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Chapter 1: The Rules of the Game
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The first rule was simple: never let the mask slip.

Anna had written it in her notebook one restless night when the silence in her apartment felt heavier than lead. The leather cover was cracked, the pages warped by humidity and careless coffee stains, but she pressed hard into the paper as if carving the words would make them unshakable.

It should have been easy. Smile at the right time. Keep her voice soft, but not too soft. Tilt her head like she cared. Pretend until pretending became second nature.

But pretending had edges. Sharp ones.

Anna stared at her reflection in the fogged-up bathroom mirror. She had washed her face too many times tonight, scrubbing until her skin burned, as though she could wipe away the sickening weight in her chest. Her fingers gripped the edge of the sink, nails biting into porcelain.

Rule two: don’t forget it’s an act.

The moment she started believing in it, she would lose.

The vibration of her phone broke the fragile quiet.

“Don’t be late. He’s waiting.”

The message came from Mara, curt as ever. Mara didn’t need to sign her name; her words carried the sharp edge of a woman who didn’t waste syllables.

Anna placed the phone back on the counter and forced herself to breathe.

The dress she chose was black, unadorned, and deliberate. It wasn’t meant to draw attention, only to blend her into the background—a shadow in his world.

The drive to the estate stretched on like an unwelcome thought. The same winding roads. The same hollow ache in her stomach. Her hands clutched the steering wheel tightly, knuckles pale in the headlights’ glow.

Rule three: don’t get attached.

The house loomed at the end of the gravel path. A mansion that seemed alive in its stillness, its windows gleaming like cold, watchful eyes. She parked her car, cutting the engine, and listened to the sudden hush settle around her.

The front door creaked open to reveal Mara standing in the hallway. As always, she looked immaculate: dark hair pulled into a severe bun, blazer sharp enough to cut glass.

“You’re late,” Mara said, even though Anna wasn’t.

Anna didn’t argue.

“He’s in the study.”

“I know,” Anna replied softly.

Mara’s gaze lingered, assessing, always assessing. “Keep your guard up. He’s... observant.”

Anna forced a faint smile, the one she had practiced a thousand times in her bathroom mirror. “I know.”

The study door groaned as she pushed it open.

Adrian Locke sat by the window, the dying light outlining his profile in gold. His fingers traced idle patterns across a glass of untouched whiskey. He didn’t look up right away, but she felt his attention, sharp and heavy, all the same.

“Anna,” he said finally, her name curling off his tongue with a deliberate ease.

She stepped inside, her pulse pounding too loudly in her ears. “You wanted to see me?”

“I did.” His eyes lifted, catching hers with quiet force. “Close the door.”

The sound of the latch clicking into place felt deafening.

She stood still, hands clasped neatly in front of her, while he watched her with an expression she couldn’t read.

“Are you happy here?” he asked.

The question caught her off guard.

“Yes,” Anna said without hesitation, because hesitation was dangerous.

His lips curved slightly—not quite a smile. “You’re lying.”

Her fingers tightened against her skirt. “I’m not.”

“You are.” Adrian rose from his chair with slow, deliberate movements. “But that’s fine. Everyone lies.”

He moved closer, his presence filling the room like smoke. Anna kept her expression carefully neutral, though her heartbeat thudded violently in her ribs.

“Do you know why I asked for you tonight?”

She shook her head. “No.”

Adrian stopped just short of touching her, his eyes locked on hers. “Because you intrigue me. You wear your mask well. Better than most. But I can’t decide if it’s because you’re strong... or because you’re hiding something.”

She felt her breath catch, but she didn’t let it show.

“I’m not hiding anything,” Anna said.

Adrian’s fingers brushed her chin lightly—barely there, but enough to make her skin prickle. “We’ll see.”

He stepped back, the distance between them feeling colder than before.

“That’s all,” he said. “You can go.”

Anna inclined her head and turned, walking out with measured steps. Her hands trembled only once the door closed behind her.

Mara was waiting in the hallway, arms crossed.

“How did it go?”

“He suspects something,” Anna admitted.

“I warned you,” Mara said. “Stay focused. If you falter, you’ll ruin everything.”

Anna smiled faintly. The mask was still in place, but it felt heavier now.

Rule four: don’t let him inside your head.

And yet she could still feel the ghost of his touch.
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Chapter 2: Paper-Thin Lies and Hollow Smiles
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Anna woke to the sound of her phone buzzing against the nightstand, the vibrations rattling in the silence like an insect caught in a jar.

She didn’t want to look. She didn’t want to see his name again.

But she reached for it anyway.

Adrian Locke: “Breakfast. 9AM. Don’t make me wait.”

Her thumb hovered over the screen. She could ignore it. She could let it go dark and bury the phone under her pillow.

But that wasn’t how the game worked.

The apartment felt too small as she moved through it, dragging herself from one routine to the next—brushing her teeth, pouring stale coffee, staring at her reflection until it blurred.

Her face didn’t feel like her own anymore.

Anna pulled out her notebook, flipping past the rules to a blank page.

“Smile like you mean it.”

The words came unbidden, scrawled in slanted letters.

That would be her new mantra for the day.

By the time she reached the estate, the morning sun was already too bright, the gravel driveway gleaming like shards of glass.

Adrian was waiting on the terrace, seated at a table set with polished silver and crisp white linen. He looked like he belonged in a painting—calm, composed, dangerous in ways that didn’t show on the surface.

“Anna,” he said, his voice smooth as ever.

“Good morning.”

“Sit.”

She obeyed, folding herself neatly into the chair opposite him. The scent of fresh pastries and bitter coffee wafted between them, but her stomach churned too violently for appetite.

“Did you sleep well?” Adrian asked, though his tone carried no real curiosity.

“Yes.” Another lie, easy on her tongue.

“Liar.”

Anna forced a small laugh, like his accusation was some kind of joke. “You seem very sure.”

“I am.” Adrian’s eyes held hers. “You’re too tense. You try to hide it, but it’s there.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

He smiled faintly. “That’s the problem. You’re convincing, but only just.”

Anna wrapped her fingers around her coffee cup, drawing warmth from the porcelain even as her palms went clammy.

“What do you want from me?” she asked softly.

Adrian didn’t answer right away. He leaned back, his gaze flicking over her face as though searching for something hidden in the smallest twitch of muscle.

“I want to see how long you can keep this up.”

“Keep what up?”

“This act you’re playing.”

Anna’s stomach lurched.

“I’m not playing anything,” she said.

“You are.” His voice was steady, almost gentle. “But that’s what makes it interesting. I don’t think you even realize how much of yourself you’re burying.”

The words landed heavier than she expected.

Adrian poured himself a second cup of coffee, his movements unhurried. “Do you know what happens to people who pretend too long?”

She shook her head, her throat suddenly tight.

“They forget who they were before the mask.”

Anna didn’t respond. She couldn’t—not with the air caught in her chest like barbed wire.

“Tell me something true, Anna,” Adrian said.

“I... I don’t know what to say.”

“That’s not an answer.”

Her nails dug into her palm under the table. “I... don’t like roses.”

Adrian’s brow arched. “Why not?”

“They remind me of funerals.”

Silence stretched between them. Then, surprisingly, he laughed—not cruelly, but with a low, warm sound that sent a chill through her anyway.

“Finally,” he said. “Something real.”

Anna pushed her chair back, needing distance, but Adrian’s voice caught her before she could stand.

“Don’t run from this, Anna.”

“I’m not.”

“You are. And one day you won’t be able to anymore.”

She turned sharply, her pulse hammering.

“I think breakfast is over,” she said.

“Then go,” Adrian murmured. “But don’t forget—every time you come back, the mask slips a little more.”

Anna didn’t look at him as she left. But her reflection in the terrace doors—her too-calm face and too-stiff shoulders—mocked her all the same.

Rule five: Never let him see you break.

And she was already failing.
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