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  Praise for Stevens Hepworth



“Stevens Hepworth’s writing is a razor’s edge—dangerous, seductive, and impossible to escape.” — Dark Rose Book Blog




“No one blends passion and peril quite like Stevens. His worlds pull you under and don’t let go until the last page.” — Sofie Lehnert, USA Today Bestselling Author




“Hepworth proves he’s a master of dark romance—his characters are flawed, magnetic, and heartbreakingly human.” — Luna’s Library Reviews




“Every book by Stevens Hepworth is a bullet to the heart—explosive, emotional, and utterly unforgettable.” — K. C. Crowne, Author of Under His Control




“Stevens Hepworth delivers stories that are as intoxicating as they are dangerous. Romance with teeth, grit, and fire.” — Midnight Ink Reviews
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Sofia POV




My hands shake as I press the tiny engraving tool into the diamond bracelet. The numbers burn into my mind—account codes, transfer amounts, names of people who will die if this information gets out. Each digit I carve makes my stomach twist tighter.

The bracelet glitters under the studio lights, beautiful and deadly. Just like everything in my life.

I bite my lip, tasting copper as the tool slips. Blood drops onto the white workspace. Perfect. Even my mistakes leave stains.

“Focus, Sofia,” I whisper to myself. “Just get through this one. Then the next. Then maybe—”

Maybe what? Maybe Marco will let me live another day? Maybe he’ll forget he owns me like furniture?

I wipe the blood away and keep working. The microscopic USB drive is hidden in the clasp, small as a grain of rice but holding enough financial data to topple governments. Marco thinks he’s so clever, using his murdered brother’s daughter as his personal money-laundering artist.

If he only knew how much I remember. How much I’ve been collecting.

The door handle rattles. I freeze, tool hovering over the bracelet. Three quick knocks, then two. Elena’s signal.

“Come in,” I call, sliding the bracelet under a velvet cloth.

Elena enters with her usual tea service, but her dark eyes are sharp with warning. She’s in her fifties, gray streaking her black hair, but she moves like a dancer. Like the celebrated jewelry designer she used to be before she gave up everything to protect me. She’s been my lifeline since Papa and Mama died. The only mother I have left.

“Marco’s in one of his moods today,” she murmurs, setting the tray down. Her voice is steady, but I catch the tension underneath. “Yelling at everyone. Threw a glass at Fabio.”

My chest tightens. When Marco gets violent with his own men, it means worse for me.

Elena sits across from me, pulling a small jewelry repair kit from her apron. To anyone watching, we’re just working on pretty things. But her fingers move with practiced precision as she shows me a thin metal pick hidden in what looks like a setting tool.

“Spring-loaded,” she breathes, so quiet I have to lean in. “Press here, it extends. Perfect for older locks.”

I nod, memorizing the motion. Elena has taught me so much over the years—skills my mother Isabella never got the chance to teach me. Lock-picking, evasive movement, how to decode the secret symbols I embed in my own jewelry pieces. She calls them “life skills.” I call them survival.

“Try it,” she says, handing me a practice lock disguised as a jewelry clasp.

I work the pick, feeling for the tumblers. Click. Click. The lock opens.

“Good girl.” Elena’s smile is proud but heartbroken. “Always remember—”

“Knowledge is the only thing they can’t take away,” I finish. Mama’s favorite saying, passed down through Elena’s careful guardianship.

She pours tea, her movements covering our quiet lesson. But I see how her hands tremble slightly. Elena’s scared too, and that terrifies me more than Marco’s moods ever could.

The tea tastes like jasmine and secrets. I close my eyes, remembering another cup of tea six years ago. Papa’s study. The smell of leather and cigars. His voice, warm and safe.

“Sofia, you’re so talented, piccola. Your mother Isabella would be proud. You have her gift for beauty, but also her strength.”

Then the shouting from the conference room. The gunshots that shattered our world. The way Papa’s blood looked so dark against the white marble floor.

Marco bursting in, gun still smoking, crocodile tears streaming down his face. “He betrayed us, Sofia. Lorenzo was going to sell us out to the feds. I had no choice.”

Lies. All lies.

But I was eighteen and broken and had nowhere else to go. Marco wrapped his lies in comfort, promising to take care of me, to honor Papa’s memory by keeping me safe. He even let Elena stay—my mother’s dearest friend, the woman who’d been like a sister to Isabella.

Safe. Like a bird in a golden cage, crafting beautiful things that hide ugly secrets.

I open my eyes. Elena’s watching me with that look that says she knows where my mind went.

“The past is a ghost,” she says softly. “It can haunt you or teach you. Your choice.”

“I choose to remember the truth.”

“Good. Truth is a weapon too.”

The studio door slams open. Elena and I jump apart, our innocent tea party snapping back into place.

Marco fills the doorway, all six feet of Italian fury in an expensive suit. His salt-and-pepper hair is perfectly styled, his smile sharp as a blade. He looks like Papa—same strong jaw, same commanding presence—enough that my heart still stutters when I see him. But his eyes are different. Papa’s eyes held warmth, compassion for those caught in our web. Marco’s are black ice.

“My talented niece,” he says, voice honey-sweet with poison underneath. “How’s my little artist today?”

I stand, smoothing my dress. “Fine, Uncle. Just finishing the Petrov commission.”

His eyes light up with greed. “Ah yes, the Russians. They have such expensive taste.” His gaze flicks to Elena with barely concealed irritation. “Don’t you have other duties?”

Elena bows her head. “Of course, sir.” But her eyes meet mine for one desperate second before she leaves. The door closes with a soft click that sounds like a coffin lid.

Marco strides to my workspace, and I have to force myself not to step back. His presence fills a room like smoke—beautiful and suffocating.

“Show me,” he commands.

I unveil the bracelet with steady hands—a skill I’ve mastered after years of hiding my terror. Marco lifts it to the light, examining each diamond. His fingers trace the clasp where the USB drive hides. He knows exactly what to look for.

“Exquisite,” he purrs. “The account numbers for their arms deal?”

“Encrypted in the diamond setting pattern, yes sir.”

“The transfer protocols for the Miami shipment?”

“Hidden in the bracelet links.”

“And the backup routes through the Chicago docks?”

I nod, my throat like sandpaper. Each piece I create is a work of art that could destroy lives with the secrets it carries.

Marco sets the bracelet down and circles me slowly. I keep my eyes forward, hands clasped, playing the perfect obedient niece.

“The Petrovs are very interested in expanding our partnership,” he says. “Viktor Petrov especially has been… attentive to reports of your work. And your other qualities.”

My blood turns to ice water. “What do you mean?”

“Personal ones.” His smile is all teeth. “They want assurance of our commitment. A gesture of trust that goes beyond business.”

“I don’t understand.”

But I do. God help me, I do.

Marco stops in front of me, his black eyes glittering. “You’re attending a special auction tomorrow night, cara mia. A very exclusive gathering where the most important families cement their alliances.”

The room spins. “An auction?”

“Think of it as your coming-out party. You’ll represent the Moretti family’s commitment to our new Russian friends. Viktor Petrov gets a beautiful, talented wife with very useful skills. We get weapons, territory, and protection from the Bratva.”

Wife. The word hits me like a physical blow.

“I won’t do it.” The words slip out before I can stop them.

Marco’s hand moves faster than a snake. The slap splits my lip, sends me stumbling backward into my workbench.

“You will do exactly as you’re told,” he hisses, grabbing my chin with bruising fingers. “You belong to this family. You belong to me. And if Viktor Petrov wants you, he can have you. It’s a small price for the power his connections will bring us.”

Blood trickles down my chin. I taste copper and rage.

“Please,” I whisper, hating how broken I sound. “Please don’t do this. I’ll work harder, make more pieces—”

“It’s already arranged. The marriage contract is signed. Tomorrow night, you’ll be presented to our associates as the crown jewel of the Moretti collection.” He releases my face with a shove. “Your dear papa always said family comes first. This is you serving your family.”

Papa never would have agreed to this. Papa protected innocents, even those caught in our world. But I can’t say that without signing my death warrant.

Marco straightens his suit, composing himself back into the loving uncle mask.

“Wear something that shows off your talents,” he says pleasantly, picking up one of my completed necklaces and examining the hidden compartment. “First impressions matter. And Viktor appreciates craftsmanship almost as much as beauty.”

Then he’s gone, leaving me alone with the taste of blood and the sound of my breaking heart.

I stand there for a long moment, touching my split lip. Then rage explodes through me like wildfire.

I grab the hand mirror from my vanity and hurl it at the wall. It shatters into a hundred pieces, silver fragments scattered across the floor like fallen stars.

But as I stare at the broken glass, Elena’s voice echoes in my mind: “Everything can be a weapon if you know how to use it.”

I kneel and carefully collect the sharpest shards. They slice my palms, but I barely feel the pain. I wrap them in velvet and tuck them into my jewelry box between the pearls and chains.

Maybe I can’t stop what’s coming. But I won’t make it easy.

The door opens again. Elena slips in, takes one look at my bleeding hands and the broken mirror, and understands everything.

“Come,” she says simply. “Let me clean those cuts. And then we need to talk.”

She leads me to the small bathroom attached to my studio. As she washes my palms with gentle precision, I see her own eyes are red-rimmed.

“He’s selling me to the Russians,” I say flatly.

“I heard,” she whispers.

“Tomorrow night.”

“I know, child.” She meets my eyes in the mirror. “Your mother made me promise to protect you. I failed once. I won’t fail again.”

When she’s done bandaging my hands, Elena holds my face in her weathered palms—the same way my mother used to.

“Listen carefully. In your mother’s jewelry box, the one Marco let you keep, there’s a false bottom. Press the rose pattern three times. Inside you’ll find something she left for you.”

My heart stops. “What?”

“Insurance,” Elena breathes. “She knew Marco couldn’t be trusted. She prepared for this day.”

“Why didn’t you tell me before?”

“Because you weren’t ready. Now you are.”

She kisses my forehead—a benediction, a goodbye—then slips away, leaving me alone with this revelation.

I race to my bedroom, hands shaking as I retrieve Mama’s jewelry box from its place of honor on my dresser. The rose pattern carved into the bottom—I press it three times with trembling fingers.

Click. A hidden compartment slides open.

Inside is a necklace I’ve never seen before. Simple. Elegant. And tucked into a hollow space in the pendant is the smallest USB drive I’ve ever encountered. Attached is a note in my mother’s handwriting:

“For Sofia, when the time comes to choose between survival and living. The drive contains everything Marco doesn’t want the world to know. Use it wisely. Trust Elena. Trust yourself. Choose to live, my darling girl. —Mama”

My hands shake as I hold the necklace. Mama knew. She knew what Marco was, what he’d eventually do to me. And she prepared.

Information is power. Power is freedom.

But this isn’t just information—it’s a loaded gun pointed at the heart of Marco’s empire.

Heavy footsteps in the hallway. Time’s running out.

I slip the necklace over my head, feeling Mama’s legacy settle against my heart like a promise. Like hope.

Like the first real weapon I’ve ever possessed.

“Miss Sofia?” A guard’s voice, polite but firm. “Your uncle requests your presence for dinner preparations.”

I take one last look at my studio. At the workbench where I’ve spent six years as Marco’s prisoner. At the window I’ve dreamed of climbing through a thousand times.

Tomorrow night, everything changes.

“Coming,” I call, my voice steady despite the revolution building in my chest.

I walk to the door, my fingers finding both necklaces through the silk of my dress—Elena’s training tools and Mama’s final gift.

Whatever happens at that auction, I won’t be the helpless girl they think I am.

I’m Lorenzo and Isabella Moretti’s daughter. And it’s time to remind everyone what that means.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Dante POV




The cufflinks feel cold against my wrists as I adjust them for the third time. My hands are steady, but my mind keeps racing through tonight’s plan. The underground venue looms ahead of me like a concrete beast, swallowing Chicago’s criminal elite who think they’re untouchable.

I pull out my encrypted tablet, scrolling through financial records that most people would find mind-numbing. Numbers don’t lie like people do. They tell stories that criminals try to hide behind shell companies and offshore accounts. Marco Moretti’s patterns make my jaw clench—money flowing like dirty water through a dozen fake businesses, all funding operations that leave blood in their wake.

The Moretti-Rossi rivalry runs deeper than territory or profit. It’s about the future of organized crime in Chicago. Marco represents the old way—brutal, impulsive, ruling through fear. My family represents evolution—strategic, technological, sustainable. Only one philosophy will survive what’s coming.

“Sir, perimeter is secure.” Tony’s voice cuts through my concentration. He’s been with the Rossi family for fifteen years, loyal since before I was old enough to hold a gun. He knows when to talk and when to disappear into the background.

I nod, not looking up from the screen. The numbers blur together as I think about what we’re walking into tonight. This isn’t just about stealing data—it’s about survival in a war that started decades before I was born.

The car door opens behind me. My cousin Finn’s cologne hits me first—expensive Italian leather and understated power. He slides into the leather seat like he owns the world, which isn’t far from the truth when your father runs half of Chicago’s underworld.

“Ready for this circus?” Finn’s blue eyes are already scanning the building ahead, cataloging threats and opportunities with the same calculating precision our grandfather taught us.

I close the tablet. “Born ready.”

“Good. Because tonight’s about more than financial records.” His voice drops to barely above a whisper, though the car is swept for bugs twice daily. “We need to identify our leak.”

The word sits between us like poison. Someone in our inner circle has been feeding information to the Morettis. Three operations have gone sideways in two months. Good men are dead because someone we trust is selling our lives for Marco’s coin.

“Any leads?” I ask, though my suspicions have been crystallizing for weeks.

“Too many suspects, not enough proof.” Finn pulls out his phone, showing me photos of our key personnel. “Could be anyone with access to operational details.”

I study each face—men I’ve shared meals with, fought beside, trusted with my life. The thought that one of them wants me dead makes my chest tight with something between rage and betrayal.

“Financial trails don’t lie,” I say. “The Moretti ledgers will show who’s been getting unexpected deposits.”

“If we can get to them.” Finn’s smile is sharp as a blade. “Marco’s paranoid since Lorenzo’s death. Keeps everything close.”

Lorenzo Moretti’s assassination six years ago shifted the entire landscape of Chicago crime. The older brother was strategic, honorable in his way—the kind of criminal who had rules about civilians and family. Marco is pure ambition wrapped in violence. When he took control through betrayal and murder, it made war inevitable.

“The Russians complicate everything,” Finn continues. “Viktor Petrov’s been sniffing around both our territories. If Marco’s making deals with the Bratva…”

The implications hang unspoken. Russian involvement means the stakes just jumped from local power struggles to international criminal warfare. The Bratva operates without the restraints that keep American families from burning entire cities down.

My mind drifts despite the briefing’s importance. Two years in federal prison gives you plenty of time to think about trust, betrayal, and the price of letting someone past your defenses.

Natalie Graves had auburn hair and green eyes that seemed to see straight through my carefully constructed walls. She laughed at my dry humor about financial crime being more sophisticated than street violence. She listened when I talked about my mother’s medical bills and my father’s brutal death. She held me when nightmares made me wake up screaming.

She was also wearing an FBI wire during every intimate moment we shared.

The federal holding cell was eight by ten feet. Gray concrete walls. Gray floor. One window with bars that turned sunlight into prison stripes. I spent two years staring at gray everything while my lawyer fought charges that should have buried me forever. The only reason I’m not still counting ceiling tiles is because Natalie’s testimony fell apart under cross-examination—too many lies, too many inconsistencies in her manufactured evidence.

But the damage was complete. Two years of my life gone. Two years of my mother fighting cancer alone while I rotted in a cage. Two years of learning that love is just another word for the weakness that gets you killed.

I touch my chest where my heart used to be. It’s still beating, but it feels like reinforced steel now—functional for pumping blood, impermeable to everything else.

“You listening, Dante?” Finn’s voice snaps me back to present dangers.

“Every word,” I lie smoothly.

He knows I’m lying but doesn’t call me on it. That’s the benefit of working with family—they know your scars but pretend not to see them bleeding.

“Good. Because we’re here.”

The auction hall masquerades as respectable. Marble columns stolen from Roman ruins. Crystal chandeliers that probably belonged to executed aristocrats. Oil paintings of dead Europeans who never imagined their art would decorate a modern slave market.

But underneath the fancy veneer, it’s still a place where human misery gets auctioned to the highest bidder.

I step out of the car and immediately start tactical assessment. Three exits—main entrance, service corridor, fire escape through the kitchen. Security cameras at every corner with blind spots I’ve already memorized from the blueprints. Guards trying to look casual while watching everything with professional paranoia.

My suit cost more than most people’s cars. Italian wool tailored to hide the Glock under my left arm and the ceramic knife in my right boot. I look like old money because that’s tonight’s cover—just another wealthy criminal with deep pockets and flexible morals.

The invitation cost us fifty thousand dollars and two dead Russians to acquire. Worth every penny if it gets us inside Marco’s inner circle.

Inside, the crowd moves like well-dressed predators. I recognize faces from FBI wanted posters mixed with celebrities and politicians who should know better. This is Chicago’s shadow aristocracy—people who own the city from penthouse suites and underground bunkers.

A waiter offers champagne in crystal glasses. I take one but don’t drink. Alcohol makes you stupid, and stupid people become headlines in tomorrow’s obituaries. Every sense needs to be sharp tonight.

The auction items are displayed like museum pieces. Art stolen from Jewish families during World War Two. Pharmaceutical-grade narcotics packaged in luxury boxes. Weapons that could level city blocks. And darker merchandise that makes my stomach clench with righteous fury.

I’m studying a Renaissance painting that probably belongs in the Louvre when footsteps approach from my left. Too eager. Too nervous. I know who it is before I turn around.

“Dante, my friend!” Vincent Torres spreads his arms like we’re long-lost brothers instead of colleagues who worked together yesterday. His smile is too wide, his eyes dart around the room like he’s looking for escape routes or surveillance.

Vincent’s been with the Rossi family for eight years. He’s competent with cybersecurity, adequate in firefights, terrible at poker. He laughs too hard at Finns’ jokes and always volunteers for dangerous assignments. Either he’s the most dedicated soldier we have, or he’s overcompensating for guilt.

Tonight, my money’s on guilt.

“Vincent.” I don’t return his enthusiastic greeting. “Unexpected seeing you here.”

“Last-minute assignment from your cousin.” His hand moves toward his jacket pocket, then stops—a nervous tell I file away. “Extra security for the operation.”

Interesting. Finn didn’t mention Vincent would be here. Either he forgot to brief me, or he’s running his own test tonight.

“Anything worth noting?” I ask casually.

Vincent leans closer, lowering his voice to conspirator levels. “There’s special merchandise tonight. Something the auctioneer’s keeping quiet until the finale.”

“What kind of special?”

“The kind that starts wars.” His grin doesn’t reach his eyes, which keep scanning the crowd. “Marco’s liquidating assets he can’t afford to keep. Russian buyers are very interested.”

My pulse quickens while my expression stays neutral. This could be the intelligence breakthrough we need—proof of Russian deals, evidence of Marco’s desperation, leverage we can exploit.

“Any specifics?”

“Not yet. But I heard whispers.” Vincent’s nervous energy is setting off every alarm in my head. He’s trying too hard to be helpful. “Young. Valuable. Connected to old family debts.”

The words hit me wrong, but I can’t place why. I file the information while studying his body language—sweating despite efficient air conditioning, fidgeting with his Rolex, avoiding direct eye contact. Either he’s terrified of being here, or he’s lying about his reasons.

“Thanks for the heads-up,” I say.

“Always looking out for family.” The words sound rehearsed, like dialogue he’s been practicing.

Vincent melts back into the crowd, and I track his movement. He stops near two men I don’t recognize—Eastern European features, expensive suits that can’t hide prison tattoos and knife scars. One palms something small to Vincent. Money? Information? New orders from his real employer?

My suspicions crystallize into certainty. Vincent Torres is our mole.

The knowledge sits in my gut like swallowed glass. Part of me wants to confront him immediately—put a gun to his head and extract every detail of his betrayal. But that would compromise tonight’s mission and probably get us all killed in the crossfire.

Instead, I move deeper into the auction hall, memorizing faces and conversations. The crowd represents Chicago’s criminal ecosystem in all its violent diversity. Russian Bratva operatives trying to blend in but standing too rigidly. Italian outfit soldiers dressed like 1950s movie gangsters. Irish Kings representatives pretending they don’t recognize their rivals across the room.

And in the center of it all, holding court like a medieval tyrant, stands Marco Moretti.

He’s taller than I expected—maybe five-nine in handmade Italian shoes. But authority radiates from him like heat from a furnace. Men twice his size wait for his attention like children hoping for approval. When he speaks, everyone within earshot leans forward to catch his words.

I’ve memorized his psychological profile. Born into the Moretti dynasty but overshadowed by his older brother until opportunity presented itself. Ruthless when cornered but prone to emotional decisions. Intelligent enough to run complex criminal operations but arrogant enough to make unnecessary enemies.

The briefcase at his feet might as well be spotlit. Black leather with titanium locks. Close enough that he can touch it without shifting his weight. Those are our target ledgers—financial records that could expose the entire Moretti money-laundering network.

I count his bodyguards. Eight men, all armed, all scanning the crowd with professional paranoia. Getting to that briefcase without starting a massacre will require perfect timing and exceptional luck. Neither of which I have in abundance tonight.

Marco laughs at something one of his lieutenants says, and the sound makes my teeth ache. It’s the laugh of a man who enjoys inflicting pain. Who sees violence as entertainment rather than unfortunate necessity.

I think about Lorenzo’s daughter and wonder what happened to her after her father’s assassination. In our world, family members either get absorbed into the organization or eliminated as potential threats. Looking at Marco’s predatory smile, I doubt she received protection.

The auctioneer takes the stage—a skeletal man in an expensive tuxedo who moves like an undertaker. He starts with minor items: stolen jewelry, rare wine, designer drugs. The crowd bids half-heartedly, warming up for the evening’s main attractions.

But tension builds like an approaching thunderstorm. The special merchandise Vincent mentioned is coming, and everyone can sense it approaching.

I position myself where I can observe both Marco and the stage. The ledgers remain in that briefcase, but reaching them requires waiting for the right distraction. Something dramatic enough to pull attention away from the most paranoid criminal in Chicago.

The auctioneer’s voice grows more animated as items increase in value and depravity. Military-grade weapons. Government secrets. Human trafficking routes. The bidding becomes vicious as former allies bid against each other with barely concealed hatred.

Then the auctioneer pauses. His smile becomes genuinely predatory.

“Ladies and gentlemen, tonight’s crown jewel. A truly exceptional opportunity for the discerning collector.”

My blood turns to ice before he finishes the introduction. I recognize the tone—the way his voice caresses certain words. The anticipation that feels like held breath throughout the room.

“A young woman of exceptional breeding and artistic talents. Untouched. Trained in valuable domestic skills. Available for permanent private acquisition.”

The words hit me like physical blows. They’re auctioning a human being. A woman. Like she’s a painting or a piece of antique furniture.

Around me, the crowd murmurs with commercial interest. These monsters are calculating the market value of flesh and suffering, debating investment potential in human slavery.

I want to burn this building down with everyone inside. Want to put bullets in every man reaching for his checkbook. But I force myself to breathe, to remember why I’m here, to maintain operational focus.

Then they bring her onto the stage, and my entire world stops.

She’s young—early twenties, maybe. Dark hair that catches the stage lights like spilled ink. Expensive clothes that can’t disguise the fact that she’s a prisoner. Restraints around her wrists designed to look like jewelry but function like shackles.

But it’s her eyes that destroy my carefully maintained composure. Dark, defiant, scanning the crowd like she’s memorizing faces for future retribution. She’s terrified but unbroken. Defeated but not destroyed.

She looks exactly like her father.

I know those features from surveillance photographs and intelligence files. The sharp cheekbones. The stubborn jawline. The way she holds her head despite the chains binding her.

This is Lorenzo Moretti’s daughter. Marco is auctioning his own niece.

The crowd begins bidding, their voices sounding like demons negotiating for souls. Numbers climb as they debate the price of a human life. Russian accents mixing with Italian vowels. Men treating a woman like livestock while she stands there taking mental inventory of everyone who wants to own her.

She doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t weep. Just stands there analyzing while monsters determine her fate. The courage in her posture makes my chest tight with emotions I thought I’d forgotten how to feel.

Then she moves.

It happens in an instant. One moment she’s standing motionless, the next she’s running. The restraints slow her down but don’t stop her momentum. She’s aiming for a service exit, moving like someone who’s rehearsed this escape countless times.

Chaos erupts. Guards rush from multiple directions. Marco’s face turns purple with rage as his “merchandise” attempts to flee. The crowd shouts with the excitement of spectators watching gladiators fight for their lives.

I don’t think. Don’t calculate. Don’t consider operational consequences or family loyalty or personal safety.

I just move.

My feet carry me toward her without conscious decision. She’s fast despite the formal dress and decorative chains, but the guards know the building better than she does. They’re converging on her position from three angles.

She crashes into me at full speed around a corner, and for one suspended heartbeat we’re pressed together like dancers. Her eyes meet mine—desperate, determined, absolutely fearless despite everything working against her.

And in that moment, everything changes.

The mission becomes irrelevant. Family obligations fade to background noise. The steel walls I’ve built around my heart crack like glass under sledgehammer pressure.

This woman—this brave, defiant, incredible woman—needs help.

And I’m going to give it to her, even if it destroys everything I’ve worked to build.
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Sofia POV


The cold marble bites my bare feet like ice. Each step sends shock waves up my legs, but I don’t slow down. Can’t slow down. Behind me, voices explode like gunshots.

“Stop her!”

“Get the girl!”

“Marco’s going to kill us all!”

My heart hammers so hard I think it might burst. I’ve planned this moment. Studying guard rotations, memorizing exits, preparing for the one chance I might get to run. The chains around my wrists clank with each step, but Elena’s training kicks in. Use what you have. Turn weakness into strength.

The service exit glows like heaven twenty feet ahead. Twenty feet to freedom. Twenty feet to—

I slam into something solid. A chest. Human. Male.

Strong hands catch my shoulders before I can fall. The impact knocks the breath from my lungs, and for a second the world spins. Then I smell it. Expensive cologne mixed with something darker. Danger.

My eyes snap up to meet his.

Dark. So dark they’re almost black. But there’s intelligence there. Sharp. Calculating. And something else. Something I haven’t seen in any man’s eyes for three years.

Concern.

Not the fake worry Marco shows when he needs me compliant. Not the hungry interest of the men who were bidding on me. Real concern. Like he actually cares that I’m terrified and running for my life.

His jaw is sharp enough to cut glass. Italian features, but not soft like the old money families. Harder. More dangerous. His suit costs more than most people make in a year, but he wears it like armor instead of decoration.

“Please,” I whisper, not caring that I’m begging. “Help me.”

The sounds behind us are getting closer. Marco’s men crashing through the crowd like bulls. They’ll reach us in seconds, and then it’s over. Back to the cage. Back to being sold like jewelry.

This stranger’s eyes flicker over my face. Taking in the tears I’m trying to hide. The chains I can’t break free of. The desperation that must be written all over me.

Then his expression changes. Becomes predatory in a completely different way.

Before I can blink, his mouth covers mine.

The kiss hits me like lightning. His lips are firm, demanding, and they taste like whiskey and secrets. His body moves to shield me from view, pressing me back against the wall while his hands frame my face.

I should fight him. Should scream. Should do anything except melt into a stranger’s arms while my uncle’s men hunt for me.

But electricity shoots through every nerve. My body betrays me completely, responding to his touch like I’ve been starving for human contact. Which maybe I have been.

His tongue traces my bottom lip, and I gasp. He uses the opening to deepen the kiss, making it look passionate instead of desperate. To anyone watching, we’re just another rich couple stealing a moment.

“Play along,” he whispers against my mouth, so quiet I almost miss it. “Trust me.”

Trust him? I don’t even know his name. But his hands are gentle despite their strength, and he’s risking exposure to help me. That has to count for something.

“Sofia!” Marco’s voice cuts through the noise like a blade. “Where is she?”

The stranger’s lips brush my ear as he speaks. “Service exit. Thirty feet to your left. When I say run, don’t look back.”

His voice is smooth. Educated. American, but with hints of something else underneath. Irish maybe. His breath against my skin makes me shiver.

“Who are you?” I whisper back.

“Someone who doesn’t like seeing caged birds.” His hand slides down to press against my lower back, guiding me along the wall. “Move. Now.”

We slip through the crowd like we’re dancing. His body stays close to mine, blocking the view of anyone trying to see my face. His hand at my back is steady, protective, like he’s done this before.

My mind spins in circles. Who is this man? Why is he helping me? And why does my body respond to his touch like we’ve known each other for years instead of minutes?

The kitchen corridors smell like grease and fear. Staff scurry around us, too focused on their jobs to pay attention to one more rich couple looking for privacy. His hand never leaves my back
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