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Chapter 1
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Not the crisp, clean cold of ivory, but the damp, creeping chill of something long dead. My breath came slow, measured–forcing calm into my limbs when every instinct screamed to run. The gala hummed around me, an ocean of black-tie predators circling their prey. Crystal glasses clinked, laughter slithered between conversations, and the scent of expensive cologne clung to the air like poison. I focused on the sheet music, the notes blurring for just a second before I forced them back into sharp relief. Raindrop Prelude. A fitting choice. Delicate. Fragile. A storm wrapped in something beautiful. My fingers pressed into the keys, the first notes trembling–not enough for the audience to notice, but I felt it. The vibration of the piano wires shuddered up my arms, the faint metallic whine hidden beneath the melody. A dissonant chord lingered too long, my control slipping for half a breath. Too hard. I exhaled. Adjusted. The music smoothed again, seamless. But I wasn’t alone in hearing the mistake. A shadow shifted at the edge of my vision. Not a guest, not one of the suited vultures preening near the champagne towers. This was something else. Darker. Still. Kieran Vale. I didn’t look at him. Didn’t dare. But I felt him, the weight of his attention like a hand circling my throat. He hadn’t moved from his post in the far corner since the performance started, a silhouette against the blood-red drapes. Watching. My fingers found the next passage–soft, aching. The kind of music that made men sigh and women dab their eyes with silk handkerchiefs. But beneath the pretty surface, the rhythm was a code. A countdown. Three more minutes until the tracker beneath my skin would pulse. Three more minutes until I’d know if I’d earned another day. The pocket watch in my jacket–the one that had stopped at 3:07 AM years ago–felt like a stone against my ribs. A reminder. A warning. The music swelled, and for a heartbeat, I let myself drown in it. Let the notes drag me under so I wouldn’t have to think about the debt coiled around my bones, the man waiting in the shadows, or the way my pulse kicked when his gaze burned into my back. Then, a shift. A rustle of fabric, the faintest scuff of leather on marble. He was moving. Toward me. My fingers stumbled–just once–before catching. The melody didn’t break, but something else did. The illusion. The lie that I was just another pianist, just another pretty ornament at a Syndicate gala. Kieran knew. And now, he was coming to collect.

»You missed a note.«

The voice was rough, edged with something that wasn’t quite anger. Something worse–amusement. I didn’t turn. Didn’t need to. Silas Mercer lounged against the piano, his knuckles split from the force of his throw. Blood slid down his wrist, disappearing beneath the cuff of his tailored jacket. The gash didn’t seem to bother him. His gaze, though–that was a blade pressed to my throat. 

»Did I?«

My voice was steady. A miracle. Inside, my heartbeat was a caged thing, slamming against my ribs. 

»E-flat.«

He tapped a finger–still wet with his own blood–against the lacquered wood. 

»Right before the arpeggio.«

I swallowed. I hadn’t missed the note. But correcting him would only twist the knife deeper. A shadow shifted at the edge of my vision. Kieran Vale had moved from his corner, his presence a silent quake through the room. He didn’t speak. Didn’t intervene. But the air thickened with the weight of his attention, cold and calculating. Silas smirked, tilting his head as if listening to a joke only he could hear. 

»You know what happens to things that break in this house, Elara?«

My pulse hitched. His fingers brushed the rim of the piano, tracing the path of his spilled champagne. 

»They get thrown away.«

The words lingered, a promise wrapped in a threat. My nails bit into my thighs beneath the fallboard. The scent of his blood mixed with the alcohol, sharp and metallic. And then »Enough.«

Kieran’s voice was soft. Deadly. He didn’t raise it. Didn’t need to. The temperature in the room dropped by degrees. Silas stilled, his smirk faltering for half a second before he schooled his face back into casual cruelty. 

»Just giving our little pianist a lesson.«

Silas flicked a shard of glass off the keys. 

»Professional courtesy.«

Kieran stepped forward. The crowd parted for him without realizing they’d moved–instinct, the same way prey freezes when the wolf steps into the clearing. His cufflinks gleamed under the chandeliers, silver wolves with ruby eyes. Watching. Waiting. 

»Touch my piano again,« Kieran said, »and I’ll feed you your own fingers.«

Not a threat. A fact. Silas exhaled a laugh, shaking his head as he pushed off the piano. 

»Always so dramatic.«

But he stepped back, hands raised in mock surrender. Kieran’s gaze slid to me, the ice in it enough to burn. 

»Play.«

Not a request. A test. My fingers trembled–just once–as I settled them back over the keys. The blood had smeared across the ivory. I pressed down. The music returned, fractured but unbroken. Just like me. Silas watched me from across the room, his cut knuckles dripping onto the marble. Kieran hadn’t moved, his presence a noose around my throat. And beneath my skin, the tracker pulsed. Two more minutes. Two more minutes until I found out if I’d survive the night.

The music flowed from my fingers like a confession. Every note was a lie, every chord a carefully constructed mask. The blood on the keys smudged beneath my touch, sticky and warm. I didn’t glance at Silas, didn’t dare meet Kieran’s gaze. Instead, I focused on the weight of the room, the way every breath held itself in anticipation. Then he moved. Kieran Vale stepped from the shadows, a slow, deliberate prowl that made the air turn to glass. The hum of conversation died in his wake, swallowed whole by the gravity of his presence. He didn’t speak. Didn’t need to. The silence was his weapon, honed sharper than any blade. My fingers hesitated–just for a fraction of a second–before finding the next note. He stopped beside the piano. Close enough that the scent of bergamot and gun oil curled into my lungs. Expensive. Lethal. I didn’t look up, but I felt his attention like a hand gripping the back of my neck. 

»Keep playing.«

A command. A challenge. I obeyed. The music was a lifeline, something to anchor me against the storm gathering in his stillness. He wasn’t watching the keys. Wasn’t listening to the melody. His focus was on me, dissecting, calculating. I could feel it like fingers tracing the bones of my spine. Then his hand slid over mine. Not to stop me. Just–there. A touch so deliberate it stole my breath. His skin was rough, calloused in a way that spoke of violence, not luxury. And cold. Always so cold. I faltered. The music stuttered. His thumb brushed my wrist–not the unmarked skin, but the scars beneath. A whisper of contact, barely there. But I knew what he was doing. Knew what he’d seen. 

»Who hurt you?«

The question was quiet, for my ears alone. A blade hidden in velvet. I didn’t answer. Didn’t dare. The tracker beneath my skin burned hotter, counting down. He exhaled, slow, measured. 

»You don’t flinch.«

Not a compliment. An observation. I forced my fingers to keep moving. 

»Should I?«

A beat. Then the corner of his mouth tilted–just slightly. Not a smile. A predator acknowledging prey that hadn’t bolted. 

»Most do.«

His fingers tightened, just enough to feel the threat beneath the restraint. A warning. A test. I played through it. The music swelled, dark and aching. The blood on the keys was mine now, transferred from his hand to mine. A mark. A claim. Across the room, Silas watched us, his smirk long gone. Kieran leaned in, his breath a cold whisper against my ear. 

»Finish the song, Elara.«

He knew my name. The realization sliced through me, sharp as the tracker’s incessant pulse. One minute left. I didn’t look at him. Didn’t let my hands shake. But beneath the music, beneath the weight of his presence, something dangerous unfurled in my chest. Not fear. Challenge.

The piano keys were slick beneath my fingers, the melody dragging itself out of me like a confession. Kieran’s hand still covered mine, his grip deceptively light. But there was nothing gentle in the way his thumb traced the raised scars along my wrist–slow, deliberate, as if mapping the paths of old wounds. 

»You play like you're running out of time,« he murmured. His voice was low, meant only for me, but every syllable was a blade pressed to my throat. I didn’t answer. What was there to say? The tracker beneath my skin throbbed, a countdown I couldn’t ignore. Silas’s laughter cut through the tension like a dull knife. 

»Oh, she’s always in a hurry. Debt collectors have that effect.«

He stepped closer, his grin a cruel slash of white in the dim light. 

»Speaking of–time’s up, little songbird.«

Kieran didn’t move. Didn’t even look at him. His fingers tightened just enough to still my hands. The music died mid-note, leaving a silence so thick it pressed against my ribs. 

»I wasn’t finished,« I said. Silas barked a laugh. 

»You don’t get to decide when you’re finished, darling.«

His gaze flicked to Kieran, a challenge in the tilt of his chin. 

»Unless Vale here plans to pay your debts for you?«

Kieran exhaled, slow, measured. His signet ring caught the light as he turned it–once, twice, three full rotations before he spoke. 

»How much?«

The question was a trap. I knew it. Silas knew it. But greed made men stupid, and Silas had never been the brightest. 

»Fifty grand,« he said, too fast, too eager. Kieran’s fingers twitched against mine. 

»That all?«

Silas’s grin faltered. 

»That’s just the principal. Interest brings it to seventy.«

A hollow laugh escaped me. 

»You’re lying.«

»And you’re in no position to call me a liar.«

Silas’s voice sharpened, the amusement bleeding into something uglier. 

»Unless you’d rather work off the debt my way?«

I flinched before I could stop myself. Kieran’s grip turned viselike. His thumb pressed into my pulse point, a silent command: Don’t. 

»Seventy thousand,« he repeated, deadpan. 

»And what exactly does that buy me?«

Silas’s grin returned, oily and knowing. 

»Her. Body and soul. Standard contract.«

The air turned to glass. I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move. Kieran tilted his head, considering. His thumb stroked my wrist again–soothing, this time. Or maybe I was imagining it. 

»No,« he said at last. Silas blinked. 

»What?«

»I said no.«

Kieran’s voice didn’t rise, didn’t waver. But something in it made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. 

»I don’t deal in souls. Too messy.«

Silas scoffed. 

»Then leave her to me.«

Kieran’s fingers slid from mine, and for a single, heart-stopping second, I thought he would. That he’d turn and walk away, and I’d be left to Silas’s mercy–or lack of it. But then his hand found my chin, tilting my face toward him. His touch was ice, his gaze darker. 

»You don’t belong to him,« he said, so quiet it was almost a whisper. 

»Do you?«

I didn’t answer. Didn’t have to. Kieran turned back to Silas. 

»I’ll pay the principal. Not a cent more.«

Silas’s face darkened. 

»You can’t just–« »I can.«

Kieran’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. 

»Unless you’d like to discuss it privately?«

A beat. Then another. Silas swallowed. 

»Fine. But she’s your problem now.«

Kieran’s fingers curled around my wrist again, his thumb resting over the scars. 

»Oh,« he said, almost to himself, »I doubt that.«

The tracker beneath my skin burned hotter. Run. But where would I go?

Kieran didn’t let go of my wrist. His grip wasn’t cruel, but it wasn’t gentle either–just absolute, the kind of hold that made it clear he expected obedience. Like he already owned me. And maybe, in this moment, he did. The bar was too loud, too bright, every laugh and clinking glass scraping against my nerves. My pulse thundered in my ears, drowning out everything but the slow, deliberate rasp of Kieran’s voice. 

»Upstairs. Now.«

Not a request. Not even a demand. Just fact. I swallowed. The tracker beneath my skin burned, a sharp, insistent pulse in time with my heartbeat. He knows. He’s watching. Silas’s parting words slithered through my thoughts like poison. Your problem now. As if I hadn’t been a problem my entire life. Kieran’s fingers tightened–just a fraction. A warning. I lifted my chin. 

»Why?«

The corner of his mouth twitched. Not a smile. Something darker. 

»Because I paid for you. That makes you mine until I say otherwise.«

The words hit like a blade between the ribs. Mine. Not free. Never free. I exhaled through my nose, slow, measured. I could run. Right now. Bolt for the door, vanish into the neon-lit streets. But Silas’s men would be waiting. And Kieran–Kieran wouldn’t chase. He’d let me go, let them drag me back, and then he’d watch while they broke me for disobedience. So I stood. His fingers slid from my wrist to my elbow, guiding me forward. Not guiding. Possessing. His touch was cool, deliberate, mapping the tension in my muscles like he could read every thought, every instinct screaming at me to fight. The crowd parted for him without a word. No one met his eyes. No one looked at me. The stairs were narrow, the air thickening with every step. Velvet curtains brushed my bare arm as we passed, static prickling against my skin like a warning. Or a promise. At the top, Kieran pushed open the door to a private box, shadows swallowing us whole. 

»Sit,« he said. I didn’t. His gaze flicked to me, slow, assessing. The dim light carved harsh lines across his face, turning his expression into something unreadable. 

»You’re not afraid of me,« he observed. 

»Should I be?«

Another twitch of his lips. 

»Yes.«

A shiver skated down my spine. Not fear. Not yet. But anticipation–the kind that came before a storm. The tracker pulsed again. Run. But there was nowhere left to go. Kieran stepped closer, his fingers catching my chin, tilting my face toward the one-way glass overlooking the bar below. 

»Look,« he murmured. And there, in the sea of bodies, stood a silhouette I’d know anywhere. Watching. Waiting. My breath caught. 

»He can’t reach you here,« Kieran said, voice low. 

»But he’ll try.«

I swallowed hard. 

»Why do you care?«

His thumb traced the line of my jaw. Not tender. Testing. 

»Because,« he said, »I don’t like sharing.«

And just like that–the trap snapped shut.
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| The elevator doors slid shut behind us with a whisper, sealing us in a cage of polished steel and cold, unforgiving mirrors. My reflection stared back at me, wide-eyed and trapped between Kieran’s body and the wall. His palm pressed flat beside my head, caging me without touching–yet. The scent of him filled the space, something dark and edged with the ghost of expensive whiskey. 

»Hold still.«

His voice was rough, a low command that prickled over my skin. I didn’t move, didn’t dare, even as my pulse hammered against my ribs. He stepped closer, the heat of him radiating against me as his fingers skimmed down my arms, intrusive and clinical. 

»Looking for something?«

I kept my voice steady, but the words were too sharp, a brittle defiance. Kieran’s gaze flicked to mine, molten gold in the dim light. 

»Wire. Bugs. Lies.«

His fingers curled around my wrist, turning it roughly, exposing the thin silver scar where Silas had embedded the tracker. 

»You’re full of them.«

I exhaled through my nose, forcing my muscles to stay lax even as my instincts screamed. 

»If you think I’m working for him, why drag me up here instead of putting a bullet in my skull?«

His thumb pressed into the scar, deliberate, punishing. 

»Maybe I like an audience when I make a point.«

The mirrored wall leached the warmth from my bare shoulders as he leaned in, his breath skimming the shell of my ear. Every nerve in my body lit up, torn between recoiling and arching closer. His other hand slid down my side, searching, lingering too long over the curve of my hip–testing, maybe. Proving something to himself. 

»You’re clean,« he murmured, though he didn’t step back. 

»Disappointed?«

A low sound rumbled in his chest, not quite a laugh. 

»Not yet.«

His fingers tangled in my hair, tilting my head back just enough to expose my throat. His lips brushed the racing pulse there, a mockery of a kiss. My breath hitched, betraying me. 

»You smell like fear,« he said, voice dropping to a whisper. 

»But not enough. Not where it counts.«

I swallowed, my voice barely above a breath. 

»What do you want me to be afraid of?«

His free hand slid between us, fingers skimming the edge of my collarbone before tightening–just enough pressure to remind me he could snap it if he wanted. 

»Me.«

The elevator hummed, descending into silence. His grip loosened, but he didn’t let go. Somewhere beneath the layers of control, the careful cruelty, something flickered in his eyes. Something that looked too much like hunger. And God help me, I wanted to feed it. The doors slid open. Kieran stepped back, his expression smoothing into something unreadable. 

»Move.«

I did. Because as much as I hated it, I knew the truth. He wasn’t the only dangerous one in this elevator.

The moment the elevator doors sealed behind us, the air turned thick, syrupy with tension. Kieran didn’t look at me–he never did when he was assessing a threat. Instead, his gaze raked over the room like he was peeling back the walls, searching for every possible vulnerability. I pressed my back against the cold, lacquered paneling, fingers curling into the hem of my dress. The fabric was too thin, too delicate–it wouldn’t stop him if he decided to tear it off. 

»Humming again,« he murmured, his voice a blade dragged lazily over stone. I hadn’t realized I’d started. The notes were jagged, dissonant, a half-remembered piano scale from a childhood I’d burned to the ground. My throat tightened around the sound, but I didn’t stop. It was either that or scream. Kieran turned, slow, deliberate. His hands flexed once before he closed the distance between us. 

»You’re not good at being quiet,« he said, though it wasn’t a criticism. More like an observation–clinical, detached. 

»Not when I’m nervous,« I admitted before I could stop myself. His lips curved, a dark, knowing thing. 

»Then stop being nervous.«

Easy for you to say. His palm flattened against the wall beside my head, caging me without touching–yet. I exhaled shakily, refusing to break eye contact. The moment I did, he’d take it as surrender. 

»If you’re going to search me, just get it over with,« I said. His gaze dropped to my mouth, lingered. 

»Impatient?«

»Practical.«

A beat of silence. Then his hands were on me. They moved with a cold efficiency, skimming down my arms, over my ribs, under the flare of my hips–searching for wires, for weapons, for lies. His touch was impersonal, but my body didn’t care. Every brush of his fingers sent a spark skittering beneath my skin, a traitorous heat pooling low in my stomach. I clenched my jaw, forcing myself to stay still as his hands slid beneath the hem of my dress, riding up my thighs. 

»Breathe,« he commanded, low and rough. I hadn’t realized I was holding it. The air rushed out of me in a sharp exhale, and his fingers tightened just above my knee–a warning, a threat, a promise. Then they moved higher. A shudder ripped through me as his knuckles grazed the sensitive skin of my inner thigh, his touch lingering just a second too long. Testing. Provoking. My pulse stuttered, a wild, erratic thing. Kieran stilled. His eyes locked onto mine, molten and predatory in the dim light. 

»You’re shaking,« he said. Because of you. I swallowed the words, pressing my lips together. His gaze dropped to my throat, tracking the movement, and something dangerous flickered in his expression. He leaned in, his breath hot against my ear. 

»Tell me to stop.«

A challenge. A dare. My fingers dug into the wall behind me, nails biting into the lacquer. I should tell him to stop. I should shove him away. But the heat of him, the scent of leather and something darker–whiskey and gunpowder–wrapped around me, tightening like a noose. I didn’t say a word. His mouth curved against my ear, a ghost of a smirk. Then his hand slid higher, fingers skimming the edge of my underwear. A sound caught in my throat–half gasp, half moan–and his grip tightened, fingers pressing into my flesh hard enough to bruise. 

»That’s what I thought,« he murmured. The elevator dinged, the doors sliding open with a soft hiss. Kieran stepped back like nothing had happened, his expression smooth, unreadable. But his knuckles were white where he’d clenched his fists. 

»Move,« he ordered. I did. Because whether I wanted to admit it or not, I’d already lost this game.

The moment we stepped into the dim glow of the hallway, the air thickened with something far more suffocating than silence. Kieran moved like a shadow at my back, his presence a brand against my skin. His grip locked around my wrist, jerking me to a stop just outside a heavy steel door. The cold metal dug into my spine as he pressed me against it, his body a barricade. 

»Silas was watching you.«

His voice scraped like gravel, low and deliberate. I swallowed, willing my pulse to steady. 

»So?«

The switchblade appeared in his hand before I could blink. The chipped pearl handle glinted under the flickering overhead light as he dragged the flat of the blade down my thigh, slow and deliberate. The metal was cold, a sharp contrast to the heat of his fingers tightening around my leg. 

»So,« he murmured, breath heating the shell of my ear, »he doesn’t just watch. He takes.«

The blade bit into my skin–not deep enough to draw blood, just enough to sting. A warning. A promise. I tilted my head back, meeting his gaze. 

»And you don’t?«

Something dark slithered through his expression. His free hand fisted in my hair, wrenching my head back. 

»I warned you. That’s more than he’ll do.«

A laugh, raw and jagged, tore from my throat. 

»How generous.«

His grip tightened. The knife pressed harder. Then The scent. Faint, but there. Vanilla and gunpowder. Mine. His breath hitched. Just once. A barely-there fracture in his control. I saw it–the split second his focus faltered, the way his nostrils flared, how his jaw clenched like he was fighting the urge to lean closer. To breathe me in. And in that moment, I knew. This wasn’t just about Silas. It was about him. The blade slid away. His thumb replaced it, tracing the spot where the metal had been, a rough caress that burned more than the threat. 

»You smell like trouble,« he muttered, voice thick. I smiled, slow and knowing. 

»Funny. You do too.«

His eyes darkened. For a heartbeat, I thought he’d kiss me. Or kill me. Then his expression shuttered, ice replacing fire. He stepped back, flipping the knife shut with a sharp click. 

»Keep your mouth shut around Silas,« he ordered. 

»Or I won’t be the one you’re scared of.«

The threat should have sent fear slicing through me. But all I heard was the lie underneath. Stay away from him. Because you’re mine.

The elevator doors groaned open, the dim light inside flickering like a dying pulse. Kieran shoved me forward, his hand still locked around my wrist, fingers biting deep enough to bruise. I stumbled, catching myself against the mirrored wall, my reflection shattered into a dozen broken pieces. Just like my composure. He didn’t release me. 

»Move,« he repeated, voice like gravel dragged over glass. The kind of sound that scraped under the skin and settled there, a wound that wouldn’t heal. I stepped into the elevator, but he didn’t follow right away. He stood in the doorway like a sentinel, his gaze locked onto something–or someone–behind me. The muscles in his jaw flexed, a slow, deliberate clench. Then he stepped inside, pressing the button with a force that nearly cracked the panel. The doors slid shut with a hiss, sealing us in. I exhaled, pulling my wrist free. He let me–this time–but he didn’t move away. His body was a cage, the heat of him pressing against my back, close enough that I could feel the steady thrum of his heartbeat. Too fast. Too alive. 

»Silas isn’t the only one who watches,« I murmured, staring straight ahead at our warped reflections. 

»You do it too.«

A beat of silence. Then his breath ghosted over the nape of my neck, slow and controlled. 

»One does not make demands of me.«

The old-world formality was a blade in itself–polished, precise, designed to draw blood. I tilted my head, just enough to catch the sharp angle of his jaw in my periphery. 

»I wasn’t demanding. I was observing.«

His hand found my hip, fingers digging in. 

»Then observe this–« The elevator lurched. A sharp, metallic scream tore through the compartment, followed by a shudder that knocked me back into him. His arm banded around my waist, hauling me hard against his chest as the lights flickered once, twice Then died. Darkness swallowed us whole. My pulse spiked, my breath coming too fast. Kieran’s grip tightened, his body rigid against mine. The air filled with the acrid stench of burning wires, sharp enough to make my eyes water. 

»Someone cut the power,« he growled. 

»Or sabotaged the cables,« I finished, voice steadier than I felt. A pause. Then his breath hit my ear, rough and uneven. 

»You’ve been paying attention.«

I swallowed. 

»I always do.«

His fingers flexed against my ribs. The silence stretched, thick with tension and something else–something that made my skin prickle. Then, beneath my palm–pressed flat against the wall for balance–I felt it. The rapid, uneven rhythm of his heartbeat. Faster now. The realization hit me like a strike to the chest. He wasn’t just angry. He was unraveling. And I was the only one who knew. A slow smile curled my lips. 

»You’re scared.«

His grip turned punishing. 

»I don’t fear anything.«

»Liar,« I whispered. His breath caught. Then, without warning, he spun me around, pinning me against the wall. His body pressed flush against mine, the heat of him searing through my clothes. The darkness stripped him of control, of pretense–what was left was raw, unguarded. 

»You think you know me?«

His voice was a rough scrape against my senses. 

»I think,« I said softly, »that you like the way I call you on your bullshit.«

A beat. Then his mouth crashed down on mine. It wasn’t gentle. It wasn’t sweet. It was a claim. His teeth dragged over my bottom lip, biting just hard enough to make me gasp. His hands were everywhere–tangled in my hair, gripping my waist, pulling me closer like he wanted to fuse us together. I should’ve pushed him away. Instead, I kissed him back. The elevator gave another violent shudder, the emergency lights flickering to life in a dull, blood-red glow. It washed over his face, highlighting the sharp edges, the hunger in his eyes. Then, just as suddenly, the power surged back. The lights blazed on. Kieran tore himself away like I’d burned him, his chest rising and falling in ragged bursts. His gaze locked onto mine, dark and unreadable. 

»This never happened,« he growled. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, tasting blood. 

»Sure it didn’t.«

His jaw tightened. The elevator dinged. And just like that, the moment shattered. The doors slid open, revealing the dimly lit hallway beyond. Kieran stepped out without a backward glance, his posture rigid, his steps measured. But I’d felt it–the way his hands trembled when they touched me. And that, more than any kiss, was the real betrayal.

The emergency lights flared red, casting Kieran’s face in shadowed relief–sharp cheekbones cutting through the dimness, his jaw locked tight. His body was still pressed against mine, every muscle coiled like a predator mid-strike. 

»Stay behind me,« he ordered, voice a low rasp, and I felt the weight of the gun in his hand before I saw it. His grip was steady, but I knew better now. His pulse hadn’t slowed. I pressed my palm flat against his back, right between his shoulder blades. A fraction of a second–just enough to feel the tension there, the way his breath hitched before he forced it steady. 

»You’re still shaking,« I murmured. He didn’t answer. Just adjusted his stance, angling his body between me and the elevator doors. Protective. Possessive. A contradiction I wasn’t supposed to notice. The red glow flickered, catching the glint of his signet ring as he turned it slowly, deliberately–a tic I’d seen only when he was calculating, deciding. Push her away or pull her closer. I knew which one I wanted. 

»Kieran–« »Quiet,« he snapped, but it lacked the usual bite. His free hand flexed at his side, fingers twitching like he wanted to reach for me. Then–movement. A shadow shifted beyond the doors. Kieran’s finger curled around the trigger, his body locking into perfect, lethal stillness. I held my breath. The doors didn’t open. But the air between us was charged, thick with something heavier than fear. His head tilted slightly, just enough for me to see the harsh line of his profile, the way his lips parted on an unspoken curse. 

»You shouldn’t have kissed me back,« he said, so quiet it was almost lost beneath the hum of emergency power. I smiled, slow and knowing. 

»You shouldn’t have kissed me at all.«

His exhale was rough, frustrated. A man who had spent his entire life in control, unraveling at the seams because of me. The realization sent a thrill down my spine. Then–the lights surged back, white and blinding. He didn’t move away. Not yet. For one suspended moment, we stayed like that–his body shielding mine, his breath warm against my temple, his gun still trained on an enemy that might not even be there. And then, just as I thought he might turn–just as I thought he might look at me–the elevator jerked violently, the doors groaning open. Kieran stepped forward, breaking the contact like it burned. But not before I saw it. The flicker of hesitation in his eyes. The way his hand had tightened around my waist just a second too long. And then he was gone, stalking into the dim hallway without a backward glance, leaving me with the taste of blood on my lips and the echo of his unspoken war raging between us. I touched my mouth, tracing the sting of his teeth. He could pretend this never happened. But we both knew the truth. I’d felt his weakness. And he hated me for it.
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Chapter 3
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The penthouse was too quiet. Kieran had left an hour ago–something muttered about a meeting, a hand lingering on the doorframe like he was debating locking me in. He didn’t. That was the first mistake. I waited five full minutes after the elevator descended before moving. The air smelled like him–cedar and something darker, something that clung to the back of my throat like a warning. His bedroom door was ajar, and I pushed it open with my foot, half-expecting an alarm to blare, for him to materialize behind me, furious. But nothing happened. The room was sparse, all clean lines and cold precision. The bed was made, no clothes strewn about, no personal touches except The windowsill. A row of antique glass bottles, delicate as bone, lined up like soldiers. Each one was different–some cobalt blue, others clouded with age, their stoppers crusted with time. I knew what they were before I even touched them. Poison bottles. My fingers hovered over the nearest one, the glass smooth under my fingertips. Belladonna. The label was faded, but I didn’t need to read it. I’d seen this before–the same shape, the same damn twisted vine etching along the neck. My mother’s last client had carried one just like it. The memory hit like a blade between the ribs–her gasp, the way her fingers had clawed at her throat, the scent of bitter almonds lingering in the air long after she was gone. And him, standing there, watching. Smiling. I clenched my jaw and palmed the bottle before I could think better of it. Cold glass bit into my palm as I slipped it into my pocket, the weight familiar, sickening. I shouldn’t have taken it. But I needed leverage. A floorboard creaked behind me. I went still, heart hammering. Had he come back? Was he standing there, watching me steal from him, waiting to see what I’d do next? Silence. I exhaled, turning slowly. The room was empty. Just my paranoia stitching shadows into monsters. But then A glint of metal on the nightstand. A switchblade, half-hidden under a leather-bound book. The handle was pearl, chipped at the edge like it had been dropped once, hard. I reached for it without thinking, thumb brushing the release. The blade snapped out, honed to a lethal edge. Of course he kept a weapon by his bed. I should’ve put it back. Instead, I hesitated, running my finger along the flat of the blade. It was clean. No blood. But that didn’t mean anything. Footsteps in the hall. I snapped the blade shut and shoved it back under the book just as the front door clicked open. Kieran was home. I stepped away from the bed, smoothing my hands over my thighs, willing my pulse to slow. The poison bottle weighed heavy in my pocket. A secret. A weapon. The door swung open. He stood there, his tie loosened, sleeves rolled up to his forearms. His gaze flicked from me to the windowsill, then back. 

»Find anything interesting?«

he asked, voice low. I smiled, all teeth. 

»Just admiring the view.«

His eyes narrowed. He knew I was lying. And I knew he’d let me get away with it–for now.

The moment stretched, brittle as thin ice underfoot. Kieran didn’t move, didn’t blink, just watched me with that predatory stillness that made my skin prickle. The silence wasn’t empty–it hummed with unspoken accusation. I curled my fingers into my palms, the stolen bottle a cold brand against my thigh. Too late to put it back now. 

»The view,« he repeated, tilting his head just enough to make the light catch the sharp angle of his jaw. 

»And here I thought you preferred my collection closer.«

A laugh punched out of me, sharp and humorless. 

»Is that what this is? A collection?«

He stepped inside, letting the door swing shut behind him with a soft click. The air thickened with the scent of leather and something darker, something faintly metallic. Blood? My pulse stuttered. 

»One does not make demands of me, Elara,« he murmured, the words slow, deliberate, as if tasting each syllable before releasing it. His voice had that guttural rasp, the kind that scraped along my nerves like a blade drawn over stone. 

»I wasn’t making demands.«

»No?«

A half-step closer. The space between us shrank, charged. 

»Then what, exactly, were you doing in my room?«

I forced my spine straight, chin lifted. 

»You left me here. I got bored.«

His mouth curved–not a smile, not quite. More like a wolf baring teeth without the intention to bite. Yet. 

»Boredom leads to sticky fingers, does it?«

He flicked a glance toward the windowsill again, where the gap in the line of bottles stood out like a missing tooth. I swallowed. He knows. Then he laughed. The sound rolled through the penthouse, dark and rich and utterly devoid of warmth. It wasn’t amusement. It was a warning wrapped in velvet. 

»You think you’re the first to try and steal from me?«

He closed the distance between us, forcing me to crane my neck to hold his gaze. His fingers brushed my wrist, featherlight, before wrapping around it, thumb pressing into the frantic beat of my pulse. 

»The last woman who took something of mine?«

His grip tightened–not enough to bruise, but enough to make me feel the coiled strength in his hand. 

»She begged for death before I gave it to her.«

Ice slithered down my spine. I believed him. The bottle in my pocket felt heavier. A mistake. A death sentence. And yet His fingers loosened. He stepped back, exhaling as if disappointed I hadn’t flinched. 

»You’re not afraid,« he observed, voice dropping to a rough whisper. 

»Should I be?«

His gaze flickered, something unreadable passing behind his eyes. Recognition? Annoyance? »Yes,« he said simply. Then he turned away, leaving me standing there, heart pounding, the weight of the poison bottle still pressed against my skin like a promise. He knew. And he wasn’t stopping me. Why? I watched his back as he walked toward the kitchen, rolling up his sleeves further, exposing the ink and scars that mapped his arms like a history written in violence. A test, then. Or a trap. Either way, I was already in too deep to turn back.

The door to my room clicked shut behind me, the sound too loud in the silence. My fingers trembled as I pulled the stolen bottle from my pocket, the glass slick where sweat had dampened my palms. The amber liquid inside caught the dim light, casting honeyed reflections along my knuckles. I didn’t know why I’d taken it. No, that was a lie. I knew. Because Kieran Vale was the kind of man who kept poison in his bedroom like some kind of medieval lord, the kind who spoke of death with a smirk instead of a flinch. And I–I was the fool who couldn’t stop reaching for the fire just to see if it burned. My breath came too fast, my ribs tightening around my lungs. The scent of bitter almonds clung to my skin, acrid and sweet, curling up the back of my throat until I tasted it on my tongue. Cyanide. The realization sent a cold prickle down my spine. Had he known I’d take it? I turned the bottle over, watching the liquid swirl. This wasn’t just a keepsake, some macabre collector’s trinket. It was a test. And I had failed. The memory of his grip on my wrist tightened in my mind–the deliberate press of his thumb against my pulse, the way he’d watched me as if waiting for me to break. She begged for death before I gave it to her. Had that been a threat? Or a confession? I set the bottle on the nightstand, my fingers lingering too long before I pulled away. The sheets were cool when I sank onto the bed, but the weight of what I’d done pressed down like a hand between my shoulders. Kieran hadn’t stopped me. He’d let me take it. Why? To see if I would? To see if I was stupid enough to use it? A bitter laugh escaped me. I had walked into his room, into his game, and now I was playing by his rules without even knowing them. The silence stretched, broken only by the distant hum of the city below. My fingers twitched toward the bottle again, but I clenched them into fists. This was a mistake. And Kieran knew it. He was watching. Waiting. For what? For me to slip? For me to run? A shiver ran through me as I pressed my palms flat against the mattress, grounding myself. No. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. If this was a test, I’d pass it. And if it was a trap? I’d already stepped inside. Now I just had to figure out how to survive it.

The air in the room was too still, thick with the weight of secrets and the lingering scent of poison. I didn’t hear the door open–I felt it. The shift in the atmosphere, the prickle at the back of my neck. When I turned, he was there. Kieran Vale leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed, his silhouette carved from shadows and arrogance. His dark eyes locked onto mine, unreadable, but the corner of his mouth curved as if he knew exactly what I was thinking. 

»Enjoying your souvenir?«

His voice was low, rough velvet wrapped around steel. I didn’t answer. Instead, I watched the way his fingers tapped once against the doorframe, his signet ring clicking against the wood–a deliberate sound, like a clock’s final tick before time ran out. 

»It’s a collector’s item, isn’t it?«

I said, forcing my voice steady. 

»Something to remember your enemies by.«

His smirk deepened. 

»Something like that.«

I held his gaze, refusing to break first. The bottle sat between us like a loaded gun, silent and damning. He hadn’t moved, hadn’t stepped inside, but the space between us felt charged, as if one wrong word would snap the tension like a tripwire. 

»You knew I’d take it.«

»I had a feeling.«

His fingers flexed, the movement casual, like he was barely restraining the urge to reach for something–maybe my throat. 

»Did you drink it?«

»Would you care if I had?«

A slow blink. The smallest hitch in his breathing, barely noticeable. Then he laughed, the sound dark and humorless. 

»No. You’d be just one more ghost in the collection.«

The words should have chilled me. Instead, something reckless in my chest tightened, a challenge rising in my blood. 

»Then why let me take it?«

His gaze flicked to the bottle, then back to me. 

»Because I wanted to see what you’d do with it.«

Testing me. Watching me. I exhaled through my nose, my pulse a steady thrum. 

»Disappointed?«

For a moment, he didn’t answer. The silence stretched, heavy with something sharper than curiosity, darker than suspicion. His expression shifted–just for a second–and I caught it: the ghost of something old, something raw. Nostalgia? Regret? Then it was gone, locked away behind that cold mask of his. 

»Not yet,« he murmured. And just like that, he pushed off the doorframe and turned away, leaving the scent of whiskey and danger lingering in his wake. I didn’t move until I heard his footsteps fade down the hall. My fingers curled into the sheets. He wasn’t done with me. And God help me, I wasn’t done with him.

The tangerine peels in my palm no longer smelled of citrus. The sweetness had curdled, turned sharp–bitter almonds clinging to my skin like a warning I should’ve recognized sooner. I’d stolen them from his room, plucked them from the silver dish beside the collection of antique poison bottles. A petty defiance, a little act of rebellion. And he had let me take them. I exhaled slowly, my fingers tightening around the dried rinds. The scent burned in my nose. Cyanide. Just enough to lace the peel, not enough to kill. A message. A threat. A test.I knew you’d take them. The realization settled in my bones like ice. I crossed the room, threw open the window. The night air rushed in, cool against my fevered skin, but the smell wouldn’t leave. It clung to me, to the sheets, to every breath I took. His scent was everywhere–whiskey and smoke and something darker, something I couldn’t name. 
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