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Dear reader,

The Kiss of Death is a dark college romance; therefore, it contains some darker themes and might not be the easiest read.

It heavily follows the journey of our two main characters healing from their past traumas, and our hero, Levi Delombre, is not your typical hero. First, because he has a genius mind. Second, because he’s (very) morally gray. He’s unapologetically himself: dirty-talking, unhinged, selfish, possessive, and in serious need of more therapy sessions. But he can be sweet (in his own way) and will grow into being his best (or worst) self.

Trigger warnings include but are not limited to: suicide, grief, bullying, stalking, OTT possessive antihero, deaths of parents, mental illness, abuse, terrorism, hazing.

You’ll find sexually explicit scenes in the following chapters: 26, 29, 30, 35, 36, 53, 57.
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Dalia’s playlist:

Overcome—Skott

Ecstasy—Suicidal Idol

Monster—Lady Gaga

Bubblegum bitch—Marina

Black Swan—BTS (Orchestra ver.)

Bad Romance—Lady Gaga

A Millions Miles Away—Belle Soundtrack

This Is Me—Kesha

Broken Baroque—Audiomachine

Dotter—Bulletproof

Alive—Sia

Rolling In The Deep—Adele

Something That I Want—Grace Potter

Caprice No. 24 In A Minor—Niccolò Paganini

Levi’s playlist:

Body—Mother Mother

Meet you at the graveyard—Cleffy

World Is Spinning x Rich Boy—DMAD

Washing Machine Heart—Mitski

Death Lotto (feat. Grioten)—ovg!

Bad Things—Machine Gun Kelly, Camila Cabello

Misery Meat—Sodikken

War of Hearts—Ruelle

Ashes—Stellar

Prisoner—Raphael Lake

Follow You—Bring Me The Horizon

Pretty Bones—Yeule

Skin and Bones—David Kushner

Can you love me?—Croixx_
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9 years old

The door of Mrs. Delombre’s manor opened to reveal beautiful, stormy eyes.

They were silver gray, without a hint of blue or green, just like the rain around us. I clutched my violin case tighter to my chest, facing the unsmiling, silent boy—he must’ve been Mrs. Delombre’s son. He looked like he’d come out of a black-and-white movie, his wet, dark hair framing his pale face.

I used to watch the kids playing outside from my window before Dad closed the curtains. While the other kids were loud and playful, this boy wasn’t like them. He wasn’t afraid of the silence, like me.

He didn’t move to let me in or offer me shelter from the rain. He just stood there, letting it pour down on me.

“I’m your mom’s new violin student,” I explained, my voice a little shaky. I didn’t talk to strangers much, and I’d never been this close to a boy before. Not that I’d met many. Dad said that boys were bad. “She said I could come in while she parks her car.”

I peeked to the side. Mrs. Delombre’s car maneuvered into her garage, and the doors gradually sealed shut behind it. She seemed nice. She’d let me listen to my favorite classical music on the car ride.

For the first time, I was allowed to leave our estate. Neither Dad nor Grandma could teach me how to play music that would reach the heavens so I could talk to Mom. Mrs. Delombre was the only music teacher in town.

“I know who you are,” the boy said, his words sharp.

The wind played with the shutters of the old manor, rattling them like the giggles of ghosts. I flinched, but he didn’t. I felt frozen in place, unable to blink until my eyes started to burn. He had the coldest gray eyes I’d ever seen. They were so dark and intense, it was like they could banish monsters with just a glance.

I shook off the spell he cast on me and glanced down at the glass jar in his hands. A butterfly was trapped inside. Her wings fluttered as she struggled to get out. It seemed like the boy, too, didn’t have any friends to play with.

I clasped my hands together. “What’s her name?”

“This is 1111. I just captured it. The last one lasted two days,” he said, tilting his head to the side. “You have abnormal hair.”

I reached up to touch the ribbon holding my hair in a half ponytail, feeling it slip through my fingers. “My mama’s hair. She said that white is the presence of all colors, so my hair is like a rainbow.”

I felt a twinge of sadness. I couldn’t style my hair as well as Mom used to, creating princess hairstyles with ribbons. Dad was always too busy with work to help me out, and Grandma’s firm grip hurt me with the brush.

“You have a big, ugly spider crawling on your rainbow hair.”

“Oh.” I stepped forward to him, crossing the creaking threshold. “Can you help me without hurting her?”

The boy blinked, his brows creasing as he backed away, avoiding my touch. “You’re not scared?”

“Why? It’s not her fault she’s a spider.”

“This house is haunted; there are ghosts.”

I smiled for the first time in months. The boy was funny. The interior felt so tiny, like it couldn’t fit any ghosts. It resembled an antique store filled with cracked porcelain dolls, 3D puzzles, and a tall clock with frozen hands on the wall.

“Your eyes are red.” He took a little step closer, bending down to my eye level. He smelled like pine trees, like he had just come out of a spooky forest. “Were you crying?”

Grasping my violin case with a firmer hold, I dropped my gaze to his hands, which were delving into the jar. They were dirty like he’d been playing with something grimy.

“I make people cry easily,” he continued. “Do you think I could make you cry?”

I thought he was playing a game with me, so I played along. “Do you think I could make you smile?”

His frown sank even more as Mrs. Delombre emerged in the room, likely coming in from the garage. She and the boy looked so similar physically, but her gentle smile contrasted with the drab, monochrome boy.

“Sorry to have made you wait, Dalia. I’ll show you to my music studio.” She pointed at the door to the left, next to the wooden staircase.

I nodded and instinctively reached for her hand. I used to hold my mom’s hand a lot. Realizing what I’d done, my eyes bulged. Mrs. Delombre’s smile faded. I’d made her uncomfortable. Grabbing strangers’ hands wasn’t polite. I still sometimes forgot that my mom wasn’t here anymore. I sometimes still searched around every corner of the house but could never find her. I would never feel her hand in mine again.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Delombre. I…”

“It’s okay.” Mrs. Delombre graced me with another smile, not pulling her hand away but clutching it tighter. “But call me Lucie, okay?”

The boy squinted at our hands clasped together, then lowered his face to shoot me a menacing glare. I quickly let go of Mrs. Delombre’s hand.

The boy continued to look at me, so I whispered, “You should set 1111 free. I’m sure she’ll come back.”

He stayed silent, holding the jar closer to his chest. I dashed inside the music studio, not wanting to keep Mrs. Delombre waiting. My eyes widened—broken instruments hung on the walls next to a table with tools.

“Instruments are like humans,” she said, her voice soft. “Broken but capable of producing exquisite music when treated right.”

One of the instruments made my heart thud, and my mouth gaped in wonder. It was the most magical violin—made of dark, almost black-varnished wood. It seemed to shimmer in the light as if dipped in ink. I imagined that the strings were woven from the finest strands of unicorn hair.

“It’s the Cigno Nero,” Mrs. Delombre began, her fingers caressing the violin’s neck like a mother rocking her baby to sleep. “It was crafted in the 1700s, in the heart of the ancient Violin Forest where a lone luthier lived. It was born from the rarest of woods and touched by the magic of the luthier’s black swan.”

I listened closely, my eyes wide open. I was seeing it. The violin’s neck did look like a swan.

“One of its black feathers was nestled within the very heart of the violin,” she continued, and I gasped. “Legends tell that the Cigno Nero’s melody—when played right—had the power to heal wounded hearts. For those who listened, it carried their hopes and dreams on its silken wings,” she whispered, like a secret between us. “Its sound has so many colors, so deep and warm. It’s an instrument that yearns to soar, just like the swan.”

“Could its music reach all the way to heaven?” I asked. I could talk to Mom again. “Can I play it?”

“One day.” Mrs. Delombre’s fingers trembled as they left the violin before she clutched her hand to her chest. “You’re not ready for it yet.”

“When will I be ready?”

She turned her back on the Cigno Nero and swallowed. “The day you become a true musician. When you’re able to express everything you want with your violin.”

I smiled wide, fiddling with my fingers. “I want nothing more than to become a true musician. I promised my mama that I’d perform at Pantheon’s Winter’s Symphony someday!”

“And a promise should always be kept.” Mrs. Delombre’s gaze shifted to the floor. Her eyes, unblinking, lost their sparkle and seemed dull now.

I took a hesitant step closer to her. “Can you make the Cigno Nero sing for me?”

“I can’t.” Her voice broke slightly, her fingers curling. “I can’t play as well as I did before. I would alter its timbre, I’m sorry.”

“Oh.” That was why she was sad. “Then I’ll have to become worthy of playing it for you.”

Mrs. Delombre gave me a warm smile, the kind my mom used to give me. “Can you close the door, please, before we start?”

Nodding, I moved to shut the door but noticed the butterfly jar on the floor as I reached for the handle. The butterfly wasn’t moving. Shivers crawled down my back. The boy had set her free, but not in the way I had hoped. When I looked up, the boy sat on the stairs, his cold eyes aimed at me through the spindles.

“Levi!” a loud man’s voice boomed from upstairs, causing the walls to tremble. “Did you disassemble my computer again?! Dammit!”

His name is Levi, I thought.

“Dalia?” Mrs. Delombre called out.

I panicked and slammed the door shut, closing him and his haunting eyes out.
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11 years old

It was hatred at first sight.

Every Wednesday at 2:00 p.m., the front bell would ring.

Every Wednesday at 2:01 p.m., I’d take my place at the top of the stairs and watch her go inside my mother’s music studio.

It was bad enough that my mom treated her like the child she wished she had, greeting her with the smiles she never shared with me. But she’d also spend hours in her precious music sanctuary—a place she guarded with the ferocity of a dragon protecting its hoard—again with Dalia. And I wasn’t even allowed to touch a single instrument or set foot inside.

At 3:59 p.m., she’d exit the music studio.

Her—with her snow-white hair adorned with those ridiculous ribbons. Why did she have them on every time? She was probably tucked into her bed every night, her family reminding her how much of a blessing her existence was. She didn’t know anything about the real world. Her skin was soft—not a single scratch, like one of a doll. Mine was full of them.

I despised everything about her. From the violin cradled in her pale hands—a reminder that I hated music—to the way she never failed to notice my presence and smile at me each time. As if the world wasn’t an ugly place. As if she was genuinely thrilled to see me. And the way those huge green eyes of hers stared at me without a hint of pity or fear. I’d never seen that look before on anyone, at least not aimed at me. She was like a relentless pop-up ad, refusing to be closed. And that annoying greeting—

“Hello,” she said for the hundredth time.

You’d think she’d catch on, but nope.

Though she was probably around my age, she didn’t act like the kids from my school. That made her worse than any of them because her presence tugged at something inside my chest. It was new and not pleasurable—like an itch I couldn’t scratch, but deeper like it was eating at me from the inside.

My stepfather. The people from that shitty town. Humans in general. They were all ugly because kindness didn’t exist.

That was why I was watching her. I wanted to watch her until she revealed her layers to me. I usually needed less than a minute to make people show their real, horrible selves, but she never once did.

“What are you always doing up there?” the girl asked, coming up the stairs.

Why didn’t she leave? I wanted her gone. Why was she always trying to talk to me?

I stood and hid the miniaturized motherboard that I had optimized after removing it from my stepdad’s computer. It was either that or playing chess alone. Butterflies didn’t come in winter.

“You can talk to me, I—” She took another step closer.

“Dalia.” My stepfather, Patrice, didn’t want me close to her. She was the daughter of his boss, and I was me. “Your father is waiting for you in the car.”

“Thank you, Sir,” she said, always so polite.

I snorted. Then she turned to me and smiled again like it was all she knew how to do. She took a bag of candy out of her bag and offered it to me.

“This is for you. They remind me of you.”

I froze, my muscles stiffening like I was caged in my own body. I had to force myself to keep my expression blank, trapping my thoughts along with my ability to pretend to be normal. Needless to say, I didn’t take the candies, so she placed them on the stairs.

“I’ll see you next Wednesday?” Her cheeks turned red, and she lowered her voice, “I hope you’ll watch me again.”

After she left, I snatched the candies, studying the bag to guess what was inside. On this day at school, kids exchanged candies with their friends. I tore open the bag, but they were all black licorice.

No one likes licorice.

It was the one candy everyone avoided like the plague. Like me. It was ridiculous. My mother came into my field of vision, and I dropped the candies. I crushed them under my foot, some scattering on the hardwood floors. But nothing. She ignored me again.

Before I could even get to the stairs that next Wednesday, Dalia left me a note asking to be friends.

I ripped it apart.

But on the next one, she purposely didn’t close the door of the music room so I’d hear her play from the stairs for the first time.

The melody of her instrument hit me like a stab in the heart.

And at that moment, I loathed her even more for a whole new reason.
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14 years old

It’d be the last time I’d come to Mrs. Delombre’s manor.

The rain poured relentlessly, leaving my loafers dirty from stepping in puddles. I clutched the Cigno Nero tightly against my school uniform and glanced back at my father, still engrossed in a heated contract dispute over the phone in our car. He was always angry. We were twenty minutes past the scheduled end of the funeral gathering because he couldn’t get out of the office sooner.

The doorbell had been removed years ago, so I tapped my knuckles against the door with a single knock. A veil of silence enveloped me, and my heart quickened its rhythm.

Would he be there?

I grasped the doorknob, and the door opened with a creaking sound.

“Hello?” My voice quivered as I ventured inside, tightening my grip on my violin.

The manor’s hallway bore the traces of the earlier funeral reception, with black programs strewn across the counter and untouched toasts and wine bottles left out as if nobody had come.

“Is anyone home?” My voice echoed back to me.

He’s not on the stairs anymore.

I tightened my fists and walked to Mrs. Delombre’s music studio. I had to hurry because Dad needed to be back in Paris for dinner.

Grandma had always referred to Lucie as my music mother, a second mother, and she was right. My heart squeezed as I remembered how she’d helped me take care of my violin’s bruises and hide them from Dad. When I’d started my period a month before, I came to her, too embarrassed to discuss it with my father or Grandma—afraid she’d conduct another class about clitorises and women’s pleasure.

I bit my trembling lips, my eyes adjusting to the darkness inside the room where I’d spent every Wednesday afternoon for the past few years. I couldn’t afford to break down. I stood before her music stand on top of the creaking floorboards and carefully lifted the Cigno Nero from its carrying case.

Lucie always felt very strongly about promises.

“Mrs. Delombre—I mean Lucie,” I murmured, cradling the violin so softly between my hands. “I’m here to return the Cigno Nero to you. I can’t keep it. It’s too valuable.”

She had given it to me during our last class. I was finally worthy of playing it for her. She missed hearing its melody, being unable to play it because of her musician’s dystonia. I’d promised that I would during our next class—but there never was one.

It probably happened here. The mournful thought crossed my mind, sending shivers down my back. Why had she done this? Why had she left me too?

But today wasn’t about me or my pain. It was about Lucie.

I dug my nails into my palm, squeezing the violin harder. “I’m honoring our promise. You’ll hear the Cigno Nero’s melody again.”

And maybe if I’d started playing, my wounded heart would’ve started to heal, just like the tale she used to tell me about. But I didn’t even have the time to draw the bow across the strings before a low rumble echoed in the room. My heart leaped to my throat, my gaze shifting to the side as I carefully posed the Cigno Nero on the table.

In the darkness, he sat on the floor, menacing and deadly quiet in full black attire—dress pants and an open dress shirt, a bottle of wine dangling in his hand.

Lucie’s son.

“Please, don’t stop on my behalf, little thief,” he purred, his words dripping with dark amusement, a chilling, cruel smile curling at the corners of his lips.

It was the first time I’d ever seen him smile, and that was terrifying.

It was also the first time he’d ever talked to me after the day we met. His voice had changed. It was rougher and more condescending.

“I’m not stealing,” I blurted out.

The empty wine bottle rolled across the hardwood, and he rose, his steps resonating through the room. He towered over me, glaring at the high school uniform I had to wear for my all-girls Catholic school. He was much taller now, but maybe he’d always been that tall since he had never come so close to me before.

The older he’d gotten, the more his beauty had seemed to mold itself to him. Yet nothing was sweet or tender about him. He was simply, cruelly handsome, with hollow cheeks and a narrowed nose. Always had been.

He looks so much like Lucie.

“I was never even allowed to look at the Cigno Nero. It’s our most precious family heirloom, but she let YOU have it. Why you?”

The pain in his voice sent a dart into my heart. “I’m sorry for your loss. I understand what it’s like—”

“You can save your pity talk. The party is over,” he said. “Unlucky for you, that clown Patrice just left, leaving you alone with me. The question is, what will I do with you?”

He loomed over me, forcing me to stumble back, the desk pressing uncomfortably against my back. Trapped, I hitched my breath but refused to let my eyes waver from him. “I know you’re hurt… but you won’t hurt me.”

He tilted his head to the side. “You really think so? Nothing is stopping me anymore.”

Every Wednesday, he’d watched me, his gaze creeping under my skin and widening into my flesh. But the way he was doing it now—with reddened and smoldering eyes like he had been crying—felt different.

“This isn’t you,” I whispered.

Levi was the only boy I’d ever known. Though he was shy and reserved, and something about him was tortured and dark, I knew deep down he wasn’t bad.

He darted forward, stopping abruptly with his lips just inches from mine. It wasn’t like he was about to kiss me. He was just trying to scare me.

“You don’t know me,” he growled, his gaze flicking between my lips and my eyes.

My fingers crumpled my skirt. “Someone who enjoys listening to the beauty of music can’t be evil.”

Unlike someone who destroys it.

He blinked, taking a step back. “I never…”

I closed in on him. “I knew you were listening.”

I’d felt his presence at the top of the stairs, absorbing the melody of my violin. It was comforting, like having a silent protector, a ghostly friend. One time, when I’d left the studio, I even saw a tear on his cheek, though he’d never admit it. Who needed words when the music spoke for itself?

That was why I always left the door open.

For him.

“Will you stay here in the house? Or are you leaving?” I asked.

The lines on his forehead creased, his irises like storm clouds gathering before a downpour. “Why? So you could come to visit?”

I gulped, tearing my gaze away from his. “I…maybe.”

I still wanted to see him, but Dad would never allow me to return. I’ll never see Lucie’s son again. He’ll be gone, just like Lucie.

“If you want to talk about Lucie, I can listen…”

“She’s dead!” His voice cut through the thin air like blades. “She’s gone.”

I felt the first traces of tears prickling at the edges of my eyes. She was truly gone. I extended my hand to reach for his shoulder. I wanted to comfort him; he had no one to hug him. Grandma was the one who always hugged me when I was sad.

But his hand closed around my wrist to prevent me from touching him. It was the first time our skin had touched. My heart surged in a crescendo. His hold on me was surprisingly warm.

“Your heart is beating like a scared little lamb,” he snapped, his voice harsh, and I stifled a gasp when his lips brushed against the shell of my ear. “I hate you and everything you represent. I want to hurt you so fucking much. I want to take something from you. So leave before I change my fucking mind.” He straightened his spine and released my hand from his grip. His eyes locked on mine, showing only emptiness.

“Why were you watching me every Wednesday if you hate me that much?”

He had no answer for me.

The air hung thick with dust. It was the last time I could try to help him. I shared his suffering. We’d never really talked in all those years, but the weight of silence sometimes says a lot too.

And so, I gathered my courage and rose on my tiptoes, my hand trembling as it rested on his chest. He tensed. Maybe I was doing this wrong? Everything was about to change. This was my goodbye to him.

It’d be another secret we could share.

On impulse and fueled by years of curiosity, I pressed my lips against his. Despite the cuts marring his lips, they felt surprisingly soft against mine. He didn’t push me away, but he didn’t kiss me back either.

I broke away, cheeks ablaze with embarrassment, but then I felt the grasp of his hand around my wrist. He drew me back to him, and this time, his lips found mine. Harder and rougher. He wanted me back. With just a kiss, he had bloomed a garden of colorful flowers in my stomach. I didn’t know tongues could kiss, but it was like ours had fallen madly in love, too. I drank in his essence, the smell of wine wafting to my nose, but it didn’t matter. He ensnared me further by gripping my waist firmly. My knees wobbled. It felt forbidden, the kind I would never confess to anyone—certainly not to our priest.

This moment would be forever mine.

“Dalia, what’s taking you so—”

Dad? I pushed Levi away, my heart catching in my throat. It was over. Dad loomed just beyond the door, his broad shoulders almost blocking its entirety. No. No. No.

“You little piece of shit, get away from my daughter!”

My father stalked toward him and seized Levi by the collar with a violent grip. In a sudden motion, he punched him in the face. His rings added weight and force to the blow, causing Levi’s skin to split open under his left eye.

I covered my mouth with my hand, blood trickling down Levi’s cheek. “Dad, stop!”

But Dad clutched my arm so hard it felt like he was on the verge of crushing my bones. He’d changed so much since Mom had died. “I let you out of my sight for one minute, and you let this freak kiss you!”

Levi spit the blood from his mouth. “I’m right here.”

“Did you initiate this?” Dad screamed, and my ears throbbed, assaulted by the sheer force of his anger. I hated it when he yelled. “Dalia, did you kiss him, or did he force you?”

Paralyzed, I couldn’t speak. What would he think of me? He wouldn’t trust me anymore. He would be so disappointed in me. He’d take music away from me and never let me leave the house again. He’ll stop loving me, and maybe he’ll abandon me too, just like Mom and Lucie.

“Dalia!” Dad roared again.

I shut my eyes. Stop crying. Speak, Dalia, say something—

Levi surged to his feet and grabbed the Cigno Nero. The gray of his eyes ebbed away, replaced by a deep, consuming blackness.

“I did,” he lied for me. “I’m the one who forced her to kiss me. Isn’t that right, little thief?”

He turned away, and my heart threatened to come out of the confines of my chest.

“Don’t turn your fucking back on me!” Dad, in an outburst of rage, snatched the violin from Levi’s grip.

“Dad, please, no!”

It was too late.

Dad slammed the Cigno Nero on the wall.

I opened my mouth to scream, but no sound escaped. I’d lost my voice. In one fall, the Cigno Nero sustained a crack running from the bridge to the edge. The swan’s neck was broken. The strings snapped with a mournful twang. The bow shattered. Salty gray tear marks streaked over the soundpost. The bass bar suffered a break.

My silly kiss had disfigured Lucie’s most prized possession; an heirloom worth millions.

The violin healing broken hearts.

It’s all my fault.

Levi sank to his knees, drops of his blood mixing with the frayed strings and splintered wood of the violin.

Dad pressed down harder on the Cigno Nero, which screamed under his boot in one last agonizing, shrieking cry for help. He didn’t realize what he had done.

“You think you’re good enough for my daughter?!” I thought the whole manor would collapse against Dad’s roars. “I should have known that with a mother like that, her son would be deranged too. I’ll always protect my Dalia. So if you think of going near her again, I’ll destroy you. Am I clear, boy?”

Levi’s head bowed, his dark locks cascading over his eyes like a veil. “We’ll see.” The words emerged from the depths of his throat.

Dad scoffed, casting a glance downward at him as if he were nothing to him. “Who do you think you are to threaten me?”

I didn’t resist when my father grabbed me by the arm to pull me out of the room. I glanced at Levi one last time. With just one look, I could tell I had broken something inside him.

I destroy everything I touch.

I’d given him my first kiss, but I’d taken something even more precious from him.

I’d destroyed him.
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Dear Dalia Mercier,

It is with immense pleasure that we extend our sincerest congratulations on your acceptance to Pantheon University!

Your remarkable academic achievements have rendered you an ideal addition to our prestigious institution.

Pantheon University stands as a beacon of intellectual exploration and leadership development. We take immense pride in our alumni, many of whom have gone on to change the world.

We eagerly anticipate your arrival on the 28th of August, a significant day when you will be assigned one of our esteemed houses—The Pioneers, The Guardians, The Tacticians, or The Unifiers—based on your personality test result. This moment marks the beginning of your journey within our academic community, where you will forge lifelong friendships and strive for excellence within your assigned house.

We are certain that your future within these hallowed halls will be nothing short of extraordinary.

Warm regards,

The Head of Admissions
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“Do you remember the rules?” Dad said over the phone.

I rushed out of the small private airport where a line of black cabs stood, each with a Pantheon University flag fluttering in the breeze. I’d been ready for this day my entire life.

“Yes. No alcohol. No drugs. No boys. Stay safe,” I repeated. Reading each sign held by the chauffeurs, I searched for my name.

I’d followed my father’s rules for eighteen years—complying with his six o’clock curfew, refraining from sleepovers at friends’ houses, and committing Sundays to our church choir. I’d spent my childhood confined inside our home and finally had a chance to be on my own.

“She’s still a virgin, Bruno. One day, she’ll have a taste of it, and you won’t be able to hold the girl back,” Grandma chimed in, not helping. “Have fun, my flower!”

“Mother, don’t put ideas like that into her innocent head,” Dad complained. They were arguing as if I wasn’t part of the conversation.

“I promise you have nothing to worry about.” I chuckled, waving at my assigned chauffeur before climbing into the cab. “Dad? Grandma?”

“Dalia? Text… Back… Arrive. It seems that… Dalia?”

“Yes, I’ll text you back, I promise,” I rushed to add right before the call ended, the reception breaking up.

The chauffeur adjusted his rearview mirror and fixed his gaze on me. “To enhance security, network access is restricted on the island. It’s under high surveillance,” he explained.

The island, no more than fifteen kilometers in length, was nestled between Normandy and England. The thunderous percussion of waves crashing against the cliffs was like a steady anthem. Inhabited by only a few locals, the whole island revolved around Pantheon University.

“We’re waiting for another student who should be here in—” He winced, then straightened his attire.

The back door opened, and a student with gold earrings and a rainbow-colored dress hurried into the back seat beside me. I quickly moved my violin case, fearing she might crush it, and scooted toward the window. She was very much the opposite of me: her wavy brown hair flowed freely, yet she still managed to look effortlessly gorgeous with thick eyelashes and a tan I could only dream of. She dragged her black cat along in a crate.

A rush of excitement formed in my stomach. This was my opportunity to make my first friend.

“It took me an hour to get through customs.” She gestured with her hands like a scarecrow. “I’m Yasmine. I hope you’re not allergic to cats?”

“No,” I replied, though I paused, realizing it was my turn to introduce myself. I loudly blurted, “I’m Dalia.”

Note to self: don’t scream when introducing yourself; people aren’t deaf like Grandma, and they might be frightened.

She took the black cat out of the crate, and it promptly landed on my lap, staring at me as if attempting to peer into my soul. I met its gaze without blinking.

“En route to Pantheon University,” the chauffeur announced, departing from the airport.

“Music student, huh? I’m studying the classics,” Yasmine said, and when I nodded affirmatively, she pointed at her cat. “His name is Baron, and he’s my mental support cat. My parents don’t believe I’ll survive the college experience alone.”

“I know all about having an overprotective parent.” I chuckled, petting her cat. “My dad wasn’t excited about the idea either, but Pantheon is so selective, it’s perfectly safe.”

The university selected its students from the world’s wealthiest and most influential families, including mine. Acceptance was granted only by reference; its elitism and opportunities were the reason it was every student’s dream to be accepted here.

“Safe?” She snorted. “It’s the den of sharks battling to be the leaders of tomorrow. But yeah, since the terrorist attack ten years ago—you know, the one that targeted the French president’s son—they’ve closed access to the public. No more tourists, except for the annual events hosted by Pantheon. Hello, they even have their own airport—it’s crazy. Plus, I’m a scholarship student. We’re like school weeds here. I bet you’re not here on scholarship, are you?”

My stomach twitched, but I ignored it. “No, but I don’t care if you’re a scholarship student.”

Yasmine’s cat scratched my bag with its paw and stuck its nose inside.

“Thanks.” She picked up her cat. “Baron, don’t be so impolite!”

“Oh, he probably smelled Grandma’s pastries.” I reached into my bag and showed Yasmine a full bag of cookies. “Would you like one? She told me to give one to all the kind people I meet.”

She selected a cookie from the bag and bit into it before grimacing. “You didn’t meet many kind people on your way here, did you?”

“Do you want one?” I offered the chauffeur while Yasmine rolled down the window to toss it out.

“I’ll have to decline, judging by your friend’s reaction.”

My eyes widened, feeling as though I had just poisoned my first friend.

“I think your grandma intended those cookies for people you dislike,” Yasmine said, still coughing. “They taste awful.”

That sounded more like Grandma. “I’m so sorry, Yasmine. I feel terrible.”

We burst into laughter while Baron lunged forward to devour the crumbs.

The chauffeur cleared his throat. “We’re arriving.”

We both leaned out of my window to see the university’s spikes rising into the sky, emerging from the fog. The vibrant green grass looked as if it had soaked up the rain for months. My heart raced with impatience. The last time I’d come here, it was with Mom. The stone buildings, covered in ivy, stretched out just as vast and imposing as I remembered. From where I stood, I could pick out the rusty blue of the opera house’s dome.

“It’s like living in an Emily Brontë book,” Yasmine commented.

“Or hearing the ‘Toccata and Fugue in D minor,’” I whispered.

We crossed the ironwork arch, embracing the institution’s name and motto: Prestige. Mastery. Valor.

“Come, Baron.” Yasmine put her cat back in his crate, then turned to me. “You know, I have a feeling we’re going to end up in the same house. We were already assigned a cab together, and Pantheon never does things without a plan.”

The car halted, and the driver opened the back door. I retrieved my backpack and carefully stowed my violin inside.

“Well, I wish you a successful academic year,” the chauffeur said to both of us with a thin smile. “I’ll take one of those atrocious treats, actually. I have a colleague I dislike.”

“Oh.” I offered him the bag. “Please take everything.”

He took it reluctantly, and I adjusted the strap of my leather satchel.

“We should go inside,” Yasmine urged, already slipping into the crowd of formally dressed students. “The ceremony is about to start!”

I didn’t have time to question my outfit—a top adorned with lace and white hearts, a pink skirt, and knee-high socks—as I trailed her into the main quad.

The high vaulted ceilings of the foyer soared overhead, and a shiver ran down my spine. The air within the dark corridors carried a chilly touch even in summer. Portraits of successful alumni lined the walls, with emblems proudly representing the four university houses. Today’s opening ceremony would reveal the results of the admission test—known to be one of the most efficient psychological tests out there—and assign us to our respective houses.

Paths connected the many colleges—some more modern and some from the medieval Gothic period with gargoyles leering from their perches. It felt like the bustling center of a dark fairy-tale town.

My heart quickened, pulsating at an allegro vivace tempo as we neared the opera house. It had been under construction for the past nine years since the attack Yasmine spoke of. When I’d heard the opera house might be fully renovated this year and that the Winter Orchestra could happen again, I’d gone ahead and secretly applied to Pantheon. I’d clung to every bit of hope I could find.

The opera house looked like a Pantheon of gods with its Grecian columns. Next to them was a sculpture of a plaque in the form of an open book with the victims’ names. My gaze swept over all twenty-seven of them, my stomach churning. I had to text Dad.

I stopped in my tracks. I still didn’t have a signal, but I spotted a network named Pantheon_Wifi without a password. Seems promising.

Yasmine halted abruptly, noticing I wasn’t behind her. “What are you doing?”

“Trying to connect to the Wi-Fi. I need to text my dad back before he sends the research troupes on me.”

“If you value your privacy even slightly, do not connect to that Wi-Fi,” she warned in a matter-of-fact tone. “For an okay 5G signal, you should head by the dorms or library.”

“Why?” I chuckled. We weren’t in high school anymore. Surely, we were allowed to use our phones?

Leaning in, Yasmine glanced around cautiously. “Look, my sister warned me about this guy who’s a third-year student and some kind of genius. Word is that he’s hacked the Wi-Fi since his first day here, and if you connect yourself to the Wi-Fi, he’ll have all your information.”

I gulped, parting my lips. “How can he get away with that?”

“Don’t know, but the prospect of having your darkest secrets blackmailed doesn’t sound like a good way to start the year even though it’s unlikely he’ll focus on you.”

“So you expect me to believe there’s some cyborg maniac lurking around here?”

“And you just fell right under his radar,” a gravelly voice interjected from behind. I felt his shadow closing in on me on the grass.

Yasmine’s eyes were wide open, the colors draining from her face.

“Cat lost your tongue, little thief?” the voice taunted once more.

Little thief.

My muscles tensed. My heart pounded in erratic rhythms. The world seemed to shrink; even the air seemed hard to breathe. It took superhuman strength to reel around to face the ghost of my past.

Levi Delombre.

He was all grown up now, and he was here.

“Remember me?” His crooked, self-satisfied grin was threatening enough not to remember. “I sure do.”

His unwavering silver gaze met mine, void of vulnerability, exuding a coldness that seemed to drain them of soul. Strands of his raven-black hair cascaded onto his forehead, and it felt like my heart had crashed to the ground. His cheekbones were as sharp as a knife. He was even taller than he used to be, and his hollow cheeks looked even more visible. Yet he was still so similar to Lucie—the same fine traits and graceful beauty, except, in Levi’s case, that beauty was infused with darkness.

“You’re here,” I muttered.

He loomed above me unblinking, his scent wafting over me—notes of leather and smoky woods.

“Looks like your daddy isn’t here to protect you anymore.”

His gaze slid down to my lips, and my chest fluttered. He seemed so different. Like a stranger. He let out a small laugh and snatched my phone from my hands without hesitation. I tried to get it back from him, but I was smaller, and I wasn’t going to throw myself at him either.

“Hey! You can’t do that!”

“It’s always the same sentence: you can’t do that, please stop, I’ll tell no one,” he dramatized, a sinister glint in his eyes. “Empty words and threats.”

I swallowed hard, guilt burning the back of my throat. After the devastating consequences of our kiss, his stepfather was fired from Dad’s company and humiliated in front of the whole board a week later. Dad wanted to make an example out of him, so he’d asked me to watch. Each action has consequences, Dalia. I had never known what had happened to Levi since that day. It was as if he had never existed, and Lucie’s house was sold a month later.

And it was all because of me.

The sounds of notifications poured into my phone, a small blue tick next to the Wi-Fi network as he handed it back to me.

“Your old man seems worried.” He read my texts. “And here I thought you were a good, obedient girl.”

“I’m sorry.” My voice quivered. “I’m sorry for what happened to—”

He trapped me with one arm on the wall and twirled a lock of my hair around his finger. “You’re at my mercy now.”

“Levi—”

“Thief,” he sneered, tilting my head to the side, his breath chilling against my ear. “I hope you don’t have anything to hide.” With unaffected poise, he retreated, his expression unreadable. “Oh, and tell your grandmother she’s a wise woman.”

With that, he strode inside the opera house, treading with the demeanor of a guy used to strolling on his victims’ tombstones with a mocking laugh.

“My grandmother? What—” I began, but then I checked my phone.

Dad: I’ll be back at the office in half an hour. Let me know when you have arrived safely.

And the last message was the cherry on top—Grandma had truly outdone herself. I regretted teaching her how to use a phone.

Grandma: Don’t tell your father, but I put three packs of condoms in your luggage as protection just in case. Don’t forget women’s pleasure is as important as men’s. If he orgasms, so should you!

She paired that with the eggplant and pepper emoji.

“Congratulations, you’ve just made yourself your first and possibly worst enemy at Pantheon,” Yasmine said. “How do you know each other anyway?”

“I don’t know him anymore,” I said, quickly texting back to my family that I was alive—making sure not to mention Levi Delombre.

Over the years, I’d daydreamed about meeting him again, but it had never crossed my mind that he’d heartlessly trample over my already battered heart, draining himself of any remaining shreds of humanity.

“Well, I don’t know how he was back then, but my sister warned me to stay away from the Tacticians. And you’ll never guess what he is…that’s right, a Tactician.” She shrugged, leading the way inside the opera house. “I heard he’s a bully with the right allies, and yes, I eavesdrop a lot. My life is boring, so I live vicariously through others—and books. How do you know him?”

“He was the son of my old music teacher.”

This story didn’t have a happy ending. I couldn’t bring myself to tell her that I was part of his villain origin story.

“Small world.”

I swallowed. “It is.”

Levi seemed to have it all now—apparently ruling over Pantheon after leaving our hometown. But I knew appearances were deceiving. There had to be a vulnerability, a weakness beneath his facade. I couldn’t bring back the Cigno Nero, but I would find a way to redeem myself. And that meant facing him sooner rather than later.

I clenched my fists. No, Levi wasn’t a monster. I wouldn’t let him convince me otherwise. There had to be remnants of the boy I once knew buried within him.

We ascended the stairwell filled with students heading toward the ceremony, but when we reached the top, I diverged from the crowd. I walked to one of the doors leading to the defunct opera house that was still closed for renovation. A frigid draft seeped from beneath the door’s crack. I pressed my palm against the door’s small window. Peering inside, I found darkness, broken only by the skeletal steel frame of construction and scattered tarpaulins. The velvet curtain lay halfway fallen on the floor. One towering arch remained shattered above, its golden frame stretching out like the arms of a conductor commanding the emptiness.

My heart contracted, my thumb scratching the side of my nail. I close my eyes, resurrecting the magic of this place in my memories. This stage had graced the greatest musicians of many generations, including Pantheon’s best students. Every year, I would beg Mom to attend the Pantheon’s Winter Orchestra for Christmas, and she never failed to take me.

Until they took her away from me.

“Dalia?” Yas’s voice brought me back to reality. “Are you okay?”

“Sorry, I’m here.” I stepped away, pushing aside the heaviness in my heart, and followed her into the makeshift amphitheater for the ceremony. We found empty seats in the burgundy sofas in the first row. I focused on the noise around us, trying to shut down the voices inside my head when my gaze was abruptly arrested by the balcony above.

Levi stood there, staring at me, his gaze hostile and intense. He wasn’t alone, though. His fingers traced the arm of a woman with curly black hair, and an uncomfortable tightness gripped my chest. I watched him lean in, about to whisper something in her ear. I knew I should look away. It wasn’t my business, but his eyes held me captive as if he sought to obliterate me with just the intensity of his gaze.

I involuntarily tightened my knees together and tore my eyes away, forcing a semblance of composure. I received a flow of notifications from my Instagram account.

You have one new follower.

My profile was set to private. I’d never received a follow request, but somehow, I’d already accepted him.

Sixty-one likes.

All of my pictures were liked.

One comment.

All of those notifications from @LeviD_.

“Enjoyed the show, little thief?”
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“Chancellor Morgan, did you receive my parents’ generous donation to Pantheon?” Kay crossed his fingers, each one adorned with an excess of rings.

Mr. Morgan readjusted his tie, failing miserably to sneak past our balcony to go on stage to give his usual boring welcome speech. “I did. I’d like to say it’s a delight to have you three back this year, but that would be a lie.”

“It wouldn’t have hurt to say thank you,” I said, my eyes locking on the old computer he grasped in his hands. The same as last year. “Don’t you agree, sir?”

Mr. Morgan’s face paled. We’d had an understanding for the past two years. He would stay out of our business, and I would stay out of his extramarital activities. Not like he had any power, anyway—he was merely a lackey, beholden to the whims of those in higher positions. I might have arrived at Pantheon as an outsider, but now I was part of the chessboard, the students my pawns. Eat or be eaten. Be the predator or become the prey.

“That’s right.” Mr. Morgan’s lips contorted into a hard line. “Apologies. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

He slipped away from our balcony with his tail between his legs. I took my phone out and opened the AI chess game I’d created a few years back when social interactions weren’t enough to keep my brain entertained.

“You traumatized him,” Cillian said in his thick British accent.

“He’s going to miss us.” Kay sighed. “Maybe at the end of the year, we should send his wife everything Levi has on him. It’d be a shame to leave this place without some drama.”

“I don’t give information out for pleasure,” I quipped. “It’s better to save it for something more efficient.”

“You’re a party killer as always,” Kay mumbled.

My opponent opened in 1.e4. King’s Pawn Opening, the most popular and scholarly move. That was why I always played with the black. I could get in my opponent’s head with just one move and choose from various counterattack strategies to annihilate him.

“Hey, guys. How was your summer?” The voice came from the most utterly boring person on earth—son of the French Defense Minister and third-year politics student, Sylas. Only I knew his deepest secret. It was satisfying to know that I was the only one capable of ruining his perfect image.

“I was on my father’s yacht, you?” Each time Kay could flaunt his money, he would.

“Humanitarian mission. We helped in refugee camps,” Sylas said, and I couldn’t help but curl my lips into the closest thing to a smile I could manage. “Next year, why don’t you guys join me?”

I need to optimize the AI algorithm and implement new chess moves. It was far too easy to beat.

“The world needs more people like you, Sylas.” Kay pointed at him, knowing perfectly well that he was too selfish to do that. “Those hands are certainly not fit for labor.”

“Or anything.” Cillian snorted. He always managed to get under Kay’s skin with just a few words.

“What about you, Levi?”

I increased my pace, unleashing a pawn storm for checkmate. “I don’t do socials, but I do warfare, surveillance software, and AI.”

The Unifier student in him grimaced. “You’re maybe not the right person for a humanitarian mission.” Of that, we could agree. “I’ll see you after the ceremony. I’m sure one of you will be elected headmaster of their house.”

“Am I the only one who wants to punch him?” Kay asked before leaning on his arm against the balcony wall, encroaching on my personal space. “Now, Levi, what was the show with the white-haired girl about? You left us and headed straight in her direction like a nuclear missile. Didn’t figure she’d be your style; she looks so… pure, and you’re so… you.”

I was two moves away from checkmate, but in a bad move, I let my opponent’s pawn slip through my fingers.

Dalia Mercier and her Kiss of Death.

It had been 1666 days since I last saw her.

I scowled. “Is your straight side interested in fucking her, or is it the gay part of you trying to dig deeper into my psyche like my fucking therapist?”

He grinned. “That’d depend on which one pisses you off the most.”

“Leveraging your half-Korean heritage to your advantage won’t work with her,” I said, trusting her to have more brain cells than to fall for his smooth-talking.

I squandered my available time, the clock ticking in my opponent’s favor, as I scanned the rows, seeking that shock of white hair amid the crowd.

“I didn’t know you, out of all the people, could feel threatened. And by me? I’m getting a hard-on just thinking about it.” Kay laughed. I didn’t. “Why so possessive? I never minded sharing with any of you.”

Dalia’s journey at Pantheon University was about to take a dark turn. I would be the shadowy figure lurking in the background, ready to lure her into the depths of my revenge game that I’d designed specifically for her. She knew I was staring at her. I could feel the way her eyes drifted to the side, and her friend—Yasmine, a scholarship kid, if I remember correctly—wasn’t exactly discreet.

“In the future, refrain from sharing. I remind you that I am still your roommate, and bleaching my eyes is not an option,” Cillian said.

“It’s not my fault you’re a virgin,” Kay taunted.

I curved my hand into a fist. My fingertips still stung after grazing her skin earlier. Washing my hands with sodium hydroxide wouldn’t be enough to get rid of the feeling of her.

“I’m going to break her.” I cut their daily squabble, a tic working in my jaw. “But slowly. I don’t want to drive her out of Pantheon because what would the fun be in that? She wants to be here so badly? Well, I’ll make sure she feels the constant reminder of my presence everywhere.”

She made me feel powerless, and I’d sworn that I would never ever feel that way again.

I’d killed that weakness called feelings a long time ago.

Dalia was all alone, and this time, it was my turn to haunt her. My loathing for her didn’t vanish; if anything, it became even more maddening.

I would take everything from her. I’d peel away her layers and expose her vulnerabilities. I’d shape her into a weapon to use against Daddy dearest. Bullies like him deserved to fall. Four years ago, I decided I’d end his reign and found a strange error in his enterprise. A gut feeling, but it wasn’t not enough to bring him down. Yet.

Who’s fucking powerless now?

Kay chuckled. “It’s going to be entertaining to watch. I’ll be glad to assist you—”

“No.” I interrupted. “She’s mine.”

My phone vibrated. I only had ten seconds left before the end of the game. I pre-moved all my moves, and… checkmate. The black won.

“Good afternoon, new students and returning students!” Mr. Morgan basked in the crowd’s applause, which gave him what his narcissistic personality craved. He played the humility card, laying a hand across his heart as my two idiotic friends applauded. “As you know, our university policy is acceptance. We want each student to find their place and believe in your potential. This is why Pantheon founders created the four houses and the head of each house to guide you during your studies. Think of your house like a fraternity or a sorority, building long-lasting friendships. We’ll give you all the keys to succeed, thanks to our rigorous academic curriculum—”

The pompous speech was boring, that was a given, but the moment he fully lost me was when his disgusting PowerPoint slide appeared on the screen. He even struggled to switch slides with his remote. How had no one updated those slides? Were they all blind to mediocrity?

I needed a distraction, so in a matter of seconds, I downloaded the data I had intercepted when I’d connected Dalia to my Wi-Fi. Pantheon was a vast network of potential victims and opportunities for chaos, and with every keystroke, I solidified my reign. No one was safe from my reach. My reputation had been built upon ruthless precision because no one was innocent in this world of the elite and powerful.

Dalia’s passwords, browsing history, messages, photos, contacts—all laid bare before me. It was a treasure trove of ammunition. This time, I was the one infiltrating her life like a malware. Her last Google searches were about “how to make friends,” “how to fit in at a new school,” and “how to leave your family behind without feeling guilty.” My lips curled. How sweet. Going on to the next, I noticed most of her life revolved around the violin and music. Looks like she hasn’t changed. No pictures with friends, and her contacts included mostly older people from church. She was lonely. Nothing unusual to report, apart from the fact that she seemed deeply intrigued by ways to get an orgasm. Probably a virgin.

“This year, our talented artist Tara Ahmad will be the headmistress of the Pioneers. She’s shone with her leadership skills, and she has the top grades in most of her classes.”

More applause.

Tara’s brown eyes narrowed on me since she couldn’t bear to be ignored. I indulged her earlier only because Dalia was watching us when I delivered her the news that the little sexual game we’d been playing was futile and over. I was utterly bored, and all of her best efforts couldn’t spark anything. Not that she wanted me—or worse, liked me. She probably hated my guts, but what she hated even more was failing. A true Pioneer at heart.

“For the Guardians, our future lawyer, Lidia Brickel, who published a best-selling book about women’s rights!”

Applause again even though no one cared about the Guardians. They were invisible. However, the worst house, with their idealistic ideologies and team-building activities, was the—

“For the Unifiers, Sylas Archambault! He showed impeccable academic records and is active with many charities; he is a role model to follow.”

“Obviously.” Kay flung his legs onto the seat before him, his platinum-toned sneakers dangling above. You wouldn’t believe he was the heir to a French luxury fashion empire. “The look on your face when you’ll be elected headmaster will be priceless.”

“I don’t want to deal with a bunch of terrified idiots and tell them what to—”

“And Levi Delombre will be the headmaster of the Tacticians since he’s shown great academic expertise and is deeply involved in the campus’s activities.”

I didn’t miss Mr. Morgan’s irony since my involvement at the university gave him more problems than anything. He motioned for me to stand—he’d dared to write my name on this awful slide with our house emblem—and I raised my hand briefly in acknowledgment. Shit. The bastard had won this round.

Maybe I could find a loophole to expel myself from this dreadful task. Maybe the fact I was one year ahead for my age—I could definitely play on the immaturity card.

“Now, it’s time for our new students to discover which house they’ll belong to for the rest of their studies.”

He finally started listing the students’ names, and I straightened my posture.

“We really have to stay for the whole thing? There are hundreds of them,” Kay groaned, jerking his head back.

“It’s part of the whole ‘we welcome you in’ tradition,” Cillian quoted, scrolling through his Kindle for a nonfiction book he hadn’t read yet.

More names.

More applause.

“Dalia Mercier,” Mr. Morgan called, and I leaned forward, lifting my hand for none of my friends to speak. “Unifiers.”

A part of me had wanted her to be thrown into the den of the Tacticians under my care.

“I’ve never seen Levi so obsessed with anyone or anything before.” Kay laughed. “I’m almost jealous.”

Cillian lifted a brow. “It’s probably just his psycho tendencies.”

“Shut up, both of you,” I rasped.

I didn’t like that smug smile on Sylas’s face, nor how relieved she seemed. Unifiers would finish last again like every year; there was nothing to be thrilled about.

“Disappointed?” Kay teased.

“No,” I said.

It just made the game even more interesting.

As the proceedings droned on, I delved into the chancellor’s computer since he’d never bothered to notice the RAT I had installed on his device a year ago through phishing emails. He made it too easy for me.

“What are you doing?” That came from Cillian.

“Doing everyone a favor. And they say I’m not a team player.”

Suddenly, Mr. Morgan’s screen switched into update mode, and the slideshow disappeared. Oops.

“You’re one crazy genius motherfucker, you know that?” Kay gave me a friendly shoulder slap, which resulted in me narrowing my eyes on him.

From the stage, Mr. Morgan shot me a stern look, his eyes suggesting he suspected my involvement in the current chaos, but he couldn’t prove it. I had taken control of his computer; the update was simply a decoy.

“Technical issues, nothing serious,” Mr. Morgan said. “First years, I—come to see me for your house results. Monique! Can you print the test results? The computer doesn’t seem to work! The ones I’ve called can leave and get settled on campus, and Monique…”

Gathering my belongings, I made a swift exit, swinging open the back doors. Within moments, a stream of students followed. When I thought I was freed, someone shouted my name.

“Mr. Delombre!”

I looked back and saw a kid with a backpack big enough to fit the remains of a human body. Probably a first year—the type that’d had Pantheon posters hanging on his bedroom wall since the age of eight and, judging by his geeky shirt, played video games online while having no clue how to make real friends.

“I’m Miguel. I’m a Tactician and a computer science student too. I’ve been wondering if you need an assistant or—”

“Get the fuck out,” I said, but he continued to follow me like a damn puppy.

“You’re our head,” he said, “and I have a list of questions I’ve been meaning to—”

“I told you to get out of my face.”

News flash, he didn’t.

“I know you’re busy, but I—”

I stopped and towered over him, which made him retreat two steps back. “Congratulations, Michel, since you want to be involved so badly, you can be the Tactician’s new doggy. Maybe that way, you’ll be obedient and stop killing my ears with your incessant ramblings. No one likes a crybaby. Now, be invisible and leave me alone.”

The boy closed his lips and lowered his head.

I was finally free to leave in peace. I’d saved my best game for last, prepping for Dalia’s arrival all this time. That girl couldn’t resist following whatever dream had led her to this place, and thank fuck for that. She made it so easy for me.

In chess, the king may be the most important piece, but it’s also the most useless. He’s trapped, waiting for his fall, relying on his pawns, just like Mercier and people like him. Those who think they are untouchable.

And how do you destroy a king’s kingdom?

You break his centerpiece.

The one who started it all.

The queen.
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“This one is perfect for you.” Yasmine handed me a novel from the hundreds that swallowed her bed—so far, she had only unpacked her books from her luggage. “And yes, you have to read it if you want us to be friends.”

The book in question was titled Falling for the Ruthless King, and just the sight of the shirtless man on the cover made me imagine my father’s disapproving frown.

“I will! In exchange, I made you a study playlist. It’s known to improve the focus of your brain,” I said while attempting to retrieve my uniforms since Baron was lying on top of them.

Yas and I had decided to be roommates since we both ended up being Unifiers like she’d predicted. Our dorm was in the turrets by the east wing of the campus, near the forest. The walls, in line with our house’s color scheme, were celadon green, with plants scattered throughout on the pine bookshelves. The pointed arches in our windows reflected sunny patterns on the desk. Our kitchen was tiny. It might have been small, but it felt like home already.

“No one has ever made me a playlist before. That’s so thoughtful!”

I managed to stow away my final belongings from Baron’s grasp. “Well, no one has ever given me a book before—”

“Lent you a book,” she corrected. “And I hope you’re not the type to fold the pages or crack the spine. The last time my two little sisters did that, I didn’t speak to them for months.”

I chuckled, folding my uniforms in my side of the closet. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Our uniform skirts were available in two lengths: one that reached down to our ankles and another that stopped just above the knees, both in smoky gray tweed patterns. We were required to embroider our blouses with the first letter of our house, while the tweed jackets were black, with bands of colors associated with our house—green for us, yellow for Pioneers, blue for Guardians, and purple for Tacticians. My fingers gently brushed against the green bow, which could double as a tie for girls. Depending on the season, we could choose between polos or long-sleeved pullovers.

“Well, I’m off to the library!” Yas said. “Watching over books is really the dreamiest part-time job ever, even if my TBR is going to be on my will and pass down from generation to generation.” She paused. “You want to come with me?”

“No thanks. I’m probably going to explore around campus.”

By that, I meant unfurling the university’s handbook and studying it until I memorized every corner. I had the perfect Tchaikovsky composition for the task.

“I’ll see you later, then!”

Yasmine left, and I huddled on my bed, poring over the campus map. The structure of Pantheon University was built around the four houses: each house was associated with an academic college and a school facility. I closed my eyes and tried to memorize each detail.

Our house is linked to the College of Classics and the opera house. It’s affiliated with the earth element symbolizing strength.

The Guardians, positioned in the northeastern region by the river, embody the water element, housing the College of Law and the library, all reflecting their essence of wisdom.

On the west turrets, the Tacticians hold sway, anchored with the bridge of sighs by the Sciences College, the astronomy tower, and a chess club nestling within the ancient keeps. Their motto is cunning, and their element is air.

Finally, the Pioneers, in the northwest, oversee the College of Arts. Their motto echoes bravery, so naturally they’re associated with fire. Their dorms are closer to the gymnasium and they’re rumored to have once served as an underground fighting club.

“I nailed it, Baron,” I said to the cat. I leaped off the bed, finally ready to explore, when a knock on the door interrupted my momentum.

“Hi, this is the headmaster of the Unifiers. Can I come in?”

I stopped in my tracks. Our headmaster was Sylas Archambault, the son of one of Dad’s closest friends and business partners. I’d met Sylas’s father several times at dinner, and while I’d heard about Sylas, I’d never met him before. My father had, and I suspected he’d found me a new chaperone.

I adjusted my hair and took a deep breath. “Yes, of course.”

Sylas entered the room, his blue eyes locking onto mine. He was regal with golden hair, a beige Ralph Lauren polo shirt, and a dazzling, trusting smile that would melt any heart—the polar opposite of Levi.

“I’m doing rounds to check on our new students,” he said before raising his brows. “You’re Bruno Mercier’s daughter, right? Your father told me you’d be a first year here and hoped we’d meet. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

My brain was wired, thinking of everything that could go wrong. In my father’s head, I was still eight. “Should I be scared?”

“No.” He chuckled. “Your father is just very proud of you. The last time we had dinner with him, he couldn’t stop talking about his daughter coming here next fall. I also recognized you from the picture in your Halloween costume. It’s his lockscreen.”

I froze. It wasn’t a Halloween costume. It was a Barbie gothic dress I’d customized with thousands of ribbons before Grandma had told me that a career in fashion wasn’t meant for me. My father never talked about me to boys, but he did with Sylas for some reason. He must approve of him.

“I didn’t mean to embarrass you,” he added, facing my silence. “I just want you to know, if you need a friendly face to talk to, I’m here. The first week is often overwhelming, with the classes and picking a club.”

“Thank you, Sylas. I appreciate it.” I smiled back at him. “I actually had one question about the club. Do you know where I could sign up for the choir? I promised my father.”

First years had to choose a club, one that would fit well on their résumé, or, in my case, one that would assure my father that I wouldn’t forsake my Catholic upbringing.

“Inside the dining hall during meal times. They also perform every Sunday.” He took a step forward, lowering his voice. “Between us, I ended up joining a club my father insisted on. Fencing. It’s a big deal here. Super competitive, like how American football is for other universities.”

Dad used to have a picture of Mom in her fencing attire by his bedside table. He had locked it inside his drawer after I kept asking more questions about her. “My mom used to do competitive fencing. She was pretty good, but she stopped to become a midwife.”

Fencing seemed way more exciting than choir, but I could still hear my father’s voice in my head, warning me to stay out of trouble.

“If you’d like, we could—”

The atmosphere in the room grew tense as an all-too-familiar presence cut through our conversation like a blade slicing the air.

Levi.

His stance was confident, arms crossed as he leaned nonchalantly against the door, one step away from entering my dorm in his signature all-black outfit. His gaze fixated intensely on Sylas before soaring over to mine.

“Nice to see you again, little thief,” he said with a hint of sardonic amusement. “Don’t stop your conversation on my behalf. I’m sure this was all heart-warming and entertaining.”

I couldn’t contain the sharp narrowing of my eyes. “Stop calling me that.”

“You shouldn’t be here, Levi. This is Unifier territory,” Sylas threatened, crossing his arms.

“Why so hostile?” A chuckle clawed its way out, forced and artificial. “I’m only here because Tara asked for a meeting with the four heads of the houses. We all know how Tara gets, so don’t force me to drag you there myself because I will.”

Sylas’s jaw clenched. “Fine.” He gave me a brief nod before retreating into the hallway. “Aren’t you coming? You’re the head of a house too; it comes with responsibility.” His words were directed at Levi, but Levi’s attention was on me.

“I’m just wrapping up a loose end over here.”

“I thought you’d be above intimidating a first-year student,” Sylas defied.

“I think you’re underestimating her. She doesn’t sound defenseless to me, right, Dalia?”

It was the first time he’d called me Dalia, and it sounded like needles coming through his mouth. I lifted my head. “I’ll be fine.”

Without uttering a word, Sylas departed, leaving Levi and me alone. That was my chance to mend the rift between us.

I took a small step toward him. “Look, Levi—”

“Who gave you the right to call me by my first name? You haven’t earned it yet.”

I shook my head. “This is ridiculous.”

“You can call me your grace. I’ll allow it,” he said, tilting his head to the side.

“I’m sorry.” The words spilled out, fearing he might interrupt. “I never meant to hurt you, nor to take Lucie away from you, or…” Kissing you and not being able to confess the truth, resulting in my father destroying the last and most precious memory of your mother. “I never knew the consequences would be this big. You lied for me that day, and I remained silent. I’m ready to do whatever it takes to make amends.”

Levi’s eyes gleamed with a sinister light, and he straightened from the door. “Whatever it takes, huh?”

My throat tightened, and I craned my neck up to him. “Yes.”

“Be careful of promises you cannot keep, or I might force you into them, and I have a pretty wicked imagination.” He scanned every feature of my face as if searching for any sign of fear. “Would you beg for my forgiveness on your knees and do as I ask?”

Chills crept down my spine. “Humiliating me won’t change a thing.”

“Let me be the judge of that, even if I’m sure you’ll take pleasure in it, which would defeat the whole purpose of punishing you.”

“Lucie wouldn’t have wanted—”

Levi’s palm snapped into the doorframe, his neck angling toward me in a swift motion, his breaths quick and uneven.

“Don’t say her name,” he growled, his brows creasing, strands of his hair swaying before his eyes.

For a moment, the mask he wore, that veneer of control, shattered, revealing a raw torrent of pain lurking beneath the surface. Levi was still hurting. The knot in my heart stopped me from breathing. It was as if snakes were squeezing it until I suffocated.

“What do you want from me?” My voice quivered.

“You’ll find out soon enough, my broken doll.”

“I’m not a doll.”

Levi’s lips curled into a sly smirk as he stepped fully into my dorm, not bothering to seek permission. His sharp eyes roamed over every detail of my space, from the book Yasmine had given me to my violin resting on the desk. A lump formed in my throat as I watched his fingers grazing it, triggering the memories of what happened to the Cigno Nero.

With a low chuckle, he broke the silence. “You shouldn’t get too cozy with Sylas, by the way.”

“And let me guess, I should trust you instead?”

I wasn’t the type to bite out. I was the type to replay an argument in my head and think of all the things I should have said, but never did in the midst of action, but with Levi, somehow, the words flowed easily.

He stalked toward me, moving with the deadly grace of a black swan on the prowl. “You and I both know you shouldn’t. But the question is, who are you, Dalia? You act like a saint, the precious obedient daddy’s doll, but what lies underneath all that charade?”

I took advantage of the moment to slide toward my desk, positioning myself to shield my violin from his view while holding his stare.

“But don’t you worry, I’ll soon find out.” Levi smiled. He smiled the same way he had four years ago. A smile was usually an act of kindness, yet on Levi, it was a weapon. “I’ll dissect your soul.”

“Why do you pretend to be this cruel? I don’t buy it.” Grandma had told me that cruelty came from people suffering deep on the inside; it was a desperate cry for help.

“Because I can.” He stepped forward. “Because I like it.” Another step. “Because it’s who I am.”

I bumped into the desk, but he didn’t close the small gap separating us. “I don’t believe you.”

“Then believe that you connected yourself to my Wi-Fi, remember? By the way, you have terrible taste in passwords—‘IL0V3music,’ really? You should change it.”

I shook my head, my cheeks flushing with embarrassment and irritation. I’d picked that password when I was twelve. “You hacked into my stuff? You really have no shame.”

“Am I making you uncomfortable?” Levi’s voice grew darker, his hand resting on the desk, trapping my only way out—unless I crawled to my bed, not like it’d stop him.

I knew what he implied: that I was the one who’d intruded in his house first, and he was returning the favor.

“Yes,” I asserted.

“Good.”

That single word sent shivers down my spine as he petted Yasmine’s cat, who had jumped on the desk to cuddle with him. Traitor.

“I have nothing to hide.” I hated how pathetic my voice sounded—barely audible; weak.

“Be careful, you don’t want to challenge someone like me.” The slightest curl of his lips stalled the breath in my lungs. “Why do you always wear those ribbons in your hair?”

I tore my eyes away, my silly heart responding to him with fear, adrenaline, and something else, probably rage building in the pit of my stomach. “It’s personal.”

“Are you scared of me now?”

I gulped. “You’ll never scare me.”

Levi’s laughter turned dark and chilling. “Wrong answer. For you, I could be the worst.”

My lips parted, and my nails scratched my palms. He toyed with me, leaving me in the uncertainty of what could happen so I’d watch my back. I read about this in The Art of Warfare, a book my father had given me when I was ten.

My eyes landed on him. “I already said I was sorry.”

“Sorry is not enough,” he hissed, pushing my hair aside with an unsettling tenderness. His lips hovered dangerously close to my ear, but the venom of his next words quickly overshadowed any semblance of softness. “Maybe if you could cease to exist, that would be a good start.”

My eyes widened, and my chin trembled. “You don’t mean that… You can’t be implying that after your own mother…”

“I wish you had never existed,” he whispered, and while I couldn’t see his face, I felt that, for the first time, he was truly sincere. “As for now…”

His hand crept toward my neck, inching closer with an ominous intent.

“What are you doing?” I managed to choke out.

The ribbon in my hair came undone, my locks cascading freely before my eyes. He straightened his spine, my ribbon held hostage in his hand, his eyes narrowing on me. A knot tightened in my stomach. My breath came in short, sharp bursts, and I could feel the heat rising to my face. He slipped the silver ribbon onto his wrist, claiming it as his own without a trace of remorse.

“I’m keeping this,” he said with a sly scowl.

“No!” I cried out. “It’s my mother’s! Hand it back.”

“And therein lies the reason.” He stepped away from me, twiddling my ribbon around his wrist. “I’m afraid you’ll have to fight me for it.”

I pinched my lips. “You’re a…” Say something, Dalia. Anything. Dad isn’t here to reprimand you for any bad words you’d say. “A bully!”

“We all have a role to play, and you’re my little broken doll, coming alive just for me. All mine.” He tucked his hands in his pocket, his cold eyes locking me into place. “That’s why I came to your dorm. To crush every last bit of hope you could have about forgiveness. Seeing that defeated look in your eyes was just a bonus. I’m just getting started with you.”

I pressed my hand to my heart. If they couldn’t crush my hopes, it was unlikely Levi would succeed. He didn’t haunt my nightmares like them.

I clenched my fists to my side. “I’ll never be yours.”

“That’s debatable.” He raised an eyebrow, swaggering away from my dorm. “And by the way, you might want to consider using a VPN next time. It’s almost too easy for anyone to pry into your life.”

I glared at him. “I doubt this will keep you from digging into my life.”

“You’re right, it won’t, but starting now, I’ll be the only one with this privilege. I promise we’ll see each other very soon.”
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“I’m still not over the fact we’re eating in a chapel,” Yasmine whispered, her gaze skeptical as it fell on the silverware neatly arranged on the long wooden tables. Meals at Pantheon felt a little bit like a royal banquet. Today was the welcoming lunch for the first years. “I think I’d have to sell an organ on top of working at the library to afford to eat at this place. Did you have any luck with the choir group?”

It was the last day for the applications, but for some reason, I kept thinking about what Sylas had said about fencing. A sport for the brave. I wanted to be brave too. Like Mom.

“I really need to talk to them, don’t I?” I glanced at the choir group seated beneath the stained glass. I didn’t even want to be in the choir. I’d disliked it at home, but it was one of my father’s conditions for my attendance.

I rose, my momentum interrupted by the butler picking up our plates the moment we freed the space because, yes, Pantheon even had a butler for events like this.

“Thank you, Alfie,” Yasmine said, and the old man frowned. “Alfie, as in Alfred, as in Batman. It’s a compliment.”

“Here goes nothing,” I muttered to myself. Yasmine and I approached the choir group, which was distributing prospectuses about their upcoming concert. “Did I tell you I have my first advanced class for musical interpretation and ensemble performance with Mr. Delgado? He’s one of—”

“The best interpreters of our time, and you’ve been wanting to meet him since forever. He’s the one selecting the students playing at the opera at the end of the school year. I know. I even googled him thinking he must be hot or something. Imagine my disappointment when I saw his age and—”

“Hi,” I cut Yas off, attempting a smile, facing the whole group and their glares. “I’m a first-year musicology student, and I want to join the group. I’ve been in a choir for a couple of years in my hometown and—”

“I’m sorry, we’re full,” the woman in the middle quipped with the fakest smile. “Plus, we have too many women already.”

“Oh.” My lips were tugging in a smile despite myself. “Can you write it down for me as proof?”

“Maybe you could even record—” Yasmine chimed in.

“No,” the woman from the choir grimaced at us both.

“Okay.”

Yas and I ran out of the hall like thieves chased from a palace, laughing. We parted ways. She had her theater class, and I had to return to my dorm to grab my violin. I couldn’t afford to be late for my next class. I made a mental note to register for the fencing club after.

I stopped in my tracks in front of the opera house and quickly glanced around me. I wanted a moment of privacy, alone. My stomach tightened into a knot as I read the victims’ names on the plaque. Monique Bellfieux. Richard Greenwald. Hortense Zuckaria. Diana Caron. My fingers grazed the last name on the plaque, and I clenched my violin case.

The bell rang, pulling me out of my reverie. I had to hurry. But as I was about to leave, I spotted Levi sauntering past me, probably exiting the sciences building, wearing his Tactician black and purple uniform. His eyes locked on mine, and then they fell to the green ribbon I used for my ponytail, his hands casually resting in his pockets. I adjusted my skirt, as per instinct, my mind stuck between trying to avoid him and still having hope that I could fix my mistakes despite the fact he loathed my entire existence.

“Levi, I—”

He halted, assessing me with a raised eyebrow. I remembered our church group motto, “Kindness will heal even the darkest souls,” but facing him, I was mute. I didn’t know what to say.

“Having a great first day, Mercier?”

“Yes,” I said, pinching my brows together. His being nice and calling me by my last name didn’t add up. “And you?”

“Before running into you, I was.”

This sounded more like him. “Right.”

He hummed, his eyes landing on my violin. I clutched it tighter.

His lips curled. “What are you doing here? Enjoying a little tragedy?”

“No! Who could enjoy something like that?” I blurted out.

“Who knows, the human race is horrible. The fewer people around, the better,” he said flatly, his words bleeding through me, my heart clawing in my throat. “I’d love to stay and chat, but I think you’ll want to get to your next class.” He had his handsome, cruel smile sewn on his face, too stretched out to be real. “We can’t have you late on your first day and make a bad impression.”

My eyes widened. Right. The bell. I had to get to class before it rang a second time. “I-I need to go.”

I dashed through the buildings, weaving past students clad in their uniforms. Thank god it was on the ground floor. Once I found the correct door number, I knocked and pushed the door open, gathering my breath.

“I trust you’ve all come prepared,” Professor Delgado paused, his gaze landing on me. “A latecomer. I guess every class needs one. You must be Dalia Mercier.”

I opened my mouth to speak. I’d still made it before the bell rang a second time; I was still on time.

“That wasn’t a question. Sit down.” He pointed at the spot next to him, right in the front row of the students forming a circle, each one carrying their own musical instruments.

I took the seat, the room smelling of rosin from the bows. Rental violins, cellos, flutes, and pianos were scattered about, each waiting to be played. “I’m sorry, it won’t happen again and—”

The second bell rang.

“Don’t be sorry, it’s fine.” His lips twitched into a smile under his black mustache. “I’m the one who’ll be sorry if you’re late again because then I’ll have to kick you out of my class. I’m expecting you to be ready when the first bell rings.”

I swallowed, shrinking into my chair. I’d just been reprimanded by a soloist for the Royal Theater of Madrid; a composer who’d had most of his research books published; a professor whose students had taken the most prestigious positions in some of the best philharmonics in the world.

“As I was saying before our interruption.” Mr. Delgado paced the room, his black hair tied back in a bun. He reminded me of what I imagined Count Dracula would look like. “I overheard some of you gossiping about the rumors surrounding the upcoming reopening of the opera house for next spring.”

My heart tightened, and a hush fell over the room. Apparently, we all had the same dream.

“If these rumors turn out to be true,” he said sternly, “and if you believe performing at the Pantheon Opera will be handed to you simply because you’re a student here, you’re mistaken. Only the most exceptional performers will receive the honor to audition, and it’s highly unlikely that any first or second-year students will be selected.”

I rubbed my hands together. It wouldn’t be easy, but we had a whole year to prepare.

Professor Delgado’s stern countenance and sharp, critical eyes scanned the room until they settled on me. I felt like a deer caught in the headlights. I replied with a smile.

“Now, when I call your name, you’ll introduce yourself. You, the student with the badly shaved mustache and strawberry hair—you go first.”

“I’m Gunther,” the boy said. He was a Guardian, and his posture was so erect that I instinctively straightened my own back. “I’m a pianist; you may know me as Mozart’s reincarnation from the viral video of me at age six. I also won second prize in the international Chopin piano competition.”

The professor signaled for the next student. Tactician.

“I’m Maria, a violinist, and I studied at the Karajan Akademie on top of winning the Tchaikovsky International competition.”

Each student’s accomplishments seemed more impressive than the last, and I couldn’t help but feel like an impostor among these prodigies. Then again, it would be a good opportunity to learn from them.

“Our latecomer, Dalia Mercier—never heard of you before,” the professor stated, adjusting his glasses.

My heart raced as I rose to my feet, my hands clutching my uniform. “My mentor was Lucie Delombre. She performed for l’Opera Garnier in Paris.”

“I didn’t see any recommendation letters from her in your application. Do you have any noteworthy references? Any impressive musical achievements, or have you found your way into my class by mistake, Miss Mercier?”

I felt the weight of every student’s gaze upon me. Lucie’s approach to teaching music had been unconventional. Instead of focusing solely on string learning or perfecting score reading, she’d taught me to speak with the music.

“I played for our church group,” I said.

Some of the other students giggled. I hunched down back in my seat, lowering my head. I had my place here. I’d prove I wasn’t just here because of Dad’s name and money.

“I may not have won international competitions or graced grand stages yet, but I’m here to learn and to challenge myself to become the best musician I can be,” I muttered.

The professor considered me for a moment. “It seems you have quite a few gaps to fill if you wish to progress to the next year. However, perhaps there’s a hidden talent lying beneath that unassuming exterior. Play something for me, Miss Mercier.”

“Now?” I grasped my violin case, the calluses visible on the pads of my second and third finger.

“Of course. You’re a musician, aren’t you? Play me le 3ème mouvement du concerto pour violon de Sibelius.”

One of the most demanding violin music scores ever written.

“I—yes.”

I swallowed, a chill running down my spine. I practiced five hours a day before coming to Pantheon to prepare myself. I recalled Lucie’s advice: if you feel overwhelmed, close your eyes and count your breathing. It’s just you in the room. Perfectionism is a creativity killer because it’s inhuman. Therefore, it can’t express the right emotions because our emotions are messy and imperfect. Use your fear in your music.

I opened my case, and a vision of horror appeared in front of me. My violin was broken. All the cords were cut. I froze, memories of the destroyed Cigno Nero resurfacing. My fingertips graced the broken parts, and I thought of the only person capable of doing something so horrendous. A person who knew this act would humiliate and devastate me. It was payback.

Levi.

That was why he’d been acting so smug earlier. He had sabotaged me. I was stuck in a nightmare.

“What’s taking you so long?” the teacher asked.

I won’t allow him to destroy this for me.

I shut the case. “I can’t use my violin.”

“So you came to class without a proper working violin?”

“Can I borrow one?” I said, my heart about to jump out of my chest. “Just this one time.”

“Fine, you may do so.” He waved, already bored.

I took one from the music room, but this one didn’t feel like mine—the sensations were different; my fingers weren’t in the positions I was used to. Just a tiny difference in manufacturing could change everything.

Taking my stance, I settled the violin on my shoulder and closed my eyes tightly.

“Eyes open,” the teacher reminded me.

I started the first notes, but my fingers faltered into a bad intonation. I lost the tempo, not breathing enough with the music, which made some students laugh again. I’m terrible. I tried again but struggled to focus on the music score, my mind sending signals that I would never make this work. I wasn’t a clean musician, playing the perfect intonation. I was messy and—

“Alright. I’ll speak with you after class.”

I nodded and sat down again, wishing I was invisible. The following hour of the class felt like an endless curse. I didn’t know where to put myself, and I avoided all the glares, begging for the bell to ring.

“Next week,” the professor said, “you’ll all introduce yourself through music, much like Miss Mercier failed to do today.”

The bell put an end to my misery, and summoning my courage, I approached him behind his desk. “You wanted to see me, sir?”

“Yes,” he replied, lowering his glasses. “I have concerns about your place in my class.”

“I promise I can do better. I’ll work harder than anyone.”

“Sometimes work isn’t enough. Maybe you’ve reached your full potential, don’t you think?” He hummed, and every muscle in my body tensed, bracing for his ultimate judgment. “You may go. That’s it. For now.”

I offered a tentative smile that he didn’t share and left the classroom.

They said kindness will heal even the darkest souls, but maybe I wasn’t interested in healing Levi’s soul anymore. As a child, I used to admire him and wanted to be like him. He seemed so fearless, owning the silence I was so afraid of, but now I would win over his respect in the only language he could understand: payback.

I raced toward the gardens, calling Grandma, who immediately picked up.

“My beautiful flower, how was your first day?”

“Dreadful.”

“Well, welcome to real life, dear. It’s not all sunshine and rainbows,” she chanted, always joyful.

“Yeah, I know. Promise you won’t tell Dad a thing, but I need you.”

“I hide many things from your dad, like the plants I’m growing on your bedroom windowsill.”

I shut my eyes. She’d never change. “Grandma, I need your family recipe for the horrible cake you baked for Grandpa’s last birthday.”

Not that I’d remember—I was three years old. But to stop my tantrums, Grandma, as the delicate woman she was, had decided to scare me with her tale about how that cake had fast-tracked Grandpa’s trip to the afterlife.

“Oh, the Horror Cake?” She laughed. “That idiot dared to smile at that skank Gertrude. Well, it never happened again, even if she still gloated about it, but he picked me, not her, and—”

“Yes, that one.”

Grandma was one possessive woman, and Grandpa was probably the only man on earth who’d ever been able to love her with all her eccentricities. I had always envied their love. He’d loved and accepted the darkest parts of her, and she’d remained faithful to him even after his death.

“But I want it to be even more awful than that, Grandma,” I commanded. “Like puking worthy, but not too awful to the point of poisoning someone. And don’t let the smell alert the victim this time.”

I needed to be precise since Grandma didn’t have boundaries.

“Did you make enemies, dear?”

“I did, Grandma.”

“I’m proud of you!” she screamed. “Nemeses make us grow. I’ll send the recipe right back to you, my flower.”

I hung up. I had a payback gift I wanted to send to Levi with all the kindness in my heart.
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“There’s a cake in the common room.” Cillian was pretty unapologetic for someone who had let himself into my dorm uninvited again—probably seeking refuge from Kay’s unpredictable mood swings. It was ironic for someone with a Dukelorm title who grew up in a household where his mom hosted the most extravagant charity balls across Europe.

“And what am I supposed to do with that piece of information?”

I had fallen half asleep in my computer engineering class, so I needed a distraction worthy of my brain, meaning revenge scheming on a certain white-haired girl or messing around with some new software since coding was the only language I enjoyed. None of those activities included killing my neurons with sugar.

“It has your name on it in a blue sparkle,” Cillian added with a thin, mocking smile, and that bastard never smiled. “You’ve got an admirer.”

“Impossible.”

Cillian and Kay had admirers; I didn’t. It had probably started during my youth, growing up in a town that treated my mother and me like stray dogs. Then she came along. The one with her eyes full of pity, unflinching as she gazed at me. The only girl I’d ever allowed to kiss me.

That led me to a no-kissing rule. Only a few women dared to approach me and my sadistic ways anyway unless I made an effort to hide who I was underneath for personal gain, which was too exhausting with little rewards. I didn’t get hard easily like a normal guy because fucking wasn’t enough to make me feel something.

“If Kay discovers the cake, you’ll never hear the end of—”

“Levi, man! You have to come see this shit!” Kay screamed probably from the Tactician’s common room.

We made a sharp turn and entered our lair. One might anticipate that my fellow Tacticians, all chosen for their cunning brains and pragmatic thinking, would try to do better by attempting to beat my chess algorithm on the dark leather sofas or at least play some tactical video games. But no, their chosen activity was to huddle around an utterly dreadful cake perched on the table.

It had sparkles on it, like an eight-year-old would have on her birthday cake, and my name with a little heart on the “i.” It smelled of what I’d imagine a unicorn world would smell like: pathetic, with so many colors it burnt my eyes.

“It’s not your birthday, right?” Kay said, knowing full well that it wasn’t as he cut himself a slice. “It’s exactly what I need after all the calories I burned from running.” He meant fucking, not running. “Who wants one?”

He smirked at me as if I should feel jealous about him eating my cake. He took a bite from it, and then his face changed, twitching with disgust. He struggled to swallow, and we all took a step back, afraid he’d puke that thing out. Seconds later, he sprinted out of the room.

I frowned and snapped my fingers at Michel, who had just finished washing the third years’ laundry as his first assignment as our mascot. “Take a bite.”

He grimaced. “It sounds disgusting.”

“Precisely the point. Eat.”

He reluctantly took a bite. “It’s the worst thing I’ve ever tasted. It tastes like vomit and snails.”

They all stared at me as if I had anything to do with it.

“I take back what I said earlier,” Cillian said. “Someone wants you dead.”

“I’m flattered.”

Truth be told, I, too, didn’t attach much importance to my own life. That was why I didn’t waste my time trying to gather a fucking conscience. All I cared about was to do this last thing. The ultimate revenge. Then? It’d be absolute black.

Kay came back with fast-paced footsteps, his toothbrush hanging from his mouth. “What’s that thing? That’s not funny! Who would do that to a cake? I swear to god, I’ll kick his shit out!”

“It’s a she,” I said, my lips curling into a thin line.

It was so sneaky and vicious of her that it almost surprised me. That was Dalia’s little payback gift for what I did to her violin. I would have expected her to cry or insult me, but she did not. She was more resourceful than I thought, even if this little cake was almost cute.

Unfortunately, she would never match my level of cruelty.

“Tell me her name, and I’ll ruin her life. That taste is still in my mouth, fuck!” Kay’s scream echoed in the common room as he rushed out of it.

Laughter erupted among the Tacticians, but as soon as their eyes met mine, a hush fell over them as if the prospect of facing consequences had stifled their mirth. Interesting. Were they afraid of me, or did the prospect of eating Dalia’s cake frighten them?

I cut myself a slice of that charming cake. “Don’t worry, I’ll handle this.”

“What are you doing?” Cillian frowned.

“Boss, you shouldn’t. This risk of food poisoning is—” Michel tried to stop me.

“It’s my cake, isn’t it?” I bit out.

None of them protested. Silence fell over the room, punctuated only by the intermittent flickering of the overhead light bulb.

I savored a bite. It was truly horrendous. She had put a lot of effort into this. It was so perfectly crafted, yet the aftermath was pure torture. I sneered.

It was all for me.

It tasted like pure hatred, and I loved it.
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I had expected Levi to follow up on the cake, but I didn’t hear from him over the next few days. My mind buzzed with unanswered questions as I walked toward the sports building. Maybe Grandma’s recipe was more violent than I thought. Or perhaps he was such a disturbed, grim man that he’d actually appreciated the gesture? Unless Grandma had told Dad the truth, and in that case, he’d dealt with Levi himself? Where’s the nearest hospital or—

“So you picked fencing after all.” Sylas appeared at my side with an easy stride. “How did your dad take it?”

I grimaced. “I haven’t told him yet.”

“This will stay between us, don’t worry. I’m glad you’re here. We kind of suck. Fencing is mainly a Pioneer’s sport.” He smiled, holding the door of the gymnasium open for me. “Fencing is not my main sport. I’m on the national rowing team and captain of our house team. We train every morning at five thirty by the river.”

“That’s so impressive!”

“My dad doesn’t seem to believe it is.” Sylas snorted.

“Well, I do, and Yasmine and I will definitely cheer for you guys during competition weekends.”

He chuckled. “I think you’ll both fit in just fine with the Unifiers.”

He opened the door of the fencing room, and I blinked twice. It felt like an arena where Greek gods used to battle. The air carried the scent of sweat and leather. Large windows framed a view of the river, allowing natural light to bathe the room. Foils adorned the walls, casting a metallic sheen. Rows of masks hung neatly, waiting for their next bout.

“Women’s locker rooms are through the second door to the right. I’ll meet you right after?” Sylas said, grazing my arm slightly.

I swallowed. “Thanks.”

I threaded through the scattered fencers, each clad in pristine white gear. Pushing the door of the stony cold locker room, which made me think of one of a dungeon’s entrances, I spotted a girl with black, almost purplish straight hair, tightening her leather glove.

“Hi, I’m Dalia, first year,” I introduced myself, emptying my bag to prepare my fencing gear.

“Amelia.” She narrowed her eyes at me, and I peered at her uniform hung on the coat hanger. A Guardian.

I slipped into the white pants and knee-high socks. “I’m a little nervous about my first class.”

She closed her metallic locker with one final snap. “Fencing is not for the weak. They’ll eat you alive if you suck.”

With that, she left, and I said a quick prayer to Mary for this fencing class to go well. My trembling fingers threaded through the white jacket embroidered with Pantheon’s emblem. It snugly hugged my frame as I executed the final touch: tying my hair into Mom’s signature tight braid with the green ribbon she’d gifted me on our last birthday together. As long as I had her with me, I’d be fine. Armed in my gear, I returned to the fencing salle, finding Sylas standing in the middle.

“Fencing seems to suit you,” he commented with a grin.

And it seemed to suit him too. He carried an air of charm and elegance effortlessly, almost like a knight from a storybook.

“I met someone in the locker room, and she made it sound like fencing would be rough.”

Sylas’s smile widened. “She probably said that because of Tara.”

Tara. I had heard that name somewhere. I was pretty sure she was the leader of the Pioneers. Sylas pointed at a woman with dark skin and curly black hair. She stood tall and slender. It was the same woman Levi was with during the ceremony. My silly heart tightened.

“She’s undefeated. She’s the best here and doesn’t manage anyone, especially not first years. She’s ruthless.”

My gaze lingered on her, and I couldn’t help but think that if the school had a queen bee, she would be the undeniable contender. My attention turned to the group of men exiting the lockers.

“Not him.” My voice was a mere whisper.

Levi strolled across the room with a commanding presence, holding his fencing mask nonchalantly. So I hadn’t poisoned him, and he was indeed very much alive.

“Levi? I hope he wasn’t rude to you. It’s just a facade, but you should watch out for him too. He’s less bloody than Tara but will read you like an open book. No wonder they used to go out with each other, right?” he said jokingly, and my blood froze.

“They went out with each other?” I knew I shouldn’t be curious about that; I hated the pathetic interest in my voice.

“I mean, I don’t think either of them is actually capable of emotional attachment, but—” Sylas’s voice was cut by a rough voice from behind me.

“If you have another question about my sex life, ask me next time. Who knows, I might even provide a live demonstration,” Levi shot back at Sylas, which made him gulp before he eyed me up from head to toe. “Fencing. Interesting.”

I narrowed my eyes at him.

“Oh, and I did get your cute little gift,” he sneered. “It was delightful, but I’m afraid I don’t accept your apologies. You’ll have to do worse than that to impress me.”

He joined his fencing partner. Grandma’s recipe didn’t even give him a pimple on his way-too-perfect face, and worse, it was all amusing to him. I was naive. The only language he understood was ruthlessness, and I clearly wasn’t on his level. I needed a new strategy.

“Gift?” Sylas asked.

“It’s nothing,” I said.

“Greetings, all!” The teacher walked into the room, devoid of fencing gear. “Tara will lead the introductory class since I must attend a meeting. I have complete faith in her expertise. You’re in capable hands.”

The girl from earlier, Amelia, widened her eyes in recognition. Sylas couldn’t suppress a chuckle, and a hushed murmur swept through the class.

“Looks like we have a couple of new students here this year.” Tara’s gaze fixated on me, a smirk playing on her lips. “Let’s see what you’re all worth.”

An inexplicable unease washed over me as if I were adrift in a sea teeming with predatory sharks.
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My little doll was like a stubborn glitch in the code, constantly looping and refusing to be resolved. Her technique was average, and her supports weren’t solid, yet that moron Sylas always found something to encourage her about by lying to her, pretending that this display of mediocrity was satisfying.

The light switched green, and my opponent scored her first point, thanks to my lack of attention.

I cracked my neck and let her attack while counterattacking, scoring a point on her foot. The red light switched on. Too predictable. I had entertained this duel and all the previous duels because my next opponent would be Dalia. When we’d switch, in about thirty seconds, she’d come to me.

I’d saved her for last.

I surprised myself with how poetic I was with her. The red light flickered again. Each combat sport was all about tactics and knowing your adversary’s weaker points, which was my thing. Fencing was Pantheon’s golden sport for people of our “pedigrees.”

“You’re weak, Amelia. Levi, finish her.” Tara arrived by our side at the last five seconds, her arms crossed.

“As you wish.”

I made Amelia, Tara’s pet, lose her balance and fall backward. The light flickered red, and I pulled my mask off. Now, Dalia, where are—

“Get up!” Tara’s scream echoed across the room.

The girl took off her mask. “He won. The fight is over.”

“Let’s just switch adversaries,” I said, my patience thinning.

But Tara aimed her foil in the direction of her face. “It’s over when I say it is.” Tara shifted her attention to me. “I’m taking your place.”

“Let it go,” I told her, not out of sympathy but because I had my own adversary to get to.

The girl struggled to get up while someone kneeled beside her and, with a failed whisper, said, “If she underestimates you, she won’t defend her guard. You got this.”

There she was, Dalia Mercier, her absurd braid framing her determination to alienate the very cream of our school’s crop. That Unifier’s mentality would only lead her sooner to her grave.

“You’re saying I have weaknesses?” Tara screamed in a high-pitched tone. Dalia had touched a nerve. I breathed loudly. Here we go again. “Please enlighten me, newbie.”

“You’re one of the best here, and I’m sure your technique is nearly perfect, but no one is invincible,” Dalia’s frail voice said as she held her sword in both hands. “If you teach us how to improve instead of just gloating, maybe we’ll stand a chance against you.”

“Amelia, do you have a chance to win against me?”

“No,” the girl groaned.

“Get up and move before I change my mind,” Tara ordered the girl off and advanced toward Dalia. “You want to give advice, so please show me what you’re worth.”

Hell no! I hadn’t waited an entire hour for Tara to beat me to it.

“Come on, Tara,” Sylas tried to reason with her. “We both know you’ll win. She’s not a threat to you. She’s just here to have fun, right?”

Look at him, trying to shield her from danger by being a fucking victim.

Tara jerked her head back. “Sylas, you’re terrible at fencing. Don’t play the hero. Pick your weapon, newbie. We have a tradition here at Pantheon; we ‘duel to first blood,’ meaning no masks on. Unless you’re afraid?”

That tradition dated back to the Renaissance. It used to be a demonstration of skills and courage to resolve a conflict, adopted by the Pioneers as their personal favorite. The fight would only stop once blood was drawn.

“Okay,” Dalia said, her voice breaking as she lowered her mask, ensuring it made contact with the floor as softly as a feather settling on a breeze.

“En garde. I can’t wait to carve my initials on your cheek.”

And that was my cue.

“Not so fast,” I intervened. “I’ll take care of her.”

Dalia was mine to mess with and no one else’s.

“Are you seriously taking her defense?” Tara squinted her eyes at me. “You’ve softened, Levi, and it’s my fencing class.”

“On the contrary. This one is mine. You have your pet. I have mine,” I countered, mustering a smile. “Now, back off, Tara.”

“Fine, have your way with her.” She snorted. “The whole school has their eyes set on you, don’t fuck this up.”

“When did I ever?” I went back to Dalia and opened my arms. “Put your mask back on. I’m playing it fair.”

She didn’t. Dalia’s grip tightened on her foil, and defiance flickered in her eyes as she muttered, “I don’t care. Do what you will.”

My lips curled when I met Sylas’s disapproving stare. I bowed dramatically. “As you wish, my pet.”

Dalia squared off against me. The clang of steel against steel resonated through the practice room. With a fierce lunge, she initiated her assault, aiming to dismantle me. I sidestepped her blade and evaded her attack without a hint of difficulty.

Once.

Twice.

“Come on, little thief, is that all you’ve got?” I taunted, avoiding another attack. “You’d think all those years playing violin would have helped, but your arms are weak.”

Her arm trembled from the repeated parries and attacks. She lunged forward, her blade aiming for my shoulder. She failed, and the corners of my mouth lifted. What will you do next?

“Stop playing with her, Levi!” a student yelled.

“Come on!” another screamed, and I resisted the urge to slice his mouth open. I wanted to pretend my little thief and I were having a private one-on-one here. Was that too much to ask?

“Your downforce is lousy. You’re small; you should be faster,” I commanded her.

My foil swept down in an arc toward her. She didn’t manage to deflect the blow. Light flickered red. I could imagine the pounding of her heart as she gritted her teeth.

She didn’t give up. She focused on her footwork, trying to attack, but the clash of our blades sent a jolt of vibration down her trembling arm. She staggered back, her footing unsteady. I took advantage of her momentary weakness, my blade finding an opening and scoring a point against her on her arm.

Red again.

“You’re weak,” I sneered. “If you don’t use my momentum to counter, you’ll never win.”

“Why are you pretending to teach me?” she snapped.

“I don’t like easy wins,” I said.

A flush of anger crept up her cheeks. She tightened her grip on the foil and charged forward, launching a flurry of attacks. I deflected them, and with a quick parry-riposte combination, I landed another hit, the impact stinging her chest.

“It’s a shame the choir rejected you. Maybe if you beg, they’ll make an exception to have you back?”

She staggered back, her breathing coming in ragged gasps. “How did you know about that?”

By the way her mouth parted, I believed she finally understood. She’d wanted to pick fencing but didn’t have the guts to, so I’d made that happen out of the generosity of my own heart.

“You should thank me. I wouldn’t have gone through all of this trouble for just anyone.” I trapped her into an attack she couldn’t dodge until I was close enough to whisper in her ear, “Precision beats brute strength.”

“Stop toying with me and finish this.” Her eyes watered, strands of her hair falling on her face, beads of sweat glistening on her forehead. Beautiful.

“As you wish.”

With one final attack, my foil stuck her chest, a clear point scored. She stumbled backward, the hall echoing with the sound of her defeat. She was on the ground, catching her breath.

My blade on her exposed neck, she craned her eyes up to me, one tear sliding down her cheek.

Told you I’d make you cry.

“Mark her!” a student yelled.

I crouched down, looming above her lying frame.

“I believe I just clipped your wings, my broken doll,” I whispered, drawing closer to her face while my blade cut the ribbon in her hair. “I’m thinking of collecting those.”

She didn’t let any more of her tears fall, but her face was burning red. “I loathe you, Levi.”

“Done trying to save my soul?”

When she didn’t reply, my blade drew blood on the side of her neck. Red. Pretty.

“You’re unhinged.”

“And I’m inked in your skin,” I purred.

“I’ll carve myself if it means having no reminders of you.”

“Be careful. That could be my kind of foreplay.”

“Fuck you,” she cursed.

“Not interested.”

My tongue darted on her wound as I licked her. She whimpered, and unless my senses were deceiving me, I felt her leaning into my tongue.

“Who knew the second thing I’d taste of you would be your blood?” I breathed.

For all I knew, I didn’t have a blood kink, but something about Dalia made me want to possess everything about her. It was sickening. And the worst thing? My dick had fucking hardened into my pants. No. Fuck, no.

I immediately pulled away from her and let my foil fall to the ground, its metallic clang resonating sharply through the room. She put herself back on her feet and flew away to the locker room, probably crying. It’d be the last time she’d be doing fencing.

“Why are you all standing there? The duels are not over, en garde!” Tara screamed at her puppets, thundering by my side. “You were messing with her. If she were against me, I wouldn’t have missed her. When we do duels, we mark our opponent on the cheek. You went for a silly spot on the neck.”

I indulged her jealous self with a smirk. “Well, it would be such a pity to damage such a pretty face, don’t you think? She got what she deserved. She won’t be coming back here.”

The foils clashed with a resounding clang, accompanied by the hissing, high-pitched screams of footsteps behind us.

“You spoke too soon,” Tara chortled.

I turned around. Dalia was back, partnering up with Sylas. She hadn’t left. My cold blood ran hot.

She hadn’t fucking left.

Instead, she had her reddened eyes fixed on me.

Well, look at that.

I smiled.
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“So what do you think of my book?” Yasmine’s voice cut through the quiet of our dorm, her eyes locking onto the book I clutched tightly in my hands.

I pushed myself up from my bed, much to Baron’s displeasure, who was enjoying a comfortable nap, purring on my lap.

“It’s the worst thing I’ve ever read!” I exclaimed, my voice rising in frustration. “How can she willingly give herself to that arrogant, demonic king? He thinks he’s all-powerful, but he’s just a…” I struggled to articulate the word that danced on the tip of my tongue. “A big ‘A’ with a kink for making a girl cry.”

Yasmine blinked, scanning our surroundings as if searching for an invisible skeleton lurking in our closet. “Are we still talking about the book, or did I miss something here? Because I don’t think he’s—”

“Are you taking his side?” I retorted, narrowing my eyes at her, causing Baron to abandon my bed in protest. “Because I’m not going to let him ruin my life or become this soulless cruel person! He’s not going to make me give up!”

She shifted closer, her main goal apparently to rescue her book from my wrath. “I think it’s time for some girl talk, but leave the book unharmed.”

I breathed deep, a smile tugging at my lips. “It’s okay. I just don’t think reading about a possessive villain is good for me.” When I have my own villain to deal with in real life.

“They’re walking red flags, and red has always been my favorite color,” Yas said. “So you don’t want to talk about it? We have a few minutes before the first years’ meeting in the common room.”

“No, let’s not make Sylas wait.” I switched my satin slippers for my ballerina shoes. I’d express my feelings tonight by sneaking into the music room to play.

As we walked down the hall, the weight of the impending Hazing Night hung heavily in the air. When we arrived, the common room was already populated with all the first-year Unifiers. Sylas stood at the center, gesturing for everyone to gather closer.

“As you may know, Pantheon’s first tradition of the year is Hazing Night.” His voice carried a sense of gravity. “But what we do here is not like what you may have experienced in high school. The four houses will battle each other. It’s a strategy in which we cannot arrive last. Most likely, at the end of the night, five percent of the first years will go back home. Surviving at Pantheon is a test, probably the hardest you’ll ever have to face, but it’ll reward you for life.”

Yas couldn’t help but interject with a humorous, “Creepy much?”

I swallowed, my inner coward urging me to flee. This was a free pass for a night of bullying. “Yeah.”

“Hazing will start in forty-eight hours, this Saturday between ten and eleven o’clock. Second and third year students of each house attack the first years of another house. The house with the most prisoners wins the first ten house points of the year. Second place wins five, third wins two, and the last zero.”

Right. I’d read about the House Cup—one of Pantheon’s oldest traditions. At the end of the year, the House with the most points won, and usually, the top spot varied between Tacticians and Pioneers.

“In order for you first years to be captured by the enemy, they must grab the flag of the color of our house, which will be attached to your arm: see it as a chase. Departures will be given at the entrance to our respective dormitories. So you, first years, are the prey, and you have one hour to escape your hunters.”

One student raised his hand hesitantly. “Can any of us sit out on Hazing Night?”

“Not likely. We stand in unity. We’re stronger together, especially since we’ll face the strongest house this year.”

“Which house has to catch us, captain?” another asked.

Sylas grinned. “The Tacticians.”

Shit. Shit. Shit. My blood ran cold. Whispers gathered across the room. I was already imagining that maniac finding new ways to torture me. My father could never hear about this tradition.

“We—second and third-year students—must catch the first-year Guardians. They’ll have to catch the Pioneers, who have to catch the Tacticians, who have to catch us.”

“Only the first years who get caught have to suffer the hazing of the house that captured them. We can’t catch anyone; we’re just prey,” Yasmine whispered. “My sister never told me what happened during her hazing. I just knew she was caught by a Tactician hunter. She never wanted to talk about it. I don’t like the sound of that.”

“Isn’t hazing illegal?” I asked her. “Why would the university allow this?”

“Pantheon considers it a bonding ritual for first years within their house, but they’re clueless about half of what goes down on Hazing Night. No one would dare report the hazing; the others would turn on them.”

“So the upperclassmen pressure the students into silence so they can act however they want,” I said.

Yasmine rubbed her arm to dispel her chills. “Yeah, that’s the world of the elite. Rules don’t apply to them. If you don’t make it, you’re out, like the five percent of students who drop out.”

“Their commander and strategist will be Levi Delombre, which means we can expect him to be as ruthless as he’s been in previous years,” Sylas continued. “We’ll need to outsmart him. I know how he thinks, and, with his ego, he’s unlikely to chase students in the field. Last year, during the Tacticians match against the Guardians, he stayed in his control tower and guided his team through security cameras to locate their opponents. We can’t allow that this year. They’re already underestimating us; it’s time to show all the houses what we’re truly capable of.”

The Unifiers had placed last for four consecutive years; we were the easy target.

“What’s your plan, boss?” a student yelled.

“You’ll leave your phones in your dorms. I’ve taken the liberty of ordering smoke machines to disorient them. We’ll create a smoke cloud around us. It’ll be difficult for them to determine our direction at the departure point, giving us a few minutes’ advantage.”

I chewed the inside of my cheek. Each house was playing on their strengths. The Pioneers would undoubtedly charge headfirst, unafraid of confrontation. The Guardians would disappear. The Tacticians would establish a concrete strategy. That left us following Sylas’s plan to leverage our group’s strength and creativity to hope for the best.

“In the meantime, I need a brave soul to infiltrate the enemy lines. This person will have to enter their common room without being caught and turn off the electric generator of the Tacticians building. It will provide the opportunity for us to hide and disrupt Levi’s plans. Who’s up for it?”

Several hands shot up in the air.

“Your risk of being captured is high. Therefore, You will have to participate in games that the opposing team has planned for you and succeed if you want to be freed. Hazing lasts until midnight, and you have a good chance of coming face-to-face with Levi.”

All hands were instantly lowered.

“No volunteers?” Sylas sighed.

I clenched my fists. I did not like violence, but violence existed in this world. I had seen it firsthand the day my mother died. Violence had taken what was the most precious to me. I was raised to ignore it and avoid it, but it never led me anywhere.

“I’ll do it,” I said, raising my hand.

“What the heck, Dalia?” Yas’s voice perched.

“I’m not scared of Levi, and it’s about time he gets a taste of his own medicine. I’m tired of being a victim.”

“Then it’s time I put all my survival knowledge from my mafia books into practice.” Yas always had a way of comparing fiction with reality—it was one of the things I adored about her. She squinted her eyes, raising her hand. “I’ll go with her.”

We exchanged a knowing smile, united in our resolve.

Sylas hesitated, briefly opening his mouth before closing it with a frown. “Are you both sure?”

“Yes,” we replied in unison.

After all, my family’s legacy was warfare.

It was about time I played a part in it.

Levi Delombre, if it’s war you want, then it’s war you’ll get.
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I strolled back from the computer lab and found myself taking a detour by the music building on my way to our chess club. It was midnight, and a blanket of silence had settled over the university. While the solitude and darkness were oddly comforting, a sanctuary from the chaos of my brain, the silence was always dreadful.

I’d noticed a feeble light in the music studio, and like fate would have wanted, I followed the light, a whisper of music catching my attention. Violin. The hair on my skin hissed like a predator alert of danger.

“Well, look at that,” I muttered to myself, making my mind believe this stalker move was all an unfortunate coincidence.

I halted before the grand doors, fixed on the silhouette of my broken doll playing the violin. She stood in the center of the deserted room, bathed in the moonlight filtering through the windows. The star-studded night sky was her backdrop, constellations twinkling like precious gems around her. She was wholly devoted to her music, her bow sliding gracefully across the violin strings. The notes carried a sense of tragedy that could rival Shakespeare’s most sorrowful tales.

So she’d somehow managed to replace her broken violin.

It had been more than four years since I’d heard her music, and it should have stayed that way.

I hate her.

I hate her.

I—

I closed my eyes, her sound penetrating the abyss of my rotten soul. I’d recognize her playing anywhere. It was unique, inhabited, dramatic—so warm, like the dark color of ebony. Its touch was very profound, almost alto. Her music always calmed the beast inside me. Her fucking music. Only hers.

She took me into her world. A better world. A beautiful world.

The door creaked on the floor when I pushed it open, but she was too possessed to notice me, her music mirroring the turbulent rhythm of my own heartbeat. It was as if she had summoned the forces of heaven and hell to gather by her side.

Her darkness called out to mine, and when I gunned my eyes to the object of my hatred, a shared abyss reflected in her eyes. I could hear her pain, her anger, her defiance. I could feel it.

And she was giving it all to me.

I was the sole listener.

It was only her and me in this macabre dance.

It’s beautiful. Peaceful.

My own feelings repulsed me. I always loathed how she made me feel. Of all the music in the world, why did it have to be only hers that created these fucking goose bumps on my skin?

I should snatch her violin, pin her against the wall, and drive into her as she chanted my name. I’d take every inch of her innocence. Every fiber of my being yearned to corrupt her, to shatter the illusion of the good, weak girl her father believed her to be. I wanted to return her as my own creation, a hellion I alone could appreciate. I wanted to kiss her so hard it’d bruise her lips. Take and not give her an ounce of me. I should take everything.

Everything.

“It’s you,” she whispered, the last music note faltering.

I took a step back, hiding in the darkest corners.

“I know you’re here.”

“Continue,” my voice almost begged her.

“Why?” Her voice defied me.

I clenched my jaw, shutting my lips close in one hard line. “I could make you.”

“It’s not enough,” she said. “Now, leave, Levi.”

“It eases the pain,” I dropped, knowing this was why she was playing too. Not to hear the voice of the silence. Especially at night. That was where the ghosts of your past came to haunt you. “I’ll leave you alone for two days if you play for two minutes.”

Just two more minutes.

The slightest smile curled her lips. “Fine.”

She drew her bow on the strings, and I sat on the floor, throwing my head on the wall outside the music room. I’d never stood in the same room as her as she played, and it felt like the closer I got, the more I was going to destroy the melody and take away its beauty.

My demons went quiet. Time stood still, and the memory I’d buried with the rest of my childhood resurfaced. The day she left the door of the music room open. I remembered that pathetic kid sitting on the stairs, begging to see what was so special about her for my mother to care. The moment I heard her first note, I was done for.

It had hit me right in the chest, like a fucking arrow. This pathetic kid was entranced by her siren song, and goose bumps ravaged his body. That kid had never felt something so raw, beautiful, and pure before. It made him almost believe people could be good. That the world wasn’t so bad.

That he could snatch what he imagined love could feel like for himself.

That he, too, could be loved.

He was wrong.

There was no such thing as hope and love. The scars on his arms, and his heart, so black and ruined, roughly sewn back together so that it could barely function, would disgust any human.

“Levi?” Dalia’s voice seemed near, and her music had stopped. “It’s been two minutes.”

Legs were in front of me, and I looked up to find her facing me while I sat like some pathetic shit on the floor. I quickly rose. Feelings made you powerless. The world wasn’t pretty. I’ll break all of them.

“Enjoy your last two days alone,” I rasped. “Because after that, our game will start again. I’ll see you at Hazing Night.”

With a determined stride, I pushed her shoulder and departed from the studio. I should never have listened to her music again. The silence felt worse afterward. The ghosts of my past were catching up with me. When Mother dearest had the nerve to leave me, when she decided to end her life—a bit selfish on her part—she didn’t even bother to give me the heads-up so I could properly tell her how much I despised her.

Instead, she left me a letter. And in that letter, she’d written: you’ll find the answer you seek. I’m sorry I didn’t have the courage to tell you.

As if being sorry could fix everything. At least the huge inheritance she had no choice but to give me had been useful to my plan. My mother loved puzzles and treasure hunts. Even in her death, she was still messing with me—probably to try to push me over the edge with her. I’ll be there soon, Mother. To make sure to torment her for eternity.

I didn’t have musical talent despite the numerous piano lessons she imposed on me until she had abandoned me to my loathsome stepfather. Yet she left me two music scores to accompany her kind riddle. Music scores that were unreadable.

At first, I wanted to know.

I wanted to know why she did what she did. I had to know if it was because of me, because I was unlovable, a monster that pushed her over the edge. I had to understand. Why? Why? Fucking why!

In the beginning, I felt guilty, but now I felt nothing.

Playing her mind game drove me insane. These music scores glared at me every damn day for four years. The same unanswered question grew larger and larger like a tumor.

She made me feel powerless.

She and Dalia both did in their own way.

I burst unceremoniously into our Tactician’s chess club, revealing Cillian and Kay locked in a fierce chess game between the carved stone walls. It smelled like ink and mustiness in there.

“You took your time,” Kay taunted, a smirk tugging at the corners of his lips.

I sauntered into the room, my gaze locking onto the ivory chessboard. They were playing a five-minute blitz game. A quick analysis told me that Cillian held the upper hand; Kay’s pawn supply had been thoroughly depleted. He shouldn’t have played a Caro-Kann Defense. Cillian’s repertoire was strong against it. Without a word, I shoved Kay aside and claimed his spot at the table.

“You’ve picked the losing side,” Cillian prodded. “I was just in the process of relieving Kay of his wealth.”

I cast a fleeting glance at the pile of cash on the table. “The game is far from over.”

I laid out a trap and planned the future sacrifice of my knight. In fifteen moves, I saw an opening for checkmate.

“So what are we going to do for Hazing Night?” a student cut to the chase.

All eyes fell upon me as if I was the only one with a brain in that room.

Cillian took the bait, falling right into my trap. “Come on, Delombre, you must have something up your sleeve.”

“I do.”

With a discovered attack, I was free to take Cillian’s first bishop, infiltrating his territory with my only remaining rook to wreak carnage in his pawn barrier on the queenside. Cillian leaned in, tapping his finger on the chessboard.

“The Unifiers are predictable,” I stated. “They place their faith in group harmony, and Sylas, with his personal vendetta against me, has undoubtedly gathered them to outline a unified strategy—a trap designed specifically for me.”

Cillian frowned, seeing how the chess game was turning in my favor.

“What do you think they’re going to do? Should we plan a repost with—”

“No,” I stated flatly. “I’ll play right into their hands, but I’ll also concoct a surprise of my own. You’ll divide into groups of five and wait beneath the strategic exits of their dormitories. Don’t chase them inside; they’ve likely laid traps since they know I can spot them.” I promoted my pawn to a queen. It was mate in five. “Check.”

Cillian snorted. He knew as well as I that it’d be over for him soon, but Tacticians never resigned. “I’ll beat you next time.”

He maneuvered his king to safety.

“On another note, I’ve had masks delivered, like the ones of Los Calaveras.” Kay grinned as if wearing the skull masks of a terrorist group who called themself mercenaries was fashionable. “We’re going to scare the living hell out of them.”

The Tacticians wanted to take them to our catacombs inside the underground tunnels, but the last time they’d done that, Mr. Morgan got enraged. He categorized it as dirtying the heritage, and I’d had to fix their mess.

“And about our first years? They’re against the Pioneers. They’re brutal,” a second year worried.

Honestly, I didn’t give a damn about our first years. I’d never asked to be a leader. I wasn’t the type to run after people or chase anyone. I wasn’t like Sylas, even if a part of me wondered if my little doll was scared by the idea that I’d come after her, and that she’d be under my mercy.

“Reward those who escape. If they fail, it suggests they’re easy prey. As Tacticians, I believe they should be capable of finding their way out. If not, perhaps they belong with the Unifiers,” I suggested, laughter echoing as I successfully trapped Cillian, my rook eating his last bishop.

I leaned back in my chair, a sly grin curving my lips. My queen in b6. His king in a4. His worthless knight, incapable of stopping my rook in c4. “Checkmate.”

Cillian’s lips turned into a frigid smile. While he could spare a draw against me in a normal chess game, he was done for during a blitz.

“If anyone can beat this sadistic asshole, I’ll give you ten thousand dollars!” Kay deadpanned, but no one came to take a seat to duel me. “Really? You’re all a bunch of cowards!”

“Oh, and one more thing,” I added, grabbing the attention of everyone in the room. Standing, I showcased my new collection of ribbons tied around my wrist. One silver, one green. “The girl with the white hair and ribbons is mine to toy with.”

I stormed out of the room, leaving the chessboard behind to head to my real-life chess game. My steps were swift and purposeful as I made my way toward the entrance of the Pioneer’s dorms. I had a clandestine, late-night rendezvous to attend with the person I had selected to be my servant knight in this battle.

“You’re late,” Tara said, crossing her arms. “If you asked me here to suck your dick, you can go back to your dorm and ask your white-haired girl to do it for you.”

“Now, why so hostile, Tara?” I drawled, taking a moment to savor her clenched jaw and the simmering anger in her eyes. “As awful as it sounds, I’m not here for that.”

She squared her shoulders, attempting to maintain a facade of defiance. “What do you want, Levi?”

My sinister smile deepened. “The question is what I can do for you, Tara.”

“I’m going to catch all your first years on Hazing Night.” Her words were laced with venom. “If you’re here to save them, you can—”

I silenced her with a move forward, and leaning in, my lips hovered against her ear. There, I whispered the threat that’d sent her heart racing, detailing the dark and villainous plans I had in mind. I could practically feel the tension in her body. Tara only had one weakness.

“You wouldn’t,” she hissed through gritted teeth. “You’re a fucking bastard! You’re sick!”

“Oh, we both know I would,” I assured her. “Now, what’s it going to be, Tara? It’ll be regrettable. I’d have to waste my time hurting Yasmine while we could both have what we want if you agree to my generous offer.”
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Unknown: Wear one of your ribbons tonight. That’s not a request.

I squinted at the message and finished tying my bun—without a ribbon. Hazing Night was about to start.

Unknown: It’s impolite to leave someone on read.

My thumb tapped angrily on the screen, firing back a reply.

Me: Stop (s)talking to me, Levi. It’s desperate, even for you.

Levi: Desperate haha… Duly noted.

I threw my phone on my bed, trying to erase the mental image of Levi’s sinister laughter creeping into my brain.

“You ready?” Yas asked, her eyes determined.

I gave her a resolute nod, and we marched to the meeting point in front of our common room. Exchanging a few silent glances with the first years, I pinned our hopes on Sylas’s strategy working. The fog we had released to shroud us swirled around our ankles. We wore full black like the rest of the Unifiers so Levi wouldn’t recognize me when I’d infiltrate his camp. I looked up at the security camera, knowing Levi was probably watching.

The tolling of the bell pierced the silence in the solemn air, announcing the start of Hazing Night. We dropped to the ground, the fog embracing us like a shadowy veil. A fellow student approached, thrusting a black wig into my hands. I concealed my identity under the wig—my white hair would give me away too easily.

“Let’s move,” one Unifier whispered, and our cohort of students surged forward in unison.

Yas and I dashed toward the Tacticians’ territory, three Unifiers shielding our rear. Their mission was to create diversions in this game of hide-and-seek. The narrow corridors of the quad reverberated with ear-piercing screams. We darted through every pillar and alcove, a pulsating bass hammering in sync with my racing heart. Their shadows were closing in on us, and every corner was a gamble.

“We got one Unifier, little bitch!” a Tactician cheered, followed by maniacal, clown-like laughter.

As I glanced over my shoulder, the taste of metallic blood filled my mouth. The guys who were with us were now laid captive in the clutches of the Tacticians. A black bag with a purple smiley face covered their faces. Their attackers wore skull masks.

No. No. Why are they wearing masks?

My heart hammered against my rib cage as dread clawed its way up my spine. Their hollow eye sockets fell on me. Their jagged teeth stretched from ear to ear in a twisted, mocking grin. One of them pointed slowly in our direction, a silent accusation that we were next.

“Dalia!” Yasmine’s voice rang out, beckoning me to follow as she dashed forward.

“I—” My throat tightened. I hadn’t even realized I had stopped running. I couldn’t move; I couldn’t speak.

The masked men approached with ominous steps, each footfall echoing like a death knell in my ears. My muscles tensed, and I felt myself sinking into the ground, paralyzed by fear. Only Yasmine’s firm grip on my hand kept me from collapsing completely.

“What are you doing?” She yanked me away from them.

She’d come back for me. Just like Mom did. I blinked and bolted alongside her.

Shadows stretched, swallowing the path ahead. Run. Feet thudded against the checkered tiles. Run. Beads of sweat raced down the nape of my neck. Run. My pulse thundered in my ears. Run. Panic clawed at the edges of my sanity.

Every breath felt like a struggle, but, turning back, I noticed none of the skull masks had followed us.

Pantheon had turned into a chaotic jungle. One student was on all fours, barking like a dog, before being ordered to kiss his attacker’s shoe. Another was being held upside down by his feet; alcohol was shoved into his mouth while reciting pledges. One was branded on his forehead with insults. Near the lake, Guardians had to undress to their underwear before being thrown into the cold water.

We slammed our back against the stone of the sciences building, both of us ignoring the visions of horror around us.

I squeezed Yasmine’s hand. “Thank you, Yas, for coming back for me.”

“Don’t thank me. I didn’t know I had it in me.” Her breath was ragged as she searched for Tacticians. “As fate would have wanted, we’re next to the lab rooms. Imagine if they conduct experiments on us. I don’t want to die like a lab rat!”

“Hey,” I whispered, placing my hands on her shoulders. “We’ve got this. Our destiny won’t be one of those horror movies.”

“Okay,” she replied, taking a fortifying breath.

My fingers adjusted the inky-black wig that shielded my identity. “Follow me.”

In our darkness-shrouded attire, we continued onward, climbing the old stone stairs of the sciences building. In a narrow corridor, I saw a group of Pioneers urinating on a crying Tactician while they were filming him. My stomach roiled, and I felt like I was about to puke.

“I don’t feel well, Dalia.” Yasmine’s voice shook. “This is getting out of control. I’m scared.”

I climbed the stairs faster, holding her hand. “Me too.”

The frigid air clung to us as we maneuvered through the Pioneers, who were chasing first-year Tacticians. Arriving at the top, I spotted two second or third-year Tacticians stalking their prey, so I quickly grabbed Yasmine and hid in some kind of closet. We held our breath.

“Thank you, girl, you—”

The door swung open, and we jumped back, hugging each other. It was Tara.

“What are you doing here?” Yas shouted in a whisper.

Did they know each other? Tara’s glaring eyes locked onto Yasmine, and I felt… lost.

“I’m here for you, stupid,” she retorted, completely ignoring me. “You really don’t know how to pick your friends. Her, really?”

I exchanged a puzzled glance with Yasmine.

“Tara is my sister,” she said. “I’ll explain later.”

Everything made so much more sense now.

“I told you to abort this fucking plan! They could have caught you!” Tara screamed at her sister.

“You told her?” It was my turn to scream.

“Yes, I didn’t have a choice. She threatened to call our parents and make my life miserable for the rest of the year.”

“If you’ll excuse me.” Tara pounced on a hapless first-year Tactician, seizing his flag before shoving him away, then she swiftly rejoined us. “I’m here to help you because you’ll fail without me. You look like puppies lost in an arena full of hyenas.”

My eyes narrowed. “Why would you help us?”

“Because, newbie,” Tara began, a touch of scorn lacing her words, “I loathe Levi, and I relish the idea of teaching him a lesson. Plus, that wig does absolutely nothing for your appearance. Second, I’m going to win, and capturing a few Tacticians would significantly help my cause. And third—” She turned her steely gaze toward her sister. “I’m here to protect you, again, thanks to your questionable friendship decisions.”

Yasmine crossed her arms defiantly. “I told you not to intervene.”

Tara gave her sister’s head a condescending pat. “You don’t get to tell me anything, little sis. I know how to mince my way to their dormitories while avoiding all the camera angles, and before you ask…” Tara’s gaze drilled into mine. “We used to do it here. Levi can be quite a savage when he’s not the spectator.”

Her laughter washed over me, and my stomach tightened into a knot. I swallowed hard, trying to erase that unwanted mental image. Not that I cared; for all I knew, they seemed perfectly fitted for each other.

“Follow me,” Tara commanded. “Or I’ll call the Tacticians on you. It’s your choice.”

Reluctantly, we had no choice but to follow Tara, who cat-walked as if she owned the Tacticians’ grounds. She oozed confidence so easily. We crossed the high, narrow bridge linking the Tactician and Sciences buildings. Its ancient stone arches loomed above the courtyard below, and with only the stars for witness, we reached the entrance of their dorms on the turrets. No one was guarding their territory. It sounded fishy for someone like the Tacticians.

Tara gestured to the left. “It’s right there.”

We tiptoed inside their common room, shutting the door softly behind us, remaining in the darkness.

“I can’t believe we did it,” Yasmine cheered in a failed whisper. “I thought we were about to die out there, but we made it!”

It was too easy. I had a bad feeling about this.

“Yas, something is not quite right.”

“Who cares!”

I stumbled along the walls until I reached the breaker panel box, then switched off the power.

“Let’s find a place to hide now,” Yasmine said.

Suddenly, a sharp clap pierced the darkness, and the eerie glow of a smartphone illuminated our surroundings. In the gloom, Levi was draped in shadows, sitting arrogantly in a chair, applauding our efforts with a mocking sneer.

“I’m impressed, little thief.” Levi’s voice was like velvet, soft to the ears yet laced with lethal intent. “Your dedication to foiling my plans was quite entertaining to watch.”

My nails dug into my palm. “You knew.”

“Let’s go, Yasmine.” Tara yanked Yas by the arm, dragging her out of the room.

“I’m not leaving Dalia here! Dalia, let’s go. We can still escape!”

“Two Tacticians are hiding by the Guardians’ pools—names are Paul and Michel. You’re welcome, Tara. Take your sister and leave, as we agreed.”

Yas’s eyes widened in disbelief. “Tara, you tricked us!”

Tara silenced her with a stern command. “Shut up and follow me.”

“No, I’m staying with—”

“No, Yasmine, it’s okay,” I said. “I’ll feel better if I know you’re safe. I’ll be fine.”

Tara propelled Yas out of the room, and the door slammed shut behind them. Tara might have betrayed us, but I understood why she did it. Yasmine was her sister. She did what was best for her, which proved she wasn’t half the monster Levi had turned into. He had sewn a hateful personality upon himself, destined to make everyone hate him.

“You must have threatened Yasmine somehow. You knew Tara would bring me to you because she’s her sister and was aware of our plans. But you failed. I still disabled your network.” I took a step forward and repeated, “You failed.”

Levi’s laughter coiled around me, shocking me like a venomous snake. He rose from his seat, bridging the gap between us. His face remained shrouded, yet I could see the merciless edges of his visage and the sharp sting of his gaze.

“What makes you think I give a damn about the others and this trivial competition?” he drawled, his voice filled with amusement. “You see, Dalia…” I felt him circling me like a predator on the prowl. “I don’t chase anyone. Not even you. I wanted you here, and you came to me.”

“And? I won’t give you anything.”

“Willingly.” He chuckled. “Look who grew a backbone. I must be rubbing off on you.”

I held my breath. He lurked behind me, his fingers tracing the edges of my short-haired wig. My heart surged, sending shivers down my spine.

“Remove that ridiculous wig. It’s not you,” his dark voice threatened.

I contemplated my escape options, knowing that the darkness could still conceal me. I made a run for it, but he pulled me back into our deadly dance.

“I didn’t allow you to run.” His hand reached out, and in a matter of seconds, he’d removed my wig. “So predictable.”

I pulled away, and he slowly circled me, hands casually tucked back into his pockets. I was in a fencing stance, my feet firmly planted on the ground, my eyes staying alert of his every move.

“I know all the lies you tell yourself,” he purred. “You strive so desperately to prove that you’re not your father’s fragile little girl. You yearn to be like the mother you barely knew, or like my mother, who you think of as yours. You wish to explore desires that feel like forbidden sins. It fascinates me, Dalia. You fascinate me, and I despise you so strongly for it. It disgusts me.”

“You disgust me too right now,” I lied, crossing my fingers behind my back.

He squared up to me. “Yet I can feel your doll heart beating for me. Maybe you’re even wet for me.”

“Levi,” I breathed. His fingers drew near my flag, his actions calculated, barely perceptible. “I’ll always fight you back.”

I’d never give up because I couldn’t let him become a bully. He wanted to hate me, so I was going to empty him of his hatred until not a single drop was left in him.

With his thumb, he tilted my face to the side. “How’s the cut, little thief?”

Levi Delombre was hauntingly beautiful, as majestic as a dark swan. His pain lurked underneath, tearing at my curiosity, but right now, all I wanted was to play the angriest song ever and do this.

“How are your balls, asshole?”

I mustered the strength to break free, landing a swift kick to his groin. As he gasped in pain and cursed, I seized the opportunity to break free from his grasp.

My victory didn’t last long before his laughter echoed through the room, chilling me to the core. “Fighting me only makes it more exhilarating.”

With a swift motion, I flung the door open.

“I changed my mind. You better run before I catch you,” Levi’s voice haunted me from the corridors.

I dashed through the darkness, heart thundering, each breath searing agony. I fled the Tacticians’ lair, the wind on the Bridge of Sighs buffeted me relentlessly. Levi’s taunting words reverberated. It felt as if his presence clung to every looming shadow, silently lurking behind each relentless Tactician, and whispering in the piercing cries that tore through the night until I was abruptly seized. A strong hand clamped over my mouth, dragging me into a room.

An acrid scent of chemicals hung in the air. An assortment of test tubes, beakers, scalpels, forceps, and clamps littered the surfaces. Long iron tables reminiscent of those found in a morgue owned the room. It looked like a chamber of nightmares.

“Well, well, what do we have here?”

Two looming figures, shrouded in the anonymity of skull masks, hovered over me like sinister specters. My stomach churned, the gusting wind outside whistling through the cracks.

“It’s all in your head,” I whispered to myself. “They’re not here.”

“We got a psychotic one.” One of the skull masks cackled.

The other snatched my flag, his gloved fingers ripping it away. They tightened their grip on my arm, the stench of alcohol wafting from their breath. Desperation igniting my limbs, I struggled, kicking out with all my might.

Growing up, I’d never gone out on Halloween night or to carnivals or anything like that because I was afraid of seeing them. They had tormented me with the same nightmares for ten years, relentless in their pursuit to finish what they had started. In my dreams, I was paralyzed, unable to fight them, to move, to scream. I couldn’t change the outcome. I couldn’t get myself to speak the names of those who destroyed my life. In every nightmare, they took my mom away from me again, and again, and I could do nothing about it.

With music, I could push them back from my mind, but their presence grew suffocating and more oppressive in the silence. Those monsters made the music stop.

You’re safe. They’re gone. It’s not them.

“Is that Levi’s girl?” one of the men whispered, his voice muffled by his mask.

He yanked me toward them, ensnaring me in his unyielding grip as though I were nothing more than a lifeless puppet, manipulated at their whim.

It’s not them.

“Can you remove your masks?” I stuttered. “Please.”

He ignored me. “Who cares? It’s not like he’ll ever find out.”

I thought I had made progress with all my therapy sessions. The nightmares had stopped lately. I was able to go near the opera without seeing them, but now it all came back. My vision blurred with tears, and I screamed.

One of them covered my mouth. “You sure? What if he loses his temper? He’s made it clear—”

“Don’t be a pussy, man.” The other interrupted. “She’s not even wearing a ribbon. Give her the good stuff. She’s a pain.”

“Take off your masks,” I pleaded again, my words muffled by the hand covering my mouth.

He opened a small box with pills. “Why? Are you scared?”

The power went back on. The room was now bathed in a bloody red light as the bulbs flickered, threatening to burst. The man snapped the box shut, taking a pill, and I closed my eyes.

Mom.

It was Christmas Eve. Men in skull masks held guns, shooting randomly in the screaming crowd. I was pushed, trampled, witnessing the instruments falling off the stage in shrieking, painful, agonizing sounds. I rose. Why did I stand? I was searching for Mama. I should have stayed hidden like she told me to. Because Mama was now running toward me to protect me. No. Why didn’t she just hide like she told me to do? Why did she run to me? She was visible to those monsters now. They’d see her. She was calling me, telling me to drop on the ground, shielding me from the spectacle of horror behind me. Close your eyes. I couldn’t. I just wanted to hug her. There was so much blood. So many deaths. Instead, I watched her drop on the floor. The color drained from her face as her hand reached out to me. Behind her, this bloody monster with a skull mask held out his weapon. Blood flowed down to my feet. I screamed for hours until someone got to me. When I stepped out, it felt like the white carpet of snow on the outside became red too, just like the blood in my hair.

I’d repressed that memory for so long. They called it a coping mechanism to maintain a connection to Mom. I couldn’t let them win over my promise to her.

The gun. The blood. The skull mask.

Twenty-seven names.

Twenty-seven deaths.

And I’d survived.

“I’ll tell him!” I blurted out, half screaming. The devil I knew was less threatening than the devil I didn’t. “I’ll tell Levi everything.”

Don’t look at them.

“You’ll be too high to remember what happened, and we’re masked,” the other assailant snickered. “He never bothers to come play with us, so no one will come for you.”

I struggled against their hold, fury and helplessness boiling within me. “You have no right—”

“No one will know. That’s why the rules don’t apply to us tonight, my dear. We’re all-powerful.”

So this was what Hazing Night was about. Bullying without consequences. Taking away our consent. My father had warned me about this: men who took what they pleased and reveled in it. The world was an unforgiving and perilous place, and I was weak.

“You better start calling us masters. Before you join the others, we’ll have a little party of our own,” the other one whispered.

Then the door swung open, and we all turned to it. Levi stood there with an air of chilling composure, his arms crossed, a skull mask in his hand. For some reason, I felt relieved.

“There you are,” he said.

“Levi, we—” both masked men started but were swiftly silenced by Levi’s menacing voice.

“I’ll deal with both of you assholes later.”

They released me, reluctantly surrendering my flag to Levi before retreating like cowards. Levi advanced slowly, his gaze piercing me with unsettling calmness. Every part of me trembled; tears had streamed down my cheeks, and I struggled to hold his gaze. But he didn’t speak. He just watched me intently, waiting for the tremors to cease and for me to regain control over my thumping heart.

“If only you had listened to me and refrained from meddling with my cameras, I would have found you sooner,” he deadpanned. “Because of your actions, there will be consequences.”

“The skull masks… It all came back. I…” I muttered, caught off guard by the words escaping my lips. “Thank you.”

He moistened his lips with a flick of his tongue as he brought his face down to my level. “Thank you for what?”

I couldn’t believe I was saying this. “For saving me.”

“You’re mistaken if you think I saved you.” Levi’s voice dropped to a low, menacing whisper. “I didn’t save you, little thief. I merely captured you, and for tonight, you’re all mine.”
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“Levi, please,” she begged, as if the fear in her eyes would change my mind.

I rolled down a metallic chair in the middle of the classroom, pointing for her to take a seat. I hadn’t exactly planned out this little tête-à-tête, but her words “it all came back” captured my curiosity. She was hiding something I had to know. Something that broke her but wasn’t me.

“You can either spend your hazing with me or be at the mercy of the masked Tacticians in our dungeons with your Unifiers teammates. And you can be sure, generous as I am, I’ll ask them to be at their worst so that your nightmares appear like dreams in comparison. No one will save you, and your daddy will ship you back to your rich girl’s prison for the rest of your life.”

I stared at the party in the gardens where students were drinking big tanks of beers, regrouping the hazing students from the bullies to start the Hazing Night festivities. Kay and Tara led their group. Yet here we were, the both of us, alone. It was almost poetic.

Dalia finally capitulated and took a seat, folding her arms on her chest, accepting her fate. Her swollen eyes were red. What broke her? It couldn’t be those two brainless idiots. But what? Who?

“Good girl.” I went to the teacher’s desk and grabbed the bottle of alcohol in her top drawer. “Mrs. Yatz always keeps it there as a reminder of her recovery, yet she always thinks about drinking it. She should just drink it, get back to who she really is, instead of thinking she could be better.”

“You think you know everyone because of your skills, but you’re wrong,” she spat. “You think so little of everyone because you can’t even stand to look at yourself in the mirror. Maybe she keeps the bottle because it reminds her of how far she’s come and how strong she is now.”

“You sound like my old therapist. And you underestimate me, Mercier,” I said, watching over the windows while stalking to her. “Looks like your useless house finished second, right behind us. Isn’t that wonderful? Your headmaster is bringing his ducklings into the forest for a boring hide-and-seek.”

“I get it. You’ll never forgive me, but can you at least forget about my existence, and I’ll do the same?”

Huh, I’d never seen her defeated before, her shoulders slumping. She was always bursting with hope and annoying optimism. Witnessing her stripped of her usual rainbow of colors pissed me the fuck off.

“I’m afraid I cannot,” I admitted, halting before her. “Now, shall we play a little game? I ask a question, and you must answer truthfully. If you refuse or lie…” I leaned in closer, my hand gliding down her neck until she jerked it away. “I’ll claim something of yours.” I gestured to the bottle and glass, posed on her side of the table. “Or you could spare yourself by helping Mrs. Yatz resist her pathetic urges.”

“If this is your version of a truth or dare game, you’re the pathetic one.”

“Think of it as our official first date.” My lips tightened in a thin line. Taking a seat in front of her, I hook an ankle over my knee. “We have until midnight. Isn’t it romantic?”

“Having me sequestered in a torture chamber doesn’t sound like a first date.”

I scoffed. “Semantics. Plus, some first dates are horrendous, the kind you never wish to experience again, and this is the standard I’m usually aiming for.”

“Fine.” She bit her inner cheek. “Ask away.”

“You looked terrified before you mistook me for your knight in shining armor. What scared you?”

She blinked, not expecting me to jump straight to the point. “They were about to force me to take a pill to do God knows what. Of course I was scared.”

I tsked. “Not the entire truth. What went on inside that mind of yours?”

She rubbed her hands together, avoided my stare, and gulped. “Nothing else.”

“Let’s test it, shall we?”

I headed straight to her, caging her. One of my hands kept her locked in the chair. The other slid the zipper down on her sweater to reveal the awful lace tank top she wore like she was some eight-year-old.

“Levi, stop.” Her lips begged, but her eyes widened, her skin shivering.

“I don’t see the same darkness,” I said. “Is it because you lied to me, or is it because you secretly enjoy this? Don’t tell me you’re into me?”

She pursed her lips together. “I can’t see any sane woman wanting to date you.”

“That’s because I attract the unhinged ones who have a penchant for trying to hit me.” I arched my brow. “Is your father aware of that naughty kink of yours?”

As soon as I wrapped my hand around her waist, my fingers pressing into her rib cage, her breathing turned uneven. I sensed her abdomen tensing beneath me. I was tempted to reach higher, to cup her breast, while feeling the pulse of her frightened heart, but I didn’t. Yet.

“Remember, you were the one kissing me, throwing yourself pathetically at my feet,” I whispered to her.

“Is that the excuse you’ll tell yourself when you abuse me against my consent? Because that’s your plan tonight, right?”

I didn’t like to use physical force to obtain what I wanted because physical touch with others repulsed me. But right now, it didn’t. She teased every fiber in me to be a brute. And that outcome, if I were to touch her, would be terrible.

“I’m offended, Dalia. I’ve been nothing but courteous with you. If I really was that low-grade pervert you portray me as, I would have already exposed your breasts, pinched your nipples, and treated you like my own slut. I’d have branded my broken doll with the red marks of my bites and kisses all over your chest.” My fingers reached higher on her rib cage, and she held her breath. “But maybe I should review my tactics? Maybe I should do filthy things you never ever dared to watch before? Maybe I should even take a picture of you, so submissive and—”

“I choose the drink,” she blurted out.

“Disappointing.” Of course she would pick the cowardly option instead of the truth. I pulled away from her, going back to my seat and discreetly adjusting my hardness in my trousers. “We have until midnight. Your alcohol tolerance won’t last until then. It’s not the wiser decision.”

She seized the whole bottle and served herself a drink. “Don’t pretend to care about me now. It’s your doing.”

“If you’re trying to make me feel guilty, it won’t work.”

As soon as she drank it, she coughed. She didn’t seem like she could handle alcohol. If her strategy was to gain time, she wouldn’t last. Not that I should or would care about her well-being. Alcohol was a poison to this world. A brain killer. I’d stayed away from that shit since my mother’s funeral.

“Is this the first time you’ve ever drank?”

“Willingly, yes.” She was still coughing. “Dad never allowed me to drink, but Grandma sometimes spiced up her dishes with wine.”

I nodded. This whole rebellious act was against her daddy dearest and not directed at me. “How did your mother die?”

She poured herself another drink, spilling most of the liquid next to it. “You’ve got a morbid fascination, Levi.”

My jaw clenched. I shouldn’t have given her a choice, but she was sealing her fate. All she had to do was answer me, but she wanted to prove she was stronger, fighting me and her father by the same end.

“Probably because you’re the epitome of death, Dalia.”

Killing each of my neurons with those oversized green eyes. Haunting my sleepless nights since the day we met. Losing my sanity the moment I heard her music again. Everyone hated how fucking powerless death made them feel. Just like how she made me feel.

“Why was my mother so fond of you?”

“I don’t know,” she sulked; moody already.

“That’s not an answer.”

She took another drink, still coughing, with a disgusted grimace plastered on her face.

Then I asked another question.

She drank.

And again.

Again.

Again. Dammit.

I pinched my lips, crossing my arms. “I think you drank enough, don’t you?”

She laughed. “Why? You’re concerned about me?”

“Do you want to be unconscious? Is that your idea of winning? I could take what I want from you in a finger snap. Be smart.”

“But I am smart.” She smirked, her finger spinning on the edges of the bottle. “Because for the first time in your life, you can’t find what you want about me. Not with your computers. Not with your minions. As for the other part, you said you didn’t like weak opponents. I’m taking a leap of faith by thinking there’s still one decent part in you.”

She thought I was bluffing and wouldn’t hurt her, but she didn’t know how far I would go for her. She was special to me, so she deserved special treatment.

“Are you scared of this, Dalia?” I said, pointing at the skull mask.

She drank the rest of the alcohol until the last drop. She then threw it aside, the bottle shattering on the ground. “Oops.”

I rose, bored of these games. “Looks like you can’t hide anymore. You owe me a reply.”

“Then tell me something about you too!”

“You can’t negotiate in your position.”

She tried to stand from her chair but couldn’t walk straight. I despised drunk people. Just like Patrice used to be. They weren’t in control of themselves. Weak. Vicious. Perverted. Ugly. She pointed her finger at me, then lost momentum and tried to grab me. Needless to say, I took a step back and let her fall to the ground.

“Look at you,” I said, breathing loud.

“You could have caught me,” she protested, pouting. “It hurt.”

“You don’t need a Prince Charming.” I crouched to her height. “Now. Answer. Me.”

“Fine!” She lifted her eyes to mine, making them look big and unblinking for whatever reason. “I’m not scared.”

“Okay, then.” I put that damn mask on and cocked my head to the side.

She crawled back, not caring she’d almost cut herself with the broken pieces of glass.

“Levi”—she swallowed—“put it down.”

“Answer me, or I’ll give you something to be scared of.”

She snapped her eyes shut, burying her head between her legs, and screamed, “They killed her!”

“You have to be more precise.”

“Put it down,” she begged again.

I did as she asked. “Look at me now.”

She searched for my eyes, wondering if she could trust me. Not like I’d left her a choice. I was the only one allowed to break her.

“You have beautiful eyes,” she whispered. “Gray like smoky clouds.”

It caught me off guard. Alcohol makes people reveal their true selves. They grow evil, violent, sinful, not… kind.

“What happened, Dalia?” I repeated, not allowing her big eyes to distract me.

“There was a terrorist attack,” she admitted, her absent eyes falling on the floor. Looked like little Dalia had alcohol sadness. “Ten years ago. They stopped the performance at the opera house. Twenty-seven names. Twenty-seven people died, and I survived.”

That information sent a light switch in my head. Los Calaveras had attacked Pantheon ten years ago, aiming to kill the French president’s son; they’d disappeared after that. Their small mercenary group had operated for corrupt politicians, Mafias, and warlords. No one had ever found their locations or who they were; they were like an old myth.

“Your mother died during the terrorist attack at Pantheon’s opera. She was one of the victims.” Why did I not know that?! “And you were there too.”

She nodded, tears wetting her eyes. “Her name is on the plaque. Diana Caron.” So she hadn’t been married to Mercier. “They wore masks, just like those ones. And I-I should have died, but Mom, she…” Her voice shook. “She told me to hide, and I’ve been hiding since then. Pantheon was our tradition. I begged Mom to bring me here every year for Christmas. It’s all my fault. Why did they die, and I didn’t? Why did I survive…”

So Mercier caged her after that. That bastard wasn’t even there, while his name would have looked delightful on a tombstone.

“That’s why you wanted to go to Pantheon?” But why would she want to go back? Why did she speak about it with my mother all those years with annoying, bright, shiny eyes even though it had taken everything from her?

“Yes.” She sniffed. “I couldn’t let them take away my dream, my happy memories, and our tradition. It belonged to Mom and me. Not them. Not to what they did. I thought I could be stronger, but I’m weak.”

She’d got it all wrong.

She was the opposite of weak.

I sat on the floor. It was my turn to stare at the void. She didn’t want to let them win. She went back to the place that had left her powerless while I avoided my past like a plague. Feelings were a weakness. They were unreliable, a decoy for our brain, but in Dalia’s hands, they gave her an unusual strength. All these years, I thought she was just daddy’s little girl who had never known pain.

“I’m terrified to play on that stage.” She closed her eyelids so tightly. “If it were to happen by some miracle, I’m not even sure I wouldn’t freeze. In my nightmares, they’re always in the crowd, watching me. What if I fail Mom? I’m weak!”

“And here I thought you would be a match for me, that you wouldn’t break so easily, but maybe I was wrong about you. If you think you’re weak, maybe you are.”

The Dalia I knew would never lose hope so easily.

Her eyes flicked open on me, and she rocked into a ball, her fingers gripping her thighs as if she wanted to tear apart her own skin. “I still hear the gunshots sometimes. The silence is so painful. That’s why I play music, to silence the ghosts.”

“I hear them too,” I said. Not like I meant to.

“You hear the ghosts too?” Her green eyes widened even more. “The ones who tell you that it’s all your fault? The guilt. The pain. The loneliness.”

My Adam’s apple bobbed, and thankfully, the midnight bell rang, announcing the end of the hazing and the beginning of the official party. I rose, feeling an unusual tightness, like thorns digging into the remnants of my rotten heart.

“I can leave now,” she said, trying to stand by putting herself on all fours, but she seemed to have forgotten how to do it.

“Kill me now.” I took a deep breath. “Stand up.”

“I can’t.” She winced. “Help me!”

“I won’t carry you, so stand, or I’ll leave you on the floor.”

She complained but eventually stood before tripping right after. I caught her, cursing myself for having to hold her. It sent a spasm in my arm, like a warning. Ignoring the tension seizing my body, as though her sole touch was shredding my muscles fibers apart, I scooped her over and cradled her in my arms.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“My room,” I said, not thinking twice. This was the closest place, and if her roommate was anything like her sister, I didn’t trust her not to drag her into trouble.

“No.” She gave me a weak shoulder slap before giggling. “No boy’s room, it’s forbidden.”

I ignored her, her mumbling, and the drunken students running in the hallway as I walked us there and snapped the door shut behind us.

“I’m in Levi’s room,” she sang, watching the boredom of it. “You need kittens.”

“Kittens?”

“Yes, they bring joy. It’s a scientific fact, just like Baron.” She slumped on my bed, not bothering to care her dirty clothes were on my freshly clean sheets. It irritated me. “I want to get naked and swim in a pool of milk and dahlias under the moonlight.”

That mental image of hers was unwanted. She was even more painful than usual when drunk. I picked up the trash and put it next to her bed, my bed, with a bottle of water.

“I want you gone tomorrow morning by six,” I rasped. “Don’t puke on my sheets. They’re satin. And drink. Water.”

“You’re not staying to torture me?”

“Torturing you isn’t pleasant right now.” It sounded like babysitting a girl who went to her first party or some shit. Plus, I needed to clear my head.

“You’re so beautiful but so horrendously scarred at the same time,” she said, half sad, half serious. She curled herself in a sleeping position as if this was her bed. “Who are you really, Levi?”

She had called me beautiful twice.

She wasn’t like Patrice when she was drunk.

I snapped the idea out of my head, then took my computer, left my bedroom, and headed to the computer lab. Her mother had died just before we first met. I needed to dissect every part of Dalia, which meant taking an interest in Los Calaveras. Each bit of information was a piece of the puzzle that was Dalia and a step closer to making Mercier fall.

I’d never chased anyone, but tonight I did, and on top of that, I’d just kicked myself out of my own bedroom.
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“See, I promised I’d find you.” I lounged, one leg draped lazily over the other, in front of the two cowards who hadn’t respected my orders about my broken doll.

Kay fumbled to secure the door of the Tacticians common room, as Cillian remained unmoving behind them.

“We thought we’d bring her to you. We were all hammered,” the liar uttered straight to my face.

He and his friend fidgeted in their seats, their eyes darting around the room as if searching for an escape route. Beads of sweat formed on their foreheads. Eyes bulged out of their sockets.

“Sure,” I said, mustering a semblance of a smile. “You wanted a taste of that pussy, am I right? Did you get hard looking at her? Did you touch yourself that night thinking of her lips wrapped around your small dick?”

Obviously, those were rhetorical questions. One of them dared to offer a feeble smile, mistaking my apparent friendliness with how pissed I was on the inside. My blood boiled. It pounded against my temples like a relentless drumbeat. They all stared at each other, like fucking carps, hunching further into their seats.

“Please, Levi, we’re sorry. It was Hazing Night, and we just wanted to have fun.”

Have fun. Just this simple word was enough to dredge up the demons I had buried in my graveyard of fucked-up memories. Those bullies deserved to be wiped from this fucking earth. Them. Patrice. All of them.

“I think your time at this school and as Tacticians has ended. You’ll both leave today, or I’ll expose your darkest secrets: how you record and post your disgusting dicks online, getting inside all types of holes of your drunk victims, to how one of you cheated on the exam last year by taking performance-enhancing drugs, or how the most perverted of you jerked off by indulging in human-animal sex,” I threatened.

“You know who my dad is? If we’re expelled, he could close Pantheon!” the less depraved—the son of a five-star hotel chain mogul—complained.

I chuckled darkly. Everything leaves a digital trace, and despite this, they all seemed to think their electronic devices protected them. “Oh, I also know all about your daddy’s little gambling addiction and all the underage girls he fucks.”

His face turned ghastly white.

“I want you both out today,” I asserted.

Both of them lowered their heads, as they should. “What are we going to tell our parents?”

“Be creative,” I hissed and fixed my gaze on the worst of them—the one who drugs his victims and revels in animal sex. I slid Kay’s leather glove onto my hand. “You touched what was mine. I hope this will serve as a lesson.”

“I didn’t! We were doing this for you.” And here this pig was lying again.

“You had your disgusting hand all over her.” I closed in on him from behind, my breath against the nape of his shivering neck as I reached for his hand. “Ssh, don’t be afraid. Was it this one? I hope you’re not right-handed.”

What do I have to put myself through to finally make someone listen? Though the mere thought of touching him repulsed me—hence the glove—I steeled myself and seized his hand, twisting his fingers in a single, brutal snap. The satisfying crunch of his bones echoed through the air, sending a shiver coursing down my spine. His face contorted in agony, his screams muffled against my hand, his complexion flushing crimson.

“Levi, man, what are you doing?” Cillian let his conscience get the best of him.

“It wasn’t enough,” I growled through gritted teeth, allowing my darkness to take over.

My pupils dilated as my veins pulsated beneath my skin. I could feel it, the freak inside me thirsting to retaliate against the bullies I once felt powerless against. I prided myself on my emotional control, but an unsettled monster existed within me, a dark urge that hungered for violence and justice served on my terms.

Tears streamed down my victim’s face. He made no effort to conceal his anguish. He forewent any pretense of dignity, clutching his broken fingers in a futile attempt to alleviate the pain as his sobs echoed in the room. “Can we go now?”

“Yes.” Kay’s voice reverberated from the back as he forcefully swung the door open, allowing the second one to depart unscathed. “Pack your bags, fast.”

The two assholes bolted, and I slammed my fist on the wooden table like an idiot.

“You know we always have your back, but you lost your shit over here. What was that?” Cillian roared at me.

Even he had never seen my true face. But he was right. Only an imbecile would use his fist because physical violence was traceable. I’d never lost control that badly before.

“All of that trouble just for a girl you haven’t even fucked yet.” Kay shook his head. “Seriously, what are you even playing at with her? You want to fuck her, or do you want to ruin her? Because news flash, that’s not the same!”

I removed the glove, holding it between two fingers before tossing it aside like a used condom. “You should throw that nasty thing away. I’ll see you both later.”
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The abrupt blaring of a phone’s alarm pulled me from sleep. I squinted, fumbling it to silence. The message flashed across the screen: It’s time for you to leave. I slumped onto the bed, likely Levi’s bed, enveloped by his pure satin sheets. A soft artificial sunrise gradually illuminated the room, and his coffee machine hummed to life as if already programmed for him to wake up at this time.

There was no denying it. I was at Levi’s place.

The alarm rang again with the sweet message: Get up, eat, don’t bother to say goodbye.

I followed the instructions and found my neatly folded uniform on the feet of his king-sized bed, a contrast to the ordinary beds of commoners like me. I didn’t even want to know how he managed to persuade the university into granting him a room all to himself.

I paced toward the small kitchen. Next to the coffee machine, in the middle of this very neat, almost compulsively clean place, he had left a protein bar, which I supposed was intended for me. It was almost thoughtful.

I decided to snoop around his dorm room. If he didn’t respect my boundaries, I didn’t see why his would be forbidden.

From his vantage point, Levi’s living space offered a panorama of the school’s spires and towers. He had no personal objects apart from computers and a chessboard. It caught my eye as it rested on the table near his bed. The worn chess pieces hinted at a history of countless games played by Levi over the years. Each crack and imperfection seemed to tell a story, meticulously etched into the black and white marble of the pawns. It was clear that this chess set wasn’t just a random one. No, this one was significant to him. It was a sneak peek into his world and battles.

I moved on to his closet, which only had a dash of purple from his Tacticians’ uniforms, but the rest was black and gray, with no artifice. I went to his bathroom and undressed before I covered myself, searching for any cameras.

“You better not see this. It’s against my consent!” I screamed just in case.

His bathroom was neat with black tiles. A peach and hibiscus shampoo was in the shower. It was unopened, and it was the same one I bought online. I was convinced Levi must be some kind of sociopath, but I didn’t even care right now. All I could think of were his words echoing in my mind.

I thought you would be a match for me, that you wouldn’t break so easily, but maybe I was wrong about you. If you think you’re weak, maybe you are.

As the water cascaded over me, I whispered the words with a newfound determination, a vow to myself that I refused to let my vulnerabilities define me. “I’m not weak.”

I had my place here. I’d already lost all the childhood memories Mom didn’t get the chance to tell me about. I had lots of questions about her life before I was born that would never have an answer. I couldn’t change our past, but I could feel close to Mom one last time if I held my promise to her.

I can’t give up and let them win.

I changed and went to explore Levi’s desk. He had done a few assignments. His handwriting was neat and rigid, compared to how messy mine was with doodles everywhere. I opened the top drawer and only found some pieces of electronics. But in the one below, I found a music score.

Lucie’s music score.

I would recognize her handwriting anywhere and her unique way of annotating her scores. Lucie had synesthesia, so she was always seeing colors alongside songs, letters, days, or even people. She used colors, shapes, and forms to draft the vision of her music score when she was creating them.

The frequency curve of the score was separated into four shades of color: the first part in dark violet trending to blue, with a “fast and powerful allegretto” as a reference handwritten on the side. The second part, light blue, has the annotations “disturbed unstable andante.” The third, a purple violet, “mysterious, faded, lento.” And the fourth, a metallic gray one, with “dark, sin tempo.”

I referred further to the score she had written below the sketch and frowned. It made no sense. This pattern didn’t match the melody. The music score itself was simply unplayable, with measures that did not follow each other, and the whole thing was out of tune. But why would Lucie, a musical genius, write something so complex and elaborate without any reason, devoid of meaning?

“Maybe it’s like a puzzle,” I whispered to myself.

Timing had never been my forte because the door slammed open at that exact moment.

“You’re still here. I told you to leave.” Levi strode into the room, lifting an eyebrow. “Are you snooping around my stuff?”

“Yes,” I admitted. “You did it to me, so it’s fair I do the same.”

“But life isn’t fair.” He sat on his desk, narrowing his eyes at me as if he didn’t know if he wanted to get rid of me or… continue what he started last night. “And behind my back. You’re wicked, Sherlock.”

My eyes dropped on the bruises on his knuckles. “What happened?”

“I had an encounter.”

“You fought someone?” I snapped my brows together. It seemed out of character for him. He typically exuded an aura of control, always impeccably groomed and composed. Yet this morning, he looked like he had been thrown underneath a bus.

“I punched a table. That was idiotic, and all because of you, for that matter. Now, can we move on to—”

I let out a laugh. “You punched a table? And it’s my fault?”

“It was either the table or someone’s face,” he said dryly. “While I’m all for breaking bones and indulging in some good old blackmail, it wasn’t my best thinking.”

That didn’t make any sense. What was he talking about? When his eyes dropped to mine, I found the need to switch subjects.

“I found Lucie’s music score and—”

“And what? You want to steal that from me too?”

“No,” I defended myself, taking a step back. “It’s not like that.”

“Not that it’d matter, but her gift is unplayable,” he said. “It’s a waste of time.”

“It’s a puzzle,” I insisted, unable to maintain a calm, detached tone in my voice. “If it’s not playable, it’s because we have to put the pieces back in order.”

“There’s no we, little doll. And you think I didn’t know that?” His lips turned into a thin, hard line. “I already divided each measure and ran them into a computer algorithm, but it didn’t work.”

“That’s because you think like you and not like Lucie. There must be a code or something. I think the answer lies in the sketch. Did you know your mother had synesthesia?”

“That’s right, you know my own mother better than I did,” he deadpanned. “You lacked one, so you feel the constant need to act like the perfect daughter, wishing others’ mothers would adopt you like a needless puppy seeking affection.”

I swallowed. I would not let his vile words get to me. Helping him solve Lucie’s music score was my chance. My redemption to keep a part of Lucie alive. I couldn’t return the Cigno Nero to Levi, but I’d give him the key to his mother’s score.

“I know you’re hurting me on purpose so I’ll give up. Lucie wasn’t my mother, but I knew her music better than anyone. If you let me—”

“Stop,” he asserted, a nerve working in his jaw. “This is just a bunch of crap, another of her twisted games to mess with me from her grave.”

I didn’t believe this. We both knew his mother had left him this music score for a reason. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have bothered to try to find a solution. But I’d learned by now that Levi was individualistic and wanted to accomplish everything by himself because needing anyone was a weakness to him.

“Why?” I said, not willing to give up on him. “Why keep the music score then, if you don’t want to know the truth?”

He let out a small laugh. “I already know the truth. I just want confirmation.”

“A confirmation for what?”

“It’s a family matter, and you’re not family.”

It sent a pang in my heart.“I-I’m sorry, you’re right.”

I was just her student. I gathered my belongings and headed toward the door.

“I’m sorry if I crossed a line. It’s not what you want to hear, but yes, Lucie was like a second mother to me, and she always will be. It’s how I feel. I can’t help it, but I know she loved you.” Something in his face twitched as if he didn’t believe me. “You’re right about what you said about me; I desperately want to redeem myself. I know I don’t have your mother’s talent, but I won’t give up, Levi. So hate me however you want; I’ll continue to fight back until you finally give me the chance to help you.”
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“Mr. Delgado hated almost everyone’s project. The only people he passed were Gunther and Maria, but he told me, ‘at least you traded mediocrity for pungent boringness, so I guess there’s an improvement,’” I mimicked my teacher’s perched voice and disdainful eyes, seated in the bustling chappel amid the clatter of trays and the aroma of gastronomical dishes prepared by the future culinary masters.

“Teachers can be the biggest bullies, but mine love me—probably because they always see me buried in books at the library,” Yas chimed in.

If only they knew that behind those cute book covers, she was reading fairy porn, occasionally disguising them as classics. It was pretty ingenious.

She smiled at her phone, and I couldn’t help but ask, “Is it a boy?”

“No, just a meme. Many have tried to date me and failed. The last guy I dated received an alert on his phone when I weighed myself on the scale at his house. Worse than that? I had gained two pounds, and his app told him I should go for a run. It was humiliating,” Yasmine said.

“I hope you egged his car.”

“Worse—I sent him to my sister.”

I smiled. Tara was terrifying, and the bruises I had on my shoulder from our fencing club was the reminder of that. Sylas, on the other hand, insisted that I wasn’t that bad, just not as vicious as the other students—probably referring to Levi, who didn’t even bother showing up to class this week.

A jarring crash shattered the air. My muscles tensed, and my heart raced within the confines of my chest. The tray hitting the ground had transformed into a deafening explosion, each clang reverberating in my ears.

I was transported back to the gunshot, to the last time I saw Mom’s face. The air grew thick, and my breaths quickened into shallow gasps.

“Are you okay, Dalia?”

I forced air in and out of my lungs in ragged inhalations.

“Just startled,” I managed to say, swallowing my crystal glass of water in one go.

“You’re ghostly white. Are you sure—”

“Yes,” I cut her off, my knuckles white from gripping my fork tightly. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m the one who’s sorry. I abandoned you on Hazing Night, because I couldn’t stand up to my sister. I’ve been a terrible friend, but I’ve made a list of how I could make it up to you. First—”

I turned around to see who had caused the commotion, and I wasn’t surprised to spot Levi next to the person whose tray was now in pieces, a first-year Tactician student, as the majordomo was cleaning the mess. Levi’s eyes were fixed on me. Did he do this? Was it some kind of test? It reminded me of the day after the hazing when two second-year Tacticians quit on their own, which caused their house to lose five points; it could only be the handiwork of this bully. Yet he had left me alone since then, only stalking me, watching me, as if he wanted to strangle me.

I turned back to Yasmine, who was still listing off items on her phone. “Fourth, because I’m socially anxious but a gifted academic nerd, to be more involved in our House Cup. Five—”

I chuckled. “Don’t worry, Yas, you have nothing to feel bad about. We’ve both come a long way from being scared little mice hiding in our holes. Now, we’re more like mice ready to face their hunters’ cats.”

“More like you’ve got a predatory eagle eyeing you down, ready to snatch you. And I have a whole family of Komodo Dragons breathing down my neck, waiting to roast me alive,” she quipped—meaning Levi and her sister.

As we spoke, a man stepped onto the long table, the blue Guardian’s emblem painted on his cheeks. “Go, Guardians!”

Yasmine and I exchanged glances and exited the cafeteria to make our way north along the riverbank, the orange leaves crunching beneath our steps. The first rowing competition of the year, pitting the four houses against each other, was about to start.

The sun hung low in the sky, casting long, slanting shadows across the riverbank. The coxswains, perched at the stern of each boat, awaited the sound of the starting pistol. The grassy field lay divided with students sporting dark gray tweed blazers accented by stripes of blue, purple, green, or yellow along the collar. Most Pioneers clutched Pantheon’s renowned vanilla beers, a traditional drink before a sporting event. Reaching our spot among the Unifiers, we settled onto the damp grass. I loved that rainy smell.

Tara, not surprisingly, was the leader of the Pioneers. The Guardians chanted their anthems—they were unbeatable on the water. Tacticians were led by Kay—one of Levi’s friends—who was gunning eyes at Sylas as if he wanted to sink his canoe.

“Go, Sylas!” Yas waved.

Sylas didn’t get the chance to wave back because the pistol fired. The rowers dug their oars into the water with synchronized precision, their shells slicing through the waves. The first leg of the race was a grueling straightaway as each team fought to take the lead.

Guardians took the lead first, their powerful strokes propelling them forward, followed by the Pioneers—led by their coxswain Tara, barking commands, urging her team not to “be pussies.” The Unifiers gradually closed the gap, and the Tacticians fought on their boat, showing no team spirit.

“Go, Unifiers,” Yas and I cheered, our voices drowned out by the loud cheers of the Pioneers.

Hardly any Tacticians bothered to show up. But one unmistakable figure among them didn’t bother to sit on the grass like the rest of us. Levi stood aloof and gazing in the opposite direction of the race, utterly unconcerned that his posture was obstructing the view of the people behind him.

My phone beeped.

Unknown: I hope you didn’t think I had forgotten about you, little thief?

I ignored his message and focused back on the race.

“Go, Sylas!” I rose on my feet, clutching my gray skirt firmly to prevent it from billowing in the wind.

The race entered its middle stretch. The river’s placid surface churned into frothy turmoil, the coxswains’ voices ringing out over the water.

Unknown: Cheering for another man? Aren’t you bold?

An amused smile tugged at my lips.

Me: You should focus on your team. You’re losing.

I tucked my phone in my skirt pocket. In a heart-pounding climax, the Unifiers’ and Guardians’ shells raced side by side toward the finish line, oars flashing in the waning light, the boats crossing the line almost together.

“Guardians for the win!” the announcer’s voice boomed, met with calm applause from the Guardian students. “Unifiers, second!” Yas and I hugged each other. “Third, Pioneers!” Their response was mixed, but most of them were arguing loudly. “Fourth and last, Tacticians, who still haven’t crossed the finish line.”

Yasmine squeezed my hand. “Let’s go see our team!”

We strolled toward the water’s edge, the wooden walkway creaking underfoot as the teams disembarked from their boats. Tara stormed along the path, fists clenched.

“How does it feel to lose, big sister?” Yas grinned.

“Don’t start with me.”

“You did great out there.” My smile dropped when I met Tara’s narrowed eyes on me. “I mean, you’re scary; you’re a tough opponent in every area.”

“You’re such a sucker,” she scoffed, nudging my shoulder as she passed by.

“I was being nice,” I muttered to Yas.

“She’s a sore loser.” She shrugged before turning her attention to Sylas. “Congrats!”

“Thank you.” Sylas’s gaze lingered on mine. “I heard you both from the sidelines. Celebrations tonight?”

“Only losers celebrate coming in second.”

I couldn’t be more convinced that Levi was like an unsummoned demon, always breathing down my neck.

“You Tacticians aren’t into team sports, so you wouldn’t understand,” Sylas retorted sharply to Levi.

“That’s right, we aren’t cowards who hide behind others.” Kay arrived alongside us, soaked from falling into the river. “Sometimes you have to take responsibility for your actions, but what do I know? I’m just a rich fucker who fucks around and is in need of a shower and a blow job.”

Kay squeezed between us, pushing my shoulder roughly and shooting me a glare.

“Well, Sylas, tell us all about the race!” Yas changed the topic.

Sylas draped his arm around her shoulders. “Over coffee? My treat.”

“Hell yes, I like generous men.” Yas smirked. “Dalia?”

“She doesn’t drink coffee,” Levi interjected, and I forgot he was still lingering nearby. “But matcha, with oat milk and a bit of honey.”

I gritted my teeth. “You should get yourself committed.”

“I was merely being observant. It’s not my fault that every time you order, you ask the server to see proof that the honey is harvested without harming the bees.”

“Because I have a soul, and stop stalking me!”

“Sure, I can do that.”

I blinked. “Really?”

“Of course not. I just didn’t think I had to hide my stalking from you.”

I shook my head. “Let’s go, guys—” I realized then that Sylas and Yasmine had already left without me. I pursed my lips. “You’re scaring off my friends!”

He shrugged. “I haven’t done anything.”

“Your presence is enough,” I shot back, brushing a stray strand of hair from my face, the wind tousling the rest of my hair around me. “What do you want?”

His eyes gleamed with something sadistic inside. “You.”

I instinctively took a step back, a strange fluttering sensation twisting in my belly. “You’re joking, right?”

He tilted his head to the side, a faint twisted smirk playing on his lips, and he advanced toward me, hands casually tucked into his pockets. “I never joke.”

“You said you’re disgusted by me.”

“That’s my concern.”

I chortled. “How romantic.”

“You should be flattered.”

“I’m offended,” I quipped back. “I’m pretty sure no woman here would want someone like you to chase them.” Especially since if Levi caught you, your prayers wouldn’t stand a chance against him.

“It’s noble of you to sacrifice yourself to save all of them from me, then.” He leaned in close, his breath hot against my ear, as if about to share a secret. “Have you ever thought that maybe I didn’t want you… that way?”

The wind bursts became violent, and the next thing I felt was a hand. Levi’s hand. On my butt cheek on top of my skirt. I didn’t think twice before I slapped him. I slapped Levi in his perfectly handsome, cruel face. In the middle of a crowd. Oh dear God.

“What are you doing?” I panicked. “Your hand is on—”

“Yes, my hand is resting on your ass, but there is a perfect explanation to that,” he rasped yet still did not withdraw his hand, even as a group of Pioneers cheered for me to slap him again from the grass.

My cheeks were burning. “Everyone is staring.”

“Let them.” On that note, he pulled his hand away.

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled, seeing the red mark of my hand on his cheek. “I panicked, and you were touching me. In public.”

“So you prefer it in private?”

“No!” I defended myself before mumbling, “Maybe I should have punched you instead.”

“Charming. It’s not like I was trying to have sex with you. I was doing something chivalrous such as not letting your butt be exposed in front of those assholes because of the wind.” He massaged his cheek. “You have strength. That was a good slap. You should—”

He stopped speaking, his eyes assessing me. I was probably as red as a tomato. Levi had never touched me directly. He either kept his distance from me or touched me only if it got him something he wanted. Here, he did it genuinely, and the thought of that created a staccato note that punctuated the rhythm of my heartbeat.

“Did you think I was—”

“No!” I screamed, folding my arms. “Just forget it and leave me alone.”

I was about to leave when he captured my arm, his hand brushing on the white lace fabric of my dress shirt. “I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

“Levi.”

“If you struggle, I’ll have no shame but to throw you in the river caveman style.” He retreated his hand, his fingers curling for a moment. “Seeing you all wet and furious is a taunting sight.”

“You’re a psycho.”

“Only for you.”

“Great, so I’m the lucky one.”

“Exactly,” he said, slanting one of his artificial fake smiles. “Meet me tonight at midnight in the library. Take the door with the forbidden sign. It will take you to our meeting place.”

He had to choose midnight, not surprising. It sounded like the perfect hour for monsters to wake.

“It sounds prohibited,” I argued.

“You’re afraid.”

“I’m not!” I lowered my voice. “What for anyway? I won’t do stuff with you.”

“Stuff?”

“Yes. Stuff you may be into.” I made my eyes look bigger, insinuating what he probably thought of.

“Such as?”

“Sexual stuff.”

I didn’t know why I was staring at his lips. He had nice lips. Kissable lips. Kissable lips I would never kiss again. So why was I clenching my thighs and pulling my knees together? I should stop reading Yasmine’s books.

“Ouch.” He didn’t seem offended, his lips tugging at one corner. “I bet the sound of your orgasm would be a beautiful symphony to my ears, but as amusing as it sounds, it wasn’t for that.”

My cheeks burned. “Why then?”

“You’ll have to come to find out.”

“I don’t trust you.”

“It’s nice you think you have a choice.”

“I do.”

“No, you don’t because you have something to lose. I could make life infuriating for your friend, Yasmine, and I’d be willing to do all that for you… Or worse, team up with your daddy dearest to push you out of Pantheon. So you don’t really have a choice.”

“You have a black soul.”

“Then you’ll pray for my soul like the good obedient Catholic church girl you’ve been raised to be.”

“Or I’ll curse you so your soul ends up in hell.”

He smirked. “That’s more like it. I look forward to playing with you tonight, my little broken doll.”
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“This is literally perfect for you. On the downside, you definitely won’t be as popular as the athletes.” Yas’s voice echoed in the grand hall’s high vaulted ceilings.

I snapped a picture of the papers overlapping on the wall of missions. The wall of missions was a place where extracurricular activities were listed, allowing students to participate in competitive weekend events, primarily sports competitions that would grant points for the House Cup. Payers of papers, sign-up sheets, and advertisements were scattered on the board. It also allowed us to explore various opportunities like internships or conferences with world leaders.

That one mission caught my eye: “Mystery and Legacy—how well do you know Pantheon?” It was exclusively for first-year students, and our house headmaster would select his champion to compete against the three other houses at the opera house next Saturday at two o’clock. The prize was five house points for the winner.

“I’m taking this one. It has to be a quiz,” I mused. “You?”

She opted for the essay writing contest, and I shot her a knowing glance; she wasn’t exactly stepping out of her comfort zone.

“What?” She crossed her arms, and we swayed to the common room for Sylas’s almost-win party. “Baby steps.”

I smiled. Tonight, we’d promised to be daring. We were going to our first Pantheon party—my first ever. Yas donned a snug burgundy dress, accentuating her curves, while I opted for knee-high socks, a ruffled skirt, and the pinkish long-sleeved top Grandma gifted me. Dad would 100 percent disapprove of it because it was baring my shoulders.

“Don’t you think my thighs look huge?” Yasmine fretted as we reached Unifiers territory.

“No,” I said firmly, raising my chin. “You are feminine, sexy, and stunning. The ghosts of my family would be awestruck by your beauty.”

“Thank you… I guess?”

I cleared my throat. “Or perhaps that ‘fae king’ of yours might propose a fake marriage because he’s instantly obsessed with you.”

A smile crept onto Yas’s face. “That was sweet.”

I pushed the common room door open, expecting the party to be as Dad had described it—students drinking, puking, dancing to the beat of the devil’s music, and having orgies. But instead, students took turns at the karaoke machine singing anime songs. A group huddled around a table, engrossed in fantasy board games. A circle formed around Sylas, engrossed in conversations, holding vanilla beer, the amber liquid glinting in the warm glow of the room’s green lights.

For the next few hours, I wanted to revel in the moment and not think about Levi and the way he seemed to occupy my every waking thought.

Sylas strolled over to us with his charming, regal smile, wearing a classy beige ensemble. His approach was cut short by a group of women vying for his attention.

“You drink?” Yas asked.

“Oh no.” I shook my head. “Never in my life, ever again.”

“You both look great,” Sylas said as he finally joined us. “We never see you both during parties.”

“That’s because we’re like Wulver and Medusa,” Yas commented, probably referring to all the nights we spent reading, binge-watching a series, or studying. “Insociable beings.”

“Am I the folklorish wolf that wants to be left alone or the man-killer?” By sticking with Yas, I’d developed the ability to understand her references.

“Definitely the man-killer because of your big eyes,” Yas said. “On the contrary, I’m the one who only thinks about food.”

Sylas’s furrowed brows deepened.

“Um, Sylas…” I switched the subject. “I just saw this mission, and I’d like to participate.”

I showed him the picture of the “Mystery and Legacy” mission.

“You’re the only one who has asked me about it. The Unifiers’ fate lies in your hands.” Sylas’s eyes lingered on my lips. Perhaps I overdid it with my strawberry gloss, which was my mom’s favorite. “You’ll ace it, Dalia. I believe in you.”

I swallowed, my cheeks heating. “Thank you.”

“Can I get you a drink or—”

Suddenly, Sylas’s rowing teammates hugged him from behind, urging him toward the karaoke stage. As the crowd gathered around, Yas was swept into their dance circle. I laughed, clapping my hands for her, when my phone buzzed with a FaceTime call from my father. Panic climbed its way up my throat. This was the worst timing ever. He couldn’t know I was at a party.

I signaled to Yas that I’d be back and retreated to our dorm, snapping the door closed behind me. Quickly, I wiped off my gloss with my sleeve and tried to cover my shoulders by adjusting my top. “Hi, Dad, I’m so glad you—”

“Why are you dressed up at this hour of the day?” Dad interrupted, his stern face scrutinizing me through the screen. “Is that music in your dorm? Are you at a party, Dalia?”

My heart sank. “It’s not what you think, Dad. It’s just a small gathering with our house, and—”

“Did that roommate of yours drag you into this?” he accused. “I looked into her background, and she’s on scholarship. Not the best company you could keep.”

“Yasmine is great,” I defended. “She’s smart, and she’s a great friend. Being on scholarship is an honor.”

I sat on the bed, but my father remained silent. Disapproval was etched on his face, in the stern set of his jaw and the furrowed lines on his forehead.

“Look, Dad, I’m doing well here. I’m happy. It was just a gathering with the Unifiers to celebrate Sylas’s almost victory.”

His face softened. “Sylas, yes, he’s a good kid. Serious and respectful. I heard you’re spending quite some time with him?” When I frowned, he added, “Sylas’s father and I are close friends, and his son tells him everything.”

Everything? I gulped. Did Sylas tell my father about Levi? Was that why he was calling me? But if he knew, why was he so calm?

I displayed a faint, weak smile. “Yes, we’re friends.”

“And he also informed me of something rather concerning. It’s why I’m calling you,” my father said, and I held my breath. He knew about Levi and what happened on Hazing Night. Oh no—“Your choice of club. You’re not in the choir.”

He didn’t know. A wave of relief washed over me.

“I’m sorry, Dad, about the choir, but there was no place left, so I picked fencing and—”

“And you lied to me.” My father cut me off in his authoritative voice.

I had failed to tell him about it; that wasn’t lying.

“What about something like modern Greek or religion?”

“I picked fencing for Mom. Remember that picture you have near your bed? You kept telling me how amazing she was and—”

“I lost her, Dalia,” my father said, his voice breaking. “Going to Pantheon will never make her come back, you know.”

I clenched my jaw. He’d never understood why I felt the need to come here in the first place.

“I don’t want you to do this sport. It’s for those who want to be visible and seek power, not you. Maybe it’s not too late to change your—”

“I’m not a child,” I whispered, my voice trembling. I didn’t need his protection. I was tired of being his weak, afraid little girl. “I like it. Can’t you just be happy for me that I’m happy?”

“Not if you’re making the wrong decisions,” he responded firmly. “One wrong move from you, and you’re coming back home. Do you understand?”

“Right,” I replied tersely.

One wrong move and I’ll be a stay-at-home daughter, seeing the world through the safety of my phone screen, kissing all of my dreams and hopes goodbye.

“I want what’s best for you because I love you. You know that, right?”

My grandmother intervened, slapping my father on the head with a kitchen napkin. “Loving someone isn’t an excuse to act like a jerk. You’ve wiped the beautiful smile off her face! Are you happy now? Give me that phone!”

Grandma took the phone, and Father rolls his eyes. She was the only one who could get through to him.

My dad kept trying to talk. “We should invite Sylas for dinner when you—”

She stepped outside, cutting off my father’s speech, and whispered, “How is the situation with your dear nemesis? I thought of other tricks. We made a list at church with Bernard and Roger and look—”

She displayed three pages filled with suggestions on the topic of “dealing with a nemesis without commiting a crime.”

I laughed. “It’s okay, Grandma. I think I’ll handle him my way this time.”

She pouted. “Boring. So how’s the party? That top looks beautiful on you. You look just like your mother.” My stomach warmed at her compliment. “Do you have time to talk with your old grandma, or should we reschedule?”

“I always have time for you.”

“Tell me all about school, and don’t leave out any details. I’ve even opened the hundred-year-old bottle.”

I shared my excitement and all of my adventures with Grandma. It made me feel like maybe Mom was listening too, and the guilt of lying to Dad eased with every smile Grandma gave me. But as the clock struck midnight, I knew I had someplace else to be.

“I’ll update you soon, okay?”

Her eyes shone as she winked. “Take care, my flower. And show that arrogant prick how strong you are.”

I didn’t know if she was referring to Mr. Delgado or Levi. Returning to the common room, I found Yasmine engrossed in a card game with a group of girls, effortlessly acing it, and Sylas putting a drunk student on the couch.

I left them and decided to make my way to the library. On my tiptoes, I avoided the librarian, who was engrossed in some fiction monster’s book in her office, and snuck through the door with a forbidden sign that Levi had indicated. It led to the roof. I took the spiral staircase, realizing I’d never done something forbidden before. I was exploring a place no one was allowed to go, and I couldn’t help but smile at the adrenaline rush.

I pushed open the door with a stained glass with doves on it. I was greeted by the vast expanse of the night sky, where stars twinkled like guarded secrets. The fall air carried a brisk chill, brushing against my skin and sending a shiver down my spine.

Taking a confident step onto the balcony, I found Levi leaning against two gargoyle statues like they were his own demons under his command. His hair danced in the breeze, and his hands rested casually in his pockets. He exuded a dark allure that quickened my heartbeat, drawing me in like a magnetic force. Perhaps because I didn’t feel as breakable and weak as paper by his side.

Behind him was the opera house looming in the darkness, like a somber memory. I locked my fist. Grandma called me her flower because she believed a woman was just like one. We could bloom under the right circumstances but also falter if not being taken care of, suffocating in our flower pots. Flowers needed freedom to grow.

Maybe Grandma was right.

Having a nemesis would help me grow out of my pot.

“So you finally came,” Levi’s velvety voice rasped.
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My little thief, with her ghostly pigtail braids with pink ribbons, strolled into my sanctuary, her eyes probing every shadow as if expecting monsters to emerge.

“What’s this place?”

“My little secret.” I reclined against the cold-stone gargoyles and balcony ramp, tilting my head back to welcome the embrace of the deadly black night.

The cool breeze brushed against my face, tempting me, urging me to plummet into the abyss below. I entertained the idea of what falling would feel like. Peace, probably. Either way, I didn’t know why I brought Dalia here. Perhaps I relished making a dramatic entrance, or maybe I had an unhealthy penchant for theatrics.

“So you brought me to your special place or something?” she prodded.

I straightened my spine, meeting her gaze. “Or something.”

“Have you ever brought someone here?”

“No. But don’t get any ideas thinking you’re special,” I warned. “You’re ordinary at best.”

A smirk graced her lips. “Your words are always vile, Levi, but your actions tell a different story. You’re like a cat leaving a dead rat at my doorstep to seek attention. From others’ point of view, it’s creepy, but from the cat’s point of view, it’s… cute, I guess.”

“Interesting metaphor.” I shifted away from the railing, prowling toward her. “Do you know the somber story behind this roof? The cursed tale of Morticia’s death?”

She shook her head. Of course she didn’t.

“She was in love with one of the Hungway brothers, the creators of the houses of Pantheon, and she jumped from that roof to find death because of a broken heart. Isn’t it cute? Since then, the roof has been off-limits. It was the favorite spot for students to…” I replicated the descent with a sweeping motion of my hand, whistling the sound of their crash.

She stood at the edge of the wrought-iron ramp, teetering on her tiptoes, her eyes locking onto the chasm below. It was as though the void tugged at her very soul.

Who knew my fractured doll was fascinated with the morbid too?

I towered over her, the thrill of the moment coursed through my veins. She remained oblivious to my stealthy approach, ensnared by the abyss before her.

Drawing near, I allowed my breath to ghost over her ear. “Your fall would be a sight to behold, a breathtaking plunge into chaos. Shattered bones, ruptured organs—an exquisite display of destruction. But I’d be there to savor every moment.”

Rather than shrinking away in terror, she pivoted, her gaze locking on me. “I think you’re lonely.”

I withdrew, taken aback by her refusal to hurl insults my way. “Don’t tell me you never thought about it? For a moment, for it to be all over.”

Because I did. I do.

She met my gaze head-on, her arms folded with goose bumps on her skin. “Why are we here?”

I shed my jacket, causing her eyes to widen in intrigue as I placed it to the side instead of offering it to her. She probably expected a chivalrous gesture.

“You want something?” I teased, enjoying the way her frustration obscured her eyes. If she pleads, maybe I’ll oblige.

“I’m on the roof where people have jumped to end their lives, with you, clearly not the most trustworthy person on earth, and you still haven’t told me why.”

“I’m here to help you.” I twisted my words. I had battled the good and the bad side of my rather reckless decision for days.

“Help me?” She chortled as if the thought alone was surreal to her. “How exactly?”

“You want redemption,” I said. “My mother’s music score—or should I say scores, since there are two of them; I’ll grant you the privilege of uncovering their secrets.”

Look at her. Her eyes widened, gleaming like a rich kid on Christmas morning.

“But I thought—” Her words rushed out, a rise in her pitch. “Why did you change your mind?”

“Maybe it’s the satisfaction of doing something right?”

“I don’t buy it.” Smart girl. “I think you have no other choice. You need me.”

That was correct. If someone in this wretched world could find the right essence of the music scores, it’d be Dalia—which made me loathe her even more for it. Sometimes, the more you run away from what you want to avoid, the more it rushes back to you. And since Dalia’s arrival, it was worse—as if all the dead parts of me were awakened.

“So it means this is valuable to you, in some way.”

It wasn’t. I only needed to have the confirmation. To move on once and for all.

“You were my mother’s favorite. It’s about time you prove yourself worthy of being her student, don’t you think?”

She nodded. “I’ll help you. I know how it is to seek closure with losing a parent.”

“You and I are nothing alike.”

“We both lost our—”

“No.” I took a threatening step toward her. “You were loved and cherished, a little princess guarded safely in heaven. We’re nothing alike.”

Her eyes roamed over mine as if they were open wounds. “What happened to you?”

“Is this when I tell you about my heartbreaking, unloving backstory, and you realize I indeed have a soul and need saving?”

“I won’t pity you, but maybe I can understand you,” she whispered. “I seek freedom the same way you seek control. I’m loved, it’s true, but I was caged all my life. I wasn’t allowed to do things like other kids my age. I grew up thinking that I was a drag for everyone. It’s not a beautiful life, Levi.” Her eyes locked on the void again. “Everyone dies around me, but I continue to live for some reason. I feel lonely, just like you. But I’ll never bow to you, Levi. I want to exist on my own. I want to try.”

Pain masked her features, and a part of me understood her. Surviving tragedies. That was why I came here. Because I knew that it could be all over in a matter of seconds. Not that anyone would miss my existence; they’d probably even have a bonfire to celebrate my death.

I hummed, plucking one of the pink ribbons that tied her hair. I wanted it, so I took it, having no interest in rehashing my childhood. One side of her hair flowed freely, and I slid the ribbon onto my wrist. It felt like another handcuff added to my collection.

“I wonder, do I haunt you?”

“No,” she denied a bit too quickly, betraying the dark truth lurking underneath. “I’ll help you with Lucie’s composition, but that’s it.”

“You don’t make the rules,” I said, cocking my head to the side. “You’ll also play the music for me when I ask you to.”

“What?” Her eyes widened. “I’m not your music slave.”

“Not yet,” I replied with a sly grin, snagging a loose strand of her white hair and twirling it around my finger, drawing her nearer. “Be glad you have an audience who appreciates your exquisitely dark and sad melodies. After all, the violin was once known as the devil’s instrument, and you, my dear Dalia, are as divine as you are chaotic.”

Every time she’d grab a violin, she’d think of me. She’d see me watching her. She wasn’t much different from Paganini—the violinist rumored to murder women and use their intestines as violin strings. He imprisoned their souls, their screams echoing from within his violin. But Dalia imprisoned my ghosts and removed all the darkness from the world, just for me.

Her lips curled. “I accept.”

“Just like that?” I feigned surprise, letting go of her strand.

“Yes,” she said. “On one condition. If I succeed with the music scores, you’ll forgive me.”

She should have reached for a higher standard than forgiveness; she was a poor negotiator.

“Sure.”

Her chest rose and fell with each breath, her glossy pink lips shimmering. “So, what are we, friends?”

She’s never giving up.

An urge clawed at me, tempting me to sink my teeth into her lips and taste their sweetness. Those oversized eyes, framed by luscious lashes, fluttered like the wings of a trapped butterfly. I couldn’t help but notice every detail, every nuance of her, even the exact shade of green that adorned her eyes. I hated myself for it.

No, we’ll never be friends.

“More like each other’s dirty little secret,” I hissed, punctuating my words by pressing her against a phoenix gargoyle.

She bit her lips.

“Did you ever kiss someone else after me?” I prodded.

“Yes,” she blurted out. “And he was nothing like you.”

“Oh?” I pretended to be offended. “How was he? Slow and annoyingly cautious, treating you like a fragile doll? Or was he rough, almost tearing at your core, leaving you breathless? Did he barely touch you, or—” I grasped her neck, feeling her pulse quicken beneath my touch. “Did he grab your throat, nearly choking you in a kiss worth dying for, staking his claim with his tongue? Or did you lie to me to piss me off?”

“Why would it piss you off?” Thump. Thump. Thump. Her heartbeat intensified. “You don’t like me.”

I didn’t need to like her to be pissed off. Liking something was brief and left no trace. Liking was the greatest scourge of this world.

“You should be glad I’ll never like you.” I traced the outline of her parted lips with my thumb. “I’ll always hate you.”

Hatred was permanent, intense, and powerful.

“No, you hate how I make you feel,” she whispered.

Right, because my fucking soul was a graveyard of broken memories, and she was the main one.

I bent down to her level, our breaths mingling. “Why did you lie about kissing someone else?”

“To hurt you.” She gulped. “Because I know I’m not your only kiss.”

My thumb grazed her lower lip before curling around her jaw, lifting her chin to meet my gaze. A subtle flicker danced in her eyes. Was it pain? A strange sensation prickled at my fingertips. I was willingly touching her. Again. For no purpose. Worse, my cock was pulsing in my trousers. It probably just was because I hadn’t fucked anyone in months. This didn’t have to mean something.

Just like the fact I never allowed anyone else to kiss me but her.

“Would you really think I’d save my kisses for you?” I sneered.

In a blink, that flicker in her eyes was gone. “No.”

“Good.”

“Good.” Her whisper brushed against my lips, and fucking goose bumps erupted on my skin. “I think we settled everything.”

She was like a fucking virus, infecting every byte of my system. My muscles contracted, as if a goddamn inferno was raging inside me, and it couldn’t be contained. Collecting her ribbons wasn’t enough; I had to take more.

She was the poison and the remedy.

“Almost,” I taunted. “You gave me a deadly kiss once, so I’m going to return the favor.”

I yanked her to me, her body tightly locked against mine. My tongue prodded her mouth open, our lips pressing together. Hers were soft, almost silken. She tasted like a sweet blend of sugary pink, rose, and honey—likely the ChapStick she wore—and I lost all sense of purpose or restraint.

I took and took everything I could like a starving beast.

I kissed her with all the oxygen in my lungs. She clung to me, her fingers leaving burning bruises wherever they brushed my skin. Each glide, each taste, each stroke was like my own damnation, but I couldn’t stop. She ground herself against me, and my hands firmly grasped her waist.

My muscles tensed. My cock throbbed. Everything faded into oblivion—my hatred, my plans for her—replaced by raw, consuming desire.

I captured her lower lip between my teeth, taking my sweet time to taste her venom. My life was dedicated to maintaining absolute control, and she was breaking it again.

She moaned, a melody that resonated in my bowels, and I let myself touch her the way I always forbid myself to. I cupped her breast. The absence of a bra allowed me to feel the hardness of her nipple. Fuck. I wanted to rip her clothes apart. Have her on her knees. No, wait. First, I wanted to feel how wet my little doll could be before I fucked her against—

Dammit. Grappling with a semblance of self-loathing, I summoned every ounce of willpower to pull away.

She gazed at me with wide, bewildered eyes, her disheveled hair a testament to what shouldn’t have happened. Her trembling lips revealed a blend of shock and desire. She was breathless, struggling to regain her composure.

I was no better off—I wanted to tear my own skin apart to stop feeling that flutter in my stomach, that fire igniting my core, my heart threatening to come out of the confines of my chest.

“Let’s forget this ever happened,” she whispered, her voice shaking.

She left like a fury, and I crumpled on the floor.

Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia. Dalia.

Her name was being carved in my mind all over.

Her eyes were etched in my pupils like a cigarette stain that would never stop burning.

I would have liked to extract her from my soul.

I let out a thin laugh in the middle of the fucking silence. Using Dalia to silence my mother’s ghost. Breaking her, piece by piece, so she would remember me forever. Bringing down her asshole father because he was the ultimate and last person on my list who had to pay.

All my plans were redesigned in the face of the new goal taking shape.

Watching her wasn’t enough.

Haunting her wasn’t enough.

“Oh, Dalia, you’ll wish we’d never have met.”

Dalia Mercier would be mine.

Completely mine.
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“How are you doing, Amelia?” I asked, dutch braiding my hair with a lavender ribbon in front of the fencing locker room’s mirror.

“Dreadful,” she said, slipping on her black fencing glove. “Almost like that time the teacher forced us to dissect a mouse in class, but the only animal corpses I would like to touch are the ones of humans, especially men.”

Uproarious laughter, cheers, and curses from the boys’ locker room seeped through the wall.

Amelia grimaced at the sound, and Tara barged into the locker room, one hand firmly planted on her hip. “Stop hiding in here, losers. Class is about to start.”

“Hello to you too, Tara,” I beamed, determined to get on Tara’s good side one day.

“Sucker,” she groaned, storming back to where she came from.

“Being kind to her is a waste of time,” Amelia said as we exited the locker room to warm up in the fencing gym.

After a few laps, we gathered around the teacher. I dreaded one person in particular. My tormentor. My mistake. My insanity.

The same one who emerged at this exact instant from his locker room with the other guys. But while they were all smiling and joking around, he couldn’t have looked more bored in his white fencing attire. His sharp eyes locked onto mine as if he had a radar for my presence. He was so magnetic, merciless, and undeniably… him.

A black swan with a black soul.

He was beautiful the same way pain was. Intense and captivating, but it also elicited a tug at the heartstrings every time I saw him.

I swallowed hard. I’d ignored him the best I could for the past few days and resolved never to kiss Levi Delombre again. Our first kiss ended in tragedy, the second sealed my redemption, but the third never existed. I wanted to help him, not become a mindless zombie, consumed by thoughts of human flesh, with Levi being my particular craving. I didn’t trust my heart around him, not knowing his full intentions, but one thing was for sure—I should not let my guard down.

“Levi has nice bone structure,” Amelia commented out of the blue as though it were the most normal observation.

“That’s the only nice thing about him,” I retorted, struggling to keep my composure in his presence. Thankfully, at least six or seven people stood between us.

“Female frogs fake deaths to avoid unwanted attention from the males. Too bad we can’t do that too,” Amelia said.

Even death would not be enough for him to stop.

“I’m swamped.” Sylas arrived by our side, connecting his foil and body wires to the spools on the fencing strip. “Our fathers say hi to you, by the way. They’re delighted we get along so well. I’ve never seen either of them smile like that before.”

“My dad really likes you.” I grinned and refrained from saying he’d never liked any boys before him. “But if he were to know everything that happens here, I probably would be shipped back home in a second, so I’m thankful you didn’t tell him everything.”

Everything, meaning Levi Delombre’s existence.

Speaking of the devil, Levi loomed nearby, his gaze scanning me and Sylas, probably planning something vicious.

“Trust me, I don’t tell my father everything either. I’m on your side, Dalia.” Sylas’s hand lightly grazed my arm, his smile reassuring. Then he turned to my new friend. “Amelia, nice to see you too.”

“You know my name?” the Guardian girl asked with a puzzled frown.

“Of course.”

“Okay, class,” the teacher announced. “I trust you’ve warmed up correctly. Plug yourself on the track, and pick a partner to practice our parry-riposte drills. We’re practicing épée today, so hurry up.”

Levi made a beeline toward me, his purposeful stride cutting through the towering stone walls of the gym’s alcoves.

“Do you want to spar together?” I whispered hurriedly to Amelia.

She surveyed the room briefly, her eyes flicking between Sylas, Levi, Tara, and finally settling on me. “I see. Why not?”

Quickly, we donned our fencing masks and grabbed our épées, making our way to the last piste by the windows. Attaching our weapons to the large plug trailing us, we tested their conductivity with a light tap before retreating to our en garde lines. We practiced some retreats, worked on our balance, and learned to quicken our ripostes.

I stole a glance at Tara, locked in combat with Levi. With a casual flick of his wrist, he countered each attack as though they were merely a minor inconvenience. Rather than launching attacks of his own, he focused solely on deflecting hers. His passive stance provoked Tara, who responded by intensifying her strikes and hastening her movements along the piste.

“Let’s switch for a bout,” the teacher announced.

“Partner up with me?” I recognized Sylas’s warm, regal voice even with his fencing mask on. “I’ll go easy on you.”

A smirk tugged at my lips. “Well, then, prepare yourself to lose.”

But before we could even begin, Levi’s épée halted our tracks, his blade cutting through the space between Sylas and me. The glint of steel reflected the determined set of his sharp jaw and the unwavering darkness in his eyes.

“Sylas.” His voice was laced with a sadistic edge as he brought his épée to rest, the tip poised with controlled grace. “How about you don’t hide how pitiful you are by pretending to go easy on a weaker opponent, and you take me. First at five.”

“You don’t have to entertain him,” I urged, though my voice seemed to fall on deaf ears.

“Fine, Levi.” Sylas’s voice hardened.

Levi’s chuckle sent a shiver down my spine. He donned his fencing mask, ready to face off against Sylas on the piste. Amelia and I remained staring, not even bothering to focus on our own bout since neither of us switched opponents.

“En garde!” The referee’s command shattered the silence.

“Two opposites fighting for one woman’s attention,” remarked Amelia, a hint of amusement in her voice. “If this doesn’t end up in a bloody mess and broken hearts.”

I began to understand Amelia’s penchant for the macabre and the gloomy.

“Having Levi’s attention is not a good thing.” I folded my arms on my chest, silently praying that none of them would murder the other. “And as for Sylas, they just don’t like each other. I don’t even know why, but it doesn’t have anything to do with me.”

With a mocking gesture, Levi lowered his guard, inviting Sylas to attack. Sylas’s steps were hesitant as he slowly gained some of Levi’s territory, his épée poised for defense.

It’s a trap.

“No, wait,” I whispered, knowing Levi was luring him in to dismantle him.

But Sylas launched an attack that Levi counterattacked, scoring a point on Sylas’s shoulder and sending him stumbling backward. Most students had their eyes locked on their fight. It always was the case when it was related to Levi—except for Tara, who was busy brutalizing her own fencing partner.

“He’s good,” Amelia commented. “It’s like he can read each of Sylas’s moves before he even makes it.”

I winced. He was humiliating Sylas on purpose. It was all calculated. Levi’s tactics were ruthless, his every action designed to dismantle Sylas both physically and mentally. He exploited every opportunity to assert his dominance by making him run on the piste, struggling to regain his footing, or scoring the most epic points to amaze the crowd.

When Levi was done with Sylas, the crowd lost its interest.

“Switch partners!” the teacher yelled.

Sylas strode back toward me, his shoulders squared, refusing to salute Levi after their bout. I remained rooted to the spot, clenching my épée. I shared Sylas’s anger, feeling the need to retaliate against Levi. And retaliate I would.

“We’ll partner up in the next round,” Sylas muttered with an edge of irritation, brushing past me to address Amelia. “Let’s spar?”

That soulless bastard pointed his épée in my direction. “You’re all mine now, little thief.”

I put on my fencing mask, connected my weapon, and faced him. “You had to put on a show.”

“En garde!” our teacher called out.

“It was all because of you,” Levi responded, feigning innocence as he saluted me with his sword. “You forced me into it.”

I saluted him back, wanting to slice him open with my blade. “You humiliated my friend.”

“You mean the friend your father picked out for you?”

“I make my own friends,” I quipped back. “He did nothing to deserve this.”

I imagined that sly scowl of his creeping across his face. “It bothers me when you ignore me. Unfortunately for you, I can be quite possessive of what’s mine.”

I assumed my stance and launched into a flèche. “I’m not yours, Levi.”

I would not sacrifice my freedom for him.

He riposted and scored a touch on my wrist. The red light flickered on. We resumed our positions and attacked again, the metallic clink of our épées clashing through the air. We were trapped in proximity, neither of us wanting to back down.

“You didn’t say that a couple of nights ago when I had my tongue in your mouth.”

Heat rushed to my cheeks, and I stepped back, retreating my attack. “Someone could hear you. And it won’t happen again.”

“You should riposte by lunging low instead of parrying out of fear. You’re petite and flexible. If you aim for my feet or legs, you could have a chance of riposte,” he remarked, his attacks relentless. “And for instance, you were the one kissing me first, remember? You sealed your fate.”

“Well, maybe that kiss on the roof was the worst experience of my life,” I said, sidestepping his assault. Forgive me, God, for lying.

“You’re welcome, sweetheart.”

“It wasn’t a compliment.”

“It wasn’t meant to be a compliment but a threat because I can do much worse.” His épée scored on my arm, probably adding another bruise to my collection. “You’re not listening. So stubborn.”

In response, I dodged his next attack and executed a low lunge, precisely as he had suggested. But I aimed my blade at his throat, a smirk playing at the corner of my lips when the light turned green. Take that, Levi.

“I’m not interested,” I declared, returning to my en garde position on my side of the piste to attack again.

“Nice point,” he said, trapping our foils together so mine would dwell far away from his body, the tip of his weapon threatening to score another touch. “I’m a patient man, something that my chess-playing days with my stepfather taught me. But don’t push my limits; I will inevitably take everything from you.”

It was the first time he’d talked to me about Patrice. “You’re making it really hard for me not to hate you.”

“Because you know deep down that I’m right.” He broke our link and scored a point by skillfully maneuvering his sword from behind his head. “In fencing, as in life, trapping your opponent to your will is a must if you wish to win.”

“Let’s switch fencers,” the teacher announced.

“I believe we’re done here.” I scored the final point by lowering myself and aiming near his groin to make a statement.

Levi then lowered his fencing mask, gazing down at me while running his hand through his hair to sweep it back. “On the contrary, I’m far from done with you.”

“When will I be able to work on decrypting Lucie’s music scores?”

“I’ll find you.”

“When?” I urged. People waited for us to clear the piste.

“When I feel like it.”

“That’s not an answer.”

He came in close. “When my murderous impulses calm down because I’m afraid I won’t be able to sit in front of you for hours without either wanting to slice a sharp object through your neck or through mine. And I won’t be able to stop myself from having disruptive fantasies about you. Unless you’d let me use you to satisfy my cravings?”

“Nope, all good here. Take all the time you need.” I walked as far as I could from him, wanting to ignore the burning sensation he ignited in my belly.

He was so rude. I didn’t know what I disliked the most about him right now. Was it his calculating nature or his blunt demeanor? Perhaps it was the admiration I felt toward his strength or the fact he was able to do as he pleased?

But one thing was for sure—I hated how he made me feel.


[image: ]

[image: ]


“You, again?” The elderly librarian greeted me with a bemused expression, her glasses teetering on the edge of her nose.

“Sixth time’s a charm,” I muttered, showing the librarian three books about Pantheon’s creation for the Mystery and Legacy challenge.

I had come to the library all week in a lame attempt to avoid thinking about a particular someone when he wasn’t harassing me at fencing or making his presence known with his intense stare. Be gone from my mind.

She raised an eyebrow. “Don’t stay all night long with your friend. I have better things to do than watch you both.”

“We’ll try,” I said, remembering how Yasmine’s Disney princess-like personality came alive every time the elder librarian wasn’t looking. She liked to glide on the rolling ladder that towered three meters high on the library’s shelves.

I closed her office door and navigated to our customary spot, nestled in the poetry corner beneath the gothic windows. However, before I could join Yasmine, Mr. Delgado emerged from one of the countless rows, his black hair falling over his shoulders.

I flinched and let out a thin shriek. His disdainful scrutiny was palpable as he examined the books in my arms as if they were the work of Satan himself.

“Ah, Miss Mercier, it’s a rare sight to find you catching up on your studies. I’m only disappointed it’s not for my class. Or are you falling behind in others too?” His fingers traced his mustache.

“I assure you, Mr. Delgado, I’m not.” I forced a polite smile. “I’m participating in the Mystery and Legacy mission.”

“I see,” he said, inhaling, probably restraining himself from saying what he was thinking out loud—that I was incapable. “Follow me.”

As I reluctantly trailed, he led me through the music department, thrusting three additional huge dusty books my way: music theory through performance and composition, modern and avant-garde music, and the most influential composers of the twentieth century.

“Since you seem to have lots of spare time, you’ll write an essay on these books within the next two weeks if you have the ambition to pass my class. Name the big composers in modern music in contrast to classical and how they draw inspiration from it. It’s high school-level homework, so that shouldn’t be too hard, even for you.”

“But with the challenge and—”

“It’s delusional that you believe you have time to dedicate to such trivial tasks, considering your lack of potential. Nevertheless, music should always take precedence. I’ll see you in class, Miss Mercier.”

He left, snapping his book shut with finality.

“Yes, sir,” I grumbled, trudging back to Yasmine’s side, now laden with even more books.

Yas eagerly took the tomes from my hands, her nostrils flaring as she brought the leather-bound covers close to her face for a deep inhale. She was always doing that. “That’s a lot of books, even for me.”

Taking a seat, I let out a heavy sigh. “Mr. Delgado assigned me an essay. I think he hates me, but I’m going to prove him wrong. And the old librarian scares me.”

“She scares you? But she’s adorable.” Yasmine chuckled, her pen gliding across the pages of her fully annotated book. “Someone with knowledge in the ‘I know everything about everyone’ department is way scarier. Isn’t he your boyfriend or something?”

“No.” I fought back, careful to keep my voice low, wary that the walls might have ears. The library was so quiet that we could hear the rustle of turning pages. “That kiss was a mistake, and the only reason I told you about it was because you didn’t leave me in peace.”

“It’s not my fault you called him in your dreams.”

“Please don’t say that out loud.” I shushed her. “You know how some men just want to date a woman similar to their mother? Well, I think Levi wants to date the monster under his bed.”

“So you’re basically the boogeyman.” She smirked. “Elusive. Mysterious. Scary.”

I chuckled, earning a disapproving glare from the librarian as she shuffled across the row. “I plan to study for hours and keep my mind occupied with…” I opened the first music book to a random page. “Composers from the twentieth century, starting with the letter D for Claude Debussy, and I’ve put together a playlist for your role in The Misanthrope.”

Yasmine’s face lit up. “Oh, I can’t believe you thought of me. That’s something a book boyfriend would do.”

I handed her one of my AirPods. “Of course, you’re my best friend.” She didn’t react. Maybe it was too much? Oh god, what did I do? “Anyway, this playlist goes from dark ambient to classical.”

She inserted the AirPod. “Well, you’re my best friend, too, Dalia.”

I smiled. I’d never had a best friend before, aside from Grandma.

Shifting my focus to my studies, I delved into the world of classical composers, working my way through the alphabet until I reached the letter S for Alexander Scriabin. And then someone made me stop.

A chair slid across the floor, the scrape announcing an uninvited presence. I looked up, and there he was, Levi, appearing everywhere like my shadow. As if this wasn’t enough, the music switched to the album Stalker by Robert Rich & B. Lustmord with a frightening low-frequency note.

His sudden appearance shifted the atmosphere, injecting a black energy. He settled into the chair facing me. It felt as though everyone else had vanished, the library’s labyrinthine layout leaving only the three of us alone.

“Where is everyone?” I squinted my eyes at him, stopping the music and nudging Yasmine, who had fallen asleep on her notes.

“Dismissed. I like my privacy,” Levi asserted, his voice cutting through the still air. “Plus, the old lady has a thing for me.”

I’d forgotten that Levi could be charming if he really intended to—which was never.

“I’m gonna go,” Yasmine said, gathering her belongings incredibly fast for someone dead asleep twenty seconds ago.

“No, don’t—”

“That would be great,” Levi interrupted before slamming the music score on the desk. “Time to work, and in case you’re wondering, I have all night long.”
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“This is insane! Lucie had synesthesia, so the colors must mean something to her! But how to be sure? Is that all she left you?” I said to Levi the moment he went back to his seat, carrying a to-go cup.

For the past six hours, we had been working on it—or rather, I worked on it, while Levi, with his so-called genius brain, was less than helpful. His gaze was either dissecting me like I was Frankenstein’s creature, or he was making snarky comments about the meaninglessness of life while sauntering through the many shelves.

Levi jerked his head back, his feet propped casually on the table. “As I said hundreds of times, she only left me two music scores. That’s the first one.”

He slid the cup in my direction, and I analyzed the drink doubtfully. He brought it for me? Why didn’t he bring something for himself too? His gesture could have been misinterpreted as sweet. But Levi and sweet didn’t fit together, so it was probably only a decoy to keep me awake.

“Thank you. But the colors, it has to—”

“Well, you’re the one who’s supposed to help me.” He tossed his pen in the air before catching it. “And you’re not doing such a great job at it.”

“I’ll succeed!” Frustration tinged my voice, my fingers curving as if I wanted to squash something—preferably his face. “You’re distracting me and not helping.”

“Is it the first time you’re spending a full night with a man, Dalia?” he teased. “Did your incompetence allow me to take another of your firsts tonight?”

I readjusted my wild hair that probably took the form of a crazy scientist conducting experiments. “Shut up.”

He let out a thin, satisfied laugh. Plus, it wasn’t the whole night; it was only four o’clock. I finally tasted whatever was in this cup. Matcha with oat milk and honey. It was exactly the way I loved it. When his hard gaze settled on me with a satisfied sneer dangling on his lips, I cleared my throat.

“I made some progress.” I defended myself amid the chaos of papers strewn across the table. “I divided the measures based on the indications in her sketch, considering the tempo and her notes. But I still can’t place some measures; it could fit at least two parts out of four. And look at those notes inside this measure; it’s so long and messy it looks like a Brian Ferneyhough’s music score and—” I blinked, my mouth hanging open. I lifted a finger and started rearranging the scattered pieces.

“And what?” Levi complained.

“I’m so stupid!” I screamed in the middle of the deserted library. “It was right under my nose all this time! I wasted so much time!”

“My company is never a waste of time.”

Ignoring him, I retrieved Mr. Delgado’s book and returned to Scriabin’s biography, pointing at the page to show Levi.

“He invented the clavier à lumières. He had synesthesia too, and look, each color matches a note!”

I quickly associated the colors of each of the four parts in chronological order with the French notes they referred to: Mi♭, Mi, La♭, Si♭.

“I didn’t know that,” he whispered to himself, as if not knowing something was his biggest disappointment.

“It means that the first note of part one is Mi♭, so the first note of the score has to be Mi♭, so the first note is already correct. This means the first note of part two is a Mi, and so on… Now that I know the first notes of each of the four parts, I can readjust the whole score in the right order and find where the rest of the measures belong.” I was smiling and doing a little dance on my seat. “Isn’t that great?”

Levi didn’t share the same elation, his brows creasing in a deep frown. “They say quantum computing is hard to understand. Mother dearest surpassed herself.”

“What do you mean?”

“My mother had a thing for puzzles and treasure hunting, things like that. She may believe I’m still eight and willing to play those silly games. ”

“I think it sounds like fun.” I smiled.

Levi gave me a cryptic, cold smile. “You’d think so. Each of her puzzles was increasingly complicated. It’s the only thing she liked doing, apart from music.”

“She was trying to connect with you because she knew you were smart. I mean, I would have loved to play those games with friends.” Or Mom. “In each of our music classes, we were interpreting a song based on a drawing, a color, or an art piece of my choice. She was always so creative.”

I remembered how she’d cry listening to beautiful music or observing some pieces of art.

“She was a hermit,” Levi gritted between clenched teeth. “To the point that some children from my school had come to our house without invitation because they wanted to verify if it was haunted like the rumors said. I played along. They were so gullible that I almost made my life sound cool until Mother dearest completely lost it.”

A memory flashed into my brain. How did I not remember that sooner? I was eleven years old, and it was the only time I saw Levi outside of the manor. The only time I’ve been confronted with a glimpse of how they were treated in our town.

“Look who just arrived,” the fake blond lady whispered to her friend, my attention snagging on Lucie strolling through the supermarket with a frenzied energy. “Dalia is still taking class with her, right?”

She and her friend seemed about the age Mom should have been by now. Going on secret adventures with Grandma to the local supermarket wasn’t something we did often. I wanted to enjoy my time out of the house as much as possible, but they had trapped Grandma at the checkout.

“Lucie is the best. She’s teaching me how colors sound, and how to speak with my violin,” I said with my brightest smile, even though all I really wanted was to play a game of guessing where the fruit came from and grab some licorice.

My heart fluttered like a trapped bird in my chest the moment I noticed Lucie’s son in the parking lot, staring at the postcards by the kiosk. He clutched a sheet of stickers in his hand, which he had taken from the stand. The seller, who had been reading his journal, suddenly stopped and looked at Levi with a suspicious glare as if he were trying to catch him doing something wrong. I never saw him outside of the manor. The excitement made my ballerina shoes tap together softly.

“How strange,” the lady with the gray hair muttered, pushing her cart up behind us at the checkout. “My poor son went to that manor once and was really scared.”

“Your son is afraid of everything, Martha. Remember when he cried because of bees?” Grandma said as she emptied our basket and placed it on the checkout counter. I grinned and followed suit, emptying my pink bag just like her.

“That lady threw a fit because there was too much noise, but kids are supposed to be noisy,” the gray-haired lady’s voice grated on my ears like a screeching moray eel, not gentle like Mom’s or Lucie’s. “They make messes all the time; that’s just what they do. She locked herself in, apparently for hours, and—”

I twisted my neck to see Levi better. The grumpy seller at the kiosk was waving his hands angrily like he was a bird of bad omen he wanted to get rid of. Meanwhile, Levi, hands buried in his pockets, stood tense and defensive, as if he were used to being treated that way.

“Remember that field trip? She only signed up because her son was there. Poor thing had no friends. I’ve never seen them even hold hands. My son practically clings to me, begging for kisses before school. Anyway, she locked herself, again, this time in the bus bathroom—”

The women’s voices droned on, their faces twisting into mean lines, while Grandma fiddled with her watch. I glanced back at Levi. He kicked a tiny rock and turned in a circle in the parking lot, away from the rude man. I wanted to go meet him. Butterflies fluttered inside me, and I felt my cheeks heat.

“Even the school headmaster avoids her. She’s always complaining about everything.”

“I saw her at the pharmacy. She had prescriptions for pills. Patrice, on the contrary, is a sweetheart. She is very lucky that he educates her son while—”

“Hello, ladies.” Lucie arrived by our side, her fingers fluttering in a peculiar rhythm. Her smile was bright, but it lingered a tad too long, almost as if it were glued to her face.

“Lucie!” I hurried over to her with arms outstretched, ready to engulf her in a tight hug.

But as I wrapped my arms around her, she stiffened like a statue. I quickly released her. I always forgot that hugs made her feel weird, but she always smiled back at me.

“Lucie.” The fake blond lady forced a thin smile, her eyes not quite meeting Lucie’s. “How nice to see you. How have you been?”

“Oh, really?” Lucie frowned. “I couldn’t find the brand of bread I usually buy because they were out of it, so I have to try this new brand and I’m not sure.” Her smile appeared strained, a hint of tension flickering in her eyes as her fingers tapped nervously on her cart. “I’ve read that the human body needs an average of 0.8 grams of protein per kilogram, so I had to buy a weighing machine to know exactly how much we need. What did you end up getting?” Leaning in closer, she scrutinized the items in the other person’s cart. “Oh no. Those biscuits are filled with chemical additives. And this ham has E249, which is carcinogenic and—”

“I’m not buying this,” Grandma muttered, tossing the ham aside. I silently cheered inside; I never liked eating dead animals, unlike Dad.

One of the women sighed while the other cut in, “Thank you, Lucie. That was very… informative, as always.”

“Oh, you’re welcome,” Lucie replied in a voice that sounded kind of flat, not at all like when she talked about music with me. Just then, another cash register opened up nearby, the beep-beep of the scanner filling the air. “If you’ll excuse me, I don’t really feel like sticking around to chat right now. I just want to go home.”

But the gray-haired lady kind of steered her cart in a way that made it hard for Lucie to leave. “So, Lucie, how’s your son?”

Grandma was busy at the checkout, scanning our groceries, and I couldn’t talk to Lucie because of those women. I knew this was my chance to slip away quietly, so I tiptoed out of the grocery shop and snuck under their radar.

Levi was at the very end of the small parking lot, and I waved hello at him. “Levi!”

He turned around, his brow furrowing as he looked in my direction, although it could have been the sun in his eyes. I rushed over to him, my grin stretching from ear to ear. And to my surprise, he began to move toward me too, not exactly running, but still picking up his pace. Was he happy to see me too? It was just like a movie. The sound of barking dogs echoed behind me, closer and closer, but I kept running.

“Levi, you—”

But before I could finish, he pushed me.

His hand grabbed my arm, pulling me behind him. I tumbled to the ground, my knees screaming in pain as they hit the rough pavement. I glanced over my shoulder to see why he did that, and I saw Levi shielding me from two large dogs bounding on him. One of them bit the arm he raised to protect his face, confusing him with a playmate. My eyes widened in fear—the dogs were nearly as tall as me and so big. Levi remained stoic until they finally calmed down. I’d made the big dogs excited by running, so they started chasing me. Their owner called out to them, and they bounded away, tails wagging.

Levi shot me a dark, unreadable look, his eyes hidden by his tangled locks of hair. His clothes were now dirty from the dogs’ paws, and there was a noticeable mark where one of them had bitten his forearm. He was bleeding.

“Thank you,” I whispered. “I didn’t think, I—”

A sheet of stickers slipped out from under his sweatshirt pocket and landed on the asphalt. Looking closely, I noticed the stickers were shaped like ribbons. Levi’s eyes widened, his cheeks becoming crimson red. Was he embarrassed or angry?

“Was it for me?” I asked, still seated on the ground. “Did you steal this for—”

“Forget it,” he cut me off, his lips downturned, his shoulders tensing.

He talked to me. He finally talked to me again!

“Dalia!” Grandma’s panicked scream echoed through the parking lot, her hurried footsteps causing her to drop her grocery bag near the two gossiping ladies trailing behind her.

“A child shouldn’t be left alone in a parking lot,” one of them chimed in, her gaze fixed on Levi who clenched his hand.

“He tried to hurt my dogs!” The owner of the dogs pointed an accusing finger in Levi’s direction.

“He pushed her,” the kiosk owner added.

“No! He was helping me, and I—” I tried to defend Levi, but my words were lost in the chaos.

Grandma crouched beside me. “Dalia, your knees are bleeding! How am I going to explain this to your father?”

“It’s nothing. I—”

Just then, Lucie emerged from the store, gesturing for Levi to join her.

“She should watch her son,” the one with a moray eel voice spat. “What a terrible mother.”

“Grandma, I just wanted to play with him and—” I pleaded, but Grandma interrupted me with a gentle kiss on my forehead.

I tried to reach for the sheet of ribbon stickers on the ground, but Grandma held my hand firmly as she led me away. Levi bent down to pick them up, and I pleaded with my eyes for him to keep them, hoping he would offer them to me next Wednesday. However, my heart sank as he tossed them into the trash while making his way back to his mother who was already racing to her car.

Our small town looked down on them, glaring like they were demons in need of an exorcism.

It was the end of our secret supermarket adventures. Or of any adventures at all, when Dad heard about my fall. I was too weak for this world and needed protection. But I should be grateful. Every Wednesday, I could still go to Mrs. Delombre’s house. Every Wednesday, I could still feel free.

In the quiet of the library, I blinked away the memories, unaware that my knuckles had tightened around my pen, turning white.

“Something is on your mind,” Levi observed, squinting. “You’re unusually quiet.”

I wanted to ask him why he had never offered me those ribbon stickers, but deep down, I knew the answer. I was the privileged princess, and he was the outsider, labeled as a freak by others. Perhaps he’d never imagined I could see him differently from everyone else. He protected me, yet he was the one in need of protection.

“It’s nothing.” I forced a smile, feeling my heart ache in my chest.

I had to do this for him. I had to solve this mystery. There must be a reason Lucie left those music scores to her son. The colors… It had to mean more. Why did she divide the score into four parts? Why four?

Music was Lucie’s language, so what if the notes represented a word? I referred to the seven letters of the musical alphabet. I continued it by adding its seven flat notes, repeating the process like a loop until the last letter.

I blinked and stared at Levi.

“What?” he growled, his fingers drumming impatiently on the table.

“It’s just that I continued the music alphabet, and it gives me: Mi♭ is L, Mi is E, La♭ is V, and Si♭ is I, the four parts mean…” I gulped. “Levi. This is meant for you. She was trying to tell you something.”

He hummed, clearly not impressed. “What else?”

I divided the measures into a box and realized there was a pattern between the measures.

“It’s seven,” I said. “Each seven measures, we find the right order of the melody. But why seven, though?”

I started arranging the music score in its proper sequence, feeling Levi rise from his chair and circle the table to peer over my shoulder. A gulp caught in my throat. His presence looming behind me, I sensed his breath grazing my hair, as if he were inhaling its scent. I bit down on my lip, my handwriting quivering on the sheet.

“It’s done,” I whispered, hardly believing my eyes as morning approached. We’d spent the entire night on it. “But look here.”

I pointed at the sheet music I’d rewritten, letting my hair fall over my opposite shoulder to give him a clearer view. His eyes absorbed the sheet, and it took me some time to avert mine from the gray depths of his gaze and the sharp, merciless edges of his face.

“Inside some measures, it still feels incomplete.” I cleared my throat. “There are abnormal pauses, but no notes are left, no more information. It’s all here, yet still incomplete. Every thirteen measures, something is missing.”

Levi nodded, pulling himself upright. “That would be enough. You’ll play the music score for me tonight at eleven o’clock in our special spot. Don’t be late, and try to be discreet for once.”

“But I’ll have to go to class soon!” I swiveled in my chair to face him. “Then I have to study for the mission and analyze all the notes before that because this music score is still a mess, and I haven’t slept and—”

“You’ll manage,” he deadpanned.

“Easy for you to say. You’re a cyborg,” I mumbled.

“We both know you love your late-night violin sessions.” His lips turned into a thin line. “As for the other thing, you should begin with the memoirs of the youngest brother.”

He glared at the largest book of Pantheon’s origins dating back to the 18th century written by the oldest founding member of the Hungway’s family. There were four brothers and sisters: each member founded a house.

“But—”

“The eldest founding member’s book is worth nothing. Take my advice or leave it, I don’t care.”

On that note, he left.
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“Check.” Cillian’s satisfied grin pissed me off.

My fingers tapped the chessboard as I studied the position of Cillian’s useless white pieces.

“Something is on your mind. It’s not like you to lose so easily,” Kay said, perched on the arm of Cillian’s chair. “Especially against Cillian.”

Kay and Cillian exchanged baffled glances before the inevitable squabble began, much like schoolboys, while my mind was cluttered with my white-haired thief. Her name was a sinister melody that had taken root in my psyche. I even reduced myself to jerking off in the shower because no women were entrancing enough to ignite a quarter of the effect she had on me. I stooped that low. And worse, I was nice to her. I didn’t do nice.

I rose from my seat, retrieving my jacket. “Who said I’ve lost?”

“Where do you think you’re going?” Kay asked, his half-empty bottle of alcohol dangling casually in his hand. “The night is young, and I heard the Guardian girls are hosting—”

“I have other plans.” I grabbed my keys and pointed toward the door. “You two can vacate my dorm when I return. Cillian, we’ll continue this game tomorrow.”

“Yeah, run away, coward.”

“Does the white-haired ghost girl have you grabbed by the balls?” Kay made a hand gesture to illustrate his point that no one here needed to see. “You’re leaving me alone with Cillian, who does not have our penchant for chaos.”

Resting his elbow on the chessboard, Cillian snorted. “Maybe he’s in love.”

“I don’t like her.” Kay pouted, sidling up to my side and slinging his arm around my neck, his breath reeking of alcohol. “She is nothing special, while you’re special to us, and you’re prioritizing her over our friendship.”

I narrowed my eyes on both of them and attacked. “Cillian, still terrified of intimacy? As for you, Kay, your desperate need for attention is destined for one person only, not me, so take your arm away from—”

Kay raised his hands in surrender. “Point taken. Forgot you’re a frigid asshole. Good luck to her.”

“Who is she? Or is she a he?” Cillian didn’t miss the opportunity.

“No one,” Kay grunted. “And fuck you, Levi!”

Their argument resumed, providing me the perfect excuse to make my escape toward the library roof. I navigated through campus and arrived at the promised land. A quick scan ensured that the librarian at the front desk remained immersed in her perpetual ten-book dystopian series—gifted by me as a lure since my arrival at Pantheon.

I eased open the restricted door leading to the roof. Just as I approached the staircase, a hand yanked me into the cramped, dark space beneath the stairs. I stooped low to avoid hitting my head. What the—

“Dalia?” I uttered as the light from her phone revealed the tight confines of where we were, resembling a makeshift coffin. “Is that a scheme to get me locked up with you?”

“I panicked,” she whispered.

Our chests would have been touching if it wasn’t for her violin case between us. And there was this scent, like sweet fruits and fall. Pumpkin. Peach. Hibiscus. It was everywhere. “What’s this scent? It smells of something orange.”

Like something I’d want to bite into and consume.

“That would be me,” she admitted.

Great. Even her scent didn’t leave me indifferent now.

“You know if you wanted some alone time with me, all you had to do was beg, and I’d have considered allowing you to suck your first—”

“Never,” she spat, her eyes managing to remain big in a lame attempt at being menacing.

We were still arguing about that. Her acting as if this was one-sided. She still didn’t realize I’d take her every first. It was just a matter of when. She had screwed us both, so she’d deal with the consequences.

“I’m—” She shook her head. “This is ridiculous. First, I fell asleep in class because of you. I walked around all day long with a pen mark on my cheek, and, second, I almost got arrested because of you!”

“Arrested? Don’t you think you’re being a tad dramatic?”

“There are people on the roof.” She lowered her voice. “They told me to leave, so I excused myself and hid, thinking they wouldn’t find me here if they ran after me. Then I decided to wait for you here, for some reason. I’m not good at breaking the rules.”

I tilted my head back with a chuckle. “And it never occurred to you that those people shouldn’t be here either? You should have stood your ground for the spot.”

“I’m a nice person, Levi.”

“Not to me. You’re not so nice.”

“That’s because you don’t understand the concept of kindness.”

“Because it doesn’t exist. Humans are only interested in themselves. They only do good deeds to have something in return or feel good about themselves.”

“I don’t!” Her scream startled a spider lurking in one of the many cobwebs behind her, sending it scuttling closer, its silken thread weaving a path toward her.

“Really? You’re helping me with the music score because you want to feel good about yourself by redeeming yourself. You can’t stand that someone on this earth doesn’t like you.”

She pouted. “You seem pretty taken with me.”

My lips curved into a faint smirk as the spider settled on the hair by her shoulder. “I told you not to confuse my interest with you with liking.”

“Fine, if kindness doesn’t exist, then how about love?”

“Love?” I snorted. “It’s a willing submission. A lie.”

“Prove to me how empty you are, and maybe I will.”

“Are we really doing this here? You’re surrounded by cobwebs, with a spider perched on your shoulder.”

She didn’t flinch, seemingly unfazed by the arachnid unless she didn’t believe me. “Think of this as a confessional.”

I plucked the spider from her hair, holding that repulsive thing on my index finger, its vicious legs clinging to me. Unwanted monstrosities attract each other. “Do you remember the butterflies I trapped in my jar?”

I didn’t know why that story was coming back to my mind.

She gulped, her big eyes firmly locked on mine. “Yes, you killed one on the first day I met you.”

“There’s a much darker fate than death.”

That incident was unfortunate. I wanted to chill young Dalia to the bones, so I killed the only pure beautiful hope trapped in this jar. Hurting myself was a small price to pay to ensure she’d leave me the fuck alone. It didn’t work.

So no, I didn’t kill butterflies. I did worse than that.

I reached up and returned the spider to one of the webs on the ceiling as she fled. “I deprived them of their freedom, trapping them in a jar that I had carefully ventilated so I could observe them flutter by my side until their death.”

“You were alone. I’m sure you have regrets now.”

“That’s where you’re wrong.” I curled a strand of her hair around my finger. “I deprived them of their only few days of freedom because it pleased me. And I did it again and again.”

For once, I could possess something beautiful and innocent.

“That’s because you were never loved,” she dropped, then bit her lips.

Exactly what my old therapist used to say. I lacked love, so at the slightest proof of love, I would capture it and never release it again. I didn’t think I was worthy of being loved, so I forced things, blah, blah, blah.

“I’m sorry, it’s not what I meant, I—”

“You’re right,” I said, all my muscles going rigid for some unknown reason. “Now, let’s do this my way.”

I grabbed her clammy hand. With a firm hold, I urged her to the spiral stairs, her steps quickening to match my heavy strides.

“What are you—”

I flung the door open, revealing the Pioneers’ group bathed in the glow of their cigarette tips, polluting my rooftop with their cancerous substance.

“What can I do for you?” one of them had the decency to ask.

“Finally, someone who asks the right question.” My voice grated, drawing the collective gaze of the group.“You could get the fuck out.”

“You could be polite.” Dalia nudged my shoulder.

I nudged her back. “And you could be quiet.”

“We can share the roof, and we’ll even let you in on the good stuff,” one of them said, strutting around like he owned the place. He probably inherited his sense of entitlement from his crooked lawyer of a father.

“No,” Dalia and I deadpanned at the same time.

I took one step in. “You know who I am, so don’t make me act like an asshole because I don’t give a fuck about you, your secrets, and what shit you’re smoking. Also, patience is not one of my many qualities.”

“You can have the roof,” the voice of wisdom of the group sneered. “But we’re keeping your buffoon. He’s entertaining.”

I snapped my eyes to the small figure with slumped shoulders beside them. Michel. He had become the guinea pig of the Pioneers who could sniff out vulnerability from miles away. Michel took a tentative step toward me; desperation etched across his face as he reached for my shirt. I recoiled; when was everyone going to learn I didn’t like being touched, for fuck’s sake?

“Levi, I don’t want to go with them, please,” Michel pleaded, his voice a desperate whisper for only me to hear, drowned out by the group’s jeers. “The Pioneers got me at Hazing Night, and I failed their tests. I cried when they told me not to cry. I went to the headmaster for help, and since then, they won’t leave me alone.”

Pioneers and Tacticians tried not to get involved with each other. Otherwise, it’d be a bloody war on campus. If Michel went running to the headmaster to denounce them, the Pioneers were entitled to be pissed. Their reputation was at stake. He’d betrayed a pact as old as time. A tradition.

“That’s not my problem.” I gestured dismissively, signaling the group to depart, while Dalia watched with scrutinizing eyes.

“Levi,” he implored again. “Talk to them, tell them—”

“Grow a pair, Michel.”

The Pioneers hooked an arm around his shoulders, dragging him away from my roof. Pioneers didn’t hold grudges for long, but they were emotionally intense. Impulsive. Dalia crossed her arms, facing me with a lifted eyebrow.

“Is he going to be okay? He seemed like he needed help and—”

“He’ll be fine,” I said. “They’ll get bored of him in a week and find another person to torment, and he’ll have learned a valuable lesson in the meantime.”

To never reveal weakness to bullies. To never let them sink their teeth into you—life was a power struggle you had to face alone. The sooner you faced and learned that, the sooner you’d become invincible.

“You can’t be that soulless,” she fired back.

“We already had that discussion, but by all means, if you want to help him, go after them and be their next target. I’ll be watching.”

She clamped her mouth shut. That was what I thought.

“Lesson number one, little thief; if you care about what others think of you, you’re as good as dead. The only person you hold accountability to is you. Be more selfish.” I sat on the edge of the roof, her wide eyes on me. “Worried about me, now?”

“I don’t want people to think I’ve pushed you to your death.”

“See, selfish. You’re learning fast.”

“That’s actually your special place.” Her smile lit up her features. “You can’t stand that someone else apart from you is here.”

“It’s not,” I grumbled, irritation gnawing at me from within.

Laughter emanated from the gardens, a sound fueled by the very Pioneers I had expelled. Michel was making a non-athletic run for it back to his dorms, running insanely slow for someone in such a hurry.

“Sure.” She beamed. “Something is distracting you? Are you perhaps keeping an eye on that student from earlier? Maybe a part of you wants to check on him, see if he’s—”

“No.” I cut in. “Now, don’t make me waste my time. Play for me.”

She posed her violin case on the ground, followed by the music sheet she rewrote. “You’re the worst possible audience.”

“You don’t have the luxury of being picky.”

Last time I tried to have a stab at sight reading the music score, I destroyed a violin and wasted a week of my time on a worthless computer program.

“I still don’t know why the answer to the code was seven measures,” Dalia said, probably stalling.

“Do you know binary?” I counterbacked, and she shook her head. “Seven in a binary count of four beats represents 0111.”

“Binary. Like the butterfly you named 1111.”

So we were back on that topic. But yes, like the butterfly.

“What could it mean?” Dalia asked.

“I have a little idea about that, but we’ll never know if you don’t start playing now.”

“Right. I think I can do this,” she muttered to herself. “I just need to feel it.”

“Feel what?”

“Lucie didn’t teach me to read music but to feel it. Each color represents a part of Lucie’s psyche.” She paused. “I’m not as technically gifted as other musicians. That’s why I play better alone. I’ve never—it’s not important.”

A surprising part of me wanted to hear more, to know every single thought of hers. “So you’re a terrible musician, then.”

She frowned. “Maybe, if we judge by Mr. Delgado’s standards, but I think I’m decent enough to play in an orchestra one day.”

“You couldn’t play in an orchestra. That requires you to blend in and play like the others.”

Her music wasn’t soulless, clean, nor perfect. It was dirty, messy, and inhabited. She was a composition all to herself. A soloist. She would take all the spotlight.

“If my music is so atrocious, why did you ask me to play?” I struck a nerve, judging by the way her voice caught in her throat.

“Because I revel in it,” I responded. “Now,” I gestured toward the makeshift stage, “play for me.”

The fire in her eyes reignited as she rested her violin against her neck, staring at the opera house right behind me. “Alright, I’m ready.”

At the very instant that first note resonated, I couldn’t have been more sure that Dalia Mercier was a world builder, an artist. The cold air seeped through my pores, carrying the dying whispers of falling leaves.

The music invoked a haunting sense of déjà vu. It transported me back to my mother’s nightly ritual when she thought I was asleep. I’d descend the stairs to her music room and hear her pour her soul into the notes until she could play no more. She had never noticed me.

Dalia’s frown deepened as skeletal branches crackled like an impending storm. Goose bumps prickled across my entire core. I loomed closer, yearning to reach out and touch the melody she conjured.

Her bow danced gracefully across the strings, her knees drawing inward. The wind seemed to sync with her rhythm, causing the ribbons in her hair to flutter and take part in this danse macabre. The moonlight faded behind shifting clouds.

That dark horror melody was taking its toll on her. Tears welled up in her eyes. Her lips trembled as she fought to maintain her composure, leaning forward as if on the verge of falling. She avoided all the missing notes of the music score, the silence even more chilling.

With the final, shrieking notes, she arched her back, craning her head back like possessed by a demon, her eyes drifting skyward. She let her violin dangle to her side, her fingers trembling, one of them bearing a fresh cut that oozed blood. Her hand bore the marks of a fierce battle, fingers bruised and battered from countless hours of playing.

She was muting the silence with pain.

“This music is horrible,” she muttered, struggling to catch her breath. “So much violence, so much pain, it’s like a descent to hell. It’s almost impossible to play. My fingers… it’s like she wanted to hurt herself to numb the pain.”

I firmly clasped her hand and removed the violin. My fingers ensnared hers. She met my eyes with a curious interrogation right before I brought her bruised fingers to my lips.

“What are you doing?” Her voice trembled as she glanced at her fingers. “They’re ugly, I know.”

I sucked on the finger she’d hurt. No, not ugly. Exquisite.

“It’s macabre, isn’t it?” I mused, tilting my head slightly.

A tear traced a treacherous path down her cheek. “Yes. It’s like a plea for help as if she’s stuck in a nightmare, and… maybe 0111 could be a date? In French, it means November first.”

“You’re right.”

Dalia swiftly brushed away her tears and clutched the sheet music, her quivering fingers tracing the inked lines and haunting notes.

“Oh, Lucie”—her voice quaked with emotion—“what horrors happened to her that day?”

“I could tell you,” I said, my face hardening.

My mother’s legacy to me consisted of two music scores. Her ultimate dying wish was for me to unravel its secrets.

“Tell me,” she pleaded.

Leaning in closer, I whispered the stark veracity, “My birth.”
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“Gunther, Maria, Min, and Loic, you’ll form our quartet to open before the third years take over the Halloween Black and Red fundraiser ball we host in a week,” Delgado announced, his gaze falling on all the students who hadn’t been selected—me included. “Now, don’t get too excited. It’s a privilege to perform chamber music in the grand salon, but the pressure is high.”

All four selected students had more chances to grace the stage of the grand Pantheon Opera after its renovation, but I wouldn’t let myself be defeated. I swallowed the silly hope I had that maybe Delgado would pick me after having worked my ass off to prove to him I had my place here. I raised my hand to answer all his theoretical questions every chance.

“Congratulations,” I said to Gunther, sitting next to me, who wrinkled his nose in a grimace, turning his back even further to me.

“My reputation is at stake here, and you’ve all been nothing but a disappointment. I hope you’ll prove me wrong,” Delgado continued his usual uplifting motivational speech, interrupted by the coughing of Maria, who had a nasty cold. “Does anyone have any hand sanitizer? I hate germs.”

Instead, I noted the first victory of today. I’d be going to my first Halloween ball with friends!

I’d never been to a Halloween party before. I would simply look out my window at the kids gathering in our streets with their parents, but none of them dared to approach our house. Dad wouldn’t allow me to play with them because of the lack of security, and he thought it’d trigger my nightmares.

“You’ll learn the Brahms Piano Quartet No. 1 in G minor, Op. 25,” Delgado said as Maria raised her hand. “Yes, Maria, only the four of you; the others will continue to work on challenging your mediocrity. Music is an art, for God’s sake!”

I was trying to find the page from the previous lesson when I came across Lucie’s score. The sheet music was a tapestry of darkness and despair—nightmares, horrors, pain. There wasn’t a single touch of light in her composition. This didn’t make sense. The day he was born. Levi was her child, who wouldn’t love her own child? What if something else had happened that day?

“Miss Mercier?”

There must’ve been something I’d missed. Maybe the second music score would be different? Lucie was a genius. She didn’t leave anything to luck. If only I could—

“Miss Mercier!” Mr. Delgado’s screaming voice snapped me back to reality, making me jump on my chair and break my pencil. Gasps echoed from the students as he approached me with heavy steps. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing, sir,” I replied hastily, concealing the music score beneath my notes.

“Hand it over,” Mr. Delgado ordered. “Now.”

I swallowed. I couldn’t give him the music score; Levi had entrusted me with it. “I’m sorry, I can’t do that. It’s just doodles.”

All eyes were on me, whether they were glaring or laughing at me. In Delgado’s class, it was a cutthroat competition for first place.

“She was composing,” Gunter, the teacher’s pet, chimed in.

That little—

Mr. Delgado paced like a shark smelling blood, and we engaged in a silent battle for control of the music score. He eventually wrestled it from my hands, scrutinizing it with a puzzled expression.

“Colors?”

“Yes,” I swallowed, trying to seize the opportunity. “I’m working on synesthesia, just like the book of the composers you asked me to write an essay on.”

“Well, it looks like you did your homework after all.” He winced as if he could hear the discordant sounds emanating from the music score. “But the harmonies, nothing works together. It doesn’t make any sense.”

“I’m experimenting,” I said with a flawless smile. “Contemporary music is all about experimenting, am I right?”

Mr. Delgado squinted his eyes and hummed as Maria pained to conceal her coughs.

Gunther turned to me. “You’re welcome, Unifier.”

“Miss Mercier! Learn Miss Perez’s violin part just in case. If she sniffles and sneezes like a hippopotamus on the day of the gala, she’ll scare the crowd.”

Maria shot me a nasty cold stare. “But I’ll be fine in two weeks and—”

“I’ll be the judge of that. Miss Mercier, don’t be so slow. Switch groups, now.”

I nodded and rushed next to the top four students, belittling myself in a corner, my heart bouncing in a staccato rhythm. The class was a battle between Maria and I on the violin, the rest of the group ignoring all my interactions since I was only a replacement. Gunther was slowly warming up to me though when he realized I was as serious as he was about music.

The bell finally rang. We gathered our belongings, and Mr. Delgado shouted one last instruction at us, “Don’t forget the rehearsal sessions!”

Exiting the classroom, I found the hallway decked out in a Halloween theme, complete with hanging pumpkins, ghosts, and skeletons. Pausing in my tracks, I tapped out a message to Levi, the fifth one today regarding the music score. Deep down, a nagging gut feeling persisted, urging me to probe further and wondering if Levi was okay—even if he only cared about himself.

Me: When can I have the second music score? I could study it beforehand.

Levi: Beforehand? I wouldn’t want you to alter it to spare my feelings. Compared to you, I can handle the truth.

Me: You don’t have feelings, Levi.

Levi: Touché.

Levi: But you’re wrong – I’m pretty fond of loathing, disgust, and anger.

Me: Let’s meet.

Levi: Does it even occur to you that I too have to study?

Me: What happened to that genius brain of yours?

Levi: Still need to put in minimum effort.

Me: And how about your desire to torment me?

Levi: I’ll come to you.

Me: When? How do you know where I’ll be?

Levi: I’ll always find you, Dalia. Let’s not bother with the technicality of how.

Levi: Remember, you initiated this. I’ll be fast, my little thief.

I paced back to my dorm, intending to vent to Yasmine about my day. She wasn’t there, though, and had left me a text saying she’d be out studying with some classmates. In the meantime, I delved into violin practice, showered, and called Grandma, urging her to halt her online poker spree due to the influx of email notifications, when someone knocked on the door.

It was nine o’clock.

Yasmine wouldn’t have knocked.

I swung the door open, my cheeks flaring hot. “You.”

“Your delightful expression is always a pleasure to witness,” Levi replied, leaning with deceptive nonchalance against the doorframe.

I couldn’t believe I stood in front of him with my silky white pajamas on while he was clad in a sleek black turtleneck and charcoal-gray chinos.

“I just didn’t expect you at this hour.” Great. Now I sounded just like Grandma, ready to go to bed at nine o’clock.

“I told you I’d come to you.” He scanned my outfit, his gaze stopping at my chest. “Did you dress up like that just for me?”

I folded my arms over said chest, hoping he hadn’t seen the shape of my breasts from underneath my pajamas or, worse, my nipples hardening. It was all humiliating, and easily averted, if only I hadn’t tied my long hair in a silly crown braid.

“Yasmine will be back soon, and I don’t want her to get the wrong idea.”

“You mean that you’re my dirty little secret?” his voice dripped with a sadistic edge. “Yasmine won’t interrupt us.”

I tensed. “What did you do to her?”

“Why so threatening, little thief? Let’s say, she’s… entertained.”

“I swear if you or your friends hurt her, I’ll—”

“You’ll what? What will you do to me, huh?”

I stared him down, my chest rising and falling in shallow, uneven breaths. “I’ll give up on you, and you could torture me all you want, but I’ll never react. I’ll be as good as dead. You’ll be bored of me and go back to being your empty self.”

His lips stretched into a scowl. “Interesting. And as for earlier, no, no one is hurting Yasmine—unless she’s into this kind of foreplay.”

“Your friends should stay away from her.”

“Do you want them for yourself? Be careful, Dalia, I could be a jealous man with you.”

“So you’ll hurt your own friends if I were to want one of them?” I smiled at how ridiculous this whole thing was, but his eyes narrowed into two sharp, menacing daggers, causing my lips to clamp shut. “You’re insane.”

“Yes,” he said sharply, his hand closing on the doorframe so he could lean over me. “You can’t get rid of me. I’m like the shadow behind your back, and as for being insane, aren’t all geniuses?”

Our breaths mingled in the sparse air between us as he drew nearer, closing the gap. I brought my hands back to my sides, my eyes flicking to the group of Unifier girls passing by in the hall.

“You’re also disillusioned.”

Levi tilted my head up, his fingers moving aside the collar of my pajamas to reveal my collarbone. “What do you have here?”

Chills cascaded along my flesh. He was looking at the crimson bruises on my neck. The infamous violin hickey. I usually tried to prevent them as best as I could because it looked like I’d had “action all night,” as Grandma said, while Dad used to insist on eight Hail Marys as penance.

Right, tons of action with my violin. We’re at four hours a day.

“It’s nothing.”

“It’s a hickey,” Levi rasped, a muscle tensing in his jaw. “It better be one from your violin.”

I bit the inside of my cheek and straightened back my collar. “Or what?”

He pressed me against the wall, his fingers tracing the outline of my bruise before stopping on the throbbing pulse in my neck. His gaze was akin to steel, cold and unyielding, sparks skittering across my spine.

“There will be consequences. Unpleasant ones.”

“There are people here,” I stammered, girls watching us in the hall.

Levi spared them a glare briefly before humming. “Then let’s give them something to watch, little thief.”

“Levi, don’t you—”

My protest was cut short by his lips crashing into mine, dominating and claiming. They were incredibly soft. Another lie about him. His hand snatched around my waist, binding me to him. He smelled like a dark, secluded, mossy forest after a rainstorm. A jolt shot through my stomach, causing it to contract. With wide eyes, I glanced at the students, who quickly looked away.

It felt like more than just a kiss.

He branded me, seeking ownership, wanting to tear me limb from limb, shredding me like ribbons. His full hand grabbed my throat, and I didn’t trust him not to choke me. Worse, I didn’t trust myself to push him away, my body betraying me with the increase of my heartbeats, the fire surging in my belly, the need to tighten my legs.

“You’re mine. My little doll to play with,” his hoarse voice promised as he trapped my lower lip between his teeth, sucking on it.

I’d spent all my life seeking freedom—I wouldn’t let Levi control me. If I strived to be like him, free and strong, I couldn’t be controlled by him. His tongue invaded my mouth, and he pushed me back into my dorm, slamming me against the wall. The door snapped shut behind us. His free hand slipped under my pajama shorts to my thighs, and I gasped, a whirlwind of thoughts battling in my mind.

“Are you wet for me, Dalia?”

I was. His mouth closed on my neck, my collarbone, my throat, but all I could focus on was how I wanted him to touch me. To want me. I pressed my body further against him, my chest heaving up. My brain sent conflicting signals; none of my Catholic talk seemed enough to stop me. You can’t trust your heart around him, Dalia.

“Levi,” I pleaded.

He caressed me from on top of my panties. It felt so good. So new. My breathing quickened. I pushed my hips further into him, wanting to feel the friction. What was I doing?

“I knew it. So fucking wet.”

No. I can’t do this.

Sex should be an act of love. Not lust.

I pinched my eyes shut. “Stop.”

His mouth stopped nibbling on my neck, right under my violin hickey. He removed his hand from my crotch, and my body ached, already missing his touch. I opened my eyes, and his brows had furrowed, his face hovering close to mine, yet our bodies remained inches apart.

“If you swear no part of you wants the slightest bit of me, I’ll stop. If you admit you’re mine, I’ll stop if that’s what you want. Or I could give you exactly what you need. Two choices.” He teased my hard nipple from over my pajama with his forefingers. Oh, that feels good too. I pushed my chest to his, but he retracted, leaving me panting. “Are you mine, Dalia, or are you solely the annoying obsession I want to get rid of?”

“No.” I swallowed, not even knowing what I was telling him no for. Unifiers followed their hearts, but I had to think like a Tactician right now. I crossed my fingers behind my back to erase my words. “I do not want to be yours, nor want you like that.”

“Hmm.” He cocked his head to the side as if he could smell my lie. “If you’re not mine, then you’re nothing more to me than a pawn.”

“Fine by me.” My stomach churned; I’d never been a good liar.

He stepped back and opened the door, a faint smile playing on his lips. I released the breath I didn’t know I was holding. Why was he smiling? I had just turned him down, and he looked almost satisfied with the outcome.

“Thank you,” I said. “For respecting what I want.”

“You’ll come to me; it’s just a matter of time, but I’d prefer not to force you to realize this.” He pulled out his phone, tapped a few times, and then I received a notification on mine. “Text me when you’re done with the second music score.”

I glanced at the picture he sent me, immediately recognizing the grand staff with treble and bass clefs.

“Wait…” I frowned. “This isn’t for violin, it’s for piano.”

But Levi was already gone.

I was good for another shower, a very cold one, infused with holy water. I went to the bathroom and took sight of my reflection.

That bastard had given me another hickey under my violin one.

He’d marked me, and I had let him.
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Yasmine entered our dorm with takeout from the pub. “You hungry? Got a vegan burger saved for you, though I already ate mine on my way back.” She paused. “Is that a serial killer wall?”

My gaze fixed on my creation: a wall adorned with Post-it Notes encircling the two music scores. Red ribbons and pins connected the codes from the violin score. Baron batted at the Post-its like a determined boxer.

I folded one of the Post-its into a ball to send it to him. “Thanks, but I can’t eat until I’m done. Then I’ll erase everything.”

I couldn’t shake the idea that something was wrong. First, with me, because of what almost could have happened with Levi earlier, which had left me in need of a distraction. The second wrong thing was the piano score. It was already well-written and neat. Nothing was abnormal at first glance; it was just a simple score that beginners could play. It was too simple, and Lucie wasn’t that type of composer. She was too creative to create something so basic. And why a piano score? Lucie didn’t play piano; she was a violinist just like me.

“Please don’t. This is cool, but is you-know-who supposed to be here?”

“No.” I crossed my arms. “And I prefer to do this without him and his constant judgment, or the way he distracts me. This is work. Not kissing under the doorframe and—”

Yas coughed, swallowing the rest of her fries the wrong way. “We need rules. No boys’ business in this room!”

“I couldn’t agree more.” No more Levi business. I circled the recurring pattern of a short cadence every thirteen measures. “This number, again.”

“Okay, it’s mystery time. Tell me all about it.” She settled on the floor, calling Baron to cuddle while throwing aside the bag of food.

As if teaching a class, I explained, “This number, thirteen, keeps coming back. In the violin score, this was when the melody was almost nonexistent to the limit of breaking the musical sentence. Yet in the piano score, it’s the opposite. Throughout the score, the piano is only an accompanist, a secondary character, if you will, who steals the show every thirteen measures.”

“Why thirteen?”

I turned back toward the piano score. “I don’t know. In some cultures, it was seen as death, like the tarot card, or rebirth. However, in the baseline, I spotted the same four notes from partition 1: Mi♭, Mi, La♭, Si♭. They form the structure, representing Levi’s name, but this time, they accompany harmonically. It’s a basso continuo, constantly repeating.”

Yasmine, perplexed, took a pillow to lie down. “It’s like you’re speaking another language to me, and I’m fluent in ancient Greek, so that says something.”

“Let’s just say there’s a connection in the structure. They’re linked, but it doesn’t make sense!” I tapped my pencil nervously on the wooden desk. “The violin is chaotic, like a tortured character, while the piano is soft, like a lullaby—complete opposites.”

“Like yin and yang,” Yasmine mumbled, her eyes closing slowly. “If I fall asleep, leave me here. I’ll eventually wake up on my own in an hour. This floor is so comfy.”

With a soft chuckle, I settled beside her on the floor. Baron jumped on my stomach, purring, and spit out a crumpled-up Post-it on my chest. I reopened the paper of the binary counts of four beats. With binary, Levi had been able to see that the recurrence of seven in the violin score translated to 0111—which was Levi’s date of birth.

When analyzing the other numbers, I realized that the mirror date of his birthday was 1101, which was associated with the number thirteen in binary.

“The number thirteen is the mirror of seven,” I whispered. “Baron, Yasmine, you are geniuses.”

Yasmine hummed, and I embraced Baron a tad too tightly since he darted to the other end of the room. Immediately after, he engaged in a meticulous grooming session, as if cleansing himself from the dirty inferior human trying to pet him.

Like yin and yang.

I pulled the blanket off Yasmine’s bed and wrapped her under it.

The two scores had to be played together. They were linked. The two together formed a new melody.

“She created a duet.”

Now the question was, why?
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“Are you ready?” Yasmine asked, mid-yawn.

I nodded firmly, standing at the base of the amphitheater where the massive screen showed the mission details. It flashed: “Master the university’s history and legacy for the golden trophy.” Four buzzers, decorated with our house crests, waited for us to begin.

“Good luck, Dalia,” Sylas said, his hand squeezing my shoulder before he settled into the front row. “We need those points.”

That was a good reminder that we were third in the House Cup competition despite Yasmine’s victory in the essay contest.

The Tactician’s contender strolled in—a petite platinum-blond woman who looked weirdly similar to me—accompanied by none other than Levi, the Tactician leader. She laughed, and he—Levi, who never smiled apart from that condescending smirk of his—genuinely smiled at her, pretending to be her knight in shining armor. I swallowed, feigning indifference. I knew the truth beneath his flawless facade.

“Don’t let him distract you,” Yasmine coached me. “We’ll be cheering you on.”

I squinted at both of them. “I’m going to win.”

The Tactician girl’s hand rested on Levi’s forearm, and he chuckled along with her, pretending he was capable of a warm human connection. But any empathy Levi displayed was icy, cold, and reminiscent of a psychopath’s.

The bell marked the start, and we entered the stage—three girls and one boy. We exchanged polite smiles, shaking hands before I adjusted my green bow tie and smoothed the lace sleeves of my white blouse, neatly tucked into the high-waisted skirt of my uniform.

Mr. Morgan appeared on stage. “Dear students, you’ll be representing your houses today. Let’s wrap this up quickly because let’s face it, no one wants to be here.”

A feeble applause rippled through the almost empty auditorium. Most students were likely engrossed in the football game on the field. Levi lounged casually in the front row, on the opposite side from Yasmine and Sylas. I clicked my loafers together.

Mr. Morgan cleared his throat. “In which year was Pantheon founded?”

I rang my buzzer. “1804, by the four official members of each house, the Hungway brothers and their sister.”

“One point for the Unifiers,” Mr. Morgan acknowledged. “Next question. What’s the oldest building in…”

“The quad,” the Tactician girl beat me to it before sharing a satisfied grin with Levi.

What was he doing here anyway? He didn’t care about these events.

“Correct. What symbols are on each pike of the towers?”

“An eagle, like the Tactician’s emblem, because they belong to the air element,” I answered quickly, remembering the book I’d studied the first day I arrived.

“Which piece was playing the night of the terrorist attack on Pantheon ten years ago?”

A chill ran through my spine while the other students scrambled to answer. The memories of that horrific night flooded back. I parted my lips, struggling to form the words. Levi leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, his dissecting gaze sharpening on me. Blinking, I refocused and pressed the buzzer.

“Symphony No. 10 in E minor, Op. 93,” I whispered, the melody still lingering in my mind.

Mr. Morgan confirmed my answer.

Part II. The Allegro. The crescendos mirrored the rising panic in my chest, the staccato of gunshots punctuating the music like a grim chase for survival. I could feel myself hiding behind the sofa, hands trembling as I covered my ears. The dissonance of the music turned macabre, the silence that followed the gunshots echoing like the darkness of a haunted mansion, and I—

“Good answer.” Mr. Morgan snapped me back to reality. I had missed a question. I needed to focus. “Another point for the Tacticians.”

I ignored the pain in my chest, locking horns with the Tactician girl for the next few rounds, determined to maintain my focus despite the lingering ache. The Pioneer boy was fast, too fast even, since he stumbled upon two incorrect answers. The Guardian girl was smart but not as assertive as we were.

“Now, for the final, we’ll have two duels: Tactician against Unifier. Five-minute break, and then it’ll be a sudden death.”

One wrong answer and the game would be over.

“How do we determine which one goes first? It has a disadvantage—”

“I will.” I cut off my Tactician’s opponent. “Let the best woman win.”

She scrutinized me like a boxer sizing up her opponent before a match. “Let the best woman win indeed.”

I immediately retreated to a quiet corner. I couldn’t face Yas’s and Sylas’s hopeful smiles right now. My palms were clammy with sweat, my breathing unsteady. I retrieved my phone and focused on my notes, but Levi’s voice shattered my concentration.

“I don’t want you to win. I want you to destroy her,” he ordered his pet. “No pity, darling.”

I couldn’t suppress a scoff. Darling. So ridiculous. He knew I could hear him.

I stormed past them, reclaiming my spot on the stage with determined strides, my footsteps echoing on the hard parquet floor. The Tactician girl took her place in front of me. She ran her fingers through her blond hair, and a shimmer of gray caught my eye. She wore a ribbon.

My ribbon.

The one Levi stole from me on my first day.

My mom’s ribbon.

My gaze shot daggers at Levi, seated in the first row. He hooked an ankle across his knees, his sharp scowl etching on his face.

“Excuse me, where did you get that ribbon?” I blurted out. “It’s beautiful.”

She grimaced. “It’s just a piece of tissue. From a gift.”

“Oh.”

I wasn’t an angry person. I would not let him mess with me. I want to smash his head on a tombstone and ship him to Venus under a sulphuric acid rain and—

“Class, let’s get back to the competition because the choir concert is starting soon in the cathedral! Are you ready?” the chancellor said. “Miss Larovski, what did the first graduated student of Pantheon achieve?”

“The steam power locomotive,” the Tactician girl said.

“Miss Mercier, what legend surrounds the roof of the library, and why is it considered cursed?”

“A ghost is supposed to inhabit it. Morticia Zakaria ended her life because of a broken heart with the Hungway’s oldest founding member. He was the worst thing that could have happened to her.” I couldn’t help but narrow my eyes at Levi. “As fate would have wanted, he died a few weeks later from a heart attack. Some believe it’s because Morticia was haunting him like the Corpse bride.”

Silence settled, a point was won. In your face, Levi.

“Miss Larovski, can you name the secret societies that have operated within the walls of the university a decade ago?”

“The Gentleman’s Horseman, a men’s club established in 1809.” That said club had instilled the Hazing Night on those grounds. She won another point.

We continued to battle for the next ten questions, none of us retracting. There were no more than seven students inside, and most of them had already left.

“Miss Mercier. There is only one stained glass that wasn’t replaced during the big library fire in 1827. Can you tell us what is represented on this stained glass?”

“I—” I frowned. I knew that answer. “It’s the one leading to the library roof.”

The one I was on with Levi.

I saw it clearly. Yet all I remembered was Levi’s face. Levi’s lips. Levi’s hands on me. “I—”

“That’s not the question.”

I shot another glare at this cyborg, wanting to murder him. He looked so smug. Yasmine had her eyes wildly open as Sylas had his hand clenched into a fist in front of his mouth. I can’t lose.

“Do you forfeit, Miss Mercier?” Mr. Morgan asked again.

I closed my eyes, trying to remember something, anything, that wasn’t Levi. “I know the answer.”

“Your time is up. Miss Larovski, if you answer this question correctly, you win.”

“Okay, so it has to be a mythological scene.”

“No, it’s not that. Then—”

I just clasped your wings.

You should read the youngest brother’s book.

Do you know the cursed tale of Morticia’s death?

Levi’s smirk deepened into a sinister curve.

“It’s a bird,” I whispered. “A white dove, as a symbol of renaissance. It was Mortica’s favorite bird. It’s written in the memoirs of the youngest brother. He was so in love with her that after her fall, he replaced the original stained glass with one of a dove he painted himself. It’s the only one that remained intact after the fire. He started the rumors of the roof being cursed so it’d remain their sacred place.”

He loved her and dedicated a cult to her until his death. He never married and locked himself into the Hungway’s manor on the island. None of his brothers or sisters had any children, so their bloodline ended with him. Since then, the manor has been uninhabited and for sale for centuries, with no one daring to step foot inside.

“That is exactly right, but I’m afraid it was past your time, so it’s a tie. Congratulations, students, five points are added to your respective houses.”

I exited the stage, and Yasmine and Sylas dashed to my side, enveloping me in a tight hug. “You rocked it, Dalia!”

“But I didn’t win.” I scanned their faces for signs of disappointment, but they both wore broad grins. “I’m sorry, guys.”

“Everyone knows you won here.”

“How about we celebrate with some board mystery games?” Sylas suggested, spreading his arms wide in invitation.

“I’m so in.” Yas clasped her hands. “And Sylas just explained to me the fastest way to town for our Halloween gala dress shopping.”

Sylas draped an arm around his neck. “Speaking of which, Dalia, I’ve been meaning to ask you something.”

I smiled. “Yes?”

“I know this may sound out of the blue, but would you like to go to the Halloween ball with me?”

“Oh.” I intertwined my fingers, torn between Yasmine and Sylas. “I was going to go with Yas since neither of us had a date, and—”

“It’s okay.” His blue eyes crinkled at the corner, his lips stretching into a smile. “No problem.”

“But I’ll see you there! I mean, we can still hang out together there, right?”

“Of course,” he said, though his voice seemed slightly strained. “Well, I’m going to organize our victory gaming night.”

As Sylas walked away, Levi emerged into view several meters behind him. I bit my inner cheek.

“I appreciate your solidarity, but I think you just crushed his heart.” That came from Yas.

“I didn’t—” I started to protest, but Yasmine cut me off with a knowing look. “Really? But Sylas is friendly with everyone. He’s always polite and controlled, and no, there’s no way he’s into me.”

“If you say so.” She tapped my shoulder. “You seem like you want to murder that psycho, so I’ll meet you outside or spy on you discreetly from a safe distance.”

“Yas—”

She was already on her way out, waving casually.

I drew in a deep breath and strode in the direction of Levi and my contender. Now that this maniac had obtained what he wanted from her, he paid little attention to her, unaffected by the way she sought his attention. He stood tall and self-assured, his unwavering stare piercing through me.

“Congratulations are in order, my little doll,” he sneered.

“I need to speak with you,” I said, crossing my arms. “Alone.”

He hummed. “Eva, leave us.”

“Eveline,” she corrected with clenched teeth, but she smiled at me nonetheless. “You were great.”

I smiled back. “You were a tough opponent as well.” The moment she left, I attacked Levi. “She seems like a nice girl, and you’re using her. I wouldn’t be surprised if you cheated your way to the top too.”

“Of course I’m using her. Eva is one of the smartest women I know, and I needed a competent first year.”

Asshole. “You don’t even know her name.”

“Why would I waste my time with that?”

“You gave her my ribbon,” I spat out, feeling the fire burning in my belly and the acid rising in my throat. “You had no right.”

“Sounds to me like you’re jealous?” A sly smirk stretched across his lips. “I love that sight on your face. It’s delightful. Looks like my little strategy paid off.”

“You’re a maniac, Levi. I don’t care which girls you want to bring to your bed, but this was mine.”

“You’ve always been a bad liar, Dalia.” He chuckled. “I gave you a choice. If you’re not mine, then why would I keep this thing? It means nothing to me, but if I can win some house points and hurt you in the process, it’s a win-win.”

I flailed my arms wildly. “So it’s all a game to you? I’m only a pawn, right? I hate you, Levi.”

“No, you don’t.” He took a predatory step closer. “You want me, and you hate that.” One tilt of his head. “Plus, I loathed you first.”

“You’re repulsive.”

“And you don’t even know all the darkest things that I want to do to you.”

I craned my neck up, balling my fists at my side. “I want my ribbon back.”

“Admit you’re jealous, and I’ll give it back.”

“I’m not.”

The mask of inhumanity he sewed on his face was unyielding. His eyes remained steadfast, a cloudy gray void impossible to decipher, while each word he spoke felt like a prickling needle against my skin.

“It wasn’t my original plan, but maybe I’ll force myself to fuck Evangeline so I can put your ribbon into good use, after all. Your call, Dalia.”

My nostrils flared. I wanted to chop his all-too-pretty head off. “Fuck you.”

There, I said it. Even though my nose wrinkled at the word.

His towering height bent toward me, his eyes dropping to my lips. “Is that an offer?”

“If I’d have to give myself to someone, you’ll be the last person on my list.”

“Be careful with your words, Dalia, or I might kill them all off from your list so I can quickly climb to the top spot.”

“You’ll be too busy with Eveline.”

“It has always been only you, Dalia, but you didn’t appreciate that.”

“You’re using me, and I’m sure you’ll stab me in the back any chance you get,” I attacked. “So, no, it doesn’t matter that I was jealous, I won’t—”

I bit my words. I had just admitted to him what he wanted to hear. He pulled back, straightening his spine and adjusting his tweed blazer like a businessman satisfied with his transaction.

“I have terrible taste in men. Don’t flatter yourself,” I said before he could interject. “You’re not the kind of boyfriend I’d ever introduce to my family.”

He raised an eyebrow. “We’ve already been introduced, and I must say, I made quite an impression on your father.”

“I need to meet back with my friends; they’re the kind of people you’ll never be.”

“Thank god for that. Who would want to be Sylas?”

“What’s your problem with him?” I gritted my teeth.

He shrugged, slipping his hands into his pockets with a sigh. “He’s a coward, a puppy on a leash.”

“No wonder you have no friends.”

“I have friends.”

“You mean pawns,” I nearly shouted. “Anyway, I just came here to tell you that I analyzed the second score, but since you’ll be busy, I’ll just keep that info to myself.”

He jerked his head back with a low chuckle. “Are you blackmailing me, trying to hold me back? I’m impressed.”

He was right, I was, and I didn’t even know why. I couldn’t want him, right? “Do you know why the second music score is a piano one?”

“I have my ideas,” he said.

“Care to share them with me?”

“All in good time.”

I inhaled sharply, wishing I had my fencing foil with me to rip his heart out. “Okay, then, I believe this piano music score and the violin one forms a duet. They’re connected. If we play them both at the same time, it could create the final melody she composed.”

“Fine.”

“Fine?” I repeated. “Where are you going to find someone who plays piano, and—”

“The old opera house. Tomorrow.”

“The old opera house?” I screamed. “First, it’s closed and forbidden! Plus, in the afternoon, I have a rehearsal for the gala. Even though I’m only a backup, you have to be more precise than—”

But he was already gone, leaving me alone in the deserted amphitheater.

“Jerk,” I muttered.
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My fingers traced the black bustier dress that hung on the rack like a hidden treasure, but my father’s disapproving voice echoed in my mind. He’d call it too sophisticated, too provocative.

“Okay, I think this is the one,” Yasmine’s voice echoed from the fitting room.

I perched on the velvet sofa, trying to erase that silly dress from my mind. Our shopping spree in the heart of the almost dead island’s town center had been exhaustive since Yasmine insisted on going early to ensure we had a myriad of options.

“Show me!” I called back to her.

I rose from that sofa and revisited the dress for the umpteenth time. The fabric felt like dark swan’s feathers from the tulle skirt, while the back structure resembles the spine’s skeletal bones in dark leather, with long ribbons for fastening the corset. Yas flung the heavy fitting room curtain open, and I jumped away from the rack like nothing happened.

I took sight of her in a stunning, fiery satin dress with a gold sequin neckline, and I gasped. “You look like a princess! I have a ribbon the same color; it’d be so beautiful for your hair.”

She held her hand over her heart. “You’d let me borrow one of your ribbons?”

“Of course,” I beamed.

“I’m touched.” She twirled around amid the faded floral patterns of the peeling boutique wallpapers. “Now, are you going to try that dress you’ve been eye-fucking since we arrived here?”

My pulse quickened. “What?” I faked a laugh. “I did not—”

She went through the rack and picked the dress herself. “You’ve hated every dress except this one. I’ll never go shopping with you ever again—you’re too picky.”

“How did you know?” I reluctantly groped the heavy dress. “I already have one. I don’t need a new one or—”

“It’s a ball, Dalia.” Yas crossed her arms over her chest. “A ball. Not a funeral.”

“I guess it wouldn’t hurt to try it.” I smiled.

We returned to the fitting room decorated with porcelain plates on the walls and old theater posters of black cats and the cliff on the island. I slipped into the dress. It hugged my waist snugly, enhancing my modest curves with its corset-style bodice with black lace. It was far more feminine than anything I’d ever worn; I wore skirts and dresses, but they were childish. This one felt powerful and bold with the lookalike bones of a spine on the back. Womanly. Daring. Dark.

I stepped out of the fitting room and twirled in front of Yasmine, stirring up dust particles from the floor.

Her hand flew to her mouth. “Oh my god, this dress makes you look like a rich heiress—the black sheep of a family whom the villain has set his sights on as she dances with his archnemesis.”

“Imagine it with two silver ribbons and—” My phone chose that moment to ring. “Hold on, it’s my grandmother. I need to show her.” I answered the FaceTime call. “Hey, Grandma! Look at this dress!”

“You look like an apocalyptic landscape, a disaster. I love it!” She frowned at the camera. “And who’s this beautiful creature behind you?”

“That’s Yasmine, my roommate and best friend here.”

Yasmine waved at Grandma, who waved back.

“I did my first time with your grandfather at a ball. He had invited me to dance and picked me up with his motorbike when—”

“Is that Dalia?” My father’s voice interjected from behind as he entered the room.

My grandmother tried to resume her tale. “Yes, darling, but we’re in the middle of—”

Dad swiftly snatched the phone from Grandma’s grasp.

“Hi, Dad, how are—”

“Is this what you’re wearing to the ball?” he said, his tone dripping with disapproval. “Don’t you think you’re showing too much skin? It’s not proper.”

I offered a feeble defense. “Don’t you think I look beautiful in this?”

Dad had a radar, a strange sixth sense. Each time we called, it was at the wrong possible timing for me: after a party, or here, dress shopping. With every rule I was slightly bending, I was getting caught immediately. Story of my life.

“You’re always beautiful, my angel, but you can’t wear that. It’s… it’s not you. You’re only a substitute in the quartet, and even if you were brought in to play, it’s not… classy. No respectable musician would wear that,” he stated firmly, causing Yasmine to grimace, Grandma to roll her eyes, and me to feel a knot in my heart.

“But Dad…” My voice broke down as I tried to stand my ground. “I’m not a little girl anymore, and this is me.”

“Your mother was the most elegant woman I knew. She’d have never dressed—”

“Well, she’s not here anymore,” I pointed out, hard and loud. “I’m becoming an adult, but she’s not here to see it. She’ll never teach me how to put makeup on. I’ll never go dress shopping with my mom like all the girls. I can’t call her or confide in her because she’s not here, Dad. She’ll never be part of my life, so you can’t speak for her!”

Mama would never meet my first boyfriend. She’d never give me dating advice. She’d never hug me if my heart got broken. I missed her every day, but I was exhausted from Dad comparing me to Mom. I wanted him to see me for me and not a substitute for her. I’d never be enough for him because of how much he loved her.

His face closed up, and the realization hit me—I’d never stood up to my dad before.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

He cut me off. “I knew her better than you did, and she’d be disappointed in you, Dalia.”

He crushed my heart.

It’s not true. Mom would never be disappointed in me.

She loved me.

I was doing nothing wrong. It’s just a dress. She’d find me beautiful, wouldn’t she? She would take me in her arms because she’d want me to be myself, right? Even if I’d never be as perfect, tender, kind, and loving as she was.

“I’m blocking your credit card since you’re going through some late teenage rebellion and can’t think clearly. If you want this ridiculous dress, you’ll have to earn your own money.”

My grandmother attempted to intervene. “Don’t worry, dear—”

“She’s my daughter, not yours! Stop interfering. You’re a bad influence on her,” Dad snapped.

I remained silent, my emotions buried deep within, unable to find a way out.

“You have a dress we bought together online last year,” Dad insisted, his tone firm. He referred to my funeral dress with no cleavage and frills—church appropriate. “It cost me a fortune. You never cared about any of those things before.”

My fingers curled into the tulle of my dress, crumpling it.

“Fine, I’ll forget the dress,” I responded mechanically, my voice devoid of any emotion, not wanting to sound like an ungrateful brat.

“Good, it’s for the best. Are you going with someone?”

I remained mute.

“Did Sylas ask you?” His face lightened, his lips tilting into a light smile for the first time since the beginning of our call. “Was this dress for him?”

I crossed my fingers behind my back.

“Yes, Dad, I’m going with Sylas,” I lied, knowing if I told him the truth, it would only lead to another fight.

I spent half of my childhood hiding things from him—from the ungodly music I was listening to, to my research about sex, to the glossy pink lipstick I brought and hid under my mattress. And now, I was lying right to his face, and it didn’t even pain me.

He smiled. “Sylas is a nice young man, but you don’t need any artifice to impress him. I’m sure he’s already charmed by my princess. I need to go, Dalia.” He interrupted, a hint of frustration in his voice. “I have a work call to attend to, but I’ll still see you at the parents’ day at the university in two weeks. We’ll go see your mom’s plaque, and you’ll show me the opera?”

“Yes.” I faked a smile. A part of me didn’t want him to come to the place I’d made my home, but the other part acknowledged that he was trying to get to know me. He’d never shown interest in the opera and Mom’s plaque before. I wasn’t even allowed to pronounce their name and had to pretend it didn’t happen.

“I love you, okay?”

“Right,” I replied, though the skepticism in my voice was hard to miss.

I hung up the phone and turned to Yasmine. “You just met my father.”

“He’s quite controlling…”

“I’m the only thing he loves in this world. Since my mother’s death, he’s been afraid to lose me. I don’t want to hurt him or worry him, but—”

I drew in a deep breath, placing a hand over my aching chest. Dad would never understand how I felt. He just wasn’t the type of person you could talk to. He was too stubborn and too proud for it.

“But he’s hurting you,” Yasmine said. “This is not normal. He can’t decide for you.”

“This dress was too much for me anyway. My boobs don’t even fill the whole corset, and with my hair, it makes me look like a creepy doll. And feathers?” I snorted, stretching my smile as much as I could. “It’s too much like Cruella. It’s not me.”

“I can buy it for you. I saved money this summer,“ Yasmine offered.

“No.” I pinched my lips, tears threatening the corners of my eyes. “Please, don’t. I’ll feel terrible.”

“Then I won’t buy mine and—”

“Please, Yasmine, don’t make me feel like I’m holding you back,” I begged her. “It makes me happy to see you happy.”

“Fine, then.”

She headed to the register, and I felt like a capricious coward for crying over a silly dress, but it was so much more than a dress. It was my inability to talk to my dad or go against him. It was impossible.

I was growing further away from the man who used to be my hero, and I struggled more and more to pretend to be perfect to please him, but I didn’t want to lose him. He wouldn’t love the real me.

I glanced out the store window and noticed Levi and his friends strolling on the street—probably on a shopping spree too. His eyes briefly locked onto mine through the window, and a faint furrow creased his brow.

The tear I was holding on to streamed down my cheek, and he proceeded to ignore my presence.
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The clock moved another minute. She was late. I toyed with the silver ribbon tightened on my wrist. It was never my intention to leave Dalia’s ribbon with Eva, Evangeline, or whatever her name was.

The moment she was out of sight, I took back what belonged to me. Her silver ribbon. Unfortunately, no one could capture my interest, which led to Eva calling me a selfish prick and warning me someone like Dalia would never fall for me. It shouldn’t have disturbed me, but it did for a whole day because an insane part of me really did entertain the idea of her falling for me.

Could she? No, you’re an unlovable monster.

What if I forced her to love me? Didn’t work so well in the past for you.

Why should I care about her love? Because you want to take everything from her. Everything. And that would be the most precious prize.

“Shut up,” I groaned to the voices in my head.

I found myself irritated, nursing a general disdain for most people, yet paradoxically, I wished I could remain just as indifferent regarding Dalia. It was bad—daydreaming about chasing her, perverting her, forcing her to play with me for hours kind of bad.

And I surely didn’t like to wait.

I’d left the back door open for her so she couldn’t have possibly got lost. I clenched my jaw. I was waiting for a woman I was sure of despising behind the almost fallen curtain of an empty opera house in front of some vintage piano like some desperate fucker. My mother would be proud. She couldn’t get me to sit more than five minutes in front of that instrument.

“Sorry I’m late.” Dalia crossed the doors, cradling her violin case as she arrived from backstage.

I noticed the gloss she wore on her lips and how her skirt was shorter than usual. Did she do that for me? Or was it a distraction to keep me from seeing that her hair was messy and her eyes were red?

“What happened?” It wasn’t a question but a demand.

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Then you should have hidden it better.”

I’d noticed the colors draining from her face in the boutique earlier. Compared to the way she usually looked—animated with a rainbow of emotions—she looked like a freaking corpse. It pissed me off because it wasn’t her, and someone had deprived her of her colors.

“I had a fight with my father. None of this is any of your concern.” She brushed me off.

I couldn’t help the smug scowl spreading on my face. I was very much interested.

“What were you doing in town anyway?” she asked.

“I was getting myself a tailor-made suit for the occasion,” I said, leaning against the piano. “Let me guess, your daddy doesn’t understand you, and you got into a fight?”

Her eyes sliced straight to mine. “You’re the last person I’d talk to about my father.”

“I disagree; let me tell you why.” With a wave of my hand, I enumerated the facts. “First, I’ll take your defense and will never get bored listening to your complaints. Second, I understand the concept of disappointing people. Third, I didn’t plan this charming meetup for you to think about any man other than me.”

“It’s just that he doesn’t want to accept that I’m a grown woman, and I’m lying to him, and I hate lying! I’m tired of him dictating my whole life. I hate hurting him, and I’m just—” Her words spilled out in a frenzied torrent, each sentence tumbling over the next until she finally paused, gasping for breath. “I wish he could just listen. I’ll never be like Mom. I’m imperfect, and I can’t be what he wants me to be without feeling lonely and unhappy.”

As fate would have wanted, I had dedicated the bulk of my day to digging into the sordid details of the Mercier’s business, starting with the discovery I had made four years ago about the weird amount of money he’d received ten and fifteen years ago. After weeks of meticulous investigation, I finally stumbled upon the treasure trove of information I’d sought. Information that could potentially bring down Dalia’s father. I just needed more time to be sure this wasn’t an unfortunate coincidence. Plus, I didn’t want to end all of this quite yet.

Wielding power also meant knowing when to bide your time.

“You should be honest,” I told her, rethinking my strategy. His own daughter was turning against him and confiding in me.

It was like knowing you could win a chess game in three moves: too easy, boring, and predictable. Instead, I’d make the game last longer, change my strategy, and deprive the king of all his pawns until it was just him and my allies. And maybe Dalia could be one of them.

“No.” She shook her head.

“Why? Afraid he would stop loving you?”

She thinned her lips. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“Ouch.” I pretended to be offended. “Growing up as someone who was never wanted, I think I do.”

“You never talk about your grandparents or your father.”

“They never took any interest in knowing me,” I said. “And I didn’t turn out that bad, did I?”

“You’re lonely, and you desperately seek attention. You’re not a good example,” she whispered before glancing around as if she had just noticed where we were. “Wait… Are we—”

She had dashed down the hallway, unaware that she was veering toward the backstage of the ruined opera house through the new emergency exit. All she needed to do was push aside that half-slumped velvet curtain to step onto the desolate stage she so eagerly sought.

Her gaze swept over the debris littering the area beside us, the cables dangling like vines and an old chandelier put aside on the floor with the rest of the decor. The stale air of this macabre opera had long ceased to draw breath. The construction tools had been put aside, the floor creaking beneath our feet with splintered remnants of broken wood. This place was even more horrendously scarred than I was.

“It’s the opera house…” Her voice shook, her big eyes wide open as she twirled around the place. “Are we even allowed to be in here? Wait, am I going to play here?”

“Maybe.” I didn’t delve into the subject of how I’d convinced the worker lady to turn a blind eye and give us the stage for an hour in exchange for getting her ex-husband to pay the child support he owed her.

“For real? I’m going to play here?”

Her eyes lit up, and a not-so-subtle smile played on her lips. She took a few steps forward, casting a fleeting glance behind the half-slumped curtain at the barren expanse where an audience should have sat. Not that she’d see anything from here—only one of the backstage lights worked, illuminating the space, while the rest lay cloaked in darkness. Yet she retreated back, a veil of sadness clouding her eyes.

“I don’t think I can.” Her lower lip shook. “I’m… I’m scared that if I play… It’s too soon. I’m not ready.”

She was haunted by Los Calaveras, but she’d have to get over her fear. “It’s just you and me, no public.”

“But I…”

“Isn’t that opera the reason you’re here, and now you want to back off?” I lifted a brow. I wasn’t ready to let my grand gesture be tarnished by those guys. “We could stay behind the curtain. Baby steps.”

“Okay,” she breathed, balling her hands at her sides. “You’re right. We’re still on the stage but without the public.” Then she drilled her eyes on the piano. You’d think it’d have been big enough for her to notice it sooner, but no. “Wait, is someone going to join us?”

“No, unless you wish to upset me.”

“But who’s going to play the piano?”

“Me,” I deadpanned, the sheet music already on it.

She laughed, but when I didn’t budge, she parted her lips. “You? You play?”

“Does that surprise you?”

“Yes, you never mentioned anything about it, and you’re not the type to—” She gulped. “Let’s just say playing an instrument requires sensitivity.”

“Despite my mother’s dedication in teaching me her art, I assure you I’m as terrible as most common mortals out there.”

“I’m sure you aren’t.” Her eyes briefly darted to her ribbons tightened on my wrist, probably her silver one, before returning to meet mine. With a coy gesture, she crossed her legs. “Let’s play this duet together.”

She took her violin, and I confronted the piano, cracking my neck to the side. For some unfathomable reason, my heart thrummed with an erratic rhythm, a disconcerting anomaly as though my own emotions dared to defy my meticulously crafted control. The unwelcome intrusion irked me.

“Are you okay?” Dalia asked.

“I’m fine,” I grumbled.

This was ridiculous. I should just have asked someone else to play. But I didn’t want someone else to play with her tonight, so a choice had to be made.

“You start when you’re ready.”

Fingers fumbling on the piano keys, I attempted to follow the sheet music. The notes slipped through the spaces between my uncertain touches, a mocking reminder of my estranged relationship with this instrument. I stole a glance at Dalia, her bow gracefully gliding over the violin strings with practiced precision. Perfection.

She led the melody. I only accompanied her except when the piano had to speak instead of the violin, and my cadences were off-key. I’d never felt so incompetent. The piano’s lackluster tones clashed against her violin’s eloquent phrases.

She was right; my mother had composed a duet from two opposing forces. The piano’s melody was akin to a lullaby. It was like a battle between light and darkness.

The room dissolved around her, and her performance clawed its way into my depths. A deceptive warmth, like a wave, momentarily thawed the titanium fortress within me, infusing my dark cells with a riot of colors. She wove an illusion until reality yanked me back and murdered it. The warmth vanished. For a fleeting moment, Dalia’s melody had a grip on my ghosts, but now it was too late. Even her melody couldn’t soothe, not when the echoes of a familiar tune surfaced. Could it be? I identified the passage and continued playing, my gaze lost in the abyss.

“I can’t believe it worked.” Dalia laughed, her last note lingering in the air. “This full melody, together, it’s so beautiful. It was meant to be a duet, don’t you think?”

Of course it was similar. It was a piece of music I had long forgotten.

“Levi,” she called, probably not for the first time.

An angry twitch contorted my features. “Around measure thirty in the piano sheet music, a part resembles the beginning of ‘Your Song’ by Elton John. It lasts about eight seconds.”

Dalia meticulously examined the sheet, scrutinizing each note and comparing them with the piano sheet music from Elton John she searched online on her phone.

“You’re right,” she acknowledged after several minutes. “Is that it?”

She replicated the segment on her violin.

“Yes.”

“There is a sixteen-bar segment, eight seconds if you prefer, that matches the harmonic progression of the beginning of ‘Your Song.’ In Lucie’s scores, the same melody is repeated and varied: Mi♭, Mi, La♭, So♭, these four chords forming your name. In ‘Your Song,’ it’s similar except one chord is missing—the Mi. That’s our first clue.”

Guess we all learned today my mother’s inspiration for naming me Levi.

“I also noticed that the rhythmic pattern repeats itself frequently throughout the composition. Always in the same order. It’s constant, which is weird coming from Lucie,” Dalia mumbled to herself. “Listen.”

Dalia proceeded to craft a rhythm, her finger tapping the piano, a mixture of short and long notes.

“Do it again,” I demanded.

I took the piano sheet music and wrote the long notes in the form of lines and the short notes in the form of points. When she finished, I gave it back to her.

“Morse code?” She frowned. “How did you know?”

“In sixth grade, I created a script that changed the keyboard functions. Letters became Morse code. It was to piss off a teacher. He ended up resigning and breaking his computer. Fun times.” I didn’t mention that he was the tech teacher. But Dalia wasn’t listening to me. She had her head buried in the score, referring to each line and dots to translate the Morse code into the alphabet.

“That’s it,” she said. “The rhythm forms ‘Your Song’ in Morse code. You were right, Levi, she hid this music in her score. You’ve got a great ear. Now we’ve got to find out why she chose this music in particular.”

Dalia smiled. I didn’t.

The realization, like a venomous serpent, coiled around my psyche, injecting a perverse sense of accomplishment into my veins.

I was right.

“She always cooked the same meal while putting that music on repeat. Every damn day. My mother never missed one routine of hers. She was not made for the unexpected.” I said this out loud, not that I meant to.

“It must have been special to her,” Dalia whispered in that soft voice of hers.

Oh, it was.

“The last time she tried to put that song on again, I was so pissed because I needed to goddamn focus. Imagine hearing the same song on repeat for sixteen years—you’d go crazy. She obviously didn’t stop the music and continued to act as if I didn’t exist. So I broke that damn stereo. I wanted to take that away from her. She went insane, trying to repair that thing like her life depended on it. I told her she wouldn’t even be half as worried if it was me bleeding on the floor, that I loathed her and wished she had never given birth to me.”

Dalia remained mute, the silence broken only by the cracks of construction tools.

I mechanically traced the edges of the piano keys. “She died the next day.”

This charade, a masquerade of melodies and hidden messages, concealed the answer I was seeking—that I, in my unwanted existence, was the catalyst for my mother’s tragic finale.

Mother dearest did all of that just to get to this conclusion. And here I thought that maybe it wasn’t all because of me that she died. That someone else was to blame. An explanation. That I could stop feeling this way. But no, it was all me.

“It’s not your fault.” Dalia leaned forward, her hand hesitant to reach mine. “You played beautifully tonight, and she’d be proud of you. She wanted you to play again. That’s why she created a piano score. It makes so much more sense because she taught you how to play.”

No, that music score was only a confirmation.

My jaw clenched, and I laughed. This charade was over.

She had never loved me. She died because of me. I should have never been born. My laughter echoed even more in the room. Dalia looked at me as if I had lost my mind, though that didn’t stop her from continuing her speech.

“She created a duet, so maybe she didn’t want you to be alone, just like she was.”

I stepped up from the piano, and pointed at Dalia. She was right. She was goddamn right. “I couldn’t have decrypted the music score alone. You’re the one who solved this because you knew her.”

Dalia’s bright smile illuminated her face. “Maybe she wanted us to connect after all these years of not talking?”

“Impossible,” I denied between clenched teeth, my fingers curling around the piano’s lid.

It was not thanks to my mother. She did nothing. It was me. Not her. She couldn’t have planned this. I did. I implicated Dalia because I wanted to, not because it was another scheme of my mother’s to torture me with what I couldn’t have.

“You should leave. We’re done with all of this.” My words were shards of rage, each one laced with bitterness.

It felt like my brain was on the brink of an explosion, a chaotic tempest brewing within the confines of my skull. I teetered on the edge of losing the calculated chess game against my mother’s ghost.

“There’s more to it.” Dalia tried to hold me back. “Together, we created a third music score. I think it’s the final key to whatever you want to find! This is not over. It has to—”

“Forget about it. I’m done,” I bellowed. Done playing my mother’s game.

What could she have to say that I didn’t know anyway? She was dead, and the dead lost their right to speak, especially the ones who chose the easy way out.

There was nothing more to find.

It was all my fault.

Now I could finally move on and forget about her and this fucking hope.

Feelings, fucking weakness.

“Levi, no, there’s more to—”

“I told you to give it up!” I roared, my fist crashing against the piano keys. The instrument wailed in protest. “It’s over.”

Dalia flinched, her eyes widening. The veneer of composure she had worn was tearing apart to reveal pity. I’d vowed no one would ever look at me like that ever again. I erased the angry lines from my face and regained control of my emotions by readjusting my uniform.

“You’re scared,” she mumbled.

“Don’t ever bring her up to me anymore, or those scores,” I ordered. “Now get out of here if you’re only here for my mother.”

I could never have Dalia.

She delicately placed her violin into its case and, with measured steps, approached me instead of running away. She inched forward, and on her tiptoes, she kissed my cheek. It was soft. Warm. Tingles on my skin.

“Thank you for letting me play at the opera house tonight. It was magical.”

The reminder of her kiss lingered on my cheek. No one had ever kissed me on the cheek before.

She turned back one last time before leaving and smiled. “I didn’t meet you here only because of Lucie.”

And that was why the queen always overpowered the king in a chess game.
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Mr. Delgado asked us to arrive at least four hours before the gala for the rehearsals. Though I was only the backup, the knot in my stomach tightened with each passing minute. I hadn’t eaten all day. With my gala dress draped over one arm and my violin cradled in its protective case in the other, I made my way to the grand salon of the opera house.

Mr. Delgado’s loud voice, teetering on the edge of collapse, would have felt potent enough to shatter the golden mirrors on the walls. The three other students were already present—only Maria was missing.

“Oh, thank god you’re here.” Mr. Delgado’s usually stoic demeanor cracked into genuine relief upon seeing me—that was a first. “You’ll replace Maria. She had the nerve to cancel at the last minute for some interview, so you better be ready, Mercier.”

My jaw hung open. “Yes, I—of course.”

Mr. Delgado’s discerning gaze ran the length of me, a mixture of scrutiny and, perhaps, regret already settling in. “Put your belongings in the lodge.” Urgency punctuated his words as his hands clapped together. “Chop, chop!”

“You better not mess this up. This is my moment,” Gunther’s deadpan delivery cut through the air.

Nodding in acknowledgment, I darted off to stow my gala dress in the dressing room, my heart dancing with excitement. With shaky hands, I reached for my phone to text Dad and Grandma despite everything.

Me: I’m performing at the gala! Can you believe it?? I’m a step closer to performing at the Grand Opera House!

Even if my father were to respond with his usual refrain, “You can’t bet everything on a slim hope of the opera opening one day,” it wouldn’t change my mood. I placed my dress on the makeup table, noticing a black silk box already resting there, with my name elegantly scripted in ink. My fingers eagerly untied the ribbon, unveiling the exact dress I had admired in the store just days ago.

I glanced around, searching for a clue as to who it was from, but found nothing.

Goose bumps spread on my skin. I held the dress up, twirling it in front of me in the mirror, and I let out an excited shriek.

Mom, if only you could see me now.

All I knew was that tonight would be perfect.
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“So you’re performing tonight after all? I’m so excited for you!”

Yasmine enveloped me in a tight hug, the satin fabric of her red dress getting tangled with the tulle on mine. The rehearsals had left me with no time to eat, my stomach a churn of nerves, and my trembling hands betraying the anxiety gnawing at me.

That night unfolded like a twilight canvas of opulence. The air whispered tales of students from centuries past, waltzing in the middle of ancient golden mirrors that stretched along the walls. Though it was Halloween, the atmosphere felt more like a New Year’s event, devoid of scary masks—a detail for which I was silently grateful.

Yasmine’s eyes flickered to my outfit. “And that dress, is that the one from the store after all?”

“It was in my lodge. Someone sent it to me,” I whispered.

She arched her brow. “And you decided to wear it? Even not knowing who it came from?”

“Of course. If I do, the person will manifest themself. Unless it’s my dad who changed his mind, or Grandma, or—”

Mr. Delgado’s snap of fingers diverted my attention to the other side of the grand salon. He pointed at an invisible watch, wiping sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief.

“I have to go.”

“I’ll be by the food.” Yas beamed. “Or should I say amuse-bouches.”

I passed through the opulent chandeliers casting a golden veil glow over the gathering guests. The invitations were narrowed down only to an elite minority: Pantheon’s investors, business tycoons, superstars, and Nobel Prize winners—most of them former Pantheon students.

In the middle of that, my gaze was magnetically attracted to that one person I was anxious to see. You’d think it would be easy to avoid him among the hundreds of students, but no, Levi was everywhere.

He moved with a feline grace. The dense room seemed to close on him, every mirror reflecting him. He possessed a haunting beauty, akin to a dark angel descending from the frescoes on the ceiling above as if fate had sent him to torment me. My heart quickened.

He exuded danger, cloaked in refined elegance. His all-black tuxedo, impeccably tailored, accentuated his sharp, hollow cheeks. The only embellishment on his attire wasn’t his square obsidian stone cuff links but the small epaulets gracing his shoulders, resembling the graceful feathers of a black swan. Just like my dress. Even his nails were painted black.

I couldn’t evade him; our paths converged—Mr. Delgado was right behind him, and Levi wasn’t the type to move away if he hadn’t decided to do so.

“Let me go through, Levi.”

“You haven’t eaten anything the whole day,” he scolded.

“Did you spy on me?”

“Would that surprise you?” he said as if his behavior was normal. “You’re anxious.”

“Of course I am. I’m playing in front of a whole crowd, and I can’t mess this up. I’ve never done that before, and I’m—” I took a deep breath. Why was I confiding in him, of all people, again? “Not the point. I need to go.”

“You need to eat,” he insisted, handing me something that looked like a protein bar.

I took it from him, somewhat perplexed.

“Well, thank you. I’ll see you later,” I said, attempting to move past him.

However, as we brushed past each other, he grasped my hand, causing our bodies to come side by side. His lips hovered dangerously close to my neck, his stormy eyes fixed on me.

“I see you liked my little gift.”

My heart skipped a beat. “Your gift?”

“Didn’t you realize we match? I don’t go for subtlety.”

“The custom-made suit,” I mumbled, remembering what he’d told me that night we played Lucie’s scores together. “You did it on purpose.”

“You look exquisite in that dress.” His voice, velvety and venomous, sent a shiver down my spine. “Black is definitely one of your colors.”

I blinked, facing him. “But how? And why didn’t you say anything last night?”

“I saw how you stared at me through the window like a broken, sad little doll.” He wore his usual sadistic smile. “After that, I merely had to extract information from the saleswoman. Telling you all that would have ruined my grand gesture.”

I gasped. “Oh no. Don’t tell me you had anything to do with Maria.”

He tucked his hands in his pockets, shrugging.

“She’s a Tactician,” I continued, my voice shaking. “Of course, you had something to do with it… I don’t deserve this spot… And here I thought I was making it on my own. I’m just an impostor, and it’s all because of you, because you’re unhinged!”

“Maria got an opportunity she couldn’t refuse, and you have the spot that should have belonged to you in the first place. I don’t see how this—”

“You’re ruining this for me!” My voice turned high-pitched, like a pathetic yelp, my breaths growing shallow and rapid. “I’m not a charity case. I want to accomplish this on my own because I deserve it. And you—you’re messing things up for me.”

A muscle twitched in his jaw. “I didn’t mess it up. I made it perfect. For you.”

“For me,” I repeated in a whisper.

My grand gesture, he had said.

“How can you possibly think I’d like that?” I grimaced.

“It’s what you wanted, so I made it happen,” he said, still not understanding what was wrong with his actions.

Levi didn’t do nice. He didn’t do anything without a hidden agenda.

“You’re like a stray cat showing your affection by bringing dead mice.” I didn’t mean to say that out loud. “You really need to learn how to have normal social interactions.”

“You don’t want normal.”

My heart hammered against my rib cage. “Why did you even do that?”

“Because you’re mine.”

“Dalia!” Mr. Delgado’s voice rang out.

“I’m not—”

“Shh, don’t ruin this moment.” Levi’s voice sliced through the air like a velvet-covered blade. “We’ll catch up after.”

I reluctantly tore my gaze and body away from him. I quickly ate the protein bar, because, annoyingly, he had a point about that. I had to focus on the performance. I took my seat on the small makeshift wooden stage among the three other musicians, who each wore a closed-off expression.

I shared a tense smile with Gunther. Beads of sweat were on his forehead, his skin so pale he seemed on the verge of collapsing. From behind his piano, he surreptitiously retrieved an inhaler from his pocket, but it slipped from his grasp and clattered to the stage. Gunther has asthma? He straightened his spine and acted as if nothing had happened.

Mr. Delgado leaned in. “Gunther, don’t play selfishly, as always. Min, smile more. You look depressed. Loic, play louder. Have some pride in your music, for god’s sake.”

As Mr. Delgado turned away, I seized the opportunity to spring from my seat and retrieve Gunther’s inhaler. However, my teacher’s sharp gaze caught my movement.

“And Dalia,” he questioned with a furrowed brow. “What are you doing on the floor?”

“Nothing,” I hastily responded. “Just a few stretches before the performance.”

“Hmm. Original.” He acknowledged with a head nod. “Anyway, I want you to go against all your natural instincts—no eccentricity. Be normal.”

“Normal. Got it.”

I made my way back to my chair and discreetly returned Gunther’s inhaler. He hesitated before accepting it. He likely didn’t want to appear vulnerable in front of the others while he was the most technically skilled student in our class.

“Don’t worry, it can stay between us,” I mouthed to him, raising my violin to my chin. “Good luck.”

“Thanks.” He smiled.

With a flick of his baton, Mr. Delgado, assuming the role of conductor in his tail tuxedo, signaled the start of the performance.

The crowd gathered, and I inhaled the resiny scent of the varnish. The feeling of the strings on my fingers was almost like being in touch with the life pulse of the instrument. My right arm dragging and pushing the bow back and forth felt like the flow of life itself.

I was where I belonged.

In the right hands, a violin was the voice of love. In the wrong hands, it screeched like a cat in pain. I navigated through double stops, plucking the strings and executing one of my cherished techniques: the tremolo. It made my violin quiver like a tormented heart. I moved my bow so quickly that it was almost aggressive; it was edgy and close to the bridge.

It was safe to say I didn’t follow Delgado’s instructions, which earned me a look as dark as the color of his hair, which was tied in a ponytail. I executed every technique—glissando, portamento, col legno, trills. Nothing else existed in the world but me and the music.

I ended the melody with a sparkling, shimmering, and ethereal arpeggio.

The audience erupted into small applause. My heart was beating frantically. I did it. All four of us bowed, our moist hands locking. I emerged from the stage, leaving the violin in place. The plush carpet absorbed the echo of my footsteps as Sylas walked toward me. A wine-brown cashmere suit clung to his frame, the fabric draping snugly over every contour of his lean body. His golden hair was neatly combed in a polished, proper look like those models in magazines.

“I didn’t know you were performing tonight. You and your music are beautiful.” Sylas glanced around him as if he was hiding from someone. “Can you save me, please? I’m tired of mingling with these people on my father’s behalf. Look at me, I can’t even talk without smiling anymore.”

The life of a politician sounded suffocating to me—endless obligations and a lack of personal freedom.

“I’ll be your savior anytime,” I said with a smile.

The second years had taken over in the grand salon, filling the air with the waltz of “Voices of Spring.” I closed my eyes, immersing myself in the divine melody. However, as I reopened them, Levi’s reflection in one of the towering mirrors appeared to stalk toward me with a determined gait, exuding the sleek grace of a panther on the prowl. My heart leaped to my throat.

“Shall we dance?” Sylas had extended his hand.

“Yes, please,” I stammered, accepting his hand and twirling away from Levi.

He halted in his tracks almost instantly.

Sylas and I locked eyes, caught in a silent, tense dance, as we passed through the waltzing couples floating around us. His Adam’s apple bobbed. The strained smiles we exchanged hung in the air. Amid the awkwardness, I noticed Yasmine across the room, a conspiratorial wink aimed in my direction. She was killing the buffet, a dozen amuse-bouches in her hands. Maybe she was right, and there was more to Sylas’s feelings than friendship.

Yet at that moment, as his hand found its place behind my back, it didn’t stir me. Didn’t echo the way Levi’s touch did—the man entangled in the disillusion that I belonged to him.

Sylas finally broke the silence. “I guess you’re probably aware of what our fathers want for us. I know you’re from a Catholic education, and I’ll always respect that.”

A knot formed in my heart. We were delving into the subject we’d so far tried to avoid.

“Sylas, I—” I began, my words faltering while we glided across the floor. “I’m sorry. I like you a lot, but as a friend…”

He frowned, his grip on my waist tightening as he lowered me into a dip. “Oh, I see.”

“I know our fathers are close, and you’re the only boy my father likes for some reason. You’ve always been kind and attentive to me even though you could have anyone you want,” I said, avoiding his gaze. “I mean, you’re attractive, and…”

“Is it because of Levi?” he asked, his voice barely audible over the soft strains of the waltz. “I’ve noticed how you two look at each other. He can be quite… intense.”

“Maybe… I don’t know. I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry for you.” Sylas smiled, this time genuinely. “He’s the worst person someone could be into.”

He lifted me back up with practiced ease for us to twirl again.

“I hope it’s not going to be weird between us?”

“Dalia, I asked you to be my date because, as lame as it sounds, my father kinda pushed me to do it,” Sylas confessed. “Because you’re the perfect woman a politician could dream of marrying, but you’re far from my type. I’m not into you either.”

“Oh.” That hurt a bit more than I expected.

“I didn’t mean to sound harsh. You’re beautiful, and sweet and—”

“Sweet? Really?” I laughed. “It’s okay, I—”

“I mean…” His voice trailed off. “You’ll never be my type, Dalia.”

I laughed again, trying to brush off the discomfort. “I get it, Sylas. You don’t have to keep repeating it.”

Sylas suddenly halted in the middle of the dance, his grip on my hand loosening. “You don’t understand.”

“It’s okay. We don’t like each other. It’s cool, it’s—”

“You have to promise you won’t tell anyone a thing, especially not to your father or mine,” he urged me. I’d never seen Sylas so insecure. “Remember how I had your back and never told your father about whatever was happening between you and Levi? It’ll remain our secret if you keep mine.”

“You can trust me.”

“I’m into…” He lowered his voice and drew me close with a hand behind my back for a slow dance. “I’m gay. That’s why you’re far from my type and never would be.”

“Oh.” I parted my lips, applause ringing out behind us as the second-years prepared to perform another piece, but we remained locked. “But you just said that thing related to my Catholic education.”

“Yes, because it meant I could keep my father happy while keeping my relationship platonic with you by not promising you things I can’t do.”

Meaning having sex with me. “But what’s wrong with being gay? Why don’t you tell him?”

“My father is a conservative,” he said, straightening up, the depth of his blue gaze meeting mine. “Having a gay son would be the ultimate shame in his eyes. He wouldn’t understand. I’m hiding this from everyone. That’s why I initially approached you—to use you as a cover so people here wouldn’t find out about my preferences. I’m sorry if I made you feel uneasy, but going against my father is mission impossible.”

“I understand more than you think. I have a terrifying father too, remember.” I chuckled, stroking his arm for support while we were still spinning. “If I can help, I will, but you don’t have to feel ashamed or—” I thought this through. “Wait, your cover for who? You’re into someone?”

He pinched his lips, giving me a look to lower my voice. “Maybe. Yes.”

I smiled. “Is it someone I know?”

He shot a glance toward the champagne flutes, and I followed his gaze to Levi, encircled by his two Tactician friends. Then Sylas swallowed.

“Don’t tell me it’s Levi,” I muttered in disbelief. “That’s why you can’t stand him and—”

“It’s not Levi. No offense, but he’s too much of a psycho to be my type,” Sylas quipped back, and I almost felt the need to defend myself.

As I spun, my gaze flickered back to the Tacticians’ group. Kay’s glare drilled into me. He wore a bright red blazer with gold chains and a matching single earring. He quickly downed his drink in one gulp, like he wanted to obliterate me from his field of vision and—

“His best friend,” I said. “It’s Kay.”

Suddenly, everything fell into place. The nasty looks Kay had been giving me weren’t because of Levi, but because of Sylas.

“Yes, he was my first. We went out secretly together last year. He’s my ex,” Sylas admitted, his hand tensing on my body. “We had a thing, but my father nearly found out because of rumors. I denied it, but he lost his temper, Dalia. You should have seen how my father looked at me. I ended it. Kay said I broke his heart, so he’s trying to make me pay for it every chance he gets. Sleeping around with everyone and being a douchebag. It’s killing me, but it can’t happen again.”

“Doesn’t it hurt you?” To let go of the person you love and who you are to please your father?

“Every day.” His voice quivered. “And the worst thing is, I think Levi knows. Kay says he never told him, but they’re besties. He loves him and swears only by him.” I heard a hint of jealousy in Sylas’s tone.

“Well, everything makes so much sense now.”

Sylas had broken Levi’s best friend’s heart, which was probably the reason he’d called him a coward. Knowing Levi, I was sure he’d made Sylas’s life as infuriable as possible in return.

“I’ve never talked about this to anyone. I pretend to have my shit together, but I don’t.” His grip tightened even more. “It’s exhausting.” He gulped. “He can be so carefree, doing whatever he wants, while I’m—”

“Trapped, pretending to be someone you’re not just to gain acceptance,” I finished, his struggle speaking all too well with mine to some degree. “But you deserve to be happy, Sylas. Whatever you decide to do, I’m on your side.”

“Same goes for you, Dalia. Even if you’re too good for someone like this jerk, I have your back with your father,” he said, attempting to divert his attention from Kay’s laughter with his friends. “We’re in this together, right?”

I hugged him tightly, the storm brewing in Levi’s dark gaze burning me from across the room.

Danger was looming.
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“I need to get laid tonight. I think Emeric could be gay.” Kay threw his arm around my neck. “Unless one of you wants to try something new?”

“I think his girlfriend of three years would disagree, and no thanks,” Cillian added, drinking his flute of champagne. “As for you, Levi, lusting after a girl like a perv doesn’t seem to be a success?”

So it wasn’t a nightmare. Everyone was seeing Dalia dancing with Sylas and hugging him.

“I could get rid of the Sylas situation with just a snap of my fingers. I have minions.” Kay smirked. “That color doesn’t even fit him. He’s pitiful.”

I knew Sylas’s well-protected secret, something that even Kay had never told us, and he wasn’t the type to keep a secret—he always shared his billboard conquests.

I remained quiet. This scene was disturbing. I had allowed Sylas to get this close to Dalia because I knew he would never be interested in her. But she didn’t know that. Maybe she liked him? What did she and Kay see in him anyway? Well, too bad for her, I was in the mood to make her stop liking him by making his existence an ancient memory.

My grip tightened on the glass. It was disguised as champagne but filled with sparkling water until it cracked. Kay took a step back. Cheap glass. I threw it away, ignoring the fresh cut oozing blood on my fingertips.

“Shit, man! You’re not yourself since she arrived,” Kay complained. “Everyone is so smitten with her! I don’t see the fuck why!”

My black stare hit him, but Kay didn’t waver.

“I don’t like her, and I never will. Now…” Kay grabbed another flute. “Go get blow jobs instead of standing like a bunch of losers without a date. That’s what I’m about to do. If anyone is looking for me, I’ll be in the bathroom.”

“Sure, because sleeping around to attract someone’s attention works so well for you,” I deadpanned. I was in the mood for chaos.

Kay frowned, but he didn’t dare come back with a nasty comment. Not this time.

“Well, I’m leaving. This looks like one of my mother’s charity parties,” Cillian said, smoothing down his black Armani suit. “Are you coming?”

We were never ones to linger at parties. Me because of my general disdain for people, and Cillian because he avoided them like the plague, barely engaging. I couldn’t blame him; his eccentric mother fancied herself as something out of Gatsby, while her own son was a nerdy introvert.

“No, I’m going to keep torturing myself.” Meaning, watching Dalia dance with that asshole.

“It’s nice to know you’re not as dead inside as we all thought.” Cillian chuckled, and he left.

Dalia’s eyes danced between Sylas and me as if she was enjoying the display of power and teasing. My body was set on fire, and I was pained to remain in control of myself. Every clueless person here thought she belonged to him.

I had gone to great lengths for her that evening. Dealing with her colleague Maria—who didn’t have 1 percent of Dalia’s talent—by giving her a golden opportunity was painful. I could have blackmailed her the old-fashioned way instead. I’d had my tailored suit made twice because it didn’t match the exact shade of black in Dalia’s dress, and I’d let Kay convince me to paint my fucking nails black because it was the latest fashion. Not that she ever noticed those details.

“Enough playing, Dalia.” I readjusted this excuse of a tie, ended my insanity, and paced toward her.

With a few strides, I infiltrated the core of the grand salon, pushing aside the dancing couples until I reached my target.

I placed my hand firmly on Sylas’s shoulder, a spasm shooting through my tensing fingers. “Leave.”

“Why don’t you leave me alone?” Sylas stole the answer I knew Dalia had on her lips.

“Correction. I’m not leaving her alone; you, on the contrary—you’re free to go.”

“You don’t know what you want, dude,” Sylas quipped back.

Neither do you, asshole.

“I do now.” I pushed him out of my way. “You’ll find something interesting in the bathroom.”

He clenched his jaw and stormed away. There I was, playing Cupid. I needed to find myself again ASAP.

“Dance with me,” I requested, extending my hand to Dalia.

It was met with a blunt “No.”

Why did I even bother with politeness? I seized her hand anyway and pulled her into a forced spin, pressing our bodies together. “That wasn’t a question.”

“I said no.”

“And I’m tired of it.”

She gave in, letting me lead the dance. She was trying to break my bones, digging her nails hard into my hand as if she wanted to tear my skin apart. It was delightful. My grip tightened on hers, and she narrowed her eyes back at me. I smirked, and she purposely stepped on my foot.

“You’re jealous,” she accused.

“I thought you knew by now that I’m always jealous when it comes to you. But so are you, don’t deny it.”

“I—” She clasped her lips. “You have to stop interfering in my life and with my music. I need to show what I’m capable of without your help. I want to be proud of myself for doing it, not owing it to someone else. What you did tonight was wrong. I didn’t need your help, so don’t do that ever again or—”

“Okay,” I said, making her twirl.

She didn’t need my help, but that teacher of hers was blind and needed my help to make him recover his sight.

“Okay?” she questioned with a frown.

“I won’t interfere with your music.”

“You promise?”

I had a bad feeling. The kind where if she were to say please, I’d obey anything she could ask. “Yes.”

“You’re twisted.”

I spun her around so her back would face my front, my length already pulsing in my trousers. “Are we back to when you list all of my qualities?”

“You’re also vile.”

My lips hovered near her neck, and I nibbled on her ear. “And you lied to me.”

“When?”

“When I asked you if you had the slightest bit of attraction for me in your dorm?”

She remained silent and attempted to break free from my grip, but I held firm, my fingers constricting around hers, compelling her to suffocate against my body. If she wanted to play it rough, we could.

“You crossed your fingers behind your back. You wanted me. And you’ll pay for your lie, but for now—” My hands firmly grasped her waist, and with a swift movement, I compelled her to twirl around, bringing her face-to-face with me. “I’ll fucking take what the both of us have been craving. I’m done waiting. I’ve given you enough time.”

“Levi,” she breathed. “I’ve never said I was yours.”

I caressed the soft skin of her cheek, and she leaned into my touch. She was becoming mine by the second, even if she didn’t realize it. “I’m going to kiss you, Dalia. So now, are you going to accept that destructive and disgusting bond that is between us?”

I fisted her hair, yanked her to me, and crashed my mouth with hers in the middle of the whole crowd.

My therapist believed I was starving for affection. I remembered his exact words. Forcing someone to stay with you, like you did with that butterfly, isn’t the solution, Levi. You can’t make someone love you back. You can’t force things. Every living thing deserves a choice.

Like hell. Dalia was my new butterfly, and I couldn’t care less.

We wouldn’t be here right now if I had given her a choice from the start. I wouldn’t be branding my lips against her, my tongue tangling with hers, stealing all of her breaths and knowing how perfectly her curves fit in my palms.

Still holding her hand, I weaved us through the crowd of students, nudging aside anyone who dared to obstruct our path. I steered us toward a secluded area—a dimly lit marbled hallway veiled by closed curtains, hidden from view.

“Levi, what are you doing?” she whimpered, and I shoved her back into one of the walls between two lit-up ornate sconces.

I brushed my thumb over her bottom lip. “Something I should have done weeks ago.”

I cupped her mouth in another kiss. More urgent. More demanding. Sucking the sweetness out of her. Her teeth sank into my lips, and I gripped her throat, feeling the pulse of her beating heart. I squeezed—not enough to choke her but enough to feel her quiver. I trailed my kisses down to her collarbone, her neck, sucking and nipping, getting high on her orange scent and on the aftermath of the sugary pink blend of her lips.

“What if people see us?” she moaned, and, God, that moan, it got me feral.

“Then they’ll mysteriously disappear and would never live to talk about it,” I rasped.

I captured her lower lip between my teeth and slipped my hand to clasp her ass, my cock straining in my pants.

“Levi,” she complained, half moaning.

“What? I’d prefer not to commit murder, but if it comes to that, I will, and don’t forget it’ll all be because of you.”

Her soft fingers cradled my hair, and my rotten heart exploded in my chest. She clung to me, all of my muscles tensing. I wasn’t used to the feeling of her skin, of her touching me back. I seized her hands as they trailed down my chest and locked them above her head with one hand. I dragged my free hand over her thigh underneath her puffy dress.

“I’d take a first from you tonight, Dalia,” I warned her, caressing her on top of her wet cotton panty. “You’re so wet, little thief. Now be a good girl and part your legs for me.”

Her cheeks flushed red. “Levi… What are you doing?”

Again with that question. “I’m being generous.”

In my normality, I should have asked her to get on her knees and suck me until I came in her mouth or on her face, then let her deal with that mess alone. Making her lose control was the most alluring foreplay for now.

“I’m not ready for everything,” she gasped. “This is a big deal to me.”

My lips curled. “Too bad you met me.”

“You won’t hurt me,” she whispered, and her newly born trust sent something unwanted in my heart.

“You’re right; you’re not ready for the way I want to fuck you. The way I crave to own you. Break you and put the pieces back together. I have so many wicked fantasies, one hundred and sixty-one, to be precise, but those will have to wait. I wouldn’t want to scare you from the start. First, I need to prepare you for me.”

I pushed her panties aside, and my fingers spread her wetness. A groan tore from my throat. She was holding her breath, biting hard on her lower lip, searching around in fear of getting caught.

“Are you scared someone will see me finger-fuck you?” I kissed her earlobe. “Isn’t this what you want? That I make you come right here in the dark like a slut?”

My thumb stroked her clit, and she put a hand on my shoulder to hold on, her nails digging down my suit.

I lifted my brow, my lips curling. “Do you want me to stop, Dalia, or do you want me to give you our first orgasm?”

“Don’t,” she panted, her knees trying to close in, her hips buckling in from the friction.

I pinned them open. “Don’t what?”

“Don’t stop,” she begged.

I slid one finger inside her, feeling her whole body clenching around me. She was so damn tight, I’d have to go slower than I thought. I pumped my finger in and out of her, the slick, wet noise echoing in the stillness of the room. Her brows curved inward, and she gasped.

“A full sentence, Dalia.”

“You know what I want,” she whimpered, her green eyes numbed with desire. “Don’t make me say it.”

I let go, pulling away my fingers, and the grasp I had on her wrists. “Say it.”

“I’m ashamed for you to see me like that. Especially you. I don’t know how to do this, and I still don’t know if I hate you or if I like you. You’re messing with my head!”

“Ashamed,” I repeated, humming. “We’ll have to change that. I’ll have to make you unlearn your beliefs more than I thought. I’m so hard for you, Dalia, I’ll probably have to go to the bathroom to deal with my issue here unless I fuck your sweet mouth. And I’m not ashamed of it.”

I thought I could maintain some semblance of control by finger-fucking her. I didn’t want her to be my damnation yet, but the day I’d break her innocence with my dick and suck her clit with my mouth, I’d be done for.

Blush bloomed on her cheeks again, and I trailed my fingers on my way up from her belly to stop at the underline of her breast. Ashamed for you to see me like that, she had said. I’d have to see even more of her to prove my point. I lowered the top of her dress underneath her breasts so I could have a full view of them. I hated myself for having found a corner invisible from the cameras, or else I’d have gladly kept that footage.

I swept my thumb over her rosy nipple and tugged on it, making her come to me. “Are you still ashamed? Ashamed that you’re soaking wet for me, your breasts fully visible to me like a dirty little slut?” I palmed her breast, kneading her nipple, and she moaned. “Ashamed that you want me to slide my finger back in your tight pussy?” My dick pulsed in my trousers as I grabbed her throat. “It’s no shame what you’re feeling—it’s pleasure—and from where I’m standing, you have nothing to be ashamed of.”

She had everything to entice me, to make the beast inside me go savage to possess her.

She closed her eyes and blurted out, “I want you to continue what you were doing with your fingers. It was nice. And this, this is nice too.”

I smirked, then dipped down, sucking on her hard nipple, taking her breast into my mouth. I pushed a finger back inside her while she bounced on the wall. I circled my thumb over her clit, her wetness dripping down her thighs. I claimed her neck again, her breathing increasing, her chest heaving.

“Yes,” she moaned, her nails digging down my shoulder to keep herself steady.

I increased the pressure on her clit, and she burrowed her head in the hollow of my neck.

“Look at me,” I ordered, my voice hoarse with need.

She threw her head back, her beautiful, wide eyes settling on me.

“I’m feeling hot,” she panted, her eyes pinching shut again.

“Good, it means you’re close.” I tugged at her nipple. “Eyes. On. Me.”

I wanted to see her come and fall apart for me. I felt her legs clenching around me and her lips pinching shut. Her orgasm wrenched her apart, and I clamped my hand on her mouth to muffle her scream. She tried to push me out, but I continued stroking her clit for a few more seconds, her whole body clenching.

I pulled back from her and tasted her arousal on my finger. Fucking divine.

“Cover yourself.” I heard noises coming closer, probably from the bathroom, and I straightened my spine, standing on guard.

She hurried to readjust her dress at an insanely fast pace. Most people were drained after an orgasm, yet she was energized like she was on coke.

“I-I need to go see Yasmine and process what just happened.” She gestured back and forth between us, her cheeks flushed crimson, just the way I liked them. “Oh god, I—we’ll talk. Maybe. Someday.”

“You and I, or God and you? Because I don’t think God can help with—”

She waved her hands in every direction like a scarecrow, running away from me. “That was… We did… I—take care.”

My brows furrowed. “Take care?”

And then she was off, but not even in the right direction. I would have chased her if I didn’t need to kill that growing erection in my pants and the fact that she had left me even more frustrated than I already was. I always thought I was above sex. Clearly not. I was just as miserable as the next man.

I paced by the bathroom and resolved to deal with my inconvenience in peace. I opened the door to the male bathroom, only to see Kay and Sylas resolving their issues by fucking.

“For fuck’s sake.” I closed the door at the sight of them, groaning in frustration.

“Five minutes!” Kay’s voice echoed.

“Ten,” the other asshole replied.

“Wait, maybe ten!”

I was the only frustrated fool here.


[image: ]

[image: ]


Me: Happy birthday.

After spending the past half hour typing and erasing a birthday message to Levi, I finally pressed send. I was still processing whatever happened last night and how I ran away from him like an idiot. I had let him touch me, and it was… exhilarating. I wanted to do it again. With him. I was into him. I was sick. I needed holy water.

Someone knocked on my door, and I flinched. “Coming,” I grumbled.

Yasmine groaned in complaint from under the blanket, cuddling with Baron. It was a public holiday, which meant a reading day for Yas, and not even the end of the world would interrupt her plans.

I pulled the door open, only to spot Levi dressed in a black wool overcoat, black leather gloves, and a black turtleneck. Black suits him. It makes the stormy gray of his eyes pop. Stupid, stupid thoughts.

“Come on a date with me,” he deadpanned, waving at Yasmine and Baron, neither liking the intrusion.

I blinked twice. “What?”

“It’s not a request, Dalia. You owe me a date. Otherwise, what would be the point of having a birthday?”

“Just because it’s your birthday doesn’t mean you get to dictate to me what to do,” my mouth said while my brain was trying to figure out why he was asking me on a date? Even if he certainly didn’t ask. “Asking would be nice by the way.”

“Be glad I didn’t ask you for a blow job instead. I’m being nice.”

“Levi!” I screamed, turning to Yas, who could hear that but was too deep in her book to care. “We definitely don’t share the same definition of nice.”

He tilted his head to the side as if he didn’t understand. “Why would you refuse a date?”

“I didn’t say I refuse, but I’d like you to pretend that my response matters to you.”

“Of course it matters.” He took a step forward. “But we’re together now, and couples enjoy going on dates.”

“You guys are together?” That information sufficed to make Yasmine put down her book.

“No,” I said.

“Yes,” Levi countered at the same time.

Yasmine grinned and went back to her book. “Sorry I asked. You guys clearly have things to figure out, and I have a book marathon to get back to, so if you’ll excuse me.”

“See, you wouldn’t want to bother your friend’s date with her books.” Levi’s lips curled at one corner as Yasmine frowned.

I crossed my arms. “A relationship doesn’t work like that, Levi.”

“I’m the only one here trying to make that relationship work, love.” He grimaced. “Actually, love doesn’t suit you. Maybe sweetheart? The point is, we define our relationship. I don’t see the problem.”

I opened my mouth to shut down his ego, but when our eyes met, I glimpsed a familiar emotion in his gaze—loneliness. It struck a chord. It was his birthday, and he wanted to spend it with me. I smiled, the child in me finding victory. I was finally breaching Levi’s cold heart.

“Fine, I’m coming because I want to, not because you told me to,” I asserted, jabbing a finger in his direction. With that, I retrieved my long gray coat and slipped into my matching boots while Levi took hold of my violin case.

“Why?” I asked.

“You’ll see.” He tossed his phone onto my bed next to mine. “I don’t want people to interrupt our date. You can go through my stuff when we’re done. My password is your birthday.”

“My birthday?”

His lips formed a stern line. “Does that surprise you?”

It’s like Levi just read a guide on what couples do, but while it came naturally for others, it felt too controlled and clinical coming from him. I left my phone beside his and called out, “See you later, Yas.”

She hummed, and I swung the door shut behind me. Levi’s gaze lingered on me, from the top of my head down to my toes, his hands casually tucked into his pockets.

“What?” I grumbled, fishing my ChapStick out of my vest pocket to swipe it across my lips. “You didn’t exactly give me enough time to get dolled up—”

He dipped down and pressed his lips on mine, kissing away my ChapStick. His dark, earthy scent filled my senses. He’d never kissed me softly before. It felt almost innocent. Vulnerable. Unlike him. He sucked on my lower lip, and a surge of electricity shot through me. But just as quickly as it began, he ended the moment when he pulled away.

He pressed his lips together, sealing in the taste of our kiss. “Tasty.”

I capped the ChapStick and slipped it back into my vest pocket. My probably flushed cheeks betrayed the frenetic pace of my heart as I made my way down the corridor. “You have to wait until the end of our date to maybe kiss me.”

I think? Not that I would know.

He reached out to take my hand, intertwining our fingers. “Our date hasn’t started yet.”

A surge of warmth flooded my stomach at the contact. I hadn’t held hands since Mom because I was too grown up to do that. But I missed it, and holding hands with Levi felt… indescribably good. Comforting. Safe.

He tightened his grip on my hand like he could break my bones easily. Maybe he wasn’t used to that either?

“Tell me something about you.” I shattered the silence that enveloped our footsteps. The halls were void of any other students, probably because it was only morning on a day off. “Maybe your favorite color?”

“I know yours is silver.”

“How did you know that?”

“The first ribbon you wore was silver. Knowing you, you certainly wore your favorite for your first day. You told me you liked my eyes when you were drunk. Plus, blood has a silver taste. And silver is strong but not as pretentious as gold,” he said, his gaze fixed ahead like he had everything about me figured out.

The wind whipped around us, carrying the tang of salt in its whispering breath as we stepped out from the shadow of the quad.

“What about your favorite color?” I asked.

“Take a guess.”

The tall iron gates of Pantheon’s entrance loomed before us, adorned with elaborate scrollwork and menacing spikes. In front of the gates, rows of luxurious cars stretched out, their sheen dulled under the heavy blanket of the overcast sky.

“Honestly, I thought you’d be a gray kind of guy. Unfeeling and not entirely black or white. You never really take part in things, and you don’t like excess emotions—apart from pissing me off.”

“You’re wrong. I’d have to go with rainbow.” He opened the door of his sleek black sports car for me. “But your analysis was decent.”

“Rainbow?” I chuckled. “It doesn’t fit you.”

“Who said it was about me?”

His gaze locked onto mine, and I knew. He absentmindedly touched my hair. Mamma said I had rainbow hair. The sun after the rain. Ignoring the fluttering sensation in my stomach, I climbed into his car. Could I really trust him?

“Where are we going?” I diverted the conversation. “It’s only morning after all.”

Before I could protest, Levi fastened my seat belt and revved his engine.

“You’ll see.”
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“My first official date is at a cemetery,” I mumbled, trying to wrap my head around the idea.

Levi wasn’t the type to date either, so clearly neither of us had any clue on how to do that properly. The cemetery sprawled across the island like a slumbering beast, with tombstones jutting from the earth like jagged teeth. The distant cries of seagulls and a scattering of mourners framed the somber scene. It was the day we celebrated the dead in France.

He crossed the entrance gates, bearing carvings of angels and saints. He couldn’t know about Mom’s and my tradition? Unlikely, but not impossible. I followed him inside, weaving through the rows of crypts and mausoleums. Moss clung to the headstones, and the air was heavy with the scent of damp earth. We reached a spot beneath a weeping willow, and Levi removed his coat to settle down. I prepared to join him on the grass, but he casually placed his coat beside him.

“You could sit on my lap if you prefer,” he suggested, his gaze ensnared by this grim realm of death.

I took the spot next to him, somehow liking the fact he would sacrifice his expensive coat for the sake of mine. “Aren’t you going to tell me why you brought me here?”

“Because the world is ugly today,” he said. “They all lost someone. Are they only here because they have to be? How long will it take for their love to go away? Most of them will never come back. The world is chaotic today. Ugly. Pathetic. It’s…”

“It’s how you feel inside.” Hurt. Lonely. Sad. “And today, the world mirrors you and your pain, so you feel… understood and not so alone by coming here.” So Levi didn’t know we shared the same ritual on a different day. “I have a tradition with my mom. On her day of death, Grandma helps me sneak out, and I go to the cemetery to mourn her. I’ll play on her tombstone because music must continue on this day.”

“You can’t let the ugliness of the world win for once, right?” Levi’s scowl deepened. One moment, he was vulnerable. The next, he was distant again. “You wish you’d have said no to this date, now, don’t you?”

“As if I had a choice.” My chuckle died in my throat when my gaze fixed upon the Hungway’s family manor—Pantheon’s founders—nestled among the craggy cliffs. It towered above the trees like a looming, haunted dollhouse, standing just beyond the cemetery. Its windows were opaque, veiling any glimpse of what lay within. “It’s beautiful.”

“Beautiful?” Levi mused, tilting his head. “Most people would call it creepy.”

“That’s because they don’t see the love the youngest brother had for Corvina. They only see the tragedy,” I said before swallowing. Love wasn’t the best subject to talk about with Levi. “What did you usually do on your birthday? Before…”

I wasn’t sure if I should mention Lucie again with what had happened with the music scores last time.

“You won’t like my answer, and you’ll have to answer my question afterward.”

“It’s a deal,” I beamed.

“My mother didn’t like the whole attention-seeking of birthdays, even hers. She was absent, uncaring, noncommunicating. As for Patrice, he was drunk and stole the show.” His stern and sharp tone didn’t betray an ounce of pain.

“I’m sorry. Patrice sounds like a horrible stepfather.”

His cruel smile was on. “Is that pity? I thought I knew you better.”

“How was he?”

“Why?” A muscle worked in his jaw, and he deflected my question with his usual sarcasm. “Would the perspective of my tragic backstory make you love me?”

“I think you hide who you truly are from most people.”

“So do you.” His lips curled. “I already had weekly therapist sessions to cure what was wrong with me and make me normal. He was unsuccessful, even if he believes the contrary.”

“So did I,” I said, fidgeting my fingers together. “After my mother’s death…. I didn’t talk with anyone but…” Lucie and you. Lucie healed me with music, and you made silence not so quiet. “I closed myself off completely, and my father became the way he is now. It’s like a part of me died with her. I had to live with everyone’s expectations of me.” I blinked away the memories. “I still have nightmares when I’m unable to do anything. Move. Save her. Speak. I feel so weak.”

“You’re many things, Dalia, but not weak, and your mother knows that.”

“You really think so?” I felt my eyes glistening and my heart hammering. It was the perfect time to get the past behind us. “You know, four years ago… I’m sorry I didn’t have the courage to tell my dad about the kiss.”

“You were ashamed of having kissed me. Understandable.”

Why would he think that?

“No!” I protested, turning to face him. “I was terrified of my father. I wasn’t ashamed of you.”

He simply hummed in response, yet his fingers tensed.

“What happened to you… after?”

“Patrice left,” he deadpanned. “And I emancipated myself.”

He was only sixteen and alone with no family while I was complaining about my life. Levi was the rejected, unloved child, craving control as the only way for him to keep people close.

“My turn.” He switched the subject. “What’s the symbol behind your ribbons?”

“They were my mother’s. She believed ribbons were the connection between two humans. She gave me a ribbon on each of my birthdays until she… left us. She called them the ribbons of destiny, uniting souls in an invisible link. I always wore them because she’s always with me. The one you took, the silver-gray one, is the first one my mom gifted me. My most precious one.”

“Telling me this will only convince me to never give it back to you, you know that.”

I smiled. I knew because this was his way to hold on to a little bit of love in his twisted mind. “If you break it, I’ll feed you to the sharks, Levi Delombre.”

“If you’re the one cutting me into pieces, I may be into it,” he said, joking or maybe not. It was hard to tell with him.

My gaze fixated on the grieving father and his son, who stood solemnly beside a tombstone adorned with flowers. The boy’s tear-streaked face revealed the depth of his sorrow as he clung tightly to his father. Levi’s attention was also drawn to the heartrending scene.

This boy, just like us, had lost a mother, and no one would ever replace her. I wanted to tell him it’d all be okay, but that would’ve been a lie. The warmth she left behind and her absence could never be filled, leaving a void that no words could mend.

“I miss my mom,” I whispered. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have brought this up. It’s just I always tried to imagine what my childhood would have been like if Mom was here… And I was wondering about yours, and how Lucie was with you and—”

Levi leaned against the rough bark of the tree, his expression clouded. He let out a small, bitter laugh. “Don’t do this.”

“Please.” My gaze pleaded with him. “I want to know more about you. And your childhood is a part of who you became.”

I didn’t push him on the subject of Patrice earlier, but I still wanted him to tell me things he’d never told anyone. Maybe I wanted to feel special, or maybe, deep down, I hadn’t given up on Lucie’s music scores. I promised myself I’d get to the root of it, determined to prove him wrong.

“I was homeschooled in secondary school because Dad thought it was for the best. Those years were pretty lonely for me,” I confided, hoping it’d get him to open up.

“You didn’t miss anything. People are complete idiots,” Levi bit out.

“Why?”

“Oh, you know why, my little thief.” Levi’s words cut through the air, dripping with cruelty. “You heard what your father called me that day.”

The rumors. The mean words they called Lucie.

“Yes.”

“Say it.”

“No, it’s mean, and it’s not true,” I protested, my voice growing stronger with each word.

Levi’s scowl twisted further. “Oh, but it’s true.”

“No, you’re not a freak! Neither of you were,” I insisted, my resolve firm. “I don’t care what they all say. It’s not true!”

“Always so naive, Dalia,” he sneered. “I never tried to hide who I am from you, yet you still think you can change me. This word was meant to suffocate me, to demean me, but it was liberating. I’ve accepted who I am, and it’s time for you to do the same.”

“Then show me. Show me who you are with a memory,” I challenged, leaning in closer, my arms planted firmly in the grass. “All I’m asking is for you to trust me to be on your side.”

“On my side,” he repeated, his gaze shifting from my lips to my throat. Then he petted my cheek with a touch surprisingly soft for him. “Very well.”

I nodded and settled on my knees, ready to listen to him.

“I went to school with the butterfly I captured in the jar,” he started, his stormy eyes not wandering away from mine. “The popular kid showed up at my table. I was minding my own business alone, eating the same goddamn sandwich my mother made me everyday, because she didn’t understand the concept of eating in the canteen. He purposely knocked the jar to the ground and crushed the butterfly under his foot. He laughed as she agonized—its legs struggling, its wings broken, its blood inking the floor.”

I gasped. Dad was right. The world was a dark place, where being different meant being excluded.

“He was one of those kids who came to my house, spreading the rumors of us being freaks to his parents. I gave him a bloody nose and was called into the headmaster’s office, where I was forbidden to bring my butterflies to school. I had the best grades, so unfortunately, they couldn’t afford to get rid of me, like the other worried mothers wanted.”

He tore his gaze away from me, staring at the void. His jaw clenched tightly, muscles tensing beneath his skin.

“My mother had no social skills. When she wasn’t offending people who couldn’t handle honesty, she’d blurt out random facts at the worst moments and ramble about it for hours. She didn’t even notice they all made fun of her, taking her for a circus freak, and when they criticized her, it remained engraved forever in her brain. On the contrary, I felt nothing. So I gave them something to talk about other than my mother’s weird behavior.”

I kept still, afraid that if I moved, he’d stop telling me the story of how he had become the bully by being bullied himself. My heart, nevertheless, thudded wildly in my chest.

“After that, I broke each thing they possessed and took what they cherished the most.” Levi’s features contorted into a mask of disgust, his lip curling slightly in a snarl. “Their bikes were deflated, their soccer balls went missing, their phones were hacked. None of them dared to look me in the eyes; they just whispered the word freak behind my back. I humiliated them one by one because I was better than them. I made each of them pay for my own amusement. I made them fear me.”

A chill swept through the air, and I cinched my coat snugly around my neck while strands of his hair veiled the blackness of his gaze. Since Levi couldn’t change people’s nature, he would change the outcome and have the power of the narrative. That was why he’d never talked to me when we were children. He was mistrustful, waiting for me to treat him like he had been treated. So instead of being pitied, he preferred to be hated.

“You defended your mother,” I whispered, the words caught in my throat.

“And all I ever got in return was just blunt ignorance,” he cursed, meeting my eyes again. “She never saw me; she kept repeating that she had failed, but it wasn’t about her or the goddamn world she was living in.”

I reached out, my fingers curling around Levi’s hand.

The hard truth was that deep, deep down, Levi wanted to be loved by someone.

For someone not to leave him.

“If I would have been at your school, I’d have stood by your side.” I smiled. “You wouldn’t have had any other choice but to accept my friendship.”

“We’ll never be friends, Dalia. Not in this lifetime, not in the next.”

Oh, we so were becoming friends. Nine years too late. Guided by an unseen force, I crawled to him and closed my eyes. With a deliberate slowness, I pressed my lips against his soft ones, savoring the moment as if time had frozen. I mirrored our first kiss amid the solemn quiet of death’s embrace around us.

“It’s the first time I didn’t have to trick you into kissing me, my little thief.”

I pulled back, my heart pounding in my chest. “Second time, and well, you have kissable lips.”

But Levi wasn’t about to let me escape so easily. With a firm grip on my nape, he pulled me back toward him, his possessive kiss sending shivers down my spine. “You can’t kiss me like that and back off.”

“What’s next?” I moaned between our kisses.

We were diving headfirst into our first official make-out session on a date. I wasn’t supposed to kiss him until the end of the date. Screw the rules.

He handed me my violin case. “Time for you to make the world beautiful again.”
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“You’re getting moody because you’re starving. Let’s go eat somewhere nice,” I groaned, dissatisfied with the cheap trailer food she had made me buy and the wrinkled, dirty coat I was wearing.

This date didn’t fucking go as planned. A cemetery was like Disneyland for Dalia, and I wished I was buried three feet under at this moment.

“I’m fine,” she grumbled. Clearly not. “You don’t need to spend money to impress me. This is nice.”

She was playing florist among the tombstones like she was on a mission from the afterlife and wouldn’t stop until every grave was filled with flowers. It drew stares from passersby, but who was I to stop this girl’s insanity? And of course, she hid behind me like a scared rabbit. If I even hinted that we should move along, to continue the date, she shoved a bouquet into my hand with one of her charming glares, as if her little existential crisis was my responsibility to solve for the betterment of humanity.

I even tried to rally a guard to my cause, making him believe that Dalia was trying to dig up a corpse, but instead, he gave her a map of the cemetery and told me how lucky I was to have such a kindhearted woman by my side. My patience was running low, and my brain was exhausted by all of this kindness. What do you have to do to take a girl out of a cemetery nowadays?

“On one condition,” Dalia said, and by this point, I was ready to agree to anything. “I’ll buy you a cake, and you have to blow out a candle. It’s your birthday after all.”

“I’m not eight, Dalia.”

She wiped her hands, dirt buried under her nails. “You can’t be the one taking all of my firsts, and you won’t fight me on this.”

“Fine, then, we’ll buy a candle, and I’ll blow it out on your body. We’ll make it fit between your breasts before I eat you and—”

“No, I’m buying you my favorite dessert,” she cheered, striding past me, but at least it got her to stroll out of the cemetery.

But I wasn’t done suffering yet.

After two hours of driving, all I got to do was pollute the earth even more since almost every bakery in town was closed, and the restaurants weren’t faring any better. Grumpy Dalia was even worse than the euphoric one, so I judged that now wasn’t the best time to inform her I didn’t even like sweets.

“This one is open!” she exclaimed, practically bouncing in her seat when she spotted the little French bakery, which looked like it had survived the apocalypse with its weathered facade.

I parked like a jerk right in front. She was already bounding out of my car before I’d even come to a complete stop. I trailed her like her reluctant shadow. Once inside, she stood on tiptoes, rang the bell, and eyed the pastries like she was window-shopping for her next victim. A mustached giant emerged, looking like he’d seen his fair share of chaos for the day. Too bad for him.

She flashed him a saccharine smile. “Hi! Please tell me you still have an eclair a la pistache?”

“We do,” he said, unsmiling.

She turned to me with wide eyes. “See, we found it!” Then she turned back to him. “Two of them, please, oh and maybe… that chocolate cake over here, or no, the tarte à—”

“Give us everything you got.” I sighed.

“Levi!”

I shrugged, handing the man my credit card. “I’m bringing the choices to you.”

“I’m buying the pistachio ones!” Dalia protested, rummaging for cash in her pockets. “And do you also have a candle somewhere?”

The guy frowned. “Do I look like Santa to you?”

“Yes,” she beamed. “Please, you’ll be my hero. It’s his birthday, and he needs a candle!”

I squinted my eyes at her. Her hero, him? Really? He was built like a truck, but he certainly wasn’t the sentimental type to be softened by—

“I’ll be right back.”

“I’m buying your dessert,” Dalia cheered, looking insufferably pleased with herself. “Oh licorice! It’s been forever.”

She rushed to the candy section and filled a plastic bag with licorice.

I snorted. “No one likes those candies.”

“I do,” she countered, placing them on the counter. “They were my favorite candies as a child.”

My body involuntarily stiffened, my stomach twisting. She’d gifted them to me back then because she loved them.

“I don’t think you remember, but…” Her voice trailed off momentarily, then she swallowed. “Licorice made me think of you. Not everyone appreciates them, it’s true, because it tends to push others away. It’s not a classic candy; this one is strong and distinctive, but if you take the risk of tasting it, you discover that it’s actually sweet behind its harsh dark exterior.”

I couldn’t tear my gaze away from her. It was as if a glitch had occurred in my programming, causing me to momentarily freeze as I tried to debug the unexpected input. She had always been one step ahead of me. I had tried to figure her out, but she had infiltrated my defenses.

The man returned with a lit-up pink candle on the pistachio dessert, and she handed over her cash to pay for it while I took care of the rest. She handed me my dessert as she claimed the bag of thirty-four pastries and the licorice for herself.

“I always eat this dessert for my birthday. It’s my favorite,” she urged me with another smile. “Eat it, and don’t forget to make a wish!”

Now would have been a good time to tell her I was allergic to said pistachio. That I was disgusted by the smell of it alone and that I’d prefer to walk on acid than eat that thing. Now would have been the proper time, but her big eyes on me made me blow out that candle with an impossible wish before taking a bite of that disgusting thing. It was probably karma catching up with me because of the licorice.

“So?” she prompted eagerly, watching my every move like a sociopath.

“It’s…” I searched for the right words. Magnificent would betray my disgust for it, so I went with—“Surprisingly decent.”

“Ah, I knew you’d like it!” She took a bite of her own. “You’re not taking another one?”

For fuck’s sake.

I faked another bite, swallowing that piece, my throat getting itchy. Fantastic. I had willingly poisoned myself, again, just to please her out of the generosity of my own decaying heart. I discreetly disposed of the last morsel when a flock of ravens momentarily diverted her attention.

I steered the car back toward Pantheon, the imposing spires of the university looming in the distance like some high-security prison. Hopefully, no one would ever hear about this.

I parked, and we trudged through the entrance. Wooden benches sat vacant as the rain pelted down on the courtyard. We strode beneath the cover of the building’s arcades and arches.

“This was a great first date, Levi,” she said, cake crumbs clinging to the corners of her lips.

It had been a horrendous day, but I was determined to switch the date in my favor by keeping Dalia all to myself, locked up in my room. However, my plans were abruptly thwarted by the arrival of Cillian and Kay strolling over the empty quad. Kay, with his customary lack of subtlety, outstretched his arms in a greeting that I could have done without.

“Happy birthday, fucker.” Kay squeezed me tighter than necessary in a hug, causing my muscles to tense. His gaze then shifted to Dalia. “So are you guys a couple or—”

“No,” she said.

“Yes,” I countered with a wry smile. “She just needs some time to come to terms with it.”

Cillian and Kay exchanged a look.

“Anyway, you’re coming with us. We’re throwing you a little committee party tonight,” Kay said.

I had other plans for tonight. “Not interested.”

“Nuh-uh, it’s the month before exams! We need this. Your birthday is just an excuse,” Kay persisted, his gaze now fixed on Dalia. “You’re obviously not invited.”

“Of course she is,” Cillian interjected, his demeanor remaining stoic despite Kay’s antics.

“I don’t know her. I’m not going to invite—”

“You always invite everyone.” Cillian cut him off. “That’s tradition.”

At Pantheon, the houses displayed their power through annual parties, each attempting to assert their superiority. As Tacticians, we were renowned for our strategic gatherings, whether it be escape games, video game tournaments, or chess competitions. I had no inkling what Kay had schemed for this year’s parties.

“Fine,” Kay relented. “And while you’re at it, you should come with your Unifier friend so you don’t feel lonely. Tactician parties are a whole other thing compared to your lame cooperative board games, cosplay, karaokes, or whatever you guys do.”

Dalia smiled gracefully. “I’ll ask Yasmine about it.”

Kay’s face hardened. It was clear he couldn’t care less about Yasmine.

“And maybe Sylas. I think you all know him, right?” Dalia added, her smile feigning innocence.

Interesting. Had she known all along and deliberately toyed with him? A smirk crept onto my lips as I observed Kay’s surprise.

“Now, Levi, if she shows up, will you?” Cillian asked with a straight face.

“I’ll come if you leave me the fuck alone now,“ I replied sharply.

“Nope, you’re sticking with us,” Kay countered, dangling his arm over my neck. Not long enough so I could shoot him a death glare, but enough for my muscles to tense. “I doubt your girlfriend would mind.”

“I have homework to finish anyway,” Dalia said, much to the delight of those two smug fuckers beside me.

My throat tightened further, the pistachio still wreaking havoc. Perhaps it wasn’t such a bad idea after all. “I’ll see you tonight.”

“Maybe.” She smiled back, heading toward her dormitory. “Thanks for the cakes.”

We made a sharp U-turn, heading in the opposite direction toward our lair.

“Didn’t know you had a heart beating underneath,” Cillian mocked.

“I bet he has blue balls by now.” Kay, for once, agreed with him.

What I felt for Dalia wasn’t pleasurable, but giving in to it was less painful. “Shut up, both of you.”

“I thought you wanted to ruin her and her father and all that crap?” Kay raised a brow. “Imagine her daddy’s face when he finds out you banged his precious daughter.”

The mention of Mercier soured my mood. “It’s more than a fuck, and she’s not his.”

“Be careful. It looks like you’re losing control.”

I ignored Cillian’s warning.

Dalia Mercier belonged to me.
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The phone’s beeps pierced the quiet of my dorm as I waited for my father and Grandma to answer the FaceTime call. Fidgeting nervously, I reached down to smooth the lace edges of my blouse, carefully tucking them beneath the flowing, rippling layers of my fluffy pink skirt.

Finally, the beeps ceased, and Grandma’s face lit up the screen. “My flower, we were just thinking about you. We’re back from the cemetery.”

Through the screen, I glimpsed both Grandma and Dad crossing the threshold of our house, clad in somber black outfits. I immediately noticed Dad’s guarded face. The faint downturn of his lips and the distant look in his eyes betrayed the sorrow he sought to conceal.

“How are you, Dad? I called because I was thinking about you both.”

“We’re fine,” Dad responded with a hint of forced pride. He had gone to see Mom’s grave. How could he be fine? “How was your gala? Apparently, you made quite a sensation in the quartet or in that dress of yours.”

Grandma shot Dad a pointed glance, as she always did to reprimand him.

“It went well,” I said, tugging on my low ponytail. “I’m sorry about the dress. I—”

“Sylas has already apologized. He wanted to offer you a gift, but he understands it might have been misplaced,” my father pointed out in his usual condescending business tone. “I hope you both still reasonably enjoyed yourselves.”

I smiled and mentally thanked Sylas for covering for me with my dad. He must have spent a long time trying to calm him down.

“We’re so happy you’re loving it here,” Grandma added cheerfully.

“Right,” my father cut in. “We wanted to wait until we saw you to tell you the good news, but why wait?”

My pulse quickened. “Oh. What is it?”

“I had a call with the Parisian Opera,” Dad announced, his voice tinged with pride. “We discussed your impressive performance and studies, and they apparently have a vacant spot for a violinist in their orchestra in January. She’ll email you the details this week. You could come back home, or even stay at Sylas’s father’s house. He lives right under the Opera. I’m sure Sylas would visit if things get more serious, plus he’ll be done with Pantheon soon. All has been arranged.”

My jaw clenched. I had entered Pantheon thanks to my father’s legacy, not because I deserved it. I was privileged. Dad was just trying to buy my way in so he could have control over me for another year, possibly for the rest of my life.

You’re not fit for the orchestra. I remembered Levi’s voice. I wanted to be a soloist, a composer, like Lucie. Most importantly, I wanted to prove that I could make it on my own. I won’t rest until I perform at Pantheon’s Opera.

“But… I still have so much to learn, and I love it here at Pantheon,” I said, mustering my resolve. “But thank you, Dad, for supporting me.”

Pantheon was mine. My chance to make my own legacy. My promise to Mom.

“I thought you wanted to come to Pantheon for music, and now, this opportunity, it’s once in a lifetime. I won’t be able to pull another—”

“I appreciate the gesture, Dad, but I want to stay. I made a promise to Mom—”

“And I almost lost you both because of that damn opera in the first place! I don’t understand why you care so much about it. It destroyed our lives!”

“I can’t let them win and take away the dream Mom and I shared!” I screamed. “I’m not leaving.”

Plus, it wasn’t just about the opera. I was making new friends. I apparently even had a boyfriend. I was taking control of my life, discovering who I was and what I was made of. I was free of my gilded cage.

Dad took a deep breath, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “It’s your life to waste, after all. I know we promised to come to the Parents’ Open Day in a week, but I have an affair I need to take care of.”

A part of me felt relieved at the prospect of him not being around. I’ve hidden so many things from him.

“Oh, is everything okay?” I crossed my fingers behind my back. “It’s a shame, but I understand. We’ll see each other at Christmas.”

“Yes, yes, it’s just a new weapons export contract, but it’s nothing I can’t handle,” Dad replied, his tone slightly uneasy. Something seemed off. “Well, we’ll leave you to get back to your studies.”

“Love you guys.” I waved at the screen, and we ended the call.

I shifted my focus, applying bold satin mulberry lipstick, a shade my dad would disapprove of, and allowing my hair to cascade freely. I gathered a few strands from the crown of my head, securing them with a ribbon in the same color.

I then went to find Yasmine, who was busy getting dressed in the bathroom. I knocked on the door and called out, “You ready? Let’s go to this party.”
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“This is their idea of a small party?” Yasmine’s voice cut through the echoing thud of phonk beats reverberating off the stone walls.

Students from all four houses mingled in the underground ancient dungeons of the Tacticians, a.k.a. their chess club headquarters. A spider-shaped chandelier hung from the ceiling, casting a purple glow over the room.

Navigating through the crowd, we felt like two lost mice finding themselves in the heart of a bustling jungle. As for Sylas, he was already talking to a group of students the moment he arrived—extroverted people were a whole different species.

“You, at a party?” Tara’s sneer halted our steps as she downed her drink in one swift motion.

“Yes, and don’t ever think of giving me a morality lesson.” Yas crossed her arms.

Her sister chuckled darkly, handing Yas the empty cup, then leaned back, swaying to the music. “Good for you. I’m done being the family’s disappointment because I’m the eldest sister. Screw you.” Her gaze then shifted to me. “If you’re looking for Levi, he’s right there.”

I followed Tara’s pointed finger, and my gaze landed on a couple of tables and chairs crafted from dark wood and iron, nestled in a cozy corner under an arch. Levi was engaged in a chess game with Cillian, drawing the attention of the surrounding crowd, who watched their strategic battle unfold on the couches or from behind.

A crowd mostly made of women. It wasn’t surprising. They both exuded an air of princely aristocracy. Cillian sported a dress shirt rolled up to his forearms, paired with glasses. Meanwhile, Levi remained true to his character, resembling a modern-day dark prince with his leather jacket over his preppy cable-knit sweater. My heart raced. That damn jealousy again.

He had a thing with Tara, but what about the others? He had left his phone in my dorm all day, so naturally, with Yas’s encouragement, I did what seemed like the more mature thing to do: I snooped through his phone. Better to be prepared than sorry—that was Grandma’s mantra.

But I found nothing compromising. He was a ghost online, rarely responding to messages, and when he did, he replied with no more than a sentence, devoid of emoji. His camera roll was used by his friend Kay, who took most of the pictures in them. His notes were terrifying, though, from lines of codes to my name written all over again for many lines on many different dates.

“I’ve never seen Tara drunk,” Yasmine half screamed, half whispered in my ear. “It’s scary.”

Tara stumbled on her high heels, then burst into laughter. “Oh, you still didn’t have sex, did you? You’ll never satisfy him. Levi is a sadist. FYI, he needs a lot to get horny, from watching a threesome to—”

“Okay, that’s it! I’m taking her back to her dorm.” Yasmine wrapped an arm around her sister. “Let’s go, Tara.”

Tara scrunched up her nose at Yas, inspecting her split ends. “Your hair looks like a mess.”

Yas mouthed a sorry, and I whispered back, wishing her good luck. That was how I found myself, alone, navigating through the crowd as they danced to the pulsating tech beats. The music assaulted my ears, each thud stabbing at my heart. I didn’t want to appear needy and immediately rush to Levi’s side. I was still taken aback by Tara’s words. Sadist. Watching. Threesome. You’ll never satisfy him.

“Isn’t it, Snow White dearest?” Kay appeared out of nowhere, his sharky smirk accentuated by the neon glow of the purple bomber jacket he wore with a loose-fitting hoodie. He gestured with his hand, the flash of his silver rings catching the light. “I don’t see what Levi sees in you, frankly. You don’t look fun.”

“Well, I don’t see what Sylas sees in you,” I quipped back.

“Now I see it.” Kay chuckled before casually throwing an arm around me. “Come play with us; we’re one player short.”

“S-sure,” I stammered as he guided me toward the beer pong game, but it wasn’t like any normal game. This one had a chess game going on the side. You could tell Tacticians hosted this party.

“Rules are simple,” Kay explained, leaning toward me. “Each opponent plays turn by turn on the chessboard. The first to eat a pawn from the other wins, the loser drinks, and so on. Depending on the value of the pawns, the loser can drink from one to nine glasses, so watch out for your queen. But if you lose the game, you need to drink it all.”

“But I don’t drink, and I don’t play chess well.”

“You’ll do just fine. Your opponent is an easy target.” He laughed and gestured for me to stand in front of the board. “Miguel, Dalia will finish the game since the one before forfeited. We usually play with Levi’s chess app, but since this party is not exclusive to Tacticians, we did it the old-fashioned way.”

“There’s an app?” Miguel, the Tactician contestant, whom I recognized as the boy from the roof, asked, eyebrows furrowing.

Kay rolled his eyes. “Of course there’s an app. It’s only through invitation, so you have to prove yourself first to be in the club. Now, let’s play. You’re not the main event of this soiree.”

Miguel gave Kay a faint smile and held out his hand for us to shake. “Good luck.”

I made my move as white, already deep into the game against the Tactician. He flipped the hourglass, giving me only fifteen seconds to decide. Swallowing nervously, I advanced my knight, aiming to threaten his rook, but he swiftly captured my undefended bishop.

“Your pawn is worth three shots,” Miguel muttered, avoiding my gaze.

“Game is a game,” Kay chimed in like the little devil on my shoulder. “That wasn’t a bad move for a newbie. You’ll get him in the next round.”

“But I don’t want to drink alcohol,” I reiterated.

“You agreed to play. Now you can’t break the rules,” Kay teased, a sinking feeling telling me I had fallen into his trap.

The first-year Tactician handed me a drink. “I’m sorry.”

I hesitated, the weight of the shot glass heavy in my hand, uncertainty coursing through me. My throat tightened as I lifted the glass closer to my lips. But before I could drink it, another hand snatched the glass from my grasp and downed it in one motion.

“She told you she doesn’t drink.”

Levi’s gaze bore into me, his eyes narrowing with an intensity that sent a chill down my spine. Their depths seemingly bottomless as they swallowed me whole. He was pissed at me, a storm brewing behind his gaze. A knot tightened in my stomach. I watched him down not just one but all three shots. His jaw clenched. Levi, who never drank, who saw alcohol as a sign of weakness, had just imbibed for me.

“But you just did. I won my bet against that fucker of Cillian.” Kay smiled. “Now, I have a game to win. Dalia, thank you for indulging me. You’re free to go. It was a pleasure.”

Tacticians. All the same.

“Levi, I’d like to be part of your chess—” Miguel attempted to interject.

But Levi raised a commanding hand, silencing Miguel with a stern look as he scrutinized the chessboard with a furtive glance. “You’re playing aggressively. It’s risky and unconventional to incite chaos on the board.” With a decisive move, he removed the black queen from the game. “If you win in that position against that asshole Kay, you’re in the club.”

Miguel beamed—it was almost contagious. Meanwhile, Levi’s hand closed around mine in a firm, almost bruising grip, yanking me away from the chess game. The heat radiating from his touch felt like a burning flame against my skin.

“Come on, we were just playing around—” Kay’s voice faded the farther Levi guided me away, his steps purposeful and determined.

“You shouldn’t have indulged Kay’s ego. It may seem like an innocent party to you, but it’s only a demonstration of power. We play on our house strength and make our own rules to intimidate the others,” he admonished.

“I didn’t know that even parties here had a twist.” Everything about Pantheon was an occasion to be competitive.

He halted our steps as we reached the cozy corner where he had been seated earlier, surrounded by chessboards and plush purple leather sofas. He turned to me. “Each house is hosting parties during the year. That’s ours. Pioneers would most likely host sports games and bets. Guardians are adept at debate clubs or everything that shows off their culture in a small committee. And you guys are more into team-building activities.”

“You’re not playing anymore?” a Pioneer woman interrupted from one of the boards, her question directed at Levi. “I was about to go next against you.”

Levi ignored her and settled onto the empty sofa. “Sit on my lap.”

“I’m not going to sit on—”

“Sit on my lap, Dalia,” he repeated.

I found myself complying, acutely aware of the girl’s gaze fixed on me. I wasn’t a jealous person. I wouldn’t be one.

Levi enveloped me in his arms, his breath brushing on my nape. “Good girl.”

“How many girls have you had sex with?” I blurted out, out of nowhere. Okay, I’d definitely inherited Grandma’s genes. Maybe I was a jealous person. I took out his phone from my skirt pocket. “You left it in my room.”

“It’s not important,” he said, trying to get out of the conversation, his fingers brushing over my white lace high-knee socks.

“I think it’s fair that I should know. Did you bang one of them?” My voice pitched. What is happening to me? Did I really say bang? My heart blazed like a fiery violin, each note resonating through my veins, melting away all reason.

“No,” he said. “I let a few suck me, but it wasn’t entrancing enough for me to be interested in sex afterward.”

I hummed. A girl should keep her purity while men, men could do whatever the fuck they wanted. He was experienced. I wasn’t. Not that I was thinking of having sex with him. But he’d touched me down there, and we’d gone on a date, so that gave me the right to ask, right?

“And with Tara?”

“Experimental. We tried things to spark at least something in one another, but it was a failure. Imagine dating yourself. It’d be chaotic.”

“So she didn’t… satisfy you?” I was bad at having those conversations.

“I’m here having a boner just because you’re sitting on my lap, Dalia.” His fingers cupped my jaw, tilting my head so I’d meet his darkened eyes. “The basic things don’t usually excite me. I tried more things than you to make me feel something. Like I said, it didn’t work. Until you. I noticed the way some men lust after you. I usually don’t care about sharing, but with you, it drives me crazy. I want to drive a knife through their throat and watch them bleed. So does that answer your question, or do you want a live demonstration of the effect you have on me?”

My stomach was burning, and I felt something happening down there. I was getting wet. I clenched my legs together. Levi grabbed his phone and flipped to the selfie camera.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“I’m making a statement and changing my lock screen.”

He branded his mouth with mine, his hand capturing my throat. The flash of the picture blinded me right before he pulled back.

“Don’t post that,” I warned. “If my father sees this, he’ll go insane.”

Me, sitting on a man’s lap, his tongue in my throat, his hand roaming over my leg—he’d resent me forever.

He tilted his head. “Are you ashamed of me?”

“No, but he’ll never understand this. Plus, he’s busy with an export contract, and paperwork usually puts him in a bad mood. He looked exhausted earlier.”

“Export contract?” Levi flashed a smile.

I narrowed my eyes on him. “The point is, I want to be sure before making it official.”

“Sure, huh?” he said, his voice deadly. “You’re still not sure about us?”

“Levi,” I whispered, but it was too late. I had awoken the monster inside him.

His hand closed on mine, and he led me away, his tall figure cutting through the throng of people. He clutched onto my hand harder and quickened his pace. I struggled to keep up with his determined stride. The world around us seemed to blur, the noise merging into a distant hum as we reached an adjacent room.

It was a mix between a storage room and an old private library with some cherry wood bookshelves and a couch nestled in the middle. He locked the door behind him, trapping us both inside. A sinister smirk inked his lips as he slowly approached me.

“What are we doing here?”

“Rectifying what you said.” He loomed closer, his teeth nipping at the lobe of my ear. “You had your time to escape me, my little thief. Now I’ll have to prove to you how much you are mine.”

I wet my lips, my heart jumping in my chest as he lowered his mouth to my neck. He drew his hand underneath my skirt, his fingers tickling up my thighs.

“Pull your panties down,” his soft voice ordered. “No one will interrupt us.”

“Levi—”

“I’m afraid you’ll have to trust me.”

There, inside Levi, hid a monster but also a terrified, broken boy. He had a duality, one that was scared, vulnerable, and lonely. The other was calculative, power-hungry, and twisted. Both of them were calling to me right now, so I lowered my panties until they met the floor.

A smirk graced his way-too-perfectly-carved face, and I begged for his fingers to ease the throbbing between my legs. But he didn’t. Instead, he retracted his fingers, unbuttoning my blouse. My chest heaved up.

He cupped my breast from the top of my silk bra, his forefinger and thumb rolling my hard nipple. I bit hard on my lip, a fire building down in the pit of my stomach. When he pulled down my bra and freed my breasts, I clenched my legs on one another. He lowered the straps, kissing my shoulders, my collarbone, my jawline. Yes.

“From the moment I saw you, you were mine.” He pinched my nipple. “I don’t share you.” He smacked my ass. “A man touches or hurts you, he dies.” He cupped my jaw, bringing our faces close together so we shared the same breath. “You’re fucking someone else other than me, I die. Is that clear?”

When I didn’t reply, perhaps because I had a death wish, maybe because I liked fighting him, or perhaps because a part of me didn’t want to belong to anyone, he chuckled darkly.

“Oh, Dalia, always challenging me.” He settled on the couch behind him, spreading his legs apart. “Lie on me. If you don’t, I’ll share that picture with the entire university, and you’ll love my caption.”

“Threatening me again. Is that the foundation of a healthy relationship?”

“Like I give a damn.”

I groaned, the throb between my legs still not going away. I took a hesitant step toward him and was about to sit on him like earlier when a low rumble echoed from deep in his throat.

“Not like that, you lost that right. I want your butt facing me and your stomach on my lap.” He licked his lips. “What’s it going to be, Dalia?”

This was humiliating, but my heart sped up in my chest, my cheeks burning. I knew I should’ve been scared of Levi’s sexual appetite. Maybe he was even doing it on purpose, but I wanted to fall hard down the rabbit hole. Please, God, don’t be mad at me.

He raised a brow. “You’re going to like it.”

“And if I don’t?” I said, squeezing my legs even tighter. I felt like I was on the verge of making a life-and-death kind of choice.

“We’ll stop.”

I took a shaky breath and lay on his legs. I bent over, my hands reaching the dusty floor. I felt my wetness pooling between my thighs, and I prayed he wouldn’t notice it. He pulled my skirt up, exposing my butt, and smacked it. I bounced on his knees. His fingers trailed between my thighs, wetness pooling all over them. I held my breath. It was humiliating, but his touch… His touch made my belly clench and set me on fire.

“Look at you, asking to be fucked like a nasty girl,” he said, and the muscles in my legs tensed, panic coiling in my belly. “Relax. I won’t take you. Yet.”

He dragged one finger inside me and groaned. Holy Mary. His thumb rolled over my clit, and I covered my mouth with my hand to muffle a moan. Pleasure shot up my spine, my momentum building, and I hated how needy I was, seeking to feel more friction.

He wrapped my hair with his fist so I’d arch my back even more as his finger pumped inside me.

“Us, whatever this is, or whatever word you want to put on it, is exclusive,” he warned, pulling my hair harder so his mouth would brush the shell of my ear. “I don’t fuck anyone else. I don’t want to even look at another woman, and I expect the same from you. The only person I can get hard for is you. It’s only you. Is that clear?”

“Yes,” I panted.

“I yearned for death for so long. Felt so fucking empty, but you, you make me feel so alive, Dalia,” he drawled.

Yearned for death? Empty? What did he mean?

He slapped my ass harder this time, and I screamed. “Levi!”

“Should I stop?” The sick bastard chuckled. “Or do you want to come on my fingers with your ass flushed?”

He fingered me, pumping his finger harder. He slammed my butt again, increasing his pace on my clit. l lifted my butt cheeks to feel the friction deeper, rolling my hips to his touch.

“Look at you, using my fingers to make yourself come. You’re learning fast. But next time you come, it’ll be with my tongue eating you.”

He pulled his hand away from me.

“You can’t do that,” I shrieked.

But he left me there, frustrated like hell, covering my butt back with my skirt. He rose to his feet, pulling me up with him, and then crushed his lips against mine. I loved the feel of his soft lips on mine. It was as if I could taste his vulnerability, as if I could grasp a piece of him he never showed to anyone else.

“I’m not done playing with you, my broken doll.” His thumb traced the outline of my lips. “I’ve been waiting for so long to fuck your pretty mouth. On your knees.”

“Say please,” I quipped back, fighting for control.

He cocked his head. “You want me begging for you? Does that make you feel horny to see me so vulnerable in front of you?”

I didn’t take my eyes off him. “Yes.”

I didn’t think he would do it, but his finger brushed my cheek with a strange softness, and he said, “Get on your knees, Dalia. I beg you, please.”

His tone was devoid of any trace of sarcasm but placid and hard. This sent a jolt of fire in my core. I took the initiative and touched him on top of his trousers. He unzipped himself, and his hardness jerked free from his boxers. It was big and thick, not that I had anything to compare it to.

My hand jerked on his length. “I don’t know how to do this.”

“Suck the tip, and stroke me. Don’t be afraid to go hard,” he said.

I lowered myself to my knees and swirled my tongue against his head. He let out a feral groan before he thrusted inside my mouth. I had to adjust to him; it wasn’t like the lollipops of my youth. He filled me more, way more, and I had to work on my gag reflex. My tongue licked him, and I sucked at the tip. He cursed, his head falling back. I must’ve been doing this whole thing well.

“Harder, my little thief.”

His fingers carded through my hair as he thrust into my mouth faster. His eyes locked on mine, and I felt his muscles flexing, his pace madly increasing.

“Fuck, Dalia, I’m going to come. Either you swallow me whole or—” he rasped.

I didn’t stop but increased my pace until he came in my mouth, groaning hard, and I swallowed every last salty bit of him. It was intense but exciting. Flushed, he pulled me back to him, his touch screaming mine, his eyes calling me mine, as he swapped with his finger some of his cum left on the corners of my mouth.

I cleared my throat. “I guess we should get back to the party, right?”

“No, let’s call it a night,” he said, dry and cold.

My belly clenched. I was still high on adrenaline, so I didn’t expect his detached tone to hit me like that. Would he toss me just like that after this happened?

“Fine,” I said proudly. “Have a good night, then, Levi, but this will not happen again if you treat me like this right after! I’m not an object you can toss away, so you do whatever you—”

He chuckled. “You’re cute.”

I frowned. “Cute?”

“Yes. You’re not going anywhere, Dalia. You’re coming back with me to my dorm, and before you think about it, arguing with me is a waste of time.”
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I was in Levi’s bedroom, not knowing where to put myself while he undressed. I had found myself in his bedroom once, but I was drunk. Now, this felt all too real.

Real as in I was in Levi Delombre’s bedroom right after I brought him to an orgasm—Grandma would be proud. Would we have sex? Did I want to have sex? Yes. Was I ready? Probably. Was I ready for him? Probably not.

“What are you doing?” I thought it was about time to ask.

“Showering. Want to come with me or go first?”

He was now in the bathroom as I peered at him from the back—completely naked and unapologetic, confident. He turned around, and I gulped, freezing on the spot. It was the first time I was seeing him fully naked.

He was built with lean muscles, gorgeous, and still hard and thick. But my heart squeezed. He had some scars and some burns in the shape of holes on his forearms, contrasting with his skin. What were those? What happened to him? He tilted his head, and a blush crept through my cheeks.

“Are you going to watch me like that for long or…” he trailed off.

I turned around, drifting my stare away from him. “Nope. All good.”

“I’ll be back. You have your own toothbrush, towel, something for your makeup, and pajamas are folded on the bed.”

He didn’t close the door behind him and turned on the shower. Did he seriously plan all this? Not that it’d surprise me. At this moment, I really needed to have a girl talk, but Grandma was probably asleep, and I didn’t want to bother Yas. She was probably not experienced either, but the books she was reading were instructive enough—they’d gotten me through up until this point.

Levi eventually returned, clad in nothing but a towel wrapped around the V-shape of his abs with his wet hair pulled back. My middle throbbed again. The moment he stepped through the door, I darted straight to his bathroom and locked myself in, trying to gather my strength. It was new. Scary. I took the longest shower of my life and changed into his pajamas, one of his black sweaters that smelled just like him.

When I emerged from the bathroom, Levi stood before me, now wearing only black silk pajama bottoms. “I like seeing you wear my clothes.”

My eyes landed on his scars once more. Did someone do this to him, or did he do it to himself? Should I ask him?

“Do you want to watch a movie or something?” he offered out of nowhere, and I blinked.

Levi Delombre wanted to watch a movie.

I was in his bedroom to watch a movie.

Dad always said if a boy tricks you into going to his place, it means he wants sex from you and nothing more.

“You want to watch a movie with me?” I repeated.

“That’s what couples do, no?” he continued, and I was utterly convinced he had studied what a normal couple meant and what they did.

I wasn’t used to affectionate Levi.

I smiled, noticing he was trying to make an effort and maybe starting to trust me. “Is this what you want?”

“No,” he admitted. “But I’m not opposed to it.”

“What would you have wanted?”

His gaze lingered on my legs. “If it was up to me, I’d have continued what we started earlier, and I’d have fucked you all night long. Bed, first. Second, shower. Third, the counter. Four, mirror. I’m open to switch the order,” he said, as I was literally gasping for air. “But you’re clearly not ready for all that, and I want you begging when I’ll take your first because it’s going to hurt.”

I clasped my hands together and cleared my throat, ignoring the fact my body couldn’t maintain a normal body temperature when I was next to him. I sauntered to his side, and let my fingers brush over his hard chest.

“What are you doing?” his strained voice accused.

“Exploring your body,” I whispered, tracing the contours of his biceps down to his forearms. Despite his outward appearance of control, each of his muscles seemed taut with tension, but he didn’t push me away. “Levi… Can I ask you something?”

He hummed, probably knowing I would ask anyway.

“Where did you get those cuts?”

“Are you disgusted by them?” he asked.

“No,” I denied, feeling my heart contracting that he would think that. “Of course not. Did someone do this to you? Was it… Patrice?” My fingers stopped on the cuts in the shape of lines by his wrist. “You don’t have to tell me if you’re uncomfortable.”

“Patrice wasn’t a violent man. He was too smart for that. He was more of a payback kind of guy when drunk to help with his conscience.”

“What do you mean?”

“He tried to raise me like his son and taught me chess, but he was weak. An alcoholic. When he was drunk, he revealed his true nature. I had the tendency to annoy him in rather creative ways, so when he had a bad day…” His tight smile said it all. “Let’s say I was there to make him feel much better. Over the years, he begged my mother to get rid of me.”

So he did that to him. Trailing my fingertips along the uneven texture of his scars, I felt like I could somehow absorb his dark past through my fingertips.

“These ones are from a soldering iron.” Levi’s eyes sliced straight to mine, as if testing my reaction. “He got pissed when I used to meddle with his electronics and computers, so he made me fix my mess, including punishing myself. If I were to say something, he would blame me, and I could have kissed goodbye to my sole occupation in this fucking house.”

Patrice is horrible. I gulped, my fingers brushing over the scars in the shape of holes. “These ones?”

“Cigarette burns. He was a sore chess loser. I could have avoided them by losing, but I didn’t want to.” Levi flashed a smile. “Fun times.”

“This is child abuse, Levi.” How could he smile? My heart was already breaking into thousands of pieces for him. He never showed his pain. He never showed anything. Why? “Lucie didn’t know?”

“No, not that she would have believed me. I’m the man I am today, thanks to him. You never forget your first monster.”

I crossed my arms. “If I had known back, then I could have—”

“Told your daddy so he’d adopt me after his daughter kissed me?”

I remembered each of Patrice’s smiles and jokes when I entered their house. You’d have never guessed that underneath his charming facade hid a disgusting man. He’d kept the same job at Dad’s company for ten years, always presenting himself properly and well.

“By reading people with ease and discovering their secrets, you can only be disgusted by them. The sooner you learn that, the better.” Levi’s voice dripped with cynicism.

I curled my hand into a fist. “I wish he had paid.”

I was glad my father fired him, publicly humiliating him, but it didn’t feel like enough.

Levi’s fingers traced my cheek. “He did. I found him a year later at some bar. I was there to force him to end his pitiful life.” His eyes searched mine, but I didn’t flinch. “When I saw him being thrown out of the bar, drunk, homeless, and pitiful, I couldn’t bring myself to do anything. I simply laughed. I’m not a nice man, Dalia, but murder is a line I wouldn’t cross.” A dark smile stretched his lips. “Except for you.”

I gulped, sparks skittering down my spine. “I care about you, Levi.”

He shrugged. “So that means no movie, I suppose?”

I knew that just like that, he was deflecting, closing himself off. I nodded and pointed at his marble chess set, which hadn’t moved an inch since the last time. “How about chess? You could teach me.”

He gestured to me to take a seat. “But if I win, you’ll have to do a dare, and it won’t be an easy one.”

“What if I win?”

“You’ll win everything you want from me.”

“Fine, game is on.” I took a seat facing the white pieces. “But first, I want three games where you teach me all your tricks.”

He flashed a sly, cutting-sharp grin. “Sounds fair. First lesson.” Levi picked up the white queen, her alabaster hair cascading like a ghostly veil around her shoulders. “If you want to checkmate the king, you’ve got to wield the queen wisely. You can’t get her out too quickly, or your opponent’s pawns will attack her.” He trapped my queen between his black pieces. “You can either trap your opponent’s queen in your ranks, caging her to your will, or…” He took out his black queen and lowered my white king onto the board, emphasizing, “Free your queen and craft a strategy around her to take the useless king down.”
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We were playing for two and a half hours. While I could have ended the game an hour ago, watching Dalia find new ways to attack me was fun. She wanted my king dead, and her queen was ruthless—just like her.

With some training, she could be a strong opponent. She had already mastered her favorite opening, the Queen’s Gambit, wanting to push me into a defensive position. She had a drop of sweat on her forehead and squinted her eyes to focus on every move while my eyes were locked on her solely.

I sacrificed my bishop, knowing this offer would be too tempting for Dalia to resist.

“Check,” she said, taking my bishop with her queen with a proud smile as if she had won the game.

It was exactly where I wanted her.

That was my thing: making my opponents pretend they were winning only to destroy them harder. They were too focused on the prospect of winning that they didn’t see my trap closing on them.

“Impressive,” I said, sliding my rook into position to protect that king.

She retracted her attack so I wouldn’t get her queen, and it’s only then that I launched my assault, anticipating each of her moves and the weakness of her position.

“You’re stuck, Dalia. Check.”

She frowned and pouted, trying to flee.

“Check.”

“Oh come on.” She threw her head back and groaned. “How? How do you do this every time!”

“I’ve practiced since I was four,” I said, trying to make her feel better.

“Playing against you is no fun. You’re cruel,” she pretended to be surprised by this, still contemplating her escape routes.

“But losing against me is another story,” I hinted, my lips turning into a thin line. Her white king found itself cornered as my queen descended on him protected by my tower. “The Kiss of Death.”

That was checkmate.

She blinked, her lips parting. “What did you say?”

“The Kiss Of Death is when the queen gives a fatal kiss, a checkmate to the king while being protected by a pawn from her team,” I said, not wavering my eyes away from her.

She knew what it meant.

Four years ago, she had given me a checkmate, her daddy protecting her. I was trapped. Weak.

“Levi, I—”

“I think you owe me a dare.”

She gulped. “Tell me.”

I leaned back on my chair and trailed my eyes over the length of her body. “Masturbate in front of me.”

Her eyes widened twice their size. I’d noticed how shy she was acting, and I wanted to break that barrier her dad had surrounded her with. She wasn’t his queen anymore. And with me, she wouldn’t have to feel ashamed of her own pleasure.

“I can’t.”

“I’ll guide you,” I said. “If you don’t know how to please yourself, how could you accept pleasure? You need to know what you like and what throws you over the edge, even if I have my own ideas.”

Dalia Mercier didn’t want sweet; she didn’t want to feel fragile and breakable. She had been caged, but I would free each of her impulses and break her mask apart so Mercier wouldn’t even recognize his own daughter. He couldn’t accept her just as she was.

“Have you ever touched yourself, Dalia?” I knew she did.

“Yes,” she whispered. “But it wasn’t… I couldn’t… finish.”

“Undress yourself.”

“I won’t be able to touch myself if you watch me.”

“There’s nothing to be ashamed of with giving yourself what you deserve and giving me a show that would be engraved forever in my brain.”

I put my phone on the table, starting the playlist I’d made for her based on her YouTube history of songs—mostly classical music.

She laughed. “I won’t even ask how you know my favorite music. I can’t tell if this is romantic or creepy.”

“Just appreciate the gesture.”

“A bet is a bet, I guess.”

She bit her lips and threw my sweatshirt over her head, revealing her perfectly shaped breasts, her pink nipples pointing hard at me. She crossed her arms to cover them, and I had to readjust my growing hardness in my pants.

“Dalia.” My voice was almost pleading. “Use your hands for good. Touch your breasts for me. Caress yourself the way you want to.”

She held my stare, her fingers slowly caressing her chest. Her cheeks flushed. Right now, she could finally appreciate the body she was gifted. I felt my muscles tensing. She pinched her nipples, her eyes closing.

“Now touch yourself.”

She leaned backward on the chair, traveling her hand to her sex, the string of classical music rising higher. Her chest heaved up and down, and, fuck, I had compulsions. Raging compulsions. Murderous ones.

“Slide a finger inside your pussy.”

She did, and a part of me thought of choking her with my cock, before pounding inside one of her holes so savagely. I wanted to feel her break, melt, plead under me. The other part wanted to worship her, not daring to lay one hand on her, almost afraid of how I could ruin her. I readjusted my hardness again, my breathing becoming ragged. I would come before she did. How pathetic was that?

“Slide another.” Her eyes bulged, questioning me. “It’s either your fingers or my cock, and I assure you, it’s way thicker than that.”

I rose from my chair and watched her from the top. She was a masterpiece. I tucked her chin up to me, and her eyes creaked open on me. Seeing her like that, flushed with one hand in her panty, stroking herself shamelessly, was delightful.

I should take a picture of this moment, save it for my eyes only. I cupped her breast and kneaded her nipple, her back arching in response.

“Do you want me to take care of your breasts for you as you finger yourself?”

She nodded, and I lowered myself on my knees to be at the same height as her. My tongue swirled up on the bud of her nipple, and I sucked, kissed, and claimed what only I could. She moaned, and my cock pulsed again.

“Part your legs wider as if you’re getting ready to be filled with my cock.”

She did, and I moved back up. My fingers caressed the length of her neck, feeling the pulse of her heart. So fast. I then skimmed over the strands of her rainbow-colored hair. Her stomach tensed, and I tightened my grip on her hair, coiling it around my fist and tilting her head back. Her sultry lips parted. I let out a groan, looking at the fucking ceiling. Otherwise, I would literally burst and come in my pants.

“I changed my mind. Watching you give yourself an orgasm right in front of me is making me fucking envious,” I rasped as I seized her hand and licked the taste of her from her fingers. “Delicious. I promised I’d eat you, but the question is how. Should I do it my way, or do you have any preferences?”

“You pick.”

She shouldn’t have said that. “Drop your panties.”

She got up and dropped her panties on the floor. A nerve worked my jaw. I made her back face my chest and kissed her nape before tucking a strand of her hair behind her ear. “On the bed, on all fours, like a good girl, and wait for me, would you?”

Goose bumps traveled on her soft skin, and she leaned over the bed.

“Crawl on the side of the bed.”

At the sight of her, waiting in angst on all fours, my heart, an organ I barely acknowledged, betrayed me with its erratic beats, pounding against my rib cage. On the prowl, I closed the distance between us. My hand roamed on her ass, my eyes engraving the shapes of her curves for my memory. Her wetness was pooling over her thighs. I slapped her butt cheek, and she jolted forward as if she thought she could stand and escape me now.

“Ass up. Legs wider. Do you know how beautiful you are right now?”

I’d never been allowed to grasp beauty for myself. I captured it, but I stayed at a safe distance or I’d just destroy it. She arched her back, and I palmed her breast, grazing on the satin sheets of the bed. Dalia defied all my assumptions. I never found one part of ugliness inside her, no matter how hard I tried.

I stroked her folds, spreading her wetness all over her clit. She gasped, her ass rubbing against my hand. I leaned forward, my breath on her sex, and I sucked her throbbing clit into my mouth. I pumped two of my fingers inside her, coordinating them with each flick of my tongue. Mine. Between whimpers, she tried to ride my fingers, her face crashing on the mattress to muffle her moans. I tasted her until her legs shook, her whole body spasming.

“Levi,” she moaned, and I lost it.

My fingers pumped inside her faster. My tongue swiveled on her clit harder. She consumed my mind. As her orgasm exploded, she tried to push me away, but I continued so she could savor the moment longer. When she was done, she rolled on the bed, out of breath, washed out.

I pulled the hair away from her flushed face. So beautiful.

“That was… intense,” she said, covering herself with my sheets. “In a very good way, thank you.”

I crawled next to her on the bed so I could force her into my arms, my erection killing me. “You’re welcome.”
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On the twenty-fourth of December, Pantheon’s opera house unfolded beneath the silent descent of snowflakes, each one glimmering like a delicate jewel against the night. Mom’s hand curled around mine, her smile illuminated by the soft glow of orange-hued streetlamps. Her dress, a deep shade of blue reminiscent of the midnight sky, sparkled with a myriad of tiny crystals. Her white hair was swept up into a neat bun and adorned with a single silver ribbon.

We made our way through the crowd, our footsteps muffled by the plush carpeting lining the marble floors. Everyone’s attention was on the president’s son, the air thick with the scent of expensive perfumes of the women surrounding him.

Mom and I took our seats in the plush velvet chairs. The lights dimmed, and the orchestra tuned their instruments. The curtain opened, and a hush fell over the audience, broken only by the occasional rustle of program pages and the soft clink of glasses being set down. And then the first strains of the familiar overture filled the air.

Wait, I know that music… No… It’s going to happen again.

“Mom,” I called, clutching her hand, desperate to flee the looming specters of the past. “We have to get out of here.”

But she remained rooted to her seat, enraptured by the performance. My heart pounded in my chest as Act II began.

“Mom, please,” I implored, the music notes weaving a tangled web of dread around us.

It’s going to happen again.

It was too late. I tried to force her to move, but I couldn’t. The air was rent with a cacophony of shrieking instruments, and the doors at the back of the opera house flew open with a resounding crash. Figures clad in black emerged from the shadows, their faces hidden behind sinister skull masks, shotguns in their hands.

“Mom, please! We have to go,” I cried, my voice cracking with fear as I struggled to pull her away with all my strength. Why can’t I move her? “Mom!”

I fell on the floor. The masked figures drew nearer. I screamed for help, but my cries fell on deaf ears. The other spectators fixated on the now-empty stage. The instruments lay scattered amid the lifeless bodies of the musicians, their blood staining the pristine stage. No one was moving, and silence had settled into the room.

I couldn’t lift myself. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t even speak. No! Please, no. I watched in horror as my mother rose from her seat, her eyes scanning the room in search of me. My mouth moved soundlessly, desperately trying to warn her, but it was too late.

One of them was behind us, and he leveled his gun to Mom’s head. A grotesque sneer mocked our fate. Hollow eye sockets stared out while jagged teeth protruded from the mask’s twisted grin like shards of bone.

Mom held her hand out to me, and she smiled. She smiled like it’d all be okay. But it would never be okay again. She lied.

“Hide,” she mouthed to me.

“No,” my voice broke, and this time, I was able to run.

With a desperate cry tearing from my throat, I hurled myself toward her, wrapping my arms around her. I was taller than her now, so I could shield her with my body. But as I braced for the inevitable gunshot, there was only silence. I didn’t wake up either. My nightmare always ended up the same way—my mom dying and me unable to run—but this time, I was able to get to her. She didn’t bleed. She didn’t fall. I wasn’t shot.

Instead, my mother’s touch brushed gently against my cheek, her hand seeking mine. She was so warm. So soft. I hadn’t held Mom’s hand in ten years.

“Merry Christmas, my beautiful princess.” Her voice, filled with love and light, pierced through the darkness. Her eyes, a vivid blue like the winter sky, radiated warmth. She gazed upon me like I was her most loved treasure. “Play me a song.”

“Yes,” I stammered. I didn’t even know if I was crying or laughing. “‘The Girl Who Fell From The Sky,’ from your favorite Ghibli movie. Lucie taught it to me the first year.”

“Yes, that one.” She smiled again.

With quickened steps, I descended the stairs, my heart racing in my chest. The masked men were gone, and the crowd was still unmoving in their seats, probably waiting for me to play. My two pigtails bounced with each step, their yellow ribbons fluttering in the faint draft that swept through the opera. I was clad in the same yellow sunflower dress that I had worn a decade ago, but now, tinged with blood. Why blood? My feet moved with a cautious rhythm on the stage, avoiding the lifeless bodies that lay strewn like discarded puppets in a macabre play. I grasped a violin dripping in the blood.

“Mom, look at me, I’m—”

Mom was gone.

Instead, the crowd was replaced by a legion of masked men filling the opera. They sat perfectly still, their hands clasped tightly in their laps. Their empty, hollow eyes bore into me, and their stretched, oversized smiles split their faces, revealing rows upon rows of jagged yellow teeth gleaming with a sickening sheen. They could break each of your bones with one bite.

“No,” I gasped, my voice barely a whisper as terror gripped me. “No! Go away! Mom, come back!”

I thought I had beat them, but they were back.

Their applause rang in my ears.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

“Give me back my mom!” I screamed, curling into a ball in the middle of the corpses. “Mom! Mom!”

The dread in my chest threatened to suffocate me. With each beat of my heart, their applause grew louder, more relentless. It wasn’t just the sound of hands clapping; it was the sound of bones rattling, of souls shrieking in agony. Their synchronized claps echoed through the opera like a sinister chant, trapping me in a nightmare.

“Dalia!” a voice called. “Dalia, wake up!”

“Lucie?” I called back, tears streaming down my face. “Lucie, help me! I can’t play. They’re everywhere. I can’t play for Mom. I can’t make them leave. Lucie!”

I jolted awake, my heart racing, and I found Levi looming over me, his hands gently cradling my face. Sweat coated my body, and I could feel myself thrashing beneath the bedsheets, tears streaming down my cheeks.

“I’ve got you,” he whispered, his forehead creasing. “I’m here.”

“It’s my mom,” I choked out, clinging to him desperately, my fingers gripping his shirt. He was there. I wasn’t alone. It was just a dream. I glanced at the clock, the glowing numbers reading three in the morning. “I always have that nightmare, right before she… before she… Do you ever—”

“Yes,” he said, his voice heavy with shared pain. “Me too.”

“What if I miss my only chance to make her proud? What if I’m not strong enough to face my demons?” I murmured, my breath forming a mist against his windowpane, the opera’s dome haunting me from afar.

“You are,” Levi said, his voice low yet commanding as he tilted my face to meet his stormy gray eyes. “Because next time you see them, you’ll drown out the ugliness of the damn world with your music, like you always do. You’ll silence them, speaking so loud that everyone will listen. Do you want to talk to your mom?”

He meant going to look at her name on the plaque. A tear escaped my eye, tracing a path down my cheek as I nodded in agreement. While my father believed I should stop playing the violin to avoid triggering my nightmares, Levi understood me in a way no one else did.

I traced the scars that marred his skin and the invisible ones stitching up his heart.

He was beautifully scarred. So beautiful.

With a fluid motion, he rose from the bed and extended his hand, offering me his black velvet bathroom robe. Then he dropped my boots at my feet. “Let’s go.”

We both stood before my mother’s name outside the opera that night. Levi didn’t leave my side—hands tucked into his pockets, hair tousled by the harsh wind, and clouds of mists forming on our lips.

“Mom, I want to introduce you to Levi. He’s…” The first boy I ever liked. His eyes widened as if he understood how much this introduction meant to me. “We’re close.”

He flashed a smile. “We’re actually together, Mrs. Caron, even if she denies it.” I slapped his shoulder, and he added, “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. I’ll do my best so you approve of me.”

He didn’t laugh. If anything, his expression remained deadly serious and unblinking, his eyes fixed on the plaque. As if she was truly here. As if it was meaningful to him too.

My heart bloomed, and that night, I vowed to finish deciphering Lucie’s compositions, and in doing so, I’d put an end to Levi’s nightmares as well.
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“Is Levi aware you’re still searching for clues?” Yasmine peered over my phone at the music scores. “And shouldn’t you study for exams?”

I sighed, shutting down my phone and laying it on the chapel’s wooden table. “I’m certain Lucie wrote a violin cadenza, and a violin cadenza never goes unnoticed.”

By combining Lucie’s two music sheets, I noticed a moment when the piano fell silent, allowing one of the hardest violin passages I’d played to take the stage. That had to be it.

“You know what else goes unnoticed? The fact you’re sleeping with your music scores.” Yasmine pointed her fork at my half-finished food. “What’s a cadenza anyway?”

“Well, at the time, a cadenza wasn’t written; it was the opportunity for the violinist to showcase their creativity and skills. So there’s definitely something inside, but I’ve tried everything—Morse code, the alphabet, geocaching, phone numbers. It gives me an incoherent sequence.” I let out a groan of frustration before calming myself with a deep breath, a period cramp kicking, my hormones boiling. “But I’ll get to the bottom of it, I swear to the apostle Simon Pierre. Your turn.”

With exams approaching, Yas and I had come up with a tradition. For five minutes a day, we’d vent our frustrations before moving on—it was our therapy.

“At least you don’t wake up in the middle of the night thinking Jack the Ripper teamed up with your sister to kill you, and let me tell you, he always succeeds and never once falls in love with me to spare my life.” Yasmine gestured wildly.

“Speaking of Tara, what happened the night of Levi’s party?”

“She has the responsibility to hold the family together. Every time something goes wrong, it’s her fault. They expect perfection from her, while they expect constant disappointment from me. She probably got sick of it. She actually confessed I was her less painful sister to handle and that her eyes didn’t burn at the sight of me, which is some sort of compliment coming from her.”

I smiled, trying to avoid Levi’s burning stare from the other table. While his friends laughed and joked around, he remained fixated, unaffected by the bustling cafeteria noise.

Yasmine pivoted in her seat, making no attempt to be discreet as she scanned the area. “He’s always eye-fucking you so intensely every time, it’s like he’s afraid if he stops eye contact, you’ll vanish. Very morally gray if you ask me.”

“And what do you think about this?” I lowered my voice. “Levi and me?”

“Well, does he make you happy?”

I pondered that for a moment. “I think there’s still a lot of work to do to create something on the normal spectrum because he’s Levi—hard to read, and my dad would never allow it. But then, he doesn’t have to know, right? With him, I kinda feel free and like myself. He understands me. But I’ve never had a real relationship before, Yas.”

“You’re allowed to make mistakes and see how it evolves day by day. Plus, you—”

Levi had separated from his friends, and his tray was now on our table. He acknowledged Yasmine with a nod as he sat next to me.

“What were you discussing?” Levi’s lips curled.

“Eagles,” Yasmine blurted out in panic. “Menacing predatory eagles.”

He hummed, his deep resonance filling the air, and turned to me. “Why don’t you ever sit with me at lunch?”

“Because you have ten people sitting around you, all of them being Tacticians, and I’m loyal to the Unifiers gang. Plus, we’re small committee kind of girls,” I said.

Levi and his friends occupied a center table where everyone aimed to be in their good graces, with Kay serving as the group’s entertainer. Yas and I sat at the bottom of the corner table.

“So I have to be the disloyal one to spend time with you.” He smirked, handing Yasmine a rare edition book, and her eyes gleamed with excitement. “The one you were searching for at the library last time.”

“Oh my god, you found it!” she exclaimed, snatching the book and diving into its pages. “I’m definitely pleading your case next time!”

I shot him a warning glare; paying off my friend wasn’t cool.

Levi shared with a sly grin, “We had a talk a few days ago. She said if I were to break your heart, she’d murder me in my sleep.” He then leaned in to whisper in my ear, “What are you doing after classes? I won’t mind watching you while you’re studying.”

“I forgot you don’t have to study like the rest of us mortals.”

“I could pretend to,” he replied. “Plus, the first of each class gets points for the house. I can’t afford to finish second. Tacticians will win this year, so I’ll have to go through my classes once.”

I beamed. “No, Unifiers will.”

“You’re wrong, princess.”

“Still trying to find nicknames? We’ll win, Levi.”

“We definitely will,” Yasmine added, already consumed by the pages.

“Want to bet? We know how this ended up last time,” he mused, and my cheeks reddened.

“I hate you,” I whispered, laying a hand on my stomach, another cramp kicking in. Sometimes being a girl sucked.

“Are you okay?”

“Period cramp,” I said, too quickly, as if he was Yasmine and not a boy. Dad always freaked out when I mentioned my period.

Levi’s brows furrowed. “Should I go down on you to make you feel better?”

“You’re crazy,” I shushed him, my eyes traveling to Yasmine who was right next to us.

“What? I don’t mind.”

“I do,” I retorted, readjusting my tweed Unifier blazer.

“She’s in a mood because there’s no chocolate cake today, the one she loves. They were out of it,” Yasmine chimed in.

“I’ll be right back.” Levi rose from his chair and disappeared.

“Oh, and yes, I heard all of that.” Yasmine winked at me. “I’m reading, but I’m not deaf. If someone like Levi could be smitten, maybe there’s hope in humanity for the rest of us.”

Sylas barged in front of us. His tie hung loose. The collar of his shirt, peeking from beneath his green pullover, was askew. Dark circles had formed under his eyes as if he hadn’t slept all night. “Hi, both of you.”

I straightened my spine, forgetting about my cramps. “What’s wrong?”

“You’re not going to like this.”

“What?” I prompted.

He glanced at Yasmine, then at me, his hand idly grazing over his hair.

Levi returned to my side with two chocolate cakes, one for me and one for Yas. “Here.”

“How?” Yas asked, snapping her book shut.

“I have my ways.”

“Did you threaten someone?” I quipped.

“Are we about to go into this right now, where you give me a moral lecture about how my methods are wrong and corrupted until I shut you up with—”

“Okay, fine—”

“My father is going to Pantheon for the opening day,” Sylas dropped, and we all looked up at him. “It’s not for me, though. It’s a political thing. He’s giving a speech about his counterterrorism initiative since, you know, Pantheon’s attack ten years ago.”

My heart sank; I’d completely forgotten about this. Levi and I shared a glance. I hadn’t had another nightmare since last time, but at any mere shrieking sound or any silence too long, they were back in my brain.

“And I guess a nice happy family post with his son on social media wouldn’t hurt,” Sylas continued, placing a hand on his forehead and sighing. “And you know my father is in deep acquaintance with yours, and both of them think we… have a special bond.”

“Oh no,” I muttered, sensing where this was headed.

“My father may have jumped the gun a bit and suggested he was looking forward to meeting my…” Sylas’s gaze landed on Levi. “Girlfriend or girlfriend to be—”

“Like fuck,” Levi interjected. “If you’re too much of a coward to tell your father the truth, then maybe I should do it for you.”

“You knew?” I screamed at Levi.

“Long before you.” Levi brushed me off.

“Okay, so everyone knows whatever is going on, but I’m lost here.” Yas’s gaze swept over each of us.

“Long story short, I like men, and my father is a jerk,” Sylas explained bluntly, his voice strained as he crumpled into a seat beside her.

Yas’s jaw dropped, and I sympathized with her with a smile.

“I don’t want this either,” Sylas said. “But I can’t tell him no. Maybe he’ll be easier to talk to after the re-elections, but if I do something wrong, he’ll never forgive me. It’s not the right time to come out to him. That speech is a reminder of his failure facing Los Calaveras, so he’s already super tense.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, my heart leaping to my throat at the mention of their names.

“It’s been ten years since Pantheon’s attack. He was assigned to catch them and never could. My dad dislikes failure; he was a Pioneer back in the day. He’s obsessed with them.” Sylas’s stare drifted between Levi and me. “All I’m asking is for you to be there for me as a friend that day, please. After that, I’ll talk to him in private during the holidays. I’ll even plead your case to your father and say that Levi is the right man for you if that’s what you want. I’ll owe you both.”

Laughter erupted behind us. Kay. He swaggered toward Sylas, a grin plastered on his face.

“Still the same coward,” Kay taunted, leaning provocatively on the table. “Levi, let me help you with your tray.”

With a swift motion, he seized Levi’s tray and purposely hurled the plate of food at Sylas. “Oops, well, my bad. I didn’t see you there. Levi, come join us when you’re done entertaining this clown. Don’t forget where your allegiances lie.”

“I don’t get it,” Yasmine whispered to me.

“They love each other,” I whispered back.

Her jaw fell open again.

Sylas attempted to rid himself of the spaghetti on his lap and lifted his eyes to the ceiling, clenching his jaw. “He gave me a second chance, and I screwed up again.”

I exchanged a glance with Levi. Sylas didn’t deserve that. Kay may feel rejected, but he couldn’t understand the pressure Sylas was under. He was protecting Kay from his own father; he was no coward.

“I’m going to help Sylas,” I said. “This isn’t about me or you.”

“I know, you’ll be the type to save all the birds who fall from their nests,” Levi’s cruel tone chilled me to the bones. “Without even noticing you’re that same bird too.”

It was easy for him to say. He didn’t care about anything and was free with no family expectations. For us, it was different.

His narrowed eyes fell on me. “Speaking of which, isn’t it weird that your father isn’t coming too?”

“He couldn’t,” I confessed. He had been silent the past couple of days. Grandma said he was still busy with his contract and that was why he never replied to me.

“Fine, but if you think that would be enough to make me go away, you’re wrong.” The corners of his lips lifted slowly in one of his weaponized smiles. “I’ll be watching.”

“Thank you, Levi,” Sylas said, a hint of nervousness tainting his voice. “I promise it’s just a one-time thing.”

His choice of words hung awkwardly in the air, and he gulped while Yas bit down a chuckle.

Levi lifted himself from his seat and stopped at Sylas’s height, a glint of steel in his eyes as he cast a shadow on him, the air around thickening with an unspoken menace.

“Kay may be an annoying asshole sometimes, but he’s my best friend, and he’s hurt because of you. Dalia may help you again because she fears her father as much as yours, but I won’t give you a free pass next time.”
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“Ten years ago, Pantheon faced the harsh reality of a terrorist attack that shook us to our core. We remember the lives lost and the unity that emerged from the ashes. Today, standing before you as the minister of the French army, I am compelled to reflect on the strides we have made in our relentless pursuit of a safer tomorrow.”

Sylas’s father stood proudly in front of the ornate plaque by the facade of the opera house. He emanated a commanding presence, much like my own father, and had a professional video team recording every nuance of his speech.

Sylas tapped his foot impatiently, his fingers fidgeting with his tie. With each deep breath, mist escaped from his mouth. We stood in the far back, away from the standing crowd. I couldn’t keep my heart in tune. So many people had come.

“Kay keeps looking at me,” Sylas mumbled, attempting to brush off the gaze of his ex. “I hope he doesn’t do anything reckless.”

Levi leaned casually against the stone facade in the distance, flanked by Kay and Cillian. Kay’s glare bore into both of us, but Levi gave me his word that they wouldn’t intervene.

“I’m with you, okay?” I reassured Sylas, feeling the chill nipping at my ears, exposed by my low ponytail.

Underneath my Pantheon blazer, I wore a black turtleneck, and my winter tights were snugly tucked into my boots. I looked the part, my hair lacking any ribbon.

“In the face of adversity, we find our strength. In the aftermath of tragedy, we discover our resolve. I vow to you that countering terrorism is not just a professional duty; it is my personal commitment, and I stand resolute in ensuring that the shadows of terror never cast us under their darkness ever again.” Sylas’s father wrapped up his speech to a round of applause.

He descended a short flight of stairs, striding across the field while shaking a few hands along the way. We approached, the students dispersing on the different paths, clearing a way for him.

His father greeted us with open arms and smiled, his white teeth contrasting with the tan of his skin, and his neatly combed dark blond hair. “Son, and my favorite girl. I’m so glad you could spare me an hour or two to have breakfast together before I fly back to France.”

I forced a polite smile back, drawing upon years of experience in dealing with controlling old-fashioned fathers. “That was a great speech. Your son has been a great mentor and guide; we won some precious house points thanks to his rowing win a couple of weeks ago.”

“Right, rowing. Not really a sport as esteemed as fencing, am I right, Son?” He gave a tap to Sylas’s shoulder. “How’s fencing? A man needs to lead his group by example.”

“It’s going okay. I’m acing most of my politics classes.” Sylas cleared his throat. “Unifiers may have a stab at winning this year.”

“Right, if you don’t get distracted by the Tacticians.” His father shot a pointed glare at Kay even though he stood meters away. Nothing escaped that man. “Like last year. I believe you ended your friendship with that troublesome boy?”

“I did. He was a bad influence for us, as you said, Father.” Sylas belittled himself in front of his father, not betraying an ounce of the tumult under him.

My stomach contracted, my hands becoming clammy despite the cold freezing my fingertips.

“It’s not safe outside, Dalia. If anything happens to you, your grandma and I will be the saddest people on earth. Why don’t you play in your room?”

“I’m sorry, Dad, I’ll never leave you. I’ll never go to the park alone again.”

“My eternal little girl, you know that God watches each of your actions even when you’re alone. I hope that you don’t have impure thoughts.”

“No, Dad.”

“You can’t hang out at your friends’ houses; I don’t trust their parents. You’re too young for that.”

“You’re right, Dad. Sixteen is still young.”

I saw myself again through Sylas with his father—accepting everything for fear of disappointing him. All my life, I’d felt guilty for being the imperfect way I was, just to make him love me.

“Right, Dalia?” Sylas’s father turned to me, holding the café’s door open. It was then that I realized we had walked all this way to Guardian territory by the lake without even noticing. “I said that Sylas would soon follow in my footsteps with his humanitarian work and perfect public image. All he lacks is a good wife like the Kennedys. What are you planning for the future? Music is not a long-lasting career; your father said it’s just a passion.”

The knot in my stomach tightened, and I prompted Sylas to answer for me with a look while we made our way into the café. It was housed in an old half-timbered mill, and I calmed my nerves by inhaling the aroma of freshly brewed teas and coffee, mingled with the scent of herbs and flowers.

“Dalia is still young, and she is a talented musician. I’m sure she’ll have a great career ahead before she settles down if she wants to,” Sylas said, gesturing for his dad to take a seat on the warm-colored couches.

His father readjusted his suit before settling in with a grimace. Apparently, he wasn’t a fan of the organic charm of the place. He snapped his fingers at the server. “Two ristretto and one—” He smiled at me. “Darjeeling tea with milk?”

“Sure,” I agreed, noticing the server’s frown directed at Sylas and me. Sylas didn’t drink coffee, and I usually had matcha with almond milk. However, neither of us contradicted his father.

“Your mother was an incredible woman and an exemplary housewife who always supported your father. She was a rock who prioritized her family’s needs above her own,” he said. “You look just like her. Every man would be lucky to have someone like her in his life.”

He knew my mother. He knew how I lost her, but it was the first time he’d mentioned her directly to me. I sensed a compliment behind his words, but everyone kept telling me how perfect Mom was and that I could never live up to those expectations. What if Mom was more than the perfect housewife? I’ll never know. I’ll never know if she failed like me. I’ll never know if she ever had her heart broken, or what she truly wanted in life.

“A woman is not just an addition to a man’s life.” I forced another smile, but this time, my lips trembled slightly.

“You’re right,” he replied with a sly, shark-like grin. “You’re saints.”

We weren’t saints, just humans—neither whores nor madonnas. Just human.

“Mr. Archambault, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” Kay’s voice cut through, and Sylas and I flinched in our seats. He was here, extending his hand for a shake with Sylas’s father. Oh my—“Your son has a great talent for politics, just like you. He’s bringing a modern vision to today’s society.”

“Kay, I’m with my father. We can—”

“Modern?” His father frowned, rising from his seat and shaking Kay’s hand doubtfully.

“Yes, positioning himself in favor of those we haven’t heard. The LGBTQ+, trans, and basically the complete opposite of your stuck-up political ideologies.”

“Oh my god, is that a mouse!” I shrieked in a lame attempt to switch the subject, but my alarmed voice went unnoticed.

“This is your son here, isn’t it?” Kay displayed a picture on his phone, showcasing Sylas at a street demonstration, holding the gay pride flag in one hand and a beer in the other. “So supportive of our cause.”

“Get away from us,” Sylas’s father rebuffed Kay sharply. “You’re a virus for my son.”

“Kay, don’t—” Sylas attempted to reason with him, but his efforts faltered.

Was Kay drunk? His breath reeked of alcohol. Cillian and Levi hurried into the café, each seizing one of Kay’s shoulders in an attempt to ease the tension.

Kay laughed, nudging them away. “A virus, he swallowed whole, sir, and—”

“Sylas, come with me, now!”

My heart pounded in my ears. I was mute, unable to move or do anything to prevent what was going to happen.

“Yes, Sylas, obey your daddy like an obedient dog. I know you like that position.” Kay smirked.

“You little—”

“You’re being watched,” Levi interjected, his tone ominously calm as he positioned himself between the two of them. “Sir, you wouldn’t want to get violent. The press wouldn’t take kindly to the minister of defense displaying aggression toward the gay community, especially when Kay’s father is one of the wealthiest individuals in our country.” Levi turned to his friend, gritting his teeth. “Kay, I told you to stay the fuck out.”

“You know what? Fuck you all! Especially you—” Kay pointed at Sylas, his face breaking up. “I’m done fighting for you and trying to understand the weird dynamic you and your father have! He can’t love you for who you are, but I could! Yet it’s still not enough for you! I’m done waiting for you, fuck you!”

As Kay stormed away, he knocked over the coffees the server was bringing to us. In his wake, Cillian hurriedly trailed him. Sylas stood on the verge of an emotional collapse, tears welling up in his eyes, his fingers trembling. I seized his hand, and he squeezed it tighter.

“Well, I see nothing has changed,” his father said, trying to maintain an outward calm that betrayed the underlying menace—just like my father before firing someone. “I thought you were with Dalia; you lied to me. Both of you.”

“It’s not her fault, Dad. She didn’t know. I lied to her. I—” Sylas’s voice faltered, breaking as he attempted to shield me from the storm.

“Let’s discuss this nonsense in the car.”

“Dad, look at me, please,” Sylas pleaded.

His father finally met his gaze, his jaw clenched, his head held high.

“I’ve been meaning to tell you something, and I think you know…”

“Stop,” his father warned, averting his eyes.

“Look at me, Dad.”

“Stop this nonsense! You don’t know what you’re talking about. In college, everyone tries new things.”

“I’m gay,” Sylas confessed, a tear glistening in his eye.

It was my turn to squeeze his hand, chewing the inside of my cheek. He did it. He found the courage to face him. Mr. Archambault’s eyes also welled up, and I prayed he would accept him.

“You’re not,” he spat, and I felt Sylas’s grip loosening on my hand. “You’re confused.”

“I’m not. I’m in love with Kay.”

My heart thudded loudly in my chest, goose bumps scattering on my spine. Sylas displayed a strength I would never have.

“I’m still your son, Dad; it doesn’t change a thing. I’m still me. I’m—” Sylas attempted to embrace his father, but he recoiled, bumping into the table behind him.

“You disgust me.” His father grimaced. “I didn’t raise you to become one of them.”

Stop. This had to stop.

“How could you speak to your son like that? He loves you more than anything and tries to hide who he is, for you! To please you!” I erupted, each syllable punctuated with the rage inside my heart of all the things I’d never been able to tell my father. “Everyone loves him here! He’s an example to so many people. And you’re hurting him because he likes men? What does it change, for fuck’s sake!”

His father gasped, hearing the f-word from my mouth. Fuck him. “Dalia, don’t intervene, or I’ll tell your father how this school has corrupted his daughter.”

“And if you speak to her again in that tone, with all due respect, sir, I’ll ruin your life,” Levi added from behind my back.

“And who are you?”

“My boyfriend,” I defended, piercing through Levi’s controlled mask. His brows shot up, and his eyes widened imperceptibly as a flicker of surprise passed over his features. I turned back to face Mr. Archambault. “Sylas is my friend, and I’ll support him. You can tell my dad whatever you want, but Sylas is a good person, and you should be proud of the man he has become! If you can’t love him for who he is, you’re not worthy of being his father.”

His narrowed gaze bore into me, and I was screwed. So screwed. Sylas’s bravery had rubbed off on me, and the consequences would be disastrous. I had never been one to fight for myself, but witnessing Sylas being belittled by his father flipped a switch in my head.

Sylas shouldn’t have to fight for his father’s love, just as I shouldn’t have to fight for mine.

“You best reconsider,” Sylas’s dad warned, dismissing my outburst by fixing his gaze on his son. “If a whisper about your… preferences leaks, I’ll never forgive you.”

“All you care about is politics and catching Los Calaveras,” Sylas said, his words laden with bitterness.

“Don’t bother coming home for Christmas if you’re not ready to act like a man.” He pushed his shoulder and stormed out of the café, slamming the door behind him.

Amid the wreckage, Sylas let out a shaky laugh, tears still clinging to his lashes. He crumpled to his knees. “Well, I believe I just ended my relationship with my father, lost the man I love, and got you in trouble, Dalia. I’m sorry.”

My heart was breaking. He wasn’t at fault. I was so proud of him.

“You did nothing wrong, I—” I began, intending to crouch beside him, but before I could, Levi moved faster.

He lunged forward and grabbed the fabric of Sylas’s blazer, yanking him off the floor with a forceful grip.

“Levi!” I screamed.

“I hate people who cry,” Levi said, his voice cold and unforgiving. “It makes me want to put them in a casket. Bury them, so I won’t hear their cries anymore. Do you want to be thrown in a casket, Sylas?”

“You’ve never had a heart, Levi. How would you know how it feels?” Sylas shot back, pushing him away.

“Your father wants you to be a man, so prove to him you can be a damn man. Beat him at his own game. Become better than him. You want a career in politics, use your strength and vision. People gather around you for some unknown reason because you’re fucking annoying. Start a political party instead of following your father’s beliefs,” Levi finished, his words cutting through the air with a razor-sharp edge. “This is my last pep talk. I hate doing this and losing the only dirt I had on you so far.”

Sylas gulped. “Thanks, I guess. I think I need some time alone to process this.”

“You can talk to me anytime,” I added.

Sylas nodded. “I’ll be fine, Dalia. I’ll see you later.”

I watched him go, feeling a pang of worry in my chest. The server shook his head as he was cleaning our mess. I was about to crouch over to help him when I felt Levi’s grip on my arm.

“Don’t get on your knees to fix someone else’s mess.”

“It’s not his either,” I argued.

“No, it wasn’t.” He pulled a hundred-dollar bill from his wallet and placed it on the table. “Let’s go.”

I didn’t move but folded my arms across my chest. “Not before you tell me why you never spilled Sylas’s secret since you clearly dislike him.”

The sound of shattered glass being discarded into the trash faded into the background.

“Contrary to you, I don’t let my emotions alter my rationality,” he said, tucking a rebel strand of my hair behind my ear. “Sylas annoys the fuck out of me, but he has great chances of having a decent political career, and it may be a good investment to have him owe me one.”

“I don’t buy it.” I mustered a faint smile. “I believe that deep, deep down, you wanted to help him because you care.”

“Don’t confuse strategy with sentiment,” he cautioned, leading me out of the café. “I’m glad you’ve finally accepted our relationship.”

Right, I’d called him my boyfriend.

“I’m—” I fretted, the grinding of coffee beans assaulting my ears, grating like nails on a chalkboard. Utensils clinked with a menacing edge, their metallic symphony slicing through the air like knives. “I’m not really sure how my father will react to this news.”

We rushed out, the door shutting behind us, leaving the shrill noises of the café fading in the distance.

“He’s going to be so pissed… But I can’t lie to him forever and—” This time, I was interrupted by my phone ringing. It was Grandma. “She never calls me unless it’s serious. I need to take this.”

Levi nodded, and I picked up. “Grandma?”

“My flower, I just landed on Pantheon Island! I’ll be there soon!”

“You’re here?” I screamed.

“Did I forget to tell you?” Grandma chuckled. “Well, of course, I’m here! It’s Parents’ Day, and you sounded so sad on the phone last time.”

“But, Grandma, you took the plane alone, and you—”

“If the queen of England could travel when she was my age, I don’t see why I can’t! I’m not that old!”

The lump in my throat grew. “Is Dad with you?”

“Of course not. The signal is terrible. Dalia? Dalia, can you hear—”

The call abruptly cut off, leaving me staring at Levi, my mouth agape. “Well, I guess you’re about to meet my grandma.”

He hummed impassively. “Do you want me to meet her?”

I thought it through. I could always be myself with Grandma. She’d always have my back.

“Yes, I would actually love that.”
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“She’ll decide if she likes you within the first two seconds of meeting you, so be nice,” Dalia warned, her fingers twisting nervously in the seat of my car.

“When am I not nice?” I asked, maneuvering the car out of the parking spot.

My research on Grandmother Mercier had been thorough; if anyone could be swayed to my side, it was her. If not, I had a backup plan involving a little secret about her black web plant-growing activities under the pretext of being a former florist.

“You’re overly confident,” she groaned.

“I don’t see what the—”

I was abruptly cut off by the blaring horn of some imbecile. Through the rearview mirror, I watched as he drove like an absolute lunatic, careening toward my meticulously maintained car like a bat out of hell.

The maniac’s hand protruded through the open window, his gnarled fingers waving erratically, and simultaneously, his head leaned out. Wait. It wasn’t a he. Her gray hair was tied into a bun. Is that—

“My flower!”

“Grandma?” Dalia’s scream felt like a physical blow to my eardrums.

Our lunatic was none other than Dalia’s grandmother, behind the wheel of the Tesla Model S, with James Bond-like sunglasses on.

She executed a sharp turn, and—fuck no. She scraped against the side of my pristine car. The screech of metal against metal tore through the air in a painfully long wailing shriek. And while she was at it, she also unapologetically shattered my side mirror.

“I believe you just met Grandma,” Dalia said with a smug grin, seemingly unfazed about what had happened.

My pitiful side mirror dangled with a few stubborn cables, swinging back and forth, even though I hadn’t even left my parking space.

Dalia pranced out of my car and enveloped her grandmother in a hug. Everyone wore formal attire and uniforms for Parents’ Day, except for her grandmother. With her long, tiger-patterned dress, she looked like a rock star fresh from a stint in rehab.

“I miss my school days!” The old lady chuckled.

Meanwhile, I emerged from the car and assessed the carnage inflicted upon my vehicle. The paint was brutally stripped from its surface.

Grandmother: one.

My extensive research: nil.

That golem masquerading as a frail, petite grandmother spared me a glance. “Let me guess, he’s the annoying asshole who’s been bothering you for a full semester?”

“In the flesh,” I said in a crisp smile, advancing slowly toward her, each step laden with an implicit threat.

“I’m sorry about the side mirror, young man. You know, I’m old and half blind. I shouldn’t be allowed to drive rental cars.”

I arched my brow. She wasn’t half blind. She did it on purpose. A twisted amusement stirred within me, curling my lips into a semblance of a smile. She was as crazy as her granddaughter.

“Oh, I think you didn’t miss what you aimed to do,” I quipped back. “I see where Dalia gets her spirit from—like her desire to poison me or kick me in the balls—but I’m afraid all of those attempts were futile. It made me even more interested in your granddaughter.”

Dalia’s eyes widened, and the grandmother’s grin deepened, with a lipstick way too red for her age. “I know hundreds of ways I could torture you, young man, if you ever dare hurt my flower. She tells me everything.”

Why does everyone expect the worst of me? I was usually the one doing the threats, but it was almost delightful how she seemed to be speaking my language. “Everything, hmm?”

Dalia’s cheeks reddened as she clasped her hands. “Well, now that you’re here, should we eat somewhere or…?”

“Not now, so many things to do! I’m flying back home this afternoon; it’s just a four-hour flight, can you believe it!” She grabbed Dalia’s arm and surged toward the university entrance as if I didn’t exist. “I want you to give me a tour. Where should we start?”

“The greenhouse,” I said, causing both of them to halt ahead of me. “I heard you were into plants, the most exotic and poisonous kind, right?”

“And after that?” Her gaze bore into mine, sharp and probing, as she released Dalia’s arm.

“After that, I’ll prove to you that your granddaughter doesn’t tell you everything.”

“Levi!”

I managed to coax a chuckle from her grandmother. “I like him. For now, at least.” With that, she resumed walking, falling back into step beside me. “I still have many questions to ask you.”

“I’ll warn you, you probably won’t like my answers.”

“Do you have impure thoughts about my Dalia?”

“Yes.”

“You’re right; I don’t like that answer,” the grandmother pouted. “You didn’t even bother lying. So you’re either dumb or think being honest would get me in your good graces.”

“Definitely the second option.”

“You remind me of my old Arnold, her grandpa. He was a troubled bad boy, but not with me.” She looped her arm through mine, and a reflexive shudder rippled through me.

My skin prickled at the intrusion, my muscles tensing. I forced myself to maintain a mask of indifference as the grandma told me about her love story. All of that for one woman.
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“And that’s how my flower here was running naked with only big ribbons around her as a dress, and she cried when we told her she couldn’t go out dressed like that. I think I have a picture—”

Her grandmother finished sharing the sixtieth embarrassing childhood story about Dalia alongside the four-course meal she devoured in front of me. The dining hall was teeming with people, packed to the rafters with eager parents and their hopeful offspring. I had to cast icy glares at anyone daring to infringe on my personal space on the long benches.

“This was very entertaining, Grandma, but it’s time to end this trip down memory lane. I was six, and if you ever show that picture, I’ll tell Levi about how you always cheat at board games!”

“On the contrary, I could go on all day listening to those stories.” Dalia kicked my knee under the table, and I delivered the most pleasant smile I could shape. “You were very naughty even then, and I’d love to see that picture.”

“If you insist, I’ll plant a fork in your hand.” Dalia reciprocated with her first attempt at a threatening smile. Cute.

“You’ll only turn me on.”

Her eyes widened, and she shot a side glance at her grandmother.

“Don’t stop on my behalf. I was young too, and we used to do it everywhere. But you have to be safe, and never do anything you don’t want to do. And you—” The grandmother pointed at me. “You may be a pretty man, but it’s useless if you’re a selfish lover.”

A restrained chuckle escaped my lips. “Oh, I can assure you, I use all of my advantages for Dalia’s pleasure, don’t I?”

Dalia’s palms pressed to her face as she groaned. “This is so humiliating.”

I’d always considered being part of someone’s family utterly exhausting, but I had to admit, this experience wasn’t as soul-sucking as I’d anticipated.

“Well, I know a story about you too, young man.” Maybe I spoke too fast. “It was the first time I met your mom. Was it ten years ago? She was grocery shopping and didn’t see me, but I called out to her anyway.”

News flash, Grandma: my mother was just trying to avoid you, and she had never been really subtle at that.

“I thanked her for the good work she was doing with our Dalia. She approached me first, you know? To give music lessons to Dalia. My flower didn’t like any of the other teachers. She found them strict and scary, too much like her dad.” She chuckled. “But your mother is the only one who made her smile.” She squeezed her granddaughter’s hand. “All the convincing I had to do for her to keep going to your house, my son can be so stubborn sometimes and… judgmental.”

She said it, her eyes locking on mine this time. That was why I loathed small towns.

“Anyway… your mother showed me the gift you gave her on her birthday. It was probably to shut me up, now that I think about it.”

“It wasn’t me,” I deadpanned. My mother and I never celebrated birthdays—she found them overwhelming and unexpected.

Her grandmother laughed again. “Oh, it could only come from you. You’d made her some kind of USB key in the shape of a violin. There were cables still coming out, and apparently, you had soldered it all yourself, manufacturing it from start to finish. I was scared; a child had used a smoldering tool without supervision? And you know what she told me?”

“What did she say?” Dalia responded, drinking in the story as if it were her own with bright wide eyes.

“That she would never stop you because she didn’t want to deprive you of what made you smile, your escape. She really loved that key ring, and—” Her phone rang, and she pulled it out, squinting at the screen as she read her texts.

“You okay?” Dalia mouthed at me.

I was absolutely fantastic. I flashed her a tight smile.

Dalia only knew Mother dearest from inside her music studio. It didn’t work for me to fake my interest in music because she pushed me into Patrice’s care as fast as she could. And now she was also acting all sentimental with Dalia’s grandma? Not that she ever thought of telling me that up front.

It brought to mind the times she’d attempted to hug me. It was so painfully clinical and devoid of any warmth, making me feel like a leper seeking charity. Growing up, I took the lead in our interactions and made it clear that I refused to participate in her forced displays of affection.

“Levi, help me out.” Grandma Mercier snapped me back from the memories I thought I had buried with the rest of my childhood when she thrust her phone into my hands. “I want to send a link to book a hard rock band for our church Christmas concert, but it’s like three pages long. With all these numbers, it looks like a virus.”

I took hold of the ancient device and glanced at the group chat page she had left open, titled “Christ’s little hellions.”

“Your URL is like a digital address. Those numbers and characters are here to locate and access a web page online.”

Her mouth was agape like a fish out of water, and I realized it was time to wrap things up.

“Yes, I can help you shorten it,” I said.

“Oh, please do.” She rose from her seat. “I’m off to the bathroom.”

She was cunning, but the bathroom was opposite her determined stride toward the checkout counter. She probably aimed to prove my lack of generosity with another test.

“You charmed my grandma.” Dalia’s voice rang with a subtle, playful lilt while I shortened the link. “I think she’ll even offer you one of her cooking recipes.”

“Remind me to never eat anything she cooks,” I responded with a dry quip, rising from my seat. “I’m off to fight your grandmother to pay the bill.”

Making my way to the checkout, I crossed paths with Michel. Our eyes met briefly, but he quickly averted his gaze, hunching his shoulders as he shuffled along with a tray in hand. It had been a while since I hadn’t seen him desperately trying to make friends in our common room. He finally understood not to try so hard.

“Michel,” I called to him. “Are your parents here today?”

Ignoring my attempt at conversation, he continued on his path when a short elderly woman joined him.

“Hi,” she greeted, extending a hand I didn’t bother to acknowledge. “You must be Levi, right? My son talks about you all the time.”

Here we go again. I rolled my eyes at the impending lecture from yet another mother about what a jerk I was. “Yeah, well, if you excuse me, I have to—”

“You’re one of his closest friends here at Pantheon.” She beamed, and I blinked. Was it all a joke? “You’re his role model, you know.”

A dark chuckle escaped me. “Right.”

She kissed Michel’s cheek, her fingers cradling through his hair. “I’m so glad he’s found friends here. He was so nervous and—”

“Mom, let’s go,” Michel interrupted, his fists clenched, avoiding my gaze while his face had turned red.

I frowned—nothing that just happened made sense. I watched him leave, his mother apologizing to me for her son’s rudeness. The same group of Pioneers who had taken Michel to the roof snickered at him, one of them swiping the dessert from his tray. Oblivious, his mother followed her son to find a table to eat at.

Not your concern, Levi.

Shaking off the distraction, I proceeded to settle the bill, sliding my card into the payment slot just before Dalia’s grandmother had a chance.

“You’re fast.” One second, she was laughing, and the next, she was not. “My Dalia likes you, I can see that, and you seem to like her too, am I right? But I can’t shake the fact there’s something… My blooming flower, she has a big heart.” Her eyes scrutinized mine, as if trying to read into my soul through a crystal ball. She’d definitely be the type to have a voodoo doll of me. “I never could offer you my condolences for what happened to your mother. I’m sorry. No child should have to endure that.”

I clenched my jaw. “I wasn’t a child.”

Her hand extended toward me, hovering over my heart, but she didn’t touch me this time. “You were, and in some ways you still are. I think you still haven’t healed your inner child.”

She withdrew her hand, the gulp that followed carrying the weight of her pity-laden gaze. She mustered a feeble smile as if she thought she could offer solace to my supposedly fractured soul. In response, I offered a composed artificial smile of my own.

It was laughable, really. I was perfectly fine and in control. As for my inner child, he was exactly where he should be—six feet under, snug in a coffin, buried deep beneath the fortress of my memories, secured with double-locked gates.

I was thankful the moment Dalia arrived by our side and wrapped her arm around mine. “Are you going to be okay on your way back?”

“I’ll be fine,” her grandmother reassured her with a wink, and she turned to me. “Oh, and Levi, next time I see you, I’ll share my favorite cookie recipe with you.” She grasped Dalia’s hand, pressing a gentle kiss to her knuckles before giving them a pat. “Don’t worry about your father, my flower. I’ll handle him, okay?”

Grandma Mercier was the only person to have a grip over her son—until I came into the picture.

“I don’t think even you will be able to make him listen to reason this time,” Dalia said.

And then, her eyes, wide and imploring, locked onto mine, silently urging me to take action.

Her lips, so innocent and inviting, seemed to beckon for a solution.

Don’t worry, my broken doll, I’ll free you of your father soon.

It looked like I would be her knight in shining armor after all.
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I nervously tapped my pen on my notebook. I had to face the fact that I couldn’t concentrate. I was waiting for my father to call since he must have heard from Sylas’s father by now. I was waiting for everything to fall apart, for everything to change.

Glancing over my shoulder, I noticed the old librarian had fallen asleep in front of her book in her office. Moved by an impulse, I abandoned my desk and walked to a secluded alcove nestled between the art and science shelves. A feeble light, almost nonexistent, flickered on top of me.

The library was deserted at this hour, but I knew Levi was here. I’d seen him watching me, trying to give me space to study. He liked watching. I liked that he watched me. But tonight, I wanted more.

“Are you playing cat and mouse, Dalia?” Levi’s voice echoed from behind me.

I reeled around, slamming my lips on his. I wanted this. Him. To feel alive. Not to worry about my father’s voice or the prospect of going to hell. Another man would have probably asked if everything was okay, but Levi deepened the kiss, his tongue flicking with mine as he pushed me against the shelf.

“Want to go to your dorm?” I whispered, feeling bold.

His eyes darkened. He understood the meaning behind it. I had resisted him for weeks, but now I was finally ready to go all in.

“I may have to throw Cillian out since his roommate is in a heated fight with your head of house.” Kay and Sylas, right. “But I don’t mind throwing him out.”

“No.” I cut him off, searching around me. No students were there. A feeble classical music was playing in the background. The librarian was asleep, and we were hidden. “Here.”

Yasmine was sleeping, and we had a no-boys rule going on. This was the right time, so I touched Levi on top of his trousers.

His thumb traced the outline of my lips while he lowered his forehead to mine. “Here?”

“Don’t pretend to care about that kind of thing now,” I quipped. “Sorry, I just want to… feel alive.”

Feel something other than fear or numbness. Maybe I was angry, perhaps I was tired, or maybe I was doing this for the wrong reasons, but I wanted his darkness. I didn’t want to be a fragile doll. I lowered myself to my knees and opened his trousers while Levi stared at me with an enigmatic expression. I freed his erection, and before I could suck him, he pulled me back up to him. What—

“If you let me fuck your mouth right now, I’ll fill it with my cum. So what should I fuck? Your pussy or your mouth?” he rasped, his thumb and forefinger closing on my nipples.

“Me,” I said, my chest rising and falling. “Take. Me.”

“Are you offering me your first time in the middle of the library?” He smirked, kissing my nape. “And here I thought you’d want me to take you into bed the sweet and soft way.”

“We’ve been doing preliminaries for weeks. I’m ready now.”

He captured my lower lip between his teeth and sucked on it, taking off my gloss. “I don’t think you are.”

“This is my choice.”

His fingers reached underneath my skirt, trailing the length of my thighs. “I’m not the type to ask if you’re sure if you want to do this. I’ll take everything you offer me. This is going to be painful.”

I locked my eyes on him. “I trust you.”

But what was I trusting him with? To break me? To give me the first time I could never imagine wanting? For my father to resent me forever? To live for me, even if it meant killing a part of myself?

One of his hands gripped my throat, the other meeting my wetness. “You shouldn’t.”

He kissed me. Savagely. Without restraint. He lifted my skirt on my hips, and pulled my panties to the side, stroking two fingers inside me. I clenched around him and bit the fabric of his dress shirt on his shoulder, adjusting to him. He’d always been patient, taking his time, but tonight, he was rougher. Different.

He didn’t bother unbuttoning the top of my shirt and tore it down, a few buttons popping out and rolling on the floor.

“Hey, uniforms cost a fortune!” I complained in a whisper, looking behind my shoulder through the bookshelves. The librarian was still asleep.

“I’ll buy you more of them. Plus, it’s not my fault you’re wearing lace lingerie that can display the shapes of your breasts and hard nipples. It gets me so hard every time.” He took a handful of my breasts. “Good girls don’t wear lace lingerie like that.”

“Don’t talk about other women when you’re with me,” I asserted, my eyes narrowing on him.

He chuckled. “That possessive side of you is such a turn-on. You’re the only one.” He pulled the fabric of my panties up, making me squeak. “The only one I want to own.” He slapped my sex, and I bounced on the shelf, gasping. “The only one who has me obsessed.” He captured my jaw again. “Your pussy is so tight. This is going to hurt, but I’ll let you use me.”

His lips slammed shut on mine, and he added a third finger to stroke me. I bit hard on his lip, under the shock, my walls clenching tight around him. Pain and pleasure mixed, my heart creating a symphony of its own. He pulled away, his lower lip bleeding. With his tongue, Levi licked the blood, still pumping his fingers inside me.

“I’m sorry,” I half moaned, half begged.

“Bleed me all you want, Dalia.”

It was as if he wanted to feel the intensity I was feeling. To feel my hurt. To take a bit of my pain.

He pulled his fingers out of me and searched for a condom in his pocket, and rolled it over his hard arousal. He was so thick. Would he fit?

“How should I take you, Dalia?” His eyes assessed me, his head tilting slowly to the side, his composed face not betraying an inch of his arousal. He was almost clinical, so cold, as he spoke. “Should I fuck you against this shelf and watch you fall apart, my hand gripping your throat to feel your pulse beating? But then, the way you shattered on my tongue when your ass was up in the air meant you’ll probably enjoy it if I bend you over like a dirty slut.”

“Both,” I said, fire burning my core. I would take anything to numb my thoughts. To exist and to do something for myself. Something forbidden.

“You can’t handle both, my little thief.” His sinister smile promised.

“Try me.”

“I warned you, you should never challenge someone like me.”

He lifted my leg so I’d wrap it around his waist. He slammed me back on the shelf and entered me in one hard thrust. It felt like my body broke around him. I gasped, but he covered my scream as tears filled up my eyes. He adjusted his hardness around me slowly this time, his eyes not leaving mine. I tried to hold on to the bookshelf behind me.

“Told you it’d hurt,” he said, almost sadistically. “And I only thrust half of my cock in your tight pussy. But when I shape you, you’ll fill me up perfectly.”

He was going deeper with each of his merciless thrusts until I felt him in my belly. My nails dug down his dress shirt, my legs shaking. It hurt, it goddamn hurt. But behind the hurt, sometimes I’d feel a blast of pleasure. Behind the pain shattering my insides was that feeling we completed each other. Both hideously scarred. Both lonely and dead inside. Both freaks.

“Your flushed face is such a pretty sight, just like the bouncing of your breasts as your wetness spreads around my cock,” he murmured, kissing and nibbling my earlobe. “Look at you, taking me whole, breaking around me.”

One of my tears trailed down my cheek. I’d never felt anything so intense before. He licked it, slowly, and pulled his hardness in and out of me. I rolled my hips to meet his pace.

“But don’t worry, my little thief.” His whisper on my nape sent goose bumps behind my back. “I’ll put all the pieces back in.”

I clenched around him, his thrusts deeper, harder, but his pacing lowered. His beautiful stormy eyes didn’t waver from mine, but they were pitch-black, unreadable, and could freeze me to the core. He looked haunted. My brows furrowed. My clit throbbed. The pain and pleasure mixed, blurring my senses.

“Levi…” I gasped.

“Don’t call my name,” he growled. “You won’t like the consequences if you do.”

“Levi,” I called again, wanting to spark that flicker in his deadly eyes.

I wanted everything of him too. I wanted to break something of his. His mask of control. I wanted the man I was fascinated with when we were kids. I wanted his humanity.

That flicker was back in his eyes. “Oh, Dalia, I hope you’ll be able to take it.”

He spun me around, and with his hand on my back, he made me lean on the shelf. He locked my hands with a hard grip on my wrists. I could peer through the narrow gap between the slumber books on the towering shelves. Each beam of moonlight from the arched windows cast long shadows that danced like specters in the room.

“Part your legs,” he ordered, kicking my feet apart.

The mechanical whirring of the CD player signaled a transition between tracks, its clicking noise echoing in the silence. As the first note of a cello filled the air, Levi slammed inside me harder than before. I bit my lower lip not to scream. I didn’t imagine my first time like that. I didn’t imagine crying out, feeling the pain, and getting off from it. I didn’t imagine pleasure building in my core, as I was taken in the dirtiest way in the middle of this cabaret of ghosts probably haunting this place at midnight.

“Fuck, Dalia,” Levi groaned. “You feel so good.”

The rain thrummed against the windows like skeletal fingers knocking on the glass. The storm raged on. With each peal of thunder, the room was plunged into darkness, illuminated only by gray flashes of lightning.

My legs shook. My vision blurred. My belly clenched.

His thrusts were merciless. Intense. Raw. When he released my hands, I held on to whatever I could in front of me—the lower shelf at the bottom. I was bending down when he grasped my waist and increased his pace, slamming my butt cheek. I felt a liquid dripping down my thighs. The pleasure building, my legs shaking, the blood rushing to my head.

“You’re mine, Dalia,” he growled. “I don’t remember a time you weren’t the center of my universe, and I loathed you for it, and now you’re fucking mine.”

His pace became violent, rough, and when I thought I’d collapse, his orgasm exploded in a blast as my pulsing clit demanded more, my insides hurting like hell. I thought sex was a love declaration, but it was more than that. It was everything lying deep inside you—hatred, shame, desire. You were giving your soul to someone.

I tried to catch my breath, and he pulled out of me. I stayed in position, my heart on the verge of exploding. My whole body was sore—I couldn’t move. I’d done it. I’d lost my virginity to him. The first man who had captured my interest. The first boy I ever knew.

Levi wrapped the condom in a piece of paper and tossed it in the trash as I looked down at my thighs. Blood. Blood dripped all around me as I remained bent over.

“Levi.” My voice broke.

I remembered what people at church said. Supposedly, the most precious gift a woman could give was her virginity—as if without it, we were no longer worthy.

I curled myself into a ball. I didn’t know what to do now. The sky thundered again and thrummed into my ears. I snapped my eyes shut, my heart speeding in my chest. It’s not a gunshot, Dalia. I took a deep breath and looked at Levi.

But something had switched inside him. His mask was back on. He seemed distant again. Unemotional. He was readjusting his shirt and watching me almost as if he was…. Hating me. Just like the first time he met me. His eyes were narrowed, his head up high.

“Levi,” I called him again.

But he didn’t move. Why wasn’t he helping me out? I couldn’t button up my shirt, so I covered my breasts with my hand. I tried to pull my skirt down, trying to cover myself as much as I could, and I tightened my thighs together for the blood to stop.

He didn’t talk, he didn’t reply, and my heart started to sink. Was it the only thing he wanted? Would he leave me like that? Did I do all of that for nothing? Was I that naive?

I felt vulnerable in a way I’d never felt, and my eyes watered. “Help me.”

Did I mean nothing to him?

A tear fell. The storm hit. His hand curled into a fist.

“I broke you,” his shadow said, deadly and distant.

He did.

If he walked away, he would destroy me.

“Was that part of your plan?” Don’t leave me.

“Of course,” he said.

“And you’re satisfied with yourself?” I whispered.

“Yes.” He prowled toward me and lowered himself on his knee to face me. “You need me.”

“Levi,” I called him again in a shaking whisper.

He encased me within the sanctuary of his arms, effortlessly lifting us both as he cradled me against him. “Now, I need to put the pieces back in.”

“I thought—” I mumbled. “I thought you’d leave me here.”

“You’re mine, Dalia. I’ll never leave you.”
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I escorted Dalia through the shroud of night, her form cradled in my arms where she belonged. I had taken another of her firsts tonight. The rain pattered against the university stone walls, my footsteps echoing hollowly in the empty corridors.

I didn’t want to fuck her to that point, but I’d promised myself I’d take everything of hers so she’d be fully mine.

When I looked upon her, curling into a ball, bleeding, her shirt ripped and her eyes begging, I realized she needed me. She needed me. She called for me. It had sent a bolt to my empty chest.

She needs me.

My brain thought for a second about leaving her there; it was the perfect revenge, the perfect plan—broken and humiliated before launching a bomb at her daddy dearest about how I ruined his daughter and how I now shall ruin him.

It would have been the perfect plan if Dalia didn’t feel like a fucking extension of myself.

No, I could never leave her.

I had someone to live for.

My broken doll wasn’t broken anymore, but alive.

I carefully set her down as we reached my dorm. I had a friend to expel. She fidgeted with her shirt nervously, and I barged in, finding Cillian absorbed in his book about chess tactics.

I tossed his blazer on his face. “You need to go back to your dorm.”

Dalia trailed me, staying close and seeking shelter behind my frame.

“I see,” Cillian muttered, his lips tightening into a thin line as his gaze roamed from Dalia’s face down to her legs.

“Eyes up, asshole.”

He emitted a thin chuckle, likely connecting the dots. He snatched his jacket, rising to his feet. It was what I liked about him. He knew when to leave and mind his own business, and he kept his feelings to himself.

“Dalia, good luck with him,” he said, and I retracted any hint of fondness I might have felt a moment ago. “Levi, your chess app is off. Looks like someone was finally able to tamper with your code.”

I hummed, not caring about any of this right now, while Dalia managed to muster a smile.

“Shower,” I commanded curtly the moment he departed. I led her to the bathroom, gripping her hand, and turned on the hot water.

She folded her arms across her chest. “I can shower alone, you know.”

“I know you can do many things, but you also have me now.” I seized the hem of her shirt. “Arms up.”

She complied, and I undressed her from top to bottom. She stepped into the shower. I followed her. My cock thickened again at the sight of her naked body, and she blinked.

“Levi, I don’t think I can do this right now.”

A low rumble escaped my lips as I drove us both under the showerhead. “Are you sore, my little thief? Did I hurt you?”

When she took her time to reply, it sent a pang in my chest. I did. More than I thought.

“You went the way I wanted it,” she finally said.

“I’m not going to fuck you again, Dalia.” She opened her eyes wide in response, so I added, “Tonight. I’ll probably destroy you if I act on my urges again with you. You’re too sore. I’ll give you a night of rest from me.”

I brushed her hair away from her face and took matters into my own hands, lathering soap all over her—from her reddened ass cheeks, to the dry blood on her thighs and up to her perfect breasts. Her skin felt smooth and soft like porcelain, compared to mine, which was ugly and scarred.

Right now, I was almost envious of the water cascading across each centimeter of her body.

“You’re still hard,” she pointed out.

“Why don’t you drop to your knees and suck me with that delicious mouth of yours, then, Dalia?” I traced the shape of her lips with my thumb, then slid my finger inside her mouth. “Wonder if I’d come in your throat so you’ll swallow me like a good girl, or on your breasts.”

She closed her mouth over my finger and sucked on it. When I pulled it out, she smiled. “You missed the offer earlier when I got on my knees for you.”

“Then you’ll help me another way,” I said, stroking myself as she tried to grab the towel on top of the shower. “Don’t you dare cover yourself with that towel right now, or I’ll spank you so hard, you won’t be able to sit for days. Worse, I’ll probably fuck your ass as punishment.”

She gulped and tightened her knees together. The way she reacted to my words was so hot. She went back to me, her emerald eyes landing on my cock. She watched me, her irises darkening. My muscles were flexing; I was pumping my cock between my fist like a madman. It was so selfish of me.

“Sit and put the showerhead between your thighs. You won’t regret it.”

She took it and sat on the floor against the wall, parting her legs. A low groan escaped from deep in my throat at the view of her bare pussy. She put the water jet on her clit and bit her lower lip. I stroked myself harder. I was about to lose it.

“On which part of you should I come on?” I jerked my head back, trying to hold on a bit more. “In your mouth, open for me?” I heard her gasp. “Breasts?” I stared at her, and she tightened her knees, trying to close her legs. “Breasts it is.”

I turned the power of the water jet up a notch. She moaned, her belly clenching, her hips rolling, and her back arching on the wall. Fuck. That moaning alone made me explode, and I came so hard in the valley between her breasts. My breathing was animalistic as I pulled my wet hair back, trying to calm my heart.

When I looked back at her, that little minx had cleaned herself and already had the showerhead back between her legs.

“Does it feel good on your pussy?” I said, lowering myself to her.

I took the showerhead from her and tilted my head to the side for a better view. Her lips parted, and she moaned, her chest rising.

“Yes.”

“I believe you didn’t orgasm tonight?”

She shook her head.

“Do you want to come, Dalia?”

“Yes.”

“Say please,” I said.

“Fuck you,” she said instead, and I planted my lips on hers.

“You’re only punishing yourself.” I lowered the pressure of the water jet, and she gasped. She was so close. “How do you want to come? With this or my tongue?”

“Tongue,” she moaned. “I can make myself come with this alone.”

I snorted. She was learning fast. I lay on the tiles of my Italian shower. “Come sit on my face.”

“Really?”

“Use me all you want to get your orgasm.”

She cradled my lap to sit on my face. I couldn’t wait to taste her—for my tongue to swivel on her clit, my hands to palm her ass, for her to ride me until she reached heaven.

“On one condition,” I added.

I didn’t need to tell her which one because she knew.

She displayed a soft kiss on my lips. “I’m yours, Levi.”

Dalia had finally accepted she was mine. I’ve dreamed of this moment for the past nine years. Now it was the world’s turn to know.

But first, I’d lick the hell out of her until her whole body shook.


[image: ]

[image: ]


I’d been studying until four o’clock for the upcoming exams for the past few days. But it wasn’t just the exams keeping me up—it was Lucie’s music scores. I’d been obsessively scouring her violin cadenza for any hint or clue, but no matter how I approached it, nothing seemed to fall into place. I’d translated each note into numbers, letters; I even tried decoding them into binary, but it was nothing but dead ends.

In the midst of the clutter on my desk, with files strewn about, and Baron curled up on top of them, my phone suddenly buzzed. I squinted through tired eyes and reached for it. I was greeted by yet another link from Grandma to a Facebook video she found amusing.

I froze, facing that preview image of penguins shoving each other off the ice. The URL below was a jumble of letters and numbers, much like the incomprehensible sequences I’d been grappling with in Lucie’s score.

“Wait,” I muttered to myself, the soothing hum of Baron’s purrs filling the room, intermingled by the gentle crackle of Yas’s vanilla-scented study-focus candle burning nearby.

Levi had shortened a URL for Grandma when she came on Parents’ Day—it was no more than ten letters. What if the message inside the cadenza was a URL?

I opened my laptop and typed the sequence of notes into the browser as alphabetical letters. The page showed no results. Undeterred, I made a second attempt, this time inputting only the numerical values into the search engine bar.

And then, there it was.

A surge of excitement coursed through me as goose bumps prickled along my arms. Before me lay the final piece of the puzzle, the key to unraveling the mystery concealed within Lucie’s score.

The last clue.

The web page appeared to have once been a blog, but now it is emptied, with no visible content except for a solitary file to download labeled with Levi’s name.

I wanted to open it myself, my heart about to jump out of my chest. No, it’s not meant for me.

I closed the web page.

Now, I just had to find the right time to tell him.
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I handed my exam paper to Mr. Delgado, wearing my brightest smile.

He scanned the pages briefly. His eyes flickered across the answers before snapping the sheets onto his desk. “Do you believe I’ll finally be able to pass you this time, Miss Mercier?”

“I did my best.”

Did my best, meaning that Levi had woken me up at six o’clock sharp, already dressed, so I could cram for the exam—and not think about all the dirty things we did the past few nights. So dirty that Yasmine’s cat was hissing at me when I went back to our dorm, probably smelling of sex.

Mr. Delgado hummed, already bored with my presence. “We’ll see. Also, I heard you turned down the opportunity to work with the Parisian Opera? It’s not nothing.”

“Yes.” I shifted uncomfortably, a line of students forming behind me. “I didn’t think I was ready. I still have so much to learn.”

“To that we agree.”

“Right, I know you think I’m not as talented as—”

“No—it’s because I sense you would have accepted their offer for the wrong reasons.” His posture was upright, and with a precise movement, he adjusted his glasses. “Your way of playing is… not standard.”

I beamed, taking his words like some kind of compliment. “Really?”

“Don’t get too excited. You still have lots to learn.” He cleared his throat as if it’d tear him up from the inside to say the words out loud. “But you’ve made some progress, so maybe you’re not a lost cause after all.”

I planted my hands on his desk, leaning forward eagerly on my tiptoes. “Do you think it’d be enough to play at the Grand Opera?”

“If it were to reopen this year…” His face distorted into a grimace. “It’s unlikely.”

The person behind me laughed, but my smile remained steadfast. “Unlikely is not impossible! Thank you, sir, you were the reason I wanted to come here to study, and I’m so thankful for—”

He cut me off with a dismissive wave. “Let’s not do this. Emotions make me nauseous.”

I nodded and made my way to the fencing building. The cold air outside transformed my breath into wisps of mist. I crossed the gymnasium, the familiar scent of polished wood and the distant echoes of clashing blades surrounding me. Sylas leaned casually against the doorframe, his arms folded across his chest, while Yas gestured animatedly.

“Hey, guys!” I arrived by their side, my footsteps echoing in the corridor. Turning to Yas, I asked, “How did your theater exam go?”

“I would say decent—your playlist helped a lot. I knew when Mozart was striking which act it was, and I’m having my first archery class in… ten minutes.”

“Archery? Sounds badass.” I smiled brightly. She was finally stepping out of her comfort zone to try the things she’d read about. I craned my neck up and turned to Sylas. “And how are you?”

He snorted, taking a deep breath. “Well, since the word got out that I’m gay, I’ve had some people coming to me saying ‘it’s so cool,’ ‘we always knew,’ ‘I suppose you like musicals,’ ‘omg, let’s go shopping,’ as if this makes me a different person. I’m not like the cliché they pictured for the new gay me.”

“Fuck them, we’re going to win the House Cup for you this year,” Yasmine cheered.

“That’s right. And how are things with… Kay?”

He sighed, passing a hand through his golden hair. “I don’t know. I’m still pissed at him for acting without taking my feelings into account. He said he was sorry and he’d fix this because he’s in love with me, but I still need some time.”

“You’re worried about your dad and going home for the holidays?” I said, knowing I was too. Christmas was never an easy time for us since Mom’s death, but now we’d have to address the big elephant in the room.

“Kay invited me over for the holidays, and my dad told me not to come home if I’m still… into men.” Sylas gulped, faking a smile. “Anyway, we should be the ones asking you what you’ll be doing this holiday.”

I turned to Yasmine, who frowned. “Oh, he was talking about you! I’m just going to be with Tara and all of my siblings, fighting for who got the most presents while Tara terrorizes all of us. So things got pretty serious with Levi, huh?”

On the track, Tara, already in her fencing uniform, came to a halt when she spotted us by the door. She raised her sword, pointing it directly at Yasmine. “Do you think you have enough spare time to waste? You’re on scholarship, remember.” She then pointed it at Sylas. “You’re gay, and I don’t give a fuck. I’ll still put you out of your misery in fencing.” Then it was my turn. “And you, maybe you’re as perverted as him after all; you hide your true nature well.”

Our gazes darted between each other, our mouths slightly agape. That was Tara in all her splendor. Without another word to us, she stormed off to her next victim, leaving us in stunned silence.

“What did she mean by that?”

“About you and Levi, we all saw the picture.” Sylas chuckled as if it was the hottest gossip on campus. “I guess your father is aware you’re dating him.”

My heart skipped a beat. “Picture? What picture?”

“On Instagram,” Yasmine chimed in. “You collaborated with his post.”

I furrowed my brows and quickly grabbed my phone. I scrolled frantically through my Instagram feed, my heart racing as I searched for the damning post, and oh my…

“What?” I screamed.

The picture was the one of Levi and me kissing heavily at the Tactician party. My breath caught in my throat, my hands trembling. It was all there: me sitting on his lap, his possessive arm encircling me, his lips devouring mine, his finger tilting my chin up. It was dirty. Messy. Provocative.

It was a collaboration post with me that I had apparently already accepted, with the caption “Mine.” My eyes widened. Levi had no more than five pictures altogether—he was a ghost. Why did he fucking do that?

“I’m screwed,” I said, my voice already breaking. “What if my father sees this? He’ll go insane thinking I did this on purpose to piss him off! I’m so screwed!”

“He’ll definitely kill you. Your father is even more conservative than mine.” Sylas’s comment was so not helpful. “But, at least, I’m sure he knew before that. My father must have told him the minute he disinherited his son.”

Yes, but he didn’t know the boyfriend in question was Levi Delombre.

“It’s just a kiss, and he’s like your official boyfriend, so that’s cool.” Yasmine tried to be positive, stroking my arm softly. “I mean, we’re in a generation when you have to beg for a guy to unfollow girls and to post a picture with you—at least he did it.”

“Nice picture,” Amelia commented casually as she passed by, heading straight for the lockers.

I buried my face in my hand. This was a disaster. “I should delete this.”

“I don’t advise you to do that,” Levi, my unsummoned boyfriend, said from behind me.

I turned around. He wore his long black coat tailored to perfection, accentuating his tall frame. Beneath the coat, he sported his Tactician uniform, which he paired with black leather gloves. He always had a deadly elegance, yet he also looked like he had just buried a corpse in the woods.

His stormy eyes locked onto mine, and before I could protest, he leaned in and claimed my lips, his cold mouth closing on mine.

I slapped his shoulder, pushing him away. “I’m mad at you. You can’t kiss me like that!”

“Alright, I’m off to find a target.” Yas clasped her hands, pointing toward the exit. “Preferably not a person. Catch you later!”

“Yeah, I’m off to practice with… Tara,” Sylas echoed her departure, and with that, they both stormed off.

Levi tilted his head to the side. “So I assume you didn’t like my romantic statement?”

“No,” I shrieked. “I look so… You’re kissing me like I’m…” I struggled to articulate my thoughts, gesturing with my hands in frustration.

“You look beautiful, and I’m kissing you like you’re mine. I don’t see what the problem is here. We’re official, aren’t we?”

“I can’t do whatever the fuck I want like you, Levi! I don’t want people to believe I’m your whore. My dad is going to be pissed. I have a reputation to—”

“You’re my equal, Dalia.” His thunderous eyes pierced into mine. “If anyone thinks that of you, I’ll ruin their lives. Are you embarrassed?”

He advanced a step, his fingers brushing my cheek in a soft touch. But his eyes—his eyes were stormy, his jaw clenching with barely concealed tension.

“Are you embarrassed of me?” he demanded once more.

“No.” I dropped my gaze. “But you can’t control me or us. You should have asked me first.”

“You would have refused.”

I shook my head, taking a step away from him. “Not the point!”

“You can fight me on lots of things, Dalia. I’ll give you everything you ask for. I’ll always take your side, torture anyone for you. You asked me to stop interfering with your music, so I did. I may be yours, but I’m still me. All I need is for you to give me this. Your grandmother already knows about us, and you called me your boyfriend. You rejected me four years ago, so I made sure that wouldn’t happen again.”

A flash of anger flickered across his face, his lips pressing into a thin line, the corners downturned slightly. I had hit a nerve. So that was what all of this was about. Levi feared I’d be ashamed of him, so to prevent that, he struck first.

“If you’d have explained to me that it was important to you, maybe I’d have said yes. But you should have trusted me to pick you, to fight for you.” I paused, landing my eyes hard on him. “It wasn’t okay to go behind my back and—”

The jarring ring of my phone halted me in my tracks, and my eyes fixated on the caller ID displaying my father’s name. I’d been waiting for him to call for so long that now that he was doing it, I felt on the verge of having a heart attack.

“I have to pick up,” I muttered, pacing in the hallway. “Tell the teacher I’ll be late.”

“I’ll stay here if you need me.”

I picked up my phone, clenching my fist.

“Hi, Dad,” I managed to say, my words punctuated by the erratic thudding of my heart. “I’m about to go to fencing class, maybe—”

Before I could finish my sentence, my father’s voice sliced through the line, his words striking me like a physical blow. “I saw the picture on your account. I won’t state how disappointed I am. I got words from Sylas’s father about your ‘boyfriend.’ Out of all the men, it had to be him. Again.”

“I didn’t want to talk to you about him unless it got official,” I mumbled, turning in a circle across the hallway.

“I see.” He paused. “It looks like a very serious relationship indeed. I shouldn’t have trusted you. Partying. Kissing boys. Probably drinking and having sex? Dammit!” I closed my eyes as his roar echoed in my ears, and he slammed something on his desk. “I have problems at work, and you’re making everything about yourself again! I called the headmaster of his high school. He’s a bully—”

“You don’t know him like I do,” I pleaded, feeling my eyes watering.

“Right.” He chuckled. “We’ll talk about that boy problem when you’re back on Friday. I’ve been more than patient with you and your teenage crises! You’re nothing like your mom. You’re not the daughter we raised.”

He hung up, and I stared at my phone in defeat, my hands shaking.

“Well, it happened as expected,” I breathed.

I sensed Levi’s presence beside me without needing to turn around.

“I don’t even want to go back for Christmas. After Mom’s death, Grandma tried to keep the magic happening, but now it’s ruined.” I tugged at my sleeves, fighting to hold back the tears. “He’s going to stop loving me, but he can’t protect me forever from the world. I-I should have been honest. I should—”

“I’ll make him change his mind about me,” Levi declared, cold and unwavering.

This time, I spun around to face him, a bitter laugh escaping my lips. “You hate my father, Levi, and he hates you. He punched you and broke the Cigno Nero because of a single kiss. He looked into your past. He’ll never approve, and he never loses to anyone.”

“But I’m me.” Levi crossed his arms. “I’ll charm him.”

“You posted that picture without telling me because you’re selfish. You don’t care about my relationship with my father. What you want, you take, no matter the collateral damage!”

“I can fix this.” His tone, laced with threat, sent shivers down my spine as his dark eyes locked onto mine. “How about I promise he’ll change his mind and give you your freedom?”

I took a step forward, raising my chin. “And how are you going to do that?”

“I’ll come with you.”

I blinked. “This Christmas?”

“Only if you want me to.”

“I don’t know.” I crossed my arms, avoiding his stare. “I need to think this through. Let’s go to class.”

As I turned to walk away, his hand gripped mine, anchoring me in place.

“Are we good?” he asked, his eyes searching mine for reassurance.

I took a deep breath. “If you let me use you as a fencing punching bag, maybe.”

A faint smile tugged at his lips. “It’s my pleasure.”
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I stalked through the library, my steps echoing on the stairs leading to the rooftop.

At the Tacticians’ demand, I’d spent the past hour fixing our chess app. Though I generously made it a public software for the Tacticians, they lacked the brilliance to improve it—until today. Whoever that was made it useless to use, with one tiny error in the code, but that wasn’t what captured my attention. He or she enhanced my code, boosting the AI’s power.

The intruder also left a message: Will you see me now?

In a different scenario, I might have been impressed and even pissed, but another revelation consumed my thoughts. I threw open the door to my sanctuary, crushed the snow under my feet, and gripped the balcony railing with clenched fists.

Memories of my first night at Pantheon flooded back. Three years ago, I stood in that same spot, a silhouette against the night sky, remembering what the Merciers took from me, the haunting thoughts echoing in the silent darkness. The idea of plummeting into oblivion, mirroring my mother’s fate, had teased the edges of my mind, but then wasting the genius of my brain would have been a shame.

Three years ago, a glimmer of hope called to me.

Revenge.

I closed my eyes, the biting wind and snow slamming against my face. Revenge fueled my resolve to live a bit more—the desire to ascend from the ashes, resurrected and vengeful. Bruno Mercier was the final justice I needed to serve.

I’d planned for Dalia and me to cross paths again, right here, in the place that held the most significance for her. For nine years, all I ever wanted was to loathe her, but I never could entirely, and I hated myself for it. I’d live until I exacted my revenge, taking everything from her just as she had infiltrated my mind, my veins, my very existence since we were kids. That used to be my plan.

To never be powerless again.

To watch them kneel before me.

To break her so she’d always remember me. She would never love me. How could she? I was unlovable. So if I took everything from her, I’d live through her eyes. It was all I ever wanted. If I couldn’t make her love me, I’d force her to remember me.

And then, I’d die.

I never saw anything past that. It was all blackness. But ever since Dalia showed up, all the blackness had dissipated.

The door flung open behind me, jolting me from my thoughts. My eyes darted over my shoulder, my brows furrowing. A small figure trudged through the white blanket of snow, heading in the opposite direction of me while muttering incomprehensible words.

I recognized this short boy with wavy locks. Michel. My senses sharpened as he approached the edge of the roof, his movements unsteady, his body trembling. What is he doing?! He crossed the railing, and the hair on my skin hissed. He turned to face the void, his hands clutching tightly around the barrier.

Before I could think, the snow beneath my feet crackled with each step. I approached him cautiously, the icy tendrils of the wind whipping strands of hair across my forehead. My heart thundered in my chest. He still didn’t notice my presence, mumbling sentences, tears wrecking his eyes.

“Michel—” I began.

“My name is Miguel, asshole!” he bit out. “Leave me alone! It’s not like you’re going to stop me anyway.”

My jaw contracted. I’d failed with my mother. I couldn’t fail with him too. I couldn’t keep on failing. It was as if the universe was making me pay for it over and over again.

“I won’t,” I said, taking another step forward to him, keeping my cool. “I mean, it’s the ideal place to die, really. It’s poetic. I’d have picked this one myself.”

His face contorted into a grimace directed my way. “I’m not a coward. This way, everyone will remember my name! Everyone will finally know that I exist! Everyone will see me now!”

Will see me now.

The code.

He was the one who enhanced my code. He’d given me a clue—it was a cry for help. My mother had started giving away her things just before she passed. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t noticed the same pattern.

“But no one will see you,” I said, steam clouds forming as I spoke. “My mother chose pills. You want to torture yourself, to feel the fall and the regrets; she wanted to leave this world fast and numb the pain.”

“Your mother…” Michel or should I say, Miguel, blurted out, and when I took another step forward, he removed a hand from the barrier to signal me to stop. “If you get any closer, I swear I’ll jump!”

I raised my hands, feeling my heartbeat in every damn part of my body. Fuck. What can I do?

“This has to stop. I need to stop feeling this way.” He was crying more and more. “I thought you were my friend, Levi! I saw you as an example. I wanted to major in computer sciences just like you. I looked up to you, but you treated me like shit and left me with the Pioneers. You’re an asshole, and I hate you!”

“And now, I’ll be the last face you see before you jump. Isn’t it perfect? Torturing yourself until the very end. But you’re right about me. I’m an asshole,” I said calmly, seizing the opportunity. He was gazing up at the sky, so I crossed the railing to be on the same side as him. The void beckoned, and I stepped forward, my feet dislodging a lone rock, sending it tumbling into the abyss below.

His wide gaze shifted back to me, both of his hands now tightening their grip on the balcony railing. “What are you doing?”

“Jumping with you,” I offered. “Although I’d prefer not to—I’ve finally experienced what it’s like to feel something for someone, so frankly, death doesn’t interest me anymore.”

“You even want to take my suicide from me. With my luck, they’ll only mention your name.” His chin trembled, and tears formed again. “I’ll be invisible again.”

I knew how he felt.

That was why I’d wanted her to remember me in the first place.

“I saw the upgrade you did to my chess game. Pretty impressive. I could use your skills someday,” I whispered.

“Are you here to offer me a job?” His voice made a bunch of crows fly away from the trees.

“I agree the timing doesn’t work in my favor right now.” I paused, watching him glance at the void, then at me. He’s unsure. “Think of all the people you’ll hurt if you jump.”

He chuckled. “Right, I’m a burden for my own family. If I die, I’ll make their lives better. They’ll be free of me. I’m doing them a favor.”

His words ignited something primal within me, my blood boiling in my veins. Doing them a favor. Did my mother think she was doing me a fucking favor?

“You’re dead wrong,” I snarled, my voice breaking. “They’ll spend the rest of their pathetic lives wondering what they did wrong. Why they were so powerless to stop you! Why they didn’t see it coming. They’ll rot with guilt, blaming themselves for losing you. You’ll shatter them because you chose the coward’s way out, and, eventually, they’ll think of dying too.”

The ghosts, they never go away. That vision of horror never left my mind. That guilt, that endless guilt, gnawed at me like a carnivorous worm consuming my corpse little by little.

“It’s wrong. You’re only here because of your conscience,” Miguel spat.

“I don’t have a damn conscience,” I retorted with venom, carefully edging closer to him along the balcony’s edge. The idea of stumbling to my demise would be downright comical. Levi Delombre, attempting to play the damn hero, only to wind up with his only prized possession, his skull, splattered on the pavement.

I could overpower him and drag him back from the edge, but he’d try again someday. He’d find another way. I had to make a point.

“I’m here because my mother thought just like you,” I growled, locking eyes with him. “And I couldn’t do anything about it. It was all my fault. It made me into the unlovable asshole that I am today.”

“But I’m hurting, I feel so lonely, my family is better left without me and—” He was tearing up, his fingers clawing at his scalp as if he wanted to rip the hair out of his head. “I deserve to die! And this isn’t about you, but me, Levi! Me!”

“You fucking don’t deserve to die.” I raised my voice. “This isn’t about me, or maybe it is, because I can’t let you waste your life because of people like me! I grew up being a freak, so I know how it feels. You wanted to be like me, well, congratulations, you’re about to become another bitter, miserable bastard like me. Isn’t that fantastic?” My laughter was hollow, tinged with bitterness. “No one will ever love me! But people actually care about you. Don’t do that to them.”

“I’m going to do it.” His voice shook. “It’ll never stop. They’ll never stop. I’m all alone. I can’t—”

He closed his eyes, one foot into the void. Act fast. Think fast. I was the one to find her. Mom lying on the floor. The letter in her hand. Her eyes open, unblinking, soulless. Her cold white skin. Act fast. Think fast.

Check.

Check.

I’m about to lose. He’s about to jump.

Checkma—

“Fine, then, let me help you,” I said.

I grabbed him by the collar and held him precariously close to the edge of the roof. His feet teetered on the balcony, my muscles straining against the effort. My other arm circled the balcony railing and the gargoyle, hoping it wouldn’t break.

His gaze fixed on the ground below, a flicker of fear in his eyes, and regret was evident in his hands clutching my arm. “No, I don’t want to!”

I raised a brow, all my muscles on the verge of breaking. “I thought this is what you wanted?”

“No, please,” he pleaded, shutting his eyes tightly. “I don’t want to die. I don’t!”

I pulled him back onto the safety of the roof, and I climbed the barrier after him with what felt like a broken arm from overestimating my strength earlier. Miguel curved into a ball, still in shock.

“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I wasn’t thinking, I felt powerless, and I—” he whimpered, tears streaming down his face. “What have I done?”

I sank to the cold ground beside him and lay on my back, adrenaline coursing through my veins.

“It’s okay.” I felt the metallic tang of blood in my mouth. “But if you ever feel like that again, come to me next time. I’m not looking forward to doing this ever again.”

“I’m sure your mom regretted it the moment she did it,” he mused.

My jaw clenched at the mention of my mother. She regretted leaving me? “No, no. It’s my fault, and I—” I bit back the words, my lips thinning. “She hated my guts.”

His chin shook as he cleared the tears from his eyes. “We think ending our life would help the people we love because we hate who we are… She hated herself, not you. Thank you for stopping me.”

“Whatever,” I replied dismissively, pushing myself upright and ignoring the tightness in my heart. “Now tell me about those guys. It’s the Pioneers from last time?”

He shook his head. “If he hears I talked, he’ll—”

So it’s a he.

I’ll deal with that Pioneer later.

“I promise I’m going to solve this when I get back.” I locked my eyes on him and extended my hand. “But I have some stuff to take care of during the holidays. I trust you won’t do anything stupid?”

“No,” he muttered.

Not that I trusted him. I’d send a message to his parents about it so he could get the help my mother refused to accept.

“Now, are you going to grab my damn hand, or do you want to stay here?”

He hesitated but ultimately grasped my hand.

If I had arrived on time to extend a hand to my mother, would she have seized it too?

When I stood on that roof for the first time three years ago, I felt someone reaching out to me as well, an invisible pull. Dalia had always been that glimmer of hope, the one holding me back so I wouldn’t jump from the roof.

Maybe her Kiss of Death was the afterlife I was seeking after all.

Because death no longer interested me.

[image: ]


I made sure Miguel (though I was still going to call him Michel until he spoke up for himself) was kept busy with Cillian at our chess club. I instructed Cillian to keep a close eye on him, just in case, while I indulged in my favorite pastime, not by pleasure, but necessity. Dealing with that kid had resurrected my mother’s ghost and all the ugliness I’d buried inside me.

I needed a remedy for my feelings.

I needed her.

My glimmer of hope.

In the darkness of the music room, I lingered in the shadows, silently absorbing the melancholic melody emanating from my broken doll’s violin. She wore her Unifier uniform, the moonlight illuminating her like she was on stage, and I was her unseen observer. I wouldn’t dare to disturb her performance by making my presence known.

The ribbons in her white hair fluttered with the wind of the half-opened window. Her melody was new, and tragic, like the most heartbreaking of endings. A pang stirred in the depths of my heart, an unsettling sensation that I couldn’t quite shake off.

Perhaps because light never shines as bright as within the complete darkness.

As her final note quivered in the air, she glanced toward the window, catching sight of my reflection and meeting my gaze. “You’re here.”

“Don’t stop,” I urged almost desperately, taking a tentative step toward her. “What’s this song?”

“I improvised it.” She turned around, a smile gracing her lips. “It’s inspired by that day.”

“Your mother,” I interjected, recalling the somber notes in her composition.

She nodded. “It’s about the what-ifs—what if I hadn’t begged her each year to go to Pantheon’s opera? What if the terrorists never came?”

She never called them by their names because a name held power. I tilted my head to the side, and my thumb grazed her cheek. My muscles tensed. I’d gone to the roof earlier because I needed to think about my next move.

“You’re not responsible,” I said.

“I know that deep in my heart, but…” She struggled to keep her smile on, her lips shaking slightly. “Tell me what you think of it.”

She pulled away from me, standing by the piano across the room, and resumed playing. Her bow danced with grace, moving with an exquisite delicacy and precision, drawing out notes that weren’t meant to be heard but felt. Her eyes were solely locked on me, and I felt my skin prickling.

Her furrowed brow intensified, and crows burst from the trees outside, their cawing echoing the tumult within her. The sad and heartbreaking melody emanating from her violin was so profound, it almost transformed her violin into a cello.

Her music created the most beautiful feeling I’d ever experienced. I stood frozen. Mesmerized. Obsessed. Everything she touched became beautiful. She had angelic fingers and a heart so pure I’d never believed it could exist.

When she stopped, it was as if she emerged from a separate world, a world that was hers and only hers, and she smiled again. “What do you think?”

“Beautiful and haunting, just like you,” I whispered, looming over her.

She pinched her lips together, avoiding my gaze. “I need to tell you two things.”

I hummed, waiting for her to continue.

“I found the last clue to Lucie’s scores.”

I froze, the soothing effect of her melody already dissipating.

“There was a violin cadenza,” she continued. “The notes formed numbers, and I finally discovered what they meant… They formed a URL link.”

She bit her lip and seized my hand, waiting. She waited for my reaction, probably some sort of excitement. Dalia was so stubborn; it wasn’t surprising she didn’t listen.

“I thought I told you to stop searching.” My voice was barely audible, my muscles coiling with tension. “You hid that from me.”

“Because I knew you’d disagree,” she quipped, throwing back the same sentence I’d used about the picture statement.

My lips tilted in a thin line. “We’ve definitely mastered the art of communicating.”

“I know you’re against it. That you gave up. But aren’t you curious to know what she’s been meaning to tell you?” She stood on her tiptoes, her hands resting on my chest. “It’s up to you, but I think it’d be good for you to know.”

“Okay,” I whispered, not believing that that damn kid made me change my mind. Why did I even want to know, now?

Having hope always deceived me.

“Okay?” Her smile widened, her innocent eyes sparkling beneath her long lashes.

“Not right now, but okay,” I conceded, studying her plush glossy lips. “What’s the second thing you wanted to tell me?”

“I made up my mind about Christmas.” Her lips hovered over mine. “I want you to come with me.”

She kissed me, but my mind raced with calculations, my body rigid. I’d been waiting for this moment for so long. Everything was falling into place, and my plan unfolded flawlessly. I was a checkmate away from Mercier’s downfall, and there was no way out for him.

“You’re not kissing me back?” Dalia teased with a chuckle. “That’s new.”

“Do you trust me?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

I pressed her against the piano, the collision echoing discordantly as our lips met. She trailed her hand to my chest, feeling the rapid rhythm of my heartbeat.

“Your heart is beating so fast,” she murmured. “What’s wrong?”

I don’t know.

Everything was exactly where it was supposed to be, just as I had orchestrated it. It was all thanks to Dalia. If she hadn’t mentioned that new weapons export contract, I wouldn’t have delved deeper, uncovering the absence of any record of it.

And if I hadn’t ventured into the dark web to find information on Los Calaveras, hoping to appease Dalia’s nightmares one way or another, I wouldn’t have stumbled on a very poor pixelated video from fifteen years ago. It depicted them handling an AR96—an assault rifle with a carbon-fiber body and ergonomic grip. A discontinued weapon designed by Mercier’s industry.

The truth was glaring at me all along.

I removed her hands from my chest and kissed her knuckles. “Nothing.”

I’d conducted the most entrancing chess game of my life, but I didn’t want to end this one. Because the proof that could destroy Mercier’s empire could also destroy Dalia’s life and her beliefs.

I knew what really happened the day she lost her mother.

The target was never the president’s son.
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Levi, clad in his all-black ensemble and sunglasses, which either made him look like an undertaker or my personal bodyguard, had been silent since we left Pantheon, his finger tapping anxiously on his knee. I intertwined my hand with his in the back seat of the taxi. My heart was heavy with the impending confrontation with my father, but for Levi, it had been four years since he’d been back to our small town.

The taxi passed in front of the once-exiled Delombre manor, and I tightened my grip on Levi’s hand. The facade had been repainted white, the name had been replaced, and children were running in the garden, which now had a pool. It was so alive as if all traces of Lucie and Levi had been removed.

I glanced at him, but he wasn’t even looking. His head was turned to the other side.

We crossed the sign indicating the entrance to our childhood town. As a child, everything had felt so big. Our little church felt to me like the biggest cathedral, and being allowed to walk into the town center with Grandma felt like the biggest adventure. But here, after seeing the vastness of Pantheon, it didn’t feel like home anymore. It felt like the past.

The taxi parked on the street a few meters away from my home. My heart quickened like a deadly countdown.

Levi pulled a hundred from his wallet to pay for the cab. “Call me if something happens.”

He wasn’t coming with me. I had to face my father alone first, and he preferred staying at a hotel nearby.

“I’ll see you later?”

He cupped my jaw and pulled me closer, our lips meeting in a kiss. God, I love the taste of him.

“Yes.” Levi’s gaze shifted to something behind me. A muscle clenched in his jaw. “You should go. Your father is watching you through the window.”

I glanced over my shoulder. Outside, my home appeared idyllic, with lush vegetation, a sienna-colored wall adorned with blue shutters, and long, vintage-style windows with grid-like patterns. However, a storm was brewing inside. My father, dressed in a blue suit, cast a shadow over this paradise as he flung aside the checkered yellow curtains of the kitchen.

I stepped out of the car and made my way down the street. Dad had retreated from the window, his stern figure replaced by Grandma emerging from the mansion with her arms outstretched. Despite the winter chill, her garden still bloomed.

“You’re okay, my flower?” Grandma wrapped me in a tight hug before whispering, “If your father starts again, I can pretend to have a heart attack or something.”

I managed a weak smile before turning my attention to my father. He stood at the threshold, his expression inscrutable, arms folded, rooted to the spot.

“Dalia,” he uttered.

“Hi, Dad,” I said, trying to keep my tone light. The door slammed shut behind me, making me flinch. “I missed you.”

In silence, we made our way to the living room. Dad settled into his customary armchair among the ancient dictionary collections, his small table adorned with a coaster and his whiskey glass. My spot on the leather couch remained untouched, devoid of any creases.

“Tell us about university, dear,” Grandma said while brewing tea.

“Amazing. You guys already know about Yasmine. As for Sylas, he’s been the best guide and friend I could hope for.”

Father winced, crossing his legs, his gaze fixated on me.

“The teachers are great,” I continued, sinking into my seat, my feet grazing the carpet beneath. “I’m learning so much. Pantheon is so beautiful and ancient. I’m getting better and better at fencing.”

I stole a glance at Dad, hoping for a hint of a smile.

“I feel like a part of Mom is with—”

“Are we going to pretend to do this?” he snapped, his eyes alternating between Grandma and me. “Dalia, our relationship has always been based on trust, and you betrayed that trust.”

My knees tightened together as I attempted to defend myself. “I didn’t betray your trust, Dad. You’re just not easy to talk to.”

“You’re not the daughter I raised! That Delombre boy, he’s completely uncontrollable with a bad education and no future. I don’t know how he found his way inside Pantheon, but he doesn’t belong with people like us. I forbade him to go near you that day, and none of you listened. I thought you and Sylas were—”

“Sylas is my friend, a great friend, but you can’t control who I’m going out with. Or my life, for that matter,” I asserted, planting my nails into my skin. I can do this. This time, I’d stand up to my dad. “You’ve been keeping me locked in this house, with no one to talk to, afraid to go out alone because you told me the world is dangerous. You made me weak and scared of everything, and now, I—”

“Don’t scream at me, Dalia!” he roared, causing the chandelier above us to shake, its crystals clinking together.

“I didn’t scream!” But this time I did, as I rose from my seat, heading to his side, unleashing years of restrained feelings. “You don’t even know him, but you condemned him because of what, rumors? Because I kissed him and wanted him? No one will ever be good enough for me, right? And I’ll never be good enough for you because I’m not like Mom! You don’t even see how miserable I am, trying to be the perfect daughter because of it.”

“Oh, Dalia, you’re so naive.” Dad took my hand and patted it, almost breaking my bones with his grip. “Look at his family and where he came from. What kind of future can you hope for? His stepfather was a drunk, a loser who couldn’t even do his job properly, and his mother—”

I withdrew my hand sharply. “Don’t talk about Lucie. She was a means to an end for you because playing the violin was safe, right? Plus, that way, I’d stop asking you questions about Mom, and instead, I’d play the violin alone in my room.” My lips shook as his eyes flinched. He always sought to exert control over everyone around him. “She and Grandma raised me while you were too busy with work.”

“She was a good music teacher to you because she entertained your silly fantasies about your mom. We all did.” His vein was visible on his forehead as he muttered, “You can’t talk to her through music, this is insane.”

“Bruno!” Grandma warned.

“So I’m insane to you?” I chuckled darkly, my voice breaking. “I practically had to beg you to let me go to Pantheon, and you only agreed because you were already planning my future! Let me guess, trapping me in a loveless marriage with Sylas just to keep us under control, right?” Dad didn’t even dare look me in the eyes. “I love you, Dad, but I’m tired of making you try to love me. And the worst part? You don’t even know who I am.”

His jaw clenched, and he fell into a tense silence, his nostrils flaring.

“I was the one kissing Levi four years ago because I liked him first,” I confessed, my gaze locking on the floor, my anger gone. I was done fighting for his approval and hiding who I was. “In just a few months at Pantheon, I’ve already survived hazing night, I won points for my house, I had my first drink, my first uninterrupted kiss. I stood up for myself for the first time ever. I got a nemesis—” I glanced at Grandma who acknowledged this by placing her hand over her heart. “I tried new things. You may not approve of them, but it made me grow. And I’m not alone. On the contrary, I made great friends, and it’s the first time in my life I didn’t feel lonely.” I took a deep breath, my voice trembling. “And yes, I’ve never felt so close to Mom, and I utterly believe in our shared dream. Is it so bad that I believe that I’ll see her one last time if I can beat my demons and play on that stage? I’m sorry if you don’t understand me.”

Dad rose from his seat with a swift motion, his finger jabbing toward me in a gesture of authority, but I darted away from him before he could start another lecture about how he was my father and how I should obey him for life. I hurried up the stairs, the smiling faces of Mom in the family pictures above seeming to observe me. I’m sorry.

I slammed my bedroom door shut and collapsed onto my bed, burying my face in the softness of my fluffy pink pillows as tears streamed down my cheeks. Dad and Grandma’s muffled argument drifted up from downstairs.

“You’ll lose her if you act this way. You can’t keep her here forever. She can make her own decisions.”

“She’s not like Diana. What did I do wrong?”

“You’ll regret it the rest of your life, and I won’t forgive you if we lose Dalia because of you.”

The echoes of the confrontation faded, leaving behind a stillness that enveloped my room. I surveyed the familiar pink and white space, my gaze drifting over remnants of my past—my perfect GPA displayed proudly, pictures with Dad and Grandma and the church group on the walls, my stuffed animals with bows on top of their heads on my bed.

A hesitant knock punctuated the silence. Once. Twice.

“Dalia, please.” Dad’s voice broke through.

The doorknob turned, and Dad stepped in, navigating the emotional minefield between us and taking a seat on my bed.

“I’m sorry,” he began, the weight of his words mirrored in the furrowed lines on his forehead. “It’s just… I feel like I’m losing you, just like I lost your mother… Work has been a nightmare lately, and it’s hard to see you grow up and not be able to protect you.” His lips pinched. “The outside world is dangerous. I deal with it every day. It’s not a safe place, and I don’t want you to make the wrong decisions. So many young girls get assaulted, killed, or kidnapped.”

“Just because some people are perverted and horrible doesn’t mean I need to stop living.” I sniffed, holding my pillow tight to my chest. “You can offer me guidance, but you can’t make me do something I don’t want to.”

He smiled. “You’re truly a woman now, aren’t you?”

“I’m sorry I’m not like Mom,” I said, my lips shaking. “I aspire to be like her, but I…”

“You’re you, I get that.” He nodded. “I may not understand why you feel the need to play at Pantheon’s opera for her but never doubt that I miss her so much too. I—you’re as stubborn as she was, always trying to see the best in everyone. You got that from her. You got your crappy character from me, though.”

I smiled.

His Adam’s apple bobbed as his eyes landed on mine. “You really like him, don’t you?”

“I do, Dad. I always did.”

“Fine.” A nerve clenched his jaw. “I’ll meet with him.”

My eyes widened. “Really?” He nodded. I fidgeted my hands together. “Can we invite him over for Christmas?”

Dad let out a crisp smile. “Sure.”

I jumped into his arms and hugged him tight. “Thank you, Dad.”

“What if you tell your boyfriend that, and then we’ll watch the photo album with the fencing pictures of your mom?”

He’s never wanted to look at those pictures before. I felt butterflies dancing in my belly. “I’d love that.”

He departed from my room, and I texted Levi.

Me: You’re invited tomorrow for our Christmas dinner!

It was the first Christmas I was looking forward to.

But Levi didn’t reply.
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For hours, I fixated on the URL link, a solitary touch away from unraveling the truth in a dismal motel room. Being back in that shithole made me feel nostalgic. If my little thief could face her father, I certainly could face my mother’s ghost. The cold air crept in through the open window, probably alongside her ghost, probing me to finally press enter.

What if she sends me around in circles again? What could she have to say to me? My father was nonexistent, my grandparents abandoned us, and Patrice was a narcissistic pervert. There was nothing more to the story.

I pressed enter.

The web page loaded until it revealed a single folder labeled “thoughts.”

Thoughts? Thoughts on what? Me? Were they thoughts about how much I destroyed her life? Something burned within the confines of my chest. I downloaded the folder—the perfect Trojan horse for being hacked, which would have been ironic. But this time, it wasn’t one of my mother’s jokes. Once the download was complete, I had access to a folder with hundreds of notes, all annotated and classified by numbers.

I was inside my mother’s brain.

Note 1:

Answers.

Levi, if you found those notes, it means that you managed to decipher the scores. We played our last game together—this one was my best work. If you didn’t find this, you’ll never know, and maybe it’s for the best. It means you’re okay, and that you moved on from me. But if you’re reading this, it means you haven’t given up on me, that there is still hope that you could forgive me. I never found the courage to tell you, so hopefully, my notes can speak for themselves.

I read each of the following notes, holding my breath until I was on the verge of losing consciousness.

And at the end, I threw my computer away, a burst of rage taking me in.
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“Hello, Mother, it’s been a long time,” I said, rooted in front of her family vault—as if she thought I’d be buried next to her someday, my anger anchoring me so firmly it felt like my feet could pierce the ground underneath. “Well, it’s been years, to be exact, since I’ve spoken to you.”

I smirked, tossing a bouquet on her tombstone. They were the ones she loathed the most—yellow roses. “Years since you decided to abandon me, and write that shitty letter and treasure hunt. You couldn’t just have told me the fucking truth, huh? You had to make me do this?”

No replies. Nothing.

“Your little student helped me. She had talent, you were right. Dalia wished she’d have been your daughter, but—” I threw my head back, a dark, almost manic laughter tearing through my throat. “But she doesn’t know you like I do! I don’t care about your feelings now; it’s too late. Because you know what?” I slammed my fist on the grave. “I hate you, Lucie Delombre. I’m glad you’re dead. You have no right to make this about you! You were interested in her because of her mother. Well, I’m interested in her for who she is!”

Mist billowed from my mouth, my breaths ragged and heavy.

“All my life, I tried to make you feel something for me, but it’s too late now! You should have just given up on me, like everyone. Honestly, how did you think I’d react knowing the truth, huh?” I roared in the middle of the deserted cemetery, feeling the blood rushing to my head. “I’m done, Mother! You think I’d forgive you for killing yourself? Nothing you experienced justified what you did! You left me!”

I struck her cold, hard grave with a force that reverberated through my bones, feeling the sting of my knuckles splitting against the stone.

“Everyone kept saying I’m just like you. Devoid of feelings. Cold. Psychopathic. The town’s freak. We’re the same, right?” I laughed, feeling every ugly bit of me decaying and breaking. “So what does that mean? For so many years, I thought I needed to end my life like you! Should I end our wretched bloodline now? Should I fucking die too?”

Silence.

It’s always the silence.

I didn’t know what I was expecting, anything but something.

“Look at that.” I observed the thick layer of moist soil accumulated over time, mingling with the dusty strands of cobwebs across the walls. “No one comes to visit you. You’ve been forgotten by all… but me. How ironic.”

I lowered myself onto the gritty, dusty floor of the ancient vault, feeling the weight of the past pressing down on me like a suffocating shroud. I stayed there for hours, watching the slow descent of the sun outside.

“I loathe you, Mother. I loathe you with every fiber in my being.”

Silence.

This fucking silence.

The fucking ghosts.

“Levi!” A voice cut through the darkness.

My head snapped back. “And now, I’m hearing Dalia’s voice,” I muttered to myself, my thoughts spiraling into chaos. “I’m so fucked up.”

“Levi!” her voice called again, closer this time.

I turned my head slowly, and there Dalia was, running toward me like a ghostly apparition emerging from my tortured mind’s abyss. She reached my side, her breath coming in ragged gasps, her presence feeling painfully real.

Rising from my crouched position, each muscle protested the strain of hours spent on that floor. Her wide green eyes were locked on me, and she stared at me like she was afraid of losing me. Like I was worthy somehow. It made me believe I could be someone’s whole damn world, just for a moment.

“You didn’t reply to my texts. I searched for you everywhere, and I—” She trailed off in a trembling voice, her eyes searching mine. “What happened?”

“The truth,” I said. “I loathed her for so long, Dalia.”

She hugged me, not leaving me the choice to push her away. “Tell me everything.”

Where should I start?

Probably the day I was born and was already fucking unwanted.
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Note 2:

His birth.

The 1st November.

Levi was “born through X”—meaning my parents convinced me to give birth anonymously. I couldn’t even hold him before the midwife took him away from me to social services. My parents told me I wasn’t fit to be a mother. I’d be unable to take care of someone because something was “wrong with me”—they often thought I had a borderline personality disorder, bipolar disorder, or anxiety. He deserved a better chance in life than me. I remember the scene clearly in my head:

“I can take care of him,” I begged my mother, covering my ears with my hands to seek refuge from the sensory chaos. “He’s crying, I need to see him.”

“Social services will take care of him. You got knocked up by the first asshole who came along! In your condition, you can’t raise a child properly,” my mother spat before patting my head—I hated when she did this. “We’ll wait for you outside.”

It was the last time I saw my parents.

“Are you okay, madam?” Another midwife had entered, this one with striking white hair. “The hospital can help you with moral support if you need it.”

The sound around me was made of shades of purple and black, and I rocked my body back and forth. I knew I shouldn’t do that in public because people thought it was weird. Mom would either slam my fingers with an iron ruler to make me stop or yell because I shamed her.

“He cried so much; his heart was beating at 210. I feel like I have a knot in my stomach, a scream bubbling within. It’s the worst day of my life; I feel like I lost something,” I said to the midwife.

She knelt beside me. “If you want to bring your son back with you, you have one month to reconsider. We’re here to support you during this time.”

No one could help. My mind thought of everything that could go wrong. Maybe he would have no friends like I did. Being different is dangerous. If he doesn’t fit in, he’ll draw negative attention to himself.

Being me was BAD.

“I’ll be a terrible mother.”

Eye contact, social cues, waiting for the right moment to speak, not speaking too much, don’t flap, hold it in, don’t freak out that someone is touching you, don’t mind the noise, don’t forget to smile, don’t say what you think, read between the lines, focus on the conversation, be more flexible, ignore the thoughts running through your head at once…

I’ll be a terrible mother.

“I don’t believe you’ll be terrible. You seem worried. It’s normal for parents to be worried,” the woman said with a smile. She seemed trusting, but then, I never read people right. “It’s normal to freak out.”

Did she notice? Did I not act right?

“I can’t give him what he needs.”

I’d have to meet with other parents. Would they look down on me? I’d have to communicate with teachers, attend events at school, and take him to medical appointments. How would I know to make this right if I struggled doing them for myself? How would I teach him things I’m not good at?

I want him to be normal. To belong. Not like me.

“A mother’s love is precious. No one can tell you what your child needs. It’s your choice.”

“I don’t want to talk. Please, leave me alone.”

Her smile dropped. Rude, I was rude again.

“Okay, but I won’t let you go. Is that okay? Can we keep in touch?”

I nodded.

The woman smiled. “I’m Diana Caron, by the way.”

Note 3:

Diana Caron.

Almost a month later.

I heard when people say “we’ll keep in touch,” they usually don’t really mean it, but Diana did. She requested an appointment a week later—she was my contact link between the hospital and social services.

“I can’t play music anymore, I’m always tired. I still hear his screams, it’s the worst.” My finger was tapping nervously on the chair.

“Do you want to see your son? You could request—”

I shook my head. “No, my parents believe I shouldn’t have children. What if I end up doing something wrong? I can’t—”

“He’s your son, you’ll know what’s best for him,” she told me. “We all need a little bit of help. If you need someone, I’ll be here for you, Mrs. Delombre.”

“Are you a mother?” I asked her.

She smiled, but I didn’t understand why. “No, it’s been difficult for me… We tried, but… It’s my dream. I want a little girl. I want to play princess with her, for her to confide in me about everything, to be there for her like my mom was never here for me, you know? She never saw me grow up, and I felt so empty without a mother. That’s why I want a big family and—” She stopped talking. “Sorry.”

“Why are you sorry? I asked the question.”

“It’s not about me.” She brushed me off. “I’m not giving up… That’s why I don’t want you to give up for the wrong reason too. Do you want to see your son?”

“Yes,” I said, avoiding looking at her beautiful white hair. It was impolite to stare.

“Would you like me to come with you?”

“Yes.”

I didn’t know at that time, but she was risking her own job to help me. When we went to social services, the baby was screaming in a room devoid of light. It was colorless. So empty.

I rubbed my fingers together. “He’s screaming; he doesn’t want me.”

Diana cradled the baby and smiled at him. She effortlessly was a mother at heart. “See, he just needs to be held. They didn’t let you hold him at the hospital, right?”

I shook my head. She gave me the baby, and I felt a shard in my guts. I had abandoned him. He screamed again like he could feel it. Like he resented me for it already. Did I do something wrong? I should have been more prepared and read more articles.

“If you were him, what would you need?” Diana whispered.

“Music,” I said back.

And so I played “Your Song” by Elton John, and he stopped crying.

He loved that song so much. It soothed him every time.

I could make things right with him by doing something right with music. I promised myself I’d do the opposite of what my parents did with me.

Note 8:

Levi’s list.

Levi’s likes: his love for puzzles, the relief he felt finding his special interest, which is disassembling computers, watching shadows, butterflies.

Note to self: should delete my notes from my computer and rearrange them somewhere else.

Dislikes: strangers who touch him when we go grocery shopping, Beethoven. Reading, if it’s not on a screen.

Note 11:

Diana.

Dalia.

Diana is busy with a little girl she named Dalia.

Sending a violin to her baby so if she cries she could play to her too—is it polite or displaced?

Note 18:

School.

Patrice.

Levi bullies children at school, and I can’t help but feel like it’s because of me. I struggle to fit in, and he sees that.

“Don’t you see they’re all making fun of us? They call us freaks, and you’re entertaining them because you’re so naive!”

I couldn’t look him in the eyes to see how ashamed he was of me.

I compare myself to the other parents who seem to have it all figured out. I’ll never be the fun, popular mom. Sometimes I have to remind myself to hug my son. Hugs were dangerous in my parents’ house, but when I tried to hug Levi, he pushed me away. I feel like I’m failing him. He doesn’t want to play piano anymore, nor bond over puzzles.

But then I met Patrice. He’s older, more mature, and shares the same special interests as Levi. I can’t offer my son a normal childhood, but maybe Patrice can. Maybe he can understand Levi in ways that I can’t.

Note 23:

Diana.

Death.

Diana is gone just like her mother was gone… She left her eight-year-old daughter behind. She never wanted her daughter to grow up without a mother. I don’t have any energy to get out of bed, nor to talk to someone. I wasn’t invited to Diana’s funeral because no one knew we were friends. She was the only person who was kind to me, and now she’s gone.

Her daughter shares the same special interest as I do—she loves the violin too. She has my violin. Diana liked my gift. Her daughter looks just like her. I know what I have to do. I’ll become her music teacher.

Update: I promise you, Diana, I’ll teach your daughter everything I know about music so she can fulfill her promise to you.

Update 2: Dalia left the music room open for Levi, I think she likes him and he likes her music. That gives me hope.

But my fingers are hurting me even more.

Update 3: I can’t play music anymore.

Note 88:

Fail.

Levi.

There’s a void between my son and I. I failed him. They were all right. Patrice thinks Levi should be sent away to boarding school. Levi heard everything, and he punched Patrice. What did I do wrong? Patrice was like a dad to him; he was the normality he needed.

Side note: Levi’s therapist wanted to have a word with me for a session. He believes I’m on the spectrum. Autistic. I looked into it, and it’s like a part of me always knew. But what does it change now? It’s too late.

Note 216:

The end.

My last goodbye.

“I fucking hate you! I wish you never gave birth to me!” Levi lashed out, his voice meddling with the reminders of the shattered stereo on the ground.

It hurt my ears. I had to repair this. I need to repair things. I was crouched on the ground, trying to gather the fragments. This wasn’t supposed to break. All my senses were hurting, shades of a dark purple everywhere, the deafening noise of the refrigerator hitting my ears.

“You’re not even listening to me,” Levi screamed again. “You don’t even care! You can’t even look at me, for fuck’s sake.”

Levi left, running upstairs, the door of his bedroom slamming and making the walls shake. I fell onto the ground, cuddling my knees and rocking my body. I have to fix this. I had to fix our relationship. By playing “Your Song,” everything would go back. I covered my ears with my hands. My useless fingers were shaking, they were good for nothing anymore. I couldn’t repair the instruments. I couldn’t play. I missed music.

“What’s all of this?” Patrice said, a beer in his hand. “What did the kid do again?”

“I have to fix this,” I kept on mumbling.

Patrice seized my arm and forced me to stand. “Take a pill and chill, you’re being overdramatic again. You freak me out when you’re acting like a freak, baby.”

Baby. Baby was a nice word, but why didn’t it make me feel happy or safe? I hadn’t felt safe in a long time. I didn’t like what those pills did to my brain. I felt numb, tired, but then, I was used to being uncomfortable all my life. I’d never found my place in this world. The longer I felt the need to hide who I truly was, the harder the meltdowns.

I cleaned the mess and threw everything into the trash. With slow steps, I walked upstairs. Levi’s door was ajar, a crack by the handle. He rummaged through his electronics scattered in lines on his desk. I should have knocked, but when he removed his sweatshirt, I noticed the marks on his arms in the reflection on the mirror.

Scars. Burns in shapes of holes.

“What is this?” What was he doing to himself?

Levi’s eyes became dark as he twitched his lips backward and turned around.

“Like you didn’t know,” he spat.

“Why do you have this!” I screamed. “Answer me!”

“After all these years, open your fucking eyes, Mother.” He slammed the door in my face, locking himself in. “I should leave this shithole!”

I banged on the door. “Levi! Open the door!”

He turned up the volume on his stereo, and as I descended the stairs, I tripped and fell. I found Patrice laughing, opening another beer and smoking a cigarette. I told him not to smoke inside, but he never listened.

“You’re such a goof. What’s up with him?”

“He has burns, scars,” I said, tapping my fingers on the stairs.

Patrice put down his beer. “Did he say where he got them?”

I shook my head.

“The kid probably did it to himself; he’s deranged. Probably has the same sickness as you.” He pointed up.

“He’s not deranged, and I’m not sick!”

My brain was wired differently; that didn’t make me unlovable—or did it? I hated myself. I hated who I became.

“And who’s taking care of this house with a real job, huh? You inherited millions from your dead-ass parents and don’t know what to do with it. You don’t have friends because no one likes you. I’m the only one staying with you, knowing who you truly are. Don’t forget that. I accepted you. I know you’ll never leave me. Levi needs me. He needs security, right? You can’t do anything on your own.” He gave me a soft kiss on my forehead before scratching his cigarette on the table. “Want to blow me? That would make you feel better.”

“The burns on his skin, it’s cigarette burns,” I said. “But Levi doesn’t smoke. I’d know if he did. Do you think it’s—”

“Stop with this kid! I told you I want a fucking blow job! Can you be nice and do it, instead of annoying me with your nonsense!”

I backed away. I didn’t like when he raised his voice at me—his shouts became a tempest of purple storms. My parents raised their voices just like that. Why can’t I do anything right? What’s wrong with me? Patrice reached toward me.

“Sorry, babe, I shouldn’t have raised my voice, but you made me do it. You pushed me. It’s your fault. I need to be satisfied, you understand?”

His words didn’t match the vibes he put off, but he understood what it was like not to belong to this world. That’s why he was drinking. To escape this world too. We bonded through our traumas, exchanging our stories like kids do with Pokemon cards. He was a charming man; he used to love my autism, and was so supportive. He accepted Levi, sharing the same interests as him. A relationship is hard work, the books said, and that was normal.

But Diana warned me never to believe what people said, to always look out for actions. But why would someone lie? Why would someone’s words not match their attitude?

I don’t know how to stop feeling so powerless. I often felt the urge to put an end to it all, to silence the pain once and for all.

“Plus, it’s not like that kid didn’t deserve it.” Patrice chuckled. He had consumed more beers than usual. On his day off, he always drank more.

“What?” I asked, and he bit his lips, leading my hand on top of his pants so I’d stroke him.

The only times men treated me like a normal being was when I fulfilled their needs, even if I didn’t want to. Only then did I feel accepted and seen like a normal human being. I wasn’t mean. I wasn’t coldhearted. The world just wasn’t designed for me.

“What did you say?” I asked him. “You think Levi deserves this?”

“Stop yelling,” he complained.

“Pa-Patrice,” I stammered.

“Pa-Patrice,” he imitated me, laughing. “You’re so dumb. I was thinking of turning that music room into a gaming room for my bros. You said that Dalia will never come back here, right?”

I froze. I’d given her the Cigno Nero in our last session. She was ready. I had nothing more to teach her. I couldn’t play anymore. Music was my whole life, and without it, I was nothing. I’ve been giving away everything I own lately. I want to disappear; I want the pain to stop. But everything has to be in order; it’ll be my last symphony.

My only ray of light is the music scores I’ve been writing for Levi. Our last game together.

“Hello! Earth to Lucie?” Patrice was losing patience, lighting up another cigarette and blowing the smoke in my face.

“Answer me,” I said. “I need to know.”

Patrice leaned forward. “I raised your damn kid, so you should thank me for it. Now, you can be proud of yourself. You just killed my hard-on. I hope he didn’t mess with my porn sites again.”

Patrice was leaving. I tapped my heart with my hand curled into a fist. “I want you gone. Leave my house.”

“Get out of town.” He chuckled.

“You get out of town!” I screamed back. Why would I get out of town? It was my home. He needed to leave.

“I don’t mean it literally. You never understand things like that. That’s why no one thinks you’re funny.” He turned around. “And you don’t mean that, baby, you can’t survive on your own.”

“Leave!” I screamed. I threw a pan at his face and grabbed the kitchen knife. “Leave before I kill you, and never come back!”

“You’re a crazy bitch!” He put his fingers on my temple as if they were a gun. “You’re fucking crazy. I’ll let you calm down, and then we’ll talk.”

“No. Leave. Forever.”

“Fine, you freak.” He grabbed his jacket and left.

Levi descended the stairs running with a sharp object in his hand, probably because of the noises, only to watch Patrice leave. My own son narrowed his eyes at me, and I wanted to tell him Patrice would never come back, but Levi shook his head and went back up the stairs, slamming his door.

I was a terrible mother. I had let a monster into my house for so many years. He did that to him, and I never knew, and he never told me. I failed as a mother. This wasn’t normal. I closed my eyes.

“Your parents were emotionally and physically abusive, Lucie,” Diana had said to me once. “They can’t treat you like that, and that man was abusive with you. He says you wanted it, but you didn’t. This was rape, Lucie. This is not normal, and it never was your fault. You were the victim. You deserved to be protected.”

Levi was a child from rape. Abusive.

My parents telling me to act “normal” and screaming how worthless I was when they punished me. Abusive.

What Patrice did to Levi. Physically abusive.

What Patrice did to me. Emotionally abusive.

But he never started as one. He was so kind, so generous and nice. He was everything I ever wanted at first. I was so blind. An easy target.

My head was about to explode.

Focused on doing everything right, I missed all the signs of abuse and reproduced everything I wanted to avoid.

I just went to my music room and locked the door behind me. There is only one solution to free him from this monster, to free us. I can’t break the cycle of trauma and abuse, so I’ll remove myself from the equation. Levi is strong, intelligent, and resilient. He’ll be better off without me. It wasn’t my son’s duty to free me, but he did; he was the only positive change I allowed myself to take.

He was the reason I made it until here. He was the reason I live.

I’m putting my music scores in an envelope that I sealed with his name on it. We’ll finally connect one last time. And in the drawer, there are the pills. If I take enough of them, it’ll all be over.

This is my goodbye.

I love you.

Find someone kind. The world isn’t all ugly—don’t make the wrong choices like I did.

Note to you: I noticed how you look at Diana’s daughter. A mother always notices those things. I think she’s in love with you too.
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“She wasn’t like the other mothers. I knew that, but I—” Levi’s hand raked through his hair, his fingers twisting as if grappling with demons clawing at his skull. “I was just a damn kid. I couldn’t get her attention or feel any emotion from her unless I pissed her off. I was tired of indulging her interests.”

His eyes blazed with an intensity that seemed to swallow everything in its path, like endless, pitch-black voids. Behind him, the red sun settled on the graves. I remained frozen, unable to blink or process everything yet.

Lucie knew Mom.

“I wasn’t ashamed of her. I was fucking angry!” Levi said. “She let them walk all over us and treat us like freaks. I could have protected us, but all I ever wanted was—”

His hands convulsed, gripping his face and hair, his lips pressed into a tight line as though suppressing a scream that threatened to escape from his scarred soul and break his invincible mask. My heart fractured with him, bleeding along his side in the cemetery.

“For her to show you she loved you,” I whispered, my hand trembling slightly as I reached out to him, unsure if he’d let me. “She may not have done it the way you wanted it, but you know those notes are love letters to you, right? She pushed you away because she didn’t feel worthy of being your mom and didn’t know how to do anything differently. You were the reason she lived.”

That was why the music score from his birth was horrible. It was because she couldn’t keep him. But the one after was tender and calm, when she had her son back. She was a pure, lonely soul who survived a lifetime of abuse by living in her own music’s world. Her brain might have been wired differently, but she was the most creative, genuine, resilient person I knew.

I brushed his hand, and he straightened his spine, his hard eyes landing on me.

“What happened to her is not your fault,” I said, my fingers wandering over the dry blood on his knuckles. “She could repair any instrument but couldn’t do that with humans because she hated herself for being different.”

A label can be belittling sometimes. I was the traumatized kid who lost her mother, and people pitied me and shielded me all my life because of that label.

My fingers grazed her grave, and I swallowed hard. “But she always let you be yourself, no matter what you loved and who you were.”

She understood what a dream meant. Lucie and Mom were friends, and now it all made sense. They made each other’s dreams come true. God, I love them both so much.

“I shouldn’t have let Patrice go,” Levi muttered, his eyes widening slightly as he stared absently in front of him. “I should have torn him limb by limb. I should have smashed his skull and carved his skin out until he—”

“Levi, no.” I brought my hands to his face, standing on my tiptoes so he’d look into my eyes. “You’re not a monster. You’re better than that.”

He tilted his head to the side, leaning in to my touch. “Am I, really?”

“Not doing it is what differentiates you from being evil,” I said. “He’s trapped in his own demons; don’t let your demons devour who you are. You’re stronger than they are.”

“Still trying to redeem my soul?” His lips tilted into a thin artificial line, and his hands closed on my wrists, pulling my hands away from his face. “Too bad you were conditioned to be with me.”

I frowned. “What?”

“My mother planned those music scores so you’d be stuck with me.” A low, ominous laugh rumbled from him. “She manipulated you so I wouldn’t be alone and miserable.”

I shook my head. For someone so intelligent, he was so clueless when it came to feelings. “She couldn’t have forced me to fall in—”

I bit the words, taking a step back.

“You—” Levi blinked. “You what?”

“Nothing.” I brushed him off.

“Dalia.” His voice, deep and somber, chilled me to the bone.

“I wanted to tell you tomorrow, at the family dinner… if you still want to spend Christmas with me?”

“Yes.” He closed the distance between us, his icy hands capturing mine on his chest. “Tell me.”

My heart threatened to come out of my chest, my cheeks burning hot. “Why? What would it change?”

“Everything.” His eyes on me begged and ordered at the same time. “You have to tell me.”

I sought my courage in one last deep breath. “I fell in love with you, Levi Delombre, and not because of Lucie or the scores.”

When he’d opened that door for me nine years ago, I was dying inside. But when I looked into his gray eyes, it felt like something had awakened in my heart. Every Wednesday, he would wait for me, and soon, Wednesday became my favorite day of the week because I’d get to see him.

The only boy I ever wanted. The one who understood me and protected me. The one I fell for at first sight.

“You love me,” he whispered as if he couldn’t process the words or quite believe them.

“Yes,” I said, this time with a slight smile. When he opened his mouth to speak, I posed my finger on his lips. “Don’t say anything back. That’s my moment. You savor it.”

He nodded. “Can you repeat it?”

“No.” I chuckled. “Not yet.”

“You really love me.”

“Yes.” My chin quivered. I’d just given him my heart. He was so beautiful and so haunted, I had no chance not to fall in love with him. “Are you going to be okay?”

“Yes.” He cleared his throat, flashing one of his scowls. “You should go home to your family, little thief. I’ll haunt this cemetery a little longer. It’s free entertainment for the dead today.”

I pressed a kiss on his cheek and pulled back. “Okay.”

He turned to fix his mother’s grave, and I scanned the path leading out of the cemetery, then back to Levi.

It was like two choices. Two destinations.

I returned to him, draping my arm over his as I nestled my head against his bicep.

“What are you—”

“You’re my family too,” I said.

His muscles tensed.

“I finally found a nickname for you.” I paused. “Butterfly.”
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I jabbed the doorbell, crushing Santa’s jolly face plastered on the absurd welcome mat. The door creaked open, revealing Dalia, decked out like a human Christmas tree in a green dress adorned with enough red ribbons to make any kid jealous.

“Merry Christmas,” she greeted with sparkling eyes.

I leaned in to kiss her, but she dodged me, her father looming behind her. Her grandmother swooped in, taking off her apron. Behind her was a dinner table fit for ten people.

“This is for you, Mrs. Mercier.” I handed her grandma the gift I had for her.

“I hope it’s not orthopedic shoes or something like that,” she quipped, unwrapping the gift with a gleam in her eye. “Ah, you’ve got some taste.” She clutched the present to her chest like Gollum protecting his precious. “Dinner will be ready soon. I’ll be right back!”

She disappeared into the kitchen, humming a song while Dalia whispered into my ear, “What did you get her?”

“You don’t want to know.” I had ventured into the dark web to secure a rare species of plants for her collection. “I have a gift for you too, but I’m keeping it for later.”

“I can’t wait,” she said, sliding a USB key into my hand and planting a soft peck on my cheek. “And that’s for you to listen to later.”

Listen? Was it about her music? She wet her glossy lips, wearing that sweet ChapStick that got me hard every time. Bruno Mercier cleared his throat, and Dalia took a step back. I slid the key into my pocket, almost forgetting he was there, his gaze a blend of disapproval and feigned politeness. I handed him a whiskey bottle, the oldest and most expensive on the market. I still had manners after all, but he shouldn’t confuse me with fucking Santa.

“Levi Delombre, it’s been a long time.” Mercier’s smile was devoid of sincerity as he reluctantly accepted the bottle. “Do you drink often?”

“Levi doesn’t drink or smoke, and he’s a talented chess player!” my little doll jumped in, like she had revised her speech for hours in front of a mirror.

“Dalia, why don’t you go see if your grandma needs help? Levi and I could have a manly chat.”

Mercier’s tap on my back sent a ripple of tension through my entire core. If it weren’t for her, I’d have already put that pretty knife on the table to good use—starting with cutting each of his fingers with rings on it. News flash, it was five. A full hand. Dalia’s expression twisted into a frown, caught between uncertainty about who to trust—her father or me. Can’t blame her. Not that Mercier gave a damn. He was already striding toward his office, and I followed him.

As anticipated, the office exuded an air of pretentiousness, dominated by the scent of cigars and aged wood. This was the moment I’d been waiting for. I took my place across from Mercier, watching him perch like a peacock behind his desk.

“I promised my daughter I’d give you a chance.” He crossed his hands, his eyes slicing to mine. “But let’s be honest, you’ll never be good enough for her.”

So he was laying out his cards from the start. Interesting.

I raised a brow. “Please enlighten me.”

“You may be smarter than most idiots, but you also have antisocial tendencies, got into fights during your school years, and were followed by a therapist. While you’re from a wealthy family, your name is tainted by what happened to your mother. You’ll never be able to give Dalia the security she needs.”

Adrenaline pulsed through my veins. “Dalia doesn’t need security. She needs freedom, sir.”

“You’re wrong.”

“Why don’t we ask her?”

A tightening in his jaw. A subtle fist clench. A tight-lipped smile. I was savoring every last bit of it. “I know what’s best for my daughter. She’ll thank me later for getting rid of you.”

I let out a dark laugh. “I’ve promised her I’ll try my best to be cordial with you, and I’m a man of my word. So let me say this just once: I’ll hurt anyone who gets on her road or mine.”

“This is not Pantheon here, boy,” he hissed through clenched teeth. “I’m willing to offer you money and a future if you stay away from her.”

From beneath his top drawer, he tossed his checkbook onto his desk with a disdainful flick, then adjusted his pretentious pen—likely worth more than anything he’d ever bought for his daughter. His urgency to dismiss me felt as though he had more pressing matters to attend to than dealing with me on Christmas. Too bad for him, I had all the time in the world.

“It’s entertaining how you think that low of me.”

“She’s the most precious thing I have, and she loves me.” His insecurity flared through his pores, the timbre of his voice already breaking. “She’ll never pick you over me.”

A thing. He called her a thing as if she was his good little obedient doll. I lounged back in the chair, propping my feet up on his desk, wondering why I hadn’t given that bastard a good lesson already. Out of respect for Dalia, maybe. Well, screw it. He glared at my Chelsea boots on his desk but did nothing.

“I’m not going anywhere, and you will not be opposed to our relationship.” I extracted my phone and swiftly jammed the communication signals with my device. If Mercier was being monitored, this conversation needed to stay between us.

“Who do you think you are?” He puffed out his chest. I doubted he would even be able to run a mile without gasping for breath. His bulky frame hid how little his self-esteem was. “Four years ago, you were only a—”

I jerked my head back and clicked my tongue against the roof of my mouth. No, no, no, he wasn’t helping his case.

“If you’re so inclined to speak about the past, I’m going to reveal to you two secrets, sir. First, it’s about your daughter.” I straightened up, retracting my feet from the desk, and leaned forward. “You did such a great job at maintaining her innocence, but too bad, because I broke it.”

That was the exact reaction I’d been dying to see: his ugliness surfacing with a subtle clench of his jaw, followed by a quick grimace as his nose crinkled.

“As you can guess, I took her virginity, but don’t you worry, I haven’t impregnated her yet.” I smiled the only way I knew how—the way that sent dread into the eyes of mortals.

His facade was crumbling, revealing the mediocre man beneath. He appeared older, with all those lines etching deeply into his forehead.

“You’re a monster.”

“Maybe.” I shrugged. “But you see, Dalia is a match to my monster, and initially, she may have been just an obsession or a pawn in my game to annihilate people like you. But I believe I’ve always been lying to myself. The point is, I’m fully aware she’s my everything now. Always has been.”

“How romantic and naive,” he spat, that grimace still carved on his face, with a pulsing vein he should definitely get checked out on his forehead.

“I surprise myself too,” I said, grabbing the frame of the family portrait on his desk. He had a commercial smile in the picture, just like the ones Patrice used to have. All fake. “I was only a teenager, sir, when you punched me at my mother’s funeral and broke our most precious heirloom. Yesterday, I had the displeasure of finding out one of the reasons my mother died was because of people like you. Abusers. Bullies. The scourge of humanity.”

“I don’t regret what I did.” Mercier fidgeted in his seat, his nostrils flaring. “Leave Dalia alone. You have a problem with me, not my daughter.”

“I’d appreciate it if you don’t interrupt me before I tell you my second secret. I promise, you’ll dig it.” I paused for effect. “I know what happened to Dalia’s mother. I know how much of a coward and a liar you are.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he denied, raising his voice.

“Then let me enlighten you again. Los Calaveras didn’t aim to kill the president’s son, am I right? No, they had another goal.” My smile curled deeper. “A target.”

“Stop,” he roared.

“I dug into your past,” I whispered loud enough to imagine the chills crawling on his spine. “Fifteen years ago, you sold guns and warfare attire to a low mercenary group, thinking it’d go unnoticed. They’d just kill each other in another country far away from yours, right? I mean, you were about to go bankrupt, losing a contract with the French army, but you have to admit it’s selfish, even for you. But you refused to deal with them the second time. Was it ten years ago? Because in the meantime, you gained a conscience, and your dear friend, Frederic Archambault, was appointed minister of defense. You secured a contract with the French army after all.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he blurted out, his face contorting.

“Oh, but I do. Four years ago, I hacked into your enterprise, and after many weeks of extensive research, I found the payment. The dates matched perfectly,” I deadpanned, putting the family photo on his desk upside down. “You fired the wrong person that day.”

I had used Patrice’s identifiers to sneak up on him as a snitch in his company. Mercier had fired him for nothing. What a tragedy. I had shot two birds with one stone.

And our friend here, Bruno Mercier, remained quiet like a trained animal on steroids.

“I believe you received threats after that. Threats you hid from your family and ignored because you think you’re that powerful. Threats aiming to kill your wife if you don’t cooperate.” A sinister grin took over my features. “So Dalia and her mother leave for Pantheon, like every year, while you stay here hidden in your office like a coward on Christmas. Lots of famous people, an opportunity for so many of them to die, while covering who truly was the target.”

I tilted my head to the side, my fingers spreading like claws. Blood rushed to my skull. I wasn’t in the mood to smile anymore.

“Dalia’s mother.” I delivered the last blow to checkmate him. “They killed her with your guns. The same guns you sold to them. Yet you stayed out of the blame, your partnership with them untouched. Dalia could have died because of you. They could have fucking killed her too.”

On some poor quality videos on the dark web, I noticed Los Calaveras had Mercier’s old model guns. The rest was mostly deduction and common sense, but I knew I was right the moment his lower lip shook and shoulders slumped.

“How do you think Dalia will react when she hears the truth about her daddy?” I said, slow and deadly. “You sold them the guns right after the incident like a damn cockroach. I assume that new export contract is with them.”

“You won’t tell her,” he begged. “You’ve had that info for some time already. If you care about her, you won’t do this. I’m all she has left, and I’m handling the situation.”

I wasn’t that much of a saint. He was a monster too, and he’d pay one way or another.

“She has me now,” I said. “As you pointed out, I can destroy you, and I will.” But this time, I had to think of Dalia. Of us. I had to protect her. “I either leak what I have on you right now, destroy your life piece by piece, or…” My lips thinned, my nails digging into my trousers. I couldn’t believe I was offering that bastard a way out. “You stop interfering and leave Dalia out of it. You stop all contact with her. Then you’ll be free to continue your little illegal activity with them, and she’ll be free of you.”

Monsters would always act. They would always find a way to create chaos, but if you controlled the monsters, you could survive. It was every man for himself, and in my case, only one human being mattered, and for once, I wasn’t talking about myself.

Turning in Mercier would drive the spotlight on her. Those mercenaries would find another supplier. They’d still continue to act, and worse, if they were driven by revenge, they could target the woman who just said she loved me. The only beauty in my world.

No, I had to play a safer card, betting on Mercier’s cowardice. That way, he was out of the picture, and Dalia’s safety and freedom were secured. I didn’t give a fuck about doing the right thing. I didn’t want her mixed in with this. If everyone had to die so she could live, I’d be the one slaughtering each of us.

What other than ugliness could understand the ugliness of this world? And I was that ugliness.

That was the first step in my plan, while continuing spying on Mercier’s phone and computer—as I was doing right now, hacking his Wi-Fi from under the table with my phone. Old habits died hard. It would allow me to monitor him, and maybe, hopefully, Los Calaveras. I’d found nothing on them. No traces. They were ghosts, securing their digital fingerprints even better than I did. They never committed one mistake.

I snapped my fingers at Mercier, who had frozen like a perpetual glitch that had damaged his system forever. His eyes were wide open, his lips parted, it was like his soul had left his body. Well, I surely didn’t plan that. If he wasn’t sitting up, I would’ve thought he had gone into cardiac arrest.

“Well.” I stood from the chair, readjusting my long black coat, which he didn’t even offer to take when I arrived. Talk about manners. “My offer ends after dinner.”

It was checkmate.

I paced the room, gripping the handle, when Mercier got back his voice. “Delombre, wait, there’s something—”

I swung the door open.

I thought I had won until Dalia’s bloodshot eyes settled on me.
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I was back inside one of my nightmares, but this time it was real.

I felt trapped. Hollow. My head throbbed with pain. My eyes burned with tears. I wanted to scream but was unable to, the shock blocking any words to be spelled out loud.

I initially came to tell them Grandma was complaining about their boys’ talk, but I heard everything, their words leaving a relentless buzzing in my ears.

“Dalia, I—”

Levi started to speak, but I raised my hand, my focus shifting to my father. His head was lowered; he avoided any direct eye contact with me.

“Mom died because of you.” My voice cracked as if my heart was pierced by hundreds of needles. “All those years, I felt responsible to have dragged her to this silly opera, but it was because of you! You lied to me! You caged me, making me feel like I was the problem!”

He handed them the guns that took my mother’s life.

“Dalia, I’m so sorry, please—”

I clenched my fist, my arm trembling.

I’ll never forgive him.

“I tried to make up for it every day. I prayed to God. I donated to charity. I tried to make up—”

“Stop!” A scream tore my throat. “How can you still deal with them? After everything they took from us?”

I can’t do this right now. I rushed down the stairs, my breath ragged, tears blurring my vision. With each pounding downward stride, my heart broke more and more. Behind me, Levi’s footsteps followed mine, my trembling legs refusing to carry me faster than him.

He caught up, positioning himself in front of me, his hand blocking my path. “Dalia, wait!”

I pushed him away, pacing toward the door. “No, you both lied to me! You betrayed me. All this time, you were using me! What was I to you? No more than a pawn, right? I thought you had forgiven me. I thought you got over this!”

“Everything changed, Dalia. I didn’t know what I felt for you back then. I thought it was hatred, but—”

“All this time, you knew how guilty I felt, how hurt I was. But still, you kept that information so you could buy your way in with my father! You didn’t trust me, Levi. It’s what you do with everyone. You want to keep the upper hand!”

I stormed in front of Grandma, balancing a cauldron of soup, her smile faltering at the sight of me.

Levi’s hand closed around mine, wrenching me to face him. I can’t look at him. “Please, Dalia, let’s talk about this.”

“I don’t trust you anymore, Levi.”

I finally found the courage to drown in his heavy gray eyes. I saw the tumultuous skies of an impending storm, swirling like dark clouds on the horizon. It felt as though each raindrop carried a fragment of my shattered heart within the depths of his gaze.

“Congratulations, you got what you wanted,” I muttered. “I broke. You took fucking everything from me.”

“No.” He was still clutching my hand, strands of black hair falling across his forehead, concealing the deep furrow of his brows. “I chose you, Dalia. We could be together without you having to worry about your father controlling your life.”

I withdrew my hand from his grasp. “But you’re controlling mine.”

“I’m protecting you,” he said, his voice hoarse.

“Those men deserve to pay for what they did, and you just thought it was better to say nothing and let them hurt more people?” I lashed out, my lower lip shaking. “I didn’t take you for a coward!”

“The world is ugly. You can’t change that,” Levi spat out, his teeth clenched in anger. His eyes reddened with fury. “I don’t care about the others as long as you’re not hurt, and you’ll never be hurt again because I’m here. I can—”

“As if not knowing the truth for years about your mother didn’t hurt you, right? How would you feel if Patrice was doing what he did to you to everyone else?” I screamed, my chin held high. “We’re done, Levi.”

“Done,” he repeated the words like they were acid to his throat. “No. You can hate me and hurt me all you want, but we’re not done.”

“Yes, we are.” I anchored my feet firmly to the ground, refusing to yield to my pain. “I forgave you for everything you did—stalking me, breaking my violin, insulting me, humiliating me. I forgave you because I thought you had a heart inside, but you’re just a monster who only cares about himself. I want to hurt you!”

He surged toward me, his towering frame closing in on mine. Our foreheads were mere centimeters away from colliding. His breath was hot against my skin, his mouth hovering dangerously close to mine.

“Then hurt me, but don’t hurt yourself.” His strained voice caught in a choked whisper, teetering on the brink of breaking down.

“What’s happening?” Grandma’s voice trembled.

“Dalia—” My father’s words halted as he stood frozen on the stairs.

I tore myself away from Levi, letting his demons consume him like a raging fire, devouring what was left of his heart. Straightening my spine, I faced my father. “What’s happening, Grandma, is that Father here is responsible for Mom’s death, and he’s a fucking coward, and my boyfriend…” My lips quivered, but I refused to let him see how deeply he had shattered me. “My boyfriend, who hates my father to the core, was helping him cover up this mess so he could have me! So we would be a happy family while they both kept lying to me! I’m out of here. Sorry, Grandma.”

The cauldron slipped from Grandma’s hands, crashing to the ground with a deafening shatter that reverberated in my ears like a gunshot.

“Dalia, stay here!” My father’s command rang out, but I refused to be controlled any longer. “You can’t leave right now. It’s too—”

I snatched Grandma’s car keys from the counter and bolted toward the door, but Levi’s hand was already wrapped around the handle, blocking my escape.

“Dalia, don’t do something foolish, please,” he pleaded. “I can leave, we can leave, but you should stay.”

“Let me go, Levi.”

“You love me,” he stated each word with conviction, his gaze now dark as midnight, ensnaring mine in an unyielding grip. His hand had left the handle to cup my face, his thumb tracing the outline of my lips as if etching them into his memory in a final, agonizing caress.

“Not anymore,” I breathed, the lie causing a sharp ache in my chest. “I don’t love you anymore. Now, if you ever had feelings for me, you’ll let me go the fuck away.”

He took a step back, and I seized the moment to slam the door shut behind me.
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I almost respected Dalia’s wish.

I had graciously allowed her to slip away, but that didn’t mean I didn’t stay close by.

Kay insisted on ringing in the New Year with Sylas at some exclusive club in London, while Cillian had likely barricaded himself in one of the many rooms of his castle, drowning out the noise with earplugs at his mother’s tiresome charity gala.

I ended up at a bar, sullying my coat against the sticky countertop, soaked with the residue of alcohol as the idiots’ laughter grated on my nerves. Not by choice. But duty.

Dalia was dancing by herself in the middle of a bunch of assholes, who were staring at her as if she was fresh meat. I knew a part of her did it on purpose to hurt herself—or me, in case she was aware I’d been watching her for the past couple of days. She was staying at a hotel with her grandma, who was probably asleep, so here she was, having no one to celebrate New Year’s with.

She had me. She just didn’t know it.

I narrowed my eyes at the sorry excuse for a man, adjusting his cheap, commercial tie after downing three vodka shots, his head bobbing to the music. His gaze fixated on my broken doll as if he stood a chance with her. When he rose from his seat, I sprang from mine, sending the stool crashing to the ground in my haste to block his path with my arm.

“Don’t even try,” I warned him, my blood already boiling.

The asshole laughed. “And who are you?”

“Nice tie.” I clicked my tongue and snatched his tie.

I twisted it until it threatened to strangle him in a chokehold. He gasped for air, and it did nothing to me. It would be a shame to end up in jail because of him, but then again, it is what it is.

The guy choked, desperately clutching at his knot. “Chill, man.”

My patience was running dangerously thin. I was desperate to feel something, anything—to break free from the suffocating void.

With a forceful shove, I pushed the idiot away and returned to my seat. He was just the third fool I’d had to scare away from Dalia. Thankfully, I had bribed the owner to close at midnight so I wouldn’t have to deal with them for long.

I had lost her, but that didn’t mean any of those jerks could have her.

She halted her dancing, whispering in the ear of a bulky biker dude. The man, likely in his late thirties, grinned smugly and trailed Dalia to a more secluded area. A surge of rage ignited within me, coursing through my entire being. I shadowed them to a dimly lit corridor, but Dalia was nowhere in sight. Instead, four of those bikers were lying in wait for me.

The jackass swung his fist at my face. Pain shot through my lower lip as it split, blood welling in my mouth with its metallic tang. I released a thin, mocking laugh before wiping away the blood with the back of my hand.

“That’s all you got?” I jeered. “Now that I let you punch me like a caveman, you’ll leave that white-haired woman alone.”

“He has a crush.” The one with a Santa-esque beard cackled, a beer clasped in his hand.

Crush, as if that would potentially describe how I felt.

With a disdainful sneer, I snapped my neck to the side, inviting whoever dared to come at me for another primitive act of violence. My brain was too numb to even think. His lumbering approach was so predictable, so painfully obvious, that I effortlessly sidestepped his clumsy punch. But the others were quick to follow suit, launching themselves at me like rabid dogs.

While I was crystal clear on my reasons for wanting to see them bleed, their desire to rearrange my face remained a baffling enigma.

Our fight spilled out from the cramped hallway into the central room, where tables and drinks were sent flying in our wake. I’d like to claim I had the upper hand, but, alas, being outnumbered four to one hardly put the odds in my favor.

Things escalated to the point where security guards wrenched us apart and hurled us on the outside.

“Get out!” they barked, stating the obvious.

“We were protecting a young woman,” the one with a bleeding lip whined, pointing his inked finger at me. “She claimed this guy was following her around and said he’s her stalker. She asked us to teach this narcissistic prick a lesson if he got too close.”

Their accusing stares bore into me like daggers, but I couldn’t help but chuckle at the absurdity of it all. The broken doll had become the puppet master, pulling the strings from behind the scenes. She hated me and wanted to see me suffer. Maybe there is hope for us after all.

“I have to go,” I drawled. “Let’s not make this a habit, shall we?”

I traced the familiar route to Dalia’s hotel in the dead of the night, the silence broken only by the ominous echo of my footsteps. It didn’t take long before I caught sight of her, twirling like some twisted ballerina beneath the sickly glow of the streetlights. So delicate.

The sound of my approach drew her attention, causing her to glance over her shoulder. And when she spotted me, her so-called stalker, she brazenly thrust her middle finger at me.

She had known I was watching her all this time.

I sent her a text.

Me: I got beaten up for you. I hope you enjoyed the show.

Dalia: Not enough for my taste. Stop following me.

Me: Not until you’re back to being yourself.

I skulked through the shadows, trailing her in silence. I had to make sure she arrived safely. She paced faster, fists clenched tightly at her sides, still ignoring me.

Once she vanished into her lobby, I gazed upward for a fleeting moment. The light of her bedroom switched on, and then I turned on my heel, feeling the strain in every muscle. What a shit night.

So being the utterly self-absorbed prick that I was, I decided to grace my old therapist with a little visit since he lived a stone’s throw away. As the countdown to midnight hit its peak, all hell broke loose. People inside their homes screamed while some even spilled out onto the streets in groups. I scowled at the commotion, particularly annoyed by one fool who tried to hug me in a feeble attempt at celebration.

I finally reached that sorry excuse for a fence and shoved it open. Lights spilled out from the windows of the yellow suburban house. Good, he was up. I wouldn’t have to wake him. I pressed Mr. Henry’s doorbell, instantly silencing the music emanating from inside. Look who just crashed the party. Seconds later, the door creaked open to reveal that skinny old man wearing one of his checkered shirts.

“Hello? Who are—” He squinted, adjusting his glasses. “Levi? It’s been what, four years?”

“Surprise,” I sneered, spreading my arms wide.

He scrutinized me from head to toe, not bothering to hide his grimace and deep frown. “What are you doing here? You’re bleeding! How did you get my address?”

“You’ve always been observant, Mr. Henry. Quite the optimist for a therapist,” I said, tilting my head to the side to wave at both his wife and son, who eyed me like I was some serial killer. “I got into a fight set up by my lovely ex-girlfriend, but that’s beside the point. Found your address with a few clicks online, and here I am, in need of a therapy session.”

“Levi.” Mr. Henry sighed, just like he used to do when I was a teenager. At least he was the only shrink in town who didn’t lie about being too booked out to receive me. “It’s New Year’s, and it’s past midnight. Come see me at my office—”

“No, I need it now,” I pressed, a nerve working in my jaw. “Name your price.”

“You know I don’t do this for money.”

“Well, I’m desperate. Look at me.” I gestured to my battered face, knowing Mr. Henry had a soft spot for lost causes.

He glanced over his shoulder at his wife and son, who nodded in agreement. “Fine, you can come in, but no more than an hour.”

I strolled past him, offering a friendly tap on the shoulder. “Always too empathetic for your own good. Should’ve shut the door in my face while you had the chance.”

“And you’re still as self-absorbed as ever. Thought you might’ve learned to love yourself by now,” he deadpanned, motioning for me to take a seat on his tacky floral sofa while tossing me a bag of frozen peas for my throbbing forehead. “So what brings you here? Haven’t seen you since your mother’s funeral.”

I glanced at his son, who stared at me with wide eyes, probably around eight years old, seated in front of his early 2000s gaming PC that was shut down. I never quite understood how someone could be a therapist and still end up poor.

“Mattias, I’m with a patient. Why don’t you go play one of your games in your bedroom?” Mr. Henry’s voice dripped with nauseating kindness as the boy hesitated, his eyes still on the PC. “You know the computer is broken. We’ll get you a new one for your next birthday.”

“Or you could just listen to me, and I’ll give you a thousand for this session,” I offered.

“I won’t take your money, Levi. I’m helping you free of charge because you seem… in need.”

“I don’t like charity,” I spat, striding toward his son, who nervously shuffled in his chair. “Move.”

The child complied, so I took his chair and pried open the computer’s casing.

“Give me whatever tools you can find,” I instructed the kid. His father gave me a look with raised eyebrows, so I added between clenched teeth, “Please.”

Mr. Henry approached cautiously. “What are you doing?”

“Fixing this old thing,” I said.

“Okay, so what did you want to talk to me about? How are you doing, Levi?”

“Spectacular. I’m glad you asked,” I replied, snatching the pink box of tools from his son’s grasp. “You were the one who diagnosed my mother’s autism. Why didn’t you try to help her? You know we never fit in here in this town.”

Mr. Henry blinked. “I tried to reach out to her, but she said she was fine.”

“And you believed her?” I snapped, my eyes gunning at him.

He cast his eyes downward, avoiding meeting mine. He was a good man, and that was precisely why it made me feel better to blame someone else who wasn’t me—it was too easy to make him feel remorse for failing one of his patients.

The kid tugged on his sleeve with a smile. “Can I watch him, Dad?”

“It’s a private conversation,” Mr. Henry continued.

“I don’t care about my privacy,” I said, disassembling the computer to reveal its circuitry. “So back to the topic. I finally learned to love someone. I think. If love is about wanting to live for that said person and not wanting to die. Being obsessed with everything about her and being afraid that something will happen to her. She has been constantly on my mind for nine years now. I’m exhausted, and I want this fucking—sorry, big word—pain to stop. But it does not. So I’m here so you could teach me how to stop feeling like—” I searched for a polite word.

“Like a loser,” the boy piped up, chuckling. I’m glad someone was having fun at my expense.

“Thank you. A loser, exactly. A pathetic loser.” With a small brush, I removed the dust covering the vents and cooling fans. The machine hadn’t breathed correctly in years, almost like I was feeling right now without Dalia. “And then, I lost her.”

“That’s a form of love, but what strikes me is your self-loathing regarding this feeling, as if you view love as a weakness.”

“I wasn’t born to know and feel love, Doc,” I said, identifying a few loose connections and corroded contacts.

“You don’t know what love is about. You need to learn how to love correctly. When you feel love, you feel overwhelmed, and that’s normal. It’s new for you.”

“Dalia doesn’t love me.” I swallowed harshly, a knot in my heart forming. I could fix the hardware issues of that computer before moving on to the software, but I couldn’t fix that damn knot. “Not anymore at least.”

“And how do you know that?”

I spun the chair around and displayed a thin smile. “Because I forced her to be with me, and I destroyed her life.”

He snorted at me. “You can’t force someone to be with you.”

“I can prove the contrary.” I raised a brow and turned the PC back on. “I forced her to be with me, just like I’m forcing access to your computer right now.”

With a series of keystrokes, I initiated a thorough system scan. Lines of code flashed on the screen as the diagnostic tools identified and fixed software glitches, corrupted files, and outdated drivers.

Initially resistant and sluggish, the computer, just like Dalia was, gradually responded to my interventions, awakening from its digital slumber. The computer powered on, the familiar startup sequence unfolded on the monitor, the hum of the old hard drive spinning to life.

“That was so cool,” the boy cheered.

Glad he thought so.

“You can’t force someone to have feelings for you,” Henry said, covering his boy’s ears. “Did you force yourself on her?”

“No.”

“Did you ask her to be your girlfriend?”

“No, I imposed it on her.”

He gestured toward the couch, his son eagerly bounding to his now functioning computer. “And how did she react?”

I settled back on the couch while he took a seat on the sofa in front.

I hooked an ankle over my knee, resuming my tale. “She told me it’s not how relationships work. So I invited her on a date, and then she kinda introduced me as her boyfriend to this guy’s father who wanted to set her up with his son.”

Mr. Henry coughed, another grimace plastered on his face. “You’ll have to start from the beginning.”

For the next hour, I told him everything that had happened with Dalia in detail. Details, I imagined, he wished he’d never asked for.

“You’re silent. Aren’t you supposed to talk about how much of a screwup I am?” I quipped, breaking the silence that followed my sad little story.

“I think you learned a lot from your mistakes.” I couldn’t read his face; he didn’t betray one inch of emotion.“It’s the first time you’ve experienced such an intense feeling and desire to get to know someone. You changed your habits and prioritized someone’s needs above your own. You’re healing. But it seems that your overprotective and controlling tendencies got in the way of your relationship.”

I rolled my eyes, slumping into the couch. “No shit.”

“No shit!” the boy echoed, engrossed in playing Call of Duty on his resurrected computer while Mr. Henry closed his eyes in exasperation.

“I can’t tell you if she’ll forgive you. It’s up to her, but Dalia gave you a chance once.”

“A chance I fucked up.”

“And how do you feel now that your revenge is done?”

“Like…” I glanced at the kid, destroying his enemies on the battlefield. “A pathetic loser.”

“Do you want what’s best for her?”

“Of course,” I said.

“Even if you’re not what’s best for her?”

I let out a thin laugh, my finger tapping on my hand in agitation. “What kind of question is that?” My finger tapped faster, my jaw clenching. “Dalia is mine. She’s what I need. I can’t see her with another man, it’s killing me.”

“You’re losing control,” Mr. Henry calmly said, gesturing to me to breathe deep.

Four years ago, I would have stormed out of his office and told him to go to hell, but now I reclined on the sofa, craning my neck up, and I begrudgingly followed his advice, inhaling deeply.

Point taken.

“Yes,” I conceded through clenched teeth. “Even if it’s not with me, I want her to be happy.”

“I’m proud of you.” I could hear him smiling.

“Well, don’t be too satisfied,” I retorted, fixing him with a steely gaze and tightening my grip on my hand. “If anyone hurts her, I’ll still kill that bastard, even if she still doesn’t want to be with me. And I don’t care if you think I’m not enough for her, that I should just give up. Because I can’t give up, doc. I want to fight.”

“I never said you should give up.” He lifted a brow, an amused smile curling on his lips. “You like to fix the machines, just like your mother with her musical instruments. It’s a family trait. Why is it satisfying for you?”

I shrugged. “Don’t know. I have control over it. I can communicate with the machine better than with humans, and it makes me feel…” Not powerless.

He hummed. “Sometimes it’s easier to fix something else than fixing what is broken inside you.”

“Dalia sewed me back up,” I defended. “She repaired me.”

“And what did you learn?”

“That I can’t force someone to love me.”

“Yes, you can’t make someone love you, Levi. Just like feelings don’t go away like that. If she has feelings for you, she still will, but she’s hurt, that’s understandable and—”

I dug out the USB key from my pocket, the one she’d given me on Christmas. I hadn’t found the time to listen to it yet. Although, time wasn’t the only issue; I also didn’t want to feel the loss, the pain. But he said she could still love me, so I had to feel that love again.

Leaning in, I handed the USB key to Mr. Henry. “Can you play this?”

He frowned skeptically.

I sighed. “I promise I didn’t put any malware in.”

He took the key, and I sprawled on the couch, looking up at the ceiling with cracks.

“There’s only one track on it,” he said, inserting the key into his stereo. “Butterfly.”

As the first notes emanated from the violin’s strings, I closed my eyes. “Doc, meet my Dalia. Isn’t she beautiful?”

Her melody wrapped around me, its tendrils dark and airy. Each of her notes were like a caress, her strings touching the deepest recesses of my soul, resonating not just in my ears but reverberating down to the core of my stitched-up heart. It soothed me like a lullaby and calmed my breathing. It was as if she was there with me, whispering through the strings.

We listened to her music in silence. When it ended, I shifted to a sitting position. The warmth that her music had ignited within me dissipated, and the world seemed to have lost all of its colors, shadows encroaching once more.

“Can you feel her love through her music?” I asked him, and he responded with a light smile. “What should I do to make her choose me?”

“You need to earn her forgiveness and her trust back. Respect her boundaries. Think of what she needs, and then maybe she’ll choose you. Maybe you’re not enough for her yet, but you can be. We can all improve and become better human beings. I’m not asking you to change who you are, because let’s be honest you’re you, but you proved to me tonight you’ve already become better for her.”

“So what?”

“You can become the man she deserves.” He rose from his chair and placed a hand on my shoulder. “Sleep here tonight. Towels are in the second drawer in the bathroom.”

I shook my head. “No, your house gives me the creeps. Plus, I’m better back at my suite—”

“Stay,” he insisted as if he could read me. He’d definitely be a Unifier. “We’re not peasants. I’m sure you can sleep on the couch?”

A lump formed in my throat. I wasn’t accustomed to being welcomed, even less wanted. He knew the monster I’d always been, and he was letting me stay under the same roof as his family?

“Thank you,” I muttered.

“That’s the first time I’ve heard you say those words. Maybe miracles can indeed happen.” He chuckled, then tapped the play button, allowing Dalia’s violin music to fill the room once more, and then he left the remote by my side. “Happy New Year, Levi.”
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I creaked open the door of my hotel room, and a surge of irritation washed over me.

The figure perched on the edge of my bed was none other than Bruno Mercier.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I snapped, tossing the key card aside, ready to show that piece of shit the door.

“You’re not the only one with ways of knowing things,” he said with a sly smile. “We need to talk. In private. I don’t have my phone with me, in case you’re worried about that.”

I yanked him up by his collar, the veins on my hands bulging in fury. “Leave before I do something I’ll regret.”

He didn’t try to resist, his gaze fixed on some unseen void. “I’ve already lost everything, so you can’t scare me. You’ll want to sit for what I have to say.”

“Speak. Quickly.” I released him, leaning back against the desk, arms folded. Tick. Tock.

“My company has been developing the most advanced warfare drone, but it’s still in trials. A secret project, almost undetectable by aerial sensors with insane firepower—hellfire missiles, guided bomb units, and—”

“Get to the point.”

“Los Calaveras want the drone.” His voice trembled, his thumbs nervously circling each other. “If they get it, it’ll cause unimaginable destruction. I can’t let that happen, not again. This extremist group is ruthless. They’ll stop at nothing.”

So the deal wasn’t just about the guns, but a fucking advanced warfare drone.

“They’ve been threatening my Dalia this time,” Mercier muttered, his fingers digging into his skull. “They’ll kill her if I don’t comply.”

His words hit me like a virus, corrupting my thoughts. Threatening. Dalia. Kill. The repetition echoed in my mind. My fists clenched. My blood boiled. My jaw locked in a vise grip. “You’re a fucking damn bastard! You put her in danger!”

Once again, I seized Mercier, hurling him against the door, but his lack of resistance suggested a man who had already given up. Weak, so fucking weak. His weakness was underscored by a lone tear lingering in the corner of his eye.

“I thought I could handle them, protect her like I failed to protect my Diana. I agreed for her to go to Pantheon because of its high security, thinking it would be enough.” He gasped, his glassy eyes boring into mine. He massaged his throat where the collar of his shirt dug into his skin. “I thought she’d be protected with Archambault’s family. That’s why she had to be with Sylas and not someone like you. Now it’s over.”

I delivered a powerful blow to the door inches from his face, causing him to flinch. Stepping back, I paced around the room, resisting the urge to throttle him then and there—killing him right now wouldn’t serve me well.

“Why didn’t you say anything to your friend?”

“He was never able to track them down. He doesn’t have any leads on their whereabouts or who they are,” Mercier stammered.

I cracked my neck to the side, the sound of snapping bones filling the room. “What did Los Calaveras say exactly?”

“I have a week to deliver the drone to a geolocation in the Mediterranean Sea, or they’ll kill Dalia. A slow death, not like…” He couldn’t finish the sentence as he sank to his knees, his face buried in his hands.

“Seven days? You’re telling me this now!” I erupted, clearing the desk in a fit of rage. “How long have you known?”

“A couple of weeks, I thought I had it under control, that I could reason with them and—”

“You’re….” I took a deep, steadying breath. “A…” Another breath, my hand trembling with fury. “Fucking.” My heart pounded in my chest. “Idiot.”

The only reason I was sparing him was to protect Dalia, and this fucker had put her in danger all this time. Seven days wasn’t enough. I needed more time to find a way to hack them.

This shouldn’t have happened.

This can’t happen.

I gripped my hair, my nails gouging into my scalp.

His chin quivered. “What you said at Christmas, you really do love her? If you’re as skilled as you say you are, you have to find them before… I can’t give them the drone.”

I pressed my hand against my forehead, and my feet rhythmically tapped the floor. No one had found them in twenty years; they were ghosts. A week. “How did they contact you?”

“Emails, phone calls. All encrypted and self-destructive. No name. My best engineers couldn’t penetrate their encryption. I’ll give you my passwords, everything, but I—”

A laugh escaped my lips. Even by hacking Mercier, I couldn’t trace back to them. I had nothing to start with. “So I, a single man, have to find the deadliest mercenary group in the world in order to fix your mistake, or else I lose the only person I’ve ever loved?”

I hate this bastard.

He stayed quiet, and my mind went into a fucking delirium.

I had to regain control.

“You’ve got a rat in your enterprise,” I stated. “They wouldn’t have this intel without an insider.”

“I trust my—”

“Shut up!” I bellowed, the voices in my head clamoring for control. I needed a plan and fast. I was almost making my skull bleed by jabbing it with my fingers, already running algorithms in my head. “Don’t say anything to anyone. Trust nobody. They’ll check the drone for tampering or malware. If they sense a threat, they’ll neutralize it. They’ll run it at the coordinates, so it has to work perfectly.”

“They can’t deploy it! The repercussions would be catastrophic, and—”

“I know,” I croaked, folding my arms at my sides. “We must outsmart them, and for that, you’ll hand over the drone.”

“But what if you fail?” His voice pitched. “Do you even have a plan?”

“You don’t have a choice,” I rasped. I didn’t have a choice either. “I’m not letting them threaten my Dalia.”

I promised myself if everyone else has to die to keep her alive, so be it.

I had one idea, one way for us to win, but I didn’t know if it was possible. What if I fucking fail? What if my skills were useless when I needed them. I can’t fail. I can’t lose her. I can’t. I can’t.

“I can’t find the answer to the puzzle. I give up; this is too hard,” I remembered the kid in me whining to my mother, when she created those impossible-to-decipher puzzles.

“It’s because you got lost, you followed the wrong paths. A puzzle is like a maze, a wrong path, deviating from the trajectory. Start from scratch,” she had said.

A maze.

“The only way to find them is to wait for them to make a mistake,” I muttered, my mind already envisioning the lines of code. “And everyone makes a mistake eventually. Especially when you think you’re untouchable.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You’re the mistake.” I pointed at Mercier. He was the bug in the system. “And the drone is our Trojan horse.”

Mercier was the key to end their reign, and the drone was the only solution to find them. Our only chance. Dalia wouldn’t have to hide anymore. Those monsters wouldn’t haunt her nightmares.

“What?” that clueless piece of shit asked.

“I’m going to create a virtual maze within the drone’s program,” I said. “If anyone tries to tamper with the code, the maze activates, delaying their progress. I would be able to monitor their attempts, and trace their location while they struggle to navigate the maze. But the code has to be invisible. Undetected. It’ll have to mimic the software components and evade signature-based detection methods.”

“Can you do this?” Mercier frowned.

It was a calculated risk, even if I had omitted one crucial detail. The maze would only activate if they attempted to change the code; otherwise, I was screwed. However, a group of their caliber would never blindly trust someone like Mercier, in case he had planted a tracking device, and that would be their downfall. No fallback strategy existed. It was all about executing a singular Plan A. The only route to secure Dalia’s freedom definitively and obliterate the notion of powerlessness from my wretched existence.

“Only I can do this,” I said. I didn’t trust any engineers from the government to do my thing.

It was my cyber warfare.

I had never crafted softwares that powerful. No one ever had.

“I’ll craft the most complicated maze ever done. They’ll never be able to escape. I’ll corrupt each of their systems one by one to dissect their data. I’ll find those fucking bastards, but you—” I jabbed a finger at Mercier. “You’ll have a special task. You’ll reach out to your dear minister of the French army friend, and have him stand by for my signal to apprehend them. You’ll meet him face-to-face in person and tell him the truth. Somewhere private, with no phone or hackable Wi-Fi. And if you fail…” I towered close to him, my lips etching into a scowl. “I’ll have no qualms about making you suffer.”

He nodded.

I snapped my fingers and gestured toward the door. “Now, let’s move.”

“Where?”

“To your premises.” I gritted my teeth, keeping my patience in check. He was so slow to follow. “And remember, after that all you have to do is show up at the meeting spot. And if you could manage to look as pitifully weak and guilty as you do right now, it might just coax them into taking the bait.”

One way or another, this had to end.

In a week.

And I’d have to lie to her one last time.
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Everything around me felt so alive, while I felt like a lifeless zombie.

The hallways of Pantheon were crowded with students returning from winter break, their laughter and chatter contrasting sharply with the heaviness in my chest. I clutched onto my backpack, avoiding each of them as I weaved toward the Unifiers’ territory.

“Take care of your heart, my flower. A bruised heart is the worst sickness,” Grandma had said to me while driving me to the airport.

Little did she know that my heart wasn’t just bruised—it was shattered in thousands of pieces, held together by fragile bonds that threatened to break at any moment.

I glanced up from the floor, and my heart lurched painfully in my chest, those fragile bonds snapping. There he stood, descending the stairs, cloaked in a black hoodie, strands of his disheveled hair falling on his forehead, framing his tortured aura.

I was climbing the stairs, and every step closer to him filled me with impending doom. The stone railing felt icy against my trembling fingers, the cold seeping into my bones. A sharp intake of breath caught in my throat. Out of all people, why did it have to be him? He was my shadow, my tormentor, my heartbreak personified.

His pale complexion was marred by dark, angry bruises. He had them because of me, from the night he got into a fight on New Year’s Eve. I wanted to make him pay. To hurt him. But the purplish hues beneath his eyes hurt every fiber in me.

His gaze locked with mine, drawing me into the swirling depths of his gray eyes. In their obscurity, I felt myself drowning, gasping for air. The shattered fragments of my heart seemed to echo his unyielding stare, each beat of it reverberating against my ribs like a relentless drum. His cheeks were even more hollow than usual.

We collided, crossing each other side by side, and the urgency to escape his piercing gaze intensified. I raced up the stairs, desperate to escape before I crumbled in front of him.

Reaching the top, I sought refuge behind a nearby column, stealing a furtive glance back at him. He didn’t move, his gaze still upstairs. I closed my eyes. He was tearing me apart. It felt like a piece of my soul had been violently ripped away. With hurried steps, I rushed down the halls as if his memory was chasing me, haunting me at every turn.

Finally reaching my bedroom door, I flung it open and was greeted by Baron, squirming and rubbing himself against my feet. I scooped him into my arms and crushed him close to my chest, even though he wasn’t into hugs. I missed him and Yasmine, who was in the midst of reorganizing her library shelf, creating an empty space in two rows, with some of her books tossed in a corner.

I parted my lips; something must have happened.

She glanced over her shoulder at me and quickly positioned herself in front of the shelf, shielding it with her outstretched arms. “It was supposed to be a surprise. I’m not done!”

“A surprise, but…” I placed a hand over my heart. Behind her, I noticed pictures of us illuminated by twinkling bulbs. She had also crafted a book nook for our dorm. My chin quivered, and I felt my voice faltering. “You made a place for me in your library.”

“Well, yes… You showed me how to start living aside from fiction, and you…” She frowned. “Are you about to cry?”

I leaped into her arms. Baron jumped down as a three-person hug proved too much for him. “Of course not.” I squeezed her tighter. “Thank you so much.”

“I’m glad you’re that happy.” She gasped for breath under my embrace. “Also, you’ve got quite the strength.”

“Sorry.” I pulled away, wiping a tear from my eye. “I felt like I needed a hug.”

I thought I could come back and avoid Levi, but it would be harder than I thought. I could deal with ignoring my father and refusing to talk to him unless he told the truth to everyone, but Levi would always have an impact on me.

“I feel you. My Christmas holiday was horrible.” Yas sighed. “I was showing off my archery skills, and Tara completely humiliated me by proving she was better than me again. I lost it, tired of her bullying me and being goddamn hard on me. I’m pretty sure I called her a mean bitch.” She faked a smile, swallowing. “Since then, we haven’t talked. It’s not like she ever cared about me, right?”

I stroke her arm. “Don’t say that. She’s your sister. She’ll come back eventually.”

“You don’t know Tara.” She laughed. “She’s coldhearted. Anyway… There’s something for you on your bed.”

She pointed at a small box resting on my bed.

“What is this?”

“I don’t know. It was here when I arrived.”

I grabbed it, lifted the lid, and discovered a handwritten note nestled inside. Even his handwriting is gorgeous. My heart stirred, reading his words.

Your mom believed a ribbon represented the link between two beings. My mother believed colors were emotions. Each day, I’ll send you a ribbon of a different color. I’ll never stop. PS: There are 16.7 million colors, so that should keep me occupied.

I pulled out the silver-gray satin ribbon from the box. Delicate diamonds adorned its edges, catching the light like stars in the night sky. It was more than beautiful—it was a piece of magic, one of the most exquisite ribbons I had ever owned. That’s why he was on the stairs earlier. He left this for me. I pressed it tightly to my chest because it felt like holding on to the love Levi would never be able to give me.

I felt Yas’s hand on my shoulder behind me. “Do you want to tell me what happened between you and Levi?”

Shaking my head, I discarded the ribbon in the trash. “It hurts too much.”

I brushed away the tear sliding down my cheek. I had to stay hopeful and see the positive light piercing through the darkest sky. Always.

I reached into my bag and pulled out a rare edition of Pride and Prejudice, handing it to Yasmine. “This is for you.” Then I retrieved some catnip and crouched next to Baron. “And for you, sir.”

“I think I’m going to marry you!” Yas smelled the book pages like an addict. “How did you find this beauty?”

“It was my mom’s,” I said, a fragile smile tugging at the corners of my lips. It was the first time in days I could mention her out loud without crying.

Yas seized my hand and nodded. “You want to tell me more about her?”

“She wanted me more than anything, Yas. She was Lucie’s best friend, and…” I smiled through my blurry vision. “She defied the rules to help a friend. I think she wanted to make a difference in this world; she was kind but she also was fierce. No one but Lucie and I saw that side of her. I know I’ll make her proud, Yas. I’ll never let those who take her life away win.”

My tears spilled over. I had bottled up every tear for so long, but now they flowed freely. Mom wouldn’t want me to be sad, but those weren’t tears of sadness—they were tears of hope. Healing tears.

“I’ll play at Pantheon’s Great Opera until my melody reaches heaven.” I tightened my grip on her hand and lifted my chin. “I’ll speak so loud that they’ll never take her memory away. She’s more than a name on a plaque. She won’t be remembered as a victim. Lucie wasn’t a victim. I’m not a victim. We’re goddamn fighters who have been silenced for too long.”

“Amen to that.”

She hugged me, and I glanced to the side at my computer, its camera pointing at me. I could feel the weight of his intense, soulless, gray gaze on me. I could feel him, and I knew my heart would always be his, but he didn’t have to know that.

“Yas, do you have any tape?”
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“You’re wearing two different colors of socks.” Gunther frowned at me. “Are you alright?”

“Yes.” I shifted uncomfortably on my seat, hiding my loafers underneath my chair. Not sleeping would do that to me. “It’s a fashion choice, and—”

Before I could finish, Mr. Delgado’s harsh interruption shattered the air. With a resounding thud, he slammed all our exam papers onto his desk, his piercing gaze fixed on me. “Anything you’d like to share with the class, Mrs. Mercier?”

“No, sir,” I managed to stammer out.

“As I was saying.” Mr. Delgado cleared his throat, the whole class shutting up. “I hope you didn’t waste your holidays lounging around like lazy slugs. Your exam papers have spoken for themselves, and it’s clear that many of you have a long way to go, especially since…” He paused, adjusting his glasses. “In three months’ time, you will have the esteemed opportunity to audition for the annual Pantheon Symphony. But this year will be different. I assume many of you have heard the rumors.”

Gasps rippled through the classroom while my eyes doubled in size, my mouth hanging open.

“That’s correct. This year, Pantheon is resurrecting the Great Winter Symphony for Christmas, after ten years of silence, in the newly renovated Opera House.”

I remained muted. The rumors were true. The opera would be renovated. The Winter Symphony would be back this year.

“Needless to say,” Mr. Delgado continued, his tone dripping with disdain. “Only the best students between the first, second, and third years will stand a chance of being selected. I must warn you, it’s unlikely for a first year to be selected. This year’s composer will be none other than Jared Kravinsk. He will be judging your auditions alongside myself and Mrs. Delacroix at the opera house, to put you in condition.”

After a decade of silence, we would be the first to set foot inside the old opera house.

My heart pounded so hard I felt it might burst from my chest while Gunther reached for his inhaler, struggling to catch his breath. “Jared Kravinsk is the Vivaldi of our generation. He’s the epitome of baroque composition.”

I smiled as Mr. Delgado listed the names of the greatest musicians of our time who would attempt the concerto alongside the upcoming chosen students. We all had the same stars dancing in our eyes, goose bumps prickling our skin, and adrenaline coursing through our veins.

Mom, Lucie, I can’t fail you.

Mr. Delgado prowled down each row, his presence casting a shadow over us like a looming storm cloud. “I only see one or maybe two of you with the potential to make it,” he declared, his gaze fixed on Gunther as he flicked each exam paper on our respective tables.

“If you’re selected, it’d be the greatest honor one can achieve, and it will provide you with invaluable experience.” He paused, his eyes flicking over each of us in turn. “And points will be awarded to your respective house. For the audition, you’ll have to compose or interpret a baroque piece. But make no mistake, this audition will separate the wheat from the chaff.”

I’ve been waiting for this moment all my life.

My heart raced like a staccato beat, each thud echoing the electrifying anticipation. I had to bury the memories of those terrorists once and for all with my music. I had to beat them. Be stronger than fear. I can do this.

“I got 79 percent?” Gunther scowled at his paper. For him, anything below ninety was considered a disaster.

“You’re a technically gifted musician, but you fear experimenting. Be bolder,” Mr. Delgado remarked, slamming my paper on my desk.

I squinted my eyes, slowly lifting my paper, silently pleading for a decent score. Please. Please. Please. I had challenged Mr. Delgado’s patience by participating as much as possible and accepting all the extra assignments. Let it not be all for nothing.

“Ninety!” I exclaimed, my eyes widening in disbelief. Even Gunther glanced at my paper, astonished. I had the best grade in the entire class.

“Looks like even mediocrity can be challenged with hard work,” Mr. Delgado concluded as he finished distributing the grades. “Now, don’t get overly excited, a miracle won’t happen twice, in case you were thinking about auditioning.”

“I have to disagree, sir. I’ll show you what I’m capable of,” I promised with a beam.

I had a dream that would transcend the boundary between life and death, and I’d stop at nothing until I succeeded.
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“He should have arrived by now.” Kay’s voice pierced through my AirPods as he paced back and forth in the Tactician’s common room, twirling each of his silver rings.

It was unusual to see him nervous, but I supposed dropping the bomb about Mercier and Los Calaveras could rattle anyone’s nerves. Sylas had remained silent, his mouth agape like a clueless fish for a full day before mustering the courage to utter, “You’re not alone in this, Levi. Whatever you need, we’re here,” in his annoying Unifier voice. But he turned out to be useful for once because I needed his daddy on board.

“Do you think I should leave?” Kay asked.

I tucked my earbuds into my pocket, Dalia’s butterfly track fading away. I’d been listening to her music incessantly, mostly in the dark, to quell my thirst for chaos and ignite other feelings besides pain and hatred.

“Don’t be a coward.” Cillian flipped through his history book against the wall, unruffled.

“My father is coming here as the French minister of the army, not as my father. He won’t have time to focus on us.”

I rolled my eyes at Sylas’s attempt to reassure his lover before he turned to me with a much more condescending tone. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

Despite my nerves being on edge, my newfound aversion to sunlight, and the dark circles clinging beneath my eyes, I always know what I’m doing.

“Your lack of faith in me is truly charming. Just like your dear old dad. Who knew you two actually had something in common.” I forced a smile, relishing the way it made him frown.

“I can’t believe Frederic Archambault is about to come here to execute your plan,” Miguel muttered, sitting on the couch.

“His arrogance and desire to catch them is stronger than his reason,” I said, lifting a brow to Sylas. “No offense.”

The Unifier in him didn’t bother to reply to me. It wasn’t like his father had a choice anyway.

He was desperate and proud, and desperate men would never refuse an opportunity like that to make history. Our secret operation was now or never. I didn’t have time to prove my point, so I sent over all the files I had on Mercier. Plus, I had suspicions that Los Calaveras had probably already interfered in Archambault’s network, compromising each of their operations, being one step ahead.

“I feel like I’m completely useless in all of this,” Kay whined, rummaging through the desk because he couldn’t be kept in place, but he was right.

Cillian was here because I needed his contacts, and his duke title could prove useful to our cause. Miguel needed an occupation. So what better remedy to suicide that using your skills to pinpoint the location of Los Calaveras?

“You’re distracting us. The eternal optimist of the group.” Cillian closed his book and set his eyes on me. “Because if Levi fails, it’d mean he just handed Los Calaveras one of the most powerful military weapons ever created. If they discover our location, that same weapon could obliterate Pantheon and us with it, given its undetectability by sky radars, right?”

“Exactly,” I said, my throat tightening. “But when have I ever screwed up?”

“You screwed up a few days ago with Dalia.” I forgot Sylas was still there.

At the mere mention of Dalia’s name, my skin prickled, and blood boiled in my veins. The urge to slice a sharp object through his throat nearly overwhelmed me. But, alas, I took a deep breath, indulging in the advice of my oh-so-helpful therapist about containing my anger.

“Then let me rephrase.” I thinned my lips. “You’d better pray I don’t mess up, for everyone’s sake.”

“Let’s all relax and avoid premature wrinkles,” Kay interjected, sprawling lazily on the couch beside Miguel, who sank deeper into his seat.

The door swung open, and Kay and Miguel sprang to their feet as if electrocuted.

“Dad,” Sylas stuttered.

I turned around to find Frederic Hawthorne scrutinizing the three of them, resembling an elementary school teacher reprimanding children. He was flanked by what I presumed were his two unnecessary cybersecurity personnel. Only Cillian appeared disinterested, casually leaning on the wall behind.

Frederic approached me, lifting his head with pride. “Can’t believe I stooped this low, trusting you and your—” He cast a glance at my group, who all plastered on fake smiles, and then cleared his throat. “Bunch of ducklings. But you’ve got a hell of a pair, boy, and some blind faith in your abilities. Now you better succeed because I won’t let them slip through my fingers again.”

“Then let me do my job in peace,” I said, referring to his guard dogs, breathing too loud to my taste. I didn’t like it when someone gave me orders. I was the one in control.

He gave them a dismissive wave of his hand. “How much time do we have?”

“Approximately eleven hours and four minutes.”

“You know this is cyber warfare,” he said, his eyes locking onto mine like missiles. “The destiny of the nation is between our—”

“I know what’s at stake.” And I didn’t give one fuck about the nation or the rest of the world, but I had one person to protect, and for that… “I’ll do my worst. It won’t be ethical. I’ll track them, and you’ll make them pay and have all the spotlight.”

He extended his hand for a shake, a shark-like grin spreading across his face. “You have a deal, boy.”
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After an exhaustive four-hour session, my fingers pulsated with a fiery sting. The sun had barely risen, and the day had already taken its toll on my body, leaving behind an infamous violin hickey on my neck. I hadn’t even found the baroque score I wanted to play for the audition.

Everyone with a chance to win would go for a Bach piece to showcase how technically gifted they were. I tried one myself, but made so many alarming technical errors, I felt worse than crap. I needed to practice more to catch up to them.

Stepping outside, I glanced up at the windows of the sports building. Through the fencing gym glass, I could see that Tara was already inside, assaulting the human-shaped target, honing her parade-riposte technique. She then crumpled to the floor and threw her foil at the target, kicking out each object around her.

I was about to turn around and head back to my dorm—morning classes would be starting soon—but the pang in my heart urged me to meddle. Clearly, something was wrong with Tara, and while she wasn’t my friend, Yasmine was, and right now, she was hurting from the fight with her sister.

I followed my gut, paced in the direction of the fencing gym, and pushed the door open. Beads of sweat dotted Tara’s forehead. When she noticed me, she rose to her feet, narrowed her reddened eyes on me, and wiped away the tears with her glove.

“What’s your problem, newbie?” she growled. “Looking for your psycho boyfriend, or should I say, ex-boyfriend?”

I squinted, facing the first rays of sun warming the cold-stone gym. “No. I saw you and wondered if you were okay.”

She strutted toward me like on a catwalk. “Why do you have to meddle in things that don’t concern you?” she hissed. “Everyone adores you, but you’re insufferable. I don’t know what you’ve told my sister about me, but you won’t get between us!”

“You already messed up things with her on your own,” I said, meeting her gaze, unflinching. “I know you love her even if you’ll never show it to her directly. Instead, you protect her like you did on Hazing Night.”

Her smile faltered. Tara wasn’t much different from Levi; she had her own defenses. But while he was self-controlled, she was short-tempered.

“Whatever happened to you that night, I’m sorry.” My voice softened, and one of her eyes twitched. “I recognize trauma… I—”

“You don’t know anything!” she lashed out. “You got spared at Hazing Night, while I…” She blinked, her face twisting with anger as she stormed toward me, like she was about to strangle me. “Don’t tell me that bastard told you!”

“Who, Levi?” I shrieked, my back hitting the rake of fencing helmets. “No, he never told me anything, what are you talking—”

“Right, that asshole would take any chance to gloat about how he escaped hazing, unlike the rest of us in our first years,” she roared. “Rich kids always get away with everything, while Yas and I, we’re just scholarship students. That’s why I had to make sure it wouldn’t happen to her! I don’t care if you almost faced the same fate as me as long as Yasmine was safe. That doesn’t make me a bad person!”

Her words hit me like a tidal wave, leaving me speechless in their wake. It was as if she had unleashed everything she had been holding inside, not just at me.

“What happened, Tara?” I whispered softly, reaching out to touch her arm. “Please, tell me.”

She turned her back on me and clenched her fists. “What would it change?”

“You can’t keep everything inside,” I said. “I can listen, and I’m too scared of you to repeat this to anyone.”

She hesitated a moment, accentuating the pressure on her clenched fists. “In my first year, three drunk Tacticians cornered me on Hazing Night. They said I had to suck their cocks while they recorded it if I wanted to be freed.” Tara’s voice broke for the first time. “That’s why I set you up that night. I didn’t want anyone to touch Yasmine like they did to me.” She turned around, took a deep breath, her tongue flicking against her teeth. “The more I begged them to stop, the more they seemed to enjoy it. I was naive, and Yas… If someone hurts her, I’ll die.”

“Tara…” I brought my hand to my mouth, my heart shattering for her.

“And that psycho ex-boyfriend of yours was in his first year too,” she continued, her lips stretching into a semblance of a smile. “They invited him to watch while the first was having his way with me.”

“Did he?” I clutched my chest, feeling my legs tremble beneath me. “Did he try to—”

Tara shook her head. “Levi helped me in his own twisted way. He made them stop, with whatever leverage he had.” Tears welled in her eyes, but she held them back, refusing to let them fall. “It was the first time someone had ever rescued me, and the last time I saw him do something that wasn’t entirely selfish.” She chuckled bitterly. “I crushed on him after that and begged for his attention, maybe because I wanted to save him like he saved me. He encouraged me to never feel weak again, or to feel anything for that matter. I owe that jerk at least that.”

I wrapped my arms around her, feeling the tension in her muscles as she initially resisted my hug. But I held on tighter, refusing to let go. “You’re so strong, Tara.”

Gradually, her body relaxed, and I felt her arms encircle me. As I pulled back slightly, she studied me with vulnerability in her eyes, her eyebrows furrowed in a frown.

“How do you do this?” She grimaced. “I never got to him in two years. He never even kissed me, or anyone else for that matter. Just you.” She paused, bitterness seeping into her tone, and my eyes widened, my heart quickening its pace in my chest. “And don’t give me that look. Our relationship wasn’t exclusive. It was experimental at best.”

“He never kissed you?” I repeated, the hair on my skin hissing.

He saved his kisses for me.

“No.” She planted her hands on her hips. “Then one day, you showed up with your stupid ribbons and your stupid white hair. Within weeks, he kissed you and was completely obsessed with you. And now my sister is doing the same thing, preferring you over me! Not that I’m expecting you to understand, your life is fucking perfect.”

I snorted, tucking a strand of my hair behind my ear.

“Sure, if perfect is having your own mother die in front of you in a terrorist attack,” I said, picking up the target Tara had thrown on the floor and rearranging the foils scattered around. “Having the person you love the most betray you, along with your father, and oh—” I dusted off my uniform skirt before walking back to her. “Having your violin mentor commit suicide and being goddamn scared of everything my whole life. So much for perfection.”

A flicker of something passed over her features, but she quickly composed herself.

“I understand how you feel toward me,” I continued. “But you’re wrong about Yasmine. You’re her example, and she loves you more than anything.”

“Right.” She swallowed. “If you tell my sister any of this, I’ll kill you.”

She was afraid Yasmine wouldn’t see her as fearless.

I smiled. “Of course not. But for what it’s worth, you should tell her how you feel. Someone who I love thought he was protecting me by keeping the truth away from me, but it hurt me even more. Yas just wants her sister. She’ll have her archery competition soon.” I raised a brow, hoping Yas would forgive me for what I was about to do. “I won’t be there, but she’ll need someone to cheer her on.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Tara mumbled, understanding what I was implying. “Thanks.”

I nodded and exited the fencing gym.

“And Dalia?” She called me back. “I don’t know what Levi did to you, and you should definitely make him pay for it, but I just wanted to say he’s not an entirely bad person. No one is. Sometimes we just play the villains so nothing can get to us.”
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A digital breach pierced through the layers of my computer system, and I stumbled over my seat. My screens blared alert signals, illuminating the dimly lit room.

“They’re in,” I whispered, rousing Miguel. “They just entered the maze.”

I was right. They couldn’t resist meddling with the code. Either Mercier looked guilty and they didn’t trust him or they were just checking for any issues with the drone.

“You got this, Levi,” Kay chimed in from behind, his and Sylas’s faces looming over my shoulder, invading my workspace.

“Let him work, for God’s sake,” Archambault bellowed from the back of the room, causing both of them to stumble backward.

Lines of code scrolled rapidly on the main display as I meticulously monitored incoming data streams from the warfare drone. A series of blinking nodes marked the progress of the intruders, navigating through the labyrinth. Each attempted breach triggered alerts on my screen.

My cursor flickered on and off, and memories of a chess game against Patrice flooded my mind.

“Why am I always the one attacking?” the younger me had questioned.

“Because whoever attacks divulges crucial information. The point is, you should always defend your pawns by having more defenders on it so you can destroy your opponent and win in the long term, little shit,” Patrice had retorted, burning his cigar on my skin as a punctuation mark to his lesson.

Patrice was right.

Only a monster could beat another monster.

“Miguel, stir up some chaos and throw them off balance. Craft a false lead, a decoy, or whatever that’ll make them question every move they make,” I ordered him, knowing that he had a penchant for video games.

I initiated data collection protocols to identify the Los Calaveras’s digital footprint: patterns, preferred attack vectors, and the secrets of their hacking tools to gather maximum information on them while their exact location was being transferred.

Each failure and maneuver on their part contributed to building a profile, much like the strategic moves by the textbook of a chess game.

“What are you doing?” Archambault had joined my “ducklings” as he called them behind me.

“You want water, sir?” Kay asked, promptly shut down by Archambault’s narrowed eyes.

“He’s assigning each digital signature to each intruder,” one of his cybersecurity guard dogs replied. “He’s sorting information into files.”

“How is it possible?” That came from Cillian.

“By running a syntax profiling,” I answered, my fingers dancing over the keyboard, my heart a steady rhythm. “Their coding styles will betray more than technical skills.”

Halting the variations in syntax, from indentation preferences to specific programming constructs, the code on the screen transformed into a digital portrait of each intruder’s individual coding habits. Behavioral biometrics within the maze analyzed the intruders’ mouse movements and typing dynamics. Packet-sniffing data manifested on a secondary screen, illustrating the nuances of each keystroke—one using a Spanish ñ, the other maneuvering an AZERTY keyboard, likely French.

“They’re using a Spanish and French keyboard,” I deduced. “They’re going to find something wrong soon, so we have to be prepared. Keep distracting them, okay?”

I ushered Miguel, his gaze fixed on the screen, teetering on the verge of passing out, while two of Archambault’s guard dogs watched him from behind in case he failed.

For a moment, the only sound was the hum of servers and the tapping of keys, when another notification breached through the air.

“Boss, they’re trying to reverse-engineer the code. If they succeed, they’ll find—”

“I know,” I interjected, cutting through Miguel’s breaking voice with a composed smile.

My fingers tapped over the keyboard in a frenzied symphony, each keystroke a calculated strike. One wrong move, and it’d end for either me or Los Calaveras. Beads of sweat formed on my forehead as I orchestrated a digital defense, my eyes darting across the screen.

“Is it ready?” Archambault’s tense voice broke through. So impatient.

I gritted my teeth. “Almost.”

In the digital maze, the intruders struggled, the walls closing in on them. I blocked each attempt at rewriting my code and delved into their networks, analyzing their traffic—from computers to phones—slowly mapping out potential hideouts and narrowing down the geographic scope.

I dissected encrypted packets, identifying patterns, packet sizes, and communication frequencies to identify the types of data being exchanged and potential communication protocols.

“I’m transferring you their location,” I said, sending the coordinates to Sylas’s phone.

Kay’s voice echoed from behind, “Gibraltar. They’re here.”

“We got them!” Archambault roared and let out a thin laugh, departing from behind me. “I’m going to catch those damn bastards!”

But it wasn’t over. Not yet.

“Take that, you bastard!” Miguel erupted in a scream, squeezing the mouse. “I just locked that bastard in.”

I raised an eyebrow; I didn’t know that kid had it in him.

I focused back on the task, breaking their encryption. My virus was corrupting each of their devices connected to their network.

“Do you hear me? Send the signals!” Sylas’s father roared over the phone. “Descend on them, now!”

Each digital fingerprint became a puzzle piece in my hands, fitting seamlessly into the mosaic of existing databases and open-source intelligence. The screen illuminated with interconnected threads of information, revealing the real-world identities of the intruders.

Encrypted messages, command sequences, and even casual exchanges between members were extracted and decrypted. These snippets provided a glimpse into the motives, hierarchies, and internal dynamics of the group.

My lips turned into a scowl. “Frederic, I got them.”

I forwarded the files on each of the leading members of the group. They were done for. The intruders were ensnared in the digital labyrinth and now that their identities had been revealed, it was just a matter of hours before catching them.

“The Tacticians are in the place!” Kay cheered, but the screams of joy seemed distant as I analyzed the screen.

A message from one of their coders materialized on my screen.

Intruder: Who are u?

I couldn’t resist a smirk.

Me: Checkmate.

I ended the system.

“I can’t believe it worked,” Sylas whispered.

Their only mistake? Dealing with Mercier. I swiveled my chair around to face the room. Archambault’s hand rested on his son’s shoulder while he barked orders into his phone, orchestrating the interception of Los Calaveras. Cillian was already dialing the news channel, ready to spread the word. Miguel, on the other hand, was throwing punches at the air, lost in his own victory dance.

I did it.

“Checkmate, that’s a pretty badass hacker name,” Miguel said.

“I’m proud of you, man,” Kay chimed in, giving me an awkward shoulder squeeze that made my skin crawl. He always had to push it. Then he hurried over to Sylas, planting a kiss on his mouth. “And I’m proud of you too. You’re a leader who got us all in the same room without murdering each other.”

Oblivious to what had happened, Frederic offered me his hand to shake. “Thank you.”

I shook it, then watched as Archambault shook Kay’s hand next. Everyone was winning today.

With a deep exhale, I sauntered out of the room, away from that sickening happiness.

I finally did something right.

I wasn’t fucking powerless.

I slammed my head against the wall, and I stilled the trembling of my right fingers with my left hand. A twisted chuckle escaped my lips. I could feel the rush of true power coursing through my veins, and I had no intention of letting it slip away.

I knew exactly what to do with my life.

The blackness that obscured my future had been removed.

I’d become the biggest bully of them all.

I’d dismantle the monsters piece by piece because only a monster could truly defeat another.
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“The group of mercenaries known as Los Calaveras was apprehended on the Strait of Gibraltar by the French army, in possession of a combat drone from Mercier’s enterprise, who has today faced questioning on the case. One of, if not the most wanted mercenary group in the world was finally stopped, thanks to a silent hacker named Checkmate who collaborated with the French army. Defense Minister Frederic Archambault will provide further details about this covert operation,” the female news presenter announced.

As the images flickered across the screen of my phone, the knot in my heart tightened. My father’s confession unfurled on the news, revealing the faces of the murderers, finally unmasked and exposed to the world. I could put a face to the shadows that had haunted my life. They were no longer monsters lurking in the dark. They were just men.

“Mom, it’s over,” I murmured, crouching beside the plaque bearing her name in front of the opera house. My fingers traced the engraved letters on the cold stone. “They’ll never hurt anyone again.”

The wind stirred, tousling my ribbons. My grip tightened on the hard stone, my arm trembling and my knuckles turning white as if I could crush the plaque or more likely my bones.

“Los Calaveras,” I breathed out their name for the first time in ten years, the syllables heavy with the weight of years of fear. “They’re just a memory now.” I shut my eyes, the horde of skull masks watching me play morphing in the darkness behind my eyelids. “A memory I’ll have to face if I want to accomplish our dream, Mom. I’ll be strong too, you’ll see. I—”

“Dalia?” Sylas’s voice cut through my thoughts, and I slammed my eyes back open. “Are you okay?”

I wiped away my tears, straightening my posture as I rose to my feet. Chin lifted and shoulders squared, I asked the question we both knew the answer to. “Checkmate… it’s him, right?”

I knew in my heart Levi was the one catching them.

It could only be him.

He’d avenged my mother’s death. I had healed him from the ghost of his mother, and in return, he had vanquished the monsters of my nightmares. How could my heart not beat for him after that?

“I couldn’t tell you,” he said, his blue eyes landing on me with pity. “Your security depended on it.”

I swore to myself I wouldn’t be the sad little girl anymore. I’d be as strong as he, Checkmate, was. “So you’re like what, friends, now?”

“No way.” He grimaced, taking a hesitant step closer. “I’m sorry about your father. He risks some serious jail time for what he did, but we’re here for you. Whatever you need.”

The legal process would take a couple of months, maybe years. In the meantime, since we had a good lawyer, he was placed under home detention. My heart contracted even more. I still wasn’t ready to face him.

“He got what he deserved.” I gulped. “How are things with your father?”

“Better, surprisingly. Turns out being useful to him has its perks. He even forgot I was gay for a solid hour and actually congratulated me.” He chortled and passed a hand over his golden hair. “He offered Levi a job as a cybersecurity engineer. Needless to say, Levi turned him down.”

I offered him a smile, though my mind was preoccupied with my phone buzzing in my pocket. I took it out; Grandma had messaged me.

Grandma: I am okay, dear. I’m stronger than any scandals thrown at me. I’m so mad at your father for keeping the truth from us. Did you know he and Levi collaborated? But you didn’t hear that from me. Since he’s at home, I promised I’ll cook him meals worse than the ones in jail, but he’s moping right now. How is your heart, my flower?

Still broken, Grandma.

“Tara is organizing a rugby game on the field,” Sylas continued. That would explain why he was wearing a long polo shirt. “You know, Pioneer tradition and all. It’d be great if you could come?”

“I’ll be right back,” I said, clutching the phone to my chest.

He pulled me into a hug before heading off to the Pioneers’ sport fields while I replied to Grandma.

Me: I don’t know what to do.

Grandma: You love that troubled boy, you always have. And he loves you back. I won’t tell you what to do… I made your grandpa grovel a few months once he decided to leave for the army without telling me, but I’ll tell you what not to do. Don’t be sad. You’re finally free, my flower. You’re free to fly with your own wings now. We’ll probably end up broke, anyway, so it’s good that you’re not a materialistic brat.

Me: You take care of yourself, okay? If you need anything, I’m here. I’ll talk to Dad when I’m ready, but I can’t right now.

I sent the message and slipped my phone into my pocket. My eyes returned to Mom’s plaque, and I readjusted Levi’s silver-gray ribbon in my hair—the one I’d salvaged from the trash the moment I tossed it away.

A surge of determination fueled my steps as I briskly crossed the quad. Starting tomorrow, I’d work even harder than before on the audition. It was my turn to face my own ghosts now.

It was my turn to go to war.

Footsteps echoed behind me. I sensed his presence drawing closer. Glancing at one of the window’s reflections, I knew it was his face hidden behind his black hoodie. I attempted to brush off Levi’s presence and continued walking, but our steps synchronized, and soon enough, he was right beside me.

Give him a weapon, and at this point, he’ll be worse than the reaper, his shadow trailing me to take my soul.

Pressing on toward the Pioneers’ sports building, where Sylas orchestrated a team against Tara on the grassy field with Kay acting as the referee, I abruptly halted. “You’re following me.”

“Believe it or not, it’s a coincidence for once,” Levi claimed. “How have you been?”

“How have I been?” I snickered. “Are we really going to pretend nothing happened?” I locked my eyes on him, but he didn’t move an inch. “I know you’re that guy Checkmate. I know what you did.”

Silence lingered between us, broken only by the soft chuckles of passing students.

“Thank you,” I murmured. “I know you did it for me.”

I couldn’t bring myself to be cruel to him, just as I couldn’t force my heart to feel nothing for him. But rebuilding trust, like stitching back the fragments of a shattered heart, demanded patience and care to mend every rupture and stitch.

“I had to protect you.” He leaned in, and I instinctively retreated, not trusting myself to be so close to him. “I couldn’t tell you about my plan.”

“I know.” I swallowed hard to get rid of the lump in my throat. “But this can’t change anything. I have an audition to prepare for, and you…”

Levi’s lips stretched into a scowl, his eyes dimming. “Give us time.”

“This is my fight. If you take that away from me too, I’ll never forgive you.”

“So there’s still a chance for forgiveness, then?” He lowered himself to my eye level. “I’ll watch, my little thief. I’ll watch you set Pantheon’s opera on fire.”

Goose bumps erupted on my skin, and my heart played the most agonizing symphony. “I can’t get distracted.”

“I won’t distract you. I know you want to prove what you’re capable of on your own. Am I right?”

My breath caught, and I nodded, resenting how effortlessly he could read me. “So you won’t do anything?”

“Who am I to take your revenge away?” His eyes gleamed under the sun like pools of liquid silver as his finger twirled a strand of my hair. “I understand what it feels like.”

“Levi, I want you on my team!” Tara’s voice cut through the air.

I used that moment to step back, scanning the field for Yasmine amid the students gathered around the makeshift rugby field. No one wore their uniforms today since it was the weekend.

“Don’t bet on it. I don’t see what’s so fun about this sport.” Levi sighed.

His profile, cast in shadow, seemed carved from the very essence of darkness itself, sharp and unforgiving, capable of slicing through even the hardest of diamonds. Narrow nose. Sharp cheekbones. Deadly eyes. I blinked and tore my gaze away from him. He was always tormentingly gorgeous.

No, I had to get away from him. I can’t give in to him that easily. “I have to go.”

I backed away, but he didn’t try to follow me. His lips were still tilted into a thin line, his gaze fixed on me. I pushed past the crowd until I finally found Yasmine seated in the front row.

I reached her side, and she offered me her bag of brownies. “Oh, you made it! You’ll never guess what happened!”

She waited for me to take a seat before leaning closer.

“Tara came to my archery competition, and while I clearly sucked, she told me that she was proud of me.” Her jaw dropped, hands gesturing wildly. “Proud! She said proud! Like what the heck!”

I laughed. “That must have killed her to admit that.”

“Right?” She chortled. “Rugby is a sport for brutes. It will be fun to watch Tara crush half the boys.” She cheered, “Go, Tara!”

I smiled, relieved that Yasmine and her sister had reconciled and grateful that she was steering clear of the scandal, pretending that everything was normal.

“We need one more player!” Tara yelled, her legs spread apart, her feet planted firmly on the ground. “Preferably a pillar, a strong guy.” She pointed her finger at a man in the back. “Like you.” He shook his head, and she moved on to another victim. “Or you? Or maybe—”

“Me!” I raised my hand.

My father had never allowed me to play rugby or any of those kinds of sports, deeming them too dangerous and improper. But the new Dalia was determined to be fearless and adventurous, even if others needed some convincing—such as Tara grimacing, Sylas’s mouth gaping open, and Yasmine nearly choking on her snack.

“No offense, Dalia, but I want to win.”

“Then choose me,” I insisted.

“Um, Dalia, are you sure?” Yasmine whispered. “Look, there are mostly Pioneers here. No Tacticians and barely any Unifiers—”

I rose on my feet.

“And you’re already gone,” Yasmine said. “Good luck!”

Striding over to Tara, I extended my hand to receive the red armband of her team.

She offered me a sly grin. “Let’s see what you’ve got, but if we lose because of you, I’ll—”

“Kill me, I know.” I interrupted with a raised brow.

Just then, Levi barged in, pushing aside another student from Tara’s team and snatching his armband.

“It’s too late. My team is made, Levi.”

“I thought you wanted to win, Tara,” he countered, his all-too-perfect smile more menacing than friendly. “We both know how chaotic I can be.”

Tara let out an exasperated groan, gesturing between us like I had something to do with his behavior. “You two better not screw this up!”

I shot him a glare, my fists clenching at my sides. “Don’t try to protect me!”

All he could muster in response was a casual shrug before he pushed past my shoulder and positioned himself on the field. I sighed. Levi didn’t do teamwork. He despised physical contact, hated being messy, and hated people, yet there he was, the lone Tactician in this game.

“She’s the daughter of the guy who sold weapons to Los Calaveras. She must be monstrous,” one Pioneer joked, his eyes on me.

I tensed.

Levi cracked his neck, but before he could take a step forward, Tara faced her teammate. “She’s not her father, you idiot. Focus on the game instead.”

I exchanged glances with her, and I smiled to thank her.

“Go, Dalia!” Yasmine cheered from the sidelines.

That was my cue to turn around and join the group. They each towered over me by at least two heads and were twice as broad. I felt like a white rabbit in the middle of bears. The moment Kay’s whistle pierced the air, the teams surged toward the ball in a rugby melee while I ended up sprawled in the mud in the middle of this chaos.

Others lunged for the ball. Levi, seemingly unconcerned by the pandemonium, hunkered down beside me. My face was already streaked with dirt, and I hastily wiped it clean with the pink sleeve of my sweatshirt.

“You can do better than that,” Levi snarled, like this all was amusing to him.

“And you could actually play instead of standing around like an idiot!” I shot back.

“I’m not standing around. I’m waiting for the right opportunity.”

The ball was flung into the air, landing perfectly in Levi’s waiting hand. With a smirk, he dashed toward the opposing team’s goal.

For the first time in days, I didn’t feel the crushing weight of heartbreak and agony because hatred can also become as powerful as love and as devastating. It was an easier feeling than loving someone.

And to hate Levi right now—it felt good; it felt healing.
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“Dalia, wake up!” Tara’s voice thundered as I sprinted to intercept the ball midair.

Dirt clung to me from head to toe, and the initial notion of fun now seemed like a distant memory. Grasping the ball, I charged toward the opposing team’s territory, a bulky opponent bearing down on me.

But Levi, that insufferable jerk, swooped in and tackled him before he could reach me. I lunged to the ground and squeezed my eyes shut while landing on the grass to score my first point and offer my team a tie.

As I rose, mud-splattered and breathless, Sylas grinned at me, his polo shirt and pulled-back hair still miraculously neat. “Well done, Dalia. Continue like that, and you’ll soon be as tough as—”

“Dalia!” Tara marched toward me, her eyebrows furrowed while Sylas seized that opportunity to eclipse himself with a laugh. “You weren’t terrible for once. Unlike you!” She jabbed a finger at another teammate, listing his mistakes.

I smiled. A “not terrible” from Tara was worth more than a thousand compliments.

“You’re dirtying one of my ribbons.”

That gravelly voice. I met his gaze head-on, tilting my chin. Levi, as dirty as me from all the tackles he took on my behalf, was still looking unfairly and effortlessly gorgeous in the most sadistic way, with his hands casually tucked in his pockets.

My heart pounded against my rib cage. He’d never failed to send me one ribbon each day, but then, Levi had never been one to give up easily.

“Well.” I offered him the coldest smile I could imagine, trying to imitate him. “It was an upgrade from the trash. Have you ever considered that I might never want you back?”

I crossed my fingers behind my back.

“I have, but I’ll fight for you no matter what.” His smirk made my skin crawl. He leaned closer, his voice a dark promise, “You can’t get rid of me.”

The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. “You’re never going to change, and—”

I blinked, not because of the sunlight, but because Levi had shed his sweater, standing before me in just a tight shirt that accentuated every sculpted, lean muscle. Levi, who always hid the scars on his forearms. As my eyes traced the lines of his veins, another wave of goose bumps rippled across my skin. I felt the reminders of his grip on my throat, his mouth on my nape, his hard body making me feel things I never—

“Are you staring at me?”

“No!” I screamed, tearing my gaze away and hurrying back to the group huddled in a circle. Don’t get distracted by his beauty. Everything about him is a scheme.

Even his lips. His oh-so-kissable lips that had only ever kissed me.

“This is going to be our last action,” Tara warned. “Be killers!”

A swift slap on her hand set the team into motion. We surged back into a melee, and Kay blew the final whistle, signaling the last two minutes of the game. Levi obviously stood steadfast by my side, his glare serving as a deterrent to anyone who dared to approach too closely.

“You know I’m seeing my old therapist; we booked a weekly session.” His voice reached me from within the fray.

“Push!” the team roared, grappling for control of the ball.

“Really?” I shot back at him, struggling to be heard above the din.

“Yes, he probably needs a challenge, so here I come,” Levi replied with a snarl as one of our teammates raced with the ball.

Cheers echoed in the crowd, and eventually, Tara took possession of the ball, swiftly passing it to Levi. He darted across the field but was stopped by three brutes tackling him to the ground. I winced. While he was as tall as them, he was leaner and not built for this sport.

“The ball! Give it to red!” Tara bellowed, singling out Rodrigue, the burliest player.

Yet Levi’s gaze fixed on mine, and I nodded.

It was the final point, and he tossed the ball my way.

“Twenty seconds!” Kay shouted.

“Oh, for goodness’ sake!” I sprinted, attempting to catch it midair in a silent prayer.

Evading Sylas by using a fencing-like lunge, I zigzagged across the field, letting out a few unsafe screams—which probably made me look like a pink version of Jack Sparrow on a run.

I leaped into the air, throwing myself forward onto the ground just as Kay’s final call echoed, “End of the game!”

I scrambled to my feet and noticed the ball was behind the line. I jumped in place. “I did it!”

“In your face, we won!” Tara taunted, her victory cry directed at Sylas, who responded with an eye roll.

Levi emerged from underneath the pile of players, cracking his neck to the side. He stalked in my direction with his usual feline grace, navigating through the collapsed students sprawled on the grass, their celebrations blending with the sound of Tara, Kay, and Sylas showing no signs of exhaustion and engaging in another battle.

Levi arrived by my side, and a knot formed in my stomach, unsure of what he’d do next. Before I could utter a word, he beat me to it.

“If a part of you still loves me, maybe there’s still hope,” he said, icy and unyielding, while his gaze, like smoldering ashes, held me captive without a trace of a smile.

“What you feel for me isn’t love,” I whispered. “It’s challenge, obsession, possession.”

“I have to disagree.” He took a step forward. “But you’re right, it’s more than the vast concept of love—”

“Don’t do this.” I cut him off, raising my hand in front of my chest as if to ward him off, as if my heart were already betraying me by being drawn to him like a magnet. “I told you I can’t do this right now.”

“I have to,” he rasped, a nerve clenching his jaw. “What I feel is consuming me, Dalia. You’re always in my head. I’ll do anything for you. If you want me dead, I’ll be dead.” He closed the few remaining centimeters between us. “Begging, I’ll beg on my knees for you.” His forehead grazed mine, our hot breaths mingling. “I don’t control anything about how you make me feel, and I loathe that. While you’re the first person who ever truly loved me, I intend to be your last.” His hand hovered, then curled into a fist as if restrained from touching me by an invisible force. “If you don’t want me, I’ll be your shadow, your protector, whatever you need me to be. You can hurt me, take everything that I am or what I am. I don’t care as long as I have you.”

This time, he cupped my jaw, his thumb poised to trace a path to my lips.

“Levi, stop this,” I pleaded, crumbling under the weight of his touch and words.

“Do you know why I called you a thief?”

“Because I stole everything from you—your mother, your life, or I don’t know, I—”

“Because from the first glance we shared, I belonged to you. My damn soul. My heart. My revenge. My future. My feelings.” He took my hand, pressing it firmly against his chest. “It all belonged to you, and the little boy that I was hated you because you made him feel something. He saw feelings as weakness. You were the sole proof that the world wasn’t ugly. My only hope. I’ve always been yours, Dalia.”

His heart thudded beneath my palm, erratic and turbulent, like all his pain had awakened, thrashing against its confines. He was always mine. My knees were about to give in, but I clenched my fists and tore myself away from him.

“I need to go. I—”

“One last thing,” he said. “Please.”

I nodded and faced him again at a safe distance.

“I know what kind of man you deserve.”

I shook my head, folding my arms. “Let me guess, you?”

“Yes, eventually.” His lips curved into a ghost of a smile. “Someone who will give you freedom but will always have your back and protect you. Not because you’re weak and need protection, but because it’d mean you’re his everything. He’ll never let anyone hurt you and would prefer to take the pain of the whole goddamn world instead of you. Someone who would revel in your music and understand you, even if he could stalk you easily. Because let’s face it, I bet you still haven’t changed those ridiculous passwords—”

I lifted a brow.

“Right. Someone who will ask you things instead of finding the answer on his own, which would take him only three clicks anyway. He wants to respect your privacy… even if old habits die hard.” He shifted on his feet, his eyes darting around the field. It was the first time I saw Levi’s confidence wavering. “And finally, someone who will sacrifice everything for you, and love you the only way he knows how, but it’s real and stronger than death or the common definition of love.”

My tears welled up in my eyes, my chin shaking. I need to leave. I turned away from him, and before I could walk away, he promised,

“I’ll wait for you. I’ll become the man you deserve, Dalia.”
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Henry: I’m happy about all the progress we made. You have a better hold of your anger management issues, and you’re learning to give her space. It’s healthy. I’m proud of you.

“He’s right.” I read the message to my new friend, who had no choice but to listen. “I’m becoming better, more patient, and all those things I despise.”

I hated that I couldn’t solely focus on Dalia, though.

“I had to prioritize my personal growth,” I said, my fingers forming air quotes. “Finding inner peace, whatever that means, before I could win her back. It’s all part of the plan. That’s why I’m building my cyber company, in case you’re curious—developing software and such.”

Being powerful never felt better. I’d fight the ugliness of the world, by being my most ugly self. How did I not think of that sooner?

Henry: PS Stop sending packages to my house. You made your point with the security alarm because it can always be useful, but the “PC for Dummies” book was over the top.

I snorted, slipping my phone back into my trousers. He was a mood killer, as always.

“Hmm!” The muffled sound of my new friend, sprawled on the ground with his face squashed under my shoe, interrupted my musings.

“Right, where were we?” I withdrew my foot from the Pioneer’s face—Rodrigue. “Being in love made me realize I finally had something to lose. So now I have to become my worst self to make sure she’ll always be okay. Love truly does make you grow.”

I was becoming a better man. I was kinder. Wiser. Before, I would have broken his jaw and destroyed his future, but now I was merely humiliating him. Mr. Henry was right.

“I don’t give a fuck that you’re in love,” he spat, coughing on the ground.

“Then perhaps you’ll care about me threatening to expose your little drug activity on campus, ruining your future and career prospects only a couple of months before your graduation,” I continued, offended that he wasn’t more interested in my monologue since for once, I was opening up. “But since you’ve been very cooperative, I’m offering you a chance to redeem yourself.”

Rodrigue massaged his cheek with the imprint of my Dr. Martens shoes. “Since when do you care about that?”

“I don’t, but I’m sure you remember Mich–Miguel—dammit, why is it so hard to remember his name.” I sighed. “You almost drove him to something very regrettable that touched on some of my personal issues. That’s why you’ll be serving him for the rest of the school year.” Leaning in closer, a sinister grin played on my lips. “Consider yourself his little doggy.”

“But I—”

I pulled a collar with a bell out of my pocket. “You should start wearing it.” I snapped my fingers. “Miguel!”

Miguel shuffled into the Pioneers’ house, his posture hunched. It was pathetic, really. Someone needed to slap some sense into him, make him straighten up and act like he had a backbone.

“Our friend Rodrigue over here will be your obedient servant,” I announced with a bright sneer. “If you need something, he’ll oblige. Isn’t that right, Rodrigue? Haven’t you got something to say to my friend over here?”

“Friend?” Rodrigue started to laugh, but the sound died in his throat—they always underestimated me, thinking I was joking when I wasn’t. “I’m sorry for how I treated you.”

“It’s okay,” Miguel mumbled. “I mean, it wasn’t okay, but…”

“Very well,” I interjected, clasping my hands together. “Rodrigue, behave, or I’ll have to put a leash around your neck.”

With a dismissive wave, I strode out, Miguel hastily matching my pace. I didn’t want to run into more Pioneers.

“Treating him like he treated me won’t solve this,” he muttered, now finding the courage to criticize the way I was handling things.

“I believe in payback.”

“I believe in redemption.”

“You and Sylas should be friends,” I deadpanned, blinded by the sunlight when I stepped outside.

I shielded my eyes with my hand and squinted, only to find Dalia standing before me, clad in black-and-pink leggings and a matching sweater, with her friend Yasmine by her side, also in sports attire.

“What are you doing here?” she fired at me before I had the chance to ask her the same thing. “Never mind, I don’t want to know.”

“You’re the girlfriend. He’s always talking about you,” Miguel overshared. “Right, ex-girlfriend sorry, and Levi was helping me… kind of.”

“Or more likely overstaying his welcome. I gave you five minutes in the Pioneer headquarters, not ten.” Tara shoved my shoulder, ignoring me, as she marched toward Dalia and her sister. “Is that your outfit, really? Did you tie your shoes with ribbons? It’s sports, not fashion week, and you—” She gunned her eyes at her sister. “Don’t smile like that. It’s not going to be fun.”

“First time she doesn’t criticize me,” Yasmine whispered to Dalia before they exchanged a smile.

“Having a cute outfit is the best motivation to work out,” my little thief added. “I like your military look.”

Tara brought a hand to her forehead. “God, give me strength with this one.”

I was utterly lost—since when did they hang out together? “Did I miss something?”

“We signed up for a cross-country mission, forming a Unifier team, and Tara is coaching us since she won’t be a contestant.” Yasmine at least had the decency to explain.

Well, I wanted to run with Dalia. I could coach her anytime. I could chase her. Hell, I was even better than Tara and—

“Not that this is any of your concern.” Tara glared at me. “Just ignore him and let’s go.”

As I tried to speak, Tara’s commanding voice, reminiscent of a drill sergeant barking orders at new recruits, sliced through the air like a scalpel cutting flesh. I couldn’t decide what shocked me more: Tara embracing team spirit, her sister walking around with a bow on her back like Robin Hood, or Dalia’s apparent penchant for suffering, deriving pleasure from pain. She must have missed me.

“Just so you know, your mouth is hanging open,” Miguel taunted with mocking laughter. “It’s not like you’ll ever get her back.”

“Did you learn that from your suicidal group chat?” I shot back.

“You’re really hard not to hate, you know that?”

“And I don’t give one fuck,” I said. “You should have considered it twice before agreeing to work for me.”
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I orchestrated each day like a rapid and tumultuous symphony. The tempo was relentless between studying, training for the race to win points for the Unifiers, hanging out with Yas, and finding the piece I’d play for my audition.

At six in the morning, Levi’s ribbon was delivered to my doorstep alongside a music title written on a note: “Danse Macabre” from Camille Saint-Saëns. I ripped his note apart, locked the door behind me, and ran into the Unifier forest just before daylight.

I ran through the trees, the world shrouded in shadows. The rhythmic splashing of the rowing team’s oars against the lake’s surface pierced the music playing on my headphones—“Danse Macabre” from Camille Saint-Saëns.

The leaves of the trees shielded me from the rain as the man who had become my perpetual shadow unfailingly joined me in our daily ritual. His unseen presence always followed me through the winding trails.

Chasing me.

Hunting me.

My heart, caught in the throes of adrenaline, clawed at my throat. I would run faster and faster until I’d escape him. My legs felt numb. Emerging from the forest’s depths, I wheeled around, gasping for breath.

Through the tendrils of mist, I caught a glimpse of Levi, his intense gaze fixed upon me. Not one strand of his hair was misplaced. A silent exchange transpired before he vanished into the shadows, leaving me with the echoes of our shared morning pursuit.

He always let me win, his psychotic instincts probably getting him off from chasing me, pushing my limits each morning to see how far I’d go.

But I had no doubt that he’d catch me one day, and my heart wasn’t ready for that outcome.

After returning to my dorm for a shower, I made my way to the coffee place and ordered a matcha tea, which I had already paid for because Levi Delombre, my new stalker, had a weird concept of romance. Each moment became a greater struggle to resist him, yet strangely, his presence spurred me to work even harder, as if he had become a part of myself.

[image: ]


After a day of class, I walked through the deserted corridors, my backpack snugly holding my violin case. Footsteps echoed behind me, stirring a faint smile on my lips. I didn’t need to turn around to know it was him. Always with me. Like my own shadow.

Earlier in the evening, I spotted him seated among the science bookshelves in the library. His gaze captured mine, and he never looked away from me for hours. He didn’t try to talk to me. He just stared, just like we did when we were children.

Sometimes silence speaks more than words.

I liked it. I liked it more than I should have.

Reaching the music studio, I left the door open just enough to let a sliver of light seep into the dark corridor. The scent of polished wood and rosin greeted me as I made my way to the center of the room.

Please, let me find the composition I should play for the audition.

I had already wasted a month on Bach. I scattered my selection of baroque music scores on the desk so I could pick. Through the window’s reflection, I glimpsed him seated on the floor outside, leaning against the wall. Hidden from direct view, just like old times, only his silhouette was discernible. He remained still, his form resembling a curled-up shadow.

He was my sole listener and my inspiration. I was his sole remedy—and damnation.

Together, we shared a bond that would never break.

I lifted my violin from its case, cradling it against my shoulder. I was about to play Handel, but then I changed my mind. This isn’t me. I started the recorder and took a deep breath.

Only speak when you have something to say. It’s the same with music, Lucie used to say. Don’t think. Forget about the technique. Listen to your heart. Don’t imitate, don’t seek perfection, be honest with your feelings. Don’t lie.

I drew the bow across the strings and shut my mind off. I poured my heart into the melody, allowing each note to speak the words I couldn’t utter aloud.

My violin quivered like my tormented heart, scorched and spasmed.

With a weighted touch and a slow stroke of the bow, I coaxed a warm and somber sound from the strings. The lower strings emitted a velvety, full-bodied tone while my fingers applied a quivering vibrato.

Levi’s shadow loomed outside, his silhouette hunched over with his hands clasped around his skull.

I shared my pain and suffering with him through music, breaking our hearts in a heart-crushing melody. My brows furrowed. Sadness. My violin shrieked. Loneliness. My muscles bruised. Love. I played until exhaustion, until I felt hollow and drained.

My final note faded into the air, and I shut off the recorder.

“You found your audition song,” Levi said.

“I just improvised. I can’t play this. It’s not traditional; it’s not what’s expected,” I muttered. “It’s so broken.”

“That’s why only your music has ever touched me.”

He hoisted himself up, his shadow stretching away from the silver light spilling through the open door, his footsteps fading down the corridor. My heart leaped. Every part of me felt like I was in agony without him, like he was my breath of fresh air, but I had to ignore my bleeding heart and focus on my battle ahead.

For once in my life, I had to be on my own.

Broken doll.

That was what I would name my composition.

The one I would play for the audition.

I paced back to my empty dorm. Yas was gone, playing board games with Sylas in the common room, but I didn’t want to meddle with the rest of the Unifiers.

I settled my computer on the bathroom sink so I could listen to a baroque playlist while hopping into the shower. I bit my lower lip, facing the tape hiding the camera. I wasn’t ready to give in to Levi—a part of me still hadn’t forgiven him. It felt easier to hate him. But… My belly coiled, my fingers hovering so close to the tape. But… I was lying to myself, craving the way he watched me. And tonight, I wasn’t ready for him to stop.

I had to be on my own until I reached my dream, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t do this.

I peeled the tape off my computer’s camera and stared into the lens. Was he watching me? I took a step back, put up my hair with a clip, and stared at the lens once again. I wanted him to want me, while he couldn’t have me. It made me feel… powerful, like my body had been lit up on fire.

I lifted my blouse to stand in my underwear. If Levi had taught me one thing, it was that I shouldn’t feel ashamed of my needs and desires. I unclasped my bra and dropped it on the tiles, followed by my panties, until I was standing completely naked. My chest heaved, and I imagined his stormy, tormented eyes locked on me. I imagined him in the darkness of his room, his face obscured by the glow of his computer and his black hoodie. Was he getting hard? Was a sneer tugging at the corners of his lips?

I stepped into the shower and let the water jet cascade over me. I craned my neck back and tugged on my nipple, caressing my breasts like he was the one touching them. My hand traveled between my thighs, imagining he’d get on his knees for me, his mouth licking and sucking on my sex. My clit throbbed, and I gasped, the baroque music reaching its crescendo.

My other hand closed on my neck in a chokehold while mist formed on the windowpane. Was he fisting his hard length? Was he clenching his muscles so hard he was on the verge of breaking too? I sat on the tiles so he’d get a better view of me from the angle I oriented the computer, and my thumb traced circles around my clit.

Would he be as rough as our first time? Would he take me from behind, my hands clutching the sink for support? Would he kick my legs with his feet like he did last time while my breasts grazed the cold stone? My stomach clenched. Would he clasped his hands on my waist with a bruising grip while pounding inside me until I’d feel him in my belly? Would he fist my hair, craning my neck up so I’d watch him drive inside me through the mirror? Would he slap my butt cheeks? Would he bend me over so that my hands would graze the floor, and I would stand on my tiptoes while he would lift me up to him, thrusting inside me until oblivion?

I sank to my knees, curling my body inward, my fingers stroking my clit harder. I was so close, gasping for breath and feverish.

“Levi,” I moaned, rolling my hips as I felt my orgasm nearing, the climax of the music reaching its peak.

Or would he worship me like he did before? Would he choke me with a kiss with one of his hands on my nape? Would he make me sit on the counter while he kneeled in front of me and ate me with this tongue, and—

“Oh my—” I came in a burst.

I lay on the tiles for a moment. What did I just do? I bit my lips—it was the first time I’d succeeded in making myself come. I didn’t feel ashamed but liberated. But the consequences, Dalia… I’d deliberately provoked Levi, giving him the green flag for pursuing me more than just stalking me. This was the admission that he was still getting inside my flesh and bones. The sign he was waiting for.

And just when I thought that maybe he hadn’t even watched me, a pop-up message like green lines of codes appeared on the black screen:

“When you moaned my name… Good night, little thief.”
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“So you do have a heart, but it’s solely beating for Dalia,” Sylas said as the first Guardians cross-country team had just crossed the finish line near the lake.

“I didn’t threaten you,” I pointed out, the cacophony of cheering voices grating on my nerves. “I could, but I didn’t. Just like I want to punch you, but I don’t. I’m making an effort here.”

“Is it true you’re sending her ribbons each day?”

I cocked my head to the side and flashed my teeth. “As much as it’s true that you’re fucking my best friend, so I’d say we’re even.” Forty-eight ribbons, painstakingly chosen to match the exact shade of her eyes. Music titles that reminded me of her, carefully selected—and returned, torn to shreds, by her door. Which was a good sign—it meant she was probably still pissed. And the birthday cake I made Miguel bake because cooking wasn’t one of my main talents? Well, that was a disaster. She threw it out her window; half the pigeons and crows on campus had a sugar overdose, thanks to her.

As for now, Sylas, her self-appointed guardian angel, was really starting to get on my nerves.

“Help the asshole out, for god’s sake! He keeps bragging about her, and it’s ruining all of our boys’ nights,” Kay chimed in, attempting to lure his boyfriend back with a coy smirk and a clingy grip on his arm. “I want my friend back. Please, Sylas.”

I still didn’t understand what he saw in him. Sylas was as dull as a doorknob, while Kay was the epitome of a diva.

“Why are you doing this?” Sylas puffed up like a peacock, his eyes flitting back and forth across the finish line, a smug smile plastered on his face.

I cast a quick glance over my shoulder. Dalia was charging toward the finish line, her Unifier green shirt billowing around her, obscuring her shorts. Her cheeks were flushed, her hair a wild mess framing her determination.

The sight of her gasping for breath got my dick pulsing in my trousers. Checking the scoreboard, I noted her team had clinched second place. As Dalia collapsed upon crossing the line, her relay teammate, Yasmine, rushed to her side. It seemed all her training and our little morning chases had paid off.

“Dalia has never celebrated her birthday before,” I finally answered Sylas, tearing my gaze away from her to fix on him. “She’d want this.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” he muttered begrudgingly. “I’ll do it for her, not for you.”

“Great.”

I brushed past him and loomed away from the crowd. I strode toward Cillian, who was reclining against a tree alone. He was immersed in yet another one of his interminable books—this one about Bobby Fischer.

“Desperation suits you,” he quipped, his usual stoic demeanor cracking for a moment.

I snatched the book from his grasp, sending it tumbling to the grass. His chuckle followed me as I strode back inside, knowing that all that was left now was to wait.
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About an hour later, my delicate butterfly fluttered into our rendezvous spot by the lake, clad in butterfly boots and an oversized white sweater. Two matching ribbons of mine adorned her hair. She fired her eyes at me, halting in her tracks.

“Sylas is a terrible liar. You can’t manipulate my friends into doing your dirty work.”

“I’ll win them over eventually,” I retorted, though dealing with Sylas would always be a pain. “But today is about you.”

It was her birthday, after all. That was why I had to break our little routine. I could sense she was opening up to me more and more every day. It was time to act.

“What’s this thing?” She frowned, pointing at the piñata of a man hanging from the tree. “Is that supposed to be you?”

“The less handsome version of me, yes.” I handed her the bat I had concealed behind my back. “I thought you’d like the opportunity to destroy me and kick me in the nuts.”

She smiled, took the bat, and chopped the piñata’s head off. I winced. She didn’t hold back. Then she mercilessly bashed the piñata’s lack of balls, sending candies scattering across the grass.

“I feel much better, thank you. Can I leave now?” She dropped the bat, wiping her hands and raising an eyebrow.

I was so into it. Just like our morning chases always got me hard as fuck, and although I usually tended to my cock like a prepubescent teenager the moment I passed my dorm, now wasn’t the right time to entertain my daily Dalia fantasies.

“Is the idea of spending one hour with me so horrendous?”

She didn’t reply and chewed the inside of her cheeks. Lying wasn’t her forte—probably a Unifier trait.

“I didn’t buy you a gift because I assumed you’d either rip it apart or throw it out your window.”

She smiled, so innocent, yet so vicious at the same time. “You assumed correctly.”

I handed her my credit card. “So instead, I’m giving you my credit card, and before you complain, it’s not about money. It’s about power.” I licked my lips and loomed toward her. “Spend all of my money. Destroy my future, I don’t care. I’ll find a way to rise up from the ashes, because if there’s one thing I know, I’d hate being poor. So ruin my life. Buy yourself a house, a private jet, or an opera.”

Someday she’d allow me to give her gifts she wouldn’t destroy. Her eyes sparked. Dalia didn’t care much about money, but I did, and right now the prospect of hurting me was entertaining to her. Once she judged she had made me suffer enough, and her anger vanished, maybe we would be able to cross the next step in our relationship.

“What if I give your money to associations since I know how uncaring and egocentric you are?” She tugged the card in the pocket of her pink ruffle skirt. “I’ll do my worst.”

“I would have expected nothing less from you,” I said. “Plus, you’re helping my karma. What did I do to deserve you?”

She laughed. I’d missed that laugh. “You’re a psycho, you know that right?”

“Only for you.”

“Why are you doing this?”

I shrugged. “It’s a romantic gesture.”

“Trying to buy me out with money is romantic?”

Was she expecting me to buy her flowers like an uncreative prick? It was too simple, too easy, and it meant nothing. No, I had to do worse.

I twirled a strand of her hair between my fingers. “I’m giving you the second thing I cherish the most: my control.”

“Why not the first thing, then?”

Oh, she thought she was so smart, eyeing me her raised brow.

“The first is you,” I dropped, and her eyes landed on my lips.

“I loathe you, Levi.”

She thought I couldn’t see the way she crossed her fingers behind her back. She always did that when she lied. She wanted to push my boundaries as much as I pushed hers, and she would get exactly what she asked for.

“And I’ve never felt better about it because you see…” It was my turn to land my eyes on her glossy pink lips. “I’ll take everything from you but your indifference. I trust your love will come eventually because I won’t stop.”

“You’re insane.” She wore a slight smile, though.

I’d missed that smile, too.

“From the looks of it, I already have your desire back?” I raised a brow, implying her little masturbating session when she’d moaned my name. Unfortunately, by then, I was already done for, but this moment would have definitely thrown me over the edge. Not that she ever reiterated this experience. It was our little secret.

Her cheeks turned pink. “You’re delusional.”

“You’re listing all of my qualities today.”

She narrowed her eyes and held out her hand. “Friends?”

“That’s torture, what you’re asking me,” I groaned, straightening my spine and accepting her hand anyway. “But I’ll accept that torment if that doesn’t imply stopping my fantasies about you. I’m at thirty-eight pages so far. It’s terrifying; I should write a book. I could email you a copy if you’d like? Do you dream about me sometimes?”

She skipped into the grass. “Only that I’m strangling you in your sleep.”

“I could make that dream come true, but let’s be clear, I’m your friend.” That word tasted bitter in my mouth as I followed her. “But I’m still me.”

“What does that mean?”

“That if you’re thinking about dating someone, you’ll break me. So in exchange, I’ll break his bones one by one, but not before I ruin him with my tech skills. It’d be a shame to put them to waste now that the world knows what my alias can do.”

“You really have a huge ego,” she cursed, shaking her head.

“Is that the only huge thing about me?” I couldn’t miss the opportunity. I was a man after all, and we all had our dumb moments—even with a genius brain.

She pointed a finger at me and grimaced. “Stop, this is not a friendly topic. You really don’t change.”

“Not with you; I’m too possessive for that. You’re the only woman I’ll ever want for the rest of my life. I can’t change that, so I’m sorry for you.”

“So why did you really ask me here? I won’t go on a date with you, Levi. I’m not ready for that yet.”

She said yet.

“I know. Come,” I said, guiding her to the coffee place by the lake. “Don’t you think you deserve a moment off from training for the audition?”

“So you’re still stalking me every place I go?”

“Does that disturb you?”

I liked watching her. It was peaceful.

“No.” She swallowed, gazing away. “Your presence feels safe.”

Safe. It sent a spasm to my heart.

Her eyes met mine, her fingers fidgeting together. “But have you ever thought about what you’ll be doing after Pantheon? In a few months, you’ll be done, so you’ll… leave, right? While I have two more years.”

“I figured that part out already,” I said. Her eyes widened, and I knew the question was coming, so I cut her off. “I’ll tell you when the time is right.”

Meaning she’d know about my little work project and life plan after she passed her audition. My therapist’s advice was for each of us to work on ourselves before being together blah, blah, blah.

Her phone beeped, and she read through it. Right—I’d have to fight for Dalia’s attention on this day.

“It’s my father,” she mumbled. “He wishes me a happy birthday. He’s under house arrest, but his judgment will still take months.”

I still loathed him. I couldn’t get the idea that this man would someday become my father-in-law. “Are you talking to him?”

“Not really. I told him I needed space before the audition.”

I nodded as we arrived in front of the café, which was in the shape of an old half-timbered mill. “Push the door open.”

“God, I hope you won’t lock me with you in here, or if it’s one of your schemes to—”

She swung the door open, and the collective cheer of her friends resounded, “Happy birthday!”

“You should enjoy your birthday,” I whispered to her. “Because as soon as you allow me to make you mine again, you’ll be celebrating with me, and I don’t share, Dalia.”

“You organized this for me?”

What she meant was “you succeeded in gathering them all here without murdering anyone?”

“A wise woman and my therapist told me once if I wanted to have you back, I’d need to grovel, whatever that means, so I think that’s what I’m doing,” I said, referring to the moment I had made the mistake of calling her grandma to invite her today. It ended in a two-hour call about how if I were to hurt her granddaughter again, she’d bury me alive in the coffin that she had already tailor-made for me.

That was a sweet gesture, but even death couldn’t separate me from Dalia. I had already requested to be buried next to her, preferably in the same coffin, under a vault I’d build in her name, like a goddess the mortals would pray to. Some would call this creepy. I called it romantic. Dalia would never die. I wouldn’t allow it. She deserved immortality, one way or another.

“This is wonderful, thank you so much!” She went to hug her grandma, claiming the center spot, drinking beers with Sylas, some Unifiers, and a Guardian dude from her music class.

I claimed a seat in a secluded corner. By then, she must have known I liked to watch more than participating in those social things. Tara had the same idea as me, standing alone at the bar, adopting a facade of disinterest as she tapped her foot on the ground.

“Welcome to the losers’ corner,” Tara said with a mocking smile.

“No one forced you to come. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you actually like Dalia,” I countered.

She grimaced. “This is ridiculous, I’m leaving.”

“Tara!” Her sister rushed to her, taking her hand. “Come with us!”

Tara’s stern facade crumbled while she, her sister, and Dalia entered a dance circle.

Just like her music, my broken doll made the world beautiful.

I spent the entire night observing the radiant smiles that adorned her face while she celebrated amid the family she had carefully assembled for herself.

By the end of the night, she had spent 3.7 million from my bank account and made me a philanthropist.

That’s my good girl.
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“You have to stop staring at me like that,” I muttered, replaying my audition piece for the umpteenth time.

Levi sat on my bed, his legs crossed, wearing his Tactician’s uniform. His gaze bore into me while Yasmine’s cat, usually loyal to her, betrayed her by curling up on Levi’s lap instead. I chose to keep my distance, sitting on the opposite side of the bed, not trusting myself so close to him.

He flashed one of his cruel smiles. “Why? Worried you’ll lose control and I’ll thoroughly enjoy it?” Levi and I had been going on dates for the past few weeks. Dates as friends. Each time he walked me back to my dorm, he never once tried to steal a kiss—probably because I’d shut the door in his face so quickly. I made it a point to irritate Levi, dragging him to places I knew he’d dislike: enduring four-hour operas for a class assignment, supporting me through my mental breakdowns, or even attending rowing races to watch Sylas compete. Despite it all, he never complained.

I now had nearly a hundred ribbons, and Levi had somehow managed to endear himself to Yasmine and even Sylas, who occasionally cracked a smile at his sarcasm.

“You’re gorgeous when you’re overthinking,” he purred, his voice smooth as velvet. Setting Baron aside, he moved closer to me, a menacing glint in his eyes. “I’ve been having not-so-nice thoughts about you that might just ruin our friendship.”

“Levi,” I said, and he lowered himself, his hand grazing my cheek, sending my heart into a frenetic rhythm. I’ve missed him. I’ve missed him so much. “Tomorrow is…”

“I know.” His lips tilted into a thin line, his thumb tracing my lips. “That’s why, if you’re feeling stressed out, I’m willing to go down on you and brighten both of our days.”

I shook my head, nudging him slightly. “That’s not really friendly, right?”

“You don’t see it, but this friend thing is a masquerade. What we have is a relationship, minus the sex you’ve been refusing me, but well, when it comes to you, I can be insanely patient. The only thing that will change is the fact that I’ll give you many orgasms, and you’ll help me with my case of blue balls,” he said, his voice hard and rough, his eyes piercing mine. “You want a friend? I’m your friend, but it won’t change what we are.”

I wet my lips, leaning in. “And what are we?”

The door opened, and Yasmine returned from the library at the worst moment. It was as if she had a sixth sense.

“Oops.” She lifted a brow. “I just killed your mood, but then I’m not even sorry. I’m single. This display of affection makes the idea of taking a shower with my hair dryer very appealing.”

I bit my lips and pulled away, my heart pounding frantically in my chest. “Good night, Levi.”

He leaned in to kiss my cheek, whispering in my ear, “Good night, my little thief. I hope you’ll think of me when you touch yourself because I certainly will. I’ll meet you an hour before your audition tomorrow to wish you good luck.” Levi stood and waved at Yasmine. “Thanks for killing my hard-on, Yasmine; such a team player.”

“You’re welcome.” She smiled, slamming the door behind him. “You look flushed and frustrated.”

I collapsed on my bed, my hands covering my face, heat igniting my belly.

“I miss him, Yas, I want to—” I said, almost pleading, kicking my legs in the air. “I have literal goose bumps. My heart breaks every day I pretend we’re friends, and he plays the friend part so well. Yasmine, I’m going crazy!”

“I hate to break it to you, but neither one of you has been behaving as friends unless friends eye-fuck each other across every room.”

I groaned in frustration.

“So, hurry up and ace that audition, so you’ll be free of mind to do whatever you want with him, and I’ll have my friend back. The one who doesn’t bring her music sheet to watch my archery practice nor wake me up in the middle of the night with a headlamp to scramble notes.”

I pouted, folding my arms. “Hey! I also brought you food that day. You’re just being grumpy.”

She obviously laughed, and I sighed.

“It’s just… What if I’m not enough? What if everything I did is still not enough?”

She smiled. “You worked hard for it. Have a little faith in yourself, okay?”

Faith. She’s right. I can never lose hope.

I rushed to my feet and strangled her into a hug as Baron rubbed himself on us in a cuddling mood. “If I’m part of the orchestra, I’ll buy you your favorite book series with my first paycheck.”

“You better, and it better be in hardback.” She grinned.
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I was one of the last students to audition.

I had an hour to wait backstage until it was my turn, and each second stretched like an eternity—foot tapping nervously, hands trembling, teeth biting nails, heart thumping against my ribs. I wore a long black dress with lace, my silver ribbon tightening my hair into a ponytail.

After a decade of silence, the opera stage would soon be filled with music again, and I was on the verge of tears. What if I freeze? What if I see those skull masks again? What if I fail my only chance? The tremors wracking my body were intensified by the distant strains of Gunther’s piano. Even in his first year, he would surely succeed.

The door groaned open, and Levi’s voice pierced through. “How are you—”

Before he could finish, I flung myself into his arms, squeezing him tight.

“I’m so scared.” My voice quivered. “It feels like I’m about to live my nightmares all over again.”

“Dalia,” he said firmly. “Look at me.”

With his finger, he tilted my head up to him, his touch a chilling contrast to the heat coursing through my veins.

“You waited ten years for this.” I drowned myself in his stormy gaze that captured mine. “You’re strong. This is your revenge.”

I shook my head, the fear tightening its grip on my insides. “Lucie’s not here. Mom’s not here. Everything is wrong.”

“No, look.” He retrieved a violin case from his bag and placed it on the dressing table. “I wanted to give it to you at Christmas. I was waiting for the right moment.”

I furrowed my brow and reached for the case. With trembling hands, I unlatched it, revealing the treasure within. My eyes widened, the pounding of my heart echoing in my ears.

“It’s…”

My fingers grazed the curves of the black violin. A violin made from ancient wood from the Violin Forest. A wood so dark, with a varnish so black, you’d think it was cursed. Cracks had been meticulously repaired, but some scars remained on the bout. The edges of its waist were sharper than other violins. It felt masculine. Tormented. Somber. Despite its bruises, the violin was still the most beautiful and gracious instrument I had ever seen, with a nostalgic scent of resin and old tree sap.

I would recognize that violin anywhere.

The one with the tale of the black swan’s feather that had gifted this violin with its unique, magical sound.

The violin that mended broken hearts.

“The Cigno Nero,” I breathed, my fingers shaking. “But how?”

He had put all the pieces back together, repairing what five years ago had cost us.

“It should be yours. I know what it means to you,” he said as I cradled the instrument to my chest. “You wanted to play for your mother in this opera, and for my mother with the Cigno Nero.”

I crumpled to my knees, holding on to the violin like it was a fractured part of my soul that had been returned to me. “Thank you.”

I closed my eyes, attempting to steady my racing heart. For him, I’d erase the ghosts of our pasts and create our own beautiful world. The applause signaling the end of Gunther’s performance echoed through the walls.

“Play like nobody’s watching.” Levi crouched by my side, his warm breath brushing against my ear right before his lips met the single tear that had trailed down my cheek. “I’ll be there.”

I knew why all this time I’d been obsessed with the Cigno Nero. The violin was just like him. My own dark swan. The quiet, misjudged boy who taught me how to fly with my own wings.

“Thank you for everything. I’m ready now. I’ll be okay, you’ll see,” I said, keeping my eyes shut, afraid that if I opened them, I would be consumed by my emotions. “And Levi, I wanted to tell you that I—”

“You’ll tell me after. This is your moment.”

His footsteps faded into the distance, and I willed myself to regain control from where I was still curled into a ball. I drew strength from the memories that flooded my mind: the hours spent in Lucie’s studio, the wonder with Mom every Christmas at the opera. None of it would be for nothing.

I felt a cold draft, like a silent push urging me to my feet.

I’m ready.

My eyes blinked open, and with a determined push, I swung the heavy door wide. When I stepped into the stony hallway, the sharp echo of my footsteps reverberated off the walls, creating a rhythmic cadence that matched the pounding of my heart. There, I found Gunther, his breaths ragged as he leaned against the wall, a white-knuckled grip on his inhaler. His reddened face betrayed the anxiety that I’d soon face. Our eyes met, exchanging a silent nod.

Taking my place behind the closed red velvet curtain, I couldn’t shake the clammy sweat that coated my palms. The notes of the violinist’s flawless Bach performance hung in the air. She or he was technically perfect. Goose bumps invaded my arms, the smell of dust filling my nostrils. The freezing darkness of the opera enveloped me, seeping into my bones.

The music stopped, replaced by the sharp call of my name. The third-year violinist pushed past the curtain, and she glared at me. But with a creak of the floor under my loafers, I entered the stage.

The floor was fixed, but ladders still leaned against partially completed columns. The judges appeared minuscule at the far end, their stern expressions fixed on me.

“Dalia Mercier, who will perform her own composition, ‘Broken Doll,’” Mr. Delgado announced.

My gaze lingered on the back door, the opera seeming to close on me. I waited for it to open like in one of my nightmares. I waited for men with skull masks to shatter my dream. No, I could do it. I would face my demons.

I clenched my fists.

Silence.

That silence was suffocating.

Mr. Kravinsk cleared his throat. “When you’re ready.”

At the center of the stage, the harsh spotlight blinded me, casting a stark contrast against the surrounding darkness and the particles of dust hanging in the air. I knew Levi must be lurking somewhere within the shadows, watching.

I drew my bow across the soft strings, and the sound emanating from the Cigno Nero was like nothing I had ever heard before. It was rich and warm, each note ringing out with clarity and depth. I unleashed a torrent of music, driving out the demons that plagued my mind. Every fiber of my being quivered with intensity as I poured my soul into each note, the haunting melody of the Cigno Nero resonating with a dark and searing heat.

I became one with my demons, summoning the ghosts of Los Calaveras one by one.

My fingers danced across the fingerboard, every staccato note, every legato phrase resonating with a life of its own. Lost in the music’s trance, I surrendered control, my body swaying and bending like I was being ripped apart. A few stray notes slipped from my grasp, my vision clouding, even if I dared to open my eyes this time. The specters of masked men couldn’t stifle the music. I fought back, each note erasing their presence one by one.

Mom, I’m talking to you.

Through the music, I imagined running into my mother’s arms on time and shielding her from them. I imagined her beaming smile as she watched me from the heavens like an angel.

Lucie, I hope you can hear me.

I imagined Lucie’s sad face shattering, her lips curling slightly. She’d be at peace with herself, ready to leave the earth to join the heavens at Mom’s side.

Soon, each ghost—Lucie, Mom, Los Calaveras—had disappeared, and only I remained on stage.

With a final, breathless crescendo, I unleashed the last note that echoed in a lasting cry.

I glanced up at the judges. No words of praise or applause to fill the void. Instead, they scribbled notes on their papers.

I fucked up.

They hated it.

I bowed, finally noticing the tears staining my cheeks and the cut on my fingertip, blood seeping out. As I turned to leave, Jared Kravinsk’s voice called out to me.

“Why this composition? Your passage was rapid; you played twelve notes per second, with intricate bowing techniques full of wide leaps and double stops, but…” My skin prickled. As one of the greatest composers of our time, he likely viewed my performance as an insult. “This is a mess. You’re treating your violin roughly, defying all the rules, and injuring yourself.”

I smiled. It was now or never. “I wasn’t aiming for perfection, but to let my music echo so resoundingly in the heavens that it would be felt, piercing souls. Emotions aren’t flawless, so neither should music be.”

He let out a thoughtful hum, and Mr. Delgado motioned for me to leave.

I exited the stage and waited, trapped with the other students in a room for the judges’ verdict. No one was allowed to enter or leave the room, and our nerves wound tight with the weight of our futures hanging in the balance. Each of us yearned for the lead spot or simply a place in the orchestra.

Hours passed before Mr. Delgado finally emerged, drawing a frenzied crowd as he posted the results. I hung back, my heart sinking at the sight of only eight names on the list.

“Aren’t you curious?” Mr. Kravinsk appeared beside me, his dark complexion contrasting with his fiery hair.

“Yes,” I replied, my throat tight. “I hope my interpretation didn’t offend you, sir.”

“Let’s just say it left an impression,” he said, his tone measured. “But truth be told, I wouldn’t have chosen you for my orchestra.”

I gulped, avoiding his gaze. Don’t lose hope.

“However,” he continued, “Mr. Delgado insisted I’d be a fool not to include you. According to him, he hasn’t seen a soulful interpreter like you since, well, himself.” He chuckled. “He referred to you as the next Paganini. To inherit such a compliment, you must be his favorite student.”

“What?” I gasped, my hair standing on end. That didn’t make any sense. Did I hear him correctly?

“I’ll see you soon.” Jared smiled, heading to see another student.

I surged in the direction of the result board, my heart pounding in my chest while Gunther emerged from the throng.

“I’m the second piano!” he shouted, his voice trembling with joy.

“Congratulations!” I hugged him. “Do you know if anyone else from our year made it?”

He nodded, his grin widening. “Yes, one more person.”

Making my way to the results board, I scanned the names. First violin: third-year student. Second violin: another third year. I checked each section of the orchestra until I found my name at the very end.

“Yes!” I cried out.

But there was more. An asterisk was beside my name.

Dalia Mercier: Cadenza.

I’d perform a cadenza. A virtuoso solo passage of my own. It was an honor reserved for the most skilled musicians. And that cadenza was created only for me.

“Oh my god, oh my god!” I leaped forward and bolted toward the exit.

I’d play in Pantheon’s Winter Orchestra!

I weaved through the courtyard alcoves, seeing Mr. Delgado shaking hands with a few students. As soon as he had the chance, he left, wiping his hands with hand sanitizer. I considered catching up with him to thank him, but I stopped in my tracks. He probably wanted to be alone. Instead, I offered a smile from afar, which he didn’t return.

You won’t regret it, sir. I’ll work harder than before.

I approached the gardens, where students either napped under the open sky or engaged in a volleyball game. I spotted my friends gathered on a picnic blanket on the grass and skipped toward them.

Sylas stood tall, a drink in his hand. “Within Pantheon’s halls, I found myself. In those three years, I made some great friendships, found love, and—”

“You’re so cliché.” Levi cut in, leaning nonchalantly against a nearby tree with his friend Cillian, both lurking in the shadows.

“Shut up. He’s talking about me,” retorted Kay, who was busy filming Sylas’s speech with one hand over his heart and lounging on the entire blanket. “My boy got assigned to speak at the graduation ceremony. You’re just jealous.”

Beside him, Miguel was eating most of Yasmine’s strawberries while she focused on crafting a flower crown.

“Dalia!” Sylas waved, causing every eye to shift toward me, except for Cillian’s, who seemed fixated on Yas from the sidelines, as if he was allergic to spring.

My best friend dropped her half-finished crown onto the ground, and I rushed over to her, shouting, “I did it!”

“We know!” She clasped her hands while Miguel protectively cradled the strawberries in his arms. “I’m so proud of you.”

At this moment, Tara approached the blanket, her volleyball cradled under her arm.

Sylas turned to her, a smirk playing on his lips. “Do you know what this means? Unifiers just took first place in the House Cup!”

As subtle as ever, Tara responded by tossing the ball onto his shoulder. “The year is not over.”

Sylas’s grin deepened as he glanced at Levi. “At least you’re not last.”

We all turned to Levi, who couldn’t appear more disinterested with hands tucked in his pocket and shoulders shrugging.

“Our leader didn’t make an effort,” Kay complained, rolling one of his silver rings while Sylas took a seat next to him, draping his arm around his neck. “Are we really going to graduate from Pantheon in last place? After spending two years at the top spot!”

Levi frowned, lurching away from the tree. “Seriously? It’s my fault we’re last?”

Kay and Cillian chimed in simultaneously, “Yes.”

“Well, most likely it’s Dalia’s fault,” Kay added, winking at me. “If you hadn’t made him work for it for months, he’d have put his energy to better use and—”

Levi interrupted the banter with a decisive step forward, his hand closing on mine. He urged me to follow him with a tilt of his head, drawing us aside a few paces for more intimacy. We halted by the courtyard gothic alcoves next to overgrown bushes of dark red dahlias.

I found myself pinned against the wall, his hand firmly planted beside me.

“Congratulations.” His hoarse voice grazed my cheek. “The Cigno Nero and you are a match made in hell. I had goose bumps on my skin.”

Rising onto my tiptoes, I met his gaze, my fingertips brushing against his chest.

“We’re soulmates,” I said, giving him the answer I’d been seeking yesterday in my dorm. “Now are you going to kiss me or—”

His hand cupped the back of my nape, drawing me urgently to him. He probed my mouth open and branded his lips against mine. He sucked the gloss on my lower lip, tugging on it slightly. I’d been craving him for so long, every fiber in me was yearning for his touch, his taste, his feel.

“It was about time!” Kay’s laughter burst forth in a loud shout.

We pivoted, finding Levi’s friends leaning over the courtyard alcoves beside us.

“Seriously?” Levi deadpanned, his stare cutting through their smirks like a knife. “Don’t you guys have a life?”

“Did he tell you he bought a creepy haunted dollhouse as a manor on Pantheon Island?” Cillian said, unsmiling and unblinking.

“What? How did you find out before me?” Kay’s arms crossed over his chest, his glare fixed on Cillian as he shrugged. “I feel betrayed!”

“It’s not haunted,” Levi retorted, then turned his back on them to face me. “Sorry, those assholes ruined one of my surprises.”

“You’re cute.” I smiled, the butterflies in my belly definitely fluttering. He’d bought a house so he’d be near me next year.

“Cute? Is she blind or something?” Kay chuckled. “I’m sorry, but Levi isn’t cute.”

“Is anyone going to listen to my speech or…?” Sylas said, hands on his hips.

Only a disinterested Tara and Yasmine remained seated to listen, while Kay and Cillian reluctantly returned their attention to Sylas.

“They’re wrong. You’re cute,” I insisted as I wrapped my arms around Levi’s neck. “But you have to tell me more about this haunted house. Knowing you, you don’t do things without a plan.”

“I’d be a mediocre Tactician if I didn’t have one.” He brushed a strand of my hair aside and leaned in. “How about I show you instead?”

I beamed. “Yes.”

He locked me with his hard body, his thumb tracing my lips. “But first, I know how much you love promises, and I want to make you one.”

“Let me guess, you’ll always be watching me?”

He let out a low, rumbling chuckle. “Yes, even if I had to tear my own eyes out, all I’d see is you. You’re mine. My future wife. Maybe the mother of my children, if you decide one day that I’m not too fucked up for that.”

Within the depths of his tormented eyes, I saw a glimmer of the broken boy I once knew. “That’s your promise?”

“No, this is: you know you’re sentenced to spend this life and all your others with me, right?” His warm breath lingered tantalizingly close to my lips. “But I promise I’ll never cage you, butterfly. You’ll be free to be who you are.” He tilted my head up to him. “I’ll live for you, and I’ll make sure silence will never be painful to you ever again. Your melody will never stop because I’ll always be here to listen.”
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I swung the door of my manor open, revealing my little thief with beautiful rainbow hair.

She was at the most reclusive spot of the entire island, clutching the Cigno Nero to her chest, her eyes bulging. I yearned to recreate the precise instant we met a decade ago when she clung to my soul, etching herself into the very fabric of my being and igniting a glimmer of hope within me—call it nostalgic.

“I’m your—”

“You’re mine.” I interrupted her, cocking my head to the side.

She smiled, her gaze lifting to the spikes of the manor or “the dollhouse,” as Cillian had called it. Everything here was shrouded in darkness—my soul, my choice of decor, the manor itself, even the thorns climbing its facade—but she was a burst of color amid the bleakness.

“You bought the Pantheon founder’s manor,” she said. “It’s been uninhabited for two centuries.”

It had been frozen in time until I burst in like an unsummoned demon, claiming this place as my own.

“I’m not afraid of curses. A tragedy is just a story that is not finished.” I arched a brow, gesturing for her to follow me in the gardens. “Walk with me.”

“You aren’t going to invite me in? You’re so impolite!” She hastened her stride to keep up with me and muttered, “Some things never change.”

A corner of my lips lifted, and I strode toward that unassuming timber barn as a lone black butterfly flitted around us. It’s been a long time. The crashing waves against the cliff roared, and the salty air filled my nostrils.

I swung open the barn door. “You’ll be pleased to know that I’ve opened a cybersecurity firm called Checkmate Security. This is my humble headquarters.”

Goose bumps skittered along her bare arms as she entered the place. The ceiling lights flickered before casting a glow upon my office, where computer screens stood, bathing the space in blue hues. Pins on the board held pictures of the vilest monsters on earth—a collection fit for the darkest nightmares. It resembled a haven for the damned or perhaps the ideal refuge to welcome a corpse, but, well, we all had our aesthetic.

“How? When?” she whispered.

I stalked around the room, circling her. “I may have developed a couple of software during our friendship era to help me cope with my sexual frustration. Your generous donation made me $3.7 million short on my account.” I sneered. “Made that back last month. I’ve also satisfied my need for chaos by assisting secret services with hacking needs through my company.”

She remained still, and I bowed down to her eye level, licking my lips. “I’ll catch the ugliest monsters of this world. Child traffickers, rapists, serial killers, terrorists… I have a whole list. I hope you’re not scared?”

My therapist was delighted about my new choice of career—though concerned about the pleasure I was taking in the prospect of ruining their pitiful lives. But I didn’t want to hide anything of my scarred self from Dalia, even at the price of making her shrink back in terror. She didn’t, though.

Instead, she slapped my shoulder.

“Why didn’t you tell me anything about it!” She pouted, crossing her arms. Interesting. “Levi, this is amazing but… threatening.”

She was right, and it was only the beginning of my heroic journey.

“You’re like a dark vigilante, tearing down the monsters. This is like your Batcave or something.” She nibbled on her lips, her gaze drifting toward my main office, full of numerous pictures of her alongside the stereo where I’d be listening to her music on repeat. A blush crept through her cheeks. “I like it. Your own special place.”

She was responsible for making the world prettier while I took care of the ugliness. “It’s all thanks to you.”

“To me?”

She’d saved me. In a way, I was alive thanks to her, and I wouldn’t waste a second of this life without her by my side. I grasped her hand. “I have something else to show you.”

I led her back inside the manor, and she frowned at the view of the black walls, the veiled gray curtains, and the drab tapestry on the black-and-white checkerboard floor tiles. The only splashes of color came from the golden chandelier, the reflective mirrors, and the dark green couch. We ascended the dark wooden stairs to the top floor, and I lowered a ladder. Climbing up, I swung open the door of the tallest and most luminous room: the attic.

I held out a hand to help her. “That’s my other surprise.”

“What?” She seized it and climbed into the space I had designed for her.

The old attic’s windows allowed streams of multicolored light to dance freely, casting a kaleidoscope of spheres. She could stand against the star-studded night sky, radiating as brightly as the constellations. A black piano graced the wooden floor, accompanied by a pink home studio outfitted with all the necessary equipment for her musical creations. And in the corner, a stately purple chair awaited, ready for me to claim its place as my throne.

“Oh my—” Her glossy lips parted as she twirled around. “That’s better than having a drawer!” She halted in front of the piano, delicately placing the Cigno Nero on the nearby desk. “Why a piano, though?”

I shrugged. “I thought I could play with you.” When she started to beam, I closed the distance, trapping her against said piano. “Sometimes.”

I hated doing something I was terrible at, but I’d made my peace with that instrument.

“I’m so in love with you,” she said, kissing me.

At that moment, everything froze. My heart ceased its frantic beating. It was as if my wounds had been torn open anew, each nerve ending ablaze. Blood surged through my veins, a torrent of adrenaline coursing through my veins. I’d never get used to her loving me.

She withdrew, her lips parting from mine, her green eyes, the color of moss, peering into the depths of my wounded soul.

“What I feel for you is stronger than love,” I drawled, already feeling my cock throbbing and lust blackening each of my cells. “It is as inevitable as death. As powerful as living. As haunting as a dream. You’re everything.”

I pulled her close and seared her mouth with a kiss. Who told her to stop kissing me? I fisted her hair, angling her head up to me. All the broken parts of me were hers. They always had been. My chest swelled, and my lungs caved, breathing everything of her—the warmth of her skin, the orange scent of her hair, the sugary taste of her glossy lips; everything about her was my undoing.

My fingers slid between her thighs and tugged her panties to the side. Her juices slicked my fingers—she was so wet.

“What did you fantasize about when you were touching yourself in the shower?” I groaned, nibbling the lobe of her ear.

“You,” she moaned. “Tasting me and fucking me the way I like it.”

I curved a brow. “Dirty talking, are you now? It’s adorable, but I’ve never fucked you, Dalia.” I kneaded her nipple with my fingers and dragged my mouth down her neck until I reached her beating pulse, fluttering wildly by her throat. “I only made love to you in my twisted way.”

I untied her dress, let it slip to the ground, and kneeled in front of her. My hands clutched her ass cheeks, squeezing. She whimpered, and I dipped my head between her thighs. She gripped the back of the piano, my tongue swiveling on her clit. She ground against my face while I nipped, sucked, and fucked her with my tongue, worshipping her.

She was my favorite meal. “Ride my face like the good girl that you are.”

She jerked her head back, and desire flamed hotter in my veins. I pumped one finger inside her, and she clenched around me. My cock pulsed in my pants with urgent need when one of her hands fisted my hair, wanting to feel me deeper.

“Yes,” she moaned, and pure lust flooded my bloodstream.

I hiked her leg on my shoulder, tongue flicking, sucking, nibbling her deeper. Her muscles went taut, and I felt her legs shaking under me, trying to push me away.

“Levi…”

I slapped her butt cheek and pumped two fingers inside her, increasing the pace of my tongue on her swollen clit. She shattered in a cry of release, drenching the air.

I rose, licking the taste of her with my tongue. Fucking delicious.

I hoisted her up, settling her on the piano. My hand collared her throat in a chokehold so she’d taste herself on my lips.

“Don’t ask me to go slow because I can’t,” I warned her in a growl. “I. Need. You.”

She took off my shirt, dropped it on the ground, and unzipped my pants, freeing my pulsing length. Her fingertips traced the contours of the scars etched into my skin, each touch soothing.

“I need you too.”

She lay on the piano, offering me the perfect view of her breasts. I didn’t trust any of my pulsations. I didn’t trust my ugliness. I wanted to fuck her lips, pussy, ass. Kiss every damn inch of her. Love, claim, and worship her soul.

For a moment, I did nothing but devour her with my eyes. She sank her teeth into her lower lip, and her cheeks flushed pink. She cradled my cock in her hands, leading my tip to her cunt. I seized her thighs and, with a sharp jerk, brought her back to me. I buried myself inside her, groaning while she gasped.

I gripped her hips firmly. She felt so tight. So good. “I’m fucking powerless in front of you.”

The sound of her ass slapping off my hips sent another jolt to my pulsing hardness. Her eyes pinched shut. Her breath stalled. The outline of her rib cage was visible beneath her skin as her muscles contracted.

“Look at me, Dalia,” I drawled, rubbing my thumb on her swollen clit. “I want to assure myself this is real.”

Her eyes creaked open to land on me. That was all I needed to become feral, pumping my sex in quick, rough tugs inside her. Her breasts bounced, my hand choked her throat, and her nails dug down in my skin. I lifted both her legs on my shoulders and kissed her ankles, caressing her smooth skin.

I hit the very end of her in a slow but hard thrust that sent her bouncing deeper. Yes. Another one. I was close. So damn close. She was gorgeous, forbidden, and all mine.

“I’m close.” She gasped for air, and I lifted her, cradling her against my chest.

“You have to hold on a little bit more.”

I drove in and out of her mercilessly. That was just a preview of what I had in store for us both. She captured my lip and sucked on it, using me to hold on. My muscles tensed, and she rocked her hips on me faster to take control of the pace. I lost it. Her orgasm wracked around her, but I trapped her with me, her whole body shaking.

“Levi…”

I lost myself inside her.

The queen’s kiss could be deadly, but her love was the greatest treasure of all.
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Pantheon Winter Orchestra

Some moments define your life, and Pantheon’s Winter Orchestra was one of them.

The orchestra abruptly ceased, leaving a vacuum filled only by the steady thud of my heart and the whisper of my breath. I rose from my seat, drawing the attention of the packed opera house, where every gaze was fixed upon me in the plush red seats. With the spotlight on me, my short white tulle gown sparkled, accentuated by the bows on my shoulders that floated behind me like ethereal wings.

I lifted my gaze to the angelic frescoes adorning the ceiling. Behind me, the restored columns stood tall and proud like the maestro’s outstretched arms. This place had led me to Lucie. To Levi. And now, to Pantheon.

With a silent vow, I positioned the Cigno Nero against my chin, the wood cool beneath my touch.

It was time to play the cadenza.

With a gentle stroke, the first velvety note floated from my violin, weaving its way through the opera house. But I couldn’t play without searching for Levi. I didn’t see him alongside my friends seated in the balconies. He promised he’d be here.

I scanned the rows quickly, my hand slightly trembling. Grandma and her disposable camera were ready to capture every moment from the second row. Despite the hardships we had faced, her zest for life was undiminished. Dad was next to her; he had his monitored bracelet hooked around his foot, but the judge had allowed him to come see me play before his five-year sentence to prison. Tears glistened in his eyes. He thought of Mom too.

But Levi…

I swallowed. I need him. Where is he?

Only two empty seats remained in the front row with a reserved sign on them.

Next to them, perched on the stairs, as if guarding the spots so no one would sit there, was Levi.

I sucked in a breath, feeling the sting of tears behind my eyes. He’d saved the spots for Mom and Lucie so they’d be there with me. As a tear trickled down my cheek, the crowd’s murmuring faded into the background, and I closed my eyes.

It’s time to speak.

I pushed the boundaries of the Cigno Nero, my bow traversing the fingerboard with lightning speed. Spiccato passages leaped from the strings like thunder sparks while ricochet bowing sent waves of sound enchanting the air. It felt as if music could transcend time and space, reuniting the living and the dead in one place.

Lucie. Mom. I kept my promise to you both.

I squinted, my violin breaking like hundreds of tormented hearts before singing like what I felt love would sound like—deep, warm, and powerful. My whole body bent and bowed, goose bumps pricking down my skin. I was smiling but crying at the same time.

My cadenza was my favorite color of all. Gray. Levi.

Our love story and every dark nuance of it. It was about loss, love, and most importantly, how being alive had never felt so bright. By the way his unblinking stormy eyes remained locked on me, I knew he felt it too.

He’d always understood my music.

Launching into the staccato section, I unleashed a torrent of emotion, my bow slashing against the strings with raw intensity. With each forceful stroke, I poured every ounce of myself into the music, channeling my inner turmoil into a cacophony of sound. The tears continued to flow unabated, but at that moment, crying felt healing. We don’t cry because we’re weak; we cry because we’ve been strong too long.

I lowered my violin, completely washed out.

The audience rose to their feet, their applause thunderous.

Levi’s stoic facade crumbled as a single tear trailed down his cheek.

I always played for him.

It was our secret language.

My music made the world beautiful to him, but to me, he was the one who inspired it.
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Dear readers,

I wrote this book for everyone who ever felt like they didn’t belong to this world, who’ve been made to feel inadequate or unworthy of existence simply for being different. No one is allowed to make you feel unworthy. Why live in a world designed by others when you can create your own uniquely beautiful reality instead?

You are loved.

You are worthy.

Your existence is a blessing.

This world may be hard and rough at times, but you’re a fighter, and I swear there’s beauty in this world, so much beauty for you to live and see. Don’t let a bad phase determine the rest of your life. Don’t let a bully take away your essence. You’re not alone. You’re not broken, but alive. Hold onto hope, for light shines brightest in the darkest moments, just as a rainbow emerges after the rain.

I beg you not to let the bullies win.

I beg you to never lose faith in yourself.

I beg you not to close yourself up.

I broke my heart so many times while writing and rewriting this book thirteen times. I listened to so many touching stories that made me cry. I grew up feeling “weird,” and it took me so many years not to try so hard to “fit in” but to be free to be who I truly am without feeling ashamed or guilty, and now, I’ve never been happier.

I may not know your story, the battles you’ve fought, or the scars you carry, but one thing I know is that I’m touched by how far you’ve come. You matter. I believe in you. You’ll have friends. You’ll be heard. You’ll be loved and you’ll love. You’ll have a dream worth living for. You’ll inspire others. You’ll smile again.

Thank you for reading me, for sharing my novel with the world, and for reaching out to me. I love reading you too.

Thank you to my friends: Naemi Tiana, for following this journey and my mental breakdown; Kellie Storm and Bianca, for loving Levi Delombre as much as I; Anais-Nour, for helping me with this music mystery and showing me the world of music.

Thank you to my mother, who found the strength to live in her own magical world.

Thank you to my boyfriend Lucas, for always supporting me by delving into my imaginary worlds with me and living thousands of lives by my side.

I wish you all to live a long, happy life, filled with love and happiness.

You’re beYOUtiful.
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