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a homesickness for a home to which you cannot return; a home which maybe never was; the nostalgia, the yearning, the grief for the lost places of your past.
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This is not a fairy tale.

There are no princes, no kingdoms to inherit, no gentle love that unfolds without consequence. This is a story of survival—of sharp edges and broken promises, of hunger that runs deeper than desire.

At its heart, No Kingdom for a Fang is about two people who should have never met, let alone stayed. A girl who has only ever known how to survive and a man caught between the weight of his family’s name and the fire in his own soul. It is about the choices we make when we have nothing left to lose and the things we are willing to burn for the ones we can’t let go.

You won’t find a love story without complications here. But maybe, just maybe, you’ll find something better—

A love that refuses to die.

Welcome to Hiraeth. Keep your guard up. And whatever you do, don’t breathe too deeply.

Some monsters don’t look like monsters.

But that doesn’t mean they won’t devour you all the same.
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There was no such thing as a happy ending in Hiraeth.

Not for girls like Kriia Thomas—girls who survived on sharp edges and bad decisions, who knew better than to believe in warmth, in promises, in forever.

Not for men like Rexar Fang—men born into bloodlines soaked in history, bound by rituals older than love, shaped by traditions that demanded obedience over desire.

This city had never been kind to dreamers.

But the first time she saw him—leaned back against the bar with a lazy smirk and eyes that burned like embers in a dying fire—she knew, knew in the way her pulse skipped, in the way her stomach twisted, that this was going to end badly.

That she should turn away.

That he should leave her alone.

But he didn’t.

And she didn’t.

And in a world where hunger could devour a man from the inside out, where a single touch could set fire to everything she had spent her life protecting, Kriia would have to learn the hardest lesson of all.

Some monsters didn’t hide their teeth.

Some men wore the fire instead of running from it.

And some stories were never meant to have an ending at all.
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Some people don’t meet by accident. They collide—headfirst, heart-first, with fire in their veins and fractures in their bones. It was never a question of if, only when. And when they finally found each other, the world had no choice but to make room for the fire.
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The neon sign above The Moonfire Lounge sputtered against the dark Scrilian night, casting eerie violet light into the alleyway below. The snow— packed down to black ice where too many boots had passed— reflected the glow in slick, uneven patches. Somewhere in the distance, a siren howled, its echo stretching long and lonely through the cold.

Kriia Thomas leaned against the club’s back door, taking a slow drag from her cigarette. The air carried the sharp scent of wet pavement and old exhaust, mixed with the briny chill that rolled in from the Fenwyll River.

She exhaled, watching the smoke coil upward before vanishing into the frigid air.

Disappearing.

Like her mother had when Kriia was three. Like her father, who hadn’t meant to leave—but did anyway, his body crumpled in the backyard, his blood frozen to the dirt by the time she found him. She had been fifteen, young enough to still be afraid, old enough to understand that if anyone found out, she would lose everything.

So she had shoved him into the river.

Let the ice and the current take him.

She had locked the front door behind her that night and made herself a promise: No one was coming to save her. So she wouldn’t need saving.

That had been eight years ago.

Now, she survived.

The job at The Moonfire Lounge kept a roof over her head—her father’s house, the last thing tethering her to a past that felt more like a scar than a memory. The money was good if you were beautiful, if you knew how to move, if you knew how to keep men entertained without letting them think they owned you.

Kriia had learned quickly. She had to.

A sharp knock against metal pulled her from her thoughts.

“You’re on in five,” called Chandra, the club’s floor manager.

Kriia flicked her cigarette into a dirty puddle, watching the embers hiss and die.

Five minutes. Just enough time to become someone else.

She pulled open the heavy club door and stepped inside, swallowing the warmth and scent of stale perfume. The bass from the main stage thudded through the walls, a relentless heartbeat.

She moved through the dressing rooms, past dancers fixing their makeup, slipping into stilettos, adjusting sequins and straps. The air was thick with perfume and sweat, the chatter muted, almost absent. They all knew the rule—do your job, keep your head down, don’t get too close.

Kriia had never had a problem with that.

She reached her station and caught her reflection in the mirror. Long red hair, cut sharply at the bangs, framed her face. The neon lights caught on the sharp tips of her ears, casting faint shadows along her jaw. Her deep violet eyes stared back at her—ones that had seen too much, trusted too little. The silver piercings in her top lip caught the light as she adjusted them, then reached for her mask.

A half-mask of intricate black lace. A joke, really, but the customers liked it.

They liked the mystery. They liked to pretend she wasn’t real.

That was fine. She preferred it that way.

“Two minutes, Kriia,” Chandra’s voice echoed from down the hall.

She inhaled slowly, forcing the ghosts of the past to slip back into the cracks of her mind. She had no space for them here. Whatever part of her had existed before her father’s death—the part that still believed in kindness, in warmth, in people who stayed—had drowned in the Fenwyll River with him.

By the time she reached the velvet curtain, she was no longer Kriia Thomas.

She was whoever they wanted her to be.

* * *
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THE STAGE LIGHTS BURNED hot as she stepped through the curtain, bathing the club in gold and violet. The heat was almost suffocating, made worse by the scent of whiskey, sweat, and expensive cologne.

The room was packed tonight.

She didn’t need to scan the crowd to know who was there.

Businessmen looking to forget. Drunks with too much cash. Lonely men who mistook attention for affection.

Kriia slid her hands down the cold metal of the pole, letting her body move on instinct—slow, deliberate. Every motion was carefully calculated. Just enough allure to hold their attention. Just enough distance to remind them that no matter how much they paid, they would never really touch her.

She had perfected the act.

The applause started early, a low hum of approval as bills were tossed toward the stage, the greedy rustling of money barely audible over the music.

She twisted, arched, let her body follow the rhythm.

But her mind was elsewhere.

On the bills she had to pay.

On the leaking pipe in her bathroom she still hadn’t fixed.

On the empty house she’d return to when this was over.

By the time the song neared its end, she had them exactly where she wanted them—captivated, reaching for their wallets, eager to pay for another minute of the illusion.

And then she saw him.

A man at the bar, leaned back against the counter like he belonged to the shadows.

He was dressed in black, the red silk of his collar just visible beneath the dim lights. His skin was pale, scattered with freckles, and his white curls fell messily into his face, streaked with crimson. He was tall, lean but strong, the kind of person who took up space without trying.

But it wasn’t his posture that unsettled her.

It was his eyes.

A strange, impossible mix of grey and deep crimson, like smoldering coals waiting to catch flame.

And the smoke.

It curled lazily from his nose, its scent warm and cloying, like burning maple wood.

Kriia’s pulse ticked up, but she forced herself to hold his gaze for only half a second before looking away.

It didn’t matter who he was. It didn’t matter what he wanted.

She finished her set, climbed down from the stage, and disappeared behind the curtain.

She exhaled as the applause faded behind her, rolling the tension from her shoulders.

But even as she wiped the sweat from her brow, she could still feel him watching.

And for the first time in a long, long time—

Something inside her stirred.
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The Moonfire Lounge was exactly the kind of place Rexar had been looking for: low lights, high energy, and the kind of heat that pressed into your skin like a living thing. The walls pulsed with deep red and violet glows, the bass vibrating in his ribs, rattling against his bones like a like a pulse beneath his skin. The air was thick with the scent of sweat, liquor, and perfume—heady and intoxicating.

Perfect.

“Told ya this place was ace,” Vaelyn Hawthorne drawled, slumping into the seat beside him at the bar. He tossed back a shot, the silver rings on his fingers flashing in the neon glow.

Rexar smirked, stretching his long legs out, his boots scraping against the scuffed floor. “Alright, alright. You win.”

Vaelyn shot him a lazy grin and adjusted the red medical tape across his own nose. “Too bloody right, I do.”

Of course Vee knew how to pick a place like this.

Everything about The Moonfire Lounge screamed his best friend’s aesthetic—sleazy, loud, full of life. Vaelyn thrived in places like this, with his wild green hair—long, messy, a streak of bright yellow cutting through the left side—his smudged red tattoos that framed his blue-green eyes, his cocky, unbothered energy.

Rexar wasn’t opposed to clubs like this. He liked music, he liked people, and he definitely liked drinking. But he also knew that places like The Moonfire Lounge had never been about the drinks.

It was about the girls.

And the second she stepped onto the stage, Rexar understood exactly why this place had the reputation it did.

She moved like fire.

Slow, hypnotic, dangerous.

Like something that could warm you—or burn you.

Long, crimson-red hair shimmered under the lights, cut sharply at the bangs. She was all lean muscle and effortless grace, every motion controlled, precise. Deep purple eyes, framed by a delicate lace mask, swept over the crowd without lingering. Her full lips were painted a shade so dark it could be mistaken for black.

And those lips?

They were curled in the faintest smirk, like she was in on some private joke.

Intriguing.

Rexar tapped his fingers against the bar, watching her, the silver rings on his hands glinting in the glow of the stage lights. He was relaxed, elbow resting against the counter, smoke curling lazily from his nose in thin, lazy tendrils.

His family would hate this place.

Which only made him like it more.

“You’re starin’,” Vaelyn muttered, following his gaze.

“Yep.”

Vaelyn huffed a laugh. “So, which one is it?”

Rexar didn’t take his eyes off her. “Which what?”

“Gonna muck about or fall arse over tit in love?”

Rexar let out a low chuckle, stretching his arms over his head. “Not sure yet.”

Vaelyn snorted. “Bonzer. That always ends well.”

But Rexar wasn’t listening anymore.

Because the second those violet eyes flicked toward the bar—toward him—he felt something in his chest tighten.

It wasn’t long. Barely a second.

But it was enough.

And just as quickly, she looked away.

All right, Red. Let’s see what you’re about.

* * *
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REXAR WAS GOOD AT WATCHING people.

It was a skill that had been drilled into him since childhood—how to read a room, how to pick out the weak, the powerful, the threats. A Fang never walked into a space unprepared.

But this wasn’t about survival.

It was about curiosity.

The girl on stage—Kriia, he heard someone say her name—was good. Too good. Not just at the dance itself, but at the performance of it. She had built walls so carefully into her movements that no one even noticed them.

Every step, every glance, was calculated.

Tempting, but not inviting.

Alluring, but untouchable.

She was a woman who had spent years mastering the art of keeping people at arm’s length.

And that?

That made him want to know more.

“She’s somethin’, huh?” Vaelyn mused, watching him with a knowing look.

Rexar smirked, leaning back in his seat. “She’s interesting.”

Vaelyn barked a laugh. “Oi, that’s worse, mate.”

Rexar just grinned, taking a sip from his drink. The maple-wood-sweet smoke curling from his nose disappeared into the haze of the club, dissipating harmlessly. He could feel the energy of the room shifting, drawn to Kriia like moths to a flame, but she didn’t seem to notice.

Or maybe, she just didn’t care.

That made her even more interesting.

She finished her set, slipping offstage and disappearing behind the curtain, leaving behind a room full of men desperate to follow.

Including him.

Vaelyn was already ordering another drink, but Rexar wasn’t paying attention. His fingers drummed absently against the bar as he leaned forward, eyes still lingering on the empty stage.

“You good?” Vaelyn asked, not bothering to hide his amusement.

Rexar exhaled slowly through his nose, more of that warm, maple-sweet smoke curling into the air between them. “Yeah.”

“Riiight.” Vaelyn tossed back his shot, setting the empty glass down with a clink. “So, what’s the game plan?”

Rexar arched a brow. “You think I have a plan?”

Vaelyn gave him a look. “Mate, you always have a plan.”

Rexar smirked. “Guess we’ll find out.”

Before Vaelyn could say anything else, a chair scraped across the floor behind them.

Raised voices.

Tension thickening the air.

Rexar sighed, already turning toward the sound. Here we go.

* * *
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TWO MEN WERE SQUARING off near the VIP section, both already deep in their cups, both fueled by the same thing—entitlement.

They had both paid for a private dance.

They both thought that meant ownership.

Rexar had seen enough of these fights to know exactly how it would go down—loud threats, a few poorly thrown punches, security getting involved.

Boring.

Before either man could take a swing, Rexar stepped between them, his hands raised, posture relaxed.

“Alright, alright. Let’s not get blood all over the nice floors, yeah?”

The first man, broad and thick-necked, narrowed his eyes. “Who the hell are you?”

Rexar grinned. “Just a guy who hates unnecessary violence.”

“Then walk away.”

Rexar tilted his head. “Mmm, see, I would, but I also hate stupidity, and this?” He gestured lazily between them. “This is deeply stupid.”

From the corner of his eye, he saw her.

The red-haired dancer.

Standing near the edge of the room, arms crossed, watching.

He met her gaze briefly, that same lazy smirk tugging at the corner of his lips.

Then he turned back to the two idiots in front of him.

“Tell you what—how about we settle this like civilized people?”

The bigger man scoffed. “Yeah? And how’s that?”

Rexar tapped his fingers against the bar. “A shots-off.”

There was a beat of silence.

Then, the larger man barked a laugh. “You serious?”

“Absolutely.” Rexar motioned toward the bartender. “Loser leaves. Winner gets the dance.”

Vaelyn lit up.

“Oh, this is gonna be hilarious.”

* * *
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AND it was.

Rexar knocked back the final shot like it was water.

The room spun for the poor bastard slumped over the table across from him, but for Rexar, the warmth of the alcohol barely registered. He had been drinking since he was old enough to slip out of the Fang estate unnoticed—this was nothing.

With a lazy grin, he set his glass down and stretched, rolling his shoulders as the second man wobbled in his seat before tipping forward.

A heavy thunk echoed as his forehead met the table.

Silence.

Then—Vaelyn let out a sharp bark of laughter, slamming his own empty shot glass down. “Bloody hell, that was embarrassin’.”

The bartender looked unimpressed but still gave a sharp nod. “Winner.”

Rexar smirked, pushing his chair back with the heel of his boot as security moved in to drag the unconscious men toward the exit.

“Easy,” he muttered, brushing the moisture from his lips with the back of his hand.

Vaelyn clapped a hand on his shoulder. “I reckon they put up just enough of a fight to not call this a homicide.”

Rexar only chuckled, shoving his hands into his pockets as he turned back toward the bar. The warm buzz of the club still pulsed around him, the lights flickering against the haze of cigarette smoke and too many bodies pressed into too little space.

He had almost forgotten what he’d won.

Almost.

Until a familiar voice snapped him out of it.

“Kriia. Private Room Three. You know the drill.”

Rexar slowed, his smirk widening as he glanced over his shoulder.

There she was.

Standing stiffly as the club manager rattled off the assignment, arms crossed over her waist, expression unreadable. Her robe was cinched tightly at the waist, her crimson hair spilling over her shoulders in soft waves. Even from a distance, he could see the slight clench of her jaw, the sharp exhale through her nose.

Oh, he thought, amusement curling in his chest. She wasn’t expecting this.

Perfect.

Chandra shot him a look before walking off, leaving Kriia alone in the hallway, her gaze finally flicking toward him.

She didn’t speak.

Didn’t roll her eyes, didn’t scowl.

She just looked at him, measured and cool, her deep violet eyes scanning him like she was deciding exactly how much trouble he was worth.

Rexar leaned forward slightly, letting the lazy stream of smoke curl from his nose, his ember-ringed gaze locking onto hers.

Then, slowly, deliberately—he grinned.

Guess we’re about to find out.
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The door to Private Room Three felt heavier than she remembered.

Kriia wrapped her fingers around the handle, exhaling slowly before pulling it open. She had done this a thousand times before—walked through this doorway, smiled when she didn’t mean it, moved like she was made of something softer than steel.

She had done this enough times to know what to expect—some drunk, sweaty man slouched in the chair, glassy-eyed, ready to pretend their money made them special. Ready to reach for her if she wasn’t careful.

She didn’t think about who would be waiting. She already knew.

One of them. One of the men who had been fighting over her earlier.

It didn’t matter which one.

They were all the same in the end.

But when she stepped inside, closing the door behind her, something in her stomach twisted.

She was already in the process of slipping on the expression she wore for these encounters, the carefully crafted smile that promised just enough without giving anything away—

And then she saw him.

The white-haired man from the bar.

The one with ember-ringed eyes and a slow-burning kind of presence, like he had all the time in the world.

He was stretched out in the chair, long legs sprawled, one arm draped lazily over the backrest, completely at ease. He looked like he belonged there, like he had always belonged there, and that realization made something sharp coil in Kriia’s stomach.

She stopped short, her fingers still curled loosely around the doorknob.

This wasn’t who she had expected.

Not the broad-shouldered idiot who had thrown the first shove. Not the sharp-eyed man who had been just as eager to fight back.

She had walked away before the drinking contest had ended, assuming it would be like every other night—security dragging the losers out, the winner too drunk to be worth remembering.

And now, he was the one who had won.

He didn’t look surprised to see her.

And he was watching her.

Like he had been waiting for this moment.

Like he knew something she didn’t.

Kriia forced herself to move, to push down the sharp, unwelcome reaction curling in her chest.

She should have seen this coming.

She should have stayed to watch who won.

Her hands clenched briefly at her sides before she crossed her arms, tilting her head slightly. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Rexar smirked. “You sound disappointed.”

She was.

But not in the way she should have been.

Kriia let her expression go flat. “I didn’t realize you were the one dumb enough to put yourself through that.”

Rexar leaned forward slightly, resting his forearms on his knees. “Oh, it wasn’t so bad. I’ve had worse nights.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You think nearly drinking yourself to death for a dance was worth it?”

He tilted his head. “You tell me.”

Kriia exhaled through her nose, forcing herself to stay still, to stay calm.

This wasn’t different. It wasn’t.

Just because he looked at her like he saw something. Just because his voice wrapped around the air between them, deep and lazy, like he had all the time in the world.

It didn’t mean anything.

Because he was still a man who had—in one way or another— paid for this.

And she was still a woman who knew how to give them their money’s worth.

Kriia schooled her expression instantly, locking down the flicker of unease, though her fingers clenched briefly against the fabric of her robe.

She had a rule about people like him.

The ones who didn’t look at her like she was something to be had, but rather something to be figured out.

They were worse than the desperate ones. Worse than the grabbers, the gamblers, the ones who mistook this place for some twisted form of romance.

Because curiosity?

Curiosity made men dangerous.

She forced her shoulders to relax, tilting her head just slightly, the way she always did when she wanted to appear unaffected. “Didn’t peg you for the type to throw money at things that don’t belong to you.”

The man smirked, slow and lazy, his sharp teeth just barely visible behind the red stud in his lower lip. “Didn’t peg you for the type to walk away before a contest was over.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I already knew how it would end.”

“Did you?” He hummed, tapping a finger against the armrest. “And yet, here you are.”

Kriia ignored the slow curl of irritation in her chest, stepping further inside and letting the door click shut behind her. “You won the dance,” she said, voice flat. “So. Here we are.”

She didn’t bother making it sound like an invitation.

If that put him off, he didn’t show it.

Instead, he grinned, shifting forward in his seat slightly. “I feel like we got off on the wrong foot, Red.”

Kriia’s jaw clenched. She hated that. Nicknames, familiarity—things she hadn’t given him permission for.

She lifted a brow. “And what should I be calling you? White?”

He chuckled, the sound low and rich. “Rexar.”

Her lips parted slightly. The name settled into her mind with an uncomfortable weight, recognition prickling at the edges of her memory.

Rexar.

It was familiar—not in the way that most wealthy men’s names were, but deeper. A name with history. A name with power.

And then it clicked.

Rexar Fang.

Her stomach turned cold.

Not from fear, not yet, but from the sheer weight of what that name meant.

Everyone in Hiraeth knew the Fang family.

They weren’t royalty, but they may as well have been. Their name carried the kind of weight that sent shivers down a person’s spine, that made even those in the highest positions of power pause before speaking against them.

She had never met a Fang before.

She hadn’t wanted to.

The Fangs weren’t just another wealthy, influential family—they were something more, something other. A bloodline laced with fire and death, with secrets buried in opulent mansions and whispered about behind locked doors.

And now, there was one sitting in front of her.

Watching her.

Kriia forced herself to exhale slowly, keeping her face carefully blank.

“Fang,” she said, testing the name on her tongue. “That’s a hell of a name to carry around.”

His smirk widened, as if he knew exactly what she was thinking. “Only if you care about things like that.”

“Most people do.”

“Do you?”

Kriia hesitated.

Then, she shrugged. “Depends on what you plan on doing with it.”

He huffed a quiet laugh, leaning back in his chair again. “Not much, if my family has any say in it.”

That piqued her curiosity before she could stop it. The way he said it—so casual, so detached. Like his last name was a burden, not a privilege.

Interesting.

Not that it mattered.

Just because the name Fang sat heavy in her mind, making something dark coil deep in her stomach

She wasn’t here to be interested.

She was here to do a job.

Kriia rolled her shoulders, shaking off whatever strange tension had settled over her, before stepping further into the room. “Alright,” she murmured, her voice sliding into something smoother, something practiced. “Let’s not waste time, then.”

She let her fingers trail over the top of the chair as she circled him, letting her robe shift just enough to flash the bare curve of her thigh. This was muscle memory, the sort of calculated exposure that pulled eyes exactly where she wanted them.

But Rexar’s eyes didn’t follow the hem.

They followed her face.

It made her pulse tick harder, heat prickling in her chest. She stopped behind the chair, close enough that her knees brushed the backrest, close enough to see the way his breathing deepened—not hurried, not hungry, just slow, like he’d already decided to enjoy whatever she did.

She hated that it wasn’t making her feel in control.

Her hands came down on his shoulders, light pressure at first, then firmer as she leaned over him. The warm scent of him curled up at her—smoke and something faintly sweet—and she felt him tip his head back just enough that his mouth was close to her collarbone. His lips didn’t touch, but the breath he let out was hot, dragging over her skin like a finger dipped in fire.

“You seem tense,” he murmured, voice pitched low enough that it rolled along her throat more than her ears.

Her jaw tightened. “I don’t get tense.”

“Don’t you?” His hand moved, slow and deliberate, to the curve of her calf, just above the boot line—fingers resting, not gripping. That single point of contact burned hotter than it should have.

Kriia’s instinct screamed to step back. Instead, she stepped around him, placing herself directly between his knees. It was dangerous, that space—intimate, inescapable—but she needed him to know she could stand there without blinking.

“You paid for a dance,” she said, her voice dropping almost to a whisper. “Not to test me.”

“Who says I’m testing you?”

Her fingers tightened briefly against her robe. “Are you going to sit there all night, or are you actually going to enjoy what you paid for?”

“Depends.” His mouth curved. “On whether you’re actually going to dance for me.”

The corner of her lip twitched. “You think I’m here to impress you?”

“No,” he said, leaning back at last, legs parting just enough to invite her closer. “I think you’re here to prove you can keep me exactly where you want me.”

Her pulse ticked up. She stepped forward, slow enough that her shadow slipped over his knees, her robe brushing the edge of the chair. One hand found the backrest, the other trailing briefly over his shoulder as she moved around him—calculated, deliberate—only for her to feel the warmth radiating from his body even through the fabric.

She tilted her head, letting the movement drag her hair over one shoulder so the tips brushed the front of his shirt. “You’ve been watching me since the bar. Men don’t do that unless they want something.”

Rexar’s smirk deepened, his knee nudging against her thigh just enough to shift her balance. “Maybe I do.”

Her throat went dry. She forced herself to move—one hand braced on the armrest, the other sliding over the line of his jaw, the pad of her thumb dragging across the edge of his lower lip. The stud there was warm, and when she pressed just hard enough to feel the faint give of flesh beneath it, his eyes half-lidded, like a predator deciding whether to bite.

Heat crawled up her spine. She hated that it wasn’t all feigned.

Rexar’s hand came up, not to grab her, but to catch the trailing edge of her robe. He rubbed the fabric between his fingers, gaze flicking to the skin beneath. “You keep people at arm’s length,” he said softly. “But you’re closer now.”

She tilted her head. “You’re not that special, Fang.”

“Then why haven’t you stepped back?”

She had played this game before.

But something about the way he was playing it felt different.

Before she could bite back an answer, his knee shifted, pressing lightly against the inside of her leg—barely there, but enough to pull her weight forward a fraction. His eyes caught hers, ember-ringed and steady. 

And that same slow, sweet smoke curled from his nose, thick and warm, like an invisible touch trailing along her skin.

Kriia’s heartbeat stuttered. She covered it with a scoff. “That trick work on everyone?”

Rexar grinned, all lazy confidence. “Wouldn’t know. I don’t usually pay for company.”

Kriia huffed a laugh, shaking her head. “Oh, you think that makes you different?”

His grin widened. “No. But you do.”

The words hit her harder than they should have.

She had heard it before—too many times, in too many ways. I’m different. I’m special. I’m not like the others.

It was always a lie.

Always another way to make her drop her guard.

But when he said it...

It didn’t feel like a line at all.

Her throat tightened, sharp and uncomfortable.

She turned away before he could see the slip in her expression, before he could see that, for half a second, she had felt something.

She stalked toward the tray of untouched drinks, grabbing a glass to pour herself something strong. This was nothing.

He was nothing.

“I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing, Fang,” she said smoothly, focusing on the slow swirl of liquor in the glass, “but if you’re expecting something other than what was paid for, you’re wasting your time.”

“Am I?”

She glanced back at him, raising a brow. “You think you’re the first man to come in here looking for something real?” She took a slow sip, voice dry. “Hate to break it to you, but I’m not in the business of real.”

Rexar watched her, something unreadable flickering in his gaze.

Then, finally—finally—he leaned back into the chair.

Not like the others.

Not sprawled out, not dripping with expectation.

He sat comfortably.

Like he wasn’t expecting anything at all.

Kriia narrowed her eyes.

What are you doing?

She pushed down whatever question had been forming at the back of her mind, slipping her expression back into something unreadable.

“Well,” she said smoothly, shifting her weight onto one hip. “The payment was taken for a dance, Rexar Fang. What do you want?”

His eyes flashed, flickering with something unreadable in the dim red glow of the room.

Then, to her utter annoyance—

He grinned.

“I want to talk.”

Kriia barely resisted the urge to roll her eyes.

Of course he did.

“So, tell me something,” he mused, tipping his head back slightly. “What do you do when you’re not here?”

She stared at him.

A slow, creeping irritation built in her chest.

“Is this your idea of conversation?”

“Sure.”

“You think I want to sit here and talk to you?”

Rexar smirked. “Well, you’re still standing there, aren’t you?”

Kriia tightened her grip on the glass, resisting the urge to throw it at his head.

This wasn’t how this was supposed to go.

Men like him—men with money, men with confidence, men with names that carried weight—they wanted power. Control. Even when they were sitting in a room like this, they wanted to feel like they were the ones in charge.

But he was just... sitting there.

Like he was content just being in the same room as her.

Like the dance—the entire performance—had never mattered at all.

She hated it.

And she hated the way something deep in her chest felt like it was unraveling.

“You don’t belong here,” she said before she could stop herself.

Rexar’s lips curled at the edges. “Oh?”

“This place isn’t for people like you.”

“And what kind of person am I?”

Kriia opened her mouth, then shut it again.

What kind of person was he?

Because he should have been easy to pin down—wealthy, entitled, dangerous in a way that had nothing to do with violence and everything to do with knowing exactly how to get what he wanted.

But there was something off about him.

Something that didn’t quite fit.

Kriia huffed, taking another sip of her drink. “Does it matter?”

Rexar leaned forward slightly, resting his forearms on his knees. “I think it does to you.”

She let out a sharp laugh. “You really think I care?”

“Yeah,” he said simply.

The worst part was—

He wasn’t wrong.

Kriia’s fingers tightened around her glass, her throat suddenly dry.

He’s just another customer. Another name to forget.

But the longer she stood there, the less sure she was that she could forget him.

Rexar tilted his head, eyes still locked onto hers. “Why don’t you tell me what kind of person you are?”

The question made her freeze.

Because she didn’t have an answer.

Because she didn’t know anymore.

She had spent so long being who they wanted her to be—slipping in and out of masks, bending herself into whatever shape kept her safe—that she wasn’t sure if there was anything left beneath it all.

So instead, she did what she was best at.

She deflected.

She drained the last of her drink, setting the glass down with a sharp clink. Then, stepping closer, she placed her hands on either side of the chair, leaning in until she was close enough to feel his warmth, close enough that she knew he could smell the hint of liquor on her breath.

“You want to know who I am, Fang?” she murmured, tilting her head.

Rexar didn’t move.

Didn’t flinch.

He just smirked, slow and knowing.

“I already do.”

Her stomach twisted violently.

Before she could snap herself back into control, the door swung open with a sharp creak.

“Kriia?” Chandra’s voice cut through the haze, sharp and businesslike.

Kriia jerked back instantly, straightening her robe in one smooth motion. “Occupied,” she said without looking over her shoulder.

“I need you in the greenroom in five.” The door shut again, quick and firm.

When she finally looked back at Rexar, he was smiling—not triumphant, not smug. Just that same slow-burn smile, like he’d gotten exactly what he wanted without having to touch her at all.

She stepped away, putting the chair between them again. “Your time’s almost up,” she said, letting the words sound like they’d been there all along.

Rexar stretched, dragging a hand through his white curls. “That’s a shame. I was enjoying our talk.”

She rolled her eyes, heading for the door. “Don’t get used to it.”

As she pulled it open, his voice followed her out. “See you around, Red.”

She didn’t look back.

Didn’t let him see the way her fingers curled against her palm.

Because the worst part wasn’t that he had said it.

The worst part was that she knew he was right.
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Kriia pushed through the curtain, exhaling as the noise from the main floor dulled behind her. The heat of the stage lights still clung to her skin, mixing with the faint chill of sweat drying on her back. She rolled her shoulders, forcing out the tension that had crept in—though she wasn’t sure if it was from the performance or the way he had been watching her.

That damn stranger.

Kriia wiped the back of her hand across her brow, her fingers trembling with leftover adrenaline.

It doesn’t matter, she told herself. He doesn’t matter.

A deep voice cut through her thoughts. “You look like you saw a ghost.”

Kriia snapped her head up.

Remington Connors—Remi—was leaning against the far wall of the dressing room, arms crossed, one foot propped lazily against the other. His neon-green eyes flickered under the dim lighting, glowing just enough to cast eerie reflections against the mirror.

His presence here wasn’t unusual—Remi had always had a habit of slipping past security when he wanted to. Something about a back door, a poorly placed lock, and knowing which bouncers to bribe.

Kriia sighed, moving to her station. “What do you want, Rem?”

He pushed off the wall, prowling toward her with that familiar lazy swagger, all sharp edges and bad intentions. “What, can’t a guy check in on his best girl?”

Kriia shot him a dry look through the mirror as she reached for a makeup wipe. “I’m not your best anything.”

Remi grinned, flashing his sharp canines. “Lies. Who else puts up with my shit?”

“No one. That’s why you keep coming back to me.”

His laughter was low and rasping, the kind that came from too many cigarettes and too many bad nights. He collapsed onto the stool beside her vanity, stretching out like he owned the space, long fingers drumming against the counter.

Remi watched her for a moment, head tilting, something sharp and knowing in his neon-green gaze. Then—

“You ever stab someone with those things?”

Kriia blinked at him through the mirror, fingers pausing against her cheek. “The fuck are you talking about?”

Remi gestured vaguely toward her reflection. “Your ears, Special K. Pretty sure they count as concealed weapons.”

She huffed, rolling her eyes as she tossed the used makeup wipe into the trash. “You’re such an asshole.”

Remi smirked, stretching his arms behind his head, looking entirely too pleased with himself. “Nah, I’m just saying, if you ever wanted to commit murder, you could probably take a guy’s eye out just by turning your head too fast.”

Kriia fought the twitch at the corner of her lips, but the bastard saw it anyway.

“See?” he drawled, nudging her knee with his boot. “You love me.”

She turned in her seat, flicking his forehead—hard.

“Keep dreaming, wolf boy.”

Kriia rolled her eyes at him, wiping away the smudged eyeliner beneath her eyes. The familiar ritual grounded her—scrubbing away the stage version of herself, peeling back the layers of smoke and shadow until she was just... her again.

But even as she worked, she could still feel him watching.

Not Remi.

Him.

That stranger at the bar, the one who had watched her like she was something worth studying.

She scowled at her reflection.

Remi raised a brow. “So. Who’s the bastard?”

Kriia froze for half a second before resuming her movements. “What?”

Remi smirked. “Please. You only get that look when someone’s gotten under your skin.” He propped his chin in his palm, tapping his fingers against his cheek in mock thought. “Now, let me guess. Someone from the audience? Some big spender who didn’t know when to back off?”

Kriia didn’t answer.

Which, apparently, was answer enough.

Remi’s smirk widened, flashing silver where his lip piercings caught the light. “Oh, now I’m interested.”

Kriia groaned, tossing the used makeup wipe at his head. He dodged it easily, laughing.

“Drop it, Rem.”

“Not a chance.” He leaned in, his voice dropping into something lower, teasing. “Did he touch you?”

“No.”

“Did he try?”

“No.”

Remi hummed, considering. “Then why do you look like you just walked out of a nightmare?”

Kriia pressed her lips together.

Because she had felt his eyes on her, long after she’d left the stage.

Because something about him lingered, curling in her lungs like the last traces of smoke before a fire caught.

She shook her head, standing abruptly. “It’s nothing. Just a weird night.”

Remi frowned, watching her closely.

He wasn’t buying it.

Not that she blamed him—Remi had always been better at reading her than most.

But if there was one thing she knew about him, it was that he loved prying into things that weren’t his business.

Kriia shot him a sharp look. “Not in the mood, Rem.”

He lifted his hands in mock surrender. “Hey, I’m just trying to gauge how violently you’re going to slam that door when you leave.”

She rolled her eyes, tugging her coat from the locker and throwing it on over her barely-there stage outfit. The chill of the Scrilian night was going to be brutal, but she didn’t care. She just needed to get out.

Remi, to his credit, didn’t push.

He just watched, quiet for once, his glowing neon-green eyes tracking every movement as she packed up for the night.

Finally, when she shoved her bag over her shoulder and turned toward the door, he sighed.

“C’mon.”

Kriia frowned. “What?”

Remi stood, stretching his arms above his head before shaking out his black mane. “I’ll walk you home.”

Kriia stared at him, searching for the angle.

He was always up to something. Always teasing, always pushing.

But right now, his face was unreadable, his usual smirk subdued.

She hesitated. “I can walk myself.”

“I know you can.” He rolled his eyes, already moving past her toward the exit. “But I’m bored, and you’re in a shit mood, and it just so happens that I’ve been meaning to check on the structural integrity of your front steps.”

Kriia huffed. “My steps are fine.”

“You’re fine.” He shot her a lazy grin over his shoulder. “But I still stick around, don’t I?”

She sighed. Fine.

If nothing else, the company would be a distraction.

She let him hold the door open for her as they stepped into the freezing Scrilian night.

* * *
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THE CITY WAS QUIET at this hour, the usual chaos winding down into something slower, sleepier.

Snow crunched beneath their boots, packed down into ice where too many feet had passed. The neon glow of The Moonfire Lounge flickered against the wet pavement, casting violet reflections into the slush-filled gutters.

Cold wind bit at the exposed points of her ears, sharp enough to make her shiver. Kriia pulled her coat tighter around herself, her breath curling in the cold air. 

Remi walked beside her, hands shoved deep into his pockets, his usual swagger toned down in the stillness of the night.

They didn’t talk much.

They didn’t have to.

This had always been the way with them—silent walks home after long nights, the quiet settling between them like something solid, something steady.

Kriia didn’t say anything when he tilted his head toward the sky, exhaling a long breath, watching the way it curled into the freezing air.

And Remi didn’t say anything when she rubbed at her temple, her thoughts still circling back to ember-ringed eyes and the lazy curl of maple-sweet smoke.

He just walked.

And for once, he didn’t tease her about the way her mind was clearly somewhere else.

By the time they reached her street, the exhaustion had started to creep in.

Her house loomed ahead, dark and waiting, a relic of another life. A place she had fought to keep, even when everything told her to let it go.

She slowed as they reached the front steps.

Remi stopped beside her, his eyes flicking up toward the house before shifting back to her.

His gaze softened, just a fraction. “You good?”

Kriia inhaled deeply, the cold burning in her lungs.

Then, she nodded.

“Yeah.”

Remi studied her for a second longer before exhaling, shaking his head. “Liar.”

She let out a tired laugh. “Always.”

Remi smirked, reaching over to ruffle her hair before she could swat him away.

Then he turned, already walking back down the street, his breath a ghost in the frigid air.

Kriia watched him go.

And when she finally stepped inside, locking the door behind her, she exhaled slowly—

Only now realizing how much of the night had been spent waiting for another glimpse of white curls and a slow, knowing grin.
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Rexar tilted his head back against the couch, exhaling a slow stream of smoke toward the ceiling. The scent of burning maple wood curled through the air, wrapping the room in familiar warmth. He could still hear the muffled buzz of Scrila’s nightlife outside—cars rolling over slush-slick streets, the occasional burst of laughter from the alley below—but none of it held his attention.

Not tonight.

Tonight, his mind was still back at The Moonfire Lounge.

Still locked on a woman with sharp violet eyes and a mouth that curved like she had a secret worth keeping.

Still lingering on the way she had looked at him—curious, cautious, like she wasn’t sure if she wanted to push him away or pull him closer.

Rexar smirked to himself, rubbing his thumb over his bottom lip.

She hadn’t been expecting him.

Hadn’t wanted to be intrigued.

But she was.

And that?

That was enough to bring him back.

A sharp knock on the hotel room door broke his thoughts.

“Rex,” came Vaelyn’s voice, muffled but exasperated. “Open the bloody door, mate.”

Rexar sighed, dragging himself upright before padding across the room. He flicked the lock and pulled the door open, only to be met with his best friend’s unimpressed stare.

Vaelyn—Vee to the people he actually liked—was already dressed to go out, his usual tangle of dark green hair only half-tamed, a single bright streak of yellow falling across his cheek. His blue eyes flicked up to meet Rexar’s, and the red tattoos beneath them crinkled slightly as he gave an exaggerated sigh.

“Tell me you didn’t spark up and drift off into a bloody coma,” Vee drawled as he stepped inside, not bothering to wait for an invitation.

“Just thinking,” Rexar said, kicking the door shut.

Vee snorted, slumping down onto the couch. “Thinkin’? That’s a new one.”

Rexar just grinned, running a hand through his white curls before grabbing his peacoat from the armrest. “You ready?”

Vee tilted his head, watching him.

“You’re seriously keen to go back there?”

Rexar raised a brow. “Why not?”

Vee leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Look, mate, I get it. She’s a stunner. She’s sharp as a tack. Got that whole ‘mysterious and untouchable’ vibe, right?” He held up a hand. “But we’re shootin’ through in a month. You really wanna waste your time chasin’ some sheila who’s probably been hit on by every tosspot in Scrila?”

Rexar’s smirk didn’t falter.

“Who said I was chasing?”

Vee let out a sharp bark of laughter. “Oh, fuck off. You are absolutely chasing.”

Rexar shrugged, slipping his coat over his shoulders. “She’s interesting.”

“That’s worse,” Vee groaned, dragging a hand down his face. “You don’t do interesting. You do fun. You do fast.” He jabbed a finger toward him. “This? This is a whole lotta drama with a side of bad life choices.”

Rexar didn’t disagree.

But that didn’t mean he was going to stop.

“Come on, Vee,” he said, already heading for the door. “Let’s go waste some money.”
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