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HE TOOK EVERYTHING I HAD. NOW HE WANTS MORE. 

I’m Zoey Hill—a defense attorney with a reputation for winning cases no one else will touch, and for never letting anyone see me bleed. I’ve built my career on standing across from the city’s worst men... until the day I found myself staring straight into the eyes of the most dangerous of them all.

To Damien Vetrov, I was just a job. A name on his list. A shark to test his teeth against. He didn’t care that I could destroy him in court—because he’s not the kind of man who plays by anyone else’s rules. He’s the kind of man who makes his own.

He runs this city with power, fear, and blood. I’ve seen him command a room without a word, and I’ve felt the weight of his gaze like a promise I’m not sure I want him to keep.

I should hate him. I should run.
But every time he gets close, I lose track of the reasons I came here in the first place. Every word is a chain, every touch a lock I can’t break.
The more I learn about Damien Vetrov, the more I realize my life has been tangled in his world far longer than I knew. And if I’m not careful, he won’t just take my career—he’ll take every last piece of me.

Book 1 of 3 in The Anatomy of Obsession Series — a dark, addictive mafia romance where obsession is currency, betrayal is inevitable, and love might just be the most dangerous gamble of all. 
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CHAPTER 1
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ZOEY P.O.V.

The drone of the courtroom static faded in my ears, the stale scent of old paper and burnt coffee getting steamrolled by the sharp, coppery tang of the win on my tongue. All around me was the controlled chaos of a wrap-up: clerks rustling documents, the bailiff visibly relaxing his stance, the slow, shuffling exit of the gallery. It was all just background hum. The only thing cutting through the noise was the trembling arm locked in my grip.

“You saved me, Ms. Hill! My company... my life... you saved everything!”

Richard Sterling, CEO of Sterling Innovations, was a complete wreck. His face, usually the perfect game face I’d seen on the cover of Forbes, was splotchy and puffy with tears. His three-thousand-dollar suit was a mess of wrinkles, his tie hanging loose. He was staring at me like I was some kind of angel who’d dropped out of the sky to grant him a wish. He had it all wrong. Miracles are for people who are out of options. I deal in cold, hard facts.

I felt a faint prickle of annoyance where his fingers dug into the sleeve of my blazer. It was a distraction, ruining the clean burn of the moment. I didn’t feel his gratitude. I didn’t feel his relief. What I felt was a cold, clean hit of pure dominance flooding my system. It wasn’t the messy, bubbly thing people call joy. It was the pure, sharp high of total control. A clean kill.

My mind, always sharp, always running the numbers, replayed the exact moment it all flipped. The second day of my cross-examination of their key witness, their so-called financial genius. I’d let him get cocky, let him believe he was running the show, let him build his entire scaffolding of lies with a smug look on his face. Then I’d asked the question. A single, targeted question about a footnote on page 287 of a supplemental filing from three years back. A detail so tiny, so buried deep in the fine print, I knew their army of thirty lawyers had skated right over it. I had spent an entire weekend wired on caffeine, reading every single document they had ever filed, hunting for the one thread that would unravel everything. And I found it. I watched the flicker of confident dismissal in his eyes, immediately followed by a wave of dawning, panicked confusion as he realized he’d walked right into the trap. I saw the exact second the life just evacuated his face, replaced by the flat, dead look of a man who knew he was absolutely, monumentally screwed. That was the moment. That was the drug. Everything else was just paperwork.

“Your company was never in any real danger, Richard,” I said, my tone clipped and clinical. I gave his arm a firm, quick pat. It was a signal that we were done here, a dismissal. Like a handler with a nervous show dog before moving on. He finally let go, still mumbling his thanks.

I turned my back on him, facing the polished defense table again. I took a slow breath, letting my world snap back into its proper focus. Order. Control. I gathered my legal pads and documents. There were no loose pages, no frantic, messy notes. My files were pristine, organized. I stacked them into a perfect, sharp-edged block, the corners aligned with surgical precision. With a smooth, practiced motion, I slid the stack into my briefcase. The briefcase itself felt like an extension of me—heavy, structured, the black leather as severe and totally unyielding as I was. The papers landed inside with a quiet, satisfying thump. My armor was back on. I snapped the chrome latches shut, my face a mask of cool, unreadable professionalism. The case was closed.

The sharp clack-clack of my heels on the marble floor of the courthouse hallway was a rhythm that staked my claim on the space. Each staccato strike echoed in the massive, empty hall, bouncing off the high, vaulted ceilings and oil portraits of dead judges who stared down with blank-faced indifference. I preferred them that way. Indifference I could handle; it was emotion that was unpredictable and a total liability.

“That was a goddamn slaughter, Ms. Hill.”

The voice was rough, scraped raw with exhaustion. I stopped. Marcus Thorne stood in my path, blocking the wide archway that led to the main rotunda. He was two decades older than me, with silver hair and a reputation as a bulldog who never let go. Today, he looked less like a bulldog and more like he’d gone ten rounds with a cement mixer and lost. His expensive suit just hung on him, his shoulders slumped in a way that had nothing to do with bad posture and everything to do with gutting defeat.

“My client never stood a chance,” he went on, his eyes, usually so sharp and ready for a fight, were just dull. “You’re a shark.”

I registered the word. He meant it to sting. A condemnation of my methods, of how I’d taken his case apart piece by painstaking piece until there was nothing left but smoking wreckage. He saw it as a slur on my character, an accusation of being something inhuman, something cold-blooded and predatory.

He had no idea he’d just handed me a crown.

It was the highest compliment he could have possibly paid me. It was a perfect, one-word confirmation of the ruthless identity I had spent every waking hour of the last ten years meticulously building. A shark doesn’t feel. A shark doesn’t hesitate. A shark hunts, and a shark wins. It is what it is.

I gave him a single, sharp nod. No smile, no gloating. That would be a pointless waste of energy. “You left his flank exposed, Marcus,” I said, my voice cool and even, a clinical debriefing. “That’s a rookie mistake.”

I didn’t wait for him to answer. I stepped around him, getting back to my rhythm without breaking stride. The clack-clack of my heels kicked back up, leaving him standing alone in the echoing hall. He was already the past. I was already moving on.

The elevator ride to the forty-second floor was silent and fast. The doors opened onto the hushed, thick air of Abernathy & Locke. The atmosphere up here smelled like money: old leather, lemon polish, and the ghost of the ridiculously expensive floral arrangements that were delivered twice a week. I walked across the plush navy carpet, my heels sinking into it, muffling their sound. It always felt like walking on a leash in this place.

Mr. Abernathy’s corner office was a shrine to safe, old-money success. The panoramic city view was a power move, but the room itself was designed to make you feel small. Walls lined with mahogany bookshelves groaned under the weight of leather-bound law books I knew for a fact he’d never cracked open. His desk was a slab of polished mahogany big enough to host a state dinner. It was all a performance of importance.

Abernathy himself was beaming, his round face flushed. He was a portly guy, his expensive suit pulled tight over a soft stomach. He was good at his job—playing golf with clients, navigating office politics—but he wasn't a killer. He was the caretaker of a legacy, not the builder of one.

“Zoey! There she is!” he boomed, hustling around the desk with a bottle of scotch and two crystal tumblers. “Come in, come in!”

He poured two fingers of the amber liquid into each glass. The scotch was easily thirty years old, smooth and smoky. He handed one to me. “A home run, Zoey! A grand slam! Your name is officially made at this firm. You have a long, stable, and very profitable future right here with us.”

He raised his glass. I watched him, seeing the genuine, fatherly pride in his eyes. He was offering me everything I was supposed to want. Everything my law school classmates would have sold a kidney for. A guaranteed partnership. A corner office of my own one day. A lifetime of seven-figure bonuses and comfortable, predictable cases.

The words "stable," "long," and "here" felt like three little words wrapping around my throat. Each one was a bar on a cage door. A very comfortable, very expensive, gold-plated cage. But still a cage. I had just proven, again, that I was an apex predator. And he was offering me a lifetime supply of designer kibble in a solid gold bowl. The thought made my stomach clench.

I forced my lips into a small, tight smile. I lifted my glass in a mock toast, the heavy crystal cool against my fingers. “To stability, then.”

The word felt like chalk in my mouth. I took a sip of the scotch. It burned, but not in a way I liked.

My own office was a stark contrast to Abernathy’s. It was sleek, minimalist, almost sterile. A glass desk, a black ergonomic chair, two simple visitors’ chairs, and a single, abstract painting on the wall that was just slashes of color and shape. It was a workspace, not a second home. Functional. No sentiment allowed.

The potent high from the courtroom, the clean rush of the kill, had already burned off. In its place was a familiar, grinding restlessness. An itch deep in my bones. I stood at the floor-to-ceiling window, looking down at the city forty-two floors below. From this high up, it all looked so orderly. The yellow cabs and black SUVs moved in neat, predictable lines. The people on the sidewalks were ants, following their pre-programmed routes. It was a complex system, but it was still a system. It had rules. It was safe.

And I was pathologically, desperately bored.

This case, the one that would get written up in legal journals, the one Abernathy was toasting as a “grand slam,” was just about money. A very large number moving from one corporate bank account to another. There was no actual risk. Richard Sterling wasn’t facing prison. His life wasn’t over. He would have just been a little bit less ridiculously rich. The stakes were a complete illusion.

I was craving something real. Something primal. A case where the stakes weren't just about money, but about everything. Life and death. Freedom and total ruin. A fight where the fallout was real, not just red ink on a balance sheet. A challenge that could actually break me. Anything less than that felt like a damn kid’s game.

I turned back to my desk. The top file in my physical inbox had been placed there by my assistant, a new case file already prepped. I glanced at the tab: Innovent Corp. vs. Tech-Systems Global – Contract Dispute. My eyes scanned the cover memo. Breach of warranty. Liquidated damages. Clause interpretation.

I ran a finger over the smooth cardboard of the file. It felt dead. Lifeless.

“Clause 4B, subsection C...” I muttered to the empty room, my voice laced with a sarcasm so bitter it surprised even me. “Riveting.”

I felt a sudden, sharp spike of aggression, a violent need for some kind of impact. My hand balled into a fist, and for a split second, I actually thought about slamming it down on the glass desk, just to hear something shatter. Just to feel a real sensation. But I didn't. That was messy. Uncontrolled. Instead, I channeled it. I sat down, my movements stiff, deliberate.

Almost like a ritual, I placed my briefcase on the desk and opened it. The chrome latches sprang open with a soft metallic snick. Methodically, I unloaded the now-conquered trial files. The Sterling case. I stacked them on the corner of my desk, a monument to a victory that already felt like ancient history. They were dead things now. Trophies. And I had zero interest in collecting trophies.

My assistant, Jessica, a bright, eager law student who looked at me with a mix of terror and hero-worship, popped her head in the door. Her face was flushed, her eyes bright with second-hand adrenaline.

“Mr. Abernathy is ordering champagne for the whole floor to celebrate you! Are you coming?” she asked, her voice way too bubbly.

Champagne and small talk. Forced smiles and empty praise from colleagues who were both celebrating my win and pissed off about it. It sounded like a special kind of hell. A wake for a battle that was already over. For me, the celebration is bullshit. The thrill is in the hunt, in the fight. Once the prey is down, my focus is already on the horizon, scanning for the next target. Only the next battle matters.

I didn’t look up from my task. I took a microfiber cloth from my desk drawer and began wiping down the gleaming chrome latches of my briefcase, polishing away any smudges, any trace of the fight I’d just won. “Tell them I’m busy,” I said, my voice cool and final, leaving no room for questions. “I’m prepping for the next one.”

I snapped the briefcase shut. The sound was a sharp, definitive click. A full stop. A promise.

Jessica hesitated for a beat, her smile faltering. “Oh. Okay, Zoey.” She quietly pulled the door closed, leaving me alone in the silence again.

Minutes later, I stood up, the restlessness now an unbearable itch under my skin. I couldn’t stay here. I couldn’t breathe this filtered, conditioned air for one more second. I grabbed my coat from the back of my door and walked out of my office without looking back.

In the main bullpen, the party was just getting started. A crowd of my colleagues—associates and senior partners—was gathered near the reception area. Laughter bounced off the glass partitions. I saw the gold foil of a champagne bottle being peeled away, the cork ready to pop. It felt like watching a scene behind soundproof glass.

“Zoey, don’t run off!” a senior partner, a guy named Henderson, called out, raising his empty flute. “We’re toasting to you!”

Several other faces turned to me, their smiles wide, their eyes expectant. They wanted me to join in. To play the part of the conquering hero, to graciously soak up their praise. But their celebration felt hollow, a ritual for a game I wasn't interested in playing anymore. I felt a profound sense of distance, like I was looking at them from the other side of a thick wall of glass. They were celebrating their stability, their safe place inside the firm. I was looking for the exit.

I gave a tight, polite smile that I knew didn't come close to my eyes. I raised a hand in a small, dismissive wave but didn't stop walking. I kept my stride determined and even, a straight line right past them all, through the heavy glass doors of the firm, and into the elevator.

The doors slid shut, cutting off the sound of their world completely. Down on the ground floor, the security guard nodded at me as I pushed through the building's main revolving door. The crisp evening air of the city hit my face. It was real, sharp with the smell of diesel fumes and roasting nuts from a street cart. The sounds were a raw, messy symphony of sirens, horns, and the murmur of a thousand different conversations. It was chaotic. It was alive. I pulled my coat tighter around me, the click of my heels on the pavement now a familiar, comforting rhythm. The win wasn't the point.

As I walked out onto the street, the victory felt less like an ending and more like leverage. Leverage I was getting desperate to use on something that actually mattered.
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ZOEY P.O.V.

The next morning, the craving for a real fight was a low-key hum of dissatisfaction deep in my chest, making the stack of mundane paperwork on my desk feel like a bad joke. The high from yesterday’s win in court had completely worn off, leaving behind a dull, flat-line of boredom. And now, this. A thick file Mr. Abernathy had dropped on my desk not ten minutes ago with a smug, self-satisfied smile. Cresswell Holdings vs. The City Zoning Commission. My eyes scanned the title page and a wave of profound, soul-sucking apathy washed over me. I felt the charge drain right out of me, leaving a hollow ache where the thrill of the battle had been just yesterday.

I dragged my finger through the condensation ring my iced coffee had left on the dark wood of my desk. The gleaming glass and chrome of my office, usually a symbol of everything I’d worked for, suddenly felt like a cage. A very expensive, minimalist cage, but a cage all the same. I could still hear Abernathy’s voice, dripping with that fake-warm tone he used when he thought he was managing me. "Here’s a nice, quiet one for you to decompress with, Zoey. Back to basics."

Back to basics. The words bounced around my skull like an insult. For him, it was a return to the predictable, profitable grind of corporate law that paid for this entire floor. For me, it felt like being put in a time-out. After the rush of yesterday’s kill—taking apart a cocky opposing counsel piece by meticulous piece in front of a rapt jury—this wasn't decompression. This was being buried alive. I felt like a champion sprinter who’d just broken a world record being told to go walk laps at the mall. The sharp, focused energy from the trial, that feeling of being a shark that’s just scented blood, had curdled into a bitter, restless frustration. My leg was doing a drum solo under the desk, a frantic, useless rhythm against the plush carpet. I wanted a real fight. I needed a fight with actual stakes, not some sterile argument over property lines and building permits.

My intercom buzzed, a sound that could strip paint, slicing through the dead silence of my office. I jabbed the button, my voice already sharp. "Yes, Jessica?"

"Ms. Hill," her voice came through the speaker, weirdly thin and hesitant. "There's... there’s a man here. He’s insisting on a hand-delivery, just for you. He won’t leave the package at reception."

I frowned. That’s not how we did things. Our mailroom was tighter than Fort Knox, and every courier was pre-cleared. "Did he give a name? A company?"

"No, Ms. Hill. He just... his exact words were, 'Ms. Hill only. No exceptions.'"

Something in her tone, a slight tremor she couldn’t quite hide, snagged my full attention. Jessica didn't do 'hesitant.' "Okay. Send him in."

A moment later, Jessica appeared at my door, her usual cool, professional vibe completely gone, replaced by a wide-eyed stare. She held the door open, practically plastering herself against the wall to create as much space as possible for the man who followed her. He was tall, and poured into a black suit so perfectly tailored it looked like a second skin. It was severe, brutally simple, with no logos, no branding, nothing to identify it except for the fact that it screamed money—the kind of money that buys silence. That suit cost more than my car. FedEx guys definitely didn’t dress like this.

My internal radar, the one I’d sharpened over years of reading tells from hostile witnesses and sizing up opponents, went on full blast. This wasn't a delivery. It was a statement. His posture was military-grade straight, his shoulders squared in a way that telegraphed high-level security or something much more disciplined. He wasn't a delivery boy; he was a soldier. His face was a blank mask of professionalism, his eyes locked on a spot just over my head for a beat before they dropped and met mine. They were flat, completely empty of anything I could read.

I gave him a tiny, almost imperceptible nod. He took it as the dismissal it was. He moved forward with a fluid, silent grace that was deeply unnerving, his expensive leather shoes making zero sound on my hardwood floor. In his gloved hand, he held a single, slim black envelope. He didn’t offer it to me. He leaned over my desk and placed it dead center on my blotter, aligning its edges perfectly with the leather. Then, he straightened, gave a slight, formal dip of his head, turned, and walked out as silently as he had come in. He hadn’t spoken a single word.

Jessica hovered in the doorway for another second, her expression a mix of "what the hell was that" and genuine concern. "Are you... okay?" she mouthed silently.

I gave her a tight nod that I hoped looked reassuring, and she quietly pulled the heavy door shut, leaving me alone with the silent, black object holding my desk hostage.

The silence in the room suddenly felt heavy, charged. For a full minute, I just stared at the envelope. It seemed to drink the light, a stark rectangle of void against the polished mahogany. It felt like it had its own gravity. Finally, I leaned forward and picked it up.

The cardstock was unreal. It was incredibly thick, heavy in my hand, with a rich, linen-like texture. It felt substantial, important. This wasn't sealed with a lick of cheap glue. A solid dollop of black wax held the flap down, stamped with a single, elegant, stylized letter ‘V’. The lines were sharp, almost aggressive, a bold slash intersecting with a graceful curve.

I turned it over, my thumb tracing the crisp edges of the wax seal. As I did, a faint scent drifted up. It wasn't the smell of paper or a corporate printing press. It was dark, rich, and intensely masculine. Good whiskey, the kind that burns in a pleasant way, the worn-in comfort of old leather, and underneath it all, a very distinct, powerful cologne that screamed wealth and a complete disregard for subtlety. This wasn’t from a law firm. This wasn't business as I knew it. This was from a person. A man. A man with an obscene amount of money and a flair for the dramatic. The sheer theater of it all was a hook, and I could feel it digging into me. The flatline in my chest was gone, replaced by a sharp, live-wire hum of curiosity. I held the envelope to my nose, inhaling again, trying to decode the message in the scent itself. It smelled like power.

I muttered to the empty room, my voice a low rumble. "Alright, V. What the hell are you selling?"

My hand went to the sleek, silver letter opener on my desk, a gift from my dad when I made partner. I slid the sharp point carefully under the edge of the wax seal, breaking it with a satisfying crack. The sound felt final, like a lock being sprung, a point of no return. I pulled back the flap and slid the contents onto my desk.

There was no letter. No professionally formatted introduction, no legal brief, no explanation at all. There was only a single, solid black card. I picked it up. It was cool to the touch and shockingly heavy, made of some kind of matte-finished metal. It felt less like stationery and more like a minimalist weapon. Etched into the flat black surface in sharp, clean silver lettering were three words.

Your next case.

The sheer audacity of it was so absolute that a laugh burst out of me. It wasn't a sound of humor, but a short, raw bark of pure disbelief. No introduction. No polite request. Not even a, Ms. Hill, we would be honored if you would consider representing us. Just a declaration. A command. This person didn’t request my time; they claimed it. They hadn’t vetted me; they had chosen me, and this whole performance implied my acceptance was a given. A part of me should have been furious at the arrogance, but instead, I felt a jolt of something that tasted a lot like respect. This was someone who played a completely different game, by a set of rules they wrote themselves.

"Unbelievable," I whispered, tracing the sharp, cool edges of the engraved letters with my nail. The metal was unyielding. It felt permanent.

My fingers brushed against something else inside the envelope. Tucked behind where the metal card had been was a single, folded piece of paper. It had the weight and crispness of a bank document. A cashier's check. I unfolded it, my professional curiosity quickly dissolving into stunned, absolute silence.

My eyes locked on the number printed in the box. I read it again, then a third time, convinced my brain was glitching, that I was adding zeros that weren't there. But they were all there. The number had seven figures. A comma, six zeroes, and then another comma. As a retainer.

My breath left my body in a whoosh. I dropped the check on the desk like it was hot. This was more than my yearly salary. This was more than I was on track to make in the next five years as a partner at a top-tier firm. This wasn't corporate law money. This wasn't a budget for litigation. This was the kind of money that made inconvenient problems—and people—vanish. This wasn't just 'fuck-you money.' This was 'change-the-world' money. Or 'end-someone's-world' money.

The vague, thrilling danger I’d been craving just minutes ago suddenly snapped into terrifyingly sharp focus. It was no longer an idea. It was lying on my desk, printed in bland, functional ink on a bank check. The stakes I wanted were right here, and they were so high they made the room spin. A cold knot twisted in my stomach, a sick mix of pure, cold fear and a shot of illegal, high-octane excitement.

My hand trembled as I reached for the check again. My throat was bone dry. A whispered, almost reverent curse escaped my lips. "Jesus Christ."

My hands were shaking now, the fine tremor of a serious adrenaline spike. The cool, detached lawyer in me had vanished, replaced by something far more primal. I forced myself to focus, to look for the last piece of the puzzle. I picked up the heavy metal card again, my fingerprints leaving faint smudges on its matte surface. I flipped it over.

On the back, more of the same sharp, silver etching. It wasn't a contract or a case number. It was an address and a time. An address for a sleek, private skyscraper in the middle of the financial district, a building I had never even heard of. For a lawyer who knew this city's power grid like the back of her hand, that was more than unsettling. It was impossible. It suggested a level of privacy and wealth that was off the charts. Below the address, a time: Tomorrow. 2 PM. Sharp. Not 2:00 PM. Just 2 PM. Sharp. Another command. Another assumption that I would be there.

A sharp rap on the door made me jump. Jessica poked her head in, her brow creased with concern. "Everything okay, Ms. Hill? You went really quiet."

No. No, nothing was okay. My carefully organized world had just been demolished by a wrecking ball. My future, which had felt so predictable an hour ago, was now a terrifyingly blank slate. But I couldn’t let her see that. I forced my face into a mask of calm, leaning back in my chair and meeting her gaze with what I prayed was a look of thoughtful focus. The card was face down in my palm, the check hidden under a file.

"I'm fine, Jessica," I said, my voice impressively steady. "Just... going over a potential new client."

The understatement was so huge it felt like a physical weight in the air. Jessica nodded, seemingly satisfied with the lie, and pulled the door closed.

The moment it clicked shut, the mask dissolved. I leaned back in my ridiculously expensive ergonomic chair, a piece of furniture designed for ultimate support, and it suddenly felt like a cheap plastic seat at a bus station. I was no longer in my own world. I was on the edge of someone else’s. I held the life-altering check in one hand, the paper crisp and official, and the cold, heavy metal card in the other. The prize and the summons.

My brain, the logical, rule-following lawyer part of me that had gotten me this far, was screaming. Every rational cell in my body was flashing red. This was not a client. This was a trap. This is how ambitious people with more ego than common sense end up in a ditch or on the front page for all the wrong reasons. This smelled like crime, like darkness, like things that operated so far outside the law that the law was just a suggestion.

But the other part of me, the shark that had been circling in the dark, starving—that part was wide awake and thrilled. Its fins were cutting through the water, sensing blood. This was it. This was the high-stakes game I had been dying to play, even if I hadn't known it. This was the real fight. A world away from zoning laws and corporate disputes. This was a world of power so absolute it didn’t ask for permission. It just took.

I looked at the check, then at the card. The seven figures, and the three words. A slow smile spread across my face, a tightening of the lips that held no warmth, only a sharp, hungry anticipation. I spoke to the empty, expensive air, to the ghost of the man who sent the message, a quiet promise of what was to come.

"Alright, 'V'. You've got my attention."

I stared at the black card in my hand, the silver letters gleaming under the office lights. It wasn't a job offer; it was a summons, a challenge wrapped in a threat. Every survival instinct I had was screaming at me to shred it, but the thrill-seeker, the part of me that was bored to death with playing it safe, was already mapping the route.
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ZOEY P.O.V.

The next day, at exactly 1:55 PM, the heavy glass doors of the skyscraper slid open and I stepped into the lobby. The first thing that hit me wasn’t the scale of the place, but the sound of my own heels—a sharp, solitary click-clack on the vast marble floor that echoed like a timer counting down to something I wasn't ready for. The sound bounced off the walls, a stark rhythm marking my advance deeper into what felt like hostile territory. A three-story void of open air loomed over me, a massive, imposing space engineered to make you feel completely insignificant. The floors were a seamless expanse of polished black marble, so glossy they reflected the dark, wood-paneled walls like an endless black lake. It was a vacuum. No art, no plants, not even a building directory to offer a hint of life. The most unnerving part? No reception desk. No one. The silence was absolute, a heavy, weighted blanket that pressed in from all sides.

This isn't a business. It's a flex. A raw display of power so immense it has no need for a welcome mat. The sterile, empty vibe is a weapon, designed to intimidate any visitor into feeling small and completely out of their league. I felt that primal instinct kick in—the one that tells you to shrink, to make yourself a smaller target—but I shoved it down. I consciously squared my shoulders, pulling them back and lifting my chin, the sharp cut of my tailored suit feeling less like clothing and more like armor. The sheer ballsiness of it all was almost impressive.

I stopped dead in the center of the emptiness and let the silence hang for a moment. Then, I spoke into the void, my voice feeling way too loud, a deliberate crack in the manufactured quiet.

"Okay. You've got my attention."

It was a test. I was baiting the hook, waiting to see what would bite. I was willing to bet my entire fee that someone was watching. In a place like this, someone was always watching.

As if my voice had been her cue, a woman emerged from an alcove so perfectly recessed into the dark wood paneling it was completely invisible one second and just... there the next. She was wearing a severe, dark grey suit that was tailored with brutal precision—the kind that costs a fortune specifically to erase any hint of personality or gender. Her brown hair was yanked back into a tight, merciless bun that looked physically painful, and her face was a masterclass in neutral, wiped clean of any expression. She didn't smile, nod, or even introduce herself. She just materialized from the shadows like a high-end security bot.

Her voice was as flat and lifeless as her face. "Ms. Hill. This way."

It wasn't a request; it was a summons. She pivoted on her heel with crisp, military efficiency and started walking toward a distant, unmarked wall. I followed, my heels resuming their sharp, lonely clicks on the marble. I felt like some kind of offering being led to the slaughter, walking a pre-determined path with no exits. My lawyer's brain was already spinning. What's her name? What is this company even called? Where the hell are we going? But I clamped my mouth shut, forcing the questions down. Asking would just broadcast my nerves, and I wasn't about to give them that satisfaction. I wouldn't let this place, or its silent, robotic staff, see a single crack in my game face.

The assistant led me to a bank of elevators, their brushed steel doors blending almost seamlessly into a wall of the same material. There were no up or down arrows, just a single, discreet black panel next to one set of doors. She pulled a black keycard from a hidden pocket and swiped it. The panel didn't beep—just a quiet, single flash of green light. The doors to one elevator slid open with an expensive, near-silent hiss, revealing an interior of more blank, intimidating steel. I stepped in, and my eyes did an immediate sweep for the controls. Nothing. No floor numbers, no emergency button, just four smooth, cold walls.

The assistant followed me inside. The doors closed, sealing us in the sterile box. There was no lurch, no hum from a motor, just a disorienting sensation of silent, frictionless speed. We were going up. Fast.

Well, there’s no getting out now. The thought was sharp and unnervingly clear. I was completely at their mercy, trapped in a steel cage with zero control. I couldn't even guess which floor we were headed for. The idea was terrifying, a cold knot tightening in my stomach. But just beneath the fear, a different feeling sparked to life—a dark, electric current of adrenaline. This feels... dangerous. This was the big leagues. A high-stakes power game, and for the first time in a very long time, I wasn't the one holding all the cards.

I had to say something. I had to reclaim some tiny piece of the space.

"Impressive security," I commented, my voice steady. I stared straight ahead, my reflection a faint ghost in the polished steel. "A little dramatic, but impressive."

The assistant didn't even turn her head. She stood perfectly still, hands clasped, staring at the closed doors as if she could see right through them. Her silence was a more effective shutdown than any words. It screamed, You are irrelevant. Your opinions are irrelevant. All that matters is that you're being delivered.

The elevator slowed so smoothly it was almost undetectable, stopping without a single jolt. The doors hissed open, revealing not a hallway, but the room itself. A penthouse waiting area, if you could even call it that. The room was aggressively minimalist. The only thing in it was a single, stark black leather armchair. It wasn't placed for comfort or to admire the view. It was set in the dead center of the room, facing a massive, wall-sized sheet of dark, reflective glass. A one-way mirror. The entire city skyline was captured in its dark surface, a warped mural of power.

The assistant gestured to the chair with a single, dismissive flick of her hand.

"He'll be with you shortly."

She didn’t wait for me to respond. She turned, stepped back into the elevator, and the doors slid shut, leaving me completely alone in the silent, sterile room. Alone, on my side of the glass, anyway.

They're watching me. Right now. The realization wasn't a surprise, just a confirmation. This whole production—the empty lobby, the silent guide, the buttonless death trap of an elevator—it was all a prelude. This was the real test. They wanted to see what I’d do. Would I fidget? Would I get my phone out and pretend to scroll through emails? Would I show any sign that their little psych-out theater was working? Fuck. Them.

Instead of walking to the chair like a good little lab rat, I walked slowly, deliberately, toward the mirror. The clicks of my heels were sharp, defiant pops in the heavy silence. I stopped a few feet away and stared at my reflection. I saw a woman in a power suit, her blonde hair pulled back in a severe, professional knot, her expression carefully blank. I met my own eyes in the dark glass, held the stare, and then, with a slow, almost arrogant motion, I reached up and smoothed the lapels of my jacket. A small act of grooming, just for my invisible audience. I was letting them know that I knew. And I didn't give a damn.

Fine. You want to watch? I’ll give you a show. I pictured the obscene, seven-figure retainer that was already sitting in my account. The sheer weight of that number flooded me with a surge of cold power. I wasn't just some lawyer they’d summoned. I was an asset. A high-stakes acquisition. I am worth this game.

I turned from the mirror and walked to the black leather chair. I didn't just sit; I lowered myself into it with practiced control, crossing my legs at the knee and setting my expensive briefcase on my lap like a shield. I settled in, my posture perfect, my gaze fixed on the mirror. I let a few seconds of silence pass, letting them get a good look at my composure.

Then I spoke to the reflection of the city, my voice calm, clear, and laced with ice. "I trust my time won't be wasted. I bill at two thousand an hour."

I let the challenge hang in the air. Then, I waited. One minute. Two. The silence in here was different—a clinical, sterile quiet. Nothing but the whisper-soft hum of the building's climate control. Three minutes. Four. A classic power play. Make the visitor wait, sweat it out, see how long until they start to unravel. It wasn't going to work. I focused on my breathing, keeping it slow, deep, and even. At exactly the five-minute mark, a section of the dark wood wall beside the mirror slid open with a soundless hiss, revealing a brightly lit, narrow hallway. No one appeared. It was another silent summons.

The test is over. Or maybe, it’s just getting started.

I stood, my movements fluid and unhurried. I picked up my briefcase, my knuckles clenching for a split second before I forced my grip to relax. With a shot of confidence manufactured from pure adrenaline and professional pride, I walked through the new opening.

I stepped into a massive corner office that made the waiting room look like a coat closet. It was stunning. Two of the walls were floor-to-ceiling glass, offering a breathtaking, 180-degree panorama of the entire city laid out below us like a living map. The height alone was dizzying. We were literally on top of the world. A huge, minimalist desk of dark wood and chrome dominated the room, but my eyes were pulled to the man standing in the far corner. He had his back to me, hands clasped behind him as he looked out the window at his kingdom.

The air in here was different. The sterile, anonymous scent from the rest of the floor was gone. This air was his. A mix of something rich like aged whiskey and a sharp, clean cologne that had a dangerous, predatory edge to it. It was the same scent from the damn envelope. This was him. The man with all the money and all the secrets.

A deep, smooth baritone voice cut through the silence, filling the space without any effort. He still hadn't turned around.

"The view," he said, the words a low rumble. "It’s a hell of a reminder of what you have to protect."

The statement wasn't a question. It was a declaration of ownership. This isn't an office; it's a throne room. And that is a king. My heart started hammering against my ribs like a trapped bird, but I kept my face locked in professional mode.

He turned, not in a rush, but with a deliberate, smooth motion that pulled every ounce of focus in the room right to him. He was tall, easily six-four, and poured into a dark, custom suit that fit his lean, hard frame like a second skin. He wasn't bulky with muscle; he was built like a fighter—all sleek, efficient lines and coiled power. He moved with a kind of lethal grace, an economy of motion that screamed absolute physical confidence.

Then his eyes locked on me, and the air left my lungs. They were the palest gray I’d ever seen—like chips of ice or polished steel. And they weren't just looking, they were scanning. A slow, deliberate inventory from my heels, up my legs, over the lines of my suit, and finally to my face. It was the most blatant, possessive once-over I'd ever experienced, both insulting and deeply, terrifyingly electric. It was the look of a man who sees exactly what he wants and has never had to ask for it twice.

A slow, cutting smirk touched his lips, a flicker of dark amusement in those chilling eyes.

"Zoey Hill," he said, his voice a low drawl that was somehow both casual and a command. "I'm Damien Vetrov. I've been looking forward to this. Let's see if the shark really has teeth."

His name was Damien Vetrov, and in the space of a single, predatory glance that stripped me bare, he made me feel less like a high-powered lawyer and more like his next meal.
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ZOEY P.O.V.

The name Damien Vetrov didn’t ring any bells, but the man himself spoke a language I knew on a gut level—the raw, unfiltered dialect of power, arrogance, and total control. His penthouse office wasn't just a workspace; it was a monument to that power, a massive spread of glass and steel that looked down on the city like a hawk’s nest. The view from the floor-to-ceiling windows was enough to make you dizzy, a sprawling grid of glittering towers and the slow, insect-like crawl of cars so far below they didn't seem real. It was a view that screamed, All this? It's mine. He didn’t need a nameplate. The whole damn city was his nameplate.

He pointed to a single, severe black leather chair marooned in front of his massive, empty desk. The desk itself was a slab of polished black marble, completely clear except for a sleek, dark laptop and a single, heavy-looking pen. The chair felt like it was set up for an interrogation. A little flicker of defiance sparked in my chest, a gut reaction against being so obviously positioned, but I sat. The expensive leather was cold and slick against the bare skin on the back of my legs.

Damien didn’t sit behind the fortress of his desk. Instead, he moved with a smooth, unhurried confidence toward a bar cart made of dark wood and chrome. It was stocked with a row of crystal decanters that probably cost more than my entire apartment’s rent for a year. He picked one filled with a dark amber liquid, the city lights catching in the cut glass. He poured two heavy shots into thick tumblers, the solid clink of glass on glass the only sound in the unnervingly silent room. He never asked what I wanted. He never asked if I even drank. He just assumed.

He walked over, his big frame eclipsing the city lights for a second as he stood over me. He set one of the glasses on the small table next to my chair. The rich smell of expensive whiskey—all peat and smoke—sliced through the sterile, conditioned air.

“Whiskey,” he said, his voice a low rumble that was somehow both amused and dismissive. “You look like you could use some courage.”

His eyes, a pale, shocking shade of grey, lit up like he was in on a private joke that I was the punchline of. He was handling this like a date, not a business meeting. Every single move was designed to throw me off my game, to reset the rules of engagement so he was the one in charge and I was just some woman to be either charmed or steamrolled. It was a tired, obvious power play. And I’m sure it worked on almost everyone.

I ignored the drink. I wasn’t here for courage; I had plenty of that. I settled my briefcase on my lap, the familiar, worn leather a solid, professional shield. I clicked the latches open. The sharp, metallic snaps cut right through his carefully curated vibe. I met his gaze directly, refusing to let him think for one second that he had the upper hand.

“I prefer to keep a clear head when I’m discussing a potential contract, Mr. Vetrov,” I said. My voice was sharp, all business. I made sure to sound completely unimpressed by the penthouse, the view, and especially him.

A slow, lazy smirk touched his lips. It was all mouth, no eyes. He seemed to find my resistance... cute. Like a novelty. He took a slow sip of his own whiskey, his pale eyes locked on mine over the rim of the glass. He held my gaze for a long, heavy moment—a silent dare. I didn’t blink. I wouldn't be the one to look away first.

Finally, he lowered the glass and set it on the corner of his desk. He leaned his hip against the cold marble, crossing his arms over his broad chest. The pose was casual, but the air in the room was so thick with tension you could feel it on your skin.

“My little brother, Nikolai, caught a murder charge,” he said. His tone was so casual he could have been talking about the weather. “The victim was a business partner who, let’s say... outlived his usefulness.”

The words just hung there in the air between us, cold and heavy. The casual confession of motive, the ice-cold dismissal of a man’s life—it hit me like a punch to the gut. A tight, cold knot formed deep in my stomach. This was it. This was the exact kind of case I’d been hunting for—high-stakes, high-profile, the kind of thing that makes a career. The real show. But hearing it laid out so bluntly, with zero pretense of morality or regret, was more chilling than I ever could have imagined. This wasn’t just a legal case; it was a front-row seat to a world that ran on a completely different moral code.

My heart started hammering against my ribs, a frantic, panicked beat in the dead silence of his office. For a split second, the urge to just grab my briefcase, stand up, and walk straight out that door was overwhelming. Get out. Now. But I shoved it down. This was what I wanted. This was the test.

I forced myself to switch back into professional mode, pushing the shock and the fear down deep where I couldn't feel it. I focused on the familiar ritual of my job. I opened my briefcase all the way on my lap and pulled out my pen and a fresh legal pad. The simple, mechanical actions were grounding. The smooth, clean paper, the solid weight of the pen in my hand—these were the tools of my world, a world of order and logic.

“I’ll need full disclosure. Immediately,” I said, my voice all business, not a trace of the storm inside me. I clicked my pen and held it over the blank page, looking at him expectantly. “Every piece of discovery, witness lists, police reports, your P.I.’s findings. I need to see everything you have to build a defense.”

He watched me, that faint, condescending smile back on his face. Then he let out a low, humorless laugh. It wasn't a happy sound; it was the sound of pity. It was the sound a wolf might make looking at a rabbit who thinks its little hole in the ground is a fortress. He pushed himself off the desk, then set his glass down on the marble with a heavy, deliberate thud that made me jump. The quiet room amplified the noise, making it sound like a threat. Then he slapped his open palm down on the marble, a sudden, violent crack that echoed the sound of the glass. I flinched, my hand clenching around my pen. A dark, ugly part of my brain registered the pure aggression in that simple move, and a corresponding, shameful thrill shot right through me.

“Don’t do that,” I said. The words just slipped out, way softer than I intended. An automatic, stupid response.

He didn't even acknowledge it, his gaze turning hard. The flirty asshole was gone, replaced by something much, much colder.

“You’re not getting it, sweetheart,” he said, his voice stripped of all its earlier charm, becoming flat and sharp, each word a chip of ice. “You don't need to ‘build a defense.’ His guilt is a given. Your job isn't to find the truth.” He took a step toward me, and his presence suddenly felt suffocating, sucking all the air out of the room. “Your job is to make one up. Your job is to win. Got it?”

The floor fell out from under me. All the rules I lived by, the legal system that gave my entire world structure and meaning—it all just dissolved into smoke. He wasn't hiring me to be a lawyer. He was hiring me to be a co-conspirator. A magician. A professional liar. He wanted me to take a guilty man—a killer, by his own brother’s word—and make twelve people believe he was innocent. The sheer, balls-out criminality of it took my breath away.

Before I could even begin to process that, he moved. He closed the space between us with a predator’s silent speed and crouched in front of my chair. Just like that, he was on my level, way too close, his body giving off a palpable heat. My professional composure completely shattered. I wasn’t a lawyer anymore. I was just a woman in a chair with a very large, very dangerous man invading my personal space. He was so close I could see a faint, silvery scar cutting through his left eyebrow, a tiny flaw in a face that was otherwise brutally perfect. His nearness was a physical power move, trapping me between the back of the chair and the solid wall of his body.

His cologne—a potent mix of sandalwood, leather, and something sharp and metallic I couldn't place—flooded my senses. It was intoxicating and overwhelming all at once. My breath caught in my throat.

His voice dropped to a low, intense whisper meant only for me, a dirty secret shared in the huge, empty room. “You will take this case. And you will win.” He leaned in closer, his lips almost brushing the shell of my ear. I could feel the warmth of his breath. “Because if you don’t... let’s just say your career will be the very least of your problems.”

As he spoke, his hand landed on my knee, right over the fabric of my skirt. His thumb swiped across the material, a shocking, intimate gesture of ownership that sent a jolt of pure, undiluted terror through my entire body. It wasn't sexual, not really. It was a brand. A claim. A physical exclamation point on his threat. I went rigid, every muscle in my body locked tight.

Then, just as fast, he pulled back. He straightened to his full height, the immediate physical threat gone. The menace in his eyes was replaced by that slow, predatory smirk spreading across his face again. The change was so fast it was deeply disturbing, like watching someone flip a switch from killer to seducer. The whiplash was making me dizzy.

His eyes dropped from my face to my mouth, and they stayed there for a beat too long. His voice, when he spoke again, was a husky purr, thick with dirty promises.

“But when you win...” he murmured, the sound vibrating right through me, “...I’ll reward you. Very, very well.”

The implication was raw, crude, and impossible to miss. It hung in the air between us, a filthy promise that made my skin crawl and my blood hum with heat at the exact same time. He wasn't just a monster. He was a smart, charming, and completely unhinged monster who knew exactly what buttons to push. He was testing all my limits, and he was clearly enjoying the chaos he was causing inside my head. And a part of me—a dark, reckless part I absolutely hated—was hooked. It was a fucked-up kind of thrill, like wanting to touch a live wire just to feel the shock.

He turned and walked back to his desk, leaving me with the ghost of his touch on my knee and his scent lingering in the air. He moved with the easy confidence of a guy who just got exactly what he wanted, who knew he had me backed into a corner. He picked up a single sheet of paper from the otherwise spotless desk. It looked like a simple, iron-clad retainer. He slid it across the polished marble toward me. The paper glided to a stop a few feet from the edge. He placed the heavy, expensive fountain pen right beside it.

My brain was a warzone. My ambition, my pride, and every ounce of my ego were in a death match with my basic instinct for survival. This was it. The moment of truth.

“Sign it,” he said, his voice back to that cool, neutral, commanding tone. He settled back into his massive throne of a chair, steepling his fingers under his chin. “Or walk out that door and forget you ever saw me. But I promise you,” his eyes flashed with that cold light again, “you won’t get very far.”

The choice wasn’t a choice at all. Walking away meant looking over my shoulder for the rest of my life. He’d made that crystal clear. But signing it... signing it meant I was stepping into his world. A world with no rules and no safety nets.

I stared at the paper, the black, typed words stark against the white page. Then I looked up at him, at his icy, expectant eyes. Run. Any sane person would stand up and run. They’d take the threat, disappear, change their name, move to another continent. But the thought of walking away from this—the case, the danger, the ultimate professional challenge, him—felt like a different kind of failure. It would be admitting he broke me before we’d even started. I’d always told myself I was a shark, not one of the minnows. Well, here I was in the deep end.

Slowly, deliberately, I reached out. My hand was perfectly steady as I picked up the heavy fountain pen. It felt cold and solid in my grip, the weight of it a perfect match for the weight of this decision.

I pulled the document closer and, without even bothering to read the fine print—because what the hell did it matter—I signed my name on the line with a sharp, decisive flourish. The nib of the pen scratched against the thick paper, the sound loud and final in the silent room.

The second I finished, Damien leaned forward and reached across the vast desk to take the paper. As he slid it back, his fingers deliberately brushed against mine. The brief contact was like a live wire, a spark of dark, possessive energy that sealed the deal. It was a final, ownership touch that sent a shiver straight down my spine.

He leaned back in his chair, holding the contract, a look of deep, possessive satisfaction on his face. It was the look of a collector who’d just added a rare, priceless new piece to his collection.

“Welcome to the family, Ms. Hill.”

The words were both a promise and a threat. It wasn’t a job offer; it was a life sentence with a hell of a signing bonus. And as I looked at the man who now basically owned me, the only coherent thought in my head was that I had never felt more alive.
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ZOEY P.O.V.

The next morning, the contract I’d signed was a solid knot of dread in my gut, a cold, hard reminder that I had, completely of my own free will, signed my life over to a monster. I sat at my desk, its polished black surface a shield against the kind of raw, predatory chaos he represented. Here, in my office at Abernathy & Locke, I was supposed to be the one in charge. The view of the city from the thirty-fourth floor was crisp and clear, a whole world built on order and logic that felt a universe away from the animalistic energy of Damien Vetrov.

My coffee was black, strong, and bitter in a heavy ceramic mug that felt cool against my tense knuckles. It was exactly 9:01 AM. Punctuality was my armor. A fresh yellow legal pad sat perfectly squared with the edge of the desk, a blank space cleared right beside it, waiting. Waiting for the Vetrov file. The five-million-dollar retainer was already showing as a pending deposit in my firm’s account, a number so huge it felt like a cheat code. Instead of a win, it felt like blood money. More like a payout for selling my soul.

I took a slow, measured breath, the air conditioning humming its steady, predictable rhythm. He's just a client. The words were a mantra I kept looping in my head, a paper-thin defense against the memory of his storm-gray eyes, of the casual, possessive way
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