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WHEN LOVE KILLS: MAFIA ROMANCE

EVERY KINGDOM FALLS. MINE WON’T GO QUIET.

I’m Damien Vetrov. I built this empire on loyalty, fear, and the kind of power you can’t buy. Every piece of it belongs to me, and I don’t let go of what’s mine.

Zoey Hill should have been just another move in the game. Now she’s the one piece I can’t take off the board. Keeping her close isn’t just strategy anymore—it’s survival.

The city’s in chaos. Enemies are everywhere, and they’ve stopped hiding. Every deal, every alliance, every betrayal feels like the last step before the war breaks. And when the dust settles, there won’t be room for two at the top.

She thinks she knows how far I’ll go to win. She doesn’t. In this game, there are no half-measures, no safe bets. It’s all in, or you’re already dead.

Book 3 of 3 in The Anatomy of Obsession Series — a dark, obsessive mafia romance where every secret comes due, every loyalty is tested, and surrender might be the only way to survive. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1
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ZOEY P.O.V.

The two words, "Hello, brother," cut through the quiet of the kitchen. They weren’t just words; they were a clean shot, a sniper’s bullet that took out the future we were literally toasting to just seconds before. This room had been warm, the air humming with the low thrum of the sub-zero fridge and the crisp scent of the expensive champagne we’d poured. We were celebrating a win, our future, us. Now, the air wasn’t just cold; it was thin, sharp, like sucking in a lungful of shattered glass. It felt like a window had been kicked in during a blizzard, blasting a wind I couldn’t see but could feel prickling my skin, raising goosebumps on my bare arms.

I watched Damien. The man I loved—my Damien, the one who could stare down a cartel boss without even blinking—was just gone. Erased. In his place was a guy who looked like he was carved from granite. Every ounce of color, of life, of that specific warmth he only ever showed me, just vacuumed out of his face, leaving his skin looking tight and grey. He looked like he’d just seen a ghost—and I don’t mean that like a figure of speech. I mean like something dead and buried had just crawled into the room and was standing right there.

His hand, the one wrapped around his phone, started to shake. It wasn’t the tight tremor of rage I’d seen before, that contained vibration right before he brought hell down on someone. This was different. Deeper. A full-body shudder that seemed to start in his bones and radiate out. His whole frame went rigid. The relaxed, confident man who’d been tracing lazy circles on my back a minute ago was gone, replaced by a statue made of pure shock. His knuckles were bone-white where he gripped the sleek black phone, so tight I was half-expecting to hear it crack. He wasn't breathing. I watched his chest, waiting for it to rise and fall, but there was nothing. Just a complete, terrifying stillness.

The silence in the kitchen stretched out, pulled so tight it felt like it was about to snap. The only sound left was the pounding of my own heart in my ears, a frantic, panicked rhythm against the dead quiet that had swallowed him whole. I didn’t recognize the man on the phone screen, his face twisted in a look of sick amusement, but I recognized the damage he was doing. This wasn’t a business rival. This wasn't some new turf war. This was something else. Something that could gut the unbreakable Damien Vetrov with just two words.

Who is Marco? The name felt wrong in my head, like a word I shouldn’t know. And what kind of power did he have to do this? To reach through a screen and shatter a man I thought was made of steel? My fear wasn't for myself, not right then. It was a cold, thick dread coiling in my gut, all for him. I’d seen him pissed off, I’d seen him violent, I’d seen him ice-cold and calculating. But I had never, not once, seen him look like this. I had never seen him look... afraid. Broken.

I took a tiny step toward him, my bare feet icy on the polished marble. The small shuffle of my feet sounded like an explosion in the heavy silence. He didn’t even twitch. His dark eyes were glued to the now-black screen of his phone, but I knew he wasn’t seeing it. He was seeing something else entirely. Something from a long, long time ago.

My own voice felt stuck in my throat, thick and shaky. I had to force the word out, a raw whisper that felt like a scream in the dead air.

"Damien?"

He didn’t move. Not a flicker of an eyelash.

I tried again, my voice a little steadier, trying to pull him back to the present. Back to me. "Damien? Who was that? What did he mean, 'brother'?"

DAMIEN P.O.V.

Her voice was a low buzz from another universe, a sound from the other side of a thick concrete wall. I couldn’t hear her. I couldn’t see the kitchen with its chrome and marble. All of it dissolved into smoke and the smell of heat. The clean, sharp scent of our penthouse was gone, choked out by the ghost-smell of fire, the metallic tang of blood, and the sick, acrid stench of burning timber and flesh. I was sixteen years old again, standing in the smoldering ruins of my home, the air thick with ash. And I could hear a boy’s laugh, high and sharp and cruel, cutting right through the crackle of the flames. A sound I thought I’d buried under twenty years of concrete and bodies. A sound I thought I’d silenced for good.

Marco.

The name wasn’t just a name. It was a goddamn tripwire. One I’d spent two decades convincing myself I’d dismantled. But it had just been pulled, and a door deep inside me, a door I’d bolted, welded, and bricked over, just blew off its hinges. A flood of raw sewage—memories I’d surgically cut out of my own head, cauterized with violence and power—came rushing back, screaming.

Impossible. The word was a frantic, looping track inside my skull. A desperate denial against what I’d just seen and heard. He's dead. He's fucking dead. I saw him die. I watched the roof come down on him. I left him in the fire. I could feel the heat on my face again, see the orange glow of the flames reflecting in the falling snow. I had walked away from that fire and never looked back. I had built an entire empire on top of his grave.

But I just saw his face. Older, a scar slicing through one eyebrow, but it was him. The same smug, twisted grin. The same dead-fucking-empty eyes. I heard his voice. That voice. The ghost was real. The monster I thought I’d killed was alive. And he’d found me. He’d found us.

The pressure in my chest was a physical thing, a crushing weight. The shock, the disbelief, the tidal wave of buried trauma—it all boiled over into something else. Something hot, pure, and brutally familiar. Rage. Not the cold, controlled anger I used like a scalpel. This was different. This was wild. This was the raw, primal fury of a cornered animal, of a boy who’d had every last thing ripped away from him. It was a volcano erupting inside me, spewing lava up my throat.

I needed to break something. To feel the impact. To make the violence rattling around in my skull real. With a raw sound that clawed its way out of my throat—not a word, just pure, animal fury—I cocked my arm back and launched the phone. It shot across the kitchen like a black missile, slamming into the white plaster wall with a sickening crack. It exploded into a spray of glass and plastic and circuits. The battery skittered across the marble floor, spinning to a stop near the steel leg of the island. The sound was a gunshot, and for one second, it silenced the screaming in my head. I stood there, panting, my chest heaving, fists clenched so hard my nails dug into my palms. The silence that came after the crash was worse. It was a vacuum, just waiting for the next horror to fill it.

ZOEY P.O.V.

The raw, violent sound ripped through the room and I flinched, my body recoiling before my brain could even catch up. My heart jumped into my throat. The noise wasn't just loud; it was primal, loaded with a pain so deep it sounded exactly like rage. I watched the phone fly through the air and detonate against the wall. The explosion of plastic and glass was sharp, final. Little shards skittered across the floor, catching the light like tiny, black, deadly diamonds.

For a second, I was frozen. This wasn't the controlled fury he used to put his men in line or terrify his rivals. This was a complete and total meltdown. A raw, unthinking explosion. He was breathing hard, deep, ragged pulls of air that sounded like they hurt. His wide shoulders were bunched up tight around his ears, his fists at his sides still shaking with the force of whatever was coursing through him. His eyes were wild, unfocused, fixed on the dent in the wall where the phone hit, but he wasn't seeing the wall. He was seeing the ghost that man, that Marco, had let out of its cage.

My fear sharpened, honing itself into a blade of pure concern. I had to reach him. I couldn’t let him spiral down into whatever private hell this was. Not by myself. Taking a slow, careful breath to try and calm my own hammering heart, I moved toward him. I kept my steps small and deliberate, the way you would with a spooked animal. The floor was cold under my bare feet, and I was suddenly very aware of the tiny, sharp bits of glass scattered nearby. I stopped a few feet away, close enough to reach out, but giving him his space.

"Damien," I said, my voice low but steady, trying to slice through the noise in his head. "Talk to me. Who is he?"

He finally moved, his head turning slowly to look at me. My breath hitched. The wild look was gone, but what took its place was almost worse. His eyes weren't soft with the love I knew, that warmth that was only for me. They were hard. Cold. Opaque. The vulnerable, broken man from a moment ago was gone, locked down behind a wall of ice. The barrier between us, the one we had torn down piece by painful piece, was back up. And it was higher and thicker than ever. His gaze was flat, distant. He was looking at me, but it felt like he was looking right through me.

His voice, when he finally spoke, was a low, dangerous order. It was the voice of Damien Vetrov, head of the Bratva, and it wasn't for his partner. It was for an underling.

"It's nothing," he bit out, each word a chip of ice. "A ghost from my past. It doesn't concern you."

The words hit me like a physical slap. It doesn't concern you? The phrase ricocheted around my skull, a sick joke after everything we’d become. It was such a total, absolute dismissal that it sucked the air right out of my lungs. After all the blood, the fear, the fight to get to this very room. After he’d called me his partner, his queen, the other half of his goddamn throne. After I had stood with him, fought for him, bled for him. For him to stand there and tell me that a man who called him ‘brother’—a man who could shatter him with a phone call—wasn't my concern... it was more than just an insult. It was a betrayal. It was him, taking a sledgehammer to the very foundation of trust we’d built. He was shutting me out. Completely. And the hurt was a sharp, physical stab in my chest.

DAMIEN P.O.V.

I saw the hurt hit her eyes. It was like I’d physically struck her, and the part of me that was only hers twisted at the sight. Her face, usually so open with me, just shut down. The confusion and the pain were right there, and I’d put them there. A wave of self-hatred washed over me, cold and foul. But it was shoved aside by a much older, more primal instinct: Protect her.

I couldn't tell her. I couldn't let the poison of that world, of his world, even touch her. Zoey was clean. She was good. She fought her battles with laws and logic, with a brilliant mind that belonged in high-stakes negotiations and courtrooms. The world Marco came from—the world I came from—was a sewer of depravity, of things I’d done and seen that would stain her soul if I even spoke them aloud. I had crawled out of that sewer. I had washed myself clean with power and money, built a new man from scratch. But the stink of it was still on me, buried deep. And Marco was that stink, given a face and a voice.

I can't let him touch her. I can't let that filth from my past get anywhere near her. This is my demon. My ghost. My fight. It was the only clear thought in the chaos of rage and memory. I had to be the wall between her and my past. Even if that meant the wall had to stand between us, too.

I dragged a hand down my face, the scrape of my stubble on my palm a grounding friction. I forced myself to take a breath, to shove the chaos down, to rebuild the iron-fucking-control that was my armor. I had to lie. I had to build a fortress of lies around her to keep the truth from burning her alive.

I made my voice steady, even though it sounded thin and brittle to my own ears. "He was a rival from when I was young," I said, the words tasting like ash. "Someone I thought was long gone. It's old business. I'll handle it."

I hated the words as they came out of my mouth. I'll handle it. The same bullshit line I’d used before, the same instinct to shield her that had almost gotten us both killed. But this was different. The Morettis were a business problem. Marco... Marco was a cancer in my own bloodline. I couldn't let her see that. I couldn't let her see the rot at the core of my own family. Protecting her was more important than her feelings. More important than her being angry with me. It had to be.

ZOEY P.O.V.

I stared at him, my heart sinking with every clipped word. The lie was so obvious, so badly patched together, it was insulting. I could see it in the rigid line of his jaw, in the way his eyes wouldn't quite meet mine. They kept sliding over my shoulder, like looking directly at me would make the whole flimsy story fall apart. He wasn't just hiding something—he was trying to bury it under a ton of rock and pretend it wasn't there.

I'll handle it. The phrase sent a new kind of chill through my blood. This wasn't just hurt anymore; it was a deep, biting frustration. Just like he "handled" the Moretti war, keeping me in the dark while the target on my back got bigger and bigger. Just like he "handled" everything—alone, a solitary king on a lonely throne. I really thought we were past that. I thought he’d finally learned that his strength wasn’t in his isolation, but in our partnership. He was pushing me away at the exact moment he needed an ally the most, and the sheer, stubborn idiocy of it made me see red. The ache in my chest was still there, a sharp, real pain, but now it had a layer of cold, clear anger. I was being underestimated. Treated not like his partner, but like some fragile thing that had to be protected from the ugliness of his life. A life I had chosen to be in, with my eyes wide open.

My posture changed. The soft, worried woman vanished. The lawyer stepped forward. I felt my spine straighten, my chin lift. My voice, when I spoke, was quiet, but all the softness was gone. It was edged with the kind of precision he knew from boardrooms, not bedrooms. I wasn’t pleading anymore. I was cross-examining.

"He called you 'brother,' Damien," I said, my gaze locked on his, pinning him in place. "That sounds a little more personal than 'old business.'"

I let the word hang in the air between us. Brother. The one word that took his whole lie apart. A business rival is one thing. A ghost from your youth is another. But a brother? That's blood. That's family. That's a wound that goes deeper than any turf war or back-alley fight. And from the flicker of something—panic? raw fury?—in his eyes, I knew I’d just hit the nerve.

DAMIEN P.O.V.

Her logic was a fucking blade, and it slid right between my ribs. She was right. Of course, she was right. She’d backed me into a corner, stripped my bullshit lie bare with one simple, undeniable fact. Brother. The word hung in the air, electric. I had no comeback for it. I couldn't explain it without cracking open the Pandora's box of my past, a past I’d sworn I would never speak of again. I couldn't tell her the truth: that my brother was a monster I thought I’d killed twenty years ago to save what was left of myself. I couldn't tell her that our family name, Vetrov, was built on something so ugly it didn't have a name.

Trapped. The feeling was suffocating. I couldn't argue with her logic, and I couldn't give her the truth. The only move I had left was to retreat. To fall back on the one thing I knew how to do when things got too real, too vulnerable: become the monster she didn't know. Become the Bratva king.

I broke eye contact, turning away from her, from the sharp intelligence in her gaze, from the hurt I was causing. It was a coward's move, and I hated myself for it. I walked out of the kitchen, putting physical distance between us, my boots loud and final on the marble. I needed to get to my office, to be surrounded by steel and security systems, not feelings and questions I couldn't answer. My brain was already shifting gears, burying the terrified sixteen-year-old and resurrecting the warlord. Action. I needed action. Intel. Violence. Anything to stop thinking, to stop feeling her stare on my back.

I slapped the polished steel intercom panel on the wall, my voice a hard, cold bark. It was the command tone I used with my men, a voice that demanded instant obedience and left no room for questions.

"Gregor! To my office. Now," I snapped, the order a release valve for the chaos inside. "Full security lockdown. I want the entire building swept for bugs. And get me everything—birth certificates, death certificates, dental records—on Marco Vetrov."

The name tasted like acid on my tongue. Saying it, ordering the hit on his history, made it real. He wasn't a ghost on a screen anymore. He was a target. A problem to be analyzed, tracked, and eliminated. That, I could handle. The look of hurt and betrayal in Zoey’s eyes? I couldn’t. So I ran.

ZOEY P.O.V.

He was running. Not with his feet, not yet, but he was running from me. From this conversation. He was retreating back inside his fortress of commands and control, barking orders to create noise so he wouldn't have to face the silence where the truth was. Not this time. I wasn't going to let him.

Just as he reached the edge of the kitchen, his hand on the doorframe, ready to vanish into the cold safety of his office, I moved. I was in front of him in three fast, quiet steps, blocking his path. I didn’t have to say a thing. I just stood there, making him stop. Making him deal with me.

I lifted my hand and put it flat against his chest. Under my palm, his heart was going wild, a frantic, jackhammer beat that completely betrayed the icy mask he was wearing. It was pounding so fast I was afraid it might just give out. This feels... too much. The fabric of his shirt was cool, but the heat coming off his skin was intense, like a furnace. He was a reactor going into meltdown, and I was the only one who could see it.

He looked down at me, his face a war of conflict. He was still trying so hard to be the cold king, but I could see the cracks. I could see the terrified man underneath, the one who was desperately trying to push me away because he thought it would protect me. The chasm that had opened up between us in the last ten minutes was terrifying, a raw wound in what had been so perfect. But I wasn’t about to let him fall into it alone.

My voice, when I finally spoke, was soft, but there was steel underneath it. No room for him to argue. This wasn't a question. It was a fact.

"You don't have to tell me everything right now," I said, holding his stormy gaze, letting him feel the steady pressure of my hand against his frantic heart. "But you are not fighting this alone. We're partners. Your ghosts are my ghosts now."

DAMIEN P.O.V.

I froze when she stepped in front of me, her body a soft but immovable wall. Her hand on my chest was a fucking anchor in the hurricane ripping me to shreds. I could feel my own heart slamming against her palm, a pathetic tell that exposed the lie of my control. I looked down at her, at the fierce, stubborn set of her jaw, at the unwavering loyalty in her eyes. There was no fear there for herself, just a hard refusal to let me do this on my own.

A war raged inside me. Love, so fierce and possessive it was a physical ache. Fear, cold and absolute, for what would happen to her if he got close. And the deep, ingrained instinct to protect her by pushing her away, by locking her out of the sewer I came from. Looking at her, so goddamn strong and ready to face a monster she couldn't possibly imagine... it cemented the one cold, hard fact taking root in my gut.

Marco was back for me. And he wouldn’t stop until he burned down the only good thing I’d ever had.
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CHAPTER 2

[image: ]




DAMIEN P.O.V.

(FLASHBACK - AGE 10)

The apartment always tasted like cheap vodka and trouble waiting to happen. It was a smell that got in my clothes and under my skin, the official scent of a place where a ten-year-old me was learning that monsters were very real, and the meanest one had the bedroom right next to mine. The air was thick and yellow, gritty with stale cigarette smoke and the sour funk of a garbage bag that had been sitting by the door for days. In the kitchen, one bare bulb sputtered and hummed, throwing long, jittery shadows across the cracked linoleum floor. The countertop was a battlefield of grime and sticky rings from old glasses, a roadmap of total neglect.

I was balanced on a wobbly wooden stool, my small hands moving with a focus that was way too serious for a kid my age. I was using a dull knife, sawing it back and forth through a loaf of bread that was already hard. Next to me, my younger brother, Nikolai, was curled up on the floor, his body shaking with the quiet, hiccuping sobs that were the constant background noise of our life. I had gotten good at blocking them out, the same way I blocked out the constant buzz of the ancient refrigerator.

"Dima, my stomach hurts," Nikolai whimpered, smearing tears across his face with the back of a filthy hand. He looked small and washed-out, his eyes huge and dark in the dim light.

"I know," I said, my voice a low rumble. I didn't look down at him. I just kept my eyes on the knife, on the bread, concentrating. "Just a second." I finally managed to tear off two lumpy slices and slapped a single, pathetic piece of sweaty lunch meat between them. It was barely anything, but it was everything we had.

I was just about to hand it down to Nikolai when the front door flew open, slamming against the wall with a loud crack that made both of us flinch. The air in the room instantly changed, going from stale to suffocating. The pressure dropped, heavy with a new energy.

Marco was home. He slouched into the kitchen, dragging in the cold night air and the sharp, chemical smell of a freshly lit cigarette. He was a teenager, but he carried himself with the lazy, dangerous swagger of a man who knew he could get away with anything. His eyes, dark and dead-looking, scanned the room and locked onto us. A smirk pulled at the corner of his mouth.

My stomach clenched. I hated when Marco came home. The whole apartment felt darker, and Nikolai would start trembling without even knowing why. Marco was a walking, talking black hole in our already messed-up life, the guy who let all the casual cruelty of the outside world spill right into our kitchen. I saw the look in Marco’s eyes and knew. The two minutes of quiet were officially over.

Nikolai made a tiny, choked sound, trying to shrink himself, pressing his back hard against the greasy cabinet doors.

Marco’s smirk got wider. He strolled over, the soles of his beat-up boots scuffing against the dirty floor. Without a single word, he reached out and snatched the sandwich right out of my hand. He took a massive, show-offy bite, chewing with his mouth open, crumbs tumbling from his lips.

"Still hungry, crybaby?" Marco sneered, his voice a low taunt. He looked down at Nikolai, then reached out to mess up his hair. It wasn’t a friendly gesture. His fingers dug in, twisting, pinching hard against his scalp. Nikolai flinched away, a single tear cutting a clean line through the grime on his cheek.

My hands tightened into small, hard fists at my sides. I didn’t say a word. I just stood there on the stool, watching, my face a perfect, stony mask I was already a master at wearing. Deep inside me, a cold, dense knot of pure hate coiled tighter in my gut.

ZOEY P.O.V.

(PRESENT DAY)

The door was a solid wall of dark, polished mahogany. It wasn’t just closed; it was a statement. A full stop. On the other side was Damien, and for the past hour, the silence from his office had been absolute and unnerving. I stood in the hallway, arms wrapped tight around myself, feeling completely useless. The air out here was crisp and sterile, cooled to some precise, inhuman temperature—a whole universe away from the emotional hurricane I knew he was riding out in there, all alone.

I’d tried everything. A soft knock. Then a harder one. I’d called his name, my voice starting as a quiet question and ending as a tight, frustrated command. “Damien? Let me in.” I’d sent a series of texts that sat there on my screen—delivered, unread. Now, there was just this heavy, crushing silence. His security team, two guys built like brick walls in perfectly tailored suits, stood at the far end of the hall. They watched me with a look of professional sympathy, their faces blank, but I saw the pity in their eyes. They had their orders. No one gets in. Especially not me.

He’d locked me out, and the thick, solid wood of the door felt exactly like the walls he’d thrown up around his heart. He was back in that fortress he’d built long before I ever knew him, a place filled with shadows and old wounds where I wasn’t welcome. That video from Marco had been a key, twisting a lock deep inside him and letting loose something dark and ugly. And his first instinct was to shove me away. To ‘protect’ me. The word was so infuriatingly predictable it made my jaw ache. I wasn't some delicate flower that needed to be shielded from the storm. I was supposed to be his partner.

My frustration was at war with a deep, gut-wrenching worry. Part of me wanted to kick the damn door in, to scream his name until my throat was raw, to just force my way in and hold on to him until the ghosts finally backed off. But I couldn’t break down a door like that. It wasn't how I operated. I had to find another way in. Not through wood and steel, but through the secrets he refused to share. If he wouldn’t tell me who Marco was, I’d find out on my own.

I took a slow, deep breath, feeling my anxiety cool and harden into pure resolve. I leaned in close, my fingertips ghosting over the cool, smooth wood.

"I'm not going anywhere, Damien," I whispered, my voice a low promise, a vow aimed at the unhearing door. "You don't get to do this alone."

Then, I turned on my heel. I wasn't waiting anymore. I walked away from the locked door, my stride full of purpose, heading for my own suite. I had a new mission.

DAMIEN P.O.V.

(FLASHBACK - AGE 10)

The tiny kitchen was now Marco’s personal playground. He’d finished the sandwich, dramatically flicking the last crust to the floor, and now he was bored. Marco getting bored was like watching a storm gather on the horizon; you just knew something bad was about to break.

His eyes scanned the grimy room, and they lit up when he saw a flicker of movement by the overflowing trash can. The stray cat that sometimes slunk around had been there, leaving behind its catch. A tiny field mouse, its body trembling, one of its legs bent at a sick angle. Marco’s smile was slow and ugly. He moved with a sudden, predatory quickness, snatching the little creature up by its tail.

He dangled it in the air, its tiny body twitching frantically. He brought it right up to Nikolai’s face. The boy, who’d been trying to swallow his sobs, let out a choked gasp of pure terror. His eyes were glued to the mouse, wide with horror.

"Look, Kolya," Marco cooed in a sickly sweet voice. "He’s dancing for you. A new friend."

That was it. That was the line. I was off the stool in a flash, my small body planting itself squarely between my older brother and Nikolai. I pushed my shoulders back, trying to make myself look bigger.

"Leave him alone, Marco," I said. My voice was a kid’s voice, for sure, but it was dead level. It didn’t tremble.

Marco’s attention snapped from Nikolai to me. His dark eyes flared with a sick, gleeful light. This was what he’d really wanted. Not the mouse, not Nikolai’s fear. He wanted this. My defiance. A fight.

He grinned, a genuine, terrifying smile of pure enjoyment. "Or what, little Dima?" he asked, his voice like silk hiding a shard of glass. "What are you gonna do about it?"

I didn’t have a plan. I just stood there, a silent, ten-year-old guard dog, my heart slamming against my ribs like a trapped bird.

Marco held my gaze for a long, charged moment, enjoying the standoff. Then, with a casual flick of his wrist, he turned and tossed the terrified, twitching mouse into a pot of water that was boiling on the stove, left over from my mother’s forgotten attempt to make tea hours earlier.

The splash was followed by a sickening hiss and a single, high-pitched squeak that was cut off instantly. Nikolai let out a raw, horrified scream that bounced off the cheap cabinets. Marco just laughed. It wasn't a happy sound. It was the sound of a switch flipping inside him, the sound of a predator enjoying the kill.

ZOEY P.O.V.

(PRESENT DAY)

Back inside my suite, the silence was a tool, not a threat. This was my space, my war room. I sat at the sleek, modern desk, the blueish light from my encrypted laptop illuminating my focused expression. I wasn’t a hacker, not in the blockbuster movie sense. I didn’t brute-force firewalls or siphon money from offshore accounts. I was more of a digital archaeologist, an expert at dusting off the fingerprints people left all over the internet.

My fingers flew across the keyboard, swift and sure. I started with the basics, the official paper trail of a life. I ran a search through a network of international databases I had quiet access to, typing in the names.

Damien Vetrov. His name pulled up the carefully constructed public image of a mysterious billionaire. Nikolai Vetrov. His digital footprint was even smaller, almost a ghost, but he was there. Then I typed the name that felt like poison on my tongue.

Marco Vetrov.

For a tense second, the cursor just blinked. Nothing. Then, a single result popped up. A birth certificate, issued in a grimy city hospital thirty years ago. The phantom had a name and a birthday. Born five years before Damien. A cold shock, sharp and electric, shot through me. He was real. This wasn't some boogeyman from a nightmare; he was a person, with a history. And a history could be tracked. This was a start.

I leaned closer to the screen, my focus narrowing. That single document was a thread. All I had to do now was pull it.

"Alright, Marco Vetrov," I murmured to the glowing name. "Let's find out who the hell you are."

DAMIEN P.O.V.

(FLASHBACK - AGE 10)

Nikolai’s scream dissolved into hysterical, gut-wrenching sobs. He scrambled backward, pressing himself into the corner of the kitchen as far from the stove as he could get, clamping his hands over his ears as if he could un-see what just happened. I rushed to him, wrapping my arms around my little brother in a fierce, protective hug. I held him tight, murmuring nonsense, trying to shield him from the world with my own body.

Over Nikolai’s desperate crying, I heard Marco’s low, amused chuckle. I risked a glance over my shoulder. Marco was watching us, his head tilted with a look of twisted fascination. He wasn’t finished. The mouse was just the warm-up act.

Marco’s eyes roamed the kitchen again, and they landed on the knife block by the stove. A fresh, terrible idea lit up his face. He walked over and selected a long, thin boning knife, testing the point with his thumb. The bare bulb glinted off the polished steel.

"You love your little brother so much, Dima?" Marco asked, his voice dropping back into that silky, dangerous tone. His eyes gleamed with a sick excitement that turned my blood to ice. "Let's see how much."

He took a slow step toward us, the knife held casually at his side.

"Let's carve a little 'V' for Vetrov on his cheek," Marco went on, his smile stretching wider. "A little family brand. So everyone knows who he belongs to. We'll have a matching set."

The threat hung in the air, thick and poisonous. He was going to cut Nikolai. To scar him, just for the thrill of it. Just because he could.

In that one instant, something inside me didn't just snap, it shattered. The fear, the hate, the years of rage I’d swallowed down—it all fused into one blinding hot point. Thought shut down completely. There was only raw instinct.

Marco lunged toward Nikolai.

But I was already moving. Fueled by a surge of pure, animal rage, my small body reacted with a speed I didn't know I had. I spun around, my hands grabbing the handle of the pot on the stove—the same pot. It was heavy, and the metal was scorching hot, but I didn't feel a thing. With a primal heave, I lifted it, boiling water sloshing over the rim, and threw it with every ounce of my strength straight at Marco’s face.

The world ripped apart in a blast of screaming. Marco’s was first, a high-pitched, unearthly shriek of pure agony as the water hit him. It was a sound that would be burned into my brain forever. It was followed by Nikolai’s renewed scream of absolute terror. And underneath it all was my own silent scream, a vortex of shock and horror at what I’d just done, watching my brother fall, clawing at his own face, his body convulsing on the filthy floor.

ZOEY P.O.V.

(PRESENT DAY)

The digital trail was old, the tracks cold, but I pulled on the thread and it started to unravel. I moved from birth records to city archives, cross-referencing everything. It didn’t take me long to unseal Marco's juvenile records. The story they told was grim and predictable. A string of escalating charges. Petty theft at twelve. Assault at fourteen. Aggravated assault with a weapon at sixteen that was pleaded down. He was exactly the kind of monster a young boy like Damien would have had to survive.

I kept digging, my search narrowing, moving forward chronologically from his last known arrest. And then I found it. Not in a criminal database, but in the public mortality register. A death certificate.

Marco Vetrov. Deceased. Age 17.

The words hit me like a physical blow. My breath caught. I read the details, my heart starting to pound a slow, heavy beat against my ribs. Cause of death: injuries sustained in a residential fire. The official story, the one typed up and filed away by the state, was that he was dead. He had been for over twenty years.

Which meant the man in the video wasn't just a threat. He was a ghost.

The pieces slammed together with horrifying clarity. The fire. The one Damien had mentioned exactly once, in a rare, unguarded moment, telling me his parents died in a fire when he was a kid. He’d never said more. I’d never pushed. Now I got it.

A ghost who was supposed to have died in that fire. A ghost who had spent the last two decades somewhere off the grid, waiting, healing, and plotting. A ghost who was back to collect a debt from the little brother who put him there.

"The fire..." I whispered, my own voice cracking. The laptop screen reflected my pale, shocked face. "He said his parents died. It wasn't just them."

ZOEY & DAMIEN P.O.V.

(PRESENT DAY)

With a few clicks, Zoey pulled up the live feed from the security camera in Damien’s office on her tablet. The image flickered on, a high-angle, black-and-white view of the room. He was there. He hadn’t left the massive leather chair behind his desk. He was just sitting in the almost complete darkness, the only light a faint glow from the city skyline through the floor-to-ceiling window behind him.

He was a shape in a chair, a figure carved from shadows and pain. A glass of whiskey, his usual fix, sat on the desk untouched. He was just... staring. Staring at nothing. His head was in his hands, his posture rigid. He looked like a king trapped in a prison of his own making, held hostage by ghosts only he could see. He wasn't drinking. He wasn't breaking things. He was just gone. Lost somewhere she couldn't get to.

He thought he was being strong, protecting her by shutting her out and facing this alone. He was so wrong. This wasn't his fight anymore. It was theirs. Seeing him like this, so completely wrecked by his past, didn’t scare her. It lit a fire in her.

She watched the haunted man on the screen, a king tormented by the wreckage of his childhood, and a fierce, cold resolve settled deep in her bones. She snapped the laptop shut, the click echoing the finality of her decision. Her own strategy was forming, a plan to fight a war he wouldn't even admit was happening. She would be his intelligence, his shield, his strategist. She would excavate every dark corner of Marco's life until there were no secrets left for him to hide behind.

She looked at his broken silhouette on the tablet, a silent promise passing between them through layers of tech and locked doors.

If he wouldn't let her in, she would find the blueprints to his prison and tear down the walls herself. He wouldn't fight his demons alone. Not anymore.
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CHAPTER 3
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ZOEY P.O.V.

The next morning, my mission was simple: break into Damien’s headspace. I walked into his building armed with two coffees and a plan to sledgehammer my way through the walls he’d built around himself. The heavy oak door to his office was locked, a surprise to absolutely no one. I didn’t bother knocking; he’d just ignore it. I slid the emergency keycard he’d given me out of my wallet and pressed it against the reader. The light flashed green with a sharp, digital chirp that sounded obscene in the dead-quiet hallway. The lock clicked. I shoved the door open, and the smell hit me first. A wall of stale, thick air, soured with the biting scent of aged whiskey. Underneath it all, the ghost of his expensive cologne, a faded memory of the man he was yesterday.

He was a dark silhouette at his massive desk, framed by the floor-to-ceiling windows showing the city’s grid of awakening lights. He hadn't moved. I knew it in my gut. He was wearing the same black button-down and trousers from yesterday, the shirt creased and his hair a mess. He’d clearly crashed right here, if he’d slept at all. His head was propped on one hand, his entire body rigid, his gaze locked on something far beyond the view. An empty tumbler and a nearly-drained bottle of Macallan sat on the corner of the desk—the only evidence of his long, dark night. He looked less like a man and more like a king in a crumbling fortress, haunting his own life. My chest gave a tight, painful squeeze, but I shoved the feeling down. Pity was a weakness, and he didn’t need another one.

I crossed the plush carpet, the pile so deep my heels sank with every step. The silence in the room was heavy, broken only by the low thrum of the building’s climate control. He didn’t look up as I got closer, didn’t even seem to register I was there. It was like he’d gone so deep inside himself that the rest of the world had just faded to black. I wasn't having it. I couldn't let him do this, not again. I wouldn't be shut out.

I set one of the hot ceramic cups on the polished desk, right next to his hand. The sharp, clean scent of black coffee sliced through the stale air. I put my own cup on the other side and just stood there, waiting. He still didn’t move. His profile was sharp, his jaw clamped tight, a muscle pulsing near his ear. A dark layer of stubble shadowed his face, making him look rougher, more feral.

"I’m not leaving this room until you talk to me, Damien," I said. My voice was level, but I kept it low. No sudden moves. I was dealing with a caged predator, one who could snap without warning. "I am your partner. Stop treating me like I can’t handle this."

He flinched, a barely-there tightening of his shoulders. His head turned slowly, his eyes finally finding mine. They were bloodshot and circled with exhaustion, but the ice was still there, a hard, cold shield. He looked at me, then at the coffee, then back to my face. A long, tense beat passed between us. The air felt charged. I could feel the sheer force of his will pushing back, telling me to get out, to leave him to rot in this hole he was digging for himself. I didn't move an inch. I just held his gaze, letting him see that I was a permanent fixture. I wasn’t going anywhere.

DAMIEN P.O.V.

I looked at her, at the fierce, stubborn set of her jaw. There was no pity in her green eyes, and definitely no fear. Just pure, unshakeable resolve. It pissed me off. And it was the only thing keeping me from completely falling apart. It was the same look she'd had in the boardroom when she’d ripped my enemies to shreds with nothing but cold facts and a sharp tongue. Now, she was aiming that same weapon right at me. I knew with a gut-sinking certainty that she wouldn’t back down. She would stay here all day, all night if she had to, a goddamn battering ram aimed right at me. I could yell, I could smash something, I could watch her flinch, but she wouldn't leave. I knew it. And a tiny, pathetic part of me, the part screaming in the dark, was relieved.

A wave of exhaustion washed over me, so heavy it felt like it could drag me right through the floor. My bones ached. My head pounded with every beat of my pulse. The whiskey was a cheap lie. It only ever numbed the edges for a while before they came back sharper than before. I dragged a hand over my face, the rasp of my stubble loud in the quiet room. It was a gesture of complete defeat. I couldn't fight her. I couldn’t keep her out, not when she was already so deep inside, tangled up in every part of my life.

The truth. She wanted the truth. I couldn’t give her all of it. The real story was a vile, ugly thing, covered in blood and ash and the screams of a boy who was no longer a boy. The things I’d done... the things Marco had done to me, to Nikolai... it was a contamination. I couldn't dump my toxic waste on her; it would curdle the very air she breathed. I had spent two decades burying that night, building a new life on top of its grave. Digging it up now, for her? It would be like poisoning her from the inside out. But I had to give her something. The alternative was to watch her walk away, to let this silence become a chasm between us. I would lose her. The physical certainty of it was a shard of ice in my gut, colder and sharper than any memory.

I let my hand drop to the desk. I couldn't meet her intense gaze, so I stared down at the dark, swirling coffee she’d brought me. A long, slow breath escaped me, a sound of deep, shuddering resignation that seemed to carry twenty years of weight with it. The fight drained out of me, replaced by a cold, hollow dread.

"What do you want to know?" My voice was a rasp, raw and scraped, like it was dragged over gravel.

ZOEY P.O.V.

His surrender didn’t feel like a win. It felt like watching a skyscraper collapse in slow motion. The fight left his posture, and he slumped in his chair, a king giving up his throne. I took the opening he’d given me, moving with purpose to the leather armchair across from his desk. I sat, crossed my legs, and placed my hands on my knees. I felt like a detective starting an interrogation, a cold, calculated role I had to force myself into. My feelings had no place here. I needed facts. I needed to understand the game board.

I took a slow sip of my coffee, the heat a small, grounding comfort. I met his tired gaze over the wide expanse of polished wood. He was waiting. I had the one card he didn't know I was holding. The death certificate. The key to this whole damn thing. I wouldn't tell him how I found it, not yet. I’d just use it.

I set my cup down with a quiet click. "I want to know about your brother," I said. My voice was quiet, stripped of all feeling, a simple statement of fact. "The one who died in a fire twenty years ago."

His head snapped up. It was the most sudden he’d moved since I’d walked in. His eyes, which had been dull with exhaustion, were suddenly wide, blazing with shock and something else—a flash of raw, sharp betrayal. The ice in his stare cracked, showing the panic and fury underneath. He looked at me like I’d just driven a knife into his chest.

"How...?" The word was a choked, barely-there whisper. He didn’t have to finish the question.

I watched the shock ripple across his face, saw his knuckles turn white where his hand rested on the desk. He thought his secrets were buried deep, protected by time and fire and a mountain of cash. He’d built an entire empire on top of that grave, a fortress to keep the world out and the monster in. And I had just strolled past his guards, scaled his walls, and proved that nothing stays buried forever. The past was here, sitting in his office, demanding he speak its name. I didn't gloat. I didn't push. I just waited, letting the weight of my question hang in the air between us.

DAMIEN P.O.V.

The question hit me like a punch to the gut, knocking the air from my lungs. How? How the hell could she know? I had erased Marco. Every file, every record, every mention. The fire was the perfect cover story. I had paid powerful men a fortune to make sure the official report was the only story. A tragic accident claimed the life of the youngest Vetrov son. For twenty years, that lie had held. For twenty years, I’d been safe.

I looked at Zoey—really looked at her—and the answer was right there in her steady, intelligent eyes. She was a shark. A damn good lawyer and an even better researcher. She knew how to dig. She’d found some loose thread I’d missed and pulled on it until my whole ugly history started to unravel. The flicker of betrayal was instantly swallowed by a cold, stark realization. This was my own damn fault. I’d let her in. I’d given her access not just to my life, but to my world, my systems. I had underestimated her. Or maybe, on some subconscious level, I’d wanted to be found out, and this was the price.
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