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THE BETRAYAL




Time: Five Years Ago 

Location: The Penthouse, Vance Global HQ, Seattle




SIENNA

The loudest sound in the world isn’t a gunshot. It isn’t a scream.




It’s the sound of a heart breaking in a silent room.




I stood by the edge of the bed, my bare feet sinking into the plush charcoal carpet, watching him sleep. Kaelen Vance. The man the newspapers called a warmonger. The man the government called a necessary evil. The man I called mine.




He slept the way he lived—dominant, taking up space, his breathing deep and rhythmic. Even in sleep, there was a tension to him, a latent violence coiled in the muscles of his back. The sheet had slipped down to his waist, exposing the roadmap of scars that crisscrossed his skin. I knew every single one of them. I knew the story of the jagged line on his shoulder (shrapnel in Damascus). I knew the burn mark on his ribcage (a breached extraction in Chechnya).




I knew the way he tasted like scotch and rain. I knew the way his hands, capable of snapping a neck, could hold me like I was made of spun glass.




And I was about to destroy him.




My phone vibrated against my thigh, tucked into the pocket of the oversized t-shirt I’d stolen from his closet. It was a phantom buzz, a reminder of the timer counting down in my head.




2:00 AM. You have one hour, Sienna. Or we mail his finger to your mother.




Bile rose in my throat, hot and acidic. I swallowed it down, my eyes burning. Don’t cry. You don’t get to cry. You’re the villain in this story.




I looked at Kaelen one last time. His dark hair was messy against the pillow, his face relaxed in a way the world never got to see. For the last six months, this penthouse had been my sanctuary. I was a twenty-one-year-old art student with paint under her fingernails and debt up to her eyeballs, and he was the thirty-seven-year-old billionaire who had plucked me out of a coffee shop because he liked the way I argued with him about the bitterness of the roast.




He thought he was saving me. He thought he was giving me the world.




He didn’t know I was about to burn his world to the ground.




Move, I commanded my legs. Move, or Leo dies.




I stepped away from the bed. The silence of the penthouse was oppressive. The floor-to-ceiling windows showcased the Seattle skyline, a blur of rain-streaked neon and gray clouds. The city looked like it was bleeding light.




I moved toward the wall panel on the far side of the master suite. My heart hammered against my ribs, a trapped bird desperate to escape. Thump. Thump. Thump. It was so loud I was sure he’d hear it. I glanced back at the bed. Kaelen shifted, murmuring something unintelligible, his arm reaching out across the empty space where I had been just moments ago.




When his hand hit the cold sheet, he frowned in his sleep.




I froze. My lungs seized. Please don’t wake up. Please, God, don’t wake up. If you wake up, I’ll tell you everything. I’ll crumble. And then they’ll kill Leo.




Kaelen settled. His breathing deepened again.




I let out a shaky breath and turned back to the wall. Behind an abstract painting—one I had convinced him to buy because the chaos of the colors reminded me of him—was the safe.




I knew the code.




He had given it to me three weeks ago. “I don’t keep secrets from you, Sienna,” he’d said, pressing a kiss to my palm. “Anything inside this house is yours. My money. My past. My trust. It’s yours.”




The memory felt like a knife twisting in my gut. I reached up and swung the painting aside on its silent hinges. The digital keypad glowed a soft, mocking blue in the darkness.




My fingers trembled as I punched in the numbers. 0-8-1-9. The date we met.




The mechanism clicked. A soft, mechanical whir. The heavy steel door popped open.




I didn’t look at the stacks of cash. I didn’t look at the velvet boxes containing watches worth more than my parents’ house. My hand went straight for the matte black external hard drive sitting on the top shelf.




Project Aethelgard.




I didn’t know what was on it. The voice on the phone—the distorted, metallic voice that had sent me the video of my brother tied to a chair—had been specific. “The black drive. Top shelf. Don’t open it. Just bring it.”




My fingers closed around the cold metal casing. It felt heavy. Heavier than plastic and microchips should feel. It felt like treason.




I slipped the drive into my pocket.




“Sienna?”




The voice was rough, deep, and laced with sleep.




I almost dropped the painting. My blood turned to ice. I squeezed my eyes shut, a prayer dying on my lips.




Slowly, agonizingly, I turned around.




Kaelen was propped up on one elbow. The shadows hid his eyes, but I could feel his gaze. It was a physical weight. He wasn’t fully awake yet—his defenses were down, his voice thick with drowsiness.




“Bathroom,” I whispered. My voice was a broken rasp. I cleared my throat, forcing a lie through my teeth. “Just… getting a glass of water.”




Kaelen hummed, a low vibration that rumbled through the room. He rubbed a hand over his face, the stubble on his jaw rasping against his palm. “Come back to bed,” he mumbled. “‘s cold without you.”




The tenderness in his voice gutted me. It would have been easier if he had yelled. If he had been the monster the news said he was. But he wasn’t. Not to me. To me, he was the man who held my hair back when I had the flu. The man who bought out an entire gallery just to find my painting.




“In a minute,” I said. I was backing away, inch by inch. Toward the door. Toward the exit. Toward the end of us.




“Sienna.”




I stopped at the doorway. “Yeah?”




He lay back down, burying his face in my pillow. Inhaling my scent. “Love you.”




The words hit me like a physical blow. I swayed on my feet, clutching the doorframe for support. Tears finally spilled over, hot and fast, tracking down my cheeks. I pressed a hand over my mouth to stifle the sob clawing its way up my throat.




He had never said that before. Not once in six months. He chose now to say it.




“I…” My voice cracked. I couldn’t say it back. I couldn’t taint it. “I’m sorry, Kaelen.”




“Hm?” he drifted off, already falling back into the darkness of sleep.




“I’m so sorry.”




I turned and ran.




I didn’t take the elevator. The chime would be too loud. I took the service stairs, my bare feet slapping against the cold concrete. I ran until my lungs burned, until my legs shook, until I was three floors down. Then I burst into the hallway, sprinted for the service elevator, and mashed the button for the garage.




You saved Leo, I told myself, sobbing as the elevator plummeted toward the ground floor. You saved your brother.




But as the doors opened and the damp, oil-slicked air of the garage hit me, I knew the truth.




I had saved my brother. But I had just killed the woman Kaelen Vance loved.




And when the Wolf woke up, he wouldn’t come looking for his girlfriend. He would come hunting for his enemy.




KAELEN

The dream was good.




It was warm. It smelled like vanilla and turpentine—Sienna’s smell. We were in a house I didn’t own, somewhere by the ocean, and the silence wasn’t the heavy, loaded silence of a battlefield. It was peaceful.




Then, the cold crept in.




It started at my back, a draft that shouldn’t have been there. The penthouse was climate-controlled to the degree, a sealed fortress of comfort. There should be no drafts.




My internal clock woke me up before my eyes opened. 02:14 AM.




I reached out. My arm swept across the mattress, expecting the soft curve of Sienna’s waist. I expected her warmth, her tangle of wild curls, the way she would groan and burrow backward into my chest.




I hit nothing but cooling sheets.




My eyes snapped open.




“Sienna?”




The room was dark. Too dark. The bathroom light wasn’t on. If she was getting water, the silhouette would be there.




“Sienna.” I sat up, the grogginess vanishing instantly, replaced by the sharp, metallic taste of adrenaline.




Silence.




Not the peaceful silence of sleep. The empty silence of a vacuum.




I threw the covers off, my feet hitting the floor. I was naked, but I didn’t feel the chill. My heart rate dropped—a conditioned response to danger. Assess. Analyze. Act.




I walked to the bathroom. Empty. I checked the walk-in closet. Empty. Her side of the vanity was… different. Her hairbrush was gone. Her favorite leather jacket—the one I bought her in Milan—was missing from the hook.




A cold knot tightened in my stomach. A breakup? Had she left me? The thought hit me with a force that staggered me. I gripped the doorframe, my knuckles turning white. Why? We were fine. We were perfect.




I turned back to the bedroom, my mind racing. If she left, she would have left a note. She wasn’t cruel. She was soft. She cried at insurance commercials. She wouldn’t just vanish.




Unless someone took her.




The thought turned my blood to lava. Kidnapping. It was my nightmare scenario. The reason I had guards in the lobby, biometric locks on the elevators, motion sensors on the terrace.




I moved to the bedside table to grab my phone, to trigger the security protocol.




That’s when I saw it.




The painting.




It was slightly crooked.




Just an inch. Maybe half an inch. But in a room of perfect symmetry, it screamed.




I stopped breathing.




I walked toward the wall, my steps slow, predatory. I didn’t want to look. I wanted to turn around, go back to bed, and wake up when she came back with a glass of water. I wanted the lie.




I pushed the painting aside.




The safe door was ajar.




I stared into the metal maw. The cash was there. The watches were there. The loose diamonds were there.




The top shelf was empty.




Project Aethelgard. The schematic for the next-generation drone guidance system. Classified Top Secret. Worth billions on the black market. Worth a life sentence in federal prison.




It wasn’t a breakup. It wasn’t a kidnapping.




It was a hit.




The realization washed over me, cold and suffocating. The last six months replayed in my mind in a fraction of a second. The way she smiled. The way she touched me. The way she listened when I talked about the pressure of the company.




“I don’t keep secrets from you, Sienna.” “I love you.”




I had said it. Tonight. For the first time in my life, I had handed a woman the weapon to destroy me, and I had bared my throat.




And she had sliced it open.




A roar built in my chest, a primal, jagged sound that had nowhere to go. I slammed my fist into the wall next to the safe. The plaster cracked. The pain didn’t register.




I grabbed my phone. I didn’t call the police. I didn’t call the FBI.




I called the head of my private security detail.




“Sir?” Marcus answered on the first ring, his voice crisp.




“Lock it down,” I said. My voice didn’t sound like mine. It sounded like gravel grinding against steel. It sounded dead. “Seal the building. No one out.”




“Sir, is there a breach?”




“The girl,” I spat the word out like poison. “Sienna. Stop her.”




“Sir… Ms. Rossi just left the garage. She cleared the checkpoint three minutes ago. She used your authorization code.”




Three minutes.




She was gone.




I walked to the window, the phone crushed in my grip. I looked down at the rain-slicked streets of Seattle. Somewhere down there, in the maze of lights and shadows, was the woman who had slept in my arms for 180 nights.




The woman who had played me for a fool.




I pressed my forehead against the cold glass. The betrayal wasn’t just an ache; it was an amputation. I felt a part of my humanity wither and die, right there in the dark.




“Find her,” I whispered to the empty room.




Then, louder. To Marcus on the line. “Find her. I don’t care how much it costs. I don’t care who you have to bribe, bleed, or break. Find her.”




“And when we do, sir?”




I looked at my reflection in the glass. The eyes staring back weren’t the eyes of the man who had loved an art student. They were the eyes of the Wolf. Cold. Hollow. Hungry.




“Don’t touch her,” I said. “Bring her to me.”




I hung up.




I walked back to the bed. I stripped the sheets—the ones that still smelled like vanilla and treason—and threw them into the corner.




She thought she could run. She thought she could take a piece of me and disappear into the night.




She was wrong.




She had just signed a contract in blood. And I was going to make sure she paid every single cent of the debt.




Run, Sienna, I thought, staring into the dark. Run as fast as you can. Because when I catch you, I’m never letting you go.
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Time: Present Day (Five Years Later) 

Location: The Starlight Motel, Outskirts of Seattle


SIENNA

You can smell fear.


It doesn’t smell like sweat. It smells like copper. Like old pennies left in a jar of vinegar. It sat on the back of my tongue, a constant, metallic film that I hadn’t been able to brush away for one thousand, eight hundred, and twenty-five days.


I stood behind the rotting curtains of Room 104, peering through the crack where the moth-eaten fabric didn’t quite meet the wall. Outside, the rain was coming down in sheets—that relentless, gray Seattle drizzle that soaks into your bones and stays there. It turned the neon sign of the Starlight Motel into a blurred, bloody smear against the asphalt.


Star… ight… otel. The ‘L’ and ‘M’ had burned out years ago. Just like me.


My hand tightened on the curtain until my knuckles turned white. There was a black SUV parked across the street.


It was innocuous enough. A Ford Explorer. Tinted windows. Mud on the tires. In this part of town, where drug deals happened in the laundromat parking lot and the police sirens were just background noise, a black SUV shouldn’t have mattered.


But I knew better. I knew the pattern.


It was the same make as the one outside the diner in Portland three weeks ago. The same as the one idling near the playground in Spokane two days ago.


They had found us.


Again.


The realization hit me like a physical blow to the gut. The air left my lungs. My knees buckled, and I had to lean against the peeling wallpaper to stay upright.


How? The question screamed in my head. How do they keep finding us?


I had done everything right. I had ditched the smartphone. I paid in cash—always cash, crumpled bills earned from waiting tables under the name “Sarah” or scrubbing toilets under the name “Emily.” I dyed my hair. I walked with a limp I didn’t have. I never stayed in one place for more than a month.


But the cartel didn’t just have eyes. They had ghosts. And those ghosts were closing in.


“Mommy?”


The small, sleepy voice cut through the panic.


I spun around, forcing the terror off my face, plastering on the mask I wore for her.


Maya was sitting up in the sagging double bed. Her hair, a riot of dark curls that defied gravity and hairbrushes alike, was a halo around her face. Her cheeks were flushed with sleep, and her big, dark eyes—his eyes—were heavy.


“Hey, baby,” I whispered. My voice was steady. It was the only lie I was good at. “Go back to sleep. It’s early.”


" thirsty,” she mumbled, rubbing a fist into her eye.


I moved to the bedside table, grabbing the plastic water bottle. My hands were shaking. I willed them to stop. Not now. You don’t break now. You break later, when she’s safe.


I held the bottle to her lips. She took a few sips, then flopped back onto the pillow, clutching her stuffed rabbit, Mr. Hopps, by its singular remaining ear.


“Is the bad man outside?” she asked.


The question froze the blood in my veins. She was four years old. She should be asking if the Tooth Fairy was coming. She should be asking if we could go to the zoo. She shouldn’t know about bad men in black cars.


“No, baby,” I lied, brushing a curl off her forehead. Her skin felt too warm. A low-grade fever. Stress? A cold? Or just the physical toll of living on the run, eating vending machine crackers and sleeping in drafty motels. “No bad men. Just the rain.”


She nodded, trusting me. Because I was Mom. I was the wall between her and the world.


But the wall was cracking.


I looked around the room. It was a tomb. The beige carpet was stained with things I didn’t want to identify. The heater rattled like a dying lung. Our entire life was packed into two duffel bags sitting by the door.


I had seventy-four dollars in my pocket. No car. (The transmission on the beat-up Honda I’d bought for six hundred bucks had died three miles back). And the men outside were not going to wait for check-out time.


I went back to the window. The driver’s side door of the SUV opened. A boot hit the pavement.


Heavy. Military-style. Then a man.


He wasn’t cartel muscle. He wasn’t a street thug in a hoodie. He was professional. Tactical pants. A rain jacket that didn’t hide the bulk of a shoulder holster. He looked up at the second floor, scanning the doors.


He looked right at Room 104.


Run.


The instinct was primal. It was the same instinct that had sent me sprinting down the service stairs of Vance Global five years ago.


But run where? The Honda was dead. The bus station was three miles away. With a sick four-year-old and a heavy bag, in this rain, against men in a vehicle? We wouldn’t make it to the corner.


They had cornered the fox. The hunt was over.


I backed away from the window, my breath coming in short, shallow gasps. Think, Sienna. Think.


If they caught me, I was dead. That was a given. I had stolen from them to pay Leo’s ransom, but the ransom hadn’t been enough. I had humiliated them. They wanted an example.


But Maya… If they found out who she was… If they knew she was the daughter of Kaelen Vance…


They wouldn’t kill her. They would use her. She would become a pawn, a bargaining chip to be used against the most dangerous man in the world.


I looked at my daughter. She was sleeping again, her thumb near her mouth. She looked so much like him it hurt to look at her sometimes. The shape of her brow. The stubborn set of her chin.


I had robbed her of a father to save her life. I had kept her a secret to keep her safe.


And I had failed.


“I’m sorry,” I whispered to the damp air. “I’m so sorry, baby.”


There was only one move left on the board.


It was the move I had sworn I would never make. The nuclear option. The suicide mission.


I had to give her to the Wolf.


Kaelen Vance hated me. He had probably spent the last five years imagining all the ways he would dismantle me if he ever found me. He was ruthless. Cold. Unforgiving.


But he protected what was his.


And Maya was his. Even if he didn’t know it yet.


He was the only monster scary enough to scare away the monsters outside.


Can I do this? Can I walk back into his life and destroy it all over again?


The man outside took a step toward the motel stairs.


The decision was made for me.


“Maya,” I said, my voice sharp. “Wake up. Now.”


She groaned, shifting. “Mommy…”


“Up. Now. We’re playing the Quiet Game.”


I grabbed the smaller duffel bag—clothes, Mr. Hopps, her birth certificate (fake), and the drive. The damned hard drive. I had never sold it. I had never opened it. It was the only leverage I had.


I scooped Maya up in my arms. She was heavy, a solid weight of sleepy
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