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​Chapter 1: The Ash of the Crown


The scent of stale leather, premium bourbon, and metallic gun oil was supposed to spell safety. For five years, it had been the precise olfactory combination that told my nervous system I was home. But tonight, as the fluorescent light of the Vanguard Sovereigns’ back office hummed a low, aggravating B-flat, that familiar scent felt like an elaborate shroud draped over a rotting corpse.

I dipped the tip of my Montblanc pen into the black inkwell, my fingers steady despite the phantom itch traveling down my spine.

Precision was my religion. Outlaws relied on brute force, loud pipes, and the terrifying weight of a customized Sig Sauer to command respect, but I knew the truth. Empires weren’t built on bullets; they were built on balance sheets. A club could survive a bloody turf war with a rival syndicate, but it could not survive a forensic audit by the federal government.

As the wife of Cormac "Mac" Grier, the President of the Vanguard Sovereigns, my job was to ensure the IRS saw a prosperous, law-abiding motorcycle dealership and logistics firm, while the club’s true, ink-stained veins pumped millions in undocumented capital beneath the surface. I was the architect. The Queen who kept the King’s throne from collapsing into a pile of federal indictments.

Until tonight.

My eyes strained against the glare of the dual monitors, tracking a ghost expense that had been haunting the legitimate commercial account for three months. It was clever. Whoever had routed the funds had masked them as routine bulk rubber and tire imports from a shell distributor in Delaware. But they hadn’t factored in me. They hadn’t factored in the reality that I memorized invoice prefixes the way other women memorized astrology charts.

INV-99042-DEL.

"You’re missing a digit, you idiot," I whispered to the empty room, my voice flat, echoing off the wood-paneled walls.

I double-clicked, executing a deep-packet trace on the routing destination. It didn’t go to Delaware. It didn't buy tires. The digital trail bypassed the club’s typical laundering channels entirely, snaking through a private credit union before landing squarely in the automated account of a luxury property management group downtown.

Specifically, a penthouse apartment on 5th and Mercer. A residential lease.

Fourteen thousand dollars a month, paid on the first of every week, drawn from a discretionary fund that only two people in the entire southern hemisphere had the cryptographic keys to access.

Myself. And Mac.

A cold drop of sweat traced the line of my collarbone. My breathing didn't hitch; I wouldn't allow it to. In the outlaw world, vulnerability was an invitation to be slaughtered. If you showed a crack in your armor, someone would shove a blade into it just to see how deep they could cut. I closed my eyes, counting backward from ten, forcing my pulse to mimic the rhythmic, unbothered ticking of the antique grandfather clock in the corner.

It’s a safe house, the logical, analytical side of my brain argued. Mac is setting up a contingency. The feds have been sniffing around the docks in Savannah. He’s building an escape hatch for us.

But logic is a fickle friend when intuition has already set fire to the house.

Mac didn't do downtown luxury. He loathed the glass-and-steel monstrosities of the city’s elite. He was a man of concrete, raw horsepower, and grit. If Mac needed a safe house, it would be a fortified cabin in the Blue Ridge Mountains with reinforced steel doors and a buried cache of automatic rifles—not a high-rise with a concierge and a panoramic view of the skyline.

I reopened the file, pulling up the digital lease agreement attached to the payment portal. My fingers felt like blocks of ice against the mechanical keyboard.

There, in black and white, digital ink reflecting off my retinas, was the signature.

Cormac Grier.

And listed underneath as the sole authorized occupant: Roxanne Vance.

The name hit me like a physical blow to the sternum, knocking the oxygen right out of my lungs. Roxanne Vance. She wasn't just a stranger; she was poison personified. A sleek, raven-haired vixen associated with the Skulls MC—the very syndicate currently threatening a turf war that could turn the entire state into a graveyard. She was their fixer’s sister. A woman whose name was spoken in hushed, derogatory whispers around our clubhouse.

My mind spun, a kaleidoscope of worst-case scenarios replaying at triple speed. Had Mac been compromised? Was he being blackmailed? Was this an elaborate play to feed the Skulls false information?

I wanted to believe the strategic excuse. God, I wanted to believe it so badly it made my throat ache with a sudden, violent throb of emotion. I loved Mac with an intensity that bordered on a psychological disorder. He was the boy who had pulled me out of the wreckage of my own family's ruin when we were teenagers; he was the man who had promised to burn the world to ashes before he ever let anyone hurt me. We were supposed to be indestructible.

But as I stared at the monthly recurring charges dating back to the exact week Mac had started coming home late, smelling of a perfume that wasn't mine, the fragile glass castle of our marriage began to shatter.

I didn't cry. Sloane Mercer didn't cry over spreadsheets.

Instead, I stood up, my knees locking into place with rigid precision. I reached into the lower desk drawer, pulling out my black leather handbag and slipping a compact, pearl-handled Kimber .380 into the interior pocket. Next went my tablet, containing the mirrored encrypted data of the club's entire financial history. If this was a trap, I was armed. If this was a betrayal, I was lethal.

I walked out of the office, my heels clicking like a death march down the dim hallway of the clubhouse's administrative wing.

The common room downstairs was loud, a chaotic symphony of clinking beer bottles, heavy bass from the jukebox, and the booming laughter of patched members. Several sweet-but-naive club girls were crowded around the pool table, their laughter ringing out over the din. I caught the eye of Big Silas, the club’s Sergeant-at-Arms, who was leaning against the bar with a watchful eye.

"Going out, Queen?" Silas asked, his deep voice cutting through the noise as I neared the exit. He straightened, his massive, scarred frame instantly shifting from relaxed to protective. "Prez is still at the warehouse dealing with the customs dispute. Want me to detail a couple of prospects to ride tail behind your car?"

"No, Silas," I said, my voice smooth, devoid of the tremor vibrating through my chest. I offered him a practiced, serene smile—the exact smile I used when lying to federal investigators. "Just heading downtown to pick up some tax documents from the firm's secondary server. I’ll be back before the midnight run."

Silas nodded, completely reassured by my calm demeanor. "Stay safe out there. City's getting messy with the Skulls moving their weight around."

"I am always safe, Silas," I replied softly. Because I am the most dangerous thing in it.

I walked out into the cool, humid autumn air, the heavy iron doors of the clubhouse slamming shut behind me with a definitive, metallic thud. My customized Audi R8 sat under the security lights, its matte-black finish looking like a shadow sliced out of the night. I climbed inside, the engine roaring to life with a ferocious, feral purr that matched the sudden, violent thumping of my heart.

The drive downtown was a blur of neon lights and flashing brake signals. I navigated the highway with mechanical detachment, my hands gripping the leather steering wheel so tightly my knuckles turned a ghostly white.

Every mile closer to 5th and Mercer felt like a layer of my skin being peeled away. Five years of marriage. Ten years of total devotion. I had given up a legitimate career in corporate finance to bury myself in the criminal underworld for Cormac Grier. I had bled for his club. I had spent countless nights agonizing over fertility treatments, praying for a child to solidify the legacy he so desperately wanted, while he looked at me with those tortured, beautiful dark eyes and told me I was enough. That we were enough, even if the crib stayed empty.

Please let it be a safe house, I prayed to a God I hadn't spoken to in a decade. Please let it be a business transaction.

When I pulled into the underground parking garage of the luxury high-rise, the opulence of the building felt like a mockery. The concrete was polished to a mirror shine; the elevator doors were brushed brass. I bypassed the front desk entirely, using an override code I had extracted from the property management software back at the office.

The elevator ride to the penthouse was silent, save for the digital chime marking each floor. Floor 20. Floor 21. Floor 22.

Ding.

The doors slid open to a private vestibule decorated with minimalist art and plush, expensive carpeting. There was only one door on this level.

I reached into my bag, my fingers brushing past the cold metal of the gun before settling on the secondary key card I had coded at my desk. My breath hitched in my throat, a sudden wave of nausea washing over me. This was the point of no return. If I turned back now, I could keep living in the beautiful, gilded lie we had created. I could go back to my office, delete the log, and pretend the King was still pure.

But a Queen doesn't rule from a place of ignorance.

I slid the key card into the digital slot. The light flashed a mockery of green, and the heavy mahogany door unlocked with a soft, sickening click.

The penthouse smelled of jasmine, expensive French vanilla, and an undercurrent of something that made the copper taste of anxiety flare beneath my tongue. It was a soft scent. A feminine scent. It was entirely detached from the world of exhaust fumes and cheap pine air fresheners that I had grown accustomed to tolerating.

I stepped over the threshold, closing the heavy mahogany door behind me with practiced silence. The lock clicked back into place, a definitive sound that felt like the dropping of a guillotine.

The interior was a masterclass in modern luxury. Floor-to-ceiling windows looked out over the sprawling city skyline, the distant neon lights of the highway snaking through the dark like a glowing serpent. Plush, cream-colored velvet sofas sat on a Persian rug that probably cost more than a prospect’s yearly cut. It was immaculate. It was beautiful.

And it was paid for with the blood, sweat, and laundered bills of the Vanguard Sovereigns.

My heels made no sound on the thick rug as I walked deeper into the space, my hand still resting inside my designer bag, fingers wrapped tightly around the textured grip of my Kimber .380. I wasn't planning on using it. I wasn't a murderer. But out in the world Mac had built around us, survival meant never walking into an unknown room without an equalizer.

I passed a breakfast bar made of white Calacatta marble. On the counter sat a half-empty bottle of high-end prenatal vitamins and a crystal tumbler with a splash of apple juice left at the bottom.

My gaze locked onto the vitamin bottle. The label seemed to grow, the bold letters printing themselves onto my retinas until my vision swam. Prenatal.

A sudden, sharp pain flared in my chest, so acute I had to press my free hand against my ribs to keep from gasping aloud. For three years, my life had been measured in basal body temperature charts, hormonal injections that left my thighs bruised, and the crushing, soul-destroying disappointment of a single pink line on a plastic stick. Mac had held me through every tearful breakdown in our bathroom, kissing my forehead, whispering that it didn't matter. “It’s just you and me, Sloane,” he had promised, his voice thick with a vulnerability he only ever showed to me. “We don’t need an heir to be a family.”

Lies. Every single word had been an elaborate anesthesia to keep me compliant while he carved out a second life.

I turned away from the kitchen, my movements rigid, mechanical. I followed a dimly lit hallway toward the master suite. The door was ajar, a warm, golden light spilling across the hardwood floor.

I pushed the door open completely.

The bedroom was dominated by a king-sized bed draped in silk sheets. But it wasn't the bed that caught my attention. It was the vanity mirror in the corner, illuminated by soft vanity bulbs.

Sitting on the glass surface was a velvet-lined jewelry box. It was open.

I walked over to it, my breath catching in my throat as I looked inside. There, tangled in a messy pile, was a vintage platinum tennis bracelet and a heavy diamond filigree pendant.

My mother’s jewelry.

The pieces I had kept locked in the wall safe behind the portrait in our private clubhouse quarters. Pieces Mac had insisted were safer there because the compound had 24-hour armed security. He hadn't been protecting my inheritance from external thieves; he had been harvesting it like a prize to bestow upon a mistress.

"You're taller than I thought you'd be."

The voice was like silk sliding over a blade. Smooth, laced with an undercurrent of mocking amusement.

I slowly turned around, pulling my hand out of my bag, letting it drop to my side with deliberate composure. I refused to look rattled. I refused to let this woman see the frantic, bleeding mess inside my ribcage.

Roxanne Vance stood in the doorway of the en-suite bathroom. She was wearing a silk emerald-green robe that hung loosely from her shoulders. Her raven hair was damp, cascading down her back in loose waves, and her skin possessed a radiant, unmistakable glow. She was stunning in the way a venomous snake was stunning—bright, warning colors wrapped around a lethal dose of poison.

But my eyes didn't stay on her face. They dropped to her midsection.

The silk robe was tied loosely, and beneath the fabric, the slight but undeniable curve of a budding baby bump was visible. She wasn't just carrying a secret; she was carrying a physical manifestation of my husband’s treason.

"Roxanne," I said, my voice cutting through the quiet room like a sheet of ice. I didn't let my tone waiver by a single decibel. "I see my husband has excellent taste in real estate. Pity he couldn't extend that same standards to his company."

Roxanne smiled, a slow, cat-like curve of her dark red lips. She walked into the room, entirely unbothered by the fact that the President’s wife had just broken into her penthouse. She stopped at the edge of the bed, leaning against the post with an air of absolute ownership.

"Sloane Mercer," she murmured, tracing a manicured nail along the wood. "The brilliant accountant. The woman who turns dirty money into clean corporate bonds. Mac talks about you a lot, you know. Usually when he’s explaining why he can’t spend the entire weekend here."

The mention of his name on her lips felt like a physical violation. "Does he also talk about how much it will cost him when I hand the club's unredacted digital ledgers over to the Eastern District Federal Prosecutor?" I asked, raising an eyebrow. "Because without me, this apartment, that robe, and the entire Vanguard Sovereigns infrastructure disappears into a federal seizure before the week is out."

Roxanne’s smile didn't fade, but her eyes hardened, the teasing light replaced by a cold, calculative stare that reminded me exactly who her brother was. She wasn't just a club rat; she was a legacy member of the Skulls.

"You won't do that," Roxanne said confidently. She took a step toward me, her hand drifting down to rest over her stomach in a gesture that was entirely performative—a weaponized display of motherhood meant to inflict maximum emotional damage. "Because if Mac goes down, the club goes down. And if the club goes down, you lose the only identity you have left. You’re nothing without the Vanguard crown, Sloane."

"I am the crown," I replied softly, stepping closer to her.

The proximity allowed me to smell her perfume clearly. It was the exact scent I had noticed on Mac’s leather jacket two weeks ago. The realization hit me with the force of a train, but I kept my posture straight, my shoulders back.

"Mac didn't just stumble into this bed, Roxanne," I continued, my voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. "He brought you here. Why? A strategic play? A honey-trap to feed the Skulls false coordinates while he tries to settle the docks dispute?"

Roxanne let out a sharp, mocking laugh that echoed uncomfortably off the walls. "Is that what you're going to tell yourself to sleep at night? That this is just 'business'?" She shook her head, looking at me with a sickening mixture of pity and malice. "Mac came to me because he was suffocating, Sloane. He was suffocating under the weight of your perfect, sterile world. He wanted something raw. Something real. And most importantly..."

She paused, her eyes dropping to my flat stomach before rising back to meet mine.

"...he wanted a legacy. A Sovereign Heir. Something you couldn't give him no matter how many doctors you paid."

The words were designed to destroy. They were precision-engineered to rip open the deepest, most agonizing wound in my soul and pour salt directly into the meat of it. For a fraction of a second, the room went entirely black. A roar of white noise filled my ears, and my hand twitched inside my pocket, the urge to pull the Kimber and erase the smug, triumphant look from her face screaming through my veins.

But I forced the darkness down. I forced my lungs to expand.

If I broke now, she won't just have my husband; she would have my dignity. And I would rather die than let a Skull syndicate operative see me beg.

"A legacy built on treason is just a target, Roxanne," I said, my voice terrifyingly calm. I reached out, my fingers wrapping around the velvet jewelry box on the vanity. I lifted it, sliding it into my bag alongside the gun. "He can give you an apartment. He can give you his time. He can even give you a child. But everything you stand on belongs to me. This jewelry. This penthouse. His name."

I stepped past her, heading toward the doorway. I stopped just before the threshold, turning my head slightly to look at her over my shoulder.

"Tell Mac I found the missing digit in the ledger," I whispered. "And tell him the audit has officially begun."

I didn't wait for her reply. I walked down the hallway, through the minimalist vestibule, and stepped into the waiting elevator. The doors closed, cutting off the scent of jasmine and betrayal, leaving me alone with my reflection in the brushed brass walls.

The city lights blurred into long, bleeding streaks of neon across my windshield, resembling molten gold poured over a dark canvas. I didn’t speed. I didn’t white-knuckle the steering wheel anymore. A strange, glacial calm had settled over my bones, replacing the frantic, agonizing burn that had consumed me in the penthouse.

When you discover the foundation of your life is built on a sinkhole, you don't panic. You look at the blueprints to see exactly how much dynamite it takes to bring down the rest of the structure.

It was just past ten in the evening when I pulled up to the heavy, reinforced iron gates of the compound. The guard on duty, a young prospect named Teller whose leather vest was still pristine and unscarred, immediately straightened up when the headlights of my Audi caught him. He punched the remote, and the gates groaned open, granting me entry into the belly of the beast.

The clubhouse was alive with an ominous, low-frequency hum. Usually, a Tuesday night meant loose laughter, the smell of charred meat from the outdoor pits, and the chaotic rattle of tools from the mechanic bays. Tonight, the courtyard was packed with rows of heavy Harley-Davidsons, parked tire-to-tire in perfect, military-style formation.

The inner circle was here. Every single patched member from the state chapter had been called in.

I parked in my designated spot—the one marked Queen in faded white paint next to the President’s bay. Mac’s customized chopper was there, its chrome exhaust still ticking softly as it cooled down in the humid night air. He was back from the warehouse.

I grabbed my designer bag, the heavy velvet jewelry box shifting inside against the cold weight of my Kimber .380. I pulled out my tablet, unlocking the screen one last time. The mirrored ledger files glowed back at me, a digital map of a decade’s worth of loyalty traded for a viper's bed.

I didn’t slip through the back executive entrance tonight. I walked straight up the front wooden steps, pushing the heavy double doors of the clubhouse open with both hands.

The noise of the main room didn’t die instantly; it withered from the perimeter inward. The prospects leaning against the jukebox went silent first, their eyes darting to my face, then down to the tablet clutched in my hand. Then the senior patches at the bar turned around, their gruff conversations cutting off mid-sentence.

"Sloane," Big Silas said, stepping out from the corridor leading to the private chapel. His brow was furrowed, his dark eyes scanning my rigid posture with immediate concern. "Thought you were downtown, Queen. Church is in session. Prez called an emergency meeting regarding the Skulls' movement on the state line. You shouldn't be out here alone."

"I’m not alone, Silas," I said, my voice echoing clearly through the now-silent room. "I brought the truth with me. And it turns out, it deserves a seat at the table."

I didn’t wait for him to intercept me. I walked past his massive frame, my heels striking the stained concrete floor with the rhythmic precision of a firing squad. I pushed open the double oak doors of the chapel—the sacred inner sanctum where only patched members were permitted, the room where the destiny of the Vanguard Sovereigns was decided in blood and votes.

Thirty men turned as one.

The air inside the chapel was thick with cigar smoke, the bitter tang of espresso, and the oppressive weight of unchecked masculine power. At the head of the long, scarred mahogany table sat Cormac "Mac" Grier.

He looked every inch the outlaw king. His dark, unruly hair was swept back from his face, his jaw shadow-darkened and sharp enough to cut glass. His leather vest was heavy with patches, his broad shoulders filling out the space with an effortless, terrifying authority. He had a cigarette burning between his thick, scarred fingers, his dark eyes narrowed as he listened to his Vice President outline a tactical route.

Then his eyes met mine.

The cigarette dropped from his fingers, landing on the polished mahogany with a small, sizzling hiss. Mac stood up so fast his heavy wooden chair scraped violently against the floorboards, a harsh, screeching sound that made several men flinch.

"Sloane," Mac breathed, his voice a low, gravelly rumble that usually sent a shiver of warmth down my spine. Tonight, it just sounded like hollow thunder. "What the hell are you doing? This is a closed session. Get back to our quarters. I'll be there in twenty minutes."

The men at the table shifted uncomfortably. Some looked at the floor; others, the older veterans who had known my father before he passed the torch to Mac, looked at me with a protective curiosity.

"Twenty minutes is a luxury you don't have, Cormac," I said, my voice dropping the formal club titles, stripping him down to the boy he used to be before the crown corrupted him.

I walked right down the center of the room, stopping at the foot of the table, directly opposite his throne. The distance between us felt like a chasm wide enough to swallow an empire.

"Sloane, don't do this here," Mac warned, his dark eyes flashing with a dangerous mixture of panic and anger. A vein throbbed violently at his temple. He could sense the shift. He knew that the woman who usually kept his secrets was about to lay them bare. "Whatever this is, we handle it upstairs. Private."

"There is nothing private about treason," I said.

I unzipped my bag, reaching inside. The room went absolutely still, several men instinctively tracking my hand, knowing I carried a weapon. But I didn't pull the gun.

I pulled out the velvet-lined jewelry box and slammed it onto the mahogany table. It slid down the polished wood, stopping right in front of Mac’s whiskey glass.

Mac stared at it, his face draining of all color. His lips parted, but no sound came out.

"Does that look familiar, boys?" I asked, looking around the table at the hardened, scarred faces of the Vanguard elite. "That’s my mother’s platinum bracelet. The inheritance this club swore to protect when I took over your finances. Want to know where I found it an hour ago?"

Silence. The kind of suffocating, heavy silence that precedes a bomb detonation.

"I found it on the vanity of a fourteen-thousand-dollar-a-month penthouse downtown," I continued, my voice smooth, elegant, and deadly. "A penthouse funded through a shell account masked as tire imports. A penthouse occupied by Roxanne Vance. The sister of the Skulls' head fixer."

A collective, sharp intake of breath echoed through the room. Big Silas slammed his fist onto the table, the wood groaning under his weight. "What the fuck, Prez? Tell me she's lying."

Mac didn't look at Silas. He didn't look at his VP. His eyes were locked on mine, wide with a desperate, suffocating terror. He looked like a man watching the gallows being built in real-time.

"Sloane..." he choked out, taking a step around the table toward me, his hands raised in a rare gesture of complete submission. "It's not what it looks like. I swear to God, it was strategic. I was protecting you."

"Protecting me?" I let out a soft, humorless laugh that cut deeper than any scream. "By putting a Skull operative in a high-rise? By letting her wear my family’s gold? Or was it by letting her carry your child?"

The final bomb dropped, and the chapel erupted into chaos. Men stood up, shouting, chairs overturning as the older patches demanded answers, their loyalty violently split between the President they had elected and the Queen who kept them alive.

But I didn't care about their noise. I didn't care about their club.

I looked directly at Mac as he stopped a mere three feet away from me. I could smell the leather on him, the faint scent of my own perfume still clinging to his collar from this morning—and beneath it, the phantom scent of jasmine I had encountered an hour ago. It sickened me.

I raised my left hand, letting the bright fluorescent lights catch the five-carat, emerald-cut diamond ring that had bound me to him for half a decade.

Slowly, deliberately, I twisted the platinum band. It was tight, resisting for a moment as if clinging to the flesh it had claimed, but I pulled it off.

I dropped the ring onto the table. It made a tiny, hollow clinking sound as it bounced against the wood, rolling until it rested right against the velvet jewelry box.

"You told me we were enough, Mac," I whispered, my voice carrying over the shouting of his men, reaching him with the force of a physical blade. "You told me the crib didn't matter as long as I was in your bed."

"Sloane, please," Mac begged, a tear finally breaking through his hard exterior, tracking down his scarred cheek. He reached for my wrist, his fingers trembling. "Listen to me. She’s a mole. I had to make them believe I was turned. It was the only way to kill the federal investigation into your money-laundering files. I did it for you. Every touch, every lie... it was a sacrifice to keep you out of a cage."

I stepped back, escaping his reach before his skin could contaminate mine.

"You didn't keep me out of a cage, Cormac," I said, looking down at his ring, then back up to his tortured, beautiful face. "You just built me a prettier one, while you gave her the key to the castle. Enjoy your heir. Enjoy your club. Because as of tonight, the Queen is dead."

I turned my back on the King, walking out of the chapel while the Vanguard Sovereigns fell into absolute ruin behind me.

The rain started the moment I crossed the threshold of the clubhouse, a sudden, violent deluge that matched the icy tempest screaming through my veins. It didn't wash away the filth of this night; it just glued my silk blouse to my skin like a second, suffocating layer of armor.

I didn’t run to my car. A Queen didn't sprint through the mud for a coward. I walked with my chin held high, the heavy downpour soaking my hair, blurring my vision as the heavy oak doors of the chapel slammed open behind me.

"Sloane! Sloane, stop! Look at me, dammit!"

Mac’s voice cut through the thunder, raw and savage, stripped of the calculated composure he wore like a presidential cloak. I heard the frantic, heavy thud of his boots sprinting down the wooden steps, splashing through the puddles toward me.

Before I could reach the door of my Audi, his hand clamped around my upper arm. His grip wasn't violent—he would never hurt me physically—but it was unyielding, a desperate anchor trying to pull a sinking ship back to shore.

"Let go of me, Cormac," I said, my voice dead and quiet against the roar of the storm. I didn't turn around. I didn't want to look at the face I had kissed every morning for the last five years.

"No. I’m not letting you walk away like this. Not after the show you just put on in front of my entire charter," he snarled, though the anger in his voice was a flimsy shield for the sheer terror bleeding through his tone. He used his other hand to grab my opposite shoulder, forcing me around to face him.

The sight of him almost broke the icy numbness I had fought so hard to cultivate.

Mac was drenched. His dark hair was plastered to his forehead, and his chest rose and fell in ragged, uneven gasps. The dark, beautiful eyes that usually held an infinite amount of warmth for me were wide, bloodshot, and fractured with panic. He looked like a man who had just watched his entire world detonate, standing in the fallout with nothing but the clothes on his back.

"A show?" I echoed, letting out a sharp, breathless laugh that tasted like rainwater and misery. "Is that what my mother’s jewelry is to you, Mac? A prop? Was renting a penthouse for a rival syndicate's viper just an elaborate piece of theater?"
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