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I STOLE HER TO BREAK HER FATHER, BUT SHE MIGHT BREAK ME FIRST

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Go.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He lunged, and then his entire body weight was on me, crushing the air from my lungs. He settled his hips over my legs, his broad chest pinning my torso, his weight a suffocating, immobilizing blanket of muscle and tactical gear. I gasped for breath, drawing in cold air that smelled like him. He was a solid, unyielding wall of heat and power. "Breathe. Slowly," he commanded, the instruction chilling, not comforting. I was completely, physically owned, and the terrifying realization sent a shiver of unwanted, primal alertness through me. The red emergency light inside the van flickered on, bathing us in a hellish glow. I was forced to look up at him, to see the face of the man who had just stolen my life
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