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Chapter 1: Shattered Glass

	 

	The shard of crystal dug into her palm, a searing pain that was both an anchor and a reminder. Ariana pressed harder, the jagged edge of the broken vase scoring a crescent moon into her flesh. Red bloomed, a stark, vivid contrast against her pale skin, a silent scream of defiance in the suffocating opulence of Julian’s penthouse.

	Glass. Always glass. Julian loved crystal, loved the way light fractured through it, loved the sound it made when it shattered. He loved to shatter things. Her spirit, her will, her illusions. Tonight, it was the vase, flung against the wall in a fit of pique when she’d dared to suggest he consider someone else for the corporate acquisition. Her opinion, her intelligence, they were trinkets he displayed, not tools he valued. And when the display wasn’t perfect, he smashed it.

	"Are you listening to me, Ariana?" Julian’s voice, a low rumble that always promised either affection or agony, vibrated through the silent, tension-filled air. He stood by the massive floor-to-ceiling window, the city lights a glittering tapestry behind him. He wasn't looking at her, not truly. He was admiring his own reflection, the sharp cut of his bespoke suit, the predatory gleam in his eyes. He loved power. He loved control. And he loved to demonstrate both.

	She didn't answer. Her breath hitched, catching in her throat like a trapped bird. Her gaze was fixed on the blood welling in her hand, a small act of self-mutilation that grounded her in the present, away from the swirling vortex of terror that threatened to consume her. If she just focused on the pain, on the sting, she wouldn’t think about the last time. The last time the glass shattered, it wasn’t a vase. It was a mirror. And she was the reflection he sought to erase.

	"Ariana!" His voice sharpened, the command clear.

	She flinched, pulling her hand away from the glass, clenching it into a fist. "Yes, Julian." Her voice was a whisper, barely audible above the frantic thud of her own heart.

	He finally turned, his eyes, the colour of cold steel, sweeping over her. "You’re bleeding." It wasn't a question, nor was it concern. It was an accusation. As if her bleeding was another inconvenience, another flaw in his meticulously curated life.

	"I… I dropped the vase, Julian. I'm sorry." The lie tasted like ash. He knew she hadn't dropped it. He knew he’d thrown it. He always knew. And he always made her apologize for his actions. It was part of the game, part of the slow, methodical erosion of her sanity.

	He took a slow step towards her, then another. The air crackled, thick with unspoken threats. He moved with the casual elegance of a predator, his movements fluid, unhurried. The very grace of his posture was terrifying. "Such a clumsy girl, aren't you, my love?" His voice softened, a dangerous lullaby. He reached out, his long, elegant fingers tracing the curve of her jaw. His touch, once a source of comfort, now sent shivers of revulsion down her spine. "We can't have you damaging yourself before the merger, can we? What would people say about the future Mrs. Sterling?"

	His thumb brushed over her lips, and she fought the urge to recoil. The image of the fractured mirror, her own distorted face staring back at her, flashed in her mind. The bruising that had bloomed on her cheekbone, a hideous purple and yellow, had taken weeks to fade. He’d told everyone she’d fallen. She’d told everyone she’d fallen. The lie had become a second skin, clinging to her, suffocating her.

	"No, Julian," she whispered, her voice barely a breath. "Of course not."

	"Good." He smiled, a flash of white teeth that held no warmth. "Now, go clean yourself up. We have dinner in an hour. The Davies will be here. And try not to look so... distraught. It's unflattering."

	He turned away, dismissing her, his attention already back on the city lights, on the empire he was building, on the image he projected to the world. A man of power, of impeccable taste, with a beautiful, devoted fiancée. He never saw the girl shrinking in the corner, the woman slowly dying inside.

	Ariana didn't move for a full minute, her hand still pressed to her side, the sticky warmth of her blood a small comfort. She watched his reflection, rigid, unmoving. He didn't spare her another glance. This was her chance. Her only chance.

	Her mind raced, a whirlwind of frantic thoughts. She had to leave. Tonight. She couldn't endure another dinner, another forced smile, another moment under his suffocating control. She couldn't pretend anymore. Not after the mirror. Not after the cuts. Not after the way her spirit felt like a raw, exposed nerve.

	She moved silently, a ghost in her own life. Her bedroom, a sanctuary of sorts, was just down the hall. Or perhaps, another cage. Everything here was Julian’s. The silk sheets, the designer clothes, the very air she breathed.

	Inside, she locked the door, a futile gesture against a man who believed every inch of this penthouse, and everything in it, belonged to him. Her eyes darted around the opulent space, searching, scrambling. What could she take? What did she need?

	Not much. Just herself.

	She pulled out a small, duffel bag she kept hidden in the back of her closet, a relic from her pre-Julian life, from a time when she’d imagined adventures and freedom. It felt alien in her hands now, a defiant echo of a past she barely remembered.

	Clothes. Not the designer gowns Julian bought her. Simple, dark clothing. Jeans, a few t-shirts, a hoodie. Practical. She grabbed her worn sneakers, ignoring the rows of expensive heels. Her passport. Her wallet. Julian controlled her finances, of course, but she had a separate, small account he didn’t know about, a few thousand dollars she’d squirrelled away from small gifts and an old inheritance. It wouldn't last forever, but it was a start.

	Her phone. No. Julian tracked her phone. He tracked everything. She couldn't risk it. She’d buy a burner.

	Her heart hammered against her ribs, a drumbeat of panic and desperate hope. Her fingers fumbled with the zipper of the duffel bag, her mind screaming at her to hurry, to move, to run.

	She stopped at her vanity table. A small, framed photograph stared back at her. Her and Julian, smiling. Radiant. Faked. She gripped it, her knuckles white, and with a surge of adrenaline, she brought it down hard on the corner of the table. The glass of the frame shattered, scattering tiny fragments across the polished wood. She stared at the broken image, Julian’s smiling face fractured, distorted. A perverse sense of satisfaction bloomed in her chest. Finally, she was breaking something of his.

	She left it there, a small act of rebellion, and walked away.

	The back stairs. The staff used them. They led to a service entrance on a quieter street. Julian never used them. He was too grand for such practicalities.

	She moved through the penthouse like a phantom, her sneakers making no sound on the plush carpets. Every shadow seemed to hold his lurking presence, every creak of the floorboards a warning. Her palms were sweating, her injured hand throbbing in rhythm with her pulse.

	She reached the back stairwell, the air cooler here, smelling faintly of cleaning supplies and stale air. A stark contrast to the perfumed, controlled atmosphere of the penthouse. It felt like freedom.

	Down, down, down. Twenty-six flights. Each step a defiant declaration. Each step a victory. Her legs burned, her lungs ached, but she didn’t stop. She couldn’t.

	Finally, the ground floor. The service exit. A heavy, metal door. It was unlocked. Of course. The staff came and went. She pushed it open, a blast of cool night air hitting her face, carrying the distant hum of city traffic, the faint scent of exhaust fumes, and the sweet promise of anonymity.

	She was out.

	The street was quiet, dimly lit by a single streetlamp. A few parked cars, a row of overflowing dumpsters. Not the grand entrance Julian used, where the doormen knew her name, where the paparazzi sometimes lingered. This was the back alley, the place where no one would look for her.

	She pulled the hood of her sweatshirt up, tucking her long, dark hair inside. Her jeans, once comfortable, now felt like armour. She walked with purpose, not looking back, not daring to believe she was truly free.

	She needed to get out of the city. Far away. Somewhere no one knew Julian Sterling, a place where his influence couldn't reach, where his money meant nothing.

	The bus station. It was her best bet. Anonymous, cheap, and it went anywhere.

	She walked, her pace quickening, her eyes scanning the street, searching for any sign of recognition. Every car that passed, every shadow that shifted, sent a jolt of fear through her. Her heart hammered a frantic rhythm against her ribs. She was still on high alert, her senses hyper-tuned to danger, a survival mechanism honed by years of living with Julian.

	After what felt like an eternity, but was probably only twenty minutes, she saw it: the flickering neon sign of the Greyhound station. A beacon in the grimy urban landscape.

	The waiting room was a microcosm of desperation and transient lives. People slumped in plastic chairs, their faces tired, their luggage worn. The air was thick with the smell of stale coffee, cheap perfume, and human anxieties. She blended in, another weary traveller, invisible.

	She bought a ticket to the farthest destination possible, a small town in rural Montana she’d vaguely heard of. It was thousands of miles away, a place Julian would never dream of. It was perfect.

	The bus was scheduled to depart in an hour. An hour. An agonizingly long hour. She found a quiet corner, near a grimy window, and sat down, pulling her knees to her chest, her duffel bag clutched tightly in her lap. She kept her head down, her eyes hidden beneath the brim of her hood. She couldn't relax, not yet. Not until the bus pulled out, not until the city lights were fading in the rearview mirror.

	Every person who walked past, every voice that rose above the low hum of conversation, sent a jolt of fear through her. What if Julian had already noticed? What if he’d called the police? What if he’d sent his men? He had men. Men who could make problems disappear. Men who could make people disappear.

	She squeezed her eyes shut, fighting back the rising tide of panic. She was safe. For now. She had to believe that. She had to hold onto that fragile thread of hope.

	The throbbing in her hand was a constant reminder of her escape, a painful symbol of the breaking point. She opened her palm, tracing the fresh crescent wound with her thumb. It still bled, a slow, steady trickle. But it was her blood, spilled by her own hand, in defiance. It was a victory, small but significant.

	She glanced at her watch. Thirty minutes left.

	The bus station’s intercom crackled to life, announcing a departure. Not hers. The familiar surge of adrenaline, then the slow release of tension.

	She needed to stay calm. To breathe. To think.

	She pulled out her phone. The burner she’d bought at a small convenience store a few blocks from the bus station. A cheap, untraceable device. She had transferred what little money she had into a new bank account, opened under a false name using forged documents she’d acquired months ago, a desperate foresight she’d never truly believed she’d need.

	Her new identity. Amelia Thorne. It felt alien, like a costume she hadn't quite grown into. But it was her only chance.

	She had to make a plan. Montana. A small town. She could find a job, a small apartment. Start over. Away from Julian. Away from the suffocating gilded cage.

	Suddenly, a shadow fell over her.

	Her breath hitched. Every muscle in her body tensed. She kept her head down, willing herself to be invisible.

	"You look lost."

	The voice. Deep. Resonant. Not Julian’s. Not familiar. But the sheer proximity, the unexpected intrusion, sent a fresh wave of terror through her.

	She didn't look up. "I'm fine," she mumbled, her voice strained, barely audible.

	The shadow lingered. She could feel eyes on her, heavy, intense. A prickle of unease crawled up her spine.

	"Are you sure?" The voice was closer now, a low rumble that vibrated through the air. "You look… troubled."

	She finally risked a glance, just a quick flicker of her eyes. He was tall. Broad-shouldered. Dressed in a dark, impeccably tailored suit that seemed out of place in the dingy bus station. His face was partly obscured by the shadow of his brow, but she caught a glimpse of sharp cheekbones, a strong jaw, and eyes… eyes that were dark and piercing, like chips of obsidian. He wasn't smiling. His expression was unreadable, a cold, intense scrutiny that made her feel exposed, vulnerable.

	He wasn't anyone she recognized. Not from Julian's world. This man was different. Dangerous, in a way Julian wasn't. Julian was a predator in a tailored suit, his cruelty refined, psychological. This man… this man felt like a raw, untamed force.

	"I'm waiting for my bus," she said, her voice a little stronger this time, forcing a dismissive tone. "I'm fine."

	He didn't move. Didn't speak. Just watched her. The silence stretched, thick and suffocating, punctuated only by the distant announcements of the bus station and the murmur of other voices.

	Her heart pounded. She considered running, but where? He was blocking her escape route. She was trapped. Again.

	"Your hand," he said, his voice quiet, almost a whisper. "It's bleeding."

	Her gaze snapped down to her palm. She’d forgotten to close her fist. The crescent wound, still oozing, was stark against her pale skin.

	He knelt, slowly, gracefully, his movements fluid and economical. He was surprisingly close now. She could smell something on him, expensive cologne, something clean and sharp, and something else, something metallic, like… like blood. Her stomach churned.

	He reached out, his fingers long and strong. She flinched, pulling back instinctively.

	"Don't," he said, his voice soft, yet laced with an undeniable authority. "Let me see."

	She hesitated, fear warring with a strange, inexplicable curiosity. There was something in his eyes, something that wasn't malice, but a fierce, almost predatory concern. It was unsettling.

	Slowly, hesitantly, she extended her hand.

	His fingers were surprisingly gentle as he took her palm, his thumb brushing lightly over the wound. His skin was warm, calloused. He inspected it, his dark eyes narrowed, a frown deepening between his brows.

	"This isn't an accidental cut," he murmured, his gaze lifting to meet hers. "Who did this to you?"

	The directness of his question, the sheer audacity, stunned her. No one ever asked. No one ever truly saw. Julian’s world was built on a foundation of polite fictions.

	"I… I fell," she lied again, the words tasting like ash.

	He scoffed, a low, humourless sound. "Liar." His thumb pressed slightly on the cut, a small, warning pressure. "This looks like a deliberate injury. And the way you flinch… you’re running from someone."

	Her breath hitched. He saw. He saw through her carefully constructed façade with alarming ease. Panic clawed at her throat. She tried to pull her hand away, but his grip tightened, not painfully, but firmly, possessively.

	"Let go," she whispered, her voice trembling.

	He ignored her, his dark eyes boring into hers. "You’re in danger." It wasn't a question, but a statement of undeniable fact.

	"No," she insisted, shaking her head. "I'm fine. I'm leaving."

	"Leaving won't save you if he finds you," he said, his voice dropping to a low, dangerous rumble. "He will find you, won’t he? The one who hurt you."

	She swallowed hard, her throat suddenly dry. He knew. He didn't know who, but he knew. And his certainty, his predatory conviction, was more terrifying than any direct threat.

	"I don't know what you're talking about," she lied, weakly.

	His lips quirked, a ghost of a smile that didn't reach his eyes. "Yes, you do. You're a rabbit, aren't you? Running from the wolf." He paused, his gaze intensifying. "But sometimes, a rabbit needs a different kind of wolf to protect it from the hungry ones."

	Her blood ran cold. The wolf. The words echoed in her mind, chilling her to the bone. Who was this man?

	"I don't need protection," she said, trying to inject defiance into her voice, but it came out as a desperate plea.

	"Everyone needs protection, little rabbit," he countered, his voice soft, almost soothing, yet utterly chilling. He still held her hand, his thumb stroking the curve of her palm, an oddly comforting gesture amidst the fear. "Especially those who think they don't."

	He finally released her hand, and she instinctively pulled it back, clenching it into a fist. He rose to his full height, towering over her. She felt small, exposed, utterly helpless.

	"My bus," she stammered, looking frantically towards the departure gate. "It's almost time."

	He glanced at the large departure board, then back at her. "Montana. That’s a long way to run." He seemed to consider something, his eyes distant for a moment, then he looked at her again, a flicker of something she couldn't identify in their depths. "Too long."

	Before she could process his words, he reached into his inner jacket pocket and pulled out a thick wad of cash. Hundred-dollar bills. More money than she had ever seen in one place.

	He pressed it into her hand, his fingers briefly brushing hers. "Take it."

	She stared at the money, then at him, utterly bewildered. "What… no. I can't take this."

	"It's not a gift," he said, his voice flat. "It's an investment. In your safety."

	"I don't understand," she whispered, her mind reeling.

	He leaned closer, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, his gaze piercing. "You ran to the wrong place, little rabbit. This city… it's a hunting ground for people like him. And people like me." He straightened, his expression hardening. "You need to disappear. Properly. And I can make that happen."

	Her heart hammered. "Who are you?"

	He hesitated, a fleeting shadow crossing his face. "Someone who sees a wounded creature and recognizes a kindred spirit." He paused, then added, his voice low and dangerous, "Someone who knows how to make problems go away. Permanently."

	The implication hung in the air, heavy and menacing. He wasn't just offering money. He was offering a terrifying, absolute solution.

	"I don't… I don't want any part of… that," she said, her voice shaking.

	He smiled then, a flash of white teeth that was more a baring of fangs than an expression of warmth. "Oh, but you already are. By simply being here, in the wrong place, at the wrong time, you’ve become part of it. The question is, will you let the right wolf protect you, or will you become prey to the wrong one?"

	Her bus was called over the intercom. "Gate 7 for Montana. Final boarding call."

	A frantic surge of urgency. This was her chance. Her escape.

	"I have to go," she said, pulling away from him, clutching the money to her chest.

	He didn't try to stop her. He just watched, his dark eyes following her every move.

	She turned and practically ran towards Gate 7, her duffel bag bouncing against her hip. She joined the small line of passengers, her eyes darting nervously back towards where he stood. He hadn’t moved. He was still watching her, a dark, imposing silhouette against the fluorescent lights of the station.

	She felt his gaze on her, like a physical touch, even from a distance. It was unsettling, unnerving, but strangely… not entirely unwelcome. A primal part of her, a part she hadn’t known existed, recognized something in his intensity, something that resonated with her own deep-seated fear and desperate need for safety.

	She handed her ticket to the driver, her breath coming in ragged gasps. The bus was surprisingly empty. She chose a seat near the back, by a window, and slumped into it, pressing her forehead against the cool glass.

	She glanced out the window, looking for him again. He was gone.

	A wave of relief, cold and sharp, washed over her. He was gone. She was safe.

	But then, a different kind of unease settled in. A strange sense of disappointment, a flicker of something akin to regret. It was insane. She’d just escaped one monster, and a new, more dangerous one had appeared, offering her a terrifying salvation. Why did she feel this strange sense of… loss?

	The bus lurched, then slowly began to pull out of the station. The city lights began to recede, blurring into streaks of colour. She watched them fade, a silent farewell to the nightmare she was leaving behind.

	She was free. She was truly free.

	Or so she told herself.

	She took a deep, shuddering breath, trying to calm her racing heart. She pulled her injured hand into her lap, staring at the crescent cut. It had stopped bleeding now, a dark line against her skin.

	Suddenly, a tap on the window next to her.

	She gasped, her head snapping up.

	He was there. Standing outside the bus, his face illuminated by the passing streetlights, his dark eyes fixed on her. A faint, almost imperceptible smile played on his lips.

	He raised a hand, and in his palm, glinting dully in the dim light, was a small, ornate silver wolf charm. He held it up for a moment, then slowly, deliberately, he pressed it against the glass.

	Her breath caught in her throat. Her blood ran cold, then hot, then cold again.

	He wasn't letting her go.

	The bus picked up speed, the image of him outside the window blurring, then shrinking, until he was just a distant, unmoving speck.

	She stared at the spot where he had been, her mind reeling, her heart a frantic drum against her ribs. The money, still clutched in her hand, felt like a burning ember.

	The wolf.

	He had called himself a wolf. And he had given her a wolf charm. A silent, terrifying promise.

	She was running, yes. But she wasn't running away. She was running to something. Something dark, something dangerous, something that had just marked her as its own.

	Ariana Cross was no longer just running from Julian Sterling. She was running directly into the path of Nikolai Volkov. The Wolf. And she had a horrifying, exhilarating feeling that her life had just truly begun.

	 


Chapter 2: Feral Instinct

	 

	The bus ride was a blur of grinding gears and flickering highway lights. Ariana sat hunched in her seat, the wolf charm, the one he’d pressed against the glass, burning an imprint onto her mind. It wasn't a physical object, but a phantom weight, a chilling reminder that her escape was far from complete. He had seen her. He had known her. And he was still out there.

	Hours bled into each other. Each mile that passed only deepened the chill that had settled in her bones. The initial adrenaline of escape had worn off, leaving behind a raw, exposed nerve of fear. She thought of Julian, his cold fury, his obsessive need for control. He would be searching. He would be furious. He would unleash every resource at his disposal to find her, not out of love, but out of a proprietary rage. She was his possession, and she had dared to break free.

	Then there was him. The man at the bus station. The one with the dark, piercing eyes and the chillingly soft voice. Nikolai. The Wolf. His image was as unsettling as Julian’s, but in a different way. Julian was the serpent in the garden, insidious and charming. This man was a predator, direct and unafraid. He hadn’t just seen her trauma; he had recognized it, almost welcomed it. And his offer of "protection" felt less like salvation and more like a transfer of ownership.

	She drifted in and out of a fitful sleep, nightmares a relentless loop of shattering glass and steel-cold eyes. She woke with a gasp each time, her heart hammering, her hand instinctively going to her chest, as if to protect a fragile, still-beating core. The money he’d given her was still clutched in her fist, a thick, uncomfortable wad. She didn't want it, yet she couldn't bring herself to discard it. It felt like a leash, tying her to him, but also a lifeline in a world where she was suddenly adrift.

	When the bus finally pulled into a desolate rest stop somewhere in Ohio, the sky a bruised purple of pre-dawn, Ariana decided. She couldn't go to Montana. It was too far, too isolated. If Julian’s reach was as vast as she suspected, a small, quiet town was a trap, not a refuge. She needed to disappear into the noise, the anonymity of a city, but not her city. Somewhere new, somewhere she could get lost.

	And she needed to get rid of the money. And the burner phone. Everything that connected her to that terrifying encounter.

	She disembarked, her legs stiff, her body aching. The air was cold, damp. She found a trash can tucked away behind the building and, with a shudder, shoved the wad of cash deep inside, burying it under discarded coffee cups and crumpled wrappers. The burner phone followed. A small, defiant act of severing the connection. She would find her own way. She had to.

	She walked into the

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
