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      Liam

      HUG Geneva, three years ago

      Noah’s dying, and the world’s gone silent. I was in the hospital room with him and Elise. Tubes everywhere, the stink of antiseptic and grief choking every breath. Noah’s cracked jokes all day. He never stopped, even when the chemo turned his veins to glass. Now, though, he’s barely breathing. I see it before Elise does. The way his eyes find me, sharp and sober for once.

      “Don’t let her fall apart,” he says. Voice a rasp, a brutal command. “Promise me, Liam. Keep her safe when I can’t.”

      I nod, throat burning. I can’t say yes, can’t speak at all. I just grip his hand tight until he squeezes back. Once. Hard. Then he lets go.

      Elise is the one who screams when the line goes flat. She shakes, fists pounding his chest, sobbing until her voice breaks. I hold her, arms wrapped so tight I might as well be handcuffed to her for life.

      After that, everything comes undone. Days blur together. Funeral suits, cold church air, people hugging us like we’re survivors of some disaster. Elise doesn’t eat. She stares at walls, empty-eyed, all her light gone. Her parents send flowers and therapists. Nothing works.

      I stop going home. My mother sends worried texts. My father tells me to “be a man.” But I stay at Elise’s. I sleep on her floor. Then on her bed. Always fully clothed, holding her through every nightmare. She shakes. She sobs. Sometimes she just goes cold.

      I lose my own girlfriend in the mess. Céline tries, at first. She comes over, brings food, tries to pull me back to life. But I’m gone. I can’t focus on anyone but Elise. Can’t see anything but Noah’s face. Those last words.

      Céline leaves. Good. She deserves more than a ghost.

      A month after the funeral, Elise kisses me. Soft at first. Just lips, trembling. She’s crying, whispering Noah’s name, then mine, like she’s mixing us up on purpose.

      “Stay,” she begs. “Don’t leave me.”

      I stay. We fall into a rhythm. Meant for survival, not love. I take her to lectures. I cook. I clean. She starts smiling again. Small at first. Then bigger. She laughs one day at a joke I make, and for a second it feels right.

      We become a couple. No one says it, but we know. She wears Noah’s ring on a chain around her neck. We sleep together sometimes. Slow. Gentle. Like we’re both terrified of breaking. I give her everything soft. Everything careful. Never rough. Never wild.

      Elise is enough. She should be enough. She’s beautiful. Loyal. Still broken but strong. My parents approve. Her parents treat me like a damn hero.

      “He’d be proud of you, Liam,” they say.

      I don’t believe them.

      But at night, when she sleeps, I’m awake. I think about Noah. About all the things we never said. About the promise I made, and how loving Elise sometimes feels like betrayal. Sometimes, when she calls my name, I hear his voice behind hers. Laughing in my ear. Daring me to break the rules.

      We go on like this for a year. Then two. I’m good to her. I never cheat. Never push. I play the perfect boyfriend.

      But there’s a darkness in me. A hunger Elise can’t touch. She’s sunshine and silk sheets. I’m storm clouds and rough hands. And I start to wonder if maybe I’m not built for peace.

      The first time I see Sophie at that damn mixer, kneeling for me without a thought, I feel everything I buried clawing back up my throat. Hunger. Power. That twisted need for control.

      And for the first time, I realize.

      Elise saved me from drowning.

      But Sophie makes me want to burn.
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        This novel is a work of fiction

      

      

      
        
        This novel is a work of fiction.

        Names, characters, organizations, and events are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, events, places, or institutions is purely coincidental.

        The Sceau Blanc, the Clave, and all portrayals of Geneva’s high society are entirely fictional.

        If it feels real, that’s because the game is working.

      

      

      

      
        
        Only one man, though, truly exists.

        He knows.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For Jake

      

      The man who showed me

      that trust unlocks every door,

      and that control, when shared,

      becomes a work of art.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Copyright

      

      
        Prologue

      

      
        A Note on Fiction

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

    

    
      
        A note from Cara

      

      
        Content Warning

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Cara Ravelli

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        I gave everything to protect her.

      
        But in the end, I destroyed us both.

        Liam Morel
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          The First Rush

        

      

    

    
      Liam

      Morel Manor

      Power’s not something you get. It’s something you feed. The real kind gets in your blood, eats at you, keeps you up at night thinking of what you’d do to keep the high. Some people chase it in boardrooms or between someone's legs. Me? I learned early that the sweetest rush comes from watching someone choose to surrender, not because you forced them, but because you made them want it so badly they'd beg.

      Switzerland taught me that before I could drive.

      Growing up in Geneva’s a blood sport, dressed up in cashmere blazers and Swiss precision. My classmates were little sharks learning to cut throats with a smile before they could tie their own ties. Tutors drilled me on French verbs and market indices while Dad's associates discussed hostile takeovers over cognac in the next room. In the Morel house, nothing was an accident. Every word, every gesture, every calculated pause—it all meant something.

      This house, this damn tomb, was built for secrets, not comfort. Every sound is too loud. Even my own heartbeat feels like a threat when Dad's home. He doesn't need to raise his voice. He's got cameras tucked into every crown molding, "for security," but really so he can watch, control, know everything without ever asking.

      He's the kind of bastard who can cut you down with one look and make you thank him for the lesson.

      Philippe Morel. Geneva's silent god. He doesn't have friends, just people who owe him favors they don't remember agreeing to. Politicians, bankers, university deans—they all come to him eventually, and they all leave owing more than they brought.

      And Mom? She's his prize. Diamond-hard, too sharp to touch, and he worships her for it.

      I watched them my whole life, this twisted dance they do. When he wanted her, he'd rest a hand on her lower back, possessive and sure. She'd tip her head back, offering her throat like prey trusting its hunter. People called her a gold-digger when they married. Bullshit. I've seen her destroy men with a smile and a well-placed rumor. She was as dangerous as she was beautiful.

      And my father loved her for it, especially when she’d glance at him across a crowded room, that quiet permission in her eyes that said now. He’d adjust his cufflink or smooth the line of his tie, and everyone around them would keep talking, never realizing a war had just been won.

      They called it love. He called it control. I called it a blueprint.

      Dad told me once, over eggs and caviar while Mom read the financial section, “Swiss power whispers, Liam. Let the Germans bark. Let the French cry. Real power is what people beg for and never know why.” He said it with that razor-sharp smile, his watch ticking so loud I wanted to smash it against the wall.

      But I listened. I learned. I started moving like him. Never running. Never begging. Make them come to you. Make them need you. Make them choose it.

      The first time I really felt it was at school. Chess club. Some arrogant Russian kid who thought he could break me with aggressive openings and trash talk. I let him. Waited. Watched his face when I flipped the board on him and made him choke on his own ego. The rush was quick, sharp, gone before the bell rang.

      I wanted more.

      The real lesson came at home when I was eighteen. I watched Dad shut down a table full of politicians with nothing but a raised eyebrow and strategic silence. Mom sat beside him, hand on his knee, that look in her eyes—like she wanted him to own her, like she dared him to try.

      I felt it low in my gut, ugly and sharp. The kind of shame you never say out loud.

      That's what I wanted. Not just someone to sleep with. Not just someone to break. Someone who'd give in because they wanted to. Because they'd crawl, and I'd be the only one who ever saw them do it.

      That's when I started watching people differently. Not just what they said, but what they needed. Every tell, every tremor, who looked at me too long, who flinched when I smiled. I learned fast: power isn't about what you take—it’s about what people give you when they think you're not looking.

      That's how I saw Sophie before anyone else did.

      Sophie Dubois. The housekeeper's kid. Two years younger, all wild dark hair and sharp eyes that were always hungry for something more. Most people saw a servant's daughter—greasy-handed, pressed to the glass, desperate for scraps from our world.

      But I saw the truth: she didn't want food or warmth or safety.

      She wanted to belong.

      And belonging? That’s a different kind of hunger. The kind that’ll make you do anything.

      Her mother, Manon, had worked for us since before I was born. When Sophie's father died, Mom was there—actually there, holding Manon while she cried, arranging the funeral, making sure they had everything they needed. It wasn't charity. The Morels don't do charity. It was investment. Loyalty. The kind of bond that lasts generations.

      Sophie grew up in the margins of our world. I'd catch her lingering in hallways during parties, eyes eating up everything they told her she could never have. Her fingers would trace the edge of bookshelves, stealing glances at paintings, sometimes slipping a chocolate from the staff pantry when she thought nobody saw.

      She was careful. Shy as hell around me. But sometimes I'd see her standing in front of my mother's vanity when she thought the house was empty, just staring—like if she looked hard enough, she could make herself belong.

      She never took anything.

      Not until Rose Day.

      Rose Day, every year, is a farce. Mom floods the house with flowers; everything stinks like rot and fake sweetness, and the rich guests eat it up like it’s sacrament. Roses in every room, roses on every table, roses dying in crystal vases while people pretend to care about whatever cause Mom's championing this year.

      That was my first year joining the junior Sceau Blanc recruits at Geneva College. Already had a girlfriend, Amelie, Dad's banker friend's daughter who looked good on my arm and didn't ask questions. Already learning Dad's lessons about image and control.

      That's where I found Sophie. In Mom's dressing room, clutching the midnight-blue Hermès scarf Mom wore to make other women hate her. She held it to her cheek like it was holy, breathing it in like she could steal Mom's life in one breath. Bare feet on marble, wearing her mother's hand-me-down dress that didn't quite fit.

      I should’ve told her to get lost. Should've called Manon, let her handle it. Instead, I stepped inside and closed the door.

      “What the hell, Sophie?” My voice came out low, cold, exactly like Dad's. I watched her spin around, cheeks flushing red, bare feet slipping on the polished floor as she tried to back away.

      “I wasn’t… I just wanted to see…” Her hands shook but she wouldn't drop the scarf. I saw her eyes darting, looking for exits, counting her chances. I loved it.

      “Bullshit. You're stealing.” I stepped closer, watching her throat work as she swallowed. “You know what happens to thieves in this house?”

      She tried to stand taller. Failed. “I'll put it back. Please, Liam. I'll work double shifts. Just don't tell Maman. Please don't tell your mother.”

      Fight or fold. I could see it in her eyes, that moment where she had to choose.

      And god, watching her choose was beautiful.

      She dropped to her knees on the rug, scarf falling into her lap, head bowed. Her cheeks were blotchy, tears leaking down, but there was this spark in her eyes when she looked up at me. Like she wanted to be seen. Like she wanted me to tell her what to do.

      Heat hit low in my gut. Shame burned my throat. She was off-limits. And not because anyone had to say it. My girlfriend was downstairs, probably looking for me.

      But I was thinking like my father.

      “Please, Liam.” Her voice cracked. “Don't tell. I'll do anything.”

      I crouched in front of her, close enough to smell roses and fear and something else. Something that made my hands curl into fists to keep from touching her.

      “Stay down,” I said, softer now. Testing. “Thieves lose everything here. Trust. Safety. Your mom's job. My mother would have you both gone by dinner if I wanted.”

      She sobbed, small and desperate, but she didn't run. Her hands curled on the scarf, knuckles white. I wanted to see how far she'd go. If she'd crawl. If she'd beg prettier.

      “But I won't tell,” I said, and it felt like mercy and cruelty at the same time. “You owe me now, Sophie. Remember that.”

      I pulled the scarf from her lap, slow and careful. From Mom's drawer, I grabbed a cheap cream ribbon—the kind they tie around gift boxes. I tossed it to her.

      “Next time you want something real, hold this. Remember who let you walk away.”

      She grabbed it, eyes locked on mine. Not just afraid anymore. Starved.

      For a second, I almost kissed her. Almost pulled her up and pressed her against the wall and found out what those tears tasted like.

      But I didn’t. I was a Morel. We don’t break first. We make them break.

      She ran. Bare feet slapping marble, leaving nothing but roses and panic and the heat in my gut that wouldn’t go away.

      I didn’t touch myself that night. I just lay in bed staring at the ceiling, hating myself, hating how good it felt to make someone surrender. Not because I hurt her, but because I was the one who could.

      After that, she stayed away from me. But she watched. Cleaning longer when I was in a room. Pausing in doorways. That ribbon on her wrist like a secret only we knew.

      I felt her eyes every time I walked by. I wanted to do it again. Wanted to see how far she'd go. If she'd ever say no. If I wanted her to.

      That fall, Sophie left for Copenhagen. Marketing degree—Dad’s idea. He paid for everything: tuition, housing, expenses. Philippe Morel doesn’t do charity, but he invests in useful people. Sophie was smart, ambitious, hungry. Exactly the kind of person he’d want in his company someday.

      Exactly the kind of person he’d trained me to recognize and control.

      I told myself it was better she was gone. That I could focus on what mattered: Geneva College, the Sceau Blanc initiation waiting for me, becoming the heir Dad expected.

      But some nights, I’d lie awake picturing her on her knees, that ribbon clutched in her hand, looking up at me like I was the only one who could save or destroy her.

      And I’d wonder which one she wanted more.

      The Sceau Blanc was calling. Geneva College was waiting. My future was mapped out in blood, secrets, and power plays I was only beginning to understand.

      But that hunger Sophie woke in me?

      That didn’t leave with her.

      It just learned to wait.
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          The Shape of His Hunger

        

      

    

    
      Elise

      The Valentino dress slid over my skin like a fucking lie.

      I turned in front of the mirror, watching the midnight-blue silk cling to my hips, the neckline dipping just low enough to tease but not low enough to promise.

      Three years ago, Noah would’ve ripped this dress off me before we even made it to the gala. “Fuck the rules, Lise,” he’d have growled, his hands rough, his mouth hot against my throat. “Let’s give these bastards something to gossip about.” He’d have bent me over the balcony railing, daring me to scream loud enough for the whole lake to hear.

      But Noah was gone. And Liam? Liam adjusted his goddamn cufflinks like a man counting the seconds until he could escape his own skin.

      Three years. Three fucking years since the leukemia took him at nineteen, since the Callahan heir bled out in a Swiss hospital bed while the best doctors Sceau Blanc could buy stood helpless. Three years since I'd almost followed him into that darkness, my own body failing until Liam had literally carried me back to life.

      He was here for me. He always was.

      I found him in the study, bent over his father’s stupid ledgers, his jaw so tight I could see the pulse hammering in his throat. The Sceau Blanc’s latest financial report was spread across the desk—numbers, names, secrets—all the things the Morels owned. He didn’t look up when I walked in. Didn’t have to. We’d been doing this dance for years—me trying, him pretending he didn’t need more than what I could give.

      “You’re going to wrinkle your suit,” I said, stepping behind him. My fingers brushed his shoulders, feeling the tension coiled there, like a spring ready to snap. He stiffened. Always stiffened when I touched him like this. Like I was glass. Like I’d shatter if he dared.

      “Elise.” His voice was a warning. Or a plea. I never could tell.

      I leaned down, pressing my lips to the shell of his ear. “We have time,” I murmured, my hand sliding down his chest, lower, until my fingers grazed the hard line of him through his trousers. He hissed, but he didn’t stop me. Didn’t ever stop me. That was the problem.

      “Not like this,” he ground out, but his hips jerked into my touch anyway, traitorous.

      I smiled against his skin. “Then how?” I whispered. “Tell me what you want, Liam. Show me.”

      His hand slammed down on the desk, papers scattering like leaves in a storm. For a second, his eyes burned—something feral flashing in the dark. Something hungry. Something real. Then it was gone, buried under years of guilt and fucking promises. He turned, gripping my wrists not hard enough, pushing me back against the desk. “You know what I want.”

      I did. And it terrified me.

      Because Liam didn’t want me. Not like this. Not soft and safe and Élise.

      He wanted the girl who’d kneel without being asked. The one who’d beg for his hands around her throat. The one who’d burn with him, not just survive the flames.

      And I tried. God, I tried. I read every dark romance I could find, the kind that promised pain could be pretty if you begged right. I practiced the words in the mirror.

      “Yes, sir.” “Harder.” “I’m yours.” But every time I said them, Liam’s eyes would shutter, like I was a child playing dress-up in his mother’s clothes.

      His mouth crashed into mine, desperate, but his hands were gentle. Always gentle. Like I was porcelain. Like I’d break if he dared to bend me.

      I wanted to break.

      I arched into him, my nails digging into his shoulders, my body aching for something more than this careful touch. “Liam⁠—”

      “Shh.” He kissed me deeper, softer, his fingers tangling in my hair like he was afraid to pull. “Just let me⁠—”

      “No.” I pushed him back, my chest heaving. “Don’t let me. Make me.”

      His face twisted—pain, lust, something so ugly it was beautiful. “Elise⁠—”

      “I know what you need,” I snapped, my voice raw. “I see you, Liam. I see the way you watch her⁠—”

      His grip on my arms turned bruising. “Don’t.”

      “Sophie.” Her name hanging between us, ugly and true. “She’s the one you want on her knees, isn’t she? The one you don’t have to hold back for.”

      He released me, stepping back like I’d burned him. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Then tell me.” I grabbed his tie, yanking him close until I could see the storm in his eyes. “Because I love you, Liam. But I hate that I’m not enough.”

      For a second, his mask slipped. His voice was raw, broken. “You are,” he said. “You’re everything I promised to protect.”

      And there it was. The truth. The cage.

      I let go of his tie, smoothing the wrinkles I’d made, my fingers shaking. “Then protect me, teach me ” I whispered. “Even lead me.”

      His eyes went black. Not the careful, controlled dark I was used to, but something wild and desperate that made my breath catch.

      "You don't know what you're asking for," he said, but his voice was different now. Rougher. Like he was talking around broken glass.

      "Then show me." I stepped closer, close enough that I could feel the heat radiating off his skin. "I'm tired of pretending I don't see what you need. Tired of you treating me like I'm made of fucking glass."

      He laughed, but it was bitter. "Glass? Elise, you're not glass. You're a goddamn grenade with the pin pulled out."

      "Good." I reached for his belt, my fingers working the leather with more confidence than I felt. "Maybe it's time something exploded."

      His hand caught my wrist, stopping me. 
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