks. Her gaze shifts to Val, and in that brief moment, something passes between them. It’s subtle, but enough to send a wave of unease through me. “Let’s get started, shall we?”

      Shannon settles in beside Val on the plush leather couch, sliding closer than necessary even though there’s a perfectly good chair just a few feet away. Her knee presses against his leg, and neither of them bothers to pull away—or maybe they just don’t care. Leaning into him, she arches her back slightly, pushing her chest forward as she flips open a large binder.

      The whirlwind of wedding planning starts—colors, flowers, music, place settings. I’d thought maybe I could bring myself to care but watching them together makes it impossible.

      Shannon’s hand rests on Val’s arm as they discuss the linens, her fingers lingering far too long, tracing small circles as if it’s the most natural thing in the world. It’s painfully obvious they’re comfortable with each other. He doesn’t even bother to glance in my direction. Why would he? To him, I’m nothing more than a business arrangement, just another deal to seal.

      We’re strangers bound by a ring, nothing more.

      Instead of fighting it, I let them take over. The choices, the plans—they mean nothing to me. I’m just waiting for this charade to end.

      “Have you chosen your dress?” Shannon asks as if she suddenly remembered I was here.

      “Not yet.”

      Her hand flies up to her chest, her expression theatrical. “What are you waiting for? There’ll barely be enough time to get your fittings done and have any alterations made.”

      “I have an appointment tomorrow.”

      “Excellent,” Val says and takes my hand. “I’ll go with you.”

      “No,” I say firmly. “You can’t see the dress until the ceremony.”

      Val raises an eyebrow, clearly unimpressed. “I didn’t realize you believed in old wives’ tales.”

      “It’s tradition,” Shannon chimes in, placing her hand on his thigh.

      “Well,” Val says. “I’m not much for traditions. Are you, sweetheart?”

      “Whatever makes you happy,” I reply, knowing there’s no point in arguing.

      “Let’s move on,” Shannon says, pulling out fabric swatches.

      Without hesitation, Valentino picks up the most expensive one. “This,” he declares with certainty, “is perfect."

      I glance at the swatch, feigning interest. “It’s lovely.”

      “Lovely? It’s magnificent,” Shannon exclaims. “Shantung silk is the finest linen you can get.”

      “All eyes will be on this event. I’ll accept nothing less than the best,” Valentino adds.

      Shannon nods, clearly impressed. “Of course, Mr. Comiso. Let’s move on to the floral arrangements.”

      “I want roses, lilies, orchids.” Valentino’s eyes gleam as he starts rattling off flowers.

      Shannon taps furiously on her tablet, her focus entirely on the details, while my mind drifts. For so long, I held onto a fragile hope—that somehow, I wouldn’t be forced into this. That I’d find a way out, or maybe Val would change his mind. That hope, faint as it was, was the only thing that kept me going.

      Part of me even held onto the impossible idea that Antonio might somehow come back for me, that he’d rescue me from this nightmare. My mind drifts back to high school—to those stolen moments when it felt like we had all the time in the world. To the last day he ever spoke to me.

      "We can't keep doing this," Antonio says as the smile disappears from his face. "Hiding. Sneaking around. It's been six months, Alessia. I want to take you out on a real date."

      I want the same things, too, but I don’t see any way for that to happen. "Antonio,” I say softly, his name carrying all the uncertainty I can’t fully express.

      "I'm serious," he says, using his finger to lift my head. "I want to go to your father. I'll tell him straight up that I want to date his daughter."

      "No. It won't work." I shake my head, hoping he doesn’t press the issue.

      "Why not?" he asks. "I'm not scared of him. I'll tell him how I feel about you. I'll make him understand."

      I’m afraid of what my father will do to him if he tells him about us. I couldn’t live with myself if anything happened to him. "You don't understand, Antonio. He won't listen. He won't approve."

      "How do you know that if we don't try?"

      "Because I know him,” I whisper. "He's controlling. He'll never let me be with anyone he doesn't choose."

      "I don't care," he replies, his voice soft but firm. "I'll do whatever it takes to make this work. You deserve more than hiding and sneaking around."

      His beautiful brown eyes draw me in. They make me want to believe in the future he sees for us, but reality is too strong and pulls me back. "I don't know if it's possible."

      "We'll make it possible," he says.

      But now, I see how blind I’ve been. Antonio was the one person I thought truly cared—the only one I couldn’t let go of. But when I needed him most, he walked away, proving he was no different from anyone else. That truth cuts deeper than anything. To him, I was just a fling, someone to forget. And the void he left behind gave Val the perfect opportunity to convince my father I belonged with him.

      “Alessia, what do you think of this centerpiece?” Shannon asks, holding up a design that I actually like.

      Before I can answer, Valentino interrupts. “It’s too simple. We need something more extravagant, something that reflects our status.”

      I clench my jaw, swallowing my frustration. “Of course, Val. Whatever you think is best.”

      He grins, satisfied with my answer. “See? It’s not that hard doing things my way.”

      As the meeting drags on, my patience wears thin. Valentino’s arrogance is suffocating. The way they openly flirt and brush against each other only adds to the pressure. Inside, I’m seething, but on the outside, I keep up the façade of a happy bride-to-be.

      Finally, Shannon gathers her things, still beaming. “I think we’ve made great progress today. I’ll send over the finalized plans for your approval.”

      “You have my number,” Valentino says, standing. Instead of shaking her hand, he kisses her cheek. “Call me, and I’ll stop over and pick them up personally,” he says, his voice low.

      “That sounds perfect,” she giggles, blushing again.

      I struggle to not roll my eyes.

      As soon as we get outside, I turn to Val. “You should’ve taken her in the back room and fucked her.”

      He raises an eyebrow, clearly unfazed. “And what makes you think I haven’t?”

      “I figured as much,” I mutter, looking away, my stomach twisting.

      “She’s convenient.” Val shrugs, completely indifferent. “It’s nothing you need to concern yourself with. You’re the one who’ll be in my bed every night.”

      I clench my jaw, trying to hold back the bile from rising in the back of my throat. “Right,” I say, my voice hollow. “Lucky me.”
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      Valentino didn’t bother to give her more than two weeks. Two weeks to plan a wedding that’s more a spectacle than a celebration. But that’s who he is—always desperate to claim what he believes is his, even if it was never meant to be. Control, wealth, Alessia—they’re nothing but conquests, pieces to be owned, not cherished.

      While Val’s busy building his perceived empire, the rest of us are left scrambling, working around the clock to keep the business running while making sure this damn wedding goes off without a hitch.

      Carinwood Estate is a stunning place, sprawling and elegant, set just outside the city. I’ve heard the whispers. Aunt Domenica wasn’t exactly happy about the choice of venue. She would’ve preferred the ceremony to take place at the family church. But it’s the one thing Alessia insisted on.

      My mind drifts back to that early fall day, when Alessia and I sat under the bleachers in our usual spot. The air was cool, carrying the first hints of autumn. A light breeze kept blowing her dark hair across her face. I can still see her tucking it behind her ear as she smiled at me. In that moment if felt like nothing else mattered—it was only me, her, and the way she made everything feel right.

      "Do you ever think about what your wedding would be like?" she asks, catching me off guard.

      "Not really," I shrug. "Never figured I'd have a say in it."

      Alessia was always quiet and thoughtful. She rarely talked about the future, but for some reason, that day, she was different. Lighter. Peaceful.

      “I want to get married in Italy. By the sea,” she says, a dreamy quality in her voice. “The sun would be setting just as we said our vows.

      She looks up at me, her dark eyes full of hope, as though she could see the scene unfolding before her. I swallow, trying to keep my voice steady.

      “Who’s standing there with you?” I ask, the words slipping out.

      But then we were interrupted. The coach’s whistle cut through the air, signaling the end of football practice. A group of guys jogged past, shouting and laughing, and the moment shattered, disappearing as if it had never happened. Just like that, our conversation was left unfinished.

      I never got to hear who the groom in her daydream was. I always hoped she would’ve said my name, but then again, I never deserved to be anyone’s choice. Not then, and certainly not now.

      The sound of a loud crash snaps me back to the present. My head jerks toward the noise, and I hurry around the corner. A young woman is kneeling on the ground, frantically picking up the pieces of a shattered centerpiece. Her hands tremble as she tries to clean up the mess, clearly upset. Without thinking, I rush over to help her.

      “Let me get that for you.” I crouch down to pick up the larger pieces.

      “You don’t have to do that, sir,” she replies, her voice trembling. “I can’t believe I was so careless.” A tear trickles down her cheek, but she quickly swipes it away.

      “It was an accident,” I offer, trying to soothe her.

      “My boss won’t see it that way. He’s going to take this out of my pay.” Her hands shake as she continues gathering the broken pieces.

      “You ruined one of our centerpieces?” Valentino’s voice booms, causing heads to turn.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” the girl stammers, shrinking under his glare.

      “Sorry won’t replace this,” he growls, stepping closer, glass crunching under his shoes. “Do you know how much this costs?”

      I rise to my feet, putting myself protectively between the girl and Valentino. “It was an accident. Back off.”

      “Look at Antonio playing the saint again,” Valentino sneers, crossing his arms with a mocking grin.

      “I’m just trying to be a decent person. She’s upset enough without you making it worse.”

      “In our business, kind saints don’t last long,” he retorts, stepping closer as if to challenge me.

      “Maybe,” I say evenly, refusing to rise to his bait. “But even in our world, respect goes a long way.”

      “Caring too much is a quick path to an early grave, cousin,” Valentino says, his voice lowering. His words more pointed as his frustration begins to show through. “True strength is gained through fear. One day, you’ll learn.”

      “Everyone chooses their own path,” I say with a slight shrug. “I choose respect.”

      “That’s why I’m a leader, and you aren’t.” He punctuates each word with a jab of his finger at my chest. Then, his attention shifts back to the girl. “Get this mess cleaned up,” he snaps before turning on his heel and walking away.

      For a moment, no one moves. It’s as if even breathing too loudly might draw his wrath back. The staff exchange wary glances, fear clear in their eyes.

      I take a deep breath, exhaling slowly to dispel the lingering unease. “It’s alright,” I assure her. “He’s gone.”

      Little by little, the staff members return to their tasks, though their movements are noticeably more cautious. The girl looks up, her eyes filled with a mix of gratitude and disbelief.

      “I’ll speak with your boss,” I assure her. “If he insists on being reimbursed, I’ll take care of it.”

      Her eyes widen. “You don’t have to do that.”

      I offer a reassuring smile. “I want to. It’s the right thing to do.”

      She exhales softly, her relief visible in the way her shoulders drop. “Thank you.”

      I nod, meeting her gaze. “No need to thank me. Let’s just get this cleaned up.”

      As we work, I feel the eyes of the staff on us, their silent appreciation evident. It’s a small victory, but in this world where fear often reigns supreme, a little kindness goes a long way.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I spot Alessia watching from a distance. Her expression is a complex mix of relief, sadness, and something else I can’t quite place. Our eyes meet briefly, and she mouths, thank you. Before I can react, she turns and disappears.

      As I stand in the middle of this extravagant venue, watching the staff fall back into perfect synchronization, I can’t help but be reminded that although this venue is beautiful, it’s not the wedding Alessia dreamt of.

      It’s not Italy and there’s no sea.
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      “Gentleman,” I address the men who’ve gathered, my voice cutting through the din of conversation. “Thank you for coming this evening. I’ve ordered some entertainment for us.”

      I catch Rico’s eye from across the room and motion for him to open the door. Moments later, several scantily dressed women saunter in, immediately drawing the attention of the men, whose eyes light up with anticipation.

      “Eat, drink, and indulge yourselves.” I raise my glass of whiskey. “Especially you, cousin. Grab that blonde over there and get yourself laid. It’ll do you a world of good.” My comment earns a chuckle from several of the men.

      The blonde sashays over to Antonio, her hips swaying seductively. He shakes his head, but she isn’t deterred. She begins unbuttoning his shirt. His hands fly out, grabbing her wrists, stopping her before she can go any further.

      I cross the room in several long strides. “Is there a problem here?” I ask as he drops her arm.

      “Not at all,” Antonio replies smoothly. “As much as I appreciate your gift, my sole focus is your safety.”

      I smirk, turning my attention to the blonde. “I think that’s code for he’s not man enough to handle you.” My voice drips with mockery. “Perhaps my cousin didn’t take his little blue pill.”

      The blonde giggles as I pull her against my side. “I, however, don’t have such problems,” I announce proudly, my dick already tenting my pants. “Come with me, and I’ll show you how a real man fucks.”

      The room erupts in laughter, my guests thoroughly enjoying the spectacle. Antonio stands back, his expression unreadable.

      “Anton,” I say, clasping his shoulder as I pass. “Always so serious. That’s why I trust you with my life.”

      “I’ve always got your back,” he replies, his voice steady, his gaze unwavering.

      The lights dim, and the bass pounds in sync with the growing energy. Two women begin sensual dances at the poles, while others are already giving lap dances to men seated throughout the space.

      There are never any rules except the ones I make. And tonight, there’s only one—indulge. This night is about pleasure, decadence, and debauchery in its purest form. The women I’ve brought in know exactly what they’re here for, and they waste no time getting to work, offering themselves to my friends like offerings on an altar.

      Every desire is to be satisfied, every boundary pushed. This is my world, where I dictate how far we go, how much we take, and how much we enjoy. Tonight, anything goes as long as it feeds our appetites.

      Settling into the overstuffed leather chair, the blonde straddles my lap, her fingers weaving through my hair as she grinds her pussy against me. I sip my whisky, savoring the burn as it slides down my throat. I sink deeper into the chair as she trails her lips down my neck, her touch sending a shiver of need straight to my cock.

      Glancing around the room, I take in the scene as my friends indulge in the pleasures laid out before them. Across from me, Rico’s already shirtless, a brunette working between his legs. Another lounges on the couch, two women at his side, his hands on them while their mouths explore each other.

      The air buzzes with hedonistic energy, and I revel in it, knowing this is just a glimpse of the power that will soon be mine. The blonde keeps up her teasing, but I’ve had enough.

      Gripping her neck, I pull her in for a rough kiss. She moans into my mouth, her fingers swiftly unfastening my pants. Lifting my hips, she slides them and my boxers down, freeing my hard cock.

      “You’re so big,” she purrs, lowering to her knees and taking me into her mouth.

      Without warning, the door flies open, and one of Moretti’s men steps in, his suit crisp, his expression serious. Before he can move further, Antonio and Dante intercept him.

      I watch them exchange tense words. Antonio glances at me, and I nod, signaling for him to let the man through. "What do you want?" I ask, impatience lacing my voice.

      The man steps forward, handing me an envelope. "It’s from your father."

      Annoyed, I tear it open and quickly skim the note—a reminder about the wedding rehearsal tonight. Predictable.

      Antonio steps closer. "Everything okay?"

      I crumple the paper and toss it aside. "Tell my father I won’t be there. I’m a little busy," I say with a smirk, glancing at the blonde between my legs. "He’ll get over it."

      Antonio nods. "I’ll pass the message along."

      Before they turn to leave, I look directly at Moretti’s man, a grin tugging at my lips. "Why don’t you stay? You can fuck her while she’s blowing me. She won’t mind," I say casually.

      As if on cue, the woman arches her back, sticking her ass up in the air, presenting herself.

      The man tenses, eyes widening briefly before he gives a stiff nod and quickly exits with Antonio.

      With a laugh, I turn my attention back to the blonde, her lips still working my cock.

      Tonight’s about me. I’m not leaving my own bachelor party for some pointless rehearsal. What’s there to rehearse anyway? I show up, say a few words—any idiot could do it.

      I pull the blonde off my cock and drag her back onto my lap. Her lips crash against mine as the music pulses around us. Lifting her just enough, I position myself at her entrance and pull her down onto my hard length. She gasps, her nails digging into my shoulders as her body clenches tightly around me.

      My thoughts drift deeper and darker. What I could do if we were alone, with no eyes watching.

      Gripping her wrists hard enough to bruise, I’d pin her down and tie her up, leaving her naked, vulnerable, completely at my mercy. The fear in her eyes would fuel me as I take out my knife, dragging the cold metal over her exposed skin. Her gasps would only push me further as I pierce her delicate flesh, watching the blood pool before I lap it up, savoring each drop. Again and again, I’d cut her, until she couldn’t tell where the pleasure ended and the pain began.

      Power isn’t just about taking—it’s about owning, possessing, and breaking someone down until they’re completely under your spell, willing to do whatever you desire. The thought courses through me as my hips drive up, fucking her roughly, each thrust feeding the dark satisfaction growing inside me. Unable to stop, I grab a fistful of her hair and yank her head back, exposing her neck. My teeth sink into her smooth skin until the metallic taste of blood fills my mouth.

      She gasps, her body tensing around me, and it’s all I need to push me over the edge. My release hits like a brutal wave, my grip tightening as a guttural growl escapes me. I don’t care that she hasn’t come—that her pleasure is meaningless. She’s nothing more than a body to use, a hole to fuck, and she’s served her purpose.

      In this moment, I’m untouchable. The king of this world.
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      We’ve been gathered in the small chapel that’s housed in the estate for what feels like an eternity, and Valentino still hasn’t shown up. Giovanni sent a message to him almost half an hour ago, but there’s been no sign of him. I’ve been standing at the end of the aisle, watching the doors with growing frustration, hoping that with each passing minute, he won’t come at all. Praying he changed his mind and called off this charade.

      My father sits in the front pew, his foot tapping in annoyance. “I don’t see why we need to be here,” he mutters under his breath, loud enough for anyone nearby to hear. “There are other matters that need my attention.” He’s been complaining all day, frustrated that the priest insisted the rehearsal was necessary.

      Our mothers sit in the last row, their voices low as they go over last-minute details for tomorrow. I hear the occasional murmur of flowers and seating arrangements, but I can’t focus on any of it.

      The heavy walnut doors creak, and I hold my breath, expecting to see Valentino saunter in with that smug grin of his. But when the doors swing open, it's not him. It’s Antonio.

      For a moment, I’m frozen, memories of our past rushing back—the stolen glances, the fleeting touches, the quiet moments only we shared. He steps in, his eyes scanning the room for a brief second. Our eyes meet, and it’s as if the years fall away.

      “Where is he?” Giovanni’s voice slices through the moment as he walks over to his nephew, pulling Antonio’s attention away.

      Antonio hesitates, his gaze briefly looking over his uncle’s shoulder to the priest, who seems to understand the silent message and leaves the room without a word. Leaning in close to Giovanni, Antonio whispers something I’m unable to hear.

      “On the night before his wedding?” he asked, a mix of shock and disappointment on his face.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Giovanni exhales sharply, running a hand through his hair. “I have half a mind to call this whole thing off,” he mutters.

      My head snaps up at his words, a spark of hope igniting in my chest.

      “Don’t be so dramatic,” my father interjects, rising to his feet with an air of finality. “Alessia knows her place,” he says coldly. He walks toward the door, his voice dismissive as he calls, “Let’s go. I have more important things to do as well.”

      “Where are you going?” My mother asks, her voice soft as both she and Domenica look at my father expectantly.

      “Valentino isn’t coming,” he replies, not bothering to hide his irritation.

      “Is he okay?” Domenica asks concerned.

      My father chuckles. “He’s more than fine—he’s buried in some pussy right now.”

      Domenica gasps at my father’s crude language, her eyes darting to her husband, who stands frozen in the middle of the chapel. My mother remains silent, lips pressed into a thin line, her stance tense.

      “Come along, Alessia,” my father orders. “We’re going to dinner.”

      “I’m not hungry,” I say quietly, having lost my appetite.

      “Suit yourself,” he says with a shrug and turns to my mother. “Let’s go, Sophia. I’ve wasted enough time here.”

      Giovanni lingers for a moment, turning back to me with a weary, almost apologetic look. Refusing to let Val’s disgusting behavior affect me in front of everyone, I offer him a reassuring smile. With his wife’s hand in his, they walk out together, leaving me alone with Antonio.

      His gaze meets mine. “I’ll walk you to the dining room.”

      “I’m not going to my wedding rehearsal dinner while my fiancé is screwing another woman,” I laugh bitterly. It’s not a secret we don’t love each other. Most men would’ve at least pretended the night before their wedding, but not Valentino.

      Antonio sighs. “I’ll escort you back to your room.”

      I shake my head slightly and step toward the door. "I didn’t say I was hiding in my room. I’m going for a walk." Without waiting for a response, I push the door open and step outside.

      “Alessia, wait,” Antonio calls as he hurries to catch up to me, his footsteps heavy on the tiled floor. “What the hell are you up to?”

      I stop abruptly, spinning around to face him. “Take me to Val,” I demand.

      He blinks in surprise. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I’m dead serious,” I reply crossing my arms defiantly. “If you won’t bring me to him, then tell me where he is, and I’ll go myself.”

      Antonio sighs, rubbing the back of his neck—a gesture so familiar it stirs something inside me. He always did that when he was trying to stay calm but couldn’t. "You can’t wander the grounds alone," he says, even though I already know that.

      I smirk, tilting my head. "Then I guess you’ll have to escort me, won’t you?"

      He shakes his head, muttering, "This is a terrible idea."

      "I think it’s a brilliant idea," I shoot back.

      Antonio holds my gaze for a moment, then lets out another sigh, clearly giving in. "Fine," he grumbles. "Let’s go."
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      Antonio leads me down so many hallways that I’m completely disoriented. “Are you sure you know where you’re going?” I ask as we move deeper into the castle.

      He gives me a confident nod as we stop in front of an old wooden door. “I’m positive,” he says, pushing it open and revealing a staircase descending into a lower floor. “Do you trust me?”

      I hesitate, my gaze shifting between Antonio and the shadowy stairwell. If it were anyone else, my answer would be a hard no. But this is Antonio, the boy I once loved. My heart and mind battle each other for control as I weigh the risks. Finally, I whisper, “Yes, I trust you,” my voice barely steady, my eyes lingering on his deep blue ones longer than I should.

      For a moment, his confident demeanor falters. I see it—the way his body relaxes, as if he’s just become painfully aware of how close we are. But then he catches himself, and his body tenses. “They’re a bit steep,” he says, his voice a little rougher than before as he holds out his hand.

      I take his outstretched hand, hoping that maybe, just maybe, the spark we once had would reignite. But there’s nothing. His hand is warm, steady, but distant. And in that moment, I realize the truth I’ve avoided for so long—Antonio left me of his own free will. All the excuses I made for him, all the reasons I convinced myself must have forced him away... none of them mattered. He never cared enough to stay.

      The wood creaks beneath our feet. “What’s all this down here?” I ask as I look down the narrow passage.

      “Mainly rooms for staff. Break rooms and storage,” he explains. “But there’s also a few party rooms.”

      “Why would anyone want to party down here? It’s creepy.”

      Antonio chuckles, but his face turns serious as we come to a stop outside a door that’s flanked by two guards I don’t recognize. The muffled sounds of music come from the other side.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Antonio says, turning to face me, a look of concern on his face.

      “I want to,” I reply, standing my ground.

      “What good’s it going to do?” Antonio pleads, lowering his voice. “It won’t change who he is, and you have nothing to prove.”

      “I have everything to prove,” I snap. “I’m the one being forced to marry him. It’s me who’s going to be expected to wait in his bed until he’s ready to take his turn with me.” My voice trembles, but I stand my ground. “You’ll either open the door, or I’ll call my father’s men and have them do it for me.”

      Antonio’s jaw tightens as he considers my words. Finally, he turns to the guards.  “Let her in.”

      They pull the door open, and I’m hit with the full force of the music. As I step inside, the dim lighting reveals a scene worse than I thought. A naked woman dances on a pole, her legs spread as she holds herself upside down. Several men are pleasuring themselves while they watch her performance.

      My stomach churns as I look around. Women in various stages of undress are draped over men. Some are on their knees, their heads between spread legs. Others straddling laps, their breasts bounce as they ride the man under them. Off to my left, a woman is bent over the pool table, a man’s cock shoved in her ass as he thrusts from behind. Moans of pleasure and the smell of sex fill the air.

      I lean closer to Antonio so he can hear me above the music and ask, “Where is he?”

      Antonio motions toward the far corner of the room. My eyes follow until I spot him. My fiancé has his dick buried in the ass of a brunette, his hand fisted in her hair. She’s straddling another man who’s thrusting between her legs, her underwear shoved into her mouth like a gag.

      For a moment, I’m stunned. I expected to find him with a woman, but not like this.

      Antonio’s hand rests on my arm, his voice gentle but urgent. “Alessia, let me get you out of here. This isn’t worth it.”

      I shrug off his touch, quickly forming a plan in my head. Looking around, I catch the eye of a handsome stranger sitting at the bar. His gaze locks on mine as I straighten my shoulder. “Game on,” I whisper as I walk toward him, swaying my hips.

      “Alessia,” Antonio calls, but I ignore him as I stride past Valentino toward the handsome stranger.

      Without breaking eye contact, he sets his drink down.

      “What’s the sexiest man in the room doing by himself?” I ask, leaning into him.

      Placing his hands on my hips, he pulls me between his spread thighs. “I was waiting for you.”

      “Well, I’m here now.” I purr, biting my bottom lip. “What are you going to do with me?”

      Before he can answer, a sharp voice cuts through the air. “What the fuck is going on here?” Valentino’s grip on my arm is tight as he yanks me away from the man.

      “I’m just taking advantage of the entertainment,” he replies with a smug grin.

      “She isn’t part of the entertainment,” Valentino snarls, his grip tightening painfully. “This is my fiancé.”

      The man’s face pales. “Oh fuck,” He raises his hands, backing off quickly.  “I had no idea.”

      Valentino motions to someone, and the music suddenly cuts off. The whole room falls silent as he sneers, “Dante, take this piece of shit and get rid of him.”

      “No,” I protest, pulling against his hold. “It’s not his fault. I approached him. He had no idea who I was.”

      Valentino’s eyes darken. “Then, let this be a lesson for you. Don’t fuck around or people get hurt.”

      “I heard you were having a party,” I snap, finally breaking free of his hold. “I figured I’d come and have some fun, too.”

      “It doesn’t work that way, sweetheart,” he says coldly, gesturing toward Dante. “Get him out of my sight.”

      “Antonio,” I plead, my voice desperate. “Do something to stop this, please.”

      Valentino laughs. “Antonio’s a lowly soldier. He takes orders from me.” He watches as Dante drags him away. “Make sure his death is slow and painful.”

      The man’s terrified eyes stay locked on mine as tears spill down my face. My stomach drops, knowing it’s my fault he’s about to die.

      “Val, please don’t do this,” I beg, but he shrugs utterly indifferently.

      “He touched what didn’t belong to him,” Val says flatly as he takes a long, slow drink of the whiskey the bartender just handed him.

      I stand there trembling with fear and fury. “What do I have to do to stop this?” I ask desperation in my voice.

      The corner of Val’s mouth turns up in a sneer. “That’s not the way this life works, Alessia. You should know better than that.” He motions to Antonio. “Get her out of here so I can get back to enjoying my party.”

      “I hate you,” I whisper, but he just laughs.

      Antonio leads me to the door. Before we’re even out of the room, the music turns on, and the party resumes as though nothing happened. I glance back to see Valentino already inside a woman while he fondles another.

      “Alessia,” Antonio says, drawing my attention.

      “He’s a monster,” I murmur as I let him lead me out of the room.

      We walk in silence, the tension heavy between us, until we round a corner. Without a word, Antonio suddenly steers me into one of the side rooms, closing the door quickly behind us.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, panicked.

      He doesn’t answer. Instead, he pulls his cell from his pocket and taps the screen, putting it on speaker.

      “Where are you?” a male voice answers.

      “I’m with Alessia. I need a favor,” he replies, his eyes locked with mine.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Val ordered a hit on Vincent Romano.”

      “He did what?” the man asks, raising his voice.

      “I need it stopped,” he says, his tone calm and steady. “I’ll explain later.”

      There’s a long pause before he responds. “I’ll talk to Giovanni. Give me a minute.”

      We wait in tense silence, my heart in my throat. After a few agonizing minutes, the man comes back on the line. “It’s done. Your uncle took care of it. Vince has been let go with our apologies.”

      Relief washes over me, and I let out a breath.

      “Your mother’s asking if you’re bringing Alessia over to the rehearsal dinner?”

      I shake my head.

      “She’s not feeling well,” Antonio replies without missing a beat. “I’m taking her back to her room.”

      “Okay. Goodnight, son.”

      Antonio disconnects the call and pockets his phone.

      “Thank you,” I say, feeling the tightness in my shoulders ease.

      “You can thank me by not being so reckless next time,” he replies.

      Antonio walks me to my room in silence, his posture rigid, arms crossed tightly over his chest. He doesn’t look at me, his eyes fixed ahead. As we approach the door, my personal guards step forward, taking their positions.

      “Thank you again,” I say.

      Antonio gives a slight nod before turning and walking away.

      The moment the door to my room closes, I lock it and lean against the wood. Reality crashes over me and my legs give way. Sinking to the floor, I pull my knees to my chest. The man I’m supposed to marry, the man who owns my future, is a monster. Tears sting my eyes, but I force them back.

      Crying won’t save me from this nightmare. Nothing will.
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      The alarm on my cell fills the room with a high-pitched beeping. I reach out, silencing it with the swipe of my thumb. Looking to my side, I find the blonde from the party.

      “Good morning, handsome,” she purrs, her hand trailing down her chest, her eyes lowering to my erection beneath the sheets.

      She was the perfect little plaything last night, letting me tie her up and use every hole. I made her scream into the sheets as I took everything I wanted. Her tears only fueled my satisfaction as I shoved myself deeper, watching her struggle.

      "Time to go," I say, sitting up and swinging my legs over the side of the bed.

      She slinks up behind me, wrapping her arms around my waist. “I’d rather take care of this,” she murmurs, wrapping her hand around my dick as if she has some claim to it.

      I grab her wrist tight enough to make her flinch. “I said get your clothes and leave.” My voice comes out cold, causing her to jerk away. I stand, not bothering to hide my irritation and walk toward the en suite. “You better be gone before I’m done.”

      I don’t look back because her feelings don’t matter to me. She was nothing more than a quick fuck. All that matters is that she’s gone before I’m done showering.

      Usually, I wouldn’t let a willing body, or even an unwilling one, go to waste, but this is my wedding day. Tonight, I’ll be claiming my wife. Alessia's virginity is something I’ve made sure to preserve.

      Knowing I’ll be the first to bury myself inside her cunt, to tear her open and make her scream, fills me with anticipation. I’ll fuck her until she’s raw, until every thrust leaves her aching, a constant reminder of the pain I can, and will, inflict. It’s a promise of what’s to come, a reminder that she belongs to me and no one else.
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      An hour later, I’m standing in front of the full-length mirror, adjusting my bowtie. Anticipation thrums through my veins, a mixture of excitement and raw determination. This is the day I've been waiting for. Today, I prove to my father that I’m prepared to rule La Famiglia.

      “Are you ready?” Antonio asks, leaning against the doorway with his arms crossed. His expression is carefully neutral, but I sense a hint of something lurking just below the surface.

      “This is the moment I’ve been waiting for,” I respond, my voice thick with triumph.

      He raises an eyebrow, his tone edged with skepticism. “I never realized you were so interested in marriage.”

      “Marriage?” I scoff, turning to face him. “I don’t give a damn about the marriage. Today’s about proving to my father that I’m ready to become Capo.”

      Antonio straightens. “Maybe you can put your career goals aside for today. For Alessia’s sake.”

      “Put it aside?” I step toward him with deliberate slowness. “This is the start of a new era, Anton. I’ll be in control, and you’ll be by my side. Think of the things we’re going to accomplish.”

      He watches me cautiously. “My father will be by your side for the foreseeable future.”

      “For now,” I reply, lowering my voice conspiratorially. “But once I’m in charge, I’ll have the power to shape this family into something far more powerful than it is now.”

      The thrill of the future takes root inside me, knowing that soon enough, the old guard’s days will be over. I can practically taste the power and control I’ll have. I won’t be taking orders from my father or his lackeys much longer. No, I’ll surround myself with men of my choosing—loyal, ambitious, and willing to do whatever it takes to bring my vision to life.

      Antonio continues to watch me, but as usual, he doesn’t let his emotions show. “If we don’t leave now, we’ll be late,” he says, breaking the silence.

      I grin, adjusting my jacket one last time. “Let’s get this over with,” I say, my voice cool and steady. I step out of the room, Antonio falling in behind me as we make our way toward the chapel.

      A new era is dawning, and I’ll be the one holding all the cards.
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      Outside the window of my bridal suite, the sun beams brightly. There’s not a cloud in the sky. By all accounts, it’s the perfect day for a wedding.

      This morning, I was greeted by hair and makeup artists. My long black hair has been pinned in a simple yet elegant low bun. I opted for a more natural look with a hint of shimmer on my eyes and soft nude lipstick.

      The bridal party, assembled more for appearances than for any real connection, was already waiting. Laura, a girl from high school, one I was never particularly close to but who my father insisted be here, stands among them. Alongside her are a cousin I rarely speak to and the daughters of my father’s associates, girls I barely know. None of them really matter to me, but today, they’re part of the spectacle.

      “Alessia,” Mom says, coming up to stand beside me. There’s an unmistakable distance between us, a reminder that we’ve never been close. I wish it were different, that she could offer comfort instead of this cold formality. “It’s time to get dressed.”

      “Of course.” Untying the knot of my silk robe, I let it glide down my arms, and set it on the nearby chaise. Standing in nothing but a strapless ivory balconette bra and panties, with a matching garter holding up my silk stockings, I feel exposed in more ways than one.

      “Wait until Val undresses you tonight,” my cousin says. “He’s going to have quite the treat.”

      “I can’t wait,” I say, injecting false enthusiasm into my voice, hoping it sounds convincing enough.

      “I wish he was going to be undressing me.” One of the other bridesmaids says, her voice dripping with envy. A few of the others giggle, and I have to fight the urge to roll my eyes. Instead, I wonder how many of them Val has already slept with, how many have had their turn in his bed while pretending to envy me now.

      My mother, wine in hand, awkwardly tries to remove the gown from the hanger, her focus more on her drink than the task. Laura steps in to help, steadying the dress as I step into it. I keep my gaze fixed on the mirror as she pulls it up and fastens it in place.

      The gown is lovely. Off the shoulder with an A-line cut and a court train that drapes elegantly behind me. The lace-up corset hugs my waist, highlighting every curve. It’s the kind of dress girls dream about wearing on their wedding day.

      Once I’m dressed, I lower myself carefully onto a chair, and my mother positions the antique Belgian lace veil over my head. The cathedral-length veil, sparkling with Swarovski crystals, adds the perfect amount of brilliance to the traditional gown. The photographer clicks away, capturing every moment as if this is truly the happiest day of my life.

      A tear slips down my cheek, and to my surprise, Mom gently wipes it away. Her touch is unexpectedly soft, almost tender—something I’m not used to. “You make the most stunning bride,” she says, her voice filled with emotion. “Valentino’s a lucky man. He’ll realize that. You’ll see.”

      For a moment, it almost feels like she’s the mother I’ve always needed her to be.

      “I’m sure he will,” I reply softly.

      “Are you ready, Alessia?” My father’s voice cuts through the room, his presence commanding as always.

      Taking a deep breath, I gather every ounce of strength I have left, then rise to my feet. I walk toward him with slow, measured steps. “I’m ready,” I say, praying my voice sounds confident, even if I feel anything but.
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        * * *

      

      Thankfully, the ceremony is short and to the point. There are no heartfelt vows, no declarations of undying love—just the mechanical repetition of standard lines spoken without emotion. It feels more like a business transaction than a marriage. When we’re pronounced husband and wife, I force myself not to stiffen in Val’s hold.

      I glance toward Antonio, catching his eyes as he watches us, his expression unreadable. He doesn’t blink, doesn’t look away, and the intensity of his gaze makes something twist painfully inside me. I always wanted this to be him. Instead, it’s Valentino’s lips pressing against mine and everything about it feels wrong.

      As soon as the ceremony ends, we make our way through the glass doors that lead to an expansive terrace. White roses and twinkling fairy lights frame the space, the setting sun casting a golden glow over the polished tables adorned with pristine linen and crystal glassware. The guests mingle, champagne flutes in hand, while servers glide between them, offering canapés on silver trays. To anyone else, it looks like the perfect wedding—the event of the year.

      “You barely touched your food,” Valentino observes.

      “I’m not hungry,” I reply quietly, pushing my food around on my plate.

      His voice drops low and commanding. “You look ungrateful. Put some food in your mouth and eat.”

      I pause, the fork clattering lightly when I set it down. Leaning in, I whisper fiercely, “I may have been forced to marry you, but that doesn’t mean you get to dictate my every move.”

      His expression hardens as he leans in close, his lips brushing against my ear. “How wrong you are,” he hisses. “Now that we’re married, you’ll obey my every command.”

      Before I can respond, our guests begin tapping their silverware against their glasses, chanting, “Bacio, bacio.”

      Valentino flashes them a charming smile, turning to the crowd like an actor to his audience. His hand grips the back of my neck, firm and possessive, as he pulls me toward him. His tongue forces its way between my lips, a dominating kiss that I endure only because I know better than to resist while everyone’s watching. But what I really want to do is sink my teeth into his tongue so he thinks twice before kissing me again.

      After the meal, Valentino and I are called to the dance floor for our first dance as husband and wife. The soft strains of Con Te Partiro play as he pulls me against him. his grip on my waist bruising and possessive. He twirls me around, his movements polished for the camera.

      Val leans in, his breath warm against my ear. "I can’t wait until we get to the honeymoon suite," he murmurs, his voice thick with desire. "Can you feel what you do to me?"

      I stiffen as his erection presses insistently against my stomach, a reminder of what Valentino expects tonight. My mind races, desperate for a way to stall the inevitable. “That’s going to have to wait,” I say, forcing calm into my voice.

      "Wait?" His tone is laced with confusion and irritation.

      "I have my period," I say quietly, my gaze averting his, hoping it will make him uncomfortable.

      Valentino’s jaw clenches for a split second before he schools his features into indifference. "I see."

      We continue our dance in strained silence. My lie has only bought me a few precious days of reprieve. Eventually, I’ll have to face him. The thought sends a shiver of dread through me, the future feeling more like a noose tightening around my neck.

      The applause from the guests snaps me back to the present as the music fades. Val releases me and walks off the dance floor, his departure seamlessly replaced by my father as Lauretta by Enrico Musiani begins to play. It’s a sentimental song, a father’s tribute to his daughter on her wedding day.

      I wish today was the kind of day the song celebrates—a day shared with someone I truly loved.

      As we dance, my father’s hand grips mine with no warmth, his voice low and calculating. “Alessia, my beautiful girl,” he says, though the words sound hollow. “You’ve done well. This marriage secures our future. The Comiso family is a powerful ally.”

      I nod, my throat tightening. "Yes, Papa."

      His grip on my hand tightens, and I wince inwardly. "Remember, this is about more than just you. The Comisos are powerful allies. This marriage solidifies our position and will expand our influence."

      "I won’t, Papa," I reply, forcing myself to meet his gaze, though resentment burns just below the surface.

      This dance, meant to be a tender moment between father and daughter, feels hollow, stripped of any warmth or affection. My father speaks of alliances, power, and doors opening, as if love has no place here.

      I nod along, even as my heart sinks deeper. Every instinct screams at me to shout, to tell him how much I hate this, how much I despise the man I’ve been forced to marry. But I can’t. I know all too well what happens when I anger him. I’ve been raised to sacrifice, to endure, all for the sake of the family.

      As the song ends, my father releases me, his grip lingering just a moment too long. "You’ve done your duty today. Val owns you now—don’t forget it,” he says, his voice cold and final, as if sealing my fate with those words.

      With the formalities over, Valentino disappears, leaving me alone in the sea of guests. Seizing the opportunity, I slip away from the music and laughter, finding a quiet bench at the edge of the estate. The night sky is breathtaking, stars glittering like diamonds—a stark contrast to the chaos that fills my life. I wish I had my camera to capture the serenity of this moment.

      “What are you doing out here?” Antonio's voice startles me, pulling me from my thoughts.

      “I needed a few minutes to myself.”

      “You shouldn’t be out here alone,” he says, his tone gentle but firm.

      “I’m hardly alone. There are guards everywhere,” I snap, though my frustration fades quickly.

      Antonio sits beside me, his presence oddly comforting. “I know tonight wasn’t easy for you,” he says after a moment of silence.

      “You have no idea,” I say, bitterness slipping into my voice.

      He sighs and grips the back of his neck. “You’re strong, Alessia. You’ll get through this.”

      A bitter laugh escapes me. “Strength has nothing to do with it. It’s about survival.”

      He meets my gaze, his eyes filled with an intensity that catches me off guard. “Then survive. And don’t let him break you.”

      We sit in silence under the night sky, scattered with stars, a witness to our conversation. His words linger in the air between us. “Why do you care?” I ask, searching his face for answers.

      He hesitates, his expression conflicted. “Because you deserve better than this. Better than him.”

      A lump forms in my throat, and I struggle to keep my emotions in check. “I don’t need your pity,” I whisper.

      “It’s not pity. It’s respect.” He stands, his eyes lingering on mine for a moment before he turns to leave. “You should go back inside. People will notice you’re missing.”

      As I watch him leave, a familiar emptiness creeps in, reminding me of the last day I watched him walk away—just like this. I want to reach out and ask him to stay. But I don’t. I can’t. Instead, I bite my lip, forcing myself to remain still, watching him disappear like a shadow slipping back into the night, leaving me alone with the stars and the memory of what we used to be.
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