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Chapter 1 - The Proposal
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The first time I saw Adrian Vale up close, I understood why people lowered their voices when they said his name.

He didn’t walk into rooms.

He arrived in them like a shadow with a pulse.

The charity gala at the Hawthorne Hotel was drowning in gold light and polite lies. Crystal chandeliers bled warmth over silk gowns and black tuxedos. Champagne glittered in thin flutes. A string quartet played something expensive and forgettable in the corner while the city’s wealthiest smiled like their secrets didn’t stink.

Mine did.

I stood near the back of the ballroom in a black dress I couldn’t afford and diamond earrings borrowed from a woman who trusted me too much. My fingers curved around the stem of my glass, though I hadn’t taken a sip. Across the room, senators laughed with judges. Wives touched their husbands’ sleeves. Men with blood under their fingernails talked about philanthropy.

And at the center of all of it stood the man I had spent three years trying to reach.

Adrian Vale.

He was taller than I expected. Broader too. The kind of man who made every other man look assembled instead of made. His suit was black, perfectly cut, severe in a way that felt almost cruel. Dark hair brushed his forehead in careless disobedience, but everything else about him was precision—his posture, his stillness, the cold line of his mouth.

He wasn’t smiling.

He never smiled in photographs either. I’d checked.

His face had the kind of beauty that didn’t invite admiration so much as silence. Sharp cheekbones. A strong nose. A jaw too unforgiving to belong to a good man. But it was his eyes that held people where they stood—pale, watchful, and devoid of the warmth that made monsters easier to spot.

No. Warmth was honest.

Men like Adrian Vale were dangerous because they looked composed.

“Still staring?”

I dragged my gaze from him and found Lena beside me, her red lips curled around amusement. She looked stunning, effortless in emerald silk, like wealth had been stitched into her bones. It probably had. She was the only reason I’d gotten an invitation tonight.

“I’m observing,” I said.

“Observing.” She took a sip of champagne. “That’s a cute word for what you’ve been doing.”

I ignored that. “Is he always alone?”

Lena followed my line of sight. “Adrian? Mostly. People orbit him, but no one really gets close.” Her voice dropped. “Smart of them.”

I kept my expression smooth. “You say that like you believe the rumors.”

Lena’s eyes slid to mine, suddenly more careful. “In this city, I believe every rumor a little.”

I looked back at Adrian.

He wasn’t speaking now. A silver-haired judge had approached him, smiling the way men smile when they need something. Adrian listened without nodding, his gaze fixed, unreadable. When the judge finished, Adrian said something brief. The older man’s smile faltered.

Then he walked away.

That was another thing I’d learned about Adrian Vale.

He didn’t chase approval.

He expected surrender.

A server passed with a tray of champagne, and I exchanged my untouched glass for another just to have something to do with my hands. My pulse had begun its slow, ugly climb.

Three years.

Three years since my sister vanished.

Three years since the police told me there wasn’t enough evidence to call it anything but a missing persons case.

Three years since they found Nadia’s car on the side of a county road with the driver’s door left open and her purse still inside.

Three years since I started hearing whispers that always ended the same way.

Vale.

At first it had sounded absurd.

A wealthy recluse with old money, political connections, and a reputation for brutality. A man whose name sat in the margins of too many women’s disappearances without ever making it into an official report. A man no one could tie to anything and no one dared accuse in daylight.

But the more I dug, the uglier the pattern became.

Women vanished.

Evidence disappeared.

Adrian Vale remained untouched.

And tonight, for the first time, I was close enough to smell the smoke before the fire.

“I can introduce you,” Lena said.

I turned too quickly. “To Adrian?”

She laughed under her breath. “You really are interested.”

Interest was one word for it.

Hatred was another.

I set my glass down on a passing tray before I dropped it. “Would he notice me?”

Lena’s brows lifted. “Trust me, Aria. Men like Adrian always notice.”

A beat passed.

Then, more softly, she said, “The question is whether being noticed by him is survivable.”

If she only knew.

I smoothed my hand down the side of my dress. The fabric felt cool. My skin didn’t. “Introduce me.”

Lena stared at me for half a second too long, as if wondering whether to ask why. Then she shrugged, careless and elegant. “Your funeral.”

We crossed the ballroom together.

Every step toward him made the noise around us feel farther away. Laughter turned hollow. Music blurred. My heartbeat grew louder, a private drum inside my ribs.

Adrian saw us coming.

I knew the exact second it happened.

His attention shifted before his face did. A subtle stillness took him over, a sharpened awareness so precise it felt like being sighted through a rifle scope. Then his gaze lifted, found Lena first, and slid to me.

I stopped breathing.

Photographs had lied about his eyes.

They weren’t gray.

They were the color of winter steel just before a blade catches light.

He looked at me too long for politeness and too briefly for interest, and yet something cold moved down my spine all the same. It was the strangest sensation—as though he hadn’t merely seen me.

As though he’d recognized me.

“Adrian,” Lena said warmly. “You remember me.”

His voice, when it came, was low and even. “Lena.”

No smile. No greeting beyond her name.

Lena, to her credit, seemed unbothered. “I’m here with a friend tonight. Aria Rahman.”

Those winter eyes settled fully on me.

“Aria.”

My name in his mouth sounded like a thought he should’ve kept to himself.

I extended my hand because it seemed expected, because refusal would show too much, because I’d rehearsed versions of this meeting for months and none of them had prepared me for the way his presence swallowed oxygen.

“Mr. Vale.”

His gaze dropped to my hand.

For one terrible second, I thought he might refuse it.

Then his fingers closed around mine.

They were warm.

That startled me more than the rest of him.

His grip was firm without squeezing, controlled in a way that felt deliberate. Not flirtatious. Not gentle either. Just enough pressure to remind me that he could break things if he chose to.

When he let go, the absence of his touch landed like a bruise.

“Enjoying the evening?” he asked.

I met his eyes. “I’m trying to decide whether that’s possible here.”

Something changed in his expression.

Not softness. Not amusement.

Interest.

Barely there. But real.

Lena glanced between us, perhaps sensing a current she couldn’t name. “Aria’s new to the city,” she said. “I told her she had to come tonight if she wanted the full theater of Hawthorne society.”

“Then she’s already being lied to,” Adrian said.

My lips almost twitched. “That obvious?”

He studied me in that unnerving, surgical way. “To some of us.”

Lena laughed, though the sound came out thinner than before. “Well. You two are alarmingly matched in your cynicism.”

Matched.

If only she knew.

A silence stretched. It wasn’t awkward. Adrian didn’t seem like a man who experienced awkwardness. He simply stood there, calm and composed, waiting for the world to adjust itself around him.

I forced my own voice steady. “Have you lived here long, Mr. Vale?”

“All my life.”

“Then you must know everyone.”

“Not everyone.”

His gaze remained fixed on me.

Something hot and unwelcome flickered low in my stomach.

I smothered it.

“Only the important ones?” I asked.

“No.” His voice lowered a fraction. “Only the dangerous ones.”

For the first time that night, Lena looked uneasy. “All right,” she said lightly. “On that cheerful note, I’m going to rescue a senator’s wife from a conversation about tax reform. Adrian, don’t terrify my friend.”

“She doesn’t look terrified.”

Before I could respond, Lena squeezed my arm and disappeared back into the crowd, abandoning me with the kind of smile women give when they think they’re doing you a favor.

I should have walked away too.

Instead, I stayed.

Because this was why I was here.

Because Nadia had walked into a room with this man once, and six weeks later she was gone.

Because if Adrian Vale had taken my sister from me, I wanted to be close enough to see guilt when I said her name.

The orchestra shifted into another piece. Around us, conversation swelled and ebbed. Somewhere behind me, glass shattered and a woman laughed too loudly.

Adrian didn’t look away.

I lifted my chin. “Do I?”

His eyes flicked to my mouth and back. “Do you what?”

“Look terrified.”

“No.”

“Should I?”

The question came out softer than I intended.

A mistake.

Something in his face sharpened. “That depends.”

“On what?”

“Whether you came here knowing what you were walking into.”

A pulse beat once in my throat.

Careful.

Always careful.

I smiled, light and empty. “A ballroom?”

His gaze held mine. “Not just that.”

There it was again—that sense that this conversation had two meanings, and only one of us knew both.

I should have pivoted. I should have retreated, laughed it off, found Lena, reset.

Instead I said, “Then maybe you should tell me.”

“No.”

The bluntness of it hit like a slap.

I blinked. “No?”

“No one ever listens until it’s too late.”

For the first time, I heard something beneath the ice in his voice.

Not remorse.

Not kindness.

Recognition.

As if he’d watched too many people ruin themselves and had grown tired of pretending surprise.

I folded my arms loosely, more to contain my nerves than from defensiveness. “That sounds almost like concern.”

“It isn’t.”

That should have soothed me.

It didn’t.

A couple drifted too close, forcing us to shift toward the edge of the ballroom near the terrace doors. Outside, rain traced silver lines down the glass. The city beyond was a spill of lights and black water.

Adrian glanced toward the storm, then back at me. “Why are you really here, Aria Rahman?”

Every muscle in my body locked.

There were a hundred harmless answers available to me. Charity. Curiosity. Boredom. Lena.

The only problem was that his gaze made lies feel clumsy.

I made myself shrug. “For the same reason anyone comes to these things. To be seen by the right people.”

“That’s not true.”

The words were quiet.

Certain.

I looked at him. “You seem very sure of that for a man who’s known me less than five minutes.”

“I don’t need five minutes to know when someone is pretending.”

My pulse thudded hard enough to hurt.

Had he found something? Had he recognized Nadia in my face? Had someone spoken my name where it shouldn’t have been spoken?

No. No panic. Panic made people obvious.

I tilted my head. “And what am I pretending to be?”

“Harmless.”

The answer slid through me like cold water.

Then he reached past me.

I froze.

His hand came to rest against the terrace door, caging me without touching me. The movement was slow enough not to alarm anyone watching, intimate enough to do exactly that anyway. Heat radiated from him, subtle and inescapable. He smelled expensive and clean, with something darker underneath—cedar, smoke, rain on stone.

“Mr. Vale,” I said quietly, “are you in the habit of cornering women at charity events?”

“I’m in the habit of paying attention.”

His eyes dropped, not to my mouth this time, but to the silver chain at my throat.

Nadia’s necklace.

A small crescent moon. Tarnished at the clasp. The only thing of hers I had left.

My hand rose instinctively to cover it.

When I looked up again, something unreadable had moved through his face and vanished.

“You should leave before midnight,” he said.

The sudden change in subject hit me off balance. “Why?”

“Because the city becomes more honest after dark.”

Rain rattled the glass behind me. “And what does that mean?”

“It means,” he said, each word precise, “that pretty things stop being protected by daylight.”

Anger flashed bright enough to burn through the fear.

Was that a threat?

I stepped out from under the line of his arm. “Are you warning me, Mr. Vale?”

His gaze followed me. “Would it matter if I was?”

I wanted to slap him.

I wanted to ask him where my sister was.

I wanted to scream Nadia’s name in the middle of the ballroom and watch whether his face changed.

Instead, I smiled the brittle smile I’d perfected at funerals and police stations and family dinners where everyone avoided saying the one thing that mattered.

“You seem to think I need your protection.”

“No,” he said.

The word was soft.

Deadly.

“I think you already made the mistake of believing you didn’t.”

Before I could answer, a man approached him from the side, nervous and overdressed. “Mr. Vale, sorry to interrupt. Senator Whitmore is asking for a word.”

Adrian didn’t break eye contact with me right away.

When he finally did, it felt like the room exhaled.

He turned slightly toward the man. “Tell him I’ll find him in a moment.”

The man nodded too fast and fled.

Adrian looked back at me. “Go home, Aria.”

I hated the way my name sounded on his tongue.

I hated even more that some traitorous part of me wanted to hear it again.

“And if I don’t?”

Something almost like a smile touched his mouth.

It made him look more dangerous, not less.

“Then I’ll see you soon.”

He walked away before I could respond.

Just turned and disappeared into the crowd as if he hadn’t left my pulse hammering and my skin too tight over my bones. Conversations reopened around him. People shifted instinctively to make room. No one touched him. No one stopped him. He moved through the ballroom like a man accustomed to being feared.

I stood there for several seconds, staring after him.

Then I realized my hands were shaking.

“Aria?”

I turned. Lena appeared at my side, eyes bright with curiosity and faint concern. “Well?”

I grabbed my champagne off a passing tray and drank half of it in one swallow, even though I hated champagne. The bubbles burned going down.

“Well what?”

“What happened?” She lowered her voice. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Not a ghost.

Something much worse.

I set the empty glass aside. “You didn’t mention he was insane.”

Lena barked a laugh. “That’s because everyone knows.”

I looked toward the crowd, searching for him and not finding him, which somehow felt worse. “He asked why I was really here.”

Her smile faded. “That’s odd.”

“Is it?”

“Yes.” She glanced around, then leaned closer. “Adrian doesn’t ask personal questions unless he already knows the answer.”

For a moment, the ballroom tilted.

I kept my face still through force of habit. “That’s an unsettling thing to say.”

“It’s true.” Lena studied me. “Did I make a mistake introducing you?”

Probably.

Definitely.

Not in the way she thought.

I shook my head. “No. I’m fine.”

She didn’t believe me. Sensible woman.

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s get you another drink and away from the resident nightmare.”

But my attention had snagged on movement near the edge of the room.

An older woman in deep blue velvet brushed past, her perfume cloying and expensive. Beside her, two men murmured near the bar. One of them said something too low to catch.

The other answered more clearly.

“Vale doesn’t bring women here unless he intends to keep them.”

The sentence sliced through the noise and lodged between my ribs.

I turned before they noticed I’d heard.

Lena was still talking, but her voice had gone distant.

Keep them.

The city was full of rumors about Adrian Vale. Most contradicted each other. Some were too grotesque to repeat. But they all circled the same black center: women entered his orbit and didn’t leave unchanged.

Or at all.

I should have left then.

Gone home. Burned the dress. Rewritten the plan.

Instead, I did what I had trained myself to do after Nadia disappeared.

I paid attention.

Across the ballroom, a side door opened. Adrian stepped into the corridor beyond, half-shadowed, and paused just long enough to glance over his shoulder.

At me.

The distance between us was too great for anyone else to notice the look, but I felt it all the same—cold, direct, deliberate.

Then he vanished behind the closing door.

My heart beat once.

Hard.

That wasn’t chance.

It was invitation.

Or warning.

With a man like Adrian Vale, maybe those were the same thing.

“Aria?” Lena touched my arm. “Are you listening?”

No.

I was remembering the files I’d read, the interviews I’d chased, the maps I’d drawn across my apartment wall with pins and names and dates. I was seeing Nadia at nineteen, laughing into the wind with her hair in her eyes. I was hearing my mother’s voice crack every time the phone rang late. I was tasting the bitterness of every closed door, every dead end, every official apology that meant nothing.

Three years of grief had worn my fear down into something harder.

Purpose.

I turned to Lena and smiled.

This time, it felt real enough to pass.

“I should head out,” I said.

“So early?”

“I have work tomorrow.”

“That’s tragic.” She squeezed my hand. “Text me when you get home.”

“I will.”

I slipped through the crowd before she could ask more.

The corridor beyond the ballroom was quieter, lined with gilt mirrors and soft pools of lamplight. My heels sank into crimson carpet as I moved toward the side exit Adrian had used. The air was cooler here. More honest.

At the far end of the hall, the door stood slightly ajar.

No voices.

No footsteps.

Only the distant hum of the hotel and rain against the windows.

I reached the threshold and paused.

This was reckless.

This was stupid.

This was exactly what I had come here to do.

I pushed the door open.

Inside was a private study reserved for donors and hotel board members—dark wood, leather chairs, shelves of decorative books no one read. A decanter of whiskey gleamed amber beside a crystal tumbler. One lamp burned low in the corner.

Adrian Vale stood near the window with his back to me, one hand in his pocket.

He didn’t turn around.

“I was beginning to wonder,” he said.

The door clicked shut behind me.

My breath caught.

“Wonder what?”

“That you’d lost your nerve.”

I stared at the rigid line of his shoulders. “You assumed I’d follow you?”

He turned then, slow and unhurried, and every instinct I possessed screamed the same thing.

Danger.

But instinct had been screaming for three years.

I’d stopped obeying it a long time ago.

His eyes traced my face as though confirming a suspicion. “No,” he said. “I knew you would.”

Lightning flashed beyond the glass, turning the room white for half a second. Thunder followed, distant and hungry.

I swallowed. “You seem very confident for a man who doesn’t know me.”

He moved toward me.

One step.

Then another.

Measured. Silent. Certain.

Until there was less than a foot of air between us.

Too close.

Far too close.

I tilted my chin anyway.

“What do you want from me, Mr. Vale?”

He looked down at me, expression unreadable.

When he answered, his voice was almost gentle.

“That depends, Aria.”

“On what?”

“Whether you came here to marry me.”

The world stopped.

Not slowed.

Stopped.

My mind rejected the words before my body did. A burst of cold swept through my limbs. For one absurd second I wondered if I’d misheard him, if the thunder had distorted the sentence into something impossible.

But his face remained still. Watching.

Waiting.

I forced sound past a throat gone tight. “What?”

“I don’t repeat myself.”

“Then you should start,” I snapped, because anger was easier than fear. “Why would I come here to marry you?”

His gaze dropped to the moon pendant at my throat one last time before returning to my eyes.

“Because,” he said quietly, “you’ve been looking for a way inside my life for a very long time.”

Every secret I had ever carried turned to ice.

He knew.

Maybe not everything.

But enough.

I took a step back. “I think I should leave.”

His hand shot out, not touching me, only landing flat against the door behind me before I could reach it. The sound was soft.

Final.

My pulse became violence.

“Answer me first,” he said.

I looked up at him, at the cold beauty of his face, the impossible calm in his eyes, the brutal certainty of his body.

There was no panic in him.

No doubt.

Only control.

“Why me?” I whispered, because it was the only question that mattered now.

For the first time, something dark and intimate flickered behind his gaze.

Not lust.

Not quite.

Recognition.

“Because,” Adrian Vale said, “you were always going to be the woman who ruins me.”

The thunder cracked louder this time.

And somewhere deep inside me, beneath the fear and fury and grief—

something answered.

I should have run.

I didn’t.

Because monsters were easiest to kill when they let you close.

And Adrian Vale had just opened the door.



End of Chapter 1
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For one suspended second after Adrian’s words, I forgot how to breathe.

The study seemed to shrink around us, the air turning dense and electric, as if the storm outside had forced its way into the room and coiled itself between my ribs. I could hear the rain battering the windows. Could hear the clock on the far shelf ticking with obscene calm. Could hear my own pulse trying to claw its way out of my throat.

You were always going to be the woman who ruins me.

No man should have been able to say something that unhinged in such a quiet voice.

No man should have looked that composed while doing it.

Adrian’s hand was still braced against the door behind me, not touching me, not trapping me in any way anyone else would recognize. But I felt trapped all the same—by the width of his shoulders, by the certainty in his gaze, by the terrible sense that I had walked into a conversation he’d begun long before I entered the room.

I forced myself to laugh.

The sound came out brittle.

“That’s a disturbing thing to say to a woman you’ve just met.”

His eyes did not leave mine. “We both know that isn’t true.”

Cold moved through my bloodstream like spilled ink.

I held his stare because looking away would be weakness, and I had spent too many years teaching myself not to bleed where anyone could see it.

“You’re mistaken.”

“No.”

One word.

Flat. Precise. Absolute.

I should have denied it again. Should have demanded to know what game he was playing. Should have stormed past him and left before my composure cracked wide open at his feet.

Instead I heard myself say, “You think you know me.”

“I know enough.”

His tone was infuriatingly calm.

I swallowed against the heat rising in my chest. “Then tell me.”

His gaze moved over my face with clinical patience, as if he were assembling a picture from parts he already understood. “You came to Hawthorne six months ago. You took an apartment on Mercer Street under your own name even though you considered using another. You work part-time at Bellamy & Co., though it pays less than your last job in Boston. You have coffee every morning at the same café on Ashby, but you never finish it when you’re anxious.”

The room tilted under my feet.

He went on.

“You ask questions too carefully to be casual. You’ve spent weeks trying to make your curiosity look accidental.” A slight pause. “You failed.”

The breath left my lungs in a thin, furious line.

I had been careful.

Obsessively careful.

I had changed cities. Changed routines. Limited my questions. Built a life that looked real enough to survive scrutiny. And still this man stood in front of me reciting pieces of it like he’d been reading from a file.

My file.

I curled my hands into fists to stop them shaking. “Have you been following me?”

“No.” His voice dropped. “I’ve been watching you.”

Something hot and violent flashed low in my stomach.

Fear.

Anger.

Something worse.

“That isn’t better.”

“I didn’t say it was.”

Outside, lightning split the sky. White light flashed across his face, sharpening the angles into something almost inhuman before darkness reclaimed him.

I hated him.

I hated the way he made silence feel like pressure. The way every answer from him seemed to close one door while opening another. The way he stood there in perfect control while my thoughts were fracturing into too many sharp pieces.

“You should move,” I said.

“From the door?”

“Yes.”

“No.”

The urge to slap him rose sudden and fierce.

I took a slow breath instead. “You don’t get to corner me and start talking in riddles.”

A flicker touched his expression. Not amusement exactly. More like approval sharpened into cruelty. “Then stop asking the wrong questions.”

My jaw clenched. “Fine. Let’s ask the right one.” I looked him dead in the eye. “Why me?”

For the first time since entering the room, something unreadable shifted behind his gaze. A darker current. Older. More dangerous.

“You really don’t know?” he asked quietly.

“No.”

“Good.”

The answer snapped my restraint.

I shoved at his arm.

Hard.

The movement surprised us both—not because I lacked the nerve, but because I actually managed to move him half a step. He let me, I realized instantly. Allowed the contact. Allowed the illusion of control.

That knowledge was worse than if he’d stopped me cold.

I stepped away from the door and put space between us, heat crackling under my skin. “Don’t play with me.”

He turned to face me fully. “You came into a private room with a man this city is afraid of. You followed him when every instinct you possess told you not to.” His voice remained level, but something in it had gone darker. “And you want to accuse me of playing?”

“I want you to stop speaking like you own the answer to questions I haven’t asked.”

“You’ve been asking them for three years.”

The number hit me like a blade.

Three years.

Nadia.

For a second, I forgot to hide my face.

That was all it took.

Adrian saw it.

Of course he did.

He saw the grief I never let surface, the old wound beneath the scar tissue, the one name I carried like a burn under my skin. The room went very still.

He knew.

Not guessed.

Knew.

I backed up another step. “How do you know that?”

His expression did not change. “Because I know who your sister was.”

My entire body went cold.

The storm outside roared louder, or maybe the blood in my ears did. I could no longer tell the difference.

Say her name, I thought wildly. Say Nadia’s name and I’ll know.

But he didn’t.

He watched me with those winter-steel eyes and let the silence do its work.

I heard my own voice from very far away. “What did you do to her?”

At last, something changed in his face.

Not guilt.

Not outrage.

Pain.

Small. Fleeting. Gone so fast I might have imagined it.

“I didn’t kill your sister,” he said.

I laughed again, softer this time, uglier. “That’s convenient.”

“It’s true.”

“Why should I believe anything you say?”

“You shouldn’t.”

The answer stopped me.

His gaze remained steady. “Belief is dangerous. Especially with men like me.”

My throat tightened around a dozen screams. “Then why tell me any of this?”

“Because you were never going to stop.”

A pause.

“Because pretending not to see you has become inconvenient.”

The words hit in layers.

He had seen me.

Before tonight. Before Lena. Before this room.

Maybe in the café. On Mercer Street. At the library archive where I’d searched old county records. At the cemetery where Nadia’s headstone sat without a body beneath it because my mother had needed something to bury.

A new kind of fear took shape—one colder, quieter, more intimate than panic.

He had known where I lived.

Where I worked.

Where I drank my coffee.

All while I had been congratulating myself for getting closer.

And underneath that fear, vile and treacherous, something else unfurled.

I had gotten his attention.

No.

Not attention.

Fixation.

I hated that word the second it formed.

I hated even more that it fit.

“What do you want from me?” I asked, and this time the question was stripped bare.

He took one step toward me.

I held my ground.

“Honesty,” he said.

I almost smiled at the audacity. “From me?”

“Yes.”

“And what do I get in return?”

“The same.”

“That would require you to be capable of it.”

Something dangerous moved through his gaze. “Careful, Aria.”

There it was again—that quiet menace that never needed to raise its voice.

I lifted my chin. “Or what?”

For a heartbeat, the room seemed to contract.

Then Adrian crossed the distance between us.

Not fast.

Not rough.

Worse.

Slow enough that I could have moved if I wanted to. Deliberate enough that every nerve in my body lit like a fuse.

He stopped close enough for me to feel the heat of him.

“If you insist on circling the blade,” he murmured, “don’t act surprised when you get cut.”

My heart slammed hard enough to hurt.

I should have stepped back.

I didn’t.

Because somewhere under the fear, under the fury, under every instinct screaming run, another instinct had begun whispering something far more dangerous.

Stay.

I despised that instinct on sight.

I made my voice icy to compensate. “Then maybe you should stop pretending you’re the only one holding a weapon.”

A silence followed.

This one was different.

Charged.

His eyes dropped briefly to my mouth, and the air turned molten.

Then he looked back up and said, almost softly, “There you are.”

The words slid under my skin.

“What does that mean?”

“It means,” he said, “you’re done pretending to be harmless.”

My breath caught.

The room had become too small for both of us. Or maybe it had always been too small. Maybe this was the problem with monsters—you didn’t notice how much ground they took until there was nowhere left to stand.

I moved first, turning away before the gravity of his attention did something unforgivable to my judgment.

The study smelled of old leather, whiskey, rain.

I crossed to the nearest bookshelf, putting distance between us under the excuse of motion, and trailed my fingers over titles I didn’t read. Decorative histories. First editions. Men’s names in gold lettering. Nothing that mattered.

Behind me, Adrian said nothing.

That somehow made me more aware of him.

“I asked you what you want,” I said, forcing steadiness into my voice. “You still haven’t answered.”

“I did.”

“Honesty is not an answer. It’s a demand.”

“Then here’s an answer.” His tone changed—subtly, but enough for my spine to stiffen. “I want you to stop digging where you don’t understand the ground.”

I turned slowly.

There he was, still by the door, one hand in his pocket, the other resting at his side. Composed again. Immaculate. As if he hadn’t just set every nerve I possessed on fire and then stepped back to watch the damage.

“You’re threatening me.”

“I’m warning you.”

“Same thing.”

“No.” His eyes hardened. “A threat is meant to control you. A warning is meant to keep you alive.”

I stared at him.

He stared back.

And the worst part—the part that made me want to tear the room apart with my bare hands—was that he sounded sincere.

Sincere men lied all the time. I knew that. The police had looked sincere when they promised not to let Nadia’s case go cold. My father had sounded sincere when he said grief didn’t change a family, only deepened it. Men in pressed suits and careful voices lied as naturally as they breathed.

Still.

Something in Adrian’s voice hooked into the part of me that remembered how exhausted truth was supposed to sound.

I crushed that thought immediately.

“My sister disappeared,” I said. The words came out low and sharp. “Women disappear around you. That isn’t coincidence.”

“No,” he said.

My heartbeat stumbled.

It was such a clean answer that for a second I thought he was confessing.

He wasn’t.

“No,” he said again, each syllable measured. “It isn’t coincidence.”

Rage exploded through me. “Then say it. Say whatever twisted version of the truth you’ve rehearsed. Say why her name appears in the same whispers as yours.”

His face went still in a new, dangerous way.

I had found the fracture.

Good.

I wanted fractures.

I wanted blood in the marble.

But when he answered, his voice was quieter than before.

“I know what happened after Nadia left Bellamy Street that night.”

The room vanished.

Not physically. It remained exactly where it was—shelves, lamp, rain-streaked glass, the scent of whiskey and thunder. But everything inside me dropped away from it, as if those words had torn a hole through the floor and I was still falling through it.

He knew.

He knew something.

After three years of ash and dead ends and silence, he knew something.

My mouth dried instantly. “What happened?”

“Not here.”

The denial hit like a slap. “Don’t you dare—”

“Not here,” he repeated, harder now.

I took a step toward him. “You don’t get to do that. You do not get to dangle her in front of me like some reward.”

His jaw tightened. “Lower your voice.”

“No.”

That single syllable cracked through the room with more force than a shout. My eyes burned, and I hated that too. Hated emotion. Hated weakness. Hated the way Nadia could still unmake me with one mention after all this time.

“What happened to her?” I demanded again.

Adrian looked at me for a long moment, and for the first time, I thought I saw something like calculation give way to restraint.

Not because he pitied me.

Adrian Vale did not strike me as a man who pitied anyone.

Because he was deciding whether I could survive the answer.

That realization settled cold in my bones.

Finally, he said, “If I tell you here, you’ll run.”

I laughed without humor. “You say that like it’s a reason not to.”

“It is.”

His certainty brought my anger back in a rush. “Why? Because you need me close? Because whatever game you’re playing works better if I stay confused?”

“Because,” he said, voice going flat as a blade, “if you run now, they’ll know I told you.”

I went still.

They.

Not I.

They.

Every instinct sharpened.

“Who?”

He didn’t answer.

“Who?” I repeated.

His silence was answer enough and not answer enough at all.

I took another step toward him. “You expect me to trust you because you’ve switched pronouns?”

“No.” His gaze locked on mine. “I expect you to survive long enough to decide later whether I was worth trusting.”

Something about the way he said it—without softness, without plea, without any attempt to make himself sound noble—felt more dangerous than if he’d begged.

He wasn’t trying to win me.

He was trying to position me.

And that was somehow even more terrifying.

The study door handle rattled.

Both of us turned.

A man’s voice sounded from the hall. “Mr. Vale? The senator is looking for you.”

The interruption broke the moment like glass.

Adrian did not move at first.

Neither did I.

Then his gaze flicked back to me, pinning me in place.

“Go home,” he said.

My laugh came out raw. “You really love giving orders.”

“This isn’t an order.”

“No?”

“No.” His eyes darkened. “It’s the last easy choice you’re going to get.”

Before I could respond, he opened the door.

The hotel staffer on the other side—young, nervous, holding a silver tray he clearly no longer remembered why he had—blinked at the sight of both of us in the room. His gaze darted from me to Adrian and back again, and I could practically hear the rumors reproducing in his skull.

“Sorry, sir,” he mumbled. “Senator Whitmore said it was urgent.”

Adrian’s attention never fully left me. “Tell him I’m coming.”

“Yes, sir.”

The staffer disappeared.

Adrian stepped back into the corridor, giving me room to pass. For one irrational second, I wanted him to stop me again just so I wouldn’t have to feel the echo of his body leaving the air around mine.

That thought made me sick with myself.

I walked past him without touching him.

But as I crossed the threshold, he said, very quietly, “Don’t go to the police with this.”

I stopped.

Slowly, I turned my head.

His face was expressionless.

Only his eyes were alive.

“Why?” I asked.

“Because if there’s still anyone in that department you think can help you,” he said, “you’ve learned nothing in three years.”

Then he walked away.

Just like that.

No dramatic pause. No attempt to soften the blow. He left me standing in the corridor with my pulse ripping itself apart and one unbearable truth lodged under my skin:

He knew something about Nadia.

And he believed the police were part of why she was gone.

I should have chased him.

I should have demanded names, answers, proof—anything.

Instead I stood perfectly still, the rain thundering through the windows at the end of the hall, while other guests moved around the corner toward the ballroom and pretended not to look at me.

Because the thing that terrified me most wasn’t what Adrian had said.

It was that I believed enough of it not to know what to do next.



I made it outside without remembering the walk.

The hotel doors opened to a wet night and the smell of pavement after rain. Valets rushed beneath black umbrellas. Luxury cars lined the curb like sleeping animals, slick with water under the streetlights. Somewhere across the avenue, a siren wailed and faded.

I sucked cold air into my lungs as if I’d been drowning.

It didn’t help.

My hands shook when I reached for my phone. Two missed texts from Lena.

Where did you disappear to?
Tell me you didn’t let him eat you alive.
I stared at the screen, then typed back:

Heading home. I’m fine.

A lie.

But it was the kind women like me learned early—the practical kind. The kind that kept other people from asking questions you couldn’t afford to answer.

I slipped the phone into my clutch and stepped under the hotel awning just as a black town car pulled to the curb. A valet opened the rear door. No one got out.

Instead, the driver stepped around to the passenger side and held the umbrella higher.

Adrian emerged from the hotel behind me.

I felt him before I heard him.

Ridiculous. Irrational. True.

My spine locked.

I didn’t turn around. Not immediately. I watched his reflection in the wet black glass of the car instead—tall, dark, severe, the storm making his silhouette look carved from it.

He stopped beside me under the awning.

Close enough to be felt.

Not close enough to touch.

“You’re still here,” he said.

The urge to tell him to go to hell battled with the need to drag every answer I could from his throat. “You sound disappointed.”

“I don’t disappoint easily.”

I gave a humorless smile and finally looked at him. Rain silvered the edges of his coat. His hair was damp at the temples. He looked even more dangerous outside, stripped of chandeliers and polite society, as if the night recognized one of its own.

“You’ve made that very clear.”

His gaze went to the curb, scanning traffic, then to the street beyond. Not casual. Assessing.

“Where’s your car?” he asked.

“I don’t have one.”

“You came alone?”

“Yes.”

A beat.

Then: “That was reckless.”

The audacity nearly made me laugh. “Coming from you?”

“Yes.”

The simplicity of the answer knocked the bite out of me for half a second.

I folded my arms, more to hold myself together than from cold. “Stop acting like you’re concerned.”

He looked down at me. “Stop pretending that would comfort you.”

My pulse tripped.

Because that was the problem, wasn’t it?

Comfort would have been easier.

If he’d flirted, I could have dismissed him. If he’d threatened, I could have hated him cleanly. If he’d lied badly, I could have walked away certain.

Instead, Adrian Vale moved through every exchange like a man standing inside a truth too sharp to touch barehanded.

It made him impossible to categorize.

And impossible men were the most dangerous kind.

A taxi turned the corner in the rain, yellow light glowing through the storm. Adrian lifted two fingers. It pulled to the curb instantly.

Of course it did.

Everything seemed to answer this man.

He opened the rear door and looked at me.

“I can get my own cab.”

“You have one.”

I hated him.

I hated that he was right.

For one terrible second, I considered refusing out of principle alone. Then I remembered the city beyond the awning, wet and dark, and the way he had scanned it before speaking to me.

Not paranoid.

Checking.

For who?

For what?

I stepped closer to the open door, then stopped. “If I get in this car, am I supposed to assume it isn’t taking me somewhere I’ll never be found?”

His expression didn’t shift, but the driver stiffened visibly at the front of the taxi.

Good.

Let him hear it.

Adrian’s eyes held mine. “If I intended to make you disappear, Aria, you wouldn’t see the door first.”

The rain seemed to hush around us.

The driver looked horrified.

I smiled without warmth. “Comforting.”

“I’m not trying to comfort you.”

“No. I gathered.”

He leaned down slightly, just enough to bring his face closer to mine without crossing the final inch. His voice lowered.

“I’m trying to get you home alive.”

Every nerve in my body tightened.

There it was again—that terrible, impossible sincerity.

I searched his face for mockery and found none.

That made it worse.

I slid into the taxi.

The leather seat was cold. Rain tapped against the roof. Adrian closed the door with one gloved hand, and for a moment all I could see was his face through the blurred glass.

Then he opened the front passenger door and got in beside the driver.

I stared.

The driver stared.

Adrian shut the door and gave him my address.

My address.

Of course he knew it.

Something between fury and panic surged hot in my chest. “You’re coming with me?”

He didn’t look back. “Yes.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“It wasn’t a question.”

“Nothing about tonight has been.”

The cab pulled away from the curb before I could decide whether to scream or lunge across the seat and claw answers out of him. The Hawthorne Hotel receded behind us in a wash of gold and rain.

Through the partition, I said, “Get out.”

“No.”

“Are you capable of saying anything else?”

“Yes.”

I waited.

Nothing.

A violent urge to laugh rose in me and died just as quickly.

The city slid by outside in slick ribbons of light. Closed storefronts. Traffic signals smeared red on wet asphalt. Pedestrians hunched beneath umbrellas like dark flowers folding in on themselves. Hawthorne at night looked like a place designed to hide things in plain sight.

Beside the driver, Adrian sat in silence, one elbow resting near the window, his posture unchanged from the ballroom—still, controlled, impossible to read. Yet every now and then his eyes moved to the side mirror, then the rearview, then the street behind us.

He was checking again.

“Who are you watching for?” I asked.

No answer.

“Is someone following us?”

Still nothing.

I leaned forward. “You don’t get to drag me into your insanity and then go silent.”

Finally, he turned his head just enough for me to see the hard line of his profile. “There’s a dark sedan three cars back that has stayed with us since Mercer.”

Ice flooded my veins.

I twisted to look through the rear windshield, but rain and headlights turned everything into distortion. Shadows behind glass. Twin beams. Smears of movement.

“I don’t see anything.”

“You’re not supposed to.”

My mouth went dry. “Who are they?”

“I don’t know yet.”

Yet.

The word settled badly.

I sank back against the seat and forced myself not to look behind us again. Panic made people stupid. Nadia had once told me that when teaching me to drive in Boston traffic. Fear makes your hands clumsy first. Then it makes your brain slow. Don’t let it.

I swallowed hard and kept my voice flat. “If you knew this, why let me leave?”

Adrian looked back out at the road. “Because if I kept you at the hotel, you’d fight me.”

“You say that like it’s hypothetical.”

The corner of his mouth shifted. Barely. “It isn’t.”

Something twisted low in my chest. Attraction should not have been possible in a moment like this. It was obscene. Wrong. Proof of a flaw in my character I did not have time to examine.

Rain lashed harder against the windows.

The driver cleared his throat nervously. “Sir?”

“Take the next left,” Adrian said.

“That’ll add time.”

“Do it.”

The driver did.

We turned down a narrower street lined with old brick buildings and shuttered shops. The cab’s tires hissed over standing water. I looked back again despite myself.

Two sets of headlights followed the turn.

One of them dimmed, then brightened.

The other kept distance.

“They’re still there.”

“Yes.”

The single syllable came calm and cold.

My nails bit into my palm. “You said you didn’t know who they were.”

“I don’t.”

“Then how are you so calm?”

He turned slightly, enough for me to see his eyes in the reflection of the windshield. Pale. Clear. Deadly.

“Because they’re making the mistake of letting me see them.”

A chill ran the full length of my spine.

Not fear this time.

Something darker.

Understanding.

People feared Adrian Vale not because he was cruel in the obvious ways. Not because he shouted, or boasted, or needed to prove his power.

They feared him because danger looked cleanest when it didn’t have to announce itself.

The cab accelerated. Another turn. Another. The sedan behind us stayed with us through two lights and lost us on the third when Adrian told the driver to cut down an alley barely wide enough for the car.

By the time we emerged onto Mercer, my heartbeat had become one long sustained ache.

“Are they gone?” I asked.

Adrian checked the mirror one last time. “For now.”

For now.

I hated that phrase.

The taxi rolled to a stop outside my apartment building—a narrow brick structure with peeling trim and a front light that buzzed when it rained. Humble. Forgettable. Chosen for exactly that reason.

Adrian got out first.

I was still processing that when he opened my door and stepped back, rain needling over the shoulders of his coat.

“I don’t need an escort.”

“You have one.”

His voice had that final tone again, the one that suggested argument would change nothing except my level of irritation.

Which, admittedly, was already catastrophic.

I stepped onto the curb. Rain misted my bare arms. The city smelled like wet stone and old exhaust. Above us, my apartment window was dark.

Something about that made my stomach tighten.

I went very still.

Adrian noticed instantly.

“What is it?”

I stared at the third-floor window. “I left the kitchen light on.”

His gaze followed mine.

The apartment was dark.

Completely.

My pulse dropped into my stomach.

“I know I left it on,” I whispered.

Adrian’s attention sharpened in a way I was beginning to recognize—subtle to anyone else, absolute to me. “Do you live alone?”

“Yes.”

“Any pets?”

“No.”

A beat.

Then: “Stay behind me.”

Fear hit me full in the chest.

This time it was clean.

Real.

Immediate.

I grabbed his arm before I could stop myself. Muscle shifted under wool and heat. “Don’t.”

He looked down at my hand where it clutched him.

Then at my face.

“What?”

“Don’t go up there like this.”

He held my gaze for one long second, and something unreadable moved through his eyes.

Then he covered my hand with his.

Just briefly.

A grounding pressure. Warm and deliberate.

“Inside,” he said quietly. “Now.”

The front door groaned open with my key. The hall smelled like dust and radiator heat. The stairs were narrow, old wood complaining under every step. Adrian moved ahead of me without a sound, one hand near the inside of his coat, the other brushing the rail only when needed. I stayed close enough to hear my own pulse echo in my ears.

Third floor.

Apartment 3B.

The door stood closed.

Locked.

My hands shook so hard I missed the lock on the first try.

Adrian took the keys from me without comment and opened the door.

The apartment was black.

No kitchen light.

No hum of the cheap lamp beside the couch.

Only silence.

My mouth dried instantly.

Adrian stepped inside first.

I hated that I let him.

I hated even more that I was relieved.

He flicked on the hallway switch.

Warm yellow light flooded the space.

Everything looked untouched at first glance—small sofa, worn rug, books stacked on the side table, my coat thrown over a chair. The kitchen beyond was tidy except for the mug I’d left in the sink.

The light above the stove was off.

I knew with absolute certainty I had left it on.

Adrian moved through the apartment room by room, efficient and silent, checking corners, doors, windows. When he pushed open my bedroom door, something in me tightened so sharply I almost couldn’t breathe.

He stopped.

Not for long.

Just long enough.

Then he stepped aside.

I moved past him.

My room looked mostly the same.

Bed made.

Curtains half drawn.

Closet shut.

But on the dresser, beside the jewelry box, lay Nadia’s photograph.

I had left that photograph in the bottom drawer.

Hidden under sweaters.

Now it sat in plain sight.

And across the white border, written in black ink, were three words.

STOP LOOKING, ARIA.

My knees nearly gave out.

For a second the room blurred. Not with tears. With rage so violent it swallowed everything else.

Behind me, Adrian’s voice became colder than I’d yet heard it.

“They were here.”

I couldn’t answer.

I walked to the dresser slowly, as if the photograph might explode. Nadia smiled up at me from six years ago, hair windblown, one eye squinting in the sun. She had been wearing my scarf that day and pretending it looked better on her.

My fingers trembled as I picked up the photo.

The ink was still fresh enough to smell.

A sharp, chemical black.

Recent.

Very recent.

They had been here while I was at the gala.

In my home.

Touching her.

Touching me.

A sound escaped my throat—small, broken, furious.

Adrian took the photo from my hand before I crushed it and set it carefully back on the dresser.

Then he turned me toward him.

Not gently.

Not rough either.

Firm.

Necessary.

“Look at me.”

I did.

I wish I hadn’t.

Because the expression on his face stripped the last illusion from the night.

This wasn’t a game to him.

This wasn’t theater.

Whatever lived behind those cold, impossible eyes had gone flat with a kind of lethal focus I suddenly believed the city’s whispers had never adequately described.

“You listen to me now,” he said, voice low and absolute. “You do not stay here tonight.”

My heartbeat hammered. “This is my home.”

“Not tonight.”

“I’m not running because someone left a note.”

His grip tightened fractionally on my arms. “Someone entered your apartment, touched your things, and left a message using your dead sister. This is no longer about pride.”

The word dead landed like glass in my chest.

He must have seen it, because his gaze altered by the slightest degree.

Not softened.

Focused.

Intent.

“You want answers,” he said. “Then stay alive long enough to hear them.”

I stared at him, chest heaving, fury and fear and grief crashing together until I couldn’t separate one from the other.

He was right.

I despised that he was right.

Outside, thunder rolled over Mercer Street like a warning too big for the sky to hold.

Inside my apartment, beneath the photograph they had touched and the note they had left, Adrian Vale looked at me like the next choice I made would decide everything.

And maybe it would.

Because for the first time in three years, the darkness around Nadia’s disappearance had stepped out of rumor and into my home.

And it had learned my name.



End of Chapter 2
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Chapter 3 - Wedding Without Love
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“No.”

The word left my mouth on instinct.

A reflex. A boundary. A final, useless attempt to place something solid between myself and the storm Adrian Vale had brought to my door.

He didn’t let go of my arms immediately.

His gaze stayed on mine, pale and mercilessly steady, as if he were measuring whether my refusal came from courage or stupidity and deciding the difference no longer mattered.

Then, very slowly, he released me.

“Say it again,” he said.

I blinked. “What?”

“That you’re staying.”

His voice was calm, but something dangerous threaded beneath it now—an edge pulled so taut it barely needed sound to cut. He wasn’t angry in the ordinary way. He was past anger. Cold enough for it to have become something more useful.

I glanced at the photograph on the dresser.

STOP LOOKING, ARIA.

The letters seemed darker now that I knew someone else’s hand had written them in my room. My skin still crawled from the thought of strangers inside my apartment. Inside my life. Touching the one piece of Nadia I had left.

“I said no,” I repeated, but my voice came out thinner this time.

Adrian followed my line of sight to the photograph, then back to me. “And I’m telling you the luxury of refusing me ended when they walked into your home.”

I folded my arms hard across myself, trying to hold in the shaking. “You don’t get to decide that.”

“No?”

“No.”

One of his brows lifted almost imperceptibly. “Then decide something smarter.”

Rage sparked through the fear.

Good. Rage I knew what to do with.

“You think because someone broke into my apartment, I’m suddenly going to obey you?”

“I think because someone broke into your apartment, you’re finally running out of bad options.”

The apartment felt too small for the conversation. Too full—of rain-thick air, of Nadia’s smiling face, of black ink and Adrian’s impossible certainty and the ugly, undeniable truth that someone wanted me frightened enough to stop.

Or dead enough.

I hated that last thought the second it formed.

Adrian stepped past me and pulled out his phone. “You have ten minutes.”

“For what?”

“To pack.”

I stared at him. “You’re out of your mind.”

He didn’t look up from the screen. “Possibly.”

“You can’t just decide I’m leaving with you.”

At that, he lifted his gaze.

I understood, in one cold second, exactly why people feared him.

It wasn’t because he was loud.

It wasn’t because he threatened.

It was because he could stand perfectly still and make inevitability look like a choice.

“You are not staying here tonight,” he said. “Whether you leave with me or I put two men outside your door and lock you in until morning depends entirely on how difficult you intend to be.”

I stared at him.

Then laughed.

A sharp, disbelieving sound. “That’s not protection. That’s kidnapping with nicer shoes.”

“Call it whatever helps you pack faster.”

I nearly lunged at him.

Instead, I turned away before I did something stupid enough to amuse him and marched to the closet. My hands shook as I yanked it open. The sight of familiar clothes—coats, dresses, sweaters folded too neatly—should have steadied me.

It didn’t.

Every corner of the room felt violated now. Every object suspect.

Behind me, Adrian made a call. His voice dropped low, too low for me to catch much beyond clipped instructions.

“Mercer Street... now... no police... no one enters without my say.”

No police.

Again.

That twisted something deeper inside me. Not because I trusted the police. Not anymore. Not after three years of polite indifference and dead files and apologies that sounded rehearsed.

But because Adrian kept saying it with the certainty of a man who knew exactly why.

I threw an overnight bag onto the bed with more force than necessary.

“What did you tell them?” I asked without turning.

“That I want this building watched.”

“Them?”

“Men I trust.”

I faced him. “That’s not an answer.”

“It’s enough of one.”

“No. It isn’t.” My voice sharpened. “You want me to leave my home in the middle of the night with a man half this city thinks is a killer, while strangers you refuse to name stand watch outside my apartment, and you think vague answers are enough?”

He ended the call and slid the phone into his coat. “Half this city thinks many things. Most of them are idiots.”

“That doesn’t exactly reassure me.”

“I’m not trying to reassure you.”

He said it so often it should have stopped affecting me.

It didn’t.

Because reassurance I could resist. Reassurance was manipulation dressed as comfort. It was easy to distrust.

Adrian didn’t bother with that.

He just stood in my wrecked apartment and made room for terror without once pretending it would get better if I smiled sweetly and followed directions.

That honesty—harsh, ugly, unadorned—was becoming its own kind of trap.

I shoved clothes into the bag with shaking hands.

A sweater. Jeans. Underthings. Toothbrush. The motions were mechanical, detached, as if my body had decided it was simpler to move than feel. My mind kept snagging on the same detail:

They had touched Nadia’s photo.

Not my wallet. Not the laptop on the kitchen table. Not the cash tucked in the tea tin above the stove for rent emergencies.

Her.

This was not theft. It was intimacy weaponized.

I zipped the bag too hard and the metal teeth caught. “Damn it.”

Adrian was beside me before I realized he’d crossed the room.

“Move.”

“I can handle a zipper.”

“Apparently not.”

I glared at him and let go anyway, because I was tired, furious, shaken, and because some part of me was already learning that conserving energy around him mattered.

His fingers worked the snag loose with irritating ease.

He handed the bag back.

Our hands brushed.

It was brief. Barely contact at all.

Still, heat shot up my arm so suddenly I almost dropped the bag.

His gaze flicked to my face.

Noted.

Of course he noticed.

He noticed everything.

I hated that most.

“Stop looking at me like that,” I muttered.

“Like what?”

“Like you can hear what I’m thinking.”

A pause.

Then, very quietly: “If I could hear what you were thinking, this night would be simpler.”

The line of my mouth tightened. “Nothing about you suggests simple.”

“No,” he said. “It doesn’t.”

A knock sounded from the hallway beyond the apartment.

I froze.

Adrian went still in that lethal, sharpened way that made the room seem to tighten around him. One hand disappeared inside his coat.

He looked at me once. A command without words.

Stay.

Then he moved.

Fast. Silent. He crossed the apartment in three strides and stopped beside the front door, positioning himself just beyond its line. Not hiding. Just refusing to offer a target before he had one.

Another knock.

Not loud. Controlled.

Adrian opened the door two inches.

A man’s voice came low through the gap. “It’s Owen.”

Adrian opened it wider.

The man in the hallway was tall, broad-shouldered, rain-speckled, dressed in a dark coat that concealed more than it revealed. He had the blunt, broken face of someone who had once taken his share of violence and decided to keep it. His gaze passed over Adrian, then landed on me with quick professional assessment before dropping respectfully away.

There were two more men behind him on the landing.

Adrian said, “Check the stairwell and the fire escape. No one comes up without my permission.”

Owen nodded once. “Already started.”

His eyes shifted to the photograph on my dresser, to the black writing on its border, and whatever ease his expression might once have held vanished entirely.

“Jesus,” he muttered.

So. Not routine, then.

Good to know.

I tightened my grip on the bag. “Who are you people?”

Owen looked to Adrian before answering.

That alone infuriated me.

“I asked you,” I snapped.

His gaze returned to mine, not hostile, just careful. “People who prefer you alive.”

“That’s vague enough to be useless.”

He almost smiled, but thought better of it under Adrian’s stare. “Then I’m fitting in.”

Adrian shut the door and locked it again.

I stared at him. “You travel with armed riddles now?”

“Yes.”

“That was sarcasm.”

“I know.”

I looked between him, the door, and the note on Nadia’s photo, and for a moment the absurdity of the night pressed so hard against my ribs I nearly laughed again.

Instead I said, “Where exactly are you taking me?”

“My house.”

The answer landed like a crack of ice.

“No.”

He regarded me coolly. “You’ve used that word several times tonight. It hasn’t improved your circumstances yet.”

“I’m not going to your house.”

“It’s the safest place.”

“That sounds exactly like something a murderer would say.”

His expression didn’t change, but something dark flickered in his eyes. “If I meant to kill you, Aria, I would not waste time earning your cooperation.”

The bluntness of it should not have steadied me.

And yet.

That was the problem with Adrian. He said monstrous things with such ruthless clarity that they became harder to dismiss than ordinary lies.

I set the bag down on the bed. “I’ll get a hotel.”

“No.”

“I’ll stay with Lena.”

“No.”

“How do you know where Lena lives?”

“I know enough not to put her in this.”

That shut me up for exactly three seconds.

Then: “You really are insufferable.”

“I’m alive,” he said. “People often confuse the two.”

I stared at him long enough to feel my own exhaustion settle in my bones. Every argument I made seemed to hit him and die. Not because he was dominating the conversation for sport, but because he had already moved three steps ahead and no longer had patience for me circling behind him.

I despised how competent that made him look.

And competence, in my experience, was always attractive in exactly the wrong men.

No.

Absolutely not.

I picked up the bag. “Fine.”

He went still.

Not visibly. Most people wouldn’t have seen it. I did.

A minute shift in posture. A slight release of some internal tension he’d been holding since the moment he saw the note.

“You’re agreeing too easily,” he said.

I gave him a brittle smile. “Don’t flatter yourself. I’m prioritizing survival over murder-tourism.”

The corner of his mouth almost moved.

Almost.

It was somehow more destabilizing than if he had laughed.

I grabbed Nadia’s photograph from the dresser and slipped it into the inside pocket of my bag.

Adrian watched the motion.

He said nothing.

That silence felt respectful in a way I resented.



The rain had softened to a fine, relentless mist by the time we stepped outside. Owen and the other men were already in place—one by the building entrance, one across the street beneath a dead streetlamp, one near the alley mouth. None looked like police. None behaved like hired mall security either.

They watched.

The street. The windows. The parked cars. The dark intervals between each.

Adrian took the bag from my hand before I could object and guided me toward a black sedan idling at the curb.

I stopped short when I saw it.

Not because of the car itself—sleek, expensive, unremarkable in the way truly dangerous things often were.

Because of the driver.

A woman sat behind the wheel, her dark hair pinned back neatly, her expression cool and composed. Mid-thirties, maybe. Beautiful in the severe, deliberate way of a blade polished for use.

Her eyes met mine through the rain-streaked windshield.

Assessing. Unimpressed.

Good.

The feeling was mutual.

Adrian opened the rear passenger door. “Get in.”

I glanced at the woman. “Does everyone who works for you look like they know how to bury bodies?”

“Only the competent ones,” Adrian said.

The driver’s mouth twitched.

I slid into the back seat.

The leather smelled faintly of cedar and clean smoke. The interior was immaculate, the kind of pristine that made my damp shoes feel offensive. Adrian got in beside me, shutting out the rain in one efficient movement.

The woman at the wheel looked at him in the mirror. “Any trouble?”

“Not yet.”

Her gaze shifted to me again, this time with something closer to curiosity. “This her?”

The question made something low in my stomach tighten.

Adrian answered without looking away from me. “Yes.”

This her.

As though I were a problem with a name, a wound he’d anticipated, a piece finally placed on a board he’d been studying too long.

I crossed my arms. “I’m sitting right here.”

“I’m aware,” the woman said.

Her voice was dry. Intelligent. Entirely unbothered by me.

Adrian said, “Vivian.”

“Right,” she replied. “Driving now, being mysterious later.”

The car eased away from the curb.

I looked at Adrian. “Your team is charming.”

“You’ll survive.”

“That remains to be seen.”

Outside, Mercer Street slid behind us in wet ribbons of reflected streetlight. My building grew smaller in the rear window until it vanished entirely.

I should have felt relief.

Instead I felt the peculiar nausea of displacement—the awful knowledge that danger had entered
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