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THE FATAL DESIRES SERIES — THE COMPLETE 3-BOOK COLLECTION

I MARRIED HER TO END A WAR. I KEPT HER BECAUSE LETTING HER GO WOULD DESTROY ME.

MARCELLO

I was raised to understand that peace is only another weapon.

Marrying Caterina Rinaldi was supposed to silence a blood feud, weaken her family, and place one more valuable piece beneath my control. She was meant to be a frightened bride inside my fortress—a temporary alliance wrapped in white silk.

Instead, she looked at me as though she would rather die than obey.

I should have crushed that defiance before it became a threat. Instead, I became addicted to it. Every argument, every act of rebellion, and every furious glance made me want more. I did not want a peaceful wife. I wanted to own the fire inside her.

Then I discovered her own father wanted her dead.

The marriage stopped being strategy. Protection became possession, possession became obsession, and obsession became the only weakness powerful enough to bring my empire to its knees. I hid her beneath the earth, taught her how to survive, and placed weapons in the hands of the woman I had once intended to control.

My enemies believed they had taken everything from me.

They did not realize I had turned my wife into something far more dangerous than a prisoner.

Now Caterina stands beside me as my queen, my weapon, and the only person ruthless enough to rule the world I intend to build. I will give her vengeance. I will give her an empire. And when the city burns, everyone will understand that Marcello Vieri does not lose what belongs to him.

CATERINA

I entered my marriage believing Marcello Vieri was the monster waiting at the end of the aisle.

My father traded me to his enemy and called it peace. Marcello locked me inside a cliffside fortress and called it protection. Between them, I was nothing more than a daughter to be sacrificed and a wife to be controlled.

But only one of those men was honest about wanting to own me.

I fought Marcello because surrender felt like death. I hated his commands, his certainty, and the way he could make my body betray every promise I had made to myself. Yet when my own blood marked me for execution, the husband I feared became the only man willing to stand between me and the grave.

He did not save me gently.

He rebuilt me in darkness.

Inside a bunker beneath the earth, Marcello taught me how to shoot, how to strike, and how to turn grief into something lethal. The woman who once feared his world disappeared, and in her place rose someone my family never expected to face.

I am Caterina Rinaldi Vieri.

I am no longer a pawn traded for peace. I am no longer the frightened bride begging for freedom. I am the woman holding the match while my father’s empire burns, and the man beside me is no longer my captor.

He is my husband. My king. My fatal addiction.

This complete collection includes:

• FATAL POSSESSION
• FATAL OBSESSION
• FATAL ADDICTION

Reader Reactions: “Marcello and Caterina’s relationship becomes darker, more intense, and more emotional with every book. Her transformation from unwilling bride to ruthless queen was the best part of the entire trilogy.” — ★★★★★

“The progression from forced marriage to complete obsession was handled so well. Marcello is terrifyingly possessive, but Caterina never disappears beneath him—she becomes just as dangerous.” — ★★★★★

The Fatal Desires Series — 3 Books. One Ruthless Mafia King. One Betrayed Bride. One Consuming Obsession. Forced Marriage. Enemies to Lovers. Revenge. Possessive Romance.

A dark, high-stakes journey from a wedding arranged to end a blood feud to a violent battle for control of the city. What begins as a marriage between enemies becomes a dangerous partnership built on betrayal, survival, and absolute devotion, as a captive bride transforms into the only woman powerful enough to rule beside the man who once intended to possess her.

Contains: Explicit sexual content, intense violence, forced marriage, captivity, psychological power dynamics, family betrayal, trauma, murder, morally gray behavior, possessive control, and obsessive devotion. For readers who love ruthless mafia heroes, defiant heroines, escalating obsession, revenge-driven plots, and couples who build their empire from blood and ashes.
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HE MARRIED ME FOR PEACE. HE KEPT ME FOR POSSESSION.

★★★★★ “Caterina and Marcello have the kind of chemistry that feels dangerous from the very first page. I couldn’t decide whether I wanted her to escape him or surrender completely.” – Reader Review

My name is Caterina Rinaldi, and the wedding dress wrapped around my body feels more like a burial shroud than silk.

I was traded to settle a blood feud that began long before I was born. My father handed me over to the very family he taught me to hate, and now I belong to Marcello Vieri, the coldest and most dangerous man I have ever known.

He does not want my love.

He wants my obedience.

Marcello expected a frightened bride who would lower her eyes and accept her fate. Instead, he found a woman determined to fight him inside every locked room of his cliffside fortress.

I promised myself I would never become his.

But hatred becomes harder to hold when his touch feels like fire, when his protection begins to resemble devotion, and when the family I trusted proves far more dangerous than the husband I was forced to marry.

Marcello says I am his wife.

His responsibility.

His possession.

And when my own blood marks me for death, the monster beside me may be the only person willing to keep me alive.

Fatal Possession is Book 1 of 3 in The Fatal Desires Series—a dark mafia romance filled with forced marriage, enemies-to-lovers tension, dangerous family secrets, possessive obsession, betrayal, and a ruthless man who will destroy anyone who threatens what belongs to him.
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CHAPTER 01
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CATERINA P.O.V.

The heavy silk of this wedding dress feels like a damn shroud dragging across the marble floor. I stare at the blood-red altar, my pulse drumming a frantic, sick beat against my throat. Marcello Vieri stands waiting, looking less like a groom and more like an executioner in a bespoke dark suit. If my father thinks this ring will make me a docile lamb for the slaughter, he's out of his fucking mind.

My father’s hand on my arm isn’t supportive; it’s a vice, his fingers digging into my bicep through the delicate lace of my sleeve. The first step down the aisle is the hardest, the heavy silk dragging behind me with a sound like a broom sweeping out a tomb. I dig my nails into the palms of my lace-covered hands, so hard I feel a bead of moisture—sweat or blood, I don’t know which—dampen the fabric. He leans in, his breath a foul mix of expensive tobacco and quiet menace. “Smile, Caterina. You’re a peace offering, not a corpse.” I force my lips into something that might pass for a smile in the dim, flickering light of the low-burning candles. The air is thick with the smell of stale incense and the biting chill of unheated stone. He adds, his voice a low growl only I can hear, “Keep your head up. A Rinaldi doesn't look at the floor. Don't embarrass me today, or the truce ends before the ‘amen’.”

My gaze sweeps over the ‘guests’, and my stomach churns. These aren’t friends and family; they’re two packs of wolves waiting for a reason to tear each other’s throats out. On the left, the Vieri men, a sea of sharp, dark suits with tell-tale bulges under their jackets. On the right, my own family’s soldiers, their hands hovering near their belts, their jaws tight. The air is so thick with the scent of gun oil and old grudges I can almost taste it. They aren't here for a wedding; they're here for a funeral, and I’m the main event. A Vieri guard in the second row shifts his weight, and his holster creaks. The sound is small, insignificant, but my shoulder hitches in a violent, involuntary flinch. My father’s grip tightens in warning. I am the only thing keeping this cathedral from becoming a slaughterhouse.

My eyes lock on the figure at the end of the aisle. Marcello. He’s a monolith, his broad shoulders blocking out the stained-glass window behind the altar. His jaw is a sharp, clean line, and his eyes are dark pits of pure calculation. He looks like he’s not just planning where to bury me, but how he’s going to enjoy it. That's not a groom. That's an executioner in a three-piece suit. He hasn’t blinked once, his focus absolute, as if he’s hunting me with his gaze. As he adjusts a heavy silver cufflink, the slow, deliberate click echoes in the oppressive silence of the church. The stories I heard growing up, the whispers of his ruthlessness, they were probably understatements.

My father stops at the steps. He takes my hand, the one I’ve been mangling, and places it into Marcello’s. The transfer is cold, clinical. A transaction. Vittorio offers a political smile to the Vieri patriarch in the front row—a silent, smug declaration that the debt is paid. Marcello’s hand closes over mine. It’s surprisingly warm, his skin rough with callouses. The feeling is a shock, a jolt of unwanted humanity. His grip is immediately possessive, a silent command. He pulls me closer to his side than necessary, and the drafty church air is replaced by the radiating heat of his large frame. He smells of gun oil, expensive bourbon, and something else—cold, clean air, like the moment before a storm. I try to create an inch of space between us, but he subtly shifts his weight, pinning my arm against the rough texture of his suit jacket. He doesn’t look at me, staring straight ahead at the priest as if I’m a piece of furniture he’s just acquired. Can he feel my heart hammering against my ribs like a trapped bird? He better. He’s the one who caged it.

The priest begins to speak in a low, monotone Latin. The words are supposed to be holy, but they sound like a sentencing. My entire focus narrows to the pressure of Marcello’s hand. He hasn't let go of my fingers, and his grip is a constant, firm warning. A single drop of sweat rolls down the back of my neck, making my skin itch, but I don’t dare move. This is a farce, a profane reality in a sacred setting, and I have to stand here and accept it. Prompted by the priest, I force the vows out. My voice is tight, brittle. “I... Caterina Rinaldi... take you...” Each word is a stone I’m forced to swallow. I refuse to look at the pews, knowing my brother Tomaso is smirking at my humiliation. When I get to the word ‘obey,’ my voice falters. Marcello’s grip tightens until I feel my knuckles pop, a sharp, private punishment. I grit my teeth and finish the line.

Then it’s his turn. His voice is a low, controlled rumble that vibrates right through me. For the first time, he turns his head and looks directly at me. His eyes are like flint, striking a spark of pure terror in my gut. “I, Marcello Vieri, take you...” The traditional words come out twisted, sounding more like a threat. He leans in just an inch as he speaks, his shadow completely engulfing me. “...to have and to hold. From this day forward, your life belongs to me.” It’s not a vow to God. It’s a vow to me. And it’s a threat.

He takes my left hand, his grip bruising as he slides a heavy platinum band onto my finger. It’s cold and thick, set with a diamond that looks like a shard of ice. He doesn't slide it on gently; he forces it over my knuckle with a sharp, painful shove. The ring is too tight, a shackle. The edge catches on a hangnail, drawing a tiny, invisible drop of blood that he smears with his thumb before anyone can see. My hands tremble so violently I almost drop the gold band I have to give him. The act of sliding it onto his cool, hard finger feels sickeningly intimate. I hate the feel of his skin, the sight of the old, faded scars that crisscross his knuckles. I try to drop the ring onto his finger without making full contact, but he catches my wrist, his grip like iron, and guides my hand, forcing the connection.

“You may kiss the bride.” The priest’s words hit me like a physical blow. A wave of nausea makes me dizzy. The pews go silent, everyone waiting for the final seal. Marcello’s eyes darken, his expression turning predatory as he steps into my space, eliminating the last of the air between them. I close my eyes and hold my breath, my body turning rigid. He doesn’t lean in; he seizes me. His hand tangles in the hair at the nape of my neck, his fingers tightening to angle my head back. The kiss is hard, punishing, possessive. He crushes his lips against hers, a bruising assertion of dominance that forces my head back until my neck aches. His teeth graze my bottom lip, a sharp nip that makes me gasp, and he uses the opening to deepen the kiss, his tongue invading my mouth. It’s an act of war disguised as a ritual. I try to push against him, but his chest is a stone wall, and my hands, trapped between us, can only bunch the fabric of his expensive suit into wrinkled messes. He tastes of expensive whiskey and copper. He’s trying to swallow me whole, to erase me. He holds the kiss a second too long, making it brutally clear who decides when it’s over.

As he pulls back, he doesn’t release me. He yanks me flush against his chest, his arm a steel band around my waist. His head angles so his mouth is hidden from the pews, his hot breath a humid shock against my ear. “This is your new reality,” he whispers, his voice a cold, lethal promise that sends a shiver of pure ice down my spine. “Try to run, and I’ll show you why they call me a monster.”

He releases my neck but keeps his arm locked around my waist as he turns me to face the pews. He puts on a cold, triumphant smile for the crowd—the mask of a happy groom. I feel numb, my lips bruised and stinging, his threat echoing in my head. I try to wipe my mouth with the back of my hand, but he catches my wrist and forces my hand back down to my side. We walk back down the aisle, but it’s a march, not a celebration. His hand is firm on the small of my back, guiding and controlling my pace. I stumble on a loose floorboard, and he hauls me up by the elbow so roughly I know it will leave a mark.

The heavy oak doors of the church swing open to a grey, overcast sky. There are no congratulations. Vieri guards have formed a human corridor directly to a black, armored SUV idling at the curb, its engine a low growl that vibrates through the pavement. This is an extraction. A gust of cold wind catches my veil, nearly ripping it off, but Marcello grabs the lace and bunches it in his fist. A guard with a scarred face opens the heavy, reinforced door. Marcello gives me a firm, impatient push against my lower back that sends me stumbling onto the cold leather seat, my dress bunching up around my knees. I scrape my knee against the door frame, the sharp sting a welcome distraction. He slides in after me, the vehicle rocking under his weight. The space immediately shrinks, becoming claustrophobic. His thigh presses against mine through the layers of silk. I try to tuck my dress around myself to create a barrier, but he rests his heavy hand on the pile of silk, pinning me in place.

The guard slams the heavy door shut. The electronic locks engage with a loud, definitive series of clicks. The sound is final, sealing us in a soundproof tomb. The vehicle surges forward, pulling away from the church. I reach for the door latch out of pure, stupid habit. His hand shoots out, wrapping around my wrist like a manacle. “I told you,” he says, his voice flat. “It’s locked.”

I press myself as far against the opposite door as possible, my shoulder hitting the bulletproof glass. I stare out the dark tinted window, watching the familiar streets blur into the grey outskirts of the city. The hostile silence is worse than shouting. Every second stretches, filled with the unspoken, unhinged reality of my new life. A single, hot tear escapes and I wipe it away with a trembling finger, making sure he doesn’t see. The church disappears in the rearview mirror.

“Welcome home, Mrs. Vieri.”

He called me his wife. It sounds like a curse.
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MARCELLO P.O.V.

The scent of her anxiety fills the back of the SUV, sweet and sharp like ozone before a storm. I watch the rain lash against the bulletproof glass, acutely aware of the rigid line of my new wife's spine. She thinks she's a wolf, but she has no idea she was just traded by a pack of rats. Let her keep her claws; I'm going to enjoy breaking them.

I lean back into the rich leather, letting my eyes drift over her reflection in the dark glass. She’s pressed so far against the door she’s practically trying to phase through it. Clown behavior. The air in here is thick with the smell of my world—leather, whiskey, the storm outside—but underneath it all is the faint, sweet trail of her jasmine perfume. A scent that has no fucking business in my car. I can hear her breathing, a quick, shallow rhythm like a trapped bird. Pathetic. I slowly rotate my heavy gold signet ring with my thumb, the metallic click-click-click filling the suffocating quiet. She flinches at the sound, her shoulders tightening even more. Good. “The silence suits you, Caterina,” I murmur, my voice low. “Keep it.” Her jaw clenches in the reflection, but she doesn’t turn. She’s got a spine, I’ll give her that. It’s gonna be a pleasure to snap it. She thinks she’s a martyr, some tragic princess. She has no idea her father probably popped a bottle of champagne and toasted to her ‘sacrifice’ the moment we pulled away.

The SUV emerges from the private tunnel, and the fortress looms ahead. My fortress. It’s not a home; it’s a monument to Vieri power, a brutalist nightmare of gray stone and reinforced glass clawed directly into the jagged cliffside. Below, the Atlantic is a fucking monster, smashing itself against the rocks hundreds of feet down. I watch her. I watch her eyes go wide, the defiant mask cracking for just a second as the sheer, fucking scale of the isolation hits her. That’s the look I wanted to see. The ‘oh-fuck-my-life-is-over’ look. “There are no neighbors here, Caterina,” I say, my voice a low rumble that vibrates through the chassis. “The ocean is the only thing that will hear you scream.” Her hand flies to her throat, her fingers tangling in the lace of her ridiculous wedding dress. “Welcome to the end of your old life.”

We pass through three sets of reinforced steel gates. At each one, my guards snap to attention, black tactical gear gleaming in the rain, rifles held tight. This isn’t her father’s gaudy mansion with peacocks on the lawn. This is a command center. A fucking fortress. The courtyard is a stark, wet expanse of cobblestones, lit by the blinding flash of security floodlights. The SUV comes to a stop. A guard steps forward to open her door, but I hold up a single finger, stopping him. This is my kill. I’ll field-dress it myself. I step out into the downpour, not giving a single shit as the rain soaks my bespoke jacket. I walk around to her side and wrench the heavy door open. She just sits there, hands clenched, staring straight ahead like I don’t exist. The passive resistance is cute, but my patience is already shot. “I won’t ask twice,” I growl, leaning into the vehicle, my shadow swallowing her whole. She finally looks at me, her hazel eyes spitting fire. “Move, or I’ll move you.”

She finally stumbles out, her movements jerky. The moment her feet hit the ground, the wind catches her stupid fucking veil, whipping it around her face. She shivers violently, the expensive white silk of her dress turning translucent and heavy with rain. Small. She looks small and fucking bedraggled, but the fire in her eyes is pure Rinaldi. She’s still looking for a way to bite me. I reach out and rip the veil from her hair with a sharp tug, letting the wind carry the scrap of lace over the cliff edge. There goes the bride. “You won’t be needing that anymore,” I tell her, my voice flat. “Walk. Now.”

I grab her upper arm, my fingers digging into the soft skin through the wet silk. She’s softer than I expected. I haul her toward the massive oak and steel doors. She tries to pull away, a useless little struggle against my strength. The doors slide open on silent tracks, revealing the sterile, echoing foyer. My cousin Enzo stands in the corner, a grim shadow, nodding once as we enter. He sees it. He sees the liability I just dragged into our house. The doors hiss shut behind us, cutting off the storm. I release her arm with a dismissive shove. “Leave us, Enzo,” I command. He vanishes into the west corridor without a word. Now we’re alone.

I unbutton my wet jacket and toss it onto a chair, making sure she sees the holster strapped to my side. I pace a small circle around her, my boots clicking sharply on the marble. She’s a statue, water dripping from her hair to pool at her feet. I stop in front of her, forcing her to crane her neck to look up at me. “You look like a drowned rat, not a queen,” I say, reaching out to brush a wet strand of hair from her forehead. My touch lingers, a deliberate, calculated violation of her space. She flinches. Good. “This is the only world you have now. You will learn the rules of this house.” I point to the high windows, to the blinking red eyes of the security cameras. “The perimeter is mined. The woods are monitored by thermal sensors. My men have orders to shoot anything that moves after midnight. If you step outside these walls without me, you die. It’s that simple. The mines don’t care about your last name.”

Her chin lifts. The fire is back. “I am not your prisoner, Marcello. I am a Rinaldi, and this was a treaty, not a surrender.” Her voice is sharp, echoing in the cavernous space. She says ‘Rinaldi’ like it’s a fucking title. In this house, it’s a target.

“Treaties are for equals,” I sneer. “You were traded, Caterina. Know the difference. Your father gave you to me. You are mine to manage.”

“I will not share a room with you,” she declares, taking a defiant step forward as if she could intimidate me. “I demand my own wing. I want the east wing, and I want it locked from the inside.”

I almost laugh. The fucking audacity. She wants a wing? I’ll give her a cage within a cage. A slow, dangerous smile curves my lips. It doesn’t reach my eyes. “You want the east wing? Fine.” I step closer, tracing the line of her jaw with the back of my hand. She flinches but holds her ground. “It’s cold over there. Lonely. But you can have it. Understand this, though: my guards will be at the end of the hall. The windows are reinforced. And you will be searched every time you leave it. Privacy is a luxury you haven’t earned. My house, my rules.”

I hold out my hand, palm up. “Now, give me your phone. And any other devices you brought from that den of rats you call a family.”

Her knuckles go white as she clutches the small satin purse to her chest. “No,” she whispers, her voice trembling but resolute.

“The phone, Caterina. Now.” I wiggle my fingers, my patience gone. “Your brother isn’t going to answer. Don’t make me take it from you.”

That’s when the dam breaks. The screaming starts, a torrent of Italian curses I haven’t heard since my grandmother died. She calls me a monster, a cold-blooded snake, a savage. Then she spits the words that seal her fate. “You’re nothing but a feral bastard!”

The moment the words leave her lips, my vision goes red. My patience snaps. I move, a predator uncoiling, closing the distance in two strides. She gasps, her eyes wide with shock as I slam my hand against the cold stone pillar right next to her head. The impact echoes like a gunshot. She’s pinned. Trapped between the hard rock and my body. “Where are those insults now?” I hiss, leaning my weight into her, pressing my body flush against hers. The wet silk is a pathetic barrier. I feel the frantic, bird-like flutter of her heart against my ribs. She’s trembling, and it’s not just from fear. Her body knows. Her body is reacting. “Your heart is racing, Caterina.”

I shift my weight, sliding my thigh slowly, deliberately between hers, parting her legs. The wet silk bunches up. I watch her eyes blow wide with shock and something else. Not just fear. Awareness. This isn’t about sex. This is about power. This is about showing her the absolute futility of fighting me. “This is what ‘feral’ feels like,” I whisper, my thigh pressing high against her. “Do you feel that? That’s your new reality. You are a Vieri. And I own everything that name touches.”

I lean closer, my lips brushing her ear, letting my breath hitch against her cold skin. “In this house, you have no demands. You have no family. You have only me. Remember that the next time you think about raising your voice.”

Then I pull back. Abruptly. The sudden loss of heat makes her stagger against the pillar. I reach down and snatch the purse from her limp fingers. I pull out the sleek smartphone, toss the empty satin bag onto a stone bench like trash, and drop the phone into my pocket. I don’t look back. I don’t need to. I can feel her slide down the pillar, can hear the muffled sob that escapes her. I walk away, my footsteps echoing with finality.

“A guard will show you to your room,” I call over my shoulder, not breaking stride. “Don’t be late for dinner. Welcome home, wife.”
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CATERINA P.O.V.

I wake up to the deafening sound of waves crashing against the cliffs below, the harsh reality of my gilded cage settling in my chest. The east wing is massive, sterile, and entirely devoid of anything that could be used as a weapon. I trace the locked window panes, my mind already spinning through a dozen useless escape plans. I refuse to be a prisoner to a man who looks at me like a problem to solve.

The room is flooded with a cold, grey morning light that makes the minimalist furniture look like tombstones. I sit up, the heavy silk sheets sliding off my skin like a cold caress. The silence of the wing is unnatural, broken only by the sea. Where the hell are my clothes? The only thing left from last night is the ruined wedding dress, a heap of silk and shame on the floor. On a chair, someone has laid out a simple silk robe. His choice, I’m sure. My entire life has been reduced to a high-end holding cell, and my father probably thinks this is a win. He always said the Vieris were animals, but this room is too clean, too calculated for an animal. This is the work of a monster with a fucking checklist. My fingers find a loose thread on the expensive duvet, and I give it an aggressive tug, unraveling several inches of silk in a fit of nervous, useless energy.

I cross the room, my bare feet silent on the polished hardwood, and reach the floor-to-ceiling windows. I search for a latch, a handle, anything. My fingers find only the seamless meeting of glass and reinforced steel. The windows are fixed panes, designed to keep the view in and the prisoner from jumping. Locked. Of course it’s locked. It’s a taunt, showing me the vastness of the ocean I cannot reach. I press my forehead against the glass until it fogs, the cold biting into my skin, feeling the faint vibration of the wind battering the fortress. With a trembling finger, I draw a small ‘X’ through the condensation. You’re a coward, Marcello. A fucking coward.

Driven by a frantic need for agency, I start tearing the room apart. I check the nightstands, the wardrobe, the desk. Every drawer is empty of anything remotely sharp. Nothing. Not even a damn pen. I try to lift the heavy bronze lamp, thinking I could use it to bludgeon my way out of here, but it’s bolted through the mahogany surface. Even the goddamn hangers in the closet are fixed to the rod. He thought of everything, didn't he? The meticulous, unhinged bastard. I try to unscrew a metal handle on the desk, my desperation making my fingers clumsy. My nail bends back, breaking with a sharp sting. I hiss, watching a single bead of blood form at the quick. The metallic tang fills my mouth, and I feel a surge of pure, undiluted hatred for the man who has stripped me of even the smallest defense.

I retreat into the bathroom, a cavern of white marble and heated floors. The vanity is stocked with high-end products—creams, soaps, perfumes—but none of them are my brand. They are generic luxuries chosen by a decorator, another signal that my past life is dead. I stare at my reflection, my hazel eyes rimmed with red. I look like a ghost. I don’t smell like jasmine. I never have. I pick up a bottle of expensive perfume, the scent cloying and sweet, and pour half of it down the drain just to waste something of his. I miss the chipped mug I used for coffee at home. Here, everything is too perfect to touch.

Wrapping the silk robe tightly around myself, I crack the bedroom door open. The hallway is a long, echoing stretch of grey stone and modern art that looks like splattered blood. There are no windows here, just the oppressive weight of the fortress. “Hello? Is anyone there?” I call out, my voice sounding small. I know you’re watching. I step out, my heart hammering against my ribs like a trapped bird. I walk with my hand trailing against the cool stone wall, my fingers bumping over the frames of the paintings. Every shadow looks like a guard, and every corner feels like a trap.

At the junction where the wing meets the main house, I find my obstacle. A man in black tactical gear, arms crossed, standing with the immobility of a gargoyle. The bulge under his jacket is unmistakable. He doesn’t blink as I approach, stopping exactly three feet away. I notice the slight scar on his jaw, the way he doesn’t shift his weight even an inch. “I want to speak to Marcello,” I say, my voice clipped. He remains silent. “Step aside. Now.” Nothing. He’s a wall. A wall with a gun.

I realize I can’t overpower him. So I’ll use the only weapon I have left. I straighten my spine, smoothing my hair, summoning the icy princess persona my father used to use for negotiations. Every man has a price. I twist the heavy diamond ring on my finger—the only thing they didn’t take—preparing to offer it up. Please be greedy. Please be as corrupt as my father’s men. “Everyone has a price, don’t they?” I ask, my voice dropping. “I can make you a very rich man, if you’re smart.”

I lean in close, lowering my voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “This ring is worth more than you’ll make in ten years of guarding doors.” I hold it out in my open palm, the diamond catching the harsh overhead light and throwing sparks across his chest. “Just one call. Five minutes. No one has to know. Think about your family. You could take them anywhere.” The guard doesn’t move. He doesn’t even look at the ring. After a long, agonizing minute of me standing there like an idiot, he speaks for the first time, his voice a gravelly monotone. “Go back to your room, Mrs. Vieri.”

The name hits me like a slap. My hand trembles as I slowly close my fingers over the ring, my knuckles turning white. “My name is Rinaldi,” I hiss. The humiliation burns like acid in my throat. I feel small. For the first time in my life, I am truly nobody. The rage replaces the fear. “Fine. Rot in this hole with him.” I turn on my heel, but I don’t go back to my room. I’m done playing nice. I march past the guard, who surprisingly lets me pass, his silence following me like a taunt. If I’m going to be a prisoner, I’m going to be the most expensive mistake he ever made.

My anger acts as a compass, leading me through the sprawling mansion. I pass a gallery of ancient weapons and a library that smells of old paper and leather. Every room is a testament to Vieri wealth and power, and I hate every inch of it. I intentionally kick a small, decorative stool as I pass, relishing the sharp crack it makes against the floor. The scent of frying pancetta and rich espresso wafts through the air, and I follow it into the heart of the house. “Where are you, you bastard?” I mutter.

I burst through the double doors of the dining room. It’s a space of cold marble and dark wood, with Marcello seated at the head of a table long enough for thirty people. He looks impeccably sharp in a charcoal suit, a tablet in one hand, a silver spoon in the other. He doesn’t even glance up. He looks so calm. It makes me want to scream until the windows shatter. I grip the back of a heavy dining chair, my nails digging into the velvet. “We need to talk. Now. You can’t just keep me locked in that wing like a dog.”

He continues to ignore me. I begin my assault, pacing the length of the table, my voice rising. “Are you even listening to me?” I scream about the fixed windows, the silent guards, the lack of a phone. I sweep a decorative salt cellar off the table with my hand, watching it bounce across the rug. “My father will burn this place to the ground when he finds out how you’re treating me! You’re pathetic, Marcello. A king of nothing.” He just takes a slow, deliberate sip of his espresso, his eyes fixed on the tablet. He’s tuned me out. I’m just noise. The more I yell, the less I feel like I’m actually here.

I stalk to the head of the table, slamming my palms on the mahogany. “Look at me!” The vibration travels up my arms, but it doesn’t even make his hand shake. “Answer me, you son of a bitch!” I’m inches from his face, screaming directly into his ear. He doesn’t flinch. He just keeps reading. The silence becomes a weight, crushing my pride. My eyes land on a fresh cup of steaming espresso sitting on a silver tray nearby. “You want to ignore me?” I tremble, my teeth chattering for a second before I bite my lip hard. “Fine. Try ignoring this.”

I snatch the porcelain cup. With a guttural scream of pure, unadulterated rage, I hurl it at the wall just inches from his head. The cup shatters with a sound like a gunshot. Hot, dark liquid sprays across the white stone, dripping down like blood. “There! Are you happy now?” I pant, my arm still extended. “Say something! Anything!”

The silence that follows is even more terrifying than the crash. A single drop of espresso has splattered onto his suit sleeve, but he doesn’t look at it. He hasn’t moved. The ringing in my ears is deafening. Slowly, with a terrifying lack of haste, Marcello sets the tablet down. He pushes his chair back, the heavy legs groaning against the floor. He stands, unfolding his large frame until he towers over me. His eyes, when they finally meet mine, are as cold as the depths of the ocean. He adjusts his cuffs, the gold links glinting. “Are you finished, Caterina?”

His voice is a low, vibrating rumble. I want to run, but my legs feel like lead. He begins to walk around the table, his stride predatory and purposeful. I instinctively back away, my heels clicking frantically on the marble, until my back hits a heavy credenza. I’m trapped. I grip the edge of the credenza so hard a splinter of wood pierces my palm, but I’m too terrified to feel the pain. “Stay back,” I whisper. “Don’t touch me.”

He stops inches from me, his presence a physical weight that makes it hard to breathe. He doesn’t look angry; he looks disappointed, which is somehow worse. His eyes scan my face, settling on a tiny speck of espresso on my cheek. I hold my breath, bracing for a slap. But he doesn’t strike me. Instead, he lifts his hand and slowly, almost tenderly, brushes his thumb against my cheek. He wipes away the drop of coffee with a mocking intimacy that feels more invasive than a blow. His thumb is calloused and warm, and the touch sends a jolt of pure, terrified electricity through me. I shiver involuntarily. “There,” he murmurs. “Much better.”

He pulls his hand back but leans down, his lips brushing my ear. His voice is a low, dangerous silk. “Every tantrum, Caterina, will have a price. You think you’re a prisoner now? You have no idea how small I can make your world.” He picks a stray hair off my shoulder and lets it flutter to the floor, a gesture of absolute dismissal. He’s serious. He’s going to take everything until there’s nothing left but him.

He steps back, the sudden distance feeling like another blow. He looks at the shattered porcelain, then back at me. “This little performance just cost you the door to your bedroom. From now on, you sleep in the open. I want to know exactly what you’re doing every second of the day.” He turns and walks out. “Marcello! Come back here!” I scream at his retreating back, but it’s useless. The heavy dining room doors click shut, leaving me alone in the wreckage. “I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you for this!”

The words are empty. I sink slowly to the floor, my knees hitting the rug. The overwhelming, suffocating silence of the fortress closes in. I look down at my hand and finally feel the sharp sting of the splinter. The war isn’t coming. It’s already here, and I’m losing.
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MARCELLO P.O.V.

My cousin Enzo drops the decrypted intercepts on my mahogany desk, his expression grim. The Rinaldi cartel is already shifting their supply lines, acting like a family preparing for an offensive, not one honoring a truce. I glance at the security monitors, watching my furious little wife pace her room like a caged panther. They sold her to me as a peace offering, but they fully intend to make her a martyr.

The heavy oak door clicks shut behind Enzo, the sound echoing the finality of the situation. The silence between us is thick with the unspoken. I stare at the thin, cream-colored manila folder for a beat, the scent of last night’s bourbon still hanging in the air, mixing with the low hum of the server rack in the corner. I expected a knife in the back, but not before the ink on the marriage certificate was dry. Vittorio is getting desperate. I tap my heavy gold signet ring rhythmically against the mahogany, a slow, predatory thump... thump... thump... that matches my own fucking heartbeat. “Confirmed?” I ask, my voice low.

“The encryption was sloppy, but the intent is clear,” Enzo says, his voice a gravelly rumble. He’s been my shadow since we were kids, and he can read my mood from a single twitch. He knows this isn’t just business. It’s an insult. “Rinaldi never could resist a backstab.”

I finally open the folder, my expression a mask of granite as I flip through the pages. The reports detail a massive shift in Rinaldi logistics—shipments of high-grade munitions being rerouted to warehouses just outside my territory. It’s a tactical repositioning that only precedes one thing: a full-scale assault. “They aren't moving wine, Marcello,” Enzo states the obvious, his tone flat. “They're moving lead.” I trace a line on a map with a blunt fingernail, seeing the pincer movement my new father-in-law is planning. He’s moving his pieces while I’m still setting the board. He thinks I’m distracted by his daughter. Three shipments in forty-eight hours. They’re positioning for a siege. I grip the edge of the desk so hard my knuckles turn white, the heavy wood groaning under the pressure. Fucking clown behavior.

I push back from the desk and turn my chair toward the wall of security monitors. My eyes skip over the perimeter feeds and lock on the high-def camera in the East Wing. There she is. Pacing the length of the rug in a silk robe that flutters behind her like a wounded wing. She stops at the window, pressing her forehead against the glass. Look at her. She has no idea. She’s pacing again. A caged bird with no song. I lean forward, the blue glow of the monitors reflecting in my eyes as my thumb traces the outline of her furious, beautiful face on the screen. The gesture is more possessive than tender. Is she the bait, or is she the distraction? Either way, she’s mine now. Her father just forfeited his rights to her.

Then the realization hits me with the force of a physical blow. The Rinaldis didn't give me Caterina to ensure peace; they gave her to me so they could claim I murdered her. She’s a sacrifice. A martyr in the making. If they attack and she dies in the crossfire, they can unite the other families against the ‘monstrous’ Vieris who killed their own bride. He sold her for a justification. Vittorio doesn’t want a daughter; he wants a casualty. I abruptly stand up, my heavy leather chair knocking backward with a loud crash as the weight of the betrayal settles in my gut. The metallic tang of adrenaline hits the back of my throat. They think they can use her as a pawn to be discarded? They don't know me. I keep what is mine.

A dark, possessive heat begins to override my cold logic. They have insulted my house by treating my wife as disposable. In our world, property is sacred, and Caterina is now his. The idea of her blood being spilled for a Rinaldi power play makes my vision tunnel with rage. She belongs to the Vieri name now. I adjust my cufflinks with slow, precise movements, a ritual I perform before I intend to do something violent. They won't get a drop of her blood. I'll burn their world down before they touch her. She’s a Rinaldi by blood, but she’s a Vieri by law. And I protect what’s mine with everything I am.

I pace the office, my mind racing. I can't just tell her. She’s too proud, too stubborn; she’d think it was a lie designed to turn her against her 'loving' father. Logic won't work on a girl like her. I have to see how deep the brainwashing goes, test her loyalty under pressure to see if there's anything in there worth saving. I pick up a heavy crystal paperweight from the desk and toss it from hand to hand, feeling its solid, unyielding weight. I have to show her the truth, not tell her. I have to break her heart to save her life. Better me than a Rinaldi bullet. I stop pacing and look at Enzo. “The training room. Now.” He just nods, already understanding. I straighten his tie with a sharp, dominant tug, a sign that the order is absolute. “I want her to see what a real army looks like. No holding back. I want blood on the mats.”

Enzo leaves. I lean over the desk, my shadow stretching long across the floor as I reach for the intercom. I press the button with a slow, deliberate finger, my voice a low, dangerous rumble that cuts through the speakers in the East Wing like a blade. “Mrs. Vieri, your presence is required.” I let the name hang in the air, a reminder of who she belongs to now. “Sub-level one. Five minutes. Don't make me send a guard to drag you.”

I walk through the stone corridors of the fortress, my boots clicking rhythmically against the floor. I pass several guards who snap to attention. I don’t acknowledge them. My mind is on the girl. She thinks she's a wolf. She has no idea she's been traded by rats. Time to wake up, Caterina. She’ll hate me for this. Good. Hate is better than the blind love she has for her father.

I enter the training room. The air is electric, thick with the sharp tang of disinfectant and old sweat. Two of my men are in the center ring, skin slick, their heavy breathing filling the room. Another guard is punishing a heavy bag, the rhythmic thwack-thwack sounding like gunshots. Harder! He’s still breathing! I stand at the edge of the mats, arms crossed, the undisputed king of this violent domain. This is the truth of our world. Not silk dresses and dinner parties. The heavy steel door groans open. Caterina is escorted in by a guard. She stops dead, her hazel eyes wide as she takes in the scene. She’s still in her silk loungewear, looking like a delicate flower dropped into a meat grinder. She crosses her arms, trying to hide the slight tremble in her hands. She looks so small here. So out of place. It makes me want to crush her and hide her all at once. “What is this place?” she asks, her voice tight. “Is this supposed to scare me?”

I don’t speak. I turn my back to her, my focus on the sparring match. I let the silence stretch for a full sixty seconds, punctuated only by the grunts of the fighters and the heavy thud of a body hitting the mat. I check my watch with a slow, bored movement, as if her presence is a minor appointment I’d forgotten. Let the fear settle. Let her realize she has no power here. Finally, I turn, my eyes cold. I gesture to the men. “This is the truth of your father's 'business'. Pay attention, Caterina. This is your new reality. Words are for the weak. This is for the survivors.”

I move toward her, my steps slow and predatory, stopping directly behind her. Her heat radiates against my chest, and her breath hitches. I don't touch her, but my presence is an overwhelming weight, pinning her in place. I lean down, my lips so close to her ear that my breath stirs the loose strands of her dark hair. “You're trembling,” I whisper. “Don't look away. Can you smell the blood?” I slowly reach out and run a finger down the silk of her sleeve, a mocking contrast to the rough environment. “Your father’s men are play-actors. They wouldn't last five minutes on these mats. They are merchants. I am a soldier.”

I move to her side, watching her profile. “Tomaso thinks he's a genius, doesn't he? Tell me, does your father still believe his own lies?”

She snaps. She whirls to face me, her eyes blazing with a fierce, misguided loyalty. “My brother is twice the man you are,” she spits, poking a finger into my chest. “We are Rinaldis. We don't break. You're nothing but a thug in a bespoke suit.” There it is. The pride that will be her undoing. She’s defending the men who signed her death warrant. A short, dry laugh escapes my lips, devoid of any humor. “You really believe that, don't you? Honor. What a beautiful lie. You're a lamb defending the wolves.”

I press harder, my voice dropping to a whisper laced with cold poison. I grip her chin, forcing her to look me in the eye. “He already sold you, Caterina. What's the price of a daughter these days? You're just collateral to him.”

A flicker of pure, raw pain crosses her face before the denial kicks in. She recoils as if I’ve struck her, slapping my hand away. “You lie!” she cries, her voice trembling with fury, not doubt. “My father loves me! You're just trying to poison my mind!” She’s too deep. I can’t talk her out of this. I have to show her the blood.

I look at her, and the final piece clicks into place. To save her, I have to become the very monster she thinks I am. I have to shatter her world so completely that the only thing left for her to hold onto is me. I accept this role with a cold, terrifying resolve. “I see,” I say, my posture relaxing into a state of lethal calm. “So be it.”

I’ve seen enough. I abruptly turn my back on her, dismissing her with a cold wave of my hand. “Enzo,” I call out. “Take her away. We're done here.” I pick up a towel and wipe a stray drop of sweat from my forehead, not looking back at her. The sounds of violence resume behind her as the sparring match starts up again. The door slams shut. I watch her retreat on the small monitor near the door, her shoulders rigid with humiliated rage. My expression is hard as granite. The game has changed. I turn to Enzo. “Double the guards. The Rinaldis are coming.” I take a deep breath, the scent of the gym filling my lungs, and rack the slide of my pistol. The sharp, metallic click is a promise. “And she’s going to be the one to open the gates for me.”

I’ll break you, Caterina. And when I’m done, you’ll thank me for it.
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CATERINA P.O.V.

The smell of gun oil and sweat from the training room clings to my clothes, making my stomach churn with a weird, dark adrenaline. Marcello's questions were traps, carefully laid snares to make me incriminate my father. I lock myself in the master bathroom, stripping off my clothes with shaking hands. I need to find a way to contact my brother Tomaso before Marcello twists my mind completely.

The silk blouse feels contaminated, reeking of the violent, masculine energy of that room. I throw it on the floor and twist the shower knob until the water is screaming hot, blasting the marble walls until steam blinds the mirrors in a thick, white fog. I step under the scalding spray, letting it sting my shoulders, and grab the coarse loofah, scrubbing my skin until it’s raw and red. I’m trying to wash away the phantom sensation of his chest pressed against my back, the low rumble of his voice in my ear. He already sold you, Caterina. Bullshit. He’s lying. He has to be lying. I dig my fingernails into the bar of expensive sandalwood soap, carving deep, jagged crescents into the wax until it crumbles in my hand. I am not a pawn.

I shut off the water, the sudden silence deafening, and lean my forehead against the cool, damp marble wall. The rhythmic drip of the faucet is the only sound. I try to summon my father’s face, his stern but—what I always thought was—loving gaze, but the image is shaky now, distorted by Marcello’s poison. My father wouldn't do that. He’s a strategist, yes, but he wouldn’t use me as collateral. And Tomaso... Tomaso loves me. He’s my brother. He wouldn’t stand for it. I trace the grout lines between the tiles with a trembling finger, counting them one by one to steady my breathing. I’m drowning in this Vieri fortress, and the only life jacket is a family that Marcello is trying to convince me has already cut the rope. The audacity of this man, to think he can break a decade of loyalty with a few unhinged accusations.

Pacing the plush rug of my room, the despair from the shower evaporates, replaced by a hot, sharp adrenaline. I refuse to be a prisoner in my own head. I need to hear Tomaso’s voice. I need him to tell me that Marcello Vieri is full of shit and that they’re coming for me. My objective becomes clear, a single bright point of light in the suffocating darkness: find a phone. Bypass his comms blackout. I tug at a loose thread on my silk robe, winding it tightly around my finger until the tip turns a dull, throbbing purple. I just need one phone call. That’s all. I know they’re waiting for my signal. They have to be.

I stand near my door, pressing my ear to the heavy wood. The silence of the estate is its own kind of weapon, a constant reminder of my isolation. Then I hear it—the distant, mechanical groan of the garage door, followed by the low, guttural rumble of an SUV engine. Marcello. He’s leaving. Probably to inspect the perimeter, the paranoid bastard. I wait, holding my breath, as the sound fades into the endless howl of the wind against the cliffs. A surge of spiteful joy shoots through me. “Go on, Marcello,” I whisper to the empty room. “Leave your cage open for once.”

I count to six hundred. Ten full minutes. Then, I slip out. The long, empty hallways feel menacing, the shadows stretching like grasping fingers. My bare feet make no sound on the cold stone floors as I stick to the edges of the corridor, brushing my hand against the wall to guide me in the dim light. Don't breathe. Just don't breathe. Every creak of the old house is a guard, every flicker of a sconce a camera. I avoid the grand foyer—too exposed—and slip through a narrow servant's passage behind the library. The air here is damp and smells of forgotten things. I accidentally brush against a cobweb and have to bite my lip to suppress a gasp, wiping the sticky threads from my face. Almost there. Just a little further.

I reach the heavy oak door to his office. My hand hovers over the brass handle, my heart hammering against my ribs. It should be locked. It has to be locked. But it turns with a smooth, silent click. Taking a deep, shuddering breath, I push it open and slip inside. The darkness of the room swallows me whole, and the air is thick with the scent of him—cedarwood, expensive whiskey, and that cold, metallic tang of gun oil. It’s like stepping into his lungs. I wipe my sweaty palms on my robe. A phone. Please be in here. Please.

My eyes dart around the room, frantically searching in the slivers of moonlight cutting through the tall windows. No landline on the desk, only a sleek, locked laptop. I start opening drawers, my hands shaking so badly I can barely grip the brass handles. Ledgers, maps, a box of cigars, but no fucking phone. I accidentally knock over a heavy silver letter opener and catch it just before it clatters to the floor, my heart stopping in my chest. Where would you hide it, you bastard? He’s too smart to leave something so obvious. It’s hidden. Everything with him is a game.

Heavy, measured footsteps echo in the hall. They aren’t the hurried steps of a servant; they're solid, authoritative. Panic, cold and absolute, seizes me. I look for a place to hide—the desk is too exposed. My eyes land on a small supply closet built into the wall beside the fireplace, and I dive for it, pulling the door almost shut just as the office door swings open. Not now. Not like this. I squeeze into the darkness, pulling my knees to my chest, trying to make myself as small as possible among boxes of stationery.

Through the tiny crack, I see Enzo. His shadow is long and sharp in the moonlight. He moves with silent efficiency, grabs a black folder from the desk, and then pauses. His head tilts, like a wolf sniffing the air. I bite down hard on my knuckles to keep my teeth from chattering, certain he can hear the frantic roaring of my own blood. He mutters something under his breath, too low to make out, but it sounds like, “Rats in the walls...” Then, just as suddenly, he turns and leaves, the door clicking shut behind him.

The close call makes me reckless. I burst out of the closet, my caution gone, replaced by a frantic urgency. I have to find it. Now. I go back to the desk and pull at the bottom drawer. It sticks. Frustrated, I yank it with all my strength. It gives way with a loud crack, revealing a shallow hidden compartment in the floor of the drawer. “Got you,” I breathe, a surge of desperate hope making me dizzy. Inside, nestled on black velvet, is a slim, unmarked burner phone. I snatch it, the cheap plastic cool against my skin. A lifeline. I press it to my cheek for a second, feeling its solid reality. This is it. This is how I
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