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Preface




She was supposed to be invisible.

Liora walked into the mansion with trembling heels and a borrowed mask, convinced no one would see her behind it. It was just a dare — a thrill. Watch the rich play their filthy games. Stay quiet. Stay hidden.

 But he saw her.

 Dante didn’t need to see her face to know she was his. He felt it in the arch of her back when she breathed. In the defiance hidden in her shoulders. In the way her fingers trembled like she was begging to be broken — or claimed.

And he had the power to buy what he wanted.

Tonight, masks would fall. Bids would rise. And when the velvet hammer dropped, she’d no longer belong to herself.

 





Chapter 1: The Highest Bidder




The grand hall was bathed in amber light, heavy chandeliers swinging slightly as guests filled the velvet-coated space. Masks of every design glinted—gold-plated, crystal-embellished, leather-strapped—and behind them, eyes watched. Some hungry. Some cruel. All waiting.

Liora wasn’t supposed to be here.

Not as a participant. Not even as a guest. Just a background shadow — a favor to her roommate to deliver a forgotten purse. But the second the door shut behind her and the masked valet took her coat, she knew there was no turning back.

“Are you registered, miss?” a sultry voice asked near the entrance to the ballroom.

She shook her head. “Just… looking.”

The hostess gave her a smirk. “Be careful. Eyes in here don’t just look.”

Her heels clicked nervously as she wandered deeper inside, pulse drumming as she passed men in sharp tuxedos and women in nothing but ropes and chains, gracefully posed on plush benches. It was like stepping into a secret world — every corner thick with desire and something darker.

She shouldn’t have worn this dress.

Too tight.

Too sheer.

Too… noticeable.

And someone had noticed.

He stood in the shadows of the second level, arms resting casually on the dark wood railing as he watched her. Unmoving. Intent.

Dante had come to the auction for one reason only: to find something that stirred him. And the second he saw the girl in the satin dress and borrowed mask, shifting nervously between the crowd, he felt it.

That ache in his chest.

That hunger in his gut.

That possessive need.

She didn’t know the rules.

She didn’t belong.

She was… perfect.

“Add her to the list,” he murmured to his assistant.

“But, sir—she’s not registered.”

“I’m aware,” Dante said, eyes locked on her body. “She will be.”

Downstairs, Liora froze as two masked attendants approached her from either side.

“I—I'm not part of this,” she said quickly.

“You’ve been sponsored,” one said.

“What? By who?”

They didn’t answer. Just guided her, gently but firmly, through a corridor toward a softly lit room. A red velvet curtain separated her from the growing sound of applause and the calling of numbers.

“What is this?” she asked, heart slamming.

“Auction queue.”

“No! I’m not—!”

But then she heard a voice. Deep. Smooth. Dangerous.

“Lot Twenty-One. One-night ownership. Mask stays on. Final say belongs to the buyer.”

Her lot.

Her number.

A curtain was pulled.

Light spilled in.

And Liora stood blinking in the center of a stage.

Gasps. Cheers. Whispers.

Her breath caught.

She wanted to run. But her body betrayed her.

Some part of her… wanted to be claimed.

She couldn't feel her feet.

Liora stood beneath the chandelier’s glow, every inch of her lit for the crowd. The stage was warm, the air thick, and though her mask still clung to her face, she felt utterly bare. Exposed. Vulnerable.

And yet—her body didn’t move. Didn’t flee.

Because something in the way the room held its breath… thrilled her.

“Shall we start the bidding?” the auctioneer called, voice smooth and teasing.
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