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THE DEVIL’S EMPIRE: DARK MAFIA ROMANCE

SHE IS MY QUEEN. I WILL KEEP HER.

I’m Dante Morretti. I built this empire from nothing, and I run this city like it’s mine—because it is. Every street, every deal, every drop of power runs through my hands. And I don’t let go. Ever.

Elena Morretti—my wife—is the most valuable thing I have. I pulled her out of a past she couldn’t even remember, brought her into my world, and watched her ambition catch fire. I thought I was shaping her into the perfect Donna—someone who could stand beside me in a city that eats the weak alive.

While I’m at war with the sharks circling my empire, I handle threats the way I always have—fast and brutal. My estate’s a fortress. Nothing gets in. I told myself Elena was safe there, far from the dirt and danger I live in.

But the past doesn’t stay buried. Not in this city. It’s bleeding back through the cracks—names, faces, debts I thought I’d erased. Her family’s tangled in it deeper than she could ever guess, and so am I.

She doesn’t know how far I’ve gone, or how much of this world has her name carved into it. She thinks I keep her close for show, for control. Maybe she’s right. Or maybe I just like knowing she’s exactly where I can see her.

The threat isn’t only out there—it’s in the truth that could burn everything down. And if that day comes, I’ll make sure I’m the one holding the match. 

Book 2 of 3 in the Devil’s Game Series — a raw, obsessive mafia romance where passion burns hotter, lies run deeper, and surrender might just be the deadliest mistake.
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CHAPTER 1
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ELENA P.O.V.

The first breath of morning was a lie.

It filtered into my lungs before consciousness had fully taken hold, a clean, cool draft of air conditioned to the perfect temperature. For a single, fragile second, there was only the sublime comfort of the bed, the impossible softness of the thousand-thread-count Egyptian cotton sheets against my skin, the gentle weight of a goose-down duvet. In that fleeting moment, I was just Elena. A woman waking from a dreamless sleep in a sea of luxury.

Then the truth crashed down, a shard of ice rammed into my heart.

The memory didn't trickle in; it struck with the force of a physical blow. I wasn’t just Elena. I was Elena Rossi, or what was left of her. And this wasn't just a bed. It was his bed. My gilded cage.

I remained perfectly still, a statue carved from flesh and bone. My first lesson, learned in the terror-soaked weeks after my memories returned, was control. Control the breath. Keep it deep, even, rhythmic. The soft, sleepy cadence of a woman at peace. Any hitch, any sudden gasp, could betray the pandemonium raging beneath the surface. He was a predator, and predators sensed fear, sensed any change in the atmosphere.

The weight across my waist was heavy, possessive. His arm, thick with the dense muscle of a man who ruled with his body as much as his will, was a familiar pressure. It had once felt like a shield, a promise of protection against a world I couldn't remember. Now I understood its true nature. It wasn’t a shield; it was the bar of a cage, pinning me in place. The skin of his forearm was warm against the silk of my nightgown, the heat seeping through the fabric, a constant, sickening reminder of his proximity. Of his ownership.

My eyes remained closed, but my mind was brutally awake, reciting the litany that had become my morning prayer, my shield against the crushing performance I was about to begin. The words were a series of cold, hard facts I clung to like a drowning woman to a piece of wreckage.

He killed them. The image of my father’s face, laughing at my sixteenth birthday party, flashed behind my eyelids. Then my mother, arranging flowers on the kitchen table. My brother, ruffling my hair. Gone. Erased. Not by a random act of violence, but by the deliberate, calculated will of the man sleeping beside me.

He imprisoned me. He didn’t just take my family; he took my mind. He’d found me, broken and without memory, and rebuilt me into a woman who would suit his purposes. A doll for his dollhouse. He had curated my reality, fed me a narrative of love and devotion while sitting on a throne built from the bones of my family.

He lied. Every word, every touch, every promise he’d ever made to the woman I used to be—the amnesiac, trusting fool—was poison wrapped in honey. He was the architect of my life and the destroyer of it, all at once.

This was my truth. The mantra I repeated over and over, sharpening the edges of my hatred until it was a razor I could wield internally. It was the only thing that kept me sane. The only thing that kept me from screaming.

A subtle shift in the mattress. The weight on my waist tightened as his breathing deepened, the first sign he was surfacing from sleep.

Showtime.

The command was instant, overriding the cold fury. The actress took the stage. I let the muscles in my face relax, coaxing a soft, sleepy smile to my lips. It had to be there before I opened my eyes. It had to be the first thing he saw, the baseline of my devotion. The performance had to be flawless, from the very first moment.

My eyelids fluttered open, as if burdened by a lovely, deep sleep I hadn't actually had. I turned my head on the pillow, a slow, languid movement I had practiced until it was second nature. My gaze landed on him, and I let the smile widen, infusing it with a warmth I didn’t feel, a light that had long been extinguished inside me. I made my eyes soft, adoring. I had spent hours in front of a mirror, perfecting this exact expression. The look of a woman who believes the first sight of her husband is the best part of her day.

My voice came out exactly as I’d intended, a low, husky whisper, intimate and laced with affection. "Good morning, husband."

A deep grunt rumbled in his chest, the sound of a lion stirring in its den. His eyes, the color of dark, bitter coffee, were still heavy with sleep, but they were already focused, already possessing. Without a word, he tightened his arm, rolling slightly to pull me flush against his body. The hard planes of his chest pressed into my back, his powerful legs tangling with mine. His morning stubble, rough and abrasive, scraped against the sensitive skin of my cheek and jaw.

My mind recoiled. A visceral, full-body rejection of the touch. Every nerve ending screamed in protest. The sensation was grating, alien. The smell of his skin—a mix of expensive soap from his shower the night before and his own unique, masculine scent—filled my nostrils. It was the scent I had once craved, the scent I had associated with safety and passion. Now, it was the smell of a monster. The smell of death.

Nuzzle. The director in my head was relentless. Press closer. Inhale. Act like it’s your favorite scent in the world. Don’t stiffen. Relax into him.

The effort was monumental. It felt like trying to bend a steel bar with my bare hands. I forced my muscles, one by one, into submission. I softened my body, letting myself be molded against him. I tilted my head back slightly and pressed my face into the curve of his neck, the stubble scratching my forehead now. I took a slow, deliberate breath, fighting the urge to gag. I had to play the part of the woman who found this rough, morning-after intimacy to be the ultimate comfort.

"Morning, wife," his voice was a low grumble, right against my ear, vibrating through my skull. It was a statement of fact. A brand. He was confident, utterly relaxed, completely in command of the moment, of the room, of me. He was the Don of the Morretti family even in his sleep, and I was his most prized possession. The thought sent another wave of icy hatred through me, but my body continued its charade, pliant and warm in his arms.

He shifted, turning me onto my back. He loomed over me, propped up on one elbow, his other hand coming up to cradle my jaw. His thumb stroked slowly, deliberately, over my cheekbone. His gaze wasn’t soft or sleepy anymore. It was awake. Intense. Fixed on my lips.

I knew what was coming. It was part of the morning ritual. His claim.

No. The word was a silent, desperate scream in the chambers of my mind. Not this. Please, not this.

But the actress, the survivor, knew her lines. She knew her blocking. The internal director took over with cold, precise commands.

Hold still. Do not pull away. Your eyes—soften them. Look at him like you want this. Like you need it. Part your lips. Just slightly. An invitation.

I obeyed. My body, a traitorous puppet, followed every command.

He lowered his head, his dark eyes never leaving mine, and his mouth covered mine.

The kiss wasn't gentle. It was never gentle first thing in the morning. It was a declaration of ownership. Deep, possessive, a brand of his authority stamped onto me to start his day. His lips were firm, demanding, moving against mine with an expertise that was dizzying. His tongue pushed past my teeth, sweeping inside with a bold, claiming stroke, tasting and exploring with a familiarity that made my stomach churn with acid.

My mind went perfectly still, a block of ice in the center of a fire. It detached, observed, analyzed. The pressure is firm. He’s tilting my head back further, asserting dominance. His hand is tight on my jaw, holding me in place. He’s tasting me, reminding me that I am his.

And then it happened.

To my absolute, soul-shattering horror, as my mind cataloged his every violation, my body staged its own quiet mutiny. It began as a low, faint warmth pooling deep in my stomach. A familiar, sickening heat. A traitorous flicker of the old response, the one he had so carefully conditioned into me for months when I was his clean slate, his blank canvas. A ghost of desire stirred in my veins. My pulse, which I had been struggling to keep steady, gave a small, treacherous leap. My body, this stupid, mindless animal, remembered the pleasure even if my soul was screaming in agony. It remembered his touch as a source of heat, of life, of a dark and thrilling passion.

The self-loathing that followed was instantaneous and sharper than any physical pain. It was a blade of pure vitriol twisting in my gut. I hated him. I hated him with a depth that felt bottomless. But in that moment, as a wave of unwanted physical reaction washed through me, I hated my own body more. I hated its weakness. I hated its memory. I hated its betrayal.

You will not win, I snarled at the traitorous flesh. You will obey me.

And in a stroke of desperate, chilling genius, I took that flicker of real, physical response—that tiny, disgusting coal of warmth in my belly—and I fanned it into the fire of my performance. I let the slight quickening of my breath sound like a gasp of passion. I channeled the heat into my own movements, kissing him back with a convincing ardor that I knew he would feel. I let my hand, which had been resting passively on the sheet, come up to tangle in his thick, dark hair at the nape of his neck. I let a small, soft sound escape my throat, a perfect imitation of a moan of pleasure.

It worked. Of course, it worked.

A low groan vibrated from his chest, a sound of pure male satisfaction. He deepened the kiss for a final, consuming moment before pulling back, his control absolute.

He released me, his hand sliding from my jaw. He looked down at me, a faint, smug smile playing on his lips. He was completely, utterly satisfied. He had marked his territory and received the tribute he was due. There was not a single flicker of doubt in his dark eyes. As far as he was concerned, his world was in perfect order. His wife adored him.

"Get dressed," he said, his voice still a low rumble. It wasn't a request. "We have breakfast with Leo in an hour."

With that, he pushed himself out of the bed. The mattress lifted, freeing me from his weight. He didn't look back. He strode across the vast expanse of the master suite, his naked body a display of power and sculpted muscle, and disappeared into the cavernous marble bathroom. The sharp hiss of the shower starting was the signal that my part in the scene was over.

For a long moment, I didn't move. I lay there, staring at the ornate ceiling, my body trembling with the aftershocks. It wasn't a tremble of passion. It was the shudder of an adrenaline crash, of an immense and draining performance concluded. It was the vibration of self-revulsion. I felt filthy. Violated not just by him, but by my own physical responses.

A single tear of pure rage and frustration welled in my eye, hot and sharp. I swiped it away with a vicious movement before it could fall. Crying was a weakness I could not afford.

I took a deep, steadying breath, pulling the cool, controlled air back into my lungs. Then another. I had survived. I had survived another morning. That was the victory. Every morning I survived, every performance I nailed, was one step closer to the end.

With a strength that felt dredged from the very bottom of my soul, I pushed back the heavy covers. The cool air of the room hit my skin, and I swung my legs over the side of the bed, planting my feet on the plush, cream-colored rug.

I walked toward the massive, walk-in closet, a room bigger than my entire childhood bedroom. The doors were dark, polished wood, and I slid one open silently. My reflection stared back at me from the full-length mirror mounted inside.

The woman in the glass was beautiful, composed. Her skin was flawless, her expression serene. She looked rested, content, every inch the cherished wife of a powerful man. But the illusion shattered at her eyes. My eyes. They were not serene. They were cold, hard, and ages older than the face they were set in. They held no warmth, only the flat, chilling patience of a predator. They were the eyes of a queen in waiting, a captive patiently living in the dragon's lair, memorizing his every move, his every weakness, biding her time until the moment she could finally rip out his heart.

I reached for a simple, elegant day dress, the picture of understated class. The performance continues.
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DANTE P.O.V.

The scent of dark roast coffee and toasted brioche filled the dining room, a small, insulated pocket of peace in a world built on violence. I watched Elena from across the polished mahogany table, my eyes tracing the graceful line of her throat as she tilted her head to listen to my brother. She was perfect. An aria in a world of guttural screams. The morning light from the tall, bulletproof windows caught the auburn strands in her dark hair, making them glow like embers. She wore a simple silk robe, one I’d chosen for her, the color of cream. It clung to her in a way that made it clear she wore nothing beneath it.

My wife. The thought was a low thrum of possession deep in my gut.

“And how is your day looking, Leo?” she asked, her voice the soft, melodic sound that had become the background music to my private life. She lifted the silver coffee pot, her movements fluid and practiced, and refilled his cup without him needing to ask. Everything about her was designed to please, to soothe. A performance, I knew, but a flawless one. A performance she had been trained for, conditioned for, and which she now delivered with an artist’s precision. It was a lie that I had come to prefer over any truth.

Leo, stoic as ever, gave a slight nod of thanks. His suit was immaculate, his silence a comfortable, familiar presence. “The usual, Elena. Meetings. Logistics.” His answers were always clipped, but with her, there was a lack of the hard edge he presented to the rest of the world. He respected her position. He respected my choice.

I sipped my own coffee, the bitter heat a sharp counterpoint to the sweetness of the scene. I let their gentle chatter wash over me, a brief, idyllic moment before the day’s real business began. This was the reward. This quiet, domestic perfection was the entire point of the noise, the blood, the constant vigilance. To create a fortress and place a goddess at its center. My goddess.

Elena finished the last of her fruit, placing her fork and knife neatly together on her plate. She dabbed her mouth with a linen napkin, a small, elegant gesture that I found absurdly arousing. “If you’ll both excuse me,” she said, her eyes finding mine. The smile she gave me was for me alone—or at least, she made it feel that way. It was warm, submissive, and full of a carefully constructed love that fooled me completely, just as I intended it to. “I have to plan my day.”

The lie was beautiful. Her day was planned for her. Her time was mine. But I appreciated the illusion of agency she projected. It made the game more interesting.

“Of course, cara,” I said, my voice softer than it would be for the rest of the day.

I watched her push her chair back and rise, the silk of her robe whispering against her skin. She walked out of the room, her hips swaying with an unconscious grace that was anything but. Every step was a carefully measured beat in the rhythm of our life together. The heavy oak door clicked shut behind her, and the change was instantaneous.

The warmth in the room evaporated. The scent of coffee was no longer comforting; it was just fuel. The silence that fell was not peaceful, but heavy with impending business. The part of my mind that was ‘husband’ clicked off, stored away in a locked box. The Don took its place.

Without a word, Leo leaned forward. The shift in his posture was minimal, but I saw it. The slight relaxation he’d allowed in Elena’s presence was gone, replaced by the coiled tension of my right-hand man. He slid a thin, black tablet across the vast expanse of the mahogany table. It stopped perfectly before me.

I didn't pick it up. I just looked down at the screen. The image was clear, stark. A Morretti transport truck, one of ours, was on its side in a ditch. Its doors were wrenched open, the contents—crates of unregistered arms—spilling onto the muddy shoulder of a secondary road. Blue and red lights of law enforcement vehicles flashed against the dark green of the surrounding forest. A failure. A public, costly failure.

My jaw tightened. I took a final, slow sip of my coffee, setting the cup down in its saucer with a quiet click. The sound was unnaturally loud in the suddenly sterile room. I didn't look at my brother. My gaze remained fixed on the image of my property in the hands of my enemies.

My voice, when I spoke, was flat. Devoid of any trace of the man who had been admiring his wife moments before. It was the voice of a CEO reviewing a bad quarterly report, the voice of a general tallying his dead.

“Who was responsible?”

Leo’s answer was immediate, concise. “Ricci. Marco Ricci. He manages the northern routes. He used the wrong one. Got greedy, tried to shave an hour off the trip by taking a state road instead of the private access we cleared.”

Greed. Incompetence. I felt nothing. No anger, no disappointment. It was simply a variable that needed to be corrected. A diseased part of the body that needed to be amputated before the infection could spread.

I pushed my chair back, the sound of its legs scraping against the floor a harsh, grating noise. “My office. Have them bring him to me.”

The walk from the dining room to my office was a transition between worlds. We strode down the wide, sunlit hallway of our private residence, the walls adorned with art Elena had chosen—landscapes, mostly. Soft, unobtrusive, inoffensive. The air was still scented with her perfume. We passed the grand staircase that led up to our suite, to our bed, to her. I didn't spare it a glance.

We reached the steel-reinforced door that separated the residential wing from the business heart of the estate. The two guards stationed there, men built like brick walls in tailored suits, straightened as we approached. One of them pulled the heavy door open, and we stepped through. The light changed, becoming cooler, more artificial. The soft carpets gave way to polished marble that echoed our footsteps. The scent of perfume was replaced by the faint, clean smell of leather and gun oil. We had crossed the threshold. The king had left his private chambers and entered his throne room.

My office was at the end of the hall, its dark walnut doors a silent testament to the power contained within. Leo opened one for me and I walked inside. He followed, closing it firmly behind him. The room was my sanctuary of control. A massive desk of the same dark walnut dominated the space, its surface clear save for a phone, a single black laptop, and an intercom. Behind it, floor-to-ceiling armored glass offered a panoramic view of the estate’s sprawling, manicured grounds, a serene landscape patrolled by men with rifles. Bookshelves filled with leather-bound classics I never read lined one wall—a prop, just like everything else. It was a room designed to intimidate, to project unshakeable authority.

Marco Ricci was already there.

He stood in the center of the room, flanked by two of my men. He was a manager, mid-forties, a man who had, until this morning, enjoyed a comfortable life on my payroll. Now, he was a wreck. His face was the color of spoiled milk, glistening with a sheen of cold sweat. His suit, normally well-fitted, seemed to hang off his trembling frame. His eyes were wide, darting from me to Leo and back again, like a rat trapped between two snakes.

I ignored him. I walked around the desk, the soft click of my leather shoes on the marble floor the only sound. I sat down in my high-backed chair, the leather sighing under my weight. I leaned back, steepling my fingers, and finally, I looked at Ricci. I didn't look at him with anger. I looked at him as if he were a line item, a logistical error.

“Leo,” I began, my tone conversational, “refresh my memory. The northern route through the state forest. What were the standing orders regarding that passage?”

Leo, standing near the door, didn’t hesitate. “Alternate route only. For emergency use with your express authorization. Primary route is the access road through the old quarry. It’s longer by fifty-three minutes, but it is one hundred percent secure. We own the land. We own the lookouts.”

“One hundred percent secure,” I repeated, letting the words hang in the air. I kept my gaze locked on Ricci. His trembling intensified. “And yet, your shipment is currently being catalogued by state police. And my truck, a seventy-thousand-dollar asset, is scrap metal.”

I paused, letting the silence stretch, letting him stew in his own terror. Rage was a tool for lesser men. A performance for the unsophisticated. True power was this: the calm, clinical dissection of a man’s failure, delivered with the emotional investment of a mathematics professor discussing a flawed equation.

“This wasn’t just a mistake, Ricci,” I said, my voice dropping slightly, becoming quieter, more intimate, which only made it more menacing. “A mistake is a tire blowing out. A mechanical failure. This was a choice. You chose to disregard a direct order. You chose to expose this family to risk. This was incompetence. And incompetence costs me money.” I leaned forward, resting my elbows on the pristine surface of my desk. “Worse, it makes me look weak.”

That was the true crime. The money I could replace. The truck, the guns—they were nothing. But the perception of weakness was a cancer. It invited challenges. It inspired rivals. It was a scent of blood in the water that drew sharks.

Ricci’s composure finally shattered. A sob escaped his lips. “Don Morretti... Dante... please.” He took a half-step forward before the guard to his left put a firm hand on his shoulder, stopping him cold. “It won’t happen again. I swear to you. I was trying to be efficient, to save time... I can make it up to you. I’ll work for free, I’ll—”

I held up a single hand.

The motion was small, almost dismissive, but it had the effect of a gag. Ricci’s desperate, sniveling pleas choked in his throat. The room fell silent again, filled only with the sound of his ragged, terrified breathing. I had heard enough. His promises were worthless. He had proven his judgment was fatally flawed. There was no place for him here anymore.

I broke eye contact with Ricci, turning my head to look at my brother as if the trembling man in the center of my office had already ceased to exist. To me, he had. He was no longer a person. He was a problem, and the solution had been decided.

“Leo,” I said, my voice calm, level, the same tone I would use to order lunch. “Take him downstairs.”

The words hung in the air, simple, yet utterly final. Downstairs. It was a location and a verdict. It was where mistakes were erased. Ricci made a choked, gargling sound, a noise of pure animal terror. He knew what ‘downstairs’ meant. Everyone in my organization knew.

“Send a message to the other managers,” I continued, my gaze still fixed on my brother. “A reminder. There is no room for failure in this family. There are no second chances for incompetence.”

Leo just nodded. It was a short, sharp dip of his head. An acknowledgment of an order received. He moved toward Ricci, his expression impassive. The two guards stepped back in unison. Ricci’s legs gave out, and he crumpled to his knees, incoherent sobs wracking his body.

“No... no, please, Don Morretti, please, I have a family...” he wept, the words dissolving into a pathetic mess.

Leo didn’t pause. He grabbed Ricci by the back of his suit jacket and hauled him to his feet as if he weighed nothing. The sobbing man stumbled, his expensive shoes scuffing on the marble. Leo dragged him toward the door, his movements efficient and brutally silent. The door opened. They were gone. The door closed.

I sat alone in my now-silent office. I didn't move for a long moment. I just listened. The room was soundproofed, but not perfectly. Not by design. After a few moments, I heard it. A faint, muffled sound from far below. A single, dull thud that was absorbed almost instantly by the thick floors and foundations of the house.

Then, nothing. Silence.

The problem was solved. The message was sent. The cancer was excised.

My mind, now clear of the triviality of business, drifted. It unspooled, moving away from the cold, hard necessity of my world and seeking its polar opposite. It moved upstairs.

To Elena.

An image of her from this morning bloomed in my head. The manufactured smile she had given me, the one that looked so real. The softness of her skin under the cream-colored silk. The scent of her hair. I felt a surge of raw, black possessiveness wash through me, so potent it was a physical sensation, a tightening in my chest and groin. She was the pristine thing in my foul world. The perfect, gentle creature I kept wrapped in silk and ignorance, shielded from the ugliness I commanded.

This—the quiet violence, the cold command, the brutal efficiency—this was the price. This was the dark engine that powered her gilded cage. The ugly foundation upon which I built her beautiful, oblivious life. She thought I was merely a ruthless businessman. She had no concept of the monster that sat in this chair, the man who could order a death with the same emotional detachment as ordering a fine wine, and then immediately turn his thoughts to the curve of his wife’s smile.

And that disconnect was the point. Her innocence, manufactured though it might be, was the most valuable asset I owned. It was a reflection of my absolute power, my ability to cordon off a piece of the world and declare it pure.

My gaze fell on the intercom on my desk. A single-button line connected directly to our private suite. My thumb twitched with the urge to press it. To summon her. To have her walk into this room, still radiating her morning softness, and pull her onto my lap. To bury my face in her neck and inhale her scent, replacing the cold, metallic aftertaste of judgment with the warm, living heat of her body. To feel her submission, to dirty her purity with the reality of who and what I was.

But I resisted.

The anticipation was better. Letting her wait, unaware, in her sunlit rooms upstairs, while I finished my work down here in the dark. It made the reward all the more potent.

I stood up, the leather of my chair groaning in protest. I walked to the massive window and looked out at my kingdom. The guards patrolled. The gardeners tended the roses. Everything was in its place. Everything was under control.

I reached up and straightened my tie, smoothing the silk with my thumb and forefinger. A small, final adjustment. The problem of Ricci was solved, a footnote in the day’s ledger. There would be other problems, other failures. They would all be dealt with in the same way.

It was time to move on to the next item on the agenda. A day of cold transactions and quiet threats lay ahead. And at the end of it all, I would ascend the stairs, leaving the Don in his office, and become the husband again. A king returning to his castle, where his beautiful, oblivious queen waited to reward him for battles she didn't even know he fought.
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CHAPTER 3
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ELENA P.O.V.

The book was a dead weight in my hands, the words a meaningless scrawl of black ink on a white page. I’d read the same paragraph five times, my mind refusing to process the story of some long-dead king and his forgotten conquests. My own war was here. Now. My own battlefield was this opulent suite, this gilded cage with its silk sheets and panoramic views of a city that was my prison.

My plans were a fragile latticework in my head, intricate and terrifying. One wrong move, one misplaced word, and it would all shatter. And the spider at the center of this web, the monster I had to fool, would know. He would know that the amnesia was gone. He would know that I remembered everything. Every crime. Every threat. Every death.

The soft click of the suite door latch was like the cocking of a gun.

My entire body went rigid. The book suddenly felt heavier, a pathetic shield. I didn't look up, not yet. I forced myself to take one slow, measured breath. Then another. The air in the room changed, growing thick, heavy, charged with his presence. It was the scent of expensive cologne, clean linen, and something else. Something metallic and cold. The smell of power, freshly wielded.

Breathe. Don't look scared. Look placid. Look like his perfect, oblivious wife.

The silence stretched, a tactic I knew well. He was observing me, enjoying the sight of his property waiting for him in his domain. I could feel his gaze on the back of my neck, a physical weight. I kept my eyes on the page, my heart hammering a frantic, panicked rhythm against my ribs. Calm down. He can’t hear your heart. But he can see you tremble. I tightened my grip on the hardcover, my knuckles white.

Finally, I heard the soft scrape of his leather shoes on the marble floor. He was moving. Toward me.

I lifted my head, a slow, deliberate motion, and manufactured a small, welcoming smile. It felt like stretching a wound across my face.

He was standing by the mahogany armoire, his focus entirely on me. And he had the look. The look I had come to dread more than his anger, more than his violence. It was a dark, possessive hunger. The quiet, certain look of a predator who had just made a kill and was now turning his attention to his prize. His suit jacket was off, slung over a chair. He was unbuttoning his cuffs, his movements slow and deliberate. Each pop of a button was a countdown.

My mind screamed. He’d just had someone killed. I knew it. I felt it in the chilling stillness of his composure. That man’s life was extinguished so Dante could feel powerful, and now he was here to collect his reward. To bury himself in me and wash away the blood with my body.

Breathe. Smile. Look happy to see him. Don't let your hands tremble.

He didn't speak. He just walked towards me, his eyes never leaving mine. The silence wasn’t empty; it was filled with his intent, a threat and a promise all at once. My role was clear. My test had begun. He was the hunter, and I, the hunted, had to pretend to love the chase.

He stopped a few feet from the chaise lounge where I sat. He was waiting. Waiting for me to acknowledge his power, to react to his silent command. Waiting for me to cower or blush or melt under his gaze like the woman I used to be. The woman he thought I still was.

But submission was a death sentence. Waiting for him to act, to close the distance, would be ceding control I couldn't afford to lose. I had to seize the narrative. I had to write this scene myself.

With a calmness that cost me every last shred of my composure, I placed a bookmark between the pages and closed the book, the soft thud of the cover echoing the final beat of my own hesitation. I set it aside, the movement smooth, unhurried. Then I stood. The cool air of the room hit my legs through the thin silk of my robe.

I walked to him, each step a calculated performance of wifely devotion. The space between us shrank until I could feel the heat radiating from his body. He was a furnace of contained power. I stopped directly in front of him, close enough to see the dilated pupils in his dark eyes. He smelled faintly of gunpowder and ambition.

I reached up, my hand shaking just slightly. Still your hand, you fool. I forced my fingers to be steady as I took the end of his loosened silk tie. It felt like touching a snake. I made a small, prim adjustment, straightening it, a gesture of intimacy, of care. My knuckles brushed against the starched cotton of his shirt, just over his heart. The skin beneath felt searingly hot. It took everything I had not to recoil.

I tilted my head up, meeting his predatory gaze with one I had practiced in the mirror. Seductive. Adoring. Utterly false.

“You worked hard today,” I murmured, my voice a husky whisper I had perfected for him long ago. “Let me take care of you.”

For a second, he just watched me, his expression unreadable. My heart stalled. Did he see it? Did he see the lie?

Then, the corner of his mouth tilted up. A slow, deeply satisfied smile spread across his handsome, monstrous face. Pride and arrogance shone in his eyes. He believed it. Of course he believed it. His ego was a fortress, impenetrable to the idea that his perfect wife, his possession, could be anything other than a reflection of his own desires. He thought my desire was his.

He lifted a hand and cupped my jaw, his thumb stroking my cheek. “That’s what I was hoping you’d say, mia cara.”

The lie had landed. The stage was set. Now I just had to get through the play without dying inside.

My hand slid from his tie to his hand, and I interlaced our fingers, leading him away from the cold marble of the entryway and towards the vast, waiting expanse of the master bed. The room felt enormous and suffocating all at once. The act of leading him, of initiating, was a strategic move, but it felt like marching myself to my own execution.

The undoing of his clothes was a slow, methodical torture. My mind detached, cataloging the process with a chilling, clinical precision. One. The top button of his shirt. Two. The second. My fingers worked deftly, betraying the turmoil in my soul. I slid the shirt from his powerful shoulders, the muscles there tense from a day of signing death warrants. I avoided looking at the ink-black tattoo that snaked over his shoulder, the symbol of the family that owned me.

He watched me with searing intensity, his gaze a physical touch that made my skin crawl. When his shirt was gone, I moved to the buckle of his belt. The heavy, silver M of the Morretti crest gleamed under the soft lamplight. It felt cold against my fingertips. I unfastened it, the leather sliding free with a soft hiss. My hands worked on autopilot, a muscle memory I couldn't erase, while my mind was a screaming void.

When he stood before me in just his trousers, he stopped my hands. “My turn.”

He reached for the sash of my silk robe. I held my breath as he pulled it, the knot giving way easily. The silk parted, falling open to expose me to the cool air and his hot, devouring gaze. I stood perfectly still as he pushed the robe off my shoulders, letting it pool in a shimmering heap at my feet. Now I was the one who was exposed, vulnerable. A specimen under his microscope.

He pushed me back gently, and I sat on the edge of the bed, the mattress sinking under our combined weight. He knelt before me, his hands finding my thighs, his touch proprietary, familiar. He leaned in and began to kiss me.

The first touch of his lips on mine was a shock. It wasn't rough or demanding, but soft, possessive. A claim. My mind recoiled instantly. Monster. Liar. Killer. The taste of him was a poison I had to pretend was wine. I forced myself to kiss him back, to part my lips, to feign a sigh of pleasure.

His mouth left mine and began a slow, torturous trail down my chin, my throat. I gritted my teeth, my entire being a coiled spring of revulsion. Don't flinch. Don't pull away. He knew my body better than I did. Or at least, he knew the version of it he had conditioned. His lips traced the line of my jaw, then feathered down my neck, and then... then he found it. That hollow at the base of my throat, just above my collarbone. A place he had claimed a hundred times before. A place my body, in its ignorant past, had registered as a source of intense pleasure.

His tongue flicked out, hot and wet against my skin, and an involuntary shiver wracked my entire frame. It wasn't a shiver of fear or disgust. It was pleasure. Raw, undeniable, and utterly traitorous.

No! my mind screamed, a silent, panicked shriek. No, you stupid, worthless body! Don't you dare!

But the feeling was real. A jolt of electricity that shot straight down my spine, making the tips of my breasts harden and a reflexive warmth pool between my legs. My body, this stupid, pathetic animal, remembered his touch. It didn't know he was a monster. It only remembered the stimulus and the Pavlovian response he had trained into it.

I hated myself in that moment with a ferocity that was breathtaking. I hated my skin, my nerves, my blood. I hated this flesh that would betray my mind, that would welcome the touch of my enemy.

But even as the wave of self-loathing crashed over me, the strategist in my head saw an opportunity. The performance needed to be convincing. What could be more convincing than the truth?

I choked back the sob of disgust and channeled the real, physical shiver into a sound. I let out a low, breathy moan and arched my back, pushing myself into his touch, into the source of my shame. I was using my own body’s treason against him. It was a victory so vile it tasted like ash in my mouth, but it worked. A low growl of satisfaction rumbled in his chest. He thought the shudder was for him. He thought he was breaking me down with pleasure. He had no idea I was already broken.

He pushed me fully onto the bed, his body a hot, heavy weight covering mine. This was the heart of the performance, the long, central act where every movement had to be perfect, every reaction believable. I was the director, choreographer, and unwilling star of my own private horror film.

His mouth crushed down on mine again, this time with a bruising force, and his hands roamed my body, staking their claim. One hand tangled in my hair, pulling my head back to give him better access to my neck. The other slid down my stomach, lower, until his fingers brushed against the damp heat between my legs.

He’s touching you. Scream. Claw his eyes out.

Instead, I whimpered his name. A perfect, pathetic sound of manufactured need.

He entered me with a single, powerful thrust that stole the breath from my lungs. I gasped, a real, sharp intake of air that was half pain, half the shock of the invasion. I dug my fingernails into the hard muscle of his back.

External Action: I scratch his back.

Internal Thought: A sign of passion. Good. Dig a little deeper. He likes it when you draw blood. Make him think he's driving you wild.

He started to move, a slow, deep rhythm designed to draw out every sensation. And against my will, my body responded. The friction, the heat, the sheer physical reality of it was a current I couldn't fight. The traitorous warmth between my legs intensified, coiling tighter with each of his thrusts. My hips, of their own accord, started to lift to meet him.

"You feel so good," he growled, his voice a guttural rasp near my ear. "So fucking tight for me. Always for me."

The monster is speaking. The language of ownership, of possession. He’s not talking to a person; he's appraising his asset. But I had to react. I turned my head and pressed a desperate, open-mouthed kiss to his jaw. A frantic gesture. Smile like you love it. Smile like his filthy words are your only nourishment.
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