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Author's Note
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Fall sunlight splinters through the warded windows of Darkmoor Industries, casting the conference room in shifting hues of amber and gold. I trace the same blood-magic amplification formula for the hundredth time, envisioning Father’s disapproval at finding his heir—the daughter of Eclipsera’s most formidable minds—doodling in the meeting like a child. 
I shift in the leather chair, too aware of Alexander’s presence at the head of the table. Even after all these years, I still hunch my shoulders, and my voice shrinks in his presence as if I’m that same little girl hiding behind specimen tanks in his private labs. Back then, he would smile when he caught me, a disarming flicker of warmth softening those dark, unfathomable eyes as he crouched to meet me at eye level.
“Curiosity is a gift, little one,” he would say, offering a hand while Mom lingered in the doorway, lips drawn tight with disapproval. “How else will the next generation of brilliant minds ascend?” He’d wink at me then, as if we shared a secret, and Mom’s concerns about safety protocols would dissolve beneath his quiet authority.
I never told him the truth. That it wasn’t wonder that pulled me into his labs—it was fear. Fear of disappointing Father, fear of not being enough. But Alexander’s workrooms, alive with humming specimens and wards that thrummed, felt safer than facing those expectations head-on. He let me believe the lie about curiosity, and I let him believe his kindness was why I kept coming back.
Now, watching him move through the room with that same calibrated authority, I wonder if he always knew. If that smile held calculation, not comfort. If his protection was just another way to bind the Ellis heir closer to Darkmoor’s web of influence.
“We opened our borders twenty years ago under a strict selection system, designed to give outsiders a chance at a better life in Eclipsera, in accordance with our treaties with other regions.”  
Alexander’s voice strikes the perfect balance between authority and compassion, a tone he’s mastered over decades of public speaking. The magitech display glows between his steady hands, projections of data and ward schematics blooming into sharp, three-dimensional models that cast fractured shadows across features that haven’t aged since my childhood.
“We offered hope,” he says smoothly, “to those willing to earn it. A chance to share in the prosperity we’ve built.”
Each checkpoint glimmers on the map, their protective barriers represented by translucent veils of red light. With a flick of his hand, Alexander zooms in on the Lower Rings, where thousands of glowing dots represent the refugees we’ve supposedly “saved.” His expression holds just the right amount of concern as he continues:
“While the Wastes and Vairen seem content to spiral into chaos, Helisvein continues pressuring us to take in more. But they don’t carry the weight of responsibility—of ensuring every individual we admit can meaningfully contribute to Eclipsera.” He pauses, letting his words sink in. “The Lower Rings are already overcrowded. Our enforcers are at capacity. We must reinforce the checkpoints and expand personnel before . . .”
I find myself zoning out again. Outside, leaves scatter across the pavement, a blur of copper and crimson in the wind. Security concerns are Alexander’s problem, not mine. Let him stress over refugees, and resource allocation, and whatever else keeps Eclipsera secure from the rest of the world. Though sometimes I wonder if we’re keeping dangers out, or sealing secrets inside?
“Are we boring you, Miss Ellis?” Alexander’s voice slices clean through my thoughts, amusement flickering in his eyes. “Or have you uncovered some hidden truth in those leaves?”
Quiet laughter ripples around the table, more from relief at the break in tension than actual humor. I sit up straighter, pulse prickling at the back of my neck as twenty pairs of eyes shift toward me. Alexander’s always had that gift, dressing his criticisms in charm and turning humiliation into something that feels almost warm.
“I apologize, Mr. Darkmoor.” The words taste stale on my tongue. Mother might let it slide, but Father—gods, Father will wear that look when he hears about this. That precise, surgical arch of his brow that says: Five years clawing your way from intern to junior analyst, and this is how you prove yourself?
As if starting at the bottom wasn’t already scandal enough. The Ellis heir, climbing ranks like some unvetted graduate? I can still hear the horror in his voice, like I’d threatened to torch his beloved labs rather than earn my place in them.
Alexander’s lips curve at one corner, that familiar expression that that once turned even his reprimands into shared secrets. “As I was saying,” he continues, “perhaps it’s time we sealed our borders. Temporarily, of course.”
“Sir,” Tyler says, his voice steady where the rest of the table stays silent, “the treaty with Helisvein explicitly states—”
“The agreement,” Alexander interrupts, light and shadow carving his face into something merciless, “has served its purpose. Our generosity, however, has limits.”
Across the table, shoulders draw tight, and gazes drop in a ripple of silent compliance. Even those who know he needs the other Founding Families to ratify any real action won’t voice it. Not here. Not in his domain. Not when his presence presses into every corner of the room and his word might as well be law.
Sometimes, in moments like these, I wonder if I should have taken Kian’s offer instead. Working for Dom’s father would’ve been a minefield of discomfort, sure, but at least the entertainment sector promised more intrigue than border security. Part of me would’ve relished the look on Father’s face. His perfect heir choosing Blackwood’s empire of vice over his sacred research labs. But I couldn’t do that to Mom. Not when she’s been trying so hard lately to keep our family from splitting at the seams.
And Luna . . .
Knowing what happens in those labs isn’t the same as surviving them. I’ve told her everything—well, the sanitized version Father allows me to know. Surface-level research. Controlled disclosures. The bits deemed “appropriate” for now. She listens with that same unnerving stillness, always trying to understand why our parents keep her out. Why she got left behind. I see the ache in her—being the protected one, always on the outside, always second-guessing her place.
But I’ve also watched Mom’s gaze go glassy the second she steps past the lab threshold, seen how she shifts from mother to scientist with unnerving ease. There are things I’m glad Luna only knows through my stories. Some truths are better passed down in whispered confessions than carved into memory.
The meeting drags, each minute stretching longer than the last and, by the time Alexander finally dismisses everyone, my notebook holds more formulas than actual notes. Chairs scrape against polished floors as people shuffle to gather their things, eager to start their weekend.
“Miss Ellis.” His voice halts me mid-rise. “Stay a moment.”
Acid churns low in my stomach as I gather my papers, each movement deliberately slow, watching the others file out until only the two of us remain. The setting sun bleeds shadows across the conference room. Alexander stands by the window, hands clasped behind his back, black hair catching in the amber light.
I used to admire him. Back when I believed power equaled progress. Strange how his own son walked away from all this while I’m still shackled to my parents’ legacy. You’d think Alexander would’ve fought harder to keep his only heir.
“You’ve had time to think about my offer?”
It’s the same question every time, delivered with measured cadence and an expectant calm. He treats my hesitation as a technical delay, not a decision, as though he’s only waiting for me to come to my senses and accept what was already chosen for me.
“I’m still considering it.” The lie leaves me before I can think better of it.
When he turns, I catch a flicker of the man who once slipped me sweets when no one was watching. But the warmth in his eyes is gone now, replaced by cold unforgiveness.
“Five years is a long time to reflect on one’s future, Aria. Especially for someone like you.” His smile sharpens at the edges. “While other children played with dolls, you were solving advanced equations, and demonstrating remarkable promise in your parents’ work. Such . . . natural talent.”
Natural talent.
He wasn’t there when Father made me sit for hours, eyes blurred from tears, forced to recite formulas until I got it right. Me demanding to know why I couldn’t just play like the other kids. Why I had to be different. Exceptional. Better.
I force myself not to flinch beneath his gaze. “I want to be sure.”
“Your parents’ division needs you, Aria.” The use of my first name is deliberate. A reminder of our history, of obligations deeper than employer and employee. “You understand that.”
“I do.” I grab my bag, already edging toward the door. “I just need more time.”
His gaze follows me out, pressing between my shoulder blades until the doors finally seal him behind me.
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The elevator descends from the top floor of Darkmoor Industries, ward-lines threading through its glass walls like veins of light. Below, Crown Heights stretches wide, its obsidian-and-platinum skyline knifing into the orange-stained sky. Every structure shimmers with containment wards, the Darkmoor family’s greatest legacy etched into steel and stone. Not mere protection spells, but permanent arcane infrastructure. Blood-anchored systems that watch, record, and retaliate. 
Ten years, and every echoing step through this place still conjures the memory of weathered stone paths and garden soil beneath my feet. A home where sorcery meant discovery, not spectacle. Our old townhouse in the Aureum Quarter had character, worn smooth by time and quiet enchantments. Gardens where Luna and I practiced in secret, away from our parents’ eyes. The wards there were simple. Door locks and window alarms powered by modest household blood rubies. Nothing like the omnipresent security web Alexander built here, where even the air hums with surveillance spells.
My AetherLink chimes in my pocket. I pull it out, remembering how Mom used to curse the old runic scrolls they relied on at the Academy—messages that took hours to manifest and often vanished before you could reply. Now, everyone carries palm-sized crystal devices, their sleek displays making ancient methods laughably primitive.
The message unfolds in Dom’s elegant script, the letters flickering like they’re alive.
Dom: Still on for tonight, love? I got something special planned.

Me: Wouldn’t miss it. Though your latest ‘special’ nearly got us in trouble.


His response is immediate.
Dom: That’s half the fun, darling.


The elevator opens into the lobby, where enchanted fountains project shifting constellations across polished marble floors. Security drones hover near the entrance, sleek metal shells glowing with embedded protective enchantments as they scan every visitor. The latest Darkmoor innovation. Half machine, half magic, all annoyance. One breaks formation to trail me, its glass eye pulsing a soft blue as it whirs and clicks, scanning for a badge I reluctantly fish from my pocket.
“I work here,” I mutter, swatting at the persistent thing as it circles my head like an oversized, mechanical hummingbird.
I’ve complained about these particular drones before, about the way they fixate on me despite my full clearance, and the way their engines whine at a frequency designed to make my molars throb. Maintenance swears they’re functioning perfectly. Just another charming quirk of cutting-edge magitech, they say. Though sometimes I wonder if Alexander had them programmed just to piss me off.
Seventy-three steps.
That’s the exact distance between Darkmoor Industries and the residential tower Alexander claimed would suit us best.
Same path every day.
Past the Marrowgreen Park, where no one actually sits. Beneath the looming billboard of yet another flawless family basking in the glow of their blood rubies.
I know every beat of that holographic ad by heart. The sweeping aerial shot of their Crown Heights mansion. The daughter’s first ruby ceremony, complete with the mother’s artfully-timed tear. The son casting advanced wards—no blood sacrifice required, of course.
Then, right on cue, the father’s voice dips into that solemn, oh-so-concerned tone. “Remember when power demanded sacrifice?”
Cue the tonal shift—flashes of bloodied palms, drawn faces, suffering in tasteful slow motion—before the screen warms again to their smiling family, rubies gleaming like medals at their throats.
The Blood Ruby emblem fills the screen, my parents’ masterpiece reduced to a marketing symbol. That perfect ruby floating above the ageless palm, the drop of blood suspended in its core representing years of their research and brilliance. Even the veined pattern encircling it was Mom’s design, meant to honor the sacrifice behind the science.
Elevate Your Magic. Elevate Your Life.
The Gift of Magic. Without the Sacrifice.
I could time my walk to each frame by now. You’d think after six months they’d at least update the script. But I suppose when you’ve perfected the formula, why bother changing it?
Three minutes.
That’s all the “fresh” air I get each day—if you can call it that after it’s been filtered through wards and layered beneath the constant hum of containment spells. Thank the gods for Dom and The Den. Without those nightly escapes into chaos, I’d lose my mind in this perfectly curated routine.
The black-glass tower looms ahead, its surface catching the sunset like a mirror. Another monument to Darkmoor’s obsession with flawless aesthetics. The elevator responds to my magical signature before I even reach for the call panel, its wards already reading that distinct cocktail of personal essence and Ellis bloodline. As precise as a fingerprint. All courtesy of Alexander’s generous security upgrades. Though I’ve never been sure if the biometric recognition is meant for convenience . . . or surveillance.
The elevator deposits me in our penthouse. Every inch screams curated luxury: enchanted artwork that shifts with the viewer’s mood, furniture crafted from materials so rare they’re nearly extinct, windows that adjust their transparency with the hour. Sometimes I wonder if Father realizes how desperate it all looks. This need to prove we belong among Eclipsera’s elite. As if their legacy of innovation wasn’t already carved into this city.
Mom’s humming draws me out of my thoughts. Her presence at this hour is wrong, like waking from a dream where everything looks familiar but nothing behaves the way it should. She’s usually still at the lab, buried in whatever latest obsession has caught her attention. For as long as I can remember, she’d stay even later than Father, both of them consumed by their endless pursuit of the next breakthrough.
“Mom?” The leather sofa accepts my bag with a soft thud.
When she emerges from the kitchen, my breath catches.  Elyra Ellis has always been the embodiment of scientific control. Every strand of hair precisely pinned, every gesture calculated to the decimal. But now? Her hands flutter between her wedding ring and the blood ruby pendant at her throat, the stone pulsing unevenly with each touch. Bruised shadows cling to her caramel eyes, and her usual pristine lab coat is nowhere to be seen.
“Where’s Father?” I keep my tone even, ignoring the strange tension prickling in the air.
“Still at the lab.” She tries to smile, but it falters before it ever reaches her eyes. “He will be working late.”
“On a Friday night?” I lift a brow.
My father, obsessive as he is, usually insists on leaving the lab by dusk. Something about maintaining work-life balance, though that never stopped him from dragging research home.
“You know how he gets with his projects.” She waves it off, but I catch the tremble in her hand as it drops back to her side.
I do know. I’ve seen that glint before. The hunger in his eyes when something new takes hold. The way he loses himself in potential and precision. The same look he used to wear when I was younger, watching me solve equations or cast spells, like I was just another variable in need of refining.
“Are you going out?” she asks, though her gaze slides past me to the cracked leather journal on the desk.
I’m already halfway to my room, mind on the new dress I bought for tonight. “Meeting Dom at The Den.”
Her lips flatten, and the magic in the apartment pulses faintly with her disapproval. Lately, though, there’s been a shift. A quiet effort, like she’s trying to make up for years of pressure and expectations. Sometimes I think she convinced Father to stop pushing so hard about Dom, hoping I’d get bored and move on, but they don’t understand how he gets me in a way no one else does.
“The Den.” She says it like others might say sewage. “Aria, you could do so much better than—”
“Better than what?” I spin around, jaw tight. “Better than Kian Blackwood’s son? Better than the heir to one of the Founding Families? Who else would meet your standards, Mom?”  
She presses her lips together, and I know exactly what she’s thinking. Who she’s thinking of.
“I love Dom,” I say firmly, cutting off whatever argument Mom’s rehearsing. “And I’m going to be late.”
“Aria, wait. We need to talk.”
“About Alexander’s offer?” Everyone’s holding their breath, waiting to see what brilliant path I’m going to choose. What legacy I’ll create. It’s exhausting. “Because I really don’t—”  
“No, not about that.” She moves to the desk. “There’s something I need to give you.”
I glance at my watch. An hour to get ready if I want to be fashionably late rather than rudely late. “Can it wait until tomorrow?”
She picks up the worn leather book, the pages yellowed with age. “I wrote this . . . This is my personal journal. I want you to have it.”
I take it, more surprised by the gesture than interested in its contents. From what I’ve pieced together over the years, my birth wasn’t exactly a celebration for her. The nurses used to whisper about how she refused to hold me, wouldn’t even look at me. A brilliant scientist reduced to tears by something as simple as motherhood.
“Thanks, Mom. I’ll read it later.”
“Aria.” Her hand catches mine, grip strong for someone who once couldn’t bear to touch her own child.
“Mom, are you okay?”
Her fingers tighten, then release. “Yes, sorry.”
“Can I please go get ready?”
She nods, but her focus clings to me as I retreat to my room. The journal feels heavier than it should despite its size, and I wonder if its pages hold the truth of why she couldn’t love me then. Or maybe it’s just more scientific notation and cold observations about the burden growing inside her.
I shut the door before she can say anything else. The journal lands with a soft thud on my cluttered desk, right next to a half-finished report on ward security—one Alexander is probably expecting tonight.
Whatever. It can wait.
I emerge from my room an hour later in a mini dress that somehow manages to be both elegant and scandalous, the blood-red silk enchanted to shimmer with each shift. A gift from Dom, naturally. Father nearly choked on his whiskey when I wore it to the last Blackwood gala. That small rupture in his carefully controlled world, watching his brilliant daughter become something other than the pristine face of Ellis innovation. Those tiny cracks in his composure are all I can manage these days.
Before Dom, I used to dream of escape. Past the wards, past the checkpoints, somewhere where my name didn’t come with a legacy attached. Silly dreams, really. The kind you outgrow like childhood toys, tucked away with other impossible things.
But Dom . . . he makes Eclipsera seem less like a prison. He sees past the Ellis heir to the girl who just wants to breathe.
Mom’s still on the sofa, staring at nothing with a focus so sharp it makes my skin crawl.
“Luna called earlier,” I say, fastening my favorite blood ruby pendant around my neck. The stone pulses warmly against my skin, already amplifying my magic. “She’s stressed about those job offers. Maybe you could help her decide? You know, since you’re home early and all.”
“Luna will figure it out. She usually does.” It’s the same dismissive refrain they’ve fed her for years. A brilliant, soft-spoken girl, who could rewrite magical theory if they ever stopped obsessing over their firstborn. “The Blackwoods—”  
“Please spare me the lecture tonight,” I cut in, sharper than intended. “All I’m asking is one night. Tomorrow I’ll be up bright and early, in the lab like I promised, and you can explain whatever it is you wanted to go over.”
“I’ve been trying to show you, but you only half listen.” A deep sigh escapes her. “And don’t worry about tomorrow. Enjoy your night.”
I freeze for half a second.
No curfew? No lab briefing at dawn?
It means I can spend the whole night with Dom without watching the clock, but something about her tone sets my teeth on edge. Still, I’m not about to argue.
“Thank you,” I say, crossing the room to kiss her cheek.
She stands suddenly. “Aria—”
“Mom, I’m already late, and you know how busy it gets between districts on Friday nights.” I grab my clutch, double-checking for my ID. The last thing I need is some overzealous Darkmoor enforcer deciding to make an example of me, Founding Family connection or not.
“Just . . .” She inhales slowly. “Be careful tonight.”
I laugh, already halfway to the door. “It’s just The Den, Mom. What’s the worst that could happen?”
“Aria.” Her voice wavers, and my hand stills on the knob. “I love you. You know that, right?”
“Of course.” I force a smile. “Love you, too. Try not to wait up.”
The last thing I see as the door closes is my mother, standing alone in our too-large living room, drinking in my features as if committing them to memory.
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The artificial stars of Eclipsera scatter across my windshield as I guide my hover-car down from Crown Heights. The constellations don’t shift or flicker. They pulse with a symmetry so sharp and precise it feels lifeless. It was enough to make me suspicious, even at twelve when, what started as a school project turned into an obsession. I stole lab time to prove what no one else wanted to admit: the sky isn’t real. 
The arcane layer exposed everything. No atmospheric drag, no solar distortion, no static feedback. Just perfectly stacked wards. Illusion built on illusion. Magic can’t mimic the chaos of space, it only fakes it with numbers and containment.
I descend through the city’s vertical spine, moving past the pristine high-rises of Aureum Quarter, through Everreach’s compressed grids, and into the rust-stained mess of the Rift District. Down here, the wards thin and the seams begin to show, magic bleeding at the edges, no longer pretending to be anything but control.
The Den rises from this honest darkness like a beacon, three stories of weathered brick and steel, pulsing with raw energy. Here the city mutates, and rules no longer hold.
I clock at least three Glimmerhunters as I land, their enchanted lenses clicking in my wake. The Whispersilk’s tabloid freaks prowl the shadows with their hover-orbs and detection amulets, hunting for the scandals that will fill tomorrow’s society pages. I don’t hide from them, letting them capture this moment. My designer dress is a deliberate middle finger to my family’s legacy.
The line coils down three neon-soaked blocks, trust fund brats with too much money and not enough spine pressed up against Lower Rings desperados chasing the same high and escape. A girl stumbles in stilettos, tear tattoos glinting with silver thread as she clutches a vial of deep violet shimmer.
The Den looms ahead, its façade alive with cutting-edge wards only Blackwood establishments can afford. Magitech security hums beneath the structure’s skin, each tier more complex than the last. These aren’t just barriers, but declarations. A flex of power, designed to keep the wrong people out while making the right ones feel chosen for being let in.
The bass hits before I reach the door, sinking into my bones with that low, hypnotic lure that pulls me toward the only absolution I believe in—indulgence. Here, masks are currency, sins vanish with the right drink, and the only gods worth kneeling to are the ones who help you forget.
“Well, look what the shadowdog dragged back.”
Raze moves from his post, unfolding with the kind of deliberate stillness that says he doesn’t move for anyone but himself. His size alone stops most trouble before it starts. Shoulders broad enough to block out the doorway, scarred knuckles loose at his sides, violence sleeping beneath his skin. The black coat he wears fits as if it were armor, sharp lines framing a body built to break things. He looks capable of crushing a windpipe mid-step without breaking rhythm. Yet, when his eyes lock on mine, something shifts. A small crack in the granite.
“Thought you’d sworn off our particular brand of trouble.”
“Now, Raze—”
I start, but the words get swallowed by a breathless laugh as he hauls me into a brutal hug, lifting me clean off the floor. The scent of gunpowder, steel, and leather floods my senses. His grip is just shy of bruising—a reminder of who he is and what he does—yet there’s care beneath it. The kind that says he knows exactly who I am and, more importantly, whose I am.
Kane, on the other hand, doesn’t speak to me as he lays his palm against the lock. The wards react instantly, slithering to life beneath his touch. Like most Blackwood security, he came up from the Rift District, though you’d never guess it from the flawless uniform and soldier-straight posture.
Before the door seals us in, a flash of motion in the line catches my eye as a man lunges, trying to slip through. His clothes mark him as Lower Rings, probably fresh to the city, judging by the panic.
Idiot.
Kane is faster.
In one fluid motion, he grips the man by the throat and slams him against the wall hard enough to make the metal plating shudder. A strangled gasp escapes the man as Kane leans in, face carved in stone. “Wrong place, wrong night.” His voice is quiet, but it sticks to your ribs, promising violence.
The man gurgles something in a dialect that doesn’t belong here, but Kane remains unmoved. His fingers tighten, just enough to make a point. Then, with a casual flick of his wrist, he shoves the offender back into line.
“Try that again and you won’t be walking out.” His voice is almost bored.
The man lifts his chin like he’s going to argue, but one look at Kane’s eyes kills the impulse. He should count himself lucky. If he’d touched the wards, he’d already be unconscious. Or worse.
I smirk. “He’ll learn.”
Kane finally meets my gaze, a flicker of amusement tugging at his mouth. “Boss knows you’re coming,” he says, pushing the door open without so much as a glance back. “Been in quite the mood all day.”
I step past him, not missing a beat. “Good luck with the strays, boys.”
The Den’s main floor writhes with exquisite ruin, and the moment I step inside, something in my blood awakens. A darkness I stopped fighting long ago. This isn’t escape . . . but return, and no mansion in Crown Heights has ever felt this much like home.
Enchanted crystals bleed light across the crowd, fractured reds and golds spilling over sweat-slick skin as bodies twist and merge beneath the glow, each movement a prayer to hedonism. The bass thrums through the floor, rattling my ribs until my magic stirs in answer. It knows this rhythm. This place was built for chaos.
Home, sweet hell.
I weave through the crowd toward the bar that rises like an altar of obsidian and glass, its surface polished to a mirror’s gleam. People part without being asked. Some out of recognition, others out of instinct. Power stains, and tonight, they wear the weight of mine in the way their gazes linger without daring to reach.
Behind the bar, bottles drift in precise orbit, their contents refracting light in liquid prisms. Marcus leans against the polished surface, all golden charm and battle-earned scars. His sandy hair is damp from what must have been an earlier fight.
“If it isn’t my favorite supporter!” His grin pulls at the cut above his eye. “Coming to watch me win tonight?”
I can’t help but smirk as I slide onto the barstool beside him, my magic humming at the promise of violence to come. “Miss me that much in the stands, Marcus?”
“Always.” He winks, wiping blood from his brow. “Nobody else appreciates my work quite like you do.”
Raven appears before us, her opal-dusted irises catching the low light as she presses a drink into my hand. “The usual, babe.” The liquid shimmers, shifting between crimson and gold. Alchemy in a glass, designed to hit harder than its mundane counterpart. “Though you might want to pace yourself. His patience is particularly thin tonight.”
I don’t need to ask who she means. Dominic Blackwood rules The Den the way a wolf claims its kill—undisputed, unchallenged, and with blood still slick on its teeth. Elevated above the swarm of bodies, he reclines in his usual spot, sin incarnate. A crystal tumbler rests at his side, its contents ignored as the ice melts in slow defeat. He hasn’t drunk in front of me since the observatory. Not after I told him I wouldn’t kiss someone who didn’t know how to taste what he was about to lose.
Around him, the scene plays out as if it were a performance meant for worship. One girl trails patterns into the bare skin of his forearm, her nails a metallic blur. Another kneels at his feet, face tilted in docile reverence, her cheek resting against his thigh as though she’s found religion there. But his attention isn’t on them. It never is. His gaze prowls the floor below, calculating and hunting, each glance a deliberate move in a game only he knows the rules to.
Others see dominance. I see restraint. The weight he carries beneath the silk and swagger, the ghosts pacing behind his eyes. I know the effort it takes for him to stay seated, to keep the monster caged. Because I’m the only thing it answers to.
The black silk shirt clings to him, molded to lean, lethal muscle that I’ve traced with my mouth a thousand times, but it’s his hands that own me the most. They draw sounds from my throat that I didn’t know I could make, dragged me to the edge with ruthless precision. Those hands have broken men and worshipped me in the same breath. I’ve seen them gentle too, tracing promises into my skin in the dark when he thinks I’m sleeping, and he lets his guard down enough to show me who he really is.
The shift is instant when his eyes find me. His spine straightens and his jaw tightens, then eases into that familiar mask of control. But I know the micro ticks too well. The flash of something possessive beneath restraint. For a breath, he’s not Dominic Blackwood, menace of Eclipsera, lounging like a bored god among his flock.
He’s Dom.
Mine.
And when his gaze drags over my body, slow and scorching, the corner of his mouth curves into a lethal smirk that always ruins me.
A girl in maroon snags my attention. She straddles her partner in one of the alcoves, dress shoved above her hips, riding the beat of the music and the push of his hand. Her moans are drowned by the bass, but the look on her face is pure worship—eyes closed, mouth parted, surrender written in sweat. A few feet away, a man grips the throat of a woman while she writhes on her knees between his legs, lips slick and red, tears tracking down her cheeks as he praises her softly.
In The Den, there’s no shame, and no rules. Pleasure is taken or given without expectation, and tonight I’m starving for it, too.
The moment I step onto the dance floor, I feel Dom’s gaze lock on me, wrapping around before the magic even hits. That invisible tether slides into place, threading through my veins like a leash made of want. He tracks every breath, every sway of my hips, every time I let another man drift too close. But he doesn’t come down. He waits. Watches. Starves. Letting me play this game for now.
Tonight, I’m not Aria Ellis. I’m not a legacy. Not a lab result. Not anyone’s fucking heir. I’m just a girl in heels and silk and blood-ruby shimmer, grinding against a stranger because I want to forget everything but the heat between my thighs.
A man steps into my space with a sharp jaw, expensive cologne, and soft hands. Another beautiful disaster with too much money and not enough instinct. He glances toward the VIP lounge as if waiting for permission, then smirks back at me. Bold. Stupid. Perfect.
He offers a hand and I take it, not because I want him, but because I want Dom to watch. To see someone else touch what’s his. To drag out the monster he tries so hard to leash.
“I’m Seth,” he murmurs against my ear, like it matters. His palm presses against the curve of my spine, sliding lower. He doesn’t know the rules of this place, not really, but I let him think he’s winning.
I don’t answer, but when he slips the vial into my hand—small, obsidian glass, laced with glamour and something darker—I finally smile. Now, we’re getting somewhere.
Silverhaze.
The liquid temptation.
The first time I took it, we were seventeen, hiding in the ruins of the old greenhouse Dom had broken into for me. I couldn’t stop shaking, pressure and failure buzzing behind my eyes, until he pressed the vial to my lips as if it were sacred. You said you wanted to breathe, he whispered. This helps. There were no lectures, no judgment. Only quiet permission shaped into control—and it worked. That night, with his body curled against mine, the stars collapsed and I finally exhaled.
The Silverhaze dissolves into my bloodstream, the club splintering into prism-light, crystals overhead scattering into constellations while the bass sinks into a pulse that becomes part of me. Time slows. Not numb, but silent, as though I’m drifting between dimensions, weightless in the space between pain and pleasure.
I melt into Seth’s grip, letting the music roll me forward as my head tilts, arms lift, and hips grind in a slow, deliberate arch that bares my neck to the crowd. The same throat Dom’s teeth once mapped in bruises and possession. His marks have only just faded, and maybe tonight, if I push hard enough, he’ll give me new ones. Something fresh to wear when the world tries to put me back in its box.
A whisper of silk brushes my arm and I recognize Kira instantly, one of Dom’s favorites, cloaked in shimmer powder. She presses in with feline grace, her voice a soft purr.
“Playing dangerous games tonight, aren’t we?”
She doesn’t stop dancing, but she glances at Seth, then back at me, mouth quirking. “He hasn’t taken his eyes off you, and now this?” Her gaze flicks down again, catching the pressure of the guy’s fingers digging into my waist. “He’s going to make you pay for this later, you know.”
The words slide into me like another dose of heat, but I don’t stop moving or look back. Dom knows what this is—he always does. My rebellion, my escape, my test. And he lets me push, because he’s the only one who understands the weight I carry, even if his way of lifting it is as broken as we are.
“That’s the point.” I laugh, catching Kira’s waist and pulling her flush against me. She hums in approval, her mouth grazing the line of my jaw as her hips roll into mine with deliberate allure. The shimmer powder dusting her bare skin transfers with every brush, opal and starlight streaking my collarbones, clinging to the insides of my wrists. I don’t wipe it away. I want it on me. Need him to see it. To come down here and lick it off himself.
Through the Silverhaze, I track him.
Dom doesn’t move immediately. That would be too easy, and that isn’t how the game works. Still, his hand refuses to stay still, his fingers drifting lazy and precise down the throat of the girl kneeling beside him. He follows the curve of her pulse like scripture, and she shudders at the contact, arching toward him with reverence, her head tilting back in offering.
My stomach coils, but I don’t break. Not when he cups her chin with those commanding fingers and tilts her face upward, brushing his thumb across the softness of her mouth. Not even when she parts her lips in desperate obedience, hoping for a taste of anything he’ll give. And then, his attention pivots to mine.
That’s the first blow. The way he looks through the crowd as if no one else exists. As if he’s known every breath I’ve taken since I walked in. The corner of his mouth curves, and I feel it like a hand sliding up my thigh.
I lean into Kira, my breath hot against her throat as my teeth drag slow and deliberate over her skin, more whisper than bite. She moans pressing harder into me, her body pliant and seeking.
Dom’s magic thickens, bending the air until the crystals overhead flicker and tremble under the weight of command. His essence saturates the space between us, leaving invisible fingerprints across my skin that burn hotter than any physical claim. I hold my ground. He holds his. Then he flicks his fingers, and the girl beside him falters. No words, no dismissal—just a single gesture; a barely-there motion that sends her stumbling. She lingers, hopeful, fingertips clinging to his thigh, but he’s already moved on. She might as well be furniture.
His magic surges again and Kira stumbles in my arms. “Oh, you’ve done it now.”
Seth is already retreating, smart enough to know what’s coming.
I swallow a victorious smirk, but beneath it pulses something deeper. The crowd sees spectacle, and the society column will call it scandal, but they’ve never cared about what’s real. They overlook what’s been building between us since we were children, raised like weapons, sharpened in shadows. They ignore the bond forged in blood and rage and stolen breath, and they will never understand how we’ve remade each other in the dark. How we’d kill for each other. Bleed for one another.
This love is dangerous and raw and ruinous.
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“Having fun, love?” Dom’s words ripple through me and my blood hums in response. Even without enhancement, his magic has always felt different, like gravity doubling for a heartbeat. But with Silverhaze singing in my veins, his presence becomes something  elemental.
His thumb skims my lower lip and I surrender to instinct, letting my tongue flick against his skin. Salt lingers, sharp and familiar, dragging back to all the nights I’ve mapped him with my mouth, every desperate inhale against his throat when the world blurred and only we remained.
Dom’s gaze sharpens, pupils blown wide as he catches the shimmer left behind. “You thought you won tonight, didn’t you?”
Light fractures across his face, carving out cheekbones, a wicked mouth, and storm-drenched eyes that have ruined me more than once.
“Who, me?” I smile, saccharine and lethal. “I would never.”
I slide my hand beneath the gaping edge of his shirt, my fingers drifting over scars he never hides from me. Raised ridges, blistered burns, jagged truths carved into skin that has always borne too much. Some are mine, earned in moments of rage and reverence when he asked for something sharp enough to pull him back from the brink. Others run deeper, older. Echoes of a war he fought alone. Proof of a body used and controlled, punished into silence before he had the power to say no.
No one else touches these. Not the girls who worship at his feet. Not the ones who beg for his hands, his mouth, his name. Only me. Because I’m the one he lets see the damage; the man who hides tenderness behind teeth, but still gives it to me in pieces.
His laugh rakes across my nerves, and pleasure blooms in its wake. “Remember that formula we were working on last month?” His fingers dance up my vertebrae. The gesture looks possessive, but I feel how gently he traces each knot of tension. “The one for rendering magic visible?”
My body remembers the heat of that week in his private lab. Three sleepless nights tangled in research and sweat. Equations inked on my thighs when we ran out of room on the walls. Theories whispered against skin still flushed from climax. I’d mapped how spells lingered differently depending on the caster’s state of mind. Fear tasted sharp. Desire burned sweet. Rage left bitter aftershocks against the tongue.
“You finished it?” My fingers itch to examine the vial in his hand. To break down its components the way we used to. Back then, we spent more time crafting highs than testing them, when science and sin blurred together in his lab, and every breakthrough felt like foreplay.
“We finished it,” he corrects me, and something in my chest burns brighter. “But it was your theory about using Spectra Spores to detect magical signatures. You were the first to realized Lumina Root could translate that into visible spectrum. One senses what we feel, the other shows it.” He smirks. “All I did was make sure the spores didn’t overwhelm the root’s phosphorescence. Stabilized the bond. That’s all.”
The vial pulses against my palm when I take it. “They’re already reacting,” I murmur, captivated. The spores shimmer, shifting in spirals of color, tracing unseen magic through glass. His hand closes over mine, steady and sure, lacing our fingers around the vial. That old, dangerous thrill rises again, the one I only feel when we’re creating together.
He’s the only one who’s ever understood this part of me. This darkness I’ve never been able to name. That sharp-edged craving to break the rules. To twist spells until they crack. To turn magic into something volatile and beautiful . . . and just a little bit wrong. Sometimes, I wonder if it’s my father’s legacy. His clinical brilliance, his detachment, his obsession with outcomes over ethics. Or it’s my mother, and her silence in those early months. The way she withdrew from the world while I was still forming inside her. As if something essential never reached me, and love itself had been withheld.
Either way, it’s there—that deviance. That thirst for the unstable, and I’ve never known how to silence it. But Dom never asked me to. He doesn’t flinch when my magic veers into ethically gray. Doesn’t lecture when I chase the unknown too far. Where others try to reign me in, he hands me a blade and asks how deep I want to cut. Where the world sees a flaw to be corrected, he sees something to cultivate and worship.
The moment the liquid hits my tongue, the transformation is immediate—pressure resolving into pattern, emotion sharpening into color and weight, sensation becoming structure, raw magical resonance finally made visible.
“The sensitivity ratios,” I whisper, awestruck. “You balanced them perfectly.”
His grin is dark. “Of course I did. You may be the genius, but I know how to make your chaos behave.” His fingers trace patterns on my skin that match the swirling formulas in my mind. “We complement each other that way, don’t we? Your unrelenting curiosity, my need to control. You chase the unknown, I anchor it.”
The club dissolves into pure energy around us. Every breath draws in new data, new understanding. This is what I’ve always craved—not just power, but knowledge. The ability to see the mathematical beauty in what others call madness.
And then his magic hits, and it’s unlike anything else. It spreads in concentric waves. Deep violet shadows laced with iridescent gold, electric filaments dancing through midnight blue like veins beneath translucent skin. It undulates outward in perfect harmony, controlled and primal all at once.
I’ve always been hyperaware of his magic, and could track his moods and presence across rooms since we were teenagers. My mom always called it a distraction. A childish fixation on something every trained mind learned to block out. But I never could. Even now, his magic doesn’t just call to me.
It claims me.
“Dom,” I breathe. “This is—”
“I know,” he murmurs, stepping closer. His palm finds the nape of my neck, anchoring me as the club folds away, light and sound peeling off to make room for this convergence. “It’s only for us.”
I close my eyes, letting the sensations overtake logic. “You always said magic was emotional, and now you can finally see it.”
He leans in, lips grazing the shell of my cheek. “I watched you dance.” His magic ripples darker. “Let him touch you the way only I’m allowed to. You wanted me angry, didn’t you?”
The question isn’t casual. It’s a verdict, carved from history, and steeped in the intimacy only we’ve ever bled for. His tone stays calm, but beneath it I feel the restraint fraying at the edges. I press my fingers to the rapid beat of his pulse and he flinches. To everyone else, he’s untouchable, but with me he comes undone. I love him most in those moments, when obsession outweighs control, and the monster he cages strains for me alone.
“Your hands are shaking,” I murmur, not out of concern, but challenge. His grip around my waist tightens, firm enough to bruise if I let him.
His breath catches when I press closer, my nails dragging patterns up his spine. “You always know how to get under my skin,” he says, voice barely audible beneath the bass. “You never play fair.”
“And you never play soft.”
I shouldn’t think of it now, but I do. Seventeen, spiraling, half-drunk on rebellion, dancing too close to a stranger I didn’t even like. I wanted to feel something sharp in a world that demanded I stay polished and composed. The music was loud, synthetic, and forgettable. The boy’s hands were too confident and careless while pressing against skin that wasn’t his to touch.
But what I remember most is Dom.
Across the room, he stood with a drink in hand, a bruise spreading along his jaw, murder alive in his eyes. He didn’t need to raise his voice or posture. The way he moved was enough. One second, I was pretending to flirt. The next, I was in his lap, arm locked around my waist, his other hand clutching my dress as if it were the only tether keeping him from tearing the place apart. The boy I’d danced with vanished fast.
Nobody challenged a Blackwood.
Now, Dom brushes a lock of hair behind my ear, a touch so tender it might fool someone who doesn’t know what those fingers have done. They’ve broken bones and shattered skulls, coaxed pleasure from me with merciless precision, mapped every inch of my body with ownership and reverence, and clung to me like I’m the only thing keeping him alive. And sometimes, I think I am.
“Look at me,” he breathes.
I drag my nails up the column of his throat. “Make me.”
His eyes flash. “Always testing limits.”
“Only with you.” The confession lands before I can cage it.
“You’re the only one who sees me like this. The only one who makes me want to be seen.”
“Kiss me.”
His knuckles brush my jaw. “Patience was never your virtue, was it?”
“I don’t remember you complaining about my virtues before.”
“Thought I’d forgotten how to make you beg, love?” He slips his hand beneath the hem of my dress with the ease of a man who’s done it a hundred times. “You were so eager to show off,” he murmurs. “Now be a good girl and stay quiet while I remind you what happens when you forget that you are mine.”
I swallow the gasp, but my body’s already trembling.
His hand clamps around my waist, not just holding but locking me in place, like he can’t risk letting me slip an inch from him. The other slides lower until his fingers press against my core, slick and pulsing for him. Heat surges through me at the low and feral growls he lets out. “Fuck. Already this wet for me?”
The question sinks into my skin, and then he moves, stroking through the mess he’s drawn out of me as if every flick of his fingers is another piece of proof he owns. My thighs tremble when he pushes two fingers inside and the stretch rips a gasp out of me. He doesn’t slow or let me adjust. Every thrust is deliberate and ruthless, like he’s reminding me this body has only ever been his to master.
I choke back a moan as his fingers dig into my waist, and the rhythm of the club bleeds into the rhythm of him. The Den writhes around us, bodies shimmering in every corner, the air thick with sex and spell-dust. The masking spell Dom casts hums to life, heat and haze wrapping us in secrecy, though I know anyone who wanted to could still hear the broken sounds clawing out of me. And maybe that’s the point. This place feeds on it—on surrender paraded in the open—and he knows I’ll give it to him every time.
His grip shifts, palm curling around my throat, tilting my head back until I can’t look anywhere but at him. My lips part, a ragged cry slipping free as he drives his fingers into me with brutal precision, each thrust a white-hot spark that tears me apart and stitches me back together in the same breath. My nails bite into his forearm, desperate for something solid, but he doesn’t flinch
And then he bends close and brushes his mouth against my temple with softness no one else would ever believe he’s capable of. It guts me more than the force of his body, because it’s only ever for me. He is only ever mine. The monster. The villain. The contradiction that ruins and worships me in the same breath. I crave him most when I can’t tell which one he’ll be.
“Do you even know what you do to me?” His voice is shaking with fury and need. “Every fucking part of me breaks for you. I can’t breathe, I can’t think, and I don’t even fucking want to. You ruin me, Aria, and I’d let you do it a thousand times over.”
His other hand glides up my body, slipping beneath the neckline of my dress. Fingers splay wide, every inch of the climb a reminder that he owns what he touches. When his palm closes over my breast, he squeezes hard enough to sting, forcing a gasp out of me as pain collides with pleasure in a way only he can orchestrate. His thumb torments my nipple, twisting until I can’t hold back the sound tearing from my throat. I respond without thought, my body betraying me, as if I’ve never known anyone but him.
Dom’s fingers thrust inside me again, curling cruelly, and my knees nearly give. Still, he doesn’t kiss me or give me mercy. He drags his mouth to my ear instead. “Say you’re mine.”
“I’m yours.”
“Louder. I want them all to hear.” His grip on my throat tightens.
“I’m yours!” The words shatter out of me, surrender and fury tangled together.
His mouth presses to the crook of my neck. “And I’m yours. Always yours,” he sighs. “Even when I shouldn’t be. Even when I wish to god I could stop, I’d still crawl back and beg for more.”
Then slowly Dom’s slides his fingers free. They are slick and glistening in the red light. He lifts his hand to his mouth and sucks each finger clean, one by one, tongue curling with deliberate filth. His eyes stay locked on mine throughout, like he wants to burn this image into my soul.
“Sweetest little pussy I’ve ever had. I could live off you. Every fucking drop. Don’t ever think I’d let another man close enough to try. They’d be dead before they even got their mouth on you.”
He snatches my hand, dragging me through the crush of bodies with the ruthless momentum of a man possessed. The dance floor surges around us—sweat-slicked skin, spell-dust haze, strangers fucking in plain view, their cries drowned beneath the bass. Performers sprawl on velvet couches, mouths open, tongues filthy, limbs tangled as if the whole room exists to watch them unravel. Down here, pleasure is meant to be seen.
Some patrons are brave enough to join the spectacle. A woman bends over a mirrored bar, dress hiked high, her partner fucking her in slow, deliberate thrusts while strangers look on, rapt. Against the pole, another arches upside down, every roll of her hips a choreographed offering, her partner’s hands gripping her thighs to keep her spread for the room. These aren’t cheap displays. They’re curated, controlled and seductive, designed to tempt and draw you toward more.
Dom doesn’t slow or spare them a glance, carving a path through the chaos. I love this place. The honesty of it, the decadence, the way The Den doesn’t pretend that pleasure should be private. It feeds on exposure, makes surrender holy and, in the upstairs rooms, behind locked doors and mirrored glass, that surrender becomes ritual.
My pulse hammers harder with every step toward the staircase, because I know what waits above. The velvet dark that swallows reason whole, the thrones carved for sin, and the cuffs and chains that glitter like promises under red light. Those rooms are not just chambers. They are confessionals. Altars where Dom strips me bare and every part of me I try to cage spills out in ruin.
I love the eyes on me when he binds me open. When he fucks me slow and merciless and makes a spectacle of my surrender. I love knowing strangers are watching when my body fractures for him. That they see what only he can draw from me. But sometimes, I crave the opposite—just us. No audience, no performance. Only the brutal honesty of skin and teeth and need, where I mark him as deep as he marks me, and we trade control until neither of us remembers who’s begging and who’s commanding.
That is what these rooms give us. They let me be both masochist and sadist. His sweetest ruin and his sharpest blade. They let him worship me while breaking me apart. Let me worship him when I take him to his knees. And I love every contradiction of it. The performance, the privacy, the endless question of whether I will be the one undone, or the one unmaking him.
For a moment, everything slows, caught in the space between heartbeats. That rare pulse of connection where nothing else exists.
Then, Dom stills, and every muscle locks beneath my palm, the shift so sharp it steals the air from my lungs. The teasing edge is gone, stripped away, and the dangerous playfulness I know so well hardens into something colder.
“What the fuck are you doing here?” Dom’s voice cuts sharp enough to make me flinch, and for a split second, I think it’s meant for me. The words coil through the haze slow and distorted, like they’re struggling to find shape inside my head.
I twist in his grip, sluggish and boneless, but his arms are iron. The world ripples, colors bleeding, sound stretching thin, until everything feels too loud, too bright. Through the shifting kaleidoscope of light and shadow, a figure pushes into focus—tall, familiar, controlled—the weight of his stare hitting me before the name even forms.
Rowe.
“I’m here for Aria.” His voice sounds strange. Not steady, the way I remember. He steps closer, and something flickers in his eyes that makes my perfect high waver for just a moment.
“You’re in my club, Darkmoor.” Dom’s fingers dig into my hip. “And she’s otherwise occupied. Get the fuck out.”
Rowe ignores him, stepping closer, and I try to focus on his face. The same face I used to secretly study across crowded rooms, memorizing the way his jaw clenches when he’s worried, how his eyes soften when he thinks no one’s watching. But now, everything’s blurry, fragmenting, refusing to stay still. My breath stumbles in my lungs.
“Aria.” Rowe’s hand lifts, hesitating in the air between us. “Look at me.”
The way he says my name makes the floor lurch beneath me. His fingers graze my cheek, careful, too careful, like I might break under it. The difference between his hand and Dom’s grip is unbearable.
Kindness and violence.
Reverence and ruin.
“Don’t fucking touch her.” Dom’s growl vibrates against my spine, darker than the bass thundering through the floor. His arm locks around me tighter, like Rowe might rip me away if he so much as breathes wrong. For a heartbeat, everything dims.
But I just smile, dreamy and loose, and reach for Rowe’s face. My fingertips trace the worry line between his brows. “Your eyes look sad,” I murmur. “Why do they look so sad?”
His expression twists, fury cutting through as his gaze flicks to my dilated pupils. The softness in him fractures, and he turns that fury on Dom, every word clenched between his teeth. “What the fuck did you give her?” His fists curl tight. “Is this what you do now? Get her so high she can’t stand?”
Dom’s laugh is low and vicious against my neck. “Spare me the righteous act, Darkmoor. She’s not your concern anymore. If she ever was.”
“Don’t you dare—” Rowe starts, but I dig my heels in, my fingers drifting along his cheek. He catches my hand in his, and the contact grounds me in a way nothing else has. “Aria, I need you to focus.” He exhales slowly. “Please.”
My head tilts. “What’s happening?” The words drag strange and wrong from my throat. Colors bleed too sharp, too bright. Something’s breaking, I can feel it, but I can’t—
Rowe’s thumb brushes my hand like he’s trying to soften an impossible blow, and suddenly I know. Before he speaks, before the words shatter everything. My body recognizes the truth before my mind can process it.
“There was an accident at the lab.” His voice cracks, splintering reality along with it. “Your parents are dead.”
The world doesn’t crack, it detonates.
Euphoria collapses in on itself, a star burning out, and the golds bleed to ash while the reds drain into void-black. The music that once throbbed with heat twists hollow, a dirge in disguise, and the scent of lust curdles as the air thickens with something jagged and airless. Dom’s touch turns glacial as the magic implodes around us until the world blinks out.
The floor surges up to meet me, my body no longer mine. Every thread of me is untethered, and drowning in a void where three words carve themselves over and over, merciless and final.
Accident.
Parents.
Dead.
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Two Months Later

From the passenger seat of my car, I trace the rim of my compact mirror with a steady hand, reapplying my lipstick in a soft, demure pink that whispers innocence. The scent of jasmine oil, dabbed along my pulse points, curls through the air and mingles with the rich leather of the seats, anticipation coiling tight beneath my ribs. 
Two months of carefully curated grief have led to this moment. A chance to prove what I’ve known since I was twelve, when I was dissecting my first rabbit with Father’s spare scalpel, marveling at the seamless intricacy of living things. The memory of my sister finding me that day intrudes without permission. Her swift cover when Mother walked in, and the way she helped scrub the blood from my hands even while her gaze flickered with apprehension. Aria had buffered me from scrutiny, but I wasn’t looking for protection. I craved acknowledgment.
And no one exemplifies that more than Alexander Darkmoor.
I’ve spent years observing him. Cataloguing how he commands a room without force, how authority coils around him like a second skin. People obey him, not because they fear him, but because defiance feels irrelevant in his presence. Father had worshipped his brilliance, his vision.
“Alexander Darkmoor sees the bigger picture,” he’d say, eyes gleaming with reverence. “He understands what progress demands.”
 I understood too. Always have. Even when Father was too busy with Aria’s training to notice how I’d documented every experiment, procedure, and precise cut that advanced my knowledge.
While my sister had collapsed inward, drowning in suspicion and sorrow, I’d transformed my pain into purpose. Aria squandered every advantage by slipping out of labs, and refusing to comprehend the symmetry of our parents’ research. All that access to Darkmoor Industries, and she’d spent them rebelling, while I broke into Father’s study after curfew.
I’d traced the inked schematics of his restricted files, my hands steady as I experimented on whatever specimens I could find. The neighborhood’s missing pets became invaluable subjects, each one teaching me more about essence conductivity, and the way blood magic laced itself through living tissue like a second nervous system.
Not that anyone noticed. They never do.
The Enchanted Lotus rises before me, a masterpiece of the Blackwood entertainment empire. Towering trees wrapped in prismatic lights stretch toward the heavens, their branches intertwining to form natural archways. It’s beautiful, but aesthetic beauty pales beside the anatomical elegance of a circulatory system. Nothing rivals the perfect symmetry of a living heart.
I’d been top of my class at the Academy, my thesis on blood-magic enhancement through biological manipulation awarded highest distinction. Yet Father and Mother had still tethered their hopes to Aria. Her untrained instinct always eclipsing my methodical brilliance. They never saw how I learned to replicate her raw results through calculation, precision, and work.
I smooth the front of my pale pink dress, the charmed silk rippling beneath my fingers with the calm sheen of tempered water. The fabric adjusts to body temperature with uncanny accuracy, warding off the evening chill before it can bite. A subtle buoyancy enchantment stitched into the hem makes it hover a breath above the ground. Another offering from Alexander, like so many gifts in recent weeks. Each one chosen to remind me of what he could offer. What doors he could open.
My heels strike the path in even tempo, their echo mirrored in the tower-high windows ahead. My reflection stares back; blond waves artfully disheveled, makeup just delicate enough to sharpen youth into an advantage, and the protection spell laced through my bracelet thrumming with quiet vigilance at my wrist.
The reflection wavers into an older memory of Aria, guiding my hand as I fumbled with eyeliner. “There,” she’d said, “you look just like Mom.” That praise had meant everything once. Now, I watch my sister with a colder gaze. Not to remember, but to study. The way she tilts her head when calculating, how her fingers fidget with rings when unsettled. Her tics, habits and imperfect tells I’ve catalogued and begun to refine. I’ve mimicked her for so long, I’m not sure which parts belong to me anymore.
“Miss Ellis.” The doorman bows low, recognition flickering behind his eyes as he gestures, and The Lotus’s enormous doors swing open without a sound. This is my eighth private dinner with Alexander Darkmoor since the funeral. Each one a careful dance I’m not quite sure I know the steps to.
But I’m learning.
The maître d’ greets me with a polished smile. “Mr. Darkmoor is expecting you. This way.”
I drink in every detail of the main dining room, my heart quickening at the display of wealth and power. Ethereal vines wind up crystalline support columns, their leaves edged in golden filigree, and pulsing with slow, deliberate enchantments. There is no ceiling, only the sky above, domed in layered ward-glass that reveals the aurora borealis spilling across it like a celestial wound. Phantasmal birds, crafted from pure arcane energy, wheel through the air in radiant spirals, bursting into particulate light with each beat of their wings.
The competing scents make my head spin. Night-blooming jasmine—Mother’s favorite—folds into rare eastern resins and clove-salted smoke, undercut by the heady, electric scent of influence and dominion. It sticks to the air like a drug and I inhale deeply, because I crave it more than breath itself.
People turn as I pass, their attention thick with curiosity and calculation. Most faces are familiar. Council members and corporate titans. Old bloodlines that believe their lineage makes them untouchable. They perceive exactly what I want them to. Ellis’s younger daughter. Polished, slightly adrift, mournful in the way only legacy daughters are allowed to be. Haunted by the weight of loss, and still lingering in her sister’s wake. That last part, at least, requires no performance.
I’m led deeper into the restaurant’s interior, past charmed flora and enchanted crystal, into the hushed belly of the beast. Private alcoves nestle between the roots of living trees, their carved walls pulsing faintly with life. Flowers dance on invisible currents, their petals sharp enough to draw blood if you look too closely.
The light intensifies as we descend, calibrated to expose only what’s useful and let the rest rot in shadow. It reminds me of Father’s research rooms, and the surgical way he controlled every detail, down to the kelvin of the overhead glow. This place is no different. It’s another theater built for the dissection of influence. A sanctum where whispered deals unfold, and elegant ruin is served alongside wine and rare meat.
Alexander Darkmoor rises as we approach, and something in my chest flutters traitorously. He possesses the kind of authority that demands nothing to prove it. The midnight suit he wears molds to his frame with dangerous elegance; broad shoulders, lean waist, and the unhurried poise of someone who’s never had to chase anything in his life.
I straighten, the way Aria used to when bracing for Father’s critiques, but temper it with a practiced warmth she never mastered. I used to tell myself he was nothing more than a peer of my parents. One of their allies, and another name in a long ledger of associations I could use when needed. A means to an end. But
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