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    To everyone who has ever been caught in a war they did not begin—
May you remember that the sins of those before you do not have to become the story of your life.
You are not your family's hatred, your past, or the choices made in your name.
And to the hearts that have learned the hardest lesson of all:
Love cannot be captured, demanded, or forced.
It can only be given freely, earned through truth, and chosen again and again.
May you always choose a love that gives you the freedom to stay—or the freedom to walk away.
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Chapter 1: The Enemy’s Daughter
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Amara Voss had always known two things about being the daughter of Victor Voss.

The first was that people smiled at her because they wanted something.

The second was that danger usually arrived before the smile disappeared.

Her father called it protection.

Amara called it a prison with better furniture.

“Two cars,” she said, standing in the middle of the hotel lobby with her arms folded. “Really?”

Marco, her father's head of security, didn't look impressed.

“Three.”

Amara stared at him.

“You're joking.”

Marco glanced toward the revolving doors.

“No.”

Outside, three black SUVs waited beneath the grey afternoon sky.

Amara closed her eyes.

“I'm going to dinner, Marco. Not invading another country.”

“Your father requested it.”

“My father requests a lot of things.”

“And I enjoy keeping my job.”

Amara looked at him.

“Coward.”

“Alive coward.”

She almost smiled.

Almost.

Victor Voss's only daughter was supposed to understand the world she lived in.

She understood it perfectly.

Her father had enemies.

Important enemies.

Dangerous enemies.

Men who wore expensive suits, attended charity galas, and shook hands before arranging for someone to disappear.

Amara had spent her entire life being protected from them.

The irony was that the protection had taught her to fear them anyway.

“I'm twenty-four years old,” she muttered as she walked toward the exit.

Marco followed.

“Congratulations.”

“I should be allowed to go somewhere without six armed men following me.”

“You're allowed to ask.”

“I am asking.”

“No.”

Amara pushed through the hotel doors.

Rain had begun falling.

She lifted her face toward the sky.

For one brief second, she considered running.

Then she noticed the men surrounding the vehicles.

There was no point.

She climbed into the middle SUV.

Marco sat in front.

The door closed.

The convoy moved.

Amara stared through the window.

The city passed in wet streaks of grey and gold.

She thought about the life waiting for her at dinner.

Her father wanted her to meet a man.

Of course he did.

Some politician's son.

Some businessman.

Someone whose family name was more important than whether she could stand him.

Victor had not admitted that was the reason for the dinner.

But Amara had learned to recognize her father's strategy.

“Marco.”

“Yes?”

“Tell my father I'm not marrying whoever this is.”

Marco looked back.

“You haven't met him.”

“Exactly.”

“That isn't logical.”

“Neither is choosing a husband from a menu.”

Marco faced forward.

“You could at least try to behave.”

Amara smiled.

“Now you're asking too much.”

The driver suddenly slammed on the brakes.

Amara lurched forward.

“What—?”

Gunfire exploded.

Marco's hand reached for his weapon.

“Down!”

Amara ducked.

The SUV spun.

Glass shattered.

Someone screamed.

Her heart stopped.

The driver was bleeding.

The front vehicle crashed into a streetlight.

Marco fired through the open window.

Amara covered her ears.

“No!”

Another impact shook the car.

The rear window exploded.

Rain poured inside.

Marco turned toward her.

“Stay down.”

“What is happening?”

“Attack.”

“No kidding!”

“Quiet!”

Amara stared at him.

Then the SUV was hit again.

The driver lost control.

The car slammed sideways into another vehicle.

Everything went black.

For a moment, Amara heard nothing.

Then—

pain.

A terrible ringing filled her ears.

She opened her eyes.

The world was upside down.

Or perhaps she was.

Smoke filled the vehicle.

“Marco?”

No answer.

“Marco!”

The front of the SUV was crushed.

Marco hung forward against the seatbelt.

Blood ran down the side of his face.

Amara struggled against her own belt.

“Marco!”

A hand grabbed the door.

She froze.

It opened.

Rain swept inside.

A man in black stared at her.

She screamed.

He reached for her.

Amara kicked him.

Hard.

He cursed.

She crawled backward.

Another man appeared.

Then a third.

“No!”

Someone seized her wrist.

Amara fought.

She kicked.

Scratched.

Bit.

The man cursed loudly.

“She's vicious.”

“Get her out.”

Amara looked toward the street.

Marco was moving.

Barely.

“Marco!”

His eyes opened.

“Run,” he whispered.

Then someone struck her.

The world disappeared.

Amara woke with her hands tied.

Her head throbbed.

The room was dark.

She was lying on a leather sofa.

The first thing she noticed was the sound of rain.

The second was the man sitting across from her.

He had one leg crossed over the other.

A glass rested in his hand.

He wore black.

Of course.

Men who kidnapped people apparently had a dress code.

Amara stared at him.

He was younger than she expected.

Perhaps thirty.

Dark hair.

Sharp jaw.

A scar crossed one eyebrow.

But it was his eyes that frightened her.

Not because they were wild.

Because they weren't.

They were calm.

Cold.

As though kidnapping her had been the least interesting thing he had done that day.

“You're awake.”

Amara swallowed.

“My hands are tied.”

“I noticed.”

She sat up.

“Untie me.”

“No.”

“Please?”

His eyebrow lifted.

“No.”

Amara stared.

Then she smiled.

“Worth trying.”

The man almost smiled back.

Almost.

She looked around.

Large room.

Stone walls.

Tall windows.

No furniture near the door.

One door.

No visible guards.

That didn't mean there were none.

“Where am I?”

“Safe.”

Amara laughed.

“You have an unusual definition of safe.”

“Compared to where you were, this is extremely safe.”

“My car was attacked.”

“Yes.”

“You attacked it?”

He said nothing.

Amara's stomach tightened.

“Who are you?”

The man placed his glass on the table.

“Dante Moretti.”

Her blood went cold.

She knew that name.

Everyone knew that name.

Even if no one spoke it loudly.

Dante Moretti.

The son of Alessio Moretti.

Her father's oldest enemy.

The war between the Voss and Moretti families had existed for longer than Amara could remember.

She had been warned about the Morettis her entire life.

Never speak to them.

Never trust them.

Never let them know where you are.

And now—

one of them sat across from her.

Amara stared.

“You're Dante Moretti.”

“Yes.”

Her mouth went dry.

Her father had once described Dante as a problem waiting for an excuse.

She could see why.

“Congratulations.”

His eyes narrowed.

“For what?”

“I'm impressed.”

Dante stared at her.

“By what?”

“You kidnapped me.”

“That isn't an achievement.”

“No?”

Amara lifted her tied hands.

“Most criminals usually want money.”

Dante's face became expressionless.

“I don't.”

“Then what do you want?”

His eyes changed.

The calm disappeared.

Not completely.

But enough.

“Your father.”

Amara went still.

“My father.”

“Yes.”

“What does that mean?”

Dante leaned forward.

“Victor Voss destroyed my family.”

She laughed once.

It came out bitter.

“Your family?”

His jaw tightened.

“You think that's funny?”

“I think it's interesting.”

“Why?”

“Because my father says your family started the war.”

Dante stood.

Amara's heart skipped.

He was tall.

Too tall.

She hated that she noticed.

“You believe him?”

“I don't know what I believe.”

Dante moved closer.

Amara refused to move.

She would not give him the satisfaction.

Not even if her pulse was racing.

“You should.”

“Should what?”

“Be afraid.”

Amara looked into his eyes.

“I was kidnapped from a moving car.”

His expression didn't change.

“I woke up in an unknown place with my hands tied.”

She leaned closer.

“And you're standing in front of me looking like you're trying to convince yourself you're frightening.”

Something flashed in his face.

Amara smiled.

“I got over being scared of you five minutes ago.”

Dante stared at her.

“You shouldn't have.”

“Why?”

“Because you have no idea what I am.”

Amara's smile disappeared.

“No.”

She looked at the tied ropes around her wrists.

“But I know what you want me to be.”

His eyes narrowed.

“What's that?”

“A victim.”

Silence.

Amara's voice became softer.

“I disappoint people often.”

Dante stepped back.

For a second, something dangerous moved between them.

Amara hated herself for noticing how close he had been.

He turned away.

“You're here because of your father.”

“Then take it up with him.”

“I intend to.”

“Without me.”

“No.”

She sighed.

“Obviously.”

Dante walked to the window.

Rain struck the glass.

Amara studied him.

“You said my father destroyed your family.”

“Yes.”

“What did he do?”

Dante's shoulders stiffened.

“That's none of your concern.”

“You kidnapped me because of it.”

“I kidnapped you because your father cares about you.”

The words landed differently.

Amara's expression changed.

Dante turned back.

“You don't know that.”

He smiled without humor.

“Every man has a weakness.”

“My father doesn't.”

“You.”

Amara stared.

“You don't know him.”

“I know enough.”

Dante approached again.

“Victor Voss has money.”

Another step.

“Power.”

Another.

“Men who would kill for him.”

He stopped before her.

“But all of it disappears when you enter the room.”

Amara looked away.

Dante noticed.

Of course he did.

“My father doesn't care about me like that.”

“Liar.”

Her eyes snapped to his.

“You know nothing about my family.”

“I know he keeps you guarded like a fortress.”

“That's not love.”

“No?”

“No.”

Dante studied her.

“What is it, then?”

Amara swallowed.

“A reminder.”

“Of what?”

“That I belong to him.”

Dante's expression became cold.

“You don't.”

She laughed.

“That sounds rich coming from my kidnapper.”

His eyes flashed.

For the first time, she saw genuine anger.

“Don't confuse this with ownership.”

Amara raised her eyebrows.

“I'm tied to a sofa.”

“For your protection.”

She stared.

Dante stared back.

Then he looked at her wrists.

“Fine.”

He walked behind her.

Amara's body tensed.

The knife appeared.

She went still.

The rope fell.

Amara rubbed her wrists.

Dante stepped away.

“Better?”

“No.”

His mouth tightened.

She stood.

Dante watched.

“So.”

Amara stretched her arms.

“You've made your point.”

“I have?”

“Yes.”

She looked around.

“You're insane.”

Dante almost laughed.

Almost.

Amara walked toward the door.

Dante didn't move.

She reached for the handle.

Locked.

She turned.

“Of course.”

“You didn't really think—”

“No.”

She interrupted him.

“But I wanted you to watch me try.”

His eyes darkened.

“You're stubborn.”

“You're observant.”

Dante crossed his arms.

“You can't leave.”

“Then why give me freedom inside the room?”

“Because I'm not afraid of you.”

Amara smiled.

“That makes one of us.”

The words slipped out.

Dante went still.

So did she.

She had not meant to admit that.

He stepped closer.

“Who are you afraid of?”

Amara looked away.

“No one.”

“Your father?”

“No.”

“Yourself?”

She looked at him.

“Why would I be afraid of myself?”

Dante smiled.

“Because I think you know exactly how dangerous you can be.”

Amara stared.

Then laughed.

“I just met you.”

“And?”

“And I already hate you.”

“Good.”

“Good?”

“Hatred keeps you alive.”

She studied him.

“Is that what happened to you?”

Dante's smile disappeared.

Amara knew she had touched something.

Good.

Let him bleed for a change.

“What happened to your family?” she asked.

Dante's face became unreadable.

“Your father happened.”

“No.”

Amara shook her head.

“That's what you believe happened.”

The room grew silent.

“You're not going to convince me Victor Voss is innocent.”

“I don't care whether you believe he's innocent.”

Her voice sharpened.

“But I won't let you use me to punish him for something I didn't do.”

Dante stared.

Then walked toward the door.

“Where are you going?”

“Dinner.”

“Am I invited?”

He paused.

“No.”

Amara smiled.

“Cruel.”

He opened the door.

“Try not to escape.”

“Why?”

“Because the next person who finds you might not care who your father is.”

The smile disappeared from Amara's face.

Dante saw it.

“I thought I was your prisoner.”

“You are.”

She stared.

“Then why warn me?”

His eyes became cold.

“Because you're mine to keep alive.”

Amara felt anger rise.

“I belong to no one.”

Dante looked at her.

The room seemed smaller.

“Then don't die proving it.”

He left.

The door locked.

Amara waited ten minutes before trying the windows.

Locked.

She checked the bathroom.

One small window.

Bars.

The room was beautiful.

Expensive.

Soft rugs.

Warm fire.

Fresh flowers.

It was still a prison.

A beautiful prison was simply one that expected you to forget the door was locked.

Amara sat on the bed.

Her phone was gone.

Her weapons were gone.

Not that she carried many.

But after being Victor Voss's daughter, she'd learned a few things.

The knife in her boot was gone.

Her hairpin remained.

She smiled.

Dante Moretti had searched her thoroughly.

But apparently not thoroughly enough.

Amara removed the pin.

She approached the door.

Worked slowly.

She had once picked a lock when she was seventeen.

Her father had doubled her security afterward.

The memory almost made her smile.

Almost.

The lock clicked.

Amara froze.

She opened the door a fraction.

Silence.

She stepped into the corridor.

No guards.

Too easy.

She moved quickly.

Left.

Then right.

Down a staircase.

The estate was enormous.

She heard voices below.

Amara stopped.

Dante.

She followed the sound.

“Victor will respond.”

A male voice.

“He hasn't.”

Dante.

“Not yet.”

“What if he doesn't?”

Amara moved closer.

She could see them through the railing.

Dante stood in the hall.

Three armed men faced him.

“Then we make him.”

Amara held her breath.

A man asked, “What do we do with her?”

Dante didn't hesitate.

“Nothing.”

“She's dangerous.”

Dante looked at the man.

“She is not to be touched.”

The man lowered his head.

Amara stared.

Why?

She didn't want Dante protecting her.

She didn't want his rules.

She didn't want his strange, possessive claims over her life.

But hearing the order did something dangerous inside her.

Made her curious.

Curiosity was a weakness.

She knew that.

Dante turned.

His eyes found her.

Amara froze.

For one second, neither moved.

Then Dante's expression became dark.

“Back upstairs.”

“No.”

The men stared at her.

Dante walked toward the staircase.

Amara didn't move.

“Amara.”

The sound of her name in his voice made her stomach twist.

“I'm not going back.”

“Yes, you are.”

“No.”

Dante stopped at the bottom of the stairs.

“You picked the lock.”

“Yes.”

“You could have fallen.”

“I was walking.”

“You could have been hurt.”

“By the stairs?”

His mouth tightened.

Amara smiled.

Dante looked at the men.

“Leave.”

They obeyed.

The moment they were alone, Amara descended another step.

Dante's expression sharpened.

“Don't.”

She stopped.

“Don't what?”

“Test me.”

Amara stared at him.

“That's funny.”

“Why?”

“Because you kidnapped me.”

“Yes.”

“And now you're telling me not to test you.”

Dante took one step closer.

“You have no idea what you're dealing with.”

“Neither do you.”

He stopped.

Amara continued.

“You think because my father has kept me behind guards and locked gates my entire life, I'm some frightened little girl waiting to be rescued.”

Dante said nothing.

She descended another step.

“You're wrong.”

“I know.”

Her breath caught.

Amara frowned.

“What?”

Dante's eyes moved over her face.

“You're not frightened.”

She swallowed.

“Good.”

“You're angry.”

“Very.”

“You're reckless.”

“I prefer determined.”

“You hate being told what to do.”

Amara stared.

“Have you been studying me?”

His jaw tightened.

“No.”

“Then why do you know all that?”

Dante said nothing.

Amara descended again.

They were only a few steps apart now.

“Dante.”

His eyes darkened.

She shouldn't have said his name.

Not like that.

The air changed.

“Tell me why you know so much about me.”

His voice became low.

“I know enough.”

“That isn't an answer.”

“It’s the only one you're getting.”

Amara shook her head.

“Then we're done talking.”

She turned.

Dante moved faster.

His hand closed around her wrist.

Amara looked down at his fingers.

Then up at him.

“Let go.”

His expression changed.

For one dangerous second, neither moved.

Dante released her.

Immediately.

Amara blinked.

He stepped back.

“You have no right.”

His voice was quiet.

“No.”

She rubbed her wrist.

“I don't.”

Dante looked away.

The anger in his face was not directed at her.

That confused her.

Amara hated being confused.

“Then why did you take me?”

Dante looked at her.

The question hung between them.

Rain struck the windows.

Somewhere beyond the estate, thunder rolled.

Dante's expression hardened.

“Because your father needs to learn what it feels like.”

Amara stared.

“To lose someone?”

His eyes changed.

“Yes.”

She saw it then.

The pain.

Buried beneath years of anger.

Dante Moretti had not kidnapped her for money.

He hadn't even kidnapped her for revenge alone.

He wanted her father to feel afraid.

The realization made Amara's anger soften.

Only for a moment.

Then she remembered the car.

Marco bleeding.

The gunfire.

The fear.

Her fury returned.

“You want my father to suffer?”

Dante's face remained cold.

“Yes.”

“Then hurt him.”

“I will.”

“Don't use me.”

His jaw tightened.

“You think
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