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Content Note

Not Until You Ask is a dark romance for adult readers. It contains stalking and surveillance, an arranged marriage between rival crime families, a significant power imbalance, references to violence including an off-page killing, and explicit consensual sexual content (explicit, open door). All characters are adults.

Please read with care.
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Mara

The key sits on the sideboard where anyone can see it.

I close the bedroom door behind me and the lock clicks without my hand on it. Rafael’s doing. He stands at the window with his back to me, one shoulder against the frame. His jacket is off. The sleeves of his shirt are rolled once. The signet ring on his left hand taps once against the glass—soft, deliberate—then goes still.

“The roads closed an hour ago,” he says. “Nothing moves until morning.”

I stay where I am. The room smells like cedar and the champagne someone poured over my wrist at the reception. My dress is still on. The zipper is open halfway down my back because I started it myself and stopped. He hasn’t touched me. He hasn’t even turned around. The phone is pressed against my ribs inside the pocket I sewed into the bodice three nights ago. The seams are neat. No one looked.

“You left the key out,” I say.

“I did.”

“That’s not how this works.”

He turns. The light from the lamp cuts across his face and leaves the rest in shadow. “It works however you decide it works. The key is there if you want it.”

I count the steps to the sideboard. Six. The key is brass and cold-looking. I don’t take it. He taps the ring again—once—against the wood of the sill. The sound is small. It stays in the room after his hand is still.

I walk past him to the bathroom instead of the door. The light is already on. My bag is on the counter where the housekeeper put it. Inside, under the folded sweater I won’t wear, there is nothing I need. When I come back out he is still by the window. I stop at the foot of the bed. The sheets are turned down. One pillow has a crease in it from someone’s hand. Not mine.

“You can sleep in the chair,” I say. “Or the floor. I don’t care which.”

“I know.”

He doesn’t move. The ring stays quiet. I look at the key again. Six steps. One turn of the lock. Then the hall, the service stairs, the east-wing linen room where the floor plan Goran gave me says the cameras don’t reach. From there the side door and the car my uncle left by the side road. The study is on the way. Goran’s map marked the desk against the north wall, the drawer that sticks on the left, the ledger he said Rafael keeps when he is home. I only need the pages. Then the car. Then the coast if the plows have already started. They haven’t. He said so. I believe him because nothing outside is moving.

At the reception Luka stood by the far wall with a glass he didn’t drink. He watched Chiara Castellano dance with one of the cousins. She turned once, midway through the song, and her eyes found his. She didn’t smile. She didn’t look away either. Luka’s face went blank the way it does when he is counting exits. I wanted to cross the floor and put myself between them. I stayed where Rafael’s hand rested at the small of my back and smiled at the guests who wished us peace.

My mother sat three tables over. The veil was still pinned in her hair even though the ceremony had ended. She kept her hands folded on the cloth and did not look at the dancers or at the men who stopped to speak to her. When someone set a plate in front of her she moved it an inch to the left and left it there. Ana Kovač has not raised her voice in any room I remember. She answers when she is spoken to. She does not ask. I used to think silence was a choice she made. Tonight I watched the way her shoulders held the black dress, and I understood the difference. The quiet has weight. It fills the chair. If I stay, if I let the numbers wait until morning, if I sleep in this bed and wake up with his ring still on my finger, that is the shape waiting for me. I look at the key on the sideboard so I do not have to look at her face in my head.

Rafael shifts his weight. The floorboard under his heel answers. I count that too.

“Why leave it out?” I ask.

“Because you would have looked for it anyway.”

“And if I take it?”

“Then you take it.”

I don’t answer. I sit on the edge of the bed instead of taking off the dress. The zipper digs into my spine. He stays by the window. The key stays where he left it. I keep my hands in my lap and watch the ring on his finger and do not ask him to turn off the light.
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Mara

I take the key.

Rafael doesn’t turn from the window. “East-wing cameras are dark until dawn.”

Gift or warning. I don’t ask which. The lock turns under my hand. The hall is colder than the bedroom. I take my heels off and carry them. The phone presses against my ribs with every step. Six doors to the service stairs. I count them. The third is ajar. Light from somewhere below. I keep moving.

The east corridor is dark. No lamps. My bare feet find the runner. Halfway down I hear it—one soft tap of the ring against wood, somewhere behind me, not close. I stop. The sound doesn’t come again. I open the nearest door on the left. Linen room. Shelves of folded sheets. I step inside and pull the door almost shut. I wait. No footsteps. No second tap. The air smells like starch and dust. I count to sixty. Nothing moves in the corridor. I leave the door as I found it and keep going.

My own steps are the only sound. I stop once to listen. A beat later the quiet behind me settles too, as if someone else has stopped. I start again. A door clicks shut somewhere ahead of me, soft, not in the direction I came from. Near the study the air changes. Cedar. Not trailing me. In front of me, already in the corridor, already past the place I am standing. He has been ahead the whole time. The map in my head is useless. He doesn’t need it.

The study is at the end. The door is unlocked. I push it open with my elbow and step inside alone. The desk is against the north wall. The left drawer sticks when I pull it. Empty. The right drawer is empty too. No ledger. No papers. The blotter is clean. A single glass sits on the windowsill, half full of water, ring already forming on the wood beneath it. He was here. He left nothing.

I close the empty drawer. The sound is small. I stand in the dark and listen. Still nothing behind me. How did he know I would come here first? I leave the study the way I came.

The library doors are open. Lamps are already lit. The fire has been laid but not started. Books line three walls. A table sits in the center with nothing on it. He is already inside, standing by the far shelves, one hand in his pocket. He doesn’t look surprised. The tap came from behind me. He is still here first. The unease settles under my ribs, next to the phone.

I turn to face him.

“Every door I open leads to nothing,” I say. “Is that the game? Or do you just enjoy watching me waste steps?”

“Both are possible.”

“Most husbands at least pretend the bride is welcome in her own house.”

“You’re welcome to keep looking.”

“Until I find what you










d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
)

SHE MARRIED HER ENEMY TO STEAL FROM HIM.
"HE HAS WAITED SIX YEARS FOR HER TO ASK.

- A ‘*‘(0‘

; ‘

NOT UNTIL

ARPAR. TS EFA TR





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





