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The steel door clanged shut behind him, the sound echoing through Julian Marsh’s bones like a final verdict. Seven years of echoing footsteps and whispered threats dissolved into the crisp night air, but freedom tasted like ash. He stood on the cracked sidewalk, the city’s skyline a jagged silhouette against the bruised purple sky. Headlights sliced through the darkness, indifferent. The world had spun on without him, polished and cold, while he’d rotted in a cell built of Ava’s lies.

A sharp wind cut through his thin jacket, prison-issued and smelling of industrial detergent. He clenched his fists, the knuckles pale against skin that hadn’t seen sunlight in seasons. Memories flickered, unbidden: the glint of Ava’s sequined costume under courtroom fluorescents, her voice smooth as poisoned honey as she pointed at him. *“He did it. Julian.”* The jury’s stares had been knives. Her perfume, gardenias and something darker, had filled the room, clinging to him long after they’d led him away in chains.

Now, that same scent drifted from a narrow alley to his left, faint but unmistakable. Gardenias. Decay. His pulse hammered, a drumbeat of rage and unwanted hunger. She was close. He knew it the way prey knows the shadow of a hawk.

He forced himself to walk, each step heavy, unfamiliar. The city’s rhythm felt alien, all honking cabs and shrill laughter. A neon sign buzzed above a pawnshop, casting sickly green light over a display of forgotten jewelry and dusty guitars. Inside, a bored clerk with tattooed knuckles glanced up as Julian entered, then returned to scrolling his phone.

“Burner phone,” Julian said, sliding a crumpled envelope across the counter. Inside lay every dollar he’d earned stitching license plates in the prison workshop, sweat and monotony converted to wrinkled bills.

The clerk raised an eyebrow but said nothing, retrieving a cheap plastic device from beneath the glass. “Fifty. Prepaid minutes already loaded.”

Julian paid, fingers brushing the counter. The clerk’s skin was warm, alive. Julian flinched. Seven years without touch had turned even accidental contact into a shock. He pocketed the phone, its weight a promise. *Find her. Break her.*

Outside, he leaned against a graffiti-scarred wall, breathing in diesel fumes and the ghost of gardenias. The memory of Ava’s mouth, soft and treacherous against his ear the night before her husband died, coiled in his gut. *“You’re the only one who understands me, Julian. The only one strong enough.”* He’d believed her. Worshipped her. Let her tie his hands with silk cords and his heart with lies.

A blur of movement caught his eye across the street. A woman’s silhouette, hooded, paused beneath a flickering streetlamp. Even obscured, the way she held herself—chin lifted, hips swaying with deliberate grace—sent a jolt through him. *Ava.*

He crossed the street, ignoring the blare of a cyclist’s bell, but when he reached the spot, she was gone. Only a crumpled playbill remained, stuck to the wet pavement. He peeled it up. *“Ava Sorenson: Midnight Tango. Le Fantôme Club.”* Her stage name now, though the face in the grainy photo was unchanged. Perfect. Untouchable.

The club wasn’t far. He traced the route in his mind, past the old bakery where they’d shared stolen croissants at dawn, past the boarded-up theater where she’d first kissed him, whiskey-sweet and desperate. Every corner held her ghost. Every step stoked the embers of his fury.

By the time he reached Le Fantôme, rain had begun to fall, icy needles against his skin. The club’s entrance glowed crimson, velvet ropes cordoning off a line of glittering patrons. He slipped into the shadows of a service alley, gaze fixed on the rooftop terrace above. A lone figure stood there, draped in a sheer black shawl that fluttered like wings.

Her.

Music pulsed from the club’s open doors, a sensual throb of bass and violins. Ava turned, as if sensing his stare, and even from this distance, he felt the weight of her recognition. She didn’t wave, didn’t smile. Simply lifted a hand, fingers curling in a slow, mocking invitation.

Julian’s breath hitched. Seven years, and his body still answered hers, blood heating, muscles tightening with a need that disgusted him. He could climb the fire escape, confront her now, demand the truth with his hands around her throat. But patience had been his first hard-won lesson behind bars. Patience, and the art of watching.

He slid deeper into the alley, pressing his back to the damp brick. The rain soaked through his clothes, but he barely felt it. Above, Ava’s laughter drifted down, bright and false as cut glass.

*Soon,* he promised the dark. *Soon, you’ll dance for me.*

In his pocket, the burner phone pressed against his thigh, a silent ally. He had nothing but time now, and a single purpose: to unravel every elegant lie she’d spun, to make her ache as he had ached. To see her flawless composure shatter.

A door creaked open further down the alley, spilling golden light and the clatter of dishes. A busboy tossed a trash bag into a dumpster, whistling. Julian melted into the gloom, unseen.

As he turned to leave, a flicker of movement caught his eye. A man in a tailored overcoat emerged from the club’s side exit, glancing furtively over his shoulder before hurrying toward a waiting sedan. Julian froze. He knew that face—the sharp jaw, the silvering temples—from newspaper clippings smuggled into his cell. *Detective Marcus Voyle.* The man who’d overseen his arrest, who’d called Ava “a victim of monstrous manipulation.”

Voyle climbed into the car without looking back. The sedan glided away, taillights bleeding into the rain.

Julian smiled, slow and venomous. The game had just begun.

He walked, not toward the subway or a flophouse, but deeper into the city’s neon heart. Toward the pawnshop clerk who’d eyed his prison pallor with disinterest, toward the alley where gardenias still lingered. He had names now, threads to pull.

Ava thought him broken. She thought the years had dulled his hunger.

But as he vanished into the labyrinth of streets, the taste of revenge sweet on his tongue, Julian Marsh knew two things: he would have his truth, and before the end, she would beg.
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The neon heart of the city pulsed around Julian like a living thing, arteries of light bleeding into the perpetual twilight of alleyways. Gardenias. He caught the scent again near the mouth of an alley, sharp beneath the greasy overlay of street food and urine. It clung to him like her fingerprints once had, phantom touches he’d never scrubbed away, not even in the prison showers where men peeled layers of themselves raw.

The club loomed ahead, *Velvet Eclipse* scrawled in electric cursive above a door guarded by a man with knuckles like granite. A familiar face from Julian’s past life, when he’d moved through these streets with Ava on his arm and danger as their third. Rico’s eyes widened, a flicker of recognition followed by the careful blankness of a man who’d learned not to ask questions. Julian didn’t pause. He melted into the shadows of the service entrance, the one Ava had shown him years ago when sneaking out for midnight cigarettes became their ritual.

Inside, the bass throbbed against his sternum, a second heartbeat. Smoke coiled in the air, blue and thick, catching the strobe lights that sliced through the crowd. Bodies pressed together, sweat-slick and moving as one creature. He remembered this place differently. Softer. Before the murder, before the trial, before Ava’s tears hardened into lies.

He climbed the spiral stairs to the catwalk, each step measured, silent. The vantage point overlooked the main stage, where a lone spotlight carved a white-hot circle from the darkness.

She appeared like smoke given form.

Ava.

Clad in a corset of black lace that gleamed like oil under the lights, her skin moon-pale against the shadows. The music shifted, something low and primal, a cello’s groan woven through the thrum of electronic beats. She moved as if the sound were hands on her body, hips rolling slow, arms lifting like wings about to take flight. Julian’s throat tightened. Seven years, and her body still spoke the language they’d written together in dark rooms and sweat-drenched sheets. Every arch, every shudder, every deliberate pause—it was a performance, yes, but also a confession. *Remember this? Remember me?*

The crowd roared as she spun, her hair a whip of midnight. A man near the stage reached up, fingers grasping. Julian’s own hand clenched, nails biting into his palm. He could almost feel the heat of her skin beneath his touch, smell the gardenias tangled with sweat. The memory was a blade sliding between his ribs.

She finished with her back to the audience, head bowed, shoulders trembling as if weeping. The lights died. In the sudden blackness, Julian heard his own breath, ragged and too loud.

He found her on the rooftop terrace, the city spread below like a spilled jewel box. She stood at the edge, back to him, the corset replaced by a silk robe that clung to her damp skin. Wind tugged at the fabric, revealing
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