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CHAPTER ONE: THE HOUSE
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The casino always announced him before he appeared, not with noise but with space, with the subtle rearranging of bodies and attention that happened when men who owned things entered a room and everything else quietly adjusted itself around that fact, and Valentina felt it the second she stepped onto the marble floor, the faint pause in movement, the almost imperceptible hesitation in the dealers’ hands, the way conversations bent and lowered without anyone being told to do so, because power like that did not need instruction, it simply existed and expected obedience.

She did not slow her stride.

She wore black, severe and deliberate, a dress chosen not to please but to deny, cut high at the throat and long at the sleeves, tailored to fit her body without offering it, her hair pulled back tight and neat in a way that said she had learned the hard way how dangerous loose things could be, and the only ornament she allowed herself was a watch on her wrist, steel and functional, because she had long ago stopped trusting anything decorative not to be used against her.

This place used to belong to him.

Once, it had almost belonged to her too.

She ignored the thought and kept walking, heels clicking softly against the marble, the sound swallowed by the layered hum of the casino, by the breath of money and risk and want that filled the air, because she was not here to remember and she was not here to feel; she was here to dismantle, and the difference mattered.

To everyone else, she was Rossi, a financial consultant contracted to review compliance structures for a multinational entertainment group. To the two agents flanking her, she was a valuable asset with a very personal stake in the outcome. To herself, she was a woman who had learned how to make numbers talk when people refused to tell the truth.

She did not look up at the cameras, but she felt them, felt the quiet attention sharpen as she moved deeper into the room, toward the high-limit tables cordoned off by velvet and discretion, and she knew with absolute certainty that he had already seen her.

Alessio De Luca had always been like that. He noticed first. He noticed everything.

Thirty floors above her, Alessio stood in front of the surveillance wall with his hands braced against the glass, his reflection faintly visible over the mosaic of live feeds, but his focus had narrowed to a single image, one woman framed by marble and money, walking through his casino as if she had every right to be there, as if six years had not passed since the last time he had seen her in the flesh, as if he had not buried her under another name, another country, another life, with blood on his hands and silence in his mouth.

For one suspended second, the room seemed to tilt, not physically but internally, something deep and controlled slipping just enough to remind him it existed at all, and then the discipline that had been carved into him since childhood snapped back into place, hard and unforgiving, because shock was a luxury and he had never been allowed luxuries.

“She’s here,” Marco said quietly behind him, unnecessary but careful, because even men who had served Alessio for decades learned to speak when the truth demanded it, not when they wanted to be heard.

“I see her,” Alessio said, his voice level, his eyes never leaving the screen.

She looked different. Not prettier, not softer, not older in any way that mattered. She looked forged. The girl he had once known had been sharp in flashes, clever and observant, but this woman moved like someone who had learned how to stand in rooms where men decided fates and lived to leave them. Her posture was straight, her steps measured, her attention contained, and there was nothing tentative about her presence.

She was not supposed to be here.

He had ensured she would never have to be.

“She’s with federal agents,” Marco added, watching the feed. “Two. Clean.”

Of course she was. He had always known this day would come, just not this way, not like this, not with her walking back into his territory wearing someone else’s name and carrying his destruction in a leather portfolio held tight against her ribs.

“She didn’t come for them,” Alessio said.

Marco glanced at him. “How do you know?”

“Because she never needed protection,” Alessio replied, and then he turned away from the screens, already moving, already choosing the path that would keep her alive even if it cost him everything else.

Val felt him before she saw him, a pressure at her back, a shift in the air that had nothing to do with temperature and everything to do with instinct, and when she finally lifted her gaze, there he was, standing at the head of the baccarat table like the inevitable conclusion to every risk taken in the room.

Alessio De Luca had not aged in any way that softened him. He wore black like a uniform, the jacket open, the line of his throat visible where the collar was undone, and his face was as controlled as she remembered, carved into calm lines that hid violence not as a threat but as a fact. His eyes met hers without surprise, without apology, and held as if six years were nothing more than an inconvenience.

The memory of him hit her low and hard, a physical thing that tightened her chest and made her fingers curl instinctively, and she hated herself for it, hated the way her body remembered before her mind could stop it, because this was the man who had ruined her, publicly and thoroughly, with witnesses and laughter and a tribunal that had stripped her dignity bare.

She did not look away.

She took the seat opposite him when the host gestured, her movements smooth and controlled, her expression polite in the way that meant nothing. This was not a reunion. This was a negotiation.

“Ms. Rossi,” Alessio said, his voice low and even, threaded with an accent that had once felt intimate against her skin. “Welcome.”

“Mr. De Luca,” she replied, matching his tone, refusing to give him anything softer. “Thank you for your cooperation.”

A flicker passed through his eyes at that word, gone almost before it existed.

The cards were dealt. The game began. Chips moved. Money shifted hands.

They spoke as if they were strangers, as if they were not surrounded by ghosts, as if every line of her spine did not remember his hands, his voice, the way he had once said her name like it mattered. He asked about the audit. She answered professionally. He commented on compliance. She acknowledged. Beneath the table, her foot tapped once against the carpet, the only tell she allowed herself.

“You chose an interesting moment to return,” he said quietly, his gaze flicking briefly to the agents stationed just far enough away to pretend privacy.

“I go where the work is,” she replied. “Your operation is... extensive.”

His mouth curved slightly. “So I’ve been told.”

The hand ended. She won. It meant nothing.

When he stood, she felt it like a command before it reached her ears. “Walk with me.”

It was not a request.

Her agents tensed, ready to intervene, but she lifted her hand without looking at them, her decision already made, because she had not come this far to hide behind anyone, least of all now.

Alessio placed his hand at the small of her back as he guided her away from the table, the touch light enough to be deniable, heavy enough to make her breath catch despite herself, and the betrayal of her body made her jaw tighten even as heat spread in a way she refused to name.

“You don’t get to touch me,” she said once they were out of earshot, her voice low and sharp.

“You walked into my house,” he replied calmly. “You don’t get to pretend you don’t know the rules.”

They entered a private lounge, the door closing behind them with a soft, final sound, and Val turned to face him fully, the controlled anger in her chest tightening into something bright and dangerous.

“Let’s be clear,” she said, opening her portfolio and laying out documents with deliberate precision. “I’m here to audit your finances, not revisit the past.”

Alessio leaned against the table instead of sitting, his presence filling the room without effort, his eyes scanning her work with professional interest that would have been flattering if it did not feel like ownership. “You always were thorough.”

“Don’t,” she snapped, finally looking up at him. “Don’t pretend you know me.”

“I know exactly who you are,” he said, his gaze dropping briefly to her wrist, to the watch, to the pulse beating there. “And I know why you’re here.”

“You think this is about you,” she said coldly. “It isn’t.”

His smile was slow and dangerous. “Everything in this city is about me.”

A noise sounded outside the door, voices too close, too casual, and before she could react, Alessio moved, his body positioning itself between her and the entrance with instinctive precision, his hand lifting, a gun appearing as if it had always belonged there.

“No,” he said quietly to the man who had opened the door a fraction too far, his tone calm and absolute. “You don’t.”

The door shut. The danger retreated.

Silence filled the room.

Val stared at him, her heart pounding, fury and something far more treacherous twisting together in her chest. “I am not yours.”

Alessio turned to her slowly, his gaze intense, unyielding. “Then stop standing where my enemies can reach you.”

The words settled between them, heavy and undeniable, and Val realized with a sick twist in her stomach that the war she had come to fight had never stopped for him at all.

And that terrified her.

Val did not move right away.

Neither did he.

The room seemed to hold its breath, the quiet thick and deliberate, and she was painfully aware of how close he was standing, close enough that she could feel the warmth of him through the thin air between them, close enough that memory began to work against her in ways she hated, because her body remembered things her mind refused to forgive, remembered the weight of his hand at her waist, the sound of his voice when he spoke to her in the dark, the certainty with which he had once treated her as if she were the only fixed point in a world that constantly shifted beneath his feet.

She forced herself to step back, putting the table between them, anchoring herself to the present, to the sharp edges of anger and purpose that had carried her here. “You don’t get to dictate where I stand anymore,” she said, her voice steady even though her pulse was not. “You forfeited that right a long time ago.”

Alessio watched her closely, his expression unreadable, but something tightened briefly at the corner of his mouth, not quite a smile and not quite regret, more like acknowledgment, as if he accepted the accusation without argument because he had already sentenced himself for it years ago. “I didn’t come here to dictate,” he said. “I came here to warn you.”

“I don’t need warnings from you.”

“You always did,” he replied calmly. “You just didn’t like hearing them.”

Her fingers curled against the edge of the table. “I didn’t like being humiliated in front of a room full of men who would have torn me apart if you hadn’t decided to do it first.”

The words hung there, raw and unpolished, and for the first time since she had entered the casino, something in his composure shifted, subtle but unmistakable, as if a blade had finally found a seam. His gaze darkened, his shoulders tightening slightly, and when he spoke again, his voice was lower, rougher around the edges in a way she remembered too well.

“That room is still standing because I was the one who spoke,” he said. “You’re still breathing because I was the one who decided what they saw.”

She laughed, sharp and humorless. “You expect gratitude for destroying me?”

“No,” he said without hesitation. “I expect you to understand why.”

“I understand exactly why,” she shot back. “You chose power over me. You chose your empire over my dignity.”

“That’s what you think,” he said, taking a slow step toward her, stopping just short of the table. “And that’s why you’re in danger.”

Her breath caught despite herself, anger flaring hotter at the implication. “Don’t patronize me. I didn’t survive the last six years by being naïve.”

“No,” he agreed quietly. “You survived because someone made sure you did.”

The implication was there, heavy and unmistakable, and she felt a flicker of unease despite her certainty, a small crack in the narrative she had built and sharpened until it could cut him cleanly. “You don’t get to rewrite the past,” she said. “You don’t get to frame your cruelty as protection.”

Alessio’s gaze dropped briefly to the documents spread across the table, to the careful, ruthless order of her work, and when he looked back up at her, there was something like reluctant admiration in his eyes, something dangerously close to pride. “You’ve become very good at this,” he said. “You always were. You just never had the resources before.”

She stiffened. “What does that mean?”

“It means,” he said slowly, “that you didn’t build this alone.”

The words landed harder than she expected, a faint echo of unease stirring again, but she shoved it aside, refusing to let him destabilize her with insinuation. “Whatever you think you know about my life is outdated,” she said. “I earned everything I have.”

“I know,” he replied, and the certainty in his voice unsettled her more than any accusation would have. “I watched you do it.”

Her head snapped up. “You don’t get to say that.”

He leaned his hands flat on the table, caging her in without touching her, the space between them charged and intimate in a way that made her skin prickle. “You came into my casino,” he said quietly. “You sat at my table. You asked questions you know better than to ask unless you’re prepared for the answers. Don’t tell me now that you don’t want to hear the truth.”

She held his gaze, refusing to retreat even as her heart began to pound harder, because part of her hated him for how easily he could still do this, how effortlessly he could pull her attention, how her body betrayed her with heat and awareness even as her mind screamed at her to remember what he had taken from her. “The truth,” she said coldly, “is that you’re afraid.”

That finally drew a reaction.

Alessio straightened slightly, his brows lifting a fraction, not in surprise but in interest, as if she had said something worth considering. “Afraid of what?”

“Of losing control,” she replied. “Of someone finally seeing what’s underneath all of this.”

“Underneath,” he repeated softly. “And what do you think that is?”

“A man who destroys what he loves and calls it strategy.”

For a long moment, he said nothing, and in that silence she felt something shift again, something deeper and more dangerous than anger or desire, something like grief pressed down so hard it had turned into steel. When he spoke, his voice was quiet enough that it felt meant only for her. “I destroyed what I loved because it was the only way to keep it alive.”

Her chest tightened painfully, the words sliding under her defenses in a way she had not prepared for, because there was no triumph in his tone, no attempt to justify himself, only a flat, brutal statement of fact that carried the weight of years behind it. She opened her mouth to respond, to throw the past back in his face where it belonged, but before she could speak, a sharp knock sounded at the door, breaking the tension like glass.

Alessio did not turn. “We’re not finished,” he said calmly.

Another knock, harder this time, and a voice filtered through, tense and urgent. “Boss. We have a situation.”

Something cold settled in Val’s stomach, instinct flaring despite herself, and she watched Alessio closely as his expression shifted instantly into something lethal and controlled, the private intensity of their confrontation sliding away behind the mask he wore for war.

“Stay here,” he said to her without looking back.

“I don’t take orders from you.”

He finally turned, his gaze pinning her in place with startling force. “Then listen carefully,” he said, his voice low and unyielding. “Whatever you think you’re here to do, whatever story you’ve told yourself about who I am and what I deserve, understand this: there are people in this city who will hurt you just to prove they can reach me. And if you walk out that door without me, they will try.”

Her throat tightened, fear and defiance tangling together, but she refused to look away. “You don’t scare me.”

“No,” he agreed softly. “I scare them.”

The door opened again, and this time Alessio moved, stepping away from her, reclaiming his public distance even as his last words lingered in the air between them like a promise and a threat all at once.

Val stood alone in the private lounge for a moment longer, her heart racing, her mind in chaos, and she realized with a sick certainty that stepping back into his world had already cost her more than she had intended.

And it was only the beginning.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE PRICE OF ENTRY
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Val did not leave the casino when Alessio told her to stay.

She waited until the door closed behind him, until the echo of his presence faded just enough that she could breathe again without feeling like she was inhaling him, and then she gathered her papers with precise movements, forcing her hands to steady because she refused to let this place, or him, undo the discipline she had built piece by piece over six years of work and distance and deliberate forgetting.

She reminded herself why she was here.

She was not here for him.

She was not here to relive anything.

She was here to take his empire apart quietly, cleanly, and legally, using the same tools he had always trusted more than violence: numbers, leverage, and patience.

When she stepped back into the casino, the noise hit her again, the living pulse of it sliding under her skin, and she hated that part of her still knew how to move through it, still knew how to belong. Her agents fell into step beside her, their expressions tight.

“You okay?” Collins asked, low.

“I’m fine,” she said. “I want access to the full internal ledger, not the sanitized audit version. Tell your superiors that if they want results, I need real data.”

Collins hesitated. “De Luca won’t—”

“He will,” Val said, and she hated that she knew it with absolute certainty.

Because Alessio De Luca had never denied her anything she asked for directly. Not when it mattered.

They exited into the private elevator bank reserved for executives and ownership, the kind of access that would have raised alarms anywhere else, and as the doors slid shut, Val felt the faint, unmistakable sensation of being watched again, not through cameras this time, but through intent, through the invisible network of men and loyalty and money that made up Alessio’s world.

She had not even reached her hotel when her phone buzzed.

A new number.

She stared at the screen for a long moment before answering, already knowing who it would be, already resenting how quickly her body reacted, heart rate shifting, attention narrowing.

“You didn’t listen,” Alessio said, his voice calm, controlled, infuriatingly close in her ear.

“I don’t take instructions,” she replied, staring out the window as the city blurred past. “Especially not from you.”

“You’re staying at the Meridian,” he said.

Her jaw tightened. “You don’t know that.”

“I own half of it,” he replied. “And now you know.”

She closed her eyes briefly, frustration flaring hot. “If this is your idea of intimidation—”

“This is my idea of protection,” he cut in. “And you’re going to let it happen whether you like it or not.”

“I don’t need you to protect me.”

A pause, just long enough to feel deliberate. “That’s what you said last time too.”

The words landed like a blow, dragging memory with them, dragging her back to a younger version of herself who had believed that love could be negotiated with trust alone, and anger surged sharp and fast. “Don’t,” she said tightly. “Don’t use the past like a weapon.”

“I don’t need to,” he said. “It’s already loaded.”

She ended the call before he could say anything else, her hand trembling slightly as she lowered the phone, because she refused to give him another inch, refused to let him pull her back into the gravity of his orbit where everything bent toward him whether it wanted to or not.

The Meridian was quieter than the casino, all glass and soft lighting and the illusion of privacy, but Val knew better than to mistake silence for safety. She checked the room the moment she entered, habit ingrained, scanning exits, windows, shadows, and only when she was certain she was alone did she allow herself to sit at the desk and open her laptop.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
A Mafia Romance of Power,
Betrayal, and Unforgiving Love

CADEN RAVENSWOOD





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





