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PROLOGUE
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The water was blacker than the sky on that starless night.

The cold that invaded me didn't come from the season or the weather—it came from within. A sudden blow to the chest as my lungs filled with what was not air. It tasted of terror: salty, chemical, mortal.

There was no music.

There was no laughter.

Only the liquid whisper of water swallowing not just a body,but our innocence.

I fought. Not against the water—against the memory already being born, fierce and sharp: the sweet, heavy scent of jasmine floating over the chlorine, the same perfume she had dabbed on her wrist hours before, when she had danced alone by the pool’s edge. Now it was the aroma of our nightmare.

A hand grabbed mine. The touch was of living ice. My fingers slipped on the wet cement, but ultimately fastened onto hers. In her eyes, I didn't see panic—I saw recognition. The same primordial fear burning inside me was reflected in her like in a fogged mirror.

Between us, floating in the dark water like a third specter, was the body of the girl we had tried to save. Her white dress fanned open on the surface like the petals of a funeral flower.

That’s when I saw it.

At the bottom of the pool, where the light didn’t reach, a small emerald disc was sinking slowly. The pendant Eleanor had insisted she wear. “It matches your eyes, dear.”

Now,in that distorted green gleam, I saw my reflection: fragmented, guilty, irretrievable.

Her lips moved before the sound.

— Don’t. You. Say. Anything.

It wasn’t a request. It was a sentence. An excavation of the soul. The amputation of the future.

And I nodded.

A single movement of the head that cut deeper than any blade. There, on that cement edge, with water streaming off our bodies like tears we didn't dare shed, our pact was born.

Not one of protection—of complicity.

Not one of loyalty—of cowardice.

Our silence was not a shield.

It was a grave dug for two.

The rope that bound us as it tightened around our necks.

The ice shattered inside me that night. And with it, any hope of redemption.

Because when we silence the truth, we become accomplices to the lie.

And some pacts aren’t broken—

they strangle us slowly,

breath after breath,

until we no longer recognize the taste of clean air.
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The Dangerous Attraction
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CHAPTER 1
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The Ghost Among the Shelves

POV: Liam Carter

––––––––
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The air in the bookstore was a memory of something I thought was extinct: peace.

It smelled of old paper and sleeping ink, but mostly of a silence that didn’t accuse me. I didn’t enter as a reader, but as a fugitive—a man drowning in ancient waters, searching for a plank not to shipwreck again. Among those narrow shelves, there was an echo that whispered: Here, you are not a monster.

The weight of the last family meeting still vibrated inside me like a throbbing wound.

— We need to manage the narrative, Liam — Ethan had said, with the cold gentleness of someone who knows exactly where to press.

—The philanthropic foundation is essential to clean up public perception.

Clean up.

As if guilt were a stain a press release could erase.

As if it were possible to wash away five years of suspicion,sharp glances, and poisonous headlines.

As if the water of that pool—dark,icy, relentless—hadn’t been trapped forever in my skin.

I ran a hand through my hair, trying to untie the knot of tension at the base of my skull. The bookstore was small, intimate, lit by a dull, golden light that caressed the spines like someone protecting something fragile. Dust motes danced lazily, suspended in the stillness.

I pressed my fingers to the rough wood of a shelf. An anchor.

I took a deep breath.The air was warm, heavy with stories. And for a moment—a brief moment—I could breathe without feeling the past crushing my chest. The silence enveloped me like a blanket. I almost believed I could hide inside it.

That’s when I saw her.

First, a soft movement behind the counter: the curve of a neck bent over an open book. A strand of brown hair—the color of wet earth—slipping down her face. That exposed nape... a vulnerability so familiar my stomach clenched in a sudden blow.

No.

She looked up.

And the world stopped.

My heart skipped—a brutal void inside my chest—before resuming in a violent thud against my ribs.

Savannah.

The name ran through my veins like poison.

The curve of the neck.

The eyes that narrowed slightly,attentive.

The light kissing her hair in the same treacherous way.

For a fraction of a second, I was back.

Back to the humid air of that night.

To the bluish,unreal light of the pool.

To the sweet,heavy scent of jasmine hanging over the surface.

I blinked, my chest burning.

But the image didn’t disappear. It solidified.

It wasn’t Savannah.

Savannah was dead.I had seen her.

But the resemblance... the resemblance was a cruelty of the gods.

This woman’s face was firmer, her chin more determined. But her eyes—a deep gray-green, like a rain-heavy sky—were a warped mirror of the past I had spent five years trying to bury. Eyes that knew shadows. Like mine.

Why?

The question hammered inside my head.

Who sent her?

My mother?Ethan?

Was it a warning?A punishment?

My hands were trembling. The air became thick. The shelves tilted slightly, as in a feverish dream. The titles blurred, turned into smudges of color.

Breathe. Calm.

The command sounded weak inside me.

And then came the scent.

Jasmine.

Faint, but unmistakable.

The same perfume from the night everything shattered.

A cutting flash: the dark water streaming down her face, the moon tearing across the surface, Savannah’s eyes open—too open—and my own voice trapped in a scream no one had heard.

I staggered.

The woman behind the counter—Chloe Bennett, as I would come to know—smiled at a customer. A small, contained smile, but it lit up her face in a way that wounded me. A smile Savannah would never give again.

And that... that tore me apart inside.

The instinct to flee roared.

I had to get out of there.Before the past swallowed me.

I turned too quickly; my elbow hit a stack of books. They crashed to the floor with a dry thud.

Chloe looked up, surprised. Her eyes met mine.

— Is everything alright? — she asked, her voice soft but firm.

I almost gave in. My legs wavered.

Everything was too close—the dust on the fabric of her blouse,an ink stain on her finger—and at the same time distant, as if I were trapped on the other side of glass.

Unable to speak, I walked towards the door. Each step was an effort. I felt her gaze on the back of my neck—warm, inquisitive, almost physical.

The bell jingled as I left, a sharp sound that grated on my nerves.

The street swallowed me, but the world seemed muffled, irrelevant. I leaned against the cold wall. My hands shook. My breath scraped.

Five years.

Five years trying to bury her.

And it took just one face—that face—to destroy me again.

The walk to the apartment was a crossing on autopilot.

And the memories returned,merciless.

The heat of the night.

Her white dress touching the water with the lightness of a ghost.

—Dance with me, Liam.

—Later, love — I had murmured, aware of my father's watchful gaze.

The pout of her lips.

The shift in her gaze.

— Your mother is calling for you — I said.

I turned. Eleanor in the glass door.

When I turned back,Savannah was walking towards the jasmine bushes.

Then...

The scream.

The dry sound of glass breaking.

The water.

The silence.

Her eyes—white,unmoving.

I shook my head.

Memory was a traitor.

But one truth persisted:

I let her fall.

Or I failed to hold her.

The apartment smelled of professional cleaning and emptiness.

A sterile space,as impersonal as I was.

A modern painting hung crooked on the wall—always crooked—as if the space itself hinted that something was misaligned in me.

I poured a whiskey.

The liquid burned my throat without effect.

Chloe Bennett.

The name arose like a strange note in a familiar song.

A common name.But in that moment, it was the epicenter of my collapse.

Who was she?

Coincidence?

My mind rejected the hypothesis.

In the lives of the Carters,coincidences don't exist.

Strategies exist.

I picked up the phone.

— Ethan.

—Still time to sign the papers? — he teased.

—Do you know a bookstore called The Forgotten Chapter?

Pause.

A pause I knew too well.

— Bookstores, Liam? Expanding your horizons?

—Answer the question.

— No. Why?

A lie.

Cold.Precise.

Grounded in a lifetime of training.

— Nothing — I lied. — Just curiosity.

— Call me when you're ready to talk about serious things.

He hung up.

The question had ignited a fuse.

Everything was connected—it had to be.

And yet, the urge to see her again was stronger than the paranoia.

Night had already fallen when I returned to the bookstore.

The storefront was lit only by the yellow light of a desk lamp.

And she was there.

Hunched over a book.

Her hair fell across her face;she brushed it back with a quick, distracted gesture.

A gesture Savannah had had.

I stood in the shadows, across the street, like a voyeur of my own ruin.

She lifted her head,as if sensing my presence.

Her eyes focused on the darkness where I stood.

She didn't see me—she couldn't.

But she shook her head,as if dismissing a silly thought.

That gesture... so human... made something crack inside me.

She wasn't Savannah.

She was someone else.

Another life.

And that made everything worse.

Because the resemblance wasn't imagination—it was a connection.

An invisible thread pulling my world towards hers.

My fingers found the emerald pendant in my pocket.

The jewel Eleanor had insisted Savannah wear that night.

She hated it.

When they found the body...the pendant was gone.

My mother never asked about it.

Another loaded silence.

I gripped the emerald, cold, smooth, cruel.

If Chloe was real...

my sanity was doomed.

But if she was the key to the truth...

then perhaps the fall was worth it.

The night air was cold, but the scent of jasmine persisted—not a ghost.

A warning.

Tomorrow...

I would return to that bookstore.

Not to flee.

But to face the ghost fate had placed before me.

Her name was Chloe Bennett.

And she could be my judgment.

Or my redemption.
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CHAPTER 2
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The Nightmare Behind the Headlines

POV: Chloe Bennett

The stranger had left, but his impact remained—a kind of static electricity that made the air vibrate with the memory of his panic. The silence of the bookstore was no longer welcoming; it had become hollow, heavy, as if holding the echo of a scream that had never been set free.

The rest of the shift passed as if I were watching it through frosted glass. I shelved books mechanically, my fingers trembling slightly as they touched the paper. The air still carried a trace of his scent—woody, expensive, but with a sharp edge, like the smell left after a storm.

But it was his eyes that haunted me.

Dark. Empty. A starless night.

The contrast between that shattered gaze and his impeccable exterior—the expensive suit,the controlled bearing—was so violent it left me off-balance. He hadn't seen me; he had seen a ghost. And I had felt that cold presence hovering between us.

Who was this man capable of breaking apart inside in a second?

I closed the bookstore early with the excuse of reorganizing the toppled pile of books. As I picked up the last volume from the floor, my fingers sought, out of habit, the small object in my jeans pocket.

The pendant.

I let it rest in my palm. A tiny disc of emerald, set in a pale gold band. Cold. Smooth. The only piece of jewelry my mother had left me—a gift wrapped in the shadow of her regrets.

“It’s not the value that matters,” she used to say. “It’s what it protects.”

But in that moment, what chilled me wasn’t the memory of her—it was the memory of the stranger’s gaze. During his panic, he had fixed his eyes on me wildly... not on me, but on something I was carrying. Something green. Something that gleamed.

No. Imaginations, Chloe. Paranoia.

But instinct told another story.

The Investigation

When I got home, the echo of the encounter was still vibrating between my ribs. The apartment I shared with Hailey smelled of velvet and vanilla—a warm, familiar scent that today seemed too fragile to protect me from whatever was coming.

Hailey was on the sofa, laptop on her lap. The light from the lamp—bought on sale, but with soul—illuminated her red hair in fiery highlights. Her focused gaze was enough to make any deity retreat.

— He looked like he’d seen a ghost — I murmured, dropping onto the sofa. I twisted a strand of hair around my finger, my ancient nervous reflex.

Without looking away from the screen, she said: — Or perhaps he is the ghost. The most dangerous ones are those who haven’t yet realized they’re dead.

I smiled, despite the knot in my stomach. She stretched her fingers, placing them on the keyboard with the sharp determination that made me both fear and admire her.

— Ready — she announced. — Let’s find out who your skittish prince charming is...

— Hailey, no — I protested, knowing it was useless. When she went into investigation mode, the avalanche had already begun.

A minute of silence.

Only clicks.

And then the sound.Her sigh.

That sigh.

— Chloe — she called.

My name. A syllable that froze the air.

— What is it? — I asked, in a whisper.

She turned the screen toward me with the delicacy of someone revealing a crime scene.

And there he was.

LIAM CARTER.

The name shone at the top of the page like an epitaph.

Heir to Carter Enterprises.

Son of the late magnate Alexander Carter.

Ex-fiancé of Savannah Hartman.

The word late seemed like a slash across the page.

I clenched my fingers into the sofa fabric, my nails digging into the foam.

— Keep going — Hailey said, her voice low.

The headlines scrolled across the screen like daggers:

“Tragedy at Highland Manor: Savannah Hartman Found Dead.”

“Mystery at the Carter Mansion:Accidental Drowning or Something More?”

“Case Closed:Investigation Concludes No Crime.”

And in the darker corners of the internet:

“The Groom Who Got Away?”

“Does Money Buy Silence?”

“Fatal Fall,Inconvenient Truth?”

Nausea rose quickly, bitter.

I swallowed the metallic fear flooding me.

And then the photograph appeared.

Savannah in a red dress. Liam in a dark suit.

Perfect smiles.

Shattered looks.

And I froze.

The resemblance.

My God.

The resemblance.

It wasn’t “looked like.”

It was frightening.

It was like looking at a lost sister—a version of myself in a mirror polished by fate.

Even the way she placed her hand on his arm...

— My God... — I murmured.

Hailey closed the laptop with a thud that made the coffee table vibrate.

— Chloe — she said, her voice firm. — I’m going to ask the question.

She paused.

—Did he kill his fiancée?

The question pierced the air.

It wasn’t cruelty.

It was protection.

— He was never charged — she continued. — But where there’s smoke...

I knew the rest.

And I knew why my stomach had turned to stone.

Because a part of me—the most stupid, most human part—didn’t want to push him away.

That man who had fled the bookstore.

That shattered look.

That pain that seemed to ask for help without a word.

That’s what drew me.

That’s what scared me.

The Forbidden Attraction

— None of this is sensible — I murmured. — I should keep him away. I should lock the door.

— Yes — said Hailey. — Men like him don’t live in our world. They buy worlds. And the people in them.

But I kept looking at the photograph.

And my mother surfaced in my memory like a tired ghost:

a red dress,a laugh that never reached her eyes,

the sound of a glass breaking.

“Handsome men are the most dangerous, sweetheart.

They teach you to love your own destruction.”

I shook my head. It wasn’t the same thing.

It couldn’t be.

The Liam Carter from the headlines was stone and shadow.

But the Liam from the bookstore...

That one was afraid.

That one was broken.

And I recognized the pain.

Not the cause—but the texture.

I grew up watching love like an open wound.

My mother loved like someone bleeding.

And I had promised never to repeat that.

But there I was.

On the edge of the same abyss.

— Promise me you’ll stay away — Hailey said, placing her hand over mine. — If he comes back, you smile, you’re polite... and then you lock the door.

I swallowed dryly.

— I promise — I lied.

The next morning, light entered through the bookstore window in soft angles, illuminating dust particles dancing like little omens. I ran my fingers over the worn counter, touching the pendant in my pocket again.
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