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THE VIEW FROM THE TOP




The storm isn’t just outside. It’s in here. It’s in the room with us.




Lightning flashes, a jagged fracture of white heat that splits the dark sky over the Pacific, illuminating the glass walls of the master bedroom. For a split second, the world is stark and bleached of color. I see the rain lashing against the floor-to-ceiling windows, violent and relentless. I see the cliffs of The Aerie dropping away into the churning black ocean hundreds of feet below.




And I see them.




My reflection is there in the glass, ghostly and pale, but it’s dwarfed by the shadows of the three men who surround me.




The thunder rolls a second later, a deep, vibrating boom that I feel in the soles of my bare feet. Or maybe that’s just my heart. It’s hammering against my ribs, a frantic bird trapped in a cage of bone, desperate to escape. But there is nowhere to run. Not anymore.




I don’t think I want to run.




“Turn around, Maya.”




The voice is low. A command, not a request. It wraps around my spine like a velvet rope, tugging me away from the storm outside and back to the storm inside.




Dominic.




I take a breath, the air thick with the scent of ozone, expensive cologne, and the heavy musk of male arousal. I turn slowly.




They are a wall. A blockade of muscle and tailored wool and sheer, unadulterated power.




Dominic sits on the edge of the massive king-sized bed, his elbows resting on his knees, his hands clasped loosely between them. He looks like a king on a throne of black silk sheets. His tuxedo jacket is discarded on the floor, his tie undone and hanging loose around his neck, the top three buttons of his crisp white shirt popped open to reveal the tanned skin of his throat.




He watches me with eyes the color of a frozen lake. Cold. Calculating. Possessive. He looks at me like I am a variable in an equation he has finally solved. Like I am a piece of property he has finally acquired.




To his left stands Ezra. The Sinner. He’s leaning against the wall, a crystal tumbler of amber liquid in one hand, a devilish smirk playing on his lips. He looks unruffled, elegant, his blonde hair perfectly swept back, but his eyes are dark, dilated with a hunger that belies his relaxed posture. He takes a slow sip of his drink, his gaze never leaving my face, tracing the line of my throat, the curve of my shoulder, the rapid rise and fall of my chest.




And behind me, blocking the only exit, is Cassian.




I don’t need to look at him to know he’s there. I can feel him. He radiates heat like a furnace. He is the largest of them, a silent mountain of a man who speaks in violence and silence. I feel the warmth of his chest radiating against my back, not touching, just hovering. A threat. A promise.




“You’re shaking,” Ezra notes. His voice is lighter than Dominic’s, melodic, teasing. But there is a razor blade hidden in the silk. He sets his glass down on the nightstand with a sharp clink. “Are you cold, little bird? Or are you scared?”




“I’m not scared of you,” I lie. My voice is steady, but my hands betray me. I clench them into fists at my sides to stop the trembling.




Ezra laughs softly, pushing off the wall. He moves with the grace of a predator, closing the distance between us in three long strides. He stops inches from me, invading my personal space, consuming the oxygen. He reaches out, his fingers cool and long, and trails a knuckle down my cheek.




“Liar,” he whispers. “You’re terrified. You should be. Do you know how much trouble you’ve caused us? Do you have any idea the chaos you’ve unleashed on this mountain?”




I swallow hard. “I didn’t ask for any of this. I didn’t ask for the house. I didn’t ask for you.”




“And yet,” Dominic says from the bed, his voice cutting through the tension like a knife, “here you are.”




He stands up. The movement is fluid, powerful. Dominic Russo doesn’t just occupy a room; he conquers it. He walks toward me, and Ezra steps back, deferring to the King, but his eyes are still locked on mine, dancing with amusement.




Dominic stops in front of me. He is taller than me by a head, forced to look down. He reaches out and takes my chin in his hand, his grip firm, forcing me to look at him. His thumb brushes over my lower lip, dragging it down slightly.




“We gave you a choice, Maya,” Dominic says quietly. “Weeks ago. We offered you a check. We offered you a way out. We told you to leave The Aerie. We told you that if you stayed, we would break you.”




I remember. God, I remember. I remember the check sliding across the mahogany desk. I remember the arrogance in his eyes. I remember tearing it up and throwing the confetti in his face.




“I don’t surrender,” I whisper. “Not to you. Not to anyone.”




“Is that right?” Dominic murmurs. His eyes drop to my lips, then back up to my eyes. “You fought well. I’ll give you that. You have your father’s stubbornness. But you don’t have his lack of morals.”




“Don’t talk about him,” I hiss, trying to jerk my chin away.




He tightens his grip. Not enough to hurt, just enough to hold me in place. “I will talk about whatever I please. I own this town. I own the ground you’re standing on. And as of tonight…”




He leans in, his lips brushing against the shell of my ear. I shiver, a violent tremor that runs from my scalp to my toes. My body is betraying me. It doesn’t care about the war. It doesn’t care about the lawsuits, the sabotage, the humiliation. It only cares about him. The scent of him. The heat of him.




“As of tonight,” he whispers, “I own you.”




I gasp, the air catching in my throat.




Behind me, Cassian moves. His large hands settle on my waist, heavy and grounding. His thumbs dig into my hips, pulling me back until my body is pressed flush against his hard front. I am sandwiched between them. Trapped between Dominic’s ice and Cassian’s fire.




“She’s tense,” Cassian grunts. His voice is rough, like gravel grinding together. It’s the first time he’s spoken.




“She’s fighting it,” Ezra says, circling us like a shark. He comes up behind Dominic, his hand resting on Dominic’s shoulder, his eyes focused on me. “She still thinks there’s a way out.”




“There is no way out,” Dominic says, pulling back to look at me again. “Look at the glass, Maya. Look at the storm.”




I look past him, out at the chaotic night. The rain is hammering the glass so hard I worry it might shatter. But it won’t. This glass is reinforced. Bulletproof. Impact resistant.




Just like them.




“We built this place to keep the world out,” Dominic says. “But tonight, it’s keeping you in.”




My heart is thumping so hard I feel dizzy. This is the moment. The precipice. I have spent the last month hating these men. I have spent every waking hour trying to outsmart them, outmaneuver them, survive them. They cut my power. I bought a generator. They blocked my road. I hiked. They tried to buy my debt. I found a loophole.




I thought I was winning. I thought I was the hero of this story.




But looking at them now—Dominic’s commanding stare, Ezra’s corrupting smile, Cassian’s possessive grip—I realize I was never the hero. I was just the prey. And the hunt is over.




“What do you want?” I ask, my voice barely a whisper.




Dominic smiles. It’s not a nice smile. It’s a smile that promises ruin.




“We want everything,” he says. “We want the house. We want the land. We want the settlement.”




He pauses, his thumb tracing the line of my jaw again.




“But mostly,” he adds, his voice dropping an octave, “we want to hear you admit it.”




“Admit what?”




“That you belong here,” Ezra interjects, leaning in to whisper against my other ear. “That you like the cage we built for you.”




“That you’re ours,” Cassian growls against my neck.




I close my eyes. I should fight. I should scream. I should knee Dominic in the groin and make a run for the door, even though I know Cassian would catch me before I made it three steps.




But the fight has drained out of me, replaced by something heavier, thicker. Desire. Need. A dark, twisting hunger that matches the storm outside.




I hate them. I hate how they look at me. I hate how they touch me.




And I want them so badly I can’t breathe.




“Say it,” Dominic commands.




I open my eyes. I look at the man who tried to ruin my life. I look at the man who watched me through the darkness. I look at the man who tricked me into trusting him.




“I…” My voice cracks.




Dominic waits. He is a man of infinite patience when the prize is worth it.




“I hate you,” I whisper.




Dominic’s smile widens. It reaches his eyes this time. “Good. Hate is passion, Maya. I can work with hate.”




He leans down and kisses me.




It’s not a gentle kiss. It’s a branding. It’s a claim. It tastes of scotch and dominance. He devours my mouth, his tongue sweeping inside, taking what he wants. I whimper, my hands clutching the lapels of his shirt, trying to push him away, trying to pull him closer.




Cassian’s hands tighten on my hips, holding me steady for the assault. Ezra’s laugh is a low vibration against my side.




The storm rages outside, wind howling against the glass, waves crashing against the cliffs. But in here, in the gilded cage at the top of the world, the only thing that matters is the fire.




They broke me. They ruined me. They cornered me.




And God help me, I’m finally home.
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Character Profiles

The Heroine: Maya Vane (24)


	The Vibe: Paint-splattered overalls, messy bun, weary eyes, steel spine.

	The Wound: She has spent her life cleaning up her con-man father’s messes. She trusts no one, especially rich men.

	The Allure: She is the only “real” thing in their artificial world. She ignores their wealth and challenges their dominance.




The Harem (“The Triad”)


	1. Dominic “Dom” Russo (The King)

	Role: Venture Capitalist / The Leader.

	Vibe: Ice cold. Tailored suits. Speaks in commands.

	The Heat: Control freak. He hates that he wants her. He expresses affection by trying to micromanage her life “for her own good.”

	2. Cassian Cole (The Weapon)

	Role: Ex-Special Ops / Private Security Contractor.

	Vibe: Silent, towering, scarred. He watches the security feeds. He is the first to physically protect her when a real threat appears.

	The Heat: Primal, voyeuristic, intense. He doesn’t speak much, but when he touches her, he possesses her.

	3. Ezra St. James (The Sinner)

	Role: The Fixer / Disgraced Attorney.

	Vibe: The beautiful devil. Charming, smiling, degenerate. He’s the one who initially toys with her to get a reaction.

	The Heat: Playful, corrupting, dirty talker. He introduces her to the group’s darker desires.




World-Building: “The Aerie”


	The Setting: A gated community built into a cliff overlooking the ocean. It is isolated, often shrouded in sea mist, and completely private.

	The Architecture: The houses are mostly glass. This is crucial for the plot. At night, if the lights are on, you can see everything. This creates a “fishbowl” dynamic where the men can watch Maya, and she can watch them.

	The Atmosphere: Oppressive luxury. Silence that rings in your ears. The smell of salt water, expensive leather, and ozone.
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The gate guard looks at my car like it just leaked oil on his shoes.


To be fair, it probably did.


My 2012 Honda Civic has seen better days. It has seen better decades. The bumper is held on by duct tape and prayer, the air conditioning smells like wet dog—even though I don’t own a dog—and the engine makes a sound like a dying lawnmower every time I idle.


In any other neighborhood, my car would just be “old.” Here, at the iron-wrought gates of The Aerie, it is an insult. It is a biological weapon.


“Name?” the guard asks. He doesn’t lean out of his booth. He speaks into a speaker system that amplifies his boredom. His uniform is crisp, navy blue, and tailored better than any outfit I have ever owned. He looks like a model for a fascist fashion magazine.


I roll down my window. The manual crank sticks halfway, screeching in protest. I have to shove it down with the heel of my hand.


“Maya Vane,” I say. My voice sounds thin in the salt-heavy air. “I’m the new owner of… well, the Vane property. Number 42.”


The guard blinks. He looks down at his clipboard, then back at me. Then at my car. Then back at the clipboard. His eyebrows climb toward his hairline.


“ID,” he demands.


I fish my license out of my bag—a canvas tote stained with charcoal and acrylic paint—and hand it over. He scrutinizes it like he’s trying to spot a forgery. Maybe he is. In a place like this, people like me don’t just drive in. We are usually delivering something. Pizza. Packages. Pool chemicals.


We don’t live here.


“The system lists the owner as Silas Vane,” he says, handing the card back with two fingers, as if he’s afraid he might catch poverty from me.


“Silas was my father,” I say. The word tastes like ash in my mouth. “He passed away three weeks ago.”


“My condolences,” the guard says. He sounds as robotic as the gate arm. He types something into his computer. “You’re cleared. Speed limit is twenty-five. Strict noise ordinances are in effect twenty-four-seven. No street parking. No commercial vehicles overnight. And ma’am?”


“Yes?”


“Your muffler.” He gestures vaguely toward the back of my car. “If it exceeds the decibel limit, you will be fined.”


“I’ll keep it to a whisper,” I mutter.


The heavy iron gates swing open, silent and smooth as oil. I shift into gear, the Honda shuddering, and drive through.


Entering The Aerie feels less like driving into a neighborhood and more like entering a different atmosphere. The air pressure changes. The noise of the city, the highway, the real world—it all vanishes.


It is quiet here. Aggressively quiet.


The road winds up the side of the cliff, paved in smooth, dark asphalt that looks like it was laid yesterday. On one side, the mountain rises, lush with manicured greenery—ferns, palms, vibrant flowers that probably cost more than my college tuition. On the other side, the world drops away into the Pacific Ocean.


The fog is rolling in, thick fingers of white mist clinging to the cliffs, obscuring the drop. It feels isolating. It feels like driving into the clouds.


I grip the steering wheel until my knuckles turn white.


Just sell it, I tell myself. Fix it up. Sell it. Pay the sharks. Be free.


It sounds so simple in my head. A three-step plan. But nothing involving my father was ever simple. Silas Vane was a visionary, a genius, and a con man. He collected people like he collected art—using them for their value, displaying them when it suited him, and discarding them when they lost their shine.


He left me nothing but a legacy of burnt bridges and a mountain of debt.


Three million dollars. That’s the number. That’s the price of my freedom. That’s what he owed to “private investors” who don’t send overdue notices; they send men with baseball bats.


When the lawyer told me about the house, I thought it was a joke. Silas hadn’t mentioned a property in California. He hadn’t mentioned anything to me in five years. But there it was in the will. A “residential estate” in The Aerie.


I check the GPS on my cracked phone screen. You have arrived.


I pull around a sharp curve and hit the brakes.


The house—no, the structure—sits on a jagged promontory that juts out over the ocean like the prow of a ship. It doesn’t look like a home. It looks like a villain’s lair from a futuristic spy movie.


It is all sharp angles and flat planes. Concrete and steel. But mostly, it is glass.


Miles of it.


The entire ocean-facing side of the house is floor-to-ceiling glass. From where I’m sitting in my car, I can see straight through the living room to the horizon beyond. It’s breathtaking. It’s cold. It’s completely exposed.


“Who builds a glass house?” I whisper to myself. “Someone who has nothing to hide? Or someone who wants everyone to watch?”


Knowing Silas, it was the latter.


I kill the engine. The silence rushes in to fill the void, heavy and suffocating. I step out of the car, my boots crunching on the pristine white gravel of the driveway. The wind up here is fierce, whipping my hair across my face, smelling of salt and damp earth.


I walk to the front door. It’s a massive slab of pivoting steel, currently covered in a layer of grime. I key in the code the lawyer gave me—my birthday, of course. Silas’s final, twisted little joke. I remembered you, Maya. I just chose not to call.


The lock beeps, a harsh electronic chirp, and the mechanism disengages with a heavy thunk. I push the door open.


Inside, the house smells like stale air and abandonment. Dust motes dance in the shafts of light slicing through the windows. The furniture is all low-profile, Italian leather, sleek and uncomfortable-looking, draped in plastic sheets like ghosts.


I drop my bag on the floor. The sound echoes, bouncing off the concrete walls.


“Hello?” I call out.


No answer. Just the wind whistling faintly against the glass.


I walk deeper into the house. The main living area is cavernous. A floating staircase leads up to a mezzanine. A kitchen that looks like a laboratory sits off to the right. It’s impressive, sure. It screams money. But it feels dead. There is no warmth here. No soul.


It’s a stage set.


I walk to the wall of windows. The view is insane. Vertigo hits me instantly. It feels like I’m standing on the edge of the world. The ocean churns five hundred feet below, crashing against the rocks in explosions of white foam.


“Three million,” I mutter, pressing my hand against the cool glass. “This view alone has to be worth three million.”


If I can clean it. If I can stage it. If I can ignore the fact that the roof in the hallway has a water stain the size of a map of Texas, and the floorboards in the entryway are warped from dampness.


I turn away from the view and start my inspection. I need to make a list. I need to prioritize.


Roof: Leaking.


Floors: Water damage.


Electrical: God only knows.


I walk through the kitchen, trailing a finger through the dust on the marble island. I find a door leading to the back deck and push it open.


The sea air hits me again, fresher this time. The deck is massive, wrapping around the side of the house. It has an infinity pool that is currently empty, filled only with dead leaves and brown rainwater. A sad, concrete hole.


I walk to the edge of the railing.


And that’s when I realize the problem.


The Aerie is built on a slope. The houses are terraced, stacked slightly above and beside each other for optimal views. But because of the curve of the cliff, the property next door—Number 44—sits parallel to mine, separated only by a narrow strip of rocky landscaping and a waist-high glass fence.


And unlike my crumbling fortress of solitude, Number 44 is alive.


It is a massive, sprawling estate of black stone and tinted glass. It looks predatory. Sleek. Dangerous.


And occupied.


I freeze.


Their pool is full. It glows a brilliant, unnatural turquoise against the grey sky. Steam rises from the surface, heated against the chill of the afternoon.


And in the pool, there is a man.


He is swimming laps. Butterfly stroke. His rhythm is punishing. His arms slice through the water with terrifying power, his shoulders rising and crashing down, creating a wake that laps against the tiled edges. Even from here, fifty yards away, I can see the sheer size of him. His back is a landscape of muscle, broad and tapered.


He reaches the wall nearest to me, grabs the edge, and hauls himself out of the water in one fluid motion.


I stop breathing.


He is massive. Not gym-rat swollen, but functional, lethal heavy. Water streams off his skin. He is wearing nothing but low-slung black swim trunks. Tattoos—dark, intricate ink—cover his left pectoral and wind over his shoulder, disappearing down his arm. He stands there, chest heaving, water dripping from his dark hair.


Then, a second man walks out of the house.


This one is different. He is fully dressed in a charcoal grey suit, no tie, the top button of his shirt undone. He carries a towel and a bottle of beer. He has golden-blond hair that catches the diffuse light, and he moves with a loose, easy grace, like a cat that knows it has nine lives and has only used two.


He says something to the swimmer. The swimmer—the giant—shakes his head, running a hand through his wet hair.


Then, a third man steps out of the shadows of the patio.


My stomach drops.


He is the one who commands attention simply by existing. He is wearing a black turtleneck and black slacks. He is leaning against a pillar, watching the other two. He is still. Perfectly, terrifyingly still. He holds himself with a rigid posture, like a soldier or a king. Dark hair, cut short and precise.


He isn’t looking at his friends.


He is looking at me.


I feel the impact of his gaze like a physical blow. The distance between our houses vanishes. The glass fence might as well be invisible.


He says something. I don’t hear it, but I see the other two turn.


Suddenly, I have an audience.


The swimmer—the giant—stares. His face is hard, scarred, unreadable. He crosses his arms over that massive chest, his biceps flexing. He looks like he’s calculating the trajectory needed to jump the fence and snap my neck.


The blond in the suit smiles. But it’s not a friendly smile. It’s the smile a wolf gives a lamb before dinner. He lifts his beer bottle in a mock toast, his eyes raking over me from my messy bun to my paint-stained boots.


But the third man—the one in black—doesn’t smile. He doesn’t pose. He just watches.


I should move. I should wave. I should do something neighborly.


Instead, I stand there, frozen, caught in the tractor beam of their collective attention.


I am wearing oversized denim overalls with a hole in the knee. I have a smudge of yellow ochre on my cheek. I look like a squatter who broke in.


They look like they own the world.


The man in black pushes off the pillar. He walks to the edge of his deck, closing the distance between us until he is standing right at the glass partition. He is close enough now that I can see the color of his eyes. Grey. Cold, stormy grey.


He looks at my house—the peeling paint, the empty pool, the dirty windows. His lip curls in a microscopic sneer of distaste. Then his gaze snaps back to me.


He doesn’t shout. He doesn’t have to. His voice carries over the wind, deep and resonant.


“You’re trespassing.”


It’s not a question. It’s a statement of fact.


My spine stiffens. The shock fades, replaced by the familiar prickle of defensiveness. I’ve dealt with rich assholes before. My father’s associates were full of them. Men who think their bank account gives them the right to dictate reality.


I walk to my railing. I grip the cold metal. “I’m not trespassing,” I call back. “I own this place.”


The blond man laughs. It’s a sharp, barking sound. “You?” he calls out. “You own the Glass House?”


“As of three weeks ago,” I say.


The giant in the swim trunks picks up a towel and starts drying his hair, his eyes never leaving me. He looks like he’s waiting for a command to attack.


The man in black—the leader, clearly—narrows his eyes. He studies me like I’m a structural flaw he just discovered in his foundation.


“Vane,” he says.


He says the name like a curse.


“Silas Vane’s daughter,” I clarify, though I hate claiming the relation.


The temperature
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