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Vincent lit another cigarette and quietly placed it between my fingers. My fingers laced around it, and I inhaled gently once more, the tobacco-laced taste gently settling in my throat before I took a slight breath in and let it drift down into my lungs.

	 

	


CHAPTER 1

	T



	he office walls seemed to close in on me. It wasn’t anything specific—simply the routine of my job. The routine of my life.

	I looked at the transparent plaque with my name embossed on it. Martha Dawn, Senior Accountant. I sighed, staring endlessly. Yet another glass equipment haunting me. Yet another wall between me and something I wasn’t yet aware of. 

	My gaze skipped to the picture framed beside the embossed glass plaque. My mother, sister and brother crowded me in the photo, my graduation cap tilting to the side with our excited pressure. 

	I looked happy, and how utterly ironic are the circumstances now, how unhappy and unfulfilled I felt in my current day-to-day. Mum would be devastated and really confused. She’d probably wonder how something that filled me with unwavering purpose suddenly became deeply ungratifying with each passing day.

	“Miss Dawn?”

	I jerked my head up to see Jonathan, my direct junior accountant at the firm. His eyes crinkled at the sides when I focused on him, pulling myself forcefully out of thought.

	“You’re doing that thing again.”

	I blinked at him and resumed faux typing on my keyboard. “Doing what?”

	Jonathan grinned even wider and stepped fully into my office, his hands in his trouser pockets. “Spacing out. You’ve been doing a lot of that lately. What’s up?”

	My eyes rolled all the way back into my skull, but I kept right on typing on an empty Excel spreadsheet. No way I’d admit to spacing out lately, and no way was I letting Jonathan know his perceptive eyes had talent.

	“I’m not spacing out, Jonathan. I’m just tired.”

	Jonathan collapsed into the chair opposite mine, my desk separating us. I peeked up at him to see his grin in place, and as he leaned forward, his Calvin Klein cologne invaded my nostrils. There used to exist a me that found this action irritating, but it had long gone. Now, I found comfort in knowing someone saw me, if only a little. That was much better than my mum’s ignorance of my displeasure, or my sister’s constant superficial support.

	My peeking turned to staring, so much that Jonathan’s grin morphed into a smirk, and my eyes rolled even further back in their sockets.

	“Wipe that nonsense off your face and print these files for me.”

	Jonathan caught the onslaught of papers I flung at him, laughing as he exited my office. Just before he totally vanished, he called out, loud enough for me to hear him.

	“Let loose, Miss Dawn. Live a little, and a lot!”

	Night came, and clocking out of the office, I took Jonathan’s advice.

	It had been ages since I last went drinking, and a new bar in the upper district of town recently opened. So, I decided that I ought to let loose, not because of Jonathan’s soft prodding, but because I wanted to seek something. Maybe clarity would find me in the bar, at the bottom of a wine glass.

	“Anything I can create for you?” The mixologist asked, his honey brown hair flipping from one side to the other.

	“Pino grigio, please.”

	The mixologist’s face wore down in defeat, bummed that I didn’t order something more complex, something more creative and flashy he could put in his portfolio. I took the glass of white wine from his hands, sipping carefully as I assessed the hidden, inner city pub. 

	Dim warm lights stained my olive skin with a nice sheen, and my bright red lipstick—a shade I carried around hoping something interesting came up for me to flaunt it—on my lips caressed the wine washing into my mouth. The place was calm, opulent, and dare I say, foreboding, like under all the sereneness, an eventful scenery would play out any moment. 

	My eyes led me, during my scan, to a small group of four men sipping on whiskey and puffing large rings of smoke from their cigarettes and cigars. Mesmerised, I watched, simply watched. The cloud of smoke created a small halo around them, floating over their heads and eyes as though they were otherworldly beings. It reminded me of a fantasy situation, where the beings were all imaginary, not of the Earth.

	One of the men turned robotically towards me, like his neck’s hinges creaked with the effort. His piercing grey eyes dug into my depths, as though he sensed somewhere that I was here because of the emotions down below. Of the constant and persistent dissatisfaction.

	“Mesmerising, isn’t it?”

	I whipped my head back to the mixologist, exhaling with relief as he gave me an apologetic smile.

	“I always love watching them. Didn’t used to fancy it before, you know, with all the ash and smoke and the customers. Wasn’t a great look. But they wouldn’t take the private booth. That guy”—the mixologist directed my gaze back to the group of men, to the one in the middle of them all—“Always makes a show with their game sessions. Sometimes he buys other patrons drinks, and maybe more.”

	I nodded at the mixologist. It wasn’t that the information overwhelmed me. I only wondered at the calibre of man this guy was, and how influential he must be to make a display of his hobbies. My eyes gravitated back to the gathering, smoke-clouded and testosterone-laced.

	Ropes tightened around my insides when I caught the man staring dead straight at me. His turn had passed, it seemed, so he lazily leaned into his cushioned chair and looked at the length of me. The next surprising thing that happened was the uproar around the card table, then this man lifting himself off his seat, so fluid like a panther, and beelining straight to the counter. To me.

	“Axon, give us the area, please,” he said to the mixologist.

	The mixologist, Axon, nodded and winked at me. My mind fuddled slightly as this man made himself comfortable on the stool beside me. Oddly enough, he didn’t reek of smoke or alcohol. His liquor breath fanned my nostrils, and it mingled rather nicely with his fresh musky perfume. His face, tanned and well-structured, suited the amber of his piercing eyes. I sat on my stool, wine glass in hand, and very much forgotten.

	“Hello, darling.”

	The silkiness of his voice ran through my arm like a steady stream of chills. Enough chills to lace me with cold the entire approaching summer. I shifted in my stool, and my peripheral vision caught Axon peeking at us.

	“Hi. Do I know you?”

	This strange man grinned, the motion raw and predatory, yet warm and welcoming. “You do. Everyone knows everyone. It’s what makes you certain you’ve connected with another human being from stretches of sea or from across a busy room.”

	Laughter snuck out of my throat. “Oh God. The philosopher.”

	“More fact than philosophy.”

	“Well, I know your type, and it’s always about questions and what-ifs with you people.”

	The man removed my wine glass from my hand as I lifted it to my lips. I noted his cold hands, his colder signet ring, the imposing metal of it jarring my core temperature. I instantly knew this man was danger personified, everything about him. And if care was not exercised, I’d be walking right into a tiger’s den.

	He leaned closer, angling his body into mine. My throat began to tighten at the closeness of his body, and my stomach did somersaults with its digestive acid. Worse, he noticed and leaned even closer, both his scent and his aura seeping into me in the most dangerously seductive manner.

	His sudden laughter echoed all around us, pulling Axon’s attention. His buddies glanced at us, but their gazes deviated to other people almost immediately. I looked back at the man sitting beside me, and I signalled Axon over.

	“My bill, please.”

	“Oh, don’t worry about that.”

	“I really do need to go now.”

	“Could I at least get your name?”

	I hesitated, my hands shoving my card into my purse, pausing to consider. But there wasn’t anything to really think over. Sighing, I grabbed a nearby napkin and scribbled my name on it for him. Then I tucked the napkin under his hands on the counter and walked away, aware of the eyes following me. Aware of my exposed nature and the doom that was bound to birth.

	 

	


CHAPTER 2

	A



	nother day at the office enabled me to bury myself completely in tasks and completely away from my encounter with the strange man.

	Jonathan vowed to pester me, always asking what I did on the weekends or on nights or days off. 

	“I stay at home. To rest. Like a normal human being. You should try it sometime.”

	That couldn’t have been farther from the truth. I never spent much time at home on weekends or nights off, always hitting one bar or pub after another, hoping to catch glimpses of humanity. To smell the smells and breathe in the alluring air. To feel alive.

	Somehow, the image of the men smoking hadn’t left my mind. I went to every bar in the upper district area, all while avoiding the place I really wanted to go to. That man saw me, really saw me; I wasn’t ready for more exposure.

	A snap of slender, long fingers blinded my vision. I blinked up from my notepad to see Jonathan’s knitted brow forming a wriggle-like arch over his forehead.

	“Jesus, Martha. You might as well leave the earth for the rest of us.”

	I raised a brow. “Martha?”

	Jonathan frantically scribbled onto his own notepad, jotting down on it with furious fingers. “Sorry,” he mumbled. “It’s not my fault you worry me with your zoning out.”

	I went about assigning him to different tasks, then pulled him along for a client meeting in a luxurious caf
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