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For the women who were called dangerous because they survived what was meant to destroy them.

And for every secret that refused to stay buried.
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This novel contains mature themes, including murder, psychological manipulation, memory loss, family corruption, violence, grief, trauma, obsession, coercive control, and intense romantic tension. Reader discretion is advised.
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Some rooms remember what people spend their lives denying.

Some doors only open after blood.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Author’s Note
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The Wife in Room 909 is a dark romantic suspense novel about memory, power, corruption, and the terrifying cost of being used as evidence in someone else’s war.

At its heart, this is not a love triangle. It is a love trap.

It is the story of a woman waking inside a life she does not remember choosing, beside a dead man everyone claims belonged to her, while the only man willing to save her may also be the reason she lost herself.
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PROLOGUE

The Woman in the Glass
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The first thing Saira Rahman remembered was the smell of blood.

Not the color. Not the body. Not the room.

The smell.

Metallic. Warm. Human.

It clung to the back of her throat like a confession she had swallowed whole and could not force back up. It lived beneath the sharper scent of spilled champagne, beneath the expensive smoke of a candle still burning on the marble console, beneath the faint powdery trace of a woman’s perfume she did not recognize as her own.

The room around her glowed with low amber light. Too beautiful for violence. Too perfect for the thing that had happened inside it.

A crystal chandelier hung above her like frozen rain. White roses spilled from a vase on the dining table, their stems snapped, petals bruised under the heavy base of an overturned wineglass. One wall was made entirely of dark reflective glass, turning the suite into a softer, crueler version of itself. The carpet was cream. The curtains were ivory. The bed was wide and white and made with military precision.

And on the floor, a man was dying.

Saira stood barefoot near the foot of the bed, one hand pressed to her mouth, the other hanging at her side. Her fingers were wet. Her palm was slick. Red had threaded itself beneath her nails and gathered around the plain platinum band on her ring finger.

A wedding ring.

She stared at it.

Her breath hitched so sharply it hurt.

She did not wear rings.

She had never liked the feeling of metal trapping her skin. She remembered that with bizarre clarity. She remembered refusing a sapphire cocktail ring from a client’s wife in Singapore because it made her feel owned. She remembered laughing with her friend Mina in a Brooklyn jewelry store and saying no man alive was interesting enough to make her wear a leash disguised as romance.

But there it was.

A band.

A claim.

A lie made visible.

The dying man made a sound.

Saira looked down.

He was young. Younger than she expected death to look. Early thirties, perhaps. Beautiful in the careless way of men who had been told since childhood that money made beauty inevitable. Dark blond hair damp at his temple. Black tuxedo jacket open. White shirt stained deep red at the ribs. One hand pressed weakly to his side, fingers slipping against the blood.

His eyes found hers.

Blue.

Not cold. Not empty.

Afraid.

“Saira,” he whispered.

Her name in his mouth felt wrong and intimate at the same time.

She took one step backward.

The man’s lips parted. Blood shone at the corner of his mouth. He tried to lift his hand toward her, but it fell against the carpet with a soft, final-sounding thud.

“Don’t,” she said.

Her own voice startled her. It was hoarse. Broken. Not the voice she used in boardrooms, not the one that could calm billionaires through scandal and persuade politicians to stop bleeding secrets into microphones. This voice belonged to a woman who had screamed.

She did not remember screaming.

She did not remember anything before the blood.

The man dragged in another breath.

Somewhere behind her, water dripped.

Bathroom, she thought.

The door to the bathroom was closed.

No. Not closed.

Almost closed.

A narrow line of darkness split the frame.

Something moved behind it.

Saira’s body knew before her mind did. Every muscle locked. Her heart slammed against her ribs. The blood on her hand cooled.

Someone else was in the suite.

The dying man saw her looking.

Panic sharpened his face.

“No,” he rasped.

A soft scrape came from behind the bathroom door.

Saira’s eyes shot back to the man on the floor.

“Who are you?” she whispered.

His expression changed.

It was only a flicker. Pain, then disbelief, then something almost worse than fear.

Grief.

He knew her.

He knew her, and it broke him that she did not know him back.

The room pulsed once around her. Light bending. Shadow stretching. A memory pressed hard against the inside of her skull and then vanished before she could catch it.

A man’s hand around her wrist.

A key card slick with rain.

A voice saying, Run from my family.

Another voice saying, You signed it, Saira. You chose this.

Then nothing.

Only the suite. Only the blood. Only the man dying at her feet.

“Saira,” he said again.

She shook her head.

“Tell me who you are.”

His throat worked. He tried to laugh, but the sound collapsed into a cough. More blood touched his lips.

The bathroom door opened another inch.

Saira heard herself inhale.

The man on the floor turned his head toward the sound. His eyes filled with a terror so naked it stripped away every elegant thing in the room.

“Tell Adrian,” he whispered.

The name struck her harder than it should have.

Adrian.

Her body reacted like it had been waiting years to hear it.

Heat under her skin. Pain behind her ribs. A grief so sudden and enormous she almost dropped to her knees.

She did not know an Adrian.

Did she?

The dying man’s fingers twitched against the carpet.

“Tell Adrian,” he said, forcing the words out one by one, “I was wrong.”

The light above them flickered.

Once.

Twice.

The bathroom door opened.

Saira saw only a shape at first. Tall. Male. Black suit. One hand braced against the doorframe.

She backed away until her heel hit broken glass.

Pain flashed up her leg.

The man in the bathroom stepped forward.

The suite went dark.

For one impossible second, there was no room, no chandelier, no dying man, no blood. Only blackness and the wild, animal sound of her own breathing.

Then a hand closed around her wrist.

Firm. Familiar.

Not the dying man’s hand.

Not a stranger’s.

A voice spoke beside her ear, low and rough and ruined.

“Saira.”

She turned toward it.

The lights came back on.

And she screamed.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE

She Woke Beside a Stranger
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Saira woke to silk against her cheek and thunder in her skull.

For three seconds, she did not know her own name.

The room around her floated in fragments: white ceiling, gold molding, a chandelier blurred by tears or sleep, the edge of a marble nightstand, a curtain breathing gently beside a window she could not see through. Somewhere close by, a phone vibrated against glass. Once. Twice. Then stopped.

Her mouth tasted like old champagne and fear.

She blinked.

The ceiling sharpened.

A hotel room.

No. Not a room.

A suite.

The kind of suite designed for people who had stopped noticing money. Pale silk walls. Walnut floors. A fireplace framed in black marble. White roses arranged in a vase the size of a child. The bedding beneath her was smooth enough to feel liquid, tucked tight around her body like a restraint.

She did not recognize the room.

Saira pushed herself up too quickly.

Pain exploded behind her eyes.

She grabbed the edge of the mattress and swallowed hard, waiting for the nausea to pass. Her hair fell over one shoulder, tangled and damp at the ends. She was wearing a dress she did not own. Ivory silk. Thin straps. One strap torn. The bodice wrinkled as if someone had gripped it in both fists.

Her pulse kicked.

Where was she?

The last thing she remembered was leaving a charity gala at the Beaumont Conservatory. Rain on the pavement. A driver opening the door of a black town car. Mina texting her three martini emojis and a question mark. Saira laughing despite herself as she slid into the back seat.

After that—

Nothing.

Not sleep.

Not darkness.

Not even the soft blur of too much wine.

Just absence.

A clean, brutal cut.

She looked down at her hands.

Dried blood marked her fingers.

For a moment, her mind refused to understand what her eyes were seeing. It turned the red-brown stains into wine, into makeup, into ink from a broken pen. Anything else. Anything manageable.

Then she saw the blood beneath her nails.

Her breathing stopped.

Slowly, Saira lifted her right hand.

A ring circled her finger.

A wedding ring.

Plain platinum. Elegant. Expensive. Not hers.

Her stomach dropped so hard the room seemed to tilt.

“No,” she whispered.

The word came out thin and airless.

She tried to pull the ring off. It stuck at her knuckle. Panic sharpened her movements. She twisted harder, skin burning, breath coming faster now. The ring would not move.

“No, no, no.”

A sound reached her.

Not the phone.

Not traffic.

Something softer.

A wet, mechanical drip.

Saira went still.

She turned her head.

The other side of the bed was empty.

But the floor was not.

A man lay on the pale carpet near the foot of the bed.

For one suspended second, she thought he was sleeping. The human mind was merciful that way. It offered stupidity before horror. His face was turned slightly toward her, eyes half-open. Blond hair fell over his forehead. His tuxedo jacket had been pulled crooked. One hand rested palm-up beside him, fingers slightly curled, as though he had dropped something and meant to pick it up later.

Then she saw the blood.

It had spread beneath his body in a dark, glossy pool, soaking into the cream carpet, turning luxury into evidence.

Saira’s scream tore out of her before she could stop it.

She scrambled backward across the bed, hit the headboard, and nearly fell off the other side. Her hand flew to her mouth. Blood. The taste of it. The smell of it. The sight of it everywhere now that she had seen it once.

The man did not move.

She slid from the bed on shaking legs.

The carpet was cold under her bare feet.

A shard of glass bit into her sole.

Pain grounded her. She hissed, grabbed the nightstand, and looked down. Broken champagne flute. Scattered petals. A smear of red near her heel. Her red. Maybe.

Maybe not.

The phone vibrated again.

Saira flinched.

It sat facedown on the nightstand. Her phone. Black case. Small crack across the corner from when she had dropped it last winter outside her apartment. She grabbed it with both hands.

Thirty-seven missed calls.

Mina. Unknown number. Mina again. Three calls from a blocked caller. Sixteen text messages.

At the top of the screen, beneath the signal bars, the location tag from an emergency notification glowed:

HOTEL AUREUM — MANHATTAN

Hotel Aureum.

The name landed with the weight of a reputation.

Everyone in New York knew the Aureum, even if most people would never step inside it. An ultra-private hotel above Madison Avenue with no visible front desk, no paparazzi tolerated within fifty feet, and suites that cost more per night than some people’s rent for a year. Politicians stayed there when they needed discretion. Actors stayed there when they needed invisibility. Billionaires stayed there when they needed the world to understand they were not merely rich, but untouchable.

Saira had been inside once.

A crisis meeting eighteen months ago.

A senator. A mistress. A lobbyist’s son with a camera and a cocaine problem. She had fixed the scandal in forty-six hours and sworn never to work with the Vale hospitality empire again.

The Vales collected secrets the way other families collected art.

She swallowed.

The dead man on the floor looked familiar now, but not personally familiar. Publicly familiar. A face from magazines. Charity boards. Soft-focus interviews about legacy and architecture and preserving old-world luxury in a digital age.

Julian Vale.

Heir to the Vale hotel empire.

America’s golden hotel prince.

Dead on the carpet in front of her.

Saira backed away until her spine struck the wall.

Her phone unlocked to her face.

A message thread opened automatically.

The last draft had never been sent.

Don’t trust Adrian.

Her thumb hovered over the screen.

Adrian.

The name did something terrible inside her.

A flicker. A pressure. A door in her mind almost opening.

A man’s voice: Look at me, Saira. Whatever they tell you, look at me first.

Then the memory vanished.

Saira gasped, clutching the phone to her chest.

A hard knock cracked through the suite.

“Ms. Rahman?”

She froze.

Another knock. Louder.

“Hotel security. Open the door.”

She looked at the dead man.

Then at her hands.

Then at the locked door across the suite.

Her mind began to move, fast and frantic, gathering facts the way she did for clients in disaster. Blood on hands. Dead billionaire. Unknown suite. Missing hours. Wedding ring. Unsent warning. Security at door. Do not touch anything. Do not run. Call lawyer. Call Mina. Call—

The door opened.

Not with force.

With a key.

Three men in dark hotel security uniforms entered first. Behind them came two police officers, then another man in a gray suit with a badge clipped to his belt. His eyes went immediately to Saira’s hands.

Then to the body.

Nobody spoke for half a second.

The silence felt staged.

As if they had expected exactly this.

The detective in the gray suit stepped forward.

“Saira Rahman?”

Her throat tightened.

“Yes.”

“Step away from the body.”

“I’m not near—”

“Step away from the body.”

She looked down and realized she had taken two steps toward Julian without noticing.

She moved back.

An officer came toward her slowly, one hand raised as if approaching a frightened animal.

“Do you have any weapons on you, ma’am?”

“No.”

“Is there anyone else in the suite?”

“I don’t know.”

The detective’s gaze sharpened.

“You don’t know?”

“I woke up here.” Her voice cracked on the last word. She hated it. Hated them seeing it. Hated the way the hotel security men were watching her like a scandal already priced and packaged for morning news. “I don’t remember coming here.”

The detective looked at the bed. The broken glass. The blood. The ring on her finger.

His expression did not change, but something in it cooled.

“Put your phone down.”

“I need to call my lawyer.”

“You can call your lawyer after you put the phone down.”

“I know my rights.”

“Good. Then you know this is a homicide scene.”

Homicide.

The word entered the room like another body.

Saira placed the phone carefully on the nightstand. Her hands were shaking now, visibly. She folded them into fists, then immediately opened them because of the blood.

The detective noticed that too.

Of course he did.

“What is your name?” she asked.

“Detective Marcus Hale.”

“I didn’t kill him.”

His eyes stayed on hers.

“I haven’t asked if you did.”

“You’re looking at me like I did.”

“I’m looking at you like I found you in a locked hotel suite with a dead man and blood on your hands.”

Saira’s laugh came out once, sharp and broken.

“Then maybe you should ask why your security opened the door with a key instead of breaking it down. Maybe you should ask who called you. Maybe you should ask why there are already police here when I haven’t called anyone.”

For the first time, Detective Hale looked mildly interested.

“You’re a crisis consultant, correct?”

She went cold.

“You know who I am.”

“I know what identification says.”

“What identification?”

He glanced toward the table.

Saira followed his gaze.

A small ivory clutch lay beside a silver room-service tray. Not hers. She did not carry clutches; they were useless, decorative prisons for lipstick and keys. But she recognized her driver’s license half-pulled from it, along with a black credit card and something folded beneath them.

A document.

Heavy paper.

Embossed seal.

Her stomach turned.

Detective Hale nodded to one of the officers. “Bag her hands.”

Saira stepped back. “No. Wait. I need to understand what’s happening.”

“We all do.”

A female officer approached with paper evidence bags.

Saira’s professional instincts rose like armor over panic. She had guided CEOs through federal raids, actresses through extortion threats, diplomats through hotel-room disasters involving dead escorts and worse lies. She knew how quickly a room became a story. She knew the first narrative usually won.

And she could feel the narrative forming around her.

Woman. Blood. Husband. Money.

Husband.

The word struck before anyone said it.

Her eyes flew to Detective Hale.

“Who is he?”

The detective did not answer immediately.

That was how she knew the answer would ruin something.

Saira forced the words out. “Tell me who he is.”

Detective Hale watched her face with the grim patience of a man who trusted evidence more than fear.

“His name is Julian Vale.”

“I know that.”

“Then why did you ask?”

“I know his face. I don’t know him.”

The silence changed.

Even the hotel security men looked away.

Detective Hale’s jaw tightened.

“Ms. Rahman,” he said carefully, “Julian Vale is your husband.”

The room disappeared.

Not literally. Not fully. But the edges of it fell away, replaced by a high, white rushing sound inside Saira’s head.

Her husband.

No.

Impossible.

She had never been married.

She had no wedding dress hanging in a closet, no honeymoon pictures, no shared apartment, no secret anniversary marked in a calendar. She had no memory of vows. No memory of his hands. No memory of choosing him.

“No,” she said.

Detective Hale said nothing.

“No,” she repeated, louder. “No, I’m not married. I’m not—this isn’t—”

She grabbed for the ring again, twisting until pain shot through her finger.

The female officer caught her wrist gently but firmly.

“Ma’am, stop.”

“Get it off me.”

“Ma’am.”

“Get it off!”

The panic broke through then. Not as tears. Saira rarely cried when she was afraid. Fear made her precise, but this was bigger than fear. This was violation dressed as fact. A life forced onto her hand. A dead man assigned to her body. A marriage certificate waiting on a table like a trap.

Detective Hale looked down at the ring.

“Where were you between midnight and four sixteen this morning?”

“I don’t know.”

“What do you remember?”

“Leaving a gala.”

“What time?”

“Around ten thirty. Maybe eleven.”

“With Julian?”

“No.”

“Did you meet him there?”

“No.”

“Did you argue with him?”

“I told you, I don’t know him.”

“He was found with your blood under his nails.”

Saira stopped breathing.

Detective Hale continued, voice level. “Your fingerprints are on the broken glass. Your phone is in the room. Your identification is in the room. You are wearing what appears to be a wedding ring matching the one on his hand. The suite was locked from the inside when hotel security first attempted entry.”

“First attempted?” she caught.

His eyes narrowed slightly.

“What?”

“You said first attempted. That means someone tried before they opened it.”

“Ms. Rahman—”

“Who called security?”

He did not answer.

Saira looked toward the hotel men. One of them dropped his gaze too quickly.

“Who called security?” she repeated.

Detective Hale stepped into her line of sight.

“We’ll ask the questions.”

“Then ask better ones.”

Something flickered in his face. Not amusement. Not sympathy. Recognition, perhaps. Acknowledgment that fear had not made her stupid.

That was good.

She needed one person in this room to know she was not stupid.

Because whoever had put her here had counted on panic doing half the work.

The female officer finished covering Saira’s hands with paper bags and secured them loosely at the wrists.

The humiliation of it hit late.

Her hands, bagged like evidence.

Her body, dressed like a bride.

Her life, suddenly belonging to a dead man.

Detective Hale read her rights while another officer photographed the room. Saira heard every word and absorbed none of it. Her gaze kept returning to Julian Vale’s face.

His eyes had been closed now by someone. She had not seen who. Somehow that made him look less real, like a wax version of a man whose death had been designed for maximum damage.

Had he known her?

Had she known him?

Had she touched him while he was alive?

Had she watched him die?

Her stomach rolled.

A commotion rose beyond the open suite door.

Voices. A sharp command. The lower murmur of security trying to stop someone who had never been stopped by security in his life.

Then the room shifted.

Saira felt it before she saw him.

Every person near the door turned.

A man entered Room 909 as if the hotel belonged to him, the police were temporary inconveniences, and grief was something he had folded into the inner pocket of his black coat.

Tall. Dark-haired. Impossibly still.

His suit was black, not tuxedo formal but severe enough to look like mourning chosen in advance. His face was sharper than Julian’s, less golden, more dangerous. Where Julian had been beautiful in the public way of adored sons, this man was beautiful like a blade kept hidden until the room was already bleeding.

He looked first at the body.

Only once.

A muscle moved in his jaw.

Then he looked at Saira.

The world narrowed.

His eyes were gray.

Not silver. Not blue. Gray like rain against glass. Gray like the sky above Manhattan when a storm had not yet decided whether to break.

Saira’s pulse lurched with such violence that she swayed.

The man took one step toward her.

Detective Hale moved between them.

“You can’t be in here.”

The man did not look away from Saira.

“She needs a doctor.”

“She needs to answer questions.”

“She needs counsel.”

“She’s being detained at a homicide scene.”

“And I’m telling you she says nothing else until her attorney is present.”

His voice was calm. Low. Controlled.

Saira had heard it before.

The certainty of that nearly brought her to her knees.

Not a memory. Not quite.

A bodily recognition.

Like a scar aching before rain.

Detective Hale’s expression hardened. “Adrian Vale.”

Adrian.

The name from her phone.

Don’t trust Adrian.

Saira stepped back.

Adrian saw the movement. Something tightened in his face, too fast for anyone else to catch. Pain, maybe. Or guilt.

He looked at the paper bags covering her hands.

Then at the ring.

His gaze stayed there for half a second too long.

When he lifted his eyes to hers again, the control was back.

“Saira,” he said.

Her name in his mouth did not feel wrong.

That was the worst part.

It felt devastatingly right.

She forced her voice steady. “Do I know you?”

The room went silent.

Adrian did not move.

But something in him changed. Not visibly enough for the officers, perhaps, not for the hotel men pretending not to listen. But Saira saw it. The impact. The tiny, catastrophic fracture.

He had expected fear.

He had expected accusation.

He had not expected absence.

Detective Hale watched them both.

Adrian’s throat moved once.

“Yes,” he said.

Saira waited.

He did not continue.

Her fingers curled uselessly inside the paper bags.

“How?”

Adrian’s gaze flicked toward Julian’s body.

Then back.

“Not here.”

A bitter laugh scraped out of her. “I woke up beside a dead man everyone says is my husband. I think here is exactly where explanations belong.”

His expression darkened.

“Everyone?”

Detective Hale said, “Mr. Vale, step outside.”

Adrian ignored him. “Who told you Julian was your husband?”

“I did,” Hale said.

Adrian turned his head slowly.

The temperature in the room seemed to drop.

“You had no right.”

“She asked who the victim was.”

“She is in shock.”

“She is a suspect.”

Adrian took a step toward him.

Every officer in the room tensed.

Saira should have been afraid of that. Of him. The quiet violence gathering under his skin. The way he did not raise his voice because he did not have to.

Instead, some treacherous part of her felt safer with his anger pointed away from her.

That realization terrified her more than the blood.

Detective Hale held his ground. “You need to leave the scene.”

Adrian removed his phone from his pocket and placed it against his ear.

He still looked at Saira.

“Now,” he said into the phone.

No greeting. No explanation.

Then he ended the call.

Hale gave him a flat look. “That supposed to impress me?”

“No,” Adrian said. “It’s supposed to inform you that her legal team is already downstairs, your captain is about to receive a call from the mayor’s office, and the warrant you should have obtained before entering a private family suite is about to become the center of a very expensive conversation.”

Hale’s eyes hardened. “A woman screamed in a room with a corpse.”

“A woman woke up drugged in a room with a corpse,” Adrian said.

Saira stared at him.

Drugged.

He knew.

Or he wanted them to believe he knew.

Detective Hale caught it too. “That’s an interesting assumption.”

“It’s an informed one.”

“Care to inform me?”

“No.”

“Then you’re obstructing.”

“Then arrest me.”

For a moment, it seemed possible.

Even desirable.

The air had become a wire pulled tight between the two men.

Then Saira said, “Stop.”

Both of them looked at her.

She hated the way Adrian’s attention landed. Heavy. Immediate. As if nothing else in the room mattered once she spoke.

She lifted her bagged hands slightly.

“Someone needs to tell me what happened.”

Detective Hale said, “That’s what we’re trying to determine.”

Adrian said nothing.

Saira looked at him. “And you?”

His jaw flexed.

“I’m trying to keep you alive long enough to remember.”

The words moved through the room like a blade under silk.

Remember.

So there was something.

Something missing.

Something stolen.

Saira looked from Adrian to Julian’s body. Brother to brother. Living shadow to dead prince.

Her phone still lay on the nightstand beside the bed.

Don’t trust Adrian.

But her body remembered his voice.

And Julian Vale—her alleged husband, the stranger bleeding into the carpet—had died with Adrian’s name on his lips.

Detective Hale reached for his handcuffs.

Adrian stepped closer.

“Saira,” he said softly.

She hated that she wanted to answer.

Hated that some broken part of her already had.

“Tell me one thing,” she said.

His eyes held hers.

“If you can.”

“Did I marry him?”

For the first time since he entered the room, Adrian Vale looked afraid.

Not for himself.

For her.

“Yes,” he said.

Her chest caved inward.

“But you didn’t love him.”

The room blurred.

Saira could barely hear herself over the pulse in her ears.

“How would you know?”

Adrian’s expression closed too late.

Because she had seen it.

The answer.

The ruin.

The truth he did not want to give her in front of police and blood and the dead man on the floor.

He looked at Julian once more.

Then at her ring.

Then at her face.

“Because,” Adrian said, “before you were his wife, you were mine to lose.”
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CHAPTER TWO

The Name She Did Not Know
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By the time they took Saira out of Room 909, the hallway had already learned to stare.

Hotel staff stood too straight beside service doors, faces blank with the expensive discipline of people trained to forget what they saw. Two uniformed officers guarded the private elevator. A crime scene photographer passed Saira without meeting her eyes. Somewhere beyond the sealed corridor, a woman was crying with the controlled softness of someone aware grief could be overheard.

Saira walked between two officers with paper bags on her hands and a dead man’s ring on her finger.

Adrian Vale followed three paces behind.

She could feel him there.

Not hear him. Feel him.

It infuriated her.

Her mind had apparently misplaced an entire marriage, possibly a murder, and whatever history had put Adrian’s voice beneath her skin, but her body still had the nerve to recognize him like a locked door recognized the right key.

Before you were his wife, you were mine to lose.

The sentence repeated with every step.

Mine.

Lose.

Wife.

She wanted to turn around and demand explanation. She wanted to slap him. She wanted him closer. She wanted him gone.

Shock, she told herself.

Trauma.

A neurological response to extreme stress.

She had built a career out of naming disasters before they could name her. That was all this was. Her brain looking for a pattern in chaos and attaching to the most dangerous man in the room because he had spoken with certainty.

The elevator doors opened without a sound.

Inside, polished black walls reflected her from every angle.

Saira looked like a stranger wearing her skin.

Ivory dress. Bare feet now covered by disposable hotel slippers. Hair tangled over one shoulder. Makeup smudged beneath her eyes. Paper evidence bags where hands should have been.

And the ring.

Always the ring.

Adrian entered after her.

Detective Hale blocked him with one arm. “Not you.”

Adrian’s face did not change. “She says nothing without counsel.”

“You’ve made that point.”

“I’ll keep making it until you appear to understand.”

Saira closed her eyes.

“Enough.”

Again, both men stopped.

She opened her eyes and looked at Detective Hale first. “Am I under arrest?”

“Not yet.”

“Then I want shoes. I want my lawyer. I want a doctor. And I want this ring removed from my finger after it’s been photographed or whatever else you need to do, because if one more person looks at it before telling me how it got there, I’m going to start screaming and I don’t think I’ll stop.”

Hale studied her.

For a second, something human moved behind the detective’s professional suspicion.

Then it disappeared.

“We’ll get you medical attention at the precinct.”

“That isn’t what I asked.”

“It’s what you’re getting.”

The elevator doors began to close.

Adrian’s gaze cut to hers through the narrowing gap.

The last thing she saw was his hand curling into a fist at his side.

Then the doors shut between them.

Saira breathed for the first time in what felt like minutes.

Detective Hale stood beside her, silent, facing forward.

The elevator descended so smoothly she felt nothing but the collapse of altitude in her stomach.

She looked at his reflection in the black wall.

“Do you believe me?”

“No.”

The honesty was almost comforting.

“Do you believe I’m lying?”

“I believe people lie badly when they’re scared and beautifully when they’re trained.”

“And which am I?”

“You’re a woman with crisis training, blood on her hands, and a memory problem that arrived at a convenient time.”

Saira gave a small, humorless smile.

“That sounds like no.”

“It sounds like I’m still listening.”

The elevator stopped.

The doors opened into a private underground garage.

Not the lobby.

Of course not.

The dead did not leave Hotel Aureum through the front door, and apparently neither did suspected murderers in torn silk.

A police SUV waited near the service exit. Two more officers stood beside it. Beyond them, down a ramp and past a line of black cars, Saira caught a glimpse of flashing lights leaking through the garage entrance.

Press.

Already.

Her stomach tightened.

“How do they know?” she asked.

Hale followed her gaze.

“News travels.”

“Not that fast.”

He did not answer.

The female officer guided Saira toward the SUV. Camera flashes exploded from the ramp before she reached the door. Someone shouted her name.

“Saira! Did you kill Julian Vale?”

Another voice: “How long were you married?”

Another: “Did Adrian know?”

Saira stopped so abruptly the officer bumped into her.

The questions came too fast, too informed, too vicious.

How long were you married?

Did Adrian know?

Not who are you. Not what happened.

They already had the story.

Someone had handed it to them.

Detective Hale opened the car door. “Get in.”

Saira looked toward the cameras.

For an instant, she imagined what they saw: brown-skinned woman in a torn expensive dress, blood under the plastic cuffs of evidence bags, escorted from a billionaire’s hotel after his murder. Wife. Killer. Gold digger. Mistress. Climber. Exotic enough for tabloids. Ambitious enough for motive. Pretty enough to be destroyed publicly.

A headline wrote itself across her mind.

SECRET WIFE FOUND WITH HOTEL HEIR’S BODY.

Then another.

BLOOD BRIDE OF ROOM 909.

She ducked into the SUV before the world could capture her face any longer.

As the door slammed, one final flash lit the glass.

For a split second, reflected in the dark window, she saw someone standing behind the wall of reporters.

A woman in a black coat.

Still. Watching.

Then the SUV pulled away, and the garage swallowed the image.



The precinct smelled like burnt coffee, old paper, and institutional fatigue.

Saira had always hated police stations. Not because she feared the law. Because law, like wealth, had a personality behind closed doors. It could be righteous or lazy, hungry or bored, compassionate or cruel, depending entirely on whose hands held it and who could afford to challenge them.

They put her in an interview room with beige walls, a metal table, three chairs, and a camera tucked into the corner.

Someone removed the paper bags from her hands after photographing them. Someone swabbed beneath her nails. Someone photographed the ring from several angles but did not remove it.

A paramedic checked her pupils, pulse, blood pressure, and the small cut in her foot. He asked if she had taken drugs. She said no. He asked if she had consumed alcohol. She said yes, one glass of champagne at the gala. Maybe two. She did not know what had happened after that.

He looked at Detective Hale when she said that.

Saira noticed.

She noticed everything now because noticing was the only thing holding her together.

Her lawyer arrived forty-three minutes later.

Not her lawyer exactly.

A Vale lawyer.

The woman’s name was Elise Moreau, and she entered the interview room wearing a navy suit, pearl earrings, and the grim expression of someone accustomed to making rich disasters quieter.

Absolutely not, Saira thought.

Elise sat across from her and placed a leather folder on the table.

“Ms. Rahman.”

“I want my own lawyer.”

Elise paused.

“Understandable. Mr. Vale has retained me on your behalf for immediate protection, but you’re free to refuse representation.”

“Which Mr. Vale?”

The pause was smaller this time.

“Adrian.”

Saira leaned back.

Of course.

“Where is he?”

“Outside.”

“Why?”

“Because he has been advised not to enter an active homicide interview involving his brother’s widow.”

Widow.

The word struck like a hand across the face.

Saira looked at the wall.

“I’m not his widow.”

Elise’s voice softened slightly. “Legally, at the moment, you are.”

“At the moment?”

“There are questions about the validity of the marriage.”

Saira turned back.

“What questions?”

Elise opened the folder.

“Six weeks ago, you and Julian Vale were married in a private civil ceremony witnessed by two individuals and filed under a confidentiality provision. The certificate appears valid. Your signature appears on the document. There is photographic confirmation.”

“No.”

“I’m not saying you remember it. I’m saying the paperwork exists.”

“I didn’t marry him.”

Elise looked at her for a moment.

Then she said, “That may be true in every way that matters. Unfortunately, law is often slower than truth.”

Saira almost laughed.

She might have liked Elise under different circumstances.

“Who were the witnesses?”

Elise’s expression closed.

“One was Julian’s attorney.”

“And the other?”

Before Elise could answer, the door opened.

Detective Hale entered with a paper cup of coffee and a file under one arm.

Elise’s mouth flattened. “This interview does not begin until I’ve had sufficient time with my client.”

“It hasn’t begun.” Hale placed the coffee near Saira. “That’s for her.”

Saira did not touch it.

Hale noticed. “Smart.”

“Or drugged recently enough to learn.”

Elise turned sharply toward her. “Saira.”

“No,” Saira said. “If everyone else gets to discuss my life like it belongs to evidence, I get to name what happened to me.”

Hale sat down across from her.

Elise immediately said, “Detective.”

He ignored the warning. “Do you consent to a blood test?”

“Yes.”

Elise said, “I’d like a private lab to conduct an independent test as well.”

“Fine.” Hale opened the file. “Let’s talk about Adrian Vale.”

“No,” Elise said.

Saira asked, “Why?”

Hale looked at her. “Because your phone says not to trust him.”

The room tightened.

Elise shifted, just slightly.

Saira saw it.

So did Hale.

He slid a printed photograph across the table.

Her phone screen. The unsent message.

Don’t trust Adrian.

Saira stared at it until the words blurred.

“Did I write this?”

“It’s your phone.”

“That isn’t what I asked.”

Hale leaned back. “Your passcode unlocked it?”

“My face did.”

“Then unless someone held it up to you while you were unconscious, you likely opened it yourself.”

A cold line moved down her spine.

Elise said, “Speculation.”

“Everything is speculation until the lab comes back.”

Saira looked at the message again.

Don’t trust Adrian.

But Adrian had told them she was drugged before anyone else said it. Adrian had tried to stop Hale from calling Julian her husband. Adrian had looked shattered when she asked if she knew him.

A liar could do all of those things.

A guilty man could do them better.

“Who is Adrian to me?” Saira asked.

Elise and Hale both went quiet.

That answered more than either of them intended.

Saira’s fingers curled on the table.

“I want the truth.”

Hale’s voice was mild. “From which one of us?”

Elise shot him a look.

Saira did not look away from him. “From anyone who has some.”

Hale opened the file and removed another photograph.

This one was not from the murder scene.

It showed Saira on a sidewalk outside a restaurant at night, wearing a green dress she recognized. Two years ago. Maybe more. Her hair was shorter. She was laughing.

Beside her stood Adrian Vale.

Younger, but unmistakable.

He was looking at her like the rest of the world had become background noise.

Saira touched the edge of the photo.

A sensation moved through her fingers.

Warm rain.

His coat over her shoulders.

A voice close to her ear: You’re very bad at letting people take care of you.

Her own voice: You’re very bad at not sounding like a threat.

Then the memory snapped shut.

She drew her hand back.

Hale watched closely. “You remember?”

“No.”

“Your face says otherwise.”

“My face is exhausted.”

Elise slid the photo back toward Hale. “What is the relevance?”

“The relevance,” Hale said, “is that Ms. Rahman claims not to know the dead husband, barely reacts to evidence of a secret marriage, but appears physically affected by a photograph of the dead man’s brother.”

“Grief and shock are not linear.”

“No. But motive can be.”

Saira looked up.

“There it is.”

Hale met her gaze. “There what is?”

“The story you want. I married one brother but loved another, so someone died.”

“Did you?”

“Did I what?”

“Love Adrian Vale?”

The question hit too close to whatever hollow place her memories had left behind.

Saira looked at the photo again.

Adrian looking at her.

Her laughing without armor.

A woman she recognized and envied.

“I don’t know,” she said.

For once, her voice did not crack.

That made the answer worse.

Hale placed a second document on the table.

Marriage certificate.

Her name: Saira Nasreen Rahman.

Julian’s: Julian Alexander Vale.

Date: six weeks earlier.

Location: Westchester County, New York.

Witness one: Charles Renner.

Witness two: Margot Evelyn Vale.

Saira read the second witness name twice.

“His mother witnessed it?”

Elise looked down.

Hale said, “Apparently.”

“Then why did the family keep it secret?”

“That’s one of my questions.”

Saira touched the signature line.

Her signature stared back.

Fluent. Elegant. Exact.

Not forged.

She knew that instantly and hated herself for knowing. The slope of the S. The pressure on the R. The slight impatience in the final stroke.

Her signature.

Her consent, on paper.

Her absence, in memory.

The walls seemed to inch closer.

Elise said softly, “Saira, breathe.”

“I am breathing.”

“You’re not.”

She dragged air into her lungs.

Hale placed one more photograph in front of her.

This one finished the damage.

A wedding photo.

Not a large ceremony. Not flowers, guests, celebration. A small room with cream walls and tall windows. Julian in a navy suit. Saira in a simple white dress.

Julian stood beside her, smiling faintly.

Saira did not smile.

She faced the camera, pale and still, one hand in Julian’s.

But her eyes were angled toward the edge of the frame.

Toward someone barely visible in the photograph.

Only part of a black sleeve.

A man’s hand.

Adrian.

She knew without knowing how.

A sound escaped her.

Elise closed the folder halfway, as if hiding the image might undo its existence.

Hale said, “I’ll ask again. What do you remember?”

Saira pressed both hands against the table until her fingers hurt.

The ring caught the fluorescent light.

A memory flashed.

Julian’s hand gripping hers.

A pen between her fingers.

Margot Vale’s voice, smooth as poison: Sign, dear. You’ve already ruined one son. Let’s not make a hobby of it.

Then Julian whispering: I’m sorry. This is the only way to keep him alive.

Him.

Adrian.

Saira jerked back from the table.

Elise said her name.

Hale leaned forward. “What did you see?”

“Nothing.”

“Ms. Rahman.”

“I said nothing.”

But her body betrayed her. Her pulse pounded visibly in her throat. Sweat cooled the back of her neck. Her fingertips tingled.

This is the only way to keep him alive.

What had Julian done?

What had she agreed to?

And why would marrying one brother save the other?

The interview room door opened again.

A uniformed officer leaned in and murmured something to Hale.

Hale’s face changed.

Not much. Enough.

“What?” Saira asked.

He stood.

Elise stood too. “Detective?”

Hale gathered the photographs but left the coffee untouched.

“There’s been a development.”

“What development?” Saira demanded.

He looked at her hand.

At the ring.

Then back at her face.

“The medical examiner just confirmed preliminary time of death.”

Saira’s mouth went dry.

“And?”

“Julian Vale died between three thirty and four this morning.”

Elise’s posture tightened.

Saira tried to understand why that mattered.

Then Hale said, “Hotel security footage shows you leaving Room 909 at two fifty-eight.”

For a moment, relief opened under her ribs.

She had left before Julian died.

Then Hale finished.

“And returning at three forty-one.”

The relief vanished.

Saira stared at him.

“No.”

“The footage is clear.”

“No.”

Hale’s face gave her nothing.

“At three forty-one,” he said, “you entered Room 909 alone.”

Saira shook her head once.

“At four sixteen, hotel security received a call from inside the suite.”

“I didn’t call them.”

“No,” Hale said.

A chill spread through her.

He opened the door.

Before leaving, he looked back.

“The call came from Julian Vale’s phone.”
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CHAPTER THREE

Adrian Vale Does Not Beg
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For three full seconds after Detective Hale left the room, Saira heard nothing but the fluorescent hum above her head.

Then Elise Moreau said, quietly, “Do not speak to anyone else without me present.”

Saira looked at the closed door.

The call came from Julian Vale’s phone.

At four sixteen in the morning.

After hotel footage allegedly showed her entering Room 909.

After the medical examiner’s preliminary window placed Julian’s death between three thirty and four.

After she had supposedly returned to the suite alone.

The facts arranged themselves like knives on a table.

She did not remember leaving the room. She did not remember returning to it. She did not remember touching Julian’s phone. She did not remember calling security. She did not remember the man dying. She did not remember becoming his wife.

But the evidence remembered for her.

That was the terrifying part.

Evidence had no mercy. Evidence did not care if a woman woke up screaming with blood under her nails and a hole in her mind. Evidence did not care if her body shook when someone said a name she could not place. Evidence did not care if her signature felt real and her memories felt stolen.

Evidence only pointed.

Right now, every finger pointed at her.

Elise sat across from her again, posture controlled, gaze sharp.

“Saira.”

Saira blinked.

The room returned in flat beige and metal edges.

“What?”

“I need you to listen carefully.”

“I’m listening.”

“No,” Elise said. “You’re calculating. It’s different.”

The observation was so accurate that Saira almost laughed.

Elise leaned forward. “The next few hours matter. You are not going to panic. You are not going to answer questions because silence feels guilty. You are not going to try to outthink the police in their own building while drugged, traumatized, and sleep deprived.”

“I’m not drugged.”

“You may have been.”

“That isn’t the same thing.”

“No. But for now, it is enough to make everything you say vulnerable.”

Saira looked down at her ring.

Her finger had swollen slightly from how hard she had tried to remove it. A red line circled the skin beneath the platinum.

“I need it off.”

“I know.”

“I mean now.”

Elise’s expression softened, but only for a breath. “The crime scene team photographed it. The detective will likely want to preserve it for prints and trace evidence before removal.”

“It’s on my body.”

“I know.”

“No, you don’t.” Saira’s voice sharpened before she could stop it. “You keep saying you know, but you don’t. You know paperwork. You know procedure. You know how to speak in calm sentences while everyone decides whether I’m a widow or a murderer. But you do not know what it feels like to wake up with someone else’s claim locked around your finger.”

Elise absorbed that without flinching.

Then she said, “No. I don’t.”

The honesty disarmed Saira more effectively than sympathy would have.

Elise folded her hands on the table. “But I do know men like the Vales. I know how families like that turn people into signatures. And I know how often women are expected to accept legal facts as emotional truth.”

Saira studied her.

“Do you work for Adrian or for me?”

“For you, if you allow it.”

“Who pays you?”

“At the moment, Adrian Vale.”

“Then you understand my concern.”

“Completely.”

“And you still think I should trust you?”

“No. I think you should use me until you find someone you trust more.”

This time, Saira did laugh. Once. Quietly. Without humor, but with a flicker of something close to respect.

Elise’s mouth barely moved, but the hint of a smile appeared and vanished.

A knock sounded at the door.

Elise stood immediately.

“Who is it?”

The door opened before anyone answered.

Adrian Vale stepped inside.

The room changed shape around him.

It was absurd. Infuriating. A trick of trauma, perhaps, or power, or the simple fact that some people entered spaces like they had never once questioned their right to occupy them. He had removed his overcoat. His black suit was immaculate except for a faint crease at one cuff. His tie was gone, collar open at the throat. There was a shallow cut across one knuckle, already darkening.

Saira saw it and hated that she noticed.

Elise turned toward him. “You should not be here.”

“I’m aware.”

“Then leave.”

“No.”

Not defensive. Not loud. Just no.

Elise’s gaze cooled. “Adrian.”

His eyes stayed on Saira.

“She needs to get out of this building.”

Saira’s grip tightened around the edge of the table. “She is right here.”

His gaze dropped to her hands.

No paper bags now. No blood visible except in the small half-moons beneath her nails that no swab had fully erased. His attention lingered on the ring for one punishing second.

Something dark moved across his face.

Then he looked back at her.

“I know.”

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

“Because everyone keeps talking around me like I’m either evidence or property.”

The cut across his knuckle whitened as his hand closed.

“You are neither.”

“Easy for a Vale to say.”

That landed.

Not visibly enough for Elise, maybe. But Saira saw the impact in the stillness that followed. Adrian did not recoil. Men like him probably learned early never to give anyone the satisfaction. But his eyes changed. They lost half a degree of armor.

Elise moved between them. “I need a minute alone with my client.”

“Your client is about to be released.”

Saira stood too quickly. The room tilted.

Adrian moved.

Not far. Not dramatically. One step forward, hand half lifting as if to steady her before he remembered she had not given him permission.

He stopped himself.

That restraint hit her harder than touch would have.

Elise noticed. Of course she did.

“Released under what conditions?” Elise asked.

Adrian looked at her then. “No arrest tonight. Further questioning pending toxicology, forensic review, and counsel availability. Passport surrendered voluntarily. No contact with certain witnesses. She remains in New York.”

Saira stared at him.

“You did all that in an hour?”

“No.”

The word chilled her.

He had been doing it before.

Before the room. Before the station. Before she understood she needed saving from anything.

Detective Hale appeared in the doorway behind Adrian, expression carved from granite.

“He didn’t do it alone,” Hale said. “A judge who owes the Vale family three favors and a police captain who prefers rich corpses to stay quiet did most of the work.”

Adrian did not turn. “Careful, Detective.”

“Why? You going to call the mayor again?”

“If necessary.”

Hale stepped farther into the room. “That’s the difference between us, Mr. Vale. You call power. I call evidence.”

Adrian finally looked back at him.

“You called my brother’s widow a suspect before she had a doctor.”

“She was standing over his body.”

“She was drugged.”

“You keep saying that like you know it.”

“I do.”

The room sharpened.

Saira’s gaze locked on him.

Elise said, “Adrian.”

Hale moved closer. “Then say how.”

Adrian’s jaw flexed once.

Silence.

Saira felt the answer before it came. Or rather, she felt the lack of it. A door slammed shut in him.

He would not say.

Not in front of Hale.

Maybe not in front of her.

“That’s what I thought,” Hale said.

Adrian’s attention returned to Saira. “We need to leave.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you until you tell me why you think I was drugged.”

His eyes held hers.

For the first time, he looked tired.

Not weak. Never that. But stripped, in some private place, by a night that had taken more than his brother.

“Because this happened before.”

Elise went still.

Hale said, “Excuse me?”

Saira could not feel her hands.

“What happened before?”

Adrian’s face closed again, but too late. The words were out. They sat between them, alive and dangerous.

“This isn’t the place.”

Saira’s laugh came back sharp. “You keep saying that. Where is the place, Adrian? The murder room? The hotel your family owns? Some private car with tinted windows where I’m supposed to sit quietly while you decide which truth I can survive?”

“No.”

“Then tell me.”

He said nothing.

Saira stepped toward him.

Elise made a small movement, but did not stop her.

“Tell me why I woke up beside your dead brother wearing his ring.”

A muscle moved beneath Adrian’s eye.

“I don’t know all of it.”

“Then tell me the part you do know.”

His gaze dropped again to the ring.

“When I saw you six weeks ago, you were not wearing that.”

Six weeks ago.

The date on the marriage certificate.

Saira’s throat tightened. “You saw me on my wedding day?”

“No.”

“Then when?”

He looked at Detective Hale.

Hale smiled faintly. “Please continue. This is the most helpful you’ve been all morning.”

Elise’s voice cut in. “No one continues anything. Saira, sit down.”

“I don’t want to sit down.”

“I’m not asking as your mother. I’m asking as the person keeping your words from becoming a prosecutor’s favorite exhibit.”

Saira dragged her eyes away from Adrian.

Elise was right.

That was what made it unbearable.

Saira sat.

Adrian watched the movement as if it cost him something not to help her.

Hale placed a paper on the table. “You’re free to go for now. For now. That does not mean cleared. That does not mean innocent. That means someone above me is afraid of making a mistake with a woman connected to the Vales before forensics come back.”

“I’m not connected to them,” Saira said.

Hale’s gaze flicked to the ring.

Saira hated him a little for that.

He pushed the document toward Elise. “Terms are there. We’ll need her phone.”

“No,” Saira said immediately.

Hale looked at her.

“There are things on it I need.”

“Like the unsent message warning you not to trust your dead husband’s brother?”

“Like numbers for people who actually know me.”

“We’ll provide a receipt.”

Elise scanned the terms. “We’ll provide a full forensic copy under supervision, not surrender the only device my client has while she is under active threat.”

Hale looked amused. “Threat?”

“Someone leaked her identity to the press before your department even transported her,” Elise said. “Someone entered or accessed a sealed hotel crime scene to send her a photograph. Someone may have administered an unknown substance to her. So yes, Detective. Threat.”

Saira looked at Elise.

She had not told her about the photo from inside Room 909.

Adrian had.

Or someone else had.

Her suspicion must have shown, because Adrian said, “Your phone received an image while you were still in the suite.”

“You saw it?”

“I saw the notification.”

“Before or after you told everyone I needed a lawyer?”

“Before.”

“And you didn’t mention it to me?”

“You were being taken out in shock.”

“How considerate.”

His mouth tightened.

Hale watched them with open interest.

Elise signed one line of the release terms with a slash that looked vaguely homicidal. “We will comply with preservation requirements. We will not surrender privileged or personal material without proper scope.”

Hale accepted the paper. “Fine. But I want access to the threatening image.”

“You’ll have it.”

Saira turned to Elise. “You saw it?”

“Adrian forwarded a screenshot to me before police took custody of the device.”

“Of course he did.”

Adrian said, “It was evidence.”

“It was my phone.”

“It was both.”

The worst part was that he was right.

That made her want to throw something.

Hale opened the door wider. “Try not to leave town, Mrs. Vale.”

Saira went cold.

Adrian’s hand moved so fast she almost missed it.

He caught the edge of the door before Hale could step through.

The detective looked down at Adrian’s hand, then up at his face.

“Is there a problem?”

Adrian’s voice was very soft. “Her name is Saira Rahman.”

Hale held his stare.

Then he glanced at Saira.

Something complicated crossed his face. Not apology. Not quite. But perhaps a recognition that cruelty could slip too easily into procedure.

“Saira Rahman,” he corrected.

Adrian released the door.

Hale left.

For a moment, nobody moved.

Then Elise exhaled through her nose. “That was unnecessary.”

Adrian looked at her.

“Which part?”

“All of you.”

Under different circumstances, Saira might have liked her very much.



They took her out through a back corridor that smelled faintly of bleach and rain-soaked wool.

Elise walked on one side. Adrian on the other, not touching her, not crowding her, but close enough that every officer they passed looked at him before they looked at Saira. His presence did not make the precinct friendlier. It made it careful.

Saira hated needing that.

She hated benefiting from a power system she had spent years cleaning up after.

But when they turned a corner and camera flashes exploded beyond the glass doors at the rear exit, she hated her own moral purity less.

The press had found the back too.

A wall of reporters surged against barricades. Police held them off, but not far enough. Questions hit the glass before she even stepped outside.

“Saira! Did Julian know about Adrian?”

“Were you having an affair?”

“Why was the marriage hidden?”

“Did you kill him for the inheritance?”

“Look this way!”

Her body stopped.

Not her mind. Her body.

The animal part that understood exposure as danger refused to move forward.

Adrian noticed immediately.

He angled himself between her and the doors.

“You don’t look at them,” he said.

The instruction, low and close, struck some buried nerve.

A memory flashed.

Rain. Cameras. Adrian’s coat over her head. His voice at her ear: Eyes on me, Saira. If you look afraid, they’ll feed on it.

She blinked hard.

The corridor returned.

Adrian was watching her.

He had seen the flashback happen.

Of course he had.

“What?” Elise asked.

“Nothing,” Saira said.

Adrian’s voice dropped. “You remembered something.”

“I remembered I dislike being ordered around.”

“That was never something you forgot.”

The familiarity of the answer hit so hard she nearly stepped back.

He had spoken without thinking.

Like a man who knew exactly where her temper lived.

Elise looked between them but wisely said nothing.

A black SUV waited at the curb beyond the doors. Another behind it. Security men in plain suits stood by, all with the same expensive blankness Saira had seen at Hotel Aureum.

Vale security.

“No,” she said.

Adrian followed her gaze. “The car is secure.”

“That isn’t the point.”

“It is very much the point.”

“I’m not getting into another Vale-owned vehicle after waking up in a Vale-owned hotel beside a Vale corpse.”

Elise’s eyebrows lifted a fraction, as if conceding the argument had merit.

Adrian said, “Then we’ll call another car.”

“And give the press ten minutes to tear her apart?” Elise asked.

Saira turned to her. “You are not helping.”

“I’m helping legally. Emotionally, I make no promises.”

Adrian’s eyes stayed on Saira. “You can hate the car once you’re inside it.”

“I can hate it from here.”

“Yes,” he said. “But here has cameras.”

A chant had started outside. Not organized. Not quite. A repetition of her name from reporters trying to draw her eyes.

Saira. Saira. Saira.

Like they owned it.

Her skin crawled.

Adrian saw that too.

He removed his suit jacket.

“No.”

He paused.

“I’m not hiding under your jacket.”

“I wasn’t going to put it over your head.”

“What were you going to do?”

“Cover your dress.”

She looked down.

The ivory silk was torn at the strap, wrinkled at the hips, stained near the hem with a faint rust-colored mark she had not noticed before. Blood or champagne or both. The cameras would love it. The tabloids would crop it. The internet would decide what kind of woman wore that dress beside a dead husband.

Saira held out her hand.

Adrian placed the jacket in it.

He did not wrap it around her himself.

That mattered.

She hated that it mattered.

She pulled it on. The jacket swallowed her shoulders. It smelled faintly of cedar, cold air, and something darker she almost knew.
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