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The wedding dress fit like a cage.

White silk, delicate lace—stitched not with love, but with blood and debt. Seraphina Vale stood before the full-length mirror, hands shaking as she traced the edge of the bodice, the fine embroidery pressing into her ribs like a warning. The woman staring back at her wore someone else's skin. She was poised. Silent. But beneath that facade burned a storm no veil could hide.

In the next room, strangers moved like shadows. Mafia lieutenants. Family associates. Hired stylists. None of them spoke to her beyond barked instructions. Her hair had been twisted into a glossy, punishing knot, lips painted a color called Innocence. The irony clung to her throat.

"You look like a queen," one of them had said earlier, voice clipped and cold.

She didn’t respond then.

She wouldn’t respond now.

The only sound in the bridal suite was the ticking of the wall clock. A slow, menacing countdown to the moment she would be walked down the aisle and handed off like an offering. Her fingers curled into fists at her sides. She couldn’t breathe in this room. Couldn’t breathe in this body that wasn’t hers anymore. Maybe it never had been.

The door opened.

Her father stepped inside, a man carved from fear and faded wealth. Aldric Vale had once been powerful—until he gambled it all on the wrong alliance and watched it burn. His expression was hard, unreadable. The same face he wore when Celia was lowered into the ground.

“It’s time,” he said.

She looked at him through the mirror. “No,” she said softly. “It’s not.”

“Seraphina.”

She turned, the word like ash in her mouth. “You’re giving me to him like a prize.”

“He’s saving us.”

“Celia’s dead because of him.”

Aldric flinched. Just slightly. “Celia got caught in a war. You’ll be the peace.”

“There is no peace in this. Only silence.”

Her father didn’t argue. He offered his arm. She didn’t take it.

She walked down that aisle alone.

The church was gilded and godless. Marble floors. Stained glass bleeding light onto pews filled with criminals in suits and silk. No music played. No one smiled. The smell of incense couldn’t hide the scent of rot underneath.

At the end of the aisle stood Luca Moretti.

He wore a black suit like armor, his broad shoulders a fortress, his expression one of complete disinterest. He didn’t smile. Didn’t blink. Just watched her approach with the kind of intensity that made her stomach clench. His presence was suffocating. Dangerous. Beautiful in the way a burning house is beautiful when you’re trapped inside it.

She stepped up beside him.

The priest began to speak, but she didn’t hear the words. Her heart beat too loudly. Her breath refused to steady. The ruby necklace Luca had sent that morning sat like a brand against her chest.

“You may now say your vows,” the priest said.

Luca didn’t move.

Then he turned slightly, and his voice—low, dark, quiet—cut through the church like a blade.

“I vow to protect what is mine.”

That was all.

She felt every eye on her.

“I vow nothing,” she said.

Gasps rippled. Her father stiffened in his seat. The priest looked between them, horrified. But Luca didn’t flinch. A slow grin spread across his face.

“Then I accept everything,” he said.

The kiss wasn’t gentle. It wasn’t romantic.

It was a warning.

The ceremony ended with applause that sounded like gunfire.

They drove through Manhattan in a black car that smelled of leather and power. Seraphina sat rigid, hands in her lap, gaze fixed on the skyline. Luca watched her in silence.

“You played for the Philharmonic,” he said finally.

She didn’t look at him. “I used to.”

“You gave it up?”

“They took it away.”

Luca didn’t press. He poured himself a drink from the car’s minibar. “You’ll play again.”

“Not for you.”

“Not for me,” he repeated, almost amused. “Then for who?”

She turned her head slowly. “For the ghosts.”

His smile vanished.

When they arrived at the penthouse, he didn’t touch her. He didn’t speak. He showed her the grand piano in the corner of the living room—a rare Fazioli, polished to mirror sheen—and then left her standing alone in a space that smelled too expensive and too empty.

She didn’t cry.

She played.

The first note rang out like defiance. The next like grief. She played until her fingers went numb and her pulse slowed. When she finally stopped, she turned—and found him there. Luca. Watching her from the shadows.

“You play like you’re breaking,” he said.

She stood. “Maybe I am.”

He took a step closer. Then another. “Good.”

She wanted to scream. Instead, she whispered, “Do you enjoy this? Making me into something else?”

He reached for her face, brushing a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

“No,” he murmured. “I enjoy watching you become what you already are.”

The rage came fast, hot. She slapped him.

The sound cracked through the room like a pistol shot.

He didn’t move. Didn’t retaliate. He just looked at her with something she couldn’t name.

Then he leaned in, and his voice dropped lower than breath.

“If you ever raise your hand to me again,” he said, “make sure it’s to kill me.”

And he walked away.

She stayed up that night, lying on silk sheets that felt like shackles, staring at a ceiling she hated. Somewhere beneath them, the city roared. She pressed her fingers to her lips. The echo of his kiss still burned there, no matter how much she tried to wipe it away.

In the morning, she woke to the sound of gunfire.

She ran to the balcony and saw it—a black SUV riddled with bullets, parked outside the building. A body on the sidewalk. Blood pooling like oil.

Luca stood below, pistol in hand.

He looked up and saw her.

Didn’t wave. Didn’t flinch.

He just stared.

And she knew.

The war hadn’t ended with their wedding.

It had just begun.

He wasn’t protecting her.

He was using her as bait.

And part of her—

God help her—

Wanted to be used.

Because if she couldn’t have justice for Celia...

She’d settle for vengeance.

Even if it meant marrying the devil to do it.
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The dead man on the sidewalk didn’t have a name. At least not one that Seraphina would ever be told. His body was gone before sunrise, the blood scrubbed from the marble in time for the doormen to open the front lobby with their usual plastic smiles. But she saw it all from the balcony. The way Luca didn’t even blink as he fired. The way the man dropped like a marionette with its strings cut.

That was her husband.

The man who’d kissed her with ice on his breath and a vow in his silence.

The man who would kill in daylight without apology.

She stood there long after the scene was cleared, gripping the railing until her knuckles whitened. The city churned below her, a monster with a million teeth, and she was just another body inside its belly.

The door creaked behind her.

She didn’t turn.

Luca’s voice came from somewhere close, quiet and rough. “You’re up early.”

“You left a corpse outside my window.”

“I was trying to make you feel at home.”

She turned then, slowly. He wore nothing but black slacks, his chest bare, a fresh graze along his ribs where a bullet had kissed the skin. Her eyes locked on the wound.

“You were hit.”

“It’s nothing.”

“You should have a doctor look at it.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Concern, wife?”

She looked him dead in the eye. “If you die, I’m stuck here with your father.”

His mouth twitched, like he almost smiled. Almost.

“I had a feeling you’d be trouble,” he said.

“You had no idea.”

They stared at each other. Not with affection. With something darker. Something crackling, unspeakable, magnetic.

He broke the silence first.

“Put on something decent. We’re having dinner with the Mancini family tonight.”

Seraphina folded her arms. “Why?”

“They think you’re weak. Quiet. Harmless.”

She let out a cold laugh. “Then they haven’t been paying attention.”

He stepped closer. The tension in the air spiked, sharp and electric.

“Exactly. I want them to see what I see.”

“And what’s that?”

He didn’t touch her. He didn’t have to. His eyes dragged over her like hands.

“A woman who could set fire to everything I’ve built—and I’d let her.”

Her breath caught.

She hated that he could do this. With just words. With just the way he looked at her like she was something sacred and dangerous at once.

Later, she stood in front of the closet he’d had filled for her. Dresses in silk and leather. Heels that looked more like weapons. She ran her hand across the rows, pausing on a deep crimson gown that shimmered like dried blood. She wore that one.

When she stepped into the living room, Luca’s gaze changed. Just slightly. A flicker in the storm.

“You look like vengeance.”

She didn’t thank him.

She didn’t need to.

The restaurant was private. Gold chandeliers and black walls, guarded like a fortress. The Mancinis were already seated—Vincent Mancini, with a smile like a snake, his son Matteo beside him, sipping wine like it was blood. Their men flanked them, eyes tracking every move.

Luca’s grip on her lower back was possessive, not affectionate. A signal. This woman is mine.

Seraphina played her part. Smiled when spoken to. Laughed just enough. Spoke in clipped, perfect sentences. But beneath the table, her fingers tapped her thigh in a rhythm only she could hear. Her body was still humming with piano keys and gunfire.

Vincent lifted his glass toward her. “We were sorry to hear about your sister.”

She didn’t smile. “Were you?”

He blinked. “Of course.”

“She had a hole in her chest the size of a fist. Took her three minutes to bleed out. Did your condolences include the name of the shooter?”

Luca didn’t stop her. That surprised her most.

Matteo leaned in. “We’re all grieving losses these days, Seraphina. These things happen.”

“Not to civilians.”

Vincent’s smile soured. “Everyone’s a civilian until they’re not.”

She looked at Luca. “Charming family friends you have.”

Luca’s voice was a blade. “They won’t be friends much longer.”

Vincent raised his glass again. “We’re here to talk peace.”

Luca didn’t raise his own. “I’m not.”

The air in the room changed. Tension thickened, dark and choking.

Seraphina leaned back in her chair and let the silence stretch. Then she said, “You know what I’ve learned about men like you?”

Vincent arched a brow. “Do tell.”

“They love the idea of a woman who doesn’t flinch. Until she points the gun at them.”

Matteo chuckled. “Is that what this is, Mrs. Moretti? A warning?”

“No,” she said. “It’s a promise.”

Luca stood, tossing his napkin to the table. “We’re done here.”

Outside, in the alley behind the restaurant, his hand slammed against the brick wall beside her head. He was close. Too close.

“You could’ve started a war back there.”

Seraphina didn’t flinch. “I thought that’s what you wanted.”

“I wanted you to watch. Not provoke.”

“You married a pianist, not a puppet.”

His eyes were molten. “You think I want a puppet?”

“I think you want someone who can bleed without crying.”

“Then stop crying.”

“I’m not.”

His mouth crashed into hers before the last word left her lips.

It wasn’t a kiss.

It was a collision.

Heat and teeth and desperation. His hands in her hair. Her fingers clawing at his shirt. They burned against the alley wall, the cold night doing nothing to cool the fire between them.

When he pulled back, he was breathing hard. “You do that again in front of them, I’ll put a bullet in Matteo myself.”

“Is that a threat?”

“No,” he said. “It’s foreplay.”

That night, he didn’t sleep in the guest room.

He came into her bedroom without asking. No words. No ceremony.

She didn’t tell him to stop.

Their bodies fit like puzzle pieces carved by violence. The way he touched her—possessive, rough, almost reverent—it scared her how much she needed it. How much her soul curled around the edges of his pain like it recognized its twin.

When it was over, she lay with her head on his chest, her breath still shaking.

“I’m not yours,” she said quietly.

“You are,” he replied, voice low. “You just haven’t accepted it yet.”

She didn’t argue.

She couldn’t.

Because part of her knew—

He was right.

She wasn’t his possession.

She was his counterpart.

And whatever war was coming...

They’d fight it side by side.

Even if it meant destroying each other in the process.
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