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Chapter 1: The Disappearance
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The rain came down in sheets, washing away the blood like the city itself was trying to forget. Valentina Moretti stood beneath the flickering light of a cracked streetlamp, her black leather jacket clinging to her curves, soaked through. Her long, dark hair was plastered to her cheeks, her eyes wide with a terror she wouldn’t dare speak aloud. The call had come hours ago—no warning, no explanation. Just a location. And now, there was nothing.

No trace of Matteo.

The alley behind Club Serpente reeked of gasoline, rotting trash, and something coppery and wrong. Police had come and gone, uninterested in a missing man with mafia ties. She could still see the outline where his car had been. A fresh scorch mark stained the concrete. Her brother had vanished into a war that had nothing to do with her. Or at least, that’s what she’d told herself for years.

“Matteo,” she whispered, her voice trembling. “Where the hell are you?”

A heavy silence settled over her, broken only by the distant growl of engines and the muted thump of bass from the club. The world moved on without him. Without her.

She should’ve known better. Should’ve kept her distance from this life—her family’s legacy of blood and secrets. But Matteo had always been the reckless one. The charming one. The one who thought he could dance with devils and not get burned.

She lit a cigarette with shaking fingers, dragging in the smoke like it might calm the storm inside her chest. But it didn’t. It never did. Not since their father’s funeral. Not since the Moretti name had been reduced to whispers in the shadows.

Her phone buzzed.

A blocked number.

She stared at the screen, pulse hammering against her throat. Every instinct screamed at her to ignore it. But she answered.

A man’s voice, low and smooth, slipped into her ear like poison.

“Looking for your brother?”

She froze. “Who is this?”

“Come to 424 West Hollow. No police. No friends. You’ll find answers.”

The line went dead.

She stared at her phone, heart racing. Whoever that was, they knew something. And if they wanted her to come alone, it meant one thing—power.

This wasn’t some random act of violence.

This was a message.

She had no choice.

The drive across the city was a blur of red lights, wet asphalt, and her own thoughts chasing themselves into madness. West Hollow was one of the old industrial sectors—half abandoned, half rebuilt into high-end lofts and clubs that catered to the city’s rich and corrupt. She pulled up to a nondescript black door tucked between two warehouses. No sign. No windows. Just a camera above the entrance that turned to follow her every move.

She took a breath and knocked.

Once.

Twice.

The door clicked open.

Dim light spilled into the rain, revealing a narrow corridor lined in brick. She stepped inside, heels echoing against the concrete as the door slammed shut behind her. Her hands were damp inside her gloves. Her chest ached from the tight grip of anxiety.

A figure waited at the end of the hall.

Tall.

Imposing.

Suit black as sin, open at the collar to reveal a hint of tattoos across a throat scarred by violence. His eyes caught the low light—pale, almost silver, like frozen steel.

She knew that face.

Everyone in New York did.

Luca Romano.

Kingpin. Butcher. The devil in a designer suit.

Her pulse spiked. This wasn’t just some low-level thug demanding payment. This was the man who ran the Romano empire with an iron fist and a reputation soaked in blood. If he was involved, Matteo was either dead—or worse.

“What the hell do you want?” she snapped, crossing her arms even though her knees trembled.

He stepped closer, his gaze never leaving hers. “Matteo’s alive.”

Three words. Three heartbeats. The floor tilted beneath her.

“Where is he?”

“Captured. Taken by people who want to see me bleed.”

She frowned. “What does that have to do with me?”

He tilted his head, lips twitching into something between a smirk and a threat. “Because they used him to send me a message. And you, Valentina Moretti, are the reply.”

She stiffened. “You think I’m some kind of pawn?”

“I think you’re leverage,” he said simply. “And whether you like it or not, you’re in this now.”

The air thickened between them. Her heart thundered.

“I want my brother back,” she hissed.

“And I want revenge,” he said, voice soft as silk. “Looks like we need each other.”

His proximity was suffocating. He smelled like leather and danger, like heat and something untamed. She should’ve backed away. Should’ve run.

But she didn’t.

“Why would I trust you?”

“You won’t,” he said. “But you’ll still come with me.”

“Go to hell.”

His smile sharpened. “Darling, I already live there.”

The door behind him opened, revealing a stairwell. He turned and walked through it without another word. She stared after him, heart in her throat. Every instinct screamed to get out, to run far and fast.

But she couldn’t leave Matteo to rot in some forgotten basement. And Luca was the only thread she had.

So she followed the kingpin into the dark.

The stairwell led to a sleek underground room filled with monitors, maps, and weapons. A war room. She paused on the threshold, goosebumps rippling down her spine. Every inch of the space oozed power. Control. Violence waiting to be unleashed.

Luca leaned against the table, arms crossed.

“You’re going to tell me everything you know about Matteo’s last few weeks,” he said. “And in return, I’ll tell you what I plan to do to the people who took him.”

“And what’s that?” she asked.

“Kill them,” he said. “Slowly.”

Valentina met his eyes and saw the promise of carnage there. The kind of darkness that could drown a soul. She should’ve been afraid.

But something inside her stirred.

A hunger.

A need for vengeance.

“Fine,” she said, stepping into the room. “Let’s make a deal.”

And just like that, her world tilted off its axis.

Luca Romano wasn’t just dangerous.

He was the storm she was walking into without an umbrella—and she didn’t care if she got struck by lightning.
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Chapter 2: The Devil in a Suit
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The Romano estate sat like a crown atop the city’s most brutal peak—a fortress of glass, steel, and secrets. From the outside, it looked like a modern marvel: tall, elegant, the kind of place that whispered wealth and screamed power. But inside, it was a prison wrapped in luxury, a stronghold for a man who didn’t just rule the underworld—he built it with his bare hands.

Valentina sat in the back of Luca’s black-on-black Rolls-Royce as it glided through the gates. She hadn’t spoken a word since they left the underground war room, but silence did little to quiet the storm inside her. Every instinct she had screamed that this was wrong, that following him would cost her more than she was ready to give. But the truth was cruel and sharp.

She had no other option.

Luca hadn’t offered her comfort, just cold efficiency. His fingers had danced across encrypted files and blacklisted networks like a maestro conducting a symphony of violence. When he’d finally shut the system down, he’d looked at her and said three words:

“You’re staying here.”

She’d protested. He’d ignored her.

And now, here she was, clutching the handle of her purse like it could protect her from the most dangerous man in New York.

Luca didn’t wait for the driver. He opened her door himself, towering above her with that impossible stillness that always seemed just seconds from erupting into chaos. He extended a hand.

She hesitated.

“If I step inside, this changes everything,” she said, voice low.

His lips curved, a dark, knowing smile. “It already has.”

His hand was warm, his grip iron. When she took it, it felt like surrender and rebellion all at once.

The foyer was cavernous—marble floors, obsidian staircases, walls that looked like they could whisper secrets if you listened close enough. Art lined the walls, not the kind you found in museums, but the kind that had been stolen, bartered, or blood-paid. She paused under a chandelier that sparkled like icicles above a frozen lake.

“Where am I supposed to sleep?” she asked.

He didn’t break stride. “You’ll be in the east wing. Close enough for convenience. Far enough that I won’t kill you if you try something stupid.”

Her heels clicked behind him as they moved through the labyrinth of luxury. “You really know how to make a girl feel welcome.”

“You’re not a guest,” he said without looking back. “You’re a liability I haven’t figured out how to use yet.”

She bit her tongue to keep from lashing out. Every word from his mouth was designed to provoke. To pull her apart. But she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

The room he led her to wasn’t what she expected.

No bars. No guards. Just opulence dipped in shadows. Black silk sheets. Mahogany walls. A fireplace that burned despite the season. It smelled like leather and smoke and something deeply, intoxicatingly masculine.

She turned to him. “This is your idea of safe?”

His eyes swept over her body slowly, like a man sizing up a meal he intended to devour. “Safe is a matter of perspective.”

“What do you want from me?” she snapped.

He stepped closer, and her breath caught. “Right now? Silence. Obedience. And your complete attention.”

“I’m not some pet you can train.”

His fingers brushed her jaw, rough calluses dragging across her skin. “No,” he said softly. “You’re much more interesting than that.”

The door shut with a finality that stole the air from her lungs. She stood there, alone, trembling and furious.

But under the fear was something darker.

Curiosity.

Heat.

She hated herself for it.

Night bled into morning in a haze of sleeplessness. When she finally stumbled out of bed, she found clothes laid out for her—designer, understated, undeniably expensive. There was no note. No command. Just the unspoken understanding: she was expected to wear them.

She almost refused.

Almost.

But survival demanded compromise, and if playing dress-up gave her a better chance at finding Matteo, she’d do it.

The mirror showed a different version of her. Sleek black pants, silk blouse, her hair pulled into a tight twist that made her cheekbones look like weapons. She looked like she belonged in this world of sharp edges and silent rules.

She descended the stairs and followed the scent of coffee to the dining room, where Luca sat at the head of a long, polished table. He was reading something on his phone, a mug beside him, untouched.

“Good morning,” he said without looking up.

She poured herself coffee. “I didn’t realize this was going to be some kind of twisted mafia bed and breakfast.”

He chuckled. “You should be grateful. Most women would kill to eat at my table.”

She took a sip and met his eyes. “Most women have shit taste.”

He grinned, teeth white and sharp. “You’ll learn to enjoy the privileges soon enough.”

“I’m not interested in your world,” she said.

He leaned back in his chair, assessing her. “That’s the problem with people like you, Valentina. You think the world is something you can dip a toe into and walk away from clean. But this world? It stains. It devours.”

“You sound proud of that.”

“I am,” he said. “Because in this world, pride is all that keeps you breathing.”

They ate in tense silence, a fragile thread stretched taut between them. When she pushed her plate away, Luca rose and motioned for her to follow.

She hesitated. “Where are we going?”

“To begin,” he said. “You want to find your brother? Then you’ll see what I see. Hear what I hear.”

“And if I refuse?”

He paused, one hand on the doorframe. “Then you’ll never see him alive again.”

The drive was different this time. Less black-tinted luxury, more bulletproof SUV with a man named Victor riding shotgun and three more armed men trailing behind them. They moved like a small army through the city, weaving into back streets and forgotten alleys until they reached the edge of the docks.

The stench of salt and diesel hit her hard as they stepped out.

“What are we doing here?” she asked.

Luca didn’t answer. He walked straight toward a man tied to a chair under the open sky, blood dripping from his mouth, face a mosaic of bruises.

“This man,” Luca said, circling him like a shark, “works for the people who took your brother.”

Valentina’s breath caught. “You said he was alive.”

“He is. For now. But we don’t have time to play nice.”

Luca pulled a knife from his jacket, blade gleaming.

She flinched. “Wait—”

He turned. “Don’t look away, Valentina. This is the price of your answers.”

Her knees buckled, but she didn’t fall.

The man on the chair groaned as the blade sliced across his cheek. Luca spoke softly, too softly, asking names, dates, locations. With each refusal, the pain escalated. He was surgical. Efficient. And utterly devoid of mercy.

Valentina stood frozen. Not just because of the violence, but because of the expression on Luca’s face.

This wasn’t rage.

This was routine.

He wasn’t a man lost to anger—he was a god who’d made peace with wrath.

When the man finally broke and coughed up a name—Vittore Santoro—Luca leaned in and whispered something no one else could hear. Then he drove the knife into the man’s heart with a grace that was almost intimate.

The man slumped forward, dead before he hit the ground.

Valentina couldn’t speak. Could barely breathe.

Luca turned to her, expression unreadable. “Now you know what it takes.”

She stared at the blood soaking into the dirt, then met his eyes.

“No,” she said. “Now I know who I’m really dealing with.”

He stepped close, wiped a fleck of blood from her cheek with his thumb. “You’re dealing with the devil, angel. And you just made your first deal.”
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Chapter 3: Bloodlines and Bad Ideas
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The air in the Romano estate tasted different now. It was heavier, thicker with the kind of dread that wrapped around your spine and squeezed until your thoughts screamed. Valentina sat in front of the massive window in her room, staring at the city below. The skyline blinked in scattered lights, but all she saw was blood. Blood on Luca’s hands. Blood soaking into the concrete near the docks. Blood in the spaces between her heartbeat.

Vittore Santoro.

The name pulsed in her skull like a curse. It wasn’t just a lead. It was a death sentence. The Santoro family hadn’t been active in New York in over a decade. Last she heard, they’d pulled back to Sicily after a series of brutal clashes with the Romeros. That they were back now—taking her brother, crossing Luca Romano—meant something had shifted. Something dangerous was brewing beneath the surface, and she was caught in the middle of it.

The door opened without a knock.

Of course it did.

Luca stood in the doorway, his presence swallowing the room whole. He didn’t ask to come in. He didn’t need to. His world didn’t work with permission—it functioned on power and possession, and she was slowly realizing that she’d been absorbed into that system the moment she said her brother’s name out loud.

“You didn’t sleep,” he said, stating it like a fact.

She turned her head slightly. “Neither did you.”

He stepped inside, closing the door behind him. He didn’t move like other men. There was no hesitation in his stride, no wasted movement. Everything he did was calculated, precise. Deadly.

“There’s something you need to see,” he said.

“Is it another torture session?” she asked, her voice clipped. “Because I think I’ve had my fill of that for the week.”

“No,” he replied. “It’s about your brother.”

The words hit her like a slap.

She rose immediately, her body moving before her mind caught up. “Where?”

He didn’t answer. Just turned and walked out. And like the puppet she hated being, she followed.

They moved through the east wing in silence, the sound of their footsteps echoing in perfect unison. He led her into a room she hadn’t seen before. Dark walls. A single table. A projector that flicked to life as they entered. On the screen, grainy footage appeared—security cam footage from what looked like an underground club.

The timestamp was from two nights ago.

There was Matteo.

He looked thinner. His beard unkempt. His face bruised. But it was him.

And he was alive.

The camera panned slightly, showing two men flanking him. Neither looked familiar, but both carried the unmistakable air of killers. One of them reached out and backhanded Matteo hard across the face.

Valentina flinched.

Luca didn’t.

“They’re keeping him in The Cellar,” Luca said quietly. “An old Santoro base under a former nightclub. It’s been shut down for years. Until now.”

She moved closer to the screen. “So let’s go. Let’s get him out.”

His hand closed around her arm, firm but not cruel. “It’s not that simple.”

“I don’t care if it’s simple. It’s my brother.”

He stepped in front of her, blocking her view. “And if you go in blind, he dies. You die. I lose the leverage I need to stop a war that’s been building for years.”

“You think this is about you?” she spat. “You think I give a fuck about your war?”

“No,” he said, voice dangerously calm. “I think you care about Matteo. And if you want to see him again, you’ll do it my way.”

She yanked her arm free. “You don’t get to control me.”

“I already do.”

The silence that followed was thick enough to drown in. She stared at him, furious, helpless, hating every second of the truth he held between his teeth.

“Then tell me what the plan is,” she said, finally. “And don’t leave out any of the messy details.”

He nodded once. “We’ll move in two days. I have men scouting the place. Security, exits, guards. You’ll stay here until I give the word.”

“I’m not sitting on my hands while my brother is tortured.”

“You’ll do exactly that,” he said, stepping closer, his breath warm against her cheek. “Because if you break formation, I’ll chain you to this bed until I’m finished.”

Her pulse roared in her ears. “You’re insane.”

“I’m effective.”

The room seemed smaller suddenly. Hotter. The tension between them cracked like a live wire.

She shoved him. Hard.

He didn’t move.

His hand caught her wrist mid-swing, pulling her flush against him. His other hand gripped her jaw, forcing her eyes to meet his.

“You hate me now,” he said, voice like gravel. “But hate is just a twisted cousin to obsession. And you, Valentina, are becoming mine.”

She wanted to slap him. To scream. To bite and tear and bleed.

But instead, she whispered, “Then you’re more lost than I thought.”

He released her slowly, like he was savoring the withdrawal. “Careful, angel. Keep pushing me, and I’ll show you what I do to the things I want.”

She didn’t move until he was gone.

Didn’t breathe until the door clicked shut.

The next forty-eight hours were a blur of shadows and nightmares. She ate when someone knocked on her door. She showered because the scent of fear clung to her skin. But mostly, she waited. Pacing. Thinking. Remembering.

Memories of Matteo as a boy flashed behind her eyes. Him teaching her how to throw a punch in their father’s gym. Him sneaking her out of school to get gelato. Him standing beside her at their parents’ graves. He’d always protected her.

Now it was her turn.

And she was trapped in a mansion full of ghosts.

On the second night, she wandered into the library. Shelves stretched floor to ceiling, filled with leather-bound books and ancient tomes. A fire crackled softly in the hearth, casting long shadows across the hardwood floor.

She wasn’t alone.

Luca sat in one of the oversized chairs, a glass of something amber in his hand. He didn’t look up when she entered.

“I thought you didn’t read,” she said.

“I read people,” he said. “Books are just a hobby.”

“What does this one say?” she asked, pulling a title at random.

He glanced up. “Dante’s Inferno. Fitting, don’t you think?”

She snorted. “Planning a trip to hell?”

“I live there.”

She walked slowly toward him, drawn by something she didn’t want to name. The flicker of firelight made him look almost human.

Almost.

“Why do you do it?” she asked. “Why choose this life?”

He took a sip of his drink. “Because no one chooses me.”

The words hit harder than she expected.

She sat across from him, folding her legs beneath her. “That’s not true.”

“Isn’t it?”

He looked at her then. Really looked. Like he was peeling her apart layer by layer.

“You’re different,” he said. “You don’t hide your disgust. You don’t pretend to be impressed.”

“I’m not impressed,” she said.

“I know. That’s what makes it interesting.”

The room fell into a quiet that wasn’t uncomfortable. It was heavy, yes. Charged. But not empty.

After a long pause, he said, “When I was thirteen, I killed my first man.”

She didn’t flinch.

“He came after my mother. My father wasn’t home. I had a knife. He had a gun. I was faster.”

“Do you regret it?” she asked.

“No,” he said. “I regret that it didn’t stop the rest of them.”

She nodded. “We’re all born into cages. Some of us just learn to make them gold.”

He raised his glass. “To golden cages.”

They sat like that for hours. Talking. Not about the mission. Not about Matteo. But about music. Books. Life. And it terrified her how easy it became. How his darkness began to feel familiar.

And how hers started to answer it.

When she finally stood to leave, he said, “Tomorrow, everything changes.”

“I know,” she said.

But neither of them could have known how much.

Because the next day, the war didn’t wait for them to be ready.

It came roaring through the estate’s gates with blood in its mouth.
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Chapter 4: The Deal
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Valentina stood in the chaos, her hands shaking as she clutched the cold steel of the pistol Luca had shoved into her grip just moments ago. The sound of gunfire still rang in her ears, an echo that vibrated through the marbled halls of the Romano estate like a death knell. Smoke drifted lazily from a shattered window, and somewhere behind them, one of Luca’s men was dragging a body out of the foyer, leaving a crimson trail across the once-immaculate floor.

The attack had come without warning.

No calls. No messages. Just bullets.

The Santoro family had sent their reply, and it hadn’t been subtle.

Luca stood at the center of the wreckage like a storm-god surveying the aftermath of a hurricane. Blood speckled his shirt, a cut on his cheek trailing a thin line down to his jaw. He didn’t flinch. Didn’t breathe too hard. He radiated danger the way a furnace radiated heat—silent, constant, suffocating.

“Are you hurt?” he asked without looking at her.

“No,” she replied, her voice rough.

He turned to her then, eyes narrowing. “Don’t lie to me.”

“I said I’m fine.”

His gaze lingered for a moment before he nodded once and turned back to the men assembling around him. Orders were barked. Reinforcements called. Plans changed on the fly. He operated like a war general, his calm unsettling.

She stood among soldiers and killers, still in bare feet and a black silk robe, her reality
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