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The Little Vices Series — All 3 Books in One Ruthless Collection

I STOLE HER TO BREAK HER FATHER, BUT SHE BECAME THE ONLY THING WORTH SAVING.

ANTON:

I am the silence after the scream, the fixer who cleans up the messes of the elite. Kidnapping Zelda Montgomery was supposed to be a surgical strike against her corrupt father—a cold calculation of leverage, not lust. I locked her in my soundproof basement, expecting a spoiled princess, but found a defiant storm wrapped in silk who refused to break.

The plan disintegrated the moment I tasted her fear and her surrender. When her own father marked her for death, my mission shifted from destruction to absolute protection. Now, we are on the run, bleeding and hunted, but I will burn the world to ash before I let them touch her. She isn't just leverage anymore; she is my obsession, my property, and the only thing I will not sacrifice.

ZELDA: 

I was a pawn in my father’s political game until Anton Karolyi dragged me into the dark. He stripped away my freedom and my dignity, locking me in a gilded cage where silence was the only law. I hated him for his cruelty, but I hated my own body more for craving his touch in the terrifying quiet.

Everything changed when the man I feared became the only shield against the man who raised me. Now, stripped of my old life and branded by Anton's possession, I have to make a choice between the monster who wants to own me and the father who wants me dead. I’m done being a victim; if I’m going to survive this war, I have to become the weapon Anton forged me to be.

This complete collection includes: 

HIS PRETTY LITTLE SECRET

HIS DIRTY LITTLE DESIRE

\HIS DARKEST LITTLE SIN 

Reader Reactions: "Anton is the ultimate anti-hero—cold, calculated, and completely unhinged for her. The transition from captive to willing accomplice is breathless." — ★★★★★

"Dark, gritty, and incredibly spicy. Seeing Zelda find her strength in Anton's darkness was a masterpiece of character growth." — ★★★★★ Top Reviewer

The Little Vices Series — 3 Books. One Fixer. One Captive. One Obsession. Dark Mafia Romance. Kidnapping. Forced Proximity.

A pitch-black, psychological romance about a ruthless fixer who kidnaps a politician's daughter, only to burn his world down to keep her.

Contains intense violence, explicit sexual content, dubious consent, degradation, primal play, and a possessive anti-hero who crosses every line. For readers who crave unhinged protection and dark, twisted devotion.
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I STOLE HER TO BREAK HER FATHER, BUT SHE MIGHT BREAK ME FIRST

My name is Anton Karolyi. In the underworld, I am the silence after the scream, the fixer who cleans up the messes of the elite. I don't deal in emotions; I deal in leverage. And the ultimate leverage is Zelda Montgomery.

Snatching her from that gala was executed with clinical precision. I didn't take her for money; I took her to dismantle her father's empire piece by piece. Locking her in my soundproof basement was supposed to be strictly business. She is an asset, a pawn in a game she doesn't understand.

But she was supposed to be fragile, not a storm wrapped in silk. Instead of cowering, she fights. Her defiance triggers a darkness I usually keep chained, and suddenly, breaking her spirit becomes more important than the mission.

I am becoming addicted to the very thing I should destroy.

Every touch is a battle, every look a challenge. The danger isn't the police or her father's mercenaries anymore—it's what I might do to keep her.

★★★★★ "I was hooked from the first page. Anton is terrifyingly cold, but seeing him lose control over Zelda was exactly what I needed. The basement scenes are intense and psychological. Dark romance perfection." – Amazon Customer

Book 1 of 3 in The Little Vices Series — A dark mafia kidnapping romance where the villain gets the girl, but first, he has to break her.
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ANTON P.O.V.

The wind up here is a fucking animal. Thirty stories of raw steel and unfinished concrete, and it rips past my ears with a high-pitched scream, trying to shove me off balance. A lesser man would flinch. I plant my feet, the bespoke leather of my shoes finding purchase on the dusty floor, and bring the spotting scope to my eye. My grip is absolute, the cold metal a familiar weight in my gloved hands. I flex my fingers once inside the leather, a quick test of tension against the cold, and the motion is as precise as everything else I do. Below, the Montgomery Estate glows like a festering jewel, a beacon of corrupt money and bullshit pleasantries. My first, minor enemy is this wind, threatening the stillness I require. It loses.

Through the high-powered lens, the world below shrinks to a series of tactical problems. I adjust the focus, the brightly lit grounds snapping into sharp relief. Patrol patterns. Two guards on the east wall, one on the west, another two circling the main house. They move like lazy, overfed dogs. The blueprints were mostly accurate, but they’ve added a third guard rotation near the south gate. Fucking amateurs. The inefficiency is noted, a black mark against the surveillance provider who will answer for it later. I time the sweep of the thermal cameras, their blind spots predictable, pathetic. A slight heat haze blurs the image from the roof, so I tap the focus ring a fraction of a millimeter, and the world becomes clear again. My breathing is a controlled, shallow rhythm, the only sound I allow myself to make against the howl of the city. The operation has to be flawless. There is no other option.

A faint blue light paints my face as I pull up the encrypted tablet, the screen illuminating the jagged, ugly scar that cuts a path across my ribs. A permanent reminder of a past mistake I will not repeat. I cross-reference the guest list, the names a who’s who of political donors and corporate parasites, each one a soft, complacent target. They spend millions to feel safe inside their gilded cages, a faith I am about to systematically shatter. Leverage is cheap. Her father's panic, however, will be expensive. I brush a speck of concrete dust from the charcoal wool of my suit jacket. Fucking filth everywhere.

I center the scope on him. Dominic Montgomery. The man of the hour, standing in the center of his ballroom like a king surveying his hoard. He’s beaming, his hand clamped on the shoulder of some senator, his posture screaming arrogance. The fucker has no idea that the entire trajectory of his life is about to be rerouted by a disaster he can’t even see coming. He’s too slow, too insulated by his own bullshit to realize he is already exposed. Through the scope, I see the flash of a diamond cufflink as he gestures, a gaudy, pointless display of wealth stolen from other people’s pockets. He’s the reason I’m here, but he’s too well-protected for a direct hit. The collateral must be secured first.

And that’s the problem. The collateral is late. I methodically sweep the crowded ballroom, a sea of black ties and glittering dresses, searching for the one variable that matters. The lynchpin. A specific shade of copper hair. Nothing. A flicker of clinical impatience tightens my jaw. This is an inefficiency. She is meant to be isolated near the terrace doors by now. I adjust my own cufflink, a gesture of controlled waiting, feeling the cool night air on the exposed skin of my face. Come on, little asset. Show yourself.

Then, I see her. She steps onto the stone terrace, alone. The profile is instant. Unmistakable. Copper hair, so bright it looks like it’s on fire under the exterior lights. She’s wearing some kind of thin, silk slip that does fuck all to hide the lines of her body. She grips the stone railing, her posture tight, strung with a tension that I can feel even from this distance. She looks trapped already, even before I’ve laid a single hand on her. The irony is efficient. Her isolation simplifies the extraction. I lean closer to the scope, my entire world narrowing to the pale shape of her against the dark stone. My problem now.

The predatory part of my brain, the part I keep locked down under layers of ice and discipline, stirs. Just a flicker. I run a clinical appraisal to kill it. Height, maybe 5’8”. Weight, 130, 135 pounds. Manageable for a carry. No visible security in her immediate orbit. Profile confirmed. My pulse spikes for a single, unauthorized beat, a raw recognition of the asset’s intrinsic appeal. I crush it with cold logic. She is not a person. She is a collection of attributes relevant to the mission. Twenty-five. Resilient, according to the file. High maintenance, according to her father’s credit card statements. The stale taste of construction dust coats my tongue.

My earpiece crackles. “The jammer is green, boss,” Vadim’s voice says, low and steady from the van below. “Wait for the flicker.” He reports a goddamn police cruiser orbiting the block, a variable we didn’t account for. “Acknowledge,” I say, my voice a low command. “Hold the line.” The extraction window just shrank by thirty seconds. I press a finger to the cold plastic of the earbud, ensuring the line is secure. External variables require faster execution. I look back at the estate, my eyes finding the main breaker box on the exterior wall near the service entrance. My internal team is staged. I visualize their path. But now there’s catering staff unloading a truck, right in the fucking way. Their panic will have to be the cover. Margin for error: zero.

I slide the profile window on the tablet closed with a decisive swipe of my thumb. The file said she was resilient but isolated, accustomed to manipulation. Breaking her will be a task, but the strategic benefit is worth the effort. Her reaction is the only part of this I can’t quantify. If she fights, it gets messy. If she freezes, it’s clean. Emotion is an inefficiency. She is a variable to be controlled. She turns then, and the light catches the copper thread of her hair as she disappears back into the swarm of bodies in the ballroom. I keep my eye trained on the spot, tracking the memory of her path. Never lose the copper thread.

I check the glowing timer on my bespoke watch. Four minutes. Four hundred seconds of calculated destruction. The familiar, cold thrill runs through me—not excitement, but the pure, clean satisfaction of imminent control. It’s time. I pack the scope into its matte-black case, the magnets clicking it into place with a sharp, final sound. Every tool has its place. The elevator is too slow, too exposed. I take the maintenance stairs. The rough concrete walls of the stairwell close in around me, the air thick with the smell of dust and stagnant grease. I descend thirty flights, taking the steps two at a time, my breathing even, controlled. My heartbeat remains unnaturally low, a testament to my complete detachment from the violence I am about to initiate. I grip the steel railing for a single second on each landing to maintain my pace, adjusting the hang of my charcoal blazer to ensure the suppressed Sig Sauer at my back is seated just right.

The alley is dark. I slide into the passenger seat of the blacked-out van. Vadim is a silent shadow behind the wheel. He hands me a thermal optic headset without a word. We exchange a single glance. He’s watchful. I’m ready. Headlights sweep across the alley entrance, and the police cruiser roars past, ten seconds later than predicted. We sit in total, suffocating silence. A bead of sweat traces a path down my temple, an infuriating waste of energy. I wipe it away.

I pull on the headset, the world shifting to a map of heat signatures. I visualize the ballroom floor plan one last time, layering the glowing shapes of guests and guards over my mental map. Every corner, every line of sight memorized. She isn't a person. She is leverage. The morality of the act doesn't register. The only concern is a successful extraction. I check the knot of my silk tie, straightening it in the darkness out of pure habit.

The radio buzzes. Mikhail. “Why risk the girl?” he asks, his voice tinny from the extraction point. “Take the files.” My voice turns to ice. “She is the pin holding the grenade. The documents follow the detonation.” I reach forward and lower the volume until his voice is a bare whisper. “Do not question the objective again.” Insubordination is a weakness I will cut out without hesitation.

The lights on the estate flicker once, twice. The power grid is being tested. My remote team is ready. I glance at the kit between the seats—heavy-duty zip ties, a pre-loaded sedative syringe. I tap the casing of the syringe, checking the dosage. A security light sweeps across the front of the van, a momentary surge. We remain unseen, but it was too fucking close.

I pull the black leather gloves tight over my knuckles. The sound of the stretching material is loud in the cramped, quiet space. It’s a declaration. I think of Zelda Montgomery’s neck, the presumed fragility of her throat against this rough leather. I wonder if she’ll scream or if she’ll have the good sense to freeze and submit. If she fights, the sedative will be mandatory. I prefer clean efficiency.

A quick, coded flash from an upstairs window. The internal team is in place. Everything is set. The only unknown is her. The final variable. I take one slow, deep breath, the last moment of quiet calculation before detonation. The city is a tapestry of noise, but none of it matters. Not until the sirens begin. The internal door locks of the van disengage with a quiet click.

I lean forward, my body a coiled spring, eyes fixed on the distant glow of the gala. I press the transmit button on my comm.

“Go.”

A split second later, the estate, the street, the world—it all goes black. Then, the screaming starts.
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ZELDA P.O.V.

The Grand Ballroom smelled like money and rot. A cloying mix of expensive French perfume, the stale tang of cigar smoke clinging to velvet curtains, and the bland, cooked-to-death scent of catered filet mignon. It was the official fragrance of my father’s political empire, and I was drowning in it. The emerald silk slip of a dress felt less like haute couture and more like a uniform, a skin-tight advertisement for Dominic Montgomery’s most valuable asset: his daughter. I stood near a massive marble pillar, a gilded prop in a room full of them, watching the relentless, high-pitched clinking of crystal champagne flutes and feeling the weight of a hundred judgmental stares. My father, Dominic, was the center of this gilded cage, working the room with a sincerity so manufactured it was practically patented. He flashed teeth, he clasped shoulders, he sold a vision of a future he’d built on secrets and bones.

“Another two hours of this, Zelda. Smile.” His voice was a low command in my ear as he passed, his hand lingering on the small of my back just a fraction too long. A public display of affection that felt like a brand. I adjusted the thin shoulder strap of my dress, a useless gesture, trying to reclaim a millimeter of my own skin. Smile. As if my face were a switch he could flip. The champagne is flat, just like the conversations, I wanted to say, but I just nodded, a perfect little doll. I’d rather die than give him the satisfaction of a scene, but the anger was a hot coil in my gut. This whole performance, this transactional existence where my only job was to look pretty and untouchable, was a special kind of hell.

Just as I was contemplating the fastest way to get a champagne flute to the throat, a new form of torture materialized. A grossly familiar donor, some real estate parasite whose name I’d intentionally forgotten, cornered me by the pillar. His cologne was an oppressive cloud of sandalwood and sweat, and his eyes roamed over me like I was a property he was considering flipping. “Such a radiant asset, Miss Montgomery,” he slurred, his gaze snagging on the slit of my dress. “Your father knows how to invest. In the future, of course.” The slimy implication hung in the air between us, thick and disgusting. The ick factor was off the charts. He was talking about the campaign, but he was also talking about me, about my ‘utility’ once I was married off to seal some deal.

“I assure you, sir, my value is not currently on the market,” I said, the politeness in my voice so sharp it could have cut glass. I gripped the edges of my small clutch bag, my knuckles turning white, a primal part of my brain wishing it was a knife. This was the game. A polite, suffocating war of words and veiled threats, and I was losing just by being forced to play. I wanted a real confrontation, something honest and bloody, not this slow death by a thousand fake smiles. The sheer audacity of these men, who looked at me and saw nothing but a line item on a balance sheet, was enough to make me feral.

Before the parasite could ooze another word, my father was there. His movement was sharp, a public rescue that was really just another assertion of ownership. He clapped a hand on the donor’s shoulder, a gesture of camaraderie that was pure performance, then his other hand clamped around my elbow in a vice grip. The sting was sharp and immediate, a private punishment for a public transgression I hadn’t even committed. “Gentlemen, if you’ll excuse us,” Dominic announced, pulling me into a blinding photo-op with three lobbyists who looked like they’d been assembled from spare parts of other, better men. The camera flashes were disorienting, little explosions of white light that left me seeing spots. He leaned in close, the rough wool of his bespoke suit scratching my bare arm, his breath smelling of expensive whiskey. “Look happy, Zelda,” he hissed, his voice a venomous whisper just for me. “If you embarrass me tonight, I will handle it.” It wasn’t a comfort; it was a precise threat. Then, to the camera, his voice boomed with false pride. “That is my daughter, the future of this district!” I hated him. I hated the charade, the casual cruelty, the way he forced me to be a smiling prop for his lies. But more than that, I hated the part of me that habitually, instinctively, obeyed.

I needed air. Real air, not this recycled, perfumed poison. Feeling frantic, I slipped away from the photo-op while my father was distracted, making my way toward the heavy glass doors of the terrace. The manicured grounds were swallowed by a deep, unnatural shadow beyond the reach of the party lights. I leaned my forehead against the cool glass, the momentary relief of the cold a welcome shock. A dry rustle of leaves, a sound that shouldn't have been audible over the drone of the string quartet, snagged my attention. And then I felt it. A profound, chilling prickle along my spine. The instinctive, primal sense of being watched. Not by a guest, not by a paparazzo. This was different. This was predatory. Someone is out there, I thought, a cold lump forming in my stomach. They are not looking at the party; they are looking at me. I tried to dismiss it as paranoia, a side effect of too much champagne and too little oxygen, but I couldn't shake the feeling.

Turning back to the room, my gaze swept past the oblivious crowd and snagged on a man near the service entrance. He wore a black suit, but it was ill-fitting, stretched tight across a frame that was unnaturally large, unnaturally still. He wasn't one of my father's men; they were all slick, tailored Ken dolls. This man was a slab of granite. His eyes weren't scanning the room with the bored observation of security; they were sweeping it with lethal intent. He was hunting. The orchestra, the laughter, the clinking glasses—it all faded into a dull hum in my ears as my focus narrowed on him. He didn't belong here. Too focused, too quiet. Our eyes met for a fraction of a second. A flash of cold, gray intent. He didn't flinch or look away. He registered me, then executed a flawless, practiced turn and blended back toward the shadows of the corridor. My heart kicked into a frantic, hammering rhythm against my ribs. Holy shit. The perimeter wasn't secure. The threat was already inside. A spark of pure adrenaline—the first genuine feeling I'd had all night—shot through me, a terrifying cocktail of fear and morbid excitement.

My father took the stage, seizing the spotlight for his keynote speech, oblivious. He launched into his usual platitudes about security and prosperity, projecting an aura of absolute control that was a fucking joke. I was standing in the front row, bathed in the harsh white light from the stage, feeling utterly exposed. I caught my reflection in the polished floor: a frightened woman in a fragile silk slip. “My victory tonight is not just for me,” Dominic boomed, his voice echoing through the cavernous room, “but for the principles that protect all of us!” The irony was so thick I could choke on it. He gestured toward me. “I am truly blessed to have my daughter by my side.” I just wanted him to shut up. Shut up and get off the stage before whatever I sensed came for us.

He was mid-sentence, rambling about family values, when the lights flickered. A hard, brief spike of over-voltage, then they settled. A low, subterranean vibration shuddered through the floor, a visceral rumble I felt in my teeth. The massive crystal chandeliers overhead began to ring, a discordant chorus of warning bells. A drop of condensation, shaken loose by the vibration, splashed onto my cheek. It was cold and startling. “Technical difficulty, folks, nothing to—” Dominic’s voice trailed off as the lights flickered again, slower this time, dying. This is it. The thought was a shard of ice in my mind. This is why I felt watched.

Then, absolute, stifling darkness. The emergency lights, strategically neutralized, failed to activate. The initial collective gasp of the crowd curdled into panicked murmurs, then escalated into screams. The high-society herd, stripped of its light and its power, became a terrified mob. I instinctively threw my hands up to protect my face as people began to flail and shove, their fear a palpable, sour scent in the air. I was frozen, my mind cycling from terror to a strange, morbid curiosity. What comes next? The answer came a second later. The distinct, sharp sound of the heavy glass at the main entrance shattering, followed by a chillingly efficient sequence: the muffled thud-thud-thud of silenced weapons, the sharp hiss of industrial-grade smoke canisters deploying, and the rhythmic, heavy footfalls of trained men moving with purpose.

“Run! It’s an attack!” someone shrieked. The chemical smell of the smoke hit me, acrid and stinging, catching in my throat. Tactical boots... they aren't police. Terror finally crystallized into a single, horrifying thought: They are here for a specific reason. And it’s likely me. A fleeing donor shoved me violently, his panic making him brutal. I stumbled toward the stage, my high heels catching in the thick carpet. One of them slipped off my foot, and I left it, valuing movement over Manolos. “Father!” I screamed, a useless cry into the chaos. “Where are you?” The stampede had already swallowed him. I was utterly, terrifyingly exposed.

Just as I regained my balance, grabbing onto the scratchy velvet of the stage curtain, a force like a concrete slab slammed into me from behind. A large, gloved hand clamped brutally over my mouth and nose, cutting off my air. I was yanked backward, my body dragged with terrifying speed into the deep shadows behind the curtain, away from the hysterical flow of the crowd. The silk of my dress ripped at the waist where his fingers dug in, the sound lost in the mayhem. A choked gasp escaped around the heavy leather of his glove. The scent of him was cold, expensive leather and something metallic and clean—gun oil. This wasn't random. A terrifying calm washed over me. The focused, clinical intent of my captor was unmistakable.

He forced me forward down a narrow, dark service corridor. I fought back, a surge of pure, defiant rage overriding my fear. I twisted, clawed at the hand over my face, and tried to dig the heel of my remaining shoe into his shin. It was useless. He barely seemed to register my struggle, his grip like steel bands around my ribs. My movements were frantic and weak against his solid, unyielding mass. I managed to tear a small hole in his glove with my teeth, the taste of salt and leather a grim victory. Let go of me, you bastard! The scream was trapped in my throat, muffled into a desperate, animal sound. His strength was absolute, and the realization only fueled my hopeless rage.

My struggling was slowing us down. He stopped abruptly, slamming me back against a cold concrete wall. The impact knocked the wind out of me. He removed his hand from my mouth, and for a wild second, I thought about screaming. Before I could draw the breath, he leaned in, his body caging mine, the cold metal of a gun barrel brushing my temple. His breath was cool, smelling of winter air and mint, a stark contrast to the heat of the struggle. He whispered a single, low word into my ear, his voice deep, gravelly, and terrifyingly calm. “Quiet.” It wasn't a request. It was a command delivered with the finality of an execution. The word sliced through my panic, stunning me into momentary, shocking compliance.

He dragged me onward, bursting out of the service tunnel and into the bitter cold of the night. The rear loading dock was a slaughterhouse. Several of my father’s private security guards lay motionless in spreading pools of dark, glistening liquid. The coppery smell of fresh blood was overwhelming. These weren't the sloppy casualties of a robbery; this was a clean, methodical extermination. The brutal, professional nature of it hit me with the force of a physical blow. This wasn't a kidnapping. This was an act of war. I nearly tripped over the limp arm of a guard I’d shared a polite nod with not three hours ago. I recoiled, a desperate wish to unsee the carnage warring with the horrifying clarity of my new reality. The rules of civilization no longer applied.

A massive, black armored van, something military-grade, screeched to a halt beside us. The side door slid open with a pneumatic hiss, revealing a dark, cavernous interior. My captor didn't guide me. He lifted me off my feet and threw me inside like a sack of grain. I landed hard, my hip slamming against the corrugated metal floor. He followed in a fluid motion, slamming the heavy door shut, plunging us back into darkness. The tires screeched as the van accelerated with reckless speed. "Go. Now," he ordered the driver. "Route Delta is clear."

My shock gave way to a fresh wave of adrenaline. Not yet. I scrambled desperately for the door handle, my fingernails scrabbling uselessly against a heavy, bolted mechanism. It wasn’t going to open. He anticipated the move. I didn't see him, but I felt him—his heavy boot hooked around my ankle, wrenching me back across the floor. The rough, textured metal tore a raw line of skin along my exposed arm. "Stop moving," he growled, the sound a low vibration in the small space. "I hate unnecessary noise." A frustrated scream of pure rage tore from my throat. I would not go quietly. I would make him fucking kill me before I'd be some passive victim.

He lunged, and then his entire body weight was on me, crushing the air from my lungs. He settled his hips over my legs, his broad chest pinning my torso, his weight a suffocating, immobilizing blanket of muscle and tactical gear. I gasped for breath, drawing in cold air that smelled like him. He was a solid, unyielding wall of heat and power. "Breathe. Slowly," he commanded, the instruction chilling, not comforting. I was completely, physically owned, and the terrifying realization sent a shiver of unwanted, primal alertness through me. The red emergency light inside the van flickered on, bathing us in a hellish glow. I was forced to look up at him, to see the face of the man who had just stolen my life. Jet-black hair, a jaw set in stone, and eyes the color of cold flint, utterly devoid of emotion. As his suit jacket shifted, I saw it—a jagged, old scar, a white seam of violence running across his ribs. This man lived and breathed violence.

"Who the hell are you?" I whispered, the words a raw accusation.

"The man holding all the cards, Miss Montgomery."

Rage gave me my voice back. "Bastard! My father will burn this entire syndicate to the ground for touching me!"

A flicker of something—amusement? intrigue?—crossed his face. "Such fire," he murmured, then his hand clamped down on my wrist, twisting it until a sharp cry of pain escaped me. The bones ground together under the pressure. "Keep it." He was dismissive, as if my threat, the most powerful weapon I'd ever known, was a child's toy.

He leaned closer, his focus absolute, ignoring my pain. His dark suit jacket fell open, revealing a shoulder holster and the butt of a handgun. The sirens of the city were already fading, a distant, mournful wail. "Your father is the reason you’re in this van," he said, his voice low and clinical, each word a precisely aimed blow. "He chose secrets over you." The statement hung in the roaring silence of the van. "You’re not a daughter anymore, Miss Montgomery. You’re leverage. High value, and mine." Horror, cold and sharp, pierced through the rage. The transactional brutality of his words was somehow more shocking than the physical violence.

The van's radio crackled to life. A man’s voice, cold but less controlled than my captor’s, demanded, "Karolyi, report. Why the deviation from the clock?"

My captor—Karolyi—didn't even look away from me. He reached over my body to silence the radio, his thumb brushing my jawline in a moment of accidental, charged contact. "Not now, Mikhail," he said, his voice flat, dismissing his own man as easily as he’d dismissed me. A flicker of strategic thought sparked in my brain. His own men are questioning him. There is a weakness here.

As the last of the adrenaline wore off, a deep, uncontrollable shaking started in my limbs. The rhythmic hum of the van's heavy engine was a funeral dirge for the life I used to have. We were leaving civilization behind. I was truly, completely alone with him. A single, hot tear of rage and shock escaped, slipping from the corner of my eye down my temple. It hit the metal floor and was gone. "You’re a long way from home now," he commented, his voice a low rumble against my chest. A wave of nausea and despair washed over me, heavy and paralyzing.

He maintained his position, his weight a constant, crushing reminder of my new reality. Then he began a clinical assessment, his movements detached and impersonal. His fingers, rough and cold against my skin, moved over my body through the thin silk of my dress, searching for hidden listening devices, trackers, anything. He wasn't touching me; he was inventorying an asset. The violation was profound, his invasive touch stripping away the last of my dignity. He found the heavy diamond bracelet on my wrist, unclasped it, and tossed it aside. It clattered onto the floor, the sound ridiculously loud. "Hold still," he ordered. "This is not a request." I endured it, my shame and humiliation a currency he didn't even recognize. To him, I was just data.

I closed my eyes, seeking oblivion, trying to detach my mind from my body. The van hit a hard bump in the road, driving my hips harder against his. He remained motionless, a pillar of lethal containment. He didn't offer comfort; he didn't release me. He only ensured I remained perfectly, utterly immobile beneath him. I opened my mouth silently, taking a small, shaky breath that I knew was only possible because he allowed it. The distant sirens were gone now, replaced by the perpetual, unforgiving roar of the engine carrying me deeper into the dark. I am his. The thought wasn't a surrender. It was a statement of fact. The first cold, hard fact of my new life. The journey had begun.
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CHAPTER 2
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ANTON P.O.V.

The marble foyer of the estate was a fucking tomb. Silent, cold, smelling of expensive leather and polished stone. I ignored the pristine aesthetic, tracking a smear of something dark and metallic across the floor with the sole of my shoe. Vadim stepped out from the shadows by the grand staircase, a ghost in a tailored suit, his presence as quiet and necessary as the weapon tucked under his arm. He didn't speak until I stopped. He knew the protocol. The opulent air hung heavy with the lingering scent of cold night and gunpowder I’d brought in with me, a grim contrast that didn't fucking bother me in the slightest. I paused to brush a single speck of dried, metallic blood from the cuff of my perfect charcoal suit. A detail, but details are what keep you alive.

"Report," I said, my voice flat.

"The perimeter is secure," Vadim whispered. It was the only volume he used. "No anomalies on the approach. But the chatter is already starting. Montgomery’s people are moving."

"How fast is he moving?" I didn't look at him, my eyes already fixed on the reinforced steel door concealed behind a wall panel that led to the basement. The asset was downstairs. The mission was contained. But the world outside was already on fucking fire.

"Scorched earth," Vadim confirmed. "He's throwing money and bodies at every lead. They think she’s still in the city."

"Good. Let them burn the city down looking for a ghost." I ran a hand over the smooth, cold panel, feeling for the keypad. "Tell the men I want silence. Absolute. If I hear a pin drop above ground, someone loses a hand. You understand?"

"Absolute silence," he confirmed. "We are exposed. Every second we spend here is a liability."

I knew that better than he did. Every second was a risk. Zelda Montgomery wasn't just a girl in a dress; she was a ticking fucking bomb, and her father was the kind of man who would level a city block to keep his secrets from getting out. The mission had to remain focused. She was merely the pressure point. The key. Nothing more.

The door hissed open and I descended into the clinical white light of the basement levels. I didn't head for her cell. Not yet. First, control. I stepped into the high-tech, sparsely furnished security room. It smelled of ozone and cooled electronics. The soft, electronic hum of the server racks was the only sound. I took a seat in the single leather chair facing a bank of monitors, the blue light reflecting clinically in my eyes. I focused on the high-definition feed of the basement suite. Feed Z1. "Maximize feed Z1," I said to the air. The central screen flickered, then filled with the image of her. Zelda Montgomery, a splash of ruined silk and copper hair against the polished concrete floor. Motionless.

I felt the cold pressure of the timeline. She was a high-value asset that had to be broken quickly, but kept alive and functional enough to extract the leverage we needed. Fucking politics. I preferred a bullet. It was cleaner. I adjusted the focus on the feed with a gloved fingertip, zooming in on the slight, almost imperceptible rise and fall of her chest. She was breathing. Good. "Maintain the temperature at 68 degrees," I ordered. "Keep her cold. Is the sound dampening one hundred percent?"

"Confirmation. One hundred percent," a disembodied voice replied from a speaker. "Vitals are stable."

The cold would keep her mind sluggish when she woke. It would make the warmth of a blanket, when I chose to provide one, feel like an act of goddamn mercy. Every comfort would be a tool. Every sensation, a weapon I controlled. My secure line buzzed, a sharp, irritating sound. I knew who it was without looking. Only one person had the audacity to question me mid-operation. I rubbed the thin, jagged scar across my ribs, a nervous tic that only surfaced when dealing with incompetence or envy. Mikhail Arlov was a lethal combination of both. I put the headset on. The sound quality was metallic and sharp, grating against my control.

"Karolyi."

"Mikhail," I said, my voice laced with ice. "This had better be important."

"The costs for this little excursion are... excessive," he bit out. "This private estate. The medical-grade suite. All for one girl? You question the security of a crucial asset, Mikhail?"

I didn't let him finish. I didn’t have the fucking patience for his whining. He was a snake, his envy a constant problem that would need to be dealt with eventually. "I am handling the leverage personally. The cost is irrelevant if the result is Montgomery's destruction. Do not deviate from the plan. Focus on the border situation, or find yourself replaced."

A beat of silence. He knew the threat wasn't idle. "Understood," he finally clipped out, the resentment practically dripping through the line.

I terminated the call without another word and stood, proceeding down the clinical, brightly lit corridor toward the soundproof suite door. The silence was the point. The absolute, dead quiet was a deliberate psychological weapon, designed to create a sensory vacuum. When you take away sound, you take away the world. All that's left is the cage and the man who holds the key. I ran a gloved hand along the sleek, unyielding surface of the padded wall, appreciating the architectural precision. Isolation is the first step toward submission. She needed to wake up not in a jail, but in a pristine, terrifyingly luxurious vault.

I punched in the code. The heavy door unlocked with a pneumatic hiss. I stepped inside, a black silhouette against the stark, flat ceiling lights. The room was unnaturally still. The faint, expensive scent of her perfume—gardenia and sandalwood—clung to the air, a ghost of the woman she’d been a few hours ago. Now it was overlaid with the sterile scent of antiseptic. She was crumpled on the floor, a tangle of copper hair and emerald silk. High-society elegance smashed against a brutally simple, concrete-floored cage. I kicked a small, stray piece of gravel my shoe had carried in. It skittered across the polished floor, coming to a stop just inches from her outstretched hand. The dress is unsuitable for captivity. I’ll burn it.

Slowly, I began to circle her, my pace measured, like a predator assessing a downed creature. My gaze wasn’t on the woman; it was detached, cataloging weaknesses and points of pressure. I meticulously removed my dark leather gloves, rolling them tight and tucking them into my inner jacket pocket. A deliberate show. Skin on skin would come later. For now, the clinical approach was paramount. I needed to know every vulnerability to exert maximum control.

My eyes landed on the dark, blooming bruises on her pale wrists. Marks left by my own fucking grip in the van. Her skin was thin, delicate. Easily marked. Good. A constant visual reminder of who held her, of the grip she couldn't escape. Bruises fade, but the lesson will not. Crouching down, I traced the dark edge of one bruise with the polished toe of my expensive shoe, just testing the threshold. She didn't flinch. Still too deep under. This is proof of concept. My touch leaves an impression.

I reached out with a bare hand and firmly cupped her chin, tilting her head back to force her features into the harsh, direct light from above. Her face was a canvas of sharp angles and soft curves. The jawline suggested stubbornness. Her lips were full, slightly parted. I'd heard whispers of her fire, the 'copper thread' of defiance. I needed to see it, to gauge it. I needed that fire. It makes the destruction more satisfying. My thumb brushed her lower lip, an accidental, fleeting touch that sent a jolt of something unwelcome through my system. The texture of her skin was softer than I expected. I pulled my hand back sharply, the cold metal of my signet ring briefly grazing her cheek. Raw beauty is a distraction. Focus on the utility.

I checked my watch, timing the slow, shallow rise and fall of her chest. A small, wall-mounted medical monitor glowed discreetly in the corner, its rhythmic beep confirming a stable, albeit low, heart rate. She was physically intact. Mentally compromised from the shock, which was preferable to hysterics. She was ready.

Just as the thought crossed my mind, her fingers weakly curled against the cold, polished floor. Her eyelids fluttered. Then, her eyes—wide, impossibly green—snapped open and locked directly onto me. The first thing she saw in her new reality was me, looming over her like a fucking monolith. A small, raw gasp escaped her lips, the first noise I'd heard from her since I’d pinned her to the floor of the van. The silence in the room was so absolute that the sound felt like a gunshot. The terror was palpable, a scent in the air I recognized and, on some primal level, enjoyed. It begins now.

She scrambled backward, a panicked, desperate movement, dragging the ruined silk of her gala dress against the concrete. The sound was soft, abrasive. She kept moving until her back hit the hard metal frame of the bed. I didn't move a muscle. My stillness was a weapon, an immovable object to her desperate, terrified force. My shadow stretched and warped across the pristine white walls, falling over her body like a shroud. Allow her the panic. It exhausts the spirit.

When she was pressed as far against the bed as she could go, I took a single, slow step closer. My voice, when I finally used it, was a low, flinty rasp, unnaturally loud in the dead air.

"Scream," I said. Her eyes widened further, a flicker of confusion warring with the terror. "Go on. No one can hear you. Not the guard standing just outside this door. Not God. The vacuum is complete."

Her lips parted, a word—a question, a demand, a curse—forming on her tongue. Who are you? What do you want? Before she could make a sound, I raised a hand, my index finger moving in a slow, absolute gesture. Quiet. The command was in the movement, in the predatory intensity of my gaze. It silenced her more effectively than a gag. Her jaw trembled slightly, but she bit back the words, her eyes flaring with a new emotion layered over the fear. Fury. I will not tolerate noise that is not engineered by me.

I let the silence stretch, watching her. Then I adjusted the cufflink on my bespoke suit jacket, a nonchalant gesture designed to show her just how little this confrontation meant to me. "You have no name here," I stated, my tone flat, devoid of emotion. "You are Asset. You are Mine. Everything that was Zelda Montgomery ended last night."

There it was. A blinding flash of defiant anger in those green eyes. The terror receded for a split second, replaced by pure, unadulterated fire. It was clinically interesting. The defiance is noted. It must be disciplined. Control that heat, Karolyi. Do not mistake the challenge for an invitation. Not yet.

I took another slow, deliberate step, closing the distance until I was standing directly over her, forcing her to crane her neck to look up at me. I leaned in, invading her space, forcing the expensive scent of my cologne and the underlying metallic smell of gunpowder into her senses. She drew her knees up defensively. "Don't delude yourself into thinking this is some random act," I said, my voice dropping lower. "Your father sold you to us long before I ever entered that ballroom. You are collateral damage. A piece of a debt owed. You are simply a lever."

I watched her flinch. The word 'property' clearly hadn't been in her vocabulary until now. It hit a sensitive nerve, and her eyes darted to the smooth, padded walls, a frantic search for an escape route that didn't exist. She understood the cost of her life now. Good.

With the first crack in her resolve established, I stepped back. The intense focus was broken, replaced by total, calculated indifference. I casually brushed a speck of unseen dust from the lapel of my charcoal suit. The small, sharp noise of my finger flicking the fabric was loud in the silence. Her dismissal was just as dehumanizing as my attention. "The parameters of your existence here will be simple. Obey or suffer. Your use value will be determined by your cooperation."

I turned and moved toward the door, my steps measured and silent. I reached the metallic release panel and paused, my hand hovering over it for a single, stretched-out moment. I turned back one last time, my cold flint eyes locking onto hers. She was still pressed against the bed, watching me, her face a mask of terror and rage. "Get comfortable," I told her. "You will be here for a long time."

I stepped out of the suite and pressed the command sequence. The heavy magnetic lock engaged with a definitive, mechanical thud. The sound was loud, final, and then immediately swallowed by the perfect, dead quiet of the hallway. The ominous red security light on the keypad glowed, a silent, unblinking eye.

The silence behind that door belonged to me now.

I stood there for a moment, my body rigid. I consciously flexed my shoulders, easing a tension I hadn't realized was there. My heart rate was slightly elevated. Unprofessional. I took a slow, deep breath, regulating my composure, the cold metal of the door cool beneath my fingertips. That slight rise in adrenaline... it was a weakness. It had to be noted, and it had to be controlled. She is an asset. Nothing more.

But as I started up the stairs, leaving the absolute silence of the basement behind, I knew that was a lie I was telling myself. She wasn't just leverage. She was a challenge. And the resistance I saw in her eyes wasn't a problem for the mission. It was a promise. The resistance would make the ultimate surrender all the more satisfying.

I straightened my tie with a sharp tug. Twenty-four hours. I'd leave her in that silent vault for twenty-four hours. Let the vacuum work on her. Let the terror ferment. The fight he craves is just beginning.
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CHAPTER 3

[image: ]




ZELDA P.O.V.

Silence is the first thing I register. Not the quiet of an empty house at night, but a dead, pressurized silence that pushes against my eardrums. It’s a vacuum, sucking every molecule of sound out of the air. I try to listen for sirens, for the echo of the chaos that ripped me from my life, but there’s nothing. Where are the sirens? Where is the noise of the world burning? It’s just... gone. My eyes crack open, gritty and heavy, and for a second, I’m so disoriented I think I might be dead. But death probably doesn’t come with thousand-thread-count sheets. I run a hand over the impossibly soft, expensive linen, a wave of nausea and rage crashing through me. The bed is massive, a dark wood monstrosity with a headboard that looks like it was carved for a king. The entire room is a monument to wealth and taste—charcoal velvet armchairs, a marble-topped desk, a thick Persian rug that would probably cost more than my first car. This isn't a prison; it's a gilded vacuum, a five-star tomb designed to make a hostage comfortable, and the sheer audacity of it, the fucking sick joke of it all, makes me want to scream.

I sit up, the movement pulling at sore muscles I didn’t know I had. My head throbs, a dull, persistent ache behind my eyes. I take inventory of my body. My wrists are bruised, faint purple rings where they were bound. There’s a dull ache in my back and ribs, a phantom memory of being slammed against something hard. But the worst part, the violation that makes my skin crawl, is my clothes. My ruined gala dress, the one that was probably shredded when I was dragged through the kitchens, is gone. In its place is a thin silk slip the color of burnished copper, the same shade as my hair. It’s short, clinging to my skin with a cool, slick intimacy that feels like a brand. He dressed me. The thought hits me like a fist to the gut. While I was unconscious, some bastard put his hands on my body, stripped me, and reclothed me in this... this thing. I tug at the thin strap, the fabric feeling utterly obscene against my skin, so exposed it’s almost worse than being naked. Why silk? To remind me I’m still an asset? A pretty, fragile thing to be locked away and admired? The calculated intimacy of the gesture is a clear statement of ownership, and I swear to God, if he’s in this room, I will find a way to kill him with my bare hands.

Panic is a useless emotion. My father taught me that. Hysteria is a weakness your enemy will exploit. So I force myself out of the ridiculously comfortable bed, my bare feet sinking into the plush rug. I need to know the layout of my cage. The suite is spacious, a bedroom area flowing into a small sitting room. No windows. Not a single sliver of natural light. The walls are paneled in dark wood, seamless and solid. I run my hands over them, searching for a hidden door, a vent, anything. Nothing. There’s only one door, a heavy, reinforced slab of steel painted to match the wood. It’s got an electronic lock pad, no handle on this side. A vault. I'm locked in a vault. My eyes scan the room for a weapon. On the desk, there’s a crystal paperweight, heavy and angular in my palm. With a surge of desperate energy, I hurl it at the door. It strikes the steel with a dull, pathetic thud, the sound dying instantly, swallowed by the acoustic padding that must line the walls. Not a single echo. The crystal doesn't even chip. This isn't designed to keep sound out; it’s designed to keep me in. To keep my screams from ever reaching another human ear.

The reality of that, the sheer, crushing weight of being completely cut off from the world, settles over me. And in a moment of pure, unadulterated desperation, I let the scream out. It’s a raw, ragged sound, torn from the deepest part of my lungs, a cry for help, for anyone, for anything. My voice is instantly swallowed by the room. It’s like screaming into a pillow. There’s no reverberation, no satisfying release, just the strain in my throat and then... nothing. The silence rushes back in, heavier than before. I scream again, harder this time, pushing until my throat feels like it’s been scraped with sandpaper and my ears ring violently in the resulting vacuum. I have never felt so utterly alone. If he tortured me, no one would ever hear. The thought is so cold, so paralyzing, that I drop to my knees, pressing my hands over my ears as if I can hold on to the ringing, the last vestige of any sound at all. Hysteria is a losing game. It’s what he wants. I force myself to breathe, to find a rational way to fight this.

Just as my breathing begins to even out, a sound cuts through the dead air. A heavy, metallic grinding, followed by the solid thud of an electronic bolt disengaging. It’s terrifyingly loud in the silent room. Every muscle in my body seizes. He’s here. I scramble to my feet, instinctively backing away until my spine hits the cool, solid wall. My eyes are glued to the door, my heart hammering a frantic rhythm against my ribs. Show time, a cold little voice in my head says. Don't run. Stand your ground. I need a plan. Attack, intimidate, distract. Anything but cower.

The door swings inward, and he steps inside. He’s even bigger than I remember from the chaos of the gala and the back of the van. His frame fills the doorway, his bespoke charcoal suit and sheer physical mass immediately shrinking the luxurious room into a cage. He’s carrying a silver tray in one hand and a leather folder in the other, his movements economical and precise. He doesn’t look at me at first. Instead, his eyes, the color of cold flint, scan the room with the detached air of a man appraising property. He walks over to the bedside table and, using a crisp, white linen cloth from the tray, adjusts the position of a small, framed photo that wasn’t there before. He treats the room—and by extension, me—like a piece of furniture that’s been slightly misplaced. The air shifts, thick with the scent of him, something like cedar and expensive, unimaginable cruelty. His detachment is a thousand times worse than aggression. I need to break it. I need to make him see me.

I find my voice, forcing it to be steady, sharp, dripping with the kind of condescending authority I was raised to wield like a weapon. "Who the hell are you?" My voice sounds thin, but it doesn't waver. He still doesn’t look at me. "I asked you a question. Or are you just the help? You look too well-dressed to be scraping dog food off a tray, thug."

He sets the tray down on a small table near the armchairs. On it sits a pitcher of water, a porcelain bowl of fresh fruit, and what looks like an obscenely expensive pastry. His movements are meticulous, silent.

"Did my father teach you that?" I push, taking a step forward. "To steal women when the lights go out? It has his particular brand of cowardice all over it. Who hired you? A man who hides behind hired muscle is always the smallest man in the room."

He finally turns his head, his gaze sweeping over me with the clinical assessment of a scientist studying a particularly uninteresting specimen. He doesn't react to the insults. His face is a mask of cold control. He treats my rage like the buzzing of a fly. You cannot break a machine with words. I see the door is still slightly ajar behind him, a sliver of hope that makes my blood sing. I lunge. It’s a stupid, impulsive move, but I have to try. I try to push past him, to get to that opening, but he moves with an unnatural stillness. He doesn’t grab me, doesn’t even raise a hand. He just shifts a single, deliberate step, his massive frame blocking my path completely. My shoulder brushes against his chest, and it’s like hitting a wall of stone. I recoil, the hard warmth radiating off his body a shocking, solid reality. He’s immovable.

"Move," I hiss, my voice shaking with adrenaline. "Get out of my way, you pathetic errand boy!"

We’re inches apart now, locked in a stare-down. His cold flint eyes bore into mine, and for the first time, I see something flicker in their depths. Not anger, not yet. Something harder. More predatory. My gaze drops for a fraction of a second, catching on the jagged, white line of a scar that cuts across his ribs, partially visible where the collar of his shirt is open. That scar wasn't earned in a boardroom. The realization hits me with nauseating certainty. He doesn't just hire violence; he is violence. I swallow hard, my throat suddenly dry, the hot blast of his breath on my face. The fear is there, a cold knot in my stomach, but it’s mixed with a treacherous, unhinged surge of awareness. I have his attention now.

I change tactics, aiming for the one thing that might sting a man like this: his pride, his chain of command. I remember the other voice from the van, the one giving orders, sounding impatient. "Does your owner know you like to dawdle with his assets?" I sneer, forcing a brittle, challenging smile. "The one who sounds like he wishes you’d hurry up and finish. Mikhail Arlov, is that his name? I hear the leash rattling, Anton."

The use of his name, a guess plucked from the chaos, is a gamble. But I see it land. A minuscule, almost imperceptible hardening of his jaw. A flicker. Got it. I found the weak spot: his loyalty and his mission.

He leans in, his proximity suffocating. The silence breaks. His voice is a low, deep rumble that seems to vibrate through the floor, a physical force that punches the air from my lungs. "Quiet."

The single word is a command, absolute and non-negotiable. I flinch, instinctively taking a step back until my spine is pressed against the wall again. His voice is the sound of absolute dominance.

"You have two jobs here," he continues, his tone devoid of any emotion. "Breathe, and obey. I suggest you start with the meal." His eyes flick to the tray. "Eat the fruit. Now."

Fuck him. Fuck his orders and his food and his goddamn bespoke suit. In a flash of pure, defiant rage, I lunge for the table, not for the door this time. I swipe my arm across its surface, sending the silver tray, the pitcher, the porcelain bowl, all of it crashing to the marble floor. Water splashes across his expensive leather shoes. The bowl shatters, the sound deafeningly loud in the silent room. Pieces of fruit roll under the armchair. I stand there, breathing heavily, and stare him down.

"I'd rather starve than take a single thing from you, Bastard," I spit. "Make me."

He doesn’t shout. He doesn’t move to clean the mess. He just watches me, his expression unreadable. Then, his gaze drops. It travels slowly, deliberately, down my body, from my face, over my throat, down the thin silk of the slip. It lingers on the way the fabric clings to my hips, my thighs. The appraisal is no longer clinical. It’s possessive. It’s carnal. His eyes are a physical touch, a violation worse than the kidnapping itself, and I feel a hot, treacherous flush creep up my neck. My own body is betraying me, reacting to the raw, predatory power radiating from him. I clench my fists at my sides, my nails biting painful crescents into my palms, trying to ground myself in the pain. I will not show weakness. I will not.

He takes a slow step forward, crunching a piece of shattered porcelain under his heel. He crouches down, his movements fluid and controlled, and picks up a large, sharp shard, his eyes never leaving my body. "Montgomery doesn't negotiate for collateral damage, Zelda," he says, his voice still low, but now laced with something that sounds dangerously like pity. "He's already cutting his losses. He's not looking for you. He's trying to clean up the mess you represent." He straightens up, flicking open the leather folder he'd been carrying. He holds it out. It’s a single photograph. My father, Dominic Montgomery, shaking hands with a known syndicate boss at a private dinner. A picture that could end his career. A flicker of doubt, a seed of terror he just planted, takes root.

"You are worth more to me alive than you ever were to him free," he states, as if discussing a stock price. "Remember that."

The condescension, the attempt to psychologically break me by severing my last hope, snaps my control. "You are just a dog on a leash, Karolyi," I lash out, my voice dripping with contempt. "I am the bone you are not allowed to chew. You will never be anything but a servant."

That does it. The mask cracks. He moves with terrifying speed, closing the distance between us in a single stride. A large, cold hand slams flat against the wall right beside my head, the impact echoing through my bones. He cages me, his body a wall of heat and muscle. He leans down, his face inches from mine, his expression finally, beautifully, unhinged. It’s murderous. His breath is hot against my ear as he speaks, his voice a low, vicious promise.

"You have no idea how much I am allowed to do to you, Zelda." The words are a physical threat, heavy with sexual violence. "The leash you speak of? It runs from my hand to your throat. Don't test the tension." He pauses, letting the image sink in. "I don't get soft. I get possessive. And that is far more dangerous for you."

He holds the position for a long, terrifying moment, his cold flint eyes burning into me, daring me to speak, to move, to breathe. Then, just as slowly, he pulls back. He never breaks eye contact, his gaze a physical weight holding me pinned to the wall. He steps over the shattered china and spilled food without a downward glance, dismissing my rebellion as a child’s tantrum. He pauses at the threshold, his hand on the door.

"You will be hungry soon," he says, his voice back to its clinical monotone. "When you are, you will tell me you are ready to submit to the rules. My patience is finite. Don't waste it."

The door clicks shut. The heavy bolt slides home with a final, definitive thud. The oppressive silence rushes back in, and my knees finally give out. I slide down the wall, landing on the cold marble floor amidst the wreckage of my defiance. My heart is hammering, my body trembling with a cocktail of terror and adrenaline. I should be broken. I should be crying. But as I sit there, shivering in the sterile, silent air, a spark of wicked satisfaction ignites in my chest. He was angry. Truly, dangerously angry. That means he is not a machine. He has a breaking point. I have something to work with now. Fear won’t save me. Strategy will. And I will use every fucking thing I have against him. The fight has just begun.
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CHAPTER 4
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ANTON P.O.V.

The hum of the server racks is the only sound in the room, a low, constant drone that should be calming but is starting to grind on my last fucking nerve. I sit in the dark, the only light coming from the bank of monitors displaying every angle of her cage. And on the main screen, in crisp 4K, is Zelda Montgomery. She sits on the edge of the pristine white bed, spine straight as a goddamn steel rod. She’s not crying. Not pacing. Not showing a single crack in that high-society porcelain facade, except for one small thing I’ve been tracking for the last hour. Her hands. They’re clasped in her lap, and the knuckles are white. A slight, almost imperceptible tremor runs through her fingers. It’s the only sign of weakness, the only proof she’s not some fucking android, and it’s not enough. She is not reading the room; she is challenging the air in it. I roll a heavy, cold metallic pen between my thumb and index finger, the weight of it supposed to be grounding, but all it does is remind me of the trigger of a Sig Sauer. This whole situation is a miscalculation. I was meant to bag an asset, extract leverage, and apply pressure. Clinical. Clean. Instead, I’ve got a princess in a soundproof box who thinks her silence is a weapon. And the worst part? She’s not entirely wrong.

A tinny crackle breaks the silence. The intercom. “Boss.” It’s Vadim.

I lean forward, flicking the microphone switch with unnecessary force. “Report.”

“Perimeter is quiet. No heat signatures, no aerials. But we’re getting chatter. Dominic Montgomery is going loud.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. Of course he is. The man’s a politician. His entire life is a performance. “Define ‘loud’.”

“Doubled the bounty. Public press conference in an hour. He’s naming names, calling us terrorists. He’s painting himself as the victim, his daughter as a martyr. Scorched earth, like you said he would.”

I stare at Zelda on the screen. She’s wearing one of the silk slips left for her, a pale green thing that makes her copper hair look like fire. She looks fragile, breakable. A perfect martyr. Fucking brilliant. “Tell me the man is not stupid enough to think money buys back what I have claimed,” I growl, the words tasting like acid. This protracted silence is a liability. The asset is too high value for this. Every hour she sits there, a silent statue of defiance, the risk grows exponentially. I kill the comms without another word and push back from the desk, the chair scraping harshly against the floor. Time for a more direct approach.

The hallway is a sterile concrete tunnel, the air cold and recycled. Halfway to her suite, a shadow detaches from the wall. Mikhail. He leans there, insolent, loudly snapping a piece of gum. It’s a calculated move, a small, obnoxious fuck you that speaks volumes. His cheap cologne hits me first, a chemical stink that clashes with the bespoke scent I wear.

“Wasting time on a pretty face, Karolyi?” he says, his voice a low sneer. “She break yet?”

I keep walking, not giving him the satisfaction of a reaction. “It’s being handled.”

He pushes off the wall, falling into step beside me. “Handled? Looks like you’re enjoying the view more than the work. You handle assets with scalpels. This one needs a sledgehammer. We should be removing fingers, sending them to daddy one by one. Get this done.”

That stops me. I turn, and before he can process the shift in my posture, my hand is around his throat, slamming him back against the concrete wall. The impact echoes in the hall. The gum falls from his open mouth. His eyes widen, a flicker of genuine fear finally breaking through the bravado. My suit jacket pulls taut across my shoulders, a seam straining as I apply pressure.

“I do not take advice on methodology, Mikhail,” I say, my voice a low, lethal promise. “The asset is mine. To break. To leverage. To use as I see fit. You confuse patience with weakness. Correct that error before I correct your spine.”

His breath comes in a sharp, sudden intake as my grip tightens. I feel the frantic pulse in his neck under the polished leather of my glove. He gives a short, jerky nod. I hold him there a second longer, making sure the message has been delivered, received, and fucking stamped on his brain. Then I release him. He stumbles back, rubbing his throat and glaring at me with pure hatred. I watch him retreat down the hall before turning my attention back to her door.

I take a moment. My own pulse is slightly elevated, a thrumming in my veins that pisses me off. She is a disruption. A flaw in the calculation. She’s the reason Mikhail felt brave enough to question me. She’s the reason my fucking pulse is off-kilter. This is her first real victory, and she doesn’t even know it. I meticulously smooth my tie, a ritualistic gesture, an attempt to impose order on my own rising agitation. Then I turn the heavy brass handle. The click echoes.

The heavy steel door swings inward and locks behind me with a solid, definitive thud. The sound is absolute, swallowing all other noise. She’s at the small dining table, not on the bed. She’s inspecting a polished silver spoon she must have kept from her meal tray, turning it over and over in her hands. A tiny act of protest. A claim on a single object in a world where she owns nothing. She doesn’t look up.

I walk to the center of the room, my presence a physical weight, a suffocating force meant to crush the air out of this space. I wait. I refuse to speak first. Let the silence stretch. Let it become a torture. The waiting is the longest torture. I will not break first.

After a full minute, she carefully places the spoon down on the table. The tiny clink is deafening. Then, slowly, she raises her head. Her eyes, wide and green, meet mine. There’s no terror in them. Just sharp, intelligent malice. It’s fucking breathtaking. She slowly crosses one perfectly sculpted leg over the other, a gesture of casual, mocking dismissal that makes something in my chest tighten.

“Well, well,” she says, her voice smooth as venom-laced honey. She taps a finger against her chin, pretending to assess me. “Look what the syndicate dragged in. Did you buy that suit off a mannequin, Anton? Or did you just copy your boss’s lack of personality?”

I adjust my cufflinks, a deliberate, detached movement. Let her throw her little verbal knives. “Your father calls you an asset, Zelda. I call you collateral damage. At least I am honest about the price tag. He sold his soul for less than the price of this soundproofing.”

She laughs. A high, sharp sound that grates against my skull. “Oh, please. Don’t try to play the psychologist. You’re just the muscle. A well-dressed dog on a syndicate leash, and if I wait long enough, the leash owner will realize you’re too busy sniffing my silk to do your job.” She leans back in her chair, thoroughly amused by the flicker of rage she sees in my eyes. “Go ahead. Growl. It’s the only sound you control.”

Leash. The word hits like a physical blow, a direct strike against the one thing I value: my autonomy, my control. That’s it. My composure, that cold, clinical armor I wear like a second skin, fucking shatters. The controlled energy bursts. In two lethal strides, I cross the room, the rush of air sucking the oxygen from the space. Before she can even flinch, my right hand seizes her jaw. My leather-gloved fingers dig into her skin, forcing her head back, forcing her to meet the cold flint of my eyes. Her skin is cool, resistant, but I can feel the delicate bone beneath my hand. It ignites a brutal, possessive fire in my gut.

“You think I am leashed?” I snarl, my face inches from hers. “You will learn what my teeth can do without permission.”

Her breath hitches, a tiny, involuntary gasp of fear mixed with rage. But her gaze doesn’t waver. A tiny bead of sweat breaks at her temple. And then she spits her last, unforgivable insult.

“Go to hell, Bastard,” she whispers, her voice shaking but unbroken. “You won’t break me.”

“Then let us find out what breaks first, Zelda,” I breathe, the decision made. A punishment is required. An education. “Your spirit, or your control.”

I don’t give her time to answer. I haul her from the chair and slam her against the nearest acoustic-padded wall. The sound is a muffled thud, but the impact jars her from head to toe. I crash my mouth against hers. It isn’t a kiss; it’s a collision. Brutal. Hard enough to click her teeth together. The rough wool lapel of my suit jacket bunches against her jaw. The sharp scent of my cologne momentarily overwhelms the soft jasmine of her body wash.

She fights back instantly. Of course she does. Her hands shove against my chest, her nails clawing uselessly at the thick fabric of my suit. She fights like cornered prey. Good. Her fingers find the jagged scar across my ribs through my shirt, an unintentional touch, an accidental intimacy that sends a jolt straight to my groin. Before she can use it, my left hand shoots up, capturing both of her wrists, pinning them to the wall above her head. My grip is iron. Her struggle is neutralized. The slight grating sound of my leather glove shifting against the wall is the only noise.

I bite her lower lip. Hard. Hard enough to break the skin. A single drop of blood wells up, and I taste the copper on my tongue. This is punishment. A lesson in consequences. A small, involuntary whimper escapes her throat, and I use the opening, my free hand threading through the thick silk of her copper hair, yanking her head back, exposing the long, pale line of her neck.

Look at me. Submit to the lesson.

I force my tongue into her mouth. It’s a ruthless, invasive possession. I steal her breath, her protest, her words. The wet, intrusive sound of it is obscene in the unnatural silence of the soundproof room. My body weight crushes her against the wall, absorbing the tremors that wrack her small frame. Her body jerks against mine, the friction of her thin silk slip against my heavy wool suit creating a static charge of brutal, unwanted tension. She strains uselessly, her back arching, trying to create an inch of space that I will not allow.

I own the words in your throat.

I devour her mouth, my tongue sweeping across the roof, tangling with hers in a dominant, predatory conquest. I force her chin up, tilting her head to deepen the angle, to take more. Our frantic, shared breathing fills the small space between our faces. For a long, terrible moment, it’s the only sound. Tears of pure rage, not sorrow, well in her eyes and stain her cheekbones. She’s still fighting. She manages to bite my tongue. A sharp, searing pain. I don’t pull away. I grunt, a deep, guttural sound of warning, and increase the pressure, grinding my mouth against hers, asserting my dominance even over the pain. The intensified coppery flavor of our mixed blood floods my senses.

She has fire. I will control the fuel.

I press my heavy thigh between her legs, the weight of my body pinning her completely. Her feet lose purchase on the floor, and she’s held upright solely by my grip on her wrists and the force of my body against hers. The heavy buckle of my belt presses low against her abdomen. A realization, for both of us: she is utterly dependent on me for physical stability. The kiss turns. The cold punishment bleeds into something else, something feral. The air crackles with unspoken violence and a dark, unwanted heat that boils in my blood. I shift my hips, a slight, deliberate grind against her that is all predator. I can feel the heat radiating off her skin, a furnace that overwhelms the cool, conditioned air of the basement.

Drown in the sensation. Forget the insult.

I suck on her bruised lip, then her tongue, the physical sensation designed to overwhelm, to short-circuit her defiance and leave her dazed. I loosen my grip on her wrists for a split second, a test. She doesn’t move. Good. The slick, wet sound of our mouths separating for a breath before I crash back in is a violation in itself.

Finally, I pull my mouth from hers. I stay inches from her face, watching. Her chest heaves. Her lips are swollen, bruised, and smeared with blood. Her eyes are unfocused, the green irises swallowed by blown-wide pupils. A faint thread of saliva connects us before it snaps. A flush has spread across her throat and down her chest, the physical evidence of her unwilling surrender. I drag my wet, blood-stained lip across the shell of her ear and whisper, my voice a rasp.

“You belong to my silence, Zelda.”

I release her wrists. I step back.

She stumbles, her back hitting the wall she was just pinned to. She needs its support to stay standing. She’s trembling, flushed, and for the first time since I took her, she is utterly, completely silent. She lifts a shaking finger to her swollen mouth, touching the cut on her lip. She tastes the blood—my blood, her blood, our blood. The sight of her broken composure is more satisfying than any piece of intel, any scrap of leverage.

I stare her down, letting the weight of what just happened settle into the sterile air between us. I adjust my suit, the gesture a deliberate return to my clinical persona, a stark contrast to the feral violence of the last few minutes.

“You were collateral,” I say, my voice cold and even. “Now, you are mine. That is the cost of your arrogance.”

With my thumb, I wipe a smear of her lipstick and blood from the corner of my mouth. A dark, casual gesture of consequence. I don’t wipe it on a napkin. I drop my soiled thumb into my trouser pocket, claiming the mark, keeping a piece of her defeat.

Then I turn and walk out. I don’t look back. The heavy door sighs shut with hydraulic finality, sealing her in the aftermath.

In the hallway, I stop. I stand there for a solid second, leaning my head against the cool concrete. My hands are shaking. Not with rage anymore. It’s a violent cocktail of fury and a dark, unwanted arousal that shocks my system. I clench my fists until my fingernails bite into my palms, trying to physically suppress the tremor.

This is not leverage. This is addiction.

I raise my wrist, speaking into the communicator. My voice is a low rasp. “Vadim. Cut the audio feed to the suite. Now. I do not want to hear a sound.”

I can’t hear her. I can’t hear her cry, or gasp, or break something. Because if I do, I’m afraid I’ll go back in there and break her myself.

Later, I’m in my study. The lights are off. I pour a heavy measure of scotch over a single large cube of ice. The glass clinks loudly as I grip it, the sound an intrusion in the shadows. I stand by the window, but I’m not looking out. I’m looking inward, at the rot she’s exposed. The mission is compromised. I am compromised. The phantom taste of blood and jasmine is still on my tongue, a flavor I know I’ll be chasing from now on.

The taste of her fury... it is corrosive. And I want more. Fuck. I want more.
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CHAPTER 5
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ZELDA P.O.V.

My knuckles are bone-white, twisted into the velvet comforter on the edge of this ridiculously expensive king-sized bed. I refuse to lie down. I refuse to give this gilded cage the satisfaction of my surrender, even for a second. The silence in here is a physical thing, a pressure against my eardrums that makes the roaring in my own head a thousand times louder. It’s all I can hear. That, and the phantom echo of his mouth on mine. The metallic taste of blood, the punishing force of it, the sheer audacity of him thinking he could brand me like an animal. He smells like cold violence and expensive soap, a combination that has permanently rewired my brain. I pluck at a loose thread on the comforter, pulling and twisting until the tiny strand of silk snaps. A small, pathetic act of violence against the suffocating perfection of this room. It’s not enough. It’s not even close. I will not give him the satisfaction of seeing me cry. Not a single fucking tear. My body, however, is a goddamn traitor. A low, unwanted heat still coils in my stomach, a humiliating physical response to his dominance that makes me want to tear my own skin off.

My legs are shaky, but I force myself to stand, to move. I stalk to the vanity, a slab of marble so cold it feels like a tombstone. My reflection is a stranger: wild copper hair, wide, haunted green eyes, and lips that are swollen, slightly bruised. Proof. Damning, undeniable proof of his ownership. That was not a kiss. That was a branding. The thought is so sharp it’s like a shard of glass in my mind. I grab a harsh linen napkin from a silver tray and scrub at my mouth, again and again, trying to wipe him off me. I scrub until the skin is raw and stinging, but the ghosting sensation of pressure on my jaw, the memory of his thumb digging into the soft flesh under my chin, it won’t fucking leave. It’s an imprint, a stain. Get out of my head, you bastard. His cologne, some sharp, sterile scent like gin and winter, still clings to my hair, and I want to scream. I want to set myself on fire to burn the smell away. The fury is so total, so absolute, that it clarifies everything. I need a counter-attack. Now.

My eyes catch on the floor, on the spot near the small dining table. The porcelain shards from the last meal I smashed are gone. The wine stain is gone. The entire mess has been meticulously cleaned, leaving only a faint, damp patch in the thick, charcoal-grey carpet. Of course it is. I kick at the spot, the soft thud of my bare foot absorbed by the plush pile. It’s dry now. Pristine. The act confirms what I already knew: my tantrums are meaningless. He doesn’t care about the mess. He only cares about the control. Smashing plates is just noise, and this room is built to swallow noise. I cannot fight him with noise. I have to fight him with silence. I have to find a weapon that strikes at the one thing he gives a damn about: my value. I am a high-priced asset. An investment. Fine. Let’s see how he likes his investment when it starts to decay.

The heavy, soundproofed door thuds open without a knock, the sound muffled and dead. It’s the silent one, Vadim. He moves with an unsettling lack of presence, a ghost in a cheap suit. He clears away the debris of my last refusal and sets down a fresh tray. The smell hits me like a physical blow—roast chicken, savory herbs, garlic, something green and fresh like asparagus. My stomach clenches with an involuntary, traitorous pang of hunger. The food is a gilded chain, another tool of control. He uses luxury to mock me, to make my captivity comfortable so I’ll forget I’m still in a fucking cage. I close my eyes, holding my breath for a beat to block the scent, to fight the primal, animal need to eat.

Vadim leaves as silently as he came. I don’t give him a single glance. I don’t acknowledge his existence. Instead, I fix my eyes on the corner of the ceiling, on the tiny, dark eye of the security camera I found hours ago. My audience of one. Let him watch. Look, Anton. Watch me starve. I walk directly past the tray, making a point to let the hem of the copper silk slip he dressed me in swish far away from the pristine white napkin. I am a performer in his private theater of cruelty, and this is my opening night. My resistance has to be a spectacle. It has to be seen to be effective.

Hours crawl by. The silence stretches, thins, and becomes unbearable again. I pace. Ten steps from the edge of the bed to the locked door. Ten steps back. The whisper of silk against my thighs is a constant, irritating reminder that nothing I’m wearing is my own. This outfit is another collar, prettier than a leather one, but a collar all the same. Ten steps. That's my universe now. My hand reflexively reaches for the door handle, a futile, stupid gesture I’ve made a hundred times. Locked. Always locked. I need to stop thinking about the room, about the lock, and think about why I’m here. He told me. He was brutally, clinically honest. Collateral damage. Words meant to gut me, to strip away any fantasy that I was the prize. I was just a tool to get to my father.

I lean my forehead against the cool, smooth wall, the solid surface a small anchor in the spinning chaos of my thoughts. He said my father, Dominic Montgomery, would trade his secrets for my life without a second thought. And the worst part? The iciest, most terrifying part? I think he’s right. My father, with his camera-ready smile and his handshake that never quite reached his eyes, was always a man of transactions. Love was a transaction. Family was a public relations strategy. Anton is a killer, but my father is a manipulator. Who is worse? The man who puts you in a cage, or the one who never noticed you were in one your whole life? The despair is a vacuum, sucking all the heat from my body. But then, a new thought, hard and sharp, cuts through the chill. If I am a bargaining chip, I must be valuable. And if I’m valuable, I can destroy that value. The hopelessness doesn’t break me; it forges my resolve into something cold and hard.

This is it. My body is the only thing I have left. My flesh and bone. He thinks he owns it, but he doesn’t. My body is the last thing you will control. I will devalue myself. I will become a rotting, worthless asset. I will starve him out of his leverage. My mind is set, a switch flipped to a setting of pure, unadulterated defiance. My stomach cramps, a sharp, angry protest, signaling the start of a war against my own biology. I press my fists into my abdomen, welcoming the pain. It’s real. It’s mine.

With a surge of newfound purpose, I walk back to the tray. The smell of the chicken is nauseating now. I grab the heavy crystal carafe of water, my hand steady. I walk to the edge of the carpet, just beyond the small dining set, and I pour it out. Not quickly. Slowly. Deliberately. I watch the clear liquid disappear into the thick, dark pile, creating a spreading stain, a visible wound in the room’s perfection. This is an escalation. This is me burning the boats. There’s no turning back. I hold the carafe upside down until the very last drop falls, then I place it back on the silver tray with a loud, definitive thud. Let him see that. Go ahead. Watch me thirst.

I get back on the bed, my mission for the day complete. I pull the duvet over my thin silk slip, a sudden chill creeping into my bones. Now, all I have to do is wait. I stare at the ceiling, trying to conserve energy. The silence and the boredom are their own kind of torture, but the tension of waiting for him is worse. It’s a low hum of adrenaline under my skin, making true rest impossible. For a moment of bleak, theatrical humor, I fold my hands across my chest, mimicking the pose of a corpse in a casket. A silent dare. Let the clock tick. The leverage is draining. He won’t wait long. Assets must be maintained. I give myself twelve hours, maybe sixteen, before the physical degradation starts to compromise my mind. I have to hold on.

It’s later. I don’t know how much later. Time is a thick, syrupy thing in this silent box. The heavy click of the lock is the loudest sound I’ve heard in hours. The door swings inward, and he’s there. Anton. His bespoke charcoal suit is, as always, impeccable. He doesn't look angry. He looks like an accountant reviewing a ledger. His eyes, the color of cold flint, flick from the untouched tray to the dark, damp stain on the carpet, and then, finally, to me. His presence sucks the air out of the room, charging it with the memory of our last encounter. His clinical calm is a thousand times more terrifying than rage. He moves to a side table and slowly, deliberately, pulls off a pair of black leather gloves. The soft snap of the leather is obscene in the quiet. Here he is. The executioner.

He walks to the tray. He doesn’t look at me. He extends a finger and touches the skin of the roast chicken. A clinical, detached gesture. Then he turns, his gaze pinning me to the mattress.

“The kitchen staff requires feedback, asset,” his voice is dangerously even, a low rumble that vibrates through the floor. “Was the cut not to your liking?”

He’s baiting me. Trying to drag me into a verbal fight, a game he knows he always wins. I just stare back, shaking my head once, a small, tight movement. Silence. I learned from him that silence is a weapon. I will not give him information. I will not give him the satisfaction of my voice.

He toys with a silver fork on the tray, the metal cold against the cooling meat. A muscle ticks in his jaw. It’s the only sign of his rising impatience, the only crack in the marble facade.

“I asked a direct question. Your resistance is juvenile.”

He stops three feet from the bed, his entire body coiled with a tightly controlled energy. He’s a predator assessing his prey, deciding where to bite. I focus on my breathing, keeping it slow, even. Don’t let him see your fear. Don’t let him see anything.

He reaches out, his movement deceptively slow. I tense, expecting a blow, a grab, anything violent. But his touch is light. He brushes a strand of my copper hair from my cheek, tucking it behind my ear with a gesture of calculated intimacy that makes my skin crawl. His fingers are cold. His gaze is a physical weight, searing and analytical.

“You look... thinner, Zelda,” he murmurs, the lie so blatant it’s a mockery. “It suits the copper well.”

That light touch, that fucking lie, it does more damage than a slap. The memory of his kiss flares hot and immediate, and my heart starts hammering against my ribs, betraying me. He’s trying to get a reaction, any reaction. He wants to see me flinch, to see me crumble. He wants my attention.

He leans closer, and the heat from his body radiates across the small space between us. His voice drops lower, a conspiratorial rumble. “Are you so desperate for my attention, Zelda? A hunger strike is a cliché for spoiled little girls. You are an asset, not a martyr. Starvation is beneath the value I placed on you.”

His dismissal, his attempt to frame this act of war as a childish tantrum, cuts deeper than any physical threat. I stare past his shoulder, at the faint, jagged line of a scar I can see just above the collar of his crisp white shirt. A reminder of what he is. A man made of violence. Fine. I’ll speak his language.

I break the silence. My voice comes out raspy, dry from thirst and disuse.

“You wanted an asset.” I meet his gaze, my own unwavering. “I’m giving you a corpse.” I let the word hang in the air between us, ugly and final. I cough once, a sharp, dry bark that feels performative but is entirely real. “Good luck bargaining with that, bastard.”

The shift is instantaneous. The clinical assessment in his eyes vanishes, replaced by a flash of pure, cold rage. He moves faster than I can track, his hand clamping onto my chin, fingers digging into the bone of my jaw with punishing force. He wrenches my head back, forcing my eyes up to his.

“You have a fundamental misunderstanding of ownership, Zelda,” he growls, the sound low and lethal. “I decide when you eat. I decide when you die. You will eat when I tell you to. Submit.”

The pain is sharp, electric. I instinctively try to bite down, to meet his force with my own, but his grip is like iron. Adrenaline floods my mouth with a hot, metallic taste. This isn’t the fixer. This isn’t the clinical professional. This is the possessive monster he keeps locked away, and I just rattled his cage. I hit a nerve. A deep one.

I twist my head, trying to pull away, and the memory of his mouth, his taste, flashes through my mind so vividly I almost gag. He sees it in my eyes—the fear, the disgust, and the faint, humiliating flicker of arousal that I can’t fucking control. A dark, knowing smirk touches his lips as he slowly releases my jaw. He knows. He sees everything.

“You despise my touch,” he says, his voice back to its usual calm, which is somehow worse. “Yet it’s all you think about.”

I recoil, rubbing the stinging red marks his fingers left on my skin. I refuse to meet his eyes. I hate him for seeing that conflict in me, for knowing he affects me on some primal, broken level that I can’t command.

He straightens his tie, the picture of composure once more. He glances at the untouched tray, at the water stain spreading on his perfect carpet. He kicks the edge of the silver tray with the polished toe of his shoe, the slight jolt sending a ripple through the cold congealed sauce on the plate.

“I will return at seven sharp in the morning,” he informs me, his tone flat, final. He walks to the door. “If the tray is still full,” he says, pausing with his hand on the handle, “I will change my methods.”

His eyes meet mine one last time. “Consider this your final warning, Zelda. Assets require maintenance. I will maintain you.”

Then he’s gone. The door closes, and the heavy lock slams home, the thud echoing in the profound silence. I collapse back against the pillows, a violent tremor running through my entire body. The adrenaline drains away, leaving behind a hollowed-out exhaustion and the gnawing ache of hunger. I won this round. I made him angry. But the victory tastes like ash. The ambiguity of his threat—I will change my methods—is a special kind of terror. It’s a promise of something invasive, something worse than a simple beating.

I curl into a tight, protective ball under the duvet, hugging my knees to my chest. Seven o’clock. He gave me a deadline. He’s coming back to break me, and I know, with a certainty that chills me to the bone, his solution will be intensely, horribly physical. I have seven hours. Seven hours to own my own body before he comes to claim it.
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CHAPTER 6
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ANTON P.O.V.

The blue glow from the monitor paints the angular lines of my face in shades of cold, digital light. On the screen, the silver tray is an accusation. Forty-eight hours. The bowl of broth, untouched. The bread, a fucking rock. Predictable, but sloppy. A tactical failure on my part. Zelda Montgomery is curled into a tight ball on the far side of the bed, her back to the camera, a stubborn knot of copper hair and pale silk. Every hour she doesn't eat is another tick mark in my failure column, a visible metric of my inability to maintain absolute, fucking control over a single, five-foot-five asset. My patience, a resource I pride myself on, is fraying like cheap rope. I press the intercom button on the desk, the aggressive little click echoing in the dead quiet of the study. Such defiance will cost her father more than just leverage. It will cost him the pristine condition of his property.

I pull up her digitized medical file on a secondary screen, the numbers and charts a cold comfort. I calculate the degradation. Water intake is minimal. Caloric baseline is zero. The human body is a machine, and this machine is actively sabotaging its own fucking parts. Annoyance, hot and sharp, cuts through my clinical assessment. The asset is actively undermining the mission. I have twelve hours before her value begins to plummet, before dehydration and weakness render her useless for anything other than a proof-of-life photo. She mistakes self-destruction for strength. It’s amateur-hour bullshit. I pick up the heavy silver letter opener from my desk, opening and closing it, the sharp click, click, click against the polished wood a physical manifestation of my impatience. This is a problem to be solved, not a fucking drama to be endured.

My thumb drifts up, unconsciously tracing the small, healing scab on my lower lip. The ghost of her teeth sinking into my flesh from that night is a persistent distraction, an itch under my skin. She bit me. The memory of that reactive, feral violence sparks something low in my gut, an intrusive surge of predatory heat that has no place in a professional operation. This isn't property anymore. This is prey. The thought is unwelcome, a flaw in the system. I don’t tolerate flaws in my acquisitions. My hand goes to the jagged scar across my ribs, a habit I can’t seem to break when I’m challenged, rubbing the raised tissue through the fine wool of my suit. I should have broken her mouth the second she bit me.

The door to my study opens without a knock. Fucking Mikhail. He leans against the doorframe, a picture of insubordinate arrogance, a mocking sneer playing on his lips. He violates the sanctity of my space with the same bored entitlement he applies to everything.

“Still playing nursemaid, Anton?” His voice is a low grate, designed to irritate. He flicks an imaginary piece of lint off his lapel. “I hear your little bird isn’t eating. Perhaps she’s dying.”

The air in the room thickens, my control over the environment instantly compromised by his presence.

“She is a strategic asset, Mikhail. Not a pet.”

“Is she?” he says, pushing off the doorframe and taking a step into the room. He smells of expensive, cloying cologne. “She isn’t worth this personal attention, boss. Just a body. Perhaps the asset needs a firmer hand. I know a few traditional methods to restore an appetite.”

He expands on it, his words dripping with casual cruelty, detailing syndicate techniques. Pain. Degradation. Things that would leave marks. The thought of his dirty, manicured hands on her, on the pale skin I see on the monitor, sparks a surge of visceral, murderous rage so potent it nearly blacks out my vision. It’s a fucking tripwire. A reaction so disproportionate I can feel the pulse thundering in my ears. My hand tightens around the heavy crystal tumbler of whiskey on my desk, my knuckles white. I could shatter the fucking thing.

“A good scare makes them grateful for a bowl of broth, not defiant,” Mikhail finishes, his eyes glinting with the prospect of sanctioned violence.

I rise from my chair. Slowly. I’m a big man, and I use every inch of my height to my advantage. I set the glass down on the desk with a quiet, deliberate thud. I walk around the polished wood, my shoes making no sound on the thick rug, and stop inches from him. He’s not a small man, but I make him feel like one. My voice, when it comes, is dangerously low. A promise, not a threat.

“The girl is my property, Mikhail.”

I look down at him, letting the silence stretch until he starts to shift uncomfortably. I lift a hand and deliberately wipe an invisible fleck of dust from his shoulder, my finger cold and condescending against his suit. He flinches.

“Any man who touches her without my direct, explicit command will spend his last hour wishing I had simply shot him.” I hold his gaze. “Do you understand the weight of that promise?”

He swallows, the mocking sneer gone, replaced by a flicker of genuine fear. “Yes, boss. Understood.”

“Get out.”

He scrambles away, closing the door a little too loudly behind him. I stand frozen in the middle of the room, the violent, instinctual rage still thrumming through my veins. I threatened my second-in-command. For a strategic asset. A wave of something cold and sharp, like dawning horror, washes over me. She is more than leverage. The thought is a betrayal of every principle that got me here. I pull out my phone, my fingers moving with grim precision, and delete the last five minutes of security footage from the study’s internal camera. A rare lapse. A track covered. My clinical approach is gone, completely fucking compromised by a carnal possessiveness I didn’t know I had in me. I will break her myself. No one else. I breathe deep, trying to pull the sterile air of the room into my lungs and force the possessive heat out of my blood. It doesn’t work.

I move to the small, adjacent prep kitchen, a sterile space of steel and granite. Vadim is there, polishing a handgun, his movements silent and efficient.

“Prepare the broth,” I order. “Warm. No texture.”

He nods once and moves to the stove. He works quickly, and when the tray is ready—a simple porcelain bowl, a spoon, a glass of water—he offers it to me. I shake my head.

“Go monitor the exterior feeds. I will handle this.”

He hesitates for a fraction of a second, his loyalty warring with his surprise. I’ve never done this. But he just nods and leaves. I take the tray myself. The task is menial, beneath me, but I refuse to delegate this. This is an intimate act of dominance, and it will be delivered by my hands alone. As I steady the tray, a small splash of broth spills over the rim, staining the immaculate white cuff of my shirt. Fuck it.

The walk down the concrete corridor to the basement suite is a countdown. The rhythmic echo of my polished Oxford shoes on the hard floor is precise, ominous. The temperature drops, the air smelling of ozone and cold, disused concrete. I can feel the tension coiling in my shoulders. I know she will fight me. And I realize, with a jolt, that I am anticipating the contact. Not dreading it. This ends now. By submission or by force. Her final battlefield will be her own body, and that is where I must, and will, win. I pause before the heavy steel door, readjusting the cuffs of my bespoke charcoal suit, the stained one hidden beneath the jacket, before my hand closes over the cold steel handle.

The heavy door thuds shut behind me, the sound absolute, sealing us in together. The room is sterile, but the air is now tainted with the rich, savory smell of the chicken broth. Zelda is exactly as she was on the monitor. Pale. Her copper hair a chaotic spill across the white pillows. She’s wearing a thin, pale silk slip that does nothing to hide the sharp angles of her body, a brutal contrast to the stark, functional room. Her skin looks translucent, cool against the ivory sheets. She doesn’t move, doesn’t even acknowledge my presence. She’s trying to negate me with silence.
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