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PROLOGUE
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Fred

Twenty-Six Years Ago

MY EYES ARE CLOSING on their own. I’m almost asleep when I feel a hand on my shoulder. It’s Mom. I know it’s her by the gentle way she touches me. But something’s different. When she whispers my name, her voice sounds strange and rushed, almost as if she’s afraid.

“Frederico, wake up, sweetheart.” She puts her hand on my forehead, like she always does when something’s wrong. Her slender fingers are trembling a little, which confuses me. “Please, hide in the wardrobe. You need to do this now. In the wardrobe, okay? Don’t make a sound and don’t come out. Promise? Promise me you’ll do that?”

“Mom...” I whisper, blinking several times, trying to understand what’s happening.

“Please, do it.”

My chest tightens. The room is dark, but I can make out the contours of her face, her wide, frightened eyes, her quick breathing. Mom never seems scared, but right now, she’s terrified.

She’s crying.

I nod, swallowing the fear already starting to swell in my throat.

“What happened?”

“Please, my love. Just go.” She turns and looks at Leonardo, my older brother, standing in the doorway. He’s twelve, always thought he was smarter than me, but right now, he doesn’t look confident. “Come, Leonardo. Come and hide with your brother. Now.”

“I can help,” Leo answers, his voice louder than it should be, but Mom puts a finger to his lips, asking for silence.

He’s stubborn, he doesn’t want to hide. He wants to be like Dad, strong and brave. But she insists, pushing both of us into the closet.

“Never forget. I love you both. So much.”

“Mom, where are you going?” I want to know, and she just closes her eyes for a moment and runs her hand over her big belly, where our little sister Alessia is growing.

“I need to help your father.” She breathes in deep and slow, as if she doesn’t have the strength to do it. “If I don’t come back, please, run. Go find Grandpa. All right?”

“Mom... why wouldn’t you come back?” I ask, and she smiles a smile so sad it feels like someone punched me in the stomach.

She touches our heads tenderly before softly closing the door, leaving a crack, as if she still wants to see us, but then she vanishes into the darkness of my room.

I shrink between the clothes, smelling the familiar scent of her perfume, and it brings me no comfort. Only fear. A fear so big I feel it will suffocate me.

Leonardo is beside me, squeezed into the small space, his breathing heavy and controlled, but I know he’s as scared as I am. Neither of us says a word. I want to ask what’s happening, but my mouth is dry and all I can do is look at my brother.

Through the crack in the wardrobe, he stares fixedly outside, as if expecting Mom to come back any second and say everything’s fine, that it was just a scare.

But she doesn’t come back.

Instead, we hear a strange sound from downstairs. A dull thud, like something heavy hitting the floor. My heart starts hammering in my chest and I can’t breathe.

Leo shifts, pushing the closet door open slowly, looking out.

“We shouldn’t go out,” I whisper, but he’s already decided. He’s always been braver than me.

“We’ll just look,” he murmurs, stepping out of the closet with light steps, almost noiseless. Even with fear burning inside me, I follow him.

We go down the stairs carefully, making no noise, our hands sliding on the banister as if every step could betray us. The silence is heavy, almost suffocating, broken only by the muffled sounds coming from the living room.

When we reach the bottom step, Leonardo stops abruptly, and my body bumps into his, but I steady myself so I don’t fall.

“What is it?” I whisper the question, and he doesn’t answer. My brother is frozen.

Actually, Leo is petrified. Shock courses through his body like a wave, and I have to peek over his shoulder to see what paralyzed him.

I want to close my eyes. I want to hide again. But I can’t.

Mom and Dad are on their knees on the floor, their faces twisted in pain. Men I’ve never seen before surround them. I see one of the men pressing ropes around Mom’s body as if he wants to crush her, suffocate her, while another ties up Dad. The ropes are so tight their skin seems to scream, blood starting to stain their clothes.

Something warm runs down my face.

I’m crying, but no sound comes out. Only tears. I can’t move, I can’t do anything.

My brother looks at me over his shoulder and, in a quick movement, covers my mouth with his hand, as if he knows I’m about to scream and beg them to stop hurting my parents.

He’s crying too, but without making a single sound. Just tears streaming down his face, wetting his pajamas.

“Don’t make a sound, Frederico,” he whispers, trembling. His gaze, always so sure, is broken and empty.

Downstairs, the men continue. I see Mom trying to fight and her eyes meet mine for a brief moment, and it seems like she knows we’re here, and then she screams. The scream is short, muffled, as they tighten the ropes around her even more, hurting her.

I want to scream too, but the fear, the shock, everything keeps me paralyzed.

I see Dad groan in pain, his face contorted in agony as they tighten the ropes around his chest and legs. And then comes the final blow. Without hesitation, without mercy. Blood splatters on the floor, and the world seems to crumble around me.

I can’t breathe. Leo still holds my mouth, and I accidentally bite his hand, trying to stifle the sob that wants to escape. He just pulls me closer, pressing my head against his shoulder, trying to protect me from what’s still happening, but it’s too late.

I’ve already seen everything.

They killed our parents...

My head hurts. I can’t think straight. Everything is kind of blurry, as if I’m trapped inside a nightmare. I close my eyes and try to imagine I’m somewhere else, far from here. Maybe out in the backyard, playing basketball with Leo. Or in the kitchen, eating the cake Mom always makes. But I can’t. All I can see is them... on the floor, tied up.

And the blood.

My brother still holds me, and I feel him tremble. He never trembles. Leo is the strongest person in the world, and now... he seems as scared as I am. That terrifies me even more.

The men say something I don’t understand. Or maybe I don’t want to understand. Then, everything falls silent. A silence that hurts more than any scream. I want the sound to come back, any sound, but everything is still. Too still.

He slowly lets go of my mouth, looking at me as if checking to see if I’m going to start screaming. My hands clutch his shirt, weakly, but afraid to let go.

I don’t want him to let go of me. I don’t want to be alone.

“Fred...” he whispers, wiping the tears from my face with his palm. “We have to get out of here.”

I shake my head, not sure I understood correctly. I can’t think. I can’t believe our parents are dead. I want to run to them, I want Mom to hug me again and tell me everything’s okay. But none of that is going to happen.

Leo takes a deep breath and tries to wipe his eyes, but the tears won’t stop falling. He looks at me again.

“Come on, Frederico. We have to get out of here. They’ll come back,” he says, firmer this time. “And then... then we’ll make them pay for this. I swear. They will pay.”

I can only shake my head. I don’t know what “pay” really means. I just know he’s trying to promise me something. Leonardo always knows what to do, and if he says he’ll figure it out, I believe him.

He’s my brother and he always takes care of me.

​
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CHAPTER 1
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Franco

THE WIND BLOWS COLD, cutting, but I barely feel it.

I watch my brother’s tomb before me, the polished black marble reflecting the faint light of late afternoon. His name is engraved in perfect, intact golden letters. Almost ironic. Because nothing else in his life was intact. Nor in mine.

The twelve-year-old boy who saw his parents murdered died that night so that Tomás Vitale could be born—a man too fierce and too reckless for his own good—and then died again before seeing the end of our revenge.

The flowers I left here yesterday are already beginning to wilt. Just like the lives the Giordanos took from us. First our parents. Then my brother, who never knew how to be patient. And her... my sister, who never got the chance to be born.

That day, when the men invaded our home, they destroyed an entire family.

But I am here. Still breathing. I still remember their faces, the hands that bound my parents, the ropes that choked the life from our family. Giacomo Giordano is dead, but Giuseppe Giordano still lives.

And I have never forgotten.

I lean forward slightly before the tomb, my fingers tracing the letters carved into the marble. I feel the cold of the stone against my skin, but inside there is something far colder. My revenge is not just a flame that burns and consumes me. It is something calculated, controlled.

I learned from Tomás’s mistakes. He let himself be carried away by rage, by the desire to end it all quickly. And it killed him. He wanted to rip Giuseppe’s head off with his bare hands, wanted to see Giordano blood spill in a swift, brutal vengeance.

And that earned us a war that dragged on for endless years.

But I am more patient. And now that I have become the head of the organization, I will do things my way.

“I swear to you, Tomás, they will pay. Not all at once. Not as you wanted. They will pay piece by piece. They will feel every cut, every loss, until nothing is left.”

I close my eyes, and the image of Giuseppe Giordano’s face surfaces in my mind. I could kill him, and it would be easy. I could end him the same way he and his brother ended our parents. But that would be too merciful.

And he does not deserve mercy.

No. For him, the pain must be deeper. It must be more personal.

Giuseppe has daughters. He keeps them under guard, like the most precious assets he owns. To him, they are his extension, the key to keeping the family legacy alive. I know they are what matters most to him.

If there’s one thing I’ve learned over the years, it’s that you don’t destroy a man just by taking his life. You destroy him by tearing away what he loves most, piece by piece, until he is on his knees before you, wishing for death but unable to attain it.

I straighten up, wiping the dirt from my fingers on my suit pants. My hands are still cold, but now I feel the hot blood running beneath my skin. My thoughts are clearer than ever, and my path more defined.

Tomás never agreed with my plan, but now, things will be done my way. For years, I respected my brother and supported his decisions, but they brought nothing but his death.

Now, I will do as I please.

I will take one of the Giordano girls. I will marry her. I will take her, control her, break her. And Giuseppe will watch. He will feel the pain growing inside him, knowing his precious daughter is trapped in my hands. Suffering. Choking. And he will be powerless to save her.

The thought consumes me, and for the first time in a long while, I feel a kind of cold satisfaction.

She will beg for mercy. She will cry, she will struggle, but there will be no escape. And every tear she sheds, every scream that echoes through my house, will be a direct blow to Giuseppe’s heart. I will make him feel what I felt, what Tomás felt, what our parents suffered.

I will take everything from him, in the cruelest way I can.

He will not just lose a daughter. He will lose hope. Dignity. Control.

My revenge will be sweet and slow.

[image: ]

Some Time Later

SEATED IN THE LEATHER armchair, with the night-lit view of Naples behind me, I swirl the glass of whiskey between my fingers. The amber liquid reflects the city lights, but my thoughts are far from here. More precisely, focused on Detroit. On Giuseppe Giordano. And, of course, on Angelina.

That fucking marriage should have been the perfect move. Tying Angelina to me would have meant having Giuseppe under my thumb. He would have had to swallow me, endure my presence, while I destroyed his life from the inside out.

What I didn’t foresee, or perhaps ignored out of arrogance, was that his underboss, that piece of shit Lorenzo, already had his eyes and hands on Angelina.

I should have seen it. Should have realized.

My jaw tightens just remembering how it all went wrong. But that doesn’t mean the plan is down the drain. In fact, this initial failure opened other doors. Giuseppe may have seen it as a temporary victory, but he barely noticed the game has changed.

Anger still pulses in my veins when I think of how I was forced to retreat. But I’ve learned to channel that anger. Unlike Tomás, I know how to control the fire instead of letting it consume me.

Now, I am more watchful. More calculating.

The Giordano organization may have a bit more buying power than mine, but I am smarter. And I have two things they underestimate: my contacts and my sharp intelligence. That puts me above them.

I bring the glass to my lips and take a sip of whiskey, the warmth sliding down my throat.

My contacts have discovered something Giuseppe doesn’t even know yet.

Alberto Salvatore is weak. The bastard had a stroke, something the Salvatores are keeping under absolute secrecy, but I know it’s only a matter of time. Danilo Salvatore will soon take his father’s place, and I need to act before that happens.

Danilo is not as bloodthirsty as his father. But I have no doubt Giuseppe will refuse an arranged marriage if Alberto’s firstborn takes power. After all, Danilo is married to his precious daughter Martina, and she was always his favorite.

A soft knock on the door pulls me from my thoughts. Marco enters, his gaze and posture as steady as ever.

“We have confirmation,” he says, handing me an envelope. “Giuseppe is cooperating with the FBI.”

I nod, considering the irony of it all. Giuseppe, the man who always prided himself on being ruthless, is cooperating with the FBI. The great Giordano name everyone revered is handing over information to save his own skin.

Ridiculous. Pathetic.

The laugh that escapes my lips is a joyless sound. This is the kind of weakness I’ve been waiting for. The kind of weakness I can use against him. Because one thing is certain: nobody survives a betrayal like this.

When his allies find out he’s cooperating with the feds, the Giordanos will cease to exist. I don’t need to pull the trigger. They’ll destroy themselves.

Still, it doesn’t fully satisfy me. Just exposing Giuseppe isn’t enough. I want to see him suffer first. I want to see him on his knees, begging for his life, like my parents did that night.

He needs to understand what it means to lose everything.

I swirl the whiskey in my glass, my mind racing through the options. Now that I know the situation, I can move the pieces my way. At any moment, I could throw this to the wind, ensure his name is tarnished forever. But not now. Information is power, and I like holding that power, letting it simmer until the perfect moment to strike.

Besides, there are other opportunities. Giuseppe still has beautiful daughters available for me to break. I just need to keep playing smart. And I am good at that. My contacts are my eyes and ears, and they always give me what I need.

“Excellent,” I say, taking another sip of whiskey. “Prepare our men. It’s time to go home.”

Marco nods and withdraws, leaving me alone with my thoughts. I rise and walk to the window, looking out at the city below. Giuseppe has no idea what’s coming. He thinks he can protect himself, but I’m about to pull the rug out from under him.

And when he finally falls, it will be my turn to decide his fate.
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CHAPTER 2
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Caterine

PAOLO PARKS THE CAR in front of the mansion, the black Audi’s engine growls one last time before falling silent. I watch him in the rearview mirror and force a smile. He’s a quiet giant, always here, protecting us, like a shadow.

Ever since we were little, Paolo has been by our side, following every move my sisters and I made.

“Thank you, Paolo,” I say softly, and he just nods, his gaze calm, almost paternal.

I know he would wait for me for hours outside the ballet studio, without complaint, without question. He’s done it for years. His loyalty truly knows no bounds. Still, when I look away from him, it’s as if there’s a weight in the subtext, something hanging in the air between us.

I wonder if he ever thinks I’m trapped, like all the other women in the organization. Trapped in this house. Trapped by these rules. How silly of me. Of course I am.

I get out of the car and walk toward the front door. The mansion is immense and cold. It was once a place full of laughter and voices, but now it just feels empty. I miss Angelina and Martina so much. Too much.

One by one, we are leaving. It’s strange to think about it, it’s as if we’re coming apart, piece by piece, each of us pulling away from the house we grew up in.

Martina was the first, married to Danilo now, and I know she’s happy. I see it in her eyes when she visits, in the way she smiles when she talks about him. But even knowing that, there’s a void she left behind.

And now, Angelina. Finally married to Lorenzo, our stepbrother and the man she always loved.

The house, which used to be full of laughter and loud arguments, now feels too big. Too quiet. It’s as if, every time one of us leaves, a piece of me is torn away too.

And even knowing this is the natural path for women in our world, there’s a constant ache in my heart that refuses to go away.

It’s so strange and sad.

I hurry up the stairs and go straight to my room, desperate for a little peace after hours of rehearsal. My muscles ache and my body is exhausted. All I want is to lie down, close my eyes, and maybe lose myself in my own thoughts.

But the moment I open my bedroom door, I realize my peace has just gone out the window.

Violeta is lying on the floor, huge headphones covering her small ears, her eyes glued to a book. There’s a pile of clothes scattered beside her, along with crumpled pieces of paper and empty water bottles. Barbara is on my bed, legs crossed, laughing at her phone as she scrolls. More clothes are strewn about, and something sticky that looks like melted candy is on my comforter.

I take a deep breath, fighting the irritation. Damn it. My room looks like a battlefield.

“What are you two doing in here?” I ask, trying to stay calm.

Barbara doesn’t even look at me, just shrugs, that sarcastic smile still on her face.

“Why do you keep taking those ballet classes?” she asks, finally looking at me with a cynical stare. “It’s a waste of time. Papà will never let you do anything but take lessons. Just that. Lessons and more lessons.”

Her comment hits me like a needle, because she’s right. I’ve heard it so many times before. Ballet is the only thing that lets me escape, the only thing I still feel is mine.

“Don’t be mean,” Violeta murmurs, not taking her eyes off her book, her fingers absently tracing the pages.

Barbara just shrugs again, a defiant glint in her eyes.

“Someone has to take Angelina’s place. She was the only one who told us the hard truths.”

The words land like a stone in the room.

Angelina...

She left not long ago, married Lorenzo and went to live her own life. Our sister is happy, I know that. But her absence still hurts. She was annoying, controlling, and pessimistic most of the time, but she’s our sister and we love her.

We fall silent for a moment, and Angelina’s absence is almost palpable. I miss her every day, but I know Barbara and Violeta do too, even if in different ways.

I try to be strong for them, but sometimes, I feel like I’m failing. Especially because deep down, I know that one way or another, I’ll be next. It’s a fear that never goes away.

I don’t know who Papà will choose, or when he’ll decide. But it’s always there, hanging over me like a sword about to fall. This uncertainty eats away at me. Not knowing when everything will change, when my life will be ripped from my hands.

It’s driving me crazy.

Barbara breaks the silence, her voice dripping with scorn.

“We’re never going to be allowed to do anything real. Papà controls everything. That’s why I’m talking to a guy online.” She smiles, as if she’s won a game. “He’s going to take my virginity. I’m not getting married a virgin. I’m not giving that little treat to the men in the organization.”

My eyes widen, and I feel my heart jump in my chest.

“What did you say?” My voice comes out louder than I intended, and Violeta, who had been lying down, jumps up from the floor, horrified.

“Have you lost your mind?!” Violeta shrieks, shoving her headphones down around her neck. “Papà will kill you.”

My whole body tenses, blood rushing fast in my veins. Barbara is playing with fire. She doesn’t understand what this means. Doesn’t understand the real danger of defying Papà’s rules and the men of the organization. It’s more than just control. He’s always kept all of us locked in a glass dome.

And shattering that dome could be fatal.

“Barbara,” I begin, trying to control my breathing. I need to be the voice of reason here. I’m two years older than her, which isn’t much, but it has to count for something. “You can’t be serious.”

She rolls her eyes and lets out a sarcastic laugh.

“Of course I am. And if you keep pretending everything’s fine being the little ballet princess, you’ll end up married to some guy Papà picked out and locked in another prison. At least I’m doing something to change it.”

Anger and fear mix inside me.

I understand what Barbara is feeling, that desperation for freedom, but she’s choosing the most dangerous path possible. She doesn’t know who she’s playing with.

Papà is good to us, but he won’t allow this. He would do anything to maintain control, to ensure we remain “pure” and untouched.

“No matter what you do,” I say, calmer now, my eyes locked on hers. “It won’t save you, Barbara. It will put you in danger. It will put all of us in danger.”

She stares at me, as if my words are about to sink in. And then, that brazen smile returns to her full, perfectly shaped lips.

“Maybe danger is exactly what we need. Don’t you think?”

I close my eyes for a second, trying to push away the tension burning inside me. Barbara is playing with fire, and deep down, she knows it.

When I open my eyes again, Violeta is looking at me, worried, her face full of fear. I go to her and hug her, trying to offer some comfort, even though inside I’m terrified too.

“We’ll figure out a way to handle this,” I murmur, then turn a serious gaze to Barbara. “But you need to be smart. You need to stop acting like there are no consequences for your choices.”

She just sighs, crossing her arms, but this time she doesn’t answer. Silence takes over the room again, and I feel as if we’re about to lose our minds for good.

Martina and Angelina always knew what to say in moments like this. They always knew how to keep us safe, even when everything seemed to be falling apart.

Now, I’m the one who has to be that strength.

I just hope it’s enough.
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Franco

DETROIT FEELS COLDER than usual today. The wind cuts through the city like a blade, but the cold doesn’t bother me. Not anymore. What I feel is a relentless energy, a tension coursing through my veins as the car slows and stops in front of the Giordano mansion.

Today is the day everything changes.

I step out of the car, adjusting my suit as my men take up their positions. They are always with me, like shadows, silent and lethal. Giuseppe will understand the message as soon as he sees me crossing the gate with them behind me. I didn’t come to negotiate, and certainly not to beg.

I came to take what is mine.

Giuseppe waits for me at the top of the marble staircase, his eyes gleaming with a mix of suspicion and contained anger. Good. He should be nervous. He should be terrified. I know my recent moves have put him on alert. He’s aware something is about to happen, but he still can’t guess what.

“Vitale,” he says, his voice firmer than I expected. “I didn’t know you were planning a visit.”

I smile, and the gesture doesn’t reach my eyes. He knows I’m not here for a social call.

“Giuseppe, I thought a face-to-face meeting would be better. Some business is too delicate for the phone.”

He observes my men behind me and makes a subtle gesture to his own, indicating they should stand ready but keep their distance. Smart, but useless. They can’t change what’s about to happen.

“Come in,” he says, stepping back into the mansion. “Let’s talk.”

I follow him inside, my eyes sweeping over the luxurious interior of the mansion that was once a symbol of power. But now, this place is weakened, just like the man who controls it. He still doesn’t realize he’s on the brink of losing everything.

We enter his study and sit on the sofa, and it’s almost instantaneous—the room becomes charged with a dense tension. I look directly at Giuseppe, who settles into his armchair as if trying to feel in control.

“Let’s be direct,” I begin, firm and controlled. “I’m not here for a casual visit. I have something to discuss, and I know you’ll want to hear it.”

“Then say it,” he retorts, trying to maintain his composure and hold my gaze. “What brings you here?”

I cross my legs, look at him, and let the tension hang in the air for another second. This is the moment everything will change, and I want to savor it a little before I drive him mad.

“Caterine,” I say her name slowly, watching the reaction in Giuseppe’s eyes.

He didn’t expect that.

“What about her?” he asks, and there’s a stiffness in his tone now. He knows that when I mention one of his daughters, it’s not something that can be ignored.

“I want to marry Caterine,” I state with a cold smile. Simple and direct.

I watch his face, seeing the surprise mixed with suspicion. Giuseppe shakes his head, as if trying to understand where I’m going with this.

“I know things with Angelina didn’t work out as planned. But I thought we’d settled that.”

I shake my head from side to side, denying it.

“I’m not interested in Angelina,” I counter more sharply. “I’m talking about Caterine. And this time, Giuseppe, you have no choice. You can’t deny me what I want.”

He falls silent, staring at me while, in a futile attempt, he tries to calculate my game. But he doesn’t have the cards he needs to play against me.

“Caterine is my daughter, Vitale. She’s only nineteen.”

He leans forward, pretending to be in control of the situation.

“I know. That’s why I want her. The daughter of the head of Detroit’s most powerful organization,” I retort with a touch of disdain.

“There are other girls available.”

“I want Caterine Giordano.”

I smile again, humorlessly. I admire that he’s trying to stand firm, but I know he’s losing the battle. So, I take an envelope from my pocket and place it on the table between us, sliding it toward him.

“Perhaps you’ll want to think twice before saying no, Giuseppe,” I say calmly. “Inside that envelope are documents directly linking Giordano Funeral Services to a series of offshore accounts. Accounts used to launder money from your activities over the last ten years. Numbers, dates, transfers. I made sure everything was perfectly detailed. If these documents fall into the wrong hands, Giuseppe, you and your organization are finished.”

Giuseppe stares at me, his eyes now full of rage. He knows what this means. It’s the kind of evidence that could destroy not only his reputation, but everything he’s built.

“Are you blackmailing me?” he snarls, the mask of calm finally cracking. “You’ve got a lot of fucking nerve coming to my house and talking this shit, you little punk.”

I lean forward, coming face to face with him. He needs to understand this isn’t a simple threat.

“I’m not blackmailing you. I’m offering a solution,” my voice comes out cold and calculated. “These documents will never need to see the light of day... provided Caterine marries me.”

“What kind of bullshit is this, Vitale? You’re acting like you don’t have dirty business too.”

I smile.

“I do. But unlike you, I know how to hide my dirt very well.”

“Go fuck yourself, you little shit.”

I nod. His cursing doesn’t offend me.

“We’re all fucking ourselves, Don Giordano. Haven’t you realized that yet?”

He grits his teeth, but controls himself from exploding at me. Giuseppe knows that the moment he does, he’ll show he’s lost.

“I could have you killed. Right now.”

I give a wide smile.

“I know. But you won’t. You won’t, because you need me if you don’t want to be swallowed up by Alberto Salvatore. Have you forgotten the reason for our alliance? I bet you think about it every night before you sleep.”

He closes his eyes for a fraction of a second and takes a deep breath.

“I haven’t forgotten.”

“I need you, and you need me.”

“Why such an interest in joining my family?” he questions, and the question hits my ego directly. I need to control myself not to fly at him and wrap my hands around his neck.

“We were getting along just fine, Giuseppe. Or at least, I thought we were,” I say quietly, containing my anger. “Until you humiliated me. Did you really think you could just back out of my marriage to Angelina and walk away unscathed? As if nothing happened? Men like us have egos, Giuseppe. And you wounded mine in a way I won’t forget. You disrespected me in front of everyone. Now, tell me, wouldn’t it be fair, after all that, to give me Caterine in Angelina’s place?”

He doesn’t answer me immediately.

His gaze grows tense and his jaw tightens. He knows this isn’t a simple negotiation. I’m laying everything on the table, making it clear this wound hasn’t healed, and that he needs to do something to remedy the situation.

Giuseppe clenches his fists, fighting the urge to send me to hell right here. But he can’t. He knows I have him cornered. The Don has no way to refuse without sealing his fate and that of his organization.

“Besides, marrying one of the daughters of the formidable Giuseppe Giordano... that’s something that will give me credibility.”

His nostrils flare as he glares at me sideways, unable to look me in the eye because anger is dominating every pore of his skin.

“Caterine...” Giuseppe begins, trying to find another way out. “She’s so sweet...”

Perfect. It will be so much more delicious to break her.

“I’ll take very good care of her,” I interrupt, firmly. “You know this guarantees more than a simple agreement. It seals our alliance. An alliance that keeps your organization standing and your secrets safe.”

He falls silent, his face twisted with rage, but there’s no way out. He knows my proposal isn’t a choice. It’s a sentence.

Don Giordano tries to control his breathing, his eyes burning with hatred, and I make no indication that I’ll back down.

After a long moment, he finally speaks, his voice low, full of poison.

“You’re right.”

I nod, satisfied.

This is the victory I needed. Giuseppe has just handed his daughter over to me. And the best part? He has no idea what’s really coming.

“Then we have an agreement,” I say, standing up. “I will marry Caterine.”

Giuseppe doesn’t look at me when I speak. He’s lost in his own thoughts, trying to understand how a man as powerful as him ended up here, with no way out. However, it doesn’t matter anymore. He’s already caught in my web, and now, Caterine will be my ultimate weapon.

“Call her here, please.” I feel like ordering, but I merely ask politely. “The marriage license is already signed, and the government official is waiting in my car outside. Everything is ready for this to happen now.”

I rise from the sofa, button my suit jacket, and watch as disbelief takes over his face.

Giuseppe frowns, his eyes narrowing as if he can’t believe what he’s heard.

“What?”

He can barely disguise his shock, and I smile slowly.

“I’m not going to let you trick me again, Giuseppe.” I move a little closer, keeping my gaze fixed on his. “You had your chance to play your cards once. Now it’s different. There won’t be any second chances. This happens today.”

​
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CHAPTER 4
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Caterine

I’M KNEELING ON MY bedroom floor, tucking the ribbons of my ballet slippers into my bag, when I hear the door swing open with a thud.

Barbara and Violeta come in together, their faces pale, eyes wide. The shock makes my heart leap into my throat, and I’m about to scold them for barging in like this, but something in their expressions stops me.

“What are you two doing?” I ask. It’s not unusual for them to burst in, but never looking this frightened.

“Caterine...” Barbara begins, and is cut off by the heavy sound of footsteps in the hall. One of Papa’s soldiers appears in the doorway, his face stern, his eyes fixed on me.

It’s Carlo, the most impassive of them all. He’s always been loyal, always followed Papa’s orders without question.

“Your father is waiting for you in the study, Miss Giordano,” he says firmly, as though it isn’t a request, but an order.

My stomach drops.

“What’s going on?” I ask, getting to my feet, trying to ignore the unease crawling up my spine.

“Come down now,” he repeats, his tone sharper.

Barbara steps forward, her eyes bright with desperation.

“No.” She moves closer and grabs my arm, as if to shield me. “Caterine, you have to run. Right now. If you stay, there’s no going back. Run.”

Run?

I stare at her, my heart beating so fast I feel like I’m choking. Barbara has always been dramatic, but there’s something in her voice that puts me on alert. She truly believes what she’s saying.

“Don’t talk nonsense, Miss Barbara,” Carlo interrupts, clearly annoyed by our exchange. “That’s reckless. Your father is waiting. Stop putting absurd ideas in your sister’s head.”

“Then tell me what’s happening!” I shout, feeling my anxiety twist into panic. My own yell surprises my sisters and Carlo, and I can’t blame them—I don’t usually do things like this.

Carlo just shakes his head.

“Your father will explain. Now come with me. Don’t keep him waiting.”

He holds my gaze, the expectation building and making me lightheaded. I don’t know what’s waiting for me, but I can feel there’s no way out.

I hesitate, looking at Barbara and Violeta, searching for some kind of answer, which is foolish. I’m the oldest; I can’t expect anything from them. Especially now, when all I see are terrified expressions.

I take a deep breath and leave the bag on the floor, even though something inside me is screaming to run. I can’t run. That was never an option. Besides, where would I go? There’s no place for me except here.

“Caterine...” Barbara whispers, her eyes full of pleading, but Carlo steps forward, and the warning on his face is crystal clear. He won’t tolerate me making my father wait any longer.

I walk to the door, and as I step out of the room, I hear a sound that makes me freeze. My mother. She’s in the hallway, her eyes red from crying, her face as pale as a ghost’s.

My heart hammers in my chest, and before Carlo can stop me, I run toward her.

“Mamma...” I hold her arms, trying to look into her eyes, searching for answers. She’s terrified. “What’s going on? Did I do something wrong?”

She shakes her head, sobbing quietly, her hands trembling in mine.

“Caterine,” her voice comes out broken, as if the words are being forced out. “Go see your father. I... I’ll try to help you. I’ll try, but...”

I feel my blood run cold. What she isn’t saying is more terrifying than anything she could speak aloud. I know she believes there’s no way out. I know that whatever this is, it’s already been decided.

Carlo approaches, his shadow falling over us.

“Miss Caterine, let’s go.”

I let go of her reluctantly, feeling a hole open right in the center of my chest. The hallway seems to close in around me as I follow Carlo toward Papa’s study, the sound of my footsteps echoing on the marble floor.

The silence between us is suffocating, and my heart beats so fast I can barely breathe.

Run.

Barbara’s idea still vibrates in my mind, but it’s too late. I’m already in up to my neck.

When Carlo stops in front of the large wooden door of the study, he gestures for me to enter. I hesitate for a second, my heart pounding even harder against my ribs.

I take a deep breath and go in.

And what I find on the other side of the door changes everything.

Franco Vitale.

He’s here, sitting in the chair across from Papa’s desk, with the calm of someone who’s already won. The brown of his eyes follows me as I enter the room, and there’s something dark in his gaze, something that makes my whole body stiffen.

I feel like I’m being pulled into something I don’t understand, something that’s already been sealed, decided.

Papa is standing beside him, his face tense, as if he’s trying to maintain control of a situation that slipped through his fingers long ago. But it isn’t control he radiates.

It’s desperation.

Franco rises and then smiles at me, a cold smile full of hidden intentions.

“Caterine,” he says, his voice calm, almost gentle, but there’s a force behind it that chills my blood. “Bella...” Franco adds in a whisper as his eyes travel over my body.

I force the lump in my throat down.

“Papa... what’s happening?”

My father sighs.

“My dear, I think it’s time we talked about your future.”

And in that moment, I know. I never had a choice.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 5
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Franco

WHEN THE OFFICE DOOR opens, my entire body freezes. Caterine Giordano enters the room, and I lose my goddamn voice.

I’ve always kept an eye on the Giordano family. Every move, every transaction, every step they took. I was always there, watching from the shadows, waiting for the right moment to strike.

But to be honest, I never paid much attention to Giuseppe’s daughters. They were just pieces in a larger game. Bridges to my revenge, nothing more.

Yet now, seeing Caterine up close for the first time, I realize how much I underestimated this. Fuck. I should have prepared for this moment like I prepared for my talks with Giuseppe.

She is so much more than I could have imagined. So much more than any bridge to my revenge.

She is... impressive.

Caterine stops at the entrance to the office, her body rigid, but her eyes... those damn eyes. Large, bright, a blue that reminds me of a calm sea before a violent storm. Eyes that could swallow any man, including me, if I’m not careful enough.

Her hair is an intense red, like fire, falling in soft waves over her shoulders. The gentle light from the window catches the strands, making them seem even more alive, almost as if they were glowing.

She is absolutely beautiful.

The kind of beauty that makes a man’s heart stumble. It’s not an artificial or forced beauty, but something purer. Like a canvas painted by hand by someone who wanted nothing more than to capture perfection.

Her features are delicate, soft, but there’s a hidden strength in every line of her face. As if the world hasn’t managed to break her yet, but it’s trying.

She wears a simple black dress that hugs her breasts and slender waist, accentuating her hips. The way the fabric drapes over her pale skin, molding to her slender frame, only serves to highlight what’s already impossible to ignore.

Caterine exudes a dangerous calm, yet behind her eyes, I see a flicker of fear. She tries to hide it, and doesn’t quite succeed. And that excites me.

Fear.

It’s good that she fears me.

I can’t let this girl affect me. She is just a means to an end. And that’s all. I’ve been surrounded by beautiful women before. Women who tried to bend me with their sweet looks and soft words. But this is different. Because Caterine, with all her innocence and sweetness, has no idea what’s happening. She’s like a deer in the middle of a field, surrounded by wolves, unaware that her life is about to change forever.

She looks back at me, her eyes restless, as if trying to understand what’s happening here. As if I’m a puzzle she can’t solve. And for a moment, I feel a spark of something. I don’t know what it is. It can’t be attraction. I don’t have time for that, not with her.

And besides, I can’t allow it.

But damn, it’s hard to ignore her strength. The way she holds herself firm, even though it’s obvious she’s terrified. The way her red hair cascades over her shoulders, framing the delicate face that hides so much I don’t yet understand.

I rise from the chair, trying to maintain control. My eyes travel over every detail of her, and I notice the faint blush that appears on her prominent cheekbones when she realizes I’m appraising her.

She shifts nervously and her pink lips press together.

Fuck. She’s even more beautiful when she’s uncomfortable.

“Caterine,” I greet her, unable to take my eyes off her body. “Bella...” The word slips from my lips before my brain processes it, but I like the way she swallows hard to keep herself steady.

“Papà... what’s going on?” Caterine wants to know.

“Darling, I think it’s time we talked about your future,” Giuseppe replies, making the girl even more terrified.

I move closer to her, keeping my posture calm and controlled. I can’t let her see how much this encounter has affected me. She can’t know that, for a brief second, I almost lost myself in the damn blue of her eyes. I need to remember who I am. I need to remember what I’m doing here.

She looks at me with fear and confusion, mixed with something else, perhaps a touch of defiance. And that interests me more than it should.

Does she have the slightest idea I’m here to take her for myself? Or is she still lost in the chaos of her own mind, trying to understand what the hell is happening between our families?

“What about my future?” Her voice comes out stronger than I expected. There’s a slight tremor, yet she holds firm. It makes me smile inwardly. This girl has fire.

I take another step, closing the distance enough for her to feel my presence, but not so much that she feels suffocated. This is a delicate game. A game I’ve already begun to win, even if she hasn’t realized it yet.

“Your future... it’s mine now,” I say slowly, savoring each word.

She blinks slowly and takes a step back, then casts a pleading look at her father, who says absolutely nothing.

“What do you want?” the girl asks.

“What I want, Caterine, is very simple. I want you to get ready. Because from now on, you are mine.”

She frowns, as if trying to decipher the meaning behind my words, but finds no answers.

Caterine parts her pink lips to say something, and no sound comes out. Then her eyes fix on mine, blinking slowly, assimilating the new information. They shine with unshed tears and I see her break inside, like a crystal glass falling to the floor, shattering into pieces.

And for the first time in a long time, I feel a spark of emotion in my chest.

It’s not just the plan, not just the revenge. It’s her. Something about this girl. Something I will need to control. Because if I’m not careful, those big, sweet eyes might end up swallowing me whole.

And I can’t allow that.

I won’t allow that.

Never.
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THE AIR IN THE OFFICE is heavy, and the silence hanging over our heads is suffocating, as if the room itself has frozen. They are all here: Giuseppe, his consigliere, and the government official with the damn papers on the mahogany desk.

Ready to be signed.

The contract that will seal Caterine’s fate and mine is ready, right in front of me, and even though I’m one step away, it still feels like a lie. She will be my wife before the sun sets today. It’s a thought that should satisfy me, but something inside me stirs, restless.

Caterine is beside me, perched on the edge of her chair as if trying to shrink and disappear. She is crying. She tries to be silent, her face turned down, her long red hair falling around her delicate, beautiful face like a shield, hiding the tears.

The small tremors of her shoulders, the shaky breath she can’t control. She’s trying to stay strong, trying not to fall apart in front of all of us.

And failing.

If I were a good man, I wouldn’t do this to her. What fault is it of hers, after all? She wasn’t there when my parents died. Yet she was born with Giordano blood, and that is her sentence.

I see a tear escape, sliding down her cheek before she wipes it away quickly. She looks so fragile. So helpless. And in a strange way, I like it. I like the fact that, no matter how much she wants to fight this, she has nowhere to run.

She will become my wife, and from now on, her fragility will be in my hands.

Giuseppe, standing beside her, leans in to whisper something in her ear. I don’t hear what he says, but from the way Caterine’s eyes tighten slightly, I know it’s another one of his comforting lies—that he’ll find a way to get her out of this marriage.

How many times have women been saved from arranged marriages in the organizations?

Never. Not a single time.

And Caterine should know that.

She is a pawn, a piece in a game much larger than she could ever comprehend. And even if Giuseppe loves her, he is using her as a tool to save his own skin.

To save the organization.

Giuseppe’s consigliere keeps his eyes downcast, and he’s the only one who seems comfortable with the situation. He knows as well as I do what’s really happening here. And no word will be spoken in Caterine’s defense, because there is no defense.

“Sign the papers,” the government official finally says, breaking the silence with a voice that’s almost bureaucratic.

Though he works with the law, the official in this room is also paid to work against it, and so he’s used to unusual situations. Today, he’ll pretend this is just another contract, just another day at work.

Giuseppe murmurs once more to Caterine, and I see her small hand tremble as she picks up the pen. She tries to steady it, but her fingers are unsteady, barely able to hold its weight.

And for some reason, it fascinates me.

I like seeing her like this, so fragile, so scared. The way her fear is almost palpable in the air, the way she fights to maintain control and fails miserably. It’s fucking exciting.

I should feel completely in control now, and in many ways, I am. I’ve won. Giuseppe is cornered, Caterine is about to be my wife, and everything I’ve ever planned is unfolding before me, exactly as it should.

Only there’s something here that intrigues me.

She intrigues me.

This girl, with eyes as large and blue as the sky before a storm, so different from anything I expected.

It’s not just that she’s beautiful, though she is, undeniably. It’s her fragility. The way she seems like she might break at any moment, and yet she holds on with all her strength, trying not to crumble. There’s a beauty in that. A purity.

A purity that was stolen from me when I had to kill that nine-year-old boy, Frederico Rossi, so that Franco Vitale could be born.

She finally manages to put the pen to paper and, with a small, muffled sob, begins to sign her name. Each letter is drawn with difficulty, as if the pen weighed a ton.

And I watch, transfixed, each stroke revealing how much this situation affects her. She is on the verge of collapse. And as much as part of me wants to see her break completely, another part wants to see how far she can go without breaking.

I reach out to take the pen from her, watching her closely. Our fingers touch for a brief second, and she flinches as if shocked. She pulls back quickly, the tears falling more heavily now. Her pain should be irrelevant to me, should be just a detail.

Yet it’s kind of addictive. Almost attractive.

Giuseppe stands rigidly beside Caterine, and I know he feels the imminent defeat. He knows there’s no turning back. This is the moment he feared, and I make him feel it with every controlled movement.
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