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Stranded in the middle of nowhere after crashing his car into a tree, Joseph never expected to wake up in the hands of a dangerous man—a ruthless Mafia boss with ice-cold eyes and a possessive grip.

Luca Moretti doesn’t believe in accidents. Finding Joseph half-conscious on his territory feels like fate, and he never lets fate slip through his fingers. He claims Joseph as his own, binding him with silken chains of protection, control, and desire.

No one touches what belongs to Luca. No one.

But some men don’t follow the rules. And Joseph is about to find out just how far his captor will go to keep what’s his.

~~~~~~~ FOR YOU, THE READER! 
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​Prologue
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"You look like shit, Joseph."

I barely lift my head at the comment, exhaustion weighing me down like a lead blanket. The neon buzz of the diner’s sign flickers above me, casting erratic shadows on the cracked pavement. It's past midnight, and the cold air bites through my jacket as I shove my hands into my pockets.

"Yeah, well... long shift," I mutter, voice hoarse from shouting orders over the kitchen’s chaos. My coworker, Nate, leans against the doorway, cigarette dangling between his fingers. He exhales smoke into the night, watching me with that lazy smirk of his.

"You should quit. Place like this eats people alive."

I snort. "And do what, exactly? Sell my soul to corporate America? No thanks."

Nate chuckles but doesn’t push it. We both know the truth—I can’t afford to leave. Rent doesn’t pay itself, and dreams don’t buy groceries.

I adjust my backpack and step off the curb, my beat-up car waiting under the dim glow of a streetlamp. The night feels heavier than usual, the kind of suffocating silence that clings to your skin, warning you of something unseen.

I shake it off. Just another late night. Just another exhausting shift.

I have no idea that by the time the sun rises, my life will never be the same again.

The night air is sharp, biting at my skin as I shuffle toward my car. My feet feel like cement blocks, heavy with exhaustion, and my fingers fumble as I dig for my keys.

"Fuck," I hiss when they slip from my grasp, clattering against the asphalt. I crouch down to grab them, and as I straighten, my boot catches on the curb.

Next thing I know, my ankle twists, and I lurch forward.

Pain shoots up my leg as my knee slams into the car door. "Shit!" I clutch the handle for balance, breath hissing between my teeth. For a second, I just stand there, heartbeat hammering, ankle throbbing.

Nate laughs from the doorway. "Smooth, man. Real smooth."

"Go to hell," I mutter, yanking the door open and practically collapsing into the driver’s seat. My hands grip the steering wheel, knuckles white, as I suck in a breath and try to shake off the dull ache radiating from my leg. Just one more thing to add to this perfect fucking night.

The engine groans before finally turning over, headlights cutting through the darkness. I glance in the rearview mirror, catching a glimpse of Nate flicking his cigarette into the gutter before heading back inside.

I should go straight home. Sleep for a few hours before waking up to do it all over again.

Instead, I make the worst decision of my life.

I take the back road.

The highway is the safer option—well-lit, familiar, predictable. But my head is pounding, and the thought of sitting in traffic even at this hour makes me want to scream. So, like an idiot, I take the back road.

It’s quieter out here, nothing but the hum of my engine and the occasional flicker of headlights in the distance. The road winds through thick trees, their twisted branches stretching overhead like skeletal fingers. My eyes sting from exhaustion, the adrenaline from nearly breaking my damn leg already fading.

I roll the window down, hoping the cold air will keep me awake. It doesn’t.

I blink. Just once.

And then my world explodes.

A flash of movement—something darting into the road. My heart lurches into my throat, and my instincts kick in before my brain does. I jerk the wheel hard, tires screaming as the car swerves off the pavement.

The impact is instant, brutal.

The front of the car slams into something unmovable. My body lurches forward, the seatbelt biting into my chest. Glass shatters. Metal crunches. My head snaps back against the headrest, white-hot pain exploding behind my eyes.

For a second, everything is silent.

Then, darkness.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter one

​Luca
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"That sick fuck is still breathing?"

I take a slow sip of my whiskey, the burn sliding down my throat, but it does nothing to cool the rage simmering just beneath my skin. My men stand around the room, tense, waiting. Matteo shifts his weight from one foot to the other, jaw tight. He knows me well enough to recognize when I’m about to snap.

"For now," he says. "We found him holed up in a warehouse outside the city. Trafficking girls. Kids."

My grip tightens around the glass. "And you didn’t put a bullet between his eyes?"

Matteo exhales sharply. "We needed your call. He’s got ties to the East Syndicate. If we take him out without a plan, we start a war."

I slam my glass down on the table, the sharp crack echoing through the room. "Let me make this fucking clear—we don’t negotiate with monsters. I don’t give a shit who he knows or what war it starts. We end him. Tonight."

The room falls into silence. No one argues. No one questions me. Because they know what we stand for.

The world calls us criminals, but we’re not the ones selling flesh. We’re not the ones stealing girls off the streets, breaking them, selling them to the highest bidder.

I built this empire to burn men like that to the ground.

Matteo nods. "I’ll take care of it."

"No," I say, standing. "I will."

I grab my coat, the weight of my gun holstered against my ribs grounding me. The air in the room shifts—my men know what it means when I decide to handle something personally. It’s not just business anymore. It’s personal.

Matteo doesn’t argue, but his brow furrows. "Luca, you don’t have to get your hands dirty for this one."

I snort. "That’s where you’re wrong. I built this empire with my hands in the dirt, and I’ll bury every last one of those fuckers myself if I have to."

No one speaks as I push past them. My men follow like shadows, silent and deadly, because they know better than to question me.

By the time we reach the warehouse on the outskirts of town, my blood is boiling. The place reeks of sweat, piss, and fear—signs of the filth that use it. Matteo’s men have already cleared most of it out, but they left the main event for me.

The bastard is tied to a chair, blood dripping from his split lip, eyes blown wide with fear. Good. He should be fucking terrified.

I crouch in front of him, tilting my head. "Tell me, do you even remember their faces? The ones you sold?"

He swallows hard, lips trembling. "P-please—"

I slam my fist into his face so hard the chair rocks back.

"I don’t want to hear you beg. I want you to fucking remember."  

He whimpers, head lolling, but I grab his chin, forcing him to look at me.

"Every scream. Every tear. Every fucking life you destroyed."

Tears mix with the blood on his face. Disgusting. Men like him don’t deserve mercy.

I stand, pulling my gun from its holster, pressing the cold barrel against his forehead. He sobs, shaking so hard the chair rattles.

"P-please, I can give you names! M-money! Anything—"

I smile, but there’s no warmth in it. "You think I want your fucking money?"

I pull the trigger.



The shot echoes through the warehouse, deafening in the silence. His body jerks once, then slumps forward, blood splattering the cold concrete beneath him. I exhale slowly, letting the tension coil out of my muscles as I holster my gun.

Matteo steps forward, unfazed. "We’ll clean it up."

I nod, rolling my shoulders. "Make sure his body is found. I want every bastard in the city to know what happens to men like him."

Matteo smirks. "Consider it done."

I turn on my heel, stepping out into the crisp night air. The scent of blood and rot still clings to me, but I breathe in deep, letting the cold wind clear my head. This is what we do—cleaning up the filth the world pretends doesn’t exist. It’s not about justice. It’s about balance. And I don’t stop until the scales tip in my favor.

"Boss?" One of my men calls from the side, phone in hand. "We’ve got a situation."

I glance over, raising a brow. "What now?"

He hesitates. That’s never a good sign. "It’s... unexpected. Some guy crashed near the north road. Took out a tree with his car. He’s lucky to be breathing."

I narrow my eyes. "And why the fuck do I care?"

"Because, boss... it happened on our land."

That gets my attention. My land. My rules. And I don’t like uninvited guests.

"Where is he?"

"Still at the crash site. Barely conscious. What do you want us to do?"

I let out a slow breath, jaw clenching. If some drunk asshole thinks he can wander onto my territory without consequences, he’s got another thing coming.

"Take me to him."

The drive is quiet except for the steady hum of the engine. Matteo sits in the passenger seat, checking his gun out of habit, while I stare out the window, my mind already piecing together the situation. A car crash on my land isn’t just an accident—it’s a fucking invitation for trouble.

The forest lining the road is thick, the kind of place where people disappear if they’re not careful. When we finally pull up to the crash site, I see the wreck before I see him.

The car is totaled, front end wrapped around the remains of a tree. Smoke rises in thin, lazy curls from the hood, the shattered windshield glinting under the moonlight.

And then I see him.

Slumped against the car, barely conscious, his blonde hair messy and sticking to his forehead. Blood streaks the side of his face, a cut on his temple oozing down to his cheek. His clothes are wrinkled, torn in places, like he’s been through hell before he even got behind the wheel.

Matteo whistles low under his breath. "Shit. Kid looks half-dead."

But I’m not paying attention to Matteo anymore.

I step closer, my boots crunching against the gravel, eyes locked on the stranger. Even beaten and barely awake, there’s something about him that catches my interest. His features are sharp but not harsh, lips slightly parted as he struggles to stay conscious. And his body—fuck. Even under the ruined clothes, I can see the lean muscle, the curve of his waist.

I like what I see.

A soft groan leaves his lips, his head lolling to the side. I crouch down in front of him, studying him like a puzzle I’ve just decided I want to solve.

"Look at you," I murmur. "Wrecked and bleeding, but still breathing. Lucky fucking bastard."

His lashes flutter, and he tries to lift his head, dazed. His lips part, his voice hoarse. "W-who...?"

"Doesn’t matter who I am," I say smoothly. "What matters is that you crashed your pretty little ass onto my land."

His brows furrow, like he’s trying to make sense of my words through the haze. His breathing is uneven, shallow, but he’s fighting to stay awake.

I can respect that.

Matteo shifts beside me. "What do you want to do with him, boss?"

I could leave him here. Let someone else deal with him. Call an ambulance, let fate decide.

But I won’t.

I don’t believe in coincidences.

And something about him tells me he’s meant to be here.

I reach out, fingers tracing his jaw, tilting his face up. His skin is warm under my touch, feverish. His lips part slightly at the contact, but he doesn’t pull away.

I smirk. "Take him with us."

Matteo doesn’t question it, just nods and signals to the others. Two of my men step forward, lifting the stranger with careful hands. He groans in protest, weakly trying to resist, but he’s too out of it to fight.

As they carry him toward the SUV, I follow, sliding my hands into my pockets.

This night just got a whole lot more interesting.

The ride back is silent except for his ragged breathing. I sit beside him in the backseat, watching as he struggles against unconsciousness. His head lolls to the side, his lips slightly parted, breath shallow. His skin is pale, except for the streak of blood down his temple.

He’s fucking beautiful.

Even broken like this, there’s something about him that draws me in. Maybe it’s the way his dark lashes flutter against his cheek, like he’s caught in some fever dream. Maybe it’s the way his body shifts when the car moves, unconsciously leaning toward me. Or maybe it’s the fact that he doesn’t belong here, and I’ve always had a thing for taking what’s not supposed to be mine.

Matteo glances at me from the front seat. "You sure about this, boss?"

"What do you think?" I say lazily, still watching the stranger.  

Matteo sighs. "I think you don’t bring strays home. Ever. So, what’s different about this one?"

I tap a finger against my knee. "He’s interesting."

Matteo snorts. "That’s one way to put it."

I don’t answer. Instead, I reach out, fingers ghosting over the stranger’s throat, feeling the steady pulse beneath his skin. He shivers slightly at my touch, but he doesn’t wake.

Yeah. I definitely like this one.

When we finally pull up to the estate, my men move fast, carrying him inside. The mansion looms in the dark, towering over the cliffs that drop into the sea. It’s safe here. Secure. No one gets in without my permission.

Which means he’s mine now.

Inside, I have them take him to one of the guest rooms. Matteo lingers in the doorway as I step inside, watching as they lay the stranger down on the bed.

"You want the doc to check him out?" Matteo asks.

I tilt my head, considering. "Not yet."

Matteo raises a brow. "Then what’s the plan?"

I step closer to the bed, reaching out to brush a strand of hair from the stranger’s forehead. His skin is still warm, his chest rising and falling unevenly.

"We wait," I say simply. "And when he wakes up... I’ll decide what to do with him."



I step out of the room, closing the door behind me. Matteo falls into step beside me as we head downstairs to the main hall. The air is thick with the scent of leather and cigar smoke, the low murmur of voices filling the space. My men are gathered around the long table, waiting.

As soon as I enter, silence falls.

"Any news?" I ask, sliding into my chair at the head of the table.

One of my guys, Nico, leans forward, shaking his head.   "Nothing yet. The kid vanished without a fucking trace."

I exhale slowly, rubbing a hand over my jaw. The missing boy—Daniel—was fifteen, snatched right off the streets. Another victim of the sick fucks we hunt.

"They don’t just make kids disappear," I say coldly. "They move them. So where the fuck did he go?"

Nico grimaces. "Our contacts are quiet. Either they don’t know, or they’re too scared to talk."

I glance at Matteo. He knows what I’m thinking before I even say it.

"We put more pressure on them," he says. "If they don’t talk, we make them."

Good. I nod. "I want every lead chased down. Every rat squeezed until they fucking squeal. I don’t care what it takes—we find that boy."

My men murmur their agreement, already moving into action. But Matteo stays put, watching me closely.

"And the other one?" he asks.

I know who he means.

The stranger upstairs. The one I found in the wreck.

I smirk. "He’s still breathing, isn’t he?"

Matteo snorts. "Yeah, for now. But you’re keeping him, aren’t you?"

I don’t answer right away. Instead, I lean back in my chair, rolling my glass of whiskey between my fingers.

"We’ll see."
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​Chapter two

​Joseph
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Pain.

It’s the first thing I feel, sharp and deep, slicing through the haze of unconsciousness. My head throbs, my body aches, and my mouth is dry as fucking sandpaper.

I try to move. Big mistake. A groan slips past my lips as a sharp sting shoots up my ribs.

Where the hell am I?

I force my eyes open, blinking against the dim light. The ceiling above me is unfamiliar—high, with dark wooden beams stretching across it. Not mine. Not any place I recognize.

Panic creeps in, slow but steady.

I turn my head, biting back another groan. The room is massive, too elegant to belong to a hospital but too cold to feel like a home. The bed beneath me is soft, the sheets crisp and expensive. A single lamp glows on a nearby nightstand, casting warm light over the space.

This isn’t right.

I was in my car. I remember the road, the rain, the goddamn tree—

The crash.

Fuck.

My heart hammers in my chest. I try to sit up, but my body protests with a vengeance. Everything hurts. My ribs, my head, even my fucking legs feel like they got run over.

And then, I hear it.

A deep voice, smooth and edged with something dark.

"Well, look who finally decided to wake up."

I freeze.

The voice is rich, slow, like the purr of a predator that knows its prey has nowhere to run. It sends a chill down my spine—one part warning, two parts something I don’t want to name.

I swallow hard and turn my head toward the sound.

He’s sitting in a chair near the window, legs spread, one arm draped lazily over the armrest. The man is all sharp angles and dark intensity—tall, broad, dressed in black like he fucking owns the world. The dim light casts deep shadows across his face, highlighting the cut of his jaw, the faint scruff darkening his skin.

His eyes are the worst—or the best. Cold and knowing, locked onto me like he already fucking owns me.

"Who—", my voice comes out rough, barely a whisper. My throat is dry, raw, like I swallowed glass. I swallow, forcing my lips to form the words. "Who the hell are you?"

A slow smirk tugs at the corner of his mouth, like he finds my question amusing.

"Luca."

The name rolls off his tongue with quiet authority. No last name, no explanation. Just that—Luca. Like it should mean something.

I don’t move. I can’t. My body is still screaming, and my brain is struggling to catch up.

"You crashed your car," he continues, his voice smooth, patient, but there’s an undercurrent of something else. Something dangerous. "Right into one of my trees."

The way he says it makes it sound personal, like I did it just to piss him off.

I blink, my thoughts still sluggish. "Your... trees?"

He tilts his head slightly, watching me like I’m some puzzle he’s trying to figure out. "You landed on my land." He shifts in his chair, resting his elbow on the armrest, his fingers tapping idly against his lips. "And I don’t like uninvited guests."

The air in the room feels heavier now, thick with something unspoken.

I wet my lips, ignoring the way his gaze flickers down to my mouth as I do. "So what, you kidnapped me?"

He chuckles, low and dark. "You make it sound so harsh. I saved your life."

I glance down at myself. I’m not in my ruined clothes anymore. The ones I crashed in were torn, bloodied. Now, I’m in soft black sweatpants and a loose T-shirt, neither of which belong to me.

Someone changed me.

A fresh wave of unease washes over me, and I grip the sheets, forcing my voice to stay steady. "Where are my clothes?"

Luca’s smirk widens, his fingers tapping against his lips again. "Burned them. They were useless."

"You had no fucking right—"

"You were unconscious. Bleeding. You think I was gonna let you rot in those?" His voice dips lower, more serious now, but still laced with amusement. "You should be thanking me, sweetheart."

The word slithers down my spine, equal parts condescending and—fuck, why does it sound good when he says it?

I shove the thought away, glaring. "I want to leave."

Luca sighs like I’m a petulant child. "That’s the problem, pretty boy." He leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. "You don’t get to leave. Not yet."

My pulse spikes. "The hell I don’t—"

"You’re on my land," he cuts me off smoothly. "That means you’re my problem. And I don’t like problems walking away before I decide what to do with them."

His words shouldn’t make my stomach tighten, but they do.

Because deep down, I know—

I’m not walking away from this.

My fingers tighten around the fabric of the shirt, my breathing uneven as I take a closer look. The material is soft, but not in the cheap, worn-out way my old clothes used to be. It’s expensive, the kind of fabric that belongs to someone with money. Someone who doesn’t blink at dropping a few grand on something as simple as loungewear.

I shift, feeling the way the sweatpants sit on my hips—perfect fit, almost like they were chosen specifically for me. The realization sends a sick chill down my spine.

"What the fuck is this?" I mutter, barely realizing I spoke out loud.

Luca is still watching me, his smirk lazy, eyes glinting like he’s waiting for the panic to set in.

"It’s clothing," he says, voice smooth as silk. "Figured you’d appreciate something clean, considering the state you were in."

I shake my head, gripping the fabric harder. "No. No, this isn’t just ‘something clean.’ This—" I swallow hard, my chest rising and falling too fast. "This shit is expensive."

His smirk deepens. "Of course it is."

My stomach twists, a cold sweat breaking out over my skin.  

"Why?" My voice is hoarse, unsteady. "Why would you dress me in something like this?"

Luca leans back in his chair, stretching his arms above his head like this is just another ordinary conversation. Like I’m not sitting here, heart hammering, realizing I’ve woken up in some twisted fairytale where the villain is too fucking attractive for his own good.

"Because I don’t like seeing things I own in rags," he says simply.

The words slam into me like a punch to the gut.

"Own?" My voice cracks, and I feel sick just saying it. "I’m not—I don’t belong to you."

Luca exhales, almost like he’s disappointed. "That’s cute." He tilts his head, studying me like I’m an animal in a cage. "You really think you have a choice, don’t you?"

My entire body goes rigid.

"What the fuck does that mean?"

He doesn’t answer right away. Instead, he stands, slow and deliberate, his movements precise like a predator who knows he has all the time in the world to strike. The closer he gets, the heavier the air becomes.

I don’t realize I’m gripping the sheets so tightly my knuckles have turned white until he’s right in front of me, towering over the bed.

"It means," he murmurs, reaching out to brush a stray strand of hair from my forehead, "you’re in my house, wearing my clothes, in my bed." His fingers trail lower, ghosting over the pulse in my throat, making me swallow hard. "So tell me, Joseph—"

His voice dips lower, silk wrapped around steel.

"—who the fuck do you belong to?"

I flinch, my breath stuttering as his fingers press just lightly enough against my throat to remind me how fucking powerless I am right now. I don’t answer. I can’t answer. My entire body is locked up, caught between the instinct to shove him away and the terrifying realization that I don’t know what he’ll do if I try.

His eyes are sharp, dark, unreadable. He’s waiting for something. A reaction. A surrender.

Fuck him.

"Not you," I grind out, my voice hoarse but firm.

Something flickers in his gaze—amusement, interest, something else I can’t name. But instead of getting angry, Luca just exhales, his fingers trailing lower before pulling away completely.

"That’s cute, sweetheart," he murmurs, stepping back like he’s already bored. "Let’s see how long you keep telling yourself that."

I exhale sharply, my pulse still hammering in my ears.

"I want to leave." My voice is steadier now, but the second I try to swing my legs over the side of the bed, pain lances up my ribs, stealing the air from my lungs. I grit my teeth, cursing under my breath.

Luca watches the struggle with a smirk. "That’s adorable. You can’t even fucking stand, and you think you’re walking out of here?"

I glare at him, swallowing against the pain. "I’ll crawl if I have to."

He laughs. "That’s the spirit."

I push myself up anyway, ignoring the way my head spins. My feet hit the cold floor, and I force myself to move, one shaky step at a time. Luca just stands there, arms crossed, letting me do it. Like he wants to watch me fail.

I make it exactly two steps before my body gives out.

Pain explodes in my ribs, my knees buckle, and the world tilts—

But I don’t hit the floor.

Luca moves fast, catching me before I can collapse. His grip is strong, arms wrapped around me like a steel trap. My breath stutters as he pulls me against his chest, heat radiating off him in waves.

"Told you," he murmurs, voice right at my ear. "You’re not going anywhere."

I shove at his chest, but he doesn’t budge.

"Let me go."

"Say ‘please.’"

I grit my teeth. "Fuck. You."

His chuckle is dark, low, pleased.

"Not yet, sweetheart."

He lifts me effortlessly, carrying me back to the bed like I weigh nothing. I thrash, but it’s useless—he just tuts under his breath, pinning me there with a single hand on my chest.

"You don’t get it, do you?" Luca leans in, his breath warm against my skin. "You’re mine now, Joseph. No one else touches you. No one else even looks at you without my permission." His fingers tighten, just enough to make my breath hitch. "And the sooner you accept that, the easier this will be."

My pulse pounds against his grip, anger and fear twisting together in a way that makes me feel sick.

"Go to hell," I whisper.

Luca grins. "Sweetheart, I am hell."

I swallow hard, my pulse hammering so loud I can hear it in my ears. Luca's weight against me isn’t crushing, but it’s enough to keep me in place, enough to remind me just how fucking powerless I am right now.

His grin is slow, wicked, like he’s enjoying this—enjoying me.

"You keep looking at me like that," he murmurs, voice dark amusement and something deeper, "and I’m going to start thinking you like this."

I jerk against him, ignoring the way my ribs scream in protest. "Fuck off."

"Nah." His fingers brush along my jaw, barely there, but it sends a shiver down my spine anyway. His voice drops, turning into something softer, more dangerous. "You don’t get to tell me what to do, sweetheart. But I get to tell you."

I want to shove him off me, want to throw a punch straight into that smug fucking face, but my body isn’t cooperating. I’m too weak, too sore, and he knows it.

"You’re not keeping me here." The words come out hoarse, desperate, and I fucking hate that he can probably hear it.

Luca cocks his head, studying me like I’m some puzzle he’s in no rush to solve. "You keep saying that like you have a choice."

"I do."

"No," he says simply, his smirk softening into something more possessive, something dark. "You really don’t."

His weight lifts off me, and I suck in a sharp breath, chest rising and falling too fast as he straightens. My body still aches from the crash, and my pride aches even more from the fact that I can’t fight back—not yet.

Luca steps back just enough to give me room to breathe, but not enough to let me forget who’s in control.

"You’re injured," he says, like I fucking need the reminder. "You’re not leaving. You wouldn’t make it past the front door before collapsing. And even if you did, sweetheart—" his eyes darken, and the amusement vanishes, "—I’d drag you right back where you belong."

A shudder rolls down my spine, and I fucking hate that part of me reacts to his voice, to the way he’s looking at me.

I glare at him, forcing strength into my voice. "And where exactly do I belong?"

Luca leans in just enough that I can feel the heat radiating from him.

"Right here," he murmurs, "with me."

My breath catches.

This man is insane. Dangerous.

And worst of all... some part of me knows he’s telling the truth.

I shake my head, my throat tight as I force myself to look away from him. No. Fuck no.

I don't belong to anyone. And I sure as hell don’t belong to him.

"You’re insane," I rasp, my voice uneven.

Luca hums like I just paid him a compliment. "Maybe. But that doesn’t change anything, does it?"

I grit my teeth, fists clenching in the sheets beneath me. My body still feels like it’s been run over—hell, it basically was—but I refuse to just lay here and take whatever the fuck this is.

I push myself up, wincing as pain lances through my ribs. My movements are slow, shaky, but I manage to sit up. Luca watches with an expression that’s far too fucking pleased.

"Cute," he murmurs.

I snap my gaze to him. "Stop fucking calling me that."

His smirk widens. "I’ll stop when you stop being cute."

I hate the way my skin burns at his words. I hate the way he says them like he already knows how deep under my skin he is.

I force myself to breathe, trying to keep my voice steady. "What do you even want from me?"

Luca tilts his head, like he’s considering his answer. "Haven’t decided yet."

I stiffen. "The fuck does that mean?"

He steps closer, slow, calculated. "It means I found you, half-dead and broken, bleeding out on my land. I could have left you there. I could have handed you over to people who wouldn’t have been so..." His gaze drags over me, slow, deliberate. "Generous."

A cold shiver runs through me. "So what, I’m supposed to be grateful?"

Luca exhales, amused. "No, sweetheart." He leans in, voice dropping lower. "You’re supposed to understand."

I swallow hard. "Understand what?"

His fingers brush under my chin, tilting my face up so I have to meet his gaze.

"That you’re mine now."

I suck in a sharp breath, my whole body locking up.

"No one else touches you. No one else even fucking looks at you without my permission," he continues, his grip firm but not painful. "And if they do—" his lips curl into something dark, "—they lose a hand. Or worse."

A sick knot forms in my stomach.

"You’re out of your fucking mind," I whisper.

Luca smiles, slow and dangerous.

"Maybe." He releases me, stepping back like he’s already said everything that matters. "Get some rest, sweetheart. You’re gonna need it."

And then he’s gone, leaving me alone in a room that suddenly feels way too small.
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​Chapter three

​Luca
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"Tell me why the fuck I shouldn’t put a bullet in his head."

My voice is calm, but the weight behind it is enough to make the bastard in front of me squirm. He’s on his knees, breathing heavy, his hands tied behind his back with zip ties so tight his fingers are turning purple. Blood drips from his busted lip, staining the expensive marble floor beneath him.

Across the room, Adrian leans against the wall, arms crossed, watching with quiet amusement. "Because we still don’t know who sent him," he says lazily. "And I’d rather get answers before you paint the fucking floor with his brain."

I sigh, rolling my shoulders. "Fair point." I crouch in front of the man, gripping his jaw in one hand and forcing him to look up at me. His eye is already swelling shut, bruises blooming across his face. "I’ll ask nicely one more time—who the fuck are you working for?"

He spits blood onto the floor, missing my shoe by an inch. Stupid move.

I grab the knife from my belt, pressing the cold steel against his throat. He flinches, his breathing ragged now.

"Wrong answer." I drag the blade down, just enough to nick the skin, watching as a thin line of red beads up. "Let’s try again."

The man grits his teeth, but I see the way his resolve is crumbling. Good.

"L-Lewis," he finally chokes out. "It was fucking Lewis, alright? He put the bounty out—said he wanted the kid dead."

Everything inside me goes still.

Adrian straightens. "Joseph?"

The bastard nods frantically. "Yeah, yeah! I don’t know why, I swear! Just that Lewis wanted him gone, said he was a loose end—"

I drive the knife into his thigh. He screams, his body jerking, but I don’t pull away.

"That’s for wasting my fucking time."

Blood pools beneath him, his cries turning into broken sobs. I finally let go, standing up and wiping the blade on his shirt.

"Get him out of here," I tell Adrian, already losing interest. "And find Lewis. Now."
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