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Chapter 1 – The City That Prays in Sin
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The city did not sleep.

It didn’t even pretend to.

Adrian Vale saw that the moment the train slid into the underground terminal, its metal body groaning like something reluctant to deliver him into the open mouth of it. Above ground, the skyline pulsed—not with light, but with something deeper, something alive. Neon bled into stained glass. Towering spires rose beside mirrored high-rises, their reflections fractured and multiplied until the city seemed infinite.

Sin had architecture here.

It had rhythm.

And it had worship.

Adrian stepped onto the platform, his boots echoing softly against polished black stone. The air was warm, perfumed with something expensive and faintly sweet—incense, maybe, layered over something sharper. Ozone. Electricity. The scent of a storm that never quite broke.

He didn’t belong here.

That thought settled into him instantly, not as doubt, but as fact.

Around him, the crowd moved with a kind of purpose that had nothing to do with destination. People drifted more than walked, drawn by invisible currents. Their clothes shimmered—silk, leather, gold-thread embroidery catching the artificial light. Some wore symbols etched into their skin, faintly glowing beneath the surface like veins of liquid fire.

Marks of devotion.

Or ownership.

Adrian’s jaw tightened as he adjusted the collar of his coat, pulling it slightly higher. He kept his hands in his pockets, posture relaxed in a way that was entirely deliberate. Blending in here wasn’t about looking like them.

It was about not being noticed by the wrong ones.

A low chime echoed through the station—not mechanical, but melodic. It vibrated in the bones more than in the ears. Conversations quieted instantly. Heads turned—not toward the source of the sound, but upward, as if instinct demanded it.

Adrian didn’t move.

He watched.

The screens flickered to life along the walls—massive panels of glass that had been dark seconds ago. Now they glowed with a single image.

A man.

No—not just a man.

Even through the screen, the presence was unmistakable.

He stood on a balcony overlooking the city, dressed in black so precise it seemed tailored to his very bones. The cut of his coat was severe, elegant, every line intentional. Dark hair fell just enough across his forehead to soften nothing. His expression was composed, almost distant, but his eyes—

His eyes were wrong.

Not in color. Not in shape.

In weight.

They held something ancient. Something that had seen devotion and decided it was a tool.

The crowd shifted, subtly but collectively, like a body responding to a single command. Some bowed their heads. Others simply stilled, their attention sharpening into something reverent.

Adrian felt it then.

Not pressure.

Not exactly.

But a pull—something in the air bending toward that image, that presence. As if the city itself leaned closer to him.

The man on the screen didn’t speak immediately. He didn’t need to.

Silence, here, was currency.

When he finally did, his voice was smooth—low, controlled, carrying effortlessly through the station without rising.

“Tonight,” he said, “we welcome another soul into grace.”

A ripple passed through the crowd. Anticipation. Hunger.

Adrian’s gaze narrowed.

Grace.

That wasn’t what this place dealt in.

The screen shifted, revealing another figure beside him—young, beautiful in the fragile way of something about to be consumed. Their expression was dazed, lips parted slightly as if caught between fear and something dangerously close to awe.

A mark glowed faintly at their throat.

Unfinished.

“Witness,” the man continued, “what it means to be chosen.”

Adrian’s fingers curled slightly in his pockets.

Chosen.

He’d heard enough already.

The ceremony began—not with spectacle, but with precision. The man reached out, his hand brushing the other’s throat. The glowing mark flared brighter at the contact, spreading like ink beneath skin. The young figure gasped—not in pain, but in something that made Adrian’s stomach tighten.

Surrender.

The crowd watched in rapt silence.

No—not silence.

There was sound, but it was subtle. Breath catching. The faint shift of bodies leaning forward. The collective exhale of people witnessing something they both feared and desired.

Adrian forced himself to keep watching.

This was why he was here.

The mark finished forming—intricate, deliberate, unmistakably designed. The moment it settled, the young figure’s posture changed. Straightened. Stilled.

Owned.

The man stepped back slightly, studying his work with a detached sort of satisfaction.

“A saint,” he said.

The word landed heavily.

Not holy.

Not here.

The screen went dark.

The spell broke instantly. The crowd stirred, voices rising again—but quieter than before, as if something of that moment still clung to them. Conversations sparked, hushed and urgent. Plans forming. Desires shifting.

Adrian exhaled slowly, tension unwinding from his shoulders in measured increments.

So that was how they did it.

Not divinity.

Not blessing.

Manufacture.

His gaze lifted briefly to where the screen had been.

The man’s face lingered in his mind, sharper than it should have been for such a brief glimpse.

Lucien Virelli.

The name came unbidden, pulled from whispers he’d followed across cities, across borders, across months of searching.

The Devil’s Gentleman.

Adrian turned, moving with the crowd now—not following, but letting it carry him toward the station exit. He kept his pace even, his expression neutral, but his mind was anything but calm.

This place was worse than he’d expected.

Which meant he was closer than he thought.

The doors opened onto the city proper, and the night swallowed him whole.

Above, the skyline burned.

Not with fire—but with color so vivid it felt unreal. Neon signs pulsed in shades of crimson and violet, casting the streets in perpetual twilight. Music drifted from open doorways—slow, heavy beats layered with voices that blurred into something hypnotic.

Everywhere he looked, there were saints.

Or what passed for them.

Some walked openly, their marks visible, glowing faintly like badges of honor. Others were hidden behind high collars, but no less present. People watched them—not casually, but with intent. With want.

With devotion.

Adrian stepped onto the sidewalk, the hum of the city settling into his bones.

He could feel it now, more clearly than before.

The same pull he’d felt in the station—but stronger. Closer. Threading through the streets like an invisible current.

It wasn’t aimed at him.

Not yet.

But it would be.

He started walking.

No destination, at least not one he could name out loud. Just a direction. A sense of where the city’s heartbeat was strongest.

That was where Lucien would be.

That was where everything began.

A figure brushed past him—close enough that their shoulder grazed his arm. Adrian stilled instinctively, turning his head slightly.

Their eyes met.

For a second—just one—everything else fell away.

The stranger’s gaze flickered, widening almost imperceptibly. Not recognition.

Reaction.

To him.

Adrian felt it then.

Not the city’s pull.

Something else.

Something that pushed back.

It surged under his skin, sharp and instinctive, like a reflex he hadn’t consciously triggered. The air between them seemed to tighten, just for a heartbeat.

Then it was gone.

The stranger stepped back quickly, almost stumbling, their expression shifting into something unreadable—unease, maybe. Or fear.

They didn’t say anything.

They just walked away.

Fast.

Adrian stood there for a moment, pulse steady but awareness heightened.

So.

It wasn’t just the city that was different.

He was too.

A slow, humorless smile touched his lips.

“Good,” he murmured under his breath.

Because whatever this place was—

Whatever Lucien Virelli had built—

It wasn’t ready for him either.

Adrian adjusted his coat and stepped forward again, disappearing into the current of bodies and light and sound.

Above the city, unseen but ever-present, something shifted.

Not in the streets.

Not in the crowds.

Higher.

Watching.

Waiting.

And, for the first time in a very long time—

Interested.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 – The Devil’s Gentleman Appears

[image: ]


The deeper Adrian walked into the city, the more it revealed its teeth.

Not openly.

Not crudely.

Everything here was curated—desire sharpened into something almost sacred. The streets narrowed, then widened without pattern, guiding movement in ways that felt intentional without ever being obvious. Light clung to certain corners, leaving others in deliberate shadow. Music shifted depending on where he stepped, as if each district had its own pulse, its own appetite.

And always—always—that underlying current.

Pulling.

Watching.

Waiting.

Adrian followed it without letting himself appear like he was following anything at all.

A turn here. A pause there. A glance into a window displaying silk and skin and suggestion. He blended well enough, but not perfectly—and that was fine. Perfect invisibility would draw attention here faster than standing out.

He needed to be seen.

Just not understood.

The street ahead opened into a wide courtyard, framed by towering buildings that curved inward like cathedral walls. Glass and steel replaced stone, but the effect was the same—something reverent, something meant to make those standing within feel smaller.

At the center stood a raised platform.

Not quite a stage.

Not quite an altar.

Something in between.

A crowd had already gathered, forming a loose circle around it. Not packed—there was space between bodies, carefully maintained. No one touched unless invited. No one spoke louder than necessary.

Expectation hung thick in the air.

Adrian slowed as he approached, slipping into the outer edge of the crowd. His gaze moved quickly, cataloging exits, sightlines, patterns of movement. Old habits. Necessary ones.

Then he felt it.

Not the ambient pull.

Not the city’s hum.

Something sharper.

Focused.

Like a blade resting lightly against the back of his neck.

Adrian didn’t turn.

Didn’t react.

But every nerve in his body sharpened to a fine, quiet edge.

A soft chime echoed through the courtyard—different from the one in the station. Lower. Intimate. It didn’t command silence.

It invited it.

And the crowd responded.

The murmurs faded, not abruptly, but willingly. Heads tilted slightly, attention narrowing toward the platform as if guided by instinct rather than instruction.

Adrian let his gaze follow.

The platform was empty.

For a moment.

Then—

Movement.

No entrance.

No dramatic reveal.

One second, nothing.

The next—

He was there.

Lucien Virelli.

Adrian recognized him instantly, not because of the screen from before—but because the air changed around him.

It tightened.

Not with pressure.

With precision.

Lucien stood at the center of the platform, hands loosely clasped behind his back. Black coat, same as before, falling perfectly along his frame. Every detail was exact. Intentional. Controlled to a degree that bordered on unnatural.

He didn’t look at the crowd right away.

He didn’t need to.

They were already his.

Adrian watched him carefully, every sense focused.

There was no wasted movement in him. No excess. Even his stillness felt deliberate, like a held breath that never needed to be released.

Power didn’t radiate from him.

It rested in him.

Contained.

That was worse.

Lucien lifted his gaze slowly, sweeping it across the gathered crowd. People stilled further as it passed over them—not flinching, not shrinking, but settling, like something in them aligned under that attention.

Ownership without touch.

Adrian felt it brush against him a heartbeat later.

It should have passed.

Just another face in the crowd.

Just another body to be cataloged and dismissed.

It didn’t.

Lucien’s gaze stopped.

Not abruptly.

But distinctly.

On him.

Adrian met it.

He didn’t look away.

Didn’t lower his eyes like the others subtly did. Didn’t shift his posture into something more compliant.

He simply stood there.

Still.

Present.

Unmoved.

For a fraction of a second—so small it barely existed—something flickered in Lucien’s expression.

Not surprise.

Not quite.

Recognition without memory.

Interest without reason.

Then it was gone.

Smoothed away as if it had never been there.

But the pause had happened.

And Adrian knew he hadn’t imagined it.

Lucien tilted his head slightly, the motion minimal but precise, as if adjusting a piece on a board only he could see.

“Curious,” he said softly.

His voice carried effortlessly across the courtyard, wrapping around the crowd without needing volume. It didn’t press.

It settled.

Adrian felt it against his skin, a subtle weight.

“Every night,” Lucien continued, his gaze no longer fixed but not entirely moved on either, “this city
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