
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Devil's Heart: Dark Mafia Romance

        

        
        
          Devil's Game, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Alice Reyes

        

        
          Published by Alice Reyes, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      DEVIL'S HEART: DARK MAFIA ROMANCE

    

    
      First edition. September 23, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Alice Reyes.

    

    
    
      Written by Alice Reyes.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Alice Reyes

	    

      
	    
          
	      Bundles

          
        
          
	          Kings of the Mafia: Mafia Romance Collection (3 Books in One)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Devil's Game

          
        
          
	          Devil's Game Mafia Series (3 Books in One)

          
        
          
	          Devil's Heart: Dark Mafia Romance

          
        
          
	          Devil's Fall: Dark Mafia Romance

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Heirs of Vice

          
        
          
	          Heirs of Vice Mafia Series, 3 Books in One !

          
        
          
	          Unholy Vow: Dark Mafia Romance

          
        
          
	          Unholy War: Dark Mafia Romance

          
        
          
	          Unholy Flame: Dark Mafia Romance

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Ink & Fire

          
        
          
	          Inked Hearts: A Bad Boy Next Door Romance

          
        
          
	          Inked Souls: A Bad Boy Next Door Romance

          
        
          
	          Inked Paths: A Bad Boy Next Door Romance

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Ink & Fire Series

          
        
          
	          Ink & Fire Bad Boy Series, 3 Books in One!

          
        
          
	          Inked Hearts: A Bad Boy Next Door Romance

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      King of Blood

          
        
          
	          King of Blood Vampire Duet, 2 Books in One!

          
        
          
	          Shadows & Roses: Vampire Romance

          
        
          
	          Shadows & Daisies: Vampire Romance

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Small Town Romance

          
        
          
	          Heartland Romance Bundle (3 Books in 1) - Small Town Stories

          
        
          
	          Off Script: Small Town Romance

          
        
          
	          The Perfect Mess: Small Town Romance

          
        
          
	          The Sweet Escape: Small Town Romance

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalones

          
        
          
	          Bound by Duty: Dark Mafia Romance

          
        
          
	          City of Thorns: Dark Mafia Romance

          
        
          
	          Sinner's Escape: Mafia Romance

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Cruel Temptation Series

          
        
          
	          Cruel Games: Mafia Romance

          
        
          
	          Cruel Chains: Mafia Romance

          
        
          
	          Cruel Lies: Mafia Romance

          
        
          
	          The Cruel Temptation Mafia Series, 3 Books in One!

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Dark Instincts Series

          
        
          
	          The Dark Instincts Mafia Series (3 Books in One)

          
        
          
	          Dark Angel: Mafia Romance

          
        
          
	          Dark Sinner: Mafia Romance

          
        
          
	          Dark King: Mafia Romance

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Dark Series

          
        
          
	          Dark Angel: Dark Mafia Romance

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Vows of the Throne

          
        
          
	          Vow of Silence: Dark Mafia Romance

          
        
          
	          Vow of Fire: Dark Mafia Romance

          
        
          
	          Vow of Sin: Dark Mafia Romance

          
        
          
	          Vows of the Throne Mafia Series, 3 Books in One!

          
        
      

      
    
    


THE DEVIL’S HEART: DARK MAFIA ROMANCE

HE OWNS THE CITY, BUT CLAIMING HER WASN'T PART OF THE PLAN

They told me I lost everything in the crash—my family, my past, even my name. Now I’m Elena Morretti, and apparently, I belong to the man who pulled me from the wreckage.

I thought I was healing. Turns out, I’ve been living inside a lie he built for me. Dante doesn’t ask. He takes. He runs this city like it’s his personal chessboard, and I’m just another piece he’s decided to keep.

I should hate him. I should want to run.

Instead, I catch myself watching him the way he watches me—like he’s already decided how this ends. Every time he calls me mia cara, freedom feels like something I used to want in another life.

The crash brought me here. But whatever this is between us? It’s darker than survival. It’s possession. It’s power. And Dante Morretti doesn’t give up what’s his. Not a soul. Not a memory. Not me.

Book 1 of 3 in the Devil’s Game Series — a dark, obsessive mafia romance where power seduces, loyalty deceives, and surrender is the most dangerous pact of all. 
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CHAPTER 1
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DANTE P.O.V.

The city was a grid of cold light laid out fifty stories below my window, a complex machine of concrete, steel, and glass. I was the ghost in its highest gear. From this vantage point, I could see the flow of it all, the patterns of power, the currents of money, the predictable paths of predators and prey. My office was a testament to this perspective: minimalist, monochrome, a sterile environment for sterile decisions. The only color was the amber of the whiskey in the decanter and the deep red of the leather on my chair. Everything had its place. Everything served a purpose.

Including the man standing before my desk.

Luca was a blunt instrument. Broad, solid, with hands that looked like they were carved from stone. He was loyal, which was valuable. He was also a creature of excess, which was a liability I had to manage carefully. He stood at parade rest, his gaze fixed on a point just over my shoulder, waiting. The silence in the room was absolute, a vacuum I created and controlled.

"Antonio Rossi," I said. My voice was low, cutting through the stillness without effort. It wasn't a question. It was a sentence. "Just the father. I want it clean, Luca. A ghost job. In and out. No collateral, no spectacle. Understood?"

I let the words hang there, each one a polished, sharpened stone. Clean. Ghost. No collateral. These weren't suggestions; they were the parameters for a surgical procedure. Antonio Rossi was a cancer. For months, he’d been selling information—shipping routes, warehouse locations, names. Minor details, but the disrespect was the disease. He headed a small, insignificant family, a gnat buzzing at my ear, and he thought he could bite me and get away with it because he was small. Stupidity of that magnitude couldn't be allowed to fester. It set a bad example. Betrayal wasn't an emotional crisis; for Rossi, it was a business decision. He weighed the risk against the reward and made the wrong calculation. This was simply the cost of his error, the market correction. There was no anger in it for me, only the necessity of balancing the books.

Luca’s expression didn’t change, but a flicker in his eyes showed he understood the weight of the command. He gave a single, sharp nod. "Understood, Boss."

"Go."

He turned on his heel and walked out, his heavy footsteps silent on the thick, sound-dampening rug. The door clicked shut behind him, restoring the perfect vacuum of my solitude. I turned my chair back toward the vast window. The city sprawled below, indifferent and beautiful in its brutal efficiency. A problem was being addressed. A loose thread was about to be snipped. The larger pattern would remain clean, undisturbed. I rose and moved to the bar cart, the motion fluid and unhurried. The ritual of pouring a drink was grounding. The weight of the crystal decanter, the glug of the eighteen-year-old scotch into a heavy tumbler, the single, perfect sphere of ice sinking into the amber liquid. It was a small, controlled act of finality.

I took the glass back to my desk, the cold satisfaction settling in my gut. For the next hour, Antonio Rossi ceased to exist in my mind. He was a task delegated, a line item crossed off. I pulled up my tablet, the screen glowing with logistics reports from the port. Tonnage, shipping schedules, personnel assignments—the real language of power. Numbers. Facts. Predictable, controllable variables. This was my domain. The quiet hum of the building's climate control, the faint click of my finger on the glass screen, the clink of ice against crystal as I took a deliberate sip. This was control. This was order.

That’s why the buzz of the secure line was such a violation. It wasn’t a ring, but a deep, vibrating hum designed to be unobtrusive and impossible to ignore. A closed circuit. Only a handful of people had the number. It was Luca. A full twenty minutes ahead of schedule. Efficiency was good. Haste was not. The first prickle of unease touched the back of my neck. I set my glass down with a precise click and pressed the speaker button, my gaze still locked on the numbers on my tablet.

"Yes."

"Boss..." Luca’s voice crackled through the small speaker. It wasn't the clean, professional tone of a man reporting a success. It was strained. Unprofessional. Winded. There was a chaotic edge to it, something ragged and frayed. "We have a situation at the Rossi house. It's not clean. It's... a mess."

Mess.

The word landed in the sterile quiet of my office like a gob of filth. My fingers tightened on the edge of my desk, the polished wood cool against my skin. There are words I do not tolerate in my business. Mistake. Problem. Mess. They are the vocabulary of incompetence, of a loss of control. And loss of control was the one sin I could not abide. My satisfaction from an hour ago curdled into a substance of pure, ice-cold fury. Not a hot, blinding rage that made a man stupid, but a focused, lethal intolerance. It sharpened my senses, made the edges of everything in the room seem clearer, harder. A mess wasn't just a botched job; it was a broadcast of weakness. It was a spectacle. The very thing I had forbidden.

"Don't touch anything," I said. My voice was dangerously quiet, stripped of all inflection. It was colder than the night air outside my window. "I'm on my way."

I cut the connection without waiting for a reply, plunging the room back into a silence that was now charged, heavy with failure. I stood, my movements precise, propelled by a contained, violent energy. I shrugged on the custom-tailored cashmere overcoat that had been draped over the back of a guest chair. I didn't need my keys or wallet; they were always in my pockets. I was always prepared. It was my men who had failed to be.

The elevator ride down was a silent descent into hell. My reflection in the polished steel doors was a mask of cold fury. Luca’s incompetence was a stain that now touched me directly. In the underground garage, the roar of my sedan's engine was a contained snarl that mirrored the rage in my chest. I pulled out onto the streets, the city lights streaking past the windows in hypnotic, meaningless lines. My hands gripped the leather-wrapped steering wheel, my knuckles white. I drove with aggressive precision, weaving through the late-night traffic. My mind wasn't on the road; it was at the Rossi house, dissecting the failure, calculating the damage to my reputation before I’d even seen the evidence. Luca’s excuses were already forming in my head, a pathetic litany of panic and poor execution, and I dismissed them all. An order was an absolute. There was no room for interpretation or circumstance. There was only success or failure. And I was now driving toward the scene of a spectacular failure.

The Rossi house was in a quiet, wealthy suburb that pretended crime didn't exist. Tonight, that illusion was shattered. Long before I saw the house itself, I saw the consequences of Luca's mess. Two of my cars were parked haphazardly on the curb, one with a door still hanging open, a beacon of sloppiness. My men were milling near the manicured lawn, clustered together like nervous cattle. They weren't professionals securing a scene; they were thugs trying to look invisible. Their panic was a stench in the air.

I brought my sedan to a smooth halt behind their vehicles and killed the engine. I didn't look at them as I got out. I didn't have to. I felt their eyes on me, felt their fear spike as I walked toward the house. I moved through their ranks without a word, a phantom of pure disapproval. One of them, a new recruit named Marco, flinched as I passed. Good. He should be afraid. They all should.

The heavy oak front door was ajar, splintered near the lock. Brute force over finesse. I pushed it open and stepped inside.

The foyer was a tableau of butchery. It was everything I had commanded against. Two of Rossi’s guards were on the marble floor, their bodies contorted at unnatural angles in pools of darkening blood. The air was thick with the coppery smell of it, mixed with the acrid scent of gunpowder. This wasn't surgery. This was a pigsty. My gaze swept the scene with disgust. A broken vase, overturned furniture, bullet holes stitched across a gilded wall—a testament to a firefight, a loud, chaotic struggle. A spectacle.

My eyes traveled up the grand, curving staircase. A woman in a silk nightgown lay sprawled across the middle steps, a dark stain blossoming on her chest. Rossi's wife. Not on the list. Not part of the order. Collateral.

Rage, cold and pure, settled deeper into my bones. This was Luca’s idea of control. This was his answer to my command for a ghost job. My jaw clenched so tight a muscle jumped along my cheek. I walked past the bodies without sparing them a glance, my expensive leather shoes leaving no trace on the blood-smeared marble. I had to wade through my own crew's filth to get to the objective.

I found Antonio Rossi in his office. The room was opulent, filled with mahogany and leather-bound books he'd probably never read. He was slumped behind his desk, two precise bullet holes in his chest. His eyes were wide, staring at a future that had been cancelled. It was the one, single piece of the job that had been done right. The target was eliminated. But the cost, the sheer, amateurish mess of it all, negated the success.

Luca was standing near the window. He turned as I entered, and for the first time, I saw the grime on his face and the wild look in his eyes.

"Boss," he started, his voice still ragged.

I cut him off, my voice a low threat that was more dangerous than any shout. "I gave you one name."

He had the sense to look ashamed. "They put up a fight, Boss. The guards in the foyer, they were armed. They went for their guns. It got loud."

"Loud," I repeated the word, tasting its ugliness. An excuse.

"And the wife?" I asked, my voice dropping even lower.

Luca stammered, his composure crumbling under my gaze. "She came running out, screaming. Had a pistol in her hand. It... it got out of hand. It happened fast."

It got out of hand. The anthem of the incompetent. His words were just noise, the buzzing of a fly I was about to swat. He had lost control, allowed emotion and panic to dictate his actions. He had taken my clean, simple order and smeared it with blood and chaos. I had wanted to send a message of quiet, absolute power. Instead, Luca had sent a message of sloppy, panicked brutality. And that reflected on me.

I turned my back on him, my disgust too profound for further words. My intention was to leave, to get clear of the stench of this failure. The plan was already forming in my mind: a different crew, a real clean-up, one that would scrub this entire night from history and likely scrub Luca along with it. I was taking a step toward the doorway, ready to put this disaster behind me, when a faint sound from above snagged my attention.

It was a soft thud. Almost nothing. The sound of something small and light falling onto a carpeted floor.

My men downstairs were frozen, waiting. Luca was silent behind me. No one else was supposed to be alive in this house. The sound was an anomaly, a variable I hadn't accounted for. My anger, which had been a broad, political force, instantly narrowed, focusing to a fine point. I stopped, my entire body going still as I listened. The sound came again, a tiny scrape. A whisper of movement in a dead house.

I turned my head just enough to catch Luca’s eye. He looked confused, wary. I gave a single, sharp gesture with my head. Stay.

Then, I turned toward the grand staircase and began to ascend, my steps silent on the rich runner. I carefully sidestepped the body of Rossi's wife without a glance, my focus entirely on the silent hallway above.

The upstairs hall was dark, a series of closed doors standing like silent sentinels. The sound had come from the end of the hall, from the last door on the left. I moved toward it, a predator drawn to a flicker of life in a barren landscape. My hand closed over the cool metal of the doorknob.

I pushed the door open. It swung inward without a sound.

The room was untouched by the violence that had savaged the rest of the house. It was a young woman’s bedroom, painted in soft shades of white and grey, clean and pristine. A large window looked out onto the dark, manicured gardens below. And there, huddled in the farthest corner between a bookshelf and the wall, was the source of the noise.

It was a girl. Elena Rossi. Antonio’s daughter. Unconscious, slumped against the wall. A thin trickle of blood traced a path from her hairline down her temple, stark crimson against pale skin. A fallen book lay on the floor beside her; the source of the sound. She must have been knocked out in the initial chaos—a stray impact against the shelf—and had been hidden here in the silence ever since.

The logical part of my brain, the cold calculus that had guided my entire life, screamed at me. Witness. Loose end. Liability. The protocol was clear. There are no survivors. No complications. My order was no collateral, but she was the ultimate collateral, a living, breathing testament to my crew's failure. The clean, simple solution was to eliminate the liability. To finish the job my men had so spectacularly botched.

But as I stood there in the doorway, gazing at her, something else took over. It wasn't logic. It was something deeper, older. A primal, predatory instinct that rose from the core of my being, silencing the voice of reason.

The sight of her, small and broken in her perfect, ordered room, was a jarring contrast to the ugly chaos downstairs. She was a piece of flawless art discovered in the rubble of a slaughterhouse. Her dark hair was fanned out against the pale wall, her face serene in its unconsciousness. Even with the blood on her temple, there was an unbroken quality to her, a perfection the surrounding carnage had failed to mar.

And in that instant, a single, powerful thought took root in my mind, sharp and absolute.

Mine.

The thought was an intruder, a violation of every rule of control and pragmatism I lived by. It made no sense. It was impulsive. Possessive. It was a decision made not by the Don, but by the predator. I wanted her. Not for any logical reason, not as a hostage, not as leverage. I wanted her simply because I had found her. Because she was beautiful and broken, and because I had the power to take her. The act of claiming her was an assertion of control purer than any order I could give.

The decision was instantaneous. It defied all my protocols, all my cold, hard logic. It was a spike of pure, dark obsession.

I crossed the room in three strides, the thick carpet swallowing the sound of my footsteps. I knelt beside her. Her breathing was shallow but even. I brushed a strand of dark hair from her cheek, my touch surprisingly steady. Then, with an economy of motion, I slid one arm beneath her knees and the other behind her back and lifted her into my arms. She was light, a fragile weight against my chest. Her head lolled against my shoulder, her unconsciousness absolute. I turned and walked out of the room, carrying her as if she were made of glass.

My crew stared, their faces a mixture of shock and confusion, as I descended the grand staircase. I didn't look at them. My gaze was fixed forward. I walked past the bodies, past the evidence of their incompetence, with my prize in my arms. Luca was standing at the bottom of the stairs, his mouth slightly agape. He looked from Elena's still form to my face, searching for an explanation he would never get.

I didn't break stride. As I reached the bottom step, my voice was low and final, a commandment that would not be questioned.

"You saw nothing," I said, my words slicing through the thick silence. "No one was here. Clean it up."

I walked out the front door, into the cold night air. The panicked men outside parted for me like water around a rock. I went to the passenger side of my sedan, opened the back door, and carefully laid her down across the supple leather seat. For a moment, I stood there, looking at her, a perfect, silent thing in the dark interior of my car. My property.

I closed the door. The sound was a heavy, definitive thud, sealing us in together. Sealing her fate. I got into the driver’s seat, started the engine, and pulled away from the house of horrors, leaving the ghosts behind for my men to erase.
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CHAPTER 2
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DANTE P.O.V.

The slick purr of the V12 engine was a whisper in the night, a sound too refined for the blood still drying on my knuckles. It was the only sound besides the faint, almost imperceptible-hiss of the climate control and the soft, shallow breaths coming from the backseat. The white-hot rage that had consumed me back at the warehouse, the fury at my men for their catastrophic failure, had cooled. It had not vanished. It had simply solidified, changing states from a raging gas to a block of solid, cold iron in my gut. My focus had narrowed to a single point. A new project.

I glanced in the rearview mirror.

Her form was a dark shape against the buttery leather of the backseat, liminal and still. A sliver of moonlight from the passing city architecture caught the curve of her cheekbone. Elena Rossi. The sole survivor. A loose end that should have been tied off with a single, clean shot. Yet here she was. Breathing in the recycled air of my car. Existing in my space.

My space.

The thought landed with a strange, definitive weight. An impulse, dark and foreign, had taken root in the ruins of my operational plan. This wasn't damage control anymore. This was acquisition. My men had fucked up. They had failed to eradicate a threat, failed to follow the simplest of orders. But in their incompetence, they had delivered something to me. A prize.

The city blurred past, a smear of neon and concrete. My mind, usually a seamless engine of logistics—routes, alibis, payroll, threats—was now bifurcated. One part was running the cold calculus of survival and control. The other was consumed by her. I was already building the cage in my mind. Not of steel and bars, but of influence, dependency, and a reality of my own making. She would be my most intricate creation.

While my left hand held the wheel steady, guiding the armored sedan through the sleeping arteries of the city, my right hand acted on its own accord. I reached back, over the console, my fingers extending into the space she occupied. They found a strand of her dark hair, splayed across the seat. It felt like silk, impossibly fine. I brushed it from her face, my knuckles grazing the cool skin of her temple. The touch was proprietary. Definitive. This beauty, this perfect Roman statue of a woman, was wasted on the dead men who had surrounded her. It was wasted on the life she thought she had. It belonged to me now.

My thumb swiped across the car’s central touchscreen, bringing up a secure contact. I pressed the call icon. It rang once.

"Yes?" The voice was clipped, professional. Devoid of warmth.

"Alistair," I said, my voice low, a commander's tone that permitted no questions. "I have a Doe for you."

A pause. Not of hesitation, but of professional recalibration. "Go on."

"Car accident," I stated, the lie already feeling like truth because I had decided it was. "Head trauma. Unconscious. Prepare your private suite. Now."

The line clicked dead. No confirmation was needed. Alistair Finch was an asset, not a friend. He understood the language of command and the unspoken promise of payment that followed it. I accelerated, the engine’s purr deepening to a low growl as I turned off the main thoroughfare and plunged into the labyrinth of service roads and back alleys that constituted my true dominion. The cage was being prepared.

The entrance to Finch’s clinic was an architectural lie. In a gentrified block of refurbished brick warehouses now housing art galleries and overpriced lofts, it was a simple, unmarked black steel door next to a loading bay. No signs. No numbers. Anonymity was its greatest security feature. I keyed a code into a panel hidden behind a loose brick and a section of the bay door rolled silently upwards, revealing a ramp descending into the earth.

The moment the door sealed behind me, the grimy sounds of the city were silenced, replaced by the sterile hum of fluorescent lights and ventilation. The underground garage was as clean as an operating theater, the concrete floor polished to a mirror sheen. Dr. Alistair Finch stood waiting beside a stainless-steel gurney, his posture impeccable in a dark, tailored suit that looked out of place over surgical scrubs. He was a man who lived in the clean, profitable space between medicine and criminality. His face was a mask of professional neutrality, his eyes—cold and grey—taking in the situation with the dispassion of a mechanic assessing a damaged car.

He made a move toward the back door of my sedan, but I held up a hand. A single, sharp motion that stopped him cold. "I'll do it."

He gave a slight, acquiescent nod and stepped back, his hands clasped behind his back. The perfect, obedient tool.

I opened the door and leaned in. The scent of her—faint perfume, the metallic tang of blood, the simple warmth of her skin—filled my senses. This close, I could see the dark smudge of a contusion high on her temple, partially hidden by her hair. I slid one arm beneath her shoulders and the other under her knees. She was lighter than I expected, a fragile weight. I lifted her from the car, her head lolling back against my shoulder, her body completely pliant, at my mercy.

I carried her through a set of automated glass doors, refusing the gurney Finch had prepared. The contrast was jarring. I was a man of violence and shadows, carrying the spoils of a massacre, and I had just stepped into a world of pristine white walls, brushed steel accents, and the faint, antiseptic smell of bleach and money. The clinic was a temple of hyper-modern sterility. Every surface gleamed. The air itself felt filtered, scrubbed clean of the city's filth. It was a place designed to hide ugly truths behind a beautiful, sterile facade. Perfect.

I followed Finch down a silent corridor, my footsteps the only sound on the polished white floor. He led me to an examination room that looked like it had been lifted from a science-fiction film. A single, complex medical bed sat in the center, surrounded by gleaming arrays of monitors and diagnostic equipment. The air was cold, clinical.

With a care that felt alien to me, I laid Elena down on the examination table. The stark white of the surface made her dark hair and pale skin stand out, a piece of flawed art displayed for appraisal. I straightened up, standing over her, a sentry at his post. I didn't move as Finch began his work. My eyes tracked his every motion with hawk-like intensity.

He started with the basics. He took her pulse, his long, sterile fingers pressing against the delicate skin of her wrist. He peeled back one of her eyelids with his thumb, shining a penlight into the dark, unresponsive pupil. He probed the edges of the wound on her head with a gloved finger. And with every clinical touch, a surge of raw, possessive irritation flooded my system. It was a low, animalistic growl in the back of my mind.

He has no right.

The thought was sharp, absolute. I was paying him a fortune to do this, to tend to her, and yet the sight of his hands on her skin felt like a violation. Not of her, but of my claim. He was touching what was mine. It was irrational, a possessiveness so profound it bordered on madness, and I embraced it completely. This was a new, exhilarating facet of control.

Finch straightened up, peeling off his gloves with a snap. "The wound on her temple is superficial. Abrasions, a minor laceration. It's the impact that's the concern. She has a concussion, a moderate one from the look of it. Some minor contusions on her shoulder and ribs." He gestured vaguely at her body. "It's all perfectly consistent with a single-vehicle collision. Hitting a steering wheel, a side window."

He met my gaze, his own cool and unreadable. "Amnesia, both retrograde and anterograde, will be expected... and easily encouraged."

There it was. The tacit offer. The confirmation of his complicity. He wasn't just a doctor; he was a craftsman of convenient realities.

I cut straight to the point. The logistics could be handled later; the foundation of the new truth had to be laid now. "She's my fiancée," I said, the word tasting strange and powerful on my tongue. "Elena Rossi. We were in a car accident. She was thrown from the vehicle." I let the lie settle in the cold air between us. "When she wakes up, she’ll remember that, and nothing else. She’ll remember me. As her fiancé."

I took a step closer to him, lowering my voice. "I want a full, ironclad medical file fabricated. Paramedic reports, hospital admission, the works. A complete history for a tragic accident." I paused, letting him feel the weight of the second part of the bargain. "In return for my continued silence on your little side business... and a steady supply for it. Your discretion has a price, Alistair. So does mine."

Finch’s thin lips stretched into a smile that held no warmth, only the satisfaction of a successful transaction. It was the smile of a snake that had just secured a meal. "A tragic accident. Of course, Mr. Morretti. I'm dreadfully sorry for what you and your fiancée have been through." The mock sympathy was flawless. "Consider it done. The file will be impeccable. We can say she was brought here for specialized private care after being stabilized at City General. It’s cleaner."

He gave a slight bow of his head. "And your generosity is appreciated. The first shipment of 'pharmaceutical samples' will cover my initial services quite adequately."

The deal was sealed. The lie was cemented in ink and medical jargon before the victim had even regained consciousness.

Finch, all business now, moved to a gleaming, floor-to-ceiling cabinet made of frosted glass and steel. He tapped a panel, and a section slid open with a pneumatic hiss, revealing rows of meticulously organized medical supplies. He moved with an efficient, practiced grace, preparing an IV drip, his hands sure and quick. Then he retrieved a small, amber-colored prescription bottle and held it up to the light. The pills inside were small and white.

He turned back to me, holding the bottle between his thumb and forefinger like a jeweler presenting a rare gem. He was proud of his specific, dark craft. "This cocktail is a proprietary blend," he explained, his voice taking on the tone of an academic lecturer. "It will keep her calm, manage any pain from the contusions, and... suggestible." He gave that thin, reptilian smile again. "It also actively discourages new, long-term memory formation while fogging what came before. It’s a very popular 'anxiety treatment' among my more high-profile clientele who have things they’d rather forget."

He set the bottle down and picked up the IV needle, turning toward the bed, toward her. He uncapped the needle, his movements fluid as he prepared to slide it into the vein on the back of her hand.

But before the sterilized metal tip could touch her skin, my hand shot out, my fingers wrapping around his wrist in a grip of solid steel.

His motion stopped instantly. He didn't struggle. He didn't even flinch. He just froze, his eyes flicking from my hand on his wrist up to my face.

My voice was ice. "I administer her medication from now on."

It wasn't a request. The pressure of my grip was a clear statement of ultimate authority. She was my project. My property. I would be the one to introduce the chemicals into her system. I would be the one managing every aspect of her reality, from her fabricated memories to her medicated state of mind. I didn't trust him. I didn't trust anyone. Control had to be absolute.

Finch's professional mask didn't slip, but I saw a flicker of something in his eyes—understanding. He relaxed his hand, letting the IV needle rest loosely in his fingers. I released his wrist. Wordlessly, I took the prescription bottle from the counter, its weight small but significant in my palm. The key to her cage.

He finished inserting the IV saline drip, his movements now meticulously careful, as if he were handling a bomb. He taped it down, adjusted the flow rate, and then stepped back from the bed, ceding the space to me. The transaction was over. My ownership had been asserted.

Finch had her moved to a private recovery suite down the hall while I finalized the payment—a wire transfer to an untraceable offshore account. Then, I dismissed him.

"I will monitor her vitals remotely from my office," he said, his tone back to its flat, professional default. "Call me if there's any change."

"I won't need to," I said, not looking at him. It was a dismissal. He took it as such, turning and leaving the room, the door closing with a soft, nearly silent click behind him.

Finally. We were alone.

The recovery room was less like a hospital room and more like a suite at a five-star hotel, albeit one with a medical-grade bed and a silent heart monitor beeping softly in the corner. The lighting was low and warm. A floor-to-ceiling window looked out onto a small, sterile internal courtyard—a garden in a box, a fitting view for the gilded cage I was building.

I pulled a plush leather armchair to the side of her bed and sat down. The storm in my mind, the whirlwind of logistics and violence and planning, had finally passed. In its wake was a profound, unnerving calm. A singular, dark purpose.

I watched her.

I watched the steady, rhythmic rise and fall of her chest beneath the thin white blanket. I watched the way a few strands of her dark hair fell across the pillow. I watched the subtle, peaceful slackness of her features in unconsciousness. She was beautiful. Flawlessly crafted. And completely, utterly broken by my hand. A masterpiece I had inadvertently shattered and now had the exclusive privilege of putting back together in any shape I saw fit.

The silence in the room was absolute, broken only by the soft beep of the monitor and the sound of her breathing. My breathing. I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees, bringing myself closer to her. The air grew warmer, scented with her. I could stay here for hours. For days. Just watching.

I leaned in further, my face just inches from hers, my breath warm against the cool skin of her cheek. She couldn't hear me. She couldn't know. The fact that this was a one-sided vow, a promise made to a sleeping mind, made it all the more potent. More perverse. It wasn't a conversation; it was a declaration of terms engraved onto her soul while she was powerless to object.

"When you wake up," I whispered, the words a ghost in the silent room, "you will belong to me."

My lips almost brushed the shell of her ear.

"You won't remember the fire or the blood. You will only remember me. You will crave me. You will need the calm I give you, the safety I provide. I'm going to ruin you, my perfect, broken thing. And you will love me for it."
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