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WHEN LUST BETRAYS: MAFIA ROMANCE

I BUILT THE EMPIRE. SHE’S THE ONLY THING I CAN’T CONTROL.

My name is Damien Vetrov. I don’t ask. I take. I run this city because I know how to make fear work for me. Control is the rule; mercy is the weakness I don’t have.

Contain the lawyer, contain the problem. That was the plan. Zoey Hill was supposed to be just another calculated move—a sharp mind to keep on a short leash. She’s quick enough to cut a man down with one question, stubborn enough to look me in the eye while she does it. Keeping her close is strategy, not mercy.

The war isn’t just bullets and bodies anymore. Enemies are learning new tricks—the kind that are written in contracts, numbers, and leverage. I’ll burn a city to the ground if that’s what it takes, but the board is shifting under my feet.

She wants a seat at my table. I want her obedience. The cage I built for Zoey doesn’t hold like it should, and I’m not the kind of man who shares his crown. One of us bends. Neither of us breaks.

Book 2 of 3 in The Anatomy of Obsession Series — a dark, obsessive mafia romance where power escalates, trust fragments, and desire hits like a loaded gun. 
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CHAPTER 1
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ZOEY P.O.V.

My entire world just shrank to two things: the biting smell of gunpowder and the solid, living wall of Damien’s body pressed against mine. The quiet intimacy we had just moments ago was gone, blown apart into a million jagged pieces. The air was so thick with cordite and plaster dust it felt like I was trying to breathe through a wool blanket. I was scrunched down behind the huge oak bedframe, one of his silk sheets the only thing I had to cover myself, my knuckles bone-white where I gripped it. My heart was a wild thing, slamming against my ribs like it wanted out. Just a few feet from me, Damien was low to the ground, a black handgun gripped tight in both hands. His focus was absolute, lethal. I could see the muscles in his back and shoulders bunching up under his skin, every inch of him wound as tight as a spring. The sharp crack-crack-crack of his pistol felt strangely precise against the chaotic roar of automatic weapons firing back from the hallway.

––––––––
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Bullets slammed into the wall right above us, showering my hair and shoulders with a fresh coat of white dust. Thump. Thump. Thump. Each one hit like a punch, vibrating up through the floor and straight into my bones. My ears were ringing with a high, steady whine. This isn't happening. The thought looped uselessly in my brain. This can't be real. Literally minutes ago, I was a mess in these same sheets, tangled up with this man, his mouth exploring mine, the only sound in the world the whisper of our breathing. Now, I was watching him kill people. A beautiful, antique lamp on the nightstand next to me just exploded, the porcelain base turning into a puff of ceramic dust, the lampshade ripped into confetti. I flinched hard, pushing myself even flatter against the floor, my cheek scraping on the fibers of the expensive rug.

––––––––
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Damien didn’t so much as flinch. His arm stayed out, his aim rock-solid. He fired again, two quick, controlled shots. A choked-off scream echoed from the hall. Through the ringing in my ears, his voice cut through my panic, low and rough.

––––––––
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"Stay. Down," he bit out. "Don't you fucking move."

––––––––
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He didn’t look at me. He didn’t have to. The command was like a physical weight, pinning me down better than any hand could. I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to block out the strobe-like flashes from his gun. The gunfire from the hallway started to die down, the wild spray-and-pray replaced by shouts and the deeper, more rhythmic boom of a different firefight. It was coming from the main part of the penthouse. His men.

––––––––
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He has a private army. In his penthouse. The thought landed with a cold, hard thud right in the middle of my terror. I knew he was powerful, dangerous. I’d seen the way other men in expensive suits looked at him, the mix of respect and fear. But there’s knowing, and then there’s knowing. This wasn’t just a shady business deal or a veiled threat. This was tactical gear and automatic weapons on a Tuesday night. The sheer scale of his world was something my brain just couldn't process. The firefight from the living room got louder for a second, a furious blast of violence, and then it just... stopped. The sudden, total silence was almost more shocking than the noise. It was heavy, broken only by the ringing in my ears and the sound of my own ragged, shallow breaths.

––––––––
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A gruff, professional voice yelled from the destroyed doorway. "Clear! Bedroom is clear!"

––––––––
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Damien didn't relax. He got to his feet in one smooth, fluid motion, like a panther, his gun still up and aimed at the hall. He stalked toward the door, his bare feet completely silent on the debris-littered floor. He was just a silhouette against the dim hallway light, a terrifying, gorgeous statue made of pure rage and violence. After a long second of suffocating quiet, I slowly pushed myself up, my head just peeking over the edge of the bedframe.

––––––––
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My stomach twisted, threatening to come up. Two men were sprawled in the hall. They weren't just asleep. They were... gone. Broken things twisted at angles the human body just shouldn't bend. One was face down, a dark, syrupy pool of blood spreading fast, soaking into the light-colored carpet. The other was on his back, his eyes wide open, staring at nothing, a single, neat black hole right in the middle of his forehead. The scene was obscene, a brutal stain on the obscene luxury of this place. This is the real price of his world. Not just threats and broken knuckles in some dark alley, but death. Death delivered right to his doorstep, bleeding out on a rug that probably cost more than my entire apartment.

––––––––
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Damien tapped a finger to a tiny, almost invisible earpiece. "Status," he said, his voice completely flat, no emotion at all.

––––––––
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A voice crackled back, tinny but crystal clear in the silence. "Four hostiles down, two in custody. Moretti's crew, confirmed. No casualties on our side. Building is secure."

––––––––
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Now that the threat was gone, Damien finally turned back into the room. And his entire focus landed on me. His face was a mask of cold, controlled fury. There was no relief there, no “thank God we’re alive” moment, not even a simple question to see if I was okay. There was just this freezing, burning anger. He was furious. Not at the guys who just tried to murder him, but at the whole situation. Furious that his fortress had been breached. Furious that I was here to see it. He crossed the room in a few long strides, the shattered lamp and plaster crunching under his feet. He crouched down right in front of me, his huge frame blocking the gruesome view down the hall. His eyes, dark and intense, raked over my body in a fast, clinical sweep for injuries. He wasn’t looking at me, not Zoey. He was scanning a piece of property for damage.

––––––––
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His voice was pure ice, every word a frozen little spike. He didn’t ask if I was alright. He didn’t offer one single word of comfort. He just stated a fact that felt like an accusation.

––––––––
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"They came for you."

––––––––
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My breath caught in my throat. The words hit me like a physical slap. He grabbed my arm, his grip hard and non-negotiable, and hauled me to my feet. The silk sheet I was clutching slipped, and he impatiently yanked it back up, wrapping it tightly around me like I was a package he needed to secure. He didn't say another word, just pulled me out of the ruined bedroom and into the main living area.

––––––––
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It was a war zone. The huge, open-concept room with its floor-to-ceiling windows showing off the sparkling city skyline was completely destroyed. The plaster walls were riddled with bullet holes. A massive abstract painting I knew was ridiculously expensive was shredded, canvas hanging in sad strips from its frame. The white leather sofa was flipped over, its legs sticking up at the ceiling. Broken glass from the coffee table was everywhere, like a treacherous sheet of ice. The smell was overpowering out here—a thick, coppery scent of blood mixed with gunpowder and the faint, sour tang of fear. The whiplash between the insane luxury of the apartment and the raw, ugly violence made my knees feel weak.

––––––––
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Men in black tac gear moved through the wreckage with a quiet, grim purpose. They weren't panicked; they were pros. Two of them were dragging one of the captured men up, yanking a zip tie tight around his wrists. Another was taking pictures of the scene, his face a blank mask of detachment. A serious-looking man with a shaved head and a scar slicing through one eyebrow walked up to Damien, his gaze deliberately not meeting mine. He was obviously the head of Damien's security.

––––––––
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"They used the service elevator, sir," the man reported, his voice low and respectful. "Bypassed the primary lock system. It's been handled. It will not happen again."

––––––––
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Damien just gave a sharp, jerky nod, a gesture that said everything about how pissed off he was. He didn’t want excuses. He wanted perfection, and tonight was a massive failure. His grip on my arm tightened as he steered me away from the chaos, down a long, perfect hallway I'd never been down before, a section of the penthouse the violence hadn’t touched. He stopped at a heavy, dark wood door and spoke to another guard standing there, his tone leaving zero room for argument.

––––––––
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"Pack a bag for Ms. Hill," Damien ordered, his eyes locked on the guard, not me. "Everything. Clothes, toiletries, the work files off her laptop. I want it all here. Now. She won’t be going back to her apartment."

––––––––
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My head snapped toward him, my whole body going stiff with shock. Not going back? The words ricocheted around in my skull, terrifying and nonsensical. What was he talking about? He was just making decisions about my entire life—my home, my job, my independence—without even looking at me. He was talking about me like I was a suitcase he needed packed. A tiny spark of defiance cut through the thick fog of my fear. Before I could even think of what to say, he opened the door and made a short, sharp gesture for me to go inside.

––––––––
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I took a hesitant step onto the plush carpet. The room was a guest suite, but that word didn’t even begin to cover it. It was the size of my entire apartment, furnished with expensive, if cold, taste. A king-sized bed with a perfect white duvet, a chic little sitting area, and an attached marble bathroom that looked like it belonged in a five-star resort. It was beautiful. And it was a cage. My eyes darted around, my brain finally catching details my fear had missed. The first thing I registered was the door. The inside was smooth, polished wood. No handle. No lock. No way out. The huge window that looked out onto a private, high-walled terrace was made of glass that was clearly reinforced, unnaturally thick. This wasn't a guest room. It was a beautiful, five-star holding cell.

––––––––
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I finally found my voice, though it came out thin and shaky. "Damien... what are you doing? You can’t be serious. I have a life. My apartment. My job..."

––––––––
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He turned to face me then, stepping all the way into the room and letting the door swing shut behind him. His eyes were cold and absolute. For a second, I saw a dark, possessive flash in them, a flicker of satisfaction that sent a chill down my spine that was one part fear and one part something else I refused to name. He was pleased by this. Having me here, trapped and completely under his thumb.

––––––––
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"Your 'life'?" he said, the word dripping with contempt. "Your life is now a target. Your apartment is a kill box waiting to happen. The Morettis know who you are, and they know you’re a weak spot for me. That ends tonight. You’re a liability out there, sweetheart. And you’re my liability." He took a step closer, crowding me, his size and intensity just sucking all the air out of the room. "You’ll stay here. Where I know you’re safe. This is not a discussion." He reached out and cupped my jaw, his thumb stroking my skin. It should have been comforting, but it felt like he was branding me. I hated that I leaned into his touch, a stupid, instinctual reaction from a part of me that craved his control even as the rest of me screamed.

––––––––
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He held my gaze for a beat longer, then dropped his hand and stepped back out of the room. His men were already on the move down the main hall, their new mission clear: go dismantle my old life and bring the pieces here. He paused in the doorway, a towering, intimidating silhouette.

––––––––
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"There’s a full closet of clothes in there. My people guessed your sizes. Rest," he commanded, as casually as if he were telling me the time. "We have a war to plan."

––––––––
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The heavy door swung shut. The lock engaged with a solid, metallic clunk that echoed in the huge, silent room. I was alone, wrapped in a sheet that smelled like him, a prisoner in his fortress. I finally got it, a cold truth settling deep in my bones. I wasn’t a guest in his world anymore. I was a prisoner in a gilded cage.
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CHAPTER 2
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ZOEY P.O.V.

The first twenty-four hours in my new reality were a silent takedown, a psychological game playing out between what was left of my independence and Damien’s total, suffocating control. I wore a path in the suite’s carpet, the plush, pearl-gray fibers so deep they swallowed the sound of my pacing. It was a five-star cage. The floor-to-ceiling windows gave me a perfect, panoramic shot of a city that was now a warzone, a view I was clearly meant to enjoy from a very safe distance. The whole place was done in those cold, impersonal shades of cream, silver, and charcoal—the kind of high-end decor that looks incredible in a magazine but feels like living inside a ghost. My things had just... appeared. Sometime during the night, delivered and put away by a silent, invisible staff. My suits were hanging in the walk-in closet, my shoes lined up in perfect, mocking rows. Even my case files, the thick binders packed with the legal work that had been my entire life, were stacked on a sleek glass desk in the corner. My life's work was now just a prop. A dusty exhibit of the person I was before I became his problem to manage.

––––––––
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The massive flat-screen on the wall was my only real link to the outside world, a feed of curated chaos. I’d left it on a 24-hour news channel, the volume turned down to a low-grade hum of disaster. A reporter with a serious expression stood in front of the blackened skeleton of what used to be a warehouse. The banner crawling across the bottom of the screen read: STRING OF ARSONS ROCKS CITY, OFFICIALS SUSPECT GANG ACTIVITY.

––––––––
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I stopped pacing and just stared at the screen, a sour burn crawling up my throat. This was his world. The Vetrov-Moretti war. The conflict that had been a low simmer for years but had finally boiled over because of me—because of the intel I’d nearly died to get. And here I was, tucked away from it all, watching a sanitized, clueless broadcast of it like any other person tuning in. I felt like some prized, fragile thing he’d shoved behind bulletproof glass to keep it from getting scratched while the world outside burned. Useless.

––––––––
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I made a weak gesture at the reporter on the TV. “‘Suspected gang activity,’” I muttered to the empty, silent room, the sarcasm in my voice feeling thin and useless. “You have no fucking idea, do you?” They were talking about fires and isolated hits. They didn’t see that this was the opening volley of a full-scale war, a coordinated assault by Damien Vetrov on every single Moretti asset in the city. And I, the person who lit the match, was demoted to a spectator. The anger wasn’t loud. It was a low, simmering heat building pressure under my ribs with every silent, ticking hour.

––––––––
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The lock on the heavy suite door disengaged with a hard, metallic click. No knock. The sound sliced through the quiet. I whipped around, my heart kicking against my ribs in a startled jump.

––––––––
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Damien walked in. He didn't even look at me. He looked like he’d just walked out of a street fight and hadn't bothered to clean up. His usual razor-sharp black suit was a wreck, his white shirt was unbuttoned at the collar, and his dark silk tie hung loose and crooked. The sleeves of his dress shirt were shoved up his forearms, showing off the dark, swirling ink of his tattoos. He was staring down at a tablet, his dark eyes scanning whatever battle report was on the screen, his jaw set like stone. He crossed to the wet bar and poured himself a whiskey, the sharp clink of the heavy crystal decanter hitting the rim of a glass the only sound in the room.

––––––––
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He hadn't said a word to me in almost a full day. Not since he’d practically thrown me into this suite and told me not to move. Food had been delivered on a tray, left outside the door. That was it. And now he was striding into my prison like I wasn't even here, like I was just another part of the expensive, silent decor. That level of blatant disrespect was the match that lit the fuse of my locked-down frustration. My hands balled into tight fists at my sides.

––––––––
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He finally tossed back the whiskey in one quick, rough swallow and slammed the glass down on the counter with a thud. He looked up from the tablet, and his gaze finally flicked over to me. It swept over my body with a chilling coldness. His eyes were exhausted, shadowed, but underneath was the hard glint of a hunter who’d been on the move all night.

––––––––
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“You needed something?” he asked. His voice wasn’t curious. It was a challenge. Impatient, dismissive, as if my being here was an annoying distraction from his real, violent business.

––––––––
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That one question, so loaded with impatience, snapped the last thread of my self-control. I planted my feet, widening my stance a little, and folded my arms over my chest—a defensive wall I’d built in hundreds of courtrooms. I would not be broken down. Not by him. Not now.

––––––––
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My voice came out level and sharp, the lawyer in me taking the reins. “Yes, Damien, I need something,” I said, my words crisp and clear. “I need to know what the hell is going on. I’m not some pet you can kennel, and I’m sure as hell not a doll you can just put away on a shelf to keep safe. I am the lawyer who got your brother off. I’m the woman who found the proof that fucking started all this. I refuse to be locked in here while you’re out there making moves that directly affect my life—and my safety—without me having a single goddamn clue what they are.”

––––––––
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I was aiming for logic, for the professional footing we used to have. It felt like a different lifetime, back when I was a person to him and not a piece of property. It was the only weapon I had left, and I was using it with everything I had. I needed him to see me, the woman who fought for his family, not the liability he was treating me as.

––––––––
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Damien just stared at me for a long beat, his face a complete blank. Then, very slowly, he set his tablet down on the marble bar top. He gave me a long, slow look. It was packed with so much tired, patronizing bullshit it made my skin tighten. It was the exact look you'd give a kid having a meltdown in a grocery aisle over a candy bar.

––––––––
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“What’s ‘going on,’” he said, his voice dropping into a quiet, dangerous register that was way more threatening than a shout, “is that I’m handling it. The situation. The one you had a big hand in starting. Your only job right now is to stay in this room, stay quiet, and stay out of the way. You get me?” He paused, letting the insult hang between us before he dropped the final bomb. “Your work as a lawyer is done. Let the men handle this.”

––––––––
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“Let the men handle this.”

––––––––
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The words seemed to physically hang in the suddenly ringing silence of the suite. That single, arrogant, bullshit phrase torched what was left of my composure. All the claustrophobia, the fear from the firefight, the terror of being a target, and the sheer powerless rage just boiled over. The slow burn was over. This was a full-blown flash fire.

––––––––
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I crossed the space between us in three angry strides, my whole body vibrating. I got right up in his personal space, so close I could feel the heat rolling off his body, and I jabbed my finger hard into the solid muscle of his chest. “You arrogant bastard!” I yelled, my voice going raw and cracking under the force of it. “Let the men handle this? Are you fucking kidding me right now? I walked into a Moretti-owned club by myself! I put my own goddamn neck on the line to get you the evidence to start this war! I have more balls than your screw-up brother ever did! You don’t get to write me off. And you sure as hell don’t get to lock me in some high-rise prison!”

––––––––
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Each word was a punch, a desperate shot aimed at cracking through the cold, solid wall of his control. I was throwing everything I had at him, trying to make him see me as an equal, a player in this game, not just the prize.

––––––––
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For a split second, something flashed in his eyes—was it amusement? Shock? But it was gone in an instant, wiped out by a cold, hard rage that was a perfect mirror of my own. His eyes went from tired to pitch-black. The warlord was back.

––––––––
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“You will not speak to me like that,” his voice dropped into a low, threatening growl that I felt in my teeth. He shot his hand out, grabbing my wrist. His grip was like a steel cuff snapping shut. “Not ever. And you will not talk about my brother.” His fingers tightened, and he stalked forward, forcing me to stumble back a step. “You’re in this room because your little stunt painted a target on your back. You wanted to be a hero. Now you have a price on your head. You will be grateful that I’m protecting you, or I swear to God, I will make you grateful.”

––––––––
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“Grateful?” I spat, trying to yank my arm back, but it was useless against his brute strength. “I’m a prisoner, Damien! This isn't protection, it’s a cage!”

––––––––

[image: ]


"Get off me," I tried, my voice shaking a little.

––––––––
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His face was a hard mask of controlled fury. He seized my other arm, his grip like iron, and just bulldozed me backward across the room. My back hit the wall with a dull thud that vibrated through my bones. He pressed his body fully against mine, locking me in place. His hips pinned mine, his chest a solid wall against my front. It was his signature move, the one he used to crowd and intimidate and turn me on all at once. But this wasn’t about seduction. This was pure, undiluted punishment.

––––––––
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The feeling of being pinned by him, the suffocating heat radiating from his body, the raw fury practically burning in his eyes—it was terrifying. He was bigger, stronger, and right now, he was infinitely more dangerous. But as fear twisted in my stomach, a dark, fucked-up part of me lit up. A stupid, primal flicker that responded to his raw power, to the sheer animal intensity of his anger. My breath caught, my pulse pounding a frantic, trapped beat against the wall of his chest.

––––––––
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He lowered his head, his face just inches from mine. His breath was hot on my cheek, smelling of whiskey and pure rage. “You need to learn a lesson, Zoey,” he growled, the vibration of his voice sinking deep into my bones. “You need to learn your fucking place.”

––––––––
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I struggled against him, a pointless, desperate push against a brick wall. The movement just seemed to piss him off more, his eyes flaring with a dark, possessive fire. “I will not be your prisoner!” I spat out, a last, defiant gasp. My heart was hammering, a wild thing trapped in my ribs.

––––––––
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A harsh, rough laugh ripped out of him. It was a terrifying sound. “No?” he murmured, his voice a coarse whisper that ghosted over my lips. “Then what are you going to be?”

––––––––
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Before I could answer, before I could even form a thought, he silenced me. He didn’t lean in, he crashed into me, smashing his mouth onto mine in a hard, punishing kiss. It wasn't about passion or even lust. It was about shutting me up. It was conquest. A battle. His lips were rough, demanding, forcing mine open. His tongue shoved into my mouth, not exploring, but invading, staking a claim. It was brutal and overwhelming, and I was drowning in the taste of him—whiskey and fury.

––––––––
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My hands came up to push at his chest, but he caught my wrists again, slamming them flat against the wall on either side of my head. He broke the kiss only to drag his mouth down my throat, his teeth scraping my skin. I gasped, a sound that was half protest and half something else. Something much darker.

––––––––
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“You wanna fight me, Zoey?” he snarled into my neck, his voice muffled by my skin. “You wanna prove you’re not some doll on a shelf? Fine. Fight me now.”

––––––––
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With one hand still trapping my wrists, he used the other to rip at the front of my silk blouse. The small pearl buttons went flying, hitting the floor with tiny clicks that sounded impossibly loud in the tense silence. He tore the fabric open, exposing the lace of my bra, the skin beneath. His hands were rough, fast, his touch a brand. He yanked me away from the wall only to shove me forward, hard. I stumbled and landed on my hands and knees, the thick carpet a soft shock against my palms.

––––––––
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He was on me in a second, his body a heavy, hot weight from behind. He ripped my slacks down over my hips, his movements brutally efficient. The cool air of the suite hit my bare skin, a stark contrast to the burning heat of his body pressed against my back. This was our argument, just physical now. It was fast, rough, and all about who was in charge. He was using his body to physically overpower me, to silence my arguments, to force the submission I wouldn't give him with words.

––––––––
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“You think you get a say in any of this?” he grunted in my ear, his hand tangling in my hair, pulling my head back so I was forced to stare at our reflection in the dark, dead screen of the TV. “You don’t. You’re mine now. Your body, your fight, all this fucking fire... It all belongs to me.”

––––––––
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He took me with a furious, driving energy, his hips slamming into me in a punishing rhythm that was more about possession than it was about pleasure. His dirty talk was a non-stop litany of commands, a grinding, constant reminder of who was in control. Every hard thrust was an answer to my defiance. Every guttural word was meant to break me down, to hammer home my place in his world. And the most fucked-up part of it all was that my body, that complete traitor, responded. The friction, the raw power, the overwhelming reality of him... it all twisted into a tight, desperate knot deep in my gut—a raw pleasure so tangled up with the humiliation and rage that I couldn't separate one from the other. I bit down on my own lip, hard, the sharp tang of blood on my tongue. I refused to give him a single sound.

––––––––
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In the breathless, raw aftermath, we were both panting, sprawled on the floor in the wreckage of my clothes. Sweat made our skin slick. He stayed inside me for a long, heavy moment, his weight pressing me into the carpet, before pulling out abruptly. His rage seemed to have burned itself out, replaced by a cold, possessive satisfaction that felt even worse. He’d won. It was that simple.

––––––––
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Nothing had been solved. Not really. He hadn't addressed a single one of my points. He hadn't acknowledged my argument or even considered my demands. He just used sex as a weapon, a way to shut down the argument and end it entirely on his terms, proving his point with his body because he refused to with his words. He had taken my rage and twisted it into this.

––––––––
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He stood up, his movements smooth and unhurried as he straightened his clothes. He looked down at me on the floor, a heap of torn silk and tangled hair, with the cold, detached look of a commander surveying the aftermath of a successful, brutal skirmish. The warlord was back in total control.

––––––––
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“Now,” he said, his voice terrifyingly calm again. “As I was saying. You will stay here. And you will be quiet.”

––––––––
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He turned without another word and walked to the door. He didn't look back. The door swung shut, and the sharp, final click of the lock engaging echoed in the sudden, crushing silence.

––––––––
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He took my anger and my fight and he devoured them, turning my defiance into his own satisfaction, and in the tangled, breathless mess on the floor, I knew our war had just found a new, much more dangerous battlefield.
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CHAPTER 3
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ZOEY P.O.V.

A full week had ghosted by, every day a carbon copy of the last inside this insanely luxe prison. The only thing breaking up the silence was the distant rumble of Damien’s war—a war that, according to the news I was inhaling, he was completely and utterly tanking. The suite was next-level, a showcase of the kind of money that buys you anything except a key to your own front door. Marble floors so polished you could see your face in them, silk sheets that felt like water, and a floor-to-ceiling view of the city. I’d have traded the entire thing for a crappy studio apartment with a door I could actually open myself.

––––––––
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Instead, I’d turned the plush, cream-colored rug into my private command center. I was on the floor, legs crossed, the hem of a borrowed silk robe digging into my knees. In front of me, I’d laid out my own evidence board. Newspapers, snagged from the breakfast tray each morning, were fanned out in a wide arc. I’d ripped out the articles that mattered, circling names and locations with a pen I’d lifted from a desk drawer. The centerpiece was the city map glowing on the suite’s tablet, a grid where I was tracking the whole mess. This wasn’t a war map; it was the balance sheet of a failing company. His company.

––––––––
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I dragged a finger over the screen, connecting the dots. Another Vetrov-owned cargo truck got hit last night, this one filled with high-end electronics. The night before that, a restaurant known as a Vetrov hangout had its windows smashed and its entire liquor stock destroyed. On their own, they were small hits. Annoyances. But when you put them all together, they painted a picture of a calculated, surgical takedown. I glanced over at the financial news site open in another tab. Vetrov Enterprises stock was down another three points. Moretti, however, was on the rise. His legit businesses were thriving, with new contracts announced and partnerships locked in. He wasn't just hitting Damien; he was swallowing up the market share Damien was bleeding out.

––––––––
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It was so damn obvious. A clear pattern. Moretti wasn't interested in a street war; he wasn’t sending guys out to shoot up corners and get their faces all over the six o’clock news. He was fighting a financial war. He was using precision strikes, cyber-attacks, and market games to slowly strangle Damien’s cash flow. He was turning Damien's own empire into the weapon that would kill him. Damien was bringing a sledgehammer to a chess match, swinging it around with brute force while the Morettis were systematically taking his pieces off the board, one by one. He was losing, badly, and he was too arrogant to see what kind of game he was even in.

––––––––
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I picked up a newspaper clipping, the headline glaring up at me. ‘SUSPECTED ARSON AT VETROV WAREHOUSE IN INDUSTRIAL DISTRICT.’ The report was vague, blaming it on random gang violence. But I knew better. It wasn't random. It was targeted. I tapped the article against the tablet screen, the paper making a soft, crinkling sound in the dead-quiet room.

––––––––
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"He's hitting your supply chain, you idiot," I muttered to the empty suite, my voice absorbed by the thick carpet and high ceilings. "Not your soldiers." A hot coil of frustration tightened in my stomach. I was stuck here, watching a masterclass in strategy from the enemy while my captor, the so-called king of the city, was stumbling around in the dark, throwing punches at shadows.

––––––––
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The solid click of the lock on the suite door shot through the silence, and my head snapped up. It was the only sound that ever meant anything. The door swung open and Damien walked in. He looked like shit. Worse than I’d ever seen him. The custom-tailored suit he wore, usually an armor of power and absolute control, seemed to be draped over a man who’d been hollowed out. Dark circles were carved under his eyes, a stark contrast to his skin. He didn't just look tired; he looked wired and exhausted, like a rope pulled so tight it was about to snap.

––––––––
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He was already yanking at his tie as he walked in, the movement sharp and angry. The gesture of a man who was desperate for air. His eyes scanned the room but didn't seem to really register me on the floor with my mess of papers. It was the same routine we’d had for a week. He’d show up, tense and radiating pressure. He’d do a quick check to make sure his property was still secure. Then he'd vanish back into his failing war.

––––––––
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He looks like a king who can feel his crown tilting. The thought was sharp, cold. The stress was making him even more of a predator, more unpredictable than he already was. He was a cornered animal, and I was locked right in the cage with him. The silence between us had grown from an awkward standoff into a thick, suffocating thing. A cold war fought in a penthouse.

––––––––
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He stalked past me, his expensive leather shoes making no sound on the rug, and went straight to the sleek, built-in mini-fridge. The door opened with a quiet whoosh. He grabbed a bottle of water, his movements stripped of any wasted energy. He twisted the cap off and downed half of it in one long swallow, his throat working.

––––––––
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"Any problems?" he asked, his voice clipped and rough. The same question, every damn day. A script we were both getting tired of.

––––––––
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I didn’t look up from my map. I kept my voice flat, letting the sarcasm do all the heavy lifting. "Just enjoying the five-star amenities of my prison. The boredom is a special kind of crushing, but no real complaints."

––––––––
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A rough sound scraped from his throat, not a laugh and not a snarl. It was the sound of a man who had zero patience left for anything. He leaned a hip against the counter, the water bottle hanging from his hand, and stared out the window at the city below. His city. A city that was slipping right through his fingers.

––––––––
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My eyes drifted back to the huge TV mounted on the wall. I’d left it on mute, tuned to a 24-hour news channel, using the live tickers to get real-time updates that were faster than the online news sites. As Damien stood there, wrapped in his own personal storm of failure, a red banner flashed across the bottom of the screen.

––––––––
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BREAKING NEWS.

––––––––
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The news anchor's face was replaced by a live shot from a helicopter. The view was shaky and raw, showing a massive plume of thick, black smoke pouring into the sky from the waterfront. My blood went ice-cold. I knew that area. I’d spent hours studying the map. The port. That’s the core of his entire import-export operation. The main artery for all his business, legit and not-so-legit. This wasn’t just another hit. This wasn't a hijacked truck or some smashed windows. This was a kill shot.
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