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Prologue
I realized Julian was going to leave me before we even said 'I do'.

He stood by the floor-to-ceiling window of the Obsidian estate, the blue light from his phone screen reflecting off his face. Outside, the coastal storm was beginning to throw rain against the reinforced glass. It sounded like a thousand tiny hammers.

"Julian," I said. My voice felt small in the massive, concrete living room.

He didn't look at me. He didn't even acknowledge that I’d spoken. His thumb moved rapidly across the screen, answering emails or messages that were clearly more important than the woman he’d asked to marry him three months ago.

I looked down at my hands. They were covered in small, faint scars and the remains of wood varnish that wouldn't scrub off. I was an antique restorer. I spent my days fixing things that were broken, bringing back the shine to wood that had been forgotten.

I had spent my life moving from one foster home to another, always looking for a place where I fit. When Julian Thorne had walked into my shop, I thought I’d finally found it. He was charming. He was successful. He promised a world where I would never have to worry about being abandoned again.

But tonight, in his family’s ancestral home, that promise felt as thin as the silk dress I was wearing.

"The dinner is going to start," I tried again. "Your uncle is waiting."

Julian finally looked up. He didn't smile. He just checked his watch, a piece of platinum that probably cost more than my entire restoration shop.

"Silas is always waiting," Julian said. "He lives for the clock. Just stay quiet tonight, Elara. Don't talk about your work. My uncle doesn't care about old chairs."

He walked past me, his shoulder brushing mine without any warmth. He didn't wait for me to follow him. He just headed toward the dining hall, his footsteps echoing on the polished stone floor.

I followed at a distance. The Obsidian was a brutalist masterpiece of concrete and steel, perched on the edge of a cliff. It was beautiful, but it was cold. There were no family photos on the walls. No soft edges. It was a house built for men who didn't want to be touched.

When we entered the dining room, Silas Thorne was already at the head of the table.

He was forty-two, but he looked like he was made of something more permanent than skin and bone. He didn't look like Julian. Julian was golden and soft. Silas was all sharp lines and grey shadows. He wore a black suit that looked like armor.

His eyes were the color of the Atlantic during a storm. He didn't look at his phone. He didn't look at the wine. He looked at me.

I felt my breath catch. It wasn't the kind of look Julian gave me. Julian looked at me the way he looked at a new car—something to show off. Silas looked at me like he was reading the grain of my wood, looking for the cracks I tried so hard to hide.

"You're late," Silas said. His voice was a low vibration that seemed to settle in the floorboards.

"Business, Silas," Julian said, pulling out a chair for himself. He didn't pull one out for me. "The Spire project has some delays with the contractors."

Silas didn't look at Julian. He waited until I sat down across from him.

"Sit, Elara," Silas said.

I sat. The chair was heavy oak, one of the few pieces of real wood in the room. I felt the urge to reach out and touch the grain, to ground myself in something familiar.

"Julian tells me you fix things," Silas said.

I nodded, keeping my hands in my lap. "I restore antiques. Mostly 18th-century French and English pieces."

"She’s very good at it," Julian added, though I knew he’d never actually seen me work. "But it’s just a hobby for now. Once we're married, she won't need to spend her time in a dusty shop."

Silas’s gaze shifted to Julian for a fraction of a second. It was a look of pure, cold dismissal.

"A talent for restoration is not a hobby," Silas said. "It is a way of seeing the world. Most people only see the surface. Very few see the potential in the wreckage."

He looked back at me. I felt a heat rise in my cheeks that had nothing to do with the wine. No one had ever spoken about my work like that. Not Julian. Not the people who hired me.

"I like the history," I said. "Knowing that something survived long enough to be saved."

Silas didn't answer. He just watched me. He watched the way I held my fork. He watched the way I flinched when the thunder rolled outside.

Every time Julian made a joke or complained about a business rival, Silas ignored him. He was focused on me with an intensity that felt like a weight. It was as if he was trying to figure out how a girl like me ended up with a man like Julian.

By the time the meal was over, the storm had moved directly over the house. The wind was howling, a sound that made the massive glass windows vibrate.

"I’m going to the study," Julian said, standing up the moment the plates were cleared. "I have a conference call with Hong Kong."

He didn't ask me to join him. He didn't even say goodnight. He just left.

I stood there in the dining room, feeling like a ghost. Silas remained in his chair. He was watching the rain.

"He doesn't see you," Silas said.

I frozen. I didn't want to admit it, especially not to his uncle. "He’s just busy, Silas."

Silas stood up. He was much taller than Julian. He moved with a quiet, controlled grace that made the room feel even smaller.

"Being busy is an excuse used by men who don't know what they have," Silas said.

He walked toward me. I wanted to step back, but I couldn't move. He stopped a few inches away. I could smell him—not the heavy cologne Julian used, but something cleaner. It was the scent of rain on hot pavement and cedar wood.

He reached out. For a second, I thought he was going to touch my face. Instead, his hand hovered near my shoulder.

"The power will go out soon," Silas said. "The backup generators at the Obsidian are unreliable in this kind of weather. You should go to your room."

"I... I will," I said. My heart was thumping against my ribs. "Goodnight, Silas."

"Goodnight, Elara."

I turned and hurried out of the room. I climbed the stairs to the guest wing. The hallway was long and dim, the concrete walls making everything feel like a maze.

Just as I reached the landing, the lights flickered. They died for a long three seconds, leaving me in total, suffocating blackness. My breath came in short, panicked bursts. Then the emergency lights came on—a dull, red glow that didn't help my sense of direction.

I fumbled for a door handle. I knew the rooms were identical on this floor. Julian’s room was the master suite. He had told me he’d be waiting there if his call ended early.

I pushed open the door and stepped inside. The room was dark, but I could see the outline of a large bed. The sound of the rain was louder here.

I didn't turn on the light. I didn't want to see the coldness of the house anymore. I just wanted to be held. I wanted to feel like I belonged to someone.

I stripped off my dress and climbed under the heavy, cold sheets. I lay there for what felt like hours, listening to the storm.

Finally, the door opened. A shadow moved through the room. I didn't say a word. I didn't want to talk about business or the wedding.

I felt the bed sink under a heavy weight. A body moved close to mine.

When he reached for me, his hands were large and warm. He didn't hesitate. He pulled me against his chest, and for the first time in my life, I felt like I was exactly where I was supposed to be.

But as he leaned down to kiss my neck, I realized the scent was wrong.

It wasn't Julian.

It was the scent of cedar and rain.

1. The Wrong Door in the Dark
I pressed my hand against the cold stone wall of the corridor to keep my balance. The Obsidian lived up to its name tonight. Without the power, the house was a solid block of black. I moved slowly, feeling for the slight change in texture that marked the door to the guest wing where Julian and I were staying.

Julian had gone to the library three hours ago to take a call. He hadn't come back. At dinner, he hadn't looked at me once. He spent the entire meal staring at his phone, his thumb moving in a rhythmic, agitated motion. I was a fixture to him, something he had installed in his life to show he was ready for the Thorne legacy.

I didn't want to be a fixture. Growing up in foster care taught me how to be invisible, but I had spent my adult life trying to be seen. Julian promised a home. He promised a foundation. But the way he looked through me lately made me feel like the wood I restored—dry, brittle, and waiting to be discarded.

My fingers found a heavy brass handle. It felt larger than the one on our room, but I was disoriented. The air in this part of the house was different. It didn't smell like the damp earth coming from the windows downstairs. It smelled of cedar and something clean, like sharp soap.

I pushed the door open. It moved on silent hinges. The room inside was warmer than the hallway. I could hear the steady, heavy sound of breathing. It was deeper than Julian’s shallow, restless sleep. I needed the weight of someone next to me. I needed to know I wasn't alone in this house that felt like a tomb.

I stripped off my robe, leaving it in a heap on the floor. I walked toward the sound of the breathing. The carpet was thick, swallowing the sound of my steps. I reached out and touched the edge of a large bed. The sheets were crisp and cool.

I slid under the covers. The heat from the body next to me was immediate. I moved closer, seeking the warmth. I expected Julian to grunt and turn away, as he usually did when I tried to touch him. Instead, a hand moved in the dark.

It wasn't a tentative movement. Large, calloused fingers found my waist. The grip was firm, pulling me against a chest that felt wide and solid. This wasn't Julian. Julian was lean and often felt tense, his muscles knotted with the stress of his father’s expectations. This man felt like he was made of the same stone as the house.

I should have spoken. I should have asked who he was. But the silence in the room was heavy and the way he held me felt like an answer to a question I hadn't known I was asking. He didn't say a word. He didn't ask why I was there.

His hand moved from my waist to the back of my neck. His skin was hot. He pulled me closer until my face was buried in the crook of his shoulder. He smelled of rain and something metallic. His breathing changed. It became jagged.

He rolled over, pinning me into the mattress with the weight of his body. It was a dominant, possessive movement. My lungs felt tight, not from fear, but from the sudden, overwhelming presence of him. He stayed still for a long time, his face hovering inches from mine. I could feel his breath on my lips.

When he finally touched me, it wasn't the clumsy, hurried touch I was used to. His hands were precise. He moved with a slow, deliberate intent that made my skin feel sensitive to the air. Every place he touched felt branded.

We moved together in a silence that felt louder than any conversation. There was a desperation in the way he held me, a hunger that seemed to have been suppressed for years. It wasn't just physical. It felt like he was trying to pull the life out of me and into himself.

I fell into a deep, heavy sleep afterward. It was the kind of sleep that usually only comes after a fever breaks.

Gray light began to bleed through the heavy curtains when I woke up. I was tangled in the sheets, the warmth of the other person still radiating against my back. I turned over slowly, my head heavy.

I expected to see Julian’s face, his blond hair messy on the pillow.

Instead, I saw a profile that looked like it had been carved from granite. The man sleeping next to me had dark hair, peppered with silver at the temples. A faint, thin scar ran from the edge of his jaw up toward his ear. His nose was straight and sharp.

It was Silas Thorne.

I stayed frozen, my breath catching in the back of my throat. I knew who he was from the portraits in the hallway and the hushed, fearful way Julian spoke about his uncle. Silas was the recluse. The man who designed the buildings that defined the city but refused to live in them.

He opened his eyes. They weren't clouded with sleep. They were clear, a hard and steady grey. He didn't look surprised. He didn't jump or move away. He stayed perfectly still, his gaze fixed on my face.

"You aren't Julian," I whispered. My voice sounded thin in the large room.

Silas didn't answer. He reached out, his hand moving slowly. He traced the line of my collarbone with his thumb. The touch was light, but it felt heavy with an unspoken weight. He looked at me with an intensity that made me feel like he was memorizing the placement of my features.

"No," he said. His voice was a low, resonant vibration that I felt in my own chest.

I pulled the sheet up to my chin, my mind racing through the layout of the house. I had turned left at the top of the stairs instead of right. I had walked into the master suite. The realization hit me with a physical force.

"I made a mistake," I said, my heart beginning to thud against my ribs. "I thought... the power was out, and I got lost."

Silas sat up. He didn't bother to cover himself. He looked at me with a calm, analytical expression that reminded me of the blueprints I had seen in Julian's office. He wasn't looking at me like a person. He was looking at me like a structure he was trying to understand.

"You did," he agreed. He leaned closer, his face stopping inches from mine. "But you didn't leave."

I couldn't find a response. The air in the room felt thick again, making it hard to breathe. He reached out and caught a strand of my hair between his fingers, tugging it gently.

"Julian doesn't deserve you," he said. It wasn't a compliment. It was a statement of fact, delivered with a cold, terrifying certainty.

I scrambled out of the bed, grabbing my robe from the floor. I didn't look back at him. I fumbled with the belt, my hands shaking. I needed to get out of the room. I needed to find Julian and pretend this hadn't happened.

As I reached the door, I heard his voice again.

"Elara."

I stopped, my hand on the handle. I hadn't told him my name. We hadn't spoken last night.

"I know who you are," he said.

I pulled the door open and ran down the hallway. The house was still dark, but I didn't care about the walls anymore. I found the guest room and slipped inside. Julian was there, sprawled across the bed, his mouth open. He was still wearing his clothes from the night before. He smelled of scotch.

I crawled into the small space at the edge of the bed, my body shivering despite the warmth of the robe. I closed my eyes, but all I could see was the scar on Silas’s jaw and the way his grey eyes had looked at me.

He hadn't looked at me like a fixture. He had looked at me like I was the only thing in the world that mattered. And that was the most terrifying part of all.
2. Dawn’s Brutal Clarity
Julian’s breath was heavy with the smell of old scotch. It filled the small space between us, a sour reminder of where he had been while I was in the other wing of the house. He didn't wake up when the sun finally cleared the horizon. He didn't even shift when the light hit his face. He just stayed there, a dead weight on the mattress.

I sat on the edge of the bed and pressed my palms against my eyes. My skin felt hot. Every part of me that had touched Silas Thorne felt like it was humming. I looked at the door, then back at Julian. He looked younger when he was asleep, but he also looked weak. There was a softness to his jaw that I had never noticed before. It wasn't the kind of softness that meant kindness. It was the kind that meant he would always take the path of least resistance.

I stood up and walked to the bathroom. I needed to wash the night off me. I stepped into the shower and turned the water as hot as I could stand. I scrubbed my skin until it was red, trying to erase the memory of Silas’s hands. But the more I tried to forget, the more I saw him. I saw the way he had looked at me in the grey dawn. I heard the way he had said my name.

He shouldn't have known my name. Julian had told me his uncle was a recluse. He had said Silas rarely left his wing of the house and didn't care about the family business anymore. He had described a man who was fading into the background of the Thorne legacy. But the man I had been with wasn't fading. He was the most solid thing I had ever encountered.

I stayed in the shower until the water turned cold. When I came back into the bedroom, Julian was finally stirring. He sat up, rubbing his temples. He looked at me with bloodshot eyes and groaned.

"What time is it?" he asked. His voice was thick and raspy.

"Almost eight," I said. I kept my back to him as I pulled a sweater over my head. "The power is back on."

"Thank god," he muttered. He slumped back against the pillows. "My head is killing me. That scotch was a mistake."

I stopped with my hand on the collar of my sweater. "You didn't come to the room last night, Julian."

He paused. He didn't look at me. "I told you, the storm was bad. I stayed in the library with the bottle. I must have passed out on the sofa. I didn't want to wake you up when I finally came in."

He was lying. I knew the layout of the library. It was right next to the stairs. If he had been there, he would have heard me. He wouldn't have missed me wandering into the wrong wing. He was lying because he didn't want to admit he had forgotten about me the moment the alcohol hit his system.

"I went looking for you," I said. My voice was steady, even though my heart was hitting the inside of my ribs.

Julian finally looked at me. He squinted against the light. "You did? Why? I told you I'd be fine."

"The power went out. I got lost in the dark."

He let out a short, dry laugh. "This place is a maze. Even I get turned around sometimes. Did you find your way back okay?"

I stared at him. He didn't see the tension in my shoulders. He didn't see the way I was gripping the edge of the dresser. He saw exactly what he wanted to see: a woman who was waiting for him.

"I found someone," I said.

Julian froze. He sat up straighter. "What do you mean? Who did you find?"

"Your uncle. I ended up in his room."

Julian’s face went pale. He climbed out of the bed, his movements sudden and clumsy. He grabbed his shirt from the floor and started buttoning it with shaking hands.

"Did he see you?" Julian asked. There was a note of genuine fear in his voice. "Did Silas talk to you?"

"Yes," I said. I didn't tell him the rest. I couldn't.

"What did he say? Elara, this is important. Silas isn't like the rest of the family. He’s... he’s difficult. He doesn't like people in
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