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Cassius

The air between them crackled—silent, but heavy with everything unspoken. Shadows danced across his face from the flickering light outside, casting him in shades of something wild, something wounded.

Lana's brows knitted together, her voice trembling slightly. "What? Cass, what's going on? Please, tell me..."

He stared at her, jaw tense. For a heartbeat, he looked like he might speak. But no words came. Just the storm behind his eyes.

His silence wasn't cold—it was tortured.

He had spent years burying pieces of himself in the dark. Years pretending he had healed. But looking at her now, the fragile illusion shattered.

Lana wasn't just anyone. She reminded him of her. The girl he couldn't save. The one whose blood had stained his hands. The one who haunted his dreams.

The past collided with the present, so violently it left him breathless.

He wanted to reach for Lana. To hold her. To erase the line between memory and reality. But something inside him screamed don't. That if he touched her again, he might not be able to let go. And he couldn't afford that—not with everything he knew.

Cassius turned abruptly, voice low and strained. "Get some rest."

Lana blinked, startled. "What?"

"I'll sleep in another room," he said, already moving toward the door.

"No—wait, Cass—" She sat up, the sheet slipping from her shoulder, her hair tousled, eyes wide with confusion and hurt.

He paused. Just for a second. As if her voice physically pulled at something inside him.

But then he walked out, the door clicking softly behind him.

Lana stared at the empty space he left behind, heart racing. The warmth of his touch still lingered on her skin, but now it felt like a ghost.

She could feel it in her bones, in the way he looked at her like she was both salvation and sin.
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The Next Morning

Morning light streamed through the gauze curtains, casting soft gold across the room. But something felt wrong. Too still. Too quiet. Like the hush before a storm.

I stirred beneath the silk sheets, pushing myself upright. That's when I saw him.

Cassius.

Already in the room. Silent. Standing by the door like a sentinel.

His arms were folded across his chest. His dark gaze locked on me with an intensity that made my skin crawl.

"You're not leaving the mansion," he said.

The words hit like ice water. No greeting. No warmth. Just command.

I blinked at him, still groggy. "What?"

"You heard me." He stepped forward, deliberate, his tall frame casting shadows across the floor. "You don't leave without my permission."

My stomach twisted. There was something different about him—something colder. Last night, his touch had been molten, reverent. He had held me like I was precious.

Now, he looked like he was preparing for battle.

"Cassius, this is insane," I said, pulling the sheet tighter around my chest. "You can't just lock me up in here."

"I can," he said flatly. "And I will."

My pulse quickened. I searched his face for any flicker of the man who had whispered my name like a prayer. But there was nothing. Only steel.

"Why are you acting like this?" I asked, my voice softer now. Careful. "What happened last night—?"

"Nothing happened," he snapped, his jaw tightening. "Just do as I say, Lana."

But I wasn't stupid. Something had happened. And it wasn't just in the shadows of his eyes or the sharp edge of his tone—it was in the silence. A silence that hummed with secrets.

Before I could say more, a knock echoed against the door. Then, it opened without waiting for an answer.

Rael.

He strode in with his usual smirk, dressed far too casually for the tension suffocating the room. His sharp eyes swept from me to Cassius and back again.

"Well," he drawled, "this is new. Didn't think I'd see the day Cassius started playing prison warden."

Cassius's eyes narrowed, his jaw twitching dangerously. "Rael."

Rael ignored the warning completely, of course. He sauntered over and leaned against the wall, arms crossed. But when his gaze met mine, the amusement in his expression shifted. His voice dropped, and so did the mask he wore.

"Lana," he said, carefully. "Be careful around Evelyn."

I tensed. The name sent a chill down my spine. "Why?"

Rael exhaled, rubbing the back of his neck. The smirk faded completely now, replaced by something warier. "She's... complicated. Let's just say she has a talent for showing up where she's not wanted."

Cassius's hands curled into fists. His silence was deafening.

I frowned. "You're both being vague. If she's dangerous, just say it."

"She's not dangerous," Rael said slowly, his voice carefully measured. "But she plays games. Mind games. And the people who don't know the rules usually get hurt."

I looked between them, my frustration building. "And you think I should be worried?"

Rael offered a lopsided grin, but there was no humor behind it. "I think Cassius should be."

A muscle ticked violently in Cassius's jaw. "Enough, Rael."

Rael lifted his hands in mock surrender, though his eyes never left mine. "Just offering friendly advice, my lord."

Cassius didn't speak. His fury radiated from him in waves. But it wasn't just anger. It was fear.

That realization jolted me more than anything else. Cassius was afraid—not for himself, but for me. And it terrified him.

I stood, letting the sheet fall slightly from my shoulders. My voice was calm, but there was steel beneath it now. "I'm not a child, Cassius. You don't get to make decisions for me without telling me why."

His eyes snapped to mine. "You don't understand what you're walking into."

"Then make me understand."

He stared at me for a long moment, his chest rising and falling with barely contained tension. But he didn't answer.

Rael gave me a look—half pity, half intrigue. "He's not trying to control you, you know."

"Really?" I said bitterly. "Because it sure feels like it."

"He's trying to protect you from something he's not ready to face himself," Rael said, pushing off the wall. "Oh, by the way," he said, leaning against the doorframe. "There's going to be a night gala here next week."

I paused, glancing over my shoulder. "A gala?"

He nodded. "A grand one. High society, politics, and a fair share of secrets wrapped in silk and wine." His smirk deepened. "You should help with the preparations. It'd be a good way to get familiar with things around here."

I hesitated, casting a quick glance at Cassius. His face remained unreadable, but I could feel the tension rolling off him in waves.

Still, I wasn't about to pass up an opportunity to observe and learn.

"Alright," I said, lifting my chin. "Tell me what I need to do."

Rael grinned. "Good girl."

I ignored the way Cassius's expression darkened at that, choosing instead to turn on my heel and walk away, my mind already spinning with questions.

As I headed to the bathroom to freshen up, the sound of footsteps approaching from the opposite direction caught my attention.

Veronica appeared, struggling to carry an oversized vase, her arms wrapped tightly around its base. "Where should I put this?" she asked breathlessly.

Cassius barely spared her a glance before shifting his gaze to Rael, giving him a silent, pointed look.
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Rael

Rael sighed, rolling his shoulders as if already burdened by unspoken consequences. "Got it," he muttered, the tension in his jaw betraying how serious things had suddenly become.

Cassius didn't respond. With the quiet authority of a man used to being obeyed, he turned and strode away, his dark silhouette disappearing down the corridor.

The silence left in his wake was thick.

Veronica stood awkwardly by the doorway, clutching the ornate vase. Her eyes darted between Rael and the direction Cassius had gone, uncertainty flickering across her face.

Rael's gaze shifted, cool and unreadable as it landed on her. "Over there," he said, his voice clipped as he gestured toward a small table near the grand arched window. 

Veronica stepped forward carefully, heels clicking softly against the marble floor. As she set the vase down with trembling fingers, Rael's posture subtly changed. He straightened, arms folding over his chest, and the air around him shifted from mildly annoyed to unmistakably dangerous.

"And Veronica," he said smoothly, voice deceptively calm. "Keep your mouth shut this time."

She froze. The blood drained from her face. The delicate clink of porcelain against glass was the only sound between them.

Rael tilted his head slightly, eyes narrowing with cold stare. "No more ridiculous gossip about Lana," he continued. "Or anything else, for that matter."

"I—I didn't mean to—" Veronica stammered, her voice cracking. "I was just trying to warn someone. I didn't think—"

"No," Rael cut in, stepping closer, his tone deceptively light. "You didn't think. That's your problem." His voice lowered to barely above a whisper. "And around here, that sort of carelessness gets people hurt."

Her throat bobbed as she swallowed hard, fingers twisting the hem of her sleeve. "I'm sorry. I really am. I won't—"

Rael didn't blink. "You won't ever do it again."

The words hung in the air, sharp and final.

Veronica nodded frantically, whispering, "Yes. Yes, I understand."

He studied her for a beat longer, as though weighing just how much he believed her. Then, slowly, he stepped back.

"Good," he said softly. "See that you remember that."

Veronica let out a shaky breath, murmured another apology, and all but fled from the room.

Rael watched her go with the dispassionate calm of someone used to seeing people unravel. 
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Lana

In the midst of preparations for the upcoming event, the air buzzed with activity—servants arranging decorations, adjusting last-minute details. I had just finished discussing some arrangements with Rael when a familiar presence made itself known.

Cassius had returned. But this time, he wasn't alone.

Beside him stood a woman dressed in striking black and deep crimson. Her attire was elegant yet bold, an unmistakable statement of confidence. Dark waves of hair cascaded over her shoulders, framing sharp cheekbones and eyes that gleamed with quiet amusement.

"This is Elisse," Cassius announced. "She's a tailor. The best in the city."

Elisse offered a small, knowing smile. "The only one who matters, really."

Cassius ignored her arrogance, his gaze settling on me. "She'll be making you a gown. Go with her."

I blinked. "A gown?"

"For the gala," he clarified, his tone leaving no room for negotiation.

I hesitated only for a moment before nodding. It wasn't the first time I had been dressed for an event—during Countess Evelyn's celebration, I had also been fitted for something more refined than my usual attire. Cassius had insisted then, too.

I had come to understand that when he wanted something, he expected it to happen. And honestly, I didn't mind. I enjoyed wearing beautiful dresses.

Elisse clapped her hands together, her eyes gleaming with interest as she looked me over. "Oh, this will be delicious."

I arched a brow. "You sound excited."

"Of course I am! You're untouched canvas, darling. And I do love a proper challenge."

Cassius let out a breath, already looking as though he regretted bringing her here. "Just take her and get it done."

Elisse grinned. "With pleasure."

Before I could protest, Elisse had already looped her arm through mine, steering me toward the entrance.

"Let's make you unforgettable, shall we?" she purred, leading me away.
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After his previous outburst about me not leaving the mansion, I was surprised that Cassius had allowed this trip with heavy security guards, but I wasn't complaining.

Elisse's boutique stood at the heart of the city, nestled among steel and glass—its reputation for exclusivity whispered about in elite circles. The grand windows displayed mannequins draped in breathtaking gowns, each one a promise of power and elegance.

The moment we stepped inside, the subtle scent of expensive perfume and polished wood enveloped me. A hush fell over the boutique. Then, movement. A team of assistants emerged from the corners, their eyes widening just enough to betray recognition of their employer.

"Madame," one of them greeted with a graceful bow, eyes flicking curiously to me.

Elisse gave a regal wave. "Prepare the fitting room. We have someone special today."

At her command, the staff sprang into action, pulling swaths of fabric and wheeling out racks of gowns that glinted beneath the chandelier's glow. Silk. Satin. Lace. Jewels sewn like scattered stars.

I lingered near the entrance, nerves prickling under my skin. "I don't think I need anything this extravagant," I murmured.

Elisse pivoted toward me with a sigh. "Lana, darling, do you know how many women would kill to be in your position right now?" Her eyes glinted, more amused than annoyed. "You have the privilege of being styled by me. Consider it an honor."

I raised a skeptical brow. "You're enjoying this far too much."

"Absolutely." She grinned. "Now..." Her gaze sharpened as she scanned the racks. Her fingers danced over fabric. Then, with a snap that echoed through the boutique, she said, "Bring out the deep sapphire gown—the one with the lacework on the bodice. And the midnight crimson as well."

The assistants scattered, returning moments later with gowns that looked fit for royalty.

I reached out, fingers brushing the cool embroidery. It was beautiful, yes. But it felt like armor.

"You'll need to look the part," Elisse said, stepping closer, her tone quieter now. "You don't realize it yet, but all eyes will be on you that night."

I hesitated, a strange pressure building in my chest. "Because of Cassius?"

Her eyes locked with mine. "Because of you."

The gown whispered against my skin as I stepped in front of the gilded mirror. The deep sapphire fabric wrapped around me like captured starlight. The lace traced delicate patterns across my collarbone, intricate and striking.

I wondered if I was being dressed for a celebration—or for battle.
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Elisse stood behind me, a satisfied smile tugging at her crimson-painted lips as she adjusted the waistline of the gown.

"This," she declared, stepping back to admire her work, "is the one. It's elegant, commanding, and just revealing enough to make a statement without saying a word."

I smiled faintly, about to respond—

But then the air shifted.

It was subtle at first, a drop in ambient noise, a prickle across the back of my neck. The hushed murmur of the boutique assistants fell into dead silence, tension wrapping around the room. I felt it before I saw him. A presence—familiar, imposing, entirely out of place in this world of soft lights and delicate fabric.

I turned. And there he was.

Cassius.

He stood at the entrance of the fitting area, a dark silhouette framed by the boutique's golden light. His gaze locked onto mine with an intensity that knocked the air from my lungs. No polite nod, no acknowledgment of anyone else. Just raw, unreadable focus—like he was assessing whether I was real, or some vision conjured by his own mind.

Elisse raised a brow, arms folding across her chest. "Well, well. If it isn't our dear Duke, gracing us with his presence, unannounced."

Cassius didn't even glance her way. His gaze didn't waver. It was as if she wasn't there.

"Lana," he said, voice lower than I'd ever heard it. Rough around the edges. Almost... restrained.

I swallowed, suddenly aware of how the gown hugged my body—how bare my shoulders were under his scrutiny. "What are you doing here?"

He stepped forward, each movement deliberate, as if he were walking into dangerous territory. His eyes moved over me, slow and unblinking, lingering on the shape of my waist, the curve of my collarbone, the way the fabric caught the light.

"Elisse picked it out," I added, trying to steady my voice.

"She looks stunning, doesn't she?" Elisse chimed, her tone smug.

Cassius didn't respond. Not with words. Just a sharp exhale, as if speech would betray something he wasn't ready to admit.

He reached out. His fingers brushed my arm, then closed gently—firmly—around my wrist.

"You're done here," he murmured.

I blinked. "What?"

His grip tightened, not enough to hurt, but enough to anchor me. "We're leaving. You're not wearing that."

The room froze.

Elisse clicked her tongue. "Duke, don't be so dramatic. Let the girl enjoy herself for once."

But he wasn't listening.

Without another word, he guided me toward the boutique doors. His grip was like iron wrapped in silk—possessive, final. The assistants parted without question, sensing something dangerous in his wake.

He didn't speak, but I could feel it—his silence was a current, and I was being pulled beneath it.

At the threshold, he stopped. His eyes dropped to the gown one last time. And I saw it—the change in his expression. The way his mouth hardened. The subtle tick of his jaw. Something about the gown deeply unsettled him.

"Take it off," he said finally, voice low and sharp.

I stared at him. "What?"

"That dress," he said, his tone cutting. "It's not suitable."

The words hit me like cold water. I had felt beautiful—for once. Confident. His rejection wasn't just of the dress. It felt like a rejection of me.

Elisse stepped forward, her usual confidence wavering. "My lord, perhaps we could—"

"No." His tone was ice. "Find her something else."

I felt heat rise in my cheeks—not from desire, but from humiliation. As I walked past him toward the fitting room, his gaze burned into my spine. I didn't dare look back. I didn't want him to see the crack forming in my composure.

The changing room felt smaller than before. The gown slid from my shoulders in silence, Elisse avoiding my gaze as she carefully hung it up. I didn't ask her why. There were no words for the storm churning inside me.

When I stepped out in a simpler dress, Cassius was still there—arms crossed, posture rigid.

The hours dragged on.

I tried on gown after gown, each one more modest than the last, each one dimmer than the fire Elisse had first chosen. Cassius remained seated near the corner, watching. Saying little. But I felt him. Every time I stepped out of the fitting room, his eyes scanned me with clinical precision—cold, detached, judgemental.

None of them pleased him.

His jaw kept tightening. His foot tapped against the floor. His patience wore thinner by the second.

Finally, I reached for another hanger, my hands trembling slightly. "I can't do this anymore," I muttered.

His head snapped up.

Cassius stood abruptly, running a hand through his hair. For a second, the mask cracked. His eyes—haunted and uncertain—met mine. "You're right," he said, voice strained. "I shouldn't be making these decisions for you. I apologise."

I blinked.

He stepped back, the tension in his body shifting, coiling inward. "Just... choose whatever you want."

A long silence settled over the room.

Elisse raised a cautious brow but said nothing. Even the assistants paused mid-motion.

"I have business to attend to," Cassius said, like the words physically hurt him. His voice was clipped—sharp, cold, final. Like he was severing something before it had the chance to strangle him.

"Elisse, let her choose. Whatever she wants."

I stared at him, thrown by the abrupt shift. Cassius never relinquished control. He didn't surrender power—he wielded it. Every room he entered bent around his presence, every decision shaped by his will. But now... now he was retreating.

Just like that, he turned on his heel and walked away. No glance back, no moment of hesitation. Only the soft, deliberate sound of his boots on the marble floor as he exited the boutique, the heavy glass door closing behind him with finality.

The silence that followed was unnerving—like the calm after a storm you know isn't truly over. It wasn't relief that settled over me. It was the weight of a thousand unspoken things.

Next to me, Elisse let out a breath. She pressed a hand to her chest, dramatic even in exhaustion.

"Well," she muttered. "That was... intense." Her sharp gaze flicked to mine, her tone softer. "Are you alright, Lana?"

I nodded, though I wasn't sure. I could still feel Cassius's presence like a phantom, clinging to the space he'd left behind. His eyes—before he turned away—had held something dark and unreadable. Anger? Guilt? Or something more dangerous?

And then there was the way he had dismissed it all. Whatever she wants.

He didn't care? Or he cared too much to stay?

Elisse tilted her head thoughtfully, arms crossed. "I think the Duke has... strong opinions about how you should be presented," she said carefully. "Some men become protective when they care about someone."

She studied my face. "The question is whether that protection comes from love or possession."

I stared at the door, still half-expecting it to open again. "Does it matter?" I whispered.

What could he possibly see in me? I wondered. He could have anyone—any flawless beauty draped in diamonds and silk—and yet...

And yet he was afraid of what I look.
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"Do you want help choosing, or do you know what you want?" Elisse asked, her tone gentler now, the edge from earlier softened.

I hesitated, eyes trailing across the rows of gowns—each one more elaborate than the last. Sequins, crystals, embroidery that looked like it belonged in a palace... All beautiful, all demanding attention.

But then I saw it.

Tucked between two dramatic dresses was a gown almost too understated to be here. A soft champagne color with minimal embellishment, the fabric delicate and fluid. There was no dramatic train, no plunging neckline or flashy sparkle. Just clean elegance.

"I want to try that one," I said quietly, pointing.

Elisse raised a brow, lips twitching. "Interesting choice," she murmured, not unkindly. "But let's see how it looks."

She guided me to the fitting room, her footsteps quiet against the marble floor. As I slipped into the dress, a strange calm settled over me. Like the fabric understood me—welcomed me.

When I stepped out and faced the mirror, I barely recognized myself. But not because I looked like someone else—because I finally looked like me.

The soft drape of the dress hugged my form gently, the subtle lace at the waist adding whispered sophistication. It didn't shout. It didn't need to.

Elisse stared for a moment, then smiled—genuine and approving. "Now, that's a dress that belongs on you, Lana."

I smiled, small but real. "It feels... right."

"Of course it does," she said. "You didn't choose what everyone else expected. You chose what felt true."

She stepped forward, adjusting the straps delicately. "But just know, Cassius might not have imagined you in something so... restrained."

I glanced at her in the mirror, surprised by her tone. There was something else there—caution? Warning?

"You think he'll disapprove?"

Elisse gave a small shrug. "Not disapprove. But Cassius... he sees you as something rare, something precious. Sometimes, when people feel like they're losing control of something they treasure, they start trying to define it. Shape it."

Her words lingered in the air.

I turned back to the mirror, my thoughts swirling. What had Cassius really been thinking when he rejected those revealing gowns? Was it just preference? Or was it jealousy?

Protection disguised as control?

*
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The night everyone had been anticipating finally arrived.

The grand Valtier mansion had been transformed into something out of a dream—an opulent spectacle of light and luxury. Crystals sparkled beneath sweeping chandeliers, casting fragmented rainbows across marble floors. Gold accents gleamed from every corner, framing the grandeur with silent pride. The air hummed with the soft strains of classical strings, so delicate the music seemed afraid to disturb the illusion.

The ballroom teemed with society's elite—politicians, nobles, businessmen, and heirs. They laughed, whispered, flaunted their wealth like armor. Laughter rang like bells, but beneath it all lurked something else. The kind of tension that only gathered where power congregated.

I lingered at the entrance, my breath catching. Everything about this place was overwhelming—the perfumes, the jewels, the practiced elegance of people who had lived their entire lives behind masks.

But then I saw him.

Cassius stood near the far wall, deep in conversation with a pair of foreign dignitaries. His presence was magnetic. He didn't smile, didn't soften—he didn't need to. Authority rolled off him in quiet waves. His suit, deep charcoal trimmed with subtle silver threads, fit his tall frame perfectly.

He looked unshakeable. Untouchable.

And yet... not entirely present.

His jaw was tight, his lips pressed into a line of restraint. There was a flicker in his eyes—something darker, something distracted. He nodded at something one of the guests said, but I could tell he wasn't listening.

He was searching.

And though he hadn't looked directly at me, I felt it—his awareness. Like a thread had drawn taut between us the moment I stepped into the room. My skin prickled, the fine hairs at the nape of my neck rising.

Then, just as I shifted my weight, trying to steady myself, he glanced over.

Our eyes locked. The world fell away.

He didn't blink. His expression gave away nothing—but in the stillness of that moment, I felt everything. The silence between us thundered louder than the orchestra playing in the background.

I swallowed hard, suddenly aware of the dozens of eyes skimming over me as I stood in that entranceway. I should move. I should do something. Anything.

But I froze.

Cassius looked away first—but the weight of that gaze lingered on my skin, like a brand. I didn't know if I should approach. Or wait. Was I just another guest tonight? Or something else entirely?

The question spun through my mind, laced with uncertainty.

[image: ]

Cassius

Lana stepped into the grand ballroom, her entrance subtle yet commanding. The gentle hum of conversation stilled for just a moment, as if the entire room collectively inhaled at the sight of her.

She wasn't draped in gold or dripping in jewels like the other guests, but there was something magnetic about the way she carried herself. The gown she had chosen shimmered softly under the golden chandeliers—champagne-colored silk that hugged her form with quiet confidence. It didn't demand attention. It simply claimed it.

Her hair was swept into a loose chignon, wisps curling delicately at her nape, framing her face naturally. She looked regal, yet untouched by the artificial elegance that often consumed events like these. She looked like someone who didn't belong—and yet somehow, belonged more than anyone.

Cassius, surrounded by political dignitaries and noble allies, felt her presence before he even saw her. He turned toward the entrance, his words trailing off mid-sentence. His gaze locked on Lana. And for the first time in years, Cassius lost his composure.

She moved through the crowd with ease, each step graceful but unhurried. Whispers trailed behind her—who is she, where did she come from, who dressed her? The attention didn't rattle her. If anything, she walked as if she didn't notice it at all. That made her all the more captivating.

Cassius couldn't look away.

This wasn't the uncertain girl who had stood beside him weeks ago. This was a woman who knew who she was—or at least had learned how to carry herself like she did. A flicker of pride stirred in him, followed by...

Desire.

A few men peeled themselves from their social circles, drifting toward her with smooth words and polite compliments. Lana smiled, nodded, thanked them. But none of it reached her eyes.

She wasn't here for them.

Then Brian emerged from the crowd, his usual cocky grin replaced by something gentler. "You look absolutely stunning tonight, Lana," he said, his voice low but sincere.

A slight blush touched her cheeks. "Thank you, Doctor," she replied, and for a moment, her eyes softened.

Cassius saw it all.

He wasn't close enough to hear their exchange, but the body language was unmistakable. Brian leaned in just a little too close. Lana tilted her head, smiling—not quite dismissive, not quite welcoming either.

His jaw clenched. His fingers tightened around the crystal glass in his hand.

This was ridiculous. He had nothing to be jealous of.

And yet...

There was a part of him that couldn't help but remember the way Lana had looked at him earlier that night—her fingers brushing his, her voice softer when they were alone. There had been something unspoken between them. Or had he imagined it?

He had spent years building walls around himself—walls even the most cunning couldn't breach. But her? She had walked through them wearing a dress that wasn't even meant to impress him.
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​Lana

Brian chuckled softly, his eyes lighting up as we talked, his tone casual, almost teasing. There was something disarming about him—like his charm came without effort. For a moment, I found myself genuinely smiling, momentarily forgetting where I was and what tonight meant.

But the warmth between us didn't last.

I felt it before I saw him. The shift in the air. The pull of gravity around me.

Cassius.

His presence was like a shadow cast in daylight—unmistakable. I turned slightly, just in time to see him approaching, each step deliberate, calculated, silent. The crowd instinctively parted as he moved, and within seconds, he was standing between Brian and me.

No words. No smile. Just... ownership.

He didn't look at me, didn't greet Brian. He simply stood there like an immovable force, his back straight, his eyes cold. The line of his jaw was tight, his mouth a hard line.

Brian, ever composed, didn't flinch. Instead, I caught a subtle smirk at the corners of his lips, like he was enjoying this unspoken challenge.

Cassius didn't appreciate being challenged.

I could feel the storm gathering in him, his shoulders stiffening, his hands clenched at his sides. And then, without warning, his arm slid around my waist.

I sucked in a breath as he pulled me against his side—an unmistakably possessive move.

I didn't protest. I didn't dare. This was Cassius. He did what he wanted, when he wanted. And I had learned that resistance only made him push harder.

His lips brushed the shell of my ear, his voice low and sharp. "Stay close tonight."

The command in his tone sent a chill through me. Not just because of what he said—but how he said it. Like I belonged to him. Like I was something he wasn't willing to share.

Brian caught my eye over Cassius's shoulder and gave me a half-hearted shrug, his smile softening into something almost apologetic.

"I'll leave you to it," he said lightly, his voice smooth as ever. "Wouldn't want to overstep."

Cassius didn't respond. He simply watched as Brian walked away, his grip on me tightening slightly. I could feel the message he was sending in every muscle of his body.

Mine.

I should've been used to it by now, the way Cassius staked his claim in silence. But it still made my stomach twist.

Before I could say a word, before I could even breathe properly, I felt the weight of other eyes. The party hadn't stopped—not entirely—but I could feel the shift. People had seen. People were watching.

And Evelyn... Evelyn saw everything.

Across the room, she stood motionless, the stem of her champagne flute gripped so tightly her knuckles were white. Her eyes were fixed on us—on me—with such intensity, I could almost feel the burn of it on my skin.

She didn't blink. Didn't smile. Didn't even hide it.

There was fury in her stillness, restrained but coiled tight. A predator waiting for the right moment.

Then I saw her lean toward her companion, a woman called Kate, and whisper something too low to hear.

Kate, ever the poised shadow at Evelyn's side, offered a nod and turned with a glass of deep red wine in hand. Her movements were graceful, practiced. The kind of elegance that wasn't accidental.

I watched her approach, unease growing steadily in my chest.

And then—just as she passed me—her wrist flicked.

A sharp gasp escaped my lips as something warm and wet splashed across my torso.

I looked down.

Red.

Not blood—though it might as well have been. Wine, dark and unforgiving, soaked into the pale fabric of my gown, the stain spreading like a wound.

Gasps echoed around us, the hum of conversation halting as heads turned.

Kate froze dramatically, her hand flying to her lips. "Oh dear!" she gasped, eyes wide with false horror. "I am so terribly sorry! How clumsy of me!"

I stared at her, unable to form words. My dress—the one I had chosen with such care, tailored to perfection—was ruined. And she was pretending it was an accident.

Cassius tensed beside me like a coiled spring.

I didn't even have to look at him to know his fury had ignited.

He took a single step forward, just one, but it was enough to silence Kate's performative apology. She faltered under the weight of his stare. For a moment, even she looked uncertain.

Whispers spread through the crowd like wildfire. Some looked at me with sympathy. Others... with barely concealed amusement.

I hated them all.

My fingers clenched around the stained fabric. The wine had soaked through, sticky and cold, clinging to my skin.

"I—I need to clean this," I whispered, barely able to find my voice. Humiliation burned hot in my chest, a flush spreading across my face. I took a step back.

But Cassius's arm shot out, wrapping around me with a force that was both protective and commanding.

"You're not leaving running," he murmured, voice low enough that only I could hear.

I opened my mouth to argue, to explain that I wasn't fleeing—I was just trying to escape the humiliation—but before I could speak, he was already guiding me away.

Away from the crowd. Away from the stares.

Away from Evelyn's satisfied smirk and Kate's false concern.

His hand on my back was firm, his pace swift. I struggled to keep up in heels and wet fabric. I couldn't even glance back. He wasn't going to let me.

Not until we were alone.

The grand doors of his private chambers shut behind us with a soft thud, the sound final. The noise of the party outside vanished, swallowed by thick walls and distance.

I was breathing hard, the fire in the hearth casting flickering shadows across the floor as I turned to face him.

"Cassius, I can just go back to my room—"

"Turn around."

I froze. "What?"

He took a step closer, eyes scanning the ruined gown. His fingers reached toward the back laces. "Your dress is soaked. You need to change."

My breath caught.

I stepped back instinctively, clutching at the bodice. "I can manage myself."

Cassius arched a brow, clearly unimpressed. "Those laces will take you forever."

"That doesn't mean you should do it," I snapped, more heat in my voice than I intended.

He stared at me for a long moment, then exhaled slowly. "Lana. Do you really think I'd take advantage of you now?"

I hesitated.

And that hesitation was answer enough.

His expression didn't change, but something in his eyes hardened. "You're shivering," he said quietly. "You're soaked in wine. Do you want to sit through the rest of the night like this?"

I looked down at the spreading red stain, the damp bodice clinging uncomfortably to my skin. I was cold. And sticky. And humiliated.

But I wasn't sure changing here—with him—was any better.

As if sensing my internal struggle, his fingers brushed my shoulder. "Just turn around," he said again, this time gentler. "I'll be quick."
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