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Dedication

For every woman who refused to let the world decide who she would become.

May you always remember that even the most delicate rose grows thorns when it must.

Content & Trigger Warning

Mafia's Rose is an adult work of fiction intended for readers 18 years of age and older.

This novel contains mature and potentially distressing themes, including but not limited to:

	Kidnapping and captivity

	Organized crime and mafia violence

	Murder, attempted murder, and graphic violence

	Weapons and gun violence

	Physical assault

	Psychological manipulation

	Power imbalance between consenting adults

	Obsession and possessive behavior

	Enemies-to-lovers relationship

	Explicit sexual content

	Strong language

	Emotional abuse and family dysfunction

	Betrayal and deception

	Corruption and criminal activity

	Grief and loss

	Moral ambiguity


This story explores dark themes within a fictional setting. The characters' actions, beliefs, and choices are not intended to reflect or endorse healthy relationships or real-world behavior.

Reader discretion is advised.

Thank you for choosing to step into this world.

— Nancy Lauren
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"A rose grown behind walls learns two things—

how to survive the shadows,

and how to draw blood when someone reaches for its petals."

— Nancy Lauren
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Character Directory

The Vitale Crime Family

Rosa Vitale

The youngest daughter of the powerful Vitale family. Raised in privilege yet treated as a political asset, Rosa possesses a sharp mind and quiet resilience hidden beneath an elegant exterior.

Don Matteo Vitale

Head of the Vitale crime family. A calculating patriarch whose influence stretches through politics, business, and organized crime. Family is his greatest weapon—and his greatest weakness.

Elena Vitale

Rosa's older sister. Intelligent, composed, and fiercely loyal to the Vitale legacy. She believes duty outweighs emotion.

Enzo Vitale

Rosa's older brother. Hot-tempered and eager to prove himself worthy of the family name, often allowing pride to cloud his judgment.



The Caruso Crime Family

Lorenzo Caruso

Founder and leader of the Southern Cartel. Feared throughout Italy for his discipline, ruthless efficiency, and unwavering control. A man who built an empire instead of inheriting one.

Gianni Caruso

Lorenzo's estranged cousin. Ambitious and resentful, he believes blood alone should grant him power.



The Southern Cartel

Marco Bellini

Lorenzo's trusted right-hand man. Calm, observant, and unwaveringly loyal, Marco serves as both strategist and protector.

Sofia DeLuca

The housekeeper of the Caruso Estate. Quiet and compassionate, she offers rare moments of warmth within the cold walls of the estate.

Dr. Alessandra Conti

A discreet underground physician who serves the criminal underworld with professionalism and absolute confidentiality.



Allies & Power Brokers

Isabella Moretti

An influential political fixer whose wealth, intelligence, and international connections make her one of the most powerful women in the Italian underworld.

Father Luca Ferraro

A respected priest by appearance, but beneath the collar lies one of the underworld's most valuable brokers of secrets.



Rivals

Vittorio Rinaldi

A ruthless underboss determined to seize control of the Southern Cartel. Patient, ambitious, and willing to exploit any weakness.



The World of Mafia's Rose

The Southern Cartel
A criminal empire forged by Lorenzo Caruso through fear, discipline, and earned loyalty. Here, respect is won through action rather than bloodline.
The Vitale Crime Family
An old-money mafia dynasty whose influence extends into politics, finance, and legitimate business. Behind its polished image lie dangerous fractures.
The Caruso Estate
A secluded, heavily fortified estate in southern Italy. Both sanctuary and prison, it becomes the setting where enemies clash, alliances shift, and destinies are rewritten.
The Italian Underworld
A hidden network of rival families, political corruption, financial influence, and shifting loyalties, where every alliance has a price and every betrayal demands payment.
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Mafia's Rose

"Every empire has a soundtrack. Every love story leaves an echo."

ACT I — THE TAKING

(Fear • Captivity • Defiance)

	Control — Halsey

	Castle — Halsey

	No Time to Die — Billie Eilish

	Take Me to Church — Hozier

	You Should See Me in a Crown — Billie Eilish

	Heathens — Twenty One Pilots

	Elastic Heart — Sia


ACT II — THE CAGE

(Obsession • Temptation • Desire)

	Do I Wanna Know? — Arctic Monkeys

	Earned It — The Weeknd

	I Wanna Be Yours — Arctic Monkeys

	Middle of the Night — Elley Duhé

	Love Is a Bitch — Two Feet

	In the Air Tonight — Phil Collins

	Unholy — Sam Smith & Kim Petras


ACT III — BLOOD & THORNS

(War • Betrayal • Power • Choice)

	War of Hearts — Ruelle

	Human — Rag'n'Bone Man

	Control — Zoe Wees

	Everybody Wants to Rule the World — Lorde

	Believer — Imagine Dragons

	Way Down We Go — KALEO

	Dynasty — MIIA

	Empire — Beth Crowley


EPILOGUE

(Iron & Thorns)

	Young and Beautiful — Lana Del Rey

	Without You — Ursine Vulpine

	Experience — Ludovico Einaudi, Daniel Hope & I Virtuosi Italiani

	Nothing Else Matters — Metallica

	Run Cried the Crawling — Agnes Obel

	The Night We Met — Lord Huron


"For Rosa and Lorenzo—proof that the most dangerous thing in the mafia isn't a gun or a crown... it's choosing someone when every rule says you shouldn't."

Author's Note

Dear Reader,

Welcome to Mafia's Rose.

This story was written for readers who enjoy dark romance, morally gray characters, dangerous power dynamics, and love stories that bloom in the most unlikely places. It is a work of fiction, set in a world where loyalty is bought with blood, trust is fragile, and every choice comes with a price.

Rosa and Lorenzo are not perfect people. They make impossible decisions, cross moral lines, and exist within a brutal criminal underworld. Their relationship is shaped by violence, obsession, survival, and ultimately, choice. Their actions should not be viewed as a model for healthy relationships or real-life behavior. Instead, they are part of a fictional exploration of power, identity, redemption, and the ways people change under extraordinary circumstances.

At the heart of this novel is Rosa's journey. She begins as someone whose value is defined by others, but she gradually discovers that true power comes from making her own choices. While the story embraces the darkness of its setting, it is also about resilience, autonomy, and refusing to let anyone else decide who you become.

Thank you for trusting me with your time and allowing these characters into your imagination. I hope their story keeps you turning the pages long into the night.

Happy reading,

Nancy Lauren

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PROLOGUE


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


LORENZO

Her scent hit me first.

It wasn’t perfume. It was soap from the guest bath, something with lavender, but underneath that was something hotter, something raw. Fear-sweat. And something else—her. The scent of a woman with a spine of fucking steel. I’d known it from the second they’d dumped her at my feet, all tangled dark hair and fire in her eyes.

Tonight, that fire was banked, but the embers were fucking scorching.

I found her in the library. She was standing at the tall window, a silhouette against the moonlit sea. She didn’t turn. I let the heavy door thud shut behind me, the sound final. I watched the line of her back, the way the silk robe clung to the dip of her waist, the swell of her hips. Control. I breathed it in, let it settle in my bones. This was mine. She was mine. For now.

“You’re not in your room,” I said, my voice low. A statement. A verdict.

She finally turned. Her face was pale in the gloom, her eyes enormous pools of shadow. “The view is better in here.”

“The view isn’t what you’re paying for.”

“I’m not paying for anything. I’m your prisoner. Remember?”

A flicker, deep in my gut. The embers. “You’re an investment. A strategic one. And investments need to be secured.” I moved closer, my footsteps silent on the Persian rug. I stopped a foot away, invading her space, forcing her to tilt her head up to hold my gaze. “You left your room. That’s a breach of security.”

Her chin lifted. “What are you going to do? Lock me in a smaller cage?”

I smiled. It wasn’t a nice smile. “No. I’m going to remind you why you stay in the cage you’ve got.”

I closed the last inch between us. My hand came up, not to strike, but to cup the side of her neck. My thumb pressed against the frantic pulse jumping under her jaw. Bam. Bam. Bam. Like a trapped bird. Her skin was so soft. So warm. I could feel the fine tremble she was trying to hide. I slid my hand back, my fingers tangling in the heavy silk of her hair, and I fisted it. Gently. Just enough to tilt her head back further, to expose the long, pale line of her throat.

She didn’t fight it. Her eyes stayed on mine, defiant. Challenging.

“This is the part where you’re supposed to be afraid,” I murmured, my lips an inch from her ear. I could smell the lavender in her hair now. It was fucking intoxicating.

“I’m not afraid of you, Lorenzo.”

“You should be.”

I brought my mouth down on hers.

It wasn’t a kiss meant to seduce. It was a claim. Hard, demanding, all possession and no permission. She went rigid for a second, and a low noise vibrated in her throat—not a moan, not a protest, something raw and confused. Then her lips parted. Not in surrender. In fucking answer. Her tongue met mine, hot and sharp. She bit my lower lip, not hard enough to draw blood, but enough to send a jolt of pure lightning straight down my spine to my cock.

Fuck.

I wrapped an arm around her waist, yanked her hard against me. The thin silk of her robe was nothing. I could feel every curve, the soft give of her tits crushed against my chest, the heat of her belly. My other hand was still in her hair, holding her still for my mouth as I devoured her. The taste of her—mint, fear, that underlying heat—drove me wild. I walked her backward until her shoulders hit the cool glass of the window. She gasped into my mouth, the sound swallowed by my kiss.

I broke away, breathing hard. Our foreheads touched. Her breath puffed against my lips, fast and shallow.

“See?” I said, my voice rough. “Not so brave now.”

“Go to hell,” she whispered, but her eyes were dark, her lips swollen and wet from my mouth.

“I’ll take you with me.”

I shoved the robe off her shoulders. It slithered down her arms and pooled at her feet. The moonlight washed over her, painting her in shades of silver and blue. Fuck. She was perfect. High, full tits with dark, stiff nipples that puckered in the cool air. A narrow waist that flared into generous hips. A thatch of dark, neat curls at the junction of her thighs. My mouth went dry.

I just stared. My control, that iron rod I kept rammed down my spine, it... wavered. This wasn’t part of the calculation. This hunger, this clawing need to not just own but to consume—it was a fucking liability.

“Like what you see, captor?” Her voice was a husky taunt.

It snapped me back. I reached out, palmed her breast. Her skin was like warm satin. I rolled her nipple between my thumb and forefinger, watching her face. Her eyelids fluttered. A sharp inhale.

“I like that you’re mine to look at,” I said. I bent my head and took that tight peak into my mouth. She cried out, a short, shocked sound. I laved it with my tongue, then sucked, hard. Her hands came up, her fingers digging into my shoulders. Not pushing me away. Holding on.

I switched to the other breast, giving it the same treatment. Her hips shifted restlessly. I slid a hand down her stomach, through those soft curls, and cupped her between her legs. She was wet. Soaking. Hot silk against my palm. A groan tore from my chest.

“You’re fucking drenched,” I growled against her skin. “Is this fear, Rosa? Or is it something else?”

She didn’t answer. Her head was thrown back against the glass, her eyes closed.

I pushed two fingers inside her.

Her cunt clenched around me, tight and viciously hot. A low, broken moan escaped her. I worked my fingers in and out, watching my hand disappear into her body, watching the way her stomach muscles tightened. I curled my fingers, found that spongy spot inside her. She jerked, a full-body spasm.

“There?” I rasped.

“God—”

“Not God. Me.”

I dropped to my knees.

The view from here... fuck me. Her thighs trembled. The moonlight glistened on her folds. She was puffy, swollen, glistening with her own slick. I could smell her, musky and sweet and purely her. I didn’t tease. I put my mouth on her and licked a long, slow stripe from her opening to her clit.

She screamed. Her hands fisted in my hair, pulling, anchoring herself. I buried my face in her, licking, sucking, using my tongue to fuck the tight little hole my fingers had just been in. I focused on her clit, circling it, flicking it, until her legs were shaking and she was sobbing my name, a ragged, desperate chant.

“Lorenzo... fuck... please...”

Please. The word shattered what was left of my discipline. I surged to my feet, fumbling with my belt, my cock so hard it was fucking painful. I shoved my pants and boxers down just enough to free myself. I was thick, the head swollen and dark, already leaking. I grabbed the back of her thigh, hooked her leg over my hip, and notched myself against her soaked entrance.

I looked into her eyes. They were wild, unfocused. “Tell me you want this.”

A beat of silence. The ocean crashed below us. Her chest heaved.

“I want it,” she breathed. “I want you to fuck me.”

I drove into her in one brutal, claiming stroke.

We both shouted. The feeling was insane. Her cunt was a velvet vise, scalding hot, clamping down on me like it wanted to keep me forever. I was buried to the hilt, our bodies slammed together. I stayed there for a second, shuddering, my forehead against the cold glass beside her head. Control. You have none. The thought was terrifying. Liberating.

I pulled back and slammed home again. And again. Setting a punishing rhythm. The window rattled in its frame. Her nails scored down my back, through my shirt. Each ragged cry from her lips was gasoline on the fire in my blood.

“Whose?” I grunted, pistoning into her.

She was sobbing, her face turned into my neck. “Yours!”

“Say it.”

“I’m yours! Yours!”

Her cunt convulsed around my cock. The orgasm ripped through her, a violent, clenching wave that milked me, pulled the climax right up from my balls. I came with a roar, my hips stuttering as I emptied myself into her in thick, hot pulses. I felt every fucking one, a helpless, drowning surrender.

It seemed to last forever.

When it was over, I was slumped against her, both of us braced against the glass, slick with sweat, breathing like we’d run for miles. The scent of sex and lavender filled the air.

I was still inside her. I didn’t want to move. That was the worst part.

Her leg slid from my hip. I slowly, reluctantly, pulled out. A rush of my come mixed with her slickness trailed down her inner thigh. The sight of it—my mark, on her skin, in her body—sent a fresh, dangerous thrill through me.

She looked at me, her eyes clearing, the fire returning. She saw it on my face. The ruin. The exposure.

A slow, knowing smile touched her bruised lips.

“You were wrong,” she whispered, her voice raw. “That wasn’t you reminding me of my cage.”

My blood went cold.

“That was me,” she said, “picking the lock.”

***
[image: ]


ROSA

He was still inside me.

I could feel him, the thick, heavy weight of his cock buried deep, the wet heat of him mixing with mine. His breath was a ragged storm against my neck, his big body braced against mine, pinning me to the cold glass. The scent of him—sweat, clean linen, sex, power—clogged my throat.

For a long moment, neither of us moved.

My heart hammered against my ribs, a frantic drumbeat in the echoing silence. My skin felt too tight, buzzing everywhere he’d touched, everywhere he still was. My thighs were slick, trembling. I was raw, used, claimed.

And I’d never felt more awake in my entire fucking life.

He shifted, his softening length sliding an inch within me. A shiver tore through me, involuntary, electric. He felt it. His arms tightened around me, a reflex. Possessive.

That’s it, I thought. Hold on. You think you’ve got me.

Slowly, he pulled out. The sensation was obscene—a slow, wet separation that made my knees buckle. I felt the warm trickle escape me, sliding down the inside of my thigh. His. Mine. The evidence was on my skin. I didn’t wipe it away.

He stepped back, his movements uncharacteristically stiff. He was buttoning his pants, his eyes fixed on my face, then dropping to the trail of moisture on my leg. His jaw tightened. In the moonlight, I saw it. The fracture. The mask slipping. Not anger, not even triumph. Something raw. Something like shock.

He’d meant to put me in my place. He’d fucked me against a window to prove a point. But the point had shifted. I’d seen it in his eyes when he came, heard it in the animal groan that wasn’t about victory, but about loss. Loss of control.

A slow, knowing smile touched my lips. It felt foreign. Dangerous.

“You were wrong,” I whispered. My voice was wrecked, scratchy from screaming. “That wasn’t you reminding me of my cage.”

He went perfectly still. His dark eyes were pits, unreadable. But the air between us thickened, charged.

“That was me,” I said, holding his gaze, “picking the lock.”

For a heartbeat, I thought he’d lunge. I thought the violence would return, hot and immediate, to cover his exposure. Instead, he let out a slow, controlled breath. A general assessing a breach in his walls.

“Is that what you think you’re doing?” His voice was low, gravelly. He took a step closer. He didn’t touch me. The space between us hummed. “You think letting me fuck you is a strategy?”

I tilted my head, letting the silk robe I hadn’t bothered to retrieve pool at my feet. I stood naked before him, not in submission, but in challenge. Let him look. Let him see what he wanted, and what it was costing him.

“I didn’t let you do anything. I wanted you to.” I paused, letting the words sink in. “There’s a difference. And you know it.”

His gaze swept over me, a physical caress. It lingered on my breasts, my belly, between my legs. I didn’t shy away. I felt my nipples tighten under his scrutiny, felt another slow pulse of wetness. My body was a traitor, but I could use that, too.

“You wanted it,” he repeated, flat.

“I did. I wanted to see what you’re like when you’re not playing Don. When you forget to calculate.” I took a step toward him now, closing the distance. I reached out, not quite touching the hard plane of his chest. “Turns out, you’re just a man. A man who loses his mind when he’s buried inside a woman he thinks he owns.”

His hand snapped up, caught my wrist. His grip was iron, but not painful. A warning. “Careful.”

“Or what?” I breathed. “You’ll punish me? You already did. And I liked it.” I leaned in, my lips brushing his ear. “Your mouth on my cunt, Lorenzo. Your cock splitting me open. I liked the way you groaned when you came. Like it hurt you.”

He turned his head, his mouth a hair’s breadth from mine. “You’re playing with fire.”

“I was born in a furnace.”

I kissed him.

It was nothing like his kiss. Mine was soft. A slow, deliberate exploration. I traced the seam of his lips with my tongue until they parted. I tasted myself on him, mixed with the dark, spicy flavor that was purely him. His grip on my wrist tightened, but he didn’t push me away. He let me in.

I slid my free hand up his chest, over the crisp cotton of his shirt, to his neck. I felt the frantic beat of his pulse under my thumb. Bam. Bam. Bam. Just like mine. I deepened the kiss, sucking his tongue into my mouth, mimicking the rhythm he’d just used on my body. A low, rough sound vibrated in his throat.

I broke the kiss, panting softly. “See? Not so controlled now.”

He stared at me, his chest rising and falling. The shock was gone, replaced by a dark, simmering intensity. He still had my wrist. He used it to pull me flush against him. I felt the hard ridge of his cock, already stiff again, pressing against my belly.

“You want to see me lose control?” he murmured, his voice a dark rumble. “Let me show you what happens when I do.”

He spun me around, bending me over the low, leather-backed sofa that faced the window. My hands slapped down on the cool cushions. My ass was in the air, exposed. The night air whispered over my wet, sensitive skin.

“Look,” he commanded, his hand on the small of my back, pressing me down.

I lifted my head. The moonlit sea stretched out before the glass. And in the reflection, I saw us. Him, huge and dark behind me, his pants open, his cock—thick, veined, the head an angry purple—in his hand. Me, bent over, pale and spread. My ass cheeks parted, my pussy lips swollen and glistening, my hole slick and open. The view was so brutally erotic my breath caught in a gasp.

He leaned over me, his lips at my ear. “Watch me take you, Rosa. Watch what you do to me.”

He positioned himself. The broad head of his cock nudged against my opening, slick with our mixed fluids. He pushed, just an inch. A slow, burning invasion. My cunt clenched, trying to accommodate him. In the glass, I saw my eyes widen, my mouth fall open.

“Fuck,” I breathed.

“Yeah,” he grunted. He pushed deeper, another inch, stretching me exquisitely. “That’s the plan.”

He sank into me with a relentless, slow drive that stole the air from my lungs. I watched, mesmerized, as he disappeared inside my body, my flesh yielding to his. He filled me completely, a deep, aching fullness that had me seeing stars. He held there, buried, his hips flush against my ass.

“See how you take me?” His voice was strained. “Look at your fucking cunt. Swallowing my dick like it’s starving for it.”

He pulled back almost all the way, until just the tip remained, stretching my entrance. Then he slammed home. I cried out, my body jerking forward. Again. And again. Each thrust was a deliberate, powerful piston stroke, lighting up nerves I didn’t know I had. The sound of our bodies meeting, skin slapping against skin, filled the quiet library.

I was liquid fire. Every drive hit a spot deep inside that made my toes curl. My nipples rubbed against the rough leather of the sofa with every jolt. I was helpless, pinned, utterly used.

And I loved it.

I loved the brutal honesty of it. No pretenses. No cage bars, just his hands on my hips, his cock in my cunt, his possession written in the sweat on my back and the cries tearing from my throat.

“Whose cunt is this?” he demanded, his rhythm faltering, growing ragged.

“Yours!” It was a sob, a surrender that felt like victory.

“And who makes it come?”

“You do!”

“Fucking show me.”

He reached around, his fingers finding my clit, swollen and throbbing. He rubbed hard, fast circles in time with his thrusts. The dual assault was too much. Pleasure coiled, tight and unbearable, deep in my belly. I watched my reflection shatter—my face contorted, my eyes rolling back.

The orgasm exploded through me, a silent scream locked in my throat. My cunt convulsed around his cock in violent, milking pulses. I felt myself clamp down on him, felt the gush of wetness as my body clenched and released.

He shouted, a raw, broken sound. His hips stuttered. I felt the hot, sudden flood of his release inside me, jet after jet, marking me as deeply as he could. He ground into me, his body shuddering, emptying himself completely.

He collapsed over me, his weight a warm, solid anchor. We were both dripping, breathless, wrecked.

In the window, our reflection was a tangled, sweaty portrait of mutual ruin. His head was buried in my hair. My eyes, heavy-lidded, met my own gaze in the glass.

The fire in them wasn’t banked anymore. It was blazing.

He’d shown me what happened when he lost control. And I’d discovered the most dangerous weapon in this gilded cage wasn’t a knife or a secret.

It was my own fucking desire. And I’d just learned how to load it.
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THREE WEEKS EARLIER...

ROSA

Sunlight, pale and gold, painted my eyelids.

I woke to the distant, muffled hum of a vacuum cleaner. The scent of lemon polish and fresh linen. Not the salt of the sea, not the musk of sex and sin. Just... cleanliness. Sterile perfection.

My bedroom in the Vitale compound was larger than most people’s apartments. High ceilings, silk wallpaper the color of cream, a four-poster bed that could fit five of me. The sheets were Egyptian cotton, a thousand thread count. They felt like cool water against my skin. I lay there for a long moment, staring at the intricate plasterwork on the ceiling. A cherub. Smiling, fat, useless.

Another day in paradise.

A soft knock at the door. “Signorina Rosa?”

“Come in.”

Giovanna entered, her steps silent on the plush rug. She was in her fifties, her dark hair pulled into a severe bun, her uniform crisp and starched. She carried a tray with a silver pot of coffee, a single cup, and a small vase with a single white rose. She set it on the table by the window without a word.

“Good morning, Giovanna.”

“Good morning, signorina.” She didn’t meet my eyes. She never did. “Your father wishes to see you for breakfast. In half an hour.”

She turned to leave, her duty done.

“Giovanna.”

She paused, shoulders stiff. “Yes?”

“Did my brother come home last night?”

A flicker of something—unease, maybe—in her weathered face. “Signor Enzo returned very late. He is... resting.”

Resting. Code for hungover, or worse. I nodded. “Thank you.”

She left, closing the door with a soft click. The sound of a lock turning? No. It was just a door. But the feeling was the same.

I pushed back the sheets and walked to the window. The view was of the inner courtyard—manicured hedges, a burbling fountain, white marble statues. Two of my father’s men stood at the far gate, their postures relaxed but their eyes constantly scanning. They weren’t there to keep danger out. They were there to keep me in.

I poured the coffee. Black, no sugar. The first bitter sip was a jolt, a tiny rebellion against the sweetness of this place. I stood there, naked, drinking it, watching the guards. Let them look. What would they see? Don Matteo’s daughter. A prized possession in a gilded box.

I dressed slowly. Underwear, a simple silk slip, a dove-gray cashmere sweater, tailored trousers. All chosen by the personal shopper my father employed. All expensive, tasteful, bland. A costume for the role I was born to play.

The walk to the breakfast room took me through the heart of the compound. The halls were wide, lined with expensive but joyless art. A maid scurried past with an armful of towels, her eyes down. A suited man—Marco, one of my father’s lieutenants—nodded at me as he passed, his phone pressed to his ear. “The shipment is confirmed. Ten o’clock at the dock. Yes, Don.”

He didn’t stop to talk. I wasn’t part of the business. I was part of the scenery.

My father was already seated at the head of the long table when I entered. The room was all dark wood and morning light. He was reading a newspaper, a pair of reading glasses perched on his nose. He looked up, and a smile touched his lips. The kind of smile you’d give a favorite pet.

“Rosalina. You look well.”

“Good morning, Papa.”

I took my usual seat to his right. A place was set for Enzo, but it was empty. A server appeared instantly, pouring me orange juice from a crystal pitcher.

“Sleep well?” my father asked, folding the paper.

“Like a baby.”

His gaze held mine for a beat too long. Assessing. “Giovanna said you asked about your brother.”

“Just curiosity.”

“Your curiosity is better directed elsewhere. The charity gala for the hospital is next week. Elena has the details. I expect you to be there. Looking perfect.”

A command, wrapped in velvet. I took a sip of juice. “Of course.”

“Good girl.” He returned to his paper. The conversation was over.

We ate in silence. Scrambled eggs, toast, fruit. The food was exquisite. It tasted like nothing. Every bite was a reminder: this was provided. This was permitted. This was my life, served on a bone china plate.

Elena, my Older sister—swept into the room. She was always sweeping, always in motion, a whirl of couture and calculated charm.

“Matteo, the florist just called. The peonies for the gala centerpieces are coming from Holland, but there’s a storm delaying the flights, can you believe the incompetence?” She barely glanced at me as she took her seat. “Rosa, darling, the dress fitting is at two. Don’t be late.”

“I won’t.”

She launched into a monologue about linen choices and seating charts. My father listened, making occasional grunts of agreement. I was invisible again. Part of the decor.

This was the routine. The script. The beautiful, suffocating lie.

After breakfast, I was expected to “be seen” in the gardens. A walk, for my health. For the optics. A Vitale daughter, serene and cared for.

Stefano, one of the younger guards, fell into step a respectful distance behind me as I walked the gravel paths. He was always the one assigned to me. Early twenties, trying too hard to look stern. I could feel his eyes on my back.

I stopped by the fountain, pretending to watch the water. He stopped ten feet away, hands clasped behind his back, staring straight ahead.

“Beautiful morning, Stefano.”

He jerked, surprised I’d spoken to him. “Yes, signorina.”

“Quiet, though. Don’t you think?”

“It is peaceful.”

Peaceful. Another word for dead. I turned to face him. His eyes darted to mine, then away, a faint flush on his neck. He was nervous. Of me? Or of the consequences of being near me?

“My brother,” I said softly. “When he came in last night... was he alone?”

Stefano’s throat worked. “I... I am not sure, signorina. I was at the front gate.”

A lie. He was on the overnight detail. He knew everything that came in and out. But admitting it would be a betrayal—of Enzo, of the family code of silence.

I smiled, a small, understanding curve of my lips. “Of course. It’s not your place to know.”

His flush deepened. He looked ashamed, or maybe just uncomfortable. Good. Let him feel the squeeze of this cage, too. It wasn’t just mine.

I continued my walk. The gardens were walled. High, ancient stone covered in ivy. There was a heavy iron gate at the far end, always locked. Beyond it, I could hear the faint sounds of the city—cars, voices, life.

I stopped at the gate, wrapped my fingers around the cold, black bars. I looked out through the intricate scrollwork. A woman walked a dog on the sidewalk across the street. A delivery van rumbled past. Normal people. Free people.

“Signorina?” Stefano’s voice was closer now, edged with gentle warning. “Perhaps we should turn back.”

I didn’t move. “Why?”

“It’s... not secure here. At the perimeter.”

I turned my head, looked at him over my shoulder. “What’s going to happen, Stefano? Is someone going to steal me?”

His face went pale. “Signorina, please.”

I held his gaze for a long moment, then let my hand drop from the bars. The metal had left a faint, gritty imprint on my palm. I rubbed it away against my trousers.

“You’re right,” I said, my voice flat. “Let’s go back.”

As we walked back toward the house, the sun felt colder. The perfectly trimmed hedges looked like rows of teeth. The fountain’s burble sounded like mocking laughter.

I was safe. I was protected. I was adored.

I climbed the steps to my room, each one feeling heavier than the last. Inside, I closed the door and leaned back against it. The silence was absolute.

My gaze fell on the white rose Giovanna had brought. Perfect. Thornless. Probably bred to be that way.

I walked over, picked it up by the stem and brought it to my nose. It had no scent. None at all.

Comfort without agency is still a cage.

My fingers tightened. A thornless stem can still prick if you squeeze it hard enough. I held it until my knuckles ached, then placed it back in the vase, untouched.

Outside, a car door slammed. A deep voice barked an order. The machine was humming.

And I was standing in the center of my beautiful, silent room, listening to the lock that hadn’t made a sound.

***
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The family dining room was a museum of my father’s success. Ten meters of polished mahogany, crystal chandeliers that dripped cold light, walls lined with somber portraits of dead Vitales judging the living. The air smelled of beeswax and roasted meat. It was meant to feel opulent. It felt like a tomb with waiters.

I took my seat, the heavy silk of my evening dress whispering against the chair. The garment was new, a deep emerald green that Elena had declared “perfect for your complexion.” It had a high neck, long sleeves, and clung to every curve before falling to the floor. Armor, disguised as fashion.

My father was already at the head, a glass of Barolo already half-empty beside his plate. He didn’t look up from the document in his hands, the gold signet ring on his pinkie catching the light. Enzo slouched to his left, his own wine glass full, his eyes distant, focused somewhere beyond the walls. The knuckles on his right hand were split and scabbed over.

“You’re late,” Matteo said, not a greeting.

“My apologies, Papa. The dress took longer than expected.”

He finally glanced up, his gaze sweeping over me. It wasn’t the look Lorenzo had given me—hot, consuming, furious. This was an appraisal. Checking for scratches on the asset. “It’s suitable. Sit.”

I sat. A server materialized, pouring water into my glass. The silence stretched, broken only by the soft clink of silverware as Enzo stabbed a piece of asparagus.

“The Conti deal,” my father began, folding the document and setting it aside. He spoke to the space between me and Enzo, a general addressing his troops. “Their shipping lanes are now ours. Antonio Conti signed the papers this afternoon.”

Enzo grunted. “Took him long enough. Old bastard.”

“Respect, Enzo. He’s a businessman who saw reason. A useful ally is better than a buried enemy.” Matteo’s eyes flicked to me. “You’ll see him at the gala next week. You will be pleasant. You will smile. You will not mention business.”

I took a slow sip of water. The cold liquid did nothing to ease the tightness in my throat. “What would I mention, Papa?”

“The weather. Art. The new wing of the hospital his money is building. Keep it simple.” He picked up his fork. “Your role is to be the beautiful, uncomplicated daughter. It reassures men like Conti that our family is stable. Civilized.”

Civilized. The word tasted like ash. I looked at Enzo’s battered hand. I thought of the whispers about the dockworkers who’d gone missing last month after a dispute over a “shipping lane.”

“And if I have an opinion on the hospital wing?” I kept my voice light, curious. “I’ve read the architectural plans. The design seems inefficient for patient flow.”

My father paused, his fork halfway to his mouth. He set it down. The click against the china was precise, final. Enzo stopped chewing, watching.

“You’ve read the plans,” Matteo repeated, his tone flat.

“I asked Elena for a copy. I was curious.”

“Your curiosity,” he said, the words dropping like stones, “is a luxury this family affords you. Do not mistake it for a right. Or a weapon.” He held my gaze. “You are not an architect, Rosalina. You are my daughter. Your opinion on patient flow is irrelevant. Your presence, your demeanor, your silence on such matters, however, is not.”

Heat crept up my neck. Not embarrassment. Rage, cold and sharp. I’d seen this look before. It was the same look he gave a lieutenant who’d overstepped, just before he was demoted. Or disappeared.

“I understand,” I said, lowering my eyes to my plate. The surrender was automatic, ingrained. A survival reflex.

“Good.” He resumed eating. The subject was closed.

Elena glided in then, a vision in cream chiffon. “Sorry, darlings. The caterer needed final confirmation on the canapés.” She air-kissed my father’s cheek, then took her seat beside me. “Rosa, you look stunning. Green is definitely your color. We’ll have to find something similar for the meeting with the Rinaldis next month.”

My head snapped up. “The Rinaldis?”

Matteo wiped his mouth with a linen napkin. “Vittorio Rinaldi has expressed... interest. In a stronger alliance.”

My blood went cold. Vittorio Rinaldi was a bull of a man, twice my age, with dead eyes and a reputation for brutalizing his mistresses. An “alliance” in this world had only one currency for a daughter.

“Interest,” I echoed.

“It’s preliminary,” Elena said smoothly, spreading her own napkin on her lap. “Just a dinner. Very informal. A chance for you to get to know each other.”

Get to know each other. As if we were teenagers at a school dance, not a pawn being offered to a known monster to secure a drug route.

“I don’t want to have dinner with Vittorio Rinaldi.”

The words fell into the silent room. Enzo froze. Elena’s smile tightened. My father placed his napkin beside his plate, every movement controlled.

“What you want,” he said, his voice dangerously quiet, “is not a factor in this equation. What this family needs is. The Southern Cartel is a pustule that needs lancing. Lorenzo Caruso thinks he can carve up our territory. He needs to be reminded who holds the real power here. Alliances need to be solidified. Strengthened.”

“So I’m the glue,” I whispered.

“You’re the Vitale name. Made flesh.” He leaned forward slightly, and for the first time that evening, he looked directly at me, not past me. “You are my greatest leverage, Rosa. A clean, beautiful, untouchable daughter. You will marry where I say, smile when I say, and in doing so, you will ensure this family’s future. That is your purpose. Do you understand your purpose?”

The room seemed to shrink, the portraits leaning in. I could feel Enzo’s discomfort like a physical wave. He studied his plate, a coward. Elena watched me, her eyes calculating, already planning the wedding colors.

I saw it then, with horrible clarity. The love wasn’t absent. It was conditional. I was cherished like a rare violin—valued for my tone, maintained for my beauty, and played only when it suited the conductor.

“Yes, Papa,” I heard myself say. The voice was mine, but it came from far away. “I understand my purpose.”

“Good girl.” He nodded, satisfied. The crisis was averted. The asset was compliant. He turned to Enzo. “Now. The problem with the warehouse in Naples. Tell me you’ve handled it.”

The conversation pivoted, diving into the gritty details of arson and retaliation. I pushed the food around my plate. The asparagus was perfectly steamed. The lamb was pink and tender. It all tasted of nothing.

My skin felt hypersensitive, the emerald silk now a suffocating sheath. I imagined another man’s hands on it. Vittorio’s thick fingers tearing at the high neckline. His stale breath on my cheek. A transaction, sealed with my body on a different kind of altar.

But beneath the cold dread, a spark caught. A familiar, defiant heat.

Lorenzo’s face flashed in my mind. Not the controlled Don, but the man who’d come apart above me, his control shattered by a different kind of fire. He wanted to own me, too. But his wanting was a fever. A crack in his armor. My father’s wanting was a cold, hard contract.

One was a gilded cage where I would slowly suffocate, polished and displayed until I was empty.

The other was a battlefield where I could get dirty. Where I could learn to fight. Where a man’s obsession could be a weakness... and a woman’s understanding of it could be a weapon.

The realization was a quiet click in my soul, like the tumblers of a lock.

I looked across the table at my father, discussing the incineration of a rival’s property as casually as the weather. I saw the iron certainty in his eyes. He knew my value. He just had no idea of my cost.

Elena caught my eye and gave a small, reassuring smile. It’s for the best, her expression said.

I didn’t smile back. I just held her gaze until hers flickered, uncertain.

Then I looked down at my hands, folded neatly in my lap. The nails were perfectly manicured, pale and clean. No dirt. No blood.

Not yet, I thought, and the spark in my chest glowed a little hotter.
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LORENZO

The city at night was a sprawl of glitter and shadow, a view I’d bought with blood and earned with fear. From the window of my office on the top floor of the Caruso Import & Export building, I watched the lights. Each one was a business, a debt, a life that bent to my will. Not inherited. Taken.

Marco Bellini stood behind me, a silent shape in the dark glass reflection. He didn’t fidget. Good men never do.

“The shipment from Palermo,” I said, my voice cutting the quiet. “It’s late.”

“Weather in the strait,” Marco answered, his tone even. “Captain says he’ll make port by dawn.”

“The captain works for me. The weather works for God. Tell him if his boat isn’t docked by four AM, he’ll be swimming home.” I turned from the window. The office was sparse—a steel desk, two chairs, a painting of a stormy sea that reminded me of my father’s empty hands. “And the payment from the Calabrian?”

Marco’s jaw tightened. A fraction. Most wouldn’t see it. I did. “Partial. He’s pleading for more time.”

I didn’t sit. I walked to the sideboard and poured two fingers of grappa. The sharp, herbal scent cleared the fatigue from my head. “Time isn’t a currency I trade in.”

“He has a family, Don Caruso.”

“And I have a business.” I took a sip, let the fire burn down my throat. “Send Luca and Silvio. They’re to visit his wife. Have a polite conversation about the value of prompt payment. Her jewelry, her car... his daughter’s tuition. Make it clear. The next visit won’t be a conversation.”

Marco nodded once. “Understood.”

He didn’t argue. He’d been with me since I was a kid running errands for the old Neapolitan crew. He’d seen me break my first set of knuckles on a loan shark’s teeth. He knew the math. Mercy was a luxury for men who slept soundly. I hadn’t slept soundly since I was twelve.

The intercom on my desk buzzed. A woman’s voice, clipped. “Don Caruso? Gianni is here.”

“Send him in.”

The door opened and my cousin Gianni swaggered in like he owned the air. Late thirties, handsome in a slick, careless way, dressed in a suit that cost more than most of my men made in a month. He smelled of expensive cologne and bad decisions.

“Lorenzo! Sorry to keep you waiting. Traffic from the club was a bitch.” He dropped into one of the chairs without being asked, flashing a grin that didn’t reach his eyes.

I didn’t move from the sideboard. “You were supposed to be here an hour ago. We had a meeting with the builders for the new warehouse.”

“Yeah, about that.” He waved a dismissive hand. “The numbers they were talking were bullshit. I told them to shave twenty percent off the materials quote or we’d find someone who would.”

I looked at Marco. A muscle in his temple twitched. “And did they agree?”

Gianni’s smile widened. “They will. After a little persuasion.” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Look, cous, you’re paying for steel, not gold. I saved you a hundred grand today. You’re welcome.”

The grappa glass was cool in my hand. “I gave you a simple job, Gianni. Be there. Listen. Report back to me. Not to negotiate. Not to improvise.”

His smile faltered. “I was looking out for our interests.”

“Our interests?” I set the glass down. The click was soft, final. “You think a hundred grand is worth the reputation of being a man who reneges on an agreed price? You think those builders won’t talk? That they won’t tell every contractor from here to Milan that the Carusos squeeze for pennies?”

He shifted in the chair, the leather creaking. “It’s just business.”

“No.” I took a step toward him. “It’s not. It’s stupidity. It’s the short-term thinking of a man who doesn’t understand that power isn’t a fist. It’s a fucking promise. You pay what you agree to pay. You deliver what you say you’ll deliver. And when someone crosses you, you erase them. Not nickel-and-dime them. You make the consequence so severe that the thought of betrayal never even occurs.”

Gianni’s face paled. He looked from me to Marco, who stared back, impassive. “It was just a negotiation—”

“You don’t negotiate for me.” My voice was low now, the calm before the bone-break. “I asked you to do one thing. You failed. You embarrassed this family in front of men whose respect we need. So here’s your new job. You go back to those builders. Tonight. You apologize. You pay the original quote. Plus ten percent for their trouble. And if I hear a whisper that you so much as frowned while doing it, I’ll have you unloading fish at the docks for the rest of your miserable, entitled life. Do you understand the job now?”

The room went silent. The hum of the city below was a distant rumor. Gianni’s throat worked as he swallowed. The cocky shine was gone, replaced by the dull sheen of fear. He knew I wasn’t bluffing. The last person who’d thought I was bluffing was currently feeding the eels at the bottom of the harbor.

“Yeah,” he muttered, eyes on the floor. “I understand.”

“Good. Get out.”

He stood, the movement jerky, and left without another word. The door closed behind him with a soft thud.

I exhaled, the anger a slow bleed from my veins. I turned back to the window. “He’s a liability.”

“He’s your blood,” Marco said quietly.

“Blood that’s gotten thin and stupid.” I watched a police car’s lights flare red and blue five blocks away, a tiny disturbance in my kingdom. “He wants the power without paying for it. He thinks the name is enough.”

“The Vitales think the same thing.”

I glanced at him. Marco’s face was etched with the grim patience of a soldier. “Matteo Vitale,” I said. “He sits in his villa surrounded by ancestors and art. He thinks his legacy is a wall. He doesn’t realize it’s a cage.” I finished the grappa, the burn a familiar comfort. “He’s insulated. Complacent. He trades on a name that’s gathering dust.”

“And his men?”

“Loyal out of habit. Not hunger.” I moved to the desk, leaning my palms on the cold steel. “You know what the difference is between a man who’s always been fed and a man who’s starved?”

Marco waited.

“The fed man fights for his plate. The starved man fights for the whole fucking kitchen. And he doesn’t care what gets broken along the way.” I straightened. “Matteo’s weakness isn’t his lack of soldiers. It’s his lack of imagination. He can’t conceive of someone who wants more than a seat at his table. He can’t conceive of someone who wants to burn the table down and build a new one.”

“And the daughter?”

Rosa. The name was a sudden, unwelcome heat in my chest. I pushed it down. She was a means to an end. A piece on the board. “She’s the key. She’s his perfect, polished jewel. The one thing he believes is untouchable.” I met Marco’s gaze in the dark glass. “Taking her doesn’t just send a message. It proves his entire world is a lie. That his walls are made of paper. That his name is just a word men say before they spit.”

Marco was silent for a long moment. “And after we prove it? What then?”

I didn’t answer right away. The truth was a slippery thing. The plan was to use her, break her father’s spirit, force a negotiation from a position of absolute dominance. Trade her back for territory, for concessions, for kneeling.

But another truth, darker and quieter, whispered in the back of my skull. I’d seen her picture. Not just the posed, society-page photos. Candid shots. Her on a balcony, looking out at a city she couldn’t touch. There was a defiance in her eyes, even from a distance. A fire that hadn’t been extinguished by all that gilded privilege.

A man like Matteo would see that fire as a flaw to be managed.

I saw it as a spark. And in my world, a spark was the only thing that mattered.

“After we prove it,” I said finally, my voice gravel, “we see how much a kingdom is worth to a king who’s just been shown he’s naked.”

The intercom buzzed again. “Don Caruso? The contact from Naples is on line two.”

Business. Always more business. I dismissed Marco with a nod. He left, his footsteps silent on the marble floor.

I stood alone in the dark office, the city’s pulse a steady beat against the windows. Power wasn’t given. It was taken, day by day, threat by threat, broken bone by broken bone.

And leverage wasn’t about money or guns. It was about finding the one thing a man thought was sacred and showing him it was just another thing that could be stolen.

My fingers tightened on the edge of the desk. The steel was cold and unyielding.

Soon, I thought. The word was a vow, a threat, a promise.

The phone on my desk rang, pulling me back. I picked it up, my voice returning to its usual flat command. “Caruso.”

But as I listened to the report from Naples, part of my mind was already miles away, in a sun-drenched garden behind high walls, wondering what a rose without a scent would feel like in my hand.

And how hard I would have to squeeze before its thorns finally drew blood.

***
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The file was heavy in my hand. Thick cream paper, dense with typed reports and grainy surveillance photos. It smelled of cigarette smoke and someone else’s cheap aftershave. I tossed it onto the steel desk. The sound was a slap in the quiet room.

“This is everything?” My voice echoed off the bare walls.

Marco stood opposite me, hands clasped behind his back. A statue in a well-cut suit. “Everything we could
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