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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE COLLECTOR

          

        

      

    

    
      SERA

      

      Vienna, Austria – Winter 1935

      

      It begins with a letter.

      Cream-colored. Embossed. The kind of paper that costs more than most people make in a week.

      No return address. No signature. Just a wax seal and a name.

      
        
        Julian Everhart.

      

      

      And below that is the commission.

      
        
        A private collection. Five weeks. Discretion required.

        Generous compensation for the right candidate.

      

      

      There’s no question of who sent it. Or why it found me. There’s only one reason a man like Julian Everhart would call on a woman like me. Because I know how to catalogue what shouldn’t exist… and I keep my mouth shut.
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      The train rolls into Wien Franz-Josefs-Bahnhof just after sunset.

      Vienna is a breath held tight between beauty and something darker. Cobblestone streets are lined with gold-trimmed windows. Snow falls as soft as silk. And the scent of roasted chestnuts and secrets hangs in the air.

      I step onto the platform, alone. Just one bag. My name. And the weight of everything I lost.

      My father. My reputation. My adopted country. And my truth.

      What I came here to find isn’t in any museum. It’s locked behind the stately gates of the estate belonging to the man who destroyed my father. And I’m going to find it. Find him. Even if it means selling every part of myself… except the truth.
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      His driver is waiting outside as I leave the station. He’s wearing a dark coat, black gloves, and his black fedora is pulled low. He takes my bag, wordlessly, and loads it into the car. There is no small talk. He doesn’t ask me any questions.

      He closes the door to the black car as I settle, and gets behind the wheel. It’s a long, silent drive out past the edge of the city to a district built on old blood and older money. The streets grow wider the further out we get. The lights grow softer. And the snow falls thicker, coating the windows and the fields.

      We pull through gates, taller than Greek gods and twice as cold, and as we round a bend in the snow-covered road, I see it.

      The Everhart Estate.

      It’s marble, massive, and beautiful in a way that feels wrong, like something stolen… like something someone died for.

      I don’t shiver. I don’t flinch. But my pulse kicks.

      This isn’t a house.

      It’s a vault.

      And he’s waiting inside.
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      The butler leads me through a gallery, and I count five stolen pieces without even trying. A Gustav Klimt that went missing two years ago, a Fabergé egg from the Russian court, and a painting last seen in Paris before the riots. Each piece makes my spine pull tighter. Each one confirms what I already know.

      Julian Everhart is a thief.

      A brilliant one. A dangerous one. The kind who doesn’t let women like me into his world unless he plans to use them… or break them.
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      He’s standing at the window when I enter the drawing room. Tall and impossibly still. His back is to me. His hands are in the pockets of a tailored black waistcoat. Not one single strand of his dark hair is out of place, like a man carved out of shadow and control.

      He turns and my pulse stutters.

      Jesus.

      His eyes are like blown glass. Icy green, cold, and reflective, like you could drown in them and never leave a ripple.

      He’s gorgeous.

      “Miss Robenes,” he says. His voice is quiet, deep, and British with the slightest Viennese undertone, as if he’s been living here too long to care which part of him dominates. “You’re early.”

      I step forward on knees that are surprisingly steady. “You didn’t give me a time.”

      He tilts his head and regards me with those intense eyes. “So, you assumed I’d be waiting?”

      I meet his gaze, with my unflinching amber one, and reply “If I had to knock, I wouldn’t be the right woman for the job.”

      Something shifts in his expression. I can’t tell if it’s approval, curiosity, danger, or a mixture of all three.

      He crosses the room, walking past me, close enough that the scent of something dark, sandalwood and smoke, slips under my skin… close enough that his shoulder grazes mine. Heat travels from the spot down to my tingling fingers.

      He walks toward the corridor without looking at me,  “Follow me.”

      He expects me to simply obey, and I do.

      This is why I’m here after all.
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      The private gallery is below the stately house. It’s lit by antique sconces and low, amber bulbs that give everything a sepia glow. It smells like oil paint, dry canvas, and old money.

      I take it in with practiced eyes. Immediately logging, dating, and cataloging every single piece… except one.

      A single painting is covered with a velvet cloth. It’s framed in gold. Untouched.

      My breath catches and I immediately stop.

      I know that frame.

      I know the brushstrokes peeking from beneath the edge of the fabric.

      And I know who painted it.

      My father.

      He watches me without speaking, his face smooth and relaxed, showing no hint of what he’s thinking.

      He knows I know.

      “You said nothing about American work,” I manage to get out, schooling both my voice and my reaction.

      He moves closer, slowly and deliberately, like a man wanting to see how I react to pressure. “I didn’t say what exactly it was that I owned.”

      “You stole it.” I calmly say.

      “No.”

      “Then how do you have it?”

      His lips twitch slightly, the only emotion evident so far. “I bought it. At an auction… In Prague.”

      Lies.

      I stare at him, my eyes locked on his. “He never sold this.”

      He flatly says, “Then someone else did.”

      The lie hangs between us like smoke. My hands curl into fists. I want to scream. I want to run. I want to destroy the man who hung my father’s shame like a trophy on his wall. Instead, I look him dead in the eyes and say, “I accept the job.”

      I will destroy you.

      He nods once, a tight jerk of his chin. “Very well. You may begin tomorrow.”

      He turns to leave, but I step in front of him. He stills as I press my body against his, ever so slightly. My chest barely touches his arm, just enough to test. “You didn’t ask why I came,” I murmur, my voice low and raspy, intentionally seductive.

      “I didn’t need to.” He replies, unprovoked.

      “And if I’m lying about my intention?” I purr.

      He leans in and the heat from his body seeps through my coat. My nipples automatically bead from his scent and heat. “I already know you are,” he utters. “That’s what makes you interesting, Sera.”

      He knows who I am.

      Turning on his heel, he leaves the gallery.

      Shit! He knows that I’m Sera Calhoun… not Moreen Robenes.

      Does he know why I’m really here?

      There’s no way… he can’t.

      And yet… he does…

      As the door closes behind him, I still feel his breath against my skin and my nipples are still tightly beaded from my, unintentional, arousal.

      I know one thing for certain.

      I just stepped into the fire.

      And I’m not sure I’ll survive the burn.
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      JULIAN

      

      She doesn’t belong here. Not in this house. Not in this country. Not in my world. And yet… the moment Sera Calhoun stepped through my door, the very air changed… like the temperature shifted… like every shadow sharpened… like she dragged the storm in with her.

      I watched her long before she knew I existed. I saw the headlines when her father fell.

      
        
        Forgery! Fraud! Fired!

      

      

      I saw the way she vanished under the weight of the scandal, only to resurface under a different name, in a different city, rebuilding herself in the dust. Clever girl. But not clever enough.

      She thinks I hired her because I need a restorer.

      I don’t.

      I hired her because I need a liar.

      And… she’s exceptional.
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      She’s in my private, curated, extensive gallery, moving between the frames like she’s been here before. She hasn’t. But she knows these pieces. Her eyes linger too long on the brushstrokes, the flaws, and the signatures. She’s reading them like a language… which means she immediately recognized the painting.

      Her father’s painting.

      Good.

      Let it haunt her.

      Let her wonder how it got here, who sold it, what I know.

      Let it hurt.

      I want to taste that pain. I want to taste… her.

      I step out of the shadows, and her breath catches, though she’s facing the other direction. She straightens to her diminutive height, fast, and glances my way only to, quickly, look away again. Guilt, curiosity, and defiance all flicker behind her honeyed eyes in that quick glance. I take in her profile.

      She’s breathtakingly beautiful… and utterly transparent.

      I know exactly why you’re here, Sera.

      You’ve come to punish me.

      “You don’t waste time,” I  say.

      She turns to face me with her chin high and replies, “Neither do you.”

      “Then,” I pause, “we understand each other.

      She swallows. “Do we?”

      I take a step closer. She doesn’t back away. Lifting a gloved hand, I drag my thumb slowly across her jaw, brushing away an imaginary smudge of paint or dust. “You had a spot of something… just there.” My voice is lower than I intended. Her lips part slightly.

      There it is.

      Heat. Fear. Need.

      I speak low, just loud enough to break her stillness. “I know exactly who you are, Miss Calhoun. I know why you’re here.” I pause again. “And I’m going to let you stay anyway.” Her breath hitches in her throat. “But you should understand one thing…”

      She swallows and her pupils darken as she stares up at me. “What’s that?”

      My thumb drifts down to her throat. Her pulse flutters beneath it and I rest it there. “Everything you uncover while you’re here… belongs to me.” I lock eyes with her, refusing to look away. “Including you.”

      She slaps me with an open palm, hard. Before she can remove her hand, I wrap my gloved fingers around her wrist. She gasps as I drag her into me. Her chest slams into mine and I spin us, pinning her against the nearest marble wall with a force that shakes dust from the sconce. Her  glare is sharp. Her nails dig into my sleeves. But her breathing gives her away.

      “You want to play games, Miss Calhoun?” I growl against her chin.

      “Always.” She snaps.

      I slam my mouth onto hers. My lips cover her full ones, my tongue sweeping over the seam of her mouth, demanding entrance. Gasping, again, as she arches into me, she parts her lips and I take full advantage. My tongue slides past her teeth, licking them, and circles her tongue before I suck on it.

      She moans as our tongues thrust and parlay and we duel for dominance.

      She kisses like I’d imagine she fights, all teeth, tongue, and fury. She bites my lip and I drag her dress up her past her thighs, tear her stockings at the seam, and press her harder against the wall. Shoving my hand between her legs, I find her cunt soaked.

      Her legs open, granting me access through her destroyed stockings.

      She’s already mine.

      I don’t wait. I don’t ask.

      Unsnapping my trousers with one hand, I sink one finger inside of her with the other. She writhes against my hand, fucking herself on my finger and moaning into my mouth.

      I need to fuck her. Now.

      Removing my finger from her tight cunt, she whimpers in protest. I wrap my hand around her throat and hold her face there. She’s glaring at me with murder mixed with desire in her eyes, “I’m going to fuck you now.” Her nostrils flare but she says nothing. “Miss Calhoun… Sera, I’m going to fuck you.”

      Reaching between us, she fists my cock, harshly, and strokes it. I resist the urge to fuck back into her hand. She snarls, “Then, shut up and do it!”

      Leaning down, I capture her mouth again, kissing her hard enough to bust her lip. Tasting the blood as she moans into my mouth, I guide my cock to her cunt. My hand slams into the wall above her head while I retain hold of her neck and slam into her, like I’m trying to imprint myself inside her body.

      I am.

      She, darkly, moans into my mouth, and I swallow it as I hitch her leg over my hip and roughly fuck her against the wall.

      Her head falls back, hitting the plaster, and she stares up at me as I fuck her. Leaning down, I bite the underside of her chin. “You like this? You like being fucked against a wall surrounded by priceless art?” I grunt as I pummel her cunt.

      She claws my back and moans. “Yes, I fucking love it.”

      I growl against her ear as my hand tightens on her throat. “You came here for answers,” I rasp. “But you’ll leave with something else.” I’m still slamming my cock inside of her as I stare down at her.

      “Ohhhh… Shit… Ohhhh… What’s that?” She screams as she stares back at me, her voice frantic with her need for release. Thrusting harder, I slam her against the wall with my hand steady on her neck. She cries out, again, “Yes, take me… just like this.” Reaching between us, I roll her clit with my leather clad finger. Her back bows and she wails, “Fuck… Ohhhh… Shit…” She comes on my cock, twitching and gasping for air.

      Fucking her through it, I grunt, “Me.” Grabbing her thighs, I lift her, spreading her wider, and piston my cock inside of her. Her head is thrown back, and her nails dig into my shoulders through my clothing.

      We’re filthy and loud. I’m relentless, burying my cock inside of her, again and again and again. She comes again, her scream echoing through the gallery.

      It triggers my own orgasm and I bellow her name, “Sera! Fuck, Sera,” like a vow, I didn’t mean to make, while I come deep inside of her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      She’s limp and spent when I carry her to the velvet settee near the Klimt. I’m still buried inside her, still semi-hard, and still yearning.

      She looks up at me with something dark in the depths of her eyes.

      It’s not love. It’s not hate. It’s something far more dangerous.

      Curiosity.

      Good.

      The longer she stays curious, the longer she stays here.

      And the longer she stays, the more I get to ruin her.
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      SERA

      

      There’s dust beneath my fingernails and dried cum on my thighs. The bruises blooming across my hips are shaped like his fingers. And I haven’t stopped shaking since he kissed me like he already owned me.

      Fuck. This is not good.

      I sit on the edge of the carved mahogany bed with the silk sheets tangled around my bare legs. The fire crackles low in the hearth across the room. My dress from last night is ruined. My throat hurts, in the best possible way, from his grip on it as he fucked me. I can still feel the echo of him between my legs and the sharp, deliberate way he took what I willingly gave. No apologies. No explanation. No pretending this is anything, but what it is.

      A transaction.

      A threat.

      A fucking power play.

      I let it happen… but worse… I wanted it.

      Wrapping a blanket around my body, I walk barefoot to the window and look out. The courtyard below is blanketed in pure white. It’s untouched and utterly perfect… just like I was supposed to be.

      That’s the thing about perfection though… it’s a lie.

      Just like me.

      I should pack. I should run. I should race back to the train station and get the hell out of Vienna.

      Pressing my palm to the frost-kissed glass, I sigh.

      I won’t.

      I didn’t come here to be safe. I came to expose the secrets that ruined my father… and my life.

      Julian Everhart is the key to all of them.
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      I find the bathroom at the end of the hall. The gilded tile is cool beneath my feet. The water is hot when I step into the enormous tub. Someone set this up for me. Steam curls around my shoulders as I sink in to my chin.

      I don’t cry. I don’t ache. I burn from the inside out. Scrubbing at his fingerprints as though I can remove them from my skin, though I already know…

      I’ll let him do it again.

      I want him to do it again.
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      Downstairs, the house is quiet. Too quiet… like it’s watching me… like it remembers.

      Taking the same hallway we took before, I find the door, open it, and descend the stairs beneath the house. The gallery door is ajar, so I slip inside.

      My fingers trace the edges of the golden frame my father once touched. My breath catches as I lift the velvet cover fully, letting the painting beneath breathe again. I haven’t seen this in years.

      
        
        “Study in Crimson.”

      

      

      Oil on thick canvas. It’s unfinished. The brushwork is heavy. Passion is palpable in every corner.

      This piece was never meant to be sold.

      I know it.

      Someone stole it.

      And Everhart is lying.

      “Do you remember it?” his voice sounds from behind me and I jump in fright, whirling with my hands clenched tightly together. He’s standing in the shadows of the room. His tie is loosened at his throat. His dark hair appears darker, damp as though he took a recent shower.

      How long has he been there?

      Watching me?

      Waiting?

      His eyes drift over me from my head to my toes, and then back up again. I imagine myself as he must be seeing me. Bare legs, a stolen robe, and flushed skin. I don’t answer immediately. I’m not ready for what his voice does to my pulse… what his presence does to my equilibrium. “I remember it well,” I reply carefully. “It hung in my father’s studio when I was a young girl.”

      His brow lifts though his face doesn’t change. “And now it’s here.”

      “It is.” I murmur, staring back at him. “Interesting how you would have acquired it.”

      “Tragic, actually.” He replies, looking away from me and at the painting.

      What?

      How did he get his hands on my father’s painting?

      He crosses the room, walking closer to me. My body tightens with every step he takes but I refuse to give in to my urge to back up.

      “You disapprove of my collection?” he asks conversationally.

      “I think it’s built on bodies.” I calmly retort.

      His mouth twitches at the corners, but he doesn’t really smile. “Aren’t all fortunes?”

      He steps behind me and finally stops, so close his breath brushes my shoulder through the robe. I don’t turn but I am hyper-aware of him. We stare at the painting like it might speak.

      “I can have you removed,” he calmly says, reaching out and tracing down my arm with his fingertip.

      “You won’t.” I reply, trying not to shiver.

      “Why not?” He asks, his breath hot on my neck.

      “Because you’re not done with me.” I swallow.

      His hand slides over my hip, finds the part in the fabric, and slips beneath the robe. He finds bare skin and his palm presses against my pelvis. “No,” he grunts. “I’m not.”

      I lean back into him. His hand drifts lower, teasing my curls but not moving to where I want his touch most. My thighs part and I bite my lip, staring straight ahead as his fingers finally slide between my legs. He circles my clit, and I swallow back a moan before he strokes my seam, finding me wet and ready. His finger slips between my folds, and he teases my opening as my hips move, seeking more of his touch. His breath is hot in my ear as he says, “You like being touched? You like being used? You like the danger of knowing I know who you are, Sera? You like knowing that I can have you at any time and you’ll just… give in, don’t you?” A finger slips inside of me to his knuckle. He pumps it. I fuck back against him, helpless not to, desperate for more. He fills me, over and over, adding a second finger while rolling my clit with his thumb.

      I moan, “Mmmmm… Yes… God, yes…” My head is resting on his shoulder and I’m wantonly, brazenly, allowing him to touch me. Knowing who he is, I want his touch anyway. No one’s ever touched me like this…

      Like it’s a secret…

      Like it’s art…

      Like I’m art…

      “You want to know how I got it?” he murmurs into my ear as he continues to, pleasurably, torment me with his hand.

      I nod, barely able to breathe and stifle another moan.

      He intensifies his stroking, pumping two fingers inside me and hitting exactly the right spot. Black spots form behind my closed eyes, and I bite my own lip to stop my begging as my knees nearly give out.

      This is so dirty… so wrong, yet it feels so right.

      He doesn’t stop moving his fingers inside of me as he breathes into my ear. “I stole it,” he says calmly. “I took it from a man who took everything from me first.”

      What? No…

      “Who?” I manage to squeak out, feeling my orgasm build deep in my core. His other hand closes around my throat, tilting my head back and making me stare up at him as he continues to torture me with divine pleasure. He breathes, “The same man who ruined your father.”

      The air vanishes from the room.

      What?

      How the hell?

      What the hell?

      Removing his hand, he turns me to face him. His eyes burn into mine. “If you want the truth, Sera… it will cost you.”

      Of course, I want the truth. That’s why I’m here.

      I swallow and ignore the need raging through my body. “How much?”

      He slips to his knees and presses a kiss to my glistening inner thigh as he continues to hold my gaze,  “Everything. I want everything.”
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      JULIAN

      

      She simply stares at me as I drag her across the room and press her against the desk in the corner, moaning as her robe falls open. I lift it to her hips, exposing her ass and her glistening cunt, and the cool air touches her. Her skin is flushed, already damp with desire. Her thighs part for me, willingly. And her voice… God, her voice, “Julian…” is hoarse from trying not to let me know how much she wants me, though she should hate me, from biting back the words her body clearly conveys. She’s practically begging for more.

      Damn it to hell, I want to give it to her.

      Gripping the back of her neck, I guide her forward, bending her and pressing her face into the gleaming mahogany. Her ass is in the air, and her legs are already spread in anticipation. One hand remains on her neck, keeping her pinned. The other tears the robe from her completely.

      She gasps as I spread her legs wider and look. I just… look. Her pink cunt is soaked, swollen from my fingers, and pulsing with her need.

      Beautifully obscene.

      Mine.

      I drag the tip of my cock across her slit, coating it in her desire and she trembles. “Please…”

      “Please what?” I ask.

      Her voice cracks as she breathlessly says, “Take me again, Julian. Now. I need it.”

      I surge in with one brutal thrust. She screams as I fill her, only stopping when her ass cheeks are against my thighs. Her own legs tremble. Leaning down, I breathe into her ear, “Hold on to the desk and don’t let go, Sera.”

      She does and I fuck her like a man who owns every breath she takes.

      I do.

      The desk shakes and jumps on the floor as I pound into her over and over and over. I watch as my cock disappears between her thighs only to slide out slick and foamy before surging inside of her cunt again.

      Her nails scratch across the edge of the polished wood but she doesn’t let go. Her sobs turn to moans, “Mmmmm… yes… more… Give me more.” I do. Her moans dissolve into hoarse cries as the sound of slapping skin fills the room, reverberating off the walls. She tries to lift her head. I shove it back down, pressing her cheek to the cool mahogany. “You don’t get to look at me… Not until I’m done with you.”

      But I’m damn sure looking at her. I’m enthralled, watching my cock piston inside of her delectable body, watching her skin flush with her need for release, listening as she begs me to make her cum. “Julian, I’m so close… So close… Please…. I need… Ohhhh…”

      Reaching forward, I grasp her wrists, removing them from the desk and wrapping the long velvet tie of her robe around them, binding them tightly behind her back. She gasps again, “Ohhhh…” but she doesn’t stop me. More moisture coats my cock.

      She wants this.

      She craves this.

      Me. Over her. Behind her. In her.

      Ruining her slowly.

      Pulling out quickly, I flip her, lift her, and set her on the edge of the desk. Shoving her back against the wood with my hand on her neck, her eyes widen as I sink in again, face to face this time.

      Her lips part as she throatily moans. Her eyes shine with tears, heat, rage, and disbelief that she’s letting this happen, again… that she wants it to happen again. I grunt, “You want this. You want me. Say it.”

      She stares at me as I fuck her slowly, deeply. Refusing to give me what I want. What I need. She bites her lip to stop herself though her hips rise, fucking me back.

      I smile as my thumb brushes her clit and lean down to kiss her. Her lips instantly part for me and her tongue wraps around mine in tune with my thrusts. She moans deeply and I swallow them before releasing her mouth and  saying, “You’re a liar.” She nods. “You came here for answers.” Another jerky nod while she bounces on the desk, her beautiful, full, rosy-tipped breasts flail from my momentum, and my cock fills her over and over. “You’ll leave with nothing but me. You’re mine.” I pinch her clit and squeeze her neck, just enough.

      She’s strung between pain and surrender, between truth and filth. She screams as she comes, “Julian,” her entire body spasming and her cunt clenching around my cock like a vice. While she’s still in the throes of her orgasm, she moans, “Yours…”

      The first crack. The first wound.

      Damnit.

      I don’t let go of her neck as I come inside her, pressing her down against the desk, holding her, still trembling, body tight while my own pleasure tears through me in silence. I want to roar, but I don’t. I don’t speak. Not yet.

      Too much is unsaid.

      There’s too much I want her to discover on her own.
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      The room is cold when I lift her, carrying her to the chaise in the corner. I lay her out like something sacred, wrap her in a rich throw, and sit beside her, not touching her. Watching. Thinking. Planning.

      Sera is dangerous.

      Not because she’s clever.

      Not because she’s beautiful.

      Not because she suspects what I’ve done.

      But because I want her to stay.

      And if she doesn’t… if she tries to leave, I’ll burn this house to the ground to keep her from walking out the door.
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