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Chapter 1: The Debt Comes Due
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The call came at three in the morning, which was honestly more polite than I'd expected.

My phone buzzed on the nightstand, a cheap burner I'd bought with my last fifty dollars, lighting up the room I'd rented by the week. The smell of damp carpet and old takeout hung in the air. I knew who it was before I looked. No one else had this number.

"Miss Vance." The voice on the other end was a dry rasp, like stones grinding together. It was Kreech, my personal financial grim reaper. "The balance is payable. In full."

"Mr. Kreech," I said, my voice sleep-rough but steady. I'd been practicing steadiness in the mirror. "The arrangement was for another month. We have an understanding."

"The understanding," he hissed, the line crackling with static that felt unnatural, "has been revised. The principal has been... transferred. The new holder is less patient. He requires an asset of equal value. You are the only asset of any value your late father left."

A cold knot tightened in my stomach. An asset. I'd been many things: Evelyn Vance, socialite daughter of a now-deceased and disgraced investment magnate; a passable art forger; a professional survivor. Now I was an asset on a balance sheet.

"What does 'transferred' mean?" I asked, sitting up, the thin sheets pooling around my waist.

"It means your debt is no longer mine to carry. It means a car is coming for you. Be downstairs in ten minutes. It will be easier if you are compliant."

The line went dead.

For a second, I just sat there, the silence ringing. Then the survival instinct, the one I'd honed over the last two years of running, kicked in. Screw compliance.

I quickly got out of bed and put on jeans and a dark sweater. My go-bag was already packed—passport (fake), cash (limited), and a single tube of lipstick that made me feel human. I shoved the burner phone in my pocket and peered through the blinds of my third-floor walk-up.

The street below was deserted, glistening under the orange glow of a streetlight after the rain. No black sedans yet. Yet.

The fire escape. It was my only play. I swung the window open, the cold night air biting my face. I threw my bag out first; I heard it land with a thud in the alley below. I was halfway out, one leg over the sill, when the smell hit me.

It wasn't garbage or wet pavement. It was ozone and wet earth, and something else... something coppery and old: blood.

A figure stepped from the shadow of the dumpster, directly below where my bag had fallen. He was too tall, too thin, his movements a series of jerky, precise angles. Kreech. He didn't look up. He just bent down, picked up my bag with long, spidery fingers, and dusted it off.

"The car is already here, Miss Vance," his voice floated up, no louder than a whisper but clear as a bell in the still night. "It is in the front. I am in the back. There is no side door."

He finally looked up. His eyes caught the distant light, reflecting it back in a way no human eyes should. The stories about what Kreech was—a ghoul, a vampiric thrift, something less definable—flashed through my mind. My father had dealt in strange currencies. I was just inheriting the fallout.

Compliance. It was the only card I had left that wasn't a suicide play.

I returned my leg to its original position. With my heart pounding frantically against my chest, I made my way downstairs. As I pushed open the grimy front door, the black sedan was idling at the curb, sleek and silent as a shark. The rear door swung open automatically.

I slid inside. The interior smelled of rich leather and crisp citrus, and beneath it, a faint, clean scent of cold stone and... wild musk. It was the opposite of Kreech's decay.

The door shut with a soft, final thud. Kreech was in the front passenger seat, a silhouette against the city lights. He didn't speak.

The car pulled away from the curb. I didn't ask where we were going. I already knew the answer: to settle a debt. I just didn't know the currency was me.
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Chapter 2: Rook's Landing
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The car didn't stop for nearly an hour. We left the grime and flickering streetlights of the city behind, slipping into a darkness so complete it felt like being swallowed. No other headlights. No signs. Just the low hum of the engine and the oppressive silence from the front seat, where Kreech sat as still as a gargoyle.

I didn't try to make conversation. What was there to say? 'Lovely weather for a kidnapping?' Instead, I watched the shadows, my mind racing through useless escape plans. The doors were likely locked. The driver—I couldn't even see the back of his head—was a silent, professional shape. An asset transporting an asset.

Just as the numbness of fear was beginning to frost over my panic, lights appeared in the distance. Not the warm glow of a town, but sharp, angular beams cutting through the night from a high perimeter wall. As we drew closer, the scale of the place revealed itself. It was less a house and more a fortress built into the side of a dark mountain ridge. Modern, brutalist concrete and vast sheets of glass were layered like geological strata, all of it dominated by a central, circular structure that glowed with a deep, pulsing amber light. It looked like a prison designed by a billionaire with a god complex.

The gates, heavy slabs of forged iron and something that looked like obsidian, swung open silently. We drove onto smooth, black paving stones. The car came to a stop not at a grand entrance, but at a discreet, recessed door made of frosted glass and steel.

"Out," Kreech rasped, without turning around.

The door beside me opened automatically. The air outside was different here—crisp, pine-scented, and charged with a subtle, electric energy that raised the hairs on my arms. I stepped out, my sneakers soundless on the stone. Before I could even turn, Kreech was beside me, moving with that unsettling, fluid speed. He didn't touch me. He just gestured with one long finger toward the door.

"Your new owner awaits your presentation."

Owner. The word was a physical blow. I stiffened, my chin lifting almost on its own. "I'm not a pet."

Kreech's lipless mouth seemed to stretch into something resembling a smile. "No. Pets are loved. You are a debt instrument—far more transactional. Go."

The frosted glass door slid open. Taking a breath that did nothing to steady me, I walked through.

The contrast was jarring. Inside was warmth, light, and staggering wealth. The hallway was wide, with floors of dark, polished wood and walls of exposed concrete softened by tapestries that looked ancient and incredibly valuable. The air smelled of sandalwood, expensive coffee, and that same clean, wild musk from the car, only stronger here. It was the scent of the place itself. It was also, unmistakably, the scent of dominance.

A man stood waiting. He wasn't Kreech's driver. This man was built on a different scale—broad-shouldered, tall, dressed in simple, dark trousers and a grey sweater that did nothing to conceal the power beneath. He had close-cropped dark hair and a face that was all hard lines and focused intensity. He looked like a soldier or a very dangerous concierge.

"Miss Vance," he said, his voice a low, calm baritone. "I'm Gideon. Follow me, please. He's in the observatory."

No 'welcome. 'No, make yourself comfortable.' Just instructions. I followed him, my senses on high alert. We passed closed doors, a gallery of modern art featuring violent, beautiful abstracts, and a library that made my forger's heart ache with its floor-to-ceiling collections. Everything was pristine, ordered, and cold. There was no clutter, no personal touch. It was a museum where someone happened to live.

Gideon led me to a sleek elevator. The doors whispered open, and we rode up in silence. When they opened again, we stepped out into a vast, circular room.

It was the glowing structure I'd seen from outside. The "observatory." One entire curved wall was made of single-pane glass, looking down onto a shocking sight. Below us was an arena. Not a sports arena, but a pit of raw, elemental chaos. It was filled with sand and rough, natural obstacles—stone pillars and shallow trenches. And in it, two figures were moving at speeds that blurred the eye.

One was massive, covered in coarse, dark fur, with the unmistakable shape of a bear reared up on hind legs, but its eyes glowed with a savage, green intelligence. A shifter. The other was slender, almost wraith-like, moving with impossible grace, leaving afterimages of silver light. A fae of some kind. They clashed—a roar that vibrated through the glass met the sound of shimmering energy being torn. It was brutal, beautiful, and utterly terrifying.

"The Blood-Sport," Gideon said quietly, noting my frozen stare. "The only rule is submission, not death. Death is bad for business. Permanent injury... is a calculated risk."

My mouth was dry. "And he profits from this?"

"He is this," Gideon corrected, his gaze shifting to the center of the room.

He was standing with his back to us, silhouetted against the violent ballet below. He wore a simple black t-shirt and sweatpants, his arms crossed over a chest that was formidable even in repose. He was watching the fight with the detached focus of a grandmaster studying a chessboard.

Kaelen Rook.

He didn't turn as we approached. Gideon stopped a respectful distance away and gave a slight nod. "Sir."

"Leave us, Gideon."

His voice. It wasn't loud. It was a low, resonant vibration that seemed to settle in my bones. It was calm, utterly controlled, and colder than the glass wall.

Gideon vanished back into the elevator without a sound. I was alone with him. The Alpha. The owner of my debt.

For a long minute, the only sounds were the muted roars and cracks of energy from the arena below. I stood there, feeling like a specimen under glass. Finally, he spoke, still not looking at me.

"Evelyn Vance. Twenty-six. Only child of Robert and Isabelle Vance. Former socialite. Current fugitive from three separate civil suits and one intermittent Interpol inquiry regarding art forgery." He listed my failures like stock prices. "Your father bankrolled the expansion of the Southeastern fight circuit with money that wasn't his. When his house of cards collapsed, his debt to my organization was one of the few assets that remained solvent. That debt is now yours—principle, plus vigorish. You are the collateral."

I found my voice, wrapping it in the shreds of my old, sarcastic armor. "Vigorish. Such a fancy word for 'crippling interest.' And collateral usually sits in a vault. It doesn't need to be fed."

For the first time, he moved. He uncrossed his arms and slowly turned. The arena's amber light played over the planes of his face. He was... severe. Handsome in a way that was more threat than invitation. High cheekbones, a strong jaw shadowed with stubble, and eyes that were the color of a winter sky right before a storm—a pale, piercing grey. He looked at me, and it wasn't a look of appraisal or lust. It was an assessment. A valuation.

"You won't be in a vault," he said, his gaze sweeping over me from head to toe. I felt transparent. "You'll be here, in my home. You'll have freedom of the main house and the grounds."

A spark of defiant hope flickered. "So, I'm a... guest?"

A faint, almost imperceptible twist of his lips. It wasn't a smile. "You are a liability I now have to secure. The grounds are patrolled by beings who consider human intruders a snack. The forest is warded. The perimeter is electrified. Your freedom is a courtesy, not a right. Attempt to leave, and you will be retrieved. The process will not be gentle."

The spark died. Of course. A gilded cage. "And what? I just... live here? While you run your monster fight club downstairs?"

"You will live here," he confirmed, turning back to the window. The bear-shifter had the fae pinned, a massive paw around its throat. The fae was tapping the ground rapidly in submission. The fight was over. "You will be seen. You will be present at certain functions. You will not embarrass me."

"Functions," I repeated, the word tasting like ash.

"The Championship Gala is in six weeks. The winner of the circuit gains more than a purse. They gain standing, influence." He finally glanced back at me, and his storm-grey eyes held a warning that froze the blood in my veins. "Your presence at my side during that event is part of the debt settlement. You are... visual proof of my stability. My control."

A horrible understanding dawned. "I'm a prop. You're using me to look strong in front of the other monster fighters."

"Perception is power, Miss Vance. And you are a perfectly crafted piece of perception. Beautiful, human, fragile—a reminder that I have what others want, and I can keep it safe." His voice dropped, becoming almost conversational, which was somehow worse. "Silas Vane, for instance. My chief rival. He believes I've grown soft, that my 'civilized' approach to the sport is weakness. He would very much like to take what is mine. Seeing you... it will irritate him. It will make him reckless."

I wrapped my arms around myself, suddenly chilled. "And when he decides to take his irritation out on me?"

Kaelen Rook looked down at the arena, where attendants were helping the defeated fae to its feet. "Then he will learn why I am still the champion."

He said it with such absolute, unshakable certainty. It wasn't a boast. It was a fact of the universe, like gravity.

"Gideon will show you to your room," Kaelen said, dismissing me. "You'll find clothing in your size. Do not attempt to contact the outside world. All communication is monitored. Your old life is over. Your new life is here. Learn the rules, and you might find it... tolerable."

Tolerable. What a thrilling promise.

I was turning to go, humiliation and fury warring in my chest, when he spoke again.

"One more thing."

I paused, not looking back.

"Your father signed more than a loan agreement," Kaelen said, his voice devoid of all emotion. "The final addendum to the debt contract contains a forfeiture clause. Should I be defeated in the Championship bout, all assets held as collateral—including you—are transferred to the victor. You are not just proof of my control, Miss Vance."

He let the silence hang, heavy and suffocating, until I was forced to turn and meet his icy gaze.

"You are the prize."
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Chapter 3: The Gilded Cage

[image: ]


My room wasn't a cell. It was a masterpiece of passive-aggressive luxury.

Gideon led me to a suite on the east wing, all soft carpets, a bed the size of a small yacht, and another floor-to-ceiling window offering a terrifyingly beautiful view of the dark, writhing forest. A walk-in closet was stocked with clothes in my exact size—elegant, understated pieces in shades of ivory, grey, and black. Silk, cashmere, and linen. There was no color. No personality. It was the uniform of a trophy.

"Dinner is at eight," Gideon stated, standing rigidly by the door. "It is served in the main dining hall. Attendance is not optional."

"What happens if I'm not hungry?"

He looked at me, his expression unreadable. "You will be. The energy here...affects human metabolism. You'll find you need more fuel." He paused. "He doesn't like to be kept waiting."

The door clicked shut, leaving me in the profound silence. No lock turned, but the threat was clearer than any bolt. Learn the rules, and you might find it tolerable.

The next few days bled into a surreal routine. I woke to sunlight slicing through the trees. I wandered the sterile, art-filled halls. I ate meals in the cavernous dining hall, sometimes alone, sometimes with Gideon making stiff small talk. Kaelen was always absent, a ghost haunting his fortress. The only evidence of him was the lingering scent of his wild musk in the corridors and the distant, rhythmic thuds that sometimes vibrated through the floor—training, I assumed, in some subterranean gym.

I saw the Blood-Sport only once more, from a different viewing gallery. A lithe, scaled creature with venom-dripping fangs fought a woman who seemed to be made of living shadow. It ended when the shadow-woman enveloped her opponent, leaving it gasping and unconscious on the sand. The crowd—visible in other glass-walled boxes—roared, a sound muffled but visceral through the barriers. Money changed hands. I felt sick. This was the engine of Kaelen's world: violence as commerce.

On the fourth day, my restless pacing took me to the library. It was the only room that felt alive, with the soft, sweet smell of old paper and leather. I was running my fingers along the spine of a first edition Eliot when a voice spoke from behind me.

"That one's a fake."

I snatched my hand back as if burned, whirling around. Kaelen stood in the doorway, dressed in simple black training gear damp with sweat. His hair was tousled, and a faint sheen glistened on his neck. He looked less like a CEO and more like a predator who'd just finished a run.

"I know," I said, my heart hammering against my ribs. I forced a shrug. "The binding is too perfect. Mid-20th century reproduction, trying too hard to look hand-stitched."

One of his dark eyebrows lifted a fraction. "You can tell that from a touch?"

"My father collected fakes. He called them 'humble homages.' I called them liabilities. You learn to spot the tells. " I turned back to the shelf, pretending a nonchalance I didn't feel. "Surprised you'd have a forgery in here. Doesn't seem like your style."

"It's not mine," he said, stepping into the room. His presence seemed to expand, filling the space, making the air thinner. That clean, wild scent was stronger now, mixed with salt and effort. "It belonged to the previous owner. I kept it as a reminder."

"Of what? The fallibility of your enemies?"

"Of the seduction of a beautiful lie." He came to stand beside me, not looking at the books, but at my profile. I kept my eyes fixed on the shelves. "You've been exploring."

"You gave me the run of the house," I replied, my voice tighter than I wanted.

"I gave you a leash. There's a difference." He reached past me, his arm brushing against my shoulder. I flinched. He didn't acknowledge it, pulling a different, unassuming volume from the shelf. "This one is real. 14th-century bestiary. The illustrations were painted with ink mixed with the artist's own blood. A different kind of forgery—claiming a piece of the soul to make the fantasy real."

He held the book out to me. A test. I took it, careful not to let our fingers touch. The leather was cool, worn smooth by centuries.

"Why are you telling me this?" I asked, finally meeting his gaze.

His winter-grey eyes held mine. Up close, I could see faint, silvery scars near his temple, like cracks in marble. "Because you are also a beautiful lie, Evelyn Vance. The socialite. The polished daughter. But underneath..." He leaned in, just an inch, and his voice dropped to a low hum I felt in my teeth. "Underneath, you're a forger. A survivor. You know how to pretend to be something you're not to get what you need. That is the only reason you're still interesting to me."

The insult was so precise, so seen, it stole my breath. He'd looked past the gilded cage and seen the frantic animal inside. Anger, hot and sharp, cut through my fear.

"And what are you, under all this?" I gestured around the room, at the fortress, at the world he commanded. "The champion? The Alpha? Or just a richer, more powerful version of Kreech? A debt collector with better interior design?"

For a long, suspended moment, he said nothing. The air crackled. I braced for his fury, for the cold dismissal. Instead, something flickered in his eyes—not anger, but a spark of something like...amusement. It was far more dangerous.

"Come with me," he said, turning and walking out of the library without checking to see if I followed.

Stunned, I hesitated, then placed the ancient bestiary back on the shelf and trailed after him. He led me not to the elevators but down a wide, spiraling staircase of raw concrete and iron. The air grew cooler, carrying the faint, metallic tang of ozone and sweat. The thudding I'd felt through the floors grew louder, resolving into distinct sounds: the grunt of impact, the sharp exhale of effort, and the clang of metal.

We emerged onto a railed catwalk overlooking a vast, hexagonal training floor. It was a brutalist dungeon, all concrete and harsh light. Below, two men were sparring. No, not men. One was Gideon, moving with a fluid, lethal grace I'd never seen from him. The other was a mountain of muscle with a shaved head and tribal tattoos snaking up his arms—Lykos, I'd heard him called. They weren't using weapons. It was hand-to-hand, but it was faster, harder, and more brutal than any human fight. Gideon dodged a blow that would have shattered stone, slipping behind Lykos to land a series of sharp, precise strikes to his kidney. Lykos roared, spinning with impossible speed, his fist grazing Gideon's jaw with a crack that made me wince.

Kaelen leaned on the railing, watching. "This is the truth under the polish," he said, his voice calm over the sounds of combat. "This is the product. The controlled violence. The discipline. The lie is the gala, the suits, and the money. This," he nodded downward, "is real."

"It's savagery," I whispered, unable to look away.

"It's currency," he corrected. "And I am its master. You think I'm like Kreech? Kreech is a scavenger. He feeds on carrion. I create the carrion." He turned his head to look at me. "You are not a debt to be collected, Evelyn. You are a stake in a game. And I never lose."

Down below, Gideon swept Lykos's legs out from under him, pinning him with an arm locked around his throat. Lykos tapped the floor twice. Submission. Gideon released him immediately, offering a hand to pull him up. There was respect there, even in the violence.

"Why show me this?" I asked, my defiance muted by the raw display of power.

"So you understand the rules," he said, pushing off the railing. "The world you've been dropped into isn't about contracts and favors. It's about this." He gestured to the training floor. "Strength. Dominance. Survival. You play your part—the beautiful, composed lie on my arm—and you get to survive in a gilded cage. You step out of line..." He let the implication hang in the air, thick as the scent of sweat and effort.

"Or you lose," I said, the words from our first meeting coming back to me. "And I become someone else's prize."

His expression hardened, the brief flash of amusement gone. "I do not lose."

He began to walk back toward the stairs. I stood for a moment longer, watching Gideon and Lykos clasp hands, a grim smile on Lykos's face. They were a pack. A found family of violent mercenaries. And I was the cuckoo in their nest, the shiny object their Alpha had brought home.

As I turned to follow Kaelen, my eyes caught on a shadowed alcove across the training floor. A man stood there, leaning against the wall, watching the sparring session. He was dressed in an impeccably tailored suit, stark white against the grey concrete. His hair was silver-blond and swept back, and even from this distance, I could feel the chill of his gaze. He wasn't looking at the fighters.

He was looking directly at me.

He raised a crystal glass in a slow, deliberate toast, a smirk playing on his lips. Then he turned and melted back into the shadows.

A cold knot formed in my stomach. I didn't need an introduction.

Silas Vane had seen the prize.
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Chapter 4: The Stalking Shadow
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The sight of Silas Vane's smirk, that crystal glass raised in a mocking toast from the shadows, rewired something inside me. The simmering anxiety of the past few days didn't evaporate; it crystallized into a cold, sharp shard of clarity. I wasn't just living in a gilded cage. I was live bait dangling in a tiger's enclosure, and the tiger had just licked its lips.

Kaelen said nothing about the encounter as we walked back upstairs. His silence was infuriating. He'd seen Silas—he must have—and yet he offered no reassurance, no threat, no context. Just that impenetrable calm.

"He was watching," I finally said, my voice bouncing off the cold concrete walls of the stairwell.

"He often does," Kaelen replied, not breaking stride. "Silas enjoys spectating. It fuels his sense of entitlement."

"He was watching me."

This time, he stopped, turning on the step above me, looking down. In the dim light, his grey eyes were like chips of flint. "I am aware."

"And that doesn't concern you? The prize you are so eager to flaunt is being evaluated by the competition.

A muscle ticked in his jaw. "Everything here concerns me. Your concern should be following the rules and staying within the boundaries I've set. The rest is my business."

"It's my life!"

"It is your currency," he corrected, his voice dropping to a low, dangerous register. "And I decide how it's spent. Please head to your room, Evelyn, and consider reading a book or painting a





















































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
,,7
f/"

& S
N
>

»\\
“ / Gz 3

ALPHAS
DEBT

R T





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





