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Prologue – Before the Cage

Snow fell like ash over New York City.

Not the soft, romantic kind. This snow came dirty by the time it touched the pavement, devoured by exhaust, ground beneath expensive shoes and cheaper sins. Sirens wept somewhere far off, swallowed by the river wind, by the towering glass and stone that kept the powerful warm and the desperate moving.

Isabella Romano pulled her coat tighter and told herself she was not desperate.

She was simply out of time.

The envelope in her bag felt heavier than paper had a right to be. Statements, signatures, the mathematics of ruin. Her father’s name carved into every line like a confession.

By midnight, the debt would be collected.

Everyone in her world knew what that meant.

The Morettis did not send reminders.

They sent endings.

At the corner, headlights washed over her, slowing, considering. Isabella kept her gaze forward, pulse steady, steps measured. Fear was a language predators spoke fluently; she refused to offer it.

But she felt it.

Tonight the city had teeth.

She passed shuttered storefronts, restaurants exhaling their last patrons, laughter already dissolving into memory. Above her, windows glittered—lives unfolding in safety, unaware that empires shifted in quieter streets.

Her phone buzzed.

One message.

They know where you are.

Isabella stopped walking.

For a moment the world narrowed to the shape of her breath.

She had always understood that her father’s mistakes would arrive like this: efficient, inevitable, wearing a good suit.

She had just hoped for longer.

A black car turned the corner.

Too elegant for coincidence. Too patient.

It didn’t rush her. It paced.

The rear door opened before it fully stopped.

An invitation.

Or a sentence.

Isabella closed her eyes briefly.

She could run.

She might even make it a block, maybe two, before hands found her, before the night reminded her who truly owned it.

Running would change nothing except the dignity of how she lost.

So she turned toward the car.

A man stepped out first, umbrella rising, coat immaculate. Not a soldier. Not muscle.

A messenger.

“Miss Romano,” he said gently, as if they were meeting for dinner rather than destiny. “You’ll come with us.”

It wasn’t a question.

Isabella lifted her chin. “If I refuse?”

His expression did not flicker. “You won’t.”

Because refusal required power.

And power had already chosen its side.

She entered the car.

The door closed with a sound too soft to be called final, yet absolute all the same.

As they pulled away, Isabella watched the street vanish behind tinted glass. The ordinary world kept moving, unaware it had just lost her.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

The messenger met her eyes in the reflection.

“To see Mr. Moretti.”

A name spoken in churches and crime scenes, in whispers between rivals, in prayers offered by men who had done terrible things and feared meeting someone worse.

Lucien Moretti.

Isabella folded her shaking hands together and hoped he was as monstrous as they said.

Monsters were easier to hate.

The car drove south, toward the river, toward towers that scraped at heaven with money and blood. Snow streaked the windows, the city dissolving into abstraction, into a life already gone.

Isabella breathed in.

Breathed out.

When the car finally stopped, men waited at the entrance, coats dark, eyes darker. The doors opened, and cold rushed in to claim her one last time.

Inside those walls, she would belong to someone else.

To his mercy.

To his rules.

To his cage.

Isabella stepped onto the pavement and did not look back.

Above her, high in the tower, a light turned on.

A king had been told his future was arriving.

And far above the winter-struck city, Lucien Moretti rose from his chair to meet it.
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Chapter 1 – Collateral
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The first time Isabella Romano saw the devil, he didn’t raise his voice.

He didn’t have to.

The men around him carried violence the way other men wore cologne—thick, suffocating, impossible to ignore. They lined the marble hallway of the Moretti estate like statues carved from threat, hands folded in front of dark suits, eyes empty of mercy.

And at the end of that corridor stood the man they all answered to.

Lucien Moretti.

Isabella had heard his name her entire life, whispered at dinner tables, breathed in warnings, wrapped in prayers. Mothers used it to frighten reckless sons. Men used it carefully, if at all.

He was younger than she expected.

That was the first betrayal.

The second was how beautiful he was.

Not gentle-beautiful. Not kind.

No—his face was precision. Sharp cheekbones, unreadable eyes, a mouth made for commandments rather than kisses. His dark hair was brushed back, immaculate, not a strand daring rebellion. Even stillness seemed disciplined on him.

He stood with one hand resting in his pocket, the other loose at his side, as if this were merely an inconvenient meeting and not the moment her life was being traded away.

Her father trembled beside her.

Isabella could feel it in the way his sleeve brushed her arm, in the shallow drag of his breath. She’d never seen him like this—not when creditors called, not when businesses failed, not even when her mother died.

But men were different with grief.

They were honest with fear.

“Mr. Moretti,” her father said, voice cracking like old wood. “Please. I’m asking for more time.”
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