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The night the harbor breathed in, it did so like a promise - salt on the wind, lanterns trembling along the docks, and a door in Mara’s life opening with every step she didn’t mean to take. She comes to the water’s edge chasing answers she can’t name, only to find desire waiting there like it has always known her name.

In Bound By Desire, attraction isn’t a spark - it’s a tide that pulls harder the closer she gets to safety, and every choice she makes costs her something she swore she would protect. Who does she become when love demands the one explanation she can’t give, and when the truth she hides becomes the very thing that binds them tighter?

Chapter 1
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The Night the Harbor Calls Her

[image: ]


The invitation was folded into the seam of her coat like it belonged there - thin paper, salt-stained air still clinging to it, her name written in ink that looked too dark to be ordinary. Mara stopped beneath the awning of a shuttered fishmonger, fingers numb around the crease, and read the single line again and again until it stopped being words and started being a pull.

Old Harbor Pier. Midnight. Come alone.

She didn’t believe in ghosts, but she believed in people who knew where to find her. Tonight, the city felt like it was holding its breath. Not from romance - never that kind of story - but from the way every streetlamp flickered as she looked over her shoulder, the way the distant engines of the ferries sounded like they were moving farther away instead of closer.

Mara tucked the invitation back into her coat pocket and walked toward the docks before her courage could cool. The harbor swallowed her in stages: first the perfume of tar and brine, then the metallic tang of rusted chains, then the low grind of water against pilings that never quite stopped. Somewhere behind her, the last bar closed with a thud of laughter and glass. Ahead, Old Harbor Pier stretched into darkness, a long, narrow spine of wood and iron bones.

By the time she reached the first lamppost, her steps were too quiet for someone who was afraid. She kept her hands free - no phone out, no flashlight - because the invitation had said come alone, and she didn’t want to give whoever sent it the satisfaction of watching her flinch. The pier’s boards were slick under her boots, uneven planks shifting with each footfall. The air was cold enough to sting her throat, and the wind carried a chorus of sounds: rigging creak, gulls tearing through the dark overhead, the faint cough of a distant crane.

Halfway down, she slowed. The pier was empty in the way a stage is empty before the curtain rises - too clean, too deliberate. A cargo skiff rocked at the end of the line, its mooring rope rasping softly against metal. Mara’s gaze swept the shadows between moored boats and stacked crates, searching for the kind of movement that usually meant danger.

“You came,” a voice said from somewhere near her left, low enough that it might have been the sea itself.

Mara froze, breath catching. The boards beneath her boots vibrated with the smallest shift of weight. She didn’t turn right away. She listened first - the way she’d learned to when she was young and had to guess what was behind a door by the sound of its latch.

“You’re not supposed to be here,” she said, forcing her voice to stay even.

A soft laugh. Not mocking. Controlled. “Neither are you.”

That was enough to make her turn. He stood where the lamplight thinned, half in shadow, half in a pale strip of illumination. Tall, dark coat, hair that looked like it had been messed with by wind and intention. He wasn’t holding a weapon, but his stillness carried the same weight. Mara’s stomach tightened with the familiarity of danger - like her body recognized the shape of a threat before her mind could name it.

Lucian Hart.

The name hit her with a delayed shock, the way cold water does when you step into it too fast. She’d heard it in whispers that traveled through back rooms and family gatherings, the kind of whispers that didn’t belong to any single truth. Lucian Hart was the man people cited when they wanted to scare each other into behaving. Or when they wanted to make sure someone stayed silent.

Mara hated that her first instinct was to look for proof. Evidence. A reason she could hold in her hands.

“You sent the invitation,” she said.

His eyes - dark and sharp - tracked her face like he was reading for something under her skin. “I didn’t write your name.”

The reply wasn’t denial so much as correction, and it annoyed her. “Then why am I here?”

Lucian stepped closer, boots careful on the boards, the sound muted by the damp air. Up close, she smelled him - cold smoke and something clean under it, like rain on stone. Her mouth went dry. She forced herself not to retreat, even when the pier’s dark narrowed around him.

“Because someone thinks you’ll come,” he said. “And because they’re right.”

Mara’s fingers tightened at her sides. The invitation had tugged at her curiosity like a hook. Now it felt like a trap baited with her own need to know. “If you’re here, then you know what’s going on.”

“I know enough to tell you to leave,” he said, and the words should have comforted her. They didn’t. They landed like a test - like he was measuring whether she’d obey or whether she’d choose stubbornness because it was the only thing that had ever saved her.

Mara took a step forward instead. The boards creaked between them, the sound loud in the harbor quiet. “You don’t get to tell me what to do.”

Lucian’s gaze flicked to her mouth, just once, and then back to her eyes. It was subtle, but it made her pulse spike with an awareness that felt dangerous on principle. “No,” he agreed, voice low. “I don’t.”

The way he said it - like he was offering her something and daring her to refuse - made the air between them feel charged. Not romantic. Not yet. Just charged with the kind of tension that made every small movement feel like a decision.

Mara forced her focus back to the practical. “Who else is here?”

“Not many.” His attention didn’t drift. “And not where you can see them.”

A shiver ran through her - not from cold alone. The harbor wind pressed against her skin as if it wanted to pry her apart. “That’s convenient.”

Lucian’s smile barely touched his mouth. “Convenient is a word people use when they don’t want to admit they’re afraid.”

Mara swallowed. She hated the way he touched that nerve without even trying. “I’m not afraid.”

He stepped closer again, stopping just beyond the edge of her personal space, close enough that she could feel the heat of his body against the cold air. His voice softened without losing control. “Then why did you come alone?”

Her throat tightened. She could have lied. She could have said she preferred privacy. She could have blamed stubbornness. But the invitation had been too specific, too intimate in the way it had used her name like a key. Mara’s eyes burned with the anger of it.

“Because if I dragged someone with me,” she said, “I’d be putting them in the dark with me.”

Lucian’s gaze held steady. “That’s not courage. That’s damage control.”

Mara’s heart beat hard enough to feel in her ears. She didn’t like that he could see through her. She didn’t like that she wanted him to stop seeing. Wanting felt like a betrayal.

“What do you want from me?” she asked. “Answers? Threats? A warning I can’t trust?”

Lucian’s jaw flexed, like her question had landed somewhere tender. “Not threats.”

“Then what?”

He looked past her shoulder toward the mouth of the pier, where the darkness swallowed the line of lamps. “A chance to do this clean.”

Mara followed his glance, and the skiff at the end of the pier creaked again, rope sliding with a slow, deliberate scrape. The sound made her think of teeth on metal. “Clean for who?”

“For you,” Lucian said, and the word held a weight that made her skin prickle. “For what you’ve been carrying.”

That - more than the silence, more than the harbor’s damp chill - made her shift her stance. Her coat felt suddenly too thin. Her thoughts, too exposed.

She’d spent years learning how to carry things without showing anyone the shape of them. She’d learned how to keep her hands steady when she wanted to shake. To keep her face blank when names were spoken like knives.

“What are you talking about?” she asked, and she heard how careful she sounded, like she was stepping around something sharp.

Lucian’s expression tightened - not with anger, but with restraint. He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he reached into his coat and drew out something small: a folded piece of paper, worn at the edges, the ink on it smudged by time. He didn’t offer it to her. He just held it where she could see it.

Mara’s breath caught.

The paper was old. It looked like it had been kept too close to a heart that didn’t survive on its own. Her name wasn’t on it, but the details were - an address, a date, a signature she’d only ever seen once, years ago, when she was too young to understand what it meant that someone had known where to find her.

Her vision narrowed. The harbor noise dulled until all she could hear was her own pulse and the faint rasp of rope.

“You can’t have that,” she said, voice rough.

Lucian’s gaze didn’t leave her face. “I didn’t take it. I found it.”

Mara’s mind raced back through her childhood like a door slamming in a storm - memories she had forced into the dark because they were too bright when she touched them. A smell of bleach. A hallway that always felt too narrow. A woman’s voice saying her name with a gentleness that had been used like a promise.

Mara blinked hard, pushing the past down again, but it didn’t go. It clung to her like salt.

“What does it have to do with me?” she demanded.

Lucian’s throat bobbed. He looked like he was deciding whether to lie, and the choice showed in the tension of his shoulders. “It ties back to the night your mother disappeared.”

The words struck with the blunt force of truth. Mara’s stomach turned. Her mother hadn’t disappeared in any official sense. There had been reports, rumors, a blank space in records that felt like someone had edited her history by hand. Mara had survived on the emptiness, on the way questions could keep you moving when you didn’t know how to stop.

“You don’t know anything about that,” she said, but it came out weaker than she intended.

Lucian’s eyes softened, and that softness was worse than any threat. “I know enough to know you’ve been blaming yourself.”

Mara’s hands went cold. She stared at him, trying to find the angle where he was lying, the place where she could dismiss him as another man with a story and no responsibility. But his face looked tired in a way that didn’t match his reputation. Like he’d carried secrets too long.

“You don’t get to say that,” she whispered.

“I’m saying it because it’s the only thing I can’t stand watching anymore.” Lucian exhaled slowly, and the sound of it seemed to fill the space between them. “You keep coming back to the same question, Mara. Whether you deserved the darkness that followed.”

Her name on his tongue made her flinch. It wasn’t only the romantic ache of being recognized - it was the way he said it like he understood the shape of her fear.

“I didn’t ask for your understanding,” she said, but her voice trembled despite her effort.

Lucian’s gaze dropped for half a second to her hands, to the way she gripped
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