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THE BLOOD OATH




Julian Five Years Ago




The city of London looks different when you own it.




From the forty-fifth floor of the Shard, the streets below are just veins of gold and shadow, pulsing with a life that can’t touch us. The people down there are ants. They are rushing to catch trains, worrying about rent, stressing over heating bills. I know that panic. I know the taste of it like I know the metallic tang of blood in my mouth after a fight. I lived in that panic for twenty years.




But tonight? Tonight, the panic is dead.




I swirl the amber liquid in my crystal tumbler, listening to the solid clink of ice against glass. It’s a sound of wealth. Of stability.




“Stop brooding, you miserable bastard,” Dean says, crashing onto the leather sofa opposite me. He loosens his tie, his grin lopsided and reckless. “We did it. We actually did it. You should be dancing. Or at least… smiling. Do you remember how to smile? Or did you trade that ability for your first million?”




I don’t smile. Instead, I take a slow sip of the scotch. It’s fifty years old. It tastes like smoke and peat and victory.




“We didn’t just ‘do it’, Dean,” I say, my voice low. “We crushed them. There’s a difference.”




Dean laughs, throwing his head back. “Cross and West. The new Kings of Fintech. God, it sounds good. My father is going to have a stroke when he sees the stock opening tomorrow. He said I’d be destitute by thirty.”




“He said you were soft,” I remind him, turning away from the window to face him. The office is vast, smelling of new leather and ozone. It is empty, save for us. The silence here is expensive. “He wasn’t entirely wrong. You are soft, Dean. That’s why you need me.”




Dean points his glass at me, his eyes narrowing slightly, though the affection is still there. “And you, Julian… you are a shark. A cold-blooded, unfeeling machine. That’s why you need me. To keep you human. To stop you from eating the rest of the world.”




I acknowledge the toast with a nod. He’s right. We are the perfect balance. Dean has the pedigree, the charm, the connections. He walks into a room and people want to be his friend. I walk into a room and people check their wallets and their exits. I am the blade; he is the velvet sheath.




We’ve been best friends since university, since the day he found me studying in the library at 3:00 AM because I couldn’t afford to turn the heating on in my flat. He bought me a coffee. I helped him pass Economics. A partnership was born.




“To the shark and the saint,” Dean slurs slightly, downing the rest of his drink. He pours another, his hand a little unsteady. He’s celebrating hard. I’m still on my first glass. Control. I always need control.




“So,” Dean says, settling deeper into the sofa, his mood shifting from euphoric to sentimental. The alcohol is hitting him now. “What’s next for the Ice King? Now that we have the capital? You going to buy a football team? A private island? Or are you finally going to find a woman who can tolerate your obsessive need for coaster placement?”




I scoff, walking over to my desk—a slab of black marble that cost more than my mother’s house. “Women are a distraction, Dean. You know that. They want things. Time. Emotion. Pieces of you. I don’t have pieces to spare. I need every ounce of focus for the expansion into the Asian markets.”




“Jesus,” Dean mutters, rubbing his face. “You’re depressing. You’re twenty-nine, Julian. You’re supposed to be chasing skirts, not market shares.” He pauses, looking at me with a strange intensity. “That’s why I worry, you know.”




“You worry about me?”




“No,” Dean says, his voice losing its humor. He leans forward, elbows on his knees. “I worry about the collateral damage. You break things, Jules. You don’t mean to, but you do. You’re so… rigid. So hard. If something soft gets too close to you, it gets crushed.”




I stiffen. “I’m not a monster, Dean.”




“You’re not a monster. You’re just… dangerous. To anyone who leads with their heart.”




He fumbles for his phone on the table. The screen lights up, showing a picture of him and a girl. She’s young, maybe eighteen or nineteen, with messy hair and paint smudged on her cheek. She’s laughing, her head thrown back, looking at the camera with total, unguarded joy.




Clara. His little sister.




I feel a strange jolt in my chest, something I instantly suppress. I’ve met her a handful of times. She’s a whirlwind of chaos. Loud, clumsy, emotional. Everything I despise. Everything I avoid.




“Clara called me today,” Dean says, looking at the photo. His expression softens into that fierce, protective look he only gets when talking about her. “She got into that art program in Florence. She’s so excited she could barely breathe.”




“Good for her,” I say neutrally. “She’s talented.”




“She’s fragile,” Dean corrects me sharply. He looks up, his eyes locking onto mine. “She feels everything, Julian. Everything. She wears her heart on the outside of her chest. If someone hurts her… it destroys her. She’s not like us. She doesn’t have armor.”




“Why are you telling me this?” I ask, stepping closer. The air in the room suddenly feels heavy.




Dean stands up. He sways slightly, but his gaze is steady. He walks over to me, invading my personal space. He reeks of scotch and brotherly fear.




“Because we’re partners now,” Dean says. “Because we’re going to be spending every waking hour together. Because you’re going to be around my family more. Around her.”




He puts a hand on my shoulder. It’s heavy.




“I know how women look at you, Julian,” Dean says quietly. “I see it at the galas. They look at you like you’re a challenge. Like if they can just love you enough, they can melt the ice. They want to be the one to fix you.”




I sneer. “And they always fail.”




“Exactly,” Dean says. “They fail. And they get hurt. You leave them cold and crying in the lobby while you go back to work.” His grip on my shoulder tightens. “Clara… she’s the kind of girl who would try. She’s got a crush on you, Jules. I’ve seen the way she looks at you when you come over for Sunday roast. Like you’re some tragic hero.”




I stiffen. “She’s a child, Dean. She’s nineteen.”




“She’s a woman,” Dean counters. “And she’s going to be around. So I need to know something. Before we sign the final papers on this partnership. Before we build this empire together.”




“What?”




Dean’s eyes are deadly serious. “Promise me. Swear to me, right now. You leave her alone. No matter what happens. No matter how old she gets. No matter if she throws herself at you. Clara is off-limits. Permanently.”




I look at him. I see the fear in his eyes. He thinks I’m poison. He thinks I’m a disease that will infect the one pure thing in his life.




He’s right.




I am the darkness. Clara is the light. If we mix, she won’t brighten me; I will extinguish her. I know this. I have always known this.




I look at the picture on his phone again. The paint on her face. The messy hair. The chaos. It makes my skin itch. I need order. I need silence. Clara is noise.




“You have nothing to worry about,” I say, my voice flat and cold. “I have no interest in your sister, Dean. She’s a child. And she’s… messy.”




“Swear it,” Dean presses. “Blood oath kind of shit, Julian. I need to know my best friend isn’t going to break my sister’s heart.”




I set my glass down on the marble desk with a definitive click. I extend my hand.




“I swear it,” I say. “Clara is invisible to me. I will never touch her. I will never pursue her. She is safe from me.”




Dean looks at my hand, then at my face. He searches for a lie, for a crack in the armor. He finds none. Because I mean it. I have never meant anything more.




He grips my hand. His palm is warm; mine is cold. We shake. A deal struck in the sky, sealed with scotch and the hubris of young men who think they can control the future.




“Good,” Dean breathes, the tension leaving his shoulders. He claps me on the back, the jovial drunk returning. “Good man. I knew I could count on you. Now… let’s order another bottle. I want to feel expensive.”




He turns back to the sofa, laughing about something the CFO said earlier.




I turn back to the window. I look out at the city, at the millions of lights. I replay the oath in my head. I will never touch her.




It’s the easiest promise I’ve ever made.




Because why would a man who craves order ever want to invite a hurricane into his home?




Five years ago, I thought I was the master of my own fate. I didn’t know that chaos waits for no invitation. And I didn’t know that the hurricane was already heading my way. :::
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Clara 

Present Day




There is a specific sound a dream makes when it dies.




It isn’t a bang. It isn’t a whimper. In my case, it is the wet, sticky splat of a half-full latte hitting the pristine, white-washed floor of the Holloway Gallery, followed immediately by the shattering of ceramic.




Silence follows. The kind of silence that has weight. It presses against my eardrums, thick and suffocating.




I freeze, my hand still outstretched, the ghost of the mug handle still hooked around my index finger. I watch the brown liquid spread. It’s moving with alarming speed, creeping toward the leg of a sculpture that costs more than my entire university education. The Void, it’s called. A minimalist piece of twisted steel that represents “the futility of modern existence.”




Right now, the only futility I’m worried about is my ability to pay rent.




“Clara,” a voice sighs. It’s not angry. Anger I can handle. Anger is hot and fast. This is worse. This is disappointment. This is fatigue.




I look up. Marcus, the gallery owner, is standing by the window. He’s pinching the bridge of his nose, his rimless glasses catching the grey London light filtering in from the street. He doesn’t even look at the mess. He looks at me. And in his eyes, I see the verdict before he speaks it.




“I’m so sorry,” I blurt out, the words tumbling over each other in a rush to fill the silence. I scramble down to my knees, grabbing a handful of napkins from my pocket—why do I have napkins in my pocket? Used ones? Oh god—and start dabbing frantically at the puddle. “I tripped. The rug… the corner is curled up, and I just… I’ll pay for the cleaning. I’ll scrub it myself. I have bleach in the back room. Not bleach. Vinegar. Bleach is bad for concrete, right?”




“Clara,” he says again. Louder.




I stop wiping. My hands are shaking. A little bit of latte has splashed onto the cuff of my oversized denim overalls. Just another stain to add to the collection. I am a walking Rorschach test of failures.




“Leave it,” Marcus says, walking over. He stops a safe distance away from the splash zone. “The cleaners will handle it.”




“I can do it,” I whisper, staring at the brown liquid seeping into the grout. “I’m good at cleaning up messes. I have a lot of practice.”




“I know you do,” Marcus says softly. And that hurts more than if he had screamed. “Stand up, Clara.”




I stand. I brush my knees off, instinctively transferring dust and coffee grounds onto my thighs. I am vibrating with anxiety. My heart is a hummingbird trapped in a ribcage that’s too small. I know what’s coming. I’ve felt it building for weeks. The late arrivals. The misplaced invoices. The time I accidentally critiqued a buyer’s taste while thinking out loud.




Marcus takes a breath. He looks pained. He actually likes me, I think. That makes this harder.




“This isn’t working,” he says.




“I can be better,” I say immediately. The desperation in my voice is humiliating, but pride is a luxury I can’t afford. My bank account balance is currently two digits, and the first digit is a zero. “I know I’ve been scattered lately. The commission I’m working on at home… it’s eating my brain. But I’m done with the sketch phase. I can focus. I can be the most focused assistant you’ve ever had. I will organize the files by color. By smell. Whatever you want.”




Marcus offers a sad, tight smile. “You are an incredibly talented artist, Clara. I’ve seen your sketches. You have a vision that is… chaotic, yes, but beautiful.”




“But?”




“But you are a terrible gallery assistant,” he says flatly. “You are disorganized. You are clumsy. You make the clients nervous because you are nervous. Last week, you told Mrs. Vanderwaal that her aura was ‘spiky.’ She bought nothing.”




“It was spiky!” I defend weakly. “It was like a sea urchin made of old money.”




“See?” Marcus gestures. “You can’t help yourself. You are raw, Clara. You have no filter. And in this business… we sell the filter. We sell the polish.”




He reaches into his jacket pocket and pulls out an envelope. He places it on the reception desk, safely away from the coffee puddle.




“Two weeks’ severance,” he says. “And a recommendation letter. But not for a gallery. I’ve recommended you for a studio residency in shoreditch. They like… raw energy there.”




“You’re firing me,” I say, the reality finally sinking in. It feels like a stone dropping into my stomach.




“I’m freeing you,” he corrects. “Go paint, Clara. Stop trying to be a receptionist. You’re bad at it.”




Ten minutes later, I am standing on the pavement outside. It has started to rain, because of course it has. The universe loves a cliché.




I clutch the envelope to my chest like a shield. I should be grateful for the severance. It will buy me… what? Two weeks of food? Maybe half a month’s rent if I don’t turn on the heating?




I start walking. I don’t know where I’m going. I just need to move. If I stop, the panic will catch up to me.




I hate that he was right. That’s the worst part. I am bad at this. I’m bad at the structured, adult world. I’m bad at schedules and spreadsheets and biting my tongue. I’m twenty-four years old, and I still feel like a child pretending to be a grown-up.




I catch my reflection in a shop window as I pass. A high-end boutique selling beige trench coats for three thousand pounds.




The girl in the glass looks like a disaster. My hair—a curly, copper mess that defies gravity and logic—is frizzy from the humidity. My overalls are covered in paint splatters (some old, some fresh) and now coffee. My sneakers are scuffed. I look like I fell out of a crayon box.




Behind me, in the reflection, I see the perfectly dressed Londoners hurrying by. They have umbrellas. They have destinations. They have 401ks and matched cutlery sets.




I have a half-finished canvas in a studio apartment that smells like turpentine and desperation.




My phone buzzes in my pocket. I fish it out, dreading the screen.




Dean (Brother-Bear): Checking in. Did you ask Marcus for that time off for the family dinner? Mum is stressing about the roast.




I stare at the message. Dean. My perfect, successful, overprotective older brother.




If I tell him I got fired, he’ll fix it. That’s what Dean does. He fixes things. He’ll wire me money before I can finish the sentence. He’ll make a call, pull a string, and get me another job somewhere safe and boring where I can’t break anything.




He’ll look at me with that same expression Marcus had. The pity. The “Oh, Clara, what have you done now?” look.




I can’t handle it. I can’t handle being the charity case again.




I type back: All good! Asked him. Will be there.




I lie. I lie to the only person in the world who consistently has my back because my ego is writing checks my bank account can’t cash.




I shove the phone back in my pocket and keep walking. The rain is getting heavier, soaking through my t-shirt. I need a plan. I need a miracle.




Or, barring that, I need a drink.




My apartment is a shoebox in Hackney that I can barely afford. It’s essentially one room with a kitchenette shoved in the corner like an afterthought. The “living room” is my studio. Canvases are stacked three deep against the walls. The floor is a hazard of drop cloths, paint tubes, and empty mugs.




It smells like linseed oil and stale toast. To me, it smells like home. To anyone else, it probably smells like a fire hazard.




I throw my wet keys on the counter and collapse onto the lumpy sofa. I stare at the massive canvas on the easel. It’s a riot of colors—blues and violently bright oranges crashing into each other. It’s supposed to be a visual representation of anxiety.




“Well,” I say to the painting. “You’re accurate, at least.”




I open the envelope Marcus gave me. The check is for eight hundred pounds.




I do the mental math. Rent is due in four days. That’s six hundred gone. Bills are another hundred. That leaves me with one hundred pounds to survive until… when? Until I sell a painting? I haven’t sold a piece in six months.




My stomach growls, a traitorous reminder that I skipped lunch to organize the filing cabinet I eventually knocked over.




My phone rings.




I groan. It’s Dean. He knows. He has a sixth sense for when I’m lying or in trouble. It’s an annoying superpower.




I pick it up. “Hey, Dean. I’m painting, I can’t really—”




“You’re lying,” Dean says. No preamble. No hello. Just the calm, authoritative voice of a man who runs a multimillion-pound company.




“I am not,” I lie again. “I have a brush in my hand. It’s blue.”




“I just got off the phone with Marcus,” Dean says.




My blood runs cold. “Why… why were you talking to Marcus?”




“I called to buy that piece you liked. The steel twisty thing. For the office. And he mentioned how sorry he was that he had to let you go.”




Silence. The heavy kind again.




“Clara,” Dean says, and his voice softens. It drops that octave into ‘Big Brother Mode.’ “Why didn’t you tell me?”




“Because it happened twenty minutes ago!” I snap, tears pricking my eyes. “I haven’t even had time to process it yet. And I didn’t want you to… to do this.”




“Do what? Care about you?”




“Rescue me,” I correct. “I don’t want to be rescued, Dean. I want to figure it out.”




“You have rent due on Tuesday,” he points out. Of course he knows when my rent is due. He probably cosigned the lease. I can’t remember. I block out the humiliating details of my financial dependency.




“I have severance,” I say defensively. “I’m fine.”




“Clara, stop.” He sighs. I hear the rustle of papers in the background. He’s in his office. Probably wearing a suit that costs more than my life. “Look, I’m not going to wire you money. I know you hate that. You want to earn your way. I respect that.”




“You do?” I ask, suspicious.




“I do. Which is why… I have a proposition. A job.”




“I don’t want to work at your office, Dean,” I say immediately. “I can’t do data entry. I will delete the internet. Accidentally.”




“It’s not at the office,” he says. “And it’s not data entry. It’s… in your wheelhouse.”




I sit up straighter. “My wheelhouse? You mean art?”




“Yes. Art.” He pauses. “Julian just bought a place. A chalet. In the Swiss Alps. It’s… excessive. Glass, steel, very modern. Very cold.”




“Sounds like him,” I mutter.




Julian Cross. The Ice King. My brother’s best friend and the man who has starred in every embarrassing romantic daydream I’ve had since I was sixteen. I haven’t seen him in months. I avoid him on purpose. Being around Julian is like staring into the sun; it burns, and it leaves you blind.




“He wants a mural,” Dean says. “In the atrium. Something big to ‘humanize the space.’ That’s a direct quote.”




“Julian wants a mural?” I ask, skeptical. “Julian hates art. He called my abstract final project a ‘chromatic explosion of nonsense’.”




“He doesn’t hate art. He just doesn’t understand it. But his PR team says the house needs soul. It’s going to be featured in Architectural Digest next month.”




“So he wants to buy a soul,” I say. “Classic.”




“He needs a painter, Clara. Someone who can go out there immediately, stay for a week or two, and get it done before the photoshoot. It pays well. Very well.”




“How well?”




“Ten thousand pounds. Plus expenses.”




I choke on my own spit. “Ten… thousand?”




“It’s a rush job,” Dean explains. “And it’s remote. You’d have to fly out tomorrow. Stay at the chalet. It’s empty right now, Julian is in Tokyo or New York or wherever he is this week. You’d have the place to yourself.”




I close my eyes. Ten thousand pounds. That’s six months of rent. That’s materials. That’s freedom. That’s enough time to paint my entire collection without panicking about grocery bills.




But it’s Julian’s house.




“I don’t know, Dean,” I say, twisting the phone cord—metaphorically, since it’s wireless, but I’m twisting a lock of hair instead. “Working for Julian? He terrifies me. He looks at me like I’m a stain on his carpet.”




“He won’t even be there,” Dean assures me. “He’s swamped with the merger. You’ll be totally alone. Just you, the mountains, and the paint. It’s perfect for you. You can blast your music, make a mess, and create something amazing.”




It does sound perfect. Except for the Julian factor.




“Why me?” I ask quietly. “He could hire anyone. He could hire Banksy. He could hire the ghost of Picasso.”




“He trusts me,” Dean says. “And I told him you were the best. I told him you needed a big canvas.”




“You mean you told him I needed a job.”




“I told him,” Dean says firmly, “that my sister is a brilliant artist who deserves a shot at a high-profile commission. And that if he hires anyone else, I’ll tell the press about the time he got drunk and sang Celine Dion at karaoke.”




I snort. A small laugh escapes me. “He did not.”




“He did. My Heart Will Go On. It was tragic.”




I smile. The knot in my chest loosens slightly. This is Dean. He maneuvers, he manipulates, but he does it with love.




“Ten thousand?” I verify.




“And a flight on the corporate jet. You leave at 8:00 AM tomorrow.”




I look around my tiny, cramped apartment. I look at the coffee stain on my overalls. I look at the severance check on the table.




I don’t really have a choice, do I?




“Okay,” I whisper. “I’ll do it.”




“Good,” Dean says, and I can hear the relief in his voice. “Pack warm, Clara. It’s snowing up there.”




Scene: The Departure




The next morning is a blur of anxiety and caffeine.




I pack like I live: chaotically. I throw sweaters into a suitcase without folding them. I pack three pairs of overalls, my entire collection of brushes, and enough tubes of paint to recolor the Sistine Chapel.




I stand in front of the mirror for five minutes, debating whether to bring my “nice” clothes. The dress I bought for a wedding I never went to. The silk blouse I’m terrified of staining.




Why would you bring those? my brain hisses. You’re there to paint walls, not seduce the invisible billionaire.




But I pack them anyway. Just in case. In case of what? In case the ghosts of the Alps decide to throw a cocktail party?




The car Dean sends for me is a black Mercedes. The driver opens the door for me, and I awkwardly toss my paint-splattered duffel bag onto the leather seats. I feel like an imposter. I always feel like an imposter.




The drive to the private airfield is smooth. Too smooth. I’m used to the Tube, to the rattle and screech of public transit. This silence gives me too much time to think.




I think about Julian.




I haven’t seen him since Christmas. He stopped by Dean’s house for a drink. He was wearing a charcoal grey coat, snow dusting his shoulders. He looked like a dark prince from a fairy tale—the kind that steals children and breaks hearts.




I had spilled red wine on the tablecloth within five minutes of his arrival.




He had looked at the stain, then at me. His eyes were the color of slate. Cold. Impenetrable.




“Steady, Clara,” he had said. His voice was a deep rumble that vibrated in my bones. He didn’t offer to help. He just stepped back, as if my clumsiness was contagious.




I shake the memory away. He won’t be there. Dean promised.




I board the jet. It’s smaller than I expected, but infinitely more luxurious. Cream leather seats. Gold fixtures. A bowl of fresh fruit that looks like wax because it’s so perfect.




“Ms. West?” the flight attendant asks. She looks like a model. “Can I get you anything before takeoff? Champagne? Sparkling water?”




“Do you have a paper bag?” I ask, my stomach doing flip-flops. “I get motion sickness.”




She blinks, her perfect smile faltering for a millisecond. “Of course.”




I sink into the seat. It swallows me whole. I pull my sketchbook out of my bag, clutching it like a lifeline.




Just paint, I tell myself. Just go there, paint the wall, take the money, and fix your life. Do not think about him. Do not think about how lonely it’s going to be.




The engines roar to life. I look out the window as London falls away beneath us. The grey city shrinks until it’s just a grid of lines and lights.




I’m leaving the mess behind.




Or maybe, I’m flying straight into a bigger one.




Scene: The Summit




The helicopter ride from the airport in Zurich to the chalet is terrifying.




I spend the entire time with my eyes squeezed shut, gripping the safety harness until my knuckles turn white. The pilot, a stoic Swiss man named Hans, tries to point out the Matterhorn.




“Look, very beautiful,” he says over the headset.




“I believe you!” I squeak, keeping my eyes shut. “I’ll look at the postcards!”




When we finally land, my legs feel like jelly. Hans helps me down onto the landing pad. The air hits me first.




It is violently cold. It’s not the damp, seeping cold of London. This is a sharp, crisp, lung-freezing cold. It smells of pine and ice and thin air.




I open my eyes and gasp.




The Summit—that’s what Dean called it—is not a house. It’s a fortress of solitude.




It sits perched on the edge of a jagged cliff, overlooking a valley of pristine white. The structure is all sharp angles and floor-to-ceiling glass. It reflects the mountains and the sky, making it almost invisible, like a mirage made of ice.




It is beautiful. And it is terrifyingly lonely.




“Key is in the lockbox,” Hans says, unloading my bags. “Code is 1-9-8-9.”




“Wait, you’re leaving?” I ask, panic rising. “Right now?”




“Storm is coming,” he says, pointing to a bank of dark, bruised clouds gathering in the west. “Must get back to base. Dean said you have supplies for two weeks.”




“Right. Supplies. Two weeks.” I nod, my teeth chattering.




He hops back into the helicopter. The rotors spin, kicking up a cloud of snow that stings my face. I shield my eyes as he lifts off, the machine becoming a small speck against the grey sky.




Silence descends.




Absolute, ringing silence. No traffic. No sirens. No people. Just the wind whistling through the peaks.




I grab my bags and trudge toward the massive front door. My boots crunch loudly in the snow.




I punch in the code. The lock clicks. The heavy door swings open on silent hinges.




I step inside.




The warmth hits me instantly. Radiant floor heating. The air smells like… nothing. It smells like filtered, purified nothingness.




I drop my bags in the foyer. The house is cavernous. The main living area has ceilings that must be thirty feet high. A massive fireplace, currently unlit, dominates one wall. The furniture is low, Italian, and looks uncomfortable. Everything is white, grey, or black.




“Hello?” I call out. My voice echoes, bouncing off the glass walls.




No answer. Of course no answer.




I wander further in. The atrium—my workspace—is in the center of the house. It’s a stunning, double-height space with a massive blank white wall that curves gently. Light floods in from the skylights above.




It’s a painter’s dream.




I spin around, taking it in. “Okay,” I whisper. “Okay. I can do this. Just me and the wall.”




I feel a spark of excitement. I can already see the colors. I want to disrupt this sterile perfection. I want to splash crimson and gold across that white expanse. I want to make this house feel something.




I decide to explore. I need to find the kitchen, find my room.




I walk down a long hallway, my sneakers squeaking on the polished concrete. I pass a room that looks like an office.




The door is slightly ajar.




I pause. I shouldn’t snoop. But I’m curious. What does the Ice King’s office look like?




I push the door open a few inches.




Inside, sitting behind a desk that looks like the command deck of a starship, is a man.




He is wearing a headset. He is staring at a wall of monitors displaying scrolling lines of code and stock tickers. He is wearing a white dress shirt, the sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms that are corded with muscle.




He is not in Tokyo. He is not in New York.




Julian Cross is sitting right there.




And as the door creaks, he spins his chair around.




His eyes land on me. Those grey, slate eyes. They widen for a fraction of a second in surprise, and then they narrow into a glare that could freeze the equator.




He pulls the headset off and stands up. He looms. He takes up all the air in the room.




“What,” he says, his voice a low, dangerous growl, “are you doing here?”




My bag slips from my shoulder and hits the floor with a loud thud.




“Dean said you were in Tokyo,” I whisper.




Julian’s jaw clenches. A muscle feathers in his cheek.




“Dean,” he says, the name sounding like a curse, “is a dead man.”
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Julian 

The Same Day


Control is not a luxury. It is a structural necessity.


If you look closely enough at the world, you can see the fault lines. You can see where the chaos is waiting to seep in. In architecture, it’s the hairline fracture in the concrete foundation. In finance, it’s the decimal point that shifts two spaces to the left. In people, it’s the eyes.


I have spent fifteen years building a fortress around my life. My company, Cross Ventures, is impenetrable. My home is a vault. My mind is a filing cabinet where every emotion is labeled, categorized, and locked away.


But today, someone has picked the lock.


“Explain it to me again,” I say. My voice is calm. It is the terrifyingly quiet voice I use right before I fire someone.


On the screen in front of me, my Chief Security Officer, Marcus Thorne, looks like he’s about to vomit. He’s video-calling from the London HQ. Even through the 4K resolution, I can see the sweat beading on his upper lip.


“It’s… it’s a ghost protocol, sir,” Thorne stammers. “Someone bypassed the biometric firewall on the Asia-Pacific server. They didn’t take any money. They just… looked. They accessed the schematics for the Project Aether interface, stayed for three minutes, and left.”


I lean back in my chair. The leather creaks—a sound of expensive friction.


“Project Aether,” I repeat. “The interface that is supposed to revolutionize global banking. The interface that is currently worth four billion dollars in speculative valuation. And you’re telling me someone just ‘looked’ at it?”


“We’re tracing the IP,” Thorne assures me quickly. “But they routed it through a dozen shell servers. Singapore, Kyiv, Rio… it’s a sophisticated attack.”


“It’s not an attack, Thorne,” I say, rubbing my temple. “It’s a warning. Someone is telling us they can get in. Someone is flexing.”


I look around my office at The Summit. I bought this place for silence. I bought it because the air up here is too thin for idiots to breathe. It is a glass box at the top of the world, suspended over a three-thousand-foot drop. It is the only place where I can think without the constant hum of the city vibrating in my teeth.


“Shut down the external nodes,” I order. “Take the entire system offline. I’ll rebuild the security architecture myself from here. I don’t trust your team right now.”


“Sir, if we go offline, the stock will dip—”


“Let it dip,” I snap. “I’d rather lose ten percent of the valuation today than lose the entire IP tomorrow. Do it. And Thorne?”


“Yes, Mr. Cross?”


“If you interrupt me again within the next forty-eight hours, don’t bother logging back in. Just send your resignation to HR.”


I cut the feed. The screen goes black.


I exhale, a long, controlled breath through my nose.


I stand up and walk to the window. The view is white. Endless, blinding white. The Alps are indifferent to billionaires. They kill the rich just as easily as the poor. That’s why I like them. They are honest.


I need to focus. I have forty-eight hours to hunt a digital ghost before the market opens on Monday. I need absolute isolation.


And then, I hear it.


The rhythmic thwup-thwup-thwup of rotors cutting through the thin air.


I check my watch. My supply drop isn’t due until Tuesday. I didn’t order anything.


I grab the binoculars from my desk and track the black speck growing larger against the grey sky. It’s a civilian chopper. Hans’s charter service.


Panic, cold and sharp, spikes in my chest. Is it Dean? Did something happen?


I watch as the helicopter touches down on the pad fifty yards from the house. Snow swirls up in a blinding vortex. A figure jumps out.


It’s not Dean.


It’s small. It’s wearing a coat that looks like it was stolen from a oversized scarecrow. It has… red hair?


I lower the binoculars.


No.


No, absolutely not.


I watch as the figure drags a duffel bag out of the chopper. The wind almost knocks her over. She stumbles, rights herself, and waves at the pilot like a lunatic.


Clara West.


Dean’s sister.


The one person on this planet I have sworn a blood oath to avoid. The one person who is banned—strictly, permanently—from my orbit.


Why is she here?


I feel a muscle in my jaw jump. My sanctuary has been breached. Not by a hacker, but by a five-foot-four disaster in denim.


I should go out there. I should stop her before she even gets to the door. I should tell Hans to take her back.


But as I reach for the door handle, I see the storm clouds rolling in over the ridge. They are purple and bruised, heavy with snow. Hans is already lifting off. He knows the weather patterns better than anyone; he’s fleeing.


She is stranded.


And I am trapped.


I retreat to my office. I sit down. I stare at the screens, trying to force my brain back to code, back to logic.


10 PRINT “IGNORE HER” 20 GOTO 10


But I can’t ignore her. I can hear her.


The front door opens. I hear the thud of bags. I hear her voice, muffled by the distance but still piercingly clear.


“Hello?”


It echoes through my house. My silent, sterile house.


I don’t answer. Maybe if I’m quiet, she’ll think nobody is home. Maybe she’ll go curl up in a guest room and hibernate.


But no. I hear footsteps. Squeaking sneakers.


She’s coming down the hallway.


I count the seconds. One. Two. Three.


The door to my office creaks open.


“I shouldn’t snoop,” a voice whispers.


I spin the chair around.


There she is.


God, she’s a mess.


Her hair is a violent explosion of copper curls that seem to be fighting a war with gravity. Her cheeks are flushed pink from the cold. She is wearing oversized overalls covered in… is that paint? Or food? It’s impossible to tell.


She looks like she fell out of a finger-painting class for toddlers.


And she smells like vanilla and rain. The scent hits me even from across the room, cutting through the sterile, filtered air of my office like a physical blow.


“What,” I say, and the growl that comes out of my throat is involuntary, “are you doing here?”


She drops her bag. Her eyes go wide. They are green. Not a polite, mossy green. They are bright, electric emerald.


“Dean said you were in Tokyo,” she whispers.


“Dean,” I say, “is a dead man.”


I stand up. I don’t mean to loom, but I can’t help it. I am six-foot-three and built like a linebacker. She is… soft. Everything about her is soft edges and curves. She shrinks back slightly, clutching a sketchbook to her chest like a shield.


“I… I’m here for the mural,” she stammers. “The job. Dean said you needed a painter. For the atrium.”


I stare at her. A mural?


“I don’t want a mural,” I say coldly. “I want white walls. I want silence. Who told you I wanted a mural?”


“Dean. He said… he said your PR team thought the house needed a soul.”


“My house does not need a soul,” I snap. “It is a house. It needs structural integrity and Wi-Fi. It does not need emotions painted on the drywall.”


She flinches. And for a second, I see the hurt flash in her eyes. It’s a raw, unguarded look that makes my chest tight.


Don’t be a bastard, Julian, a voice in my head whispers. She’s Dean’s sister. Be polite. Send her to a guest room.


But I can’t be polite. Polite is dangerous. Polite opens the door. If I am nice to her, she will smile. And if she smiles, I will remember the way she looked at me last Christmas, and then I will be thinking about things that violate every promise I’ve ever made.


I need to be the villain. It’s safer for both of us.


“My phone,” I demand, holding out my hand. Not for hers, but reaching for my own on the desk. “Get out.”


“Excuse me?”


“Get out of my office,” I clarify, my voice dropping to zero degrees Kelvin. “Go find a room. Any room. Stay there. Do not touch anything. Do not paint anything. I need to make a call.”


She blinks, her mouth opening and closing like a fish. Then, a spark of defiance lights up those green eyes.


“You don’t have to be a jerk about it,” she mutters.


She spins around—clumsily, nearly knocking her shoulder into the doorframe—and marches out.


I wait until her footsteps fade. Then I grab my phone and dial Dean.


He picks up on the second ring.


“Jules! How’s the altitude? Is the air thin enough for your ego?”


“You possessive, manipulative son of a bitch,” I say.


Dean pauses. “Ah. I see Clara has arrived.”


“Why is she here, Dean?” I pace the length of the office. “Why is your sister standing in my hallway wearing what appears to be a drop cloth? I told you I needed isolation. I have a security breach. I have a crisis.”


“You have a crisis because you work too much,” Dean counters, his voice shifting from joking to serious. “And she is there because she needed a win, Julian. And you owe me.”


“I owe you? I made you forty million pounds last quarter.”


“You owe me for saving you from yourself,” Dean says. “Look, she got fired today. Marcus let her go. She was devastated. She’s broke, Jules. She won’t take money from me. She needs a job. A real job. If I didn’t send her to you, she was going to lose her apartment.”


I stop pacing. I pinch the bridge of my nose.


“So this is charity,” I say.


“It’s a commission,” Dean corrects. “She’s a brilliant artist. Let her paint the damn wall. It’s not like you’re going to notice. The house is ten thousand square feet. You can go days without seeing her.”


“I can smell her,” I say without thinking.


“Excuse me?”


“Her perfume,” I correct quickly, feeling heat rise up the back of my neck. “It’s… loud. Like everything else about her.”


“Be nice to her, Julian,” Dean warns. “Remember the oath. She’s off-limits. She’s there to work. You’re there to work. Just… coexist. It’s only for a week.”


“There is a blizzard outside,” I growl, looking out the window where the whiteout conditions are worsening. “She’s trapped here.”


“Then she’s trapped safe,” Dean says. “Because she’s with you. And I trust you, Julian. I trust you more than anyone. You’re the safest man in the world for her to be with because you’re the only man who is physically incapable of falling in love.”


The words hit me like a physical blow. Incapable of falling in love.


Is that what he thinks? Is that what I am? A robot? A safety deposit box for his sister’s virtue?


“I’ll fix your security breach,” I say, my voice dead. “And I’ll tolerate your sister. But when the snow clears, she is gone. And if she paints anything hideous on my walls, I’m deducting it from your share of the partnership.”


“Deal,” Dean says cheerfully. “Thanks, Jules. You’re a good man. Even if you try hard not to be.”


I hang up.


I stare at the phone. I want to throw it through the triple-paned glass.


I am not a good man. A good man wouldn’t
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