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Dedication 
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For my dark romance girlies—

Who like their love toxic, their kisses stolen, and their men a little bit unhinged.

And for the quiet boys—

the ones who smirk more than they speak and ruin us softly with their silence.

You make chaos look like poetry. This one’s for you.

P.S for more updates and new book releases follow me on instagram on my official page @yana.gavi 
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Prologue 
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The storm clawed at the lake house like an animal, tearing branches from trees, whipping the water into angry black peaks. Rain lashed against the wooden dock, soaking Emily to the bone as she sat chained to the post, her wrist raw from fighting the cuffs. Her breath came in shaky bursts. The storm had transformed into a living thing, shrieking through the trees and thrashing the black lake until it looked like an endless pit of teeth. Lightning cracked open the sky, spilling silver across the dock where Emily sat chained to a metal post, her wrists raw, her body trembling from the cold—or the terror. 

Her blouse clung to her caramel skin like a second, soaking layer of shame. The navy skirt that hugged her curves was drenched, heavy, sticking to her thighs. She wanted to disappear into the shadows of the boathouse. Instead, she was cuffed—like some thief who had stolen a life. Jason was a silhouette against the storm, tall and lean, his soaked navy shirt molding to the sharp planes of his chest, the black slacks plastered against his legs. His green eyes glowed like glass when he turned his head toward her, calm as if this were any other day. Calm—when everything inside her screamed. He lifted another crate and dropped it into the speedboat with a loud clatter, his jaw tight, his lips curled in something between a grimace and a smile.

Jason, please...” Emily’s voice cracked. “You don’t have to do this. We can talk. We can fix everything.”

He didn’t look at her. He didn’t even flinch. “There’s nothing to fix, Emily,” he said over the howl of the wind, voice steady in a way that made her blood run cold. “This is me fixing it. This—” He slammed the crate down on the boat. “—is me making sure no one ever comes between us again.”

Her throat tightened. “You can’t just... take me like this. People will notice—”

“Let them notice.” He finally turned, and the storm seemed to bend around him. His lake-green eyes glowed with something fierce, something unhinged. “Let them scream. Let them send their cops, their search parties. They’ll never find us.”

“Jason...” Her voice was a rasp lost in the storm’s roar. “Please. You don’t have to do this.”

He didn’t look at her. “Emily,” he said evenly, his voice terrifyingly soft over the wind, “this is me fixing it.” He shoved the crate into place. “This is me saving what’s ours.”

“Ours?” She blinked through the rain. Her stomach knotted. “We don’t even know whose—”

The words choked in her throat because Jason was already moving toward her, his strides slow, deliberate, and almost predatory. When he crouched in front of her, rain poured from his black hair, streaming down the sharp lines of his cheekbones. His hands were warm against her frozen skin as he gripped her chin, forcing her to meet those burning green eyes.

“We know enough,” he murmured. His voice broke like a confession in church. “You’re carrying a piece of us. A piece of this love. That’s all that matters.”

Emily shook her head, tears mixing with the rain. “You don’t know if it’s yours, Jason. We agreed we’d—”

“Stop.” His thumb pressed against her trembling lips. “I don’t care.” His voice cracked now, jagged and raw. “I don’t care whose blood runs in that baby’s veins. It’s mine because you’re mine. And I’ll burn the whole damn world before I let anyone take you from me. Do you understand me?”

Her chest heaved, panic clawing up her throat. “Jason... this isn’t love. This is—”

His voice cracked, raw and jagged. “I’m saving you, Emily. From him, from all of them and from yourself.”

She yanked against the cuff until her wrist burned. “This isn’t saving me, Jason. This is kidnapping. This is—”

“This is love,” he snapped, his face twisting, green eyes wild under the lightning flashes. “Real love. Not that boy’s game. Not his empty promises. He can’t give you what I can.”

“Jason, please,” she whispered, choking on a sob. “If you ever loved me—”

“I do. God, Emily, I do.” He leaned down, pressing a rain-soaked kiss to her forehead, soft and chilling all at once. “More than life, more than sanity, more than right or wrong. That’s why we have to leave now... before it’s too late.”

Jason,” she tried again, voice breaking, tears mixing with rain. “Please, don’t do this. You don’t have to do this!”

His silhouette loomed over her, dark and menacing against the lightning flashes. His once-perfect hair clung to his forehead, green eyes burning with something wild, something unhinged. The man who once whispered forever in her ear now looked like a stranger carved out of rage and heartbreak.

“I don’t have to?” His laugh was sharp, jagged, like glass scraping against metal. “Emily, I gave up everything for you. Do you even know the things I’ve done? The blood on my hands just to make sure we could be happy?”

“Jason...” she whispered, voice trembling. “You’re scaring me.”

He crouched low, his hand brushing her rain-soaked cheek with a tenderness that made her stomach twist. “I’m scaring you? After what you did? After you let him touch you? After you let that boy—” His jaw tightened, fury rolling off him like heat. “I should’ve killed him when I had the chance.”

Lightning split the sky, illuminating the gun tucked in the waistband of his pants. Emily’s pulse spiked with terror. He kissed her—hard and fleeting, a promise and a warning—and then rose to his full height, his shadow stretching like a monster in the storm. He turned back to the speedboat, loading the last of the supplies with mechanical precision. And then Emily heard it—the distant roar of another engine cutting through the storm. Her heart jolted like a bullet. Jason stilled. Slowly, he turned his head and smiled, that dark, bone-deep smile that made her stomach twist.

“Don’t even think about it,” he said without looking at her, voice calm as death. “He won’t make it in time.”
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Chapter One
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Emily cursed under her breath as the frying pan hissed and spat hot oil across the stovetop. Her silk blouse—white and freshly ironed—now wore tiny spots of betrayal. ‘Perfect. Just perfect.’  She wiped her hands on a towel and glanced at the clock. 7:12 a.m. Jason would leave in eighteen minutes, and she hadn’t even toasted the bread yet.

“Emily?” His voice floated in from the hallway, calm, precise, the way he always sounded when he was about to reprimand her for something trivial. “I need to be at the office in twenty.”

“I know!” she called back, fumbling for the toaster. The butter knife slipped from her fingers and clattered to the floor. She groaned. “One second.”

Jason appeared in the doorway, tall and effortlessly put together in his tailored black suit and white shirt. His tie was already knotted perfectly, his dark hair swept back with the same precision he brought to everything in life. Except her, lately.

His lake-green eyes skimmed the counter, then her, and the faintest twitch of disappointment crossed his face. “You’re not ready.”

She glanced down at her grey pencil-skirt and white silk blouse, hair thrown into a messy bun that was losing the battle against gravity. “I’m making you breakfast.”

Jason checked his Rolex and sighed. “You didn’t have to.”

The words stung, more than she wanted to admit. “I know babe. But l wanted to,” she said quietly, sliding the toast onto a plate. “Here. Eggs, toast, coffee. Just the way you like it.”

He didn’t thank her. He never forgot, never lost track of details—except when it came to remembering how to make her feel seen. Jason sat at the island and scrolled through his phone, tapping away, the glow of the screen painting his chiseled features in cold light. Emily watched him for a second too long, memorizing the curve of his jaw, the rigid line of his shoulders, before looking away.

“So,” she ventured, placing the plate in front of him, “big day?”

“Every day is big,” he said, not looking up. “I’ve got court prep, then lunch with the senior partners.”

“Sounds...important.”

Jason hummed. Ate. Didn’t smile. Didn’t ask about her day. He rarely did anymore.

By the time he kissed her cheek—a perfunctory brush that barely grazed her skin—and left with a clipped, “Lock the door,” Emily’s chest felt hollow.

Around 07.52 a.m. Emily had finally arrived at Rose field Academy. The gates of Rose field Academy yawned open like the mouth of a secret too heavy to keep. Emily drove through them slowly, her little gray sedan looking painfully out of place among the sleek G-Wagons, Mustangs and imported sports cars glinting in the autumn sun. The cobblestone driveway curved ahead, framed by towering oaks ablaze in reds and golds. The leaves carpeted the ground like fire, crunching under the tires as she made her way toward the main building.

It still impressed her—this place. The sprawling Victorian mansion with its sharp gables and gray stone walls, which stood like a fortress of old money, its ivy-laced façade whispering of power, privilege, and century-old secrets. She parked by the faculty lot, grabbed her hand stitched pink leather handbag, trying not to feel small.

Inside, Rose field Academy smelled faintly of polished mahogany and roses from the gardens outside. The floors gleamed so bright they reflected the brass light fixtures overhead, and the chandeliers hanging from vaulted ceilings looked like frozen waterfalls of blue crystals. Emily’s heels clicked against marble as she walked past rows of towering portraits—stern men and elegant women painted in oil, their eyes following her like silent judges. By the time she pushed open the staff room door, she already felt the weight of the day pressing on her shoulders.

“Morning, Emily.” Sandra, the English teacher and her only work friend, looked up from her mug of coffee with a polite smile. Her chestnut hair was pulled into a neat bun, a stark contrast to Emily’s messy curls that refused to be tamed no matter how hard she tried.

“Morning,” Emily replied, setting her handbag on the table and smoothing her blouse.

Principal Hartman stood by the counter pouring tea, his suit immaculate, his silver hair combed back like polished steel. “Miss. Grey,” he said warmly. “I was hoping to catch you before first period.”

Emily’s stomach sank. That tone usually came with extra work or bad news. “Everything okay?”

“Quite. Just a small update. You’ll have a new student joining your literature class today.”

Emily blinked. “A new student? Midterm?”

Hartman handed her a blue manila folder. “Yes. His family recently relocated to the area. I trust you can make the adjustment.”

She opened the file, eyes scanning the name. Luke Whitmore. Eighteen. British. Expelled from his previous academy for... she stopped mid-sentence.

“Fighting?”

Hartman gave a diplomatic shrug. “An unfortunate altercation. But his transcripts are impeccable, and his family—” His voice lowered as if invoking royalty. “—is a significant donor to Rose field.”

Emily exhaled slowly. Rich kid with a troubled past. Perfect. Just what she needed on an early Monday morning.

Sandra chuckled from across the room. “Good luck. Those mid-term transfers are always... fun.”

Emily forced a smile and tucked the folder under her arm, already dreading her next class. As if her personal life wasn’t stressful enough. Jason had been distant for weeks, his family barely tolerating her existence, their rejection looming over her like a dark cloud. She could still hear his mother’s cool, brittle laugh when Jason had announced their engagement. His father quickly drafting up a prenup, ready for her to sign. The unspoken you’re not one of us.

And then there was Jenny. Perfect Jenny, with her glossy blonde waves and pedigree. Jason’s ex who now worked at his father’s law firm—the same woman Emily was certain wanted him back. Jason insisted there was nothing to worry about, but Emily wasn’t blind. She’d seen the way Jenny looked at him.

Emily shook the thoughts off as she glanced at the clock. Late again. She grabbed her coffee and bolted for class. The literature wing was quiet, sunlight slanting through tall arched windows and striping the polished floors in gold. Her heels echoed as she hurried down the hall, pushing through the door just as the bell rang.

––––––––
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EMILY LOATHED HER 8:20 a.m. – Literature Class because she was always late. Her heels clicked against the linoleum as she rushed down the hallway, pulse thrumming in her ears. When she pushed open the classroom door, a dozen heads turned. And one didn’t. She didn’t recognize him, but then the blue mania in her arm, that was painfully hanging on by a thread reminded her. Luke Whitmore was already there, sitting in the front row like he owned it.

The first thing she noticed was how out of place the uniform looked on him—navy blazer, white shirt, tie loose around his neck even though it was against the rules. His brown hair was messy, artfully careless, and his body—tall, lean, with the kind of muscle that spoke of deliberate hours at the gym—draped in that blazer like it wasn’t enough to contain him. Then he looked up.

Dark eyes locked on hers, steady, unflinching. The kind of look that stripped past politeness and dove straight under your skin. For a split second, Emily forgot how to breathe. Something flickered in her chest, sharp and electric, and her grip tightened on the file until the edges dug into her palm. Emily proceeded to walk to where her wooden desk laid. Emily hadn't noticed this before but the first row now seemed to be a little bit too close to her own desk and chair. 

“Uh...” Her voice cracked. She cleared her throat. “You must be Luke.” she spoke directly facing the strange boy in her class. 

He didn’t smile. Just watched her, eyes dark and... something, curious, hungry, insatiable seemed to be buried behind them. “Yes,” he said finally, his voice low, smooth in a way that didn’t belong to an eighteen-year-old. “And you’re Emily Grey.”

The way he said her name—it wasn’t a guess. It was a statement. Her heart stuttered. “Miss Grey,” she corrected, too quickly.

A ghost of a smile touched his lips. Not friendly but something else. Something dangerous.

“Right,” she said briskly, tearing her gaze away and setting her bag down with a little too much force. “Welcome to Literature class.”

Emily cleared her throat, setting her coffee on her desk like her life depended on that tiny act of normalcy. 'He’s just another student, that’s it, breathe.' she whispered to herself. 

“Morning, class,” she said, forcing her voice to stay calm as her gaze swept the room. Most students were still half-asleep, scrolling on their phones, oblivious to the storm that had just entered her life and settled in the front row.

She turned to the whiteboard, writing The Great Gatsby in neat cursive, and underlined it twice. “Today we’re diving into themes of obsession and desire.”

The irony didn’t escape her. When she faced them again, her eyes landed on Luke—and stayed there for a fraction longer than they should have. He was leaning back in his chair, one brow arched, that slight, almost lazy smirk tugging at his lips as if he knew something she didn’t.

“Mr. Whitmore?” Her tone was clipped, professional. She could do this. “Since you’re new, care to introduce yourself to the rest of the class?”

He rose slowly—too slowly—and every girl in the room straightened in her seat like someone had just dimmed the lights and turned up the soundtrack.

“My name is Luke Whitmore,” he said, voice low, smooth, carrying a faint British drawl that wrapped around the syllables like velvet. “Transferred from Brighton.” His dark eyes locked on hers. “I’m...looking forward to catching up on everything I’ve missed.”

Emily swallowed hard, pretending the heat crawling up her neck was from the radiator. “Well,” she said, forcing briskness into her tone, “welcome to Rose field. Please take your seat.”

He did, but not before his gaze flicked down the length of her skirt, then back to her face, slow and deliberate. Like a touch without touching. But even as she turned to write on the board, she could feel it—his eyes on her back, burning through cotton and skin, setting something alight she didn’t dare name

Emily forced her attention to the whiteboard, scribbling today’s lesson outline in neat, looping letters even though her pulse still thrummed like a drumbeat in her ears. Behind her, chairs scraped, whispers floated, but under it all, there was something heavier—his silence. Solid, unyielding, pressing against her back.

“Okay,” she said, turning, marker still in hand. “We’re continuing with The Great Gatsby today, Chapters nine to twelve.”

A groan rippled through the class. She ignored it, eyes sweeping the room—careful not to linger on the front row for too long. But she felt it anyway, that pull. Like gravity had shifted.

Luke sat there, elbow propped on the desk, chin resting against his knuckles. Watching, not the casual glance of a bored student, but something deliberate. His dark eyes tracked her every movement, as if cataloging her. 

Her throat went dry. “Take out your books. Page one-fifty-seven.”

Chairs squeaked. Paper rustled. Emily moved between the rows, offering the occasional nudge of encouragement, forcing her smile to stay in place even as her body screamed awareness. When she reached Luke’s desk, she hesitated. He didn’t have a book, or a notebook. Just a sleek black pen, spinning lazily between his fingers.

“Luke,” she said softly, keeping her tone professional. “Do you have the text?”

His eyes lifted to hers, slow and deliberate. “Not yet.”

“Not yet,” she repeated. “It’s the sixth week of the term.”

“I forgot mine. Back at my previous school. But I guess you can just share yours.” The corner of his mouth curved, almost imperceptible, but it was there—a spark of defiance. Or maybe something darker.

Emily’s breath hitched, so quietly she prayed he didn’t hear it. “That’s not how this works.”

“It could,” he murmured, voice pitched low so only she heard.

Heat crawled up her neck. She straightened, summoning every ounce of authority she had left. “See me after class. We’ll fix it.”

He didn’t nod, didn’t look away. Just kept spinning that pen, eyes locked on hers like he was testing something—measuring how far he could push before she broke.

The next forty minutes crawled. Emily read passages, asked questions, guided discussions that fell flat because half the class was too busy texting under their desks. Every time she glanced up, Luke's gaze pinned her like a butterfly on glass, unmoving and certain. And every time, her pulse betrayed her, tripping over itself in a rhythm that made her furious with herself. Halfway through the lesson, his hand shot up.

“Yes, Luke?”

He leaned forward on his desk, forearms taut under the rolled sleeves of his blazer. “Would you say Gatsby loved Daisy,” he began, his tone deceptively casual, “or was it just...obsession?”

Emily blinked. “That’s an interesting question..."

“Because,” he continued, still holding her gaze, “when a man wants something that badly, he’ll do anything to have it. No matter who gets in the way.”

A ripple of laughter moved through the class, but Emily’s breath hitched. What the hell kind of question is that?

“That’s...one...interesting interpretation,” she managed to say, her voice tighter than before. “But remember, love and obsession aren’t the same thing. One is selfless, the other—”

“—consumes you,” Luke finished softly, and for a second, the air between them felt heavier than it should.

Emily’s fingers tightened around the marker. What is he playing at? Finally—mercifully—the bell rang.

“Homework on my desk by Thursday,” she said, voice a shade too brisk. Students filed out, chatter filling the air. She gathered her things with trembling fingers, waiting for her heartbeat to calm. When the last kid slipped through the door, she looked up. Luke hadn’t moved. He sat there, long legs sprawled, hands resting casually on his thighs. Like he had all the time in the world.

Emily cleared her throat. “Class is over.”

“I know.” His voice was smooth, edged with something she couldn’t name. “You said to see you.”

Right. Her own words thrown back at her. She gripped the edge of the desk, steadying herself. “About the book. You’ll need to get a copy from the library.”

“I don’t like libraries.”

Emily blinked. “Then buy one.”

“I don’t like bookstores either.”

“Luke,” she said, exasperation threading through her voice, “how do you plan on passing my class if you refuse to read the material?”

For a second, silence stretched, taut and humming. Then he stood—slowly, like unfolding something dangerous and closed the distance between them in two steps. Emily’s breath snagged. He wasn’t too close, not technically, but it felt like he was everywhere—heat and tension and the faint scent of cedar clinging to his uniform.

“Maybe,” he said quietly, “you could... read it to me.”

Her pulse slammed into overdrive. “That’s inappropriate.”

‘So she’s thinking what you’re thinking right now.’  He thought, and his gaze dipped—just for a fraction of a second—to her lips, neck, before snapping back to her eyes. 

Emily’s stomach flipped. Anger—or something perilously close to desire—rushed in to fill the hollow spaces. “You’re out of line.”

“Am I?” His voice was a velvet blade, soft but cutting. “Or am I just saying what you won’t?”

She opened her mouth—whether to scold him or to breathe, she didn’t know, but the door creaked open. A student poked his head in, asking about an assignment and the spell shattered.

Emily stepped back, too fast. “We’re done here. Go to your next class.”

Luke smirked, slow and dangerous. “Whatever you say... Miss Grey.” And then he walked out, leaving her alone with the echo of her own ragged heartbeat.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The bell rang again in Emily’s mind, though class had ended ten minutes ago. Luke’s words still clung to her skin like humidity, heavy and unrelenting. She pressed her palms to the desk, willing her thoughts to scatter, to dissolve, to stop. What the hell was wrong with her? Her phone buzzed in her skirt pocket, a lifeline pulling her back to reality. Jason.

Jason: Working late. Don’t wait up.

Emily stared at the message until the letters blurred. No kiss emoji. No “love you.” Just a flat statement that dropped like ice onto her stomach. She slid her phone away, gathering her things with shaky hands, her engagement ring glinting under the fluorescent lights. A ring she had fought for in silence. Because Jason hadn’t exactly come with a warm welcome package but had dragged into her life, his family from Satan. Whom she was sure with time, some expensive old whiskey and the patience only Jesus can muster, she would learn to love  and hate them with equal measure. Because they sure as hell weren't going to put in any effort into like her.

Jason had proposed three months ago in a restaurant. She could still see it like a scar tattooed in her memory, the horrified look on Daisy Parker’s face when Jason had announced their engagement at the family dinner table. Shock first, then thinly veiled disgust, like Emily had walked in dripping mud on their Persian rugs. His father, George, hadn’t even bothered hiding his disdain. “A high school teacher?” he’d said in that clipped tone of his, as if her entire existence could be filed under temporary inconvenience. Moments later, he was on the phone with their family attorney, drafting a prenup before dessert.

Emily had smiled through it all. Through the humiliation, through the degradation. Because she loved Jason. Because she believed that loving someone meant loving the sharp edges of their life too, even if they cut you open. But no one had ever prepared Emily on what to do when the cuts starts to bleed.

The strain between them had deepened last month when George had decided to bring Jenny—Jason’s ex—onto the firm’s legal team. Blonde, flawless, rich Jenny. The one Daisy adored like the daughter she never had and the daughter in-law she dreamed about. Jason had sworn it didn’t matter. “She’s just a colleague, Em. It’s work. That’s it.” And Emily had nodded, forcing herself to believe him even as jealousy gnawed at her ribs. Because Jenny wasn’t just a name. She was temptation in heels, the kind of woman who knew exactly how to crawl back into a man’s life. Especially when they saw each other every single day. 

Emily unlocked her apartment door that evening, exhaustion wrapping around her like chains. She moved through the silence, setting her bag down and heading straight for the kitchen. She needed to keep busy. Needed the clatter of dishes and the hiss of a skillet to drown out the echo of Luke’s voice, the weight of Jason’s absence.

Fifteen minutes later, the vegetables were already done, chicken deep fried in the pan, the rice cooked on the stove, the salad was already chilling in the refrigerator and dessert was in the freezer. Jason always liked his dinner simple, predictable, unlike her, she thought bitterly, gripping the frying basket until her knuckles whitened. The front door clicked open. Jason’s footsteps were brisk, controlled, the sound of someone who belonged everywhere he went.

“Hey,” Emily said softly as he entered, her heart doing that stupid leap it always did. She set a plate down, forcing brightness into her tone. “You’re just in time.”

Jason shrugged off his jacket, draping it over a chair with surgical precision. “I can’t stay long. Call with my dad in an hour.”

Her smile faltered. “You can eat first, right? I made your favorite.”

He kissed her forehead—barely—a gesture that felt more like punctuation than passion. “Thanks, Em.”

They sat, but Jason barely touched his food. His eyes kept flicking to his phone, fingers scrolling, tapping, work, always work. She pushed a piece of broccoli around her plate. “Long day?”

He gave a distracted hum. Then, like an afterthought, he said, “Oh—almost forgot. Barbecue at the lake house this Saturday, um...basically the entire weekend.”

Emily’s fork stilled mid-air. “This weekend?”

“Yeah, family thing. Everyone will be there.” His gaze finally met hers, unreadable as glass. “You’ll come, right?”

Her stomach dropped like a stone in dark water. 'The lake house.' She could already hear Daisy’s sarcastic digs, feel Vicky—Jason's sister’s eyes crawling over her clothes like they were tallying up all the ways she didn’t belong. But what choice did she have? She was engaged to Jason Parker. Soon-to-be Emily Parker, whether his family liked it or not.

“Of course,” she said, voice even. “I’ll be there.” Jason smiled—tight, brief—and went back to his phone. Emily stared at him, at the man she loved, and wondered when loving him had started to feel like drowning.

The following morning, walked Emily into the school building with her head down, the weight of last night pressing against her ribs like an iron band. She hadn’t slept well—tossing between Jason’s indifference and the creeping dread of the weekend barbecue, the lake house, Daisy’s judgmental eyes and Jenny’s perfect smile. It all looped in her mind like a cruel movie. She forced a breath and pushed open the door to her small office, ready to drown herself in lesson plans and stopped dead. A massive bouquet of white roses sat on her desk, petals still dewy, stems wrapped in silk ribbon. Her heart did a confused flip.

“What on earth...” she murmured, stepping closer. Tucked between the blooms was a small black envelope. Her pulse raced as she opened it, expecting something sweet, something that would smooth the cracks forming in her heart. Her eyes scanned the words, and her breath snagged in her throat.

'When I think of you, I ache. Every rule I’ve ever followed wants to shatter when you walk into the room. You belong to me—I’ll prove it.' There was no name. Just a single red petal pressed to the paper.  Her heart kicked hard, but then she laughed—soft, almost relieved. Jason. It had to be. He had seen how tense she’d been lately. Maybe he was trying. Maybe there was still hope. She sank into her chair, pulled out her phone, and dialed his number, excitement bubbling in her chest like champagne.

It rang three times before his clipped voice answered. “Emily. I’m in a meeting is everything okay?”

Her smile faltered. “I just... wanted to say thank you. The flowers were—”

“What flowers?”

The words fell like cold water down her spine. “The roses. On my desk this morning. The note...”

“Emily, I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Jason said, impatience threading his tone. “Listen, I’ll call you later, okay?”

The line went dead. Emily sat frozen, the phone heavy in her hand, her mind blank except for one thought that crawled in like smoke. If it wasn’t Jason... then who?  By the time she entered her literature class, her nerves were on fire. Luke was already there, seating in the front row. Leaning back in his seat like he owned it. His navy blazer hung open, white shirt slightly unbuttoned, the loosened tie giving him that rugged edge that screamed trouble. The morning sun filtering through the blinds lit the angles of his jaw, sharp and flawless, the brown in his tousled hair catching flecks of gold. And his eyes—God, those eyes. Dark, unyielding, like secrets locked in a cage. They pinned her the second she walked in, stripping her bare without a word.

Emily swallowed hard and forced composure as she set her papers down. “Open your books to chapter thirteen,” she said, her voice tighter than usual.

Luke’s lips curled, slow and deliberate, like he was savoring something. His gaze swept over her body, lingering on the curve of her hips, the way her blouse clung when she moved.

He raised a hand lazily. “Question, Miss Grey.”

Her heart thudded. “Yes?”

“Do you like poetry because it whispers to you...” His eyes slid down her frame, voice lowering into something sinfully smooth. “...or because it makes you feel things you shouldn’t?”

The room erupted in laughter, but Luke didn’t look away. His stare burned through her until heat pooled in places she didn’t dare acknowledge. Emily’s throat went dry. “Focus on the text, Luke,” she said firmly, but her voice betrayed a tremor.

He smirked, leaning forward on his desk. “I am.”

For the next hour, every answer from him was sharp, teasing, layered with innuendo only she could feel. Every word was a taunt, every look a silent dare. When the bell finally rang, students poured out, chatter filling the hallways. Emily busied herself stacking papers, praying he would just leave. But he didn’t. When the room emptied, Luke stayed seated, watching her like a predator biding his time. Then he stood and walked toward her, each step slow, confident. The air seemed too thin as he stopped in front of her desk, close enough for her to catch the faint scent of cedar and something darker—ambergris

“You liked the flowers.” His voice was soft, intimate, as if they were sharing a secret.

Emily’s pulse spiked. “Luke...”

He slid a set of car keys across her desk. A glossy black Ferrari emblem gleamed in the fluorescent light.

Her jaw dropped. “What—what is this?”

“A gift.” His grin was dangerous. “For you.”

Emily pushed the keys back like they burned her. “That’s not happening. Whatever game you played at your old school—it won’t work here.”

He laughed softly, tilting his head. “This isn’t a game.” His voice dropped, dark and possessive. “When I see something I want, I take it. At any cost, quite literary” he added the last part pushing the keys to the Ferrari towards Emily. 

She stared at him, breath catching, torn between fear and something far worse—desire curling like smoke in her chest. Emily grabbed the bouquet from her desk and tossed it into the trash, her hands trembling. “Stop this, Luke. Now!”

His smile didn’t waver. He leaned closer, his breath ghosting over her ear as he murmured, “You can throw away the flowers. Refuse the car. But you can’t refuse what’s already inside you.”

Emily jerked back, heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird. Luke straightened, slipping his hands casually into his pockets, as if he hadn’t just shattered the ground beneath her. “Think about it,” he said, voice low, eyes glinting like obsidian. Then he walked out, leaving the scent of temptation—and danger—lingering in his wake. Emily stood frozen, her chest rising and falling in shallow bursts, her ring heavy on her finger like a chain. For the first time, she wondered if loving Jason was enough to keep her from falling.

Emily sat at her desk long after Luke had left, staring at the trash bin where the roses now lay like a crime scene. She had done the right thing. Thrown away the flowers. Refused the car and shut him down. So why did she still feel like she was burning from the inside out? Was it because of the way he looked at her. She shook the thought off like smoke and grabbed her bag, heading toward the staff room. Maybe coffee—and a little human conversation—would stop the storm spiraling inside her.

Sandra was by the coffee machine, her reading glasses perched low on her nose, flipping through a stack of essays. “Emily,” she said warmly. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Emily managed a smile. “Something like that.”

Sandra poured her a cup without asking and handed it over. “Talk to me. You’re pale.”

Emily hesitated, gripping the warm paper cup like an anchor. “I... there’s this new student. Luke.”

Sandra chuckled. “The tall, cocky one everyone’s whispering about?”

“That’s... one way to put it.” Emily’s voice wavered. “He sent me flowers this morning. With a note.”

Sandra blinked, then laughed. “Oh, Emily. He’s eighteen. It’s just a crush. You’re his teacher. It’ll fade.”

Emily shook her head. “Sandra, you didn’t see the note. Or the way he looks at me. It’s... intense. And he offered me a car. A Ferrari.”

Sandra nearly choked on her coffee. “What?”

Emily nodded miserably. “Exactly. He’s... rich. Entitled. And completely out of control. I told him to stop, but—”

Sandra waved a hand dismissively. “Teenage boys are dramatic. He’s testing boundaries. Just keep being firm, don’t engage, and it’ll die out.”

Emily wanted to believe that, desperately. But the heat in Luke’s eyes today said something else entirely. The rest of the day dragged like molasses. Every time her phone buzzed, she hoped—stupidly—that it was Jason. It wasn’t. By lunch, the dull ache in her chest had turned sharp. Their engagement had been rocky for months, but lately, it felt like quicksand—every step pulling her deeper, harder, until she couldn’t breathe.

She thought about Daisy’s cold eyes, Vicky’s sharp tongue, the prenup her future father-in-law had pushed across the table like it was charity work. She had endured every insult because she loved Jason. Because she believed they were worth it. But when was the last time Jason made her feel... seen? Emily closed her planner and took a breath. If he wasn’t going to make an effort, she would. She grabbed her phone and called him. He picked up after three rings, his voice brisk.

“Em. I’m at the office—what’s up?”

Her heart softened at the sound of him, even with the edge of stress in his tone. “I was thinking... you’ve been working so hard, and I miss you. How about a picnic this afternoon? Just us, no phones. I’ll handle everything.”

There was a pause. She could hear typing in the background. “Today?”

“Yes. Just take a half day. Please, Jason. We need this.”

Another pause. Then a sigh. “Okay. Sure. I’ll wrap up early. Text me where.”

Relief swept through her like sunlight breaking through clouds. “Thank you. I love you.”

“Love you too,” he said absently before hanging up.

Emily stared at the screen, clutching that tiny thread of hope like it might hold everything together. She rushed home, her heart pounding with excitement she hadn’t felt in months. The apartment smelled faintly of vanilla from the candle she’d left burning that morning. She stripped off her work clothes and pulled on something she knew Jason liked—a soft cream blouse tucked into a floral skirt that kissed her thighs, paired with nude heels. She curled her hair loosely, added a touch of red to her lips, and looked in the mirror.

“Still got it,” she whispered, forcing a smile.

In the kitchen, she packed a basket with roasted chicken wraps, fresh fruit, a bottle of his favorite wine, and chocolate-dipped strawberries. Every move was a silent prayer 'Please let this work. Please let this bring us back.' The park was breathtaking in the late afternoon glow. Autumn leaves drifted lazily from the trees, carpeting the ground in a mosaic of red and gold. The air was crisp, scented with pine and distant wood smoke. Emily spread a blanket under a sprawling oak, setting the basket neatly on one corner. She checked her phone. 4:30 PM. Perfect.

She texted him 'I’m here. Can’t wait to see you.' 

The minutes trickled by. No reply. She poured wine into two glasses. Adjusted the blanket. Smoothed her skirt. Checked her phone again. 5:00 PM. She tried to call him but it went straight to voicemail. Her smile cracked a little. Maybe it was traffic or maybe his phone died. At 5:30 PM, her optimism began to unravel like a loose thread. She stared at the untouched strawberries, the perfect little picnic she’d built on hope, and felt the weight of loneliness settle on her chest like lead.

By 6:00 PM, the sun dipped low, painting the sky in hues of fire. Couples strolled past, laughing softly, their hands entwined. Emily sat frozen on the blanket, her arms wrapped around her knees, watching the leaves tumble in the wind. She whispered to no one, “I just wanted one good day.” Her voice broke on the last word. Tears stung her eyes, and she wiped them quickly, but it was no use—the ache was too deep, too sharp. She felt stupid. So stupid, sitting there like a child waiting for a father who’d never come home. Jason’s phone was unreachable. Or maybe... he’d turned it off. The chill crept into her bones as the park emptied, and the beauty of the autumn evening became a cruel reminder of everything slipping through her fingers. Emily packed up slowly, every movement heavy, mechanical. Her ring glinted in the fading light, mocking her.
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CHAPTER THREE 
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The evening had turned colder, and Emily was just about to leave the park when she heard footsteps crunching through the autumn leaves. Her pulse quickened, and her heart dropped. She recognized the familiar cadence of those heavy, purposeful steps. She whipped around, her breath catching in her throat as she saw him. 

“Luke!” she gasped, her eyes darting in panic. “What are you doing here? Why—why are you following me?”

He stopped a few paces away, looking entirely unfazed, his dark eyes gleaming with something unreadable in the low light of the park.

“I’m not following you, Emily,” he said, his voice smooth and steady. “I’m heading to a party down the road. Just passing through.”

Emily felt the instinctive tightening of her chest. Was he stalking her?

“You’re lying,” she said, taking a step back, feeling both frustrated and unnerved. “I don’t believe you. What do you even want?”

Luke’s lips curved into a half-smile. “Want? I just want to sit down for a minute. Maybe watch the stars before I go, it’s a public park after all.”

“No,” Emily snapped, still shaken, her pulse racing. “You’re not invited. Go to your party.”

Luke’s gaze never wavered. “I’ve got the address here,” he said, pulling out his phone and showing her the screen. “See? I was headed to that party, but... I don’t think I want to go anymore. Not if you’re going to be sitting here all alone in the dark.”

Emily swallowed, momentarily stunned by his casual confidence. She stared at him, the dark edges of her anxiety creeping in. Was this some sort of game to him? “You can’t just sit here,” she said weakly, gesturing to the empty space next to her. “It’s my spot.”

Luke raised an eyebrow, his gaze flicking over to the blanket she’d spread out. “Is that so? What if I told you that I’ve got all the time in the world tonight? Can’t I just stay for a little while?”

Emily’s mouth went dry. She didn’t know why she felt so unsettled by him, but she couldn’t deny how his presence seemed to overwhelm the quiet park. His figure, tall and confident, was impossible to ignore. After a beat of silence, she sighed, a little defeated. “Fine,” she muttered, sitting down on the blanket and crossing her arms over her chest, a defensive shield. “But don’t think this means anything. You’re still leaving after a few minutes.”

Luke smiled, his lips curving up with that certain dangerous charm. “Sure.” He sat down beside her, too close for comfort but not close enough to make her feel crowded. They sat in a companionable silence for a while, watching the leaves fall from the trees and the bright 5.pm. star slowly appeared  in the deepening red sky.

The faint buzz of a passing car was the only sound breaking
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