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    For those who find love in the darkest of places.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "These violent delights have violent ends."
— William Shakespeare
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Chapter 1: A Gilded Cage
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Isabella Rossi lived a life painted in gold leaf, but the gold was a cage. From her sprawling bedroom balcony, she could see the city of Chicago glittering like a carpet of scattered diamonds, a world away from the suffocating silence of her father’s estate. The Rossi compound was a fortress, nestled in the most affluent suburb, surrounded by high walls, armed guards, and the invisible, yet more imposing, barrier of her father’s reputation. Marco Rossi, the Don of the Rossi family, loved his only daughter with a fierce, possessive adoration that manifested as control. He had given her everything a girl could dream of couture gowns, priceless art, a world-class education everything except freedom.

At twenty-two, Isabella felt less like a woman and more like a porcelain doll kept pristine on a high shelf. Her days were a structured monotony of private lessons: art history, classical piano, French. Her evenings were spent either in quiet dinners with her father, where the unspoken rules of their world hung heavy in the air, or at carefully vetted charity functions where she was paraded like a prized mare. She smiled, she was gracious, she played her part. But inside, a rebellion simmered, a desperate yearning for a single, authentic moment that wasn't scripted by her father’s will.

The source of her confinement was a name whispered in hushed, venomous tones within their walls: Moretti. The Moretti family were their rivals, the other ruling power in the city's criminal underworld. The feud was ancient, bloody, and absolute. To the Rossis, the Morettis were butchers. To the Morettis, the Rossis were snakes. The war was cold now, a tense stalemate of territory and business, but the hatred was a living, breathing entity. And Dante Moretti, the new Don, was said to be the most ruthless of them all. They called him ‘The Devil,’ a man who had clawed his way to the top over the bodies of his enemies. He was the monster in the stories her father’s men told to frighten each other, and the primary reason Isabella’s cage was so tightly locked.

Tonight, the yearning was a physical ache. She traced the spine of a leather-bound book, a collection of romantic poetry she kept hidden. The words spoke of passion, risk, and choices made from the heart concepts as foreign to her as the dark side of the moon. Her father was hosting a meeting downstairs. The low rumble of male voices, thick with cigar smoke and menace, drifted up to her room. They were discussing business, which meant they were discussing violence, territory, and the ever-present threat of the Morettis. It was the soundtrack of her life, a constant reminder of the world she was born into but forbidden from truly touching.

An idea, wild and reckless, took root in her mind. It came from a conversation she’d overheard between two of the maids about the annual ‘Venetian Masquerade Gala’ downtown. A night of anonymity, where the city’s elite hid behind elaborate masks and pretended to be someone else for a few hours. It was a neutral event, not tied to any family, a place where the lines might blur. It was also the kind of place her father would never, in a million years, allow her to attend. The risk was astronomical. If she were caught, the punishment would be severe. But the reward... the reward was a single night of being just ‘Isabella,’ not ‘Isabella Rossi, the Don’s daughter.’

Her heart hammered against her ribs, a frantic bird beating against the bars of her chest. It was insane. It was impossible. Her personal guard, Luca, followed her everywhere. The estate’s security was impenetrable. But her father had given her one weakness, one oversight in his perfect prison: he trusted her. He believed his little girl was too docile, too obedient to ever defy him so brazenly. He didn't see the fire he’d inadvertently stoked with every restriction, every locked door.

With trembling hands, she pulled a box from the back of her closet. Inside was a gown she’d bought on a rare, supervised shopping trip a deep crimson silk that was far too daring for any event her father would approve of. With it was a mask, a delicate creation of black lace and silver filigree that would hide her identity completely. The plan formed, desperate and fragile. One of the younger maids, Maria, owed her a favor. The gala started in three hours. Luca’s shift change was in one. There was a small, forgotten service gate at the far end of the garden, rarely used and with a less-frequent patrol schedule. It was a sliver of a chance, a crack in the gilded walls.

She looked at her reflection in the mirror. The girl staring back was pale, her eyes wide with a mixture of terror and exhilarating hope. For her entire life, she had been defined by her father’s love and the hatred he held for his enemies. She was a symbol, a treasure, a weakness to be protected. Tonight, she would not be a symbol. She would be a woman. She would steal a few hours of life for herself, consequences be damned. The decision settled in her soul, quieting the frantic beat of her heart with a cold, sharp resolve. For one night, Isabella Rossi would step out of her cage and dance with the world, unaware that she was about to step directly into the devil’s path.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: The Devil in Disguise
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Dante Moretti despised events like this. The Venetian Masquerade Gala was a cesspool of the city’s so-called elite corrupt politicians, vapid socialites, and new-money vultures all hiding their predatory grins behind jewel-encrusted masks. He was here for one reason only: business. A certain city councilman, essential for a new zoning permit that would legitimize a significant portion of the Moretti shipping operations, had a weakness for public spectacle and a belief that deals made in a crowd were safer. Dante knew better. A crowd just meant more witnesses to dispose of if things went south.

He stood on a mezzanine overlooking the grand ballroom, a glass of scotch in his hand, his own mask a simple, severe piece of black obsidian that covered the upper half of his face. It did little to hide the aura of menace that clung to him like a second skin. At thirty-two, Dante was the undisputed king of Chicago’s underworld. He had inherited the Moretti throne five years ago after his father’s sudden death and had not only held it but expanded its reach with a ruthlessness that had earned him his moniker: The Devil. He was a man forged in violence, his dominance absolute, his commands unquestioned. His world was one of shadows, loyalty bought with fear, and power maintained through bloodshed.

His gaze swept the room with bored cynicism. He saw the falseness in every glittering smile, the desperation in every clinking champagne glass. This was a world of
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