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Chapter One
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The girl in the shadow
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The sound of piano keys filled the tiny apartment, each note delicate yet heavy, like rain on glass. Amara’s fingers glided over the worn-out keys, playing a melody no one had ever heard before—because it belonged to her alone. A song of loneliness. A song of survival.

She closed her eyes, letting the music drown out the growling in her stomach. Hunger was familiar now. An old friend. Some nights, she got by with nothing but a cup of water. Other nights, if she was lucky, she’d take home leftovers from the café where she worked. But today wasn’t one of those lucky nights.

Sighing, she pulled her coat tighter around her thin frame. It was old, barely warm, but it was all she had. The apartment was freezing, the single bulb flickering above her. Rent was due next week, and she was still short. Tuition? She didn’t even think about that anymore. She was behind on payments, and any day now, she could lose her place at Ravenswood University—the only thing keeping her connected to her father’s legacy.

The only thing keeping her from completely disappearing.

At Ravenswood University

The campus was a world of its own—a place where power was everything. Money decided your worth. Influence determined your future. And Amara? She was a ghost.

She walked through the crowded halls, keeping her head down, hugging her books close. Eyes followed her, whispers trailed behind her like shadows. Some admired her beauty. Others resented her existence.

“She doesn’t belong here.”

“I bet she’s looking for a rich guy to pay her tuition.”

“She’d probably do anything for money.”

She had heard it all before. The rumours never stopped.

Some boys saw her as a challenge. A poor, desperate girl with nowhere to go? Easy prey. They’d flash their expensive watches, lean against their luxury cars, and smirk as they made their offers—some subtle, some not.

“You know, I could take care of you.”

“Just one night, Amara. How hard could it be?”

“Why struggle when you could have everything?”

She never responded. She never reacted. That cold, unreadable mask was all she had to protect herself.

Even some professors treated her differently—some with pity, some with interest that made her stomach turn.

Professor Wells, an older man with graying hair, always sighed when she walked into his class. “Amara, have you eaten today?” he asked once, glancing at the dark circles under her eyes. She had lied, of course.

Professor Collins, on the other hand, was different. The way his eyes lingered, the way he offered “extra help” after class, made her skin crawl. She avoided him as much as possible.

At lunchtime, she sat alone on a bench outside, watching students laugh, eat, and live the life she had lost. Her pockets were empty, and the cafeteria prices were cruel.

So, she swallowed her pride and drank water to keep the hunger away.

Classes. Work. Survival. That was her routine. That was her life.

The streets of the city were just as cruel as the university halls. In a place where everyone was chasing power and wealth, a girl like Amara was invisible—unless someone wanted something from her.

By evening, she was at the café, her second job of the day. The bell jingled as customers walked in and out, laughing, ordering drinks she could never afford, talking about vacations, parties, lives so far removed from her reality that it almost felt like a different world.

She wiped tables, forced a polite smile, and ignored the occasional wandering hands of businessmen who thought a waitress was easy to touch. She needed the job. She needed the money. Complaints weren’t an option.

“Hey, sweetheart,” a man slurred as she placed his coffee on the table. His suit was expensive, his wedding ring hidden in his pocket. “Why don’t you sit with me for a while?”

Amara straightened, keeping her expression blank. “I have work to do.”

He chuckled, taking a sip of his drink. “I’ll pay double for your time.”

Her stomach turned. She turned away without another word, her hands shaking slightly as she grabbed another order. It was always the same. Some men assumed poverty made her easy. Some assumed silence meant interest. She had learned to ignore it. To keep moving. To survive.

After her shift, she walked home in the cold, her fingers numb, her stomach empty. The city lights blurred in her vision, but she kept going. One more day survived. One more battle won.

But she knew the war wasn’t over.

Her apartment was barely more than a box—a single room with a mattress on the floor, a small desk, and a piano she refused to sell, no matter how desperate she became. It was all she had left of her father. The only thing in her life that still felt like home.

She sat down, letting her fingers brush over the keys. Music had always been her escape. When she played, she wasn’t the poor girl struggling to survive. She wasn’t the girl people whispered about in the halls. She wasn’t the girl men thought they could buy.

She was just Amara. Just a girl and her piano.

The melody filled the small room, soft and haunting. A song of loss. A song of pain. A song only she could understand.

Then, for a brief moment, the hunger, the exhaustion, the loneliness—all of it disappeared.

But it never lasted.

Her phone buzzed on the desk. A message from the university office. Her tuition deadline was approaching. No payment meant expulsion.

Amara closed her eyes, exhaling shakily. She had fought too hard to get here. She wouldn’t lose it now. She couldn’t.

But how long could she keep fighting alone?

❦ ❦ ❦
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Shadow and Nightmares
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Amara’s life was a delicate balance between survival and exhaustion. Every day was a struggle, a constant battle against the weight of her reality. Between university and her various jobs, she had little time to breathe, let alone dream of a future beyond this endless cycle. Yet she endured, moving forward despite the burden of loneliness and financial despair. ﻿

Her first job of the day was at the café. The air was thick with the aroma of freshly brewed coffee, a scent that once brought her comfort but now only reminded her of long hours and aching feet. She served students who barely noticed her presence, their conversations floating around her as if she didn’t exist. The occasional kind customer would offer a smile or a thank you, but those moments were rare. More often, she faced complaints, impatience, and condescending remarks.

By the time her shift ended, Amara had already lost count of how many orders she had taken, how many fake smiles she had forced. She left the café with a small pay check that barely covered her living expenses, knowing she still had two more jobs to get through before the day was over.

The bookstore was quieter, offering a brief respite from the chaos. Here, she found solace in the scent of old paper and ink, in the neatly stacked shelves that provided an illusion of order in her otherwise chaotic life. But even here, whispers followed her.

“Isn’t that the girl whose father—”

“She’s still here? I thought she’d have dropped out by now.”

Amara kept her head down, pretending not to hear. She had become an expert at ignoring the stares, the hushed conversations, the cruel assumptions. They saw her as nothing more than a poor girl with a tragic past, someone to pity or scorn.

But the worst was yet to come.

Her final job of the day was at the downtown bar. It was the one she hated most, but it paid the best. The moment she stepped inside, the dim lighting and heavy scent of alcohol wrapped around her like a suffocating blanket. The bar was crowded as always, filled with men who drank too much and spoke too loudly, their gazes lingering on her for far longer than necessary.

She moved through the crowd, collecting empty glasses, wiping down tables, and ignoring the leers that followed her. She had learned to navigate this world carefully, to smile just enough to avoid trouble but never enough to invite it.

“Hey, sweetheart,” a man called as she placed a drink on his table. His voice was slurred, his eyes glazed with intoxication. “Why don’t you sit with me? I’ll make it worth your while.”

Amara’s stomach twisted, but she remained composed. “I’m working,” she said, turning away quickly.

But before she could take another step, a firm hand grabbed her wrist.

“Don’t walk away when I’m talking to you.”

Her pulse spiked. The bar was loud, filled with laughter and music, but in that moment, all she could hear was the sound of her own heartbeat. Before she could react, the bartender intervened, yanking the man’s hand off her.

“Leave her alone,” he warned, his voice sharp. “Or you’re out.”

The man grumbled but released her, turning his attention back to his drink. Amara exhaled shakily, forcing herself to move on. This wasn’t the first time something like this had happened, and she knew it wouldn’t be the last.

By the time her shift ended, exhaustion weighed heavily upon her. Amara wrapped her coat tightly around herself as she stepped out of the bar, the cold air biting against her skin. The shift had been long and draining, her body aching from hours of endless work. The streets were quiet, save for the distant hum of passing cars and the occasional sound of footsteps echoing in the night.

She turned down a familiar alleyway, the quickest route to her tiny apartment. Her breath formed soft clouds in the cold air, and exhaustion weighed heavily on her limbs. She just wanted to get home, to curl up under the thin blanket she called her own, and shut out the world for a few hours before another brutal day began.

Then she heard them.

Laughter. Low voices, whispering her name.

College boys.

The same ones who sneered at her in the university hallways, who made crude jokes as she walked past, who looked at her like she was something beneath them. The same ones who always seemed to find amusement in her suffering.

“Where are you heading, Amara?” one of them called out, his voice dripping with mockery.

She stiffened but didn’t answer. Kept walking. Her heart pounded against her ribs.

“Hey, don’t be rude,” another voice taunted, closer this time.

The sound of their footsteps quickened behind her.

A surge of panic rushed through her veins. She picked up her pace, her breath coming in short gasps. She turned the corner sharply, hoping to lose them, but they followed. Their laughter grew louder, the thrill of the chase igniting their excitement.

Then hands grabbed at her.

A sharp yelp escaped her lips as she was yanked back. She struggled, kicking and thrashing, but there were too many of them. The night closed in around her, her vision blurred by fear. Laughter echoed, hands reaching, pressing.

Then, suddenly, the laughter stopped.

A sharp cry of pain splits the air. One of the boys staggered backward, clutching his stomach. Another cursed, stumbling away.

And then she saw him.

A man, no older than twenty-two, stood between her and them. Tall, dressed in dark clothing, his presence exuded an aura of quiet danger. His face was unreadable, his eyes cold and unrelenting.

“Leave,” he commanded, his voice low yet carrying an undeniable threat.

The boys hesitated. The bravado in their smirks faded. Then, one by one, they turned and ran.

Amara stood frozen, breath uneven, her body trembling from the adrenaline coursing through her veins. She opened her mouth to speak—to thank him—but the stranger didn’t look at her. Without a word, he turned and disappeared into the shadows, leaving her standing alone in the quiet street.

She never even got the chance to ask his name.

That night, sleep did not come.

The nightmares did instead.

Her mother’s screams rang in her ears, raw with terror.

Her father’s lifeless body—cold, motionless.

Blood on the floor. The suffocating silence that followed.

She woke up gasping, her body drenched in sweat, the echoes of her past clawing at her mind. She pressed a trembling hand against her chest, trying to steady her breath, but the pain did not fade. It never did.

She barely had time to compose herself before she had to leave for university. The moment she stepped onto campus, the whispers started.

“She was with someone last night.”

“I heard a guy saved her. Maybe she lured him in?”

“She’s always looking for an easy way out.”

Laughter followed her through the hallways.

She clenched her fists but kept walking. It didn’t matter what they thought. She had endured worse. She would endure this, too.

But the universe wasn’t done punishing her.

At the café, her manager barely looked at her as he delivered the news.

“You’re fired, Amara.”

She stared at him, disbelief settling in. “What? Why?”

“Some customers complained,” he said with a casual shrug. “Said you had an attitude. It’s not working out.”

She wanted to argue, to fight, but the words died in her throat. There was no point.

Another loss. Another battle she couldn’t win.

She walked out, feeling the weight of the world pressing down on her shoulders.

No money. No safety. No solace.

And the nightmares were only beginning.

❦ ❦ ❦
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Chapter Three
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Ghosts of the Past and Shadows of the Present
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The morning sun did little to ease the weight pressing against Amara’s chest. The air outside was crisp, but the cold within her ran deeper. She had spent the last hour searching for jobs, her fingers numb from scrolling through endless postings that all demanded experience she didn’t have.

One rejection email after another.

Her savings—what little remained—wouldn’t last long. Rent was due in two weeks, and with her tuition fees piling up, the walls of her world were closing in.

She leaned back against the small wooden chair in her apartment, rubbing her temples. The exhaustion wasn’t just physical; it was the gnawing hopelessness that came with knowing she had nowhere to turn.

And yet, amid the silence, her mind drifted back to a time when things were different.

She had been eight years old, running barefoot through the backyard, her laughter filling the warm summer air. Her mother had been in the kitchen, humming a soft tune while her father sat on the porch, watching them with a gentle smile.

“Amara, slow down!” her mother called out, feigning frustration. “You’re going to hurt yourself.”

But she hadn’t listened. She had run straight into her father’s arms, giggling as he lifted her high into the air.

“You’ll give your mother a heart attack one day,” he had teased, his deep voice filled with warmth.

She had loved those moments. The sound of their voices. The feeling of being loved, being safe.

The memories came like ghosts, haunting her with what she had lost. She could still hear her mother’s screams, still see her father’s lifeless body. The past was a wound that never healed.

A sudden vibration snapped her out of the memory. Her phone buzzed on the table, the screen flashing an unknown number.

She hesitated before answering. “Hello?”

“Miss Amara Lenz?” The voice on the other end was sharp and professional.

“Yes?”

“This is Mr. Calloway’s office. We need you to come in today. There are matters regarding your late father’s estate that need to be discussed.”

She froze. Her father’s estate?

“I... I wasn’t aware there was anything left.”

“There are legal matters that require your attention. Please be at the office by noon.”

Before she could ask anything further, the call ended.

The law office was pristine, cold, and indifferent—much like the man who sat behind the large mahogany desk.

Mr. Calloway was an older man, his graying hair slicked back, his suit impeccable. But it wasn’t him who made Amara’s skin crawl. It was the man seated beside him.

Victor Aldridge.

The powerful man who controlled the university, the man whose eyes held nothing but calculation. His presence dominated the room, his tailored suit and effortless confidence marking him as someone who owned everything around him—including the people in it.

He looked at her as if she were an insect he could crush under his expensive shoes.

“I was a close friend of your father’s,” he said smoothly, his voice carrying an unsettling calmness. “It’s a shame what happened to him.”

She clenched her jaw. “He never mentioned you.”

Victor smirked, leaning back in his chair. “That’s the thing about the dead. They take their secrets with them.”

A shiver ran down her spine, but she kept her face unreadable. “Why are you here?”

Mr. Calloway cleared his throat. “Mr. Aldridge is here as an interested party in some of your father’s remaining affairs.”

Amara’s stomach twisted. She didn’t trust this man. There was something dark beneath his polished exterior, something dangerous.

“I have nothing to discuss with you,” she said, standing.

Victor only chuckled. “I wonder how long you’ll keep that stubborn attitude, Miss Lenz. The world isn’t kind to girls like you.”

She ignored the warning in his tone, walking out of the office with her head held high. But the unease stayed with her long after she left.

Back at the university, Amara walked through the halls, trying to shake off the conversation. The whispers hadn’t stopped. If anything, they had grown worse since the night of the attack.

“She thinks she’s better than us.”

“I heard she’s looking for another guy to take pity on her.”

She forced herself to ignore them, but then she collided with something—or someone.

Books tumbled to the floor.

“Oh—sorry, I wasn’t paying attention—”

She looked up and found herself staring into warm, hazel eyes.

The guy was tall, with dark, slightly tousled hair and a sharp but kind face. He bent down, gathering her books before handing them back to her.

“No problem,” he said, flashing a polite smile. “Are you okay?”

Amara hesitated. She wasn’t used to kindness.

“I’m fine.”

He studied her for a moment, as if deciding whether to believe her. “I’m Elias, by the way.”

“Amara.”

“Well, Amara, I’ll see you around.”

And just like that, he was gone.

The moment she stepped into the women’s bathroom, she knew she wasn’t alone.

The giggling came first. Then the mocking voice.

“Well, well, if it isn’t the charity case.”

Amara turned to see Liliana—Elias’s girlfriend—leaning against the sink, arms crossed. Two other girls stood beside her, their expressions mirroring hers.

“I saw you talking to my boyfriend,” Liliana continued, her smile sharp. “That’s cute. Desperate, but cute.”

Amara exhaled, too exhausted to play this game. “I wasn’t talking to him. I bumped into him.”

Liliana stepped closer. “Here’s some advice, sweetheart. Stay in your place.”

Amara refused to look away. “And where exactly is that?”

Liliana’s expression darkened. “Beneath us.”

Then, without warning, one of the girls shoved Amara backward. She hit the sink, pain radiating through her ribs.

Laughter rang through the bathroom before they finally left, leaving her standing there, fists clenched, heart pounding.

She looked at herself in the mirror, at the girl who refused to break, despite the world’s best efforts.

She would survive this.

She had no other choice.

❦ ❦ ❦



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Four
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The past that haunts
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Amara Lenz had once been a girl who laughed freely, whose world was filled with warmth and love. Born into a family of intellect and kindness, she had spent her childhood in the comforting embrace of her parents—her father, Professor Daniel Lenz, and her mother, Evelyn Lenz.

Daniel Lenz had been a revered professor at the university, respected by students and faculty alike. He wasn’t just an educator; he was a man of principles, someone who believed in fairness, in knowledge, in giving everyone a chance, regardless of wealth or status. His daughter had grown up with the same values, believing the world to be a place where kindness triumphed, where hard work led to success.

Evelyn, on the other hand, was an artist, a woman who found beauty in the smallest of things. She painted, played the piano, and filled their home with music and colour. Amara had inherited her mother’s love for music, spending hours sitting beside her as they played together, laughter echoing through their home.

For years, their family was happy, untouched by the darkness that lurked just beneath the surface.

Then, everything changed.

The tragedy came without warning.

Her mother’s screams. The sound of shattered glass. The cold, lifeless body of her father lying motionless. The horror of that night had never left her. Her mother, in her anguish, was never the same again. The woman who had once danced in the rain with her daughter now lived in shadows, drowning in grief until, one day, she too was gone—whether by accident or design, Amara never truly knew.

She was left alone, broken and vulnerable, forced to fend for herself in a world that showed her no mercy.

She was twelve when the world abandoned her.

After her mother’s passing, she was thrown out of her home. Her father’s wealth, the home she had grown up in, the security she had once known—everything was stripped away from her. The people who had once pretended to care about her father turned their backs on her. Distant relatives whispered about how she was an inconvenience, a burden too heavy to carry. They didn’t want her.

It was her grandmother, the only person who truly loved her, who took her in.

Her grandmother’s home was a small, worn-down house in a quiet village, far from the city she had known. The first few nights, Amara would wake up crying, feeling the crushing weight of her loneliness. But her grandmother, with her gentle hands and warm voice, comforted her. She told Amara stories of her father’s childhood, of how he had once been just as stubborn and strong-willed as she was. She made her believe that, despite everything, she would survive.

Life in the village was simple, but it was not easy. Amara had to help with chores, wake up before dawn to fetch water, and assist her grandmother in the small garden that provided their food. The people in the village were kind but distant, wary of the girl who had come from tragedy. She could feel their pity, their curiosity, but she chose to ignore it. She focused on the little joys—watching the sunrise over the fields, playing the piano in the dusty old church when no one was around, and sitting beside her grandmother as she told stories of the past.

But even this fragile happiness did not last.

Two years later, her grandmother passed away in her sleep. The loss shattered Amara all over again. She was left alone once more, with no one to turn to. She stood by the grave, silent and numb, as the villagers murmured their condolences. But she knew the truth—she had no place there anymore.

With no other choice, she packed what little she had and left for the city, determined to survive on her own.

She found a tiny, one-room apartment in a run-down part of town. The walls were cracked, the ceiling leaked when it rained, and the air smelled of dampness and dust. But it was hers. For the first time, she had a place she could call her own.

She worked any job she could find—washing dishes in a café, cleaning hotel rooms, and even playing piano at a rundown bar when they would let her. Every coin she earned was carefully saved, every meal stretched to last. Hunger became a familiar ache, exhaustion a constant companion. But she refused to give up.

By eighteen, she had clawed her way into university.

But even there, the shadow of her past followed her.

Victor Aldridge.

A name that carried weight, a man whose power stretched far beyond the walls of the university he now controlled.

To the world, he was a businessman, a generous benefactor, a man who had ‘saved’ the university from financial ruin. But beneath the polished exterior lay something far more sinister.

Victor had once been Daniel Lenz’s closest friend. They had walked the same halls, shared the same ambitions, built dreams together. But where Daniel had sought knowledge, Victor had sought power.

Their friendship had splintered when greed took hold. Victor saw the university not as a place of education, but as a kingdom to be conquered. He had approached Daniel with plans to privatize the institution, to mold it into something that served only the elite. But Daniel had refused.

And for that, he had paid the price.

The betrayal had been meticulous, a game played with precision. Documents were forged, funds were manipulated, and rumours were spread. Slowly, Daniel found himself being pushed into a corner, his reputation tarnished. Then came the final blow—a scandal manufactured so convincingly that no one had questioned its legitimacy.

When Daniel Lenz was found dead in his own home, Victor had been the first to offer condolences. The first to step forward and claim the university in the aftermath.

It had all been planned.

And now, years later, his eyes were set on the last remaining piece of his past—Amara.

The moment she had walked back into the university, he had known she would be a problem. But problems had solutions. And he had spent a lifetime perfecting the art of eliminating obstacles.

He had made sure she suffered, that she had nowhere to turn. He had pulled strings behind the scenes, ensuring that she remained trapped in a cycle of poverty and struggle. Every job she found mysteriously disappeared. Every opportunity she grasped was snatched away. He had kept her in the shadows, in the dirt, so that she would never rise.

She was her father’s daughter, after all. And he would not make the mistake of underestimating her.

But now, she was walking into his domain.

And he was waiting.

❦ ❦ ❦
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Chapter Five
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Shadows in the hall
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The university had once been her father’s pride, a sanctuary of learning and knowledge. Now, it was a place filled with whispers and lingering gazes, where power ruled over principles.

Amara walked through the grand halls, her presence met with disdain and quiet murmurs. The very air felt different—as if the walls themselves rejected her, as if she was an intruder in a place that once belonged to her family. Students dressed in designer clothes sneered at her worn-out attire, their conversations laced with mockery whenever she passed.

“Look at her,” someone whispered behind her. “Still pretending she belongs here.”

“She probably found another job to spread her legs for,” another voice snickered.

Amara kept her head high, refusing to react, though the words burned into her skin like open wounds. She had grown used to it, but the sting never lessened. The stares, the whispers, the suffocating sense of isolation—it all built up, day by day, pushing her to the edge of endurance.

Among the many who treated her with contempt, there were two professors who stood out—both had once known her father, both had once cared for her, and now, both seemed to resent her very existence.

Professor Ethan Wallace—The Librarian

Professor Wallace had been one of her father’s closest friends, a man with a love for books and philosophy. He had once treated Amara like a niece, always encouraging her to read more, to dream bigger. She had spent hours in his library as a child, curled up with ancient books while he shared stories of her father’s youth.

Now, he barely looked at her.

His cold demeanor cut deeper than the taunts of students. Every time she entered the library, he would pretend not to see her. If she dared to ask for a book, his responses were clipped, devoid of warmth.

“You should consider spending less time here, Miss Lenz,” he said once, his eyes never leaving the book he was reading. “There’s nothing left for you in this place.”

She had swallowed the lump in her throat and left without another word. The library, once a place of refuge, had become just another battleground.

Professor Henry Caldwell—Her Father’s Old Friend

Caldwell had once adored her. He had been her father’s most trusted colleague, a man who had sat at their dinner table countless times, laughing over shared memories. He had even carried her on his shoulders when she was a child, promising to watch over her always.

Now, his gaze held nothing but disdain.

Amara had tried speaking to him once, hoping to find some remnant of the man who had once cared for her.

“You should have never come back here,” he said sharply, his expression unreadable. “Your father made his choices, and he paid the price. Leave before you suffer the same fate.”

The words had stunned her, but before she could respond, he had turned away.

The university was Victor Aldridge’s territory now. He had poisoned everything, turning even those who once loved her against her.

But Amara refused to be broken.

Even as the walls closed in, as the whispers turned to laughter, as the professors who had once been her allies became her enemies, she stood her ground.

The Campus and Its Cruelty

The university itself had changed in ways that left Amara feeling like an outsider. The campus, once warm and welcoming, had transformed into something cold and oppressive. The modern glass structures, the manicured gardens, and the grand lecture halls felt suffocating under Victor Aldridge’s influence.

The student body mirrored their benefactor’s cruelty. The rich, the privileged, the entitled—they thrived under Aldridge’s control. Those beneath them either bowed in submission or became objects of ridicule. Amara, unfortunately, had been marked as the latter.

Whispers trailed her wherever she went. Some students simply ignored her, others made sure she knew she was unwanted.

One afternoon, as she crossed the courtyard, a group of girls giggled behind her.

“She probably wore that dress three days in a row,” one sneered.

“Maybe longer,” another chimed in. “She can’t afford more.”

Amara clenched her fists, keeping her head down.

In the lecture hall, it wasn’t much better. The professors barely acknowledged her, and when they did, it was with thinly veiled disapproval. Even the seating arrangements reflected the social divide—students like her were pushed to the edges, while the wealthier ones dominated the front rows.

A Target for Their Amusement

The worst part was the deliberate cruelty.

One day, Amara found her locker vandalized. The words “Beggar” and “Slut” were scrawled across it in bright red marker. Her books were missing, likely thrown in the trash. When she turned around, a group of students stood watching, smirking.

She didn’t give them the satisfaction of seeing her break.

She calmly cleaned off the words, gathered what was left of her belongings, and walked away. But inside, the weight of it all grew heavier.

The attacks weren’t always obvious. Sometimes they were subtle—snide comments in the hallways, a chair being pulled away just as she sat down, whispers that never stopped.

One day, in the cafeteria, a boy “accidentally” spilled an entire tray of food on her lap.

“Oh no,” he said with mock concern. “I hope you didn’t need those clothes.”

Laughter erupted around her.

Amara clenched her jaw, forcing herself to remain still, to swallow her humiliation. She refused to cry. Not here. Not in front of them.

The Last Bastion of Kindness

Despite everything, there were a few who didn’t treat her with outright hostility. Some of the older staff members, those who had been there during her father’s time, still offered her small gestures of kindness—an extra cup of tea in the cafeteria, a nod of acknowledgment.

But kindness was dangerous in a place like this. Anyone who showed her favour risked the wrath of those in power. And so, most remained silent, watching from a distance, unwilling to get involved.

Even the ones who once loved her were now too afraid to stand by her side.

Amara had no allies here.

And she knew it was exactly what Victor Aldridge wanted.

He had taken everything from her once before.

Now, he was trying to do it again.

But she would not let him win.

❦ ❦ ❦
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[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Whispers in the Rain
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The morning air was crisp, carrying the scent of damp earth and freshly fallen rain. Amara stirred in her bed, the rhythmic sound of raindrops against the roof coaxing her into wakefulness. At first, it was soothing, a lullaby from nature itself, but then a sudden realization sent a jolt of anxiety through her.

Her roof leaked.

Panic surged through her chest as she shot up from the bed. If the rain had already started to seep in, her small collection of books and clothes would be soaked beyond saving. She scrambled out of bed, her feet cold against the wooden floor as she hurried to collect her things, moving with desperate urgency. Her hands trembled as she tried to stack her books into a dry corner, but no matter how much she rearranged them, she knew it wouldn’t be enough.

The roof had always been unreliable. Over time, she had patched it up as best as she could, using whatever scraps she could afford. But heavy rain was different—it would find a way through, and she had no way of stopping it.

But then, something strange happened.

As she stood in the dim morning light, listening to the rain, she realized the sound had changed. It was no longer falling in erratic, scattered patterns—it was muffled, as if something was shielding the roof.

Her breath caught. Someone had covered it.

Her fingers gripped the windowsill as she peered outside, but the rain was too thick, the world outside blurred by the downpour. Still, she knew what she had heard. Someone had been here, someone had seen her struggle and done something about it.

A shiver ran down her spine, not from the cold, but from the realization that she was being watched.

But why? And by whom?

A Mysterious Message

Trying to push away the unease curling in her stomach, Amara went about her morning routine, forcing herself to breathe. She prepared a modest breakfast—just a slice of bread and a cup of tea. She didn’t have the luxury of a feast, but it was enough to keep her going.

As she sat down to eat, her phone buzzed.

A message.

Her brows furrowed as she unlocked the screen, expecting some usual spam or a university notification, but instead, it was a single, cryptic line from an unknown number:

“You’re stronger than you think. Don’t let them break you.”

She stared at it, her heart pounding.

Who would send this? Who even cared enough to?

For a moment, she wanted to reply, to ask who they were, but something in her told her not to. Instead, she placed the phone down, exhaling slowly. There was a mystery surrounding her, one she didn’t understand yet. But she wasn’t sure if she wanted to.

The Search for a Job

With the rain easing into a soft drizzle, Amara stepped out, wrapping her worn-out coat around her. University was waiting, but so was reality. She needed a job—badly.

As she walked through the streets, dodging puddles, her eyes caught a handful of pamphlets pinned to a notice board near a small café. Most of them were irrelevant, but one stood out. A help-wanted ad for a bookstore assistant.

Her heart leaped. A bookstore? It was perfect.

She memorized the address, quickening her pace toward the university, her mind already racing. If she could get the job, even part-time, it would be enough to keep her afloat. Enough to survive a little longer.

The university was as unwelcoming as ever. The stares, the whispers, the judgment—it was all there, but Amara had long since learned to block it out. She made it through her classes, her mind half-distracted by the thought of the job.

As soon as the final lecture ended, she wasted no time heading to the address listed on the pamphlet. The bookstore was tucked away in a quiet corner of the city, small but inviting. A bell chimed softly as she stepped inside, the scent of old books filling her lungs.

An older man with kind eyes looked up from behind the counter.

“You’re here for the job?” he asked.

“Yes,” Amara nodded. “If it’s still available.”

He studied her for a moment, as if assessing something deeper than her words. Then, he smiled. “Tell me, do you love books?”

A soft smile ghosted her lips. “More than anything.”

A New Beginning, A New Mystery

The interview was surprisingly short. The owner, Mr. Greaves, seemed to like her. He asked her a few simple questions, and by the end of the conversation, she had the job.

It felt like a victory, small but meaningful.

By the time she returned home, exhaustion clung to her, but relief was stronger. She had a job now. She would be okay.

But as she approached her door, she froze.

A bouquet of roses lay there, fresh and vibrant, their deep crimson petals striking against the dull, cracked floor.

Her heart pounded as she bent down, hesitating before picking them up. There was no note, no explanation. Just the flowers, beautiful yet unsettling.

She looked around, searching for any sign of who had left them. But the street was empty, the night eerily silent.

Someone had been here.

Someone was watching.

And she had no idea who it was.

Amara hesitated before stepping inside, her fingers clutching the bouquet as she shut the door behind her. The moment she was alone, she sat down, placing the flowers carefully in front of her. Their scent filled the small space, rich and sweet, something foreign in her life of struggles.

She glanced at her phone, rereading the message from earlier. “You’re stronger than you think. Don’t let them break you.”

A lump formed in her throat. For the first time in a long while, someone had done something kind for her—something that wasn’t driven by pity, but by something else. A silent support, an acknowledgment of her pain without words. It felt strange. It felt... good.

Her fingers traced the petals, soft and delicate, and a wave of emotions crashed over her. Tears welled in her eyes, blurring her vision before spilling over. She wasn’t sure why she was crying. Maybe it was the exhaustion, the weight of everything she had endured. Or maybe it was the rare feeling of being seen—truly seen—for who she was.

Silent sobs wracked her body as she curled up on the small couch, the bouquet still in her lap. And yet, beneath the sadness, there was something else. Something warm.

For the first time in a long time, she fell asleep without the ache of hunger clawing at her stomach.

For the first time in years, she slept with a small, fragile smile on her lips.

❦ ❦ ❦
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Mystery Well-wisher
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Something had changed in Amara’s life. The weight on her shoulders felt a little lighter, and for the first time in years, she experienced fleeting moments of peace. She wasn’t sure how to feel about it. Happiness was a foreign thing—something she had learned not to trust. Whenever life gave her something good, it always found a way to take it back.

Yet, despite her fears, she couldn’t deny that something was different. At one night she was sleeping when her phone start vibrating. The first message had come a week ago. Short. Unexpected. “You are stronger than you think.”

Amara had stared at it for a long time, debating whether to reply, but something held her back. No name, no number she recognized. Just a simple, encouraging statement from an unknown sender.

She had ignored it, chalking it up to a mistake or someone playing a cruel joke. But the messages kept coming, each day bringing a new line of quiet encouragement:

“Even the darkest nights end in dawn.”

“Your pain does not define you.”

“You are not alone.”

They came in the morning when she woke up or in the evening as she walked back from university, tired and drained. There was never a demand, never a question—just words that felt like a whisper in the dark, reaching out to her when no one else did.

And then came the pictures. Breath-taking landscapes, misty mountains, vast open fields bathed in golden light. The kind of places she had never been but longed to see. They made her pause, made her inhale deeply as if she could absorb their peace through the screen.

At first, she had thought it was strange. No one had ever sent her something so...pure. There was no mockery, no hidden cruelty. Just an unspoken presence watching over her.

For days, she resisted replying. Her life had taught her that kindness always had a cost, that nothing was ever given freely. But as more messages arrived, a strange warmth bloomed in her chest. It was as if someone, somewhere, had decided that she mattered enough to remind her to keep going.

And so, on the tenth day, with a hesitant heart and trembling fingers, she finally replied.

“Who are you?”

She regretted it the second she pressed send. Her breath hitched as she stared at the screen, half-expecting silence or, worse, mockery in return. But the reply came almost instantly.

“A well-wisher.”

A well-wisher? It wasn’t much of an answer. It wasn’t an answer at all.

“Why are you messaging me?” she typed, her pulse quickening.

A pause. Then another reply:

“Because you need to know that the world hasn’t given up on you. Even if you’ve given up on it.”

She swallowed hard, her fingers tightening around the phone. It was unnerving how easily this person saw through her. How they knew exactly what to say.

“I don’t need saving.” Her reply was sharp, defensive.

“I never said you did.”

Silence stretched between them. Amara stared at the screen, at the three blinking dots that indicated they were typing again.

“But even warriors get tired.”

A lump formed in her throat. She didn’t know this person. Didn’t know what they wanted. And yet, for the first time in years, she felt like someone had truly seen her.

The next morning, another message arrived.

“Did you sleep well?”

She hadn’t. The nightmares had come again—her mother’s screams, her father’s still body, the echo of her own helplessness. But she didn’t want to say that.

“I managed.”

“Liar.”

Her breath caught. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, unsure how to respond. No one ever called her out like that. No one cared enough to.

She hesitated before replying. “And if I am?”

“Then I’ll keep asking until you do.”

It was reckless. Dangerous, even, allowing a stranger into her life. But the loneliness she carried was a heavy thing, and for the first time in forever, she felt like she had someone to share the weight.

As the days passed, their conversations grew longer. The messages arrived without fail, sometimes filled with soft encouragement, sometimes carrying a quiet humour that made her smile in ways she had forgotten she could.

She found herself waiting for them, checking her phone more often than she’d like to admit. It wasn’t just the words—it was the fact that someone cared enough to send them. To remind her that she wasn’t invisible.

One evening, as she sat in her tiny apartment, a new message popped up.

“Step outside.”

Her brows furrowed.

“Why?” she typed back.

“Trust me.”

Trust. A foreign word in her vocabulary. And yet, against all logic, she stood and made her way to the door. When she opened it, her breath hitched.

A bouquet of roses lay at her doorstep. Deep red, fresh, their petals still wet from the fading rain.

Her fingers trembled as she picked them up, the scent washing over her, something warm and foreign curling inside her chest. No one had ever given her flowers before.

Her phone vibrated.

“Do you like them?”

She hesitated, staring down at the roses.

“Yes. But... why?”

“Because you deserve something beautiful, Amara.”

She sucked in a breath, her throat tightening.

It was too much. Too kind. Too foreign.

Her hands clenched around the bouquet as she stepped back inside, shutting the door behind her. The small apartment felt warmer now, the scent of roses filling the air.

For the first time in a long time, she wasn’t hungry. For the first time in years, she fell asleep without nightmares.

And for the first time in forever, she woke up with a smile. The bookstore had always been a sanctuary for Amara, a quiet retreat where she could momentarily forget the world outside. The scent of books, the rustling of pages, and the occasional customer asking for recommendations made her feel more at ease than she ever had in the university halls. But she never expected to find friendship within its walls.

It started on a rainy afternoon when she was organizing a shelf near the front counter. The bell above the entrance jingled, and a girl walked in, shaking off her umbrella. She had dark curls, a bright smile, and a carefree energy that immediately stood out in the muted bookstore atmosphere.

“Oh, thank god,” the girl sighed, approaching the counter. “I thought I was going to be late for my first day.”

Amara glanced up, slightly surprised. “First day?”

“Yeah, I’m the new hire.” The girl extended her hand. “Leah.”

For a moment, Amara hesitated before shaking her hand. “Amara.”

Leah grinned. “Nice to meet you, Amara. Looks like we’ll be working together.”

Amara nodded, watching as Leah took off her coat and settled behind the counter. There was something effortless about her presence, as if she belonged there from the start.

“So, what’s the best part about working here?” Leah asked as she began flipping through the pages of a book on the desk.

Amara thought for a moment. “The quiet.”

Leah raised an eyebrow. “Huh. I was hoping you’d say ‘free books.’”

A small chuckle escaped Amara’s lips before she could stop it. Leah noticed and gasped dramatically. “Oh my god, did I just make you laugh? Is that a rare occurrence? Should I mark this moment down in history?”

Amara shook her head, a bit amused. “It’s... not that rare.”

“I don’t know. You seem like the brooding type,” Leah teased. “Which is fine! Every bookstore needs one. Adds to the mysterious aura.”

Amara rolled her eyes but found herself smiling—a real, genuine smile she hadn’t worn in a while.

The afternoon passed quickly as Amara showed Leah around, explaining how things worked. Leah was quick to pick things up, and she filled the silence with light-hearted chatter, making the hours feel shorter.

“You know,” Leah said as she stacked a pile of books, “I was really nervous about starting here. But I think it’s gonna be fun.”

Amara glanced at her. “Why nervous?”

Leah shrugged. “I’ve moved around a lot. Making new friends, starting over—it gets exhausting.”

Something in her words struck a chord in Amara. She knew what it was like to feel displaced, like you were constantly starting from scratch.

“Well,” Amara said after a pause, “this place is steady. Not much changes here.”

Leah smiled. “Maybe that’s exactly what I need.”

Amara wasn’t sure why, but she felt the same way. As days passed, their friendship grew naturally. Leah’s energy balanced Amara’s quiet nature, and the bookstore became more than just a workplace—it became a place where she felt seen. They shared coffee on slow afternoons, whispered about odd customers, and even swapped books they thought the other would like.

One evening, as they were closing the shop together, Leah nudged Amara with her elbow. “You know, I think I’ve officially decided—you’re my first real friend here.”

Amara looked at her, something warm settling in her chest. “Same.”

Leah grinned. “Good. Because you’re stuck with me now.”

For the first time in a long while, Amara felt like she wasn’t alone. And that, in itself, was something worth holding onto.

❦ ❦ ❦
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A Light in the Dark
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Outside the university, Amara felt a rare sense of happiness. It was a fragile kind of joy, built carefully around the little moments that gave her strength. The warmth of Leah’s friendship, the comforting messages from her mysterious stranger, and the quiet solace she found in the bookstore. For once, she had something to hold onto.

But inside the university, she was nothing more than a target. A joke. A stain on their perfect, privileged world. The students whispered behind her back, sneered when she walked past. They mocked her clothes, her past, her very existence. Some took pleasure in reminding her of her family’s tragedy, throwing cruel comments her way as if it were their right to do so.

“Guess it runs in the family,” one of them sneered as she passed by the courtyard. “Her father took the easy way out, maybe she should too.”

She clenched her fists, but she didn’t stop walking. She didn’t give them the satisfaction of a reaction.

At least she had Leah.

A Friend in the Storm

After her shift at the bookstore, Amara leaned against the counter, exhaustion tugging at her limbs. Leah, her new friend and co-worker, handed her a cup of warm tea, her blue eyes filled with concern.

“You look like you need this more than me,” Leah said.

Amara gave her a tired smile, wrapping her hands around the cup. “Thanks. Long day.”

Leah sat beside her, her expression softening. “You don’t have to pretend with me, you know. I see how they treat you at that university.”

Amara looked away, staring at the shelves lined with books. “It’s nothing new.”

“It’s not nothing,” Leah said firmly. “You deserve better.”

Amara sighed. “I don’t know if I deserve anything at this point.”

Leah placed a hand on hers. “Well, I do. And I’m not going to let them break you.”

Amara felt a lump form in her throat. It had been so long since anyone had stood by her side, unwavering. “You’re really something, you know that?” she whispered.

Leah grinned. “I try.”

The bookstore had become more than just a job. It was a refuge. A quiet escape where the weight of her past didn’t press as heavily on her shoulders. And for the first time in years, she had a friend who saw her for more than just the tragedy attached to her name.

One morning, on her way to the university, Amara took a different path. She wasn’t sure why—maybe she was just tired, maybe her feet carried her there on their own. But before she realized it, she was standing in front of her old house.

The house where she had once lived with her parents. Where laughter used to fill the air. Where warmth used to exist.

But now, it was empty. A hollow shell of what it used to be. The windows were covered in dust, the garden overgrown. She could still see the faint outline of the swing her father had built for her. She could almost hear her mother’s laughter.

She closed her eyes, letting the memories wash over her.

“Sentimental, aren’t we?”

A voice shattered her thoughts, sending a cold chill down her spine.

She turned sharply, and there he was.

Victor Aldridge.

The man responsible for everything. Her father’s downfall, her family’s destruction. He stood there, dressed in a tailored suit, his sharp eyes watching her like a predator sizing up its prey.

“What do you want?” she forced out, trying to keep her voice steady.

Victor smirked. “I should be asking you that. You keep coming back to things that don’t belong to you anymore.”

Her fingers curled into fists. “This was my home.”

“And now it’s just another piece of the past,” he said smoothly. “Much like your father. Much like everything you lost.”

Amara felt her breath hitch. He always knew how to strike where it hurt the most.

“Why are you here?” she asked, her voice quieter now.

Victor took a step closer, his presence suffocating. “Because I enjoy watching people like you struggle. You’re stubborn, Amara, but that will only get you so far.”

She swallowed the lump in her throat. “I don’t need your advice.”

“Maybe not.” His smirk widened. “But you will, eventually.”

With that, he turned and walked away, leaving her standing there, shaken and breathless.

She hated him.

But more than that—she hated the part of her that still felt weak in front of him.

The next day, as Amara walked through the university courtyard, a familiar voice called out behind her.

“Well, look who it is,” a smug voice sneered. One of the wealthier students, Max, and his group of followers approached, smirking. “Where’s your beggar’s cup today?”

Amara tensed, gripping the strap of her bag.

Leah suddenly stepped beside her, arms crossed. “Is that the best you’ve got? Insulting someone to make up for your lack of personality?”

Max’s smirk faltered. “Who the hell are you?”

“Someone with a functioning brain, unlike you,” Leah shot back. “Now, move along before I report you for harassment.”

Max looked between them, sneering, but eventually backed off with a muttered insult.

Amara exhaled, looking at Leah in shock. “You didn’t have to do that.”

Leah shrugged. “Friends stand up for each other. Get used to it.”

For the first time in years, Amara felt a little less alone.

That night, Amara returned home, the small apartment filled with the soft hum of the rain outside. She changed into something comfortable, made herself a simple meal, and curled up on her bed, staring at the ceiling.

It was strange, this feeling of hope. A small, flickering light inside her that refused to go out.

Her phone vibrated beside her. She reached for it, already knowing who it was.

Stranger: Long day?

She smiled, fingers gliding over the keyboard.

Amara: Surprisingly... not terrible.

Stranger: I should mark this day in history.

Amara: Oh, shut up.

Stranger: I’m serious. What happened? Did the universe finally decide to stop screwing you over?

Amara: Maybe just for today. I made a friend.

There was a pause before the next message came.

Stranger: A real one?

She hesitated, then typed.

Amara: Yeah. A real one.

Stranger: That’s good. You deserve that.

She bit her lip, warmth spreading through her chest.

Their conversation flowed easily, slipping into something light, teasing, even playful. And for the first time in a long while, she fell asleep with a quiet smile on her lips.

❦ ❦ ❦
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Chapter Nine
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Echoes of a Stranger
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The morning was supposed to be like any other, but Amara’s phone buzzed with an unfamiliar number, jolting her from her thoughts. She hesitated before answering, an uneasy feeling twisting in her stomach.

“Miss Amara?” The voice on the other end was formal, detached.

“Yes. Who is this?”

“I’m calling from the real estate office regarding the property at—”

Her heart stopped. The address he mentioned was hers. Or at least, it had been. “What about it?” she asked, her throat dry.

“The house has been sold. The papers were finalized this morning.”

The ground beneath her seemed to shift. “That’s impossible! I never signed anything!”

“All legal documents have been processed. The sale was authorized—”

She didn’t even let him finish. She ended the call and bolted out the door. Her feet pounded against the pavement as she raced through the streets, her breath coming in ragged gasps. The moment she reached the place where her childhood memories lay buried, she stopped, frozen in shock.

The house was no longer hers. There was a large ‘SOLD’ sign on the front yard, mocking her. Her childhood, her last piece of family, stolen.

A dark chuckle echoed behind her. Her body stiffened before she slowly turned around.

Victor Aldridge.

He stood there, exuding power, a smirk playing on his lips as he surveyed her devastation like an artist admiring his masterpiece.

“Ah, what a heart-breaking sight,” he mused, stepping closer. “Poor little Amara, losing everything... again.”

Tears stung her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. “You did this, didn’t you? You stole my home!”

His smirk widened. “Steal? No, my dear. I simply took what was always meant to be mine. You should thank me for handling it so efficiently.”

Rage burned in her chest. “This was my father’s house! He built it with his own hands—”

Victor laughed cruelly. “And now, it belongs to someone else. Just like everything your father once owned.”

She stepped forward, her hands trembling. “Please... don’t do this. I have nowhere else to go. Please, just let me have it back.”

Her voice cracked, the words thick with desperation. She didn’t care how weak she looked. She just wanted something—anything—left of her past.

Victor tilted his head, pretending to consider her plea. Then, in a swift, merciless motion, he grabbed a fistful of her hair and yanked her close.

A sharp cry escaped her lips as pain seared through her scalp.

“Begging suits you, Amara,” he murmured, his voice dripping with mockery. “But let me make one thing clear—you are nothing. No money, no power, no protection. You belong at the feet of men like me.”

Tears spilled over, her body shaking, but she didn’t pull away. She couldn’t. The weight of hopelessness crushed her.

He leaned in closer, his breath hot against her ear. “Run along now, little girl. The streets are waiting for you.”

Then he shoved her back.

She stumbled, barely catching herself before she fell. When she finally looked up, he was already walking away, victorious.

Defeated and broken, she turned and walked in the opposite direction, her vision blurred with tears.

By the time she reached her tiny apartment, she felt like a ghost of herself. She collapsed onto the bed, exhaustion pressing down on her like an unbearable weight.

Then, almost without thinking, she reached for her phone.

Her fingers hovered over the screen before she typed a message to the only person who had ever made her feel seen.

[Are you there?]

Seconds passed. Then minutes. Just as she was about to give up, her phone buzzed.

[Always.]

She closed her eyes, taking a shaky breath. Her fingers moved again.

[Can we talk? Just for a little while?]

The night was heavy with silence, pressing against her like an unbearable weight. Amara clutched her phone tightly, staring at the last message on the screen.

[Call me.]

She had called, and he had answered. But now, as she sat in the darkness, her fingers gripping the blanket wrapped around her shoulders, she feared he would disappear like everyone else.

“You shouldn’t have called,” his voice came through the speaker, distant, unreadable.

She swallowed, her throat dry. “I won’t ask for anything... just don’t hang up. Please.”

A long pause. She could hear his steady breathing on the other end. The silence between them stretched, thick with unspoken words.

“Why?” he finally asked, his voice quieter now. “Why do you need this?”

Her lips trembled. “Because I have no one else. Because I just lost everything. Because today, I was thrown away like I was nothing. And I... I can’t take it anymore.”

She bit her lip, forcing back tears. “You don’t even have to talk. Just stay on the line. Let me pretend someone is here.”

Another pause. Then, a sigh. “Amara...”

Her heart clenched at the way he said her name—like he wasn’t sure if he should be doing this.

“Just this once,” she whispered. “Please.”

Minutes passed. He didn’t speak. But he didn’t hang up either.

She exhaled slowly, leaning back against the pillows, the faint sound of his breathing the only thing grounding her. And for the first time in a long while, she didn’t feel entirely alone.

“Are you crying?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

She closed her eyes, pressing her forehead against her knees. “I don’t know how to stop.”

A deep inhale from his side of the line. “People like you... you shouldn’t have to beg.”

A bitter smile formed on her lips. “People like me? You mean the kind that gets thrown away? The ones who lose their home, their dignity, their worth? I don’t even know what I am anymore.”

His voice was sharp this time. “Stop. Don’t say that.”

“Then tell me what I am,” she challenged, her voice breaking. “Because right now, I don’t know.”

Another long silence.

“You’re...” He hesitated, as if searching for the right words. “You’re strong, Amara. Stronger than you know.”

She let out a shaky breath. “I don’t feel strong. I feel like I’m falling apart. And no one even cares.”

A long pause. Then, quietly, “I do.”

Her heart stuttered. She gripped the phone tighter, the warmth of his words wrapping around her like an embrace she had never known she needed. “Why?”

He didn’t answer immediately. When he did, his voice was softer than she’d ever heard it. “Because someone should.”

A fresh wave of tears filled her eyes. She wiped at them furiously, as if trying to erase the emotions threatening to drown her.

“Do you know what it feels like to wake up and wonder if you’ll make it through the day? To live in a world where no one sees you unless they want to hurt you?” she asked, her voice trembling.

“Yes.” His answer was immediate, firm. “I do.”

She swallowed hard, caught off guard. There was something in his tone—a weight, a pain—that mirrored her own.

“Then you know what it’s like to feel invisible,” she whispered.

A beat of silence. “I see you, Amara.”

Her breath hitched. She squeezed her eyes shut, holding onto those words like they were the only thing keeping her afloat.

“I don’t even know your name,” she murmured.

“Does it matter?” he countered.

She exhaled. “Maybe not.”

For a while, neither of them spokes. The quiet between them was no longer suffocating. It was something else entirely—something safe, something she had never had before.

“I have to go,” he finally said.

Her chest tightened. “Will you call again?”

A pause. “I don’t know.”

She clenched her fist around the blanket, desperation clawing at her throat. “Then... just don’t disappear.”

A soft chuckle, almost sad. “Goodnight, Amara.”

The line went dead.

She sat there, staring at the screen, her fingers trembling. She should have felt alone again. But somehow, she didn’t.

She curled under the blankets, the ghost of his voice still lingering in her mind.

For the first time in what felt like forever, she fell asleep without nightmares.

❦ ❦ ❦
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Sound of the coming storm
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The rain drizzled down in a steady rhythm, soaking into the streets and casting a gray haze over the city. Amara stood across from her old house, the place that had once been her haven, now nothing more than a ghost of her past. Her fingers curled around the damp fabric of her coat, and she swallowed hard, the lump in her throat growing tighter with every second she stared at the empty shell of what used to be her home.

She had lost everything. First her parents, then her childhood, and now even the last remnant of her father’s memory had been ripped away from her. The pain in her chest was unbearable, a dull ache that refused to ease. She had no more tears left to cry; the sorrow had settled deep inside her, an unwelcome companion that refused to leave.

Her eyes burned as she took one shaky step forward. She wanted to touch the old gate, to run her fingers over the rusted iron, just to feel something real. But before she could, a voice sliced through the rain.

“Back to mourn your losses, little girl?”

Amara froze, her blood turning to ice.

Victor Aldridge.

She turned slowly, her soaked hair clinging to her face as she met the gaze of the man who had destroyed everything she loved. He stood there, unaffected by the downpour, his presence exuding nothing but power and cruelty. A smirk tugged at his lips, the kind that sent a shiver down her spine.

“You really don’t know when to give up, do you?” he taunted, stepping closer. “You should be grateful I let you live this long.”

Her fists clenched. “You took my home,” she whispered, her voice shaking with barely contained rage. “You took everything.”

Victor chuckled darkly. “Correction, darling—I only took what your father once had. And you? You were never supposed to be part of the equation. You’re just a nuisance.”

The words stung, but she refused to let them break her. “You think you’ve won?” she shot back, her voice stronger this time. “That taking everything from me will make you untouchable?”

He tilted his head. “I don’t think, Amara. I know.”

She wanted to fight, to scream, but what could she do? She had nothing. No power. No leverage. Just a shattered soul and an uncertain future.

Victor stepped even closer, lowering his voice to a chilling whisper. “You should disappear while you still can. Before things get worse for you.”

Her stomach twisted at the unspoken threat, but she didn’t let him see her fear. She turned on her heel and walked away, leaving behind everything she had ever known.

The next day, the university was abuzz with whispers. News had spread—about her house, her humiliation, and the fact that she had been reduced to nothing. Students sneered at her as she walked through the hallways, their voices sharp and cruel.

“Did you hear? She lost her house too.”

“What a pathetic mess.”

“She should just drop out already.”

Amara kept her head down, ignoring them, but the words cut deep. Just when she thought she had reached rock bottom; the world found a way to push her even lower.

Lena found her between classes, her face twisted with anger as she grabbed Amara’s arm and pulled her aside. “You’re not listening to those idiots, right?”

Amara forced a weak smile. “I’m used to it.”

Lena’s eyes softened. “That doesn’t mean you should be.” She placed a comforting hand on Amara’s shoulder. “You don’t have to go through this alone. I’m here, okay?”

A lump formed in Amara’s throat. She had never realized how much she needed those words until now. “Thank you,” she whispered.

Lena sighed, squeezing her hand. “You’re stronger than you think. Don’t let them break you.”

The rain drummed steadily against the glass pane, casting tiny rivulets down the window as Amara sat motionless in her seat, staring outside. The atmosphere around her felt different—heavier, suffocating even. The university grounds, usually bustling with life, now seemed eerily still, the air thick with something she couldn’t quite name. It wasn’t just the weather; it was a shift she felt deep within her bones. As if something was waiting to happen.

Her mind buzzed with thoughts, her heart weighed with exhaustion. The whispers, the stares, the constant reminders of her downfall—everywhere she turned, there was another blow waiting to knock her down. Yet, she kept pushing forward, even as it felt like the world was trying to bury her alive.

“Miss Amara.”

The sharp voice of Professor Whitmore shattered her daze. She blinked, snapping out of her trance, and turned to see him standing in front of the class, his cold eyes trained on her.

“Perhaps you would like to enlighten the class on the topic we’ve been discussing, instead of daydreaming?” His voice carried a mocking edge, sending a wave of quiet laughter through the students.

Heat crept up Amara’s neck, but she swallowed her humiliation and straightened her posture. “I apologize, Professor. Could you repeat the question?”

Whitmore smirked, his expression one of cruel amusement. “I asked about your assignment, Miss Amara. The one that was due last week. Surely you haven’t forgotten?”

A heavy silence settled over the room. Amara’s fingers clenched around the edge of her desk. She had turned in the assignment on time—she knew she had. But arguing with Whitmore was futile. He had made it clear from the beginning that he despised her presence in his class.

“I submitted it, sir,” she said, keeping her voice steady despite the storm brewing inside her.

Whitmore raised an eyebrow. “Oh? That’s interesting. Because I don’t have it.”

The murmur of whispers filled the room again. Amara felt her stomach sink.

“I handed it in,” she insisted, her hands gripping the desk. “You must have misplaced it.”

A slow, taunting chuckle escaped him. “Are you suggesting that I, your professor, am careless? That I somehow lost your work?” He leaned against the desk, crossing his arms. “That’s quite the accusation coming from someone who seems to think showing up and breathing is enough to pass.”

More laughter rippled through the class, the air growing unbearably thick with malice.

Amara clenched her jaw, biting down her words. She knew better than to argue.

Whitmore let the silence linger before he spoke again, his tone dropping into something colder. “Meet me in my office after class. We’ll discuss this... issue further.”

She nodded stiffly, her throat too tight to respond. As he moved on with the lecture, she barely heard a word he said. Her mind was too clouded with anger, fear, and exhaustion.

The moment the lecture ended, Amara gathered her books, ignoring the smug glances thrown her way, and walked toward Whitmore’s office. The corridors were nearly empty, the only sound being the distant echo of rain tapping against the windows.

Standing outside his office, she inhaled sharply before knocking.

“Enter.”

She stepped in, the room dimly lit with stacks of books and papers cluttering every surface. Whitmore stood behind his desk, his gaze piercing as he gestured for her to close the door.

She hesitated before complying.

“Do you know what your problem is, Miss Amara?” he asked, circling his desk like a predator. “You walk around this university as if you belong here. As if you have any right to.”

Her nails dug into her palms, but she remained silent.

He sneered. “Do you really think you can keep up? That you can survive here?” He leaned forward, lowering his voice. “You don’t belong, Amara. You are an embarrassment to this institution.”

A lump formed in her throat, but she forced herself to hold his gaze. “I’m here to study, Professor. That’s all.”

Whitmore laughed, shaking his head. “You still don’t get it, do you? People like you don’t last here. You will fail, and when you do, don’t expect anyone to catch you.”

She swallowed back the sting of his words, refusing to let him see her break.

He straightened, adjusting his tie. “I don’t have your assignment, Miss Amara. If you want to pass, you’ll have to do it again.”

Her stomach dropped. “But—”

“No excuses,” he snapped. “You have until tomorrow morning. If you fail to submit it, you fail the course.”

A sharp silence followed. Amara’s hands trembled at her sides.

Whitmore smirked, satisfied with her reaction. “You’re dismissed.”

She turned on her heel, walking out as quickly as she could. But as she stepped back into the hallway, she didn’t feel relief. Only a gnawing sense of dread.

Something had changed. And she wasn’t sure she was ready for what was coming.

For the first time that day, Amara felt a sliver of warmth in the cold void of her existence.

That night, Amara sat on her bed, staring at her phone. Her fingers hovered over the screen before she finally typed the message.

[Are you there?]

She waited. Minutes passed. Then an hour. Nothing.

Her chest tightened. Desperation clawed at her insides. She tried again.

[Please, just pick up. I just need to hear your voice. You don’t have to talk. Just listen.]

The phone rang.

Her breath hitched as she pressed it to her ear. Silence greeted her at first. Then a sigh.

“I shouldn’t have answered.”

Amara closed her eyes. “But you did.”

A pause. Then, “What do you want, Amara?”

She swallowed. “Just... don’t hang up.”

He didn’t respond, but he didn’t end the call either. The silence stretched between them, comforting in a strange way.

“I lost everything,” she admitted softly. “I don’t know how much more I can take.”

His voice was quiet. “You’ll take as much as you need to survive.”

A bitter laugh escaped her. “Is that supposed to comfort me?”

“No,” he said simply. “But it’s the truth.”

Her fingers tightened around the blanket. “I don’t even know who you are.”

Another pause. Then, “Does it matter?”

She exhaled. “Maybe not.”

The line went dead.

She stared at the screen, the emptiness settling back into her chest. She had hoped—just for a moment—that she wouldn’t feel so alone. But some things never changed.

❦ ❦ ❦
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The return of devil
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The sky was painted in a heavy shade of grey, the clouds thick and brooding as if they carried the weight of a secret no one was ready to hear. The rain poured relentlessly, drumming against the glass windows of the university like a thousand impatient fingers tapping on a locked door. The air was dense with the scent of wet earth, and the streets gleamed with reflections of neon lights as puddles grew into small lakes across the courtyard.

Amara stood on the balcony, her fingers curled tightly around the cold metal railing. The world below her seemed distorted, a blur of umbrellas and hurried students trying to escape the downpour. But then, something changed.

A shift in the atmosphere.

She felt it before she saw it. The weight in the air thickened, pressing against her chest like an unseen force. A hush spread across the courtyard, as if the rain itself was holding its breath in anticipation. And then, they arrived.

Two sleek black cars pulled up to the university’s entrance. Their polished surfaces gleamed under the dim light, their tires splashing water as they came to a smooth halt. The doors remained closed for a moment, as if teasing the onlookers, stretching the suspense to its breaking point.

The first to step out was Victor Aldridge. Even from the balcony, Amara could feel the icy aura that clung to him like a second skin. He was dressed in a tailored black suit, pristine despite the rain, his silver hair neatly combed back. The way he moved was calculated, effortless, as though he owned every inch of space around him.

But it was the second car that truly stole the breath from Amara’s lungs.

The door swung open, and he emerged.

A tall figure, dressed in all black. The rain seemed to hesitate as it met him, droplets cascading over his broad shoulders before slipping into nothingness. He was younger than Victor, but the resemblance was there—the same sharp jawline, the same air of untouchable power. Yet, there was something different about him, something colder, something even more dangerous.

His boots hit the wet pavement, sending ripples through the puddles at his feet. He lifted his head slowly, and just as his gaze swept across the university, something unnatural happened.

The sun broke through the storm.

A golden beam cut through the grey clouds, slicing through the rain like a sword of light. It fell directly onto him, illuminating him like a fallen angel stepping onto mortal ground. The wet pavement shimmered, and for the briefest moment, the world seemed to exist only for him.

And then, as if the universe itself had orchestrated it, the sunlight found its way to her.

Amara sucked in a sharp breath as the warmth of the sun brushed against her face. It felt like a hand reaching through the storm, a whisper in the chaos. The contrast between the icy rain and the sudden heat sent shivers down her spine.

She didn’t know why, but an overwhelming sense of fear gripped her.

Her heartbeat pounded in her ears as she stepped back from the balcony, her fingers trembling against the railing. The sight of Victor Aldridge was terrifying enough, but his son—

He was something else entirely.

Something worse.

She turned on her heel, her breath hitching as she bolted back inside. She didn’t care that she was running like a coward. Every instinct in her screamed to get away, to hide before it was too late.

Her boots squeaked against the polished marble floors as she navigated the hallways, barely seeing where she was going. The walls felt like they were closing in, the air thick with an unspoken warning.

She pushed open the door to the library, her chest rising and falling with uneven breaths. The scent of old books wrapped around her, grounding her for a brief moment. She rushed between the shelves, tucking herself into a secluded corner, her hands pressed against her mouth to quiet her gasps.

Her mind raced.

Who was he? Why had he come here?

And why—why did it feel like the universe itself had acknowledged his arrival?

She squeezed her eyes shut, willing herself to stay still, to blend into the shadows. But deep inside, she knew.

This wasn’t just the arrival of another threat.

It was the beginning of something far, far worse.

The rain pounded against the glass, heavy and relentless, as if the sky itself was weeping. The campus was drowning in the storm’s fury, the pathways glistening with puddles that reflected the dim university lights. Amara’s breath came in short, uneven gasps as she clutched the edge of her coat, trying to steady the trembling inside her.

Something was wrong.

She could feel it in the way the air had thickened, pressing down on her chest like an invisible weight. The whispers around her confirmed her worst fears.

“He’s back.”

“I saw him with Victor Aldridge.”

“Didn’t he disappear years ago? Why now?”

She didn’t need to hear his name to know.

Her body already knew.

Rafael Aldridge.

The storm outside was nothing compared to the storm inside her. Her fingers curled into her palms, nails pressing into her skin as flashes of the past began clawing their way back.

A boy with sharp blue eyes. A cruel smile. The way his presence alone had made her feel small, like a helpless pawn in his twisted game.

Flashback

A dark corridor. Her breath coming in shaky gasps.

Footsteps behind her, slow and deliberate.

“Come on, little rabbit,” he had murmured, his voice like silk hiding a blade. “You’re no fun if you don’t run.”

She had tried.

She had stumbled.

And then he had caught her.

His fingers had twisted in her hair, his breath warm against her ear as he whispered, “You’re mine to break, Amara.”

End of Flashback

She sucked in a sharp breath, shaking the memory away. The past wasn’t supposed to follow her here. She had thought she was free.

She had been so, so wrong.

Her heart pounded violently as she turned on her heel, her only thought to escape—to get away before he saw her. Her feet moved on their own, carrying her toward the library where she had left her bag.

She needed to grab her things and disappear.

The university halls stretched endlessly before her, the storm outside making the corridors feel darker, more suffocating. The shadows twisted with every flicker of lightning, playing tricks on her vision.

The library doors loomed ahead. She pushed them open, stepping into the dimly lit space, the scent of rain-dampened books filling her lungs.

It was quiet.

Too quiet.

She moved carefully, her steps light, barely making a sound against the polished floor. The air felt thick with something unspoken, something unseen, and yet—

She felt it.

She wasn’t alone.

She swallowed hard, eyes darting around. The massive bookshelves stood like towering walls around her, casting long shadows. Beyond them, the large windows overlooking the storm-ridden campus stretched across the far side of the room.

And that was when she saw him.

Rafael Aldridge.

Standing by the window, his back turned to her.

A silhouette of power and dominance, framed against the lightning-lit sky.

His broad shoulders were rigid yet relaxed, his posture as effortless as it was commanding. The dim light reflected off the wet strands of his dark hair, some of them curling at the nape of his neck, still damp from the storm. He was taller now, his frame stronger, carved with the weight of years that had only sharpened the edges of his presence.

She could barely breathe.

He hadn’t noticed her. Not yet.

Amara’s instincts screamed at her to run, but she knew any sudden movement would draw his attention. Her bag was right there—on the table, just a few feet away from where he stood.

But reaching for it meant stepping closer to him.

Every second stretched into eternity as she weighed her choices. The storm outside raged on, the thunder masking the sound of her rapid heartbeat.

Lightning flashed again, illuminating him in a fleeting burst of silver light. His hands were in his pockets, his head tilted slightly, as if lost in thought. But Amara knew better.

Rafael Aldridge was never lost in thought.

He was always calculating. Always waiting.

A cruel game of patience.

Slowly, carefully, she took a step forward. Then another. The distance between her and her bag grew smaller.

Her fingers brushed against the strap—

But then—

He shifted.

Just slightly. A movement so small, yet it sent a bolt of terror through her veins.

Her breath hitched, her entire body freezing as if trapped in ice.

Had he sensed her?

She stood motionless, waiting for him to turn. Waiting for those sharp blue eyes to find her like they always did.

But he didn’t move again.

A second passed.

Then another.

The storm outside howled, the rain hitting the glass in furious waves.

Amara gritted her teeth, forcing herself to move. She grabbed her bag in one swift motion, clutching it tightly against her chest.

She needed to get out of here.

Now.

Her legs trembled as she took a step back. Slowly. Carefully. Her pulse roared in her ears as she reached the doorway, fingers tightening around the handle—

And then—

Rafael exhaled a slow breath.

So quiet. So subtle.

But she heard it.

A shiver ran down her spine.

She pushed the door open, stepping into the hallway, the library’s silence still clinging to her like a ghost. She didn’t dare look back.

She didn’t need to.

Because deep down, she knew.

He had known she was there all along.

❦ ❦ ❦
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Chapter Twelve
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Amara Escape
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The storm had swallowed the city whole. Rain poured from the sky in relentless sheets, turning the streets into rivers of silver and shadow. The wind howled through the alleys, tearing through the night like a beast hunting its prey.

Amara ran.

Her breath was ragged, her limbs trembling, but she didn’t stop. She couldn’t. The world blurred around her, distorted by the rain and the panic clawing at her chest. Her soaked clothes clung to her skin, her shoes splashed through puddles, and every heartbeat felt like a hammer against her ribs.

She didn’t know where she was going. She only knew she had to go.

The moment Victor’s men had started circling her, she had felt it—the invisible noose tightening. The university, her tiny apartment, even the streets she had once called home—they weren’t safe anymore. Nothing was.

She had thrown her few belongings into a bag, grabbed her coat, and fled. Her body ached, exhaustion weighing her down, but terror pushed her forward. The sound of her own frantic breaths filled her ears, drowning out the rain, the cars, the distant voices that weren’t calling for her but still felt like a threat.

She turned a corner too fast, slipping on the slick pavement. Her hands scraped against the ground as she caught herself, but she barely felt the pain. Her fingers trembled as she pushed herself up, gasping, shaking.

Then she saw it.

Her old house. The place where it had all begun.

For years, she had avoided it, afraid of what it would do to her. But now, standing before it in the storm, she realized something:

It was still here.

Victor had told her it was sold. That it was gone. But the windows were still boarded up, the iron gate still rusted, the overgrown vines still wrapped around the porch. He had lied.

Her stomach twisted, fury and betrayal tangling into something unrecognizable. What else had he lied about? What game was he playing?

She took a step forward, her breath coming in sharp bursts. And then, the past crashed into her like a wave.

Flashback: A Boy Turned Monster

She had been twelve when she first noticed him watching her.

Back then, he had been nothing more than a boy with sharp eyes and an expression no child should wear. He had appeared in her life like a shadow, lurking just beyond the edges of her world, stepping in only when it suited him.

She had tried to ignore him. Tried to pretend he wasn’t there. But then the others came.

The boys at school had whispered about her—about the professor’s daughter with her delicate features and her haunted eyes. They had thought she was soft, breakable, something to play with.

But they never got the chance.

Because he had made sure of it.

The first time a boy had grabbed her wrist and laughed, the boy in the shadows had broken his nose. The second time, he had left bruises on the attacker’s ribs that lasted for weeks. The third time, he had nearly drowned one of them in the lake.

And then, he had turned to her and said, “You’re mine, Amara. They don’t get to touch what’s mine.”

She had hated him for it. She had wanted to scream, to fight, to run. But a part of her—a small, terrible part of her—had felt something else, too.

Safe.

Present: The Rain Keeps Falling

Amara gasped, shoving the memory away. Her fingers dug into the iron gate as she tried to steady herself, but the past wouldn’t let go.

She had fought him for years, resisted the claim he had placed on her. And still, he had followed her through life like a ghost, appearing and disappearing, leaving destruction in his wake. He had never been gentle, never been kind. But he had always been there.

And now, when she needed him the most—when the world was closing in around her—he was gone.

Tears blurred her vision, mixing with the rain as she stumbled backward. Her body ached, her breath came in shallow gasps. She was drowning—in the storm, in her own mind, in the weight of everything she had lost.

She reached for her phone with trembling fingers, scrolling to the number she wasn’t even sure was real. The only person who had ever seen her, truly seen her.

She hit call.

The line rang.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

No answer.

Her breath hitched. She swallowed against the tightness in her throat and tried again. Her fingers were slick with rain, her pulse erratic.

Nothing.

She let out a shaky sob, pressing the phone against her forehead as if it could somehow make him hear her. Where was he? Why wasn’t he here?

A scream built in her chest, but she choked it down. She was alone. Again.

The phone slipped from her grasp, landing in a puddle with a soft splash. She stared at it for a moment, watching as the screen flickered, the last remnants of hope dying with it.

And then, finally, she broke.

She collapsed onto the porch, burying her face in her hands as the storm raged around her. She sobbed—deep, wrenching cries that tore from her throat, shaking her entire body. The wind howled. The rain kept falling. And Amara Lenz, the girl who had fought so hard, finally let herself grieve.

She had nothing left to fight with. No more pride. No more strength.

Only the rain, the night, and the ghosts of a past that refused to let her go. The sound of tires cutting through the flooded street barely registered in her haze of despair. The low hum of an engine purred against the silence of the storm. But then—

Headlights.

A sleek black car came to a slow stop in front of the house. The glow of its lights cut through the downpour, illuminating her crumpled figure on the porch.

No one stepped out.

Amara’s breath hitched, her soaked body shivering as she forced herself to look up. Through the misted windows, she could barely make out a figure sitting inside. A pair of dark, piercing eyes locked onto hers.

Watching.

Waiting.

Her pulse stuttered. She didn’t need to see his face to know who it was.

It was him.

Her throat closed. The weight of the past, the pain, the longing, all crashed into her at once. She wanted to move, wanted to run to the car, to demand why he had stayed away, why he had ignored her call. But her body refused to move.

The storm roared around them, thunder shaking the sky, but neither of them looked away.

Then—

The car door never opened. No words were spoken.

Instead, the engine rumbled again, and just like that, the car began to pull away.

Amara lurched forward, her lips parting in protest, but the words never came.

He was leaving.

Just like he always did.

And she was still alone.

❦ ❦ ❦
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Chapter Thirteen
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A Name that shake the room
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The world was spinning.

Amara opened her eyes to the dim light of her tiny apartment, her body curled in the same position she had collapsed in the night before. The air was thick with the scent of damp fabric, her clothes still soaked from the storm. Her head pounded, a dull, aching throb that pulsed behind her eyes.

She hadn’t slept. Not really. She had drifted in and out of consciousness, caught in the space between waking and dreaming. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw him—the black car, the piercing gaze behind the window, the way he had watched her without a word before disappearing into the night.

He had been there. He had seen her break. And still, he had left.

Her body protested as she forced herself to sit up, her muscles stiff, her limbs heavy. The exhaustion clung to her, but she had no time to let it consume her. She had a lecture to attend. She had a life to pretend to live.

Dragging herself out of bed, she dressed mechanically, tying her damp hair into a messy knot. The mirror reflected a ghost—dark circles bruising the delicate skin beneath her eyes, her lips cracked, her expression empty.

She exhaled sharply. Get it together. You have no choice.

The moment she stepped onto campus, his name was already ringing in her ears.

“Have you heard? He’s here!”

“I saw him this morning. God, he looks like he walked out of a magazine.”

“Do you think he’s single? He’s probably too sophisticated for anyone here. He came from Italy, you know.”

The words blurred together, filling the halls with restless excitement. Amara barely registered them, her mind struggling to catch up.

Who? Who were they talking about?

Then someone said it—his name.

The villain of her life. The ghost who had returned from the past. The boy who had once sworn to protect her, only to become a man who now threatened to destroy her.

He was going to teach here.

A cold wave of nausea crashed over her. The realization came slow, heavy, suffocating.

No. No, it can’t be.

Her hands tightened into fists as she pushed through the crowded hall, her pulse roaring in her ears. She didn’t want to believe it. She couldn’t believe it.

And yet, as she stepped into the lecture hall, the buzzing whispers only grew louder, girls fixing their hair, adjusting their skirts, eyes glimmering with anticipation.

“I can’t wait to see him. I swear, if he looks half as good as they say—”

“He’s not just good-looking, he’s dangerous. You can tell just by the way he carries himself.”

“A man like that? He could ruin a girl just by looking at her.”

Amara swallowed hard, forcing herself into a seat near the back. She wasn’t supposed to be here. Not in this room. Not in his presence.

But before she could even think of escaping, the lecture hall fell silent.

A chill slithered through the air, settling over the students like an unspoken warning.

And then—

He walked in.

The sound of his shoes against the polished floor echoed in the oppressive silence. His presence demanded attention, a force that couldn’t be ignored. Tall, powerful, dressed in an impeccably tailored black suit, he moved with the effortless confidence of a man who knew he owned the world.

The girls sighed, their breaths caught between admiration and hunger. The boys straightened, instinctively recognizing the predator among them.

And Amara? She couldn’t move. She couldn’t breathe.

He reached the podium, setting down a leather-bound notebook with precision. Then, slowly, he looked up.

His eyes were cold. Piercing. A storm contained within them, sharp and unreadable. And yet, as he scanned the room, pausing just a second too long on her, she felt it—his gaze like a ghostly touch against her skin.

Her fingers clenched around the edges of her desk. Don’t look up. Don’t look at him.

Then, he spoke.

The deep timbre of his voice sent a shockwave through the room, a sound so rich, so controlled, it made the air feel heavier.

“Good morning,” he said, his accent subtle, but unmistakable—Italian.

The girls practically melted at the sound of it, their whispers barely contained.

“Oh my god, his voice...”

“I could listen to him forever.”

“It should be illegal to sound like that.”

The boys, however, were shifting uncomfortably, glancing at each other as if assessing whether this new presence was a challenge or a threat.

“Looks like we got competition,” one muttered under his breath.

“Tch. Let’s see if he’s actually as impressive as they say.”

But Amara—she didn’t join the murmurs, didn’t react to the excitement or intimidation filling the room. She sat frozen, her heartbeat drumming against her ribs as his next words crashed over her like a wave.

The weight of silence pressed down on the lecture hall.

Amara sat stiffly, her breath shallow, her fingers gripping the edges of her desk as though letting go would send her spiralling into something she couldn’t control.

He stood at the front of the class, his presence commanding the attention of every student in the room, whether they liked it or not. Every girl leaned forward, drawn in by the undeniable allure that clung to him like a second skin, while the boys sat rigid, their postures tense, shoulders squared.

And then, in a voice that dripped with quiet authority, he said it.

“My name is Rafael Aldridge.”

The moment his name left his lips, it was as if the air had been knocked from the room. A collective gasp rippled through the students, feminine breaths hitching, fingers tightening on notebooks, whispered voices hissing through the charged atmosphere.

Aldridge.

A name soaked in power, wealth, and untouchable influence. A name that had whispered through corridors long before he had ever set foot in this classroom.

Amara felt her blood turn to ice. Her vision tunnelled for a second, darkness creeping at the edges as her stomach twisted painfully.

He had spoken his name as though it meant nothing.

But to her—it meant everything.

Aldridge.

The name of the man who had destroyed her father.

The name that had haunted her every waking moment.

And now, it belonged to him.

A smirk curled at the corner of Rafael’s lips, just the faintest ghost of amusement as he let the reaction settle over the room. He saw their gasps, their tension, their silent challenges.

And he welcomed them.

One of the boys in the front row leaned back in his seat, arms crossed, eyes narrowed. “Aldridge, huh?” His tone was laced with mockery, but beneath it, a thin veil of unease. “Guess that means you think you own the place.”

The other boys shifted slightly, emboldened by the attempt at defiance. Some scoffed under their breaths, others exchanged knowing looks.

Rafael tilted his head slightly, dark eyes locking onto the speaker.

“I don’t think,” he said smoothly, his voice a lethal kind of calm. “I know.”

Tension coiled tighter in the room.

The boy scoffed. “And what makes you think you can walk in here and act like you’re above the rest of us?”

Rafael’s smirk deepened, though it never reached his eyes. He took a slow, deliberate step forward, the polished heels of his shoes clicking against the floor like a slow, measured countdown.

“I don’t need to act.”

His words cut through the air like a blade, slicing through the boy’s bravado with terrifying ease.

A muscle in the boy’s jaw ticked, but he didn’t speak.

The girls weren’t nearly as composed.

“Oh my god,” one whispered under her breath, biting down on the end of her pen.

“Did you see that?” another murmured, eyes wide with something dangerously close to fascination.

“God help me, I think I just fell in love.”

Amara’s stomach twisted violently. Fools. They were all fools.

Did they not see the danger in him? Did they not feel the ice beneath his words, the controlled violence in his voice?

They were entranced by his charm, blinded by his name. But she knew better.

Rafael let the tension sit for a moment before he spoke again, his tone unhurried, composed, effortlessly suffocating.

“This is a class about literature,” he said, dragging his gaze over the sea of faces before him. “But make no mistake—this is also about power. About knowing which words hold weight, which stories rewrite history, which names demand obedience.”

His fingers tapped against the podium, a quiet but deliberate sound that sent chills through her spine.

“Some of you will understand that.” His eyes flicked back to the boy who had challenged him. “And some of you will learn the hard way.”

Silence. Thick. Stifling.

And then, like a breath exhaled all at once, the class stirred, shifting uneasily in their seats.

No one else dared to challenge him after that.

The lecture passed in a blur. Amara barely absorbed a word of it. Her mind was too consumed, too paralyzed by the storm raging inside her.

By the time Rafael dismissed them, chairs scraped against the floor, students hurrying to collect their things. None of them wanted to linger too long in his presence.

Except for her.

Or rather—

She was the only one who had no choice.

Her fingers fumbled with the strap of her bag, her limbs suddenly foreign, useless. Every instinct screamed at her to move, to run. But she couldn’t. Not when she could feel him still there.

Still watching.

She looked up, and for the first time in years—she met his eyes.

The room was empty. The door had shut, leaving only the two of them in a silence so thick it was suffocating.

He was standing by the desk, gathering his papers, his movements calm, precise, but there was no mistaking it.

He was waiting.

For her.

Amara’s breath caught in her throat.

No. No, this wasn’t supposed to happen.

Her chest tightened, panic crawling up her throat like a living thing, twisting, suffocating.

She took a step back, but it was a mistake. His gaze sharpened instantly, honing in on the movement like a predator catching the scent of fear.

And then, he smiled.

Not the kind that softened. Not the kind that comforted.

The kind that promised something inevitable. Something inescapable.

Her pulse roared in her ears.

“Leaving so soon?” His voice was silk and steel, smooth but laced with something darker beneath the surface.

She forced herself to move, to say something, anything, but when she opened her mouth, no words came.

His smile didn’t waver, but something flickered in his eyes—something unreadable.

And then, with deliberate slowness, he stepped toward her.

The distance between them shrank, the room suddenly too small, the air too heavy. Her back hit the edge of a desk.

Trapped.

Rafael tilted his head slightly, as if studying her, as if drinking in her silence, her fear.

And then, in a voice too quiet, too deadly—

“I expected better, Amara.”

A tremor shot through her, stealing the breath from her lungs.

He had said her name.

Not in front of the others. Not in casual conversation.

But here. Alone. As if it belonged to him.

Her fingers dug into the desk behind her, nails pressing into the wood. Don’t let him see you break. Don’t let him win.

She lifted her chin, swallowing against the fear constricting her throat. “What do you want?” she rasped, voice hoarse.

His smirk deepened.

“Now that,” he murmured, stepping back just enough to let her breathe, “is the right question.”

And with that, he turned, collecting the last of his papers.

It wasn’t a dismissal. It was an invitation.

One Amara wasn’t sure she had the strength to refuse.

As she forced herself to walk away, she felt his gaze on her back. Watching. Waiting.

She didn’t dare look back.

She already knew what she would find.

❦ ❦ ❦
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Mystery Gift
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By the time Amara’s class ended, the sky had darkened into an endless stretch of grey. Heavy clouds churned above, swallowing the last traces of daylight. The air smelled of damp earth and impending rain, thick and suffocating, pressing against her skin like a warning.

She had lingered longer than usual, unwilling to leave the suffocating warmth of the lecture hall. But eventually, the weight of the day pushed her towards the exit, into the cool, damp evening.

The rain had already started, a steady drizzle that quickly escalated into something heavier. She hadn’t brought an umbrella. She hadn’t even thought about it.

Her steps faltered at the entrance of the university building, eyes scanning the dimly lit path ahead. The streets were almost empty, the usual buzz of students replaced by the quiet murmur of raindrops against the pavement.

Then—

A car.

It appeared from the shadows like a phantom, sleek and black, its headlights cutting through the downpour. It rolled to a slow, deliberate stop just a few feet ahead of her.

No one stepped out.

No window rolled down.

Yet, she felt it.

A presence. A gaze. Watching. Waiting.

She knew who it was. She didn’t have to see him to know.

Her pulse roared in her ears, a mix of unease and something far more dangerous curling in her stomach. Why was he here? What did he want?

The rain poured harder, soaking through her clothes, plastering her hair to her face. And still, the car remained motionless, its engine a low hum against the silence.

Then—

Just as suddenly as it had appeared, it began to move.

Slowly.

Deliberately.

And then, it vanished into the night, swallowed by the storm.

She stood there for a moment, breath uneven, body rigid. What was that supposed to mean? A warning? A game?

Shaking the thoughts from her head, she forced her feet forward, ignoring the way her hands trembled as she hugged herself against the cold.

By the time she reached her apartment building, her clothes were drenched, her fingers numb from the cold. But she wasn’t alone.

She came to an abrupt stop, her breath hitching.

A man stood at her door. Not Rafael. Not him.

A deliveryman, clad in a black raincoat, shielding a small package from the storm.

Her brows furrowed. “Can I help you?”

He looked up, expression unreadable. “Amara Lenz?”

A lump formed in her throat. “...Yes?”

He extended the package toward her. “This is for you.”

She didn’t move, didn’t take it right away. “From who?”

The man’s gaze flickered, almost uncertain. Then, as if remembering something, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a phone. A single message was displayed on the screen.

Don’t catch a cold.

Her breath left her in a sharp exhale. The world around her blurred, the rain fading into background noise. It was him.

Her mystery man.

She swallowed, fingers tightening around the damp strap of her bag. “Who... who gave this to you?”

The deliveryman didn’t answer. He simply extended the package further, urging her to take it.

With hesitant fingers, she reached for it, the cold seeping into her skin as she curled her hands around the box.

And then, something else caught her eye.

Another item. Resting against the door.

An umbrella.

Her throat tightened. It was sleek, expensive-looking, completely out of place against the worn-down entrance of her apartment.

She didn’t have to ask to know. It was from him, too.

The deliveryman gave a small nod, as if acknowledging the silent exchange, then turned on his heel and disappeared down the corridor, leaving her standing there—cold, confused, and utterly shaken.

For a long moment, she simply stood there, staring at the objects in her hands.

The package. The umbrella. The message.

Slowly, she stepped inside, locking the door behind her. She peeled off her soaked coat and set the box on the counter. With trembling fingers, she opened it.

Inside—

A steaming thermos of hot chocolate. A neatly wrapped container of something warm to eat. Food. Comfort.

She inhaled sharply, something dangerously close to emotion clawing at her throat. How could someone know exactly what she needed?

Her phone vibrated. A message.

She grabbed it quickly, heart hammering.

Eat. Warm yourself up.

Her fingers hovered over the screen before she typed back.

Who are you?

The response was immediate.

Someone who doesn’t want you getting sick.

Her chest tightened. Why wouldn’t he tell her? Why stay in the shadows?

Her hands curled around the thermos as she typed again.

You can’t keep hiding.

Silence.

Then—

You’re not ready to see me yet.

A shiver ran down her spine.

And just like that, the conversation ended.

Later that evening, she forced herself to move, to change, to act normal. She had a shift at the bookstore. Work would help. Work would keep her from thinking about him.

But as soon as she stepped inside, she felt it again.

That presence.

Rafael.

He was standing near one of the shelves, flipping lazily through a book, but his attention wasn’t on the pages. It was on her.

Amara stiffened, moving to the counter, pretending not to notice.

He let her have the illusion of distance—for a moment. Then, footsteps. Slow. Measured.

And suddenly, he was there.

Leaning slightly against the counter, watching her like she was a puzzle he was figuring out. Or a game he was enjoying.

“You work here.” It wasn’t a question.

She didn’t answer.

He smirked. “Why am I not surprised?”

She exhaled, forcing herself to remain still. “Are you going to buy something?”

He tapped the book against the counter. “Maybe. Maybe I just like the atmosphere.” His gaze dragged over her deliberately. “Or the company.”

Her fingers clenched beneath the counter. “Then you’re wasting your time.”

He chuckled, deep and amused. “Am I?”

Silence stretched between them. Thick. Suffocating.

And then—

His hand reached out, the briefest brush of his fingers against hers as he slid the book forward. The touch was fleeting, but it sent ice and fire through her veins. A reminder of what he was.

Danger. Power. Control.

He leaned in slightly, voice dropping. “You can keep pretending, Amara. But we both know you feel it.”

Her breath hitched. “Feel what?”

His smirk deepened. “Me.”

A cold dread curled inside her. Because he was right.

And that was the most dangerous thing of all.

❦ ❦ ❦
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The Past that made him
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The Aldridge estate stood like a fortress against the night, its towering silhouette barely visible beneath the heavy downpour. Rafael stepped out of the car, the rain drumming against the pavement as he moved towards the grand entrance.

The moment he crossed the threshold, warmth enveloped him—the scent of polished wood, aged books, and something faintly spiced lingering in the air. A stark contrast to the cold, unforgiving world outside.

A figure was already waiting for him in the dimly lit foyer.

“Welcome home, Mr. Rafael.”

The maid bowed her head slightly, hands folded neatly in front of her. She was one of the few who had been around since his childhood, someone who had learned early on that silence was the best way to survive in the Aldridge household.

Rafael shrugged off his coat, handing it to her without a word. The rain had soaked through the fabric, but he barely noticed. His mind was elsewhere—still lingering in the dim glow of the bookstore, still replaying the look in Amara’s eyes when he had whispered those words to her.

A slow smirk curled at the edges of his lips. She was beginning to understand.

But there was still more to teach her.

The library was dimly lit, the heavy scent of whiskey and old parchment filling the air. Rafael didn’t need to step inside to know what he would find.

His father sat in his usual chair, a crystal glass dangling lazily from his fingers, amber liquid swirling within. The fire crackled in the hearth, casting shadows against the towering bookshelves lined with leather-bound history and power.

On the table beside him, an open book lay forgotten, its pages yellowed with age.

Victor Aldridge barely lifted his gaze as Rafael entered, though a knowing smirk tugged at his lips. “You’re late.”

Rafael said nothing, stepping closer, his expression carefully blank.

Victor exhaled, tilting the glass in his hand. “Busy with the girl, I assume?”

Rafael’s fingers twitched at his side, but he didn’t react. He knew better.

His father let out a low chuckle. “She reminds me of her father, you know. Foolish. Defiant. And like him, she doesn’t understand the way the world works.” He turned slightly, his sharp gaze meeting Rafael’s. “But you do, don’t you?”

A pause.

Then, Rafael gave the expected answer. “Yes.”

Victor leaned back, taking a slow sip of his drink. “Good.”

Silence stretched between them, heavy and charged.

“I hope you’re not letting her soften you.” His father’s voice was edged with something dangerous, a warning laced beneath casual words. “You’re meant for more than entertaining a broken girl.”

Rafael’s jaw tightened, but he merely nodded.

Victor smirked. “You’ll learn, Rafael. Power isn’t given—it’s taken. And when you take it, you don’t apologize. You don’t hesitate. You don’t blink.” He tapped a finger against the glass. “You break them before they break you.”

He set his drink down, fingers skimming the worn pages of the book beside him. “I built this empire, and you—” His gaze flickered back to Rafael. “You will be greater.”

Expectation. Weight. The burden of a name that demanded nothing less than dominance.

Rafael remained still. Unflinching. Just as he had been taught.

His father studied him for a moment longer before exhaling, as if satisfied. He leaned back, dismissing him with nothing more than a flick of his fingers.

Rafael turned without a word, stepping back into the quiet corridors of the house.

But something lingered in his mind.

His father spoke of breaking. Of control. Of power.

But power, Rafael had learned, came in many forms.

And right now, he had something far more intoxicating than mere dominance.

He had a game.

And Amara?

She was the perfect piece to play with.

Rafael Aldridge was born into power, privilege, and cruelty.

His father, Victor Aldridge, didn’t raise him to be a boy—he raised him to be a ruler. A conqueror. A man who knew that power didn’t belong to those who deserved it, but to those ruthless enough to take it.

From the time Rafael could walk, his father drilled lessons into his mind. Obedience. Control. The hunger for dominance.

At the age of five, he was told to never cry—because emotions were weaknesses.

At eight, he was taught to break people without touching them—a sharp word, a cold gaze, the right amount of pressure applied at the perfect moment.

At twelve, he was given his first real test—to humiliate and control another boy. A boy who had looked at him the wrong way.

Victor had watched him closely that day, arms crossed, eyes expectant.

“Show him what it means to be beneath you, Rafael.”

The boy had been small, weak. Rafael could have broken him with his hands, but his father had trained him better than that.

Power was best used like a noose—tightening slowly, never loosening.

Rafael had cornered the boy in the academy’s courtyard, surrounded by others who watched in silence, afraid to interfere. He had forced the boy to kneel, whispering cruel words in his ear, breaking him without ever throwing a punch.

When the boy finally ran away, humiliated, destroyed, Victor had given Rafael his first nod of approval.

“Good. Now he’ll never forget who holds the leash.”

But Rafael hadn’t cared about that boy.

His true hatred had always belonged to someone else.

Even as a child, he had hated Amara Lenz.

Hated how she laughed, how her parents adored her.

Hated the way her father looked at her like she was the brightest thing in the world—while his own father only ever looked at him with cold expectation.

Hated how her mother’s hands were soft, warm, full of love—while his mother trembled in silence, obeying Victor’s every word, afraid to breathe too loudly in his presence.

Amara had everything he never had.

Love. Warmth. A home that wasn’t built on fear and control.

And Rafael hated her for it.

But he had never been allowed to touch her.

“Not yet,” his father had always said. “Patience, Rafael. Even the most delicate creatures will come crawling to you in time.”

So he had waited.

Watched.

Until the night that changed everything.

It had been a quiet night. Too quiet.

Rafael remembered how the air had felt—thick, heavy, like something dark was lurking beneath it.

He had been sixteen, sitting in the grand Aldridge estate, reading in the library when he heard the scream.

A sound so raw, so horrified, that it had cut through the silence like a knife.

He had frozen, heart hammering.

And then—his mother had run past him, her face pale as death.

“Mother?” he had called out, but she didn’t stop.

Didn’t look at him.

Instead, she locked herself in her bedroom, refusing to come out.

That was when Rafael knew—something had happened. Something terrible.

His father returned home later that night, smelling of blood and whiskey, his suit pristine except for a single dark stain on his cuff.

“Go to bed, Rafael.”

His voice had been calm. Too calm.

But Rafael didn’t listen.

He stayed awake, waiting, watching.

And the next morning—he heard the news.

Amara Lenz’s mother was dead.

Raped. Murdered. Left as nothing more than a discarded thing.

And Victor Aldridge had been the last person seen near their home.

Rafael had confronted his mother first.

“You saw something.”

She had flinched, gripping the pearls around her neck like they could protect her from the truth.

“Don’t ask questions you don’t want answers to, Rafael.”

“Was its Father?”

Her lips quivered—but she said nothing.

That was when he knew.

Knew that Victor had destroyed another family.

Knew that his mother had stood by and watched, too afraid to stop him.

And something inside Rafael broke.

That was the night he stopped wanting to be his father’s heir.

He didn’t want to control the world the way Victor did.

He wanted to burn it all down.

But he couldn’t. Not yet.

So, he played along.

Nodded when his father spoke.

Obeyed when he was ordered.

Learned the lessons of control, power, and dominance—while hiding the part of himself that still wanted to break free.

And now, years later, when he looked at Amara—he knew she didn’t remember.

She didn’t know that his mother had been the silent witness to her mother’s death.

She didn’t know that he had spent years watching her suffer, knowing the truth, and saying nothing.

She didn’t know that the hatred he had once felt had changed into something far more dangerous.

Something dark.

Something hungry.

Something that made him want to play with her, break her, keep her.

“You should have never come back, Amara.”

As Rafael stood by the window of his estate that night, watching the rain lash against the glass, he smirked.

“Let’s see how long you last.”

Because now, the game had truly begun.

And Amara Lenz had no idea that she was the only piece left that could still ruin him.

❦ ❦ ❦
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A game of power

[image: ]




The night inside the Aldridge estate stretched long and suffocating. ﻿

Rafael lay still, staring at the ceiling of his dimly lit room. The city outside was silent, but silence never existed inside his mind. Not when the past lurked in every shadow, in every breath, in every fragment of his being.

And as exhaustion finally pulled him under, the past came rushing in.

It always started the same way.

The garden. Sunlight. A child’s laughter.

His mother’s voice, soft and melodic.

“Come here, my love.”

She sat in the middle of the grass, arms stretched out to him, warmth in her smile. She was beautiful—delicate where his father was hard, loving where his father was cold. She held him like he was the only thing that mattered in the world.

“Promise me, Rafael,” she whispered, running her fingers through his dark hair. “Promise me you’ll never become like him.”

Like his father.

But then the world shifted.

The golden light faded into cold grey. The warmth of her arms turned to ice. The scent of roses was gone—replaced by something metallic and suffocating.

And then—

The scream.

Sharp. Ragged. Terrifying.

His mother was no longer smiling. She was running. Away from something. Away from someone.

Then—the hands.

Large, cruel, grabbing her, dragging her away as she clawed at the ground.

Rafael tried to move, tried to scream, but he was a child again, powerless and frozen.

“Rafael—RUN!”

Another scream. His mother’s voice—shattering, breaking, dying.

And then—nothing.

Silence.

Darkness.

The Scream That Ripped Him Awake

Rafael bolted upright, his breath sharp and uneven.

His entire body was damp with sweat, his fists clenched so tight his nails dug into his palms. The air in his room was thick, suffocating.

The clock on the wall read 4:13 AM.

He exhaled, running a hand through his hair. Sleep was useless. There was no escaping the memories—not in dreams, not in reality.

Throwing the covers aside, Rafael stood, grabbing a jacket before stepping out into the cold air of the estate grounds.

The night was bitter. A sharp wind cut through the trees, but Rafael welcomed the cold. It reminded him he was still here, still breathing, still standing.

He walked without a destination. His mind heavy, his hands shoved into his pockets. But somehow, his feet took him to the place he had spent years avoiding.

The house.

A small, broken-down house on the other side of the estate’s iron gates.

It stood lifeless, empty—a ghost of what once was.

He stopped in front of it, his jaw tightening.

This house had ruined him.

This was where Amara Lenz had lived.

This was where her mother had died.

This was where his father had taken everything from her—just as he had taken everything from Rafael’s mother.

Rafael’s throat tightened, his fingers curling into a fist. He wanted to leave. But he couldn’t move.

Memories clawed at him—memories of watching Amara’s world fall apart, watching her crumble while he stood silent.

She never knew.

She never knew that his mother had been the only witness.

She never knew that Rafael had known the truth all along—and done nothing.

The wind howled through the trees, but Rafael barely felt it.

He stood there for what felt like hours.

Then, finally, he forced himself to turn away.

To keep walking.

To pretend the past wasn’t dragging him back into its grip.

By the time Rafael returned to the Aldridge mansion, the sun had started to rise, painting the sky in cold hues of blue and silver.

Stepping through the grand entrance, he could already sense the tension in the air. He was late for breakfast.

And his father was waiting.

The moment Rafael entered the dining hall, Victor Aldridge’s voice sliced through the air.

“You’re late.”

Rafael didn’t pause. He moved toward his seat at the long, perfectly polished table, where a feast had been laid out—one he barely touched on normal days.

Victor sat at the head of the table, his expression unreadable, a newspaper folded neatly beside his untouched coffee. His presence alone commanded attention.

Rafael didn’t speak. He simply poured himself a drink, his movements calm.

“I expect better from you, Rafael.” His father’s voice was smooth, yet edged with warning. “You are not some common boy with no direction in life. You are an Aldridge. Act like it.”

Rafael took a sip of his coffee, unbothered. He had heard this speech a thousand times before.

“The world belongs to men who wake before the rest. To men who control before they are controlled.”

Victor set down his cup, his piercing blue eyes locking onto Rafael’s.

“Tell me, Rafael—what is power?”

Rafael exhaled. Another lesson. Another test.

“Control.” His voice was steady, void of emotion.

Victor’s lips curled in approval. “Good. And what is the greatest illusion of control?”

Rafael leaned back in his chair, meeting his father’s gaze. “Choice.”

Victor chuckled softly. “You are learning.”

He set his napkin down, watching Rafael closely.

“You will take over everything I’ve built one day. But you are still soft, Rafael. I see it in your eyes. I see it in the way you hesitate. You must learn to crush hesitation before it crushes you.”

Rafael said nothing.

Because he knew his father was right.

No matter how much he played the part, he was still haunted.

By his mother. By Amara. By the truth he had never spoken.

And Victor could smell weakness like blood in the water.

“Do not disappoint me, son.”

Victor rose, adjusting his cufflinks before leaving the room without another word.

The moment he was gone, Rafael finally let out a slow breath.

He pushed his untouched plate aside, standing.

He had played his role for the morning. Now, it was time to return to the only place where he could truly watch his game unfold.

By the time Rafael stepped outside, his sleek black car was already waiting. The driver, recognizing his presence, immediately opened the door.

As Rafael slid into the luxurious leather seat, his mind sharpened.

His father wanted him to be ruthless. To be a king without hesitation.

But Rafael had his own way of ruling.

He wasn’t interested in running a company, in wearing his father’s legacy like a crown.

No.

He was interested in something far more entertaining.

And she had no idea what was coming next.

With a smirk, Rafael leaned back as the car pulled away from the mansion, heading straight for the Cafe.

Straight for Amara.

The café hummed with quiet morning conversations, the soft chime of silverware against porcelain blending with the faint jazz playing in the background.

Rafael Aldridge had no particular reason to stop here. His home had everything—more than everything. The estate’s breakfast table was always set with imported coffee and a meal prepared by a chef whose talents were wasted on simple dishes.

But here—he was among the people who didn’t belong to his world. The ones who whispered his name in corridors, the ones who stared at him like he was something to fear or desire.

And sometimes, Rafael enjoyed watching them.

The power they thought they had.

The power they tried to wield.

The barista stammered as she handed him his black coffee, barely meeting his gaze. Fear. Awe. The usual reaction.

He took his seat by the window, fingers tapping lightly against the ceramic cup as he observed the world passing by.

Then—someone slid into the seat beside him.

“Professor Aldridge,” a voice laced with confidence purred.

Rafael barely turned. He already knew who it was.

Celeste Vance.

A student from his class.

Daughter of a senator. Born into privilege, influence, and generational power. The type who had never heard the word no in her life.

She wasn’t just another student. She was the kind of person who thought she was untouchable.

“Didn’t take you for the type to visit places like this,” Celeste mused, crossing one leg over the other.

Rafael finally lifted his gaze, calm and unreadable. “Neither did I.”

She smiled, tilting her head slightly, studying him like she was the one in control. “You know, there are plenty of places in the city more suited for you. High-end, private, exclusive.”

Rafael hummed, sipping his coffee. “And yet, here you are.”

Celeste’s smile widened. “Maybe I was hoping to run into you.”

Her words carried a subtle edge—a test, a challenge.

He had seen this before. Students who mistook his presence for something they could manipulate.

Celeste wasn’t careless, though. She knew boundaries. She wouldn’t cross the line outright—but she would push just enough to see where the cracks were.

“You’ve been quite the topic on campus, Professor,” she continued smoothly. “It’s not every day we get someone... like you.”

“Like me?”

“Young. Powerful. Intimidating.” She leaned slightly closer, lowering her voice. “Different from the rest.”

Rafael simply stirred his coffee.

He could feel the unspoken weight in her words.

Celeste didn’t see him as just a professor. She saw him as an opportunity. A name, a connection, a power play she could add to her collection.

“I’m flattered,” he said, voice smooth but distant.

Celeste chuckled. “Are you? You don’t seem like a man who enjoys compliments.”

Before Rafael could respond, the bell above the café door chimed.

And his attention shifted.

Amara Lenz stepped inside.

Dressed in a simple sweater, her dark hair slightly damp from the lingering drizzle outside. She hadn’t noticed them yet, her focus on ordering something warm.

Rafael leaned back slightly, watching her with interest.

Celeste followed his gaze and scoffed. “That one? I don’t even know why she’s still at Ravenswood.”

Rafael’s fingers stilled against his coffee cup.

“Is that so?”

Celeste rolled her eyes. “She’s nothing, Professor. A charity case with no place among people like us.”

Rafael said nothing for a moment. Then, with deliberate ease—he lifted a hand and gestured for Amara to join them.

Celeste’s smirk vanished.

“What are you doing?” she asked, disbelief flickering across her face.

“Balancing the conversation,” Rafael murmured.

Amara hesitated when she saw him.

And when she saw who he was sitting with—her entire body tensed.

She could have walked away. She should have walked away.

But he had called her.

And something about Rafael’s gaze told her that turning her back was not an option.

Slowly, hesitantly, she approached the table.

“Sit,” Rafael instructed, his voice as smooth as ever.

Amara clenched her jaw but obeyed, setting her drink down carefully.

Celeste barely concealed her irritation. “I don’t see why she’s here.”

“Strange,” Rafael mused, sipping his coffee. “I don’t recall needing permission to extend an invitation.”

Celeste stiffened.

And Amara knew—she had already lost.

The air between them shifted.

Celeste, realizing she had miscalculated, tried to recover.

“Professor, I was just saying how Ravenswood needs stronger policies about admissions,” she said lightly. “After all, we want the best of the best. Not... projects.”

Amara exhaled slowly. She had heard worse.

But Rafael’s reaction was not what she expected.

“That’s an interesting opinion,” he said, setting his cup down. “Tell me, Celeste—who decides who belongs?”

Celeste faltered for a second before smiling. “Well, society does, doesn’t it?”

“Society,” Rafael repeated thoughtfully. Then, tilting his head slightly, “And yet, society has changed its rulers more times than I can count. Are you sure you’re standing on solid ground?”

Celeste’s expression flickered.

Amara couldn’t breathe.

Rafael wasn’t just shutting her down—he was watching her unravel.

Celeste, clearly realizing she wasn’t going to win, forced a tight smile. “Well, Professor, I’m sure you have more important things to do than sit here debating philosophy. I’ll leave you to your... company.”

With that, she stood, straightened her coat, and walked away.

And just like that—it was only Rafael and Amara.

Amara let out a slow breath, fingers tightening around her cup.

“You didn’t have to do that,” she muttered.

“Do what?”

“Shut her down like that.”

Rafael smirked slightly. “Should I have let her continue?”

Amara looked away.

“You’re cruel,” she said under her breath.

“You say that as if I care.”

His voice was so calm, so infuriatingly composed.

Amara met his gaze then, and for a moment—everything else faded.

She felt it again.

The weight of his presence. The way he didn’t need to raise his voice to be terrifying.

“You play too many games,” she said finally.

Rafael leaned forward slightly, voice low.

“Amara, I don’t play.”

A chill ran down her spine.

The café felt too small. The air too heavy.

And as Rafael lifted his cup to take another sip, she knew one thing for certain.

Whatever game this was—she was already losing.

❦ ❦ ❦
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Wrapped in his shadow
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Amara walked out of the café, her hands trembling as she clutched the warm cup of coffee that had already lost its heat. The air outside was damp with the remnants of morning rain, but the cold she felt wasn’t from the weather—it was from him.

Rafael Aldridge.

She should have been used to this by now. The way he called her attention when she least expected it. The way he pulled her into situations where she was never meant to belong. The way he always silenced the voices that insulted her—but never let her escape him.

Why did he defend her?

Why did he play this game, where he was both her tormentor and her protector?

Her thoughts were a tangled mess. He made her feel small. He made her feel noticed. He made her feel weak. He made her feel watched.

And yet...

He never let her fall completely.

But why?

She was halfway down the sidewalk, lost in her thoughts, when the roar of an engine snapped her out of her daze.

Before she could react, a car sped past her, and within seconds, a wave of filthy rainwater splashed onto her, soaking her completely.

Gasps and laughter rang from inside the car.

Her heart clenched as she recognized them.

The same group of boys from Ravenswood. The ones who had mocked her before. The ones who whispered behind her back, calling her a charity case, a beggar in a school meant for kings.

The car slowed down just enough for their voices to reach her.

“Oops.” One of them laughed. “Didn’t see you there, Lenz.”

Another snickered. “Cold, sweetheart? Maybe you should ask your professor to warm you up.”

Their words burned more than the cold.

Amara stiffened, gripping the edges of her soaked sweater. She didn’t react. She didn’t give them the satisfaction.

Instead, she kept walking.

By the time she reached campus, the chill had seeped into her bones. Her clothes clung uncomfortably to her body, her hair damp and dishevelled.

And then—the whispers started.

Everywhere she turned, people were watching her, laughing.

“Did you see her? What a mess.”

“She looks like she crawled out of a sewer.”

“Pathetic.”

Amara bit her lip so hard she almost tasted blood.

She wouldn’t let them see her break.

But every step felt heavier, every stare sharper, every whispered insult louder.

By the time she entered her first lecture hall, the weight of their amusement was crushing.

The professor barely spared her a glance before continuing his lecture. But the students?

They didn’t stop.

Someone stifled a laugh. A girl behind her whispered something to her friend before both erupted into quiet giggles.

Amara clenched her fists under the desk. It didn’t matter.

She could endure this.

She had endured worse.

But the day dragged on, and with every lecture, the whispers didn’t die.

And then,

The next class was his.

Rafael Aldridge.

The moment he entered the lecture hall, the energy shifted.

Students straightened. The room fell into a hush of respect and curiosity.

His presence alone demanded submission.

But when his cold grey eyes locked onto Amara, she felt her stomach twist.

She saw the briefest flicker of something in his expression.

It wasn’t pity. It wasn’t amusement.

It was something far colder.

“Who did this?”

His voice cut through the silence, calm and unreadable.

No one answered at first.

Then, one of the boys from earlier chuckled from the back of the room.

“What, Professor? Are we supposed to be responsible for her poor life choices?”

Laughter spread through the class, hesitant but present.

Amara held her breath.

She expected Rafael to ignore it. To let it pass.

But instead—he moved.

His strides were slow, deliberate, carrying the weight of someone who did not tolerate disobedience.

When he stopped in front of the boy’s desk, the laughter died.

“Stand up,” Rafael commanded.

The boy hesitated.

“I said—stand up.”

The authority in his voice left no room for argument.

Reluctantly, the student rose, squaring his shoulders in false confidence.

“Since you find entertainment in humiliating others,” Rafael continued, voice like sharpened steel, “let’s see how well you handle humiliation yourself.”

The boy smirked, attempting to mask his unease. “And if I don’t?”

The entire class held its breath.

A slow smirk curled at Rafael’s lips. Dangerous. Calculated.

“Then I suppose we’ll have to find out.”

Tension crackled in the air like a storm about to break.

And just when the silence became unbearable—Rafael shrugged off his long coat.

Then, without a word, he placed it over Amara’s shoulders.

The coat draped over her shoulders was heavy.

Not just in weight, but in presence.

Amara stood frozen in place, the thick fabric surrounding her like a shield, too warm, too foreign, too his.

She hadn’t even realized how badly she had been shivering until the warmth seeped into her skin, chasing away the cold that had wrapped around her since the moment she stepped onto campus in soaked, humiliated silence.

The scent clung to her immediately.

Dark. Expensive. A mix of something sharp—like cedar and leather—but beneath it was something warmer, something unmistakably him.

Rafael Aldridge.

She didn’t know if it made her feel safe or suffocated.

The Weight of His Presence

The room had gone deathly silent.

Every single student in the lecture hall had their eyes on her.

On him.

She didn’t dare look up at Rafael, but she could feel him—standing tall, unaffected, powerful.

He had removed his coat as if it meant nothing. As if it wasn’t a statement that would leave the entire university buzzing for weeks.

And now—he was just in his shirt.

His perfectly tailored black button-up hugged his frame, the fabric stretching just slightly over broad shoulders and toned arms. The top buttons were undone, exposing a hint of his collarbone, and when he moved, the material barely concealed the strength beneath it.

He was all power and control—the kind of presence that didn’t need words to command a room.

And now, that presence was wrapped around her.

The moment the lecture ended, the class exploded into hushed voices.

“Did you see that?”

“He just—gave her his coat? What does that mean?”

“Maybe she’s special to him.”

“Special?” A girl scoffed from across the room. “You mean pathetic. She’s probably just pitiful enough to entertain him.”

Amara’s hands curled into fists under the coat.

She knew this would happen. Rafael Aldridge didn’t do things without reason.

And now, she was a target.

Not just for mockery—but for attention.

Because now, everyone would be watching.

She wanted to take it off.

To throw the coat back at him, to push away the lingering warmth that made her too aware of him.

But her fingers refused to move.

Because, for the first time all day—she wasn’t cold anymore.

And for the first time in longer than she could remember—she wasn’t completely alone.

Even if she didn’t understand why he did it.

Even if his kindness only left her with more questions.

Even if Rafael Aldridge was the last person she should ever feel safe with.

The boys who had humiliated Amara didn’t think twice about what they had done.

They laughed about it long after class had ended, boasting about the way she walked into school dripping wet like a lost stray.

They thought Rafael had let it go.

They were wrong.

Because Rafael Aldridge never let things go.

The streets were quieter at night.

The city lights flickered against the pavement as the group of boys left a bar just outside of campus, still high on their own arrogance.

None of them noticed the black car that had been following them.

Not until it was too late.

The moment they turned the corner—the engine roared to life.

Tires screeched against the pavement as the sleek, black vehicle came straight for them.

They barely had time to react before the car swerved at the last second, missing them by an inch but sending water and debris flying into the air.

They stumbled back, cursing, panicking.

“What the hell?!” one of them shouted.

Then, the window rolled down.

And everything changed.

Rafael Aldridge sat in the driver’s seat, calm, composed, deadly.

He didn’t speak.

He didn’t need to.

The weight of his gaze alone was enough to leave their blood cold.

A slow smirk played at his lips as he tilted his head.

“How unfortunate,” he murmured, voice as smooth as silk. “Looks like the road just isn’t safe tonight.”

The boys stiffened.

They weren’t stupid.

They knew exactly what was happening.

This wasn’t an accident.

This was a message.

“You think you can scare us?” One of them forced a laugh, trying to mask the unease in his voice.

Rafael’s smirk didn’t fade.

“Scare you?” he echoed, amusement laced in his tone. “Oh, no. You’re not worth that much effort.”

The casual dismissal sent a different kind of fear down their spines.

Because Rafael Aldridge didn’t have to threaten them.

He had already won.

The car inched forward just slightly—not enough to hit them, but enough to make their breath hitch.

And then—he was gone.

The tires screeched once more, and the black car vanished into the night, leaving behind nothing but the aftermath of fear.

The boys didn’t speak.

Didn’t move.

Because they knew.

They would never cross him again.

And Amara?

She had no idea what had just been done in her name.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Eighteen

[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Scent of Ghost
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Rafael Aldridge leaned back in his chair, the dim glow of his office lamp casting long shadows across his desk. His fingers tapped idly against the polished wood, his gaze fixed on the large window overlooking the university courtyard.

He should have been focused on real matters—business, power, the empire waiting for him outside of this place. But his mind was somewhere else.

Or rather—on someone else.

Amara Lenz.

He had seen how they looked at her today.

With mockery.

With amusement.

Like she was nothing more than a cheap, fragile thing, a girl who didn’t belong in the world of power and privilege.

And yet, even as she stood there—soaked, humiliated, shaking from the cold—she did not break.

They laughed at her, and she didn’t flinch.

That intrigued him.

Most people—when faced with humiliation—either fought back or crumbled.

But Amara?

She endured.

And somehow, that irritated him more than anything.

She was not meant to be pitiful.

She was not meant to be weak.

And yet, in the eyes of the world—she was powerless.

A nobody.

A girl they thought they could mock without consequences.

Fools.

Because Rafael Aldridge did not let things go.

And he had no intention of letting this go.

The boys who had humiliated Amara had already felt the weight of his warning, but warnings were never enough. Fear only worked when it was reinforced.

That’s why, hours after his initial message, their lesson truly began.

It started with a phone call—a simple, effortless move on his part.

By morning, one of the boys had lost his family’s internship deal with a high-profile company. A sudden decision. Unexplained. Non-negotiable.

Another found himself under disciplinary review for something he hadn’t even realized he’d done—but Rafael had made sure the university saw it as an act of misconduct.

And the last?

His father’s business stocks plummeted overnight.

Not because Rafael had directly intervened. No—he didn’t need to dirty his hands with such trivial matters.

Power worked best when it felt invisible.

By the time they realized who had orchestrated their downfall, it was too late.

There were no apologies they could offer. No deals they could make.

Because Rafael Aldridge did not accept apologies.

He only collected debts.

And they had paid.

Later that night, Rafael found himself outside her apartment.

The street was quiet. Dimly lit. The flickering streetlamp above barely cast enough light to cut through the darkness.

He remained in his car, the engine low and steady as he waited.

She would come.

She had to.

Because she still owed him.

And Rafael Aldridge always collected his debts.

Amara stopped mid-step the moment she saw the black car parked outside her building.

The sleek, expensive vehicle stood out like a predator waiting in the dark.

A shiver ran down her spine—not from the cold this time, but from something deeper.

She didn’t have to see who was inside.

She already knew.

The door opened slowly.

And then—he stepped out.

Rafael Aldridge, in his crisp black coat, his presence overwhelming even in the dim glow of the streetlamp.

He didn’t move toward her.

He didn’t need to.

Because even standing there—he was already in control.

Amara swallowed hard, her fingers tightening around the coat she still wore.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, her voice not as steady as she wanted it to be.

He tilted his head slightly, his grey eyes unreadable.

“I believe you have something of mine, Amara.”

She should have expected this.

Rafael was not the kind of man who simply gave things away—not without expecting something in return.

Amara pulled the coat closer to herself, her fingers curling into the fabric.

“If you want it back, I’ll return it tomorrow.”

A soft, amused chuckle left him.

“Tomorrow?” he echoed.

His tone sent a shiver down her spine. It wasn’t a question. It was amusement at her foolishness.

“No, Amara. You’ll return it now.”

He took a step closer.

She took one back.

And his smirk deepened.

“Are you afraid of me?”

Her breath hitched.

“No,” she lied.

He chuckled again—low, dark, knowing.

“Lying doesn’t suit you.”

Amara exhaled sharply, forcing herself to lift her chin. She wouldn’t play his game.

“It’s just a coat,” she said flatly.

His gaze flickered.

“Is it?”

The way he said it—as if he knew something she didn’t.

“You didn’t take it off.”

Amara froze.

His words hung between them, heavy with something she couldn’t name.

He took another step forward, his eyes watching her far too closely.

“Why?” he asked, softer this time.

She clenched her jaw.

“It was cold.”

A slow smirk played at his lips.

“And now?”

Amara hated how her pulse betrayed her.

Because now—she wasn’t cold at all.

And Rafael Aldridge knew it.

She swallowed hard, forcing herself to look away.

“Fine,” she muttered, shrugging off the coat.

The moment the warmth left her, a chill crept back in.

She shoved it toward him, but he didn’t take it right away. Instead, he studied her for a long, excruciating moment.

Then—finally—he reached for it.

But instead of taking the coat from her hands, his fingers brushed against hers.

A simple touch.

Barely there.

But enough to send a sharp jolt through her veins.

Amara inhaled sharply, pulling back as if burned.

And Rafael?

He was smirking.

“See?” he murmured, voice barely above a whisper. “I told you—lying doesn’t suit you.”

She hated him.

She hated how he always won.

She hated how he saw too much.

And yet—she couldn’t move.

“Good night, Amara.”

With that, he turned away.

The coat still warm from her body draped effortlessly over his arm.

And as he slipped back into his car, driving away without another word, Amara realized something terrifying.

Rafael Aldridge hadn’t come for his coat.

He had come to remind her that she would never be free of him.

The door shut behind her, but the cold still clung to her like an unshakable shadow.

Amara dropped her soaked bag to the floor, her fingers frozen stiff from the rain. She felt the silence of her apartment pressing in around her, but it wasn’t the silence that made her breath tremble. It was the weight of the encounter. The weight of him.

Rafael Aldridge.

She should have thrown his coat away the moment she stepped outside the café.

She should have shrugged it off and left it on the chair—left it with him.

But she hadn’t.

Instead, she had walked through the rain, wrapped in the warmth of his presence as if it had been meant for her.

And then—he took it back.

The way his fingers had barely grazed hers, the way his smirk had deepened when she recoiled—it was all a game to him.

And yet, she had still felt cold the moment it left her shoulders.

That was what terrified her most.

Not his power. Not his threats. Not even the past that bound them together in blood and shadows.

But the fact that his presence had ever been comforting at all.

The coat sat on the seat beside him, untouched.

And yet, he couldn’t stop glancing at it.

Rafael gripped the wheel tighter, the smooth leather of his gloves pressing into his palms.

The rain hit the windshield in steady streams, his headlights cutting through the darkened streets, but his mind was somewhere else.

He should have left the coat behind.

He should have let her keep it—if only to remind her that it had never been hers to begin with.

And yet, the moment she had tried to hold onto it, the moment she had hesitated—he had taken it back.

Not because he needed it.

But because he had wanted to see her reaction.

Because he had wanted to remind her that nothing came without consequence.

But now—consequences were creeping up on him, too.

His fingers tapped against the wheel, his grey eyes flickering toward the coat again.

The scent lingered.

Jasmine. Something faintly sweet. Something distinctly her.

He exhaled sharply, jaw tightening.

Why the hell did it matter?

She was nothing.

And yet, his grip on the wheel only tightened.

The estate was quiet when Rafael returned.

Silent, as always.

He stepped inside, tossing the coat onto the chair near his desk before unbuttoning his gloves, slipping them off with precision.

The staff didn’t dare acknowledge his lateness.

No one questioned where he had been.

Because they knew better.

Rafael Aldridge did what he wanted.

And yet, as he settled into the dim light of his study, something was different tonight.

Something unsettled.

He reached for a glass of whiskey—a habit more than a necessity—but stopped halfway.

His gaze had landed on the coat.

And suddenly, it was all he could think about.

That scent.

That lingering trace of her.

He exhaled sharply, running a hand through his dark hair before walking toward it.

For a long moment, he simply stared at the fabric.

It was foolish.

Weak.

And yet, when he finally lifted the coat, fingers grazing the fabric—he caught it again.

Soft. Faint. Jasmine. Warmth.

Something that should not have been haunting him.

His father’s voice echoed in his head.

“Power belongs to those who never let themselves be distracted.”

And yet, wasn’t that what she was? A distraction?

A test of his control.

He clenched his jaw, stepping back from the coat, pushing the thoughts away.

He would not let this affect him.

He had a game to play.

And Amara Lenz was just another piece on the board.

He would make sure of it. 

❦ ❦ ❦
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Unavoidable Encounter
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The cold morning air wrapped around Amara as she stirred awake, her body instinctively curling into itself for warmth. But it wasn’t enough. The warmth she wanted wasn’t there. ﻿

For a moment, in that hazy space between sleep and wakefulness, she almost expected to feel it—the lingering weight of Rafael’s coat, the scent of cedar and something undeniably him. But reality hit her as she stretched out her arms, grasping only the thin blanket wrapped around her. She let out a quiet breath, frustration pooling in her chest.

She shouldn’t be thinking about it.

But she was.

Why had he given it to her in the first place? Why had he taken it back?

Why did he always leave her feeling like she was unravelling?

With a groan, she sat up, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. Routine. She needed to focus on the simple things—showering, dressing, breakfast, getting to class. She dragged herself to the bathroom, washing away the remnants of yesterday’s confusion under the lukewarm water before pulling on a sweater and a pair of jeans that had seen better days.

By the time she stepped onto campus, the whispers had already begun.

She could feel their eyes on her.

The same girls who used to ignore her now watched her with thinly veiled jealousy. The ones who had never bothered learning her name now whispered it like it was some forbidden secret.

“I don’t get it. Why her?”

“She’s not even pretty.”

“Maybe he likes pathetic girls.”

Amara bit the inside of her cheek, forcing herself to walk faster.

She had been used to being invisible. But now?

Now, she was Rafael Aldridge’s source of entertainment.

And that made her a target.

She kept her head down and made it through the day, but the weight of the attention pressed against her like a vice.

By the time her final lecture ended, she wanted nothing more than to go home, but then she saw him.

And he wasn’t alone.

Near the faculty entrance, Rafael stood beside another woman.

Professor Helena Sinclair.

The elegant, sharp-witted chemistry professor. Respected. Admired. Feared.

And—comfortable standing so close to Rafael that their shoulders nearly touched.

Amara’s stomach twisted. She hated that she noticed. Hated that she even cared.

Helena leaned in, saying something in a low, amused voice. And Rafael—he didn’t move away.

Then, as if sensing Amara’s gaze, he turned.

Their eyes met.

A slow smirk curved his lips. And then—he winked.

Amara’s breath caught. A flush crawled up her neck, but before she could turn away, she heard laughter behind her.

“Jealous, Lenz?”

Celeste.

She didn’t answer. She just walked.

Because she didn’t have the right to feel anything.

Rafael Aldridge could do whatever he wanted.

The bookstore was supposed to be her escape.

But when she arrived, the doors were locked, a sign taped to the glass: Closed for the day.

Perfect. Just perfect.

“Amara!”

She turned to see Leah, her best friend, bounding toward her with an excited grin. In her hand, she held up a black card.

“We’re going shopping.”

“Leah, no—”

“Yes.”

“I don’t need—”

“It’s not about needs, it’s about distraction. And my dad gave me his card, so tonight, we’re reckless.”

Amara hesitated.

But after the day she had?

She let herself be dragged along.

The mall was a blur of bright lights and elegant displays, a world far removed from Amara’s own. She felt out of place, drowning in the scent of designer perfumes and the glossy perfection of the people around her.

“You need new clothes,” Leah insisted, holding up a sleek black dress. “Try this on.”

“Leah—”

“No arguments.”

The shopping mall had been a mistake.

Leah had meant well, dragging Amara through racks of luxury clothes she could never afford, stuffing her into dressing rooms with silk dresses and pointed heels. But Amara had felt like she was wearing someone else’s life.

And then he showed up.

Rafael Aldridge.

His presence had filled the space effortlessly, turning something ordinary into something suffocating.

The moment she saw him, standing in that high-end store with Professor Helena Sinclair, her stomach twisted.

They looked comfortable together. The way Helena spoke, the way she touched his arm lightly—it was easy, practiced. She knew him.

Not like Amara did.

Not in the way that came with wounds and ghosts and unspoken truths.

But in a way that felt closer.

And Amara hated that it mattered.

She had tried to walk away. Tried to pretend it didn’t bother her.

But Rafael had stopped in front of her, blocking her escape.

“Ladies,” he had greeted smoothly, his smirk sharp as a knife.

Leah, oblivious to the tension, had smiled. “Professor Aldridge, fancy seeing you here.”

His gaze had flickered over to Amara, slow and deliberate, before he said, “Shopping, Lenz?”

His voice had been teasing, almost amused, but something about it had made her skin prickle.

“Not by choice,” she muttered.

“Ah.” His smirk deepened. “Dragged into a world you don’t belong to, then?”

Her stomach clenched. Why did he always do this?

Before she could respond, Leah nudged her with a grin. “Actually, Amara was just about to try something on.”

Rafael’s gaze flickered to the black dress still in her hands. The same one Helena had mocked earlier.

“That one?” he mused, tilting his head. “It suits you.”

Her grip on the fabric tightened. “I’m not buying it.”

Helena stepped closer, her eyes cool as she looked between them. “Perhaps it’s for the best,” she murmured. “Some things aren’t meant for everyone.”

The words were smooth, polite—but the intention was razor-sharp.

Amara stiffened.

Rafael’s smirk faded. His eyes darkened just slightly as he turned to Helena.

“Helena,” he said lightly, “did I ask for your opinion?”

A flicker of something passed through the professor’s eyes—annoyance? Jealousy? But she masked it quickly, offering a tight smile.

“I was simply stating a fact.”

“Were you?” His voice was slow, lazy, but it carried weight.

Helena’s fingers curled at her sides.

Amara didn’t stay to watch the power play unfold.

She had turned on her heel and walked away.

By the time Amara got home, the night had settled into quiet shadows. She had barely kicked off her shoes when—

Knock. Knock.

She tensed.

Slowly, she moved toward the door and opened it.

No one was there.

But at her feet—a box.

A beautiful, elegant box wrapped in black silk ribbon.

Her breath hitched as she bent down, carefully lifting it. Inside, nestled against layers of soft fabric—

A dress.

Not just any dress.

The same dress she had refused to try on.

And next to it, a note.

One word, written in smooth, elegant script.

Wear.

Her fingers trembled as she stared at it, her heart pounding in her chest.

Rafael.

He was still playing his game.

It had to be him.

After everything—his smirk, his lingering gaze, the way he had insisted she try the dress on even when she refused—it had to be him.

Because wasn’t this how he worked? Giving something only to take it back. Letting her feel the weight of his attention just to remind her that she would never truly understand him.

And yet...

Something wasn’t right.

Rafael was controlling. He played games, but they were always intentional, always calculated. This—leaving a gift without a confrontation—this wasn’t his style.

Her fingers curled into the fabric, a deep frown settling on her lips.

She wasn’t used to gifts. She wasn’t used to being wanted at all.

Then—her phone vibrated.

She inhaled sharply, grabbing it from the table.

A message.

But when she saw the sender, her stomach dropped.

It wasn’t Rafael.

It was him.

The Mystery Man.

The one who had been watching from the shadows for far too long.

Her pulse pounded as she read the words.

“I told you, Amara. You deserve more Wear it for me.”

❦ ❦ ❦
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Chapter Twenty
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The Game of Power and Fire
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The morning air was crisp, biting at Amara’s skin as she walked through the empty streets. She hadn’t slept. Not really. Every time she closed her eyes, the image of the dress haunted her—the smooth silk, the perfect fit, the unspoken expectation that came with it.﻿

And worse than the dress itself was the question of who had sent it.

Not Rafael.

It couldn’t be him. His games were always deliberate, always meant to remind her of her place. If he had wanted her to wear something, he would have told her.

Then why had it felt like he was claiming her last night? The way he looked at her in the mall, the way he smirked when their eyes met across the university hallways.

Amara sighed, shoving her hands into her coat pockets as she wandered further from the city streets. She needed air, needed clarity.

She hadn’t even realized where she was walking until she stopped in front of it.

Her house.

Or at least, what was left of it.

The abandoned structure stood in eerie silence, its windows dark, the memories inside suffocating.

This place had once been a home. Her home. The walls had once been filled with laughter, warmth, the scent of her mother’s cooking. Now, it was nothing but a reminder of everything she had lost.

A shiver crawled down her spine. She shouldn’t be here.

But before she could turn away, the sound of footsteps sent her heart into a panic.

She spun around sharply—and met his eyes.

Rafael Aldridge stood near the edge of the lake, hands casually tucked into his coat pockets, his presence unshakable. The faint morning light cut across his sharp features, making him look even more untouchable, as if the world bent around him rather than the other way around.

His gaze never wavered from hers.

“Out for another walk, Lenz?” His voice was smooth, calm, too knowing.

Her pulse quickened. Had he followed her? Had he known she would be here?

“Could say the same for you,” she said, trying to keep her voice even.

He smirked slightly, tilting his head. “I go where I please.”

“How fortunate for you,” she muttered, looking away.

But Rafael wasn’t the type to be ignored.

“Thinking about your past, Amara?” His voice was quieter now, but there was something deeper in it.

Her throat tightened. She didn’t want to talk about this.

“That’s none of your business.”

“Isn’t it?” he mused, taking a slow step forward.

She instinctively stepped back—too far.

Her heel slipped against the damp grass near the lake’s edge, and suddenly, the world tilted.

Her breath hitched as she lost her balance, gravity pulling her toward the water.

But before she could fall—he caught her.

It happened too fast.

One second, she was about to hit the freezing surface, and the next—his arms were around her.

Strong. Unyielding. Too close.

Her heart pounded wildly as she found herself pressed against his chest, her fingers gripping his coat as if it were the only thing keeping her grounded.

And Rafael?

He wasn’t letting go.

“Tsk.” His voice was barely above a whisper. “So careless.”

Amara tried to step back, but his grip tightened.

“You should be more careful, Lenz.” His breath was warm against her temple, sending an involuntary shiver down her spine.

“Let me go,” she said, but the words lacked conviction.

His fingers brushed against the small of her back—a slow, deliberate touch.

“Are you sure?”

Her breath hitched.

He was testing her.

Amara could feel every inch of him—the solidness of his frame, the way his heartbeat was steady against her own frantic pulse. The heat.

She swallowed hard, trying to ignore the way her body reacted to him.

“You’re playing a dangerous game,” she whispered.

He chuckled, low and dark. “Amara, I don’t play.”

A second passed. Then another.

And finally—he let her go.

The absence of his warmth was immediate, a loss she didn’t want to name.

Amara stepped back, inhaling sharply, trying to regain control over herself.

Rafael watched her, his expression unreadable.

“You should go home,” he murmured.

She clenched her jaw, hating how unsteady she felt.

“You should mind your own business,” she shot back before turning on her heel and walking away.

But even as she left, she could still feel him watching her.

And worse?

She wanted to turn back.

Amara burst through the door of her apartment, barely able to catch her breath. The moment she stepped inside, she pressed her back against the door, her chest rising and falling erratically. Her heart was racing. Her skin was hot. But she was shivering.

What the hell just happened? The sensation of his hands still burned on her skin, even though he had barely touched her. His grip had been firm, unyielding—possessive. His fingers had skimmed her back just enough to send a rush of heat through her, something foreign, something terrifying. She squeezed her eyes shut, shaking her head. It was nothing.

It had to be.

Rafael Aldridge was nothing to her.

Then why couldn’t she breathe?

Why did her body feel strangely restless, caught between hot and cold, between wanting to run and wanting to stay?

She stepped toward the mirror, gripping the edges of the dresser to steady herself. Her reflection betrayed her.

Flushed cheeks. Wide, unfocused eyes.

She pressed a hand against her chest, where her heartbeat thundered against her ribs.

This wasn’t right.

She had spent years building herself back up, learning how to control her emotions, how to remain distant from people who could hurt her.

But Rafael had cracked something open in her.

And she hated him for it.

At the Aldridge estate, Rafael sat in his dimly lit study, his fingers curled around a glass of whiskey. He barely tasted it. His mind was elsewhere.

His gaze drifted downward—to his hand.

The same hand that had grabbed her. Held her. Kept her from falling.

He had felt her pulse against his fingertips, the way her breath had stilled, the way her body had tensed beneath his touch.

And for the first time in a long time—he wanted more.

He exhaled sharply, running his free hand through his hair before downing the rest of his drink. She was getting to him.

And that was dangerous.

She wasn’t supposed to be important. She wasn’t supposed to be in his head.

But the moment he had seen her teetering on the edge of the lake, about to plunge into the cold water—he had moved before he could think.

And when she had looked up at him, her breath caught, her lips slightly parted—it had taken everything in him not to do something reckless.

He set the glass down, his jaw tightening. He had better things to do than dwell on a girl who had no place in his world.

By the time Rafael stepped into the grand dining hall, his father was already seated at the head of the long marble table, flipping through the morning newspaper.

The staff moved soundlessly around them, setting plates of carefully prepared food, but Rafael barely acknowledged them.

His father glanced up, expression unreadable.

“Late night?” Victor Aldridge mused, taking a sip of his black coffee.

Rafael didn’t respond.

Victor set the cup down with precision, then leaned forward slightly. “I’ll be leaving for an extended business trip.” His voice was calm, authoritative. “Everything will be in your hands while I’m gone.”

Rafael met his father’s gaze without flinching. “And if I already control it?”

Victor smirked, but it was devoid of warmth.

“Then don’t do anything reckless.” He tilted his head slightly, his voice lowering. “I’ve built this empire with precision. If you let your emotions get in the way, you’ll ruin everything.”

Rafael’s grip on his fork tightened. His father had never considered him reckless.

Until now.

Until Amara.

Victor studied him carefully. “Whatever it is that’s distracting you—cut it off. Power belongs to those who don’t let themselves be controlled by anything. Not business. Not people. And certainly not a woman.”

Rafael’s jaw clenched.

“Is that an order?” he asked, voice deceptively calm.

Victor smirked. “A warning.”

Then, just like that, he went back to his paper, as if the conversation had never happened.

By the time Amara arrived at Ravenswood, she could feel the shift in the air.

The moment she stepped into the hallways, the whispers started.

“Did you hear? Aldridge is having an affair with Professor Sinclair.”

“Makes sense. He’s not the type to be with someone ordinary.”

“I bet she’s the reason he’s even at this university.”

Amara forced herself to ignore it.

It wasn’t her business.

It didn’t matter if Rafael was seeing Helena Sinclair. It had nothing to do with her.

Then why did her stomach twist every time she heard his name mixed with hers?

She pushed the thought aside and headed toward her class, only to find that the gossip had followed her inside.

The moment she stepped in, the laughter started.

“Oh look, it’s her.”

“Think she’s jealous? I mean, she did get his coat once.”

“Poor thing. Maybe she thought she had a chance.”

Amara clenched her fists. They were laughing at her. Again.

She should be used to it by now.

But before she could take her seat—the room fell silent.

The air shifted.

And then he walked in.

Rafael Aldridge entered the classroom, his presence suffocating. He didn’t need to speak to command attention—he simply existed.

His sharp gaze swept over the room, and everyone shrank under it.

He walked to the front of the lecture hall with the kind of unbothered grace that only someone in absolute control could possess. He set his books down with slow precision before turning to face the class.

“I heard there’s been a lot of... talking.” His voice was calm, but there was an edge to it.

The tension in the room thickened.

No one dared to answer.

Rafael exhaled softly, a slow smirk curling at the corner of his lips. But it wasn’t amusement—it was warning.

“Interesting.” He tapped his fingers against the desk, his gaze flickering toward a group of students who had been the loudest just moments ago. “Would you like to share your theories with the rest of the class?”

Silence.

One of them shifted uncomfortably. “We were just... joking, Professor.”

“Were you?”

His tone sent a chill down Amara’s spine.

The student swallowed. “Y-yes.”

Rafael’s smirk widened—dangerous, unreadable.

“Jokes are fascinating things.” He took a slow step forward, the weight of his presence forcing the student to sink lower into his chair. “They have a way of backfiring when told at the wrong time, in the wrong place, about the wrong people.”

His gaze flickered over the entire room, ensuring everyone understood.

“Make sure your next joke doesn’t cost you more than you can afford.”

A heavy silence followed.

No one spoke.

No one laughed.

Because everyone knew—Rafael Aldridge never made empty threats.

The hallways were nearly empty by the time Amara stepped out of the lecture hall, her heart still pounding from the weight of Rafael’s warning to the class. The tension hadn’t faded—it clung to the air, thick and suffocating.

She needed to leave. Before he found her.

But she wasn’t that lucky.

“Leaving so soon?”

The voice came from behind her—smooth, deep, completely unbothered.

Amara froze, her fingers tightening around the strap of her bag before she slowly turned around.

And there he was.

Rafael Aldridge, leaning casually against the wall like he hadn’t just sent an entire class into silence with nothing but words. His sleeves were rolled up slightly, the sharp angles of his watch glinting under the fluorescent lights. Effortlessly composed. Effortlessly dangerous.

His gray eyes studied her for a moment before he took a step forward—slow, deliberate.

Amara swallowed, forcing herself to stand her ground. “What do you want?”

Rafael smirked. “You seem tense.”

“You just humiliated half the class,” she shot back.

“Did I?” His voice was low, almost amused. “I simply reminded them of their place.”

She inhaled sharply, trying to steady her pulse.

“And what’s my place, Rafael?” she asked, her voice quieter now.

He took another step forward, erasing the space between them.

“That,” he murmured, tilting his head slightly, “depends on how long you keep fighting me.”

The air grew heavy.

His hand lifted—not touching, just close enough that she could feel his presence, the heat of him.

“You don’t like feeling powerless, do you, Amara?” His voice was dangerously soft now, just for her.

Her breath hitched, but she didn’t look away.

“And you do?” she challenged.

His smirk deepened.

“I don’t feel it.”

Her pulse hammered. He meant it.

He didn’t need to raise his voice to scare people. He simply existed in a way that made others bow.

And now?

She was standing too close to the fire.

Amara exhaled sharply, stepping back.

“Stay out of my way, Rafael.”

His gaze flickered—something unreadable, something dark.

Then, he chuckled softly. “You think that’s an option?”

And as she turned away, walking faster than she should, she knew he wasn’t asking.

He was telling her.

Because Rafael Aldridge never let things go.

❦ ❦ ❦
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Chapter Twenty-One
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Trapped between Fear and Fire
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The darkness stretched endlessly, swallowing everything in silence.

Amara stood in the centre of her childhood home—but it wasn’t abandoned.

The scent of fresh bread and cinnamon filled the air, wrapping around her like an embrace. Her mother’s voice hummed softly from the kitchen, the sound gentle, familiar.

“Come here, sweetheart.”

Her father sat in his armchair, a book in his hands, his glasses slipping down his nose. He glanced up, smiling. Warm. Safe. Home.

For a moment, she forgot.

She forgot that none of this was real.

She forgot what came next.

But then—it started.

The humming faltered.

The warmth bled away.

Her mother stopped moving.

A chill ran down Amara’s spine as the world around her turned gray and lifeless.

“Mom?” she whispered.

And then—the scream.

Loud. Piercing. Filled with terror.

Amara’s breath hitched. She turned toward the hallway, toward the study—where she knew she would find her father.

The door was open.

The floor was slick beneath her feet.

And her father was on the ground.

Lifeless.

A sharp gasp ripped through her as the walls around her darkened, closing in, drowning her in shadows—trapping her in the horror of her past.

She tried to move, but something grabbed her—cold, claw-like fingers wrapping around her wrist.

Her mother stood in front of her now.

But her face was wrong.

Blood smeared across her lips. Her eyes were hollow, dark, empty.

“You let this happen, Amara,” she whispered, her voice twisted, echoing.

“You didn’t stop it.”

“You didn’t stop it.”

“You didn’t stop it.”

Amara jolted awake, gasping for breath.

Her chest rose and fell rapidly, sweat clinging to her skin despite the cool air in her apartment.

The dream—the memory—had felt too real.

Her fingers curled into the bedsheets as she tried to steady herself. It wasn’t real.

Except it was.

Every night, the past came back for her.

And every night, it reminded her that she would never escape it.

She pressed a hand to her forehead, swallowing hard. She needed to breathe. Needed to push it away.

But some ghosts never faded.

Across the city, Rafael Aldridge sat in his dimly lit study, his fingers curled around a glass of whiskey. The liquid remained untouched, swirling lazily under the low glow of his desk lamp.

His mind should have been focused on the responsibilities his father had left him. The weight of an empire now resting in his hands.

Instead—his thoughts drifted.

To her.

He exhaled sharply, rubbing his temple. She was getting under his skin.

The way she looked at him—with defiance, with hesitation, with something she didn’t even understand yet.

And earlier—when he had caught her, felt her against him—it had been too easy to want more.

His gaze dropped to his hand—the one that had touched her.

Her breath had hitched.

Her pulse had stuttered.

And for the first time in a long time, Rafael had felt something that wasn’t cold calculation.

Something reckless.

Something dangerous.

He flexed his fingers slowly, jaw tightening. She was a problem.

And yet—he wasn’t letting her go.

By the time Amara arrived at Ravenswood, the entire campus was alive with energy.

The courtyard was crowded, students grouped together in excited clusters, their voices rising in eager anticipation. The hum of chatter filled the air, a mix of laughter, competition, and ambition.

Something was happening.

She barely had time to settle before the speakers crackled to life.

“Attention, students!” A voice boomed across the campus. “The annual Ravenswood Club Festival is officially starting!”

Excited murmurs spread through the crowd.

“This is your moment! Every club will showcase its talents in an exclusive competition—an opportunity to prove your worth!”

Amara exhaled softly, pulling her coat tighter around herself.

Prove your worth.

She knew how this worked. Everyone would get their moment—except for her.

As the announcements continued, club leaders called out names, picking students for various roles. Every selection was met with cheers, pats on the back, celebratory laughter.

The sports club chose their fastest runners and strongest players.

The music club selected the most gifted vocalists and pianists.

The debate team picked the sharpest minds, students with voices that demanded to be heard.

One by one, students were called.

Amara wasn’t.

Not the sports club.

Not the debate club.

Not the literature club.

She wasn’t surprised.

They barely even looked at her.

She was a shadow in their world—always there, never seen.

But then, an opportunity.

A small, hesitant voice inside her whispered to fight back.

“Drama Club.”

The words left her lips before she could second-guess herself.

Silence.

Then—laughter.

Sharp. Mocking.

A ripple of amusement spread through the crowd, hushed whispers turning into cruel smirks.

“You? In drama?” A girl sneered, arms crossed over her designer blazer.

“What role would you even play?” A boy scoffed.

“Oh, I know,” another voice chimed in. “A beggar would suit her.”

More laughter.

The heat of humiliation crawled up Amara’s neck, settling on her skin like fire.

She knew this would happen. She should have kept quiet.

But instead of stepping back—she clenched her fists.

“What do I need to do?” Her voice wasn’t loud, but it didn’t waver.

The Drama Club president smirked.

Tall, confident, dressed in expensive cashmere—he was the kind of person who thrived in power. The kind of person who enjoyed making others feel small.

He tapped his chin thoughtfully, pretending to consider. Pretending to give her a chance.

Then—his smirk widened.

“Oh, don’t worry.” His voice dripped with amusement. “We have the perfect job for you.”

The others snickered.

Amara knew.

This wasn’t an invitation. It was humiliation dressed as opportunity.

And yet—she refused to back down.

Let them laugh.

She wouldn’t break.

Not here.

Not in front of them.

Cleaning.

That was what they gave her.

Not acting.

Not rehearsing.

Not even a minor role.

Cleaning.

Amara’s fingers tightened around the mop handle as she scrubbed at a stain on the stage floor, exhaustion weighing on her limbs. The other students had left long ago, their laughter and excitement echoing through the hallways while she remained behind, alone.

This wasn’t an opportunity—it was a joke.

She had known it the moment the Drama Club president smirked at her. The way the others had laughed when her name was called.

They didn’t want her here.

They just wanted to remind her of what she already knew.

She didn’t belong.

Amara exhaled, rubbing her arms as the cold crept into her bones. The festival preparations had drained her, leaving behind nothing but an aching body and frustration. She needed to leave.

But then—a sound.

Low. Muffled.

A voice. A woman.

She frowned, her exhaustion momentarily forgotten.

The voice was hushed, urgent—not quite a whisper, not quite a moan.

Curiosity tightened in her chest as she took a cautious step forward, peering around the edge of the thick velvet curtains.

And then—she saw them.

Her breath caught.

A student. A senior, tall and broad-shouldered.

And Professor Helena Sinclair.

Together.

Too close.

Her mind struggled to process what she was seeing—the way the professor’s fingers curled around the student’s tie, the way his hands gripped her waist. The way they pressed against each other like a secret waiting to be unravelled.

Shock paralyzed her.

Her stomach twisted as she tried to back away, her heartbeat pounding in her ears.

But then—her foot slipped.

A sharp creak echoed in the silence.

Both figures froze.

And then—they saw her.

“Shit—”

The professor’s eyes widened in horror, her grip on the student tightening as Amara’s presence registered.

And then—chaos.

“Get her!” the student hissed.

Panic slammed into Amara’s chest. She ran.

Her footsteps pounded against the marble floors as she tore through the empty hallways, the sound of chasing footsteps too close behind.

“Stop!” Helena’s voice rang out, filled with desperation and fury.

But Amara didn’t stop.

She couldn’t.

Her breath came in ragged gasps, her legs burning as she pushed herself forward.

“She saw too much!” the student growled. “We can’t let her—”

Amara turned the corner sharply, nearly tripping over her own feet.

She could hear them gaining on her.

She needed to hide.

Needed to—

A hand grabbed her.

She gasped—but before she could scream, she was yanked into a dark room.

The door slammed shut.

Silence.

Amara’s heart slammed against her ribs as she struggled against the iron grip holding her still.

“Easy, Lenz.”

The deep, unmistakable voice froze her.

Rafael.

Her breath hitched, the panic still clawing at her chest as she realized where she was.

His office.

His hand was still wrapped around her wrist—firm, steady, possessive.

His body close. Too close.

The dim glow of his desk lamp barely illuminated the room, casting long shadows across his sharp features. He looked like a predator in the dark.

Her pulse refused to slow.

“You—” she started, but he cut her off.

“You’re terrible at running,” he murmured, his voice almost amused.

Her breathing was uneven as she looked up at him, his gray eyes watching her with quiet intensity.

“They—” she swallowed. “They were following me.”

“I know,” he said simply, his voice smooth, unbothered. Like he had expected this.

She clenched her fists, trying to shake off the lingering fear.
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