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Prologue


	Damien POV


	The chandelier in the ballroom seemed to pulse with the rhythm of the night. Its crystals caught the warm light, throwing flashes of brilliance across the crowded room, an endless dance of opulence and pretense. But even the grandeur couldn’t settle the disquiet gnawing at me. The Varden estate was always alive during our galas, bustling with high-society figures eager to rub shoulders with power. Yet tonight felt… off.


	I adjusted the cuffs of my tailored suit, scanning the sea of faces from my vantage point at the grand staircase. It was the perfect spot to observe everything without being trapped in meaningless conversation. My father, Victor Varden, the unchallenged king of this world, was entertaining a group of his closest allies near the ornate fireplace. His laughter was loud, deliberate, a signal that tonight was meant to be one of unity and strength.


	But I knew better. Beneath the glimmering façade, enemies lurked. They always did, particularly when the Rosetti family was involved.


	“Damien.”


	Lila, one of the estate’s long-standing guests, approached with a sly smile and a glass of champagne. Her diamond necklace caught the chandelier’s light, but her charm barely registered. “You’ve been standing here for ages. Don’t tell me you’re brooding again?”


	“I’m observing,” I replied curtly.


	“Ah, always the dutiful heir.” Her voice held a teasing lilt, but I wasn’t in the mood.


	“Excuse me,” I said, stepping past her.


	My father’s laugh boomed again, but my focus wasn’t on him anymore. A flicker of movement near the ballroom’s edge caught my attention. It was subtle, almost too subtle to notice in the swirl of expensive gowns and tailored suits. A figure slipped through the crowd, moving with a precision that made my instincts hum with alarm.


	Whoever they were, they didn’t belong here.


	I followed.


	The crowd swallowed me as I wove through it, my strides careful, measured. My tailored shoes tapped softly against the polished marble floors, a sound drowned by the hum of conversation and the string quartet playing in the corner.


	The figure disappeared into the corridor leading to the east wing. The library.


	I quickened my pace, slipping past a waiter carrying a tray of hors d’oeuvres. The corridor stretched before me, quieter now, the lively buzz of the ballroom muffled by the thick walls. When I reached the library doors, I paused, my hand resting on the intricate brass handle.


	Inside, the air was cool and still, the faint scent of leather and aged paper filling the room. The fireplace crackled softly, casting flickering light over the shelves lined with books and folders.


	And there she was.


	She stood by the large oak desk, her back to me, fingers sifting through a pile of documents with quick, efficient movements. She was dressed in deep green, the color accentuating her sharp, graceful figure. Her hair was pinned up, though a few strands had fallen loose, framing her face.


	“Elena Rosetti,” I said, my voice cold and precise.


	She froze, her hands stilling for the briefest moment before she turned to face me. Her dark eyes met mine, a flash of recognition sparking between us.


	“Damien Varden,” she said smoothly, a faint smile playing on her lips.


	“What do you think you’re doing?”


	She stepped away from the desk, slow and deliberate, as though she hadn’t just been caught rifling through my family’s most private records. “Admiring the décor,” she said. “Your family certainly has a taste for the dramatic.”


	My jaw tightened. “Don’t insult my intelligence. You shouldn’t be here.”


	“And yet, here I am.” She tilted her head, her expression one of calculated defiance. “Did you come to escort me out, or are we going to chat about how dull your gala is?”


	I stepped closer, my gaze never leaving hers. “You have no idea what you’ve just done.”


	Her smile widened, but there was no warmth in it. “I think I have a pretty good idea.”


	The fire in the hearth crackled louder, the flames dancing higher. It wasn’t until a faint trail of smoke curled upward that I realized something was wrong.


	“What did you do?” I demanded.


	She glanced at the fire, her smirk faltering for a moment. “That… wasn’t part of the plan.”


	The flames surged, roaring to life and licking at the edges of the carpet. Smoke filled the air, thick and choking, as the fire spread with terrifying speed. I swore under my breath, lunging toward her, but she darted away, her movements as quick as a shadow.


	“Stay where you are!” I barked, my voice sharp and commanding.


	But she was already moving. She grabbed a metal candlestick from a nearby table and hurled it at the window. The glass shattered, shards raining down onto the garden below.


	“Elena!” I shouted, fury blazing in my chest.


	She turned to me one last time, her dark eyes glinting with something I couldn’t quite place. “See you around, Damien.”


	And then she was gone, vanishing into the night like a phantom.


	The flames consumed the library with alarming speed, devouring the books, the desk, the curtains. Smoke choked the air, stinging my eyes as I backed toward the door. Anger coursed through me, hot and unrelenting.


	I stormed out of the room, slamming the doors shut behind me. Guests in the ballroom turned to stare as smoke began to seep into the corridor. My father appeared, his face a mask of confusion and alarm.


	“What the hell happened?” he demanded.


	“Elena Rosetti,” I spat. “She’s the one. She did this.”


	The name sent a ripple of shock through the room. The Rosettis had always been our rivals, a family just as powerful, just as ruthless. But this was more than a declaration of war—it was a personal attack.


	As the flames consumed the heart of the Varden estate, I made a silent vow. Elena Rosetti would pay for this, no matter the cost.


	 




Chapter 1


	(Elena POV)


	The Varden estate was every bit as ridiculous as I’d imagined. Golden chandeliers, gilded walls, and crystal-clear champagne poured into glasses held by people who believed themselves untouchable. It reeked of power and wealth, and I hated every inch of it.


	From my perch on the second-floor balcony overlooking the grand ballroom, I watched the vultures mingle, their laughter as hollow as their morals. My father had always said the Vardens were a necessary evil, but I never cared for necessity. It was all a game to him—alliances, betrayals, and power plays. He thrived on it.


	I, on the other hand, was here for something else entirely.


	The emerald dress I wore clung to me uncomfortably, its weight an unwelcome reminder that this wasn’t my world. I tugged at the tight fabric as my eyes swept over the room below, searching for the one man I knew would be watching everything.


	Damien Varden.


	I spotted him instantly. Standing at the top of the grand staircase, he was impossible to miss. Tall, poised, with an air of control that made him seem untouchable. His sharp jawline was set in a perpetual scowl, and his piercing gaze cut through the crowd like a knife. He wasn’t smiling, of course. I doubted he even knew how.


	But I wasn’t here to admire him.


	Slipping past the guests on the balcony, I ducked into a corridor that led away from the ballroom. My heels clicked softly against the marble floor, and I cursed myself for not wearing something quieter. Every sound echoed in the vast emptiness of the Varden mansion.


	My heart pounded as I neared the library. My father’s words rang in my ears: Get in. Get the papers. Get out. Simple enough, in theory.


	The library doors loomed ahead, dark and imposing. I hesitated for only a moment before pushing them open and slipping inside.


	The room was everything I expected—overwhelmingly grand and unnervingly organized. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lined the walls, interrupted only by tall windows draped in heavy curtains. A fireplace crackled softly in the corner, casting a warm glow over the polished wooden floors.


	I made my way to the desk at the center of the room, my hands trembling ever so slightly as I rifled through the papers. Contracts, ledgers, correspondence—all of it useless. My father’s intel said the documents I needed would be here, but so far, it was nothing but noise.


	The sound of the door opening behind me sent a jolt of panic through my chest.


	“Stop.”


	The voice was sharp, commanding, and unmistakable.


	I turned slowly, forcing myself to meet Damien Varden’s icy stare. He stood in the doorway, his broad shoulders blocking any chance of escape. His dark suit was immaculate, his tie perfectly knotted, but his expression was anything but composed.


	“What do you think you’re doing?” he demanded.


	I forced a smirk, my pulse racing. “Admiring your collection.”


	“Try again,” he said, stepping closer.


	My mind raced as I searched for an exit, but the windows were too far, and Damien was faster than I expected. I’d seen the way he moved in his world—calculated, methodical. He’d catch me before I could make it two steps.


	“I think you already know why I’m here,” I said, my voice steady despite the panic clawing at my chest.


	His gaze narrowed, and for a moment, I thought he might lunge at me. Instead, he stayed perfectly still, like a predator waiting for the perfect moment to strike.


	“Elena Rosetti,” he said, his voice dripping with disdain. “Of course. I should have known.”


	The fire in the hearth flickered, the flames climbing higher as though mirroring the tension in the room.


	“Whatever you think you’re looking for,” he said, his tone cold and measured, “you won’t find it here.”


	I shrugged, leaning casually against the desk. “You’d be surprised.”


	But the confidence in my voice faltered as smoke began to fill the room.


	“What the—” I turned toward the fireplace, my eyes widening as the flames roared to life, climbing up the curtains and spreading across the rug.


	Damien cursed, striding past me toward the fire. “What did you do?”


	“It wasn’t me!” I shot back, my voice rising in panic.


	The flames consumed the room with terrifying speed, the heat pressing against my skin like a living thing. Smoke billowed upward, stinging my eyes and making it harder to breathe.


	“We need to get out of here,” I said, my voice sharp.


	Damien turned to me, his expression furious. “You think I’m letting you leave after this?”


	I didn’t have time to argue. Grabbing a metal candlestick from the desk, I hurled it at the nearest window. The glass shattered, the cool night air rushing in like a lifeline.


	“Stop!” Damien’s voice rang out behind me, but I was already moving.


	I climbed through the broken window, the jagged edges slicing at the fabric of my dress as I dropped into the garden below. The sound of Damien shouting my name followed me as I sprinted into the darkness, my heart pounding in my ears.


	The fire consumed the Varden library, but I didn’t look back.


	 




Chapter 2


	(Damien POV)


	I’d spent my entire life perfecting the art of control. Whether in business, family matters, or the ruthlessness needed to uphold the Varden name, control was my weapon, my armor. Yet, tonight, as I stood before the smoldering remains of the library, all I could feel was rage clawing its way through me.


	“Elena Rosetti,” I growled, her name bitter on my tongue.


	The fire had been extinguished, but the damage was done. Smoke still hung in the air, clinging to the ornate wallpaper and polished wooden beams. My father’s most trusted guards milled about the edges of the room, pretending not to watch me as I surveyed the wreckage.


	Victor Varden’s heavy footsteps echoed behind me. “How did she get in?” he demanded, his voice cold as steel.


	I didn’t turn to face him. “She’s a Rosetti. She knows how to slip through cracks. The better question is, why wasn’t security tighter?”


	“Don’t you dare deflect,” he snapped. “You were responsible for ensuring nothing went wrong tonight.”


	“And I handled it—until someone else didn’t do their job.” My tone was clipped, my fury barely restrained.


	Victor stepped closer, his towering presence casting a long shadow across the ruined room. “This isn’t about blame, Damien. This is about the fact that our enemies walked into our home, set fire to it, and got away with it.”


	“She didn’t get away,” I said through gritted teeth. “I know exactly who it was. Elena Rosetti.”


	The name hung in the air between us, heavy with implications.


	Victor’s eyes narrowed. “The Rosetti girl? Interesting choice for a saboteur. What was she after?”


	“Documents, most likely,” I said. “She was at the desk when I caught her.”


	“And you let her escape?”


	The accusation stung, but I held my ground. “She had a head start. She broke the window and disappeared into the garden before I could stop her.”


	Victor’s lips curled into a sneer. “Sloppy. Unacceptable.”


	I clenched my fists, my nails digging into my palms. “I’ll deal with her.”


	“Damn right, you will.” He paused, his sharp gaze raking over the room. “But not with brute force. The Rosettis are a cancer, but they’re still powerful. You’ll need a more strategic approach.”


	A sinking feeling settled in my gut. I knew that tone.


	“What are you suggesting?” I asked, already dreading the answer.


	Victor smiled, but it wasn’t a pleasant expression. “It’s time we turned this rivalry into something useful. The Rosettis need to be reminded of their place, and what better way to leash them than through blood?”


	My jaw tightened. “No.”


	“Yes,” he said firmly. “We’ll propose a truce. And as part of the agreement, you’ll marry Elena.”


	The words hit me like a blow. Marriage? To Elena Rosetti?


	“She’s a liability,” I said, shaking my head. “You want me to tie myself to someone who just set our library on fire?”


	“She’s more valuable as a Varden than as a Rosetti,” Victor said. “And she’ll be easier to control if she’s under your roof, under your watch. Think of it as a leash for an unruly dog.”


	I bristled at the implication. “And what if she bites?”


	Victor’s smile turned cruel. “Then you remind her who holds the leash.”


	Two days later, the terms were set.


	The Rosettis didn’t even hesitate. Elena’s father, Salvatore, accepted the proposal without blinking, his smug smile barely concealed. Of course, he’d agree. It was a masterstroke for their family, a way to infiltrate our world while tying my hands.


	As I sat across the long oak table from him, his dark eyes gleamed with satisfaction. “It’s a fine match,” he said smoothly. “Elena is… spirited, but I trust your son has the backbone to handle her.”


	I met his gaze with a cold smile. “Handling your daughter won’t be an issue.”
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