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Chapter 1: The Red Thread Wounds
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The rain over Manhattan was a silver veil, soft enough to be mistaken for a dream. Atop the thirty-sixth floor of the Winterhaven Hotel, beneath the glint of gold chandeliers and the low thrum of classical strings, Elena Hart stood in quiet exile at the edge of a crowded ballroom. Her long red gown clung like memory—fitted at the waist, flaring like defiance at the hem, and sleeveless to expose the faint silk scars that curled along her left shoulder. She didn’t hide them anymore. That war was over.

Everyone around her was speaking, moving, laughing—perfect lives sewn in champagne threads. But Elena stayed still, fingers curved loosely around the stem of a glass she hadn’t touched. Her green eyes were fixed on one man across the room.

Vincent Saito.

His name always felt like something that should be whispered. The kind of name that carried weight not because of the syllables but because of the silence that followed it. Vincent had the air of someone who belonged not to the world, but above it—tall, tailored in black, his presence so quietly formidable that conversation stalled whenever he entered a room. And tonight, with the skyline bleeding firelight behind him, he looked carved from shadow.

“You came,” came a voice at her side.

Elena turned her head slowly. Marcella Deneuve, her oldest friend in this city—perhaps the only one left who hadn’t blurred into polite betrayal. Marcella’s blond curls were pinned back with little black stars, her gown midnight blue and backless. She tilted her head, curious. “You said you wouldn’t.”

“I lied,” Elena said simply.

Marcella sighed. “You haven’t seen him in three years, Elena.”

“I know.”

“Does he know you’re here?”

“He will.”

That was the first tremor. Marcella blinked, surprised at Elena’s tone, then gave a wry smile. “You always were a little theatrical when wounded.”

“And you were always amused by blood as long as it wasn’t yours.”

Marcella didn’t deny it. “Then let’s watch together,” she said, sipping her drink.

Vincent turned then, eyes cutting through the throng like a cold wind. The moment his gaze landed on Elena, she felt it. Not saw—felt, like an old wound touched without warning. His expression didn’t shift. No gasp. No subtle start. Just his stare, clean and unblinking, as if she were the final line of a poem he had memorized long ago.

He moved.

Elena didn’t. She stayed still, heart locked tight beneath her ribs, forcing breath past her lips like it cost her something.

He crossed the ballroom in fifteen steps.

“Elena.” His voice was low, quiet, but crisp enough to slice the air. Three years and he still said her name like he’d never stopped.

“Vincent.” She said it with no softness.

A pause followed. Not tension exactly, but something slower, sadder. Like two people reading different endings to the same book.

“You came back
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