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PROLOGUE
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Calliope Blossom

THE SMELL OF BLOOD has a peculiar weight in the air. It’s not just the iron and the viscosity, it’s the story it tells. The way it flows, where it pools, the marks it leaves. All of it reveals something.

And I’m good with stories.

The first time I see his name, I’m lying in bed, the light from my phone screen washing over my face in the dark. My latest video, a case about a serial killer from the nineties, has thousands of comments. One of them, however, stands out.

For you.

Two words. Simple. Lost in a sea of emojis, theories, and heated debate. The user has no profile picture. Just a name: Rowan Presley.

I don’t think much of it until the next morning, when I wake up and see it again. This time, in a news headline.

Man found dead in an alley near a prestigious college campus. Brutal murder.

I click the link. The man’s face fills the screen, and my heart freezes. I know him. Knew him.

He hurt me.

The connection is immediate, but my mind fights it. It can’t be. It can’t be. But then, a few days later, another name, another face. Another ghost from my past, dead.

And another comment.

For you.

The coincidence becomes impossible to ignore.

At first, I feel fear. Someone is watching me. Someone knows things about me that no one else should know. Only, this fear has a different edge to it. A tone of relief hidden within the dread.

And then, the notes begin to appear. Small pieces of paper left where only I could find them. Short, direct messages, written by hand with careful precision.

Now you can sleep without looking over your shoulder.

They can’t touch you anymore.

You are safe.

I should run. I should scream. I should report it.

I don’t do any of those things.

Because, for the first time, the shadow that follows me doesn’t frighten me. It protects me.

And speaking of firsts, the first time I hear his voice, it isn’t in a dream, but it could be.

I’m alone at home, deep into the night, my laptop screen split between a research file and the comment section of my latest video. My followers are debating serial killer theories, picking apart patterns, making morbid jokes I pretend not to notice.

Then, my phone vibrates. A notification appears.

Audio call from an unknown number.

Fear paralyzes me for an instant. I know the right thing to do is block it, but something on my skin prickles, a shiver different from ordinary fear.

I answer.

And I listen.

“Good evening, Calliope.”

The voice is low, raspy. Calm.

My heart beats like a drum inside my chest.

“Who is this?” My voice comes out steadier than I expected.

On the other end, a silence. It isn’t empty, though. It’s heavy. As if he’s weighing the words before saying them.

“You know who I am.”

I swallow dryly. Do I?

“Rowan.”

The name slips from my lips without permission, and the silence on the other end seems to smile.

“Good girl.”

Dread crawls up my throat, but not in the usual way. It isn’t fear of being hurt. It isn’t the icy terror I’ve known so many times before.

It’s something else. Something deeper. Something that recognizes me.

“Why are you calling me?” I ask, because I need to know what the fuck he wants.

“Because it’s time for you to understand.”

My chest tightens.

“Understand what?”

“What I am to you.”

The line goes dead before I can reply.

But his absence fills the air, and the silence after the call weighs more than his words did.

My hand still grips the phone tightly, as if holding it will stop reality from crumbling around me. My heart hammers, and not the way it should. Not with the pure, desperate fear of a real threat.

I should be terrified. I should be shaking, calling the police, blocking every possible means of contact. I don’t do any of those things. Instead, I close my eyes and take a deep breath.

What I am to you?

The question echoes inside me, spinning like a dark tide threatening to pull me under.

Rowan Presley. A name that appeared in the comments, then in the notes. And now, in my life.

I grab my laptop and type into Google. My hands are still steady, but there’s something in the pit of my chest, a warm weight, like an old truth revealing itself.

Nothing. No mention of a Rowan Presley in criminal records, social media beyond TikTok, or news reports. No digital footprint beyond the messages left for me.

As if he exists only for me.

My eyes drift to the nightstand. The most recent note is still there, next to the bookmark I always forget between the pages of my books.

They can’t touch you anymore.

It would still be the decent thing to do, to tear it up. Throw it away. I don’t do that, either.

What I do is run my fingers over the paper, feeling the texture of the ink.

There is something profoundly wrong with this. Something monstrous, twisted.

But when I close my eyes, the only thing I feel is safe.

And that thought frightens me more than any monster lurking in the dark.
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CHAPTER 1
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Calliope Blossom

MOST PEOPLE FEEL AFRAID when walking alone at night.

I should feel it, too.

The air is cold and damp, the wind whistling through empty alleys. My boots make a dull sound against the wet asphalt as I walk down the deserted sidewalk. A streetlight flickers on the corner, casting intermittent shadows on the graffitied walls.

I should have taken an Uber. I should have waited for the next train. Yet something made me choose this path tonight. Maybe it’s the weight of the last few days, the unanswered questions burning in the back of my mind. Or maybe it’s something else. Maybe it’s the feeling that I’m not alone.

I don’t look back. I don’t change my pace. And yet, my entire body is aware of the presence. A shadow that shouldn’t be there.

Instinct screams for me to run, but I don’t run, because this fear isn’t real fear. It’s something different. Something that recognizes what’s there in the darkness, watching.

My steps slow as I reach the door to my building. The keys are cold in my fingers as I unlock the door and step inside. The lobby is empty, lit only by a faint, flickering light on the ceiling.

My apartment is on the fifth floor. The elevator is old, groaning with each floor. The mirror at the back reflects my pale face; the bags under my eyes, too dark to be just tiredness.

When the doors open, my chest tightens. On the floor, right in the center of the runner leading to my door, is a black envelope.

The world around me dissolves.

My fingers tremble as I bend to pick it up. The paper is soft, expensive. Inside, a single note.

You don’t need to be afraid anymore. I see you.

My heart hammers against my ribs.

For you.

There’s no name, but I know.

I know he was here. I know he’s close.

And I know, in some way I can’t yet understand, he is not the danger.

The paper weighs more than it should between my fingers.

My hands are steady, but my chest is chaos. I should be afraid. Any normal person would be afraid.

All I feel, however, is a warm shiver crawling up my spine.

My eyes scan the narrow hallway, the door numbers lined up, silent, as if the whole building is holding its breath with me. The faint light flickers once, twice, casting shadows that seem to move.

I swallow hard and unlock my apartment door.

The silence greets me like an old friend. Nothing out of place, no windows open. And yet, I know.

He was here.

I close the door behind me and lean my back against it. My breath comes uneven, but not from panic. From anticipation.

My fingers trace over the note again. The handwriting is precise, slanted slightly to the right, written with something thicker than ordinary ink. As if he pressed too hard. As if he wanted every word to be felt.

I take a deep breath and toss my keys onto the table. My apartment is small, cozy. A sofa buried under blankets, shelves full of books and notebooks scribbled with notes about the cases I cover. The only sound is the clock on the wall, its ticking marking each passing second as I wonder what the hell I’m doing.

My mind screams new warnings for me to act. To lock up, to run, to call someone.

I make the wrong choice again and, instead, pick up my phone and open TikTok. My last video has already passed a million views. The comments are flooded with debates, theories, and morbid jokes, as they always are. But my eyes are searching for something else.

And then I see it.

A comment, lost among thousands, casual as anything.

For you, Callie. Found you on the For You page.

My stomach clenches.

My fingers hover over the screen. And then, before I can think too much, I type a reply.

Why?

The comment vanishes into the feed. A mistake. I know it’s a mistake.

But I also know he’ll see it.

And, goddamn it, I want to know what comes next.
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THE REPLY DOESN’T COME immediately.

Even so, I know he saw it.

I close TikTok and set the phone aside, but my heart is still hammering. The apartment feels different now. Every shadow seems deeper, every corner more alive. As if something, or rather someone, is here, just waiting for me to notice.

I should be sorry, but I’m not.

Instead, I wait.

I try to distract myself, make tea, open a book. But my mind keeps circling back to the same question.

Why?

When the phone vibrates beside me, I almost knock it to the floor.

The screen glows with a notification.

Message from an unknown number.

My body goes still.

The only thing that moves is my finger, sliding across the screen to open the message.

Because they deserved it.

The world around me shrinks.

It takes me a second to realize I’m holding my breath.

I let the air out slowly, trying to regain control, even though there is no control here. There is only the truth, naked and raw, staring back at me.

And the worst part?

Part of me wants to know more.

Part of me wants to understand.

My fingers freeze for half a second, but then, I start to type.

Who are you, really?

The reply comes too fast.

Someone who sees you as you are.

A shiver slides over my skin.

Before I can reply, another message arrives.

Are you afraid of me, Calliope?

The question burns on the screen.

My mind screams yes. That I should be afraid. That all of this is wrong.

Still, my fingers move before I can stop them.

No.

This time, the silence lasts longer.

Long enough to make me doubt what I’ve just done.

Then, one last message arrives.

Good girl.

And in that instant, I know.

Rowan Presley isn’t just a monster hiding in the shadows.

He is the monster walking beside me.
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[image: ]




Calliope Blossom

I DON’T SLEEP.

I lie in bed, staring at the ceiling, listening to the silence.

My phone is beside me, the screen dark, and I can still feel the weight of his words.

Good girl.

They cling to my skin like an invisible touch. Like a secret only the two of us know.

My body should be exhausted, but my mind is wide awake.

I think about the deaths. The faces that flashed across the news. The bodies found in brutal, precise ways. Each one carrying a piece of my past.

The truth is taking shape before me like a bloody puzzle. And I don’t know if I want to solve it or smash the pieces before it’s too late.
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MORNING ARRIVES IN a cold, gray light.

When I finally get out of bed, I feel disconnected from the world. As if I’m still caught between dream and reality, where his name echoes in my head.

Rowan Presley.

I pick up my phone. No new messages.

And yet, he’s out there. Somewhere.

I stare at my TikTok feed for a while before opening my comments. My last video is still gaining traction. But my gaze skims the list of names, searching for a particular one.

Nothing.

No “For You” this time.

Something uneasy stirs inside me.

What does that mean?

Was he waiting for something from me? Some reaction? Some sign?

I push the thought away and force myself through the routine. Tea, a hot shower, comfortable clothes, and none of it changes the fact that I’m waiting.

Waiting for him.
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IN THE AFTERNOON, I leave the house.

I need air. Movement.

The café where I usually work is nearly empty. I choose my table in the corner, order a double espresso, and open my laptop.

I search the names again. The victims. All the men who were killed.

Each of them had something in common.

Each of them hurt me.

Some physically.

Others in subtler ways, but just as cruel.

And now, they’re dead.

I should tell someone, too. I should do something.

But what, exactly? Tell the police that a mysterious man is killing ghosts from my past? That he leaves notes for me and whispers in the comments of my posts?

They’d laugh.

Or accuse me, as an accomplice.

So I close the laptop and drink my coffee.

And yet, even with the warm cup between my hands, I feel a cold creeping under my skin.

Because now I know.

Rowan Presley isn’t killing at random.

He’s telling a story.

My story.

And I’m the only one who gets to decide how it ends.

Even with my mind racing a mile a minute, I force my attention fully onto what I’m doing now. The café smells warm and familiar, a mix of roasted beans, which I love, and bread fresh from the oven. The low murmur of conversation and the clink of cups create a comforting background noise.

I’m in my usual corner, alone, enjoying my solitude, and before I know it, my mind is a million miles away again.

He hasn’t sent any more messages. Hasn’t commented.

And now, his silence seems louder than any words.

“You look lost.”

The male voice makes me start and look up.

A stranger is standing beside my table.

Tall, solid, dressed in black. Leather jacket, dark jeans, worn boots. The kind of man who blends easily into any crowd, but who has a presence that’s hard to ignore, mainly because of his intense eyes and the tattoo wrapping around his neck.

My first instinct is to study him. There’s something in the way he moves, as if he already knew I’d notice him.

He has gray eyes. Cold and stormy. And yet, there’s something warm in them too, something almost... curious.

“Do I?” I ask, arching an eyebrow.

He gives a half-smile.

“Just now, you were staring at that screen like it was devouring you alive.”

I let out a sigh, relaxing a little in my chair.

“That’s what happens when you spend too much time writing about monsters.”

His eyes gleam with interest.

“Monsters?”

“Serial killers, actually. True crime, twisted minds, patterns.” I glance at my laptop. “The kind of stuff that makes people sleep with the lights on.”

I was expecting that to scare him off; usually, talking about my work is my secret weapon for getting rid of certain types of men. But the stranger pulls out the chair opposite me, as if my answer were an invitation. As if he already knew I wouldn’t stop him from sitting down to talk.

“And you?” I ask, before he can say anything. “Do you sleep with the lights on?” Another attempt to spook him.

He lets out a low laugh.

Attempt failed, I think, and laugh bitterly to myself.

“I don’t sleep much.”

For some reason, that doesn’t surprise me.

He tilts his head slightly, as if he’s analyzing me, too.

“And why monsters?”

I blink.

“What?”

“Why did you choose to tell stories about them?”

It’s a simple question. But the way he asks it, isn’t.

My automatic answer, the one I’d give anyone else, dies in my throat.

Because, for the first time, as macabre as it is, I feel like someone actually wants to hear the truth.

So I give it to him.

“Because they walk among us.”

His eyes don’t waver.

“And that scares you?”

I tighten my grip on the cup.

“It used to.”

He nods, as if he understands the weight of those words better than anyone.

The silence stretches for a moment.

Then, he speaks again:

“Maybe some monsters aren’t what they seem.”

There’s something in the way he says it. Something that makes me hold my breath for a second.

A thought slides into my mind, sudden and sharp.

What if he knows?

If he knows about the deaths. About the notes. About everything.

But how could he?

Logic tries to pull me back. He’s just a stranger. Just someone curious.

But still...

“I guess it depends,” I say, testing him. “Some monsters are exactly what they seem.”

He smiles.

Slow. Calculated.

“And others?”

My fingers trace the rim of the cup.

“Others... only belong to someone.”

He watches my face for a moment.

And for the first time in a long time, I feel like I’m the one being studied.

“That’s an interesting perspective,” he says.

My heart thuds, but my expression stays neutral.

“Thank you.”

He leans forward slightly, resting his arms on the table.

“I didn’t say if it was good or bad.”

My chest tightens.

There’s something in the way he looks at me that makes me feel exposed. As if he can see right through me.

As if he already knows my answer, before I even say it.

He gives a small smile before standing up.

“It was a pleasure, Calliope.”

My stomach clenches.

I didn’t tell him my name.

He takes a step back, ready to leave.

My mouth opens, but before I can ask anything, he tilts his head to the side.

“See you soon.”

And then, the tattooed stranger is gone.

The café around me continues as if nothing happened.

But I know. My conclusion, even if slow, arrives quickly now.

I know I just spoke to a monster.
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[image: ]




Calliope Blossom

MY HEART IS STILL POUNDING hard when he disappears through the café door.

See you soon.

The words echo in my mind, sliding over my skin like a secret that refuses to be forgotten.

My fingers tighten around the cup again, but it’s already gone cold.

He knew my name.

My breath comes out slow.

I try to gather logic, facts, but my mind refuses to organize the pieces.

Was he just a stranger?

Or did I just look Rowan Presley in the eye without knowing it?

The thought is sharp and addictive at the same time.

I pick up my phone with steady hands, after setting the cup aside. No new messages. No new comments. No trace of him.

And yet, he was here.

And somehow, I know he still is close.
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THE WALK BACK HOME feels longer than it should.

The streets are still busy, cars passing, voices echoing around me. Yet the world seems slightly altered. As if I’d stepped into a space between the real and something darker.

The cold air slides over my skin, and yet, my body is warm.

I try to ignore the feeling of being watched, even though it’s impossible.

Every step I take carries the expectation that if I turn fast enough, I’ll see a shadow among the ordinary faces.

But I don’t turn.

Because, for the first time, I want him to watch me.
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WHEN I REACH MY BUILDING, something is different.

The elevator works normally, the lights are in place. Yet there’s something in the air. Something that makes my stomach twist before I even know what it is.

Then I see it.

Another envelope.

This time, not on the floor, but pinned to my door.

The same black color. The same heavy paper.

My throat tightens.

I look around the empty hallway before pulling it free.

My hands slide over the edge of the paper before opening it.

The handwriting is the same.

I enjoyed our conversation.

My breath hitches.

It was him.

The man from the café.

The way he looked at me, the words he chose, the way my skin prickled before I even knew why.

It was Rowan.

And he was so close.

My eyes scan the door, the lock intact, no sign anyone entered.

And yet, he was here, and somehow, I know he’ll be back.

My hands still hold the envelope as I step into the apartment.

The door clicks shut softly behind me, but the silence that spreads through the space isn’t comforting.

It’s electric. Alive.

My breath comes out slow.

He was here.

Not in some abstract sense, not as an invisible presence in the corners of my mind. But for real.

At the café. At my door.

Watching me.

Testing me.

My hands slide over the paper before I reread the words.

I enjoyed our conversation.

Each letter drawn with precision. A frightening control.

I take a deep breath and lay the note on the table. I pick up my phone with steady hands, without hesitating.

Why?

The message I forward to him, in the app, is simple and carries the weight of something much larger.

Time passes. Slow. Marked only by the sound of my own heart hammering against my ribs.

Then, the phone vibrates.

Because, for the first time since this game of ours began, you enjoyed it too.

The air catches in my throat.

He’s right.

And that scares me more than anything else.
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THE NEXT FEW HOURS pass in a blur.

I should be working, writing scripts, researching new cases. Yet the only thing filling my mind is him.

The way he looked at me in the café, as if he already knew me.

As if he’d been waiting for that moment.

And I...

I let him.

My eyes drift back to the note on the table. The lamplight casts shadows over the black paper.

I could tear it up, couldn’t I?

I could refuse to play this dangerous game, but I never do the right thing, I always go the opposite way.

So my fingers are already picking up the phone again.

My instincts should be screaming for me to run, yet all they do is push me closer.

Who are you really, Rowan?

The reply comes almost immediately.

The only one who sees you completely, my muse.

My skin prickles at the message. At the affectionate and deeply disturbing nickname.

Before I can send another question, another message arrives.

Open the door.

My eyes jump, and my heart stops.

My body freezes, but my mind is on fire.

Every nerve alert.

Every fiber screaming that this is the choice. The moment where I can decide to run. Or open the door and see the monster waiting for me.

My hand moves before I can think.

Slow.

Controlled.

The doorknob is cold against my skin as I turn it.

The door opens.

And he’s there.

The air leaves my lungs.

He’s there.

For real.

Not a shadow, not an idea, not a name sliding through the comments on my posts.

Rowan Presley is standing in front of me.

The dim hallway light carves sharp contours on his face. He looks exactly like at the café, tall, muscular, dressed in black, but now, everything about him seems more real. More dangerous. Mainly, because he’s wearing a black balaclava, with holes that only reveal his eyes and his mouth.

He watches me in silence, as if studying me. As if waiting.

And I don’t know what scares me more: the fact that he’s here or... the fact that I didn’t slam the door in his face.

My hands tighten against the doorframe.

“You came here,” I let out, every word trembling.

His lips curve into a half-smile.

“You opened the door.”

The silence that settles between us is thick.

My thoughts are chaos. I should be running, screaming, calling someone. I think about that shit all the time, yet my body doesn’t move.

Because there’s something about him that doesn’t make me want to run.

My eyes trace his face. The sharp features, the eyes like cold steel, the way he looks at me without blinking.

He isn’t afraid.

And somehow, neither am I.

“You shouldn’t be here,” I say.

Rowan tilts his head slightly.

“But you want me to be.”

My breath catches.

He’s fucking right, and I don’t know what to do with that truth.

“You killed for me.”

The words come out before I can control them.

He doesn’t deny it.

Just stares at me.

“I erased the ghosts that haunted you.”

A shiver slides down my spine.

“You don’t get to decide that for me.”

“But I did.” His voice is low, without hesitation. “And now, you sleep without fear.”

My chest tightens at his knowing air.

He’s right again.

The names of the victims pass through my mind. Men who hurt me. Men who, if I’m honest with myself, I wished would disappear.

But wishing isn’t the same as killing.

Rowan, however, erased that thin line as if it never existed.

“This isn’t normal,” I whisper.

He takes a step forward.

The light from the apartment dances over his face, and for a moment, he looks like both an avenging angel and a demon.

“Normal is relative, Calliope.”

My name in his mouth sounds different. Intimate. As if he’s been holding onto it for a long time.

My fingers still hold the door, but not to close it.

Why don’t I tell him to leave?

Why don’t I lock this door?

But then, he raises his hand and slides his fingers along the doorframe, near mine.

Not touching.

Just close enough that I feel his presence like electricity in the air.

“Do you want me to go?” he asks.

His eyes hold me.

The question isn’t a challenge.

It isn’t a threat.

It’s a choice.

And in that moment, I realize the truth.

If I tell him to leave, he will.

Without hesitating.

Without looking back.

But if I say nothing...

If I just stand here...

Rowan Presley will cross that threshold and enter my life for good.

The silence stretches.

My lips part.

And I make my choice.

My hand releases the doorframe. A tiny, imperceptible movement to anyone else, but not to him.

Rowan sees.

And, unhurried, he takes a step inside.

The door clicks shut softly behind him, cutting off the world outside.

Now, it’s just the two of us.

The air inside the apartment is charged. Every inch of space between us seems filled with something invisible, dense.

He doesn’t speak.

He doesn’t move further. He waits.

Because he wants to see.

Wants to see what I do now.

And the worst part?

I want to see, too.

My eyes trace his face. The sharp line of his jaw, the piercing gaze that feels like ice. He seems perfectly calm, as if he already knew this would happen.

As if he’d been waiting for this moment.

My throat is dry.

“What do you want from me?”

My voice comes out softer than I intended.

Rowan tilts his head slightly.

“This isn’t about what I want, Calliope.”

Every time he says my name, it feels closer.

“Then what is it about?”

He takes a step forward.

Slow. Deliberate.

I should step back. But I don’t.

“It’s about what you want.”

“You think I want this?”

“I think you want to understand.” His voice is calm, almost gentle. “And I think that scares you more than I do.”

My heart pounds.

Because he’s right.

About everything.

He’s right about the emptiness left after the deaths. About how the fear inside me was replaced by something different.

Something I can’t name.

Something I shouldn’t feel and yet do.

“You studied me.” My voice is firm, but my breathing isn’t. “Followed me. Watched me.”

He doesn’t deny it.

“Yes.”

“You killed for me,” I say, putting more emphasis on the word, as if that alone might make him grasp the gravity. It’s not like he gave me roses.

“Yes.”

The simplicity of his answer makes me shiver.

There’s no guilt. No doubt.

“And now?” I ask.

Rowan watches my face as if reading every tiny movement.

Then he speaks:

“Now I want you to see me.”

The silence spreads between us.

Not the silence of fear.

But the silence of something much larger.

He wants me to see.

Not just what he did, but what he is.

And the question echoing inside me isn’t whether he’s a monster.

The question is...

Does this monster belong to me?

The air in the apartment weighs a ton.

Rowan is there, just a few steps away, yet his presence occupies every corner, every shadow.

And I can’t look at anything else.

He isn’t in a hurry. He doesn’t force anything.

And I feel him.

Every inch of him, every part of what he represents.

“You want me to see,” I repeat, my mouth dry.

Rowan’s gray eyes gleam in the low light.

“I want you to see me, muse.”

My chest rises and falls in an uneven rhythm.

There’s no hesitation in him. No doubt. He’s giving me the choice, letting me decide. But my body already knows the answer before my mind processes it.

Because I want to see.

And more than that...

I want to feel.

He advances.

Slowly. Precisely.

Like a predator testing the limits of its prey.

But there’s no fear.

There are no more barriers between us.

When he’s close enough for me to feel his heat, my breath catches.

His scent, woody, with something dark and addictive underneath, seeps into me like a drug.

He raises his hand slowly.

His fingers brush my face, gentle, yet charged with something raw and dangerous.

My skin prickles all over.

“Do you feel this, Calliope?”

My mouth goes completely dry.

I can’t answer.

I can’t even speak, because his touch is hot, intense, as if burning straight into my soul.

His fingers slide over my chin, then up, tracing my jawline, the line of my neck.

Exploratory. Calculated. As if he’s memorizing every piece of me.

“This was always inside you.” His voice remains low, rough, intimate, ready to corrode my brain. “You just needed someone to show you.”

I close my eyes for a second, letting the moment consume me.

When I open them, he’s even closer.

His face inches from mine.

My pulse is chaotic, but it’s not fear.

It’s something much worse.

Or much better.

“You like this.” His fingers, which also bear tattoos, as I suspect his whole body might, press lightly against my neck. Not to hurt, but to feel my racing pulse under their tips.

“Rowan...” My voice fails.

He smiles.

A slow, torturous smile.

“Say it.”

I should fight this.

I should pretend I don’t want what’s happening here.

But it would be a lie.

So instead, I take a step forward and press my body against his.

He stiffens at the contact.

An electric current seems to tear through the air between us.

Rowan looks down, his jaw tight, his eyes burning straight into mine.

“Good girl. Always so well-behaved, just the way I like.”

My breath hitches again.

He leans in closer.

So close, I feel the heat of his mouth brushing my skin.

“Now tell me what you really want.”

And this time, I don’t shy away from the answer at all.
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CHAPTER 4

[image: ]




Calliope Blossom

MY HANDS SLIDE SLOWLY over his chest.

Rowan doesn’t move, and his eyes devour me.

His breathing remains steady, but something in him is taut, like he’s holding a thread about to snap.

I want to see him break.

I want to see everything.

“Show me.” My voice is low, laden with something I can’t name.

Rowan’s stormy eyes gleam like sharpened blades.

“What?”

I slide my hands down to his arms, feeling the contained strength beneath his skin, the corded muscle. Only now do I notice the sheer scale of him, both in breadth and in length, if you can put it that way. Rowan Presley is one hell of a man. He’s at least six-foot-six, I’m almost sure of it, and standing before him at five-foot-seven, I feel like a cockroach about to be crushed. He is definitively the most terrifying thing that has ever crossed my path, and I can’t help but imagine the harm he can do to another person. The harm he has certainly already done and will continue to do to others.

“Everything,” I declare, almost breathless. With the balaclava, I don’t know whether to focus on his eyes or his mouth. I get lost, alternating between the two. “Show me everything.”

The muscle in his jaw jumps.

For a moment, he just watches me, as if deciding how far he can take me.

How far I’d let him take me.

Then, without warning, his hand slides around my waist and pulls me against him.

The air leaves my lungs. My body fits against his as if it had always belonged there.

Rowan lowers his face until his mouth is inches from mine.

“You want to see who I am, Calliope?” His tone is soft, but there’s something dark behind it. Something dangerous.

My red-painted nails dig lightly into the fabric of his hoodie.

“I do.”

He lets out a low laugh, a sound that slides over my skin like silk.

“Then come.”

Rowan releases my waist only to take my hand. His fingers are warm, his skin rough.

He guides me to the door.

My heart accelerates, and the reality of what I’m doing begins to sink in.

“Where are we going?”

“You said you wanted everything.” He turns slightly to face me. “So I’m going to give you everything, my muse.”

The promise in his voice makes me shiver.

Yet, even as the reality sinks in, I don’t hesitate.

Because, ever since I became a storyteller of cases, I am not the one telling the story.

I am the one diving into it.

And Rowan Presley is ready to show me just how deep that abyss really goes.

The door closes behind us with a soft click.

Rowan still holds my hand as we descend the stairs. His touch isn’t hurried, but it’s firm. As if he’s leading me toward a preordained destination.

And I let him.

Because part of me wants this.

Because part of me needs this.

When we reach the street, the cold wind hits my skin, yet the heat of him beside me keeps me anchored.

“Where are we going?” I ask, my voice low in the night.

He glances at me sidelong, hooded, a half-smile playing on his lips.

“To where you’ll really see me.”

My skin prickles, full of anticipation and curiosity.

He leads me to a car parked a few meters from the building. Black, discreet. The passenger door already unlocked, as if he knew I’d get in.

Rowan opens it for me.

My eyes meet his.

The silent challenge there.

The last chance to back out.

Since I clearly have no sense of danger and not a single shred of self-preservation, I get in without hesitation.
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THE CITY WE LIVE IN, Denver, passes by in smears of light and concrete as he drives.

I don’t ask where we’re going.

Because deep down, I already know.

Rowan is taking me inside him, inside his mind.

To the place where he exists without masks, and I want to see.

I want to understand.

After a few minutes, he leaves the busy streets and turns onto a more isolated road. Dark trees line both sides, the world becoming denser, more intimate, more perverse, in ruins of lies and filthy secrets.

My fingers slide over the leather of the seat.

He doesn’t speak, yet the tension in the air is palpable.

Then, he stops the car in front of an old warehouse.

The building is large but nondescript, lost in the darkness.

My chest rises and falls in an irregular rhythm.

He gets out first, comes around, and opens the door for me, as if he could still be a gentleman, even within his reality as a serial killer who’s been stalking me like a fucking sick stalker.

“Come.”

My hand finds his without thought, and maybe, just maybe, the sick one here is me.

The touch is sure.

Rowan guides me inside.

And then, I see his world opening up for me.
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THE WAREHOUSE IS COLD and silent.

The lights are low, casting shadows that stretch across the concrete.

Yet, it’s not the shadows that make my skin crawl, it’s the goddamn walls.

Photos, newspaper clippings, handwritten notes.

Everything organized, meticulous.

And at the center of it all...

My image.

My videos.

My words transformed into something larger than myself.

I should be shocked.

But the truth?

Well, I’m not, because part of me already knew, this kind of behavior is super normal for men like him.

Rowan moves beside me, watching me absorb it all.

I turn to him.

“How long?” My voice doesn’t waver this time.

His eyes gleam, as if he’s loving every second.

“Since always.”

The confession tears through the silence.

My breath catches in my throat, ragged.

He takes a step forward, surrounding me without touching me.

“You think I found you, Calliope?” His voice is a cutting whisper. “You created me. You brought me here. Because I am yours, and you are my muse.”

My fingers tremble slightly at the possessive way he says it.

It’s still not from fear, it’s from something much worse, a different feeling that’s growing inside me, inside my heart, inside my head, and I can’t fucking name it, I only know it’s new, it makes me electric, charged with adrenaline.

“And now?” I ask anyway.

Rowan raises his hand. His fingers touch my face, the pad of his thumb sliding over my mouth.

He is warm.

Intense.

Untamable.

“Now you decide.”

His eyes burn into mine.

“Whether you accept me. Or destroy me.”

And in that instant, I know.

There is no possible destruction for something that already belongs to me.

And the silence between us is electric.

My eyes travel over the warehouse walls, every photo, every newspaper clipping, every note made with obsessive precision.

Everything revolves around me.

My past.

The men who died.

The monsters that once haunted me and have now been erased.

By him.

Rowan watches me in silence. He doesn’t explain, doesn’t justify. He just waits. Because he knows I need to absorb this on my own.

My hands tremble slightly as I touch one of the papers pinned to the wall. A handwritten note, precise and detailed.

The victims’ names.

The places they died.

The reasons he chose them.

My name appears there, among the words, like a constant whisper, an invisible thread stitching it all together.

He did this for me.

For me.

I turn slowly to face him.

“What am I to you, Rowan?”

He studies me for a long moment.

Then he takes a step forward, eliminating the last space between us.

His fingers slide slowly over my wrist, and he feels my racing pulse.

“You are the only thing that exists.”

I can’t breathe properly, because my breath fails.

The weight of those words latches onto me, sinks beneath my skin, seeps into my bloodstream.

“This isn’t normal,” I say, and my voice holds no conviction.

I need to show him I don’t condone this, because it’s the right thing to do. I tell stories about criminal cases and I have never, not once, wanted to trivialize my work. These are serious things, they’re people, human beings, lives. You can’t play with lives like that, as if you were God, even if those lives are tyrants. Good or bad, that’s not our function on Earth. We didn’t come here to decide who lives or who dies.

If someone hurts you, you toss it to the universe, ask a higher power to handle it. We can’t fight evil with evil. Right?

Of course it’s right, Calliope Blossom, for fuck’s sake.

Rowan smiles crookedly.

“Normal never protected you, Callie.”

His words are like a slap in the face, and it hurts, almost enough to fill my eyes with tears.

Because, as much as I hate to admit it, he’s right. Again.

Normal hurt me. Normal left me vulnerable.

Normal made me look over my shoulder for years, waiting for the moment my past would catch up.

But Rowan changed that.

He destroyed my ghosts.

And now, he’s handing me something much bigger.

The power to choose.

My fingers are still on the paper when I speak again.

“You killed all of them for me? Are you sure?”

His eyes don’t waver.

“Yes, muse. I killed them all for you and made them pay. Settle their accounts with the devil. No one messes with you, no one touches you, and gets away with it. Without feeling the weight of my knife plunging into their dying hearts.” Rowan closes his hand into a fist at his side and breathes out: “Sons of bitches. All of them. Death was still too good for them.”

The simplicity and naturalness of his answer makes me shiver, a little scared, a little awestruck.

“And I never asked for this,” is my most obvious reply.

Rowan raises his hand and touches my chin, forcing me to look at him closely.

“But you needed it.”

My chest rises and falls, too fast.

Because he’s not wrong.

He’s never been wrong.

But to admit that...

To admit that means accepting what’s happening here.

And there’s no going back after that.

My hand rises slowly, sliding up his arm.

Rowan closes his eyes for a second, as if he feels the impact of the touch far more than he should.

When he opens them again, I see something there.

Something pure.

Something fierce. A messy piece of an eternal puzzle.

“I want to understand you.”

The words come out in a whisper, yet each one carries weight, a weight that’s crushing my back, a weight that’s making me lose my reason, pushing me to jump off a cliff.

His lips curve slightly, but there’s no humor in the smile.

There’s hunger.

There’s recognition.

“Then come deeper, Calliope.”

The invitation hangs in the air, suspended between us like a secret on the edge of the abyss.

And me? I hesitate. Because there’s something inside me, something dark, something deep, that wants to take that step. Wants to lose itself in him, in his mind. Wants to understand. What he is, what he does, what he thinks, how he thinks.

My eyes travel over the walls covered in memories that aren’t mine, but that, somehow, belong to me. My face reflected in every photo, in every line scrawled by hand, in the shadows of what Rowan created for me, even before he knew me.

No. Not before he knew me. Because part of me feels he was always there.

At the edge of my fears.

In the corners of my nightmares.

Hidden in the darkness I spent my life trying to ignore.

But now, he’s no longer a ghost lying in wait.

He is real.

He is here. And so am I.

And that’s the part that scares me.

Not him.

Myself.

What is inside me that makes my heart pound in a way that isn’t fear?

Why don’t my feet move backward, but forward?

Why, instead of running, does my skin crave his warmth once more?

I should be disgusted.

I should be terrified.

Yet, all I feel is a brutal desire to cross that line and never look back.

And that truth tears me apart inside.

Breaks me.

Exposes me.

If I take this step now, I can never go back. I can never again pretend to be someone normal. I can never again look in the mirror without seeing who I really am. And so, I choose the easier path.

I run.

My feet move before my mind can register the moment.

Before my body can beg me to stay.

Before his voice can bind me there.

The door opens with a crack, the cold night air hitting my face like a shock. I stumble out, away from him, away from the abyss threatening to swallow me whole.

And then I run.

I run as if I could escape what I’ve just seen.

I run as if I could leave Rowan Presley behind.

But what truly frightens me?

It’s not him.

It’s knowing that, with every step I take, a part of me knows it’s not because I’m running that it will leave me alone. This is only the beginning.

There’s more ahead. Much, much more.
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CHAPTER 5
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Calliope Blossom

I WAKE TO THE PALE dawn light seeping through the gaps in the curtain.

My body is warm, my mind still wandering the trails of last night. My feet touched the cold floor as I ran from him. But did I run far enough?

The city outside is already stirring for a new day.

Denver wakes differently each morning.

In winter, the fog crawls through the streets, turning everything ghostly and cold, as if hiding secrets between the buildings. But today, the sky is clear, a sharp, cold blue, the wind carrying the familiar smells of coffee, smoke, and leaves scattered across the asphalt.

My downtown apartment is a nothing, compared to so many others, but it’s enough. My books and notes are still scattered across the living room table, next to a forgotten coffee cup from the night before.

I take a quick shower, pull on jeans and a dark top, twist my red hair into a messy bun, and grab my bag.

Today is a class day at the University of Denver.

And I need normalcy.
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THE CAMPUS IS A MIX of tradition and modernity, old buildings contrasting with rooms of glass and steel. And no matter how many times I walk here, no matter how many corners of this place I’ve come to know, there’s still a thread of restlessness under my skin.

I can pretend.

I can study, laugh, be Calliope Blossom, the Journalism student who tells stories about monsters on the internet.

But now, a real monster knows my name.

And worse: part of me doesn’t want to forget him.

“You look like shit.”

The voice pulls me from my thoughts, and when I turn, I find Lena Carter standing there, arms crossed, one eyebrow arched.

My best friend.

My anchor in the chaos.

Lena is impeccable, as always. Long coat, stylish boots, straight hair falling perfectly over her shoulders. Unlike me, who carries a somber mood even in the way I dress, she radiates energy and sophistication.

She squints at me.

“Please tell me you didn’t spend the night editing video and drinking coffee till dawn.”

I let out a dry laugh.

If only.

But Lena doesn’t need to know.

She definitely doesn’t need to know about him.

So I shrug, forcing a smile.

“Something like that.”

She narrows her eyes, but luckily, she doesn’t press.

“Come on, the Investigative Media professor already hates us enough.”

We walk together across campus, and the weight of last night begins to lessen, if only a little.

Lena and I met freshman year of high school, when we were put in the same group for a Literature project. I thought she was too snobby, she thought I was too closed off, and in that awkward way, we worked. It only got better when, together, we discovered we wanted to take the same major at the University of Denver.

And ever since, Lena has been my best friend. The only person who really knows me. Or at least, the only one I let know me.

Because if she knew what happened last night, if she knew what I’m feeling right now, she’d run from me. Just like I ran from Rowan Presley.

But for how long?

With that thought, we continue walking side by side, the sounds of students talking, laughter, and the rustle of our clothes filling the air. Denver’s cold sun casts long shadows across the stone path, and the breeze carries the smell of coffee from somewhere nearby. My mouth waters for my favorite drink.

And just like that, unfortunately, the smell brings back certain memories, and my mind is no longer here.

It’s still in that coffee shop.

In the warehouse.

It’s still at that half-open door.

In the promise in Rowan Presley’s eyes.

In the abyss that almost swallowed my whole soul.

“Okay, seriously, what is going on with you?” Lena interrupts my thoughts, narrowing her eyes as she looks at me sideways.

She blinks twice, assessing my face with her usual surgical precision.

“You have that look.”

“What look?” I ask, frowning.

“The look of someone who’s seen a ghost or fallen into an existential hole so deep, even I can’t pull you back.”

I smile faintly, trying to play it off, but I know I don’t fool Lena that easily.

She knows me better than anyone. And that means she knows when I’m not okay at all.

“I’m just tired, Len.” I try to lighten the weight of the conversation. “Busy week, videos to edit, new script, research... You know how it is.”

“Oh, please!” She rolls her eyes dramatically. “You work with crimes, psychopaths, and blood, and yet, you never look this wrecked. This is different.”

My jaw locks for a second.

I hate that she knows me so well.

But I can’t tell the truth. Not in a million years.

So, I take the safer route.

“I guess I need to get out a little.”

Lena stops in the middle of the path and stares at me as if I’d just confessed to a crime.

“OH. MY. GOD.” She puts her hands on her chest, feigning shock. “You finally admitted it on your own? Calliope Blossom acknowledging she needs to leave her cave? I must be dreaming.”

I laugh, but Lena is already too excited.

“Great, so you’re coming with me tonight.”

My laugh dies in my throat.

“What? No, wait...”

“No excuses!” My best friend raises a hand, cutting me off before I can try to escape. “There’s a party tonight, and you need to go out, drink, dance, do anything that gets you out of this dead-inside mode.”

I roll my eyes.

“You just want someone to help you avoid boring guys.”

“Obviously! But that’s just a bonus.” She winks and smiles. “The real deal is you need this, Cal. You seem... different. And I don’t like this existential ghost version.”

I swallow dryly.

If she only knew why.

If she only knew the reason for my state isn’t exhausting work or sleepless nights, but a man. A man who watches me in a way no one ever has. Who whispers truths I don’t want to hear. Who knows my own mind better than I do.

“Lena...” I try to argue, ready to whine, but she raises a finger in the air, cutting me off.

“Don’t even start. I’ll pick you up at ten. You have no choice.”

“I could just not open the door.”

“And I could convince your weird neighbor to let me in.”

I let out a short laugh, shaking my head.

“You’re impossible.”

“And you need to have fun.” Lena links her arm through mine and uses it to pull me toward the building where we have class. “And who knows, a cute guy might distract you from this gloomy mood.”

My spine chills at the mention. Because the only man I can think of isn’t someone I can just forget.

And worse...

I think I don’t want to forget him.
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THE REFLECTION IN THE mirror stares back at me.

My expression is neutral, but my eyes... my eyes betray everything.

There’s something different in them tonight. Something restless, burning beneath the surface of my skin.

I slide my fingers over the black fabric of my tight top and adjust the hem of my short skirt. My bare feet touch the cold floor as I stare at the clothes scattered on the bed, as if any other choice of fabric could change how I feel.

But the truth?

No matter what I wear, I still feel him.

I still feel Rowan Presley’s gaze on me, even when he isn’t here.

Even when I pretend I can ignore him.

BEEP! BEEP!

The car horn cuts through my thoughts, bringing me back to reality.

Lena.

I let out a sigh, pull on my boots, grab my phone and bag. One last look in the mirror, one last attempt to look normal, and then I’m out.

The night air is cold when I close the building door behind me. The street is lit by tall lampposts and the diffuse glow of the city in the background.

Lena’s car is parked at the curb, the low beams casting ripples of light down the street.

As I approach, I see another silhouette in the passenger seat.

I smile before I even open the door.

“So, Jay, still putting up with this woman?”

Jayson Park, Lena’s childhood best friend and, by extension, my best friend too, lets out a laugh as he turns to me.

“She forces me to exist beside her, I just accept my fate.”

Lena rolls her eyes.

“You two are ridiculous.”

Jayson smiles at me in an easy, familiar way. His curly hair falls over his forehead, and he’s wearing that worn leather jacket he’s had since sophomore year of high school.

Because that’s what he is to me: familiarity.

Someone who’s always been there, since the day Lena and I met. Because when Lena came into my life, Jayson was already a part of it.

And somehow, we started existing together.

I get in the car, closing the door behind me.

“What’s the plan?” I ask as Lena accelerates.

“Party, drinks, and if I’m lucky, someone to distract me from the chaos that is my life.” She smiles, winking at me in the rearview mirror. “And you, Calliope? Open to distractions tonight?”

I open my mouth to answer.

But before any sound comes out, my phone vibrates.

A single message appears on the screen.

And what’s written there steals all the air from my lungs.

SMS from Unknown Number.

Where do you think you’re

going dressed like that?

My skin prickles.

My blood runs cold.

But before my heart can steady, another message arrives.

And with a man in the car,

breathing the same air as you?

My hand tightens around the phone.

Lena’s car moves forward, music playing softly on the radio, Jayson saying something I don’t hear.

Because Rowan Presley just found me.

Even without being here.

Even without me saying a word.

And now, I can only think one thing.

He’s watching me. And my friends, too.

The air inside the vehicle, once comfortable, now feels charged.

Rowan is watching me, that’s a fact, but from where?

My eyes discreetly scan the streets through the window. The traffic is normal for a Friday night in Denver. Headlights shining, people walking on sidewalks, talking, laughing.

Nothing abnormal.

Nothing to suggest he’s here.

But he is.

Somehow, he always is.

My heart hammers against my ribs.

“Calliope?”

Lena’s voice pulls me back into the car.

“Huh?”

I force a normal expression, though my hand still grips the phone.

“You’re being weird again.”

She narrows her eyes in the rearview mirror.

“Just thinking.”

I try to shrug, casually.

“Thinking about what?”

“Life, journalism, the flawed system of society...”

“Oh, for God’s sake!” Lena huffs. “You need alcohol, stat.”

Jayson laughs from the front seat.

“Or maybe an exorcism.”

Lena lightly punches his shoulder.

“First the party, then we decide if Calliope needs a priest.”

I should laugh.

I should enjoy this conversation, this moment, this night.

But my phone screen still glows in the dark, burning in my lap like a sentence.

He’s watching me.

And he’s angry.

But the car continues down the lit-up streets, approaching the house where the party is happening.

Colored lights flash in the yard, and the sound of music reverberates through the neighborhood.

I should be excited. I should be eager to go in, have a drink, forget this restlessness inside me.

But my mind is still far away.

I still feel Rowan’s gaze.

I feel his presence crawling over my skin like an invisible shadow.

My hands tremble slightly as I unlock the phone and start typing.

To Unknown Number:

Where are you?

It doesn’t take more than a few seconds.

SMS from Unknown Number:

Closer than you

think.

My breath hitches.

My fingers tighten harder around the phone, and before I can react, another message arrives.

Do you really want to go into that

party, Calliope?

The words hit me with cutting precision.

Because Rowan Presley isn’t asking.

He’s testing me.

He wants to know what I choose now.

And surprising a total of zero people, I don’t know the answer.
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CHAPTER 6
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Calliope Blossom

THE DEEP THUMP OF THE music pulses in the air before we even step inside.

The house is enormous, ringed by cars parked haphazardly along the curb. Colored lights flash in the windows, and the front door is already wide open, as if the place is swallowing anyone who dares approach.

Lena and Jayson get out of the car first, animated, talking about something I barely register. My fingers are still gripping my phone tightly, the heat of the device radiating into my palm.

Do you really want to go to this party, Calliope?

The message still glows on the screen.

He is close.

Rowan Presley is close.

I swallow hard and force a smile for Lena, who’s already pulling me by the hand, cutting across the lawn.

“Come on, Callie! You need to relax.”

Jayson laughs beside us, clearing a path through the crowd clogging the entrance.

“If she relaxes too much, she’ll end up passed out on the sofa with a bottle of tequila in her hand.”

“And that’s exactly what she needs.”

I could laugh at my friend’s statement, I could throw myself into this night like any other normal person would, but I can’t—even if I try—ignore the feeling that I’m being watched.

Because I am.

And I know exactly by whom.

A few tugs and jokes later, Lena, Jay, and I make our way in. The house is packed. People scattered in every corner, red cups in hand, conversations blending into a constant buzz. The smell of alcohol, perfume, and sweat fills the air, creating that chaotic energy of college parties.

Lena drags me to the kitchen, where an improvised counter is laden with bottles, juice, and melting ice.

“Okay, what’s it gonna be, Cal? Vodka? Whiskey? Tequila? All of the above?”

I pick up a cup, trying to seem normal.

“Just something weak for now.”

“Calliope being sensible?” Jayson raises his eyebrows as he pours himself a drink. “Now that’s new.”

Lena hands me a cup with something fruity and strong.

“She just needs a little push.”

I laugh, forcing the normality they expect.

But then, my phone vibrates.

And all the noise of the party fades into the background.

SMS from Unknown Number:

You should leave here now.

My stomach clenches.

I lift my head, my gaze sweeping over the people around me.

Where is he?

My fingers slide across the screen, replying before I can stop myself.

To Unknown Number:

Are you here?

The reply comes fast, as always.

I’ve always been here.

My chest twists with nerves.

The music seems louder now, the voices more distant.

He is in here. Among these people.

And I don’t know where.

“Callie?”

Lena snaps her fingers in front of my face.

“Earth to Calliope! What’s wrong?”

I struggle to seem calm, shoving the phone into my skirt pocket.

“Nothing, just, I don’t know, too many people.”

She rolls her eyes, pushing a new cup toward me.

“Then drink.”

Yet as the alcohol burns a hot path down my throat, I can’t ignore the one truth that really matters.

I am not alone here.

Rowan Presley is close.

So close that maybe...

He’s already brushed past me tonight without me noticing.

Lena, unfortunately, gives me no time to process anything.

“Let’s dance.”

She grabs my hand and pulls me away from the kitchen and my own internal chaos.

“Lena, I...”

“No excuses, you sneaky redhead, I already said.”

Jayson just laughs, already moving ahead, parting the crowd. The music is even louder here, colored lights flashing as bodies move together, swaying to the pulsing rhythm.

My instincts scream, not from excitement, but from the imminent danger surrounding me.

He is here.

I know it.

I feel it.

But what can I do? Stop in the middle of the dance floor and tell my friends the man who’s been stalking me, sending me possessive messages, is somewhere watching us?

No.

So I pretend.

Pretending is easier.

I lift the cup and take another swallow, feeling the burn of the alcohol slide hot down my throat.

Let it burn.

Let it drown this feeling.

Lena spins beside me, laughing, her eyes shining under the red light.

“See? This won’t kill anyone. Now relax.”

I try.

But then...

I see him.

Rowan Presley.

He emerges from the crowd as if drawn by destiny itself.

Dark shirt, sleeves rolled up to his forearms, revealing more of his tattoos, and a relaxed expression on his face, as if he’s exactly where he’s supposed to be.

As if he belongs here.

Time slows.

Because he doesn’t look directly at me.

Not yet.

First, he looks at Lena and Jayson.

And smiles. He smiles.

“Calliope?”

My breath hitches.

The bastard says my name like it’s casual. Like an innocent reunion.

Lena and Jayson turn at the same time, surprised.

Rowan slides between us like an ordinary man, just some guy at some party.

But he isn’t.

He never was.

My friend is still looking at me, in a kind of silent interrogation meant just for us. She clearly wants to know who this is, coming over and calling me by name, when she obviously knows practically everyone I know. She knows damn well I don’t have friends.

In fact, the only people Lena doesn’t know are precisely the men from my past. The men Rowan killed, one by one, because I never wanted to tell her that ugly side of my story either.

And just like that, I can feel the sweat beading on my forehead, on my hands. I search for air, even though it’s grown thin in this house, and while their eyes are on me—Jay’s, Lena’s, Rowan’s—I feel cornered, not knowing what to do. My only option is to stare back at each of them, lost, confused, about to freak out, and in the meantime, to stare at Rowan with even more intensity, as if he might notice my desperation first and, who knows, disappear out of pity.

As if.

I disobeyed an order, I woke the beast, and now he’s come here to devour me alive in front of my best friends.

“Oh... my... God.” Lena finally snaps to, as if she’s the first to figure out what’s happening here. She clicks her tongue, staring at me, then points from me to my monster. “Is he the reason you’ve been acting weird all day?”

I can’t answer.

My heart is chaos inside my chest, pounding too hard.

Rowan just gives a low chuckle and runs a hand through his brown hair in a relaxed way.

“We met at the coffee shop yesterday.”

His voice is impeccable, smooth, unhurried.

He lies like he breathes.

And worse, he sounds convincing. Exactly as a psychopath would.

Jayson raises his eyebrows, sizing him up.

“Really? Callie never mentions random guys.”

Lena stares at Rowan, then at me, her eyes shining with mischievous curiosity.

“Wait, was this a date or did you just share the same space?”

Rowan turns to me, for the first time.

And there’s something there. Something dark and dangerous hidden beneath the varnish of a charming man.

He’s clearly playing a game, and I don’t know if I can win it.

“I think Calliope should answer that.”

He smiles, and Lena practically vibrates with curiosity.

“Callie?”

What do I say?

The truth?

Or what he wants me to say?

My breath is trapped in my throat, about to suffocate me.

Because for the first time, Rowan Presley isn’t just a ghost in the shadows. He’s here, in the middle of my life, and no one but me sees the danger.

And in this moment, my lips part, but nothing comes out.

Because Rowan is looking at me.

And what I see in his eyes leaves me breathless.

He looks calm. Casual. A charming stranger who showed up at some party. But I know the truth. He isn’t here by chance. He’s here for me. To scare me. To stalk me and trap me.

And now, he’s backed me into a corner.

Because if I deny it, if I act differently, Lena and Jayson will get suspicious, and if I play his game and follow this carefully constructed lie, I sink a little deeper.

I swallow dryly, trying to keep my face neutral.

“We bumped into each other at the coffee shop.” My voice comes out steady, despite the turmoil inside me. “Nothing major.”

Rowan’s eyes gleam like cold steel under the flashing lights of the dance floor.
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