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Chapter 1
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Homecoming The rental car smelled like cigarette smoke and regret. Lucy Carter’s fingers tightened around the steering wheel, the cracked leather biting into her palms. Twenty miles outside of Black Hollow, and already the knot between her shoulder blades had twisted into something vicious. The town sign loomed ahead–faded paint, rust creeping along the edges like an infection. Welcome to Black Hollow. A laugh scraped up her throat. The road curved, swallowing her whole. Familiar landmarks flickered past–the gas station where she’d stolen her first pack of cigarettes at fourteen, the empty lot where kids used to dare each other to walk through the abandoned slaughterhouse at midnight. All of it rotting. All of it unchanged. Her phone buzzed on the passenger seat, the screen lighting up with another ignored call. Meredith. Her father’s wife–widow now–had been leaving voicemails since dawn. Lucy muted it. The funeral wasn’t until tomorrow. One more night of pretending she didn’t care. Rain spattered the windshield as she passed the turnoff for the old Carter house. Muscle memory twitched her foot toward the brake before she caught herself. No reason to go there. The place had been sold years ago, stripped of anything worth keeping. She pictured the last time she’d seen it–the sagging porch, the gutters choked with dead leaves. Her father’s silhouette in the doorway, bottle in hand, watching her leave. You won’t last a week out there. A truck roared past, spraying dirty water across her windshield. Lucy exhaled through her teeth. The motel was another five minutes down the road. She could already see it–the flickering neon vacancy sign, the peeling paint, the kind of place people checked into when they had nowhere else to go. Perfect. She pulled into the cracked asphalt lot and killed the engine. For a long moment, she just sat there, listening to the rain drum against the roof. Her reflection stared back from the rearview mirror–too-pale skin, dark circles under her eyes. The girl who ran. The girl who wasn’t supposed to come back. Her phone buzzed again. This time, she swiped the call away without looking. Some things didn’t deserve an answer.

The rain had stopped, but the air hung thick with the scent of damp earth and dying flowers. Lucy stood just outside the funeral’s pathetic gathering, arms crossed, her mother’s bracelet spinning in slow circles around her wrist. The gold was warm from the friction, the thin chain leaving faint red marks against her skin. Black Hollow Cemetery hadn’t changed. Same cracked headstones. Same overgrown grass. Same suffocating quiet that made every breath too loud. A handful of people clustered near the grave–Meredith in her too-new black dress, a few of her father’s old drinking buddies, and a couple of town gossips who’d shown up for the spectacle. No tears. No real grief. Just the hollow performance of mourning a man no one had loved. Lucy’s nails bit into her palms. Then she saw them–three men in dark suits standing near the back, shadows among the headstones. Their posture was too still, too watchful. One of them shifted, the sunlight glinting off the barrel of a pistol tucked into his waistband. Her pulse jumped. She knew them. Knew who they belonged to. A slow curl of smoke drifted through the air–spiced, rich, the kind of cigar that cost more than a week’s rent. The scent wrapped around her like an old sin, dragging her gaze to the far edge of the cemetery. Damon. He stood beneath the skeletal branches of an oak, his black coat cutting sharp lines against the gray morning. A cigarette dangled from his fingers, the ember glowing bright as he took a slow drag. His gaze locked onto hers, deliberate, unblinking. Lucy’s breath caught. She hadn’t seen him in seven years, but his face was carved into her memory–the hard line of his jaw, the cruel slant of his mouth, the way his dark eyes promised violence wrapped in velvet. He exhaled smoke, watching her. Her skin prickled. She tightened her grip on her bracelet, the metal biting into her fingers. Look away. But she didn’t. Couldn’t. One of his men murmured something, and Damon flicked the cigar to the ground, crushing it under his boot. The movement was casual, effortless, but his stare never wavered. A warning. A challenge. Meredith’s voice cut through the silence, saccharine and false. 

»Lucy, honey, we’re about to start.«

Lucy forced her gaze away. The men at the back were still watching. Damon was still watching. She turned her back on all of them and walked toward the grave. Not running. Never running again.

The service was short, perfunctory–just like her father’s affection had been. Words spoken for formality’s sake, not because they meant anything. Lucy barely registered them. The weight of Damon’s stare burned between her shoulder blades, a brand she couldn’t shake. She didn’t turn around. Not even when Meredith squeezed her arm too hard, nails digging in through the sleeve of her dress, whispering in that honeyed voice that made Lucy’s teeth ache. 

»Isn’t it nice that so many came to pay their respects?«

Respect. What a joke. Lucy flicked Meredith’s hand off. 

»Sure. Thrilling.«

The moment the minister finished, she didn’t linger. She turned on her heel–only to collide with a wall of muscle and cologne. One of Damon’s men. He was broad-shouldered, the kind of man who filled doorways just by existing. His smirk was slow, deliberate, as he pulled a cigarette from his pocket–not a cigar, not the expensive kind Damon smoked, just a cheap, off-brand stick. Familiar. 

»Missed you at the wake,« he said, holding it out between two fingers. 

»Boss thought you might need this.«

Her stomach twisted. High school. The parking lot behind Hollow Crest High. Damon leaning against his car, tossing her a cigarette with that same mocking smile."You look tense, princess. Take the edge off." Her fingers twitched. The man’s smirk deepened. 

»Still a control freak, huh?«

Her anger flared white-hot. She snatched the cigarette, crushed it in her fist–tobacco spilling over her fingers, the paper tearing–before dropping it at his feet. 

»Tell your boss I don’t smoke his brand anymore.«

The man chuckled, stepping back as she brushed past him. But not before she caught the flicker of approval in his eyes. Damon’s men always loved a fight. She strode toward the cemetery gates, heart pounding, the ghost of Damon’s gaze still on her. The cigarette’s remnants clung to her palm, the scent bitter and acrid. She wiped her hand against her thigh, but the ash smeared, staining the fabric. And then she saw it. Her mother’s bracelet–delicate silver, a family heirloom–streaked with gray where her fingers had dug in too hard. Her breath hitched. She hadn’t even realized she’d been holding onto it. A shadow moved at the edge of her vision. Damon. He stood beneath the wrought-iron arch of the cemetery entrance, one hand in his pocket, the other still holding that damn cigar. Watching her. Always watching. His lips curved. Not a smile. A promise. She clenched her fist. The bracelet bit into her skin. This time, she didn’t look away.

The wind carried the scent of damp earth and decaying roses, curling around Lucy as she stood suspended between retreat and recklessness. Damon didn’t move from the archway, his tailored black suit swallowing the morning light, his presence a weight pressing against her ribs. His polished Oxfords sank slightly into the rain-softened ground, as if the earth itself couldn’t hold him–only yield. She should walk away. She would. But then he spoke. 

»Running already, Lucy?«

His voice was low, rough as gravel, the same tone that had once curled around her name in the back of his father’s study–half challenge, half dare. Her pulse jumped. 

»I said my goodbyes.«

»To who?«

A slow drag of his cigar, smoke curling between them. 

»The man who couldn’t be bothered to show up for you when it mattered?«

Her fingers tightened around the bracelet. The broken pocket watch in her coat–her father’s last, thoughtless gift–suddenly weighed a thousand pounds. 

»Careful, Damon.«

Her voice didn’t waver. 

»You’re starting to sound like you care.«

A beat. His gloved fingers–black leather, immaculate–tapped once against his thigh. The same restless rhythm from tenth grade, when he’d drummed it against his desk, counting down the seconds until the bell rang and he could drag her into some dark corner of the school. 

»Maybe I do.«

He exhaled smoke, stepping forward. The movement was sleek, predatory. 

»Or maybe I just like watching you lie to yourself.«

She stiffened. 

»What do you want?«

His gaze dropped to her wrist, to the smudged silver bracelet. 

»That’s new.«

Her mother’s heirloom. The last thing left untainted. She tucked her arm behind her, knuckles brushing the torn cigarette still clinging to her palm. 

»Not everything’s yours to take.«

His smirk was a blade. 

»Isn’t it?«

A shiver raced down her spine. Not fear. Never fear with him. Something worse–recognition. The kind that curled in the pit of her stomach, hot and relentless. The silence stretched, thick with everything unspoken. The way he still watched her mouth when she talked. The way she still held her breath when he stepped too close. Then, soft as a knife sliding between ribs–»Come home with me.«

Her laugh was sharp, brittle. 

»You don’t have a home. Just addresses your enemies haven’t burned down yet.«

»Then consider it a favor.«

His thumb brushed ash from his cigar, slow, deliberate. 

»You look like you could use a drink. And I hate funerals.«

Her chest tightened. A drink. A closed door. His hands, familiar and unforgiving. She shouldn’t. But the part of her that still remembered the burn of his gaze, the bite of his teeth, whispered one treacherous word Yes.

The law office smelled of dust and neglect, the air thick with the ghosts of her father’s failures. Lucy closed the door behind her, the click of the latch too loud in the hollow silence. The blinds were half-drawn, slats of weak afternoon light cutting across the floor, catching the fine layer of grime that had settled over everything. Her father’s desk was a graveyard of unfinished business–stacks of yellowed case files, a half-empty bottle of bourbon She dragged a finger over one, her skin coming away tacky. Still fresh. He’d been here recently. She exhaled, slow and deliberate, as if she could steady the tremor in her hands through sheer will. And then she saw it. The pocket watch. Her father’s, unmistakable–the silver casing dulled with age, the engraving on the back worn smooth from years of restless fingers. It sat in the center of the desk like a dare, like an apology, like a taunt. Her breath hitched. She reached for it, her fingertips brushing cold metal. The watch was heavy, too heavy for something so small. The glass face was shattered, a spiderweb of fractures distorting the frozen hands beneath. He left this for you. Or someone else did. The thought slithered in, unwelcome. Damon’s smirk flickered at the edges of her mind. Isn’t it? She clenched her jaw, forcing air into her lungs. No. Her father wouldn’t have bothered. Not unless A sharp knock at the door. She stilled. 

»Open it, Lucy.«

That voice. Dark, rough, threaded with the kind of amusement that made her pulse jump even when she wished it wouldn’t. Damon. Her fingers curled around the watch, the fractured edges biting into her palm. She didn’t move. 

»I know you’re in there.«

A pause. The knob twisted–locked. A low chuckle. 

»You always did like playing hard to get.«

Her breath came faster. This was a mistake. Coming here, thinking she could just walk away from him, from the funeral, from the way his gaze had lingered on her wrist like he was already calculating how to take what little she had left. The brass knob jiggled once, then went still. A beat of silence. Then A single, deliberate thud. Shoulder against wood. Testing. Her grip tightened. Another thud. Harder this time. The doorframe shuddered. She should say something. Tell him to leave. To go to hell. To The third impact splintered the wood around the lock. Lucy took a step back, her pulse roaring in her ears. The door swung open. And there he was. Damon filled the doorway, his broad shoulders blocking out the light, his suit immaculate even after what had to have been a fight in the hall. His knuckles were split–fresh blood smeared across his fingers. Their eyes met. His mouth curved. 

»Miss me?«

She didn’t answer. His gaze dropped to her hand, to the watch clutched in her white-knuckled grip. Something flickered in his expression–something sharp, something satisfied. 

»Ah.«

He stepped inside, kicking the broken door shut behind him. 

»So you found it.«

The air between them thickened, charged with everything they didn’t say. Her voice was steel. 

»Did you do this?«

He tilted his head, considering. 

»Would it matter if I did?«

Her chest burned. Damon took another step closer, his shoes silent on the worn hardwood. The scent of him–leather, smoke, the faintest trace of whiskey–wrapped around her, familiar and suffocating. 

»Your father owed me something,« he murmured, his thumb brushing over the bloody split on his knuckle. 

»Consider this collateral.«

Her nails bit into her palm. 

»Get out.«

He didn’t move. His gaze flicked to the shattered watch face, then back to her. 

»You always did take things too personally, Lucy.«

She inhaled sharply. 

»Or maybe,« he continued, voice dropping to that low, dangerous register that made her stomach tighten, »you just hate that I’m the only one who never lied to you.«

Her breath hitched. Damon reached out, slow, deliberate, and took the watch from her hand. His fingers brushed hers–warm, calloused, achingly familiar. 

»Tick tock, sweetheart,« he murmured, tucking the watch into his pocket. 

»Time’s up.«

The silence between them crackled. And then he turned and walked out, leaving the broken door swaying in his wake. Leaving her with the quiet, unraveling truth This wasn’t over. Not even close.
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The courtroom air was thick with the scent of polished wood and stale coffee, the kind that had been sitting too long in a cheap carafe. Lucy Carter adjusted the hem of her blazer, the fine wool scratching against her wrist, grounding her. The prosecution’s final witness–a security guard from Vex Industries–had just stepped down, his testimony a shaky house of cards. Lucy smoothed her notes, though she didn’t need them. She knew every angle, every weakness in the state’s case. 

»Ladies and gentlemen of the jury,« she began, her voice steady, »the prosecution would have you believe the fire at Vex Industries was intentional. They’d have you convict my client based on the testimony of a man who admitted–under cross-examination–that he never actually saw who started it.«

A juror in the front row shifted, his hands tightening around the armrests. 

»What they have is not evidence,« Lucy continued, pacing slowly before the jury box. 

»What they have is desperation. A man lost his livelihood in that fire–does that sound like arson to you? Or does it sound like tragedy?«

She let the question hang, her gaze sweeping across each juror. Then she felt it–the prickle at the back of her neck, the slow, creeping awareness that someone was watching her. Not just someone. Him. She didn’t turn. Didn’t let her breath hitch. But her fingers curled tighter around the edge of the podium, her pulse a traitorous drumbeat in her throat. Bergamot and gunmetal cut through the stale air–subtle, deliberate. Damon wasn’t here to watch the trial. He was here to watch her. 

»The law requires certainty,« she pressed on, forcing steel into her voice, though the words suddenly felt too sharp in her mouth. 

»Not speculation. Not gaps filled with fear. If you cannot say beyond a reasonable doubt that my client set that fire, then you must acquit.«

The judge leaned forward. 

»Does the defense have anything further, Ms. Carter?«

She exhaled through her nose. 

»No, Your Honor.«

The gavel struck. The jury was dismissed to deliberate. Lucy gathered her files, her movements precise, controlled. But her skin burned–she could feel Damon’s gaze like a hand trailing down her spine, slow and possessive. She turned, finally. He stood at the back of the courtroom, half-shadowed by the exit. His black leather gloves flexed once against the railing before he shoved his hands into the pockets of his coat. The smirk on his face wasn’t for the case. It was for her. A challenge. A promise. Her jaw tightened. She walked out the opposite door–head high, heels clicking against marble. But the scent of him lingered. And she hated that she noticed.

The jury filed out, their murmurs a low hum in the stuffy air of the courtroom. Lucy didn’t watch them go. Her attention was already fractured, pulled toward the back of the room where he stood, a shadow in the periphery. Damon Vex leaned against the rear bench, his broad shoulders swallowing the dim light. His fingers tapped the mahogany railing–click, click, click–the sound too deliberate, the rhythm matching the erratic flutter of her pulse. His signet ring caught the overhead fluorescents every few beats, winking at her like a taunt. She knew that rhythm. Knew it from high school hallways, from the way he’d drummed his fingers against locker doors whenever she passed, like he was counting down to something inevitable. Lucy swallowed and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, her fingers steady. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing her flinch. 

»Think they’ll take long?«

His voice slid over her skin like dark silk, low enough that only she could hear. She didn’t turn. 

»That depends on whether justice or common sense wins.«

A low chuckle rumbled from his chest. 

»You always did have a smart mouth.«

Her grip tightened on her briefcase. 

»And you always liked pushing buttons. Some things don’t change.«

»No,« he murmured, stepping closer, the heat of his body brushing against her back. His breath ghosted the shell of her ear. 

»Some things do.«

She turned then, fast enough to catch the smirk twitching at the corner of his lips. His dark eyes held hers–no mockery, no amusement. Just raw, unblinking focus. The kind that made her breath stall in her lungs. 

»You’re not here for the trial,« she said flatly. 

»No.«

His fingers flexed against his thigh, the black leather of his gloves straining. 

»I’m here for you.«

The words weren’t a confession. They were a blade, slipped between her ribs with practiced ease. She forced a laugh. 

»What, did I ruin your week by winning this case?«

His gaze flicked to her mouth, lingered there a beat too long. 

»You ruin everything, Lucy.«

Her stomach coiled. Before she could respond, a bailiff cleared his throat, shooting them a wary glance. Damon didn’t move, didn’t acknowledge the interruption. He just kept watching her–like she was the only thing in the room worth looking at. She stepped back, her heels striking the marble with sharp precision. 

»The jury’s returning.«

»Doesn’t matter,« he said. 

»It does to my client.«

»I don’t give a fuck about your client.«

Her jaw clenched. 

»Then why are you here?«

His smile was slow. Dangerous. 

»You already know.«

She did. And that was the problem. The jury foreman stood, his voice droning the verdict–not guilty–but Lucy barely processed the words. Damon hadn’t looked away from her once. And when the courtroom erupted in murmurs, when her client grasped her hand in gratitude, all she could hear was the steady, mocking click of Damon’s ring against the bench. Counting down. Waiting. She turned her back on him and walked away. But the burn of his stare followed her long after she left.

The sharp buzz of the overhead fluorescents hummed in Lucy’s ears as she pushed open the door to her office, her fingers stiff from clutching her briefcase too tight. The verdict should have been a relief–another win, another case closed. But the weight of Damon’s presence lingered like a bruise beneath her skin. And then she saw it. The files–meticulously organized, her entire case research–lay in ribbons across the floor, slashed so thoroughly they looked like confetti. The jagged edges caught the light, and when she bent to pick one up, it snagged on her finger, drawing a thin red line. She stared at the bead of blood welling up, the sting distant, secondary to the icy knot hardening in her chest. Her father’s desk. The antique oak surface, scarred now with black spray paint–Welcome home–the letters jagged, deliberate. The smell of it, acrid and chemical, burned the back of her throat. She didn’t move. Didn’t breathe. This wasn’t a warning. This was a claim. A slow exhale hissed between her teeth as she ran her fingers over the defacement. The paint was dry. They’d been here a while. Long enough to shred every case file, long enough to linger. Long enough to make sure she’d walk in and see it. 

»Fuck.«

The word was quiet, swallowed by the silence of the empty office. She pulled out her phone, thumb hovering over the speed dial for security. Then stopped. What would she report? Vandalism? She already knew who’d done it. And Damon Vaughn didn’t leave evidence. Her reflection in the darkened window stared back at her–lips parted, eyes wide. The controlled lawyer was gone. All that remained was the girl who’d once known exactly how far he’d go to get what he wanted. The office chair creaked as she sank into it, her fingers trailing the ruined wood. The last time she’d sat here had been the day she took over her father’s firm. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t let sentimentality cloud her judgment. Yet here she was. Staring at the past. Her phone buzzed against the desk, an unknown number flashing across the screen. She didn’t need to answer to know. Damon didn’t make threats. He made promises. She swiped the call to voicemail and stood, her body rigid. The office felt smaller suddenly, the walls too close, the air too thin. She needed to get out. Needed to think. But as she turned toward the door, something caught her eye–a single unshredded page left on the edge of the desk. Her fingers trembled as she picked it up. A photograph. Her. Taken today outside the courthouse. And beneath it, in the same black paint as the desk, a single word Soon. The paper crumpled in her fist. She knew this game. She’d played it before. And Damon never lost.

The precinct’s fluorescent lights hummed overhead, too bright against Lucy’s throbbing temples. The vinyl chair stuck to the backs of her thighs as she shifted, the stale air thick with sweat and burnt coffee. Across the scuffed table, Detective Brennan slid a steaming cup toward her. 

»Drink.«

The command was casual, but his eyes weren’t. They tracked the way her fingers trembled before she wrapped them around the styrofoam. The coffee was bitter, scalding against her dry throat, but she forced a sip anyway. Anything to keep from screaming. 

»So,« Brennan leaned back, creaking in his seat. 

»You’re sure it was Vaughn?«

Lucy set the cup down too hard. 

»I didn’t say that.«

»You didn’t have to.«

A file slapped onto the table between them, flipped open to crime-scene photos–a vandalized office, shredded documents, spray-painted threats. All identical to hers. 

»Third one this month. All linked to cases against Vex Industries.«

Her breath hitched. More. Damon’s reach stretched further than she’d realized. She schooled her face blank, but Brennan wasn’t fooled. His knuckles rapped the edge of a photograph–a charred corner where a face had been torn away. 

»Whoever did this has a habit of burning evidence. But they’re careful. No prints. No witnesses.«

His gaze pinned her. 

»Which makes me wonder why they’d risk sloppy work at your office.«

A muscle in her jaw jumped. 

»Maybe they wanted me to know it was them.«

»Or maybe,« his voice dipped, »someone’s sending you a message. The coiled between them, thick as smoke. You know more than you’re saying. Lucy’s thumb pressed into the rim of her cup, denting the styrofoam. 

»I’ll file a report. Standard procedure.«

»Procedure won’t stop him.«

Her spine stiffened. 

»I don’t need protection. Brennan’s laugh was a low huff. 

»That’s what the last two said. One’s in witness protection. The other’s in the morgue. Her pulse hammered, but she kept her voice steady. Then arrest him. 

»With what? He spread his hands. 

»A hunch? Your gut? Vaughn’s got alibis, lawyers, and half the city in his pocket. Unless you’ve got proof I know what he is. The words lodged in her throat. She couldn’t say it. Not without dragging her own past into the light. Brennan exhaled, rubbing his temple. 

»Look. You’re smart. So ask yourself–why you? Why now? The answer slithered through her veins, cold and certain. Because she’d walked back into his game. Her coffee had gone lukewarm. She pushed it away. 

»If that’s all, Detective, I have a firm to rebuild. He studied her for a beat too long before nodding. 

»Watch your back, Carter. Lucy stood, smoothing her skirt. 

»Always do. But as she walked out, the weight of Damon’s promise pressed against her ribs like a blade. Soon.

The office was too quiet. Lucy sat at her desk, fingers tracing the deep gouges in the wood–fresh wounds left by Damon's knife. The scent of burnt paper still clung to the air, acrid and suffocating. She exhaled slowly, forcing her hands to steady. The drawer resisted when she yanked it open, wood groaning like something wounded. Inside, scattered files–most shredded beyond recognition–but one remained intact. Her father’s case file on Vex Industries. The pages were old, edges yellowed, the scent of dust and ink sharp in her nose. And there, in the center, Damon’s juvenile photograph–bisected by a single, brutal slash. Her breath hitched. Fingers trembling, she reached for it. The image was faded, but his eyes were unmistakable–younger, colder, already brimming with violence. Her thumb brushed the torn edge, jagged as his voice in her memory. 

»You think you can run?«

A metallic click made her freeze. Her bracelet–her mother’s bracelet–spun wildly around her wrist, catching the dim light. She stilled it, pressing the thin gold band into her pulse point, counting the beats. Too fast. Damon wasn’t just threatening her. He was dismantling her, piece by piece, dragging the past out of the grave she’d buried it in. The file slipped from her fingers, papers scattering. A glint of metal caught her eye–her father’s broken pocket watch, half-hidden beneath the wreckage. The glass was shattered, hands frozen at 11:47. The exact time he’d died. A bitter laugh clawed up her throat. Of course. Damon wasn’t just sending a message. He was rewriting history. And she was the only one left who remembered the truth. She slammed the drawer shut–too hard. The wood splintered, a sharp crack splitting the silence. Outside, a shadow moved past the frosted glass of her office door. Too tall. Too still. Watching. Lucy’s fingers curled into fists, nails biting crescents into her palms. Soon. She could almost hear him whisper it. And this time, she wouldn’t run.
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The taillight wasn’t broken. Lucy knew it the second she glanced in the rearview mirror, catching the red glow of her own reflection–steady, unbroken. Detective Cole Brennan’s cruiser sat behind her, its lights spinning silent and insistent, painting the rain-slick road in alternating flashes of blue and white. She exhaled through her nose, fingers tightening around the wheel. 

»Evening, Ms. Carter.«

Brennan’s voice was smooth, practiced. The kind of tone that pretended it wasn’t a threat. Lucy rolled down the window, the damp night air licking at her skin. 

»Detective.«

He leaned down, forearms braced against the doorframe, close enough that she could smell the faint hint of gun oil and spearmint gum. His badge glinted under the streetlight, polished to a shine. The kind of man who cared about appearances. 

»You’ve got a taillight out.«

She didn’t blink. 

»No, I don’t.«

A slow, knowing smile curled at the corner of his mouth. 

»Funny. I could’ve sworn I saw it flicker.«

Lucy’s pulse thrummed, steady but insistent, like the hum of live wires. 

»If you’re going to lie, at least make it convincing.«

His expression didn’t shift, but something sharpened in his gaze. 

»Maybe I just wanted to talk.«

»Then say that.«

The words tasted bitter. A beat of silence. The click of her blinker–still working–echoed between them, too loud in the stillness. Brennan shifted, just slightly, enough to block the glare of a passing headlight. 

»Damon Vex was released this morning.«

Her ribs locked. She forced her fingers to relax, one by one, against the steering wheel. 

»And that’s my problem because...?«

»Because you’re the one who put him away.«

A cold laugh escaped her. 

»Correction–the state put him away. I just testified.«

»Semantics.«

Brennan’s voice dropped, low and rough. 

»You know how he operates. He doesn’t forget. And he doesn’t forgive.«

Lucy’s mouth twisted. 

»How charming. A criminal with opinions.«

»This isn’t a joke.«

His hand flexed against the doorframe, knuckles whitening. 

»He’s got people watching you. Every move. Every call.«

She tilted her head, studying him. The rigid set of his shoulders. The tension in his jaw. The faint scar just beneath his left ear–old, faded. A man who knew violence firsthand. 

»You’re awfully invested for someone who’s just doing his job.«

Brennan’s gaze darkened. 

»Maybe I don’t like seeing bodies pile up on my watch.«

»Or maybe you’re scared he’ll get to me before you do.«

The words hung between them, jagged as broken glass. For the first time, Brennan flinched. Lucy smiled, slow and razor-edged. 

»That’s what I thought.«

Silence. The rain picked up, tapping a relentless rhythm against the roof. Finally, Brennan exhaled, dragging a hand through his hair. 

»Watch your back, Carter.«

»Always do.«

But as she pulled away, tires hissing against wet asphalt, her reflection in the rearview was already blurring–distorted by the rain, by the past, by the weight of Damon’s name coiled tight around her throat. And the taillight, unbroken, burned red in the darkness. Watching. Waiting. Soon.

The diner smelled of stale grease and the sharp tang of industrial cleaner, the kind that stripped away layers but never quite got rid of the rot beneath. Lucy slid into a cracked vinyl booth, the cushion sighing under her weight. Across from her, Cole Brennan set a manila folder on the table with deliberate precision. His knuckles were still red from the cold, his jaw set like he was bracing for impact. She spun the thin gold bracelet around her wrist, the metal warm from her skin. 

»You know I don’t do favors for cops, right?«

She flicked the corner of the folder with a fingernail. 

»Especially ones who lie about taillights.«

Cole’s mouth twitched, the ghost of something too sharp to be a smile. 

»You’re the one who showed up, Carter.«

»Curiosity.«

She shrugged, but her pulse kicked against her ribs. 

»Not commitment.«

He flipped the folder open. Photographs spilled across the table–grainy surveillance shots, shipping manifests, a dark-haired man in a tailored suit with eyes like a blade sliding between ribs. Damon. Lucy’s fingers twitched toward the photo before she caught herself, curling them against the edge of the table instead. Her coffee sat untouched, black and bitter, the steam curling in thin, dying wisps. Cole watched her, gaze heavy. 

»He’s expanding operations. New routes. New product.«

»And you need my help because... ?«

She forced a smirk, but her voice came out too tight. 

»Because you know how he thinks.«

Cole leaned in, the booth creaking under his weight. 

»Because you’re the only person he didn’t manage to break.«

The bracelet spun faster. Cole’s eyes dropped to her wrist, tracking the movement before flicking back up. 

»You’re scared.«

Lucy scoffed. 

»I’m annoyed. There’s a difference.«

»You’re lying.«

»And you’re projecting.«

She took a sip of the coffee, let the acrid burn coat her tongue. Grounding. Real. 

»I testified. I moved on. Maybe you’re the one who can’t let go.«

A muscle in his jaw flexed. 

»He’s got men watching your apartment.«

»And yet, here I am. Breathing. Unmurdered.«

»For now.«

She rolled her eyes, but her left hand fisted under the table, nails biting into her palm. Cole saw it–of course he did. His fingers tapped once against the folder, a silent gotcha. 

»You can pretend all you want,« he murmured. 

»But your body remembers. Your pulse jumps when you hear his name. Your breath hitches when you see his face.«

She bared her teeth. 

»Maybe I just like the adrenaline.«

»Or maybe,« Cole said, slow and deliberate, »part of you still wants him.«

The air between them went sharp. Lucy exhaled through her nose, forced her fingers to uncurl. 

»You’re mistaking hatred for something prettier, detective.«

»Am I?«

She held his gaze, pulse hammering, throat dry. The coffee had gone cold in her hands. Outside, a car door slammed. A shadow passed by the diner window–too fast, too deliberate. Cole’s shoulders tensed, hand drifting toward his hip. Lucy didn’t move. 

»You should go,« she said softly. His eyes locked onto hers. 

»You coming?«

She spun the bracelet one last time. 

»Not your problem, remember?«

A long beat. Then Cole slid out of the booth, leaving the folder behind. 

»Keep that,« he muttered. 

»In case you change your mind.«

She waited until the bell above the door chimed, until his footsteps faded into the hum of the city. Only then did she let herself look down at the photo again, at Damon’s smirk, at the promise coiled behind his eyes. Her coffee cup cracked in her grip, dark liquid spilling over her fingers like blood. Soon.

The diner’s bell jingled again as Lucy stepped into the night, the cold air slicing through the thin cotton of her jacket. Streetlights flickered, casting long, jagged shadows over the pavement. Her boots clicked against the concrete, steady and deliberate–too steady. She refused to rush, refused to let Cole’s warnings crawl under her skin. She flexed her fingers, still sticky from spilled coffee, the phantom burn of the cup’s fracture lingering in her palm. And then she saw it. Her car door–already open. Just a sliver, barely noticeable unless you knew to look. Unless you remembered. Her breath hitched, lungs locking for a single, suspended second. It had been years since she’d found her door like this, years since Damon had slipped into her life like smoke, uninvited but inevitable. Back then, it had been a game–his way of saying I was here, and you didn’t even know. Now? Now it was a threat. She exhaled through her nose, slow and controlled, but her pulse betrayed her, hammering against her ribs like a caged thing. The parking lot was empty, save for the hum of distant traffic, the occasional flicker of headlights cutting through the dark. No footsteps. No shadows. Just the quiet, waiting weight of his presence. He’s here. She didn’t let herself hesitate. If she paused, if she flinched, it would be an admission–that he still had power, that he still twisted something inside her, even after everything. So she strode forward, fingers curling around the handle, and yanked the door wide. The scent hit her first. Leather. Smoke. Him. Faint but unmistakable, clinging to the passenger seat like a ghost. Her stomach tightened, a jagged knot of memory and something darker, something she refused to name. She slid behind the wheel, slammed the door shut, and locked it with a sharp click. Her hands gripped the steering wheel, knuckles blanching white under the dim glow of the dashboard. 

»Bastard,« she hissed under her breath. But her body remembered. The way her skin prickled, the way her breath shallowed–as if he were still in the car with her, his presence wrapping around her like a second shadow. She turned the key with too much force, the engine roaring to life. The sound was a comfort, something solid in the suffocating quiet. Then her phone chimed. A single message, flashing on the screen. Unknown Number: You always did leave your doors unlocked, Luce. Her throat went dry. She didn’t reply. Didn’t delete it. Just stared at the words until they blurred, until the weight of his attention pressed down on her like a hand at the back of her neck. He was watching. And worse–he knew she knew. She swallowed hard, shoved the phone into the console, and pulled out of the lot with a screech of tires. The night swallowed her whole.

The courthouse elevator doors parted with a quiet ping, and Lucy strode inside before they could close again. She jabbed the button for the seventh floor, her knuckles brushing the polished steel as she withdrew her hand. The air smelled of lemon cleaner and stale coffee, the hum of the machinery a low, steady thrum beneath her feet. She exhaled, rolling the tension from her shoulders. And then, just before the doors could seal shut, a hand–large, scarred, unmistakable–slid between them. The sensor beeped in protest, the panels jerking back open. Lucy’s breath caught. Damon stepped inside. The space, already small, shrank impossibly further. His broad shoulders took up too much air, his presence a live wire pressed against the thin veneer of her control. He didn’t look at her. Just pressed the button for the same floor, his fingers lingering a beat too long before pulling away. The doors slid shut. Silence. Lucy kept her eyes fixed on the numbers above, watching as they ticked upward with agonizing slowness. One. Two. Three. She could feel him beside her–the heat of his body, the way his thigh brushed against hers as the elevator jolted slightly. Accidental. Or not. With him, she never knew. His cologne was the same–dark cedar and something sharper beneath, like gunmetal. It coiled around her, dragging up memories she’d tried to bury. His breath on her neck. His teeth on her skin. The way he’d looked at her like she was the only thing in the world worth breaking. Her fingers tightened around her briefcase. 

»You’re late,« he said finally, voice rough. 

»And you’re not supposed to be here.«

She didn’t turn her head. Damon huffed a laugh, low and humorless. 

»Since when has that stopped me?«

Since never. The elevator climbed higher. Four. Five. His shoulder nudged hers as he shifted, the movement deliberate. Testing. She refused to give him the satisfaction of recoiling. 

»You left your door unlocked again,« he murmured, gaze still forward. Ice slithered down her spine. She’d known. Known it was him. But hearing it from his lips made it real. Made the violation tangible. 

»I didn’t,« she lied. His lips curved, just slightly. 

»Liar.«

The elevator slowed. Sixth floor. Lucy’s pulse hammered in her throat. Damon turned his head then–finally–and looked at her. Really looked. His eyes were black in the dim light, unreadable. 

»You still taste the same,« he said, voice so soft she almost missed it. Her stomach twisted. She hadn’t let herself think about last night. The way his mouth had crushed against hers in the dark of her apartment hallway, the way she’d No. She wouldn’t. The elevator stopped. The doors slid open. Lucy stepped out without a word. She didn’t look back. But she felt him watching. Always watching.

The hallway stretched too long, the fluorescents buzzing like wasps trapped inside her skull. Lucy kept her strides even, deliberate, refusing to glance over her shoulder even as the weight of Damon’s stare pressed between her shoulder blades. She could still smell him–cedar and gunpowder, the ghost of his breath on her skin from the words he’d whispered in the elevator. Pip. Her fingers twitched toward her blazer pocket, brushing the cold metal of her father’s watch, a habit when the past clawed too close. She hadn’t thought of that name in years. A fat, lazy hamster with patchy fur she’d begged for at eight years old. A creature Damon had mocked relentlessly–until the day he’d found her crying over its stiff little body in its cage. He’d dug the grave himself. Remembering that detail felt like swallowing glass. She rounded the corner, her heels clicking against the linoleum, and finally risked a glance back. The elevator doors had closed. Empty. Relief was a weak thing, slippery in her chest. Then her phone vibrated. She didn’t need to look to know. Him. 

»Lucy.«

A voice from behind her–low, silk-wrapped steel. She didn’t jump. Didn’t turn. Just kept walking. Damon fell into step beside her, matching her pace effortlessly. He didn’t touch her. Didn’t have to. His presence alone was a brand. 

»You forgot something,« he said, holding out a single black hairpin–one she’d left on her nightstand. Deliberately?She couldn’t remember anymore. She snatched it from his fingers, their skin brushing for half a second. A spark. A warning. 

»Breaking and entering’s a felony, Damon.«

»Only if you report it.«

His mouth curved, a predator amused by prey playing at defiance. 

»And we both know you won’t.«

She hated that he was right. Hated that the thought of cops, of questions, of paperwork tied to his name made her stomach churn. The hairpin bit into her palm. 

»What do you want?«

He stepped into her path, forcing her to stop or collide with him. She stopped. His fingers grazed her wrist–light, testing. 

»You know what I want.«

The words slithered under her skin, sticky with memories. His hands in her hair, her name torn from his lips, the wreckage they’d made of each other. She pulled her hand back. 

»That’s not happening.«

»It already did.«

His thumb brushed her bottom lip, a phantom touch. 

»Last night. In your hallway. You melted against me like I’d never left.«

Her stomach clenched. 

»I was drunk.«

»And I was there.«

He leaned in, his breath hot against her ear. 

»Funny how that keeps happening.«

The watch in her pocket felt like an anchor. Her father’s voice in her head: Don’t let him see you break. She tilted her chin up. 

»Why Pip?«

Damon stilled. Just for a second. Then his grin turned sharp. 

»Because you think I only remember the ugly things.«

He traced the line of her jaw, his touch featherlight. 

»I remember everything, Lucy.«

The office door at the end of the hall opened, laughter spilling out. Damon stepped back, the mask of indifference sliding into place. 

»Six tonight,« he murmured. 

»Your place. Don’t lock the door.«

Then he was gone, vanishing around the corner like smoke. Lucy exhaled, her fingers tightening around the watch. She wouldn’t be there.
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Chapter 4
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The study smelled like old paper and whiskey, the lingering ghost of her father’s late-night habits. Lucy dragged her fingertips along the edge of his mahogany desk, the wood smooth under her touch, polished to a shine by years of restless hands. She used to sit on the floor here as a child, watching him work, listening to the steady clack of his keyboard, the occasional sigh as he rubbed his temples. Back then, his secrets had been just that–his. Now, they might be hers to uncover. She rolled her shoulders, trying to shake the weight of Damon’s words from earlier. Six tonight. Don’t lock the door. She wouldn’t go. She couldn’t. The floorboards creaked underfoot as she circled the desk, running her hands along the paneling. If her father had hidden something, it wouldn’t be in plain sight. He was too careful for that. Too paranoid. A faint irregularity in the wallpaper caught her eye–a slight protrusion behind the bookshelf. She pushed it aside, dust motes swirling in the dim light. The brick beneath was loose, just slightly uneven with the others. Her breath hitched. She dug her nails into the mortar, grit grinding beneath them as she pried the brick free. The scrape of it sent a shiver down her spine. Inside the hollow, a manila envelope, edges yellowed with time. Her pulse hammered in her throat. She pulled it out, the weight of it heavier than it should be. The seal crackled as she unfolded the flap. Papers. Photographs. A single key. The first photo stole the air from her lungs. Her father–younger, sharper–standing beside a man whose face she knew too well. Nikolai Vex. Damon’s father. Their hands were clasped, the kind of handshake that came with unspoken agreements, with debts. At the bottom of the stack, a contract. Official-looking, stamped, signed in dark ink. And beneath that Her fingers trembled as she lifted the last document. A deed. For a property she’d never heard of. A cold thread of dread coiled in her stomach. The ice in the whiskey glass on the desk had melted, condensation pooling beneath it. She hadn’t poured it. Hadn’t touched it. But she knew who had. The silence in the room tightened like a noose. She was running out of time.
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