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      The paper was soft at the edges now. Worn from handling it over and over again. I had read the document so many times that the words had lost their meaning, become shapes instead of language, but I couldn’t stop looking at them.

      Volkov Capital. Beneficial owner. Raphael Antonov.

      I sat at my father’s desk. My desk now, I supposed, though nothing about this office was mine. The leather chair still held the ghost of his cologne, and every time I shifted, the scent rose up like an accusation. The humidor in the corner still smelled faintly of the cigars he hadn’t smoked in months. Even the light filtering through the windows that overlooked the lobby below was borrowed, cheerful artificial brightness that didn’t belong to me any more than the mahogany desk or the oil paintings on the walls.

      I was trespassing in a dead man’s space. Pretending to be a businesswoman I had never been allowed to become.

      Eight weeks since the funeral. Eight weeks since I had stood in this office and learned that everything I thought I knew was a lie. Two months of staring at these documents, counting the betrayals, trying to make sense of a life that had been dismantled piece by piece while I wasn’t looking.

      I touched the paper again. Apex Lending ownership structure, traced back through shell companies and holding firms to its source. The lawyer’s neat handwriting in the margins, explaining each layer. Apex Lending, wholly owned by Granite Holdings. Granite Holdings, a subsidiary of Volkov Capital. Volkov Capital, sole proprietor: Raphael Antonov.

      His company from the start. His money funding my ruin. His trap, and I had walked right into it.

      The debt had never been real. Or rather, it had been real, but it had been his from the beginning. Every sleepless night I had spent worrying about foreclosure, staring at my laptop until the numbers on the screen blurred. Every desperate phone call to banks that wouldn’t help, listening to their polite rejections while my heart hammered against my ribs. Every moment I had believed I was fighting for my family’s survival, scrambling to find any way out of the hole my father had dug.

      All of it choreographed by the man who had offered to save me.

      I pressed my fingers against my eyes until I saw stars. The exhaustion pressed down on my shoulders, my chest, my skull. I hadn’t slept more than a few hours at a time since the will reading. Coffee kept me upright. Rage kept me moving. But underneath both, the tiredness waited, ready to swallow me whole the moment I stopped fighting.

      Every time I closed my eyes, I saw his face. The cold dismissal the morning after he had taken everything from me. The way he had looked at me like I was a stranger, like the woman he had held through the night had simply ceased to exist.

      The contract is fulfilled. The debt is paid. We’re done.

      It was adequate.

      My throat ached where the collar used to sit. I kept reaching for it without thinking, my fingers seeking that familiar weight, and finding nothing but bare skin. The phantom sensation haunted me. Two months since he had unclasped it and let it fall to the floor like garbage, and my body still expected to feel that chain against my pulse. Still searched for evidence of what I had been to him.

      What I had thought I had been.

      I pulled the marriage clause document from beneath the Apex papers. Another trap. Another cage. My father’s final gift, delivered through his lawyer’s apologetic voice. Proof that even in death, he didn’t trust me to run my own life.

      “Must be legally married within one year of his death, or the hotel will revert to a charitable trust.”

      Three hundred and five days. I had started counting without meaning to, the number ticking down in the back of my mind like a bomb. A countdown to losing everything I had just sold myself to save.

      The irony should have been funny. It wasn’t.

      I read the clause again, searching for loopholes I knew weren’t there. My father had been many things, but he wasn’t careless. He had built this trap with precision. Married. Legally married. Not engaged, not promised, not in a relationship. The language was specific. The deadline was absolute.

      And the message underneath was clear. You’re not enough. You need a man to handle things for you.

      Even from the grave, Richard Hughes didn’t believe in his daughter.

      A knock at the door made me flinch. I shoved the papers into a pile, though I wasn’t sure why. Everyone knew. Clara knew. The lawyer knew. The hotel staff probably knew, or would soon enough. Gossip traveled fast in places like this.

      Soon the whole world would know that Lena Hughes was a fool who had been played by a man who had never seen her as anything but a pawn.

      “Come in.”

      Clara entered carrying two cups of coffee and wearing the expression she had had all week, that careful concern and gentle vigilance of someone watching a friend standing on a ledge, trying not to spook them into jumping.

      “You need to eat.” She set one of the cups on my desk, ignoring the papers I had tried to hide. The coffee smelled burnt. Hotel coffee always did, no matter how expensive the beans. “And sleep. When’s the last time you actually slept?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re not fine.” She settled into the chair across from me, her dark hair pulled back in a practical knot. My cousin had been staying in my apartment since the funeral, sleeping in one of the guest rooms, refusing to leave me alone. I wasn’t sure if I was grateful or suffocated. Both, probably. “You’re running on rage and caffeine, and eventually one of those is going to give out.”

      “The caffeine, probably.”

      “That’s not funny.” But her mouth twitched, just slightly. Clara had always appreciated dark humor, even when she was worried. “Staring at those documents won’t change what’s in them, Lena. You’ve read them a hundred times.”

      “I know.”

      “So stop torturing yourself.” She took a sip of her coffee, watching me over the rim. Her eyes were sharp, assessing. Clara came from the banking branch of the Hughes family, the kind of money that taught you to read people like balance sheets. She had been more older sister than cousin for as long as I could remember, and she had never once treated me like I was fragile. “We need to talk about the marriage clause.”

      I had been avoiding this conversation. Avoiding the math. Avoiding the obvious conclusion that every calculation pointed toward.

      “I know what you’re going to say.”

      “Do you?” Clara set her cup down. “Because I’ve been running the numbers, and I don’t see a lot of options here. You need to be married within a year. That means finding someone willing to marry you in time. Someone who won’t try to take the hotel out from under you the moment the ink dries. Someone who actually has the resources to help you keep it running while you learn the ropes.”

      I waited. She didn’t say his name. Neither did I.

      “The men you know,” she continued, ticking off fingers, “are your father’s business associates. Old money types who think women belong in drawing rooms. The trust fund crowd your ex ran with, and we both know how that turned out. Hotel industry contacts who would marry you for the property and nothing else.”

      “I know.”

      “Any of them would want control. That’s the whole point of the clause. Your father wanted someone else running things. Someone with the right equipment between their legs.”

      I flinched at the bluntness, but Clara had never been one for softening blows.

      “The alternative,” she said, “is losing the hotel to charity in three hundred and five days. Watching everything your mother loved get handed over to some foundation that will probably sell it to developers.”

      “I know what the alternative is.”

      “I’m not saying your father was right.” Her voice gentled, just slightly. “I’m saying he built the trap, and now you’re in it. So who? Who could you marry in the next year who wouldn’t try to take everything from you?”

      The answer hung between us, unspoken. A name neither of us wanted to voice.

      There was only one man with the resources, the connections, and the leverage. Only one man who might have a reason to want this marriage as badly as I needed it.

      The same man who had orchestrated my ruin from the very beginning.

      “I would rather burn the hotel down,” I said, and my voice came out harder than I intended, “than let him touch me again.”

      Clara didn’t argue. Just watched me with those careful eyes, the ones that saw too much and said too little.

      “What about the contract?” she asked after a moment. “The one you signed with him. Is it over?”

      I froze.

      The contract. The twelve-month contract I had signed in his office, my hand trembling as I wrote my name at the bottom of each page. Trading my body for my family’s debt. Trading my time, my obedience, my virginity. I had assumed it was finished. The debt was paid. He had taken everything the contract specified. What else was there?

      But Clara’s question lodged in my mind like a splinter, and suddenly I couldn’t remember the exact terms. The exact language. What I had actually agreed to, in my desperation to save the hotel.

      “I need to check the contract.”

      The safe was hidden behind a portrait of my grandmother, a stern-faced woman I had never met who watched over the office with disapproving eyes. My hands shook as I worked the combination. Twice I got it wrong, had to start over, my fingers clumsy with sudden dread.

      The safe held jewelry I never wore, the deed to the hotel, and a manila folder containing my copy of the contract.

      I pulled it out and carried it back to the desk. Read it once, the words swimming before my eyes, then forced myself to read it again.

      The horror built slowly, like water seeping through cracks in a foundation.

      “Lena?” Clara’s voice sounded far away. “What is it?”

      “The contract specified…” I had to swallow before I could continue. My mouth had gone dry. “Twelve months of service. The virginity clause was a condition, if I had refused, the whole contract would have been void and I would owe the full penalty.”

      “So it’s over. He took your virginity.”

      “But the twelve months…” I looked up at her, and whatever she saw in my face made her go still. “Nine months remaining. The contract isn’t voided. It’s still active. Still enforceable.”

      Clara’s face went pale. “What does that mean?”

      It meant I was still his.

      The realization hit like ice water, like a hand closing around my throat. Legally bound. His property. For nine more months, I belonged to Raphael Antonov.

      If he wanted me back at the manor tomorrow, I would have to go. If he demanded I kneel at his feet, I would have to kneel. If he decided to exercise every clause of that contract, every provision I had agreed to in my desperate ignorance, I would have to comply. The contract had given him complete authority over my time, my body, my obedience.

      And if I refused?

      I flipped to the penalty clause, though I already knew what it said. The numbers burned into my vision.

      “Fifty percent penalty. Thirty million dollars.”

      Money I didn’t have. Money the hotel didn’t have. Breaking the contract wouldn’t just mean financial ruin. It would mean losing everything my father had left me anyway, drowning in debt while the hotel I had sold myself to save slipped through my fingers.

      “I can’t marry anyone else while the contract binds me to him,” I said, and my voice sounded strange in my own ears. Hollow. Distant. “I can’t break the contract without losing everything. I can’t wait it out because the marriage clause deadline is almost the same as the contract term.”

      Every path led back to him. I had checked every door and window, and he had locked them all.

      Clara was staring at me. I couldn’t meet her eyes.

      “He didn’t just trap me once.” I set the contract down with hands that wouldn’t stop shaking. “He built a cage with no exits.”

      Clara reached across the desk and took my hand. Her fingers were warm. Mine were ice.

      “We’ll figure this out,” she said. “I’ll call the lawyer. There has to be a way out. Some loophole he missed. Some clause that⁠—”

      “There isn’t.” I heard myself say it, heard the flatness in my own voice. “Don’t you see? He planned this. All of it. The debt. The contract. The timing. He knew about the will, Clara. He must have. He knew my father was dying. He knew the marriage clause would kick in. And he made sure that when it did, I would have nowhere else to turn.”

      The rage that had been keeping me upright wavered. Dimmed to almost nothing.

      Underneath it was the cold certainty that I had already lost.

      “Lena—”

      Another knock at the door. I pulled my hand from Clara’s and straightened in my chair, forcing my face into composure despite watching my world collapse.

      “Come in.”

      Michael entered with a tablet and an apologetic smile. General Manager Michael, who had kept the hotel running while I fell apart. Who had handled the funeral arrangements when I couldn’t think straight enough to choose flowers. Who had been nothing but supportive through the worst weeks of my life.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt. I know the timing is terrible.” He glanced between me and Clara, reading the tension in the room with professional discretion. “But these vendor contracts need your signature before the end of day, or we’ll lose the summer produce supplier. And with tourist season coming up…”

      “Of course.” I took the tablet from him, grateful for a concrete task to focus on. Vendor contracts instead of debts and betrayals and cages with no exits. “Thank you for handling all of this, Michael. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

      “That’s what I’m here for.” He stood by the desk, patient and professional, while I scrolled through documents I barely saw. Pages of legal language about tomatoes and seasonal greens. Normal business. Normal life. “You know, the staff have noticed how hard you’ve been working. Staying late, coming in early. Your father would have been proud of how you’ve held everything together.”

      The words stung more than they comforted. My father had never been proud of me. The will proved that much.

      But I didn’t let it show. I had learned to hide pain a long time ago, at dinner parties and ballrooms and a hundred places where weakness was currency to be spent against you.

      “I mean it,” Michael continued. “You’ve been incredible. Running the hotel, dealing with the legal issues, managing the staff. Most people would have fallen apart completely. But you’re still here. Still fighting.”

      I looked up at him. He had a kind face. Boyish, despite being only a few years older than me. Ruddy cheeks like he had just come in from the cold, though it was warm spring now. A smile that reached his eyes.

      He had been at the hotel longer than I had been involved in running it, hired by my father years ago. And in all that time, he had never been anything but supportive. Never tried to undermine me. Never made me feel like I didn’t belong.

      “You know you can lean on me, right?” He took the tablet back when I finished signing. “Whatever you need. That’s what I’m here for.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      He paused at the door. Hesitated. Like he wanted to say more but wasn’t sure if he should.

      “I know what it’s like,” he said finally, his voice softer. “Losing a father figure. Mine was… complicated too. Never really saw me for who I was, you know? Always wanted more than what I could give him.”

      His eyes held mine a beat too long. Then the moment passed.

      I nodded, not trusting my voice. The sympathy in his expression was genuine. Earned.

      “Anyway.” He cleared his throat, professional mask sliding back into place. “I’ll let you get back to it. Just remember you’re not alone in this, okay?”

      After he left, Clara watched the closed door for a long moment.

      “He’s good,” she said. “Loyal. You’re lucky to have someone like that running things.”

      “I know.” And I was grateful. Michael had been a rock through the funeral, through the chaos, through all of it. At least one person in my life wasn’t trying to manipulate me.

      Clara stood, gathering her coffee cup. “I’m going to make some calls. Lawyer. Accountant. Anyone who might see a way out of this.” She squeezed my shoulder as she passed, her hand warm and steady. “Don’t give up yet, okay? We’ll find a way out.”

      I didn’t answer. Couldn’t answer.

      After she left, I turned my chair toward the window.

      The gardens stretched out below me, still brown in patches but showing the first signs of spring. Green shoots pushing through dead earth. Daffodils swelling in their beds, yellow buds not quite ready to open. My mother had designed these gardens, thirty years ago. She had planted roses along the south wall that still bloomed every June, though she had been dead since I was four.

      I barely remembered her. Just impressions. The smell of her perfume. The sound of her laugh. The way she used to hold me in her lap while she pointed out different flowers, naming them in a voice I could no longer recall.

      The hotel had been her dream. My father’s prison. And now it was mine, for three hundred and five more days. Unless I figured out how to escape a trap that had no exits.

      The rage that had been keeping me upright for the past week wavered. Dimmed. Underneath it was exhaustion so deep it was drowning. And beneath that, waiting like a predator in tall grass, was despair. I refused to look at it directly. Looking at it meant admitting I might not be strong enough for this.

      What if I just stopped fighting?

      The thought came unbidden, seductive in its simplicity. I could break the contract and accept ruin. Let the hotel go to charity. Walk away from all of it, the debt and the marriage clause and the memory of his hands on my skin. Start over somewhere no one knew the name Hughes or Antonov. Become someone else. Someone who had never been stupid enough to fall for a monster’s lies.

      But even as I thought it, I knew I couldn’t.

      The hotel was all I had left. The only piece of my family that still existed in the world. The only proof that I had ever mattered to anyone at all.

      I wouldn’t break. That was all I had left to hold onto, and it would have to be enough. No plan, no strategy, no clever scheme to turn the tables. Just the stubborn refusal to shatter completely.

      My father had thought I was weak. Raphael had thought I was convenient. I would survive this if only to prove them both wrong.

      It wasn’t much. But it was mine.

      My phone buzzed against the desk. Unknown number.

      I nearly ignored it. Telemarketers. Scammers. Another condolence call from someone who had read the obituary. But my hand reached for it anyway, fingers moving before my brain caught up.

      “Hello?”

      “Ms. Hughes.”

      The voice was cold. Professional. Familiar in a way that made my stomach drop.

      Parsons. Raphael’s driver. The man who had driven me away from the manor the morning everything ended.

      “Mr. Antonov wishes to discuss the terms of your contract.” Parsons spoke without inflection, delivering the message like it was nothing. Like it wasn’t a death sentence. Like my entire life wasn’t hanging in the balance. “He’ll be at the hotel tomorrow at 10 AM.”

      “Wait—” I started, but the line was already dead.

      I stared at the phone in my hand, trembling so hard I nearly dropped it.

      He was coming.

      Invoking the contract. Claiming his property. Dragging me back into his orbit like I had never escaped at all.

      And there was nothing I could do to stop him.

      Outside the window, green shoots pushed through dead leaves, indifferent to everything happening inside these walls. Spring arriving. Life continuing as if nothing had changed.

      But in the office that smelled like my dead father’s cigars, surrounded by documents that proved how completely I had been outmaneuvered, I heard the trap snap shut.
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      The scars pulled when I raised my arms for the jacket.

      Eight weeks since the Pakhan’s enforcers had held me down while their claws tore through muscle, and the wounds were still healing. Slower than they should have. Deeper than they needed to be. That had been the point. A lesson written in my flesh, carved by hands that weren’t human when they did the carving.

      You’ve become weak. Distracted. This is what happens to wolves who forget what matters.

      I had taken every strike without making a sound. Not because I was brave. Because all I could think about was her. The way she had looked at me that last morning, shattered and confused, searching my face for some explanation I could not give her. The way her scent had lingered in my sheets for days after I sent her away. Apples and cream, faded to a ghost of itself, and still my wolf had pressed his muzzle into the fabric every night like an addict chasing the memory of a high.

      I shrugged into the jacket carefully, letting the expensive fabric settle over the mess of scar tissue on my back. The lining caught on raised ridges where the claw marks hadn’t healed flat.

      In the mirror, I looked exactly like the man the world expected. Cold. Composed. A Vor of the Ivankovskaya Bratva, second only to the Pakhan himself. A man who crushed his enemies without hesitation and never let sentiment interfere with business.

      No one looking at me would guess that I had spent the last two months counting the days until I could see her again. That something inside me strained toward a woman who was miles away and hated me with every breath in her body.

      Eight weeks of separation after touching her, tasting her, nearly marking her. Eight weeks of the bond screaming for completion while I denied it everything.

      That I deserved every ounce of her hatred. And she could destroy me with a word if she knew how much power she held.

      A soft knock at the bedroom door. I knew who it was before she spoke. The scent of lavender soap and the particular rhythm of her heartbeat, slower than a younger woman’s but steady as a metronome.

      “You’re going back to her.”

      Alice stood in the doorway, her gray hair pinned back the way she always wore it, her eyes seeing straight through every mask I had ever constructed. She had been my mother’s housekeeper before she was mine. Had watched me grow from a feral child into whatever I was now. She knew about the wolf. Knew what Lena was to me. What she had been from the first moment I saw her.

      “Yes.”

      Alice nodded slowly. No judgment in her expression. No pity either. Just the understanding.

      “She doesn’t know what you did for her.”

      “No.” I adjusted my cuffs, not meeting her eyes. The silver links caught the morning light. “And she won’t.”

      “Raphael—”

      “If she learns I broke up with her because the Pakhan threatened her life, she’ll know how deep this goes.” I finally looked up. “Better she thinks I’m a bastard than knows how close she came to a bullet.”

      Alice’s mouth pressed into a thin line, but she didn’t argue. She had known me too long to waste words on battles she could not win. Had watched me beat my head against enough walls to know that stubbornness was the only inheritance my father had left me.

      “Be careful,” was all she said. “With her. And with yourself.”

      I nodded once, then turned back to the mirror to finish dressing. Tie knotted precisely. Cufflinks aligned. Every hair in place. The perfect image of control.

      My wolf pressed against my ribs, wanting out. Wanting to run. Wanting to find her and bury his muzzle in the curve of her neck and never let go.

      Soon, I told him. Soon.

      He didn’t believe me. Neither did I.

      The drive to Paradise Peaks would take three hours. Three hours to prepare myself for what was coming. For the hatred in her eyes and the contempt in her voice and the absolute certainty that I was the villain of her story.

      Three hours to remember why I was doing this at all.

      The memory came whether I wanted it or not. It always did. Playing on a loop behind my eyes whenever I let my guard down, whenever the wolf’s grief broke through the walls I had built.

      Two months ago. The Pakhan’s private office in the compound outside the city. The smell of old blood and the particular musk of wolves who had killed and would kill again. The scent of power and violence, thick enough to taste on the back of my tongue.

      Max Ivankov sat behind his desk like a king on a throne, his silver hair swept back from a face that revealed nothing. Viktor stood to his left, silent as always, his eyes on me with an expression I couldn’t read. Dmitri flanked his right, arms crossed, watching me with the cold calculation of a wolf sizing up wounded prey. Two enforcers stood at the door. Not for protection. As a message.

      “You’ve become attached,” the Pakhan said. No preamble. No games. Just the flat statement of fact that preceded every execution he had ever ordered.

      My wolf went still. Dangerously still. The kind of stillness that came before violence.

      “The Hughes girl.” Max didn’t make it a question. “You’ve been distracted for months. Your men have noticed. Viktor has noticed.” A pause weighted with disappointment. “I have noticed.”

      I said nothing. There was nothing to say. He was right. Every word of it. I had become attached. Distracted. Had let a human woman crawl under my skin and wrap herself around my heart until I couldn’t think straight.

      And I would do it again in a heartbeat.

      “Attachments make us weak, Raphael. They give our enemies leverage. They make us hesitate when we should act.” He leaned forward, and for a moment I saw the wolf behind his eyes. The Alpha who had built this pack from nothing and held it together through blood and will alone. “I thought you understood that. After your father. After what happened to your mother.”

      The mention of my parents was a blade slipped between ribs. He knew exactly where to cut. My father had smelled another man’s scent on my mother. A stranger she had brushed past, nothing more. But his wolf had seen only betrayal. I had watched him tear out her throat in our kitchen. Watched the confusion in her eyes turn to terror turn to nothing at all.

      I had been three years old. Old enough to remember everything.

      “I do understand.”

      “Then you understand what needs to happen.” Max spread his hands on the desk, a gesture of false reasonableness. “Kill her and remove the distraction. It’s the cleanest solution. She’s human. Uninvolved. No one will question it.”

      The word came out before I could stop it. “No.”

      Max’s eyebrows rose a fraction of an inch. In another man, it would have been shock. In him, it was a warning. A signal that the next words out of my mouth would determine whether I walked out of this room.

      “No?”

      My wolf surged forward, pressing against the inside of my skin, ready to fight. Ready to die. We would not harm her. We would tear apart anyone who tried. Would paint the walls of this office red before we let a single claw touch her.

      “I said no.” My voice came out rougher than I intended, the wolf bleeding through. “I won’t kill her.”

      For a long moment, the Pakhan simply looked at me. Assessing. Calculating. I could feel the enforcers shifting behind me, ready to move if he gave the signal. Could smell their anticipation, the eagerness of wolves who lived for violence.

      Then Max smiled. And somehow that was worse.

      “I thought you might say that.” He settled back in his chair, the leather creaking under his weight. “So I’ll offer you an alternative. Marry her. Bring her under pack protection. Make her yours in a way that cannot be undone.” His smile sharpened into a blade. “Then she becomes an asset rather than a liability. A connection to the Hughes hospitality empire. And your attachment becomes legitimate.”

      Marriage. The word echoed through me like a bell struck in an empty cathedral.

      Marry her.

      My wolf lunged toward the idea with desperate hunger. Our mate, ours forever, protected and claimed. No one would dare touch what belonged to the Vor. He saw only the prize, only the chance to bind her to us permanently.

      But the man understood what the wolf couldn’t. She would hate it. Hate me. I had already broken her once, had taken her virginity and then dismissed her like she meant nothing. And I knew exactly what traps she was already caught in. My men had been watching since I left her. Had reported on the will’s marriage clause, the ticking deadline, the way her options narrowed with every passing week. They had told me other things too. That she took her coffee at six-twenty sharp, black with one sugar, the same way she had taken it in my kitchen. That she worked sixteen-hour days now, as if exhaustion could fill the space where I used to be. That she still reached for her throat sometimes, fingers finding bare skin where the collar used to rest. This would be using all of it. The contract. The will. Every cage her father had built around her. Forcing her into a marriage she didn’t want with a man she had every reason to despise.

      I would be saving her life by destroying any chance she might ever forgive me.

      “There is no third option,” Max said quietly, reading the conflict on my face. “Kill her or marry her. Those are your choices. And you have until tomorrow to decide.”

      I didn’t need until tomorrow.

      “Marriage,” I said. The word tasted like ash and salvation in equal measure.

      Max nodded slowly. “I thought so.” He glanced at Viktor, then at Dmitri. Both kept their faces carefully neutral, but I saw the tension in Viktor’s shoulders. The way a muscle jumped in Dmitri’s cheek. They knew what was coming. “But your weakness still requires correction. You understand.”

      I understood.

      The enforcers at the door moved forward. They held me down on the floor of that office, my cheek pressed against cold concrete, while they shifted. The sound of bones reshaping, of muscle stretching, of claws extending from fingers that had been human moments before. The heavy panting of wolves barely contained in human skins.

      The first strike carved a line of fire across my shoulder blade. I bit through my lip to keep from screaming. The second opened my back from spine to hip, three parallel grooves that went deep enough to scrape bone.

      I didn’t scream. I thought of her. Of the night we had spent together, the only night, when she had given herself to me completely and I had nearly lost control. The scent of her arousal, rich and intoxicating. The sounds she had made when I finally pushed inside her, tight and hot and perfect around me. The way she had arched into me, trusting me completely, having no idea how close the wolf was to the surface.

      I had nearly claimed her then. Nearly let my teeth find that tender place where her neck met her shoulder and sunk into her flesh, binding her to me with a bond that could never be broken. My fangs had lengthened. I had pressed my mouth against her pulse and tasted the salt of her skin.

      I had stopped myself. Pulled back at the last moment, fighting the beast into submission, telling myself it was for her own good.

      Another claw strike, this one across my ribs. Blood pooled beneath me, warm and spreading.

      This is the price, I thought. This is what it costs to keep her alive. And I would pay it a thousand times over.

      When it was finished, Viktor helped me to my feet. My legs nearly buckled. The wounds would heal faster than a human’s, but not fast enough to spare me weeks of pain. His face was carefully blank, but his hands were gentle as he steadied me.

      “You’re sure about this?” he asked, too quiet for the others to hear.

      “Yes.”

      “She’ll hate you.”

      “I know.”

      Viktor nodded once, respect flickering in his eyes. Or maybe it was pity. Hard to tell with him. He had been my brother in the pack for fifteen years. Had seen me kill. Had seen me bleed. Had never seen me love.

      “Then I hope she’s worth it.”

      She was. God help me, she was.

      The memory faded as the SUV climbed higher into the mountains. Parsons drove in silence, his eyes on the road, his presence a steady calm beside me. He knew where we were going. Knew what I was about to do. He had been the one to make the call to Lena yesterday, announcing my arrival like a death sentence.

      The landscape outside the window shifted from bare trees to evergreens, the last patches of snow clinging to shadowed mountain valleys. Paradise Peaks in early spring. The Hughes Palace Hotel would be preparing for the summer season. Planning events and marketing campaigns and all the things that kept a luxury resort alive.

      She would be there. Working. Proving herself. Fighting to save the hotel her father had nearly destroyed.

      I had been watching from a distance. Reports from Petrov’s security team, updates on the hotel’s recovery, carefully collected information about her daily routines. Not because I was stalking her. Because I needed to know she was safe. Needed to know the stalker who had been tormenting her had not struck again in my absence.

      The thought of that faceless threat made my wolf snarl, the sound rumbling low in my chest. Someone had been terrorizing her for months. Dead animals left where she would find them. Damaged property. Threats that escalated with each incident. And I still didn’t know who. The scent trail had gone cold every time.

      When we married, she would be under my protection in every way that mattered. The pack would watch over her. My enemies would know that harming her meant war.

      And she’ll hate you for it.

      Yes. She would.

      I leaned my head back against the leather seat and closed my eyes, letting the memory of her wash over me. Not the morning I had broken her. Earlier. Better.

      The night she had given me her virginity. The way she had trembled when I undressed her, not with fear but with anticipation. Her scent thickening with arousal, her pulse racing in the hollow of her throat as I laid her bare. The sounds she had made when I finally pushed inside her, that soft cry of pain turning to pleasure, her body gripping me so tight I nearly lost my mind.

      The way she had looked up at me afterward, vulnerable and sated. Blue eyes hazy with satisfaction, blonde hair spread across my pillow. Her scent mingled with mine on my sheets, marking my territory in a way that made my wolf howl with possessive joy.

      I had nearly let myself claim her then. Nearly let my teeth sink into that tender place where her neck met her shoulder. The pull had been overwhelming, the desperate need to bind her to me forever.

      I had stopped myself. Pulled back at the last moment, forcing him down with every ounce of will I possessed. Because I had seen what happened when wolves lost control. Had watched my father’s claws tear through my mother’s throat. And Lena had been so soft beneath me. So fragile. So human. One slip, one moment of weakness, and I could destroy her the same way.

      And then the morning after, with Viktor’s warning still echoing in my ears and the Pakhan’s attention already turning toward her, I had looked at her sleeping face and made the cruelest decision of my life.

      I had sent her away. Cold. Dismissive. I had removed the collar she had learned to accept and told her the contract was fulfilled. Watched her face crumble from confusion to hurt to rage.

      Told myself I was protecting her.

      Broke her to save her, and destroyed myself in the process.

      My wolf whined at the memory, the sound reverberating through my chest. Two months of his grief had been nearly unbearable. The unclaimed mate bond pulled at me constantly, a phantom limb that ached where she should have been. Every night he had paced and howled, demanding I go to her, claim her, make it right. Every night I had pushed him down and reminded us both that we did not deserve her.

      The Pakhan’s claws had been mercy compared to this. Physical wounds healed. The hollow ache of an unfinished bond only grew worse.

      The Pakhan’s ultimatum had changed nothing and everything. Now I had permission. Had a reason that went beyond my own selfish need. But the truth remained the same.

      I was returning to force a woman who hated me into a marriage she didn’t want, using legal traps and contractual obligations to bind her to my side. It didn’t matter that I was doing it to save her life. It didn’t matter that the alternative was killing her. What mattered was that once again, I was taking her choice away.

      She would never forgive me for this.

      And I would spend the rest of my life trying to earn forgiveness I didn’t deserve.

      “Sir.” Parsons’ voice pulled me from my thoughts. “The hotel.”

      I opened my eyes.

      The Hughes Palace Hotel rose against the mountain backdrop, its stone facade bright in the mid-morning sun. I had seen it dozens of times before. Had walked its halls, dined in its restaurant, watched Lena navigate its politics with a competence that made my wolf purr with pride.

      But today it looked different. Like a fortress I was about to siege. Like the last barrier between me and the woman I would destroy myself to protect.

      I remembered the first time I saw her. A party in this very hotel, two years ago. She had been wearing a green dress that set off her eyes, her blonde hair swept up to expose the curve of her neck. My wolf had recognized her before I did. Had surged forward with a desperation I had never felt before, howling the word that would define every moment since.

      Mate.

      She had had no idea I was watching, laughing at her father’s joke while the monster across the room calculated how to possess her. Her scent had hit me even from that distance.

      I had kept my distance. She was too young. So I had waited. Years of patience, of watching from afar, until she turned twenty and I finally allowed myself to meet her in her father’s office.

      I had hated myself for the patience. Hated myself more for what came after.

      In a few minutes, I would walk into that lobby and demand she marry me. I would use the contract she had signed to save her father and the will that controlled her inheritance and every piece of leverage I could find. I would give her no choice.

      And she would look at me with those blue eyes burning with contempt, and I would accept it. Let it scour me clean. Let her hatred be the penance I deserved.

      Because the alternative was her death. And my wolf, my heart, my very soul would burn the world to ashes before we let that happen.

      Parsons pulled up to the front entrance. A valet approached, then hesitated when he saw my face through the window. Smart man. Even humans could sense a predator.

      I adjusted my cuffs one last time. Checked my reflection in the dark glass. The mask was in place. Cold. Controlled. The man the world expected to see.

      Underneath, my wolf paced and snarled, desperate to find her. To see her. To make sure she was real and whole and alive after two months of nothing but reports and surveillance photos.

      Soon, I told him. Soon.

      I stepped out of the car.

      The mountain air hit me first, crisp and clean, carrying the scent of pine and thawing spring earth. And underneath it, faint but unmistakable, the trace of apples and cream that meant she was here. Close. My wolf surged forward so hard I had to grip the car door to steady myself.

      Ours. Go to her now.

      “Sir?” Parsons had come around to stand beside me. “Are you all right?”

      I released the door. Straightened my jacket. Let the cold settle back into my bones where it belonged.

      “Fine.” The word came out rough. I cleared my throat. “Wait here. This won’t take long.”

      It was a lie. This would take everything I had.

      I walked toward the entrance, each step carrying me closer to the woman who hated me, the woman I was about to trap, the woman I would destroy myself to protect.

      She could hate me for the rest of her life, as long as she was alive to do it.
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      I had dressed for war.

      Black blazer, perfectly tailored. White silk blouse buttoned to the throat like a barrier. Hair pulled back so tight my scalp ached with every micro-movement of my head. Every defense I owned, deployed against a man who had already proven he could strip me bare with nothing but words.

      The morning light streaming through my office windows was obscene. Too bright. Too cheerful. Too much like life was carrying on as if nothing had happened. Outside, spring was insisting on itself despite everything. Like it didn’t care that Lena Hughes was about to sign away whatever remained of her freedom.

      I stared at the contract spread across my desk for the hundredth time. The same clauses I had memorized weeks ago, the same neat lawyer’s handwriting in the margins, the same impossible terms. Nine months remaining. His time. His property. His to summon whenever he wished.

      And today, he was summoning.

      My throat ached. That familiar phantom sensation I couldn’t shake, no matter how many weeks passed. My fingers kept drifting to my neck, searching for the cold kiss of silver that wasn’t there anymore. The collar he had clasped around my throat and made me wear like a brand. The collar he had unclasped that final morning like it meant nothing, letting it fall to the floor along with everything I had foolishly allowed myself to feel.

      The contract is fulfilled. The debt is paid. We’re done.

      It was adequate.

      I pressed my palms flat against the desk to stop them from shaking. The wood was cool and solid beneath my fingers. Real. Solid. Unlike everything else in my life, which had turned to smoke and mirrors the moment Hartley opened that will.

      Clara had offered to stay. I had sent her away an hour ago, watched her gather her things with that worried crease between her eyebrows that had become permanent since the funeral. She had wanted to argue. I could see it in the set of her jaw, the way she had paused at the door with her hand on the frame.

      “You don’t have to do this alone,” she had said.

      But I did. This was my fight. My cage. My trap to spring or die in. Clara couldn’t save me from this any more than she could bring my father back from the dead or undo the months I had spent in Raphael Antonov’s bed, mistaking ownership for love.

      The phone on my desk rang and I nearly came out of my skin.

      My heart slammed against my ribs. Once. Twice. The shrill sound cut through the quiet like a blade, and I gripped the edge of the desk hard enough that my knuckles went white.

      I let it ring twice. Three times. Forced my breathing to steady, forced my voice to sound calm, before I picked up the receiver.

      “Ms. Hughes?” Jessica’s voice, carefully neutral. The kind of professional detachment that came from working a front desk and learning never to ask questions. “Mr. Antonov is here to see you.”

      Of course he was. Right on time. Ten o’clock exactly, because a man like Raphael wouldn’t give me even those few extra minutes to prepare. Wouldn’t let me pretend I had any control over when this happened.

      “Send him up.”

      I hung up before she could respond. Stood from my chair because I refused to receive him sitting down, refused to let him tower over me from the start. I moved around the desk, positioning myself with my back to the windows. Let the light fall on him. Let me be the one in shadow for once.

      My reflection caught in the window glass. Pale. Sharp-edged. A woman I barely recognized anymore.

      You’re not enough. You need a man to handle things for you.

      My father’s voice, even from the grave. The marriage clause in his will had made his opinion perfectly clear. And now here I was, about to prove him right.

      I counted my breaths. In for four. Hold for four. Out for four. The meditation technique Clara had taught me years ago, back when my biggest problems were college exams and navigating the social politics of the hospitality industry.

      Those problems were laughably small now.

      The door opened.

      He walked in like he owned the place. Like he owned everything. Like he owned me. Tall and immaculate in a designer charcoal suit that was exquisitely tailored, his dark hair perfectly styled, his face a mask of cold composure that gave away nothing. The same face I had studied for months, searching for cracks in the mask. The same face I had foolishly thought I was learning to read.

      I had been wrong. I had not known him at all.

      My body betrayed me instantly, before my mind could catch up and slam the door shut. The scent of him hit me first. Sandalwood and leather, and underneath it that dark, warm masculine scent that was just him. Achingly familiar. My skin prickled with awareness, every nerve ending suddenly alert to his presence in the room. My pulse jumped in my throat, right where the collar used to rest, as if my body still expected to feel that silver chain against my skin.

      I hated him for that. For the way my traitorous flesh remembered his hands on my hips. His mouth on my throat. The weight of him pressing me into silk sheets while I gasped his name and shattered beneath him.

      I hated myself more.

      “Raphael.” My voice came out steady. Cold. Good.

      His eyes swept over me, cataloging. Dark and unreadable, moving from my face to my throat to my hands gripping each other in front of my body. They paused at my neck, at the bare skin where his collar used to sit, and a muscle in his jaw tightened. The only crack in the mask, there and gone so fast I might have imagined it.

      “Lena.”

      He didn’t move toward me. Didn’t sit in the leather chair across from my desk. Just stood there on the other side of the room, watching me with those dark eyes that revealed nothing and everything at once. The morning light caught the sharp planes of his face, illuminated faint shadows beneath his eyes I had missed at first glance.

      He looked tired. The realization hit me unwanted, unwelcome. The perfect veneer was still in place, but underneath it I could see the signs. The slight tension in his shoulders. The way he was holding himself carefully, like he was injured. The darkness under his eyes that spoke of sleepless nights.

      The observation registered before I could stop it. I did not care if he had been sleeping poorly. I did not care if he was in pain. I didn’t care about anything except surviving the next few minutes without screaming.

      “You wanted to discuss the contract,” I said flatly, crossing my arms over my chest like a shield. “So discuss.”

      “I have a proposal.”

      “I’m sure you do.” The words came out sharper than I intended. I didn’t try to soften them. “You always have a plan, don’t you? Every angle covered. Every escape route blocked. Every piece on the board exactly where you want it.”

      He didn’t rise to the bait. That infuriating calm, the same patience he had shown throughout our arrangement. Like nothing I said or did could touch him. Like I was a child throwing a tantrum he was prepared to wait out until I exhausted myself.

      “You need to be married within a year of your father’s death,” he said. “The contract gives me nine remaining months of your time. I’m proposing we combine the two obligations.”

      The words landed like stones dropped into still water. Ripples spread through my chest, my stomach, my lungs, radiating outward until my whole body was vibrating with the impact.

      “You’re proposing marriage.”

      “Yes.”

      The laugh that escaped me was ugly. Broken. The sound of a woman who had nothing left to lose. “You destroyed my family. You owned the debt from the beginning. You planned all of this, from the very first moment you walked into this hotel and pretended to be a stranger who might help me.”

      “Yes.”

      He offered no defense, no excuse, no attempt to soften the blow. Just that single word, flat and final as a coffin lid closing.

      The honesty was somehow worse than lies would have been. He wasn’t even bothering to pretend. Wasn’t giving me the courtesy of a fiction I could rage against, a story I could tear apart. Just cold, clean truth.

      “And now you want to save me?” The rage I had been suppressing for eight weeks surged up my throat like bile. “You engineered my father’s ruin. You made me sign a contract selling my body to pay a debt you created. You took my virginity and then told me I was adequate. That we were done. That you had gotten what you wanted. And now you expect me to marry you?”

      A flicker behind his eyes. Not regret, not quite. But not nothing either. There and gone too fast to name, swallowed by that impenetrable mask.

      “That morning was a mistake,” he said.

      “Which part?” I was shaking now, the tremors I couldn’t control running through my hands, my voice, my entire body. “Taking my virginity or throwing me away like garbage the moment you were finished with me?”

      “The way I handled it was wrong.”

      I stared at him. Wrong. Like it was a business decision he regretted. Like I was a spreadsheet entry he wished he could revise, a line item that didn’t quite balance.

      “Get out.”

      “The contract is still binding.”

      “I said get out.” My voice cracked on the last word and I hated it, hated him, hated the tears burning behind my eyes that I refused to let fall. “I don’t care about the contract. I don’t care about the penalty. I would rather owe you thirty million dollars than spend another second as your property.”

      I stepped toward him, fury making me reckless. “You can own my body, Raphael. You can own my time, whatever the contract gives you. But you will never own my trust again. You lost that right when you lied to me.”

      Raphael’s expression didn’t change. Not a flicker of surprise or satisfaction. Just that same careful blankness, like a wall I couldn’t climb. “You don’t have thirty million dollars.”

      “Then I’ll find it somewhere else.”

      “You won’t.” His voice was quiet. Nearly gentle. That was the worst part, the softness in his tone when his words were so brutal. “I’ve bought your debt, Lena. Every avenue you might pursue, every bank that might extend you credit, every investor who might take a risk on the hotel. I own all of it. If you refuse the marriage, I will enforce the penalty clause. And when you can’t pay, I will take the hotel.”

      The words hung in the air between us.

      I searched his face for some sign of bluffing. Some crack in the mask that might give me hope, some tell that would let me call his bet. Found nothing. Nothing but that cold, patient certainty.

      “You would do that.” It wasn’t a question.

      “I would rather not.” He moved then, crossing to the window, putting distance between us. “But if you force my hand, yes. I will do whatever is necessary.”

      “Necessary for what?” The question clawed its way out of me. “What could you possibly gain from this? You already destroyed us. You already won.”

      He turned back to face me, and for just a moment, the mask slipped. Exhaustion carved lines around his eyes. Pain tightened his jaw. And underneath both, visible for just a heartbeat before he locked it away again, desperation.

      Then it was gone, and he was stone cold again. Untouchable. Unknowable.

      “I need a wife,” he said simply. “For business reasons. The contract gives me leverage to ensure your cooperation. The will gives you incentive to accept. This is practical for both of us.”

      Practical. Like I was a merger, an acquisition, a line item in his portfolio of revenge.

      “And if I go public?” I tried. My last weapon, already knowing it would fail. “Tell everyone you forced me into this? Tell them what you really are?”

      “You’d destroy the hotel’s reputation in the process.” His voice was patient. Explaining facts to a slow student. “And the contract is legal. You signed it freely. No court would find in your favor.”

      The fight drained out of me all at once, like blood leaving a wound. I sank back against the edge of my desk because my legs wouldn’t hold me anymore, the polished wood digging into my thighs through my skirt.

      He had won. He had won before he walked through that door, before Parsons’ call last night, before I had even known there was a battle to fight. He had been winning since the moment he first saw me in this hotel, plotting his revenge and planning his traps, and I had walked into every single one with my eyes wide open.

      The silence stretched between us like a wire pulled taut. I stared at him across the room, this man I had shared my body with. This man I had let myself imagine might actually care. This man who had watched me fall in love with him and used it as another weapon in his arsenal.

      Use him. Take his money, his protection, his name. Then leave.

      Clara’s voice in my head. Practical advice from a practical woman. The banking branch of the Hughes family had always been better at this, at seeing people as assets and liabilities, at playing the long game.

      Raphael was holding himself strangely. Stiff. Careful. Each movement controlled, careful, the way you move when you’re injured and trying not to let it show. The shadows under his eyes were deeper than I had first thought. Signs of strain I might have worried about once, when I had been stupid enough to think I knew him.

      I didn’t care. I couldn’t afford to care.

      “Fine. You’ve already taken everything else. Why not this too.”

      His expression changed. Just for a moment. A flicker of emotion I couldn’t read, gone before I could name it. Relief? Triumph? Pain?

      I didn’t want to know.

      “Courthouse,” he said. “This week. A ceremony with no guests. Parsons can serve as witness.”

      “How romantic.”

      “Romance was never what this was.”

      The truth of it hit me like a slap. He was right. Whatever I had imagined between us had only ever existed in my head. He had been playing a game. Running a con. And I had been the mark all along. The naive little heiress who thought she could read the predator circling her.

      “I have one condition.” I forced my spine straight, forced myself to meet his eyes even though every instinct screamed at me to look away. “I keep running the hotel. My business, my decisions. You don’t interfere.”

      He studied me for a long moment. Those dark eyes moving over my face like he was memorizing me. Or searching for answers. I couldn’t tell which.

      “Agreed.”

      Too easy. Too simple. He had been prepared for this demand, probably planned for it the same way he had planned everything else. I hated that he got to be generous, that he got to give me permission to run my own legacy like it was a gift he was bestowing.

      He moved toward the door. Paused with his hand on the frame, not quite looking at me. His profile was sharp against the light from the hallway, carved from shadow and regret.

      “I’ll send Parsons when it’s time.”

      I didn’t answer. Couldn’t. My throat had closed around all the words I wanted to scream at him, the accusations and curses and grief I refused to let him see. The words that would give him the satisfaction of knowing how thoroughly he had broken me.

      The door clicked shut behind him.

      I stood there for a long moment, staring at the space where he had been. The room still smelled like him. That warm masculine scent underneath that my body recognized even when my mind wanted to forget. It would fade soon, dissipate into the leather and old paper smell of my father’s office.

      But the memory of it wouldn’t.

      My legs gave out. I slid down to the floor with my back against the desk, drew my knees up to my chest, and let myself crack. Just for a moment. Just long enough for one sob to escape, ugly and broken and raw, before I shoved my fist against my mouth and forced it back down.

      I would not cry for him. Would not waste tears on a man who had never seen me as anything but a means to an end. I had cried enough in the weeks since he had dismissed me. Bled enough on the pages of my journal. Given enough pieces of myself to a man who had only wanted to see me destroyed.

      The sun kept streaming through the windows, obscenely cheerful. The mountains kept wearing their spring green. Life kept moving like nothing had changed, like Lena Hughes hadn’t just signed away whatever shreds of freedom she had left.

      I stayed on the floor until my breathing steadied and the urge to scream faded to manageable. Then I pushed myself up, smoothed my blazer, and checked my reflection in the window glass.

      Pale. Hollow-eyed. But not defeated. Not yet.

      A soft knock at the door. Clara’s voice, muffled through the wood. “I saw his car leave. Can I come in?”

      She hadn’t left. Of course she hadn’t. Clara never actually left when she said she would, just retreated to a safe distance and waited. It was one of the things I loved about her.

      “It’s open.”

      She slipped inside, took one look at my face, and crossed to the wet bar in the corner. Two glasses. Whiskey. She pressed one into my hand without asking if I wanted it.

      “So.” She settled into the chair across from my desk. “You’re marrying him.”

      “I don’t have a choice.”

      “There’s always a choice.” Clara sipped her whiskey, watching me over the rim. “The choices just get worse the further down you go.”

      I laughed, and it came out raw. “Thanks for the optimism.”

      “I’m not here for optimism.” She set her glass down, and her eyes sharpened into the look I recognized from her banking days. The look that meant she was calculating risks and returns, running scenarios, finding angles. “I’m here to help you survive this. And maybe make him regret ever targeting our family.”

      The word regret landed somewhere deep in my chest. I hadn’t let myself think about revenge. Had been too busy drowning in grief and rage and the bone-deep exhaustion of being outmaneuvered at every turn.

      “How?” I asked. “He owns everything. He’s thought of every angle. He⁠—”

      “He has a weakness.” Clara’s voice was flat. Certain. “You.”

      I stared at her. “He used me. The whole thing was manipulation⁠—”

      “Maybe at first.” Clara cut me off. “But something changed. The way he broke things off, so brutal and sudden? That wasn’t a man who got what he wanted. That was a man running scared.”

      I thought about that morning. The coldness in his voice. The way he wouldn’t meet my eyes. It was adequate. We’re done.

      It had felt like cruelty. But Clara was right. It had also felt like panic.

      “What are you suggesting?”

      Clara leaned forward, and her voice dropped to something almost conspiratorial. “You want to hurt him the way he hurt you? Don’t fight him. That’s what he expects. He’s prepared for your anger, your resistance, your hatred. What he’s not prepared for is you giving him exactly what he wants.”

      “I’m not going to⁠—”

      “Listen.” Her hand closed over mine. “Make him fall for you. Really fall. Not the games he was playing before, but the real thing. Make him desperate, vulnerable, so convinced you’ve forgiven him that he lets his guard down completely. Let him think he’s won. Let him think he has everything he ever wanted.”

      My throat tightened. “And then?”

      “Then you tell him the truth.” Clara’s smile was sharp enough to cut glass. “That it was all a performance. That you felt nothing. That every touch, every smile, every time you let him inside you, it was just you learning his weaknesses. Taking notes. Preparing for the moment you’d tear him apart.”

      The cruelty of it should have repulsed me. Instead, a dark hunger stirred in my chest. The image of his face when he realized. The devastation in his eyes when he understood that everything had been a lie.

      The way I had felt, that morning when he dismissed me. When he made me believe I had meant something, only to prove I was nothing.

      “He said I was adequate.” My voice came out strange. Hollow. “After he took my virginity. After I told him I loved him. He said it was adequate and walked away.”

      Clara’s expression hardened. “Then make him feel what that’s like. Make him love you, Lena. Make him desperate and raw and so completely yours that he can’t imagine living without you. And then look him in the eyes and tell him he was adequate. Nothing more. A means to an end.”

      I stared at the whiskey in my hand. My reflection wavered in the amber liquid, distorted and strange.

      Could I do that? Could I be that person, calculating and cold, turning intimacy into a weapon? It wasn’t who I had ever imagined myself being. But then again, the girl I had been before wouldn’t have survived what he had done to me.

      That girl was dead. Raphael had killed her.

      “I don’t know if I can pretend to forgive him.” The words scraped out. “Every time I look at him, I want to scream.”

      “You don’t have to forgive him. You just have to make him believe you have.” Clara squeezed my hand. “You spent months in his bed, Lena. You know how to play the part. The only difference is, this time you’ll know it’s a performance.”

      She was right. I had learned his tells, his vulnerabilities, the cracks in his defenses where softness leaked through. I knew what made him gentle and what made him lose control. I knew how to make him look at me like I was the only thing in the world that mattered.

      I had done it once without trying. How hard could it be to do it on purpose?

      “Take his money,” Clara continued. “His protection. His name. Let him think he’s saving you while you’re building your escape route. And when the time is right—when he’s given you everything and left himself completely exposed—you walk away. Or you stay and watch him realize what you’ve done. Either way, you win.”

      The war had just begun. And now I had a strategy.

      I lifted my glass and clinked it against Clara’s.

      “Teach me how to be a monster,” I said. “Since he’s so determined to make me one.”

      Clara smiled, and there was something fierce in it. Something proud.

      “That’s my girl.”
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      My control slipped the moment the elevator doors closed.

      The walk from her office had taken everything I had. Every step pulled at the wounds across my back, the claw marks beneath my shirt, but that wasn’t the worst of it. The worst was her presence fading behind me with every stride. Apples and fury. The combination that had become the only thing I wanted to breathe, the only air that felt right in my lungs.

      My wolf clawed at my insides, howling.

      Go back. She’s ours. She agreed. Go back and claim what’s ours.

      I kept walking. Forced one foot in front of the other despite the wolf’s snarling protests and the fire across my ribs. The hallway stretched endless, too bright, all that spring sunshine streaming through windows that overlooked mountains she loved. Mountains I had watched her admire from my penthouse, coffee cup cradled in her hands, her face soft and unguarded in the early morning light. When she thought I wasn’t looking.

      I was always looking.

      The elevator doors opened with a soft chime. Parsons waited beside them, his face carefully blank. He saw whatever was showing on mine, whatever had slipped through the cracks in my mask, and said nothing.

      Good man. Fifteen years of loyalty, and he had never once asked a question I was not prepared to answer.

      I stepped into the elevator. The doors slid closed, cutting off the hallway, cutting off the fading trace of her scent.

      I braced my hand against the wall as the elevator descended. Let my head fall forward. Let myself breathe without the mask, just for these few seconds between floors.

      She agreed.

      The words should have been victory. The Pakhan’s ultimatum was satisfied. Kill her or marry her. Those had been my only options, delivered with cold precision in the Alpha’s study while four of his enforcers stood ready to ensure my compliance. I had chosen marriage, taken the beating that was the price of that choice, and now she had agreed. My mate would be legally mine, protected by my name and my resources and every weapon in my arsenal.

      But the way she had looked at me.

      Like I was the monster she believed me to be. Like every accusation she had hurled at me was written in the lines of my face. Like she could see straight through to the darkness that lived in my chest, the wolf that wanted to pin her down and claim her properly, consequences be damned.

      You are a monster, the dark voice whispered. The one that sounded like my father’s ghost. You made sure of that.

      The elevator reached the lobby with a soft jolt. I straightened my back, settling the mask back into place despite the way the movement made the wounds scream in protest. Fresh blood, wet and warm, seeped into the fabric of my shirt. I ignored it. Parsons fell into step beside me as I crossed the marble floor, his presence steady and silent.

      “The courthouse is expecting us Thursday at two,” he said as we pushed through the hotel’s front doors into spring sunlight that mocked me. Too warm. Too cheerful. The world had no business looking this beautiful when she was back there, despising me.

      “Good.”

      That was all. Nothing else to say. Parsons knew everything, and we had been speaking in silences for fifteen years. He knew about the ultimatum. Knew about the scars beneath my shirt. Knew that I had walked into this marriage with my eyes open and my heart in my throat, and he had never judged me for any of it.

      The car waited at the curb, black and sleek and armored against the threats I had spent my life navigating. I slid into the back seat. Pain ripped across my ribs where the enforcer’s claws had gone deepest, tearing through muscle and scraping against bone.

      I didn’t let the pain show. Couldn’t afford to, even now.

      Parsons started the engine. We pulled away from the Hughes Palace Hotel, away from the woman who hated me, away from the memory of her that clung to my jacket and filled the hollow spaces of my chest.

      The mountains rolled past the tinted windows, their peaks still capped with spring snow. Green was creeping up from the valleys, painting the foothills in shades of new growth. She had been fascinated by the changing seasons, commenting on the deer that appeared at dusk. Small observations she had offered during those weeks we were together, before I had taught her to hate me.

      You destroyed my family.

      Her words wouldn’t stop, each one landing like a blow I couldn’t block. Couldn’t dodge. Because she was right. Apex Lending had been my weapon, carefully constructed over years of patient planning, designed to bring the Hughes empire to its knees. Her father had helped destroy my childhood, had been the Senator’s fixer when they had shipped a three-year-old boy off to boarding school hell. I had returned the favor with interest.

      I hadn’t known she would be collateral damage. Hadn’t known she existed until I walked into that hotel and her scent hit me like a fist to the chest, until she became everything.

      And now I was paying the price for that night. For touching her. Tasting her. Nearly marking her before I forced myself to stop. The ache of not claiming her had been agony for two months, a torment that left my wolf howling and my chest hollow. Every day without her made it worse. Every day the bond pulled tighter, demanding what I had denied it.

      You took my virginity and threw me away like garbage.

      That morning after. My greatest cruelty. My greatest mercy.

      The wolf whined at the memory, the sound echoing through my chest. We had held her sleeping form all night, her body warm and solid against our chest, her breath soft and even against our neck, the way she had curled into us like she belonged there. Because I had known it might be the last time.

      She didn’t know that the coldness in my voice was the only thing standing between her and a death order signed in my blood.

      Tell her, my wolf demanded, surging against my control. She deserves to know. She’s our mate. Tell her what we sacrificed.

      If I told her, her forgiveness would become debt. Gratitude wasn’t love. I needed her to choose me, not because I had saved her life, but because she finally saw a man worth choosing.

      She’ll never see you, the dark voice answered, my father’s ghost laughing in the shadows of my mind. You made sure of that. You showed her exactly what you are.

      The car climbed the winding road toward the manor, switchbacks carrying us higher into the mountains. I stared out the window and let her accusations replay, over and over, the penance I deserved. The torture I had earned.
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