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BROKEN

You should know something before we begin.

Everything you are about to read has been arranged. Every memory. Every confession. Every carefully chosen detail.

People like to believe stories are built from truth. They are not. They are built from selection. From deciding what deserves to be remembered and what deserves to be buried. From knowing exactly where to place the light so that nobody notices the shadows gathering just beyond it.

Even this.

Especially this.

You are meeting me exactly as I intend you to.

My name is Anja. I was married once. That fact alone will make some of you reach a conclusion before you have read another word. You will assume this is a story about a broken marriage. About betrayal. About a woman trying to justify the terrible things she has done by pointing to the terrible things that were done, to her first.

You would be wrong.

Not entirely.

But enough.

The truth is that people rarely understand what creates a monster. They imagine a single moment. A single wound. One terrible thing that splits a life neatly in two.

Before.

After.

As though people are not already becoming something long before anyone bothers to notice.

I have spent most of my life being underestimated. Not because I lacked intelligence, or beauty, or ambition. Quite the opposite. I learned early that people see what they expect to see, and that this is the most useful thing in the world to know about them.

A woman does not need to be plain to be overlooked. She simply needs to understand where to direct attention, and where to draw it away. I knew how to soften myself when it suited me. I knew how to do the opposite. A fitted dress, a lingering smile, a touch held a second too long, these are a currency like any other, and the mistake people make is in assuming the women spending it do not know precisely what they are paying for.

I did. I never spent more than I intended.

People remember the woman in the red dress. They rarely remember the woman standing quietly in the corner, learning things. I learned how to be both. That was always my greatest advantage.

Most people move through life desperate to be seen. Desperate to be understood. I discovered something far more useful a long time ago.

People reveal themselves eventually. They always do.

A twitch in the jaw. A hesitation before answering a question. The way a smile falters for half a second at the sound of a certain name. The way a husband watches his wife when he believes she is not looking. The way a wife watches him when she finally is.

Everyone leaks. Fear, desire, shame, resentment. Most people simply are not patient enough to notice.

I was. I have always preferred watching to talking. Conversation is unreliable; people lie with words. The body is usually more honest.

Silverbrook never looked twice at me, and neither did most of the people who lived in it. They saw exactly what I allowed them to see, and so they missed everything that mattered. The watching. The patterns. The endless, comforting repetition of human behaviour.

Most people believe they are unique. They are not. Give someone enough time and they will tell you exactly who they are. The selfish curdle into their selfishness. The cruel find their cruelty. The weak go looking for someone weaker. And the predators reveal themselves fastest of all, because they always believe they are the cleverest thing in the room, that they are special, that the rules were written for other men.

Silverbrook was full of people like that. The kind of town that turns up in travel magazines. Vineyards stretched across golden hills, white-walled cafes spilling onto sunlit pavements, the old university wrapped in ivy and tradition, neighbours who greet each other by name and lower their voices whenever tragedy visits one of the houses on the hill.

It looked safe. That was its great achievement. Because beneath every beautiful thing sits something quietly rotting. You only have to know where to look.

And while everyone in that town was busy deciding who I was, the wife, the survivor, the beautiful woman, the victim, I was learning exactly who they were.

If this beginning feels calculated, that is because it is. Control matters to me. Perhaps because so much of my life was spent without it. Perhaps because a story belongs to whoever tells it first.

Either way, by the time you reach the end of this one, you will already have made up your mind about me.

The only interesting question is whether you will be right.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2

[image: ]


OUT

People think breaking happens all at once. Sometimes it is slower than that. Sometimes it grinds down splinter by splinter until there is nothing left but nerve endings and static, and then one day, quiet as breath, you simply do not bend anymore. The anger did not explode in me. It unfolded. Smooth, deliberate, patient. A fire built out of silence and fed by every time I had bitten my tongue until it bled.

I should have run from Silverbrook years before I did. I knew every street of it, every secret it kept, and it knew nothing about me at all, which is exactly as I preferred it. I had lived there my whole life, in a valley of vineyards and mountains and polite, well-kept lies, a town split clean down the middle by one road. On the north side, the old university, the manicured estates, the cafes that charged too much for coffee and looked through you if you did not fit. On my side, Meadow’s End, the narrow streets and cracked pavements and faded shopfronts, the families who worked the vineyards, waited the tables, and cleaned the houses across the road.

The two sides pretended not to need each other. They were lying. The money crossed into Meadow’s End after dark, headlights off, fancy cars parked out of sight, trading crisp bills for the things they could not buy in their polished world and retreating before sunrise with nothing left behind but a trail of dirty secrets and crumpled cash. Everyone on my side knew it. No one said it. That was the first thing the town ever taught me, that the respectable people are the ones with the most to hide, and that if you watch quietly enough, they will hand you every secret they own.

My childhood is not a pretty picture, and I am not going to lay it all out for you, because I have learned that the people who most want to see your wounds are rarely the ones who mean you well. So, I will tell you only what you need.

The house shook when the trains went past, but the real tremors came from inside it. My mother moved through her own home like a ghost, present and unseeing, her eyes glazed over with exhaustion or denial or something that had simply stopped being either. And my father was a frightening man. I knew the weather of him the way you know a coming storm, in the body, before the mind catches up. I learned the sound of his footsteps in the hall and what each version of them meant. I learned to go still, to go small, to fold myself into a place inside where the worst of it could not quite reach. I learned to smile when I wanted to be sick, to laugh when I wanted to scream, to say I was fine until the words meant nothing at all.

That is the inheritance he left me, and I will give him that much credit, since no one else will. He taught me to watch a dangerous man and read him before he moved. He taught me to wear a face that had nothing behind it. He taught me that the people who tell you they love you in the low voice, behind the closed door, are the ones to fear the most. I did not know yet what I would do with any of it. I only knew that I was learning, the way other children learned their letters, and that none of it was ever going to leave me.

I dreamed of running. I mapped the routes in my head, learned which windows creaked, worked out which neighbours would pretend not to see a girl slip into the dark. But there was nowhere to go. Running meant trading one monster for another, the wider one waiting out in the world that would take one look at a frightened, hungry girl and smell exactly how easy she would be. I knew what happened to the girls who ran. They became ghosts of a different kind. So, I stayed, and I did the only thing left to do in a house like that. I got harder. I built my armour piece by jagged piece, and I waited, and I watched, and I learned.

There were good things too. I want that on the record, because a life is never only one thing, and I will not let him have all of it. Summer nights swimming in the creek until the sky went dark. Skipped afternoons spent diving into the river with the sun on my back and friends laughing somewhere close. The mountains, where the world felt bigger and kinder than the house did. Fireworks over the valley in red and gold. A cardboard box behind my bedroom door, packed with my mother’s old blankets, where I would crawl in with a book and disappear into places that did not hurt. Some memories are still soft at the edges, glowing like fireflies in the dark, and they are mine, and he never found them, and that is its own small victory.

I scraped through school by the skin of my teeth and went to work at a steakhouse near home, the Rodeo Ranch, fake leather seats cracked under too many lives and tables that never quite came clean. I made just enough for cheap drinks and a greasy meal at the end of a shift, and I did not think about the future, because nobody born on my side of that road ever did. For a while my escape came in the usual shapes, the burn of liquor that wrapped the anger in a soft haze, the clubs, the music, the men who watched from the edges of the dark. They always watched. The rich ones especially, strolling in with their good watches catching the light, there for something they could not name and could not buy on the north side of the road. It was the quiet they wanted. They mistook it for softness. They were not the last men to make that mistake.

In the end it came down to one last night.

Four in the morning, the world deep asleep, the shadows stretched long. He was waiting for me in the dim light of the kitchen, a cigarette burning down between his fingers, the stale reek of alcohol thick around him, and I knew from the set of his shoulders that he had already found my mother that night and left her where she fell. There are moments when you feel the rules of a life bend all at once. This was one of them. He crossed the room slow, savouring it, and stopped just short of me, close enough to taste the fear he was so used to finding, and then he struck me, hard enough to snap my head sideways and bloom heat across my cheek.

And I did not fold.

I stood there with my face stinging and my eyes burning and that small old voice in me screaming to run, and for the first time in my life I did not obey it, and I did not look away from him either. “Touch me again,” I said, low and steady, surprising us both, “and I will tell everyone.”

For half a second, I saw it. Fear, in his eyes, where it had never once been. The upper hand, in mine, where it had never once been either. And I understood, standing in that filthy kitchen with blood in my mouth, that the balance between two people can turn in a single breath, and that the one who turns it is simply the one who finally stops being afraid. I have never forgotten the lesson. I have used it more times than I can count.

His laugh broke the spell. No one would ever believe a slut like you, he said, and told me to get out, and grabbed a fistful of my hair and dragged me across the room and threw me out the front door and down the steps into the dark. I hit the ground hard, the breath knocked clean out of me and lay there gasping while he loomed at the top of the stairs wearing that twisted, satisfied grin.

“You are only good for one thing,” he spat down at me. “To be used, like the whore you are.”

And all I felt was rage. Pure, clean, clarifying rage. I got up. My legs shook and held. He waited for the thing he had always gotten, the crying, the begging, the apology, and I gave him none of it. I wiped the blood from my lip, and I looked him dead in the eye, and I said, “You don’t get my fear anymore.”

Then I turned my back on him, and on that house, and on the whole of what I had been inside it, and I walked out into the dark, and I did not look back, and I never went home again.
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TISH

The waitressing only ever brought in enough for partying, never enough for a place to hide. So, the night I left, I drifted from block to block like a ghost, clinging to the neon safety of bar signs and lit storefronts, with nowhere in the world to go. I thought about my aunt and stood outside her door with my hand half-raised and could not make myself knock. I thought about Carla, who I had not spoken to in years and who had troubles enough of her own. I kept walking. And in the end, there was only one person I could think of who might take in a bleeding girl at four in the morning and ask nothing for it.

Tish.

We had met in the most ridiculous way. We had both ordered the same book at the local shop, and through some mix-up there was only one copy, and neither of us would back down. It became a full standoff, stubborn glares, and theatrical sighs, until we struck a truce and agreed to share it. Who could have known that one book would be the beginning of the only real friendship of my life.

Tish was studying fine art at the university, and she saw the world as though everything in it had a hidden story waiting to be uncovered. She had a designer’s eye and an artist’s soul, and she could find beauty in forgotten places, threadbare coats in thrift stores, chipped teacups, old books with pages gone soft at the corners. Her house was a curated chaos of colour and texture, paintings in every stage of being finished, sketches taped to the walls, towers of art books she swore she would read one day. On weekends she dragged me out to the antique sheds past the edge of town, where the river bends and Silverbrook quietly gives up, and we moved slow through the dust and the old furniture while she held up some hideous broken chair and announced that it just needed love. I carried the things she promised were light. By the end of the day her car smelled of dust and old wood, and we would argue happily about what colour to paint it all.

She saw me, even when I was trying my hardest to disappear. That was the thing about Tish. I have met a great many people since who looked at me and saw exactly what I wanted them to. She was the only one who looked and saw what was there and stayed anyway.

I do not remember much of arriving at her door that night. My legs gave out and I sank down on her step, the world spinning, my face throbbing in time with my heart, and I do not remember falling asleep. I remember her voice pulling me out of the fog, panic and care braided together as she got me inside, and the fluorescent glare of her bathroom, and the wall I had spent my whole life building finally cracking open on the cold tiles. I told her parts of it. Broken fragments, barely enough to make a shape. I kept the worst of it to myself, as I have always kept the worst of everything, and she did not pry and she did not push. She simply sat on the floor with me and held the room steady until I was done.

She put me to bed and kept watch over me like a lighthouse in a storm. The days blurred. I barely ate, barely spoke. She kept the drink away from me even when I begged for it, and slowly, piece by piece, the fog began to lift, and somewhere around two months in, fed and sober and steadier than I had been in years, I started to feel like a person again.

It was Tish who decided I needed a night out. There was an auction she went to every few weeks, out at one of the big estates, and she wanted to take me. Just a few hours, she said. A change of scenery will do you good. She went into her wardrobe and came out with a dress for me, a summer dress, black, with white lilies scattered across it like stars thrown across a night sky. I slipped it on and caught myself in the mirror, and the young woman looking back seemed almost untouched, her ruin painted over and tucked neatly out of sight.

Tish came up behind me. “You look pretty,” she said, and I turned and hugged her, thanked her, and promised I would never forget what she had done for me. “Don’t worry, Ani. We’re good.” Then she frowned at my hair. “But that is a mess.” Before I could argue she had kissed the top of my head and gone rummaging in the kitchen and come back with a pair of scissors, and she sat me down and began to cut, great chunks of it falling around my feet, and I felt lighter with every snip. I promised myself I would not look until she was finished, and it was extremely hard not to look.

“Done,” she said at last, and turned the mirror to me, and I barely recognised the woman in it. Hair cut short, my eyes and my throat suddenly there for the looking, a little colour on my face that made me feel, for the first time in longer than I could remember, almost beautiful. Almost confident. I wanted her to be proud of me. I wanted, very badly, not to embarrass her in front of the wealthy crowd I had never once belonged to, and yet here I was, somehow, looking the part.

“Relax, Ani,” she said, reading the worry on my face as she read everything. “It’s a chill crowd. Just be yourself. You’ve got this.” Easier said than done. Tish carried a quiet elegance without trying, the porcelain skin and the soft dark waves, a beauty so effortless it never seemed to occur to her. I looked at her and I looked at the made-over stranger in the mirror beside her, and I felt something dangerously close to hope. I just did not yet trust myself to keep hold of it.
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THE HOUSE

The drive was mesmerising. Mile after mile of open country, each turn unrolling new valleys and sun-dappled hills, and I traced nervous circles on the leather seat and fought the urge to lean my head out the window and let the cool air strip the old life off me. “Tish! Look at it,” I said. “The mountains, the vineyards, all of it. It’s so beautiful.” She laughed softly, a knowing look in her eye, and said nothing, and after what felt like hours and not nearly long enough, she slid her little blue Mini between two sports cars worth more than the house I grew up in and stopped in front of an estate that did not look like it belonged to the same country as Springbrook.

“Tish. Who do you hang out with?” She smiled. “I did not tell you because I knew you’d spend the whole drive talking yourself out of coming. Breathe, Ani. You belong here as much as anyone.” That was a lie, and a kind one, and I let her have it. I have always been good at letting people have their kind lies. It costs nothing, and it teaches you what they want to be true.

The house rose up under the arms of the mountains, golden stone glowing in the late sun, ivy framing a wooden door that seemed to beckon, the air full of earth and pine and a thread of lavender off the gardens. I stepped through it like stepping into another world, and some cold quiet part of me, the part that never stopped working no matter how broken the rest of me was, looked at all that beauty and thought, automatically, before I could stop it, who do you have to be to live like this, and what did you do to get it.

Inside was a foyer out of another century, chandeliers hung like jewelled stars over polished floors and a staircase made for whispering secrets. Waiters in crisp white nodded us through. Tish wore white, the fabric moving around her like it had been made on her body, and she pressed a glass of champagne into my hand and asked if I would be all right. “Have fun,” she said, and was gone into the colour and the noise.

The room hummed with laughter and clinking glass. A young man drifted to Tish’s side, all blue eyes and confident jaw, the kind of beautiful that has never once been afraid of anything, and his gaze flicked to me, registered me, and moved on. I was used to that. I had spent my life being the woman a certain kind of man’s eyes slide off. What none of them ever knew was that while their attention was sliding off me, mine was settling onto them, taking inventory, learning the room. I sipped my champagne in the corner and watched all those golden untouchable people, and catalogued them as I had learned to catalogue everyone, looking for the cracks, because everyone has them, and the prettier the surface the worse the thing underneath tends to be.

I drifted from room to room, a stranger in a place more museum than home, trailing my fingers along that polished banister and letting myself wonder, for one disloyal second, what it would be to own a thing like this instead of cleaning it.

One room caught me and would not let go. A bedroom built around a library, a great mahogany bed under satin, walls of books, moonlight coming gold through the glass. I climbed onto the bed without quite deciding to, the way a cat takes the best seat in a house it has only just met, and a worn book lay open beside me, its margins crowded with someone else’s handwriting, fragments of another person’s thoughts and fears. I read a line aloud, just to feel it in my mouth. “I dare not allow myself to indulge in any hopes; but once you said just one word, and that word lighted up the night of my life and became the beacon of my life.”

I lost time in there, in the softness and the smell of old paper. And when hunger finally moved me off the bed and toward the door, I opened it onto a stranger.

Tall, broad, in a white shirt and dark jeans, rugged and elegant at once, perfectly suited to a world of old books and locked rooms. Stormy grey eyes, surprise in them, and underneath the surprise something else I could not name and did not, yet, have the language for. “I’m sorry,” I stammered. “I didn’t mean to. I didn’t know.” A smile pulled at his mouth. “It’s all right,” he said, low and smooth. “Most people wouldn’t have thought to explore the way you did. This house is meant to be lived in, not just looked at.”

And here is the thing I have never told anyone about that first moment. I was frightened, yes. A strange man, a locked-away room, my whole body wired since childhood to read exactly this kind of danger. But underneath the fear, in that cold working part of me, what I felt was a flicker of something almost like recognition. He looked at me as I looked at other people. He was reading me. And instead of making me want to run, it made me want to stand very still and be read and let him find whatever he was going to find and see if it frightened him the way it frightened me. It did not occur to me to wonder what it said about me, that being looked at like prey felt, for the first time in my life, like being looked at like an equal.

I murmured something and slipped past him, heart going hard, and followed the smell of warm bread down into the kitchen. The staff went quiet when I appeared, the way people do when someone from the wrong side of a door walks through it, until I told them, honestly, that I was starving and could not pronounce one single thing being passed around upstairs. That broke them open. One of the older women smiled and tore the heel off a fresh loaf for me and spread it thick with butter and apricot jam, and someone pressed a glass of cheap red into my other hand, and I ate standing at their counter in the heat and the noise, more at home among the people who served the house than I had felt for one second among the people who owned it. A text from Tish. You good? I sent a thumbs up. A second one. You will not believe what we are doing next weekend.

I did not get to wonder what she meant, because the air in the room changed, and he was there.

Close, this time, and not looking away. “You have a way of finding my favourite places in this house,” he said, and his fingers closed warm around mine. “Come.” He drew me out of the kitchen and through a dim passage, away from the noise, up a narrow staircase where the walls came close and the silence got heavy, and some sane voice in me asked what I thought I was doing, and I ignored it, as I had been ignoring that voice my whole life, except that this was the first time ignoring it felt like a choice I was making instead of a punishment I was taking.

At the top he opened a door onto a small, stifling, shadowed room, and closed it, and the world went away. The air between us was thick enough to lean on. “Do you know what you’re doing?” he murmured, a smirk on his lips but his eyes dead serious, reading me, hunting for the thought I was hiding. And the thought I was hiding was not fear. It was this. I had spent my whole life having things taken from me. For once, standing in a locked room with a dangerous, beautiful stranger, I was going to be the one who chose. I held his eyes and let him look for the fear, and let him not find it, and I watched that land on him, the small flicker of confusion in a man who had clearly expected a frightened girl and found something else underneath her instead.

“Yes,” I said, before he had asked anything. “I know exactly what I’m doing.”

Something shifted in his face. The smirk went still. I had surprised him, and I could see that surprising him was not a thing that happened often, and I filed away, even then, even with my heart going like a trapped bird, how much I liked doing it.

He crossed the room and took my face in his hand, his thumb rough on my cheek, the other hand spreading warm at the small of my back, and kissed the side of my neck, slow, a trail of fire just below my ear and down, and my hands went up the tension of his shoulders. When he tilted my chin up his grey eyes searched mine for the unguarded truth I had not shown him. “You’re different,” he said, like a man turning over a stone and finding something moving underneath.

“You have no idea,” I said, and I meant it as flirtation, and only years later understood it had been a prophecy.

He kissed me then, demanding and tender at once, slow as though to memorise it, and I did not let him lead the whole of it. I bit his lower lip, just hard enough, and felt him go still against my mouth, felt the low surprised sound catch in his chest, and felt him understand, in that small, returned violence, that he had not picked up a thing to be gentle with. That was the moment. I know it now. Not the sex. That. The bite. The instant he learned that the broken girl in the borrowed dress would bite back, and that he wanted her more for it, not less.

He struggled with my buttons, swore, gave up, and tore the dress open, and went still again when he saw the old scars across my body. He traced one with a finger, said nothing, his silence full of questions. His eyes darkened and his hand went to his belt, and the metal click of it dropped me for a second into another room, another belt, another man, and he saw it cross my face and froze. “I won’t hurt you,” he said, steady. “Not unless you ask me to.” And the cold part of me noted, even then, that it was the most honest thing a man had ever said to me, and that I believed it, and that I was not entirely sure whether I would ask.

Then he lifted me against the wall as though I weighed nothing, his mouth at my breast, and the begging that came out of me was real, and when he lowered me onto him and filled me, I gasped at the stretch of it and he paused, let me have the moment, and then began to move, deliberate, deep, each stroke winding the tension in me tighter. His hand slid up and closed around my throat, just enough pressure to swim my head, and instead of the old terror I had braced for, something in me opened and met it and wanted more. “I’m going to break,” I gasped, and he growled low and buried himself deeper, and I shattered around him and dragged him over with me, his face dropping to the crook of my neck as he spilled into me, the two of us shaking and tangled and breathing each other’s air.

Afterward he kissed me slower, softer, and reality came back cold the moment he pulled away. The dress was destroyed. I held up the ruined scraps. “This was Tish’s,” I said, helpless, and he was already peeling his shirt off and putting it in my hands. I pulled it on and the smell of him closed around me like a second skin, and it hung to my knees. “Thank you,” I whispered.

“You don’t even know my name,” he said, half amused, watching for my reaction. “No. Should I?” “Jacob.” He watched the name land. “How do you know mine?” I asked. “I heard Tish call it. Ani.”

“You live here, then.” His laugh was rich and dark. “She didn’t tell you anything about me?” “She said an auction.” “A silent one,” he corrected, amusement in it. “My brother and I inherited the place when our grandfather died. Stubborn old man. I loved him. I like being here.” My brother. The words went past me that night, weightless, two of the most important words I would ever fail to hear.

He told me to shower, the command unmistakable, and walked me down through a different hallway that bypassed the guests, and locked his bedroom door, and the small click of that lock did something to me I did not want to examine. I showered with his eyes on me through the cracked door, my skin prickling under the weight of being watched, and when I came out wrapped in a towel he was waiting on a leather sofa by a wall of books, relaxed, his eyes anything but sated.

“Drop the towel.” I let it fall. His gaze moved over the scars, and he came and traced each one. “Who did this to you.” Not sympathy. Something colder and more useful than sympathy, an anger that was not aimed at me. “My father,” I said. “Fuck,” he muttered. “I don’t need your pity,” I said, fast, and he looked at me then like I was precious and ruined in the same breath, and my own breath caught. Then he pulled back and held my eyes.

“I need you to understand something,” he said. “You are beautifully broken.”

Three words. No one had ever said anything like them to me in my life, and no one ever would again, in that voice, from that mouth. They went into me deeper than any cruelty ever had, because they did not ask me to be whole, did not flinch from the damage, did not want to fix me. They named the ruin and called it beautiful and wanted it exactly as it was. I have spent my whole adult life carrying those words in the softest part of me. I told myself for years they had healed something. The truth is they marked me. Someone had finally looked at the worst of me and not only failed to look away but leaned in, hungry, and some starving thing in me imprinted on that the way a creature imprints on the first warm thing it sees, and would follow it, in the end, all the way down into the dark.

He knelt, and spread my legs when I instinctively clenched them, and said my name, soft and certain, don’t hide from me, Ani, and I did not stop to ask again how he knew it. He took me apart with his mouth, told me I tasted like sin, drew two orgasms out of me before I had caught my breath from the first, and when he lifted me onto his lap and asked, low and dangerous, did I want him to break me, I said yes and meant it. He filled me and stilled and let me feel the size of him, then moved, slow and deep and then not slow at all, and held me at the edge until I begged, and when he let me fall, I screamed his name loud enough to startle myself and thought, for a white blind second, that I might actually black out. He came moments later, shaking, his thrusts gone ragged, his arms locked around me like he had no intention of ever letting go.

He kissed my forehead, a second too long. “You’re incredible.” I wanted to believe it. The weight of the world was already creeping back. “I should find Tish,” I said, not meeting his eyes.

He watched me dress. “You don’t have to go.” I shook my head. “This was amazing. But it can’t be more than this.” He did not argue. He did not need to. The look in his eyes was not the look of a man letting a thing go. It was the look of a man who had decided to be patient about a thing he had already chosen, and I was too new to him then to know how to read it, though I would learn. As I went down the hall his gaze stayed on me like a tether, and I told myself a man like Jacob was out of my league and did not yet understand that league had nothing to do with it, that I had not been chosen for what I had but for what I was, and that there is no climbing out of being wanted for that.

The hallway felt too long, stretched by shadow and silence, the house holding its breath.

Then I walked into something solid. Someone. The jolt of it snapped me back into my body and I stumbled, heart slamming.

The man in front of me did not move. Did not step aside. Tall, lean, sharp-edged, built like something that had learned to make its own stillness a warning. Dark worn clothes, rigid deliberate posture. A face cut from something unforgiving, and the same stormy grey eyes as Jacob, except where Jacob’s had held heat, these held nothing at all. Flat. Cold. The grey of deep water with something dead moving under it.

He looked at me the way you look at a thing you have already decided to keep.

And he did not stop. That was what undid me, not a word, not a move toward me, just the absolute unhurried attention of a man taking complete inventory, my flushed skin, Jacob’s shirt swallowing my frame, the bruise of someone else’s mouth still warm on my throat. He read all of it. He read me the way you read a page, and his face never changed, and that was worse than if he had reached for me, because a reaching man you can fight, and this one only watched, and the watching felt like being touched in a place I could not cover.

And here is the part I have never admitted. Jacob had read me and found something that aroused him. This one read me and found something he already knew. There was no surprise in him anywhere. He looked at the broken, freshly bedded, frightened girl in his hallway and what moved behind those dead grey eyes was not hunger and not pity but a kind of cold recognition, the quiet satisfaction of a man checking a fact he had long suspected and finding it confirmed. He had looked all the way to the bottom of me in three seconds, past the fear and the brokenness and the borrowed shirt, down to the cold watching thing that lived there, the thing even I would not look at directly, and he had not been surprised to find it. He had been pleased. As though he had not found a victim at all. As though he had found something that simply was not finished growing yet.

“I’m sorry,” I murmured, and stepped aside, and could not help it, I glanced back. Just once.

And that is when he smiled. Slow. Deliberate. Not an expression, a statement. Not friendly, not unkind. A smile that made a promise without a single word, and the promise was patience. I can wait, it said. I have nothing but time, and there is nowhere you can go that I will not already be when you arrive. His gaze stayed on me like he had been expecting me long before I walked through the door, like my turning up in his hallway was not an accident but an appointment I had made without knowing it. I went down the stairs with his eyes pressed flat between my shoulder blades the whole way, and one thought running cold under everything. He saw it. Whatever I keep hidden, that man just saw it, and he liked it.

Downstairs the music and the murmur grounded me, and Tish found me at once, sharp-eyed, taking in the missing dress and the man’s shirt. “Ani, what happened? Where is your dress?” Before I could build a lie, movement at the top of the stairs turned every head.

Jacob. Dressed now, leaning against the banister like he owned the house and everyone in it and me besides. His eyes found mine, then Tish, and a slow knowing smirk curled his mouth. “She spilled wine on herself,” he said, easy, his voice carrying. “I gave her something to wear.” Tish blinked between us. “You startled her?” “She was in the library,” he said, like it was nothing. “Lost in a book.” Not a lie. Not entirely. The casual possessiveness of it raised the hair on my arms, and I was not the only one who felt the room shift, conversations dropping to murmurs, glances passing in the candlelight.

And in the shadows beyond the candle line, he was still there. The man from the hallway. I would not have his name for years. Jacob had pulled me into the light and made a show of me, a thing claimed in front of witnesses. The man from the hallway only watched from the dark, claiming nothing out loud and somehow claiming more, and I stood between the two of them, lit by one and read by the other, and could not have told you which frightened me more, or, and this is the thing I would spend years refusing to know, which one I wanted.

“Let’s just go,” I whispered to Tish. “Please.” She looped her arm through mine and steered me out, and I felt Jacob’s gaze on my back the whole way, and somewhere in the dark behind it, steadier and colder and patient as the grave, the other one, watching too.
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