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CHAPTER ONE: THE RELIC THIEF
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The manor sat where no light ever reached, draped in night so thick it crawled down the brick like oil. Fog slithered through the iron gates, whispering secrets to the black roses strangling the archways. There were no birds. No wind. No sun. Just the creak of ancient wood, the hiss of secrets through stone halls, and him.

Rhett stood barefoot in the center of the relic chamber, the chains on his wrists whispering softly as they shifted, as if they missed being tight. He had once worn them willingly. Now, they hung loose — ceremonial, not needed. No one escaped the manor.

Especially not her.

She was a shadow pressed against another shadow, crouched behind a cursed mirror with a dagger between her teeth and hope in her lungs. Cambria had made it through five barriers, slipped past two ethereal traps, and disarmed the pressure runes. She had studied him for months. Knew his patterns. His rituals. She even knew where he stored the most dangerous relic — the one wrapped in velvet black as sin, tucked beneath a pedestal carved with angel wings long broken.

She didn’t expect him to be there.

“You’re late,” Rhett said without turning.

Cambria froze. The dagger pressed harder into her lip.

“I thought you’d come last night. During the rain. But you always wait. Always watch.”

He turned, slow, deliberate, as if time didn’t apply to him. As if every movement he made belonged to a world where gods still bled.

And when their eyes met, she felt it — that violent, soul-choking weight of him. A pull so ancient and primal her legs trembled.

He had the face of a fallen angel. Because that’s what he was.

Eyes like burnt gold, skin kissed with a twilight hue that shifted between man and myth. Hair black as grief. And lips that looked like they knew every secret you prayed to forget.

“I told you not to come back here,” he murmured.

Cambria stood, slowly, dropping the dagger. It clattered against the floor like defiance made sound.

“You don’t own me,” she said.

Rhett laughed, but it wasn’t cruel. It was worse — it was amused.

“No. But this place does.”

He took a step forward.

She took a step back.

Another step. And another.

Until her spine kissed the cold stone of the relic wall and there was nowhere left to run.

He stopped inches from her, his body heat a contradiction in the freezing air. One hand reached out — not fast, not slow. Just inevitable.

His fingers ghosted over the curve of her jaw.

“You should’ve stayed away.”

“I can’t,” she said, and the words were too honest.

Rhett’s eyes darkened.

“No,” he whispered. “You can’t.”

He pressed her against the stone, the relics around them humming with forbidden memory. His hand slid to her throat — not choking, just holding. Claiming.

“Do you know what you were trying to steal?”

“I didn’t come for the relic,” she said, voice low, breath catching. “I came for you.”

A beat. Silence.

Then his mouth crashed against hers like a storm.

Cambria moaned, her fingers tangling in his hair as he devoured her with the kind of hunger that came from centuries of restraint. It wasn’t gentle. It wasn’t kind. But it was honest.

And she kissed him back with everything she had.

He lifted her effortlessly, wrapping her legs around his waist as her back hit the wall harder. The chains at his wrists brushed her thighs, cool and teasing. Her dress ripped at the seams under his grip.

“I’ll ruin you,” he growled against her mouth.

“Good,” she gasped. “Do it.”

He bit her lip until it bled, then licked it clean.

Rhett’s hand slipped between her thighs, fingers finding her already wet and wanting. She arched, cried out, but he swallowed the sound with his kiss. Two fingers slid inside her and her body clenched, desperate, alive.

“You’re soaked,” he whispered. “You like being caught.”

“I like being yours,” she panted.

Rhett paused, as if the words scraped something raw in him.

Then he thrust into her — hard, deep, merciless.

She screamed.

He fucked her like a punishment, like a prayer. The wall cracked behind her. The relics vibrated. The air itself seemed to tremble with every thrust.

Cambria held on, nails digging into his back, breath sobbing into his mouth. Every time he moved, it wasn’t just her body he split open. It was her soul.

And he poured himself into that breaking.

“You were made for me,” he snarled. “Tell me.”

She cried out, shattering around him, tears streaking down her cheeks.

“I was made for you,” she moaned. “Only you. Always you.”

His rhythm faltered. Then he growled, deep and guttural, as he came inside her.

But he didn’t let go.

Not even when she trembled in his arms. Not even when her heartbeat slowed and her eyes fluttered shut.

He held her.

And then whispered, softer than sin.

“Now you’re cursed too.”

The chains tightened.

And the manor exhaled.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE ALTAR ROOM
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The manor breathed around her, ancient lungs exhaling secrets into the velvet dark. Shadows dripped from the high, vaulted ceilings, and the candles lining the hallway flickered not from wind, but from presence. Cambria followed the pull without understanding it. Her legs ached from the way he’d used her, but her body hummed with something darker than satisfaction—need. Not just for him. For the surrender. The ruin. The claim.

She didn’t know where she was being led, but she didn’t resist. Her wrists were still chained, gold links snaking around her like ornamentation and warning, trailing behind her as if the manor itself was reluctant to release its grip. Rhett walked ahead of her, silent, shirtless, the low burn of candlelight dancing across the ink and scars carved into his back. Wings. Long-since burned away. He hadn’t spoken since he came inside her. Hadn’t touched her again. And yet every step echoed with the memory of it.

The relics they passed whispered in tongues she couldn’t understand. Objects behind glass. Blades that shimmered with the color of blood under moonlight. Mirrors that refused to show her reflection.

They stopped at the final door.

It was obsidian, veined with gold, the same color as the chains now around her. She could feel it even before it opened—the altar room. It was more than a place. It was a promise.

Rhett turned the handle slowly, and the door moaned open, revealing a space so drenched in dark holiness her knees weakened.

The altar itself stood at the far end of the room. Not marble. Not wood. It was bone. Polished smooth, adorned with thick black velvet and stitched runes that shimmered faintly as if alive. There were shackles at either end, tarnished from use. Bloodstains, faint but old, laced the floor beneath it. The smell was cedar and ash and sweat and something faintly metallic—desire, sharpened like a blade.

Rhett gestured her forward.

Cambria obeyed.

When she reached the altar, she turned. He was already watching her, the expression in his eyes unreadable. He came closer, slow, deliberate.

“You shouldn’t have come here,” he said, voice low. “Not this room. This is where I kept the ones I broke.”

Her breath hitched.

“And are you going to break me?”

He didn’t answer with words.

Rhett reached up and unclasped the chains at her wrists. They fell with a heavy thud to the floor. For a moment, she was free. But then he gripped her chin, tilting her face up to meet his eyes.

“I don’t break things,” he murmured. “I remake them.”

He undressed her slowly. Not with tenderness, but reverence. Every piece of clothing peeled away with purpose. Her tunic fell. Her belt slithered from her hips. He slid her pants down her thighs, watching her skin as if committing it to memory.

She stood naked before him, breath shallow, body already responding to the weight of his gaze. And he—he didn’t look at her like a man starving. He looked at her like she was his altar.

“Lie down,” he commanded.

She climbed onto the bone slab, cool against her spine. The shackles snapped closed around her wrists with a heavy finality. She didn’t flinch. Didn’t fight. Her eyes locked on his as he moved around her, securing her ankles with the same golden chains that had bound her before.

Then he stood above her. Admiring. Possessive.

“You knew what you were doing,” he said. “Walking into a cursed manor. Stealing my relic. Begging to be touched. But you have no idea what you’ve awakened.”

“I know I want it,” she whispered.

“You don’t know what it costs.”

His hand slid between her legs.

She arched.

He didn’t speak again. He knelt between her spread thighs and tasted her like an offering. His tongue was skilled. Unrelenting. He devoured her with patience and cruelty, bringing her to the edge again and again without letting her fall.

Cambria cried out, chains rattling, hips straining against the restraints.

“Please,” she gasped.

He looked up, mouth glistening, eyes wild with need.

“You think pleading works on me?”

And yet—he stood, undoing the fastenings of his pants, revealing the thick, hard proof of how much he wanted her. He didn’t take her immediately. Instead, he slid two fingers back inside her, pumping slowly as his thumb circled her clit, dragging her into another frenzied edge.

“You’ll come like this,” he said, “until your body forgets who it belonged to before me.”

Cambria moaned, her back bowing, sweat slicking her skin.

“Again,” he whispered. “For me.”

And she did.

When he finally entered her, it was with a groan so deep it sounded like it came from beneath the earth. His cock stretched her full, slow and unrelenting, until he was buried to the hilt. She could feel him everywhere.

He moved slowly at first. Deep strokes. Measured. Intentional.

“I want you to remember this,” he growled. “The way your body opens for me. The way you tremble.”

“I remember everything,” she gasped.

“Then remember what it means to be mine.”

He fucked her hard, hands braced on either side of her face, watching every twist of her expression. Cambria was undone, mouth open, breath stuttering, sweat dripping from her skin. She screamed his name, not because she wanted to, but because her body demanded it.

He angled his hips and hit something inside her that made her vision go white.

She came again. Harder. Louder.

But he didn’t stop.

Her shackles bit into her skin. The altar groaned. Her voice broke.

Still, Rhett kept going.

When he finally spilled inside her, it was with a shudder that rocked through his whole body. He didn’t pull out. He pressed his forehead to hers, breath mingling with hers.

“You don’t get to leave now,” he whispered.

Cambria, barely coherent, managed a faint, satisfied smile.

“I never wanted to.”

He kissed her, softer than before, and unfastened her chains.

Then he carried her, limp and sated, to the bed that hadn’t been used in years. He laid her down, curled around her, and for the first time since she entered the manor, the candles dimmed on their own.

The manor approved.

Outside the window, the fog thickened.

And far below, in the deepest part of the manor, a relic pulsed for the first time in centuries—feeding on the bond that had begun, on the desire that was no longer just physical, but fated.

Rhett watched her sleep, fingers tangled in her hair.

He wasn’t just falling.

He was unraveling.
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CHAPTER THREE: THE DEAL IN BLOOD
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Cambria woke to silence so complete it rang in her ears.

No ticking clock. No birdsong. Not even the manor’s usual creaks and groans. Just a velvet hush, thick and heavy, pressing down like a weight across her chest. She blinked into the dark, the bed unfamiliar beneath her, though its scent—leather, smoke, and him—was not.

Rhett was gone.

But the chains were still there.

She sat up slowly, the silk sheets sliding down her bare skin, every inch of her body aching in ways both exquisite and cruel. Between her thighs, she felt the lingering throb of him, the echo of pleasure edged in pain. Her wrists were raw from the golden cuffs. Her throat held the ghost of his grip.

And she wanted more.

Cambria slipped off the bed, letting her feet touch the stone floor. The room was large—too large. Shadows lived here. They breathed, curled in the corners, thick and watching. The walls bore no windows, only old paintings, dark with age, depicting angels with broken wings, their eyes hollowed out.

One of the portraits was of him.

She didn’t need to read the brass plate beneath it. She recognized those eyes, the sharp cut of that jaw, the mouth that ruined and remade. Only in the painting, his wings were still intact. Gold-feathered. Majestic.

She reached out and touched the canvas.

It burned.

A sting, brief and bright, like a warning. Or a reminder.

“Curious thing.”

His voice came from behind her.

She spun, pulse leaping.

Rhett leaned in the doorway, half-dressed in dark slacks, his chest bare, his tattoos pulsing faintly beneath the candlelight. He was holding a goblet in one hand, blood-red and steaming. Not wine. Never wine.

She didn’t ask what it was.

“You left,” she said.

“I had to feed the manor,” he replied, sipping slowly. “It gets hungry when I take something for myself.”

“And what am I?”

He walked toward her, slow and silent, until they stood chest to chest.

“You’re not a relic. You’re not prey.” He brushed a thumb against the mark on her neck where he’d bitten her. “You’re a transaction.”

Cambria’s mouth went dry.

“What kind of deal?”

He smiled, and it was far too close to sorrow.

“One I made a long time ago.”

Before she could speak, his hand wrapped around her wrist and he was pulling her, barefoot, half-naked, down the corridor again. The manor’s walls shimmered with their passage. Doors opened on their own. Lights flared and dimmed. The building recognized her now. It saw her.

They descended into the heart of the manor. Far below the altar. Beyond the reliquary. Into stone halls where the air turned cold and thick, where every step echoed louder than the last.

At the end of the corridor was a door made entirely of bones.

She stopped.

Rhett didn’t.

He placed his palm against the door, and it shuddered, then groaned open, the bones rearranging themselves to let them pass. Beyond it was a chamber soaked in dark magic. Symbols burned faintly along the walls. Runes floated midair, shifting in and out of language.

And in the center—an altar of obsidian, different from the one above.

This one wasn’t for pleasure.

It was for sacrifice.

He brought her to it, didn’t force her down, just looked at her. Waiting.

“What is this?” she asked, her voice barely audible.

“My punishment.”

Cambria stepped forward. “Tell me.”

He didn’t look away.

“I fell,” he said simply. “Not because I disobeyed. But because I loved something I shouldn’t. A mortal. I tried to keep her. Tried to bind her soul to mine. The gods considered that worse than murder.”

Her breath caught.

“What happened to her?”

“I killed her,” he said softly. “Because they made me. And in doing so, I bound her essence into a relic. One you almost stole.”

Cambria’s chest twisted.

“The velvet-wrapped one,” she whispered.

He nodded.

“She calls to anyone who’s desperate. Hungry. Lost. But only those like her can truly awaken her.” He stepped closer. “And now she’s stirring. Because of you.”

A silence settled.

“You think I’m her?” Cambria asked, not with disbelief, but wonder.

“I think you’re more than her. I think you’re what she became, reborn through centuries of hunger. Her soul was never meant to stay silent. She wants to be touched again. Worshipped. Consumed. And you—”

He kissed her then, savage and sudden, hands gripping her as if she might vanish.

“You make me remember,” he whispered against her lips. “You make me need.”

The kiss deepened. Her fingers curled into his hair, pulling him closer, devouring him as much as he devoured her. The altar hummed behind them. The relic above stirred. The manor shuddered.

He lifted her easily, set her on the obsidian slab. No chains this time. Just hands. Mouths. Desperation.

She spread her legs. He dropped to his knees.

This wasn’t seduction.

This was worship.

His tongue was fire and ice, circling her clit, plunging inside her, dragging sob after sob from her throat. She moaned, high and broken, hips grinding into his face, fingers digging into the edges of the altar.

“Again,” he demanded. “Until you scream.”

She did.

Twice.

When he finally stood, cock hard and dripping, he didn’t ask permission. He bent her forward, chest pressed to the altar, and took her from behind in a single, brutal thrust. She cried out, tears slipping down her cheeks. He wrapped a hand in her hair, the other gripping her hip, slamming into her with the force of centuries denied.

“You were made to be broken,” he snarled.

“I want it,” she gasped.

“You have no idea what you’ve unleashed.”

His thrusts grew frantic. Desperate. Her body trembled, barely holding together. She shattered again, and this time when he came, the altar cracked beneath them. A flash of light surged through the chamber, and for a moment, Cambria saw her.

The woman.

The original.

Eyes like hers. Mouth open in a silent scream.

Then she was gone.

Rhett pulled out, breathing ragged, collapsing beside her on the cracked stone. He didn’t touch her. Just lay there, his chest heaving, sweat gleaming on his skin.

“I made a deal in blood,” he said hoarsely. “To bring her back. It worked. And now the gods will come.”

Cambria reached for him, tangled her fingers with his.

“Then let them,” she said. “I’m not afraid.”

He turned to her.

“You should be.”

And above them, the manor screamed.
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE FORBIDDEN ROOM
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The scream of the manor didn’t sound like pain. It sounded like release.

A slow, low wail that pulsed through the stones, vibrating beneath Cambria’s skin as she lay in the ruins of the obsidian altar. The cracks in the slab still steamed, and the air smelled of sex, sweat, and old magic—magic that hadn’t stirred in centuries. Rhett hadn’t moved. His chest rose and fell with a tight rhythm, like each breath hurt. His face was turned away, jaw clenched, golden eyes staring at a corner of the room that no longer held anything living.

Cambria sat up first. Her limbs trembled, her thighs sticky with the remnants of what they’d done. Every inch of her body ached in a way that made her feel owned. Marked. And yet... she felt more alive than she ever had.

“What did we do?” she asked quietly, voice still raw.

Rhett didn’t answer.

Cambria turned to him. “That scream. It wasn’t just the manor, was it?”

Finally, he moved. Sat up. Rubbed his hands over his face like a man waking from a nightmare that never ended.

“No,” he said. “It was her.”

Cambria’s skin chilled, even in the heavy warmth of the relic chamber. “You mean the relic? The soul?”

“She’s not a soul anymore.” He stood slowly, every movement taut with restrained energy. “She’s something else now. You woke her. She’s feeding off you. Off us.”

Cambria’s heart pounded. “Then why didn’t you stop?”

Rhett’s laugh was quiet. Bitter. “Because I’ve been starving longer than she has.”

He looked at her then, eyes burning.

“You were never supposed to survive this place. The manor was meant to consume you, just like it did the others. I told it to. And instead, you walk through its halls like you belong to it. You bleed for it. You fuck me on its altars like you’ve done it a hundred times in other lives.”

Cambria stood, slowly, unsteady on her feet.

“And if I have?” she said. “If I’ve been here before? If I’ve burned with you before? What does that change?”

“It means the deal isn’t broken,” Rhett said. “It means she’ll come again. Fully. Not just through whispers and cracked stone. She’ll take your body. Use it. And the gods will notice.”

He turned away, and his shoulders stiffened.

“I need to show you something.”

She didn’t ask where. She just followed.

The manor was darker now. Rooms twisted in unfamiliar ways, halls stretching where they shouldn’t. Doors blinked in and out of the walls like thoughts, testing her resolve. Rhett walked like he knew the shifts. As if the manor bent for him. Or feared him.

Eventually, they reached a staircase. Narrow. Spiraling downward into what looked like a pit of black.

“This is where I kept her,” he said, his voice flat.

Cambria hesitated at
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