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ENEMIES TO LOVERS // UNDERWORLD AUCTION // PRIVATE PROPERTY // TRAUMA AND REDEMPTION // MAFIA AND CORRUPTION

Julian Vane was the sun of Manhattan, until his father's blood stained the marble of the family penthouse. With a thirty million dollar debt left as a cursed inheritance to the Bratva, he goes from being the heir to an empire to becoming Lot 7 at The Obsidian.

Damon Kross is not a savior. He is the executioner who has waited decades to see the Vanes on their knees. In capturing Julian, he seeks not companionship, but the systematic destruction of the dignity of the man who represents everything he swore to hate. In a penthouse that is both a palace and a dungeon, Julian will be stripped of his name, his clothes, and his will. But in the darkness, the lines between hatred and obsession become dangerously blurred.
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THE TASTE OF COLD MARBLE

JULIAN

The sound of the gunshot still echoed off the Venetian plaster walls, a dry thunderclap that transformed the opulent silence of the Fifth Avenue penthouse into a luxurious morgue. Julian Vane couldn't feel his own feet as he walked down the polished oak hallway; his lungs felt filled with glass dust, each breath a slow torture that scraped his trachea. He knew, even before touching the brass doorknob of his father's office, that the world he knew—the world of platinum cufflinks, summers in the Hamptons, and the intoxicating weight of the Vane name—had just evaporated.

When the door opened, the smell of gunpowder and the metallic aroma of fresh blood hit him like a physical slap. Alistair Vane was hunched over the mahogany desk, a black, ugly hole where his right temple had once been. The blood, so dark red it appeared almost black under the cold light of the crystal chandelier, trickled slowly, tracing a map of ruin over the financial fraud documents the FBI was about to confiscate.

Julian didn't scream. Shock is a cruel anesthesia that steals the voice before it steals sanity. He took a step forward, his Italian leather shoes clicking on the Persian rug, and his eyes fell on a brown envelope, the only object not stained by the patriarch's entrails. On it, written in the trembling handwriting of a man who had been dead long before he pulled the trigger, was his name.

For Julian. The price of my survival was your soul.

He didn't have time to process the encryption of those words. The crash of the front door being forced open downstairs vibrated through the building's structure. It wasn't the police. Julian knew the rhythm of the federal agents' footsteps; they were methodical, noisy by protocol. These footsteps were different. They were heavy, rhythmic, predatory. They were the footsteps of men who didn't knock, but who claimed the door.

He rushed to the panoramic window, gazing at the Manhattan skyline. The city lights, which had once seemed like diamonds at his feet, now appeared as cold, watchful eyes, waiting for his downfall. The phone in his tailored trousers pocket vibrated. A message from an unknown number, just six words that made his stomach churn:

The debt was passed on to the heir.

The private elevator arrived at the floor with a "ding" that sounded like a death sentence. Julian recoiled against the wall, the cold marble piercing the thin fabric of his silk shirt. He was trapped. The prince of Manhattan, the golden boy who had never heard "no," was now cornered between the corpse of his past and the monster of his future.

Three men entered the office. They weren't wearing FBI suits, but dark leather jackets and granite-like expressions. The man in front had a scar that cut across his left eyebrow and the look of someone who had seen hell and decided the place needed a makeover. He glanced at Alistair's body with almost bored disdain before fixing his gaze on Julian.

"Julian Vane?" The man's voice was like crushed gravel.

Julian tried to maintain his composure, his chin held high by pure survival instinct. "Who are you? Get out of my house. My father is... my father is dead. Call an ambulance."

The man gave a short, humorless laugh, a dry sound that sent shivers down Julian's spine. "What's on the table is garbage, kid. What interests us is what's left. Alistair owed the Organization thirty million. He tried to swindle the Bratva's investment fund. Nobody steals what's ours and dies in peace. He thought suicide was a receipt of discharge. He was wrong."

Julian felt the blood drain from his face. Bratva. The name floated in the darkest circles of Wall Street like an urban myth, a shadow operating behind the big mergers and acquisitions. His father, the man he idolized, had been involved with organized crime.

"I don't have that money," Julian whispered, the reality beginning to crack his armor of shock. "The government will freeze everything. The accounts, the properties... I have nothing."

The man with the scar stepped forward, invading Julian's personal space. He smelled of cheap cigarettes and impending violence. "You're wrong again, Julian. You have what your father pledged in the security contract. You have yourself."

Before Julian could process the threat, one of the men behind the leader moved with a speed he couldn't match. A heavy hand closed around his neck, pressing him against the marble wall. Julian tried to fight, his hands rising to grip the attacker's steel wrist, but he was a master of fencing and yachting, not street survival. He was a porcelain doll in the hands of butchers.

“The Obsidian is short of pedigree new merchandise,” the leader continued, moving so close that Julian could see the pores of his skin. “You’re young, handsome, educated. The kind of toy that men with more money than morals love to break. You’re going to pay every cent of your father’s debt, inch by inch of skin.”

Julian felt a sharp prick on his neck. A syringe. The icy liquid rushed into his bloodstream with devastating efficiency. The world began to spin, the chandelier lights merging into a suffocating golden blur. His legs gave way, and he only didn't fall because the man was still holding him by the neck.

"Please..." Julian tried to say, but his tongue felt like a lump of lead in his mouth. His eyelids weighed a ton.

"Don't beg yet, Vane," the man's voice seemed to come from inside a deep tunnel. "Save your tears for the stage. Today you cease to be a man. Today, you become Lot 7."

The last thing Julian saw before total darkness claimed him was his own reflection in the hallway's gilded mirror: a young man in disintegration, being dragged from his life of privilege into the abyss where light dared not touch.

The journey to oblivion was a blur of nausea and muffled sounds. Julian felt the vehicle's movement, the rhythmic swaying of a van that smelled of industrial cleaning products and old sweat. He lay on a cold, metallic surface, his arms and legs heavy as if embedded in concrete. The drug they injected into him not only paralyzed his body; it fragmented his mind, transforming his fears into vivid hallucinations. He saw his father's face, not the face of the impeccable businessman, but the face disfigured by the gunshot, silently screaming over a pile of gold coins that melted and turned into chains.

When the van finally stopped, the shock of the cold air against his skin brought him back to a partial and painful consciousness. His designer clothes had been torn during the ride; he felt the New York night breeze against his chest, a feeling of vulnerability that made him want to shrink back, but his muscles wouldn't obey.

"Take Lot 7 for cleaning," a female voice, cold and precise as a scalpel, ordered. "It needs to be spotless for the opening." The master of ceremonies wants the contrast between the elite and the degraded to be absolute.

Julian felt rough hands lifting him. He was carried like a sack of meat through a concrete corridor, where the sound of electronic music pulsed through the walls, a steady bass that vibrated in his bones. The Obsidian wasn't just a club; it was a sanctuary for dark excess, a place where the law had no jurisdiction because those who made the laws were the customers themselves.

He was thrown into a room lined with white tiles under fluorescent lights that hurt his eyes. The smell of antiseptic was suffocating. Two figures in gray uniforms began to undress him completely, without any trace of humanity or respect. Julian tried to protest, but only a weak groan escaped his lips. His three-thousand-dollar pants were thrown in the trash like old rags. His silk underwear suffered the same fate. He was naked, exposed, and trembling under the clinical gaze of those strangers.

"Look at this," said one of the men, running a cold latex glove across Julian's back. "Skin like someone who's never worked a day in their life. The buyer will have a lot of fun leaving marks here."

A hose of ice-cold water was directed at him without warning. The impact of the cold water took his breath away, the thermal shock forcing his lungs to work. He coughed, the water entering his nose and mouth, while they scrubbed him with rough sponges that made his skin sting. It was systematic depersonalization. They weren't washing a man; they were preparing a commodity for the market.

With each passing second, the reality of his situation seeped into the cracks of his drugged consciousness. Julian Vane, the man who dined with senators and models, was being washed away like cattle. The shame was a flame that burned hotter than cold water. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to retreat to a place within his mind where no one could touch him, but The Obsidian allowed no escape.

After the bath, he was forced to put on a black silk robe that barely covered his body and was chained by the wrists to a metal bar on the wall of a luxurious, yet cold, cell. There, in the darkness, the drug's effect began to wear off, leaving in its place a throbbing headache and a terrifying clarity of consciousness.

He looked at his hands, now handcuffed. The wrists that once sported a Patek Philippe watch were now red and marked by the steel. The silence of the cell was broken only by the sound of his own low, restrained sobs. He thought of Damon Kross. He didn't know why that man's name came to mind, perhaps because of the bitter rivalries between his father and the Wall Street titan. If there was one man capable of laughing at the Vane's misfortune, it would be Kross.

Little did Julian know that the name he feared was already written into the contract of his existence.

Time lost its meaning. Minutes or hours passed until the door of his cell opened again. This time, it wasn't the thugs or the cleaners. It was a tall woman, dressed in a perfect women's tuxedo, with a short leather whip hanging from her wrist.

"Showtime, Lot 7," she said, with a smile that didn't reach her eyes. "The world wants to see how much Manhattan's gold shines when it's covered in mud."

She pulled him by the chain, forcing him to walk. Julian stumbled, his legs still unsteady, being dragged through the dark corridors toward an intense red glow in the distance. The sound of the music grew louder, mingling with muffled shouts and the clinking of champagne glasses.

He was positioned behind a heavy velvet curtain. The scent of expensive perfumes, cigars, and luxury hung in the air. On the other side of the curtain, he heard the voice of the master of ceremonies, amplified by a state-of-the-art sound system.

Ladies and gentlemen of the council. Today, we have something truly unique. A specimen of American nobility, fallen from grace, but preserved in his purest beauty. A man who was born to rule and is now reborn to serve. I present to you Lot 7: Julian Vane.

The curtains opened.

The blinding light of the spotlights struck Julian, momentarily blinding him. He put his hand over his eyes, but the woman behind him pulled at his chains, forcing his arms down and exposing him to the crowd of masked shadows occupying the luxurious tables around the circular stage.

The silence that followed was absolute, heavy with predatory tension. Hundreds of eyes, hidden behind masks of gold, silver, and leather, devoured his trembling figure. He felt like an open wound being examined by vultures.

"The starting bid is five million dollars," announced the master of ceremonies.

Julian felt a sob rise in his throat. He wanted to scream that he wasn't an object, that he had a name, that he had rights. But in that room, the only law was purchasing power.

The bids began to rise rapidly. Seven million. Ten million. Fifteen million. With each increase, Julian felt a piece of his soul being ripped away. He was an investment. A property.

"Twenty million!" a hoarse voice shouted from the back of the room.

"Twenty-two!" another replied.

The struggle was frenetic, driven by the thirst to possess the ruin of an empire. Julian stared into the void, trying to disconnect from the noise, until a voice cut through the chaos like a thunderclap of absolute authority.

Thirty-five million.

The room fell into a sepulchral silence. The price was an insult, a display of brute force that no one dared challenge. Julian turned his head toward the voice. Seated on a dark leather throne in the highest VIP area was a man who was not wearing a mask.

Damon Kross.

His blue eyes, cold as arctic ice and sharp as razors, were fixed on Julian. There was no pity in those sockets, only a grim satisfaction and a promise of torment. Damon raised his crystal goblet, a gesture of greeting to his new toy.

"Sold!" the master of ceremonies exclaimed, the sound of the gavel striking like the closing of a tomb. "Lot 7 now belongs to Damon Kross."

Julian felt the ground disappear beneath his feet. The man who hated his family most, the man his father had always described as a devil in sheep's clothing, now owned him. And as Julian was dragged off the stage, the last thing he saw was Damon's predatory grin, the grin of a man who finally had the world—and Julian—in the palm of his blood-stained hand.

The humiliation of being auctioned off like a luxury item was an open wound that throbbed with every step Julian was forced to take. He wasn't led to an ordinary exit. The route to The Obsidian 's private garage was through tunnels lined with red velvet and illuminated by brass sconces that cast distorted shadows on the walls. He was still wearing only that black silk robe, a garment that made him feel more naked than if he were wearing nothing at all, for it was the uniform of his submission.

Damon Kross's hands didn't touch him. Not yet. Damon walked a few steps ahead, a silhouette of absolute power enveloped in a tailored suit that seemed to absorb the dim light of the room. The man's silence was more terrifying than any scream. Julian watched the back of his neck, his rigid posture, and the way the bodyguards backed away, lowering their heads as if a dark god were passing by.

Upon arriving at the garage, a black Rolls-Royce Cullinan awaited, its engine purring softly. One of the security guards opened the rear door. Damon stopped and, for the first time since the auction, turned to face Julian.

— Come in — Damon's voice was low, but full of an authority that allowed no hesitation.

Julian hesitated for a second, the icy garage air sending shivers down his spine. He glanced out at the street, at the freedom just a few feet away, but the visible guns in Damon's men's holsters and the invisible leash of thirty-five million dollars in debt held him to the ground. He got in, sliding onto the soft leather seat, and Damon sat down next, closing the door and sealing them in a cocoon of opulent isolation.

The car started moving. The interior smelled of sandalwood, new leather, and the intoxicating danger emanating from Damon. Julian shrank against the door, trying to keep as much distance as possible.

"My father..." Julian's voice came out shaky and dry. "What are you going to do to me?"

Damon didn't take his eyes off the window, where the lights of Manhattan flashed past like streaks of fire. "Your father is in hell, Julian. And you're in purgatory. The difference is that, in purgatory, the pain has a purpose. You're going to pay every penny Alistair stole from my family. And you're going to do it with blood interest."

"I didn't know anything!" Julian exclaimed, a spark of indignation gleaming in his teary eyes. "I'm not my father!"

Damon turned his head slowly. His gaze was like a blade of ice running down Julian's spine. "You are a Vane. The blood that runs in your veins is the same corrupt blood that tried to deceive the Bratva. You lived off their money. You wore clothes paid for with their theft. You studied at universities paid for with their betrayal. You are as guilty as he is, Julian. The only difference is that he was cowardly enough to die. You will have the courage to live only to be destroyed."

Julian looked away, feeling the weight of those words. It was true. He had enjoyed a life of privilege without ever questioning the origin of that fortune. Now, the bill had arrived, and he was the only bargaining chip accepted.

The car pulled up in front of a black glass skyscraper in the heart of the Financial District. The Kross Tower . They ascended in the private elevator, a silent ride that took Julian to the top of the world, to Damon Kross's penthouse. When the doors opened, Julian gasped. The place was vast, minimalist, and cold. Floor-to-ceiling glass walls offered a 360-degree view of a New York that seemed tiny beneath Damon's feet.

"Take off your robe," Damon ordered, walking over to a marble bar and pouring himself a whiskey.

Julian froze in the center of the living room. — What?

Damon turned, crystal glass in hand. "You heard me. From this moment on, nothing you have belongs to you. Not even your dignity. Take off your robe. Now."

Julian's hands trembled as he untied the knot of his silk belt. He felt himself disintegrating from the inside. With a slow movement, he let the fabric slip from his shoulders, revealing his pale skin and the light bruises left by the thugs at the club. He stood there, naked before his greatest enemy, under the relentless light of the designer lamps.

Damon approached, his footsteps echoing on the black resin floor. He circled Julian like a predator assessing wounded prey. Damon's gaze wasn't one of ordinary lust; it was one of territorial possession. He stopped behind Julian and leaned in, his warm breath brushing against the young man's ear.

— You're handsome, Julian. A work of art of privilege and arrogance. I'll love to see that beauty wither under my rules.

Damon reached out and, with a swift movement, grabbed Julian's hair, pulling his head back and forcing him to look at the ceiling. Julian let out a groan of pain and surprise.

"Rule number one," Damon hissed. "You don't speak unless I order you to. Rule number two: You don't touch me unless I ask. And rule number three... the most important... you belong to me completely. Your body, your mind, and your will. If you try to run, if you try to resist, I will hunt down every person you ever loved and make them wish they had never been born. Do you understand?"

Julian closed his eyes, tears finally overflowing. "Yes," he whispered.

Damon tightened his grip on his hair. "Yes, Mr. Kross." Repeat.

"Yes... Mr. Kross," Julian's voice broke, and with it, the last vestige of his former life.

Damon let go of him with a shove, causing Julian to fall to his knees on the cold floor. The millionaire finished his whiskey and set the glass down with a dry crunch.

— There's a room at the end of the hall on the left. It's your cage. Inside, you'll find what I've decided you should use. Tomorrow morning, your new life truly begins. Tonight, sleep with the weight of your name. Tomorrow, you won't have one anymore.

Julian remained on the floor long after Damon had left the room. He stared at his own hands, his nails digging into his palms to keep from screaming. He was in the most expensive penthouse in Manhattan, surrounded by unimaginable luxury, but he had never felt so poor. He was Lot 7. He was a commodity.

Rising with difficulty, he walked to the indicated room. The room was vast, but devoid of any personal comfort. There were no paintings, no soft carpets. Just a bed with grey sheets and a metal table. On the table, there was a small black velvet case.

With his heart pounding against his ribs, Julian opened the case. Inside, gleaming in the light, was a surgical steel chastity device and a black leather collar with a silver plate engraved with a single name: KROSS .

The visual impact of those objects was like a punch to the gut. Damon didn't just want his obedience; he wanted total control over his biology, over his most basic impulses. Julian recoiled, stumbling onto the bed. He realized that the "diamond collar" mentioned in the underworld wasn't a metaphor. It was the symbol of his complete dehumanization.

He sat on the edge of the bed, hugging his own legs, the silence of the penthouse filled only by the sound of the wind howling against the glass windows. He thought of the first sentence his father had written on the envelope: The price of my survival was your soul.

Alistair Vane had known exactly what would happen. He had handed his own son over to the wolves to try and buy time. Julian felt a visceral hatred for his father, a flame that began to burn away his fear. If he was going to be a toy in Damon Kross's hands, he wouldn't make it easy. If he was going to burn in hell, he would take the devil with him.

But as he stared at the steel device on the table, Julian felt a strange, terrifying vibration in the back of his mind. A part of him, buried under years of repression and perfectionism, was curious about what it truly meant to relinquish complete control. The abyss was staring back at him, and for the first time, Julian didn't look away.

The night would be long, and tomorrow would bring the first real confrontation between Master and Slave. Julian lay down on the cold sheets, the metal of the collar still in his hand, feeling like a castaway waiting for the tide to carry
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