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Chapter 1: Sold to the Kings of the Underworld
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The dress was suffocating. Silk and lace wrapped too tight around my ribs, cinching my waist like a corset meant to keep me fragile, delicate—obedient. The blood-red fabric cascaded down my legs, pooling at my feet in a way that felt symbolic. Blood had already been spilled for this night. For this deal. For me.

I could still hear the gunshots. My father’s body had barely been cold when they dragged me into this auction, packaging me like a trophy to be placed on the highest shelf of some ruthless man’s collection. My father had been many things—a liar, a criminal, a king among the underworld—but he had been my protector. Now he was gone. And with his death, I had become a pawn in a game far bigger than I ever understood.

The ballroom was filled with shadows. Dim chandeliers barely lit the sea of men gathered to bid on me, their whispers curling like smoke into the air. The scent of whiskey and cigars clung to the walls, mingling with the perfume I had been forced to wear. A brand of ownership before I even belonged to someone.

I stood at the center of it all, back straight, chin lifted, as if I wasn’t seconds away from being sold like property. But my nails dug into my palms, my heartbeat thundering so violently I thought my ribs might shatter from the force of it.

The auctioneer’s voice droned on, listing my so-called virtues as if I were cattle.

“A rare jewel among the mafia families. The last surviving heir to the Valenti empire. Young, untouched, and of prime breeding stock.”

I clenched my teeth at that, bile rising in my throat.

“The starting bid will be twenty million.”

A hush fell over the room, and then the offers started. Numbers that meant nothing to me were tossed into the air, exchanged like poker chips in a game that would decide my fate. My fingers twitched at my sides. If I had a knife, I would have cut my way out of this nightmare.

But my fate was sealed before I ever stepped onto this stage.

“Fifty million,” a voice said from the shadows. Deep. Smooth. Russian.

I swallowed.

Nikolai Vasiliev.

The Pakhan of the Bratva. Cold, methodical, and rumored to have a heart made of ice. He was young for his position, but that only made him more dangerous. Ruthlessness had carved his place at the top, and now he had his sights on me.

I barely had time to process that when another voice sliced through the tension.

“Seventy-five million.”

Cassian Moretti.

The prince of the Cosa Nostra. While Nikolai was cold precision, Cassian was all dangerous charm. He played with people the way a cat played with a dying mouse—just long enough to keep things interesting before the inevitable end.

My stomach clenched.

Then the last bid rang through the air like a death sentence.

“One hundred million.”

Rafael De Luca.

The Sicilian. The enforcer. The man who left bloodstains wherever he went and never looked back.

The silence was deafening.

My knees nearly buckled, but I forced myself to stay upright, even as the auctioneer banged the gavel.

“Sold.”

The word sealed my fate.

The room spun around me as my new owners stepped forward, their faces cast in shadows and sharp angles. Nikolai, Cassian, and Rafael. The three kings of the underworld. My blood roared in my ears as they surrounded me, a suffocating storm of dominance and danger.

I refused to shrink beneath their gazes, even as Nikolai’s gloved hand lifted my chin, forcing me to meet his piercing blue eyes.

“You belong to us now, printsessa.”

His voice was a promise and a warning.

I swallowed hard, my heart hammering against my ribs.

I might have been sold tonight. But I would never be owned.
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Chapter 2: The Price of Defiance
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The car was silent except for the hum of the engine and the low murmur of traffic beyond the tinted windows. Outside, the city pulsed with life—neon lights flickered, shadows moved between alleys, and the scent of rain clung to the air. But inside, there was nothing but tension so thick it strangled the space between us.

I sat rigid in the back seat, my wrists resting on my lap where the skin still felt raw from the tight grip of the auction house guards. Across from me, three men watched in unnerving silence. My so-called owners.

Nikolai leaned back, legs spread in a display of authority, his gloved fingers resting on the armrest as if this was just another business transaction. His gaze was unreadable, ice-blue eyes piercing, dissecting. Cassian sat beside him, relaxed but alert, his mouth tilted in the kind of smirk that made me want to slap it right off his face. He was enjoying this. Enjoying me. Studying me like a piece of art he had just won at an exclusive exhibit. And then there was Rafael. Silent. Unmoving. His muscular frame a shadowed presence in the corner, his dark eyes heavy with something I couldn’t yet decipher—disinterest, calculation, or something worse.

My pulse was a drumbeat against my ribs.

“Say something,” I snapped, unable to take the oppressive silence any longer.

Cassian chuckled, tilting his head as if I had just done something amusing. “What would you like us to say, princess?”

My teeth clenched at the mocking lilt in his voice. “How about explaining what happens now?”

Nikolai exhaled slowly, a controlled breath that carried more weight than words. “You belong to us,” he said simply, as if that answered everything.

I lifted my chin. “You paid for me. That doesn’t mean I belong to you.”

Cassian grinned, but there was no warmth in it. “You really don’t get it, do you?”

Rafael shifted for the first time, cracking his knuckles before finally speaking, his voice gravelly and deep. “You’re ours now. Every inch of you.”

Something about the way he said it made my skin prickle, but I refused to show weakness. “And if I refuse?”

Nikolai’s gaze sharpened. “Refusal is not an option.”

I scoffed, folding my arms as I leaned back against the seat, letting my defiance be as loud as my words. “Everything is an option. Even saying no.”

For a moment, none of them spoke. Then, before I could react, Nikolai reached forward, his gloved hand gripping my jaw in a firm but not painful hold. He didn’t squeeze. Didn’t hurt me. But the weight of his power crackled in the space between us.

“You were raised in this world,” he murmured, studying me like he was seeing beyond my skin, straight into the marrow of my bones. “You know what defiance costs.”

My breath caught in my throat, but I didn’t look away.

Yes. I knew exactly what it cost.

I had seen it in my father’s eyes before he was murdered in cold blood. I had watched men be executed for far less than what I had just said. But that didn’t mean I would break.

Nikolai held my gaze for another agonizing second before releasing me, his fingers trailing against my skin for just a moment before he leaned back into his seat. He was testing me. And I had just passed—or maybe failed. I wasn’t sure yet.

The car took a sharp turn, and I realized for the first time that I had no idea where they were taking me.

My stomach twisted. “Where are we going?”

Cassian answered first, his voice dripping with something I couldn’t quite name. “Home.”

Home. The word was foreign, unfamiliar. My home had been burned down the moment my father’s body hit the ground.

Rafael scoffed under his breath. “She’s going to fight us every step of the way.”

Cassian smirked. “That’s what makes it fun.”

The vehicle slowed, and before I could prepare myself, the doors opened, and I was being pulled out into the cool night air. The estate in front of me was nothing like I had expected.

It wasn’t just a mansion—it was a fortress.

Iron gates loomed tall, the Valenti crest still visible in the intricate metalwork, a cruel reminder that this place had once belonged to my family. Marble columns stretched up toward the night sky, their beauty tainted by the reality of what lay beyond them. Power. Corruption. Violence.

I was led inside, flanked on both sides by the men who now held my fate in their hands.

The grand entrance was just as suffocating as the car ride. High ceilings, expensive artwork, a chandelier that probably cost more than my life. It was all pristine, untouched by the blood that had been spilled to claim it.

“Upstairs,” Nikolai ordered, his voice a blade slicing through the heavy air.

I hesitated. That one second of hesitation was all it took for Rafael to step forward, his fingers closing around my wrist. He didn’t yank me. Didn’t force me. Just held me still as his dark eyes bore into mine.

“Upstairs, princess,” he repeated, voice low and firm.

I wrenched my arm free and walked ahead before any of them could lay another hand on me. If I was going to be a prisoner, I would do it on my own terms.

But the moment I stepped into the bedroom, the door shut behind me with a finality that made my stomach lurch.

I was alone.

For now.

I walked to the window, pressing my fingertips against the cool glass as I stared out at the darkness beyond the estate walls. A cage, no matter how gilded, was still a cage.

They thought they had won.

They thought I would kneel.

But they underestimated me.

I would not be tamed.
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Chapter 3: Trapped in a Gilded Cage
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The door was locked. I had expected that much, but it didn’t stop the frustration from burning beneath my skin as I paced the length of the room. It was too large, too extravagant, with floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the vast estate. A massive bed sat in the center, draped in black silk, its size making me feel small, insignificant. A chandelier hung above it, casting a dim golden glow that did nothing to warm the coldness seeping into my bones.

I was alone, but I wasn’t free.

The weight of my captivity pressed against my ribs with every step I took. I pressed my palm against the window, searching for any sign of weakness in the glass. It was reinforced, thick enough that even if I had something to break it with, I wouldn’t get far.

Beneath me, the estate stretched out like a kingdom built on blood and greed. The grounds were vast, guarded, secured in a way that ensured no one got in or out without permission. I was in a fortress disguised as a palace, a prisoner in a cage that gleamed under the moonlight.

The sound of the lock clicking open made my spine straighten.

I turned just as the door swung inward, revealing Nikolai first. He was always the first. His cold blue eyes met mine, unreadable, assessing. Cassian followed, his presence a contrast to Nikolai’s rigid authority—lazy, effortless, but no less dangerous. Rafael was last, the silent storm lurking behind them, his gaze heavy with something I couldn’t name.

I crossed my arms. “What do you want?”

Nikolai stepped forward, his gloved hands resting casually in his pockets, but there was nothing casual about the way he looked at me. “You need to eat.”

I glanced at the untouched tray of food on the table. “I’m not hungry.”

Cassian tsked under his breath. “Stubbornness won’t get you anywhere, princess.”

I lifted my chin. “I’m not your princess.”

Cassian’s smirk widened as he took a step closer, closing the distance between us. “No?” His fingers brushed against my jaw, the touch so light it sent a shiver down my spine. “Because that’s not what the contract says.”

I jerked my head away, my pulse hammering. “The contract means nothing to me.”

“It should,” Nikolai said, his voice calm, steady, dangerous. “Because that contract is the only thing keeping you alive.”

My stomach tightened, but I refused to let them see the fear that coiled in my chest. “You think I should be grateful?”

Nikolai tilted his head slightly, studying me like I was a puzzle he was still trying to solve. “I think you should understand your position.”

I took a slow breath, forcing my hands to stay steady at my sides. “I understand perfectly.”

Cassian let out a low chuckle. “Do you?”

Rafael, who had been silent until now, finally spoke. “Then why are you still fighting?”

His voice was quiet, but
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