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            Chapter One

          

          JESSICA THORNE

        

      

    

    
      Smoke has a memory. It curls into the hollows of things, staining wood and bone with the same indelible ink. I knew that better than most. Ten years ago, I’d breathed it in until it scoured my throat raw, watching my father’s legacy turn to ash in the court of public opinion before it ever touched a flame. Tonight, though, the smoke tasted different. Less like loss, and more like gasoline and inevitability.

      My cottage burned.

      It didn’t start with a flicker, or a warning cough of flame. One moment it was the shabby-chic sanctuary I’d rented under a borrowed name. Laura Finch, freelance photographer, harmless, forgettable, and the next was a pillar of hungry orange light tearing a jagged hole in the Appalachian dark.

      Rain, the kind that feels like needles, hissed against the inferno. It turned the humid night air into a steam bath thick with the stink of burning pine, melting plastic, and something darker, sweeter. Kerosene, maybe. It definitely was not accidental.

      I stood barefoot on the soaked grass, the mud oozing up between my toes, cold and slick like oil. The hem of my thin cotton nightgown was plastered to my shins, translucent with water, but I couldn’t feel the chill. The heat from the house was a physical wall, a solid force pushing against my skin, drying the rain on my face before it could truly wet me.

      Ash fell like dirty snow. It caught in my honey-blonde hair, turning the gold to gray. It stuck to the light dusting of freckles across my nose and cheeks. I didn’t blink it away and I didn’t wipe it off. I just watched.

      Inside that roaring maw of heat, something uncoiled in my chest. It was not fear, never fear. Fear was for the girl I used to be, the twenty-year-old heiress who cried when they took the silver, and who begged when they took the house. That girl was dead. What uncoiled in me now was colder, sharper. It was a serpent waking up after a long winter, stretching its claws.

      Vengeance.

      This fire wasn’t just destruction; it was a message. A calling card left on the doorstep of my return.

      Welcome home, Asha Mercer. Eden Falls remembers.

      A timber cracked, the sound like a gunshot, and the roof of the porch groaned, sagging inward. Sparks spiraled up into the black sky, mocking the stars. Somewhere inside that inferno were the clothes I’d bought to play the part of Laura. The cheap digital camera I carried as a prop. The throw pillows I’d meticulously arranged to look like I cared about domestic comfort.

      My stomach gave a violent lurch, but not for the clothes.

      The journals.

      My hand flew to my throat, panic flaring hot and bright for the first time. The leather-bound books. The ones filled with ten years of research, and names, and dates. The intricate map of the Ashbourne family’s sins I’d been compiling since I was fourteen years old.

      I forced a breath into my lungs, counting the beat. One. Two. Three.

      No. They weren’t in there. I’d buried them in the watertight lockbox beneath the loose floorboard in the gardening shed out back just this morning. Paranoia had always been my best friend, and tonight it was my savior. Let the house burn. Let “Laura Finch’s” life turn to cinders. The weapon I had forged against this town was safe.

      Sirens thin and frantic against the bass roar of the fire. wailed in the distance, They grew louder, accompanied by the strobing red and blue lights cutting through the trees lining the narrow lane. The colors painted the dripping leaves in garish, fleeting violence, blood red, bruise blue, blood red, and bruise blue.

      Neighbors had gathered on the road’s edge, drawn like moths to the catastrophe. They huddled under umbrellas or stood on the porches of their own modest homes, their faces pale smudges in the chaotic light. I could feel their eyes on me, pitying, curious, and hungry for tragedy. After all, this was Eden Falls. Misfortune here wasn’t just news, it was currency.

      I adjusted my posture. I slumped my shoulders, hugged my arms around my middle, and widened my eyes until they stung. I summoned the tremor in my hands.

      Showtime, Laura.

      “Oh, honey! Oh, my god!”

      Mrs. Henderson, the elderly widow who lived two houses down, shuffled toward me, ignoring the mud splashing her slippers. She was clutching a knitted shawl like a shield. “Are you alright? Did you get hurt?”

      I turned to her, letting my lip wobble. “I... I don't know,” I stammered, pitching my voice an octave higher, breathless and airy. “I was sleeping. I just smelled smoke and ran.”

      “It’s a tragedy, a pure tragedy,” she clucked, reaching out to pat my wet arm with a trembling hand. Her eyes darted past me to the flames. “Whatever started it? With all this rain?”

      “I don't know,” I whispered, choking on a sob that wasn’t real.

      Behind Mrs. Henderson the whispers of the others provided a sibilant counterpoint to the fire’s roar.

      Poor Laura... she’s such a sweet girl. It looks like the Mercer place all over again. Bad luck follows that land. The Ashbourne’s should’ve bulldozed it years ago, the dirt is cursed.  I tell you; nothing good grows on Mercer soil.

      My fingers curled into fists at my sides, hidden by the folds of my nightgown. My nails bit into my palms, crescent moons of pain grounding me.

      Mercer.

      They didn’t know who I was. To them, I was the quiet freelancer who paid in cash and brought Mrs. Henderson cookies on Tuesdays. But the name still hung in the humid air like a hex. Ten years hadn’t been enough to scrub it clean. If anything, the silence had made the rot deeper.

      I kept my face smooth, a mask of stunned vacancy. Laura Finch wouldn’t rage. She wouldn’t scream accusations into the wet night or demand to know which of the Ashbourne payroll lackeys had tossed the match. She’d stand there, shivering and lost, the picture of bewildered victimhood.

      But inside? Inside, the jagged edges of Asha Mercer scraped together, creating sparks hot enough to rival the blaze behind me. This wasn’t an accident. It was a gauntlet thrown down. A warning shot.

      Leave, the fire said. Or burn.

      A massive fire engine lumbered down the lane, its air brakes hissing as it ground to a halt. Men in heavy turnout gear began shouting orders, unraveling hoses, their movements practiced and urgent. But even I could see it was performative. The cottage was gone. They were just here to wet the ashes.

      One of the firefighters, a young man with soot smeared under his eyes, jogged over to us. “Ma'am? Are you the resident?”

      I nodded, clutching Mrs. Henderson’s shawl which she’d draped over me. “Yes. It's... it's all gone, isn't it?”

      He grimaced, glancing at the inferno. “We'll do what we can to save the frame, but... I'm sorry, ma'am. You're lucky you got out.” He paused, squinting at the flames. “It smells like accelerant. Do you have any enemies? Ex-boyfriends? Crazy stalkers?”

      I let out a shaky hysterical little laugh. “Me? No. I take pictures of birds. I don't have enemies.”

      I have an entire dynasty of them, I thought. And they run this town.

      Before he could ask another question, the atmosphere shifted.

      It wasn’t a sound, exactly. It was a change in the air pressure. A drop in temperature that had nothing to do with the rain. The whispers behind me stopped abruptly, severed like a cord. The firefighters paused in their work. Even the roar of the fire seemed to dampen, cowered by a greater force.

      I turned.

      A sleek, obsidian-black Range Rover cut through the gathering crowd like a shark moving through a school of minnows. It didn’t respect the perimeter. It didn’t stop at the police tape hastily strung across the lane. It rolled right under it, snapping the yellow plastic with an arrogant whip.

      Tires crunched over gravel, heavy and assured. The headlights sliced through the rain and smoke, two beams of blinding white light that swept over the wreckage before pinning me where I stood. I felt exposed. X-rayed.

      The engine stopped. The sudden silence was louder than the sirens had been.

      The driver’s door opened. A boot, black leather and polished to a shine that mocked the mud, hit the ground.

      Jet Ashbourne stepped from the vehicle.

      The air left my lungs in a rush, it was a physical blow. I hadn’t seen him in ten years. Not in the flesh. I’d seen the paparazzi photos, the business profiles, and the glossy magazine spreads where he was listed as one of the state's most eligible and elusive bachelors. But photos were flat. They didn’t capture the sheer, gravitational pull of the man.

      Rain slicked his jet-black hair instantly, plastering dark strands against a forehead that seemed carved from granite. He was tall, six-three, or maybe six-four. His leanly muscled, moving with a predator’s loose-limbed grace that belied the raw power coiled beneath his expensive charcoal-gray sweater and dark trousers. Water darkened the fabric across his broad shoulders, clinging to him.

      He didn’t wear a coat. He didn’t use an umbrella. He stood in the downpour as if the elements were beneath his notice. As if the rain needed his permission to touch him.

      A police officer, the Chief actually, started to hustle toward him, with his hand raised. “Mr. Ashbourne, sir, you can't be this close to the …”

      Jet didn’t even look at him. He just raised a hand, a single, dismissive flick of his wrist. The Chief stopped immediately, his mouth snapping shut and backed away.

      That was the Ashbourne power. It wasn’t just money. It was feudalism wrapped in Armani.

      Jet’s storm-gray eyes scanned the burning ruin of my cottage for a brief, dispassionate moment, with mild distaste and zero empathy. He looked at the destruction of my life the way a king looks at a peasant’s hovel. Then, his gaze locked onto me.

      The world narrowed. The roar of the fire, the wail of the sirens, the murmur of the crowd, it all faded into a dull, distant hum. The periphery of my vision blurred. There was only the punishing weight of his stare, dissecting me with the cold precision of a surgeon deciding where to make the first cut.

      He took in my bare feet sinking into the mud. He traced the way the soaked nightgown clung to my slender frame, revealing the curve of my hip, the outline of my breasts in the chill. He noted the ash smudged on my cheek.

      His expression didn’t change. There was no flicker of pity, no sign of surprise, just assessment. Calculation. It was like he was looking for a flaw in the timber, or a crack in the foundation.

      He started toward me.

      His stride was long and purposeful, eating up the muddy ground between us. The crowd instinctively shrank back, creating a wide berth, afraid to even brush against his shadow. He walked straight through a puddle, shattering the reflection of the fire, and stopped a few feet away.

      Close. Too close.

      I could smell the rain on his skin, the faint, expensive tang of sandalwood soap beneath it, and something else… ozone, maybe, and whiskey. A dark, smoky single malt.

      “Laura.”

      His voice was low, gravel scraped over bedrock. It vibrated in the soles of my feet. It wasn’t a greeting. It was an indictment.

      I made myself blink, forcing my lower lip to tremble. I hugged the shawl tighter, trying to look smaller. Harmless. “Mr. Ashbourne?” My voice was a breathy thread of shock, perfectly pitched. “I don’t know what happened. I was asleep and then the heat...”

      I trailed off, letting the sentence hang, fragile and broken. The perfect victim. Look at me, Jet. Look at the poor, traumatized girl renting your guest cottage. Pity her.

      But Jet Ashbourne didn’t do pity.

      His gaze didn’t waver. It traveled slowly down my body again, not with lechery, but with an unnerving intensity, cataloging every detail: the goosebumps rising on my bear arms, the way my knuckles were white where I clutched the sodden fabric, and the slight, involuntary shiver that ran through me.

      “You’re shaking,” he observed. Flat and uninflected. It was an accusation disguised as a statement.

      I forced a weak bewildered smile. Laura’s smile. “It’s the cold,” I lied, my voice barely audible over the fire’s crackle. “And... well, the shock. I’ve lost everything.” I gestured vaguely toward the inferno, playing the part. “My camera, and my clothes.”

      He took another step closer. He invaded my personal space, sucking the oxygen out of the air between us. The heat radiating from him wasn’t just body warmth; it was a contained, furious energy, a nuclear reactor humming behind a wall of lead.

      I looked up meeting his eyes and realized with a jolt of true terror that he wasn't looking at Laura.

      He was looking right through her.

      “Cold?” he repeated, his voice dropping even lower, becoming intimate, dangerous. He leaned in slightly, his breath a warm ghost against my rain-chilled ear. The scent of whiskey grew stronger, intoxicating and sharp. “You’re not shaking from the cold Laura.”

      His gaze flickered down to my throat, to the frantic pulse I couldn’t hide, forcing the blood to thunder in my ears.

      “And you weren’t asleep,” he murmured. “Your hair is wet but not from the rain. It’s damp at the roots. Sweat.” He pulled back, his gray eyes locking onto mine like handcuffs. “You were awake and you were waiting.”

      The air froze in my lungs. My carefully constructed mask of shock slipped. For a fraction of a second, the real me, Asha, furious, terrified, and cornered flashed in my whiskey-brown eyes.

      How?

      How did he know? Had he been watching the cottage? Had he sent the men to burn it, and waited in the dark to see if the rat scurried out?

      He straightened, his expression unchanging, but a microscopic flicker of something—satisfaction, passed through his irises. He’d seen the crack. He knew something was wrong. He might not know I was Asha Mercer, but he knew Laura Finch was a lie.

      “The guest house,” he stated, cutting through my internal panic. He didn’t ask. He decreed. “It’s empty. You’ll stay there.”

      Panic, cold and sharp, sliced through the numbness.

      The guest house was located on the main Ashbourne estate yards away from the main house, yards away from the sterile monument of glass and stone that had loomed over my childhood nightmares. Yards away from his father, the man who had framed mine.

      Living under Jet Ashbourne’s roof? It was the last place on earth Laura Finch—or Asha Mercer should be. It was a cage. A gilded, terrifying cage where he could watch me, dissect me, and eventually destroy me. If I went with him, I was walking into the lion’s den wearing a meat suit.

      “Oh, that’s incredibly kind, Mr. Ashbourne,” I stammered, layering Laura’s breathy gratitude thickly over my terror. I took a half-step back, my heels sinking into the mud. “But I couldn’t possibly impose. Really. Maybe Mrs. Henderson down the lane has a spare room...”

      I gestured vaguely toward the crowd, searching for an escape route, for anyone to step in. Save me, I screamed silently at the neighbors who used to come to my family's summer parties. Don't let him take me.

      But no one moved. They watched Jet with a mixture of reverence and fear. No one interrupted an Ashbourne.

      Jet ignored my protests. He ignored Mrs. Henderson, and he ignored the fire consuming the last of the timber frame behind me.

      His hand shot out. Not to grab me, but to point. A single, imperious finger directed toward the idling Range Rover. His eyes never left mine. They were like chips of flint now, hard and utterly unyielding.

      “Get in.”

      The command hung in the smoke-choked air, stark and absolute. It wasn’t an offer. It wasn’t a suggestion. It was an order from the undisputed king of this rotting, beautiful hellhole.

      The crowd held its breath. The fire roared its defiance into the rain-swept sky. I stood frozen, the heat of the blaze at my back, and the icy command before me. The taste of ash and gasoline a bitter defeat thick on my tongue.

      He didn't move and he didn't repeat himself. He simply waited, a dark pillar of impatience and power, the rain streaming down his face like tears he’d never shed. He knew that I had nowhere else to go. He knew he had checkmated me before I’d even made my first move.

      The seconds taut and fragile stretched, vibrating with the violence of the moment.

      Then, his voice cut through the static again, lower, rougher, vibrating with a barely leashed threat.

      “You have ten seconds.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          CALEB REYES

        

      

    

    
      The silence in my Range Rover had weight. It pressed against the leather seats, thick with the stink of wet wool, kerosene, and something else, something sharp and metallic beneath her skin. It was fear maybe but not the right kind.

      Rain hammered the windshield like bullets. The wipers slapped back and forth, frantic metronomes keeping time with the lie she’d told back there in the mud. I was asleep. Bullshit. Her hair had been damp at the roots. It was sweat, not rain. She’d been awake. Waiting but for what?

      I kept my eyes on the slick mountain road cutting through the blackness, the headlights carving a tunnel in the downpour. But my focus was on the woman folded into the passenger seat. Laura Finch. Freelance photographer, harmless and forgettable. The file my security team had compiled last week after she’d rented the Mercer cottage was thin. Too thin. It was like the persona she wore now, shivering in my borrowed coat that was too big, swallowing her frame. She’d protested weakly, a mouse squeak against a landslide, before I’d bundled her in it. Performance. Everything about her was a performance.

      The heater blasted, filling the cabin with dry artificial heat. It didn’t touch the cold knot in my gut or hers. She sat rigid, her spine straight, hands clenched in her lap, and knuckles white pebbles under the skin. It was not the posture of a woman who’d just lost everything. Not the posture of shock. This was containment. Like she was holding something volatile inside. Something dangerous.

      She smelled of smoke, rainwater and cheap soap. And underneath it all, that metallic tang. Adrenaline. Guilt. They smell the same when they’re fresh.

      There was another curve in the road, steep and blind. The tires gripped the asphalt, a low growl from the engine. She flinched at the sound, and there was a tiny, almost imperceptible jerk of her shoulders. Her breath hitched. It was a soft gasp swallowed by the drumming rain. Her profile was a pale smudge against the dark window. She had high cheekbones, and a stubborn set to her jaw, even now, even playing the victim. Her eyes, whiskey-brown and wide with manufactured terror back at the fire, were narrowed now, fixed on some invisible point ahead. Calculating.

      What are you hiding, Laura Finch?

      The question hung in the charged air between us, unspoken but louder than the storm. She wasn’t just afraid of the fire, she was afraid of me, specifically. The way her pulse had jumped in her throat when I’d called her out on her lie. The way that carefully constructed mask of helplessness had fractured for a single electric second, revealing something else entirely. It was something hard, feral, and familiar.

      That flicker was what had decided it. Not pity, never pity. It was suspicion, cold and clinical. A darker less rational pull. I had a compulsion to peel back the layers of this carefully constructed mouse and see what sharp teeth lay beneath.

      Bringing her onto the estate was a risk. A calculated one. It was better the threat where I can see it, cage it, and study it. Let it think it’s safe before it strikes.

      A bolt of lightning split the sky, bleaching the world white for an instant. In that frozen flash, I saw her reflection in the glass. Not Laura Finch but someone else. Her eyes were like chips of amber, burning with a fury that had nothing to do with a burning cottage. Then darkness slammed back down. Thunder followed, a deep, rolling boom that shook the heavy vehicle. She didn’t jump this time. She went utterly still. Like a prey holding its breath.

      “Almost there,” I said. My voice sounded rough, and unused. It was a statement of fact, not comfort. She didn’t turn her head and didn’t acknowledge me. She just kept staring out at the drowning night. Her stillness was its own kind of defiance. A silent scream in the suffocating quiet.

      The road began to climb, winding up the ridge towards the estate. The trees pressed closer here, ancient oaks and pines, their branches clawing at the roof. The headlights caught glimpses of stone walls flanking the road, slick and black with rain. It was Ashbourne land. My land, my prison, and my kingdom.

      The iron gates loomed out of the storm, intricate and imposing, topped with the family crest, a stylized hawk with outspread wings, clutching a lightning bolt. It was cold iron arrogance. I slowed the Rover. The security camera mounted on the left pillar swiveled silently, a red eye blinking in the downpour. Recognition. The heavy gates began to swing inward, smooth and silent on well-oiled hinges. Welcome to the cage, little mouse.

      Rain lashed the flagstone path as I led her from the garage through a covered walkway to the guest house. She kept pace a step behind me with her head down, and shoulders hunched inside my coat. The borrowed garment swamped her, making her look even smaller, and more fragile. It was a deliberate illusion. I’d seen the steel underneath the fury.

      The guest house wasn’t part of the main estate’s sterile glass-and-stone monstrosity. It was older, tucked back near the tree line, built of weathered fieldstone and dark timber. It was my grandfather’s retreat. A place for mistresses, inconvenient guests, or threats you wanted to keep close.

      I unlocked the heavy oak door. The hinges groaned, a sound of protest swallowed by the storm’s roar. Inside was cool and still smelling faintly of lemon oil and dust. I flipped a switch. Recessed lights flickered on, casting a low golden glow over the open living space. Timber beams crossed the high ceiling. A stone fireplace dominated one wall. Plush rugs covered wide-plank oak floors. Bookshelves lined another wall, filled with leather-bound volumes no one had ever read. There was comfortable, expensive furniture. A gilded cage, indeed.

      The bathroom’s through there.” I gestured to a door off the living area. The kitchen’s stocked.” My voice echoed slightly in the quiet space. “Clothes will be delivered tomorrow. The basics for now.”

      She stepped past me, into the center of the room. She didn’t look at the furnishings, or the implied luxury. Her gaze swept the space like a soldier assessing a battlefield. Windows. Doors. Exits. Her bare feet were filthy, leaving faint smudges of mud and ash on the pale rug. The remnants of her old life tracked onto my clean floors.

      She finally turned to look at me. The borrowed coat gaped open, revealing the soaked, flimsy nightgown clinging to her body beneath. The thin fabric was nearly transparent now, plastered to her skin, outlining the curve of her hips, the dip of her waist, and the taut peaks of her breasts. Rainwater dripped from the honey-blonde strands plastered to her neck. Ash still smudged one high cheekbone.

      Laura Finch wouldn’t stand like this. Shoulders back, chin up, meeting my gaze head-on despite the shivering. Laura Finch would be cowering, stammering thanks, playing the grateful victim. This woman burned.

      “It’s very generous,” she said. Her voice was low, husky from smoke or tension. There was no breathy tremor now. Just a flat observation. “Is this the Ashbourne hospitality.”

      “It’s secure,” I corrected, my own voice a low thrum in the quiet room. I leaned a shoulder against the doorframe, blocking the only exit. Watching her. “We have an alarm system. Motion sensors on the perimeter, and Cameras.” I let the implication hang. You’re watched. Always. “No one gets in or out without me knowing.”

      A flicker in those whiskey-brown eyes and a spark of the fury I’d glimpsed earlier. Good, let her know the bars of her cage.

      She took a deliberate step towards me. The sodden hem of the nightgown whispered against her legs. She stopped just inside my personal space, closer than she’d been in the car. Close enough that I could feel the chill radiating from her damp skin, smell the lingering smoke tangled with her own scent, something wild, like crushed green stems and rain. Her gaze dropped for a second to my chest, then lifted, locking onto mine. There was a challenge there. A dare.

      “And what do you get out of it, Mr. Ashbourne?” she asked, her voice dropping to a murmur that scraped along my nerves. “Playing the rescuer? Bringing the stray cat home?”

      Her hand came up. Slowly. Not trembling now but steady. Her fingertips, cold and damp, brushed against the wet wool of my sweater, right over my sternum. The touch was light, almost casual, but it sent a jolt of electricity straight through the fabric, searing my skin.

      Her lips curved. Not a smile, but like a knife’s edge. Her eyes held mine, dark and unreadable pools reflecting the low light.

      “Thanks for the rescue, prince.”

      The words were velvet wrapped around steel. Sarcasm sharp enough to draw blood. The touch lingered, a brand against my chest, before she pulled her hand back, turning away as if dismissing me, walking towards the cold stone fireplace. As if the cage didn’t matter and as if I didn’t matter.

      The air crackled as he rain hammered the roof. The serpent inside me, the one coiled tight with suspicion and a darker, hotter curiosity, lifted its head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          JESSICA

        

      

    

    
      The silence in the guest house after Jet left was a living thing. It breathed against my skin, thick and humid as the storm was still pounding the roof. I stood where he’d left me, in the center of that too-perfect room, the borrowed coat heavy and alien on my shoulders, smelling of sandalwood, rain and him. My bare feet were cold on the wide-plank oak floor, the mud and ash I’d tracked in already drying into gritty constellations on the pale rug. They were remnants of Laura Finch. remnants of the life that had just burned.

      Outside, lightning flashed, bleaching the world white for an instant. In the window’s reflection, my eyes weren’t Laura’s wide, whiskey-brown pools of manufactured shock. They were hard, amber, and burning.

      Welcome to the cage, little mouse.

      His words, unspoken but hanging in the air like smoke. Alarm system. Motion sensors, and Cameras. Every luxury here was a bar. Every soft surface a trap. He’d brought me here to watch. To dissect. To see what sharp teeth lurked beneath the borrowed coat and the trembling act.

      Good. Let him watch. While he was busy observing the caged threat, the threat would be busy cutting its way out.

      The serpent in my chest, the one that had uncoiled watching my cottage burn, stretched its claws. Vengeance wasn’t just a feeling anymore. It was a compass needle, pointing true north through the gilded bars. The Ashbourne estate. The beating heart of the enemy. And I was inside it.

      The plan was reckless and stupid. The kind of move that got people killed in dark alleys or conveniently disappeared. But the fire had been a declaration of war. Playing safe was how you ended up like my father, ashes in the court of public opinion. Tonight, demanded boldness. Tonight, demanded teeth.

      I waited. Counted the slow crawl of minutes by the drumming rain. I Listened for any sound beyond the storm, the groan of the main house settling, the distant hum of security systems, and the tread of boots on stone. There was nothing. Only the oppressive weight of Ashbourne silence.

      Moving around felt like wading through tar. Every rustle of the coat, every shift of my weight on the floorboards sounded like a gunshot in the quiet. I shed the coat like a second skin, letting it pool on the rug at my feet. The damp nightgown beneath was plastered to my skin, cold and clinging, but it offered freedom of movement Laura Finch’s borrowed modesty never could. My bare feet were silent on the wood.

      The guest house door was heavy oak, solid. Was it locked? Probably. Jet Ashbourne didn’t strike me as a man who left cages unlatched. But the lock was old, brass, the kind with a keyhole you could see moonlight through if the moon dared show its face tonight. I knelt, ignoring the chill biting into my knees, and peered through. Darkness. There was no key left temptingly in the other side. Of course not.

      But beside the door, mounted discreetly on the wall, was a sleek, modern keypad. The estate’s security system. Green lights glowed softly. Armed. My heart hammered against my ribs, a frantic bird trying to escape. Disabling it was out of the question. Even if I knew how, which I didn’t, tampering with it would likely trigger alarms straight to whatever security hub monitored Jet Ashbourne’s kingdom.

      The windows were heavy leaded glass, framed in dark timber. They were sealed tight against the storm. I tried one, near the stone fireplace. It didn’t budge. Locked from the inside, maybe, or part of the integrated security. I tried another with the same result. The third window, tucked in a shadowed corner near the small kitchenette felt different. The latch was stiff, corroded perhaps by damp, but it gave under silent persistent pressure. The window itself creaked open a bare inch, then stopped, blocked by some internal mechanism or swollen wood.

      An inch. Enough for the storm to howl its wet breath into the room but not enough for hope, thin and cold, to slither through.

      Rain lashed the opening, spraying my face. I ignored it, pressing my eye to the gap. Outside was a narrow strip of wet flagstone, then dense dripping rhododendron bushes pressing close to the guest house wall. Beyond that, the manicured nightmare of the Ashbourne grounds, swallowed by the storm’s fury. There was no movement. No patrolling guards visible in the downpour. Just the skeletal shapes of trees thrashing in the wind.

      The gap was too small for me to squeeze through. But maybe large enough for something else.

      I moved fast, and silent. In the small downstairs bathroom, I found what I needed: a thin, flexible metal nail file tucked into a toiletry kit left for guests. Luxury came with unexpected tools. Back at the window, I wedged the file into the gap beside the latch mechanism, probing blindly through the driving rain. My fingers were numb, slick. Metal scraped on metal. I pushed, twisted, leveraged with the desperate strength of the cornered. Something groaned inside the window frame. With a final, gritty scrape, the resistance gave way. The window swung open another six inches.

      It was just enough.

      Cold rain needled my skin as I wriggled through the opening, my bare feet scraping on wet stone. The nightgown snagged on a splintered edge of the frame, tearing with a sound like a gasp. I froze, pressed flat against the cold, wet stone of the guest house exterior, my heart pounding in my throat. Rain plastered my hair to my skull instantly and streamed into my eyes. I listened, straining against the roar of the storm. There were no alarms, and no shouts. There was just the relentless drumming on leaves and stone.

      I was out.

      The rhododendrons were a wet, scratchy sanctuary. I crouched low, breathing the scent of damp earth and bruised leaves, letting the downpour wash the lingering scent of smoke from my skin. Ahead, through the thrashing branches, the main Ashbourne house loomed. A fortress of glass and steel and arrogance, lit from within by a few scattered cold lights. My target: the study. The inner sanctum. A place where secrets festered in polished drawers.

      Moving across the open ground was madness. I was exposed. The security cameras Jet had mentioned felt like physical eyes on my back. But the storm was my ally tonight. The rain fell in opaque sheets, visibility reduced to mere feet. The wind howled, masking any sound I might make. I counted the seconds between lightning flashes, timing my dashes from one patch of cover to the next, a skeletal ornamental cherry tree, a stone bench slick with moss, and the shadowed bulk of a garden shed.

      Each step was a gamble. Each heartbeat a drumbeat counting down to capture. The serpent in my chest hissed its approval. This is living, Asha. Not hiding but hunting.

      The back terrace of the main house was a vast expanse of rain-slicked slate. French doors led into what looked like a darkened living area. Locked, of course. I skirted the edge, staying low, my bare feet silent on the wet stone. My destination was around the side – the study that Jet had briefly mentioned, dismissively, when outlining the estate's layout earlier. “Father's office. Locked. Don't bother.”

      Locked doors were just suggestions when you carried the ghost of desperation and a stolen nail file.

      The study window was tall, narrow, with leaded glass like the guest house. Heavy curtains were drawn tight behind it. No light leaked out. It was perfect. I worked the file into the gap beside the latch, my fingers numb and trembling now with cold and adrenaline. Rainwater ran in icy rivulets down my spine. The lock was sturdier than the guest house window. It resisted. I strained, biting my lip until I tasted copper. Come on. Come on.

      With a muffled click, it yielded.

      The window opened inward. I slipped through like a shadow, landing silently on a thick Persian rug inside. The scent that hit me was immediate and overpowering: old leather, cigar smoke ingrained in the wood, expensive polish, and beneath it all, the faint, acrid tang of decay. It was power and rot. The smell of the Ashbourne legacy.

      I pulled the window shut behind me, muffling the storm's roar to a dull thrum. The silence inside was profound, weighted, thick with dust and secrets. Moonlight, filtered weak and grey through the storm clouds and the leaded glass, painted stripes across the room. A massive oak desk dominated the space, a behemoth of dark wood. Bookshelves lined the walls, filled with leather-bound volumes that looked untouched for decades. Trophies, dead animals with glassy eyes stared down from the walls. A globe stood in one corner, continents rendered in faded blues and greens. This wasn't just an office; it was a mausoleum for conquests.

      My skin crawled. Every instinct screamed get out. This was the lion's den. Literally. But the serpent in my chest coiled tighter, its hiss a command. Look. Find.

      I moved to the desk. No computer. The Ashbourne probably kept their digital sins locked away elsewhere. This felt like a place for physical evidence. Tangible sins. My fingers brushed the cold, smooth surface of the wood. Where to start? The drawers.

      Top drawer: locked. Middle drawer: locked. Bottom drawer but my probing fingers found no keyhole. Just smooth wood. A false front? I knelt, running my hands along the underside of the desk, ignoring the grit of dust on my skin. My fingers caught on a small, recessed lever. I pressed it and there was a soft snick, and the bottom drawer slid silently open.

      Inside, there were no files but bottles. Expensive bourbon. The amber liquid catching the faint light and a half-empty decanter with Crystal glasses. Ashbourne coping mechanisms. Disappointment was a cold stone in my gut. I was risking everything for a liquor cabinet.

      I started to push the drawer shut when my knuckles brushed against something taped to the underside of the drawer above. A flat, rectangular object. My pulse kicked. I peeled it free. A key. Old-fashioned, and heavy brass. The kind that might open the other drawers.

      It did. The top drawer slid open with a whisper. Inside, neat stacks of folders, labeled in a precise, angular hand. Property deeds. Tax records. Correspondence marked CONFIDENTIAL. Dry, dusty evidence of power maintained. Not what I needed. Not the knife to their throat.

      The middle drawer yielded more of the same. Financial statements. Investment portfolios thicker than my journal of sins. Wealth accumulated like mold. Frustration tightened my throat. Time was bleeding away. Every second in this tomb increased the risk.

      I yanked open the last drawer. More folders. These looked older, the labels faded. Mercer Holdings – Liquidation. My breath hitched. I flipped it open. Inside, documents stamped with dates from ten years ago. Court orders. Appraisal reports for properties sold at a fraction of their worth. My father’s signature, shaky and defeated, on transfer papers. The clinical dissection of a ruin. It was like picking at a scab over a wound that never healed. Painful, sickening, but… expected. Known history. Not the weapon I sought.

      Beneath the Mercer folder, another caught my eye. Unlabeled. Just a plain manila folder, worn at the edges. I pulled it out. It felt heavier than it should. Inside, not papers but photographs.

      The first few were landscapes of the Mercer land before the fire. Our old summer house, white clapboard gleaming in the sun. A pang of loss, sharp and sudden, lanced through me. Then, pictures of my father. Leaving courthouses, head down, shoulders slumped. Talking to reporters, his face etched with a desperation that made my stomach turn. Ashbourne paparazzi documenting the kill.

      I flipped faster, the photos rustling like dry leaves. My hands were trembling now, not from cold. Then, I stopped. Froze.

      The photo was slightly grainy, taken with a long lens, maybe from a distance. It showed two figures standing near the edge of a quarry on the outskirts of town. Moonlight silvered the water far below. One figure was unmistakably my father. He looked younger, less broken, but his posture was tense, defensive. He was facing the other man.

      Jet Ashbourne.

      Not the polished heir I’d seen tonight, but a younger version. Maybe nineteen, twenty. Leaner, harder around the edges, his dark hair messy, wearing jeans and a worn leather jacket instead of a cashmere sweater. But the eyes… even in the grainy photo, those storm-gray eyes were the same. Cold. Assessing. Calculating the angles.

      They weren’t fighting. They were talking. My father’s hand was raised, palm out, as if pleading or explaining. Jet stood rigid, arms crossed, his expression unreadable but radiating a chilling intensity. Behind them, half-hidden in shadow, the skeletal framework of an old mine elevator rose against the night sky. The Hollow. The Throat.

      The date scribbled on the back in the same angular hand: Oct 12. Three days before my father’s final, damning court appearance. Three days before the Mercer name became synonymous with fraud and disgrace.

      The world tilted. The air vanished from my lungs. The serpent in my chest didn’t hiss; it roared.

      Jet knew him. Jet met him. Right before the end.

      Why? What had they talked about? What had Jet done?

      The questions exploded in my skull, shattering my focus. The sound, when it came, was almost lost in the drumming of rain on the windowpanes. Not thunder. Sharper. Closer.

      The distinct, heavy thud of the front door of the main house closing.

      My blood turned to ice.

      Footsteps. Boots on marble. Slow. Deliberate. Coming down the hallway. Towards the study.

      Panic, pure and electric, seized me. I fumbled the photo, almost dropping it. Shoved it back into the folder, the folder back into the drawer. My hands shook violently as I tried to close it. It jammed. Stuck. No! I yanked it, desperation lending me strength. It slammed shut with a muffled crack that sounded like a gunshot in the silent room.

      The footsteps stopped.

      Silence. Thick. Suffocating. He’d heard.

      I was trapped. The window was behind me, but I was too slow unlocking it, opening it, and climbing out. The door was the only other exit, and the footsteps were right outside of it now. My heart hammered against my ribs, I was a frantic bird slamming itself against its cage. The serpent coiled, ready to strike, but there was nowhere to strike except the walls of my own terror.

      The doorknob turned smoothly and silently.

      The door swung open.

      Jet Ashbourne filled the doorway.

      Rain glistened in his dark hair, plastering it to his forehead. His charcoal sweater was damp across the shoulders, darkened by the storm. He didn’t look surprised. He didn’t look angry. He looked still… utterly, terrifyingly still. Like a predator who’d cornered its prey and found the chase disappointingly short.

      His storm-gray eyes swept the room, missing nothing; the open window I hadn’t fully closed, the faint smear of mud near the rug’s edge where I’d landed, and the drawer in the desk that wasn’t quite flush with the others. Then, slowly inevitably his gaze landed on me.

      I stood frozen in the stripe of weak moonlight, soaked to the bone in the torn nightgown, my hair a wet tangle, my skin prickling with cold and fear. I must have looked like a drowned ghost haunting his father’s trophies or a burglar caught red-handed.

      He didn’t speak. He didn’t move. He just stood there like a dark pillar in the doorway, his presence sucking all the air out of the room. The thin and razor-sharp silence stretched, vibrating with the violence of the unsaid. Rain lashed the window. My own breathing sounded obscenely loud.

      He took a slow single step into the room. Then another. Measured. The door swung silently shut behind him. The soft final click of the lock engaging echoed like a death knell in the tomb-quiet study.
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