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POV: JULIAN 

The mirror was lying to me.

Or maybe it was the only thing in this godforsaken city actually telling me the truth.

I stood in the cramped, dimly lit bathroom of my new apartment,a place that didn't have a marble foyer or a door-man, but did have a persistent leak in the sink that sounded like a ticking clock. Drip. Drip. Drip. Every second was a reminder that the old Julian Vance was dead, and the new one was currently struggling to remember how to tie a Windsor knot.

"Dammit," I hissed, my fingers fumbling with the silk.

I was shirtless, the morning air biting at my skin, but I couldn't stop staring at the reflection. My chest and arms were a map of my own bad decisions. The tattoos crawled up my skin like vines in a graveyard. There was the compass on my forearm that never pointed north. The jagged crown on my ribs,a joke from my freshman year that felt more like a brand now. And the newest one, the small, inked sparrow on my wrist that I’d gotten the night I thought I’d lost Elena for good.

They weren't just art. They were scars. They were reminders of every night I’d spent trying to outrun my own name. Every mistake, every bet, every broken promise was etched into my hide in permanent ink.

I looked at the crisp, white button-down hanging on the door. It looked like a surrender flag.

"Can a monster ever truly wear a suit?" I asked the man in the glass.

The man in the glass didn't answer. He just looked back with bloodshot eyes and a jawline that could cut glass,the same jawline my father used when he was dismantling people’s lives over brunch.

The Costume of Sanity

I grabbed the shirt and pulled it on. One button. Two.

The fabric felt scratchy against my skin, a foreign sensation compared to the soft, broken-in hoodies I’d been living in. As I buttoned the cuffs, the ink began to disappear. The compass was hidden. The crown was buried. The sparrow was tucked away under a layer of expensive cotton.

By the time I reached for the tie again, the "Gutter Rat" was gone. In his place was a man who looked like he belonged on the 42nd floor of a skyscraper. I looked professional. I looked "clean." I looked like the kind of man a girl like Elena could actually trust.

But I knew better. I could feel the tattoos humming beneath the surface, a secret language written on my bones. You can put a tuxedo on a wolf, but he’s still going to remember the taste of blood when the moon comes out.

"This is for her," I muttered, finally getting the knot to sit straight. "Only for her."

I wasn't doing this for my father. Alistair could rot in his ivory tower for all I cared. I was doing this because Elena was at Vance Publishing now. She was building a life, a career, a future that didn't involve me. And if I wanted even a ghost of a chance to stand beside her again, I couldn't be the boy in the alley with the bloody knuckles.

I had to be a man who could walk through the front door.

The Demon in the Room

A knock at the front door made me jump, my hand flying to the small of my back where I usually kept my knife. Old habits didn't just die hard; they refused to stay buried.

"Julian? Are you decent? Or are you still brooding in the dark like a Gothic hero?"

Marcus.

I let out a breath and walked into the small living area. Marcus was leaning against the kitchen counter, holding two cups of coffee that smelled like heaven and gasoline. He looked me up and down, a slow whistle escaping his teeth.

"Look at you. You actually look like you have a credit score."

"Shut up," I said, grabbing a coffee. "It’s a costume, Marcus. We both know it."

"Maybe," Marcus said, his expression softening. He was the only one who had stayed when the world turned gray. My "found family" consisted of a giant with a heart of gold and a girl who threw bricks through windows. It wasn't much, but it was everything. "But sometimes you have to play the part until you believe it yourself. You’re going to therapy, right? No more 'Iron Rose' incidents?"

"I’m going," I said, the word feeling like a lie even though it was true. I was sitting on a beige couch three times a week, talking to a woman who looked at me like I was a fascinating case study in trauma. "She thinks I have 'unresolved anger issues.' I told her I resolved them by hitting Miller. She didn't find it funny."

"Sass won't get you Elena back, Jules."

"I know," I said, the humor draining out of me. "Nothing will. But I have to be ready in case she ever looks back. I can't let her see the monster."

The New Player

I checked my watch. 8:30 AM. Elena would be arriving at the office right about now.

I’d been tracking her. Not like a stalker,okay, maybe a little like a stalker,but mostly like a bodyguard she didn't know she had. I knew she’d started working for Beatrice. I also knew that Beatrice had assigned her to a new mentor.

Christian Thorne.

The name felt like a slur in my mouth. Christian was my cousin, but he was everything I wasn't. He was polished, he was brilliant, and he didn't have a single tattoo on his body. He was the "golden boy" of the legal world, and now he was spending eight hours a day with Elena.

"You’re doing that thing again," Marcus said, pointing at my hand.

I looked down. I was gripping the coffee cup so hard the plastic was beginning to warp.

"He’s going to try something," I hissed. "Christian is a shark. He sees a girl like Elena,smart, ambitious, beautiful,and he’ll think she’s an easy mark."

"Or maybe he’ll just be her boss," Marcus countered. "You have to trust her, Julian. She isn't the girl from the hardware store anymore. She’s a shark too, remember?"

"I trust her," I said, stepping toward the door. "It’s the rest of the world I don't trust."

The Mirror’s Final Word

I grabbed my jacket and checked the mirror one last time.

The suit fit perfectly. The tie was straight. The tattoos were invisible. To anyone on the street, I was just another young executive on the rise. I was a Vance in the making.

But as I reached for the door handle, I caught a glimpse of my wrist. The sleeve of my shirt had ridden up just enough to reveal the wing of the sparrow.

It was a reminder that no matter how many layers of silk I put on, the ink was permanent. The past was permanent.

"Under the surface," I whispered.

That was where the real Julian lived. The one who was still screaming. The one who was still desperately in love with a girl who might never forgive him.

I stepped out into the hallway and locked the door. The city was waiting. The war was moving from the streets to the boardrooms, and for the first time in my life, I wasn't the one with the upper hand.

I was just a man in a suit, walking into a storm of my own making.

The Cliffhanger

As I reached the lobby, my phone buzzed. A text from an unknown number.

[UNKNOWN]: She’s in the meeting with Christian now. He just closed the blinds. You really should have stayed in the gutter, Julian. It’s safer there.

I felt the familiar, dark heat rise in my chest. The suit felt like it was shrinking, the collar suddenly too tight.

I didn't reply. I didn't have to. I headed straight for the subway, my heart hammering a war drum against my ribs.

The internship was supposed to be her fresh start. But in this family, nothing was ever fresh. Everything was buried, waiting to be dug up. And if Christian Thorne thought he was going to be the one to help her move on, he was about to find out exactly what happens when you try to touch a monster’s treasure.
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POV: ELENA 

If the lobby of Vance Publishing was a palace of lies, the executive wing was a cathedral of absolute, unadulterated power.

I stood in the elevator, watching the floor numbers climb with a rhythmic ping that sounded like a countdown to my own execution. My reflection in the brushed-steel doors was a stranger. I’d traded my battered leather jacket for a sharp, charcoal-gray blazer that fit me like armor. My hair was pulled back into a knot so tight it was practically a facelift, and my expression was a mask of professional indifference.

Deep breaths, Elena, I told myself. You aren't the girl from the recording. You aren't the girl who slept in a hardware store. Today, you’re the woman who’s going to own this building.

The doors slid open on the 50th floor, and for a second, I forgot to move.

The office was a masterpiece of glass and chrome, suspended in the clouds. There were no walls, only floor-to-ceiling windows that made it feel like the entire city of New York was bowing at your feet. It was intimidating. It was cold. It was exactly where I needed to be to bury the ghost of my past.

"Elena Raymond?"

I turned to see a woman with a headset and a smile that didn't reach her eyes. She looked like she’d been programmed by a software engineer to be the perfect gatekeeper.

"I’m here for the executive internship orientation," I said, my voice steady. "Reporting to Christian Thorne."

The woman’s smile twitched,a tiny crack in the porcelain. "Mr. Thorne is expecting you. He’s cleared his morning for your onboarding. Follow the glass walkway. Last door on the left."

I started walking. My heels sounded like gunshots against the polished marble. I passed rows of workstations where people in three-thousand-dollar suits were typing frantically, their eyes fixed on screens full of data. No one looked up. In this world, you were either the hammer or the nail, and everyone was terrified of being the latter.

The Inner Sanctum

I reached the last door. It wasn't made of wood; it was a massive slab of smoked glass that looked like it belonged in a high-security bunker. I took a breath, adjusted my bag, and knocked.

"Enter."

The voice was like a cello,low, resonant, and vibrating with an authority that made the hair on my arms stand up.

I pushed the door open and stepped inside. If the rest of the office was cold, this room was a freezer. But it wasn't the temperature; it was the man sitting behind the desk.

Christian Thorne didn't look like a CEO. He looked like a storm in a bespoke suit. He was younger than I’d expected,maybe early thirties,with dark, silver-threaded hair and eyes the color of a winter sea. He wasn't just handsome; he was a focal point. The kind of man who commanded the molecules in the room to rearrange themselves for his convenience.

He didn't look up from the document he was reading for a full thirty seconds. It was a classic power move, and I wasn't falling for it. I didn't fidget. I didn't clear my throat. I just stood there, matching his silence with a calm, steady gaze.

Finally, he closed the folder and leaned back. His eyes swept over me,not like Julian’s used to, with that hungry, possessive heat,but with the clinical precision of a diamond grader.

"Miss Raymond," he said. "You’re exactly two minutes early. I appreciate a woman who understands that time is the only currency we can't replenish."

"And I appreciate a man who doesn't waste it with small talk," I replied, my sass slipping through the professional mask before I could catch it.

Christian’s lips didn't move, but the light in his eyes shifted. "Sit down. We have a lot to cover."

The Evaluation

I sat in the chair opposite him,a masterpiece of leather and steel that was surprisingly comfortable. He slid a folder across the desk. I didn't have to open it to know what was inside. My transcripts. My history. My scandals.

"I know why you’re here," Christian said, his voice dropping to a conversational hum. "My aunt Beatrice told me you were 'scrappy.' My cousin Julian told me you were 'off-limits.' And my father told me you were a liability."

I felt a surge of heat in my chest at the mention of Julian, but I pushed it down. "And what do you think, Mr. Thorne?"

"I think you’re a survivor," he said, leaning forward. "Most girls in your position would have taken a settlement and disappeared to a quiet town in the Midwest to wait for the gossip to die. Instead, you walked into the lion’s den and asked for a desk."

He tapped a finger on the folder. "I’ve looked at your legal briefs from your first year. Your logic is aggressive. Your tone is nearly predatory. You don't just want to win; you want to dismantle your opponent."

"Is that a problem?" I asked, my heart hammering against my ribs.

"On the contrary," Christian said, a slow, sophisticated smile spreading across his face. It wasn't a shark’s smile. It was a mentor’s. "It’s exactly what I need. This firm is full of legacy hires and silver-spooned idiots who are afraid to get blood on their cuffs. You? You’ve already bled. You have nothing left to lose, which makes you the most dangerous person in this building."

He stood up, walking toward the window. He was tall,imposing in a way that felt protective rather than threatening. "I’m not giving you this internship because of a Vance recommendation or a Thorne favor. I’m giving it to you because I see potential that Julian was too blinded by his own ego to recognize. I’m going to teach you how to be a weapon, Elena. The question is: are you ready to be sharpened?"

The First Test

I stood up to meet him. "I’ve been sharpening myself for months, Mr. Thorne. I’m just looking for a target."

He turned, his eyes locking onto mine. There was a weird, intense energy between us,a mutual recognition of ambition and iron will. It wasn't romantic,not yet,but it was intimate in a way that made my breath hitch.

"Good," he said. He reached for a remote on his desk and pressed a button. The smoked glass walls of the office suddenly turned opaque, sealing us into a private, silent bubble.

I stiffened. "What are you doing?"

"This office is a glass house, Elena. Everyone is watching. Everyone is waiting for you to trip over your own reputation. If we’re going to work together, you need to know that inside this room, you are my associate. Outside this room, you are a ghost. Do you understand?"

"I’m used to being a ghost," I said, my voice hardening. "It makes it easier to haunt people."

Christian laughed,a short, genuine sound that softened the sharp edges of his face. "I think we’re going to get along just fine."

He handed me a new tablet, the screen already glowing with a list of high-stakes acquisitions. "Start with the Miller merger. There are discrepancies in the labor contracts. Find them. If you do, I’ll take you to the Sterling negotiation on Friday."

The Sterling negotiation. Leo’s family. My blood turned to ice, then back to fire.

"I'll have it by the end of the day," I said.

The Twist

I turned to leave, my mind already racing with legal strategies, when his voice stopped me.

"One more thing, Elena."

I paused at the door. "Yes?"

"Julian is downstairs," Christian said, his tone turning casual,almost too casual. "He’s been sitting in his car in the parking garage for three hours. He thinks he’s being subtle."

I felt the familiar, painful tug in my gut. Julian. Still trying to be my shadow. Still trying to play the protector.

"Let him sit," I said, my hand on the glass handle. "He’s a big boy. He can handle the dark."

"I told security to leave him alone," Christian added, watching me closely. "But you should know... your father called my private line this morning. He wanted to know if you’d signed the non-disclosure agreement yet."

I froze. The NDA. The document that would bury the recording forever and silence me in exchange for my career.

"And what did you tell him?" I whispered.

Christian walked toward me, stopping just inches away. He didn't touch me, but I could feel the heat radiating from him. He smelled like expensive paper and cold air.

"I told him that you don't take orders from men who are beneath you," Christian said. "And then I hung up."

I stared at him, stunned. For the first time in months, I felt like someone was actually on my side. Not because they wanted to own me, and not because they were guilty. But because they saw me.

"Thank you, Christian," I said, using his first name for the first time.

"Don't thank me yet," he warned, his eyes dark and unreadable. "The day isn't over. And in this building, the floor can drop out from under you at any second."

The Cliffhanger

I stepped out of the office, my head spinning. I had a mentor. I had a target. I had a chance.

I walked toward my new desk, but as I passed the breakroom, a familiar face stepped out, blocking my path.

Cassandra.

She was wearing a cream-colored silk dress and a smile that looked like a death sentence. She held a cup of coffee in one hand and a manila envelope in the other.

"Welcome to the big leagues, Elena," she whispered, leaning in so close I could smell her cloying perfume. "I saw you in there with Christian. Very cozy. I wonder... does he know about the other recording?"

My heart stopped. "What other recording?"

Cassandra tapped the envelope against her chin, her eyes dancing with malice. "The one from the night Julian bailed you out. The one where you admitted you only took this job to get revenge on the Vance family. Christian is many things, but he’s very, very loyal to the firm. I wonder how he’d feel about a mole in his inner sanctum?"

She winked and walked past me, leaving me standing in the middle of the glass hallway.

I looked back at Christian’s door. The glass was still opaque.

I was on the 50th floor. I was at the top of the world. And I could already feel the wind starting to push me off the edge.
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POV: ELENA 

The alarm clock on my nightstand didn’t just wake me up; it screamed at me like a drill sergeant with a personal vendetta. 5:30 AM.

I rolled out of bed, my feet hitting the cold floor of the new apartment Sarah and Marcus had helped me find. It was a "fixer-upper," which was a polite way of saying the radiator clanked like a ghost in chains and the windows leaked air. But it was mine. It didn't have a Vance crest on the towels, and that made it a palace in my eyes.

I spent forty minutes transforming into "Lawyer Elena." It was a ritual now. I applied my mascara like I was war-painting for a siege. I tucked my blouse into my skirt with surgical precision. I was building a barricade of professional success, and I wasn't going to let a single stray hair ruin the illusion of my sanity.

Then, I grabbed my bag and headed down to the street.

That’s where the illusion always started to crack.

The Silver Ghost

The Porsche was parked exactly where I’d left it, gleaming under the hazy orange glow of the streetlights. It looked like a shark in a koi pond,predatory, expensive, and entirely too much for this neighborhood.

I hated this car.

I hated the way the door handle felt too heavy in my hand. I hated the way the leather seat seemed to mold to my body, as if it remembered me. But mostly, I hated that I was still driving it. Every morning, I told myself I’d sell it. I’d take the cash, buy a sensible sedan, and put the rest into a savings account. But the paperwork was a nightmare of Vance legal traps, and honestly? Every time I tried to call a dealership, my throat closed up.

I climbed inside and pulled the door shut. The sound was a solid, expensive thud that cut off the noise of the city.

And then, it hit me.

The scent.

It didn't matter how many "Ocean Breeze" air fresheners I hung from the rearview mirror. It didn't matter how many times I’d scrubbed the mats. The car still smelled like Julian. It was that specific, intoxicating blend of sandalwood, expensive bourbon, and the cold, crisp air of a midnight drive.

I leaned my head against the steering wheel and took a shaky breath. "It’s just a smell, Elena. It’s molecules. It’s chemistry. It’s not him."

But it was him. It was the memory of his hand on my thigh while he shifted gears. It was the echo of his low, rough laugh when I’d told him he drove like a maniac. It was the ghost of the man who had ruined my life and then tried to hand me the keys to his soul as an apology.

The Ignition

I shoved the key into the ignition and turned it. The engine roared to life, a deep
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