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Chapter One: The Velvet Cage – Page 1
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The music in the lounge pulsed low, a bass-heavy rhythm that wrapped itself around the dark velvet of the room. Everything was soaked in dim, honey-gold light—soft enough to flatter, just sharp enough to reveal what someone wanted hidden. Cigar smoke curled in the air like secrets slithering through the teeth of powerful men.

Alina Costa moved through the haze with the grace of a ballet dancer, though her stilettos clicked across the black marble like the ticking of a countdown. She was twenty-five, all sharp cheekbones and dangerous softness, with a jaw built to bite and eyes like ash that refused to burn out. Her dress clung like a second skin—jet black silk, slit high, backless, and sleeveless. Every inch was calculated to provoke, a walking weapon in stilettos.

She passed tables full of men who thought money made them gods. They watched her, always watched her, some with lazy eyes, others with that sick gleam that said they didn’t need permission. She didn’t flinch, didn’t look away. She’d been raised by wolves and taught not to run.

At the bar, Luca Moretti sat like the devil waiting for his due.

He was broader than most men in that room, shoulders relaxed beneath a midnight blue suit tailored so precisely it molded to his form like a lover. His shirt was undone at the throat, revealing a slash of bronze skin and the faintest hint of ink curling beneath his collarbone. His eyes, obsidian and still, tracked her like prey.

Alina’s throat dried before she reached him.

You shouldn’t be here.

But her legs kept moving. She stopped just close enough that his scent reached her—smoke, salt, and something expensive that made her feel dizzy.

He didn’t rise. He didn’t smile.

“You’re late.”

His voice was velvet edged with blade.

“I wasn’t aware this was a scheduled meeting,” she said, letting her eyes drift lazily over his frame, as if she wasn’t on edge. As if the man sitting before her hadn’t once carved a man open with a broken wine glass. “Are you always this charming with women, or am I just lucky?”

Luca leaned back, studying her. He had a face built for sin—high cheekbones, a crooked mouth that looked like it belonged between thighs, and lashes too long for any man who’d ever held a gun. He didn’t speak right away. He liked silence. He liked watching people squirm in it.

“You wore that for me,” he said.

Alina tilted her head. “I wore it for money. But if you’re volunteering to be generous...”

He smirked, and for a second, it almost looked human.

“I don’t pay for what already belongs to me.”

Her fingers tightened around her clutch.

The room faded. The smoke. The bass. The velvet. All of it dimmed when he said things like that—like she was already in his hands, just waiting for him to close his fingers.

She stepped closer, leaned in. Her mouth was barely an inch from his ear.

“You don’t own me, Luca. Not now. Not ever.”

His hand came up, slow, deliberate. Fingers brushed her thigh—just under the slit—and trailed upward. Not invasive. Not yet. Just suggestive enough to make her breath skip and her skin burn.

“But you want me to,” he murmured.

Her stomach clenched. God, you arrogant bastard. But her pulse betrayed her, fluttering high and hard against her throat like it wanted to be caught.

He stood, towering over her. Six-foot-three of control and violence in a perfect suit. He took the drink from the bar, untouched, and offered it to her. “You’ll want this.”

Alina eyed the glass. “Poisoned?”

“Only if you’ve made enemies I don’t know about.”

She took it, sipped. Whiskey. Expensive. Smooth. But her tongue caught something darker beneath—heat and smoke and the taste of something primal. Like his hands, if he ever let them wander. Like sin, if it ever took form.

Luca leaned in, close enough she could feel the warmth of his breath on her cheek.

“There’s a meeting tonight. Upstairs. Quiet. Just the inner circle.”

“And what does that have to do with me?”

He smiled. It wasn’t sweet.

“You’re going to be there. On my arm.”

She stepped back, spine stiffening.

“I’m not your doll.”

“No,” he said, voice low. “You’re a razor. And that’s why I want you where they can see you. Beautiful. Dangerous. Mine.”

Alina didn’t speak. She couldn’t. Her body was betraying her—heat coiling low, thighs pressing tighter, chest rising just a little faster than before.

She wanted to say no. Should have said no.

But her mouth moved and the word that came out was, “Fine.”

Luca didn’t react. He never did when he won. It was expected. Inevitable.

“I’ll send someone to help you dress.”

Her brow arched. “You think I need help?”

“I think I want you in my choice of silk. And that you’ll let me, because it excites you that I can.”

She hated that he was right.

When he walked away, people parted like water. Some nodded. Some looked away. He was the kind of man people obeyed even in silence.

Alina stood in the center of the room, the ice in her glass slowly melting. Her skin still tingled where he touched her. Her thighs still pressed together. She told herself it was nothing. Told herself she was in control.

But the lie tasted too sweet.

And somewhere deep inside, beneath the surface lies and the layers of armor, the girl she buried long ago whispered one dangerous truth.

You want to be ruined by him.
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Chapter Two: A Deal with Fire
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The penthouse suite on the fortieth floor of the Moretti Tower didn’t whisper luxury—it screamed it. Walls of black marble veined with gold, a chandelier strung with obsidian crystals, windows that overlooked the city like a predator watching its territory. But none of it distracted Alina.

Not from the mirror.

She stood before it now, lips slightly parted, breath shallow.

The dress lay over her like liquid ink—thin straps, a plunge so deep it revealed the delicate slope of her ribs, a slit that started at her thigh and threatened to go higher with every step. Silk clung to every curve like it belonged to someone else—someone reckless enough to be claimed.

The zipper had been drawn up by a stranger’s hand. One of Luca’s staff—silent, efficient, faceless. But it had been his choice. His taste. His mark.

Her fingers hovered at the dip of her chest. The neckline dipped low, almost scandalous. Almost. But that was the trick, wasn’t it? Just enough left to the imagination to make men hungry.

And Luca knew hunger better than anyone.

The door behind her opened without a knock. He didn’t believe in boundaries.

She turned, already tasting tension, already bracing.

And there he stood—midnight suit again, though tonight it was blood-black with a silk pocket square the same deep crimson as the lipstick now staining her mouth. His eyes flicked over her, slow and deliberate, like he was unwrapping her with his gaze. His jaw flexed once.

He liked what he saw.

“I said silk,” he murmured. “They gave you sin.”

Alina smirked, stepping forward with practiced grace, hips swaying, head high. “You sent them. You knew exactly what you were doing.”

“I always do.”

He didn’t reach for her, not yet. But the tension between them was physical—almost visible. An electric line drawn taut from his chest to hers.

Her voice lowered. “What’s this meeting really about?”

“Territory.” His gaze dropped to her mouth. “Power. Trust. The usual lies.”

“And me? I’m your what—arm candy? Distraction?”

His eyes lifted slowly, boring into hers. “You’re the message.”

He closed the distance then, not with force, but with the kind of controlled, dangerous presence that made breathing suddenly feel optional. His hand rose, fingers brushing the curve of her bare shoulder. He didn’t push, didn’t pull. Just touched—lightly, deliberately—until her skin erupted in goosebumps.

“You walk in there beside me, wearing this, with that fire in your eyes...” His fingers drifted to the side of her throat. “They’ll know I’m not a man to be crossed.”

Alina swallowed. Her voice threatened to betray her, so she kept it low, steady. “And what do I get?”

His mouth quirked.

“I thought you liked danger.”

“I like control.”

His hand slipped behind her neck. Not tight. Not possessive. Just there—an anchor. His thumb brushed the sensitive skin just below her ear.

“Then take it,” he whispered. “No one’s stopping you.”

She didn’t move. Couldn’t. Her breath hitched, her spine stiffening under his touch even as heat spread low in her belly. It was always like this—conflict and desire, control and surrender, a push-pull that made her skin feel too tight and her heart beat too loud.

His hand dropped. The spell broke.

“Time to go,” he said, stepping back. “Don’t forget who you’re wearing tonight.”

“I never forget,” she said quietly. “Not the man. Not the monster.”

He turned without answering.

She followed.

The private elevator opened directly into the meeting suite—polished stone, velvet chairs arranged in a crescent, bottles of rare whiskey lined like trophies behind the bar. The other men were already there. Five of them. All dressed in tailored darkness. All turning as Luca walked in, owning the room before his shadow even reached the floor.

And then they saw her.

Conversations paused. Cigars lowered. Eyes narrowed—some curious, some covetous.

She felt it. The ripple of power. The sting of being seen.

She walked beside him with her chin high and her back straight, the click of her heels echoing like a dare. Luca took the central seat. She stood behind him for a beat—deliberate—before he reached up and pulled her down gently into the seat at his right.

Not behind.

Beside.

A silent message.

This one is mine.

The man across the room—silver at his temples, a scar slicing through his cheek—raised an eyebrow. “You’ve brought company, Moretti.”

Luca’s hand rested lazily on the armrest. “She’s not company. She’s a contingency.”

Alina didn’t flinch. But her nails dug into her thigh.

Scarface grunted. “Pretty face. Dangerous asset. Can’t tell if that makes you smarter or more reckless.”

“I’m not for show,” Alina said evenly.

Scarface chuckled. “Didn’t think you were, sweetheart. I’ve heard about you.”

He looked her over again—less like a man undressing a woman and more like a man assessing a weapon.

Luca poured two glasses. One for him. One for her.

Alina took it. Sipped. Felt it burn.

The meeting began—numbers, names, ports, shipments. The language of crime disguised as business. She listened, learned. Not just the words, but the pauses between them, the glances, the tension.

She leaned in once, whispering into Luca’s ear. “Rossi’s lying. He’s diverting through Cyprus. The tone in his voice shifts when he talks about the manifests.”

Luca didn’t answer. Just nodded once.

Later, as the others filed out, leaving behind traces of smoke and silence, Luca stayed seated. He reached for her glass, finished it.

“You were right,” he said.

She leaned back, one leg crossing over the other. “I’m always right.”

He studied her like a puzzle with one piece missing.

“Why do you stay?” he asked quietly.

Alina didn’t blink. “Because I know exactly how this ends.”
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