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  PROLOGUE

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




What if the greatest lie you ever told… was the one that saved your life?

I never meant to wear another woman’s face.

I never meant to fall for the man who destroyed her.

But I did.

And now, the devil wears my name on his lips like a curse—and a promise.

His world was supposed to kill me.

It almost did.

More than once.

But I survived.

Not because I was brave.

Because I had two reasons to stay alive.

Our sons.

Twins born of one night and one lie.

Hidden from him.

Protected from his enemies.

Protected from… him.

Until fate—no, Elena—dragged me back to Monaco.

Back to the estate.

Back to the gunmetal gaze of a man who used to kiss me like a fever.

And now stares at me like a puzzle he wants to burn.

He thinks I’m the traitor.

He doesn’t know the truth.

Not yet.

But he will.

And when he finds out what I did—

The deals I made.

The names I gave.

The love I ran from…

Will he kill me?

Or claim me all over again?

This isn’t a love story.

This is war.

And I’m not the girl I used to be.

Not his prey.

Not his princess.

Not his ghost.

I am his obsession.

And this time—

If he ever leaves me again?

I’ll come for him.

Even if I have to walk through fire… wearing the lie that ruined us.
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The heels are too high. The dress—too tight. And this mask? It itches like hell.

But I keep walking

Red lights flicker across marble walls. Strings swell from a live quartet near the fountain. Everything screams money. Old money. Dangerous money.

And tonight, I’m pretending to be one of them.

The ballroom doors swing open. I take a deep breath and step in like I belong.

A man in white gloves bows. “Miss Moretti,” he says, eyes low. “Welcome. You look… ravishing.”

I nod. My lips smile, but my chest aches.

I’m not Alessia.

I’m her stand-in. Her shadow. Her sister.

The one with nothing to lose.

I spot a silver tray of champagne. I grab a flute fast. My hand’s shaking. I grip tighter.

“Don’t drop that,” I whisper to myself. “Just smile.”

The ballroom is a painting—dripping gold, diamonds flashing, perfume clouds rising. People twirl in gowns that probably cost more than our entire apartment back home.

But none of them know the truth.

The bride-to-be ran away last night.

And now I’m here instead. Behind her name. Her mask. Her lie.

“You shouldn’t do this,” Gianna had said this morning.

“She left a mess,” I told her. “I’m just cleaning it up.”

“With a forged contract?” she hissed.

“She signed it first.”

Gianna stared at me like I’d lost my mind. “You’re insane, Aria.”

Maybe I am.

But Mama’s sick. And Papa owes the kind of men who don’t knock twice. This deal… it saves them.

Even if it burns me.

I sip the champagne. It tastes like power. And panic.

“Pretty dress,” someone says.

I turn.

He stands beside me like a shadow. Black suit. Black eyes. Tall. Still. Intense.

My fingers freeze around the glass.

Damien De Luca.

The groom.

My stomach turns ice.

“Thank you,” I say. My voice sounds calm. That’s good. I need calm.

He doesn’t smile. Just looks me over. His gaze isn’t soft—it’s sharp. Like a blade.

“But you’re not her,” he says.

I blink. “I don’t know what you mean.”

He leans in. Close. Too close.

“You’re not Alessia.”

I laugh—quiet, almost gentle. “You’re mistaken.”

“Am I?” His tone is quiet, curious.

He circles me once. Slow. Like a lion.

I stand still. I don’t flinch.

“Alessia hates red,” he says. “You’re wearing blood.”

I glance at my dress. Deep red silk. Clings to my hips. Shimmers like fire.

“She changed,” I murmur.

“Did she?”

“Yes.”

He tilts his head. “And her voice?”

“What about it?”

“Different,” he says. “Yours has bite.”

I sip again, trying not to choke. “Are you upset I’m not soft?”

“No,” he says, smiling now. “I like fire. I just prefer honesty.”

I shrug. “This is a party. Not a courtroom.”

He chuckles. “That’s where you’re wrong.”

I look up at him. Really look.

He’s not just dangerous. He’s beautiful.

Not in a clean way. In a broken-glass, ruin-everything way.

He steps closer again. “Tell me the truth.”

I breathe through my nose. “I’m here. Isn’t that enough?”

He studies me.

I hold still.

“What’s your name?” he asks.

“You know it.”

“Say it.”

I hesitate. “Alessia.”

He smiles. Cold. “Lie again.”

My breath catches.

He leans in, voice like silk and steel. “Tell me… what’s the real name under that mask?”

I press my lips together. “I don’t see how that matters.”

He brushes a loose curl from my face. “It matters to me.”

The music changes. Softer now.

He steps back, holding out his hand. “Dance with me, then.”

“I don’t dance,” I say.

“You do tonight.”

I glance around. Eyes are watching. Cameras. People. Too many people.

If I say no now… it’s over.

I slip my hand into his.

Warm. Firm. Possessive.

He leads me to the center floor.

The crowd parts.

We step into the spotlight.

He pulls me close. One hand on my waist. One clasping mine. His fingers lace between mine like a promise I didn’t make.

“You’re brave,” he says.

I whisper, “You’re scary.”

He grins. “That’s fair.”

I stare up at him. “Why are you still dancing with me if you know I’m not her?”

He twirls me, catches me again. “Because I’m curious. And I don’t like being left at the altar.”

“She didn’t mean—”

“I don’t care,” he cuts in.

Silence.

Only the music.

Only us.

“You could’ve stopped this,” I murmur.

“I could’ve,” he agrees.

“So why didn’t you?”

He smirks. “Because fake or not… you walked in wearing her name. And that means you’re mine.”

I almost stop dancing.

“You’re crazy.”

He leans in. His lips brush my ear.

“Maybe. But so are you.”

He pulls back, eyes locked on mine.

“I don’t know your name,” he says. “But I know one thing.”

“What?”

He smiles again.

And this time it’s slow. Dark. Dangerous.

“You’re a good liar.”

My heart thumps too loud.

He twirls me once more.

And I spin, dizzy, drunk—not from champagne. From him.

From the game.

When I land back in his arms, he’s already whispering again.

“Lie to me again, Aria,” he says, voice like sin, “and I’ll make sure your truth hurts.”

He lets me go.

Walks off like the dance meant nothing.

But my heart’s still spinning.

And the lie?

It just got real.

“I’ve changed,” I say again, firmer this time.

Damien chuckles, low and rich. “Is that what we’re calling this little game?”

“Call it whatever you want,” I snap.

His brow arches. “Fiery. That’s new. Alessia used to blink every time I raised my voice.”

“Well,” I breathe, “maybe she was just scared.”

“And you’re not?”

My fingers tighten around the stem of my champagne glass. “Do I look scared?”

“No,” he says, stepping close again, “you look like a woman who knows exactly what she’s doing.”

I lift my chin. “Do you want a scene, Mr. De Luca?”

He leans in, lips close to my ear. “Darling, I am the scene.”

His breath hits my skin, warm and bold. My shoulders tense, but I don’t move.

Around us, people dance. Laugh. Smile.

No one hears the war between us. No one feels the tension crawling between our bodies.

“You want to back out?” I ask, keeping my tone sharp.

He grins, slow and wicked. “Not a chance.”

A waiter appears at my side. Silver tray. Champagne glasses.

Damien waves him away without looking. His eyes stay locked on mine.

“You’re not the bride I ordered.”

“You’re not the prince I hoped for.”

That earns me a quiet laugh. “You’re clever.”

“Survival skill,” I say softly.

“And desperate.”

That hits. My spine stiffens.

He sees it.

“Touché,” he murmurs.

He lifts his own glass. Sips. Eyes never leaving mine.

“Tell me, impostor… Why take her place?”

I look away. Just for a second. “I had no choice.”

“There’s always a choice.”

“Not when your family’s starving.”

Something flickers in his eyes.

Pity?

No. Not pity. Just… recognition.

Then it’s gone. His mask returns.

He lifts his hand. “Dance with me.”

I hesitate.

He smirks. “Come on, fake bride. Let’s give them a show.”

I set my glass down. Slowly. Carefully. Then place my hand in his.

Mistake.

His grip is firm. Warm. Possessive.

He doesn’t lead—he commands.

We move to the center of the floor. The crowd parts like silk. People turn. Eyes follow.

I hear murmurs. Whispers. “That’s her…” “Isn’t that De Luca?”

The music swells. Violins. Deep bass.

He pulls me into him. Too close. Too fast.

“You don’t know me,” I whisper.

He spins me once. Smooth. Perfect. Pulls me back in.

“Not yet,” he murmurs, lips close. “But I will.”

His hand slides to the small of my back. His palm rests flat. Firm.

I breathe shallow.

“You’re trembling,” he says.

“It’s the heels.”

“It’s not.”

“You think you know everything.”

“I know enough.”

We move with the music. My dress brushes his suit. My skin hums.

“What’s your real name?” he asks.

“You already guessed.”

“I want to hear it.”

I stare at his jaw. His lips. “Why?”

“Because I don’t like lies.”

I pause. “Then maybe you shouldn’t be in this business.”

He laughs. Not loud. Just enough to make me ache.

“Touché,” he says again.

He twirls me. My skirt flares. I nearly lose my balance. He catches me.

Always in control.

“Why’d she run?” he asks.

I swallow. “Cold feet.”

“You believe that?”

“No.”

He studies me. “So what do you believe?”

“That maybe she knew something I didn’t.”

“Like what?”

I look up. “That this world… your world… eats people alive.”

“And yet here you are,” he says. “Wearing her skin.”

“Wearing a dress,” I correct.

He smirks. “A dangerous dress.”

“I like danger.”

His smile fades. “That’s a problem.”

“Why?”

“Because I like it too.”

The song slows. But he doesn’t let go.

I feel his breath again.

Feel the fire in my veins.

“Do you want to leave?” he asks.

I blink. “What?”

“The dance floor. Do you want to leave?”

I glance around. “Everyone’s watching.”

“Exactly,” he says.

I hesitate.

Then shake my head. “Not yet.”

He tilts his head. “Why not?”

“Because if I leave with you… I might not come back.”

His jaw tightens.

He steps in closer. Our bodies touching. Barely. But enough.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he says.

“That’s what every villain says before the first strike.”

He chuckles. “Do you think I’m a villain?”

“I think you’re something worse.”

“Oh?”

“A man with no fear.”

He spins me again. Slow this time.

I land back in his arms, breathless.

He lowers his voice. “Tell me your real name.”

I look up. “It won’t change anything.”

“I still want it.”

I wet my lips. “You won’t let this go, will you?”

“No.”

“Why?”

He leans in again. Eyes locked on mine. “Because lies taste sweet… but truth burns better.”

The music fades. Another couple cuts in.

He doesn’t move.

Neither do I.

“Say it,” he says. “Just once.”

I open my mouth.

Stop.

Then whisper, “Aria.”

He closes his eyes. Just for a second.

Then opens them again.

“And there she is.”

I step back. “You got what you wanted.”

“Not yet.”

“I’m done playing.”

“But the game just started.”

I move toward the edge of the floor.

He follows.

I turn. “Why me?”

He shrugs. “Why not you?”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I have.”

He reaches out.

Brushes a strand of hair from my cheek.

“Aria,” he says again, like tasting it.

Then he whispers:

“Lie to me again, and I’ll make sure your truth hurts.”

He turns and disappears into the crowd.

Leaving me shaking.

Burning.

And wondering if the game I started…

Just became real.

His hand is still on my back. Not soft. Not asking.

Just… there. Holding me. Like he owns me already.

The music swells, but all I hear is my breath. My heartbeat. Him.

“You think I’m going to kiss you?” I whisper.

He grins. Slow. Confident. “I think you want me to.”

I roll my eyes. “I think you’re used to women who obey.”

“And you?” His voice is silk. “You’re used to hiding.”

He dips me.

My stomach flips.

The room tilts.

His arm tightens, pulling me back.

“I’m not her,” I breathe.

“I know.”

He brings me upright. His chest meets mine.

Close.

Too close.

His lips brush my ear.

“But you’ll do.”

I freeze.

“What?” My voice cracks.

His hand moves. Up my back. To my mask. “You think I didn’t know?”

He traces the edge. Soft. Deadly.

“Alessia ran,” he says. “But the deal stayed. So… you’re here instead.”

I swallow. “You’re okay with this?”

“No.”

He says it soft. Flat. Final.

“But I’m curious.”

“Curious?”

He nods. “About what kind of woman steps into her sister’s cage.”

I try to answer.

He doesn’t wait.

He kisses me.

No warning.

No softness.

Just fire.

My pulse explodes.

My knees dip.

His hand keeps me up.

I gasp into him. Into his mouth.

And he takes it.

All of it.

Then he pulls back.

I stand there, lips burning, chest rising too fast.

“Why… why did you do that?” I stammer.

He wipes his mouth. Calm. Like I left a stain.

“To prove a point.”

“What point?”

He leans in again.

Closer.

So close I taste his words.

“Lie to me again, Aria,” he whispers, “and I’ll make sure your truth hurts.”

Then he’s gone.

Just like that.

I blink.

He’s walking away.

No glance back.

No smirk.

Nothing.

I’m shaking.

I take a step back. Then another.

Someone bumps into me.

“Sorry,” the waiter says, steadying the tray.

I nod. Can’t speak.

Behind me, I hear voices.

“Was that… was that De Luca?”

“I think so.”

“Who’s she?”

“Don’t know.”


























































































