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Chapter One

The museum was never supposed to be dangerous.

Madison Lissemore adjusted the magnifying lamp over the canvas, her gloved fingers hovering above a section of cracked varnish that had troubled her for weeks. The painting before her—a seventeenth-century Dutch still life of wilting flowers and overripe fruit—was worth more than she'd earn in five years at the museum, but money had never been what drew her to this work. It was the resurrection that called to her, the careful coaxing of beauty from decay, the ability to turn back time one microscopic layer at a time.

She worked the cotton swab in careful circles, watching centuries of grime and oxidized varnish lift away to reveal the artist's original pigments beneath. Each stroke was a small miracle. This particular painting had been stored improperly for decades, left in someone's attic until a great-granddaughter found it during an estate sale. The damage was extensive—water stains, surface dirt, areas where the varnish had turned nearly opaque with age. But Madison could see past all of that to the masterwork hiding underneath.

That was her gift, if she could call it that. The ability to see potential where others saw only ruin.

The clock on the wall read 11:47 PM. She should leave. The last bus would pass in thirteen minutes, and if she missed it, the walk home through the industrial district would add another forty minutes to her commute. But Madison had learned long ago that time dissolved when she worked. Hours became minutes; the outside world faded into a pleasant blur of irrelevance. Here, in this climate-controlled room filled with the ghosts of long-dead artists, she could lose herself completely.

Her phone buzzed on the workbench—Sloan, no doubt, checking in with her nightly text. Madison ignored it. Sloan meant well, but her friend's constant worry sometimes felt suffocating. Are you still at work? Are you eating enough? When was the last time you went on a date? The questions came wrapped in concern, but Madison heard the underlying message: You're not living your life properly.

But what was wrong with the life she'd built? She had her work, her small apartment, her routines. She'd escaped the chaos that had defined her childhood—the screaming matches, the broken glass, the nights spent hiding in her closet while her father's rage thundered through their apartment like an animate thing. She'd clawed her way out of that darkness, put herself through school, built something stable and safe and entirely her own.

If that meant being alone, so be it. Solitude was better than the alternative.

Madison dipped a fresh swab in solvent and began working on a particularly stubborn patch near the painting's lower right corner. The chemical smell was sharp in her nostrils, familiar and oddly comforting. This was her world—controlled, predictable, safe. Here, she made the rules. Here, nothing could hurt her.

The sound of voices filtered through the ventilation system, distant and muffled. Madison paused, cotton swab suspended in mid-air. The museum had been closed for hours. Security made their rounds at ten and midnight, but this didn't sound like Ed's shuffling footsteps or Carlos's off-key humming of classic rock songs. These were sharp voices, urgent and low, carrying an edge that made something primal in her brain sit up and take notice.

She set down her tools with careful precision and moved toward the door, pressing her ear against the painted metal. The conservation lab was two floors below the main gallery, tucked into the museum's labyrinthine basement alongside storage rooms full of catalogued artifacts, mechanical spaces that kept the building's climate control running, and miles of utilitarian corridor that no visitor ever saw. Sound traveled strangely down here, bouncing through pipes and ducts in ways that made it impossible to determine direction or distance with any accuracy.

"—told you to handle it quietly. This was supposed to be simple."

The voice was male, cultured, with an undercurrent of lethal control that made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. There was something in that voice—a quality she'd heard before in her father's tone right before things turned violent. The calm before the storm.

Madison's hand found the door handle. She should stay put. Mind her own business. Whatever was happening out there had nothing to do with her. She'd spent years perfecting the art of not getting involved, of keeping her head down and her world small.

But curiosity had always been her weakness. It was what made her good at her job—the need to see what was hidden, to uncover what lay beneath the surface. And right now, that same impulse was screaming at her to know what was happening in her sanctuary.

She eased the door open a crack. The hallway beyond was dim, lit only by emergency exit signs that cast everything in a sickly green glow. The voices were clearer now, coming from somewhere down the corridor—maybe the old storage room at the end of the hall, the one they'd been meaning to convert into additional workspace for months but never got around to.

"I didn't have a choice!" This voice was different—younger, defensive, with a tremor that spoke of poorly controlled fear. "He was going to talk to the feds. What was I supposed to do?"

"You were supposed to follow orders. You were supposed to wait." The first voice again, colder now. "There's always a choice, Marco. You made the wrong one."

Madison's pulse quickened. Feds. This wasn't a late-night meeting of museum board members or janitors sneaking in after hours. This was something else entirely. Something dangerous.

She should go back inside. Lock the door. Call security. Call the police. But her feet carried her forward, moving with the same careful precision she used when working on fragile canvas. One step, then another, keeping to the shadows along the wall where the emergency lighting didn't quite reach. Her heart hammered against her ribs, but she couldn't stop. Couldn't turn back.

The storage room door was ajar, spilling a wedge of harsh fluorescent light across the corridor floor. She crept closer, her breath shallow, every nerve in her body screaming at her to turn back. This was wrong. This was dangerous. This was—

Through the gap, she could see three men. Two stood with their backs to her—one in an expensive-looking suit that probably cost more than her monthly rent, the other in jeans and a leather jacket that had seen better days. The third man was on his knees on the concrete floor, hands zip-tied behind his back, face swollen and bloody. Even from this distance, Madison could see he was shaking.

"Please," the kneeling man sobbed, his words slurring through split lips. "I swear, I didn't tell them anything important. Just—just enough to buy some time. To make them think I was cooperating. I was going to feed them false information, I swear—"

"Enough."

The man in the suit stepped forward, and Madison's world narrowed to a pinpoint of crystalline horror. He was tall, dark-haired, moving with a predator's lethal grace. There was something almost beautiful about him—the sharp planes of his face, the elegant line of his shoulders, the way he carried himself with absolute confidence. Beautiful the way a blade was beautiful. Deadly the way winter was deadly.

He pulled a gun from inside his jacket—black metal catching the fluorescent light—and pressed it to the kneeling man's temple with the casual ease of someone who'd done this a hundred times before.

"Boss, wait—" the younger man in the leather jacket started, taking a half-step forward, but the man in the suit didn't hesitate. Didn't flinch. Didn't show even a flicker of emotion.

The shot was deafening in the enclosed space, a crack of sound that seemed to split the air itself. Madison's hand flew to her mouth, stifling a scream that would have given her away. The kneeling man crumpled, his body hitting the concrete with a wet, final sound that would haunt her dreams for years to come. Blood pooled beneath him, spreading in a dark circle that seemed to grow impossibly fast.

The man in the suit lowered the gun, his expression utterly unchanged. He might have been checking his watch or ordering coffee for all the emotion he showed.

"Clean this up," he said, his voice perfectly level. "I want it done before dawn. No trace."

"Jesus Christ," the younger man breathed, staring at the body. "You didn't have to—"

"I absolutely did." The man in the suit turned, giving Madison a partial view of his profile. High cheekbones, a strong jaw, eyes that reflected the light like chips of obsidian. "This is what happens when people betray me. You'd do well to remember that, Marco."

Madison stumbled backward, her vision swimming. This wasn't real. This couldn't be real. People didn't get executed in museum basements. This was her sanctuary, her safe place, and now it was—

Her hip collided with a utility cart she'd forgotten was there, sending it crashing against the wall with a metallic clang that echoed through the corridor like a death knell.

Time stopped.

The man in the suit turned, and for the first time, Madison saw his face fully illuminated. Dark eyes—not brown, but almost black—found hers through the doorway with laser precision. There was no surprise in his expression, no alarm. Just a calculating stillness that was somehow worse than rage would have been. He looked at her the way a collector might look at a newly acquired specimen.

"We have company," he said quietly, never breaking eye contact with Madison.

Madison ran.

She bolted down the corridor, her sensible flats slapping against linoleum, her breath coming in ragged gasps that burned her throat. Behind her, she heard footsteps—measured, unhurried, terrifyingly calm. He wasn't even running. He didn't need to. They both knew he would catch her. It was only a question of when.

The basement was a maze of interconnected hallways, but Madison knew them all. She'd spent three years working in this building, learning its secrets, its shortcuts, the paths maintenance used and visitors never saw. She veered left into a narrow service corridor, then right past the old boiler room that still hissed and clanked despite being scheduled for replacement, heading for the emergency stairs at the building's northeast corner.

Her phone. She needed to call the police. She fumbled in her pocket as she ran, nearly dropping the device when her sweaty fingers finally closed around it. The screen lit up—12% battery. Sloan's text glowed at the top: "Working late again? Don't forget to eat something. Love you."

Madison's vision blurred with tears. She'd never texted Sloan back. Never told her friend how much those simple check-ins meant. Now she might never get the chance.

The stairwell door appeared ahead, marked with a glowing exit sign that seemed to promise salvation. Twenty feet. Fifteen. Ten.

A hand closed on her shoulder, spinning her around with effortless strength. She found herself pressed against the wall, her phone clattering to the floor where the screen shattered into a spiderweb of cracks. She was staring up into the face of the man who had just committed murder as casually as someone might swat a fly.

Up close, he was even more striking—and more terrifying. His features were sharp and aristocratic, his dark hair swept back from a face that could have graced Renaissance sculpture. A faint scar traced his left eyebrow, the only imperfection in otherwise flawless symmetry. He smelled of expensive cologne and gunpowder.

But his eyes... God, his eyes were empty. Not cruel, not angry. Just void. Like looking into an abyss that looked back with perfect indifference.

"Please," Madison whispered, hating the way her voice shook. "I won't say anything. I didn't see anything. I'll—I'll forget this ever happened. I swear. I'm nobody. I don't matter. Please—"

"Shh." He raised one finger to his lips, the gesture almost gentle. Almost tender. "Don't make this harder than it needs to be."

His free hand moved to his jacket, and Madison knew with absolute certainty that he was reaching for the gun. The same gun that had just ended a man's life. Terror flooded her system, sharp and metallic, making her mouth go dry and her vision tunnel.

"My name is Madison Lissemore," she said rapidly, the words tumbling out in a desperate rush. "I'm twenty-eight. I work here as an art conservator. I have a studio apartment in Riverside and a cat named Vermeer. I volunteer at the children's hospital on Saturdays. People will notice if I disappear. My friend Sloan will—"

"I know exactly who you are, Madison." His voice was silk over steel, and the way he said her name—with an intimacy that had no right to be there—made her skin prickle. "Madison Elizabeth Lissemore. Born March 17, 1998, in Providence, Rhode Island. Graduated summa cum laude from NYU with a degree in art conservation. No living family. Father died of liver failure when you were twenty-two. Mother overdosed when you were sixteen. One friend who might file a missing person's report after a week, maybe two." He tilted his head, studying her with the detached interest of an entomologist examining a pinned butterfly. "You're not nearly as important as you think you are. You're barely even a footnote in your own story."

The truth of his words hit her like a physical blow. He was right. She'd spent years building walls around herself, keeping people at a distance, cultivating a life of careful solitude. If she vanished tonight, who would really care? Sloan would worry, eventually. But everyone else... there was no one else. She'd made sure of that.

"Then kill me," she said, surprised by the steadiness in her voice. If she was going to die, she'd do it with whatever dignity she could muster. "If I'm so insignificant, why are we having this conversation?"

Something flickered in those dead eyes—amusement, maybe, or something darker and more complicated. His lips curved into what might have been a smile if it had reached his eyes.

"You have fire," he said, almost to himself. "I didn't expect that."

His hand emerged from his jacket holding not a gun, but a syringe. The needle caught the light, and Madison's remaining courage evaporated.

"Because," he said softly, bringing the syringe closer to her neck, "I haven't decided what to do with you yet."

Madison tried to fight. She really did. But he was stronger, faster, and utterly clinical in his movements. One hand caught both of her wrists and pinned them above her head while the other brought the needle to her neck. She felt the sharp prick, the burning sensation as whatever he was injecting flooded her system.

The world began to tilt and blur almost immediately. Her legs went weak, and she would have collapsed if he hadn't been holding her up. His face swam in and out of focus, those terrible dark eyes the last clear thing she could see.

"Who are you?" she managed to whisper, though her tongue felt thick and clumsy.

"Dante," he said, catching her falling body with an almost tender care that belied the violence of what he'd just done. "Dante Romano. Remember that name, Madison. It's going to be very important to you."

The last thing she saw before darkness claimed her was his face hovering above hers, beautiful and terrible, as he lifted her into his arms as though she weighed nothing at all.

"Sleep," he murmured, and she thought she heard something almost like regret in his voice. "When you wake, everything will be different."

Then there was nothing but darkness, and the fading echo of gunfire, and the terrible certainty that her life—her safe, controlled, carefully constructed life—had just ended.

And somewhere in that darkness, a new one was beginning.


Chapter Two

Consciousness returned in fragments.

First, there was the sensation of movement—the gentle sway and hum of a vehicle in motion. Madison tried to open her eyes, but her eyelids felt weighted down, her entire body wrapped in cotton wool. Her thoughts moved like molasses, thick and slow, refusing to form coherent patterns.

She was lying on something soft. Leather, maybe. The smell of expensive upholstery mixed with that cologne—the one she'd caught on Dante's skin right before he'd drugged her. The memory sent a spike of adrenaline through her system, but her body refused to respond. Her limbs were lead. Her tongue was thick and useless in her mouth.

"How much did you give her?" A voice, distant and echoing. Not Dante. Someone younger.

"Enough to keep her quiet for the drive." That was him. Dante. His voice was closer, somewhere to her right. "She'll wake up in a few hours. Disoriented but unharmed."

"Boss, this is insane. We should have just—"

"Just what, Marco? Killed her?" A pause, heavy with unspoken threat. "Are you questioning my judgment?"

"No. No, of course not. I just... she's a civilian. An art conservator, for Christ's sake. She's nobody."

"Exactly. Which is why killing her would have been a waste." Dante's voice held a note of something Madison couldn't quite identify. Interest? Curiosity? "She saw what she saw. Now she's my problem to manage. I'll decide what to do with her when I'm ready."

Madison wanted to scream, to fight, to demand answers. But the drug held her in its grip, pulling her back down into darkness even as she struggled against it. The voices faded. The motion of the vehicle became a lullaby. And then there was nothing again.

***

The second time consciousness surfaced, it came with sensations instead of sounds. Cool air against her skin. The whisper of fabric—silk, maybe, or high-thread-count cotton. Something soft beneath her cheek. A pillow.

Madison's eyes fluttered open, and for a long moment, she couldn't process what she was seeing. She was in a bed—a massive four-poster bed with pristine white linens and a plush duvet that felt like sleeping on a cloud. The room around her was enormous, easily three times the size of her entire apartment. Hardwood floors gleamed in the soft light filtering through floor-to-ceiling windows. The walls were painted a muted gray, decorated with what looked like original artwork—abstract pieces that probably cost more than she made in a year.

This wasn't a prison cell. It was a luxury suite.

Madison sat up slowly, her head swimming with the residual effects of whatever Dante had injected her with. Her mouth was dry as sand, her muscles weak and shaky. She was still wearing her work clothes—the sensible black slacks and cream blouse she'd put on yesterday morning in her apartment. A lifetime ago.

Her shoes were gone. Someone had removed them while she was unconscious. The thought made her skin crawl.

She swung her legs over the side of the bed, her bare feet sinking into a plush area rug. Every movement felt like wading through water. How long had she been out? Hours? Days? There was no clock in the room, and through the windows she could see only trees—dense forest stretching as far as her blurred vision could make out. No buildings. No roads. No signs of civilization at all.

Madison pushed herself to standing, swaying slightly as the room tilted around her. She waited for the vertigo to pass, then began a slow circuit of the space, taking inventory with the same methodical attention she applied to damaged paintings.

The room was beautiful. Oppressively so. Everything spoke of money and taste—the kind of restrained elegance that only came with serious wealth. A sitting area occupied one corner, complete with a velvet armchair and a small bookshelf stocked with leather-bound volumes. A door led to what appeared to be a private bathroom, all marble and chrome. Another door—this one solid wood with an ornate handle—presumably led out.

Madison tried the handle.

Locked.

Of course it was locked. She was a prisoner, no matter how gilded the cage. The realization settled over her like a physical weight, making it hard to breathe. This was real. This was actually happening. She'd been kidnapped by a man who'd murdered someone right in front of her, and now she was locked in a room in the middle of nowhere with no way to call for help and no idea what he intended to do with her.

Don't panic, she told herself, forcing air into her lungs through sheer willpower. Panicking won't help. Think. Assess. Plan.

She moved to the windows, hoping for some clue about where she was. They were tall, arched at the top, with heavy curtains that had been pulled back to let in the pale morning light. Or was it afternoon? She couldn't tell. Beyond the glass was that endless expanse of forest—pine trees mostly, their dark green needles creating a wall of nature that effectively blocked any view of the outside world.

The windows didn't open. She checked each one, running her fingers along the frames, searching for latches or mechanisms. Nothing. They were sealed shut, probably custom-made for exactly this purpose. To keep someone in.

Her heart rate kicked up another notch. She forced herself to keep moving, to keep cataloguing. The bathroom was as luxurious as the bedroom—a deep soaking tub, a glass-enclosed shower, gleaming fixtures that looked brand new. Fluffy white towels hung on heated racks. An array of unopened toiletries lined the counter—expensive brands, the kind Madison had only ever seen in magazine advertisements.

The closet made her stomach lurch.

It was a walk-in, larger than her bedroom at home, and it was full of clothes. Women's clothes. All in her size. She pulled out a silk blouse, checked the tag. Size 6. Her exact size. How did he—

I know exactly who you are, Madison.

His words from the museum corridor came back to her with chilling clarity. He'd known her name. Her birthday. Her education. Her dead parents. He'd known everything about her. Which meant he'd been watching her. For how long?

Madison's hands were shaking as she shoved the blouse back onto its hanger. She backed out of the closet, her breath coming faster now, the edges of her vision starting to blur with the beginning of a panic attack.

No. Not now. She couldn't fall apart now. She had to stay focused. Had to—

The sound of the lock disengaging made her freeze.

The door swung open, and Dante Romano stepped into the room as casually as if he owned it. Which, she supposed, he did.

He'd changed clothes since the museum. The expensive suit was gone, replaced by dark slacks and a white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. It should have made him look more casual, more approachable. Instead, it only emphasized the lean muscle of his forearms, the predatory grace with which he moved.

His dark eyes found hers immediately, and for a moment, they simply stared at each other. Madison's back was pressed against the closet doorframe, every muscle in her body screaming at her to run even though there was nowhere to go.

"You're awake," he said, his tone utterly neutral. "Good. I was beginning to think I'd miscalculated the dosage."

"Where am I?" Madison's voice came out hoarse, her throat still dry from the drug.

"Somewhere safe." He moved further into the room, and Madison noticed he carried a bottle of water and a small plate of food. He set them on the bedside table with careful precision. "You should eat. Drink. The drug can cause dehydration."

"I'm not hungry."

"That's the nausea talking. It will pass. Eat anyway." It wasn't a suggestion.

Madison stayed where she was, her fingers digging into the doorframe. "You kidnapped me. You murdered someone in front of me and then you kidnapped me."

"I did." No denial. No justification. Just simple acknowledgment of fact.

"Why?" The word came out as barely more than a whisper. "Why didn't you just... just kill me too?"

Something flickered across his face—there and gone so quickly she might have imagined it. "Because I'm not in the habit of killing people without reason. The man you saw me execute was a traitor. He sold information to federal agents that put my organization at risk. His death served a purpose." He moved to the windows, looking out at the forest with his hands clasped behind his back. "Your death would serve no purpose. You're no threat to me."

"Then let me go." Madison pushed away from the doorframe, taking a cautious step toward him. "If I'm no threat, why keep me here?"

He turned to face her, and the ghost of a smile touched his lips. It wasn't a kind smile. "I said you're no threat to me. That doesn't mean I can afford to let you walk away. You witnessed a murder, Madison. You can identify me. You can place me at the scene. Whether you choose to go to the police or not is irrelevant—you're a liability."

"So I'm what? A prisoner?"

"Guest sounds more pleasant."

"Guests can leave."

"Can they?" He tilted his head, studying her with that same unsettling intensity. "In my experience, people stay exactly where they're told to stay, whether they call it imprisonment or hospitality."

Madison's hands curled into fists at her sides. "I want to go home."

"That's not an option."

"For how long?" Her voice cracked on the question. "How long are you going to keep me here?"

"Until I decide you're no longer a risk." He crossed the room toward her with measured steps, and Madison had to force herself not to retreat. "That could be days. Weeks. Months. It depends entirely on you."

He stopped a few feet away, close enough that she could smell his cologne again, see the faint stubble along his jaw that suggested he hadn't slept. Up close in the daylight, he was even more striking than he'd been in the museum's harsh fluorescent lighting. It made him more dangerous somehow. Beauty should mean safety, but with him, it was just another weapon.

"There are rules," Dante said, his voice dropping to something quieter, more intimate. "Simple ones. Follow them, and your stay here will be comfortable. Break them, and there will be consequences."

"What kind of rules?" Madison hated how small her voice sounded.

"First, this room is your space. You'll stay here unless I explicitly grant you access to other parts of the house. The door will remain locked at all times."

"So I am a prisoner."

He ignored her. "Second, you will not attempt to escape. The estate is surrounded by miles of forest, and you have no idea where you are. Even if you managed to get past the locks and the security system, you wouldn't survive a night in those woods."

"Are you threatening me?"

"I'm stating facts." His eyes never left hers. "Third, you will not harm yourself. I've removed anything that could be used as a weapon, but if you find something I've missed and decide to do something foolish, know that I have people monitoring you at all times."

Ice slid down Madison's spine. "You're watching me?"

"The bathroom is private. Everything else is monitored." He gestured vaguely toward the corners of the room, and Madison's eyes followed the movement. She couldn't see any cameras, but that didn't mean they weren't there. "Don't take it personally. It's a precaution."

"A precaution," Madison repeated, her voice hollow. "Like kidnapping is a precaution."

"Exactly." He moved past her toward the door, and she caught the faintest hint of that cologne again—something expensive and woodsy that didn't belong on a man who killed people. "Fourth and final rule: when I come to see you, you will speak to me civilly. I'm not interested in dramatics or hysterics. Save your anger for when you're alone."

"And if I break these rules?" Madison turned to face him, squaring her shoulders even though her legs were shaking. "What then? You'll kill me after all?"

Dante paused in the doorway, looking back at her with an expression she couldn't read. "No, Madison. I won't kill you. But I will make your confinement considerably less pleasant. And trust me when I say you don't want that."

"Why are you doing this?" The question burst out of her before she could stop it. "You could have just let me go. I wouldn't have said anything. I don't even know who you are—I didn't until you told me your name. I could have just... forgotten."

"Could you have?" He studied her for a long moment, his dark eyes unreadable. "In my experience, people don't forget things like murder. They carry it with them. It changes them. And eventually, whether out of guilt or righteousness or simple fear, they talk."

"I wouldn't have—"

"You would have." His certainty was absolute. "Maybe not today. Maybe not next week. But eventually, the weight of what you saw would have driven you to confession. To the police, to a priest, to your friend Sloan over too much wine one night. It's human nature to unburden ourselves."

He was right, and they both knew it. The knowledge sat heavy in Madison's chest.

"Eat," Dante said again, nodding toward the food he'd brought. "Rest. I'll return tomorrow to check on you." He started to close the door, then paused. "And Madison? Don't test me. I may have chosen not to kill you, but that doesn't mean I'm soft. Remember that."

The door closed with a soft click. The lock engaged with a sound that felt like a coffin lid slamming shut.

Madison stood alone in her gilded cage, staring at the closed door, trying to process the impossible reality of her situation. She was a prisoner of a man who killed without hesitation, locked in a room in the middle of nowhere with no way to escape and no idea how long she'd be here.

And the worst part—the truly terrifying part—was that some small, traitorous part of her brain had registered his presence, his nearness, and responded to it. Not with fear, though there was plenty of that. But with something else. Something darker and infinitely more dangerous.

Awareness.

Madison sank onto the edge of the bed, her hands trembling. She reached for the water bottle—her throat was still desperately dry—and drained half of it in one go. Then she looked at the food: a simple sandwich, an apple, a few crackers. Nothing that could be used as a weapon. Nothing that could be poisoned either, probably. He wanted her alive.

The question was: why?

She picked up the sandwich with shaking hands and forced herself to take a bite. The bread was fresh, the ingredients high-quality. It tasted like ashes in her mouth, but she ate anyway. She would need her strength.

Because no matter what Dante Romano said, no matter what rules he laid out, Madison had no intention of staying here any longer than absolutely necessary. She would watch. She would wait. She would learn everything she could about her captor and his estate.

And when the opportunity presented itself—and it would, eventually—she would escape.

She had to.

Because the alternative—accepting this captivity, accepting him—was unthinkable.

Wasn't it?


Chapter Three

The first twenty-four hours were the worst.

Madison counted them obsessively, tracking the passage of time by the changing light through the windows. Dawn came gray and hesitant through the trees, morning brightened to a pale afternoon glow, and evening descended in shades of purple and gold that would have been beautiful if she'd been anywhere else. Anywhere but here.

She'd eaten the food Dante brought—not because she trusted it, but because starving herself wouldn't help her escape. The sandwich had been followed by nausea, though whether from the lingering effects of the drug or pure anxiety, she couldn't tell. She'd spent an hour in the bathroom, bent over the toilet, waiting for poison that never came.

When the retching finally subsided, she'd splashed cold water on her face and stared at her reflection in the mirror. The woman looking back at her was pale, hollow-eyed, with dark circles that made her look like she'd aged ten years overnight. Her hair was a mess, still in the practical bun she'd worn to work—God, was it only yesterday? It felt like a lifetime ago.

She'd pulled out the pins and let her hair fall around her shoulders, then immediately regretted it. The woman in the mirror looked too vulnerable now, too exposed. She twisted it back up with shaking fingers and returned to the bedroom.

The room was still beautiful. Still oppressive. The silence was the hardest part—thick and smothering, broken only by the occasional creak of the house settling or the whisper of wind through the trees outside. No traffic sounds. No sirens. No neighbors laughing or arguing through thin apartment walls. Nothing to anchor her to the world she knew.

Madison had always preferred quiet. She'd built her life around it, choosing solitude over the chaos of other people. But this wasn't the comfortable silence of her apartment or the focused quiet of her conservation lab. This was isolation. The kind that made you question whether the outside world still existed at all.

She searched the room again, more thoroughly this time, looking for anything she might have missed. Cameras, first. If Dante was monitoring her, she wanted to know from where. But the corners revealed nothing obvious—no blinking lights, no visible lenses. Either he'd lied about the surveillance, or the equipment was sophisticated enough to be completely hidden.

She assumed he was watching. Better to be paranoid than careless.

Next, she catalogued potential weapons or tools. The books on the shelf were all leather-bound classics—no dust jackets with wire that could be repurposed, no hardcovers heavy enough to do real damage. The hangers in the closet were the kind that snapped off the rod rather than coming free. The bathroom fixtures were all securely mounted, the mirror unbreakable plastic rather than glass.

He'd thought of everything.

The realization settled over her with crushing weight. This wasn't improvised. Dante Romano hadn't grabbed her on impulse and figured out the logistics later. This room—this entire setup—had been prepared. Planned. Which meant he'd been thinking about taking her for... how long? Days? Weeks?

The clothes in the closet were all her size. The toiletries were brands she actually used—she'd recognized her favorite shampoo among the bottles in the bathroom. He knew things about her that went beyond basic facts pulled from public records. He'd been watching her. Really watching her.

Madison sank onto the velvet armchair, her mind racing. Why her? She was nobody. A museum conservator who spent her evenings alone with damaged paintings. She had no money, no important family connections, nothing that would make her valuable to a man like him. The only reason she was here was because she'd been in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Except... he could have killed her. It would have been cleaner, easier. One more body to dispose of alongside the traitor he'd executed. But he hadn't. He'd drugged her, brought her here, locked her in this gilded cage. Why?

Until I decide you're no longer a risk.

His words echoed in her mind. It was a logical explanation—keep the witness contained until the heat died down, then... what? Let her go with a stern warning? She wasn't naive enough to believe that. Men who murdered people in museum basements didn't release witnesses out of the goodness of their hearts.

Which meant eventually, when he decided she was no longer useful as a living witness, he would kill her.

Unless she escaped first.

Madison stood and moved to the windows again, studying the forest with new focus. Miles of trees, he'd said. She had no idea where she was—could be upstate New York, could be Vermont, could be anywhere with dense woodland. The estate itself was invisible from this vantage point; her window apparently faced away from any other structures.

Even if she managed to break the window—unlikely, given how solid it felt—and somehow climbed down from what appeared to be a second or third story, she'd be running blind into unknown wilderness with no supplies, no phone, and no idea which direction led to civilization.

You wouldn't survive a night in those woods.

He was probably right about that too. Damn him.

She pressed her forehead against the cool glass, fighting back tears. She wouldn't cry. Crying was useless. Crying changed nothing. She'd learned that lesson young, in her father's house, when tears only made him angrier.

Think, Madison. You're good at solving problems. Treat this like a damaged painting—assess the situation, identify the challenges, develop a strategy.

Challenge one: the locked door. She needed to understand its mechanism, whether it was electronic or mechanical, where the lock was positioned. But that would require Dante opening it, which he'd only done once so far.

Challenge two: surveillance. She had to assume she was being watched in the bedroom, which meant any escape planning needed to happen in the bathroom or in her own mind.

Challenge three: the forest. She needed information—maps, directions, some sense of where she was. And she needed supplies. Food, water, warm clothes for cold nights.

Challenge four: Dante himself. He was dangerous, intelligent, and apparently capable of predicting her moves before she made them. Getting past him would require either perfect timing or making him underestimate her.

A soft sound from the hallway made her freeze. Footsteps, approaching her door. Madison's heart kicked into overdrive as she heard the lock disengage.

But it wasn't Dante who entered.

The man who stepped inside was younger—maybe late twenties—with sandy brown hair and a lean build. He wore jeans and a dark t-shirt, and he carried a tray of food. His eyes found hers and quickly looked away, his discomfort obvious.

"Dinner," he said shortly, setting the tray on the small table near the sitting area. He moved with nervous efficiency, like he wanted to be anywhere but here.

"Wait," Madison said, taking a step toward him. "Please. What's your name?"

He hesitated at the door, his hand on the frame. "Marco."

Marco. The name from the museum—the younger man in the leather jacket who'd questioned Dante's decision to execute the traitor. So he was part of this. Part of Dante's organization.

"Marco, please," Madison said, keeping her voice calm and reasonable. "You don't have to do this. You could help me. Let me go. I swear I won't tell anyone—"

"I can't." He still wouldn't meet her eyes. "Boss's orders."

"He doesn't have to know. You could just—just leave the door unlocked. I'd wait until you were gone. You wouldn't be involved."

"He'd know." Marco's laugh was bitter. "He knows everything. And even if I wanted to help you—which I don't, because I like being alive—there are cameras. Guards. You wouldn't make it past the front gate."

"Then at least tell me why. Why is he keeping me here?"

Something flickered across Marco's face—an emotion Madison couldn't quite identify. "I don't know. He doesn't explain his decisions to me." He moved toward the door, clearly done with the conversation.

"Marco, please—"

"Just... eat the food. Get some rest. It's better if you don't fight this." And with that, he was gone, the lock clicking back into place with mechanical finality.

Madison stared at the closed door, frustration burning in her chest. So close. She'd been so close to another human being, someone who might have shown her a shred of compassion. But Marco was too scared of Dante to risk helping her. Which told her everything she needed to know about the kind of man her captor was.

She examined the dinner tray. Grilled chicken, roasted vegetables, a side of rice. A glass of water and what looked like sparkling cider in a wine glass. All of it plated with care, like something from a restaurant. Her stomach growled despite everything.

Madison ate mechanically, tasting nothing. As the light outside faded to full darkness, she found herself studying her reflection in the window—a ghost-pale figure in someone else's room, eating someone else's food, trapped in someone else's nightmare.

She didn't bother with the clothes in the closet. She wouldn't give Dante the satisfaction of playing dress-up in the wardrobe he'd selected for her. Instead, she stripped down to her underwear, washed her work clothes in the bathroom sink, and hung them to dry on the towel rack. Then she crawled into the massive bed, pulling the duvet up to her chin.

The mattress was comfortable—probably cost more than her car—but Madison lay rigid, unable to relax. Every creak of the house made her jump. Every shadow seemed to move with menace. She was acutely aware that she was being watched, even now. Especially now. The thought of cameras capturing her in this vulnerable state made her skin crawl.

Sleep, when it finally came, was fitful and filled with nightmares. Gunshots echoing through museum corridors. Blood pooling on concrete. Dark eyes studying her with predatory interest. And Dante's voice, silk over steel, whispering promises and threats she couldn't quite remember when she woke.

***

The second day was worse than the first, if only because the shock had worn off, leaving behind raw, grinding fear.

Madison woke to pale morning light and the crushing realization that this was real. Not a nightmare. Not a drug-induced hallucination. She was actually here, actually trapped, and no one was coming to save her.

Sloan would notice her absence eventually. Her friend would call, would text, would maybe even go to Madison's apartment when she didn't respond. But what then? Sloan would assume she'd gone somewhere for work, or taken a spontaneous trip, or was just being her usual antisocial self. It might be days—weeks—before anyone filed a missing person report.

And even if they did, how would anyone find her? She had no idea where she was. No bread crumbs to follow. Dante had made sure of that.

Madison forced herself out of bed and into the bathroom. Her work clothes were still damp, so she had no choice but to explore the closet. She chose the most practical items she could find—dark jeans that fit perfectly, a simple gray sweater, underwear that was far nicer than anything she'd ever bought for herself. Everything felt like a violation, wearing clothes he'd chosen, clothes he'd known would fit her.

She braided her hair with sharp, angry movements, studying her reflection in the bathroom mirror. She looked better than yesterday—less shell-shocked, more focused. Good. She needed to be focused. Needed to stay sharp.

Breakfast arrived the same way dinner had—Marco slipping in with a tray, avoiding her eyes, leaving before she could engage him in conversation. This time she didn't try to talk him into helping her. She could see it was useless.

The tray held fresh fruit, yogurt, toast, and coffee. The coffee was still hot, made exactly the way she liked it—light on the cream, no sugar. The fact that Dante knew this detail about her was somehow more disturbing than the locked door.

Madison ate while standing at the window, watching the forest. A light rain had started, misting through the trees and turning everything gray and melancholy. She tried to find patterns in the landscape, anything that might tell her which direction to run if she got the chance. But the trees all looked the same—endless, impenetrable, hostile.

Hours crawled by. She tried reading the books on the shelf, but her mind wouldn't focus on the words. She paced the room until her legs ached. She counted the floorboards, the windowpanes, the threads in the duvet. Anything to keep her mind occupied.

By the time afternoon light began to fade, Madison was vibrating with pent-up energy and frustration. She needed to move, to do something, to feel like she had even the smallest amount of control over her situation.

That was when she heard the lock disengage.

This time, she knew it was him before the door even opened. Something in the quality of the silence changed—the air itself seemed to thicken with anticipation.

Dante stepped inside, and Madison's breath caught despite herself. He wore different clothes than yesterday—a charcoal gray sweater that clung to his lean frame, dark jeans that somehow looked both casual and expensive. His hair was slightly damp, like he'd recently showered. He looked... normal. Civilized. Nothing like the cold-blooded killer from the museum.

Which was exactly what made him so dangerous.

"How are you settling in?" he asked, as if this were a hotel and she were a valued guest.

Madison stood by the window, arms crossed over her chest, every muscle in her body tense. "I'm a prisoner. How do you think I'm settling in?"

A faint smile touched his lips. "I see you found the clothes. They suit you."

"How long have you been watching me?" The question came out sharper than she intended. "How long have you been planning this?"

Dante moved further into the room, his movements unhurried. "Does it matter?"

"It matters to me."

He considered her for a long moment, those dark eyes unreadable. "Long enough to know you take your coffee with cream but no sugar. That you volunteer at St. Catherine's children's hospital every Saturday afternoon. That you have a cat who's probably wondering where you are right now."

Madison's chest tightened. "Vermeer. His name is Vermeer."

"I know. I've arranged for someone to feed him until you return."

The casual way he said it—until you return, as if her captivity had an expiration date—made something hot and furious rise in Madison's throat.

"You're insane," she said, her voice shaking with suppressed rage. "You know that, right? This whole thing—kidnapping me, keeping me here like some kind of pet—it's insane."

"Is it?" Dante tilted his head, studying her with that infuriating calm. "I see it as a practical solution to an inconvenient problem."

"I'm not a problem. I'm a person."

"You're both." He moved to the armchair and sat, making himself comfortable in her space like he owned it. Which, of course, he did. "You witnessed a murder. That makes you a problem. The fact that you're also a person with feelings and opinions is... incidental."

Madison stared at him, torn between terror and fury. "You can't keep me here forever."

"Can't I?"

The question hung in the air between them, loaded with implications Madison didn't want to examine. She uncrossed her arms, her hands curling into fists at her sides.

"What do you want from me?" she demanded. "Why am I really here? And don't give me that bullshit about managing risk. You could have just killed me. You killed that man without hesitation. Why am I different?"

Dante's expression didn't change, but something shifted in his eyes—a flicker of something darker, more complicated than simple calculation.

"Because," he said softly, "you interest me."

The words sent ice down Madison's spine. Somehow, that was worse than any threat he could have made.


Chapter Four

"I interest you." Madison repeated the words slowly, letting them hang in the air between them. "What does that mean, exactly?"

Dante leaned back in the armchair, perfectly at ease in a way that made her want to scream. One ankle crossed over his knee, his hands resting on the chair's arms with casual ownership. He looked like a king surveying his domain.

"It means exactly what I said. You're... unexpected." His dark eyes tracked her movements as she shifted her weight, putting more distance between them. "Most people in your position would be hysterical by now. Begging. Crying. Trying to bargain for their freedom."

"Would that work?" Madison asked, her voice sharp. "If I got down on my knees and begged, would you let me go?"

"No."

"Then what would be the point?"

That ghost of a smile touched his lips again. "Exactly. You're pragmatic. Intelligent. You assess the situation and adapt rather than wasting energy on futile emotional displays. It's... refreshing."

"I'm so glad my kidnapping is refreshing for you," Madison said, acid dripping from every word. "Really makes the whole experience worthwhile."

Dante's eyes gleamed with something that might have been amusement. "There it is. That fire. You hide it well—all those years of making yourself small, staying quiet, keeping your head down. But it's there underneath. I saw it in the museum when you told me to kill you rather than keep talking."

Madison's jaw clenched. She hated that he could see through her so easily, could identify the defenses she'd spent years constructing. "You don't know anything about me."

"Don't I?" He uncrossed his legs and leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, his gaze intensifying. "Madison Elizabeth Lissemore. Twenty-eight years old. Only child of Richard and Susan Lissemore, both deceased. Father was an abusive drunk who died of liver failure. Mother was a drug addict who overdosed when you were sixteen. You spent two years in foster care before aging out of the system."

Each fact landed like a blow. Madison felt her chest tightening, her breathing becoming shallow. "Stop."

But Dante continued, his voice relentless. "You put yourself through college with scholarships and three part-time jobs. Graduated with honors. Built a quiet life where you're in control of everything—your work, your space, your relationships. Or rather, your lack of relationships. You keep everyone at arm's length because closeness means vulnerability, and vulnerability means pain."

"I said stop." Madison's hands were shaking now, her fingernails digging into her palms.

"You live alone. You work alone. You've been on exactly three dates in the past two years, and you made sure none of them led anywhere." Dante's eyes never left hers. "You volunteer at the children's hospital because you see yourself in those kids—scared, alone, trying to be brave. You restore damaged paintings because you understand brokenness. You're trying to fix the world one small piece at a time because you couldn't fix yourself."

"Fuck you." The words exploded out of Madison before she could stop them. She was across the room in three strides, standing over him, her whole body vibrating with rage. "You don't get to do that. You don't get to dig into my life, dissect me like I'm some kind of specimen, and pretend you understand me. You're a murderer. A criminal. You destroy things—you don't understand anything about fixing them."

Dante looked up at her, and for the first time, she saw genuine emotion in his eyes. Not anger at her outburst. Something else. Something darker and infinitely more dangerous.

"You think I don't understand brokenness?" His voice was quiet now, deadly soft. "I was eight years old the first time my father broke my arm. Ten when he held a gun to my mother's head and made me watch while he pulled the trigger. Twelve when I killed him with his own knife."

Madison froze, the wind suddenly knocked out of her sails.

"So yes, Madison, I understand brokenness." Dante stood, and suddenly he was too close, invading her space, his presence overwhelming. "I understand what it means to survive something that should have destroyed you. The difference between us is that I stopped trying to fix what's broken. I accepted it. Weaponized it. Made it into something useful."

She should step back. Should put distance between them. But Madison found herself rooted to the spot, her heart hammering against her ribs.

"You're not useful," she said, forcing the words past the tightness in her throat. "You're just damaged. Like everyone else who hurts people. There's nothing special about it."

"Is that what you tell yourself about your father?" Dante asked. "That he was just damaged? That the things he did to you and your mother were just the predictable result of his brokenness?"

"Don't." Madison's voice cracked. "Don't you dare compare yourself to him."

"Why not? We're both violent men who've hurt people. We're both products of our circumstances. The only real difference is that I chose to take control of my violence rather than letting it control me."

Madison's hand moved before she could think, connecting with his face in a slap that echoed through the room. Her palm stung from the impact, but the satisfaction that flooded through her made it worthwhile.

For a moment, neither of them moved. Dante's head had turned slightly from the force of the blow, and a red mark was already blooming on his cheek. Slowly, he turned back to face her, and Madison felt fear spike through her anger.

She'd just struck a man who killed people without hesitation. What had she been thinking?

But Dante didn't retaliate. Didn't grab her wrist or shove her away or show any sign of the violence she knew he was capable of. Instead, he smiled—a real smile this time, showing teeth.

"There it is," he said softly. "The fire I knew was in there. You're not as broken as you think you are, Madison. You just haven't had anyone strong enough to challenge you."

"I don't need to be challenged," Madison spat. "I need to be left alone."

"Is that really what you want? To spend the rest of your life hiding in museums and empty apartments, restoring other people's art because you're too afraid to create anything of your own?"

"Better than becoming a monster."

"I'm not a monster, Madison. I'm just honest about what I am." Dante reached up, his fingers ghosting along his reddened cheek. "And for what it's worth, you're allowed one. Free pass for the slap. But if you ever strike me again, I will retaliate. Understood?"

The casual way he delivered the threat made it all the more effective. Madison took a step back, finally putting space between them. "Understood."

"Good." Dante moved toward the door, then paused. "I'll be joining you for dinner tonight. Seven o'clock. Wear something from the closet—your work clothes are getting threadbare."

"I'm not playing dress-up for you."

"It's not a request, Madison. Wear something appropriate, or I'll choose your outfit for you. And trust me, you won't like what I pick." His eyes traveled over her in a way that made her skin prickle. Not quite sexual, but definitely possessive. "Seven o'clock. Don't be difficult about this."

He left before she could respond, the lock clicking into place with its now-familiar finality.

Madison stood in the middle of the room, her hand still stinging from the slap, her mind reeling. She'd lost her temper. Let him get under her skin. Exactly what she shouldn't have done.

But God, it had felt good to hit him. To see that mark on his perfect face. To know she could affect him even a fraction as much as he affected her.

She moved to the bathroom and ran cold water over her burning palm. In the mirror, her reflection looked flushed, wild-eyed. She looked like someone she didn't recognize.

The things he'd said about her were too accurate, too precise. He'd seen past every defense she'd carefully constructed, identified the wounds she kept hidden. Worse, he'd shared his own trauma with an openness that felt almost like intimacy.

I was eight years old the first time my father broke my arm.

The image the words conjured made Madison's stomach turn. She'd assumed Dante was born into this life, that he'd chosen violence because it came easily to him. But if what he'd said was true—and his eyes when he said it suggested it was—then he'd been shaped by trauma just like she had.

The difference is that I stopped trying to fix what's broken. I accepted it. Weaponized it.

Madison dried her hands roughly, angry with herself for feeling even a shred of sympathy. It didn't matter what had happened to him as a child. It didn't excuse what he was now. What he'd done. What he was doing to her.

She returned to the bedroom and stared at the closet. Seven o'clock, he'd said. Dinner. Together. The thought made her skin crawl and her pulse quicken in equal measure.

She could refuse. Could stay in her work clothes out of spite, see if he'd really follow through on his threat to dress her himself. But that would be giving him exactly what he wanted—a fight, a power struggle, an excuse to put his hands on her.

No. Better to comply with the small things, save her defiance for when it mattered. Pick her battles.

Madison opened the closet and surveyed her options. Everything was tasteful, expensive, clearly chosen with care. She pulled out a simple black dress—high neckline, long sleeves, hem that fell to her knees. Conservative. Unrevealing. If she had to wear his clothes, she'd choose the ones that gave him the least satisfaction.

She laid it on the bed and checked the time. Five-thirty. An hour and a half until dinner. Until she'd have to sit across from him and make conversation like they were two normal people sharing a meal.

The absurdity of it almost made her laugh. Almost.

Madison spent the next hour trying to calm her racing thoughts. She showered, taking longer than necessary under the hot water, trying to wash away the lingering sensation of Dante's proximity. She dried her hair and left it down—braiding it felt like too much effort, and some petty part of her didn't want to make herself look polished for him.

The black dress fit perfectly, of course. Everything in the closet did. She stared at herself in the bathroom mirror, hardly recognizing the woman looking back. The dress made her look older, more sophisticated. Like someone who belonged in Dante's world of expensive things and deadly secrets.

She hated it.

At precisely seven o'clock, she heard the lock disengage. This time, Marco entered first, wheeling in a small dining cart laden with covered dishes. He wouldn't meet her eyes as he set up a small table near the window, arranging two place settings with careful precision.

Dante followed a moment later, and Madison's breath caught despite herself. He'd changed as well—black slacks, a charcoal gray shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows, no tie. He looked casually elegant, like he'd stepped out of a fashion magazine. The red mark on his cheek had faded to a faint pink.

His eyes found hers immediately, traveling over her in that same assessing way. "The dress suits you."

"I'm so glad you approve," Madison said flatly.

Marco finished setting up and left quickly, clearly uncomfortable with the tension in the room. The lock clicked behind him, sealing Madison alone with her captor once more.

Dante pulled out one of the chairs. "Sit."

It wasn't phrased as a request, but Madison moved to the table anyway. She wouldn't give him the satisfaction of having to repeat himself. She sat stiffly, her hands folded in her lap, watching as he uncovered the dishes.

The food looked incredible—seared salmon, roasted vegetables, what appeared to be risotto. The kind of meal she'd only ever had at fancy restaurants on rare occasions. Her stomach growled despite her anxiety.

Dante poured wine into both glasses—a rich red—and settled into his own chair. He raised his glass in a mock toast.

"To new beginnings," he said, his eyes glittering with dark amusement.

Madison didn't touch her glass. "I'm not drinking with you."

"Suit yourself." Dante took a sip, watching her over the rim. "Though I promise it's not drugged or poisoned. If I wanted you unconscious or dead, there are easier methods."

"How comforting."

"Eat, Madison. You're going to need your strength." His voice dropped lower, more intimate. "And we have a lot to discuss."

Madison picked up her fork, her appetite suddenly gone despite the growling of her stomach. "Like what?"

Dante cut into his salmon with precise movements. "Like the rules of our arrangement. What I expect from you. What you can expect from me." He took a bite, chewed thoughtfully. "Like how long you'll be staying here."

"And how long is that?"

"That depends entirely on you." He met her gaze across the table, and Madison felt pinned by the intensity of it. "Behave, and this can be relatively pleasant. Fight me at every turn, and it will be considerably less so. The choice is yours."

Madison set down her fork with deliberate care. "You're asking me to be a compliant prisoner."

"I'm asking you to be smart. You can't escape—we've established that. You can't overpower me. You can't convince Marco or anyone else on my staff to help you." Dante leaned back in his chair, swirling the wine in his glass. "So your only real option is to adapt. To make the best of an admittedly difficult situation."

"And what do I get in return for my compliance?"

"Comfort. Safety. Eventually, freedom." He set down his glass. "And in the meantime, my company. Which I assure you is not without its benefits."

"You're insane," Madison said, but the words lacked heat. She was too tired for rage now. Too overwhelmed.

"Perhaps." Dante smiled—that dangerous, beautiful smile that made him look almost human. "But I'm all you have right now. So I suggest you start getting used to me."

Madison looked down at her untouched plate, feeling the walls closing in. He was right, damn him. He was right about all of it. She couldn't escape, couldn't fight, couldn't do anything but endure.

But that didn't mean she had to make it easy for him.

She picked up her fork again and took a bite of salmon. It was delicious—perfectly cooked, seasoned with herbs she couldn't identify. She chewed slowly, deliberately, meeting Dante's gaze across the table.

"Fine," she said quietly. "I'll play along with your twisted little game. I'll wear your clothes and eat your food and sit here making polite conversation. But don't mistake compliance for acceptance. I will never accept this. I will never accept you."

Dante's smile widened. "We'll see about that, Madison. We'll see."


Chapter Five

The silence after Dante left was deafening.

Madison sat at the small table for a long time after he'd gone, staring at the remains of their dinner. The food had been excellent—she'd eaten more than she'd intended, driven by hunger and the stubborn refusal to let her body weaken. But now, alone again, the meal sat heavy in her stomach.

We'll see about that, Madison. We'll see.

His parting words echoed in her mind, carrying implications she didn't want to examine. What exactly did he think would happen? That she'd eventually stop resisting? That Stockholm syndrome would kick in and she'd start to see him as something other than her captor?

Never. She would never accept this.

Madison changed out of the black dress and back into her work clothes—now dry and wrinkled, but hers in a way the designer wardrobe could never be. She washed her face, braided her hair, and climbed into bed with the kind of exhaustion that went bone-deep.

Sleep came easier than she expected, dragging her down into darkness where Dante's voice followed her, whispering things she couldn't quite hear.

***

The next morning, Marco brought breakfast as usual—fresh fruit, pastries, coffee prepared exactly how she liked it. But when Madison asked him when Dante would be back, Marco's expression shuttered.

"I don't know," he said shortly, setting down the tray. "Boss doesn't share his schedule with me."

"But he's coming back today, right?" Madison hated the note of uncertainty in her voice. She shouldn't care whether Dante visited or not. His absence should be a relief.

Marco shrugged. "Maybe. Maybe not. Eat your breakfast."

And then he was gone, leaving Madison with her confusion and the unwelcome realization that some small part of her had been anticipating Dante's return.

The day crawled by with agonizing slowness. Madison tried to occupy herself with the books on the shelf, but her mind kept wandering to the door, waiting for the sound of the lock. Lunch came and went. Dinner arrived. Both delivered by Marco, who refused to engage in conversation beyond the bare minimum.

By nightfall, Madison had to admit a disturbing truth: she was disappointed. Dante's presence had become the only break in the monotony of her captivity, the only human interaction that consisted of more than meal delivery and silence.

She hated herself for feeling it.

The second day was worse. The silence pressed in on her, thick and suffocating. Madison paced the room like a caged animal, counting steps, marking time by the changing light through the windows. She tried to remember what day it was—had it been four days since the museum? Five? The hours blurred together into an endless present tense.

She caught herself staring at the door more than once, straining to hear footsteps in the hallway. When Marco brought her meals, she found herself asking questions just to prolong the interaction.

"Where is he?" she asked at dinner on the second day.

Marco's jaw tightened. "Business."

"What kind of business?"

"The kind you don't ask about." Marco set down the tray with more force than necessary. "Look, I don't know what game he's playing with you, but trust me—his absence is a gift. Enjoy it while it lasts."

"A gift," Madison repeated hollowly. "Being left alone in a locked room is a gift."

"Compared to his full attention? Yeah." Marco moved toward the door, then paused. "He's testing you, you know. Seeing how you handle isolation. Whether you break or adapt."

"Why would he—"

"Because that's what he does. He tests people. Pushes them to see where they crack." Marco's expression was unreadable. "My advice? Don't let him see you sweat. Don't give him the satisfaction."

Then he was gone, and Madison was alone with the realization that she'd already failed the test. She was sweating. She was cracking. The isolation was working exactly as Dante had no doubt intended.

The third day, she stopped counting hours. Stopped watching the door. She forced herself to read, to focus on the words on the page even when they refused to form coherent meaning. The books were classics—Dante's Inferno, which made her laugh bitterly at the irony, Jane Eyre, Wuthering Heights. All stories of captivity and obsession in one form or another. She wondered if he'd chosen them deliberately.

She did yoga poses she half-remembered from a class Sloan had dragged her to years ago. Downward dog. Warrior pose. Child's pose when the anxiety became too much. She took long showers, standing under the hot water until it ran cold, watching the steam fog the mirror and erase her reflection.

Anything to keep her mind occupied. Anything to avoid thinking about how much she wanted to hear another human voice that wasn't Marco's terse responses. How the silence had started to feel like a living thing, pressing against her eardrums, filling her lungs.

She thought about Sloan constantly. Her friend would be worried by now, surely. Would have called and texted and maybe even gone to Madison's apartment. Would have found Vermeer—assuming Dante had really arranged for someone to feed him—and realized something was very wrong. But what could Sloan do? Madison had vanished without a trace. There was nothing to investigate, no leads to follow.

The thought should have brought comfort—someone cared enough to look for her. Instead, it only made the isolation worse.

By the fourth day, Madison had started talking to herself. Just small things at first—narrating her movements, reading passages from books aloud. Then longer conversations, arguments with imaginary opponents about art restoration techniques or the merits of different Dutch masters. Anything to fill the silence.

She knew it was a bad sign. Knew she was starting to unravel in small, dangerous ways. But she couldn't seem to stop.

On the fifth day, she woke from a nightmare about drowning in silence, gasping for air that wouldn't come. The dream clung to her as she stumbled to the bathroom, splashing cold water on her face. In the mirror, her reflection looked haunted—dark circles under her eyes, hair escaping from her braid in wild tangles, skin pale as parchment.

She was breaking. Exactly as he'd known she would.

Madison had just finished a breakfast she barely tasted when she heard it—the sound she'd been unconsciously waiting for. The lock disengaging. Footsteps in the hallway. Not Marco's quick, efficient stride, but something slower, more measured.

Dante.

The door opened, and there he was, as perfectly composed as ever. He wore a dark suit this time, crisp white shirt, no tie. He looked like he'd stepped out of a board meeting, all business and controlled power. His eyes found hers immediately, and Madison saw the flash of assessment in them—cataloguing her appearance, her state of mind, how well she'd weathered his absence.

She refused to look away. Refused to give him the satisfaction of knowing how much his absence had affected her.

"Madison," he said, as if greeting an acquaintance at a party. "You're looking... well."

It was a lie, and they both knew it. But she played along. "What do you want?"

"To check on my guest." He moved into the room, carrying a bag she hadn't noticed before. "You've been on my mind."

"How flattering," Madison said, her voice dripping sarcasm. "I've been locked in a room for five days thinking about you too. Well, not you specifically. More about how to escape from you."

Dante's lips curved into that dangerous smile. "Any progress on that front?"

"Not yet. But I'm patient."

"So am I." He set the bag on the table and began unpacking it. "I brought you something."

Madison watched with wary curiosity as he pulled out art supplies—sketchpads, charcoal pencils, watercolors, brushes. Professional-grade materials, expensive and carefully chosen.

"I don't understand," she said.

"You told me at dinner that you restore art because you're afraid to create your own. I thought perhaps isolation might inspire you to overcome that fear." Dante arranged the supplies with precise movements. "Consider it an experiment."

"I never said I was afraid—"

"You didn't have to. It's obvious." He straightened, turning to face her fully. "You spend your life bringing other people's beauty back from the dead because you don't trust yourself to create anything worthwhile. It's safer that way. Less vulnerable."

Madison's hands curled into fists. "You don't know anything about me."

"Don't I?" Dante moved closer, and Madison found herself backing up a step before she could stop herself. He noticed—of course he noticed—and his smile widened. "I know you're lonely. I know these past five days have been harder than you want to admit. I know you've been waiting for me to come back."

"I haven't—"

"You asked Marco about me every day. Multiple times." Dante's eyes gleamed with dark satisfaction. "He reports everything to me, Madison. Every question. Every reaction. I know exactly how you've spent your time."

Heat flooded Madison's cheeks—embarrassment and anger in equal measure. "You bastard."

"Accurate, yes. My father was many terrible things, and legitimate wasn't one of them." He reached out, and Madison flinched, but he only tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear with surprising gentleness. "You held up well, all things considered. Better than I expected."

The casual touch sent electricity through her skin—a jolt of awareness she had no business feeling. Madison jerked away, putting the table between them like it could somehow protect her from whatever this was. Her jaw still burned where his fingers had been, as if he'd branded her with that simple gesture.

"Is that what this was? Another one of your tests?" Her voice came out shakier than she wanted, betraying how much his touch had affected her.

"Everything is a test, Madison. Life is a series of tests that separate the strong from the weak." Dante leaned against the wall, arms crossed, studying her with that infuriating intensity. "You're stronger than you give yourself credit for. The isolation didn't break you. It made you angry, restless, desperate for human contact—but it didn't break you."

"And what if it had? What if I'd completely fallen apart?"

"Then I would have been disappointed." His voice dropped lower, more intimate. "But you didn't. You adapted. Just like I knew you would."

Madison stared at him, torn between fury and something she didn't want to name. "You're playing games with my sanity."

"I'm helping you discover who you really are. Beneath all the armor you've built. Beneath all the careful control." Dante pushed off from the wall, moving toward her again with that predatory grace. "You're not the timid little conservator you pretend to be. There's fire in you, Madison. I saw it when you slapped me. I see it now in the way you're looking at me."

"And how am I looking at you?" The question came out more breathless than she intended.

Dante stopped just inches away from her, close enough that she could feel the heat radiating from his body. His eyes held hers, dark and fathomless. "Like you want to kill me. Like you want to run from me." He paused, and his voice dropped to barely more than a whisper. "Like you want to know what would happen if you stopped fighting."

Madison's breath caught. She should deny it. Should spit in his face and tell him he was delusional. But the words wouldn't come because some traitorous part of her recognized the truth in what he'd said.

She did want to know. God help her, she did.

"I hate you," she managed finally, the words barely audible.

"I know." Dante reached up, his fingers tracing the line of her jaw with feather-light touches that made her shiver. "But hate is just passion in a different form. And passion..." His thumb brushed across her lower lip, and Madison's eyes fluttered closed despite herself. "Passion is something I can work with."

Then he stepped back, breaking the spell, leaving Madison dizzy and disoriented. She opened her eyes to find him watching her with dark amusement.

"Use the art supplies," he said, his tone returning to that businesslike neutrality. "Create something. Channel whatever you're feeling into the work. You might surprise yourself."

He moved toward the door, and panic flared in Madison's chest. "Wait—"

Dante paused, looking back at her over his shoulder. "Yes?"

Madison's mind raced. What was she doing? Why was she trying to keep him here? "How long this time?" she asked, hating how weak the question sounded. "Before you come back?"

"That depends. Are you going to miss me?"

"No."

"Liar." But he said it gently, almost affectionately. "I'll see you tomorrow, Madison. We'll have dinner again. And this time, I expect you to actually drink the wine. You look like you could use it."

He left before she could formulate a response, the lock clicking into place with its familiar finality.

Madison stood frozen in the middle of the room, her heart racing, her skin still tingling where he'd touched her. She lifted trembling fingers to her jaw, tracing the path his hand had taken.

What the hell was happening to her?

Five days of isolation, and she was already responding to his touch like a starved thing desperate for contact. Already anticipating his visits like they were gifts instead of invasions. Already wondering what he meant by passion being something he could work with.

Madison moved to the bathroom and splashed cold water on her burning face. In the mirror, her eyes looked too bright, her cheeks flushed. She looked like a woman on the edge of something dangerous.

Her gaze fell on the art supplies Dante had left. The sketchpad lay open on the table, pristine white pages waiting to be filled. Charcoal pencils lined up like soldiers. Watercolors in rich, vibrant colors.

You're afraid to create anything worthwhile.

Damn him for being right.

Madison picked up a charcoal pencil, testing its weight in her hand. It had been years since she'd tried to create her own art. Years since she'd trusted herself to put something original onto paper instead of carefully preserving what others had made.

She sat at the table, the blank page staring up at her like an accusation. Her hand hovered over the paper, trembling slightly.

And then, almost without conscious thought, she began to draw.

The lines came quickly, flowing from some deep place she'd kept locked away for too long. Dark eyes. Sharp features. A face that was both beautiful and terrible. She drew Dante from memory, capturing the predatory grace, the cold calculation, the hint of darkness that lurked beneath his polished exterior.

And as she drew, Madison realized with growing horror that she wasn't just capturing what she saw. She was revealing what she felt.

The fascination. The fear. The unwilling attraction that was taking root despite everything she knew about him.

When she finally set down the pencil, hours had passed. The portrait stared back at her—hauntingly accurate, disturbingly intimate. She'd captured not just his physical features but something deeper. The darkness in his eyes. The cruel beauty of his mouth. The sense that he was always calculating, always three steps ahead.

But there was something else in the drawing too. Something she hadn't consciously intended. A vulnerability around the eyes. A hint of the broken boy he'd once been before he'd weaponized his trauma. She'd drawn the man who'd killed someone in front of her, yes—but also the child who'd watched his father murder his mother.

Madison stared at what she'd created, her chest tight with emotions she couldn't name. This was dangerous. This was exactly what he wanted—for her to see him as human, to understand him, to forge some twisted connection that would make her captivity easier to bear.

Madison ripped the page from the sketchpad and crumpled it, shoving it deep into the wastebasket. But the image remained burned into her mind.

She was in trouble. Real trouble. And the worst part was that she was starting to suspect Dante knew it before she did.


Chapter Six

Madison couldn't sleep.

She lay in the darkness, staring at the ceiling, her mind replaying every moment of Dante's visit. The way he'd touched her face. The heat in his eyes when he'd stood so close. The promise—or was it a threat?—in his words about passion being something he could work with.

And worst of all, her own response. The way her breath had caught. The way her body had leaned toward him despite every rational thought screaming at her to pull away. The portrait she'd drawn and then destroyed, as if erasing the paper could erase what she'd felt while creating it.

This was how it happened, she realized. This was how captives fell for their captors. Not through grand gestures or declarations, but through small moments of connection in an ocean of isolation. Touch-starved and desperate for human interaction, the mind started to rewrite the narrative. Started to find reasons why the monster might not be so monstrous after all.

Madison sat up, her heart pounding. She couldn't let this happen. Couldn't let herself fall into that trap. She had to get out of here before Dante's psychological games did permanent damage.

She swung her legs out of bed and moved to the window. The forest beyond was dark, illuminated only by a sliver of moonlight filtering through the clouds. Somewhere out there was freedom. Somewhere out there was her real life—the one where she wasn't a prisoner, where men didn't murder people and then keep women locked in luxurious cages.

She had to try. Even if the odds were impossible. Even if it meant facing those woods with no supplies, no map, no idea which direction to run. Anything was better than staying here and slowly losing herself to Dante's manipulation.

Madison spent the rest of the night planning. She'd been passive long enough, letting things happen to her, waiting for rescue that would never come. It was time to take control.

***

When Dante arrived for dinner the next evening, Madison was ready.

She'd spent the day in careful preparation, cataloguing every detail of his routine. Marco always came first with the dining cart. Then Dante would follow within minutes. The door would be unlocked for those brief moments between their arrivals—a window of opportunity so small it was almost nonexistent.

But almost nonexistent wasn't the same as impossible.

Madison had dressed for dinner as instructed—a deep burgundy dress that fell to mid-thigh, more revealing than she would have chosen but still modest by most standards. She'd left her hair down, knowing Dante seemed to prefer it that way. Playing the compliant captive, lulling him into complacency.

At seven o'clock precisely, she heard the lock disengage. Marco entered with the cart, his movements efficient as always. But this time, Madison moved toward the bathroom, positioning herself near the door.

"I'll just be a moment," she called out, keeping her voice light. "Tell him I'll be right there."

Marco grunted acknowledgment, focused on setting up the table. Madison waited, counting heartbeats, listening to the sounds of dishes being arranged, wine being poured.

Then she heard it—Marco's footsteps heading back toward the door. The squeak of the cart's wheels. He was leaving, and Dante hadn't arrived yet. This was it. This was her chance.

Madison burst from the bathroom at a run. She saw Marco's startled expression as she flew past him, saw his hand reach out to grab her. But she was faster, fueled by desperation and adrenaline. She slammed into the open door, stumbling into the hallway beyond.

"Boss!" Marco shouted behind her. "She's—"

Madison didn't wait to hear the rest. She ran, her bare feet slapping against hardwood floors, taking corners at random. The estate was massive—she'd known that from the size of her room, but seeing the endless corridors and grand staircases drove home just how trapped she'd been.

She careened down a flight of stairs, nearly losing her balance in the burgundy dress. Voices echoed behind her—Marco's urgent shouts, other voices responding. How many people worked in this house? How many obstacles stood between her and freedom?

Madison spotted a door ahead—heavy wood with decorative iron hardware. It looked like an exterior door. It had to be. She pushed herself harder, her lungs burning, her heart hammering so hard she thought it might burst from her chest.

Twenty feet. Fifteen. Ten.

A hand closed on her wrist, spinning her around with brutal force. Madison found herself slammed against the wall, Dante's body pinning her in place. He wasn't even breathing hard, damn him, while she gasped for air like a drowning woman.

"That," he said softly, his voice deadly calm, "was monumentally stupid."

Madison tried to wrench free, but his grip was iron. His body pressed against hers, one hand holding both her wrists above her head, the other braced against the wall beside her face. She was trapped completely, unable to move, barely able to breathe with him this close.

"Let me go," she spat, still struggling despite knowing it was useless.

"No." Dante's eyes were black with fury—the first real emotion she'd seen from him beyond cold amusement. "Do you have any idea what could have happened to you? The security system, the guards, the woods beyond? You wouldn't have made it fifty feet past that door."

"I had to try!" Madison's voice cracked with frustration and fear. "I can't just stay here and let you—let you—"

"Let me what?" Dante leaned closer, his breath hot against her face. "Take care of you? Keep you safe? Give you everything you need?"

"I don't need anything from you!" She jerked against his hold, accomplishing nothing except making him press harder against her. "You're not my savior, Dante. You're my jailer. You're the reason I need saving in the first place!"

Something in his expression shifted. The fury didn't disappear, but it transformed into something darker, more intense. His gaze dropped to her mouth, and Madison felt her breath catch.

"No," she whispered, reading his intention in his eyes. "Don't—"

Dante's mouth crashed down on hers, swallowing her protest. The kiss was nothing like the gentle touch of his fingers the day before. This was punishment, possession, a claiming that made her head spin and her knees go weak.

Madison tried to resist. Tried to keep her lips sealed, her body rigid. But Dante was relentless, his mouth moving over hers with devastating skill. When his teeth caught her lower lip, she gasped, and he took immediate advantage, deepening the kiss until she couldn't think, couldn't breathe, couldn't remember why this was wrong.

Her body betrayed her completely. Heat flooded through her, pooling low in her belly. Her hands—still trapped in his grip—flexed, wanting to touch him, wanting to pull him closer even as her mind screamed at her to push him away.

And God help her, she kissed him back.

It was instinct, pure and primal, her body responding to his before conscious thought could intervene. She arched into him, her mouth opening wider, meeting his aggression with her own. The taste of him—wine and darkness and something uniquely his—flooded her senses.

Dante made a sound low in his throat—satisfaction or surprise, she couldn't tell—and shifted his weight, pressing her more firmly against the wall. His free hand moved from beside her face to her hip, fingers digging into the fabric of her dress with barely controlled force.

The kiss went on forever and not nearly long enough. Madison felt herself drowning in it, in him, in sensations she'd never allowed herself to feel. Her carefully constructed walls were crumbling, and she was helpless to stop it.

Then, just as suddenly as it began, Dante pulled back. He didn't release her—his hands still held her captive—but he put space between their mouths, leaving Madison gasping and disoriented.

His eyes were wild, his breathing ragged. For the first time since she'd met him, Dante Romano looked shaken. Like he'd miscalculated something fundamental.

"Dante—" Madison started, not even sure what she was going to say.

"Don't." His voice was rough, stripped of its usual control. "Don't say anything."

He released her wrists and stepped back, putting distance between them. Madison's arms fell to her sides, trembling. Her lips felt swollen, her body still humming with residual electricity.

"Boss?" Marco appeared at the end of the hallway, his expression wary. "Everything okay?"

"Fine." Dante's mask was already sliding back into place, that cold composure reasserting itself. "Take her back to her room. Lock the door. No one goes in or out without my explicit permission."

"What about dinner?" Marco asked.

"Cancelled." Dante wouldn't look at Madison, his gaze fixed on some point past her shoulder. "She can eat alone tonight."

Marco moved forward, taking Madison's arm with surprising gentleness. She didn't resist as he led her back through the corridors, up the stairs, to the familiar prison of her room. She was too numb, too overwhelmed by what had just happened.

The lock clicked into place, and Madison found herself alone again. But this time, the solitude felt different. Suffocating in a new way.

She lifted shaking fingers to her lips, still able to feel the pressure of Dante's mouth on hers. Still able to taste him. Still able to remember with perfect clarity the moment she'd stopped fighting and started kissing him back.

What the hell had she done?

Madison moved to the bathroom on autopilot, turning on the cold water and splashing it on her burning face. In the mirror, her reflection looked wild—hair disheveled, cheeks flushed, lips red and swollen. She looked like a woman who'd been thoroughly kissed. Who'd wanted to be kissed.

"No," she said aloud to her reflection. "No, this doesn't change anything. It was just—it was adrenaline. Confusion. A momentary lapse."

But even as she said it, she knew she was lying. That kiss had been many things—punishing, electric, overwhelming—but it hadn't been meaningless. It had revealed something neither of them could take back.

There was something between them. Something dark and dangerous and completely wrong. And the worst part was that some twisted piece of Madison wanted to explore it.

She returned to the bedroom and sank onto the edge of the bed, her legs finally giving out. The dinner cart still sat by the window, the food growing cold, the wine untouched. A reminder of how the evening was supposed to have gone.

Instead, she'd tried to escape. And Dante had kissed her. And she'd kissed him back.

Madison lay back on the bed, staring at the ceiling. She could still feel the ghost of his hands on her wrists, his body pressing her against the wall. Could still hear that sound he'd made when she'd responded to him—part triumph, part surprise.

He'd been shaken too. That was the only comfort in this mess. Whatever had passed between them had affected him as much as it had affected her. For once, Dante hadn't been in complete control.

The question was: what happened now?

***

Madison didn't see Dante for three days after the kiss.

Marco brought her meals in tense silence, refusing to answer any of her questions about where Dante was or when he'd return. The isolation was worse this time, heavy with unresolved tension and unanswered questions.

Madison spent the time in a state of confused limbo. Part of her was relieved by Dante's absence—it gave her time to rebuild her mental defenses, to convince herself that the kiss had been a mistake born of heightened emotion and forced proximity. But another part of her, the part she hated acknowledging, missed him. Missed the verbal sparring, the dangerous attention, the way he looked at her like she was the only thing in the world that mattered.

She tried to use the art supplies again, but her hands wouldn't cooperate. Every attempt at drawing ended in frustrated scribbles and torn pages. She couldn't create when her mind was this chaotic.

On the third night, lying in bed unable to sleep, Madison heard the lock disengage. Her heart leaped into her throat, every nerve suddenly alert.

The door opened slowly, and Dante stepped inside. He was dressed casually—jeans and a black t-shirt that did nothing to hide the lean muscle beneath. His hair was slightly mussed, his jaw shadowed with stubble. He looked less polished than usual, more human.

More dangerous.

"We need to talk," he said quietly, closing the door behind him.

Madison sat up, pulling the duvet around herself like armor. She was wearing one of the silk nightgowns from the closet—she'd finally broken down and used them after her work clothes had become unwearable. The thin fabric suddenly felt far too revealing.

"About what?" She kept her voice steady through sheer force of will.

"About what happened." Dante moved closer, but stopped a careful distance from the bed. "About what this is becoming."

"It's not becoming anything," Madison said quickly. Too quickly. "It was a mistake. You were angry I tried to escape. I was—I don't know, confused by the adrenaline. It didn't mean anything."

Dante's eyes glittered in the low light. "Liar."

"I'm not—"

"You kissed me back, Madison. You arched into me. You wanted it as much as I did." He took another step closer, and Madison's grip on the duvet tightened. "I've spent three days trying to convince myself otherwise. Trying to rationalize it as a power play, a moment of weakness, anything but what it actually was."

"And what was it?" Madison whispered, not sure she wanted to hear the answer.

Dante's smile was dark, almost self-mocking. "Inevitable."

The word hung between them, heavy with implication. Madison shook her head, refusing to accept it.

"No. Nothing about this is inevitable. You're my captor, Dante. You took me against my will. You're keeping me prisoner. Whatever—whatever this attraction is, it's just a product of the situation. It's not real."

"Isn't it?" Dante moved to the window, looking out at the dark forest. "I've had other prisoners, Madison. People I've needed to keep contained for various reasons. I've never felt the slightest temptation to touch any of them. Never thought about them when they weren't in front of me. Never lost sleep over a kiss."

The admission should have frightened her. Instead, it sent a thrill through her that she absolutely refused to acknowledge.

"What do you want from me?" Madison asked, her voice barely audible.

Dante turned back to face her, and the intensity in his gaze made her breath catch. "I don't know. That's the problem. I've spent my entire adult life in control—of my business, my people, my emotions. But you..." He shook his head. "You make me feel things I thought I'd buried along with my humanity."

"That's not my responsibility," Madison said, but her conviction was wavering. "I'm not here to fix you or redeem you or whatever it is you think this is."

"I know." Dante's voice was soft now, almost gentle. "But that doesn't change what's happening between us."

He moved toward the door, and panic flared in Madison's chest. "Wait—where are you going?"

"To let you sleep. To give us both time to think." Dante paused with his hand on the door handle. "But Madison? This conversation isn't over. Neither is what started when I kissed you."

He left before she could respond, the lock clicking into place with terrible finality.

Madison sat in the darkness, her heart racing, her mind spinning. Everything had changed with that kiss. The dynamic between them, the nature of her captivity, the person she thought she was.

And the terrifying truth was that Dante was right. This wasn't over. Whatever had ignited between them was just beginning to burn.


Chapter Seven

Madison woke to sunlight streaming through the windows and the sound of the lock disengaging.

She sat up quickly, disoriented. She'd barely slept after Dante's late-night visit, her mind churning over his words, the admission that he was losing control around her. The silk nightgown had twisted around her body during her restless sleep, and she tugged it down self-consciously as the door opened.

But it wasn't Marco who entered. It was Dante, carrying a tray of coffee and pastries, looking perfectly composed in charcoal slacks and a white dress shirt. As if their conversation last night had never happened.

"Good morning," he said pleasantly, setting the tray on the table. "I thought we'd have breakfast together. Then I have something to show you."

Madison pulled the duvet higher, acutely aware of how little the nightgown covered. "I'm not dressed."

"I'm aware." His eyes traveled over her, and Madison felt heat creep up her neck. "But I'll give you a moment to rectify that. There's a robe in the closet. Blue silk. Second shelf."

He knew exactly where everything in her closet was. Of course he did. He'd put it all there.

Madison climbed out of bed and moved to the closet, hyperaware of Dante's presence behind her. She found the robe—luxurious blue silk—and wrapped it around herself before returning to the sitting area.

Dante had already poured coffee for both of them, prepared hers exactly the way she liked it. The domesticity of the scene was surreal.

"Sit," he said, gesturing to the chair across from him.

It wasn't a request. Madison sat, accepting the coffee cup he offered. The first sip was perfect—hot, smooth, exactly the right amount of cream. She hated that he knew her so well.

"What did you want to show me?" she asked, keeping her voice neutral.

"The rest of the house." Dante selected a croissant and placed it on a small plate, sliding it across to her. "Eat first. Then I'll give you the tour."

Madison stared at the pastry. "You're letting me out of this room?"

"With conditions." Dante leaned back in his chair, studying her over the rim of his coffee cup. "You've been compliant—more or less. I think you've earned some additional privileges."

"Compliant," Madison repeated flatly. "I tried to escape three days ago."

"And learned your lesson, I trust." His eyes glittered with dark amusement. "You won't try that again."

It wasn't a question. Dante said it with such certainty that Madison felt a chill run down her spine. He was right, damn him. The escape attempt had taught her exactly what he'd intended—that running was futile, that he would always catch her, that resistance only led to consequences she wasn't prepared to face.

Like being kissed until she forgot her own name.

Madison picked up the croissant and took a bite to avoid responding. It was excellent—buttery and flaky, still warm from the oven. Dante watched her eat with an intensity that made her self-conscious.

"What are the conditions?" she asked after swallowing.

"Simple ones." Dante set down his cup with deliberate precision. "First, you stay within the designated areas of the house. The library, the sitting room, the conservatory—I'll show you which spaces are permitted. Certain areas remain off-limits."

"Like your office? Your bedroom?"

"Exactly." His lips curved slightly. "Unless you're invited, of course."

The implication hung in the air between them. Madison forced herself to ignore it. "What else?"

"Second, you're under surveillance at all times. Cameras cover every room you're permitted to access. Don't test the boundaries or try anything foolish."

"So I trade one cage for a slightly larger one."

"Think of it as an expansion of privileges, not a cage." Dante's voice hardened slightly. "You can choose to see this as progress, Madison, or you can sulk about your circumstances. But the circumstances themselves won't change."

Madison bit back the angry retort that rose to her lips. He was right—fighting over semantics wouldn't change her situation. Better to gather information, learn the layout of the house, find weaknesses she could exploit later.

"And the third condition?" she asked.

"You do as I say." Dante's eyes locked onto hers. "When I tell you to come to dinner, you come. When I tell you to wear something specific, you wear it. When I tell you to sit, to eat, to drink—you comply without argument."

"You want me to be your obedient pet."

"I want you to accept the reality of your situation." Dante leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, closing the distance between them. "You're here, Madison. You're mine to protect, mine to provide for, mine to... care for. Fighting that truth only makes things harder for both of us."

"I'm not yours," Madison said, but her voice lacked conviction.

"Aren't you?" Dante reached across the small space between them and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear—the same gesture from before, achingly gentle. "Then why did you kiss me back? Why did you ask me not to leave last night? Why are you looking at me right now like you're not sure whether you want to run from me or toward me?"

Madison jerked away from his touch, her heart pounding. "Don't."

"Don't what? Don't acknowledge what's happening between us?" Dante's smile was dark, knowing. "We're past that point, Madison. The kiss proved it."

"The kiss was a mistake."

"The kiss was inevitable. Just like everything else that's going to happen between us." He stood, straightening his cuffs with casual elegance. "Now finish your breakfast. The tour begins in ten minutes. And Madison? Wear the gray dress. The one with the high collar and long sleeves. It's hanging in the closet."

He left before she could protest, the door remaining open this time—a show of trust, or perhaps a test. Madison stared at the open doorway, half-tempted to refuse just to assert some scrap of independence.

But what would be the point? He'd already made it clear that defiance had consequences. And if she wanted to learn the layout of this place, to find potential escape routes, she needed to play along.

For now.

Madison finished her coffee and moved to the closet. The gray dress was exactly where he'd said it would be—elegant, conservative, probably designer. She changed quickly, hyperaware that cameras were likely watching even now. The dress fit perfectly, skimming her curves without clinging, the high collar making her feel slightly less exposed.

She braided her hair and examined herself in the mirror. She looked composed, controlled. Like someone who had her life together. The illusion was almost convincing.

Dante returned exactly ten minutes later, his timing impeccable. His eyes swept over her, and he nodded approval.

"Perfect. Come."

He offered his arm like they were going to a society event rather than him showing his captive around her expanded prison. Madison hesitated, then took it, her fingers resting lightly on his forearm. Even through the fabric of his shirt, she could feel the corded muscle beneath.

They stepped into the hallway—the same corridor she'd run down during her escape attempt—and Madison looked around with new eyes. Everything was elegant, expensive. Dark wood paneling, artwork that looked original and priceless, thick carpets that muffled their footsteps.

"The estate has been in my family for three generations," Dante said as they walked. "My grandfather built it. My father nearly destroyed it. I've spent the last decade restoring it."

"With money from arms trafficking and illegal gambling?" Madison couldn't help the edge in her voice.

"Among other ventures." Dante didn't seem bothered by the accusation. "I'm a pragmatist, Madison. I use the skills I have to achieve the outcomes I want. Morality is a luxury for people who have other options."

"That's a convenient excuse for being a criminal."

"Perhaps." He guided her down a grand staircase, his hand moving to the small of her back. "But it's also the truth. I was twelve years old when I killed my father. I had no education beyond what the streets taught me, no family, no prospects. I built this empire from nothing, and I'm not ashamed of what I had to do to survive."

Madison wanted to argue, to point out that survival didn't justify murder and kidnapping. But something in his voice stopped her. This wasn't bravado or justification. It was simple fact, delivered without emotion or apology.

They reached the bottom of the stairs, and Dante led her through a set of double doors into a magnificent library. Madison's breath caught. Floor-to-ceiling shelves lined three walls, filled with thousands of books. Leather furniture occupied the center of the room, arranged around a fireplace that looked original to the house. Windows overlooked the forest, letting in natural light that made the space feel warm and inviting.

"This is yours to use whenever you like," Dante said. "The books are organized by subject and author. Feel free to read anything that interests you."

Madison moved toward the shelves, running her fingers along the spines. First editions. Rare volumes. Collections worth a fortune. "These must be—"

"Valuable? Yes. But I didn't collect them for their monetary worth. I collected them because I love books." Dante moved to stand beside her. "Reading was my escape as a child. When things got bad with my father, I'd steal books from the library and hide in abandoned buildings, losing myself in other worlds. Safer worlds."

The admission was unexpected, revealing. Madison glanced at him, seeing past the polished exterior to the boy he'd been. Scared. Alone. Using stories as armor against a brutal reality.

Just like she had.

"Come," Dante said, breaking the moment. "There's more to see."

He showed her the sitting room next—another elegant space with comfortable furniture and more artwork. Then a music room with a grand. A conservatory filled with plants and natural light, glass walls offering views of the forest on all sides.

Each space was beautiful, carefully curated. And each one had small cameras mounted discreetly in the corners, tiny red lights blinking. Constant surveillance, just as he'd promised.

"The dining room is through there," Dante said, gesturing to another set of doors. "We'll take our meals together from now on. Breakfast at eight, dinner at seven. You'll dress appropriately for each."

"Appropriately," Madison repeated. "Meaning you'll tell me what to wear."

"Meaning I'll guide your choices. You have an extensive wardrobe, Madison. I simply want to ensure you're making the most of it." His hand was still at the small of her back, a constant reminder of his presence, his control. "Consider it... education."

"Education," she said slowly. "In what, exactly?"

Dante's smile was dark, laden with promise. "In understanding what I expect from you. In learning to anticipate my preferences. In accepting your place here."

"You're training me," Madison said, the realization settling over her like a weight. "Like I'm some kind of—"

"Like you're someone I care about," Dante interrupted, his voice soft but firm. "Someone I want to keep safe. Someone I want to see thrive, even in captivity." He turned her to face him, his hands moving to her shoulders. "I know you see this as control, Madison. And you're not wrong. But it's control with a purpose. I'm teaching you to trust me."

"Why would I ever trust you? You kidnapped me."

"Because eventually, you'll realize that I'm the only person in your life who truly sees you. Who understands what you need, even when you don't understand it yourself." His thumbs traced small circles on her shoulders, a gesture both soothing and possessive. "You've spent your whole life hiding, Madison. Building walls. Keeping everyone at a distance. But you can't hide from me. And eventually, you won't want to."

Madison wanted to pull away, to deny everything he was saying. But his words hit too close to home, exposing truths she'd spent years avoiding.

"This is insane," she whispered.

"Perhaps." Dante's hands slid down her arms, his touch leaving trails of heat. "But insanity can be its own kind of clarity. You'll see."

He stepped back, breaking the contact, and Madison felt bereft. She hated that she felt that way.

"You have the afternoon to yourself," Dante said, his tone shifting back to business. "Explore the permitted areas. Read in the library. Do whatever you like. But be ready for dinner at seven. I'll send Marco to your room at six-thirty with your dress for the evening."

"And if I refuse to wear it?"

Dante's eyes glittered dangerously. "Then I'll dress you myself. And I promise you won't enjoy the experience."

The threat hung in the air between them, loaded with implications that made Madison's pulse quicken.

"Understood," she said quietly.

"Good." Dante moved toward the door, then paused. "One more thing, Madison. I know you're looking for weaknesses, for opportunities to escape. It's in your nature to fight. But I want you to understand something—every door in this house is locked from the outside. Every window is alarmed. Every exit is guarded. The only way you're leaving here is if I allow it."

He turned back to face her, his expression unreadable. "So stop wasting energy on impossible plans. Accept your situation. Adapt to it. And maybe—just maybe—you'll find that captivity isn't the worst thing that could have happened to you."

Then he was gone, leaving Madison alone in the conservatory with nothing but the plants and the cameras and the terrible knowledge that she was starting to believe him.

***

Madison spent the afternoon in the library, curled up in a leather armchair with a first edition of Jane Eyre. The irony of reading about another captive woman wasn't lost on her. But unlike Jane, Madison didn't have the option of leaving. Didn't have the moral high ground of refusing her captor on principle.

Because the terrible truth was that she didn't want to refuse him. Not completely. Not anymore.

The kiss had changed something fundamental. Had shown her that the attraction she felt wasn't one-sided, that Dante was as affected by her as she was by him. And that knowledge was dangerous.

At six-thirty precisely, Marco appeared in her doorway—she'd returned to her room an hour earlier, needing the familiar space. He carried a garment bag and wouldn't meet her eyes.

"For tonight," he said shortly, hanging the bag in her closet. "Boss wants you in the dining room at seven."

Madison waited until he left before unzipping the bag. The dress inside made her breath catch—deep emerald green silk that would cling to every curve, with a neckline that plunged lower than anything she'd normally wear. It was beautiful. Seductive. Completely inappropriate for a simple dinner.

Unless dinner wasn't simple at all.

Madison stared at the dress, her hands trembling. She could refuse. Could show up in her gray dress from this morning, test whether Dante would really follow through on his threat to dress her himself.

But she already knew the answer. Dante didn't make empty threats.

She changed into the green dress, her reflection in the mirror showing a woman she barely recognized. Sophisticated. Alluring. The kind of woman who belonged in Dante's world.

The kind of woman who was falling for her captor.

At seven o'clock, Madison made her way to the dining room. Her bare feet were silent on the thick carpets—Dante hadn't sent shoes with the dress, and she wondered if that was intentional. Another small reminder that she was his, to dress and control as he saw fit.

The dining room was grand—a long table set for two at one end, candles flickering, wine already poured. Dante stood by the window, his back to her, wearing a dark suit that emphasized the lean lines of his body.

He turned when she entered, and the look in his eyes made Madison's breath catch. Raw hunger, barely controlled desire, and something darker that she couldn't name.

"Perfect," he said softly, moving toward her. "You're absolutely perfect."

And as Madison looked into his dark eyes, she realized with growing horror that she wanted to be perfect for him. Wanted to please him. Wanted to see that hunger in his gaze directed at her.

She was losing herself. And the worst part was that she was starting to wonder if that was such a bad thing after all.




Chapter Eight

Dante pulled out her chair with old-world courtesy that felt surreal given their circumstances. Madison sat, hyperaware of how the silk dress clung to her body, how exposed she felt without shoes, how his eyes tracked her every movement.

"Wine?" he asked, already reaching for the bottle.

"Yes," Madison said, surprising herself. But she needed something to steady her nerves, to put distance between her racing thoughts and the dangerous awareness humming through her body.

Dante poured a generous amount into her glass, his lips curving with approval. "Progress. You refused the wine last time."

"Last time you hadn't just given me free rein of your house." Madison took a sip—excellent wine, of coursey. "I figured I could afford to be gracious."

"Gracious." Dante settled into his chair, studying her over the rim of his own glass. "Is that what you're being?"

"What would you call it?"

"Adaptive. Intelligent. Survival instinct at its finest." He set down his glass and gestured toward the covered dishes on the table. "You're learning to work within the parameters of your situation rather than against them. It's a valuable skill."

Madison watched as he began uncovering the dishes—seared scallops, asparagus, risotto that looked creamy and perfect. Her stomach growled despite the tension coiling through her.

"Is that what you want?" she asked as he plated food for her with careful attention. "For me to adapt? To just... accept this?"

"I want you to understand that acceptance doesn't mean defeat." Dante passed her the plate, his fingers brushing hers deliberately. "It means choosing peace over constant struggle. Choosing to find satisfaction in what you have rather than mourning what you've lost."

"You make it sound like a philosophy instead of imprisonment."

"Can't it be both?" Dante began preparing his own plate. "Every situation in life is a prison of sorts, Madison. Your job at the museum—how many hours a week did you give them? How much of your life did you spend in that basement, alone, working on other people's art? You were just as trapped there as you are here. The only difference is that you chose that cage willingly."

Madison wanted to argue, but the words stuck in her throat. Because he wasn't entirely wrong. She had built her own prison long before Dante locked her in this one. A life of carefully controlled solitude, of keeping everyone at arm's length, of hiding behind her work to avoid real connection.

"At least I chose it," she said finally.

"Did you? Or did your past choose it for you?" Dante took a bite of scallop, giving her time to process his words. "From what I've learned about you, Madison, you didn't choose solitude because it made you happy. You chose it because it felt safe. Because if you never let anyone close, they could never hurt you the way your father hurt you and your mother."

The truth of it hit like a physical blow. Madison reached for her wine, taking a larger sip than intended. "You don't get to psychoanalyze me."

"Why not? Someone should." Dante's voice was gentle now, almost kind. "You've spent so long running from intimacy that you've forgotten what it feels like to be truly seen. To be known by another person."

"And you think you see me? You think keeping me prisoner means you know me?"

"I think I see you better than anyone else in your life ever has." Dante leaned forward, his dark eyes intense. "Your friend Sloan cares about you, but she doesn't understand you. She wants you to be more social, more open, more normal. But you're not normal, Madison. You're extraordinary. And you need someone who recognizes that."

"Someone like you."

"Someone exactly like me." He didn't look away, didn't soften the intensity of his gaze. "We're the same, you and I. Both shaped by trauma. Both using control as armor against a world that hurt us. The only difference is that I stopped pretending my armor was working."

Madison set down her fork, no longer able to maintain the pretense of eating. "What do you want from me, Dante? Really. Not the philosophical justifications or the pretty words. What is this actually about?"

Dante was quiet for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Then he stood and moved around the table, offering his hand.

"Dance with me."

"What?"

"Dance with me," he repeated, his hand still extended. "Just for a few minutes. Then I'll answer your question."

Madison looked at his hand, then back at his face. This was another test, another game. But refusing would accomplish nothing except making the evening more difficult.

She took his hand.

Dante led her to an open space near the windows, then pulled out his phone and started music—something classical, slow, achingly beautiful. He drew her close, one hand at her waist, the other holding hers with surprising gentleness.

They began to move, and Madison was startled to discover he was an excellent dancer. He led with confidence, guiding her through turns and steps with effortless grace. The silk of her dress whispered against her skin. The candlelight cast shadows that made everything feel dreamlike.

"My mother taught me," Dante said quietly, as if reading her thoughts. "Before my father killed her. She loved to dance. Said it was the one time she felt truly free."

Madison looked up at him, seeing the shadow of grief in his eyes. "How old were you? When she died?"

"Ten." His jaw tightened. "Old enough to remember everything. Young enough that it destroyed something fundamental inside me."

"I'm sorry," Madison whispered, and meant it. Whatever else Dante was, he'd been a child once. A child who'd witnessed unimaginable violence.

"Don't be sorry." Dante pulled her closer, until there was barely any space between them. "That destruction made me who I am. Made me strong enough to survive. Strong enough to build an empire. Strong enough to take what I want and keep it."

"Is that what I am?" Madison asked, her heart pounding against her ribs. "Something you took because you wanted it?"

"You're the first thing I've wanted in years that has nothing to do with power or money or revenge." Dante's hand at her waist tightened, pulling her flush against him. "You're the first person who's made me feel something other than rage or emptiness. And that terrifies me almost as much as it terrifies you."

Madison's breath caught. She should push him away. Should remind him that wanting someone didn't justify kidnapping them. But his admission had stripped away some of his usual armor, revealing the broken human beneath the polished monster.

"What do you want from me?" she asked again, softer this time.

Dante stopped dancing, though he didn't release her. His free hand came up to cup her face, his thumb tracing her cheekbone with devastating tenderness.

"Everything," he said simply. "Your body. Your mind. Your trust. Your submission. Not because I've forced it, but because you've chosen to give it to me."

"That's insane."

"Is it? You've already started giving it to me, Madison. You wore the dress I chose. You came to dinner when I told you to. You're dancing with me now, not because I'm forcing you, but because part of you wants to please me."

Madison wanted to deny it, but the words wouldn't come. Because he was right. Some twisted part of her did want to please him. Did crave his approval, his attention, his touch.

"This is wrong," she whispered.

"Perhaps." Dante's thumb moved to her lower lip, tracing its curve. "But wrong doesn't always mean bad. Sometimes the things society tells us are wrong are exactly what we need."

"You're twisting everything—"

"I'm telling you the truth." His eyes held hers, dark and intense. "You've spent your entire life in control. Controlling your environment, your emotions, your relationships. Always maintaining distance, always keeping your guard up. But what if you didn't have to? What if you could let someone else carry that burden?"

"Someone like you."

"Someone exactly like me." Dante's voice dropped lower, more intimate. "I know what you need, Madison. I can see it in the way you respond to me. You need someone strong enough to take control so you don't have to. Someone who won't let you hide. Someone who sees past all your defenses to the woman underneath."

"You're manipulating me."

"I'm offering you freedom. Real freedom. Not the lonely isolation you called freedom before." His hand slid from her face to the back of her neck, his fingers tangling in her hair. "Let me take care of you. Let me make decisions for you. Let me give you what you've been too afraid to ask for."

Madison's pulse was racing, her body responding to his words, his touch, the dark promise in his eyes. Every rational thought in her head screamed that this was wrong, dangerous, exactly the kind of psychological manipulation she should resist.

But God help her, she wanted it. Wanted to stop fighting. Wanted to surrender to the pull between them.

"I can't," she said, even as her body leaned into his.

"You can." Dante's lips were inches from hers now. "And you will. Not tonight, perhaps. But eventually. Because deep down, you know I'm right. You know you need this. Need me."

He released her abruptly, stepping back and leaving her swaying. Madison felt bereft, cold where his warmth had been.

"Finish your dinner," Dante said, his tone shifting back to neutral. "Then you may return to your room."

Madison moved back to the table on autopilot, her mind reeling. She sat, picked up her fork, forced herself to eat food she could no longer taste. Dante ate across from her, perfectly composed, as if the moment between them had never happened.

But it had happened. And Madison knew with crushing certainty that something fundamental had shifted. The game Dante was playing—the psychological seduction, the careful erosion of her resistance—was working.

She was falling. And she didn't know how to stop.

***

The next morning, Madison woke to find a note slipped under her door.

Heavy cream cardstock, expensive paper. Dante's handwriting in black ink—elegant, controlled, somehow masculine.

*Madison,*

*I have business in the city today. Marco will bring your meals. You may use the library and conservatory as you please.*

*Think about what I said last night. About what you need. About what I can give you.*

*We'll continue this conversation when I return.*

*D.*

Madison stared at the note, her hands trembling slightly. He wanted her to think about it. To sit with his words, let them sink in, imagine what it would be like to surrender to him completely.

It was psychological warfare of the most insidious kind. And it was working.

She spent the day trying to distract herself. She read in the library—or tried to, the words blurring together. She wandered through the conservatory, surrounded by lush plants and natural light, but couldn't focus on their beauty. She even attempted to draw again, but every sketch turned into his face, his eyes, his hands.

By evening, Madison was crawling out of her skin. She needed to talk to someone, to reality-check the insanity of what was happening. But there was no one. Marco barely spoke to her. The cameras watched silently. Dante was gone.

She was completely, utterly alone. Just as Dante intended.

Madison returned to her room after dinner—another meal eaten in solitude—and found another note on her pillow.

*Still thinking about last night. About how you felt in my arms. How your body responded to mine even when your mind wanted to resist.*

*You're beautiful when you fight, Madison. But you'll be even more beautiful when you stop.*

*Tomorrow. Wear the black dress. The one with the lace. I want to see you in it.*

*D.*

Madison's hands shook as she set down the note. He was in her head now, even when he wasn't physically present. Telling her what to wear, what to think, how to feel. Controlling her from a distance with nothing but words on paper.

She should refuse. Should wear whatever she wanted, assert some scrap of autonomy. But already she was moving to the closet, searching for the black dress, imagining the look in his eyes when he saw her in it.

Already she was anticipating his approval like it mattered. Like it meant something.

Madison found the dress—black lace over silk, elegant and seductive. She held it against herself, studying her reflection in the mirror.

The woman looking back at her was changing. Softer somehow. More vulnerable. Less certain of who she was or what she wanted.

Dante was remaking her. Slowly, methodically, with every rule imposed and every boundary crossed. And the most terrifying part was that she was letting him.

***

The next evening, Madison wore the black lace dress to dinner as instructed. She told herself it was strategic compliance, that she was choosing her battles. But deep down, she knew the truth.

She wanted to please him.

Dante was waiting in the dining room, dressed impeccably as always. When she entered, his eyes traveled over her slowly, appreciatively, and Madison felt heat flood through her at his obvious approval.

"Perfect," he said softly, moving toward her. "You're learning."

"Learning what?" Madison asked, though she already knew the answer.

Dante reached out and traced the line of lace across her collarbone, his touch sending shivers through her. "That obedience can be its own kind of pleasure. That giving up control doesn't make you weak—it makes you brave."

His hand moved lower, ghosting over the curve of her shoulder, the slope of her arm. Not quite sexual, but intimate enough to make Madison's breath catch.

"Come," Dante said, taking her hand. "Let's eat. And then I have something to show you."

Madison let him lead her to the table, let him pull out her chair, let him serve her food. Each small act of submission felt like a step down a path she wasn't sure she could return from.

Dinner was another culinary masterpiece—Dante clearly spared no expense on his personal chef. But Madison barely tasted the duck confit, the roasted root vegetables, the delicate sauce that probably had a French name she didn't know. Her attention was entirely focused on Dante across from her, the way he watched her eat, the satisfied gleam in his eyes every time she followed one of his unspoken cues.

"Tell me about your day," he said, as if they were a normal couple sharing a normal meal.

"I read. I drew. I thought." Madison took a sip of wine, needing the fortification. "Exactly what you wanted me to do."

"And what did you think about?"

"You know what I thought about."

"I want to hear you say it." Dante set down his fork, giving her his full attention. "What did you think about, Madison?"

She could refuse to answer. Could deflect with sarcasm or silence. But the look in his eyes told her that evasion would have consequences.

"You," she admitted quietly. "I thought about you. About what you said. About whether you're right."

"And?" His voice was soft, encouraging.

"And I don't know." Madison's hands tightened on her napkin. "Part of me thinks you're manipulating me. Using isolation and psychological tricks to make me dependent on you. Part of me thinks I should fight this with everything I have."

"And the other part?"

Madison met his gaze, her heart pounding. "The other part wonders if you might be right. If maybe I have been hiding. If maybe I do need... something I've been too afraid to ask for."

Triumph flashed in Dante's eyes, quickly masked. "That took courage to admit."

"Or stupidity."

"No." Dante stood and moved around the table, pulling her to her feet. "Courage. You're beginning to see past your fear. That's the first step."

"First step to what?"

"To freedom. Real freedom." His hands settled on her waist, warm through the thin fabric of her dress. "Come. Let me show you what I promised."

He led her out of the dining room, through corridors she'd explored earlier, then up a different staircase than the one that led to her room. Madison's heart raced with equal parts anticipation and anxiety. Where was he taking her?

They stopped at a door at the end of a hallway. Dante pulled out a key and unlocked it, then stepped back, gesturing for her to enter first.

Madison stepped inside and gasped.

It was an artist's studio. North-facing windows filled the space with perfect natural light, even now as evening fell. Easels stood ready, canvases stacked against the walls. A full array of paints—oils, acrylics, watercolors—organized on shelves. Brushes of every size. Drawing supplies. Everything an artist could possibly need.

"I had it prepared for you," Dante said from behind her. "This is your space, Madison. To create whatever you want. No restrictions, no judgment. Just you and your art."

Madison moved through the space in a daze, touching the supplies with reverent fingers. It was perfect. More than perfect. It was the kind of studio she'd dreamed of but never thought she'd have.

"Why?" she asked, turning to face him.

"Because you deserve it. Because I want to see what you create when you're not hiding behind other people's work." Dante moved closer, his eyes intense. "Because I want to give you things, Madison. Everything you've denied yourself."

Tears pricked at Madison's eyes. She blinked them back furiously, angry at herself for being moved by this. It was manipulation, pure and simple. A gilded cage was still a cage, no matter how beautiful the bars.

But God, she wanted to paint. Wanted to fill those empty canvases. Wanted to create something that was entirely hers.

"You can hate me and still accept what I'm offering," Dante said softly, reading her conflict. "They're not mutually exclusive."

Madison looked at him—really looked at him—and saw something unexpected in his expression. Vulnerability. Hope. Like he needed her to accept this gift almost as much as she wanted to.

"Thank you," she whispered, the words feeling like both a gift and a surrender.

Dante's smile was warm, genuine. "You're welcome. Use it whenever you like. This room is always open to you."

He left her there, and Madison stood in the center of her new studio, surrounded by possibility and imprisoned by impossible choices.

Each act of kindness from Dante was another thread in the web he was weaving around her. Each gift, each tender moment, each time he saw her and understood her—it all bound her tighter to him.

But the truly terrifying thing was that she wasn't sure she wanted to escape anymore.


Chapter Nine

Over the next week, Madison fell into a routine that felt disturbingly normal.

She woke each morning to find a note from Dante slipped under her door—instructions for the day, observations about her progress, sometimes just a single line that stayed with her for hours. *You looked beautiful in the candlelight last night. I couldn't stop thinking about how your dress clung to your curves.* Or: *I noticed you spent three hours in the studio yesterday. I'm pleased. Creation suits you.*

The notes were intimate, possessive, a constant reminder that he was watching even when she couldn't see him. The cameras captured everything—her movements through the permitted spaces, the books she chose from the library, how long she lingered over breakfast. Every action observed, catalogued, assessed.

It should have felt oppressive. Instead, Madison found herself performing for the cameras. Choosing books she thought he'd approve of. Wearing dresses she knew he'd find appealing. Moving through the house with conscious grace, aware of his unseen gaze following her every step.

She was becoming what he wanted her to be. And the terrifying part was how natural it felt.

Breakfast arrived at eight o'clock precisely—always prepared exactly how she liked it, always with a note telling her what to wear for the day. She'd resisted the first time, wearing her own choice out of spite. Marco had appeared an hour later with a different dress and Dante's message: *I thought I made myself clear about obedience. Don't disappoint me again.*

She hadn't disobeyed since.

Dinners were always together, always formal. Dante would arrive exactly at seven, impeccably dressed, and they'd eat while he asked about her day in meticulous detail. What had she read? What had she painted? What had she thought about? He wanted to know everything, and Madison found herself sharing more than she intended. The isolation made conversation precious, and Dante was an excellent listener when he chose to be.

Sometimes after dinner they'd dance. Sometimes they'd sit in the library while he read poetry aloud in that rich, controlled voice that made her spine tingle. Sometimes he'd simply look at her, his dark eyes promising things that made her breath catch and her body respond in ways she tried desperately to ignore.

But he never touched her beyond the occasional brush of fingers, the hand at the small of her back, the tucking of hair behind her ear. The restraint was deliberate, maddening. Building tension like a drawn bowstring.

Madison spent her days in the studio, losing herself in paint and canvas. She created abstract pieces at first—swirls of color that expressed emotions she couldn't name. Rage in crimson and black. Confusion in muddy grays and browns. Desire in deep purples and midnight blues that seemed to pulse with barely contained energy.

But gradually, unconsciously, the paintings became more specific. A hand reaching out from shadow. Dark eyes in a face half-hidden by darkness. The curve of a jawline she knew too well, could trace from memory even with her eyes closed. The elegant line of shoulders that carried violence with the same ease as they carried expensive suits.

She was painting him. Over and over. In different styles, different mediums, but always him. Always Dante. It was obsessive, she knew. Unhealthy. Exactly the kind of fixation she should be fighting against. But the act of creation had become her only outlet for everything she was feeling and couldn't express.

One afternoon, she returned from the library to find him in her studio, standing before her latest canvas. He'd removed his jacket, his white shirt sleeves rolled to his elbows, and he studied the painting with intense focus. Madison froze in the doorway, suddenly feeling exposed in a way the cameras had never made her feel.

The painting was of hands—his hands, though she'd tried to make them generic. Strong, elegant fingers that could kill or caress with equal skill. She'd painted them reaching toward something just out of frame, captured in a moment of desperate longing.

"It's beautiful," Dante said without turning. "Haunting. You've captured something essential about desire—the way it feels just out of reach even when you're drowning in it."

Madison's cheeks burned. "I didn't give you permission to come in here."

"I don't need permission." He turned to face her, and the intensity in his gaze made her breath catch. "This is my house. Everything in it belongs to me. Including you."

"I don't belong to you."

"Don't you?" Dante moved toward her with predatory grace. "You wear what I tell you to wear. Eat what I give you. Go where I permit you to go. You paint my hands, my eyes, my face over and over like you're trying to exorcise me from your mind." He stopped inches away, close enough that she could feel his heat. "Tell me, Madison. If you don't belong to me, who do you belong to?"

"Myself," she said, but her voice wavered.

"Liar." Dante reached out and traced the line of her collarbone, his touch feather-light. "You stopped belonging to yourself the moment you kissed me back in that hallway. The moment you admitted you need what I can give you."

Madison wanted to argue, to push him away, to reclaim some shred of autonomy. But his touch was making it hard to think, and worse—she didn't want him to stop.

"Why are you doing this?" she whispered. "This slow torture. If you want me, why not just—"

"Just take you?" Dante's thumb traced along her jaw. "I could. God knows I've thought about it. But that's not what either of us needs." His hand moved to cup her face, tilting it up so she had to meet his eyes. "I don't want your body grudgingly given out of fear or resignation. I want your complete surrender. Willing. Eager. Desperate."

"That's never going to happen."

"It's already happening." Dante's smile was dark, knowing. "You're fighting it, but your body knows the truth. Every time you wear the dress I choose. Every time you wait for my notes like they're love letters. Every time you paint me—you're surrendering a little more."

He stepped back abruptly, and Madison felt the loss of his warmth like a physical ache.

"Keep painting," Dante said, moving toward the door. "I want to see more. And Madison? Tonight at dinner, wear your hair down. I prefer it that way."

Then he was gone, leaving Madison trembling and furious and aroused in equal measure.

***

That night, Madison wore her hair down as instructed. She told herself it was strategic compliance, but when she saw the flash of approval in Dante's eyes, the warmth that flooded through her had nothing to do with strategy. It was pure, uncomplicated pleasure at pleasing him. And that realization terrified her more than anything else that had happened in this house.

She was changing. Becoming someone new. Someone who craved a captor's approval. Someone who performed for hidden cameras. Someone who painted obsessive portraits and wore red dresses and let a dangerous man dictate every aspect of her existence.

The old Madison was dying. And she didn't know whether to mourn her or celebrate her death.

Dinner was tense. The air between them crackled with unspoken tension, every glance loaded with meaning. Dante watched her eat with an intensity that made her self-conscious, made her aware of every movement of her lips, every swallow.

"Tell me something true," he said when dessert arrived—some elaborate chocolate creation that probably had a French name. "Something you've never told anyone else."

Madison took a bite of dessert, buying time. "Why?"

"Because I want to know you. All of you. Not just the surface you show the world."

She could refuse. Could deflect with something shallow and meaningless. But something in his eyes—a genuine curiosity, maybe even vulnerability—made her answer honestly.

"When my mother died," Madison said slowly, "I was relieved. Not just sad—relieved. She'd been suffering for so long, making such terrible choices, and part of me was glad she was finally at peace. And I've hated myself for feeling that way ever since."

Dante didn't react with the shock or judgment she half-expected. He simply nodded. "When my father died—when I killed him—I felt nothing. No guilt, no satisfaction. Just emptiness. Like I'd become the same kind of monster he was."

"You were twelve. You were protecting yourself."

"Was I? Or was I just becoming what he made me?" Dante's expression was unreadable. "That's the question I've spent twenty-four years trying to answer."

Madison felt something shift in her chest—a dangerous softening, an understanding she didn't want to feel. Dante wasn't just her captor. He was a damaged person trying to make sense of the violence that had shaped him. Just like she was.

"You're not a monster," she heard herself say.

"No?" Dante's smile was bitter. "I've killed people, Madison. More than I can count. I've built an empire on violence and fear. I kidnapped you because I wanted you and saw no reason why I shouldn't take what I want. What would you call that if not monstrous?"

"Broken," Madison said quietly. "Not monstrous. Just broken in ways that make you dangerous."

Something flickered in Dante's eyes—pain, maybe, or recognition. He stood abruptly, his chair scraping against the floor.

"Come with me," he said, his voice rough. "There's something I want to show you."

Madison followed him through the house to a door she'd never seen unlocked. He opened it to reveal a room that was clearly his private space—a study, masculine and stark. Dark wood, leather furniture, shelves lined with books and files. A desk covered in papers.

But what caught Madison's attention was the wall. One entire wall was covered in photographs, news clippings, documents—all connected by red string like something from a crime drama.

And in the center of it all was a photograph of a man. Middle-aged, cruel eyes, a face that radiated malevolence even through the glossy paper.

"My father," Dante said, following her gaze. "Or rather, what I remember of him. The investigation into who he really was, what he did, who he worked for."

Madison moved closer, studying the web of connections. There were police reports, death certificates, photographs of other victims. Evidence of a monster's legacy.

"Why are you showing me this?" she asked.

"Because I want you to understand who I am. Where I came from. What made me." Dante stood beside her, his shoulder almost touching hers. "I want you to see the monster so you can make an informed choice."

"What choice?"

"Whether to keep fighting me or to surrender to what's happening between us." Dante turned to face her fully. "I'm giving you transparency, Madison. More than I've ever given anyone. Use it. Decide who you think I am."

Madison stared at the wall, at the evidence of violence and trauma, and felt her understanding of Dante shift again. He wasn't asking for forgiveness or making excuses. He was simply showing her the truth and trusting her to handle it.

"I still hate that you took me," she said finally. "I still think this whole situation is insane."

"But?"

"But I'm starting to understand why you are the way you are. And that scares me more than anything else you've done."

Dante's hand found hers, his fingers interlacing with hers with surprising gentleness. "Good. Fear means you're paying attention. Fear means you're smart enough to recognize danger even when it comes wrapped in silk and promises."

"Are you dangerous to me?" Madison asked, even though she already knew the answer.

"Extremely." Dante lifted their joined hands to his lips, pressing a kiss to her knuckles. "But not in the way you think. I would never physically harm you, Madison. But I will absolutely ruin you for anyone else. I will make you need me in ways you can't even imagine yet. And when I'm done, you won't remember what it felt like to be without me."

The promise—or threat—sent shivers down Madison's spine. She should pull away. Should run back to her room and lock herself in. But instead, she found herself stepping closer.

"What if I don't want to be ruined?" she whispered.

"Then you're already lying to yourself." Dante's free hand came up to cup her face, his thumb tracing her lower lip. "Because you do want it. You want to stop fighting. You want to let go. You want me to take control so you don't have to carry everything alone anymore."

Madison's breath hitched. He was right. God help her, he was right. She was so tired of being strong, of maintaining control, of keeping everyone at a distance. The thought of surrendering to someone else—to him—was terrifying and seductive in equal measure.

"I'm not ready," she said, her voice barely audible.

"I know." Dante pressed his forehead to hers, their breath mingling. "But you're getting closer. Every day, you're getting closer to admitting what you need. What we both need."

They stood like that for a long moment, suspended between resistance and surrender, between fear and desire. Then Dante stepped back, releasing her.

"Go to bed, Madison," he said softly. "Tomorrow we continue."

***

The next morning, Madison found a different kind of note under her door.

*Today, you choose. The blue dress or the red. Conservative or daring. Show me who you're becoming.*

Madison went to the closet and found both dresses hanging front and center. The blue was elegant, modest—the kind of dress she would have chosen before. The red was bold, form-fitting, with a neckline that plunged dangerously low.

She stood there for a long time, staring at her choices, understanding that this was another test. Another step down the path Dante was guiding her along.

The old Madison would have chosen the blue dress. Would have clung to modesty and safety.

But the old Madison was fading, replaced by someone new. Someone who craved Dante's approval. Someone who wanted to see desire flare in his eyes. Someone who was tired of fighting.

Madison reached for the red dress.

When she appeared at dinner that evening, Dante's reaction was everything she'd secretly hoped for. His eyes darkened, his jaw tightened, and for just a moment, his careful control slipped.

"Red," he said, his voice rough. "You chose red."

"I did," Madison said, lifting her chin.

"Do you know what that tells me?"

"What?"

Dante crossed the room in three strides, backing her against the wall. His hands bracketed her head, caging her in, and his body pressed close without quite touching.

"It tells me you're ready for the next step," he said, his lips inches from hers. "It tells me you're done pretending you don't want this. Done pretending you don't want me."

Madison's heart raced. She could feel the heat radiating from his body, could see the barely controlled desire in his eyes. This was it. The moment everything would change.

"And if I'm not ready?" she whispered, even though they both knew she was lying.

Dante's smile was dark, predatory. "Then I'll make you ready."


Chapter Ten

Madison's breath came in short gasps as Dante loomed over her, his body a wall of heat and controlled power. The red dress suddenly felt like too much and not enough at the same time—too revealing, exposing too much of her desire, yet not enough barrier between her and the dangerous man who had her trapped.

"Last chance to take it back," Dante murmured, his lips brushing her ear. "Tell me you don't want this. Tell me you chose the blue dress but changed your mind. Lie to me if you have to."

It was an out. An escape hatch he was offering her, one final opportunity to retreat to safety. The old Madison—the one who'd existed before that night in the museum—would have taken it. Would have lied through her teeth if it meant preserving some scrap of dignity.

But that Madison was gone.

"I chose red," Madison said, her voice steadier than she felt. "I knew what it meant."

Dante's eyes darkened with satisfaction and something fiercer—possession, hunger, triumph. "Good girl," he said softly, and the praise sent warmth flooding through her despite herself.

Then he stepped back, leaving her swaying against the wall. "But choosing the dress doesn't mean you're ready for everything I want to give you. First, you need to learn something important."

Madison's pulse quickened. "Learn what?"

"That defiance has consequences." Dante moved to the dining table, pulling out one of the high-backed chairs and positioning it in the center of the room. He sat, spreading his legs slightly, and gestured to the space in front of him. "Come here."

Warning bells went off in Madison's head. Every instinct screamed at her to refuse, to assert some boundary, to prove she still had autonomy. "No."

"No?" Dante's eyebrow arched. "That's the defiance I'm talking about. You wore the red dress, Madison. You made your choice. Now you follow through."

"I chose the dress. That doesn't mean I'm your puppet."

"Doesn't it?" Dante's voice was mild, almost amused. "You've been following my instructions all week. Wearing what I tell you. Eating when I say. Going where I permit. But the moment things get real, the moment I ask for true submission, you balk. That's not how this works."

"Then maybe this doesn't work at all," Madison shot back, her temper flaring. "Maybe I'm done playing your games."

Dante stood in one fluid motion, crossing the distance between them before Madison could react. His hand closed around her wrist—not painfully, but firmly—and he pulled her toward the chair.

"Let go of me," Madison demanded, trying to pull free.

"No." Dante sat and pulled her down across his lap in one smooth movement. Madison landed with a gasp, her stomach pressed against his thighs, the red dress riding up dangerously high. "You want to fight? Fine. But you'll learn that fighting me only makes things more intense."

Madison's heart hammered against her ribs. She tried to push herself up, but Dante's hand pressed between her shoulder blades, holding her in place with effortless strength.

"What are you doing?" Her voice came out higher than intended.

"Teaching you a lesson about consequences." Dante's free hand smoothed over the curve of her bottom through the silk of her dress, and Madison shivered. "You've been testing boundaries all week. Pushing to see how far you can go. Now you're going to learn what happens when you push too far."

"Dante—" Madison started, but the rest of her protest died when his hand came down on her backside with a sharp crack that resonated through the room.

The sting was immediate and shocking. Not agonizing, but enough to make her gasp. Heat bloomed across her skin, and before she could process it, he struck again. Then again.

"This is what happens when you defy me," Dante said, his voice infuriatingly calm as he delivered another measured strike. "When you say no just to assert control you don't actually have."

Madison's hands fisted in the fabric of his slacks, her breath coming in ragged gasps. The spanking wasn't brutal—he was clearly holding back, measuring each strike—but it was thorough. Methodical. Each impact sent warmth spreading through her, and to her absolute horror, that warmth wasn't just pain.

It was arousal.

"Stop," she managed, though the word lacked conviction.

"Do you really want me to?" Dante's hand paused mid-air. "Or are you just saying what you think you should say?"

Before Madison could answer, his hand smoothed over her heated skin, soothing where he'd struck. The gentleness after the sting made her whimper—a sound that mortified her even as it escaped her throat.

"Your body is telling me something very different than your words, Madison," Dante murmured, his fingers tracing patterns on her sensitized flesh. "Do you know what it's saying?"

Madison squeezed her eyes shut, humiliation burning through her. Because he was right. Her body was responding in ways that made a mockery of her protests. Heat pooled low in her belly. Her skin felt electric everywhere he touched. And when he delivered another strike—sharper this time—the gasp that escaped her held more pleasure than pain.

"Tell me to stop," Dante said, his hand resting on her backside. "Say the word, and this ends. But mean it this time."

Madison opened her mouth, the refusal on her tongue. But it wouldn't come. Because beneath the humiliation and anger and confusion, there was something else. Something dark and needy that wanted this. Wanted his hand on her. Wanted the sharp sting and the soothing caress. Wanted to surrender to the sensations overwhelming her.

"I hate you," she whispered instead.

"I know," Dante said gently. "But that's not what I asked."

His hand came down again, and this time Madison couldn't suppress the moan. The sound hung in the air between them, undeniable proof of her body's betrayal.

"There it is," Dante said with dark satisfaction. "The truth underneath all your resistance. You don't want me to stop. You want more."

He punctuated his words with another strike, then another, each one drawing gasps and whimpers from Madison's throat. Her entire body felt like it was on fire, every nerve ending alive with sensation. The boundary between pain and pleasure had dissolved completely, leaving only overwhelming need.

Then his hand slid lower, ghosting over the inside of her thigh, and Madison's breath hitched. Through the thin silk of her dress, she knew he could feel her trembling. Could sense how her body had responded to the punishment.

"You're so responsive," Dante murmured, his fingers tracing teasing patterns that made her squirm. "So beautifully desperate. Do you understand now? This isn't about pain. It's about control. About teaching you to let go."

Madison couldn't respond. Could barely breathe. Her entire world had narrowed to the points where Dante touched her, the heat spreading through her body, the aching need building between her thighs.

Dante's hand moved higher, sliding beneath the hem of her dress, and Madison heard herself whimper again. She should stop this. Should push him away. Should reclaim some shred of dignity.

Instead, she arched into his touch.

"Good girl," Dante praised, and the words sent another wave of heat through her. "Now tell me what you want."

"I don't—" Madison's protest died when his fingers brushed against her, finding the evidence of her arousal through the thin fabric of her underwear.

"Liar," Dante said softly. "Your body knows exactly what it wants. But I need to hear you say it. Tell me, Madison. What do you want?"

His fingers moved in slow, deliberate circles, applying just enough pressure to drive her insane but not enough to give her what she needed. Madison writhed against him, shame and desire warring in her chest.

"Say it," Dante commanded, his voice dropping to that dangerous tone that made her shiver. "Or I stop right now and leave you like this."

The threat of him stopping was unbearable. Madison was trembling, desperate, her pride in tatters. "Please," she whispered.

"Please what?"

"Please... touch me." The admission tore from her throat, carrying every ounce of her surrender.

Dante rewarded her immediately, his fingers sliding beneath the fabric, finding her slick and ready. Madison cried out at the contact, her hips bucking against his hand.

"That's it," Dante murmured, his fingers moving with devastating skill. "Let go. Stop fighting. Give me what's mine."

Madison was lost, drowning in sensation. Her fingers dug into his thigh, her breath coming in ragged gasps as he worked her toward the edge with practiced precision. Every stroke sent pleasure cascading through her, building higher and higher until she thought she might shatter.

"Look at you," Dante said, admiration and possession thick in his voice. "So beautiful like this. So perfectly undone. This is what I wanted to see—you completely surrendered to what you need."

His thumb slid inside of her as his finger found her clit making stars explode behind Madison's eyes. He used his fingers slowly while rubbing her clit, sending tingles down to her toes. Her mid wanted to tell him to stop, but her body wouldn’t let her. The feel of his thumb as it slid in and out of her made her toes curl. She was close, so close, balanced on a knife's edge between control and chaos.

"Come for me," Dante commanded. "Now."

Madison's body obeyed before her mind could process the order. Pleasure crashed over her in devastating waves, ripping a cry from her throat. She shook against him, lost to the sensations consuming her, dimly aware of Dante's hands steadying her as she came apart.

When the aftershocks finally subsided, Madison lay trembling across Dante's lap, mortification flooding in to replace the pleasure. She'd just... God, she'd just let him... And she'd begged for it.

Dante's hand smoothed over her back, surprisingly gentle. "Breathe, Madison. Just breathe."

After a moment, he helped her up, steadying her when her legs threatened to give out. Madison couldn't meet his eyes, couldn't face what she'd just done. What she'd let him do to her.

"Look at me," Dante said softly, his fingers tilting her chin up.

Madison forced herself to meet his gaze, expecting triumph or mockery. Instead, she found something almost tender. Almost caring.

"There's no shame in pleasure," Dante said, his thumb brushing away a tear she hadn't realized had fallen. "No shame in admitting what you need. You gave me something precious tonight—your trust, your surrender. I don't take that lightly."

"I hate myself," Madison whispered, her voice breaking. "I hate that I wanted it. That I responded to you. That I—" She couldn't finish the sentence.

"I know," Dante said gently. "But that hatred will fade. Eventually, you'll accept that this is who you are. Who we are together."

He pulled her into his arms, and Madison let him, too exhausted and overwhelmed to resist. She rested her head against his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart, and felt something fundamental shift inside her.

She'd crossed a line tonight. Given him power over her that she could never fully take back. And the worst part was that some traitorous piece of her didn't want to.

***

Later, alone in her room, Madison stood under the shower and let the hot water wash away the evidence of what had happened. But it couldn't wash away the memory. The feel of his hands on her heated skin. The sound of his voice commanding her pleasure. The devastating moment when her body had obeyed him without hesitation. Her own desperate response, the way she'd begged for his touch.

She scrubbed at her skin until it was red and raw, as if she could somehow remove the stain of her surrender. The soap burned against her sensitized flesh—a reminder of everything that had just happened. Her backside still tingled from the spanking, a physical echo of her submission that would probably linger for days.

But it was no use. The stain went deeper than skin. It had seeped into her bones, her blood, her very sense of self. She'd given Dante something tonight that she could never take back. Not just her body's response, but her admission of need. Her willing participation in her own captivity.

Madison thought about Sloan—her friend who would be horrified by what had just happened. Who would tell her this was textbook Stockholm syndrome, trauma bonding, psychological manipulation at its most insidious. And Sloan would be right. Everything Dante had done tonight had been calculated to break down her resistance, to make her body betray her principles, to bind her to him through pleasure and shame.

But knowing that didn't change how she felt. Didn't erase the memory of his hands soothing where they'd struck. Didn't silence the echo of his praise: Good girl. You were perfect. Those words had lit something inside her that she'd never known existed—a desperate need for approval from the one person she should hate most.

Madison finally turned off the water and wrapped herself in a towel, catching sight of her reflection in the mirror. The woman looking back at her was a stranger—flushed skin, swollen lips, eyes dark with lingering desire and shame.

She'd become someone she didn't recognize. Someone who craved a captor's touch. Someone who found pleasure in submission. Someone who was falling for the man who'd stolen her freedom.

And the truly terrifying part was that she couldn't seem to stop it.

A note had been slipped under her door while she showered. Madison picked it up with trembling fingers, already knowing what she'd find.

*You were perfect tonight. Beautiful in your surrender. This is only the beginning, Madison. There's so much more I want to show you, to teach you, to give you.*

*Sleep well. Tomorrow, we continue your education.*

*You're mine now. Completely. And deep down, you know that's exactly where you want to be.*

*D.*

Madison crumpled the note in her fist, but she didn't throw it away. Instead, she smoothed it out and placed it on her nightstand, next to all the others she'd been collecting. A stack of evidence of her own corruption, her gradual surrender to the man who'd taken everything from her.

She climbed into bed, her body still humming with residual sensation, and stared at the ceiling in the darkness. Tomorrow would bring new challenges, new tests, new opportunities for Dante to push her boundaries. And she would face them knowing that tonight had changed everything.

She'd learned what it felt like to surrender completely. To give herself over to someone else's control. To find pleasure in submission. And now that she knew—now that her body had experienced that kind of release—there was no going back to who she'd been before.

Madison's hand drifted to her lips, remembering how close Dante had come to kissing her tonight. He hadn't, though she'd wanted him to. Even in the midst of everything else, she'd wanted his mouth on hers, wanted to taste him while her body shook apart under his hands.

That realization should have horrified her. Should have sent her spiraling into self-loathing. But she was too tired for that now. Too wrung out emotionally and physically to muster the energy for proper shame.

Because Dante was right about one thing—she was his now. Completely. And the most damning thing of all was that she wasn't sure she wanted to escape anymore. Wasn't sure she could survive without the dark intensity of what they shared. Wasn't sure who she would be if she returned to her old life of careful isolation and controlled emptiness.

Dante had promised to ruin her for anyone else. And tonight, with his hands and his voice and his devastating understanding of exactly what she needed, he'd begun to make good on that promise.

Madison closed her eyes and let sleep pull her under, knowing that when she woke, she'd be one step further down the path from which there was no return.


Chapter Eleven

Madison woke to sunlight and the now-familiar sound of the lock disengaging. She sat up slowly, her body reminding her of everything that had happened the night before. A pleasant ache settled low in her spine, and heat crept into her cheeks at the memory.

But instead of Dante, it was Marco who entered with her breakfast tray. He set it down without meeting her eyes, his usual discomfort amplified somehow.

"Where's Dante?" Madison asked, hating how the question sounded—like she was disappointed by his absence.

"Business meeting. He'll be in his office all morning." Marco turned to leave, then paused. "He wants to see you at lunch. Says to dress casually. He's taking you somewhere."

"Taking me where?"

Marco shrugged. "Didn't say. Just told me to tell you to be ready at noon."

After he left, Madison found a note tucked beside her coffee cup.

*Good morning, beautiful. I trust you slept well after last night's lesson. Today, I want to show you more of my world. Understanding who I am means understanding what I do. The jeans in your closet. The gray sweater. Comfortable shoes. Be ready at noon. —D.*

Madison dressed as instructed, curiosity warring with apprehension. In three weeks of captivity, she'd never left the estate. The thought of going somewhere—anywhere—sent a thrill through her that she tried to ignore. She shouldn't be excited. Shouldn't care.

But she was.

At precisely noon, Dante appeared at her door. He'd dressed down as well—dark jeans, a black henley that clung to his lean frame, leather jacket. He looked younger like this, less like the polished crime lord and more like the dangerous man he'd been before wealth and power smoothed his edges.

"Ready?" he asked, offering his hand.

Madison took it without hesitation, and something shifted in his expression—satisfaction, maybe, or pleasure at her easy compliance.

He led her through the house to a garage she hadn't known existed. Inside sat a collection of vehicles that probably cost more than most people made in a lifetime—sleek sports cars, an SUV, motorcycles. Dante walked to a black sedan, understated compared to the others.

"Where are we going?" Madison asked as he opened the passenger door for her.

"To see the reality behind the life I've built." Dante's expression was unreadable. "You know what I am in theory—criminal, arms dealer, killer. Today you'll see what that actually means."

They drove in silence through the forest, the estate disappearing behind them. Madison watched the trees thin out, giving way to rural roads, then suburban streets, and finally the outskirts of the city. She didn't recognize which city—could be anywhere within a few hours of where she'd been taken.

"I could run," Madison said quietly as they stopped at a red light, pedestrians crossing in front of them. "Scream for help. Jump out at the next stop."

"You could," Dante agreed, his eyes on the road. "Will you?"

Madison looked out at the world she'd been torn from—normal people living normal lives, unaware of the darkness that existed just beneath the surface. A month ago, she'd been one of them. Now she felt like a different species entirely.

"No," she admitted, the word tasting like defeat and acceptance in equal measure.

Dante's hand found hers, squeezing gently. "That's what I thought."

They drove into an industrial district, all warehouses and shipping containers and chain-link fences. Dante pulled up to a nondescript building with blacked-out windows and a security camera above the door.

"This is one of my distribution centers," he said, killing the engine. "Where shipments come in and go out. Legal and otherwise."

"Why are you showing me this?"

"Because I want you to understand the scope of what I do. The people who depend on me. The consequences if I make mistakes." Dante turned to face her fully. "And because I want you to know exactly who you've surrendered to."

Inside, the warehouse was organized chaos. Workers moved between rows of crates and pallets, forklifts beeping as they transported cargo. Men in suits talked in clusters, some on phones, others reviewing clipboards. It looked like any legitimate shipping operation—the kind of place that wouldn't raise eyebrows during a casual inspection.

Until Madison noticed the security. Armed guards positioned at every entrance, trying to look casual but clearly alert. Cameras everywhere—she counted at least a dozen in her immediate field of vision alone. The subtle tension in how people moved, like they were constantly aware of being watched, constantly aware that mistakes had consequences.

This was a well-oiled machine built on fear and efficiency in equal measure.

"Boss." A man approached—mid-forties, scarred face, the kind of hard look that came from years of violence. "Wasn't expecting you today."

"Just showing someone around, Viktor." Dante's hand rested on the small of Madison's back, a gesture of possession. "This is Madison. She's under my protection."

Viktor's eyes swept over her, assessing and dismissing in seconds. "Understood. The shipment from overseas arrived this morning. Want to inspect it?"

"Show me."

They walked to a sectioned-off area in the back, more heavily guarded than the rest. Inside were crates marked with shipping labels that meant nothing to Madison. Viktor pried one open with a crowbar, and Madison's stomach dropped.

Weapons. Dozens of them. Assault rifles packed in foam, gleaming and lethal.

"Quality looks good," Dante said, examining one of the rifles with professional detachment. "Send half to the usual buyers. The rest goes to storage until the next order comes in."

"What about the Peterson situation?" Viktor asked.

Dante's expression hardened. "Still unresolved?"

"He's pushing back on the terms. Wants a bigger cut."

"Then remind him what happens to people who get greedy." Dante set down the rifle. "Send Marco. He knows how to be persuasive without being excessive."

Madison stood silent, watching Dante operate in his element. This was the man who'd held her last night with such tenderness, who'd praised her surrender, who looked at her like she was precious and perfect. But here, he was someone else entirely. Cold. Efficient. Capable of ordering violence without a flicker of emotion. His voice never rose, his expression never changed, but everyone around him moved with the kind of urgency that came from genuine fear.

She should be horrified. Should be plotting escape while she had this glimpse of freedom. But instead, she found herself watching him with something closer to fascination. There was a brutal elegance to how he commanded his empire, how every piece moved according to his design.

They spent another hour touring the facility. Dante explained the operation with the same attention to detail he applied to everything else—how shipments were routed through legitimate businesses to avoid detection, how money was laundered through shell corporations registered in countries with lax oversight, how he maintained relationships with corrupt officials who looked the other way for the right price. He walked her through the accounting systems, the distribution networks, the careful balance of legal and illegal operations that kept everything running smoothly.

He answered her questions honestly, holding nothing back. When she asked about the weapons—who bought them, what they were used for—he didn't sugarcoat it. Some went to private security firms. Others to rebel groups in countries most Americans couldn't find on a map. Some probably ended up in the hands of people who would use them for terrible things.

"Does it bother you?" Madison asked. "Knowing what your weapons might be used for?"

"I stopped letting things bother me a long time ago," Dante said. "I provide a service. What people do with it is their choice, not mine."

It was a convenient rationalization. But Madison could see the logic in it—the same logic that had allowed him to survive, to thrive, in a world that had tried to destroy him.

It should have horrified her. Should have made her see him as the monster he claimed to be. Instead, Madison found herself fascinated by the complexity of it all. The careful organization. The strategic thinking. The way Dante had built an empire from nothing.

"What do you think?" Dante asked when they were back in the car.

"I think you're terrifyingly good at what you do," Madison said honestly. "I think you've built something that operates like a well-oiled machine. And I think the man who orders weapons shipments and threatens greedy partners is the same man who dances with me and reads poetry and makes me—" She stopped, unable to finish.

"Makes you what?" Dante prompted.

"Feel things I've never felt before," Madison whispered. "Things I didn't think I was capable of feeling."

Dante reached over and laced his fingers through hers. "Good. Because I need you to understand all of me, Madison. Not just the parts you find palatable. If you're going to be mine—truly mine—you need to accept what that means."

They drove to their next destination in contemplative silence. This time, Dante pulled up to what looked like an upscale gentlemen's club in a better part of the city. The sign read The Oasis in elegant script.

"Another one of your businesses?" Madison asked.

"One of several. This one is mostly legitimate—high-end gambling, private poker games. The kind of place where powerful men come to relax and make deals away from prying eyes." Dante helped her out of the car. "It's also where I gather information. People talk when they're drunk and winning. Or drunk and losing."

Inside was all dark wood and leather, cigar smoke and expensive whiskey. Men in suits occupied private booths. A few looked up as Dante entered, their expressions shifting to something between respect and fear.

"Mr. Romano." A woman approached—stunning, probably in her forties, wearing a cocktail. "We weren't expecting you."

"Just a quick visit, Elena. Is the Senator here?"

"Private room three. Should I let him know you're—"

"No need. I'll surprise him." Dante guided Madison toward a hallway lined with closed doors.

"A Senator?" Madison hissed. "You have politicians in your pocket?"

"Several. They're surprisingly easy to buy once you find the right leverage." Dante stopped at a door marked with a discreet number three. "Wait here. This won't take long."

He entered without knocking. Through the briefly open door, Madison heard voices—surprise, then forced joviality. She couldn't make out words, but the tone was clear. Dante held power here. Real power.

Five minutes later, he emerged looking satisfied. "Let's go."

"What was that about?" Madison asked when they were back in the car.

"A reminder that he owes me. That when I call in favors, he delivers." Dante pulled into traffic. "This is how I maintain control, Madison. Not just through force, but through carefully cultivated relationships. Everyone in my orbit owes me something. And everyone knows I collect my debts."

"Including me?" The question slipped out before she could stop it.

Dante glanced at her, his expression softening slightly. "You don't owe me anything, Madison. What you give me, you give freely. That's the difference."

"Do I? Give it freely?" Madison challenged. "When you're the one holding all the power?"

"You had the power to say no last night. To push me away. To refuse what I offered." Dante's voice was quiet but firm. "You chose not to. That's freedom, Madison. The freedom to choose your surrender."

Madison wanted to argue, to point out the twisted logic in his reasoning. But she couldn't. Because on some level, he was right. She'd chosen the red dress. She'd responded to his touch. She'd begged for release. All choices she'd made, even if the circumstances were anything but normal.

Their final stop was a cemetery on the edge of the city. Dante parked and sat for a long moment, his hands gripping the steering wheel tightly.

"There's one more thing I need to show you," he said quietly. "The reason I became who I am."

He led her through rows of headstones to a simple marker in a far corner. The inscription read: Maria Romano, Beloved Mother, 1982-2006.

"She was twenty-four when she died," Dante said, staring at the grave. "Same age I am now when I look at her in my memories. Too young. Too broken by the man who was supposed to protect her."

Madison stayed silent, sensing he needed to say this.

"He beat her for years. Started when I was too young to remember it not happening. By the time I was old enough to try to protect her, I was just another target." Dante's jaw tightened. "The night he killed her, it was because she tried to leave. Packed a bag while he was passed out drunk. I was supposed to come with her. We were going to disappear, start over somewhere he'd never find us."

"What happened?" Madison whispered.

"He woke up. Found the bag. And he..." Dante's voice cracked, the first real break in his composure Madison had ever witnessed. "He made me watch. Held a gun to my head and made me watch while he strangled her. Said if I looked away or closed my eyes, he'd kill us both."

Madison's hand found his, squeezing tight. Tears burned her eyes for the boy he'd been, for the horror he'd endured.

"Two years later, I killed him," Dante continued. "Waited until he passed out drunk. Took his own knife and ended him the way he'd ended her—slowly. Painfully. I wanted him to know it was coming. Wanted him to feel what she felt."

"You were twelve," Madison said, her voice thick with emotion. "A child."

"A child who became a killer. Who learned that the only way to survive was to be harder, colder, more ruthless than everyone else." Dante finally looked at her, and Madison saw tears tracking down his face—the first she'd ever seen from him. "I built this empire on her grave, Madison. Everything I am, everything I've done, it's because of what he took from me that night."

Madison pulled him into her arms without thinking, holding him while he shook with silent sobs. This was the crack in his armor she'd been looking for—not weakness, but devastating pain that had never properly healed.

"I'm sorry," she whispered against his shoulder. "I'm so sorry that happened to you."

"Don't be sorry." Dante's arms came around her, holding tight. "Just understand. Understand why I can't let go once I claim something as mine. Why I need absolute control. Why the thought of losing you the way I lost her makes me—" He stopped, his grip tightening almost painfully.

"I understand," Madison said, and realized it was true. She understood him in ways she'd never wanted to. Understood that his need for control came from having none as a child. That his violence was learned from the man who'd destroyed his innocence. That his obsession with her was tangled up in old trauma and desperate need.

It didn't excuse what he'd done. But it explained it. And explanation, Madison was learning, was its own kind of trap.

They stood like that for a long time, two broken people holding each other beside a grave that had changed the course of both their lives.

When they finally pulled apart, Dante wiped his eyes and took a shaky breath. "Thank you for not running when I gave you the chance today."

"Where would I run to?" Madison asked softly. "I don't belong in that world anymore. You've made sure of that."

"No," Dante said, cupping her face in his hands. "You belong with me now. In my world. By my side. And I'm never letting you go."

He kissed her then—not the punishing kiss from the hallway weeks ago, but something gentler. Tender. Like she was precious. Like he needed her as much as she was starting to need him.

And Madison kissed him back, sealing her fate with the press of her lips against his.


Chapter Twelve

The drive back to the estate felt different than the drive out. Madison sat closer to Dante, their hands intertwined on the center console, and the silence between them was comfortable rather than tense. Something had fundamentally shifted at the cemetery—a wall had come down, a truth acknowledged.

She'd seen him cry. Seen him vulnerable and broken and human. And instead of using that weakness against him, she'd offered comfort. Had held him while he shook with grief that was decades old but still fresh.

Madison knew what that meant. Knew she'd crossed another invisible line, moved another step away from captive and toward... what? Partner? Lover? She didn't have words for what they were becoming.

"Thank you," Dante said quietly as they pulled through the estate gates. "For today. For not running. For—" He stopped, seeming to struggle with words. "For understanding."

"You're welcome," Madison said, and meant it.

Inside, Dante led her not to the dining room or her bedroom, but to his study—the room with the investigation wall dedicated to his father. He poured them both whiskey, neat, and settled onto the leather sofa with a heaviness that spoke to emotional exhaustion.

Madison sat beside him, closer than she would have dared a week ago. The whiskey burned pleasantly down her throat.

"Tell me about her," Madison said. "Your mother. Not how she died, but who she was."

Dante was quiet for a long moment, staring into his glass. "She was beautiful. Not just physically—though she was that too. But her spirit. Even when my father tried to break her, there was this light in her that wouldn't go out completely." His voice was soft, distant with memory. "She used to sing. Italian lullabies her grandmother taught her. I still remember the melodies, even though I've forgotten most of the words."

"What else?"

"She loved books. Used to take me to the library on days when my father was passed out or away. We'd spend hours there, just reading together. She said books were doors to other worlds—places where people like us could escape, even if just for a little while." Dante's lips curved in a sad smile. "That's why I have the library here. Every book in it is one she would have loved."

Madison's chest tightened. The library she'd been using, the sanctuary he'd given her access to—it was a shrine to his mother's memory. Every book chosen with her in mind.

"She would have liked you," Dante said, turning to look at Madison. "You remind me of her, actually. That same quiet strength. That same refusal to be broken even when everything around you is falling apart."

"I feel pretty broken," Madison admitted.

"Broken isn't the same as destroyed." Dante's hand found hers, his thumb tracing circles on her palm. "Broken things can be repaired. Can be made into something new. Something stronger."

"Is that what you're doing? Repairing me?"

"No. I'm showing you that you were never as broken as you thought you were. That the walls you built to protect yourself were also trapping you." Dante set down his glass and shifted to face her fully. "I'm not your savior, Madison. But I can be the person who holds you while you figure out who you want to be."

The words should have sounded manipulative. Should have triggered every warning bell in her head. Instead, they felt true. Dante had taken her autonomy, yes. Had kidnapped her, isolated her, systematically broken down her resistance. But in doing so, he'd also forced her to confront things about herself she'd spent years avoiding.

"I don't know who I want to be," Madison whispered.

"Then we'll figure it out together." Dante pulled her close, and Madison let herself lean into him, her head resting on his shoulder. They sat like that for a long time, the silence comfortable, the physical contact a reassurance neither of them seemed willing to break.

Eventually, Dante's phone buzzed. He checked it, his expression hardening.

"What is it?" Madison asked.

"Business. Nothing for you to worry about." But the tension in his shoulders said otherwise.

"Dante." Madison sat up, turning to face him. "You showed me your world today. Don't shut me out now."

He studied her for a long moment, then sighed. "There's a rival organization. Russian mob. They've been encroaching on my territory for months, testing boundaries. This message says they hit one of my warehouses tonight. Burned it to the ground."

"Is anyone hurt?"

"Three of my people are in the hospital. One probably won't make it." Dante's jaw clenched. "This is a declaration of war. They're telling me they're not afraid anymore."

Madison's first instinct was fear—not for herself, but for him. "What are you going to do?"

"What I always do. Respond with overwhelming force." Dante stood, already shifting into the cold, controlled version of himself she'd seen at the warehouse. "I need to make some calls. You should go to your room—"

"No." Madison stood as well. "Let me stay. Please."

Dante looked surprised. "This isn't going to be pleasant, Madison. I'm going to be making decisions about violence. About retaliation. Things you probably don't want to witness."

"I know. But you said you wanted me to understand all of you. This is part of who you are. So let me stay."

Something shifted in Dante's expression—gratitude, maybe, or relief. "All right. But you sit there and stay quiet. Understood?"

Madison nodded and settled back onto the sofa while Dante began making calls. She watched him transform, his vulnerability from earlier completely masked by cold efficiency. He spoke in clipped tones, issuing orders without hesitation.

"I want eyes on all their known locations. Anyone associated with Volkov's crew gets picked up for questioning. And find out who leaked the warehouse location—there's a rat somewhere in our organization."

He paced while he talked, his movements predatory. This was Dante in his element—the criminal mastermind orchestrating a response to an attack on his empire.

"No, we don't hit them tonight. We wait. Make them think they got away with it. Then we strike when they're comfortable." A pause. "Viktor, I don't care if it takes a week or a month. When we move, I want it decisive. Overwhelming. I want Volkov to understand what it costs to fuck with what's mine."

Madison should have been horrified. Should have been repulsed by the casual way he discussed violence and retaliation. Instead, she found herself understanding the logic. In Dante's world, showing weakness invited more attacks. Responding with force was survival.

After the third call, Dante finally set down his phone and rubbed his eyes. The exhaustion was visible now, weighing down his shoulders.

"Come here," Madison said softly.

Dante looked at her, surprise flickering across his face. Then he crossed to the sofa and sat beside her. Madison shifted, pulling his head down to rest in her lap. She ran her fingers through his hair, the gesture soothing for both of them.

"You're full of surprises," Dante murmured, his eyes closing.

"So are you." Madison continued the gentle stroking, watching tension slowly bleed from his features. "You're not what I expected."

"What did you expect?"

"A monster. Pure evil. Someone I could hate without complication." Madison's fingers traced the line of his jaw. "But you're not that. You're broken and dangerous and capable of terrible things. But you're also—" She paused, searching for words. "You're also someone who built a library for his dead mother. Who cries at her grave. Who looks at me like I matter."

"You do matter," Dante said, his eyes opening to meet hers. "More than you know."

"Why?" The question had been building in Madison for days. "Why me, Dante? You could have killed me that night in the museum. Could have let me go after a few days once you were sure I wouldn't talk. Why am I still here?"

Dante sat up, turning to face her fully. His hand cupped her face with a tenderness that made her breath catch.

"Because when I looked at you in that hallway—terrified but still defiant, already calculating how to survive—I saw something I recognized. Someone who'd built walls to protect herself from a world that had hurt her. Someone who understood that sometimes survival means becoming hard." His thumb traced her cheekbone. "And I thought, here's someone who might actually understand me. Who might see past the monster to the person underneath."

"That's a lot to assume from one look," Madison said, though her voice wavered.

"I'm good at reading people. It's how I've survived this long." Dante's other hand found hers, interlacing their fingers. "And everything I've learned about you since has only confirmed what I saw that night. You're strong, Madison. Stronger than you give yourself credit for. And I—" He stopped, seeming to struggle with the admission. "I needed that strength. Needed someone who could handle my darkness without being destroyed by it."

"What if I'm not that strong? What if you're wrong about me?"

"You stayed when I gave you the chance to run today. You held me at my mother's grave. You sat here and watched me order retaliation for an attack without flinching." Dante's smile was soft, almost affectionate. "You're exactly as strong as I thought you were. Maybe stronger."

Madison wanted to argue, to point out that staying didn't make her strong—it made her complicit, corrupted, lost. But the words wouldn't come. Because maybe Dante was right. Maybe there was strength in adaptation, in choosing to understand rather than simply condemn.

"I'm scared," she admitted quietly. "Of what I'm becoming. Of how much I'm starting to—" She couldn't finish the sentence.

"Starting to what?" Dante prompted gently.

"Care about you," Madison whispered. "Need you. Want this twisted thing between us."

Dante's expression shifted—triumph and tenderness and something deeper that Madison couldn't name. He leaned forward, pressing his forehead to hers.

"Good," he murmured. "Because I'm terrified too. Of how much I need you. Of what I'd do if I lost you."

"You can't lose something you took," Madison pointed out.

"Can't I?" Dante's hand tightened on hers. "You could hate me. Could withdraw so completely that even though your body was here, you'd be gone. That's what terrifies me, Madison. Not that you'll escape physically, but that you'll escape emotionally. That one day I'll look at you and see nothing looking back."

The vulnerability in his confession undid something in Madison's chest. This was real fear from a man who feared nothing else. Fear of losing her in the only way that mattered.

"I'm still here," she said softly. "Really here. Not just physically."

"I know. That's what scares me most. Because now I have something to lose."

Dante kissed her then, and it was different from every kiss before. Not punishing or claiming or testing. Just... present. Real. Two broken people finding comfort in each other despite—or perhaps because of—the impossibility of their situation.

When they finally pulled apart, Dante stood and offered his hand.

"Stay with me tonight," he said. "Not in your room. In mine."

Madison's heart raced. "Dante—"

"Just to sleep," he clarified. "I'm not—this isn't about sex. I just... I don't want to be alone tonight. And I don't think you do either."

He was right. The thought of going back to her room, alone with her churning thoughts, was unbearable. Madison took his hand.

"Okay," she said.

Dante's bedroom was exactly what she'd expected—large, masculine, dominated by a massive bed with dark linens. But it was also surprisingly personal. Books stacked on the nightstand. A photograph of a young woman who had to be his mother on the dresser. Little details that humanized the space.

He gave her one of his shirts to sleep in—soft cotton that smelled like him. Madison changed in the bathroom, studying her reflection one more time. The woman looking back was unrecognizable from the one who'd worked late at the museum a month ago. This woman had shadows in her eyes and secrets written across her skin. This woman was falling for her captor and didn't know how to stop.

When she emerged, Dante was already in bed, bare-chested, the blankets pooled at his waist. He lifted one side invitingly, and Madison climbed in beside him.

The intimacy of it was overwhelming. More intimate, somehow, than what had happened two nights ago. This was vulnerability of a different kind—the simple act of sharing space, sharing breath, sharing the darkness.

Dante pulled her close, her back to his chest, his arm wrapped around her waist. Madison could feel his heartbeat against her spine, steady and strong.

"Thank you," he murmured into her hair. "For staying. For understanding. For not running when you had the chance."

"You're welcome," Madison whispered back.

They lay like that in comfortable silence, and for the first time since her capture, Madison felt something close to peace. It was wrong—she knew it was wrong. She should be planning escape, not curling into her captor's arms. Should be holding onto her hatred, not letting it dissolve into something dangerously close to affection.

But she was tired of fighting. Tired of the constant war between what she should feel and what she actually felt. Tonight, she just wanted to rest.

"Dante?" she said into the darkness.

"Mm?"

"This thing with the Russians. Is it going to put us in danger?"

Dante's arm tightened around her. "I won't let anything happen to you. I promise."

"That's not what I asked."

A pause. "Yes. There's danger. Volkov is ruthless, and he knows the best way to hurt me is to target what I care about." Another pause, heavier. "Which is why I need you to promise me something."

"What?"

"If something happens—if someone gets into the house, if you hear gunshots, anything—you lock yourself in the panic room. There's one hidden in the library, behind the bookshelf with the Italian poetry. You stay there until I come get you. Understand?"

Fear spiked through Madison. "You're scaring me."

"Good. Fear will keep you safe. Fear will make you do what I'm telling you instead of trying to be brave." Dante shifted, turning her to face him in the darkness. "Promise me, Madison. Promise me you'll hide if anything happens."

"I promise," she whispered.

"Good." He kissed her forehead, then pulled her back against his chest. "Now sleep. Everything will look better in the morning."

But Madison lay awake long after Dante's breathing had evened out into sleep. She thought about rival gangs and burned warehouses and the casual way Dante had ordered retaliation. About the violence that was part of his world now becoming part of hers.

She thought about the panic room in the library, the contingency plans he'd made for her safety. About how even in the midst of planning war, he'd been thinking about protecting her.

And she thought about how completely her life had changed. A month ago, her biggest concern had been restoring a damaged painting. Now she was lying in a crime lord's arms, listening to him sleep, worried about Russian mobsters and gang wars.

She should hate this. Should hate him. Should be planning her escape.

Instead, Madison found herself pressing closer to Dante's warmth, her hand covering his where it rested on her stomach. Found herself taking comfort in his steady heartbeat and the solid strength of his body.

She was falling. Had already fallen, maybe. And the most terrifying part was that she wasn't sure she wanted to be caught anymore.

Outside, somewhere in the darkness, danger was gathering. But here, in Dante's arms, Madison felt safer than she had in years.

And that, more than anything else, told her just how far she'd fallen.


Chapter Thirteen

Madison woke to the sound of voices—urgent, hushed—coming from somewhere beyond the bedroom. For a disorienting moment, she didn't remember where she was. Then she felt the warmth at her back, the arm wrapped around her waist, and memory flooded in.

Dante's bed. His room. His arms.

The voices grew louder, and Dante stirred behind her. His arm tightened reflexively before he seemed to register consciousness, then he was moving—sitting up, reaching for his phone on the nightstand. The loss of his warmth made Madison shiver.

"What time is it?" she asked, her voice rough with sleep.

"Four AM." Dante's jaw tightened as he checked his messages. "Fuck."

"What's wrong?"

Before he could answer, someone pounded on the bedroom door. "Boss! We have a situation."

Marco's voice. Madison pulled the blankets up to her chin as Dante strode to the door, opening it just enough to talk through the gap.

"Volkov's people hit two more locations," Marco said, his words coming fast. "The club downtown and the shipping office on Fifth. Both within the last hour. Security footage shows at least a dozen men, heavily armed."

Dante's shoulders tensed. "Casualties?"

"Five injured. Two dead at the club." Marco's voice dropped. "And boss... they left a message. Said you have twenty-four hours to meet with Volkov or the attacks continue. Said next time they won't just hit property."

The temperature in the room seemed to drop. Madison watched Dante's back, saw the way his hand gripped the doorframe hard enough to whiten his knuckles.

"Triple security here," Dante said, his voice deadly calm. "No one in or out without my explicit approval. I want armed guards on every entrance, cameras monitoring the perimeter. If a fucking squirrel gets within fifty feet of this house, I want to know about it."

"Already done. Viktor's coordinating now."

"Good. Give me ten minutes. I'll meet everyone in the study."

Dante closed the door and stood there for a moment, his head bowed, breathing carefully. Then he turned to face Madison, and the expression on his face made her blood run cold.

Pure, controlled fury.

"How bad is it?" Madison asked quietly.

"Bad." Dante moved to his closet, pulling out clothes with sharp, efficient movements. "Volkov is escalating faster than I expected. This isn't just about territory anymore. He's trying to provoke me into a full-scale war."

"What are you going to do?"

"Give him one." Dante pulled on jeans, then a dark shirt. "But on my terms, not his."

Madison climbed out of bed, suddenly feeling exposed in just his shirt. "You said next time they won't just hit property. What does that mean?"

Dante stopped dressing and looked at her. Really looked at her. "It means they'll target people. My people. Anyone I care about." He crossed to her in three strides, his hands cupping her face. "Which is why you're not leaving my sight until this is resolved. Understood?"

"Dante—"

"I'm serious, Madison. You stay in this room or wherever I am. No wandering the house alone. No going to the studio or library without an armed escort. Volkov knows how to hurt me, and the fastest way to do that is through you."

Fear spiked through her. "Does he know about me?"

"Not yet. But he will. People talk. Someone always talks." Dante's thumbs stroked her cheeks. "I won't let anything happen to you. I promise. But you need to trust me. Can you do that?"

Madison nodded, her throat tight. "I trust you."

The words hung between them, weighted with significance. A month ago, she would have said anything to survive. Now, she meant it. She did trust him—to protect her, if nothing else.

"Good girl." Dante kissed her forehead, then stepped back. "Get dressed. You're coming with me to the meeting."

"But you said—"

"I said you don't leave my sight. That includes strategy meetings." He was already moving toward the door. "Five minutes, Madison. Wear something comfortable."

***

The study was crowded with men Madison didn't recognize—all hard-faced, all armed, all watching her with varying degrees of curiosity and suspicion as she entered with Dante. She recognized Viktor from the warehouse, and Marco who wouldn't meet her eyes.

"Gentlemen," Dante said, his hand firm on Madison's lower back as he guided her to the leather sofa. "Madison stays. Anyone who has a problem with that can leave now."

No one moved, though a few exchanged glances.

"Good. Viktor, report."

For the next hour, Madison sat and listened as Dante and his people dissected the attacks, analyzed Volkov's strategy, and planned their response. It was like watching a military operation—precise, methodical, coldly efficient.

"We have three options," Viktor said, pointing to a map spread across Dante's desk. "Meet with Volkov as requested. Ignore the deadline and fortify our positions. Or strike first while they're expecting us to negotiate."

"Meeting with Volkov is a trap," Marco interjected. "He wants you exposed. Vulnerable."

"Probably," Dante agreed. "But refusing to meet makes me look weak. Like I'm afraid of him."

"You could send a proxy," another man suggested. "Someone to negotiate on your behalf."

"That makes me look even weaker." Dante's fingers drummed on his desk. "No. If I go, I go myself. But not on his terms. I pick the location. I control the security. And I make it clear that if this is a trap, the consequences will be catastrophic for him."

Madison watched the men nod, seeing the logic in Dante's strategy. This was chess at its most deadly—every move calculated, every option weighed for advantage.

"And what about preemptive strikes?" Viktor asked. "We know where three of his operations are. We could hit them hard, show him we're not afraid."

"We will," Dante said. "But after the meeting. I want Volkov to think he has the upper hand. Let him get comfortable. Then we show him what happens when you threaten what's mine."

The meeting continued for another thirty minutes before Dante dismissed everyone with specific assignments. When the last man had filed out, he turned to Madison.

"You were quiet," he observed.

"You told me to be," Madison reminded him. "Besides, what would I have said? I don't know anything about gang warfare."

"You know more now than you did an hour ago." Dante moved to the window, looking out at the pre-dawn darkness. "I meant what I said, Madison. Until this is resolved, you stay close. That means sleeping in my bed, eating meals with me, being where I can see you."

"For how long?"

"However long it takes." He turned back to face her. "I know it's not ideal—"

"I don't mind," Madison said quietly. The admission surprised her, but it was true. The thought of being alone right now, with danger circling, was more frightening than the thought of staying close to Dante.

Something shifted in Dante's expression. "You don't mind sleeping in my bed? Being constantly in my presence?"

"I feel safer with you," Madison admitted. "Is that crazy?"

"Probably." Dante crossed to her, pulling her to her feet. "But I'll take it."

He held her for a long moment, and Madison let herself lean into his strength. Outside, the world was dangerous. People were targeting Dante's empire, maybe targeting her. But here, in his arms, she felt protected.

It was completely irrational. Dante was the most dangerous person she knew. But he was also the only person standing between her and everyone else who might want to hurt her.

***

The next three days fell into a strange new rhythm. Madison stayed in Dante's room—her own had been locked down completely as a security precaution. She woke to him fielding phone calls, watched him coordinate his response to Volkov's attacks, saw him navigate the complexities of his empire under siege.

And every night, they shared his bed. Never crossing the line into something more, but the intimacy building with each passing hour. They learned each other's rhythms—how Dante tensed in his sleep when stressed, how Madison curled into his warmth unconsciously. How they both slept better when touching.

On the third night, Madison woke to find Dante sitting on the edge of the bed, his head in his hands. The clock read 2:47 AM.

"Can't sleep?" she asked softly.

He didn't turn. "Thinking."

"About?"

"The meeting with Volkov is tomorrow. If it goes wrong—" He stopped, his shoulders rigid. "I need you to know something."

Madison sat up, moving to sit beside him. "What?"

"If something happens to me—if Volkov kills me or I don't come back—Viktor has instructions. He'll get you out of here safely. Give you enough money to start over somewhere far away. You'll be free."

The words hit Madison like a physical blow. "Don't talk like that."

"I have to. This is real danger, Madison. Volkov doesn't play games. If tomorrow goes wrong—"

"Then don't go," Madison said, surprising herself with the urgency in her voice. "Send Viktor. Send Marco. Send anyone but yourself."

Dante finally turned to look at her, his expression unreadable. "You care."

"Of course I care," Madison said, her throat tight. "You think I want you to die?"

"A month ago, you would have celebrated my death. Would have seen it as your ticket to freedom."

"A month ago, I didn't—" Madison stopped, unable to finish the sentence.

"Didn't what?" Dante's hand found hers, his fingers interlacing with hers.

"Didn't know you," Madison whispered. "Didn't understand you. Didn't—" She took a shaky breath. "Didn't need you the way I do now."

Dante's eyes searched hers in the dim light. "Say that again."

"I need you," Madison said, the words coming easier the second time. "I hate that I need you. Hate what it says about me. But it's true."

Dante pulled her into his arms with sudden urgency, holding her so tight it almost hurt. "You have no idea how long I've waited to hear you say that," he murmured against her hair. "How much I needed to hear it."

"Then don't go tomorrow," Madison said again. "Please. There has to be another way."

"There isn't. If I don't go, I look weak. And weakness in my world is a death sentence." Dante pulled back just enough to look at her face. "But knowing you care—knowing you need me—that changes everything. It gives me something to come back to."

"You already had something to come back to," Madison said. "Your empire. Your people."

"That's not the same as having someone to come back to. Someone who cares whether I live or die." Dante's hand cupped her face. "You've given me that. Even if you hate yourself for it."

Madison didn't know what to say to that. Didn't know how to reconcile the person she'd been—the woman who valued independence above all else—with the person she was becoming. Someone who needed a dangerous man. Someone who worried about a killer's safety.

"Come back to bed," she said finally. "You need to sleep."

"I don't think I can."

"Then let me help." Madison lay back down, opening her arms in invitation. "Just... let me hold you. Let me help you rest."

Dante looked at her for a long moment, something vulnerable flickering in his eyes. Then he lay down, resting his head on her chest, his arms wrapping around her waist.

The reversal of their usual position felt significant. Madison ran her fingers through his hair, the gesture soothing for both of them.

"Thank you," Dante murmured after a while.

"For what?"

"For caring. For staying. For not running when you had the chance." His arms tightened around her. "For being here now, when I need you most."

"Where else would I be?" Madison asked softly.

"Anywhere but here. You could have withdrawn completely. Could have given me your body but kept your heart locked away. But you didn't. You let me in."

Madison continued stroking his hair, feeling his breathing gradually slow and deepen. She didn't tell him that she hadn't really had a choice. That the walls she'd built over a lifetime had crumbled under his relentless assault. That she'd stopped trying to protect her heart because it was already his.

Instead, she held him while he slept, listening to his steady breathing, feeling the weight of him against her. And she tried not to think about tomorrow. About the meeting with Volkov. About the very real possibility that Dante might not come back.

The thought of losing him now—after everything, after coming this far—was unbearable.

***

Morning came too quickly. Madison woke to find Dante already up, getting dressed in what she'd come to recognize as his armor—an expensive suit, perfectly tailored, that made him look every inch the powerful crime lord he was.

"What time is the meeting?" she asked.

"Two hours." Dante adjusted his tie in the mirror, his movements precise. "Viktor will stay with you while I'm gone. Armed guards on every entrance. You'll be safe."

Madison climbed out of bed and moved to him, wrapping her arms around him from behind. "I don't care about being safe. I care about you coming back."

Dante turned in her arms, his hands settling on her hips. "I will. I promise."

"You can't promise that."

"I can and I do." He lifted her chin, forcing her to meet his eyes. "Because I have too much to lose now. I have you."

He kissed her then—deep and claiming, full of unspoken promises and desperate need. Madison kissed him back with equal intensity, pouring everything she couldn't say into the press of her lips against his.

When they finally pulled apart, both were breathing hard.

"I'll be back before dark," Dante said. "And then we'll finish what we started last night."

"What did we start?" Madison asked, though she thought she knew.

"Admitting what we are to each other. What we've been becoming." Dante's thumb traced her lower lip. "I'm done pretending this is just about control or captivity. I'm done pretending I don't feel things for you that I swore I'd never feel for anyone."

"Dante—"

"I'll say it when I get back. When this is over. When I can say it without the threat of death hanging over us." He kissed her forehead. "Wait for me."

Then he was gone, leaving Madison alone in his room with her racing heart and the terrible certainty that everything was about to change.

For better or worse, she was in this now. Completely. And the thought of Dante not coming back was more frightening than anything else she'd faced.

Madison moved to the window, watching as Dante's car pulled away from the estate, flanked by two other vehicles. Her hand pressed against the glass, and she whispered a prayer to a God she wasn't sure she believed in anymore.

"Come back to me," she breathed. "Please come back."


Chapter Fourteen

The hours crawled by with agonizing slowness.

Madison tried to distract herself—attempted to read, to paint, to do anything but watch the clock. But every minute felt like an hour, every hour an eternity. Viktor checked on her regularly, his expression giving nothing away, offering no reassurance that Dante was okay.

By the time the sun started to set, Madison's nerves were stretched to breaking. She stood at the window of Dante's bedroom—their bedroom, she'd started thinking of it—watching the driveway, waiting for headlights that never came.

What if something had gone wrong? What if Volkov had killed him? What if she never saw him again?

The thoughts spiraled, each one worse than the last, until Madison thought she might scream from the tension.

Then, just as full darkness fell, she saw them. Three sets of headlights coming up the drive, moving fast. Madison's heart leaped into her throat as the cars screeched to a halt in front of the house.

The back door of the middle car opened, and Dante emerged. Even from the window, Madison could see the tension in his shoulders, the coiled energy in his movements. He was alive. He was whole.

Relief flooded through her so powerfully that her knees went weak.

Madison heard his footsteps in the hallway—fast, purposeful. Then the bedroom door flew open, and Dante was there, his eyes finding hers immediately. Something in his expression made her breath catch—wild energy, barely contained violence, and underneath it all, desperate need.

"You're okay," Madison breathed.

"I'm alive." Dante closed the distance between them in three strides, his hands cupping her face, his eyes searching hers with an intensity that made her shiver. "And all I could think about during that entire fucking meeting was getting back to you."

Then he kissed her—not gentle, not tender, but desperate and claiming and raw. Madison kissed him back with equal ferocity, her hands fisting in his jacket, pulling him closer. The fear she'd been holding at bay all day crashed over her, transforming into something else entirely.

Need. Overwhelming, consuming need.

"I was terrified," Madison gasped between kisses. "I thought—I thought you weren't coming back—"

"I promised you I would." Dante's hands moved to her hips, lifting her easily. Madison wrapped her legs around his waist as he carried her to the bed. "I always keep my promises to you."

He laid her down on the mattress, his body covering hers, and Madison felt the last of her control slip away. She didn't want to think anymore. Didn't want to analyze or question or resist. She just wanted him—all of him—with a desperation that terrified and thrilled her in equal measure.

"Dante," she whispered, her hands moving to his tie, fumbling with the knot. "Please."

He pulled back just enough to look at her, his eyes dark with desire and something deeper. "Are you sure? Because once we cross this line, there's no going back. You'll be mine completely."

"I'm already yours," Madison said, the truth of it settling over her like a weight. "I have been for a while now."

Something fierce and possessive flashed in Dante's eyes. "Say it again."

"I'm yours." Madison pulled him down for another kiss. "Completely yours."

Dante groaned against her mouth, his control finally snapping. He made quick work of his tie, his jacket, his shirt—each piece of clothing discarded with urgent efficiency. Madison's hands explored the newly exposed skin, tracing the lean muscle, the scars that told stories of violence survived.

Then his hands were on her, removing her clothes with the same urgency, and Madison felt exposed in a way that went beyond physical nudity. This was surrender of a different kind—not just her body, but everything she'd been holding back.

"You're beautiful," Dante murmured, his hands mapping her curves with reverent touches that made her shiver. "So fucking beautiful. And mine. All mine."

His mouth followed his hands, kissing and tasting every inch of newly exposed skin. Madison arched beneath him, her fingers tangling in his hair as pleasure sparked through her nervous system. Every touch was deliberate, measured—he was learning her body the way he'd learned everything else about her, with complete attention and devastating precision.

When his mouth closed over her breast, Madison cried out, her back bowing off the mattress. Dante's hands held her hips steady as he worshipped her with lips and tongue and teeth, driving her higher with each passing moment.

"Dante," she gasped, her nails digging into his shoulders. "Please. I need—"

"I know what you need." His voice was dark velvet, promising everything. "And I'm going to give it to you. But first, I want to hear you say my name when you come."

His hand slid between her thighs, finding her slick and ready. Madison's hips bucked at the contact, seeking more pressure, more friction, more of everything he was offering.

Dante's fingers moved with the same devastating skill he'd shown before, but this time there was no barrier between them. No clothes, no hesitation, no pretense that this was anything but what it was—complete surrender and absolute claiming.

"Look at me," Dante commanded, and Madison's eyes flew open to meet his. "I want to see you when you fall apart for me."

His thumb found her most sensitive spot while his fingers moved inside her, and Madison shattered. Pleasure crashed over her in waves, and she cried out his name exactly as he'd demanded, her body shaking with the force of her climax.

"Perfect," Dante murmured, watching her face with dark satisfaction. "So perfect for me."

Before Madison could fully recover, Dante was moving—positioning himself between her thighs, the hard length of him pressing against her entrance. He paused, his eyes searching hers one more time.

"Last chance, Madison. Tell me to stop."

"Don't stop," Madison breathed, wrapping her legs around his hips. "Don't ever stop."

Dante entered her in one smooth thrust, and Madison gasped at the overwhelming sensation of fullness, of completion, of rightness. For a moment, they both stilled, adjusting to the intimacy of the connection.

"God, Madison," Dante groaned, his forehead pressed to hers. "You feel incredible."

Then he began to move, and Madison lost all capacity for coherent thought. Every thrust sent pleasure cascading through her, building higher and higher until she thought she might break from the intensity of it.

They moved together with a rhythm that felt ancient and new all at once—two broken people finding wholeness in each other's arms. Dante's hands gripped her hips, angling her to take him deeper, and Madison met each thrust with desperate need.

"Mine," Dante growled, his control fraying with each movement. "Say it. Tell me you're mine."

"Yours," Madison gasped, her nails raking down his back. "I'm yours, Dante. Only yours."

The admission seemed to break something in him. His movements became more urgent, more desperate, driving into her with a ferocity that should have frightened her but instead pushed her closer to the edge.

"Come for me," Dante commanded, his hand sliding between their bodies to stroke her. "Come for me, Madison. Now."

Madison obeyed, her body surrendering to his command as pleasure exploded through her. She cried out his name, her body clenching around him, and felt Dante follow her over the edge moments later. He buried himself deep inside her with a groan that sounded like her name and something more—something that sounded like a prayer.

They collapsed together, breathing hard, hearts racing, bodies still intimately connected. Dante rolled to his side, pulling Madison with him so they stayed joined, his arms wrapped around her like he couldn't bear to let go.

For a long time, neither of them spoke. There were no words adequate for what had just happened—the way they'd come together with such desperate need, the way everything had changed in the space of minutes.

Finally, Dante pulled back just enough to look at her face. His hand came up to brush hair from her forehead, the gesture achingly tender.

"I told you I had something to say," he said quietly. "Something I wanted to wait to say until I got back."

Madison's heart stuttered. "Dante—"

"Let me say this. Please." His eyes held hers, and Madison saw vulnerability there that took her breath away. "I love you, Madison. I'm in love with you. Have been for weeks, probably. Maybe from the moment you looked at me in that hallway with fear and defiance in equal measure."

The words hung between them, heavy with significance. Madison felt tears prick her eyes.

"You don't have to say it back," Dante continued. "I know this whole situation is fucked up. I know I don't deserve your love. But I needed you to know. Needed you to understand that this—us—it's not just about possession or control anymore. It's about—"

"I love you too," Madison interrupted, the words spilling out before she could stop them. "I love you, and I hate myself for it, and I don't care anymore. I just love you."

Dante's expression transformed—shock giving way to joy so pure it made Madison's chest ache. "Say it again."

"I love you," Madison said, tears streaming down her face now. "I love you, Dante Romano. Even though you kidnapped me. Even though this is insane. Even though I should run as far away from you as possible. I love you."

Dante kissed her then—soft and sweet and reverent, like she was precious beyond measure. When he pulled back, his own eyes were wet.

"You're the best thing that's ever happened to me," he whispered. "The only good thing in a life full of darkness. And I swear to you, Madison—I'll spend the rest of my life making sure you never regret loving me."

"I already regret it," Madison said with a watery laugh. "But I can't stop. I don't want to stop."

"Then don't." Dante gathered her close, holding her like she might disappear if he loosened his grip. "Don't ever stop loving me. Because I'm never letting you go."

They lay tangled together, skin to skin, hearts beating in sync. Outside, the world was still dangerous. Volkov was still a threat. Nothing had been resolved.

But in this moment, none of that mattered. They had each other. They had this. And for now, it was enough.

"I never thought I could feel this," Madison whispered, her fingers tracing idle patterns on Dante's chest. "Never thought I was capable of loving someone this much. Needing someone this much."

"Neither did I," Dante admitted. "I spent so many years convinced I was incapable of love. That my father had killed that part of me along with everything else." His hand found hers, interlacing their fingers. "But you proved me wrong. You showed me I could feel something other than rage and emptiness."

"This is insane," Madison said with a shaky laugh. "We both know this is insane, right? That I shouldn't love the man who kidnapped me?"

"Completely insane," Dante agreed. "But maybe that's what makes it real. Maybe the most honest love is the one that makes no logical sense."

Madison turned to look at him, really look at him. This man who'd taken everything from her and somehow given her more than she'd ever had. "Do you think we would have found each other if it hadn't happened this way? If you hadn't taken me?"

"No," Dante said honestly. "You would have spent your whole life behind your walls, and I would have spent mine in the darkness. We needed this—needed the forced proximity to break through our defenses." He paused. "Does that make it right? Probably not. But it makes it ours."

***

Later—much later—they lay in bed with a dinner tray between them, feeding each other bites of food and stealing kisses between mouthfuls. The intimacy of it was almost overwhelming after weeks of tension and resistance.

"Tell me about the meeting," Madison said, tracing patterns on Dante's bare chest. "What happened with Volkov?"

Dante's expression hardened slightly. "It was exactly what I expected. Posturing and threats. He wants me to give up two of my territories and thirty percent of my arms revenue. In exchange, he'll stop the attacks."

"What did you tell him?"

"That I'd consider his proposal." Dante's smile was cold. "Which is code for 'go fuck yourself' in our world. But it buys me time to plan my countermove."

"So the war continues."

"The war continues. But I'm not worried." Dante pulled her closer. "I have something worth fighting for now. Someone worth protecting."

Madison rested her head on his chest, listening to his steady heartbeat. "I'm scared," she admitted. "Scared of what might happen. Scared of losing you now that I've admitted how much you mean to me."

"You're not going to lose me." Dante's arms tightened around her. "I survived my father's brutality. I survived the streets. I built an empire from nothing. I'm not going to let some Russian bastard take me down now."

"Promise me," Madison said, looking up at him. "Promise me you'll be careful. That you won't take unnecessary risks."

"I promise." Dante kissed her forehead. "I have too much to live for now."

They finished their meal in comfortable silence, then Dante set aside the tray and pulled Madison back into his arms. She went willingly, craving the contact, the reassurance of his solid presence.

"When did you know?" Madison asked after a while. "When did you realize you loved me?"

Dante was quiet for a moment, considering. "That night you slapped me. When you were so furious you couldn't see straight, but still coherent enough to argue your point. I realized then that you'd never be broken by this. That you'd fight me every step of the way, and somehow that made me want you more." He paused. "But I knew I loved you when you held me at my mother's grave. When you offered comfort instead of using my vulnerability against me."

Madison's throat tightened. "For me, it was when you showed me the studio. When I realized you'd built me a space to create, and that you actually understood what I needed even when I didn't."

"I do understand you," Dante said softly. "Better than anyone else ever has. Just like you understand me."

It was true. They understood each other in ways that went beyond logic or reason. Two damaged people who'd found something like wholeness in each other's broken pieces.

"What happens now?" Madison asked. "After tonight?"

"Now?" Dante rolled her onto her back, settling between her thighs with a wicked smile. "Now I make love to you again. And again. Until you can't remember what it felt like to be without me."

"I already can't remember," Madison admitted, pulling him down for a kiss.

And as Dante claimed her body once more, Madison surrendered completely—not just physically, but emotionally. She gave him everything she'd been holding back, every last piece of her heart.

Because she loved him. Despite everything, because of everything, she loved him.

And in Dante's arms, being loved in return, Madison finally understood what it meant to be truly seen. Truly known. Truly home.

Even if home was in the arms of the man who'd stolen her freedom, she wouldn't have it any other way.


Chapter Fifteen

Madison woke to sunlight streaming through the windows and the warmth of Dante's body pressed against her back. For the first time since her capture, she didn't feel the familiar spike of disorientation or fear. Instead, she felt something close to contentment.

Everything had changed last night. They'd crossed a line that couldn't be uncrossed, spoken words that couldn't be taken back. I love you. The memory of it sent warmth flooding through her chest.

Dante stirred behind her, his arm tightening around her waist. "Morning," he murmured against her neck, his voice rough with sleep.

"Morning." Madison turned in his arms to face him. In the soft morning light, he looked younger, more relaxed. The tension he usually carried had eased, leaving someone almost unfamiliar in its absence.

"Sleep well?" Dante's hand traced lazy patterns on her hip.

"Better than I have in years," Madison admitted. It was true. Despite everything—the violence, the danger, the complete upending of her life—she'd slept deeply and dreamlessly in Dante's arms.

"Good." Dante leaned in to kiss her, slow and thorough. When he pulled back, his expression had shifted to something more serious. "I need to ask you something."

"What?"

"Do you regret it? Last night? This morning? Any of it?"

Madison considered the question carefully. A month ago, the answer would have been an immediate yes. Even a week ago, she might have hesitated. But now?

"No," she said honestly. "I don't regret it. I probably should. But I don't."

Relief flooded Dante's features. "Good. Because I meant what I said. I love you, Madison. And I want you in my life—not just as someone I'm keeping, but as my partner. My equal."

"Your equal," Madison repeated. "In what way?"

"In every way that matters. I want you to know everything about my business. To help me make decisions. To be someone I can trust completely." Dante's hand cupped her face. "I know it's a lot to ask. But I need you to understand—this isn't just about keeping you anymore. It's about building something together."

Madison's heart raced. This was more than she'd expected. More than she'd dared to hope for. "You want me to help run your criminal empire."

"I want you to be part of it. Not just an observer, but an active participant." Dante's eyes searched hers. "You're brilliant, Madison. You see patterns, analyze situations, think strategically. Those skills aren't just for art restoration. They're exactly what I need in this world."

It should have repulsed her. Should have been the line she refused to cross. But instead, Madison felt a thrill of possibility. A chance to be more than she'd ever been. To use her mind for something bigger than herself.

"What would that look like?" she asked.

"Today? It means sitting in on my meeting with Viktor and Marco. Listening to our plans for dealing with Volkov. Offering your perspective." Dante smiled. "Tomorrow? Who knows. Maybe you'll revolutionize how I run my operations."

"And if I say no? If I'm not ready for that?"

"Then we take it slower. I won't force this, Madison. But I hope you'll at least consider it." His thumb traced her cheekbone. "I want to share my world with you. All of it. Not just the comfortable parts."

Madison took a deep breath. This was it—the final step from captive to willing participant. From victim to accomplice. And strangely, she didn't feel the revulsion she'd expected.

"Okay," she said. "I'll try."

***

Two hours later, Madison sat in Dante's study surrounded by men who'd once terrified her. Now, wearing clothes from her expanded wardrobe—a sleek black pantsuit that made her feel powerful—she felt different. Not scared. Not powerless. Alert and engaged.

"Gentlemen," Dante said, his hand resting casually on Madison's shoulder. "Madison will be joining our strategic discussions from now on. She has my complete trust, and I expect you to treat her input with the same respect you'd give mine."

Viktor and Marco exchanged glances, but neither objected. The other men in the room—five of Dante's top lieutenants—showed varying degrees of surprise and skepticism.

"Viktor, update on Volkov's operations," Dante commanded, settling into his chair and pulling Madison down to sit on the arm of it—a position that put her slightly above everyone else in the room. A deliberate power play.

"We've identified three key locations," Viktor said, spreading a map across the desk. "His main warehouse, the club he uses as a front, and a shipping facility by the docks. Each is heavily guarded, but we've found vulnerabilities."

Madison studied the map, her art historian's eye for detail kicking in. She noticed something immediately—a pattern the others might have missed.

"The locations form a triangle," she said, leaning forward. "Each one is approximately the same distance from the others. That's not random."

The room went quiet. Viktor frowned at the map. "What are you suggesting?"

"That there's a fourth location," Madison said, tracing her finger over the map. "Right here, in the center. That's where his real operation is. The three you've identified are just satellites—decoys to draw attention away from the center."

Dante's hand found hers, squeezing with approval. "Check it out," he ordered Viktor. "Quietly. If Madison's right, that's our real target."

Viktor nodded, looking at Madison with new respect. "I'll have a team on it within the hour."

The meeting continued, and Madison found herself offering observations that the others hadn't considered. Her outsider perspective, combined with her analytical mind, allowed her to see patterns they'd missed. By the time Dante dismissed everyone, she'd contributed three valuable insights that would reshape their strategy.

When the last man had left, Dante pulled Madison into his lap, his arms wrapping around her waist.

"You were brilliant," he said, pressing a kiss to her neck. "Absolutely brilliant."

"I just noticed patterns. It's what I do with damaged paintings too—look for what's missing or hidden." Madison turned to face him. "Did I really help?"

"You may have just identified Volkov's command center. If you're right, you've given us the advantage we need to end this war." Dante's eyes glowed with pride and something deeper. "This is what I meant, Madison. You and me, working together. We're unstoppable."

Madison felt a surge of satisfaction that surprised her with its intensity. She'd helped. Had used her skills to contribute something meaningful. It shouldn't matter—this was criminal activity, after all—but it did. It mattered because it mattered to Dante.

"I liked it," she admitted quietly. "Being part of the strategy. Using my brain for something other than restoration work."

"Good. Because I'm going to need you more and more." Dante's hand moved to the back of her neck, pulling her in for a deep kiss. "You're not just the woman I love anymore. You're my partner. My consigliere. My everything."

The words sent warmth flooding through Madison's chest. She'd spent so much of her life feeling purposeless, using her talents on work that fulfilled her intellectually but left her emotionally empty. Now, for the first time, she felt like she was building something that mattered. Something real.

Even if that something was deeply, fundamentally wrong.

***

Over the next week, Madison's role in Dante's organization solidified. She attended every strategy meeting, offered insights that consistently proved valuable, and slowly earned the respect of men who'd initially seen her as nothing more than their boss's captive.

Her prediction about the fourth location proved correct—Viktor's team discovered a heavily fortified building in the center of the triangle, clearly Volkov's true headquarters. Dante's appreciation manifested in ways both professional and personal, and Madison found herself falling deeper into this new life with each passing day.

She also started using the studio again, but now she painted different things. Not just Dante's face, but scenes from her new life. Abstract representations of power and danger. Dark beauty emerging from violence. Her art evolved, became more honest, more raw.

One evening, she was working on a particularly challenging piece—layers of crimson and black that seemed to pulse with barely contained energy—when Dante appeared in the doorway.

"That's new," he observed, moving to stand behind her. His arms wrapped around her waist, his chin resting on her shoulder. "What is it?"

"Us," Madison said simply. "The darkness and the light. The violence and the love. All tangled together until you can't separate one from the other."

Dante was quiet for a long moment. "It's beautiful," he said finally. "And terrifying. Like everything we are."

"Do you ever wonder if we're wrong?" Madison asked, setting down her brush. "If this whole thing is just trauma and Stockholm syndrome and manipulation?"

"Every day," Dante admitted. "But then I look at you, and I know that whatever this is, it's also real. Maybe it started wrong. Maybe it'll always be morally questionable. But what we feel for each other—that's genuine."

Madison turned in his arms. "I've stopped trying to justify it. Stopped trying to make sense of how I went from hating you to loving you. I just accept that I do."

"That's growth," Dante said with a slight smile. "Acceptance without justification."

"Or insanity."

"Maybe both." He kissed her, slow and deep. "Come to bed. It's late, and you've been painting for hours."

Madison let him lead her from the studio to their bedroom—she thought of it as theirs now, not just his. They'd fallen into domestic rhythms that felt both strange and natural. Mornings tangled in each other's arms. Days working together on strategy. Evenings split between business and pleasure. Nights lost in each other.

It was nothing like the life she'd imagined for herself. But somehow, it was better.

***

Two days later, Viktor burst into Dante's study during a quiet afternoon. Madison was there, reviewing financial records Dante had asked her to analyze, looking for irregularities that might indicate embezzlement.

"Boss," Viktor said, breathing hard like he'd been running. "We have a problem."

Dante looked up sharply. "What kind of problem?"

"Volkov knows about her." Viktor's eyes flicked to Madison. "He knows she's here. Knows you're in love with her. And he's threatened to target her specifically if you don't meet his demands within forty-eight hours."

The temperature in the room plummeted. Madison felt ice flood her veins, but Dante's reaction was worse—his entire body went rigid, his eyes darkening with a fury she'd never seen before.

"How did he find out?" Dante's voice was deadly quiet.

"We don't know. But he sent proof—photos of Madison from the last strategy meeting. Someone inside took them."

"A mole," Madison said, her mind already working through the implications. "Someone in your organization is feeding Volkov information."

"Not for long," Dante said, his voice like steel. "Viktor, I want every person who was at that meeting interrogated. I don't care what it takes. Find the leak."

"Already on it. But boss—" Viktor hesitated. "Volkov's serious about the threat. He sent a message with the photos. Said if you don't give him what he wants, he'll make sure Madison pays the price."

Madison's stomach dropped, but she forced herself to stay calm. Panic wouldn't help. "What does he want?"

"Same as before," Viktor said. "Two territories and thirty percent of arms revenue. But now he's added a new condition—you have to deliver it personally, boss. No proxies. He wants you vulnerable."

"It's a trap," Madison said immediately. "He's using me as bait to get you exposed."

"Obviously," Dante said. "But he's not wrong about the leverage. If he can get to you—" His hands clenched into fists. "I won't let that happen."

"Then we strike first," Madison said, standing. "You know where his headquarters is now. You have forty-eight hours. Hit him before he can hit us."

Both men looked at her with surprise. Madison met their gazes steadily.

"You said you wanted me as a partner," she told Dante. "That means I get to contribute to the hard decisions too. And my opinion is that we don't wait for Volkov to make his move. We end this now."

Dante stared at her for a long moment, then a slow smile spread across his face. "You're absolutely right." He turned to Viktor. "Pull everyone in. I want a full tactical briefing in one hour. We're going to war."

Viktor nodded and left. As soon as the door closed, Dante pulled Madison into his arms.

"I love you," he said fiercely. "And I swear to you, Volkov will not touch you. I'll burn his entire operation to the ground before I let him hurt you."

"I know," Madison said, surprising herself with how much she believed it. "And I'll help you do it."

Because somewhere along the way, she'd stopped being a victim and started being a willing participant in Dante's world. She'd crossed every line she'd sworn she wouldn't cross, and now there was no going back.

This was her life now. Dante was her life. And she would protect what was theirs with the same ruthlessness he would.

***

The tactical briefing was unlike anything Madison had witnessed before. Dante's entire command structure assembled in the study—fifteen men, all hardened and dangerous, all focused on the maps and floor plans spread across every available surface.

"This is Volkov's headquarters," Dante said, pointing to the building Madison had identified. "Three stories, reinforced doors, probably twenty to thirty guards. He thinks he's safe there. He's wrong."

"We hit him tomorrow night," Viktor added. "Two teams. One creates a distraction at the north entrance. The other breaches from the south while they're focused on the diversion."

Madison studied the plans, her mind working. "What about exits? If you push from both sides, he'll retreat through the building. You need to control the exits first or he'll escape."

"She's right," Marco said, examining the blueprints more closely. "There's a service entrance on the east side. And probably a back door on the west. We need teams there too."

"Four teams then," Dante decided. "Simultaneous breach from all sides. No escape routes. We corner him and finish this."

The meeting continued for two more hours, refining details, assigning roles, preparing for every contingency. Madison contributed throughout, her strategic mind proving invaluable in spotting potential weaknesses in their plan.

When everyone finally dispersed, exhaustion settled over Madison like a weight. But beneath it was something else—anticipation. Fear. The knowledge that tomorrow would change everything.

"You should get some rest," Dante said, pulling her close. "Tomorrow will be dangerous."

"You're going into battle," Madison said, looking up at him. "And I'm just supposed to wait here?"

"You're supposed to stay safe. That's non-negotiable." Dante's expression was firm. "I can't focus on the mission if I'm worried about you being in danger."

Madison wanted to argue, but she understood his logic. "Promise me you'll come back."

"I promise," Dante said, sealing it with a kiss. "I have too much to live for now."

They went to bed holding each other, and Madison tried not to think about the very real possibility that this might be their last night together. Tried not to imagine what would happen if Volkov won, if Dante didn't come back, if everything they'd built together crumbled.

Instead, she focused on the steady beat of Dante's heart, the warmth of his skin, the way he held her like she was precious beyond measure.

And she waited for tomorrow to come.


Chapter Sixteen

The attack was scheduled for midnight. Dante left at eleven, kissing Madison long and hard before heading out with Viktor and twenty armed men. Madison watched from the window as the convoy disappeared into the darkness, her stomach tight with anxiety.

The estate felt emptier than usual with so many of Dante's people deployed on the mission. Only a skeleton crew remained—four guards on the perimeter, Marco stationed in the main house. It should have been enough.

It wasn't.

Madison tried to distract herself with a book, but the words blurred together. She paced the bedroom, checked her phone obsessively, listened for any sound that might indicate news from the attack. Midnight came and went. Twelve-thirty. One AM.

At one-fifteen, she heard breaking glass downstairs.

Madison froze, her heart leaping into her throat. That wasn't the sound of someone being careless. That was deliberate. Forced entry. Then training took over—Dante's instructions from weeks ago echoing in her mind. If anything happens, hide. The panic room in the library. She needed to get there.

She moved toward the bedroom door, but before she could reach it, it burst open with enough force to splinter the frame. Marco stumbled through, blood streaming from a gash on his forehead, his gun drawn but wavering. His eyes were wild with panic.

"Run," he gasped, trying to push her toward the window even as he raised his weapon. "They're in the house—interior breach—the mole must have—"

Two men appeared behind him, dressed in black tactical gear. One of them shot Marco in the back, and he crumpled to the floor with a cry that would haunt Madison's nightmares.

Madison ran for the window, but rough hands grabbed her from behind. She screamed, fighting with everything she had, but a cloth pressed over her mouth and nose—chemical sweet, sickeningly familiar.

Chloroform. Just like the night Dante had taken her.

The world tilted, darkness creeping in from the edges of her vision. Madison's last conscious thought was of Dante, returning to find her gone.

***

Madison woke to pain radiating through her skull and the acrid smell of concrete and mildew. She was sitting in a hard metal chair, her hands zip-tied behind her back. Dim light filtered through grimy windows high on the walls—some kind of warehouse or industrial building.

"She's awake."

Madison's head snapped up. A man sat across from her on a expensive-looking office chair that seemed wildly out of place in the derelict surroundings. Mid-fifties, graying hair, ice-blue eyes that held nothing but calculation. He radiated the same kind of controlled danger as Dante, but without any of the warmth she'd come to associate with her captor-turned-lover.

"Volkov," Madison said, her voice steadier than she felt.

"Ms. Lissemore. Or should I say, Dante Romano's woman?" Volkov's English was perfect, barely accented. "I've been very curious about you. The art conservator who somehow captured the heart of the city's most dangerous man."

"If you hurt me, Dante will destroy you." Madison lifted her chin, channeling every ounce of defiance she could muster.

"Oh, I'm counting on it." Volkov smiled, cold and reptilian. "You see, while Dante is busy attacking my decoy headquarters—very clever of you to identify the pattern, by the way—I'm here with his most valuable possession. When he realizes what's happened, he'll come for you. Desperate. Emotional. Vulnerable."

"It was a trap," Madison breathed, understanding flooding through her. "The headquarters. You wanted him to find it."

"Of course. I even made sure my mole in his organization fed him just enough information to confirm your theory." Volkov stood, moving closer. "You're quite intelligent, Madison. I can see why Dante values you. It's a shame you'll have to die."

Fear spiked through her, but Madison kept her expression neutral. "Then why haven't you killed me already?"

"Because dead, you're just a tragedy. Alive, you're leverage. When Dante arrives—and he will arrive—I'll give him a choice. His life for yours. His empire for your freedom." Volkov's smile widened. "And we both know which he'll choose."

Madison's mind raced, looking for options, for weaknesses, for anything she could use. "You're wrong about him. He won't sacrifice everything for me."

"Won't he? I've seen the photos my spy took. The way he looks at you. Touches you. That's not just obsession, Madison. That's love. And love makes men stupid."

Before Madison could respond, Volkov's phone rang. He answered in rapid Russian, his expression shifting from confident to angry in seconds. When he hung up, he was no longer smiling.

"It seems your lover is more resourceful than I anticipated," Volkov said. "He's already traced you here. My perimeter guards are dead."

Hope flared in Madison's chest, but Volkov's next words doused it.

"No matter. Let him come. I have twenty men here, and you as my insurance. This ends tonight, one way or another."

Volkov barked orders in Russian. Men materialized from the shadows—armed, positioned throughout the warehouse. Madison was moved to a more central location, still zip-tied to the chair, now surrounded by guards.

They didn't have to wait long.

The first explosion rocked the building, followed immediately by gunfire. Volkov's men returned fire, the warehouse erupting into chaos. Madison ducked as low as her restraints allowed, her ears ringing from the noise.

Through the smoke and confusion, she caught glimpses of Dante's people moving through the warehouse with military precision. Viktor appeared from behind a concrete pillar, his movements fluid and deadly. He fired twice, and two of Volkov's guards dropped. Then he was gone, melting back into the shadows like a ghost.

The air filled with the smell of gunpowder and blood. Bullets ricocheted off metal beams. Men shouted in Russian and English, orders and curses blending into a cacophony of violence. Madison had never been in a firefight before—had never experienced this level of chaos and terror. Every instinct screamed at her to make herself smaller, to disappear, to survive.

Then Dante himself emerged from the smoke, and Madison's breath caught. He looked like an avenging angel—or a demon, depending on perspective. His face was spattered with blood that clearly wasn't his own, his eyes wild with a fury and fear she'd never seen before. He moved through Volkov's men like death itself, each shot precise and economical, each movement calculated for maximum efficiency.

This was Dante at his most dangerous. Not the man who held her tenderly at night or discussed strategy over coffee. This was the killer who'd built an empire, who'd survived horrors that would have broken most people. This was the monster and the man, combined into something terrifying and magnificent.

"Madison!" His voice cut through the chaos.

"I'm here!" Madison tried to stand, but the chair held her in place.

Dante's eyes found hers across the warehouse, and the relief that flooded his face was visceral. But then Volkov stepped behind Madison, a gun pressed to her temple.

"Drop your weapon, Romano," Volkov ordered. "Or I paint the walls with her brain."

The warehouse went silent. Dante's men stopped firing. Everyone froze.

"Don't," Madison said, looking straight at Dante. "Don't give him what he wants."

"I'm not losing you," Dante said, his voice breaking. "Not today. Not ever."

He lowered his gun.

"Smart choice," Volkov said. "Now kick it away. All the way."

Dante complied, the gun skittering across the concrete. Volkov's men began to advance, weapons trained on Dante and his people.

"You see, Madison?" Volkov's breath was hot against her ear. "Love makes men weak. And weakness—"

He shifted slightly, adjusting his grip on the gun. It was a tiny movement, a fraction of a second of inattention.

Madison moved.

She threw her weight backward, the chair tipping, and felt the zip-ties dig into her wrists as momentum carried her into Volkov. He stumbled, the gun wavering, and Dante was already moving.

The warehouse erupted into violence again. Dante reached Volkov in seconds, tackling him away from Madison. The gun went flying. Madison crashed to the floor still tied to the chair, her shoulder taking the impact with a spike of pain.

She rolled, trying to get her bearings, and saw Dante and Volkov locked in brutal hand-to-hand combat. Around them, the firefight continued, but Madison's attention was fixed on the two men fighting for dominance.

Dante was younger, faster, but Volkov fought dirty—going for eyes, throat, groin. They crashed into a stack of crates, both men bleeding, both driven by pure survival instinct.

Then Madison saw it—Volkov's gun, three feet away from where she'd fallen. She wormed toward it, the chair still attached to her back, her hands still bound. Every movement sent pain through her shoulder, but she didn't stop.

Her fingers closed around the weapon just as Volkov got the upper hand, slamming Dante's head against the concrete. Dante's eyes glazed, his movements slowing. Volkov's hands found his throat, squeezing.

Madison didn't think. Didn't hesitate. Didn't consider the moral implications or the weight of what she was about to do. All she saw was Dante's face turning purple, his hands scrabbling uselessly at Volkov's grip, his eyes starting to glaze.

The man she loved was dying.

Everything else fell away. Every principle she'd held about the sanctity of life. Every belief about who she was and who she'd sworn never to become. None of it mattered. Only Dante mattered.

She raised the gun—awkward with her hands bound, her shoulder screaming in protest—aimed at Volkov's back, and pulled the trigger.

The recoil knocked her backward. The shot was deafening in the enclosed space. And Volkov slumped sideways, a red bloom spreading across his back.

For a moment, everything stopped. The world narrowed to Volkov's body on the ground, blood pooling beneath him in a spreading crimson stain. The gun in Madison's trembling hands, still warm from the shot. The acrid smell of gunpowder. The reality of what she'd just done crashing over her like a wave.

She'd killed someone. Taken a human life. Crossed the one line she'd thought she could never cross.

And the most terrifying part was the absence of regret. She felt shock, yes. Horror at her own capability for violence. But regret? None. She'd do it again in a heartbeat if it meant saving Dante.

Then Dante was there, pulling the gun from her frozen fingers, cutting through her zip-ties with a knife, gathering her into his arms.

"Madison. Madison, look at me."

She looked up at him, seeing blood on his face, fear and relief and something like pride in his eyes.

"I killed him," Madison whispered. "I shot him. I—"

"You saved my life," Dante said fiercely. "You saved us both."

Around them, the last of Volkov's men were being subdued. Viktor appeared, assessing the situation with a professional eye.

"Volkov's dead," he reported. "The rest are surrendering or dead. We won, boss."

But Dante's attention was entirely on Madison. "Are you hurt? Did they—"

"I'm okay," Madison managed. "Dante, I shot him. I killed—"

"I know." Dante cupped her face in his hands, forcing her to focus on him instead of Volkov's body. "Look at me. You did what you had to do. You protected what's ours. That's all that matters."

Tears streamed down Madison's face. "I didn't even think about it. I just—I saw him hurting you and I—"

"You chose me." Dante's voice was thick with emotion. "You chose us. Over everything you used to believe about yourself, you chose to fight for what we have."

Madison nodded, unable to speak past the lump in her throat. She had chosen. In that split second, with the gun in her hands, she'd made a choice that sealed her fate irrevocably.

There was no going back to who she'd been. No pretending this was anything but what it was. She'd crossed the final line, and there was blood on her hands to prove it.

"Let's go home," Dante said, helping her to her feet.

Home. The word settled over Madison like a weight and a comfort in equal measure. Not the apartment she'd lived in before. Not her old life. Home was wherever Dante was. Home was the darkness they'd chosen together.

They walked out of the warehouse together, Dante supporting her, his arm around her waist. Behind them, Viktor and the others dealt with the aftermath—the bodies, the evidence, the loose ends. In Dante's world, there were people for that.

In the car, Madison stared at her hands. They looked the same as they had this morning—same slender fingers, same skin, same lines on her palms. But they'd pulled a trigger. Had ended a life. Had taken someone from the world permanently, irrevocably.

The trembling started then, delayed shock setting in. Her breath came in short gasps. She'd seen Dante kill before—had watched him order deaths, had accepted the violence as part of his world. But doing it herself was different. Feeling the weight of the gun. Seeing the life leave someone's eyes because of her action.

"I can't stop shaking," she said, her voice barely audible.

Dante pulled her against his chest, his arms wrapping around her tight. "I've got you. You're safe now. I've got you."

"I'm a killer now," Madison said numbly. "Just like you."

"You're a survivor," Dante corrected. "Like me. And you did what survivors do—you fought for your life and the lives of the people you love."

"Is that how you justify it?" Madison asked, looking up at him. "All the people you've killed?"

"I don't justify it," Dante said honestly. "I accept it. There's a difference. This world—our world—it's violent. It's dark. But it's also ours. And sometimes protecting what's ours means doing things that can't be undone."

Madison closed her eyes, letting his words sink in. She'd killed to protect what was theirs. Not out of cruelty or malice, but out of love and necessity. Did that make it right? No. But it made it real.

"I love you," she whispered against his chest.

"I love you too," Dante said, his lips pressed to her hair. "More than I thought I was capable of loving anything. You saved my life tonight, Madison. I won't forget that."

They drove through the night, leaving the warehouse and its horrors behind. But Madison knew the memory would follow her. The weight of the gun. The sound of the shot. Volkov's body hitting the ground.

She'd crossed every line she'd sworn she wouldn't cross. Had become someone she'd never imagined being. And the most terrifying part was that she didn't regret it.

Because when it came down to it, when she'd had to choose between her old morality and Dante's life, the choice had been immediate and absolute.

She chose him. Would choose him again. Would choose him every time.

And that told her everything she needed to know about who she'd become.




Chapter Seventeen

They arrived back at the estate as dawn broke, painting the sky in shades of pink and gold that seemed obscene after the night's violence. Madison moved through the house like a ghost, seeing everything through a strange filter of unreality.

Marco was in the hospital—critical but stable, according to Viktor's latest update. The guards who'd been killed had families who would need to be notified, compensated. The damage to the house would need repair. All the mundane logistics of violence.

But Madison's mind kept circling back to one thing: the gun in her hands, the shot, Volkov falling. Over and over, like a loop she couldn't escape.

Dante led her to their bedroom, carefully avoiding the bloodstains in the hallway where Marco had fallen. He tried to guide her to the bed, but Madison pulled away, moving instead to the window. She couldn't lie down. Couldn't rest. Couldn't stop the adrenaline still coursing through her system.

"Madison." Dante's voice was gentle. "You need to rest. You're in shock—"

"I killed someone." The words came out flat, emotionless, and somehow that was worse than if she'd been hysterical. "I shot him in the back. Didn't even give him a chance to see it coming. Watched him fall. Watched the blood spread. And all I can think about is that I'd do it again without hesitation. That I don't regret it. That the only thing I feel is relief that you're alive." Her voice finally broke. "What does that make me?"

Dante moved to stand beside her, not touching, just present. "It makes you human. It makes you someone who chose to protect the person they love, even at great cost to themselves."

"I should feel guilty," Madison said, her voice breaking. "I should be horrified at myself. But I'm not. I'm just... numb. And glad you're alive. And terrified of what that says about me."

"It says you love me." Dante finally touched her, his hand finding hers. "It says you're stronger than you ever knew. It says you made an impossible choice in an impossible situation, and you're brave enough to live with the consequences."

Madison turned to look at him. In the growing light, she could see the bruises forming on his throat where Volkov had choked him. Evidence of how close she'd come to losing him. "How do you live with it? All the people you've killed?"

"By remembering why I did it. By accepting that in my world, violence is sometimes the only language people understand." Dante's thumb stroked across her knuckles. "But Madison, what you did tonight—that wasn't the same as what I do. You weren't enforcing territory or eliminating a business rival. You were saving someone you love. There's a difference."

"Is there?" Madison asked. "Because I pulled the trigger just as easily as you would have. Didn't hesitate. Didn't think. Just acted."

"That's survival instinct. That's what happens when someone you love is in mortal danger—your brain bypasses all the moral philosophy and goes straight to 'protect.'" Dante pulled her into his arms, and Madison finally let herself lean into him. "The fact that you're struggling with it now, that you're questioning yourself—that's what makes you different from people like Volkov. You still have a conscience. You're just learning that conscience and survival can coexist."

Madison closed her eyes, breathing in his scent—smoke and gunpowder and something uniquely Dante. "I'm not who I was," she whispered. "The woman I was two months ago would be horrified by what I did tonight."

"No," Dante agreed. "You're not who you were. You're someone stronger. Someone who knows what she's capable of. Someone who's chosen to embrace the darkness instead of running from it."

"Is that a good thing?"

"I think it's an honest thing. You've stopped lying to yourself about what you're willing to do for the people you love. That's not weakness, Madison. That's strength."

They stood like that for a long time, holding each other as the sun rose higher. Finally, exhaustion won out over adrenaline, and Madison let Dante lead her to bed. They collapsed together, still fully clothed, and Madison fell into a dreamless sleep that was more like unconsciousness.

***

Madison woke to afternoon sunlight and the sound of raised voices from somewhere below. She sat up slowly, her body aching in a dozen places—bruises from the zip-ties, her wrenched shoulder, the general soreness that came from trauma and adrenaline crash.

Dante was gone, but there was a note on his pillow: *Dealing with the mole. Stay in the room. I'll come get you when it's done. —D*

The mole. The person who'd betrayed them to Volkov, who'd given him the information he needed to kidnap her. Madison felt a spike of cold fury that surprised her with its intensity.

Someone in Dante's organization had sold them out. Had put both their lives at risk. And now they were downstairs, facing consequences.

Madison should have stayed in the room as instructed. Should have let Dante handle it. But something compelled her to get up, to dress in fresh clothes, to follow the sound of voices to the study.

The door was slightly ajar. Through the gap, Madison could see Viktor standing guard while Dante circled someone zip-tied to a chair. The prisoner was one of the lieutenants from the strategy meetings—James, mid-thirties, someone she'd thought seemed trustworthy.

"How much did he pay you?" Dante's voice was eerily calm. "How much was our lives worth?"

"Fifty thousand," James said, his voice shaking. "But I didn't know—I thought he just wanted intel on your operations. I didn't know he was planning to take her. To come after you like that."

"You didn't know," Dante repeated. "You fed information to my enemy, took his money, betrayed everyone in this organization. But you didn't know he'd use it to hurt us."

"I'm sorry, boss. I swear, I'm—"

"You're sorry." Dante stopped pacing, standing directly in front of James. "Marco is in the hospital because of you. Three guards are dead because of you. Madison was kidnapped and nearly killed because of you. And you're sorry."

"Please, I'll make it right. I'll do anything—"

"You can't make this right." Dante's voice dropped to something deadly quiet. "There's no coming back from betrayal. You know that. Everyone in this room knows that."

Madison knew what was coming. Knew Dante was about to execute James for his betrayal. And she knew she should feel something—horror, disgust, moral outrage. But all she felt was cold satisfaction that the person who'd endangered them would face consequences.

She pushed the door open wider, stepping into the study. All eyes turned to her.

"Madison," Dante said, surprise flickering across his face. "I told you to stay—"

"I know what you told me." Madison moved to stand beside him, looking down at James. "But he betrayed both of us. I have a right to be here."

James stared at her with desperate eyes. "Please. I didn't mean for you to get hurt. I just needed the money—my daughter's sick, medical bills—"

"Everyone has reasons," Madison said, her voice cold in a way that surprised her. "Everyone has justifications for their choices. But you chose to betray the people who trusted you. And that has consequences."

She looked at Dante. "Do it."

Dante studied her face for a long moment, then nodded. He pulled out his gun, aimed, and fired in one smooth motion. James slumped forward, dead before he could scream.

Madison didn't flinch. Didn't look away. She watched dispassionately as Viktor moved to deal with the body, as if this was just another aspect of her new life to accept and integrate.

"Madison—" Dante began.

"Don't." She held up a hand. "Don't ask me if I'm okay or try to protect me from this. I chose to be here. I chose to watch. I chose this life. All of it."

Something shifted in Dante's expression—recognition, maybe, or acceptance. "Okay," he said simply.

They left Viktor to clean up and walked together to the conservatory. The glass walls let in afternoon light, and the plants seemed obscenely alive and normal after the violence they'd just witnessed.

"You didn't have to watch that," Dante said quietly.

"Yes, I did." Madison sank onto one of the benches, suddenly exhausted. "If I'm going to be your partner—your real partner, not just strategically but in every way—then I need to understand all of it. Including this. Including the executions and the violence and the ugly parts you've been trying to shield me from."

Dante sat beside her. "Most people wouldn't choose that. Most people would run from it."

"I'm not most people. Not anymore." Madison looked at her hands—the same hands that had killed Volkov last night. "I've spent my whole life trying to be good. Moral. Controlled. But maybe that was just another kind of prison. Maybe choosing you—choosing this—is the first truly free choice I've ever made."

"Freedom through darkness," Dante mused. "That's a hell of a philosophy."

"Maybe. Or maybe it's just honest. I love you. I love the man you are, including the parts that are dangerous and violent and morally questionable. And loving you means accepting all of this." Madison gestured at the estate, at the world Dante had built. "The violence. The power. The darkness. I'm done pretending I can love you while rejecting your world. They're the same thing."

Dante pulled her close, and Madison let herself be held. "You're sure?" he asked. "Because once you fully embrace this, there's no going back. You'll be complicit in everything I do. Everything we do together."

"I'm already complicit," Madison said. "I killed to protect you. I helped plan the attack on Volkov. I just watched you execute a traitor without protest. There's no 'going back' anymore. There's only forward."

"Then forward it is." Dante kissed the top of her head. "Together."

***

That evening, they had dinner in the dining room as if it was any other night. The normalcy of it was surreal—candles, wine, excellent food. But beneath the surface, everything had changed.

"I need to ask you something," Madison said over dessert.

"Anything."

"My old life. The apartment, my job at the museum, Sloan—what happens to all of that?" The question had been gnawing at her. She'd been avoiding thinking about it, but it needed to be addressed.

Dante set down his wine glass carefully. "What do you want to happen?"

Madison thought about it carefully. "The museum thinks I quit—that's the story you had your people spread, right? My apartment lease has probably already been terminated. My things are in storage somewhere, I assume." She paused. "But Sloan—she deserves to know I'm okay. That I'm alive. That I chose this. She's probably been worried sick, thinking something terrible happened to me."

"We can arrange contact," Dante said. "Carefully. A letter, maybe, or a phone call from an untraceable number. Enough to give her peace without revealing where you are or what you've become part of."

"What have I become part of?" Madison asked.

"An empire. A family. A world that operates by different rules than the one you knew." Dante reached across the table to take her hand. "But more than that—you've become my partner. In business. In life. In everything."

"And the woman who was Madison Lissemore, art conservator?"

"She still exists. You can still restore art, still create. But now you also do other things. Strategic planning. Managing operations. Being the person I trust most in this world." Dante's grip tightened on her hand. "You get to be all of yourself, Madison. Not just the safe parts."

The words settled over her like a benediction. For the first time in her life, she didn't have to choose between different versions of herself. She could be both the woman who loved art and beauty, and the woman who killed to protect what was hers. Both the thinker and the fighter. Both soft and hard.

"I want to write to Sloan," Madison decided. "Tell her I'm safe and happy and that I chose this. She won't understand, but she deserves to know."

"Then we'll make it happen." Dante stood and pulled her to her feet. "But first, I want to show you something."

He led her to his study, to the wall that had once been covered with information about his father. It was bare now, the photos and documents removed.

"I took it down this afternoon," Dante explained. "I've spent twenty-four years defined by what he did to me. By the trauma and the rage and the need to prove I was more than his victim." He turned to face Madison. "But you've shown me that I can be defined by something else. By love. By partnership. By building something instead of just destroying."

Madison's eyes burned with tears. "You're not just what he made you."

"Neither are you just what your past made you." Dante pulled her into his arms. "We're what we choose to be now. Together."

They stood like that for a long time, holding each other in the room where so many strategic decisions had been made. Then Dante led her upstairs, and they made love with a desperation and tenderness that spoke to everything they'd survived together.

***

Later, lying in the darkness with Dante's arm around her, Madison thought about the woman she'd been two months ago. That woman would never have believed she could become this. Could kill without regret. Could watch an execution without flinching. Could fully embrace a life built on violence and power.

But that woman had been living half a life. Hiding from everything that scared her. Building walls instead of connections. She'd been safe, yes. But she'd also been alone and unfulfilled.

This version of Madison—the one who loved a dangerous man and had become dangerous herself—was more fully alive than she'd ever been. More honest. More complete.

"What are you thinking about?" Dante asked in the darkness.

"That I'm happy," Madison said, surprised by the truth of it. "After everything—the violence, the fear, the killing—I'm actually happy."

"Is that so strange?"

"It should be. Normal people aren't happy after killing someone. After watching executions. After embracing a criminal life."

"We've never been normal," Dante pointed out. "And maybe happiness isn't about having a conventional life. Maybe it's about finding where you belong, even if that place is unconventional."

"I belong with you," Madison said. "In your world. No matter how dark it gets."

"And I belong with you." Dante pulled her closer. "My light in the darkness. My partner. My love."

They fell asleep like that, wrapped in each other, and for the first time since her kidnapping, Madison slept without nightmares.

She'd found her place. Found her purpose. Found herself.

And tomorrow would be the first day of the rest of their lives together.


Epilogue

One Year Later

Madison stood at the floor-to-ceiling windows of her office, watching snow fall over the estate grounds. It was early December, and the forest had transformed into something out of a winter fairytale—all white and crystalline and beautiful.

Behind her, the office hummed with quiet productivity. Her assistant—a sharp young woman named Claire—was coordinating with Viktor's team on a shipment issue. The desk held three monitors displaying financial data, territory maps, and encrypted communications. The walls bore artwork Madison had selected herself, including several of her own paintings.

This was her domain. Her kingdom within Dante's kingdom.

A knock at the door pulled her from her thoughts. "Come in," she called without turning.

"The quarterly reports are ready for your review," Claire said, setting a tablet on the desk. "And Dante asked if you'd join him in the study when you have a moment."

"Thank you, Claire. I'll head there now." Madison grabbed her tablet and made her way through the familiar corridors of the estate.

The house had been fully repaired after the attack last year—no trace remained of that violent night except the memories. Marco had recovered fully and now ran logistics with even more dedication than before. New security measures had been implemented. The organization was stronger than ever.

And Madison had become an integral part of it all.

She found Dante in his study, reviewing documents with Viktor. Both men looked up as she entered.

"Perfect timing," Dante said, gesturing to a chair. "We're finalizing the acquisition of the dockside properties. Viktor was just explaining the security concerns."

Madison settled into the chair, immediately focusing on the maps spread across the desk. "What's the primary issue?"

"Access points," Viktor said. "Too many ways in and out. Makes the location vulnerable to raids or theft."

Madison studied the layout, her analytical mind already working through solutions. "What if we consolidate the entry points? Block off these three here—" she pointed to the map, "—and funnel all traffic through a single checkpoint we control. Install cameras, scanners, the full security suite."

Viktor's expression shifted to approval. "That could work. It would mean some construction, but the investment would pay off in reduced risk."

"Do it," Dante decided. He looked at Madison with the same pride she saw every time she contributed something valuable. "Good catch."

They spent another hour refining the details before Viktor left to implement the plan. When they were alone, Dante pulled Madison into his lap.

"You're brilliant," he murmured, pressing a kiss to her neck. "Do you know that?"

"You tell me frequently." Madison relaxed against him, enjoying the familiar warmth. "How was your meeting with the senators?"

"Productive. They've agreed to support the infrastructure bill that will benefit our shipping operations." Dante's hand traced patterns on her hip. "Your suggestion to frame it as economic development was perfect. They couldn't refuse without looking like they're blocking job creation."

Madison smiled. This was their life now—strategic partnerships, political maneuvering, building an empire together. "I learned from the best."

"You've surpassed the best." Dante turned her to face him. "I mean it, Madison. You've transformed how I approach problems. Made me think bigger, smarter. You're not just my partner—you're my better half."

The words made her chest tighten with emotion. A year ago, she'd been terrified and alone in a locked room. Now she was sitting in her captor's lap, discussing criminal enterprises, and feeling nothing but love and contentment.

"I have something for you," Dante said, reaching into his desk drawer.

He pulled out a small velvet box, and Madison's breath caught.

"Dante—"

"Wait. Before you say anything, let me explain." He opened the box to reveal a stunning ring—a black diamond surrounded by smaller white diamonds, set in platinum. Dark and light intertwined, just like them. "I know this started in the worst possible way. I know I took your freedom, your choices, everything. But somewhere in that darkness, we found something real. Something neither of us expected."

Madison stared at the ring, her vision blurring with tears.

"I love you," Dante continued. "Not because I own you or control you, but because you're the only person who's ever truly seen me. The monster and the man. And somehow you chose to stay. Chose to love me back. Chose to build this life with me." He took the ring from the box. "So I'm asking—will you marry me? Not as my captive or my possession, but as my equal. My partner. My choice, the way I hope I'm still yours."

Madison's tears spilled over. She thought about the journey that had brought them here. The terror and anger and gradual transformation. The moment she'd first admitted to herself that she loved him. The night she'd killed to save his life. Every step that had led to this moment.

"Yes," she said, her voice breaking. "Yes, I'll marry you."

Dante slipped the ring onto her finger—a perfect fit, because of course he'd known her size. Then he kissed her with a desperation and joy that made her heart ache.

"I was terrified you'd say no," he admitted when they finally broke apart.

"Why would I say no? You're my home now. This life is my home." Madison looked at the ring on her finger—dark and light, like them. "I can't imagine being anywhere else."

***

That evening, they had a celebratory dinner with the core members of the organization. Viktor, Marco, and the other lieutenants raised glasses to their boss and his new fiancée. There was genuine warmth in the congratulations—Madison had earned their respect over the past year, proven herself invaluable to their operations.

After everyone left, Madison and Dante retreated to their bedroom. She sat at the vanity, removing her jewelry, when she noticed an envelope propped against the mirror. Her name was written on it in Dante's distinctive handwriting.

"What's this?" she asked.

"Open it," Dante said from where he was loosening his tie.

Inside was a letter and what looked like legal documents. Madison scanned the letter first.

*Madison,*

*A year ago today, I took your freedom. Stole you from your life and brought you into mine. It was the most selfish thing I've ever done, and I'd be lying if I said I regretted it. But I do regret the fear and pain I caused.*

*The documents are ownership papers for the estate and all associated properties. They're in your name now. Free and clear. You own this place, these grounds, everything. If you ever decide you want to leave—if you ever change your mind about us—you can. And you'll have somewhere to go, resources to support yourself. You're not trapped anymore. You never have to feel trapped again.*

*I love you. Not because I own you, but because I choose you. And I want you to know that you can always choose differently.*

*Forever yours,*

*Dante*

Madison stared at the documents, tears streaming down her face again. He'd given her the one thing she thought she'd lost forever—true freedom. The choice to stay or go. And in doing so, he'd proven that what they had was real.

She turned to find Dante watching her with careful eyes, waiting for her reaction.

"You gave me the estate," she said.

"I gave you freedom. Real freedom. The choice to stay because you want to, not because you're trapped."

Madison crossed to him, framing his face with her hands. "I choose you. I choose this. Not because I'm trapped or manipulated or suffering from Stockholm syndrome. But because I genuinely love you and the life we've built together."

"Are you sure? Because Madison, if you ever want out—"

She kissed him, silencing his doubts. "I'm sure. I've never been more sure of anything."

They made love that night with a new depth of emotion—the knowledge that Madison was truly choosing this, choosing him, making everything more intense.

***

The next morning, Madison woke early and made her way to the studio. She hadn't painted in weeks—too busy with organizational matters—but the engagement had stirred something creative in her.

She set up a fresh canvas and began to paint. Not the dark abstracts she'd been creating, but something different. A portrait. Two figures intertwined, their features blurred but clearly connected. Dark and light merged into something new. Something beautiful in its complexity.

Hours passed unnoticed. The painting took shape, became real under her hands. It was her and Dante. Not as they'd been, but as they'd become. Equal parts shadow and illumination.

"That's stunning."

Madison turned to find Dante in the doorway, coffee in hand. She accepted the mug gratefully.

"It's us," she said simply.

"I can see that." Dante moved to stand behind her, studying the painting. "You've captured something true. The way we've changed each other."

"You brought out darkness in me I didn't know existed," Madison said. "And I brought out light in you that had been buried for years. We made each other into new people."

"Better people," Dante said. "More complete."

"Are we?" Madison set down her brush and turned to face him. "Better? We run a criminal empire. I've killed. I help plan operations that hurt people. Are we really better?"

"We're honest," Dante said. "We know what we are and we don't apologize for it. We protect the people we care about. We build something that lasts. Maybe we're not good in the conventional sense. But we're true to ourselves and each other. That counts for something."

Madison considered this. A year ago, she would have rejected such moral relativism. Would have insisted that good and evil were absolutes. But she'd learned that life was more complicated than that. That sometimes love grew in dark places. That sometimes the wrong choices led to the right destinations.

"I got a response from Sloan," she said, changing the subject.

Dante's expression shifted to concern. "And?"

"She doesn't understand. Said she thinks I'm in danger, that I should reach out to the police." Madison smiled sadly. "But she also said she loves me and wants me to be happy. That if I truly chose this, she respects my decision even if she disagrees with it."

"That's more than many people would give," Dante observed.

"She's a good friend. The best I've ever had." Madison leaned against Dante. "I told her I'm getting married. Invited her to the wedding if she wants to come. I don't expect her to accept, but I wanted her to know she's welcome."

"You're a good person, Madison. Better than you give yourself credit for."

"I'm a person who killed someone to protect you. Who helps run a criminal organization. Who's complicit in violence."

"You're also someone who still cares about art and beauty. Who maintains friendships even when they're complicated. Who creates instead of just destroying." Dante turned her to face him. "You contain multitudes, Madison. Dark and light. That's what makes you perfect."

Madison kissed him, pouring a year's worth of love and acceptance into it. When they pulled apart, both were breathing hard.

"Come on," Dante said, taking her hand. "Viktor is coming by in an hour to discuss the expansion plans. We should prepare."

They walked back to the house together, hand in hand, and Madison felt a deep sense of contentment settle over her. This was her life now. Strategy meetings and criminal enterprises and loving a dangerous man. It wasn't the life she'd planned, but it was the life she'd chosen.

And she wouldn't change a thing.

***

That night, lying in bed with Dante's arms around her and her engagement ring catching the moonlight, Madison thought about the woman she'd been. The art conservator who'd valued safety and control above all else. Who'd built walls to protect herself from pain. Who'd been so afraid of living that she'd barely existed.

That woman was gone, transformed by fire and darkness and unexpected love.

In her place was someone stronger. Someone who knew what she was capable of—both the terrible and the wonderful. Someone who'd chosen darkness and found light within it. Someone who'd surrendered everything and gained more than she'd ever imagined.

"What are you thinking about?" Dante murmured sleepily.

"That I'm happy," Madison said. "Genuinely, completely happy. Despite everything. Because of everything."

"Good," Dante said, pulling her closer. "That's all I've ever wanted. Your happiness. Your love. Your choice."

"You have all three," Madison assured him. "Forever."

She drifted toward sleep, secure in Dante's arms, secure in her choices, secure in the knowledge that she was exactly where she belonged.

The veiled obsession that had started in violence and fear had transformed into something real. Something lasting. Something neither of them had expected but both had chosen.

And in the darkness they'd created together, they'd found their light.

***

THE END
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