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The elevator doors glided open with a soft and pleasant chime, far too gentle and peaceful for the skyscraper that it served, forty floors of tinted glass, dark marble, and whispered threats. Elena Markos squared her shoulders and stepped out, heels clicking like defiant punctuation marks across the polished stone. She clutched the manila folder in her hand so tightly the edge bit into her palm. 

Good. Pain meant she was still in control. Even if it was mostly illusory, it was something. It would grant her confidence. 

Elena was tall and luminously poised, carrying a sculpted elegance. Her long limbs had given her a dancer's grace even from childhood, and bold brows, deep almond eyes, and her wry smile defined her beautiful face. Her choice of attire for this meeting blended her classic beauty with quiet strength, or so she hoped. She thought of her clothes as armor, the tailored charcoal blazer, crisp silk blouse, and tapered matching trousers. She needed to project strength and fearlessness, but still also lean on the fact that she was obviously easy on the eyes. She had a way of captivating every room she entered, and she needed that power today. 

She passed two armed guards, each taller than she was even in her best heels. Neither spoke and neither glanced her direction. They didn’t need to. Everyone in the city knew who occupied the top floor, and everyone knew that nobody would go dare go up there who did not belong there. 

Dante Vassallo.

The man whose grim reputation arrived in a room well before he did. The man who struck fear into the hearts of the worst gangsters of the eastern seaboard. The man who'd made more widows and orphans than some wars. 

As she approached, the receptionist, a beautiful, mousy little blonde woman in her thirties, gestured with a stiff, nervous hand. “He’s expecting you.”

Of course he was. Elena froze for a half second before pushing through the heavy double doors. The office was absurdly cavernous, almost an affront to good taste and humility, downright Babel-like in its hubris. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the river, matte black walls provided an ambiance of danger, and a desk carved from dark walnut accentuated the atmosphere of cold lethality that overhung the place. This was the sort of place where men died or had lives rearranged and altered forever at the stroke of a pen. Everything was expensive and intimidating, but in a way that suggested its owner didn’t care whether it impressed you. It was simply the world he lived in.

And behind the desk sat Dante. 

She hated how damned beautiful he was. He was strikingly tall and lean, every movement carrying an unhurried, lazy confidence. His dark hair fell loosely over his perfect brows. His sculpted jaw, deep-set liquid brown eyes and effortless charm gave him an undeniable presence that Elena found utterly magnetic. He was equal parts allure, irresistible intensity, and lethal danger. He was a beautiful snake that she dared not even think of getting nearby. 

Dante didn’t stand when she entered. He just looked up from the document he was in the middle of signing, pen still in hand, signature half-finished, as if she were an item on a schedule that he had personally designed.

“Elena Markos.” His voice was low, smooth, practiced, like he sharpened it the way other men sharpened their knives. “You’re punctual. I respect that about you.”

“You left me little choice,” she said, stepping closer, doing her best to keep the heat from her voice, and failing at it. “Most people don’t ignore an invitation from someone who’s killed...what? A dozen men? More?”

One corner of his mouth lifted. “If you’re trying to rattle my cage, my dear, you’ll need more precision. Better than you have come with worse, and failed to unhorse me.”

“Fine,” she snapped, planting her hands on the desk. She couldn't believe how far she was going with him. Maybe she had a death wish that her subconscious had neglected to tell her about. “How many people have you killed, Dante Vassallo?”

His gaze held hers, unblinking. “Enough.”

Elena's stomach twisted, but she refused to look away. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. He would never enjoy the satisfaction of unhorsing her. 

He set his pen down with deliberate calm and leaned back. “I am sorry for your father’s passing.”

The words were polite. The tone was poison.

“You’re not sorry,” Elena said. “He owed you money. That’s why I’m here.”

"I am sorry," Dante replied cooly. "I didn't hate him, in spite of it all. Personal and business, only foolish women mix them. I didn't hate him, but he did escape me by dying too soon. The cancer got to him before I could."

Elena felt her ears and neck suddenly alight with fury. "Escaped you?"

“Your father owed me half a million dollars.” Dante steepled his fingers, ignoring her interruption. “With interest, it’s seven hundred twenty-two thousand.”

She laughed, sharp and humorless. “And do you actually think I can just pay that?”

“Not immediately,” he said. “But you did come here. I cannot overstate my respect for your bravery in coming before me; you had no way of knowing what my intentions were. It would be a small thing to make you disappear from this place. But you came anyway. That means you intend to negotiate, if I'll allow it.”

If I'll allow it. Those words seemed to hang in the air before her, mocking her ceaselessly. They made her ever more furious, the easy confidence, the surety in his voice that he held her fate in the palm of his hand. Of course, he did, but she despised him for being so sure of it. 

He'd be easier to despise if only he weren't so beautiful, she thought. 

“I intend,” she said slowly, “to convince you that going after a dead man’s daughter, for what amounts to a pittance to the bottom line of both your corporation and even you personally, is beneath you. Beneath your dignity. Even for someone with your... résumé.”

His eyebrow lifted. “My résumé.”

“You know," she said, unable again to believe the words she was speaking. He was the worst possible person in the world for her to test their temper, and yet here she was doing it. Maybe she was willing to risk her life just to try to crack that studied cool exterior, as foolish and childish as that sounded. "The trail of bodies. The threats. The charming ability to ruin a hundred lives before breakfast.”

Something dangerous gleamed in his eyes. “You speak freely, don't you, little orphan?”

“If you expected me to tremble, I’m sorry to disappoint," she said, doing her best to match his coolness and falling well short. Of course, he would know that her mother had also passed in the last few years. She hoped he was disappointed at how little she reacted to being condescendingly referred to as 'little orphan.' 

“Not disappointed in the least,” Dante said. “More amused, perhaps.”

Elena glared. “I’m not here to be amusing.”

“No,” Dante said softly. “You’re here because your father made a choice. And you’re here to face what he knew could result as the consequences from that admittedly risky choice. I don't make these rules, Elena, but they are the rules. They are as inexorable as gravity. Debts must be repaid. I did not invent the system; I am merely its humble servant and agent.”

Her throat tightened. “My father was sick. He needed money for treatment.”

“And he came to me,” Dante replied. “Knowing precisely who I am. He worked for me, collecting debts, so it would be a bit rich of him or his blood to pretend they don't know how this works. But he worked for me, knowing exactly who I am, and he borrowed from me, knowing exactly who I am.”

“You mean knowing exactly how many people you’ve killed.”

“That again?” He sighed. “Elena, I don’t recount my sins like bedtime stories.”

“Maybe you should," she said. There was no strategy in her insults and jabs; she knew that now. There was no greater overarching plan. She was just being childish and trying to hurt him. She knew that it wouldn't work, but that did not stop her from trying. "It might help you sleep.”

His lips twitched into something almost like a smile. “Do you suffer insomnia on my behalf, little orphan?”

“Don’t flatter yourself.”

She opened the folder and spread the papers on his desk—bank statements, tax records, property assessments. Evidence of everything she had left.

“This is what I can sell,” she said. “It’s not enough to pay you back completely, but it’s something. You can take it and leave me alone. Or you can kill me. I won't beg, but I will offer. This is my offer.”

Dante didn’t look at the papers. He looked at her.

“Your father protected you,” he mused. “He never mentioned you as potential collateral.”

“That's because I’m not collateral.” Anger was now tangling with anxiety within her, both of them fighting to make their way to the forefront of her mind. She didn't like where this was going, and she was inwardly enraged he'd have the temerity to even suggest such a thing. 

“Not yet," Dante said with a small wink. 

Her pulse spiked. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“It means you’ve come to negotiate, but you haven’t offered anything I want.”

“I just offered you everything I have!”

“And it barely covers the interest.” He stood, and the air in the room shifted. Dante moved with a controlled power that made her heart hammer harder than she wanted to admit. Anger and fear and anxiety were all blending together within her to create something new, something... that she shouldn't be feeling. Holy fuck, she thought. Am I... Am I turned on right now? “As you say, I don’t need your money. The record must show that you've paid in full, not because of the dollar amount—we certainly aren't hurting for it—but because all debtors must be seen to have kissed the ring. But as a practical matter, of course, I don't need your money.”

“Then what do you want?”

“You.”

The word dropped like a gunshot.

Elena swallowed. “No.”

“Yes,” Dante said calmly. “You will work for me. You will assist with my accounts, my meetings, my day-to-day operations. I know you did your father's books. I could use you. A handsome salary, until your father's debt is cleared.”

“You want me to be your... what? Secretary?”

“More than that.” He walked to the window, hands clasped behind his back. “Someone I can trust.”

Elena laughed. "What in God's name makes you think you can trust me? I despise you. I think you are scum. Why would you think you could ever trust me?"

He glanced back at her over his shoulder, a small smile on his lips. "Because nobody else in the world would ever dare speak to me like that."

A silence fell between them. The city's nightlife was coming alive in the streets far below, and that was the only sound. 

“You don’t even know me,” she said finally. “And I definitely don’t trust you.”

“You don’t have to trust me.” He turned. “You just have to stay alive.”

A chill crawled up her spine. “Is that a threat?”

“Simply a fact,” Dante said. “Your father’s debt did not disappear with his pulse. Other interested parties know about it. If I release you, someone else will come for you, will come take it from you to try and curry favor with me. Obviously, I cannot let it be made publicly known I've forgiven a debt, that would bring the wolves to my gates. So, if we don't come to an arrangement, someone else will come for you. Someone... significantly less accommodating.”

She hated that he was right.

“You’re saying you’re my best option,” she said.

“I’m saying I am your only safe option.”

She crossed her arms tightly. “You kill people, Dante.”

“Yes.”

“So why should I listen to anything you say?”

“Because I decide who dies.” He stepped closer. “And Elena, I would rather you not be on that list.”

Her breath caught. She was deeply annoyed at herself for reacting to the softness in his tone. “You kill people like most people kill time.”

His eyes flicked to her lips then back to her eyes. “I could correct you, but I suspect you’d only turn it into another insult.”

“You’re right,” she fired back. “I would.”

He studied her for a long moment. “Take the job.”

“No.”

“Elena.”

“Absolutely not.”

Dante moved nearer, slow enough that Elena could have easily stepped back. She didn’t. He stopped inches from her. The scent of dark cologne and warm cedar wrapped around her like a trap. She felt like she was caught in a web, but a web in which she didn't necessarily mind being ensnared. 

“You’re brave,” he murmured. “Or reckless. Or stupid.”

“I’m desperate,” she said. “That’s not the same.”

“You are absolutely desperate enough to take my job offer.” His voice dipped
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