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Chapter 1
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The Exhibit  

The marble floor vibrated faintly beneath my heels, pulsing with the distant thrum of the city. Footsteps echoed through the gallery walls like erratic heartbeats, mingling with the sigh of air through ancient vents. But this time, something else slithered beneath the white noise—a presence that raised the fine hairs at my nape, sent a slow shiver cascading down my spine like fingertips tracing the knobs of my vertebrae. Music. Not the muted chatter of patrons or the droning cadence of docents. This was deliberate. Hungry. A piano concerto bleeding through the walls from the adjacent concert hall, its bass notes resonating deep in my ribs before the melody reached my ears. My breath hitched as my fingers hovered over the display case, the glass cool and treacherous. Inside, an 18th-century livre d’art lay open, its pages baring two lovers tangled in ink-stroked rapture, their bodies coiled like the twisted silk of a fallen curtain. Baroque. Everything here was Baroque—extravagant, indulgent, too much in the way that made my throat tighten if I stared too long. »Signorina Moreau?« The intern’s voice shattered the stillness. She clung to the doorway, her clipboard a flimsy shield against her chest. »The conservator wants to know—Caravaggio sketch in the south alcove, or—«  

»North.« The syllable snapped out before I could soften it. I forced a smile, the kind that didn’t reach my eyes. »The chiaroscuro will drown in southern light.«  

She nodded, her gaze flicking toward the distant music. A swallow bobbed in her throat, as if the sound had weight. »It’s stunning, isn’t it?«  

Unsafe.  My teeth found the tender flesh of my cheek. Instead of answering, I tilted the display case until its gilded edges caught the light, fracturing it into shards. »Stunning things are rarely kind.«  

Her lips parted—hovering between confusion and offense. I meant every word. The concerto swelled, low and insistent, the vibration humming through the silk of my blouse, skimming my collarbone. I pressed two fingers to the hollow of my throat, as if I could stifle the tremor beneath my skin. The pianist played with surgical precision, each note a calculated strike—hands forcing the Steinway to confess. My own fingers twitched,  nails scoring flesh, breath hot against a bared neck. Enough.  

I straightened, smoothing my skirt with deliberate strokes. »Tell the conservator I’ll inspect the final placements in ten minutes.«  

The girl scurried away, her footsteps swallowed by the music’s tide. 

~  
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I didn’t realize I’d moved until the gallery’s sterile light yielded to the concert hall’s velvet gloom. The air here was thick with the musk of aged wood and rosin, laced with something sharper—salt-slick exertion, maybe, or the iron tang of a split lip. Then I saw him. Daniel Vestrovsky. The name slotted into place the instant his profile registered. The prodigy. The phantom. The man who wrenched symphonies from silence as if tearing them from clenched teeth. He played like he was punishing the piano. His hands attacked the keys with controlled fury, shoulders rigid beneath his shirt. The music wasn’t melody—it was a living thing, thrashing between us, so visceral I could feel it pulse in my teeth. He exhaled through parted lips, his dark hair falling over his brow, damp at the temples. I shouldn’t have been here. The realization arrived too late. The conservator was waiting. The exhibit was unfinished. But my body had already surrendered to his tempo, my blood thrumming in time with his crescendos. Then the floor betrayed me. A stumble—a gasp—my hip struck the piano’s edge. A dissonant scream of keys ripped through the room before vanishing into abrupt silence. Heat flooded my cheeks. Daniel’s hands hovered above the keyboard, his knuckles bone-white against the fallboard. He didn’t turn. Not immediately. When he did, it was slow, deliberate, his eyes raking over me with the same ruthless scrutiny he’d given the Steinway. »You play?« His voice was raw, like the scrape of a bow over strings. I swallowed. »No.«  

The lie came instinctively. Perhaps confessing I recognized the exact moment I’d shattered his rhythm would have been worse. His mouth twitched—the ghost of a smirk. »Liar.«  

Before I could protest, his hand snapped out, capturing my wrist. His palm burned against my skin, his grip firm enough that I felt the steady hammer of his pulse against mine. Too close. »You flinch at the shift to B-flat minor,« he murmured. His thumb traced the delicate veins beneath my skin—slow, deliberate—sending sparks up my arm. »Like you’re bracing for impact.«  

I should have pulled away. I didn’t. His eyes—black as lacquered ebony—held mine, searching. For what, I couldn’t say. But the intensity of his gaze wasn’t just irritation. Something lurked beneath it. Restless. Like he’d expected the interruption. The silk of my sleeve strained between his fingers as he adjusted his hold, a fleeting constraint that stole my breath. Then, abruptly, he released me. »Next time,« he said, turning back to the keys, »knock.«  

The music resumed—not where he’d left off, but somewhere deeper, untamed. As if my intrusion had fractured the composition, revealing its bones. Stunning things were rarely kind. And I’d just stepped into their jaws. 

~  
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His hands moved again, the notes bleeding together—liquid, relentless. The melody had mutated. Shedding its skin until only the raw nerve remained. I should have left. My feet refused to obey. »You hold yourself like a martyr,« Daniel said, never breaking rhythm. His gaze flicked to me, then away. »All that poise, no pulse.«  

A spark of defiance tightened my spine. »Would you prefer me undone?«  

The words came out edged, reckless. His lips curved—slow, savoring. »I’d prefer you real.«  

The air between us thickened. Polished wood, his cologne—something like burnt amber and midnight—twined around me, muddling thought. My fingers curled against my thighs. Daniel’s hands stilled. A single note hung between us, quivering. Then he turned on the bench, his knees grazing the hem of my skirt. A whisper of contact. But the heat of it lingered. His gaze traced the flutter at my throat, the betraying rhythm beneath my skin, before settling on my mouth. »You bite your lips when you lie.«  

I exhaled sharply. »I’m not—«  

»Liar,« he repeated, softer now. His fingers hovered just shy of my jaw, close enough that I felt the warmth radiating from them. I should have stepped back. I didn’t. The piano lid pressed cold against the small of my back as I leaned into it, breath shallow. His thumb skimmed the swell of my lower lip, catching on the faint indentations of my teeth. A slow, deliberate stroke. My pulse pounded in my ears. His eyes darkened. »There it is.«  
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