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The ballroom glittered with the kind of opulence designed to make people forget that monsters walked among them.

Crystal chandeliers poured molten gold across polished marble floors. Candlelight danced over diamonds, champagne flutes, and carefully rehearsed smiles. A string orchestra played something elegant and forgettable while New York’s wealthiest and most dangerous figures drifted through the vast hall in tuxedos and couture gowns.

To the outside world, it was a masterpiece of sophistication.

To Elena DeLuca, it was suffocating.

She stood near the towering balcony doors in a black silk gown chosen by her father’s assistant exactly three hours earlier. The dress was exquisite—sleek, understated, and cut to perfection. It clung to her body like liquid shadow, making her look every inch the untouchable daughter of Antonio DeLuca.

She hated it.

Not the dress.

The role.

Every gala was the same.

Polished smiles that concealed sharpened teeth.

Laughter that never reached anyone’s eyes.

Predators masquerading as businessmen, senators, and philanthropists.

And at the center of it all stood her father, ruling his kingdom of lies with flawless composure.

Antonio DeLuca thrived in rooms like this.

Elena felt as though she were slowly drowning inside them.

“You should smile more.”

The familiar voice at her side pulled her from her thoughts.

Elena exhaled sharply as her best friend, Sofia Romano, appeared beside her and plucked a glass of champagne from a passing waiter with practiced ease. Leaning against the balcony doors, Sofia studied her with amused eyes.

“You look like you’re planning someone’s funeral.”

Elena lifted her own glass and took a slow sip.

“Maybe I am.”

Sofia laughed softly, her dark curls brushing her shoulders.

“You’re impossible.”

“I’m trapped.”

“That too.”

Elena let her gaze sweep across the ballroom once more.

Politicians.

Judges.

Corporate moguls.

Crime bosses disguised as benefactors.

Every powerful family in the city had gathered for the annual DeLuca Foundation charity gala. Cameras flashed near the grand staircase while reporters praised generous donations likely financed with blood, fear, and carefully laundered money.

The hypocrisy should have disgusted her.

Instead, it had become almost routine.

Almost.

“Your father’s watching you again,” Sofia murmured.

Elena’s spine stiffened.

Across the ballroom, Antonio DeLuca stood in conversation with several influential men, a crystal tumbler of whiskey in one hand. Yet even while discussing politics and business, his gaze remained fixed on his daughter.

Always watching.

Always calculating.

Always controlling.

Even from a distance, his presence pressed against her like a hand around her throat.

Antonio DeLuca was a striking man in a cold and terrifying way. Silver threaded the dark hair at his temples, but age had not softened him. It had refined him into something sharper, more dangerous, and infinitely more ruthless.

Men feared disappointing him.

Elena feared becoming him.

“Do you think he ever relaxes?” Sofia whispered.

“No.”

Sofia tilted her head. “Do you?”

Elena didn’t answer.

Because lately, she wasn’t sure she remembered how.

The DeLuca name opened every door in New York.

Yet Elena had never felt more imprisoned.

Bodyguards shadowed her every step.

Friendships were scrutinized.

Relationships were investigated.

Every choice she made was monitored and judged.

Even tonight, two armed security men stood discreetly near the entrance, pretending not to watch her.

Sometimes Elena wondered if freedom was a luxury women like her were never meant to have.

The orchestra shifted into a waltz.

Couples glided onto the dance floor, smiling for cameras and each other.

Elena glanced toward the balcony, aching for a breath of cold night air.

That was when she felt it.

A stare.

Heavy.

Unyielding.

Intimate in a way that made her pulse falter.

Her body reacted before her mind did.

Slowly, she turned.

And saw him.

At the far end of the ballroom stood a man dressed entirely in black.

Though golden light bathed the room, shadows seemed to cling to him as if darkness recognized one of its own.

Tall.

Broad-shouldered.

Powerfully built.

His tailored suit fit him with devastating precision, emphasizing a body that looked forged rather than merely sculpted.

And his face—

God.

A sharp jaw. Dark, slightly unruly hair. High cheekbones. Mouth set in a hard line. Eyes so cold and unreadable they sent a shiver through her.

He wasn’t speaking.

Wasn’t smiling.

Wasn’t pretending to be anyone other than what he was.

Danger.

He simply watched her.

Like a predator studying something he had already decided belonged to him.

Elena’s breath caught.

Not because he looked violent.

Because he looked controlled.

And in her experience, the most dangerous men always were.

“Who is that?” she asked quietly.

Sofia followed her gaze.

The color drained from her face.

“Oh God.”

Elena turned to her. “What?”

“That’s Luca Moretti.”

The name landed like a stone in her stomach.

Of course she knew it.

Everyone did.

Luca Moretti.

Only son of Vittorio Moretti.

Heir to one of the most feared criminal empires on the East Coast.

Rumors clung to him like smoke.

Executions.

Disappearances.

Brutality.

Ruthlessness.

People called him the Ruthless Prince.

Mostly because no one was foolish enough to say it to his face.

“He’s staring at you,” Sofia whispered.

Elena had noticed.

What unsettled her most was that she couldn’t look away.

Across the ballroom, Luca remained motionless.

Yet his attention felt tangible.

Like the slow glide of fingertips down her spine.

Irritation sparked instantly.

She despised men who looked at women as possessions.

Especially powerful men.

Especially mafia men.

Especially him.

“Stop looking at me like that,” she muttered under her breath.

Luca’s expression did not change.

But somehow, absurdly, she felt as if he heard her.

“Elena.”

Her father’s voice shattered the moment.

Antonio approached with two impeccably dressed politicians at his side.

“You disappeared.”

“I moved twenty feet away.”

Antonio ignored her tone.

“This is Senator Laurent,” he said smoothly, “and his son, Daniel.”

Elena summoned a polite smile.

Daniel Laurent was exactly what she expected.

Perfect teeth.

Perfect suit.

Perfectly empty eyes.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Daniel said.

“It is,” Elena lied.

Antonio’s hand settled against the small of her back.

Possessive.

Controlling.

A warning disguised as affection.

“Daniel recently graduated from law school,” Antonio continued.

Elena nearly rolled her eyes.

Of course he had.

Another carefully selected candidate for the role of future husband.

As though her life were merely another alliance to negotiate.

“That’s impressive,” she said flatly.

Daniel offered a nervous smile. “Would you like to dance?”

“No.”

Antonio’s fingers tightened.

“Elena.”

“I said no.”

Senator Laurent became intensely interested in his champagne.

Sofia disappeared into the crowd with remarkable speed.

Antonio’s smile remained in place, but his eyes turned glacial.

“Dance with the young man.”

The command beneath his calm voice was unmistakable.

Something hot and sharp twisted in Elena’s chest.

This.

This was the cage.

No one cared what she wanted.

Her future had always been arranged by powerful men.

And suddenly—

across the ballroom—

she saw Luca Moretti still watching.

Silent.

Cold.

Unreadable.

Something reckless snapped inside her.

“Fine,” she said sweetly.

Antonio relaxed.

Then Elena turned to Daniel.

“I’ll dance with you when hell freezes over.”

The silence that followed was almost musical.

Senator Laurent nearly choked.

Daniel looked as though he wished the floor would swallow him whole.

Antonio’s face became terrifyingly still.

“Elena,” he said softly.

Dangerously softly.

But she was already walking away.

She pushed through the balcony doors and stepped into the night.

Cold air kissed her skin.

For the first time all evening, she could breathe.

Below her, Manhattan shimmered beneath rain-slick streets and rivers of headlights. Thunder rumbled in the distance, low and ominous.

Elena gripped the wrought-iron railing.

Anger burned in her chest.

At her father.

At this life.

At herself for still wanting his approval.

“You embarrassed him.”

The deep male voice behind her sent a sharp pulse through her body.

She turned.

Luca Moretti stood in the doorway.

Alone.

Up close, he was even more dangerous.

Taller than she had realized. Close enough that she had to tilt her head to meet his eyes. Dark hair falling carelessly across his forehead. A black suit that looked sinfully expensive. A silver watch gleaming at his wrist. Hands that seemed equally capable of violence and worship.

His gaze traveled over her face with deliberate intensity.

Not crude.

Not polite.

As though he were memorizing every detail.

Elena hated how suddenly aware she became of her own breathing.

“He embarrasses himself,” she replied coolly.

Luca stepped closer.

Rain drifted through the open arches, dusting his shoulders with silver droplets.

“He controls everything around him,” he said. “Men like that don’t tolerate defiance.”

“Do you?”

A faint flicker of amusement touched his mouth.

“Not usually.”

His voice unsettled her.

Low.

Measured.

Quiet in the way of men who never needed to raise their voices to be obeyed.

Luca Moretti did not need to prove his power.

That was what made him so dangerous.

“You’re starting again,” Elena said.

“I know.”

The blunt honesty caught her off guard.

“Why?”

For a long moment, he simply looked at her.

Then he said, “Because you don’t belong here either.”

Her heartbeat stumbled.

The words struck with disarming precision.

As if he had looked straight through the silk, the diamonds, and the DeLuca name and seen the woman trapped beneath them.

Before she could answer, the balcony doors opened.

One of Antonio’s security men approached.

“Miss DeLuca,” he said carefully. “Your father wants you inside.”

Of course he did.

Elena stepped away from Luca.

Distance felt safer.

Necessary.

But as she turned, his voice stopped her once more.

“Enjoy the rest of your evening, Elena.”

The way he said her name sent something dark and unfamiliar through her chest.

Not warmth.

Something far more dangerous.

She didn’t like it.

Didn’t like him.

And yet, walking back into the ballroom felt colder than standing in the rain beside a man everyone feared.

—-
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Three floors above the gala, Luca stood in a private observation room behind darkened glass.

Two armed men waited silently behind him.

Neither dared interrupt his thoughts.

Below, Elena moved through the ballroom at her father’s side once more.

Beautiful.

Defiant.

Fire wrapped in black silk.

Luca loosened his tie.

He should have hated her on sight.

She was Antonio DeLuca’s daughter.

His enemy’s blood.

A potential weakness.

A weapon.

Instead, he could not stop thinking about her eyes.

Fearless.

Even in a room full of monsters.

“The car is ready,” one of his men said quietly.

Luca said nothing.

Rain streaked the windows in silver lines.

Far below, Elena forced a smile at someone speaking to her, but Luca saw the sadness behind it.

A wild creature trapped in a gilded cage.

He understood cages.

That was what made her dangerous.

“You’re certain about this?” his second guard asked.

Luca’s gaze hardened.

“This war ends now.”

“And the girl?”

For the first time that night, something dark and possessive stirred behind his eyes.

“The girl,” he said quietly, “comes with me.”

Below, Elena looked upward without warning.

As if she felt him watching.

Their eyes met through layers of glass and distance.

And in that instant, Luca made a decision.

Not logical.

Not strategic.

Something infinitely more dangerous.

Obsessive.

Possessive.

Inevitable.

For the first time in years, the ruthless heir to the Moretti empire felt vengeance entwine with desire.

Outside, thunder rolled across New York City.

The storm was coming.

And Elena DeLuca had no idea that the life she knew was about to end.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2 

[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Black Cars in the Rain
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Rain drowned New York in silver.

By the time the DeLuca charity gala finally ended, Manhattan had become a city of ghosts. Water streamed down glass towers, flooded the gutters, and turned the streets into shimmering ribbons of black and gold. Headlights blurred through the storm like distant stars, their reflections trembling across the wet pavement.

Beneath the grand entrance of the hotel, Elena DeLuca wrapped her black cashmere coat tighter around her shoulders and watched her father’s security team prepare the convoy.

She was exhausted.

Not physically.

Emotionally.

Every smile she had offered that night had been a lie.

Every conversation had been calculated.

Every glance from her father had carried the same silent message:

Behave.

Obey.

Belong to the life I have chosen for you.

And worst of all—

hours later, she still could not stop thinking about Luca Moretti.

The man had spoken to her for only a few minutes on the balcony.

Yet his voice still echoed in her mind.

His eyes still haunted her.

His words—*You don’t belong here either*—had lodged somewhere beneath her ribs, dangerous and impossible to ignore.

It infuriated her.

“You’re quiet.”

Elena turned as Sofia Romano adjusted the hood of her coat beside her.

“I’m thinking.”

Sofia arched an eyebrow. “That’s always dangerous.”

Normally Elena would have laughed.

Tonight, she only stared into the rain.

The revolving doors opened, and Antonio DeLuca emerged surrounded by politicians, advisors, and armed security. The crowd instinctively parted for him, as though everyone sensed the predator beneath the polished exterior.

His gaze found Elena immediately.

“You’re riding with me.”

Not a request.

Never a request.

Elena stiffened.

“I’m tired.”

“So am I.”

“Then we finally agree on something.”

Antonio’s jaw tightened.

For one charged moment, the storm outside was not the most dangerous force surrounding her.

“You embarrassed me tonight,” he said quietly.

Elena met his eyes without flinching.

“You tried to parade me like property.”

“You are my daughter.”

“There’s a difference.”

Antonio stepped closer, lowering his voice.

Around them, everyone pretended not to notice the tension.

“Everything I do is to protect this family.”

Elena’s laugh was bitter.

“No,” she said softly. “Everything you do is to control it.”

Something icy flickered across his face.

The conversation might have escalated further if one of the bodyguards had not approached.

“Sir, the route is secure.”

Antonio gave a curt nod.

“Get in the car.”

Elena obeyed for one reason only.

She was too emotionally drained to keep fighting.

—-
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Outside, rain hammered the pavement in shimmering sheets.

A line of armored black SUVs idled beneath the hotel lights, engines rumbling like caged beasts. Armed men scanned the surrounding streets with the restless vigilance of soldiers entering hostile territory.

Antonio always traveled like a man expecting assassination.

Perhaps because one day, it would come.

Elena slid into the back seat of the lead armored vehicle and rested her temple against the cold window.

The city began to drift past.

Neon lights.

Flooded intersections.

Blurred faces hurrying beneath umbrellas.

Freedom existed somewhere beyond the tinted glass.

She simply no longer knew how to reach it.

Her father sat across from her, speaking into his phone in rapid Italian.

Even at nearly midnight, he looked impossibly composed.

Tailored suit.

Silver watch.

Expression as unreadable as stone.

Elena tried, not for the first time, to remember the man he had been before her mother died.

The memory had faded with the years.

Grief had carved something essential out of him and replaced it with steel.

Antonio ended the call and fixed his gaze on her.

“You will apologize to Senator Laurent tomorrow.”

“No.”

“Elena.”

“I said no.”

Rain battered the windows harder, as if the storm itself were listening.

“You are twenty-four years old,” Antonio said sharply. “It is time you stopped behaving like a rebellious child.”

“And it is time you stopped trying to control every breath I take.”

His eyes darkened.

“You know nothing about this world.”

“I know enough to hate it.”

Silence descended.

Dense.

Familiar.

Dangerously quiet.

The convoy turned onto a narrow street near the East River.

Elena glanced outside.

Something felt wrong.

The city was too still.

Too empty.

No taxis.

No pedestrians.

No movement beyond the relentless rain.

Even the bodyguards seemed more alert.

Hands drifted toward concealed weapons.

Then—

The night exploded.

The lead SUV ahead of them erupted in a violent burst of sparks and fire.

Elena screamed as the armored vehicle lifted from the pavement and flipped sideways, crashing across the rain-slick street.

Gunfire detonated from every direction.

Antonio swore in Italian.

“Down!”

Bullets slammed into their SUV like fists against metal.

Glass spiderwebbed.

The world dissolved into noise and terror.

Through the cracked window, Elena saw armed men emerge from the darkness in black tactical gear.

Another explosion shook the street.

Her ears rang.

Her heart pounded so violently she thought it might stop.

One of Antonio’s guards yanked open the rear door.

“Move!”

Before she could react, strong hands dragged her into the storm.

Rain drenched her instantly, icy and merciless.

Gunshots echoed through the street. Men shouted. Tires screeched.

“What’s happening?” she cried.

No one answered.

A second explosion thundered behind her.

The bodyguard shoved her toward another waiting vehicle while firing over his shoulder.

Then—

a bullet tore through his throat.

Warm blood sprayed across Elena’s face.

He collapsed at her feet.

Dead before he hit the ground.

For one frozen second, Elena could not move.

Could not breathe.

Could not comprehend the body lying in the rain.

Then someone seized her from behind.

She screamed.

Instinct took over.

She elbowed backward, connecting hard enough to draw a grunt.

But the arms around her only tightened.

“Easy,” a rough voice muttered.

A black SUV door swung open beside her.

Panic swallowed reason.

“No!” she screamed. “Let me go!”

Another DeLuca guard lunged toward her—

and dropped dead before he reached her.

Blood mixed with rainwater and rushed into the gutter.

The masked men forced her into the waiting SUV.

Elena fought like a wild thing.

Clawing.

Kicking.

Thrashing.

She bit one of them hard enough to taste blood.

The man cursed viciously.

“Elena.”

The deep, steady voice cut through the chaos like a blade.

She froze.

Every muscle locked.

Slowly, trembling, she turned.

And saw him.

Luca Moretti sat across from her in the dim interior of the SUV.

Perfectly composed.

Perfectly dry.

Watching her with those unreadable eyes.

The sight hit her harder than the gunfire outside.

“No,” she whispered.

The door slammed shut.

The SUV surged forward into the storm.
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The first thing Elena noticed when she woke was silence.

Not ordinary silence.

Not the restless hush of a Manhattan penthouse or the muffled quiet of a luxury hotel.

This silence felt different.

Expensive.

Controlled.

The kind of silence that existed only in places where every detail had been engineered, every sound accounted for, every variable contained.

For several disoriented seconds, she stared at the dark ceiling above her, her thoughts sluggish and fragmented. Soft amber lighting glowed from hidden fixtures recessed into the walls, casting the cabin in warm shadows. Beneath her, there was a steady vibration—deep and constant, like the heartbeat of some enormous machine.

Then memory struck with brutal clarity.

Rain.

Gunfire.

Blood on the pavement.

The cold, unreadable eyes of Luca Moretti.

Her breath caught sharply.

Elena sat upright too fast, dizziness crashing over her. The leather sofa beneath her shifted as the aircraft banked gently through the night sky.

Aircraft.

Her stomach dropped.

Oh God.

She wasn’t in New York.

She wasn’t even on the ground.

Panic surged through her chest like a living thing.

Elena pushed herself to her feet and stumbled to the nearest window. Outside, darkness stretched endlessly in every direction. Far below, moonlit clouds drifted like silver waves beneath the plane.

No city lights.

No roads.

No escape.

The realization hit with enough force to weaken her knees.

“You should sit down before you fall.”

The voice behind her was low, calm, and infuriatingly composed.

Elena turned sharply.

Luca Moretti sat several feet away at a polished black table as though this were nothing more than a routine overnight flight. His black dress shirt was immaculate, the sleeves rolled just enough to reveal powerful forearms and faint white scars along his hands. A crystal tumbler of whiskey rested near one hand. Open files and documents lay before him in orderly stacks.

As if kidnapping her were just another item on his schedule.

As if destroying lives were part of his daily business.

He lifted his gaze to hers.

Cool.

Steady.

Unreadable.

And devastatingly beautiful in a way that felt almost offensive.

Men like Luca Moretti were not supposed to exist outside whispered rumors and crime headlines.

Yet here he was.

Real.

Dangerous.

Watching her with the same relentless intensity he had worn in the ballroom.

Again.

“You drugged me,” Elena snapped.

“No.”

“Then how did I pass out?”

“You were in shock.”

The answer irritated her because it was almost certainly true.

Her limbs still felt heavy, and her head throbbed with the aftershocks of terror and exhaustion.

Elena glanced down at herself.

Her heels were gone.

Her coat had been folded neatly and placed on the seat beside her.

Rage flared instantly.

“Who touched my clothes?”

“No one touched you.”

She looked at him incredulously.

“You expect me to believe that?”

Luca did not so much as blink.

“I carried you onto the plane myself.”

The image flashed into her mind before she could stop it.

His arms around her.

Her unconscious body against his chest.

The scent of rain, whiskey, and expensive cologne.

The solid warmth of him.

Her pulse gave a traitorous flutter.

She hated that reaction.

Hated him for causing it.

“You kidnapped me,” she whispered.

“Yes.”

No hesitation.

No excuse.

No apology.

Just the truth.

He admitted crimes the way other people commented on the weather.

“You keep saying that like it’s insignificant.”

“Denying it would insult your intelligence.”

Elena stared at him.

For one unsteady moment, she genuinely did not know whether to scream or throw something.

Possibly both.

“You’re insane.”

“I’ve been told that.”

The faintest trace of amusement touched his voice.

Not enough to soften him.

Nothing about Luca Moretti was soft.

He looked like a man carved from discipline, violence, and years of carefully buried rage.

Elena crossed her arms tightly over her chest.

“Where are you taking me?”

“Home.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you.”

One dark eyebrow lifted almost imperceptibly.

“You already are.”

The certainty in his voice ignited fresh anger.

Before she could think better of it, Elena snatched a crystal vase from the side table and hurled it across the cabin.

It shattered against the wall in a burst of glass and water.

Luca did not flinch.

The utter lack of reaction only infuriated her more.

“You think this is a game?” she demanded, her voice shaking. “People died tonight.”

His eyes darkened.

“Yes.”

At last.

Emotion.

“Your men murdered innocent people.”

“No one in your father’s convoy was innocent.”

The words struck like a slap.

Elena took a step toward him.

Then another.

“You know nothing about my family.”

Luca rose to his feet.

Slowly.

Deliberately.

The atmosphere in the cabin changed instantly.

He was taller than she remembered.

Much taller.

The black shirt stretched across broad shoulders built less for boardrooms than for battle. Every movement carried a dangerous restraint, as though immense force lay coiled beneath perfect control.

Every instinct in Elena screamed at her to retreat.

She remained where she was.

Luca stopped directly in front of her.

Close enough that she could see the faint scars crossing his knuckles.

Close enough to smell smoke and whiskey beneath the clean, expensive scent of his cologne.

Close enough to feel the heat radiating from his body.

“You want the truth?” he asked quietly.

His voice had changed.

Lower.

Sharper.

More dangerous.

“Elena, your father built his empire on graves.”

Her chin lifted.

“And you’re any better?”

A shadow crossed his face.

“No,” he said softly. “I’m worse.”

The honesty stole the air from her lungs.

Monsters usually hid behind noble lies.

Luca didn’t bother.

That terrified her more than any denial could have.

“You should hate me,” he said.

“I do.”

Something unreadable flickered in his eyes.

“Good.”

The word should not have affected her.

And yet it did.

Because beneath all the coldness, she saw something else.

Exhaustion.

A weariness so deep it seemed to live in his bones.

As though violence had hollowed him out years ago and left behind only purpose.

Elena hated noticing that.

Hated glimpsing humanity where she wanted to see only a monster.

“Sit down,” Luca said at last.

“No.”

“You’re exhausted.”

“I would rather die than listen to you.”

“That can be arranged.”

Her heartbeat faltered.

Not because he sounded threatening.

Because he sounded truthful.

Luca moved away from her and crossed to the bar. The distance eased the pressure in the room, though Elena only then realized how violently her hands were trembling.

Fear.

Adrenaline.

Anger.

And something far more dangerous she refused to name.

Luca poured water into a crystal glass and extended it toward her.

She made no move to take it.

“You think being polite makes you civilized?”

“No.”

“Then stop pretending.”

A darker expression crossed his face.

“You assume I’m pretending because it helps you fear me correctly.”

The words unsettled her at once.

“What does that mean?”

He took a slow sip of whiskey before answering.

“It means that if I wanted to hurt you, Elena...”

His gaze locked onto hers with devastating intensity.

“You would already know.”

Silence descended.

Heavy.

Electric.

Terribly intimate.

Elena became acutely aware that they were alone.

Thirty thousand feet above the Atlantic.

Inside a locked private jet.

With one of the most feared men in America.

A cold shiver slid down her spine.

Luca noticed.

Of course he did.

“You’re safe here.”

She laughed bitterly.

“How can you possibly say that?”

His voice lowered.

“Because no one touches what belongs to me.”

The word struck her like an open-handed slap.

Belongs.

Fury surged through her.

“I am not yours.”

His gaze sharpened.

“No,” he said softly.

“Then stop speaking as if I am.”

For several long seconds, he said nothing.

Something dark and possessive moved behind his eyes.

When he finally spoke, his voice was quiet enough to be almost gentle.

“You’re going to learn very quickly that the world does not care what either of us wants.”

The words settled between them with uncomfortable weight.

And suddenly Elena understood something deeply unsettling.

Luca truly believed that.

This was not casual cruelty.

It was survival.

Control.

Power.

Possession.

Perhaps no one had ever taught him another way to live.

The thought should not have stirred an unexpected ache in her chest.

She pushed it away at once.

“You blame my father for something,” she said carefully.

Luca’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly.

“There are many things to blame him for.”

“What did he do to you?”

For the first time since she had met him, genuine emotion crossed his face.

Gone in an instant.

But unmistakable.

Pain.

Ancient and unhealed.

His voice became lethally quiet.

“Be careful what questions you ask me.”

The warning should have silenced her.

Instead, it only deepened her curiosity.

Because wounded men were often more dangerous than cruel ones.

A discreet knock interrupted the charged silence.

One of Luca’s men stepped inside.

“We land in forty minutes.”

Luca gave a single nod.

The guard cast Elena a nervous glance before retreating and closing the cabin door.

Even his own men seemed wary of him.

Interesting.

“You terrify people,” Elena observed.

“Yes.”

“Do you enjoy it?”

Luca turned toward the window, where the horizon remained black and endless.

“No.”

The answer surprised her.

He seemed to notice.

“You expected arrogance.”

“I expected a psychopath.”

The corner of his mouth lifted slightly.

“Close enough.”

Elena hated how magnetic he became in those rare moments when cracks appeared in his icy control.

Like glimpsing fire beneath a sheet of ice.

Dangerous precisely because it made her want to look closer.

She should not have noticed the exhaustion beneath his eyes.

The restraint in his movements.

The unmistakable loneliness hidden beneath all that power.

But she did.

And that frightened her nearly as much as the kidnapping itself.

The plane lurched through a pocket of turbulence.

Elena lost her balance.

Before she could catch herself, Luca’s hand closed around her wrist.

Everything stopped.

The contact lasted no more than two seconds.

It felt like an eternity.

His fingers encircled her skin—warm, firm, impossibly strong.

Elena’s breath caught as their eyes met.

Too close.

Far too close.

Luca’s expression changed.

Not softer.

Never soft.

But more aware.

More dangerous.

His thumb brushed the sensitive inside of her wrist.

The accidental touch burned like a spark against dry tinder.

Elena pulled away at once.

The movement seemed to snap him back to himself.

Luca released her and stepped away first.

Distance returned.

Thank God.

And yet the air between them remained charged.

Like lightning gathering before the strike.

“We land soon,” he said evenly.

His composure had returned as though nothing had happened.

Infuriating man.

Elena folded her arms again.

“And then?”

Luca lifted his whiskey glass and held her gaze over the rim.

When he answered, his voice was as dark and steady as the night beyond the windows.

“Then you meet the devil’s house.”

Outside, the first pale ribbons of dawn began to spread across the horizon.

And somewhere deep inside her, Elena felt a terrifying certainty.

Nothing in her life would ever be normal again. 
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Locked Inside the Devil’s House
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The estate emerged from the storm like something built for kings and monsters.

Elena stared through the rain-streaked window of the black SUV as towering iron gates began to swing open before them. Beyond the gates, a narrow road wound through rows of black pines bent nearly double beneath the savage coastal wind.

Somewhere in the darkness below, the ocean roared.

She could hear it even through the armored glass.

Wild.

Violent.

Endless.

Everything about this place felt cut off from the rest of the world.

As though once someone crossed those gates, they ceased to belong to ordinary life.

As though people entered—

and never truly left.

The SUV rolled forward.

Guard towers rose from the cliffs like watchful sentinels. Armed men patrolled the perimeter. Cameras tracked every movement. Motion sensors glimmered along the fencing. Patrol vehicles idled near the outer walls, their headlights sweeping the grounds.

This was not a mansion.

It was a fortress disguised as one.

And somehow, that frightened Elena more than the kidnapping itself.

She sat rigid in the back seat, her hands clenched in her lap.

Beside her, Luca Moretti scrolled through messages on his phone with maddening calm, as though abducting the daughter of his greatest enemy were merely another item on his morning agenda.

Perhaps it was.

By the time the road curved toward the main house, the storm had begun to soften. Dawn bled across the horizon in shades of silver and charcoal.

The mansion came into view.

Elena’s breath caught despite herself.

Dark stone walls rose from the cliffside like a medieval citadel. Vast windows reflected the bruised sky. Warm golden lights glowed behind the glass, giving the structure an eerie illusion of welcome.

It was breathtaking.

Elegant.

Cold.

Dangerous.

Like the man seated beside her.

The SUV came to a stop beneath a covered entrance.

Rain hammered against the roof.

Several guards were already waiting.

One stepped forward and opened Luca’s door immediately.

“Boss.”

Luca exited without haste.

Even after a night of bloodshed and violence, he moved with the same terrifying composure. His black coat snapped in the ocean wind. Raindrops darkened his hair and traced along the hard lines of his face.

Every guard straightened the moment he appeared.

Fear.

Respect.

Absolute loyalty.

Elena noticed all of it.

Luca turned to her side of the vehicle.

His gaze met hers.

“You coming willingly?”

“No.”

The corner of his mouth shifted almost imperceptibly.

“Pity.”

Before she could react, he reached into the SUV and wrapped his hand around her wrist.

Heat flashed through her skin.

Elena jerked away.

“I can walk myself.”

“Then do it.”

She climbed out into the freezing morning rain, her black dress instantly damp at the hem. The wind tore at her coat and sent her hair whipping across her face. Thunder rumbled over the sea.

Salt and storm filled the air.

Elena turned slowly, forcing herself to study her surroundings.

The estate sat atop sheer cliffs.

The ocean crashed against jagged black rocks hundreds of feet below.

There were no neighboring houses.

No visible roads leading away.

No sign of civilization.

Only stone, steel, and water.

Escape felt suddenly impossible.

Luca noticed the realization in her eyes.

“You’re thinking about running.”

Elena lifted her chin.

“I’m thinking about killing you.”

One of the guards shifted uneasily.

Luca looked faintly amused.

“You’ll have to wait your turn.”

God, she hated him.

Hated his calm.

Hated his control.

Hated the traitorous quickening of her pulse whenever he focused that relentless attention on her.

He gestured toward the entrance.

“Inside.”

Elena crossed her arms.

“Or?”

Luca stepped closer.

Rain slid down his face and disappeared beneath the collar of his coat. Up close, his presence felt overwhelming, as though he occupied more space than other men simply by existing.

Danger had a gravity of its own.

“Or,” he said quietly, “I carry you.”

The image came unbidden.

His arms around her.

Her body against his.

The scent of rain and whiskey surrounding her.

Her stomach tightened in furious denial.

Absolutely not.

Without another word, Elena brushed past him and strode toward the doors.

They opened at once.

Warmth enveloped her.

So did luxury.

The entrance hall was less a foyer than a statement of power.

Black marble floors gleamed beneath enormous crystal chandeliers. Twin staircases curved upward with theatrical grandeur. Dark oil paintings lined the walls in gilded frames, their subjects severe and unsmiling.

Everything was exquisite.

Everything was cold.

Elena stopped in the center of the hall and turned slowly.

This was not a criminal hideout.

This was inherited power.

Old money.

Old blood.

Old violence polished into respectability.

The kind of empire that had been built over generations and defended at any cost.

Several staff members stood discreetly near the walls, their expressions carefully neutral.

No one appeared surprised to see her.

Which meant Luca had prepared for her arrival long before he ever approached her at the gala.

Of course he had.

A woman emerged from the far corridor.

She was elegant, poised, and perhaps in her sixties, with silver hair swept into a precise knot and intelligent gray eyes that missed nothing.

“Miss DeLuca,” she said with quiet courtesy. “I’m Marta.”

Elena said nothing.

Marta seemed entirely unoffended.

“I manage the estate.”

“Wonderful,” Elena muttered.

Luca entered behind her.

The atmosphere changed instantly.

Marta straightened.

So did everyone else.

“Elena will stay in the east wing,” Luca said.

Marta inclined her head. “Of course.”

“No staff enters her rooms without her permission.”

Elena turned sharply.

“My rooms?”

Luca met her gaze.

“You’ll be comfortable here.”

“I’d rather sleep on the street.”

“You’d last fifteen minutes.”

Infuriating man.

Marta stepped forward.

“If you’ll follow me, Miss DeLuca.”

Elena did not move.

Her eyes remained fixed on Luca.

“I want a phone.”

“No.”

“I want to call my father.”

“No.”

“You cannot keep me prisoner.”

His expression did not change.

“Yes,” he said calmly. “I can.”

Rage surged through her.

“You arrogant psychopath.”

Luca crossed the distance between them.

Too close.

Always too close.

Every instinct urged her to step back.

She refused.

He stopped directly in front of her.

Rainwater still clung to the collar of his coat. Under the soft lighting, his eyes looked nearly black.

“You should conserve your anger,” he said quietly. “You’re going to need it here.”

The words unsettled her.

Because they were not mocking.

They were honest.

Luca glanced toward Marta.

“Show her the room.”

Then he turned and walked away.

Just like that.

As though he expected the world to obey him without question.

And apparently, it did.

Elena watched him disappear down the corridor.

Only then did she realize something deeply disturbing.

The mansion felt colder after he left.

—-
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The east wing overlooked the ocean.

Marta opened a set of double doors to reveal a suite larger than Elena’s Manhattan apartment.

Floor-to-ceiling windows framed steel-gray waves crashing against the cliffs below. A fire burned quietly in a marble fireplace. A massive bed stood at the center of the room, dressed in charcoal silk and linen.

Fresh clothing had been arranged neatly on a chaise lounge.

Designer dresses.

Cashmere sweaters.

Shoes in her size.

Jewelry boxes.

Elena stared.

“You kidnapped me,” she said slowly, “and then went shopping?”

For the first time, Marta looked almost amused.

“Mr. Moretti believes in preparation.”

“I’m not wearing anything he bought.”

“That is entirely your choice.”
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