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In the shadows of love, revenge is born. 
Elena Voss once believed in forever. She believed in loyalty, in promises whispered under 
moonlight, and in the man who swore he would protect her from the darkness of the world. 
But love is a fragile illusion—and betrayal can shatter it in a heartbeat. 
Five years ago, everything was taken from her. 
Her family destroyed. 
 Her name stained. 
 Her heart broken. 
And at the center of it all stood one man: 
Adrian DeLuca. 
Powerful. Untouchable. Dangerous. 
He was the reason her world burned. 
Now, Elena is no longer the innocent woman he once knew. She has returned stronger, 
colder, and armed with one purpose: revenge. 
Her plan is simple. 
Make him suffer. 
 Take away everything he loves. 
 Break him the way he broke her. 
But revenge is never simple when the fire between them still burns. 
Because beneath Adrian’s cold eyes lies a truth darker than Elena ever imagined… a truth 
that could destroy them both. 
In a world ruled by secrets, obsession, and desire, love becomes the deadliest weapon of 
all. 
And when vengeance turns into passion… 
Who will survive the fall? 
 
 
 
She came back for revenge… 
 But she never expected to fall for the man she hated most. 
Five years ago, Elena Voss lost everything. 
Her family was ruined. 
 Her future was stolen. 
 And her heart was shattered by the one man she trusted. 
Adrian DeLuca. 
Cold. Powerful. Merciless. 
Now Elena has returned, stronger and more dangerous than ever, determined to destroy the 
man who destroyed her. 
But as old secrets begin to unravel, Elena discovers that nothing was as it seemed. 
The line between hatred and desire begins to blur. 
And in a world of betrayal, obsession, and dark passion… 
revenge may cost more than love itself. 
The Vow of Revenge is a gripping dark romance filled with secrets, betrayal, passion, and a 
love powerful enough to destroy everything. 
 
 
Chapter One 
 
The Return 
 
Rain fell over the city like a funeral hymn. 
 
Cold drops ran down Elena Voss’s face as she stood motionless across the street, staring at 
the building that had once been the center of her nightmares. 
 
DeLuca Enterprises. 
 
Five years ago, she had sworn never to return. 
 
Yet here she was. 
 
Not as the broken girl who had fled in tears. 
 
But as a woman reborn from ashes. 
 
Her black coat clung to her body as the storm raged around her. Underneath it, scars—both 
visible and hidden—told the story of what survival had cost her. 
 
Five years of pain. 
 
Five years of silence. 
 
Five years of preparing for this moment. 
 
Her fingers trembled slightly as they touched the silver pendant around her neck. 
 
Her mother’s pendant. 
 
The only thing left. 
 
And suddenly… 
 
The memories came back. 
 
That night. 
 
Screams. 
 
Glass breaking. 
 
Her father on his knees, blood staining the floor. 
 
Her mother crying. 
 
And Adrian DeLuca standing there. 
 
Watching. 
 
Expressionless. 
 
“Elena… run!” her father had shouted. 
 
She had run. 
 
And by sunrise, her world was gone. 
 
Her family ruined. 
 
Their fortune stolen. 
 
Their name buried in disgrace. 
 
And Adrian had risen from the ashes of their destruction like a king. 
 
Elena closed her eyes. 
 
For years she had replayed that night over and over. 
 
She had spent months hiding. 
 
Years rebuilding. 
 
Training. 
 
Learning. 
 
Becoming someone no one could hurt again. 
 
The innocent Elena Voss was dead. 
 
Now there was only one truth left. 
 
Revenge. 
 
And she had a plan. 
 
Step one: 
Get close to him. 
 
Step two: 
Earn his trust. 
 
Step three: 
Destroy everything he loved. 
 
His empire. 
 
His power. 
 
His soul. 
 
A black luxury car pulled up at the entrance. 
 
Elena’s body stiffened. 
 
The door opened. 
 
And there he was. 
 
Adrian DeLuca. 
 
Time stopped. 
 
He stepped out in a perfectly tailored black suit, rain sliding over his broad shoulders. His 
face was sharper now, colder, harder. 
 
More dangerous. 
 
More beautiful. 
 
Elena hated that word. 
 
Beautiful. 
 
She hated that even now, after everything, her heart reacted. 
 
Her pulse raced. 
 
Her breathing tightened. 
 
His dark eyes swept the street. 
 
Searching. 
 
Predatory. 
 
And then— 
 
They stopped on her. 
 
Elena froze. 
 
Their eyes locked. 
 
A storm against a storm. 
 
For a second, the world disappeared. 
 
Did he know? 
 
Did he remember? 
 
No. 
 
Impossible. 
 
She was no longer the girl he had betrayed. 
 
But something in his gaze lingered. 
 
Recognition? 
 
Curiosity? 
 
Or hunger? 
 
Then Adrian turned away and walked inside. 
 
Elena exhaled slowly. 
 
Her heart pounded violently. 
 
“This time,” she whispered into the rain, “you will be the one who loses everything.” 
 
And for the first time in five years… 
 
she smiled. 
 
 
Chapter Two 
 
The First Move 
 
The next morning, the city looked different. 
 
Calm. 
 
Bright. 
 
Almost innocent. 
 
But Elena knew better. 
 
Beneath its polished streets and glittering towers, darkness ruled. 
 
And Adrian DeLuca sat at its center. 
 
She stood in front of the mirror inside her hotel suite, adjusting the collar of her white silk 
blouse. 
 
Elegant. 
 
Controlled. 
 
Untouchable. 
 
Exactly how she needed to appear. 
 
Today was the first step. 
 
Get inside his world. 
 
A name card rested on the table beside her. 
 
Isabella Laurent. 
 
Her new identity. 
 
Carefully built over the past three years. 
 
A successful financial consultant from Paris. 
 
Perfect records. 
 
Perfect history. 
 
Perfect lies. 
 
Elena picked up the card and smiled coldly. 
 
Adrian had stolen her life. 
 
Now she would steal his. 
 
--- 
 
DeLuca Enterprises was even more intimidating in daylight. 
 
The building rose like a monument to power. 
 
Inside, marble floors reflected every step. 
 
Elena walked with confidence, her heels sharp against the polished ground. 
 
She approached the reception desk. 
 
“I have a meeting with Mr. Romano.” 
 
The receptionist checked the system. 
 
“Twenty-third floor.” 
 
Exactly as planned. 
 
Mr. Romano was Adrian’s chief financial officer. 
 
And the weakest door into Adrian’s empire. 
 
Elena had spent months studying him. 
 
His habits. 
 
His mistakes. 
 
His greed. 
 
She stepped into the elevator. 
 
As the doors closed, her reflection stared back at her. 
 
Cold. 
 
Focused. 
 
Unrecognizable. 
 
Good. 
 
The higher the elevator climbed, the faster her heart beat. 
 
Not from fear. 
 
From anticipation. 
 
Today she would enter the lion’s den. 
 
And lions always bled. 
 
--- 
 
The meeting went perfectly. 
 
Romano was easy. 
 
Too easy. 
 
Within twenty minutes, Elena had convinced him that her “investment strategies” could save 
millions for the company. 
 
By the end of the hour, he was practically begging her to join the financial board. 
 
Exactly what she wanted. 
 
But fate had other plans. 
 
As she stepped out of Romano’s office— 
 
she collided with someone. 
 
Strong hands caught her before she fell. 
 
Heat shot through her body. 
 
Elena looked up. 
 
And her world stopped. 
 
Adrian. 
 
His dark eyes locked onto hers. 
 
Closer than ever. 
 
Dangerously close. 
 
For one unbearable second, neither of them moved. 
 
His grip tightened slightly on her waist. 
 
“You should watch where you’re going,” he said, his voice low and sharp. 
 
Elena forced herself to breathe. 
 
His scent. 
 
His warmth. 
 
It was all still there. 
 
Memories threatened to drown her. 
 
But she swallowed them. 
 
“My mistake,” she replied calmly. 
 
Adrian studied her. 
 
Too closely. 
 
Too long. 
 
As if trying to solve a mystery. 
 
“Have we met before?” 
 
Her pulse exploded. 
 
No. 
 
No, he couldn’t know. 
 
Elena tilted her head slightly. 
 
“I don’t think so.” 
 
A dangerous smile touched his lips. 
 
“That’s strange.” 
 
“Why?” 
 
“Because your eyes feel familiar.” 
 
Her heart nearly stopped. 
 
For the first time in years… 
 
Elena felt fear. 
 
Real fear. 
 
Because Adrian DeLuca was looking at her like a man who sensed ghosts. 
 
And she was one of them. 
 
 
Chapter Three 
 
Dangerous Eyes 
 
Elena forced herself to stay calm. 
 
Adrian’s hand was still around her waist. 
 
Warm. 
 
Strong. 
 
Possessive. 
 
The touch sent a violent current through her body, awakening memories she had buried for 
years. 
 
She hated it. 
 
Hated him. 
 
And hated herself even more for feeling anything. 
 
Slowly, she stepped back. 
 
Creating distance. 
 
His eyes never left hers. 
 
Dark. 
 
Sharp. 
 
Almost hunting. 
 
“You’re staring,” Elena said, her voice steady. 
 
A faint smile touched Adrian’s lips. 
 
“And you’re hiding.” 
 
Her chest tightened. 
 
Danger. 
 
He had always been dangerous—not because of his power, but because he saw too much. 
 
“I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
Adrian tilted his head, studying her face like a puzzle. 
 
“Most people look away when they meet me.” 
 
“And what makes you think I’m like most people?” 
 
That amused him. 
 
Elena saw it in the slight lift of his mouth. 
 
God. 
 
Even his smile was dangerous. 
 
Before he could answer, Romano appeared behind them. 
 
“Mr. DeLuca,” Romano said nervously. “This is Isabella Laurent. The consultant I told you 
about.” 
 
Adrian’s gaze remained on Elena. 
 
“Isabella.” 
 
He said her false name slowly. 
 
As if tasting it. 
 
Elena extended her hand. 
 
“Pleasure to meet you.” 
 
He looked at her hand for a second before taking it. 
 
The moment their skin touched— 
 
something shifted. 
 
A war. 
 
An old fire. 
 
His grip tightened just enough for her to feel it. 
 
Not enough to hurt. 
 
Enough to remind. 
 
Elena pulled away first. 
 
Romano cleared his throat. 
 
“Miss Laurent has impressive ideas for restructuring the international accounts.” 
 
Adrian finally looked at Romano. 
 
“Do you trust her?” 
 
Romano blinked. 
 
“Yes, sir.” 
 
Adrian looked back at Elena. 
 
“That’s your first mistake.” 
 
Elena’s jaw tightened. 
 
Was he testing her? 
 
Or warning her? 
 
“I prefer earning trust,” she said coldly. 
 
Adrian stepped closer. 
 
Too close. 
 
The air between them changed. 
 
Heavy. 
 
Charged. 
 
“Trust is expensive in this city,” he murmured. 
 
Elena met his eyes. 
 
“So is betrayal.” 
 
For the first time— 
 
his expression changed. 
 
Just for a second. 
 
A shadow. 
 
Recognition? 
 
Pain? 
 
Impossible. 
 
Then it vanished. 
 
Adrian stepped back. 
 
“Interesting.” 
 
That one word unsettled her. 
 
Romano smiled awkwardly. 
 
“Well... perhaps we can schedule another meeting.” 
 
Adrian turned away. 
 
“Tonight.” 
 
Romano froze. 
 
“Tonight?” 
 
“Bring her to the dinner meeting.” 
 
Elena’s pulse stopped. 
 
Dinner? 
 
No. 
 
Too fast. 
 
Too close. 
 
Romano nodded quickly. 
 
“Yes, sir.” 
 
Adrian glanced over his shoulder. 
 
“I want to know who I’m doing business with.” 
 
And then he walked away. 
 
Elena stood frozen. 
 
Her breathing uneven. 
 
This was not part of the plan. 
 
She was supposed to enter slowly. 
 
Quietly. 
 
Carefully. 
 
But Adrian had pulled her closer himself. 
 
That made him unpredictable. 
 
And unpredictable men were dangerous. 
 
--- 
 
That night. 
 
Elena stood by the large window of her hotel room, staring at the city lights. 
 
Her phone rang. 
 
Unknown number. 
 
She answered. 
 
“Miss Laurent.” 
 
A male voice. 
 
Deep. 
 
Cold. 
 
Adrian. 
 
Her body froze. 
 
“How did you get this number?” 
 
A pause. 
 
Then his low laugh. 
 
“I always get what I want.” 
 
Her grip tightened on the phone. 
 
“Was there something important?” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
Silence. 
 
Then— 
 
“Your eyes.” 
 
Her breath caught. 
 
“What about them?” 
 
“They remind me of someone I buried five years ago.” 
 
Elena’s blood turned cold. 
 
He remembers. 
 
Or at least... 
 
he suspects. 
 
And for the first time since her return— 
 
Elena realized something terrifying. 
 
This game might destroy her before she could destroy him. 
 
 
 
Chapter Four 
Dinner with the Devil 
The restaurant was hidden at the top of the tallest tower in the city. 
Private. 
Exclusive. 
Untouchable. 
Exactly the kind of place Adrian DeLuca would choose. 
Elena stepped out of the elevator, her heels echoing against the black marble floor. 
Everything about tonight felt wrong. 
Too soon. 
Too personal. 
She had spent years planning her revenge with precision. 
But Adrian was pulling her into his world faster than expected. 
And that was dangerous. 
Very dangerous. 
She adjusted the dark red dress she had chosen carefully. 
Elegant. 
Powerful. 
A weapon. 
Not for seduction. 
For control. 
A hostess approached her. 
“Miss Laurent?” 
Elena nodded. 
“This way.” 
The dining room was almost empty. 
Dim lights. 
Soft piano. 
Expensive silence. 
And at the far end— 
Adrian sat alone. 
Waiting. 
His black suit fit him perfectly. 
His posture relaxed. 
But his eyes… 
never relaxed. 
They watched everything. 
Especially her. 
Elena walked toward him. 
Every step felt heavier. 
Every breath sharper. 
When she reached the table, Adrian stood. 
A gentleman. 
Or a predator pretending to be one. 
“You came.” 
His voice was calm. 
Elena sat down. 
“You invited me.” 
A faint smile. 
“That doesn’t mean you had to accept.” 
Elena looked at him directly. 
“I don’t fear powerful men.” 
His eyes darkened. 
“No?” 
“No.” 
Adrian leaned back, studying her. 
“You should.” 
The waiter poured wine. 
Elena didn’t touch it. 
Adrian noticed. 
“You don’t drink?” 
“Not when I need a clear mind.” 
That amused him. 
“You always this careful?” 
“Yes.” 
“And suspicious?” 
“Only when necessary.” 
Adrian lifted his glass. 
“And am I necessary?” 
Elena met his eyes. 
“Yes.” 
For a moment, silence stretched between them. 
Dangerous silence. 
The kind that said more than words. 
Adrian took a sip. 
“You’re different from the consultants Romano usually hires.” 
Elena kept her expression neutral. 
“How?” 
“They talk too much.” 
She almost smiled. 
“And me?” 
“You watch.” 
His words hit deeper than she liked. 
Because he was right. 
She was watching. 
Studying. 
Measuring. 
Looking for weakness. 
But the problem was… 
she couldn’t find one. 
Not yet. 
“What about you?” she asked. 
Adrian’s brow lifted. 
“What about me?” 
“Do you always investigate people before dinner?” 
He smiled slowly. 
“Only the interesting ones.” 
Her pulse betrayed her. 
Elena hated that. 
She changed the subject. 
“Your company expanded quickly.” 
His eyes sharpened. 
“Business interests you?” 
“Money interests everyone.” 
Adrian leaned forward. 
“Not everyone.” 
His gaze dropped briefly to her lips. 
Then returned to her eyes. 
The movement was small. 
But Elena noticed. 
And so did her body. 
Damn him. 
“You built an empire in five years,” she said. 
“Impressive.” 
His face darkened. 
“Empires are built on sacrifice.” 
Elena’s fingers tightened under the table. 
Sacrifice. 
Such a simple word for destruction. 
“For some,” she said quietly, “the cost is too high.” 
Adrian watched her carefully. 
“That sounds personal.” 
Elena froze for half a second. 
A mistake. 
Small. 
But dangerous. 
She recovered quickly. 
“Everything is personal when money is involved.” 
Adrian smiled. 
But he didn’t believe her. 
She could see it. 
He was getting closer. 
Piece by piece. 
Like peeling layers from her skin. 
The food arrived. 
Neither of them cared. 
The tension between them was its own meal. 
Adrian broke the silence. 
“Tell me, Isabella…” 
The way he said her fake name felt intimate. 
Suspicious. 
“Why this city?” 
Elena had prepared for this. 
“Opportunity.” 
“Paris has opportunity.” 
“Yes.” 
“So why here?” 
His eyes pinned her in place. 
He was hunting again. 
Elena took a slow breath. 
“Maybe I like dangerous places.” 
That made him smile. 
A real smile this time. 
Dark. 
Sharp. 
“Dangerous places usually destroy beautiful things.” 
Elena held his gaze. 
“Then it’s a good thing I’m not fragile.” 
Adrian laughed softly. 
And for a second— 
she saw something she hadn’t expected. 
Not cruelty. 
Not arrogance. 
Something almost human. 
That made him even more dangerous. 
Because monsters were easier to hate. 
Men like this… 
were complicated. 
And complication was weakness. 
Her weakness. 
Suddenly Adrian’s phone vibrated. 
He glanced at the screen. 
His expression changed instantly. 
Cold. 
Hard. 
He stood. 
“Business.” 
Elena rose as well. 
The dinner was over. 
But as she turned to leave— 
his hand caught her wrist. 
Warm. 
Strong. 
Electric. 
Her body froze. 
Adrian stepped close. 
Too close. 
His voice dropped. 
Barely above a whisper. 
“Who are you really?” 
Her heart slammed against her ribs. 
For one terrible second… 
she thought everything was over. 
But then she smiled. 
Cold. 
Controlled. 
“Just a woman you invited to dinner.” 
Adrian stared at her for a long moment. 
Then slowly released her. 
“No,” he said quietly. 
His eyes burned into hers. 
“You’re much more dangerous than that.” 
Elena walked away without looking back. 
But she felt his gaze follow her. 
And deep inside— 
for the first time— 
she wondered if revenge was worth standing this close to the fire. 
 
 
 
Chapter Five 
 
The Investigation 
 
Adrian stood alone in his office. 
 
The city stretched beneath him like a kingdom of shadows. 
 
But his mind was not on business. 
 
It was on her. 
 
Isabella Laurent. 
 
Or whoever she really was. 
 
He loosened his tie and stared at the glass of whiskey in his hand. 
 
Something was wrong. 
 
Not with her story. 
 
Her story was perfect. 
 
Too perfect. 
 
And Adrian had learned long ago— 
 
perfection was always a lie. 
 
He replayed every second of the dinner. 
 
Her eyes. 
 
Her pauses. 
 
The way her fingers tightened when he mentioned sacrifice. 
 
The way her breathing changed when he touched her. 
 
Fear. 
 
Not attraction. 
 
Fear. 
 
And Adrian never ignored fear. 
 
He picked up his phone. 
 
“Luca.” 
 
A voice answered immediately. 
 
“Yes, boss.” 
 
“I want everything on Isabella Laurent.” 
 
A pause. 
 
“She’s clean.” 
 
Adrian’s eyes darkened. 
 
“I didn’t ask if she was clean.” 
 
Silence. 
 
Then— 
 
“I’ll dig deeper.” 
 
Adrian ended the call. 
 
He looked at the city again. 
 
And for the first time in years… 
 
something unsettled him. 
 
Because those eyes… 
 
he knew them. 
 
He was sure of it. 
 
--- 
 
Elena returned to her hotel past midnight. 
 
Her pulse still hadn’t calmed. 
 
She locked the door. 
 
Then checked it twice. 
 
Her hands shook. 
 
Not from fear. 
 
From him. 
 
Damn him. 
 
She walked to the bathroom and splashed cold water on her face. 
 
Her reflection stared back. 
 
Hard. 
 
Beautiful. 
 
Broken. 
 
“What are you doing?” she whispered to herself. 
 
This was supposed to be strategy. 
 
Cold. 
 
Precise. 
 
But tonight… 
 
something had shifted. 
 
Adrian wasn’t the monster she had built in her mind. 
 
He was worse. 
 
Because monsters were simple. 
 
Adrian was layered. 
 
And layers were dangerous. 
 
Her phone buzzed. 
 
A message. 
 
Unknown number. 
 
She froze. 
 
Then opened it. 
 
You left too early. 
 
Her heart stopped. 
 
Adrian. 
 
No greeting. 
 
No explanation. 
 
Just that. 
 
Elena stared at the words. 
 
He was playing with her. 
 
Testing her. 
 
She typed back: 
 
Business was calling you. 
 
The reply came instantly. 
 
And yet I kept thinking about you. 
 
Her stomach tightened. 
 
This was not business. 
 
This was war. 
 
Emotional war. 
 
Elena deleted the message. 
 
But she couldn’t erase the effect. 
 
--- 
 
The next morning. 
 
Luca entered Adrian’s office. 
 
A thick file in hand. 
 
Adrian looked up. 
 
“Well?” 
 
Luca placed it on the desk. 
 
“Isabella Laurent exists.” 
 
Adrian opened the file. 
 
French records. 
 
University. 
 
Work history. 
 
Financial reports. 
 
Clean. 
 
Flawless. 
 
Too flawless. 
 
“What’s wrong?” Adrian asked. 
 
Luca hesitated. 
 
“She appeared six years ago.” 
 
Adrian’s eyes lifted slowly. 
 
“Appeared?” 
 
“No records before that.” 
 
Silence. 
 
Adrian felt it. 
 
That instinct. 
 
That cold voice in his mind. 
 
A ghost. 
 
“She built herself.” 
 
Luca nodded. 
 
“Yes.” 
 
Adrian closed the file. 
 
A slow smile appeared. 
 
Not amusement. 
 
Recognition. 
 
“Interesting.” 
 
Luca frowned. 
 
“Should I remove her?” 
 
Adrian looked at him sharply. 
 
“No.” 
 
That answer surprised even him. 
 
Because if she was hiding… 
 
he wanted to know why. 
 
And if she was dangerous… 
 
he wanted her closer. 
 
Closer meant vulnerable. 
 
Closer meant truth. 
 
--- 
 
That afternoon Elena received an invitation. 
 
Private. 
 
Simple. 
 
Charity Gala. Tonight. DeLuca Foundation. 
 
Her eyes narrowed. 
 
Another move. 
 
Another trap. 
 
She knew Adrian sent it. 
 
He wanted to keep her near. 
 
To watch. 
 
To test. 
 
Good. 
 
Because she had plans too. 
 
Tonight she would enter deeper into his world. 
 
And maybe… 
 
find the truth she had been hunting for five years. 
 
But neither of them knew— 
 
someone else was watching. 
 
Someone from the past. 
 
Someone who knew exactly who Elena Voss  
really was. 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven 
 
Ghosts Don’t Stay Buried 
 
The music in the ballroom faded into silence. 
 
At least for Elena. 
 
Her body had gone rigid. 
 
Her heartbeat thundered in her ears. 
 
Daniel Cross stood in front of her like a ghost dragged out of memory. 
 
His face had changed. 
 
Older. 
 
Sharper. 
 
A scar near his jaw. 
 
But his eyes— 
 
those same eyes that had once watched her cry over her brother’s grave— 
 
still held the same truth. 
 
He knew. 
 
Adrian’s voice cut through the silence. 
 
“Elena?” 
 
That single word felt like a blade. 
 
Elena forced herself to breathe. 
 
Control. 
 
She needed control. 
 
Daniel realized his mistake instantly. 
 
His eyes flickered toward Adrian. 
 
Then back to her. 
 
Fast. 
 
Smart. 
 
He understood. 
 
He adjusted quickly. 
 
“My apologies,” Daniel said smoothly. “You remind me of someone I knew.” 
 
Elena swallowed. 
 
Her voice came out cold. 
 
“That happens.” 
 
But Adrian wasn’t fooled. 
 
Elena could feel it. 
 
His eyes moved between them. 
 
Watching. 
 
Calculating. 
 
Daniel smiled faintly. 
 
“Daniel Cross.” 
 
He extended his hand. 
 
Elena took it. 
 
But his grip tightened. 
 
A warning. 
 
Or a question. 
 
“Interesting meeting you, Isabella.” 
 
The way he said her fake name was deliberate. 
 
Adrian noticed. 
 
Of course he did. 
 
Adrian stepped closer. 
 
Too close. 
 
Protective. 
 
Possessive. 
 
His hand rested lightly against Elena’s lower back. 
 
Not enough for anyone else to notice. 
 
Enough for both men to understand. 
 
“She’s with me,” Adrian said. 
 
Daniel’s eyes narrowed. 
 
That sentence meant more than it should. 
 
Elena felt the tension. 
 
Two predators measuring each other. 
 
Danger. 
 
Daniel gave a small nod. 
 
“For now.” 
 
Then he walked away. 
 
Elena’s blood turned cold. 
 
For now. 
 
He wanted to talk. 
 
Alone. 
 
And he wouldn’t wait. 
 
Adrian leaned close. 
 
His voice low. 
 
“You’re pale.” 
 
“I’m fine.” 
 
“You know him.” 
 
Not a question. 
 
Elena kept her eyes on the crowd. 
 
“No.” 
 
Adrian’s hand tightened slightly against her back. 
 
“You’re lying.” 
 
That made her look at him. 
 
Straight into those dark eyes. 
 
Eyes that once watched her world burn. 
 
“I don’t owe you truth.” 
 
Adrian stared at her. 
 
Long. 
 
Intense. 
 
Then he released her. 
 
“No,” he said quietly. 
 
“But you will.” 
 
--- 
 
Twenty minutes later. 
 
Elena slipped out to the balcony. 
 
Cold air. 
 
Silence. 
 
Space. 
 
She needed it. 
 
Her hands shook. 
 
Not from Adrian. 
 
From Daniel. 
 
The balcony door opened. 
 
Daniel stepped out. 
 
She turned sharply. 
 
“You shouldn’t be here.” 
 
Daniel laughed bitterly. 
 
“I could say the same.” 
 
He stepped closer. 
 
“Elena…” 
 
“Don’t.” 
 
His jaw tightened. 
 
“You’re alive.” 
 
“Clearly.” 
 
“We buried you.” 
 
Those words hit hard. 
 
She looked away. 
 
“They buried who I was.” 
 
Daniel’s eyes softened. 
 
“I searched for you.” 
 
“Why?” 
 
His voice darkened. 
 
“Because that night wasn’t what you think.” 
 
Elena’s head snapped toward him. 
 
Rage burned instantly. 
 
“Don’t.” 
 
“I’m serious.” 
 
“You watched my father die!” 
 
Daniel’s voice rose. 
 
“And Adrian saved you!” 
 
Silence. 
 
The world stopped. 
 
Elena stared. 
 
No. 
 
Impossible. 
 
Her breath became uneven. 
 
“You’re lying.” 
 
Daniel stepped closer. 
 
“Your father was already dead when Adrian got there.” 
 
“No.” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
Elena shook her head violently. 
 
“No!” 
 
Daniel grabbed her shoulders. 
 
“Listen to me! Someone else destroyed your family!” 
 
Her eyes filled with rage. 
 
Pain. 
 
Confusion. 
 
Everything cracked. 
 
Before he could continue— 
 
a voice behind them froze the air. 
 
“Get your hands off her.” 
 
Adrian. 
 
Standing in the doorway. 
 
His face was pure violence. 
 
His eyes on Daniel. 
 
Deadly. 
 
Daniel released her slowly. 
 
Adrian walked toward them. 
 
Slow. 
 
Controlled. 
 
But Elena knew. 
 
This was not calm. 
 
This was fury. 
 
Adrian stood between them. 
 
Shielding her. 
 
Protecting her. 
 
That shook Elena more than anything. 
 
His voice was ice. 
 
“What did you tell her?” 
 
Daniel looked at him. 
 
“The truth.” 
 
Adrian’s eyes darkened. 
 
“Not yet.” 
 
Elena’s heart stopped. 
 
Not yet? 
 
What truth? 
 
What was everyone hiding? 
 
Adrian turned toward her. 
 
For the first time in five years— 
 
his expression cracked. 
 
Pain. 
 
Real pain. 
 
“Elena…” 
 
He said her real name. 
 
Softly. 
 
Like he had known all along. 
 
And in that moment— 
 
Elena realized the most terrifying truth of all. 
 
He never forgot her. 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight 
 
The Night of Fire 
 
The balcony felt colder now. 
 
Heavier. 
 
Like the air itself carried ghosts. 
 
Elena stood frozen. 
 
Her name. 
 
Her real name. 
 
On Adrian’s lips. 
 
Five years of hiding. 
 
Five years of hate. 
 
And he had known. 
 
Her eyes burned into him. 
 
“You knew.” 
 
Adrian didn’t answer immediately. 
 
That silence enraged her. 
 
“You knew who I was.” 
 
His voice was low. 
 
“The moment I saw you.” 
 
Her breath shook. 
 
The world tilted. 
 
Every look. 
 
Every question. 
 
Every touch. 
 
He had known. 
 
And still played along. 
 
Rage exploded. 
 
Her hand struck his face. 
 
Hard. 
 
The sound cracked through the balcony. 
 
Daniel stepped back. 
 
Even he looked shocked. 
 
Adrian didn’t move. 
 
Didn’t defend himself. 
 
He accepted it. 
 
Elena’s voice broke. 
 
“You let me sit across from you… knowing who I was?” 
 
His jaw tightened. 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“Why?” 
 
His eyes locked onto hers. 
 
“Because I needed to know why you came back.” 
 
Her laugh was empty. 
 
“Why? You really have to ask?” 
 
Her voice shook with years of pain. 
 
“You destroyed my family.” 
 
Adrian stepped closer. 
 
“No.” 
 
“Don’t lie to me!” 
 
“I’m not.” 
 
Her chest rose violently. 
 
Then Adrian said the words that changed everything. 
 
“Your father betrayed us first.” 
 
Silence. 
 
Elena stared. 
 
Daniel lowered his head. 
 
Adrian continued. 
 
“That night wasn’t an attack.” 
 
His voice was colder now. 
 
Controlled. 
 
But under it— 
 
pain. 
 
“Your father stole something.” 
 
Elena shook her head. 
 
“No.” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“What?” 
 
Adrian’s eyes darkened. 
 
“Evidence.” 
 
Her mind raced. 
 
“Evidence of what?” 
 
Adrian looked away. 
 
For the first time— 
 
hesitation. 
 
“Of the men who own this city.” 
 
Elena frowned. 
 
“What men?” 
 
Daniel answered. 
 
“The Circle.” 
 
That name meant nothing. 
 
But the fear in his voice did. 
 
Adrian looked back at her. 
 
“Your father worked with them for years.” 
 
“No.” 
 
“He laundered money. Protected names. Moved assets.” 
 
Her stomach twisted. 
 
Impossible. 
 
Her father was many things. 
 
Proud. 
 
Hard. 
 
Cold. 
 
But criminal? 
 
No. 
 
Adrian saw the disbelief. 
 
“He wanted out.” 
 
Elena whispered— 
 
“So you killed him?” 
 
Adrian’s eyes flashed. 
 
“No.” 
 
His voice was sharp. 
 
Violent. 
 
“The Circle killed him.” 
 
Her body went still. 
 
“No…” 
 
Adrian stepped closer. 
 
“That night, I came to warn him.” 
 
Flash. 
 
Memory. 
 
Her father shouting. 
 
Glass breaking. 
 
Adrian at the door. 
 
Not inside. 
 
Outside. 
 
Her breathing stopped. 
 
Memory had lied. 
 
Or pain had twisted it. 
 
Adrian continued. 
 
“When I got there, it was already happening.” 
 
His voice dropped lower. 
 
“I heard the shots.” 
 
Elena’s hands trembled. 
 
“No…” 
 
“I found your father bleeding.” 
 
Her vision blurred. 
 
“And your mother…” 
 
He stopped. 
 
Couldn’t finish. 
 
Elena’s heart shattered. 
 
Tears burned. 
 
Adrian’s jaw clenched. 
 
“He made me promise.” 
 
She looked at him. 
 
“What?” 
 
“To get you out.” 
 
Silence. 
 
Daniel nodded. 
 
“It’s true.” 
 
Elena stepped backward. 
 
Everything inside her collapsed. 
 
Five years. 
 
Five years of hate. 
 
Built on ashes. 
 
On lies. 
 
On pain. 
 
On half-truths. 
 
Her voice cracked. 
 
“Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
Adrian laughed bitterly. 
 
“You disappeared.” 
 
“You could have looked.” 
 
“I did.” 
 
That stopped her. 
 
He stepped closer. 
 
“I searched every city. Every name. Every trace.” 
 
Her tears fell. 
 
“Why?” 
 
His eyes held hers. 
 
Because there was only one answer. 
 
And it terrified them both. 
 
But Adrian gave it. 
 
“Because I loved you.” 
 
The words struck like fire. 
 
Daniel looked away. 
 
Giving them space. 
 
Elena couldn’t breathe. 
 
Loved. 
 
Past tense? 
 
Or present? 
 
Adrian’s voice broke. 
 
“I still do.” 
 
That destroyed her. 
 
Because hatred was easier. 
 
Hatred gave structure. 
 
Direction. 
 
Purpose. 
 
But love? 
 
Love ruined everything. 
 
Elena stepped back. 
 
Her body shaking. 
 
“No…” 
 
Adrian reached for her. 
 
She moved away. 
 
Too much. 
 
Too fast. 
 
Too painful. 
 
“Don’t touch me.” 
 
His hand froze. 
 
Her voice shattered. 
 
“I spent five years wanting you dead.” 
 
His eyes darkened. 
 
“I know.” 
 
“And now you’re telling me you saved me?” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
She cried harder. 
 
Nothing made sense. 
 
Nothing. 
 
Adrian looked at her like a broken man. 
 
“Elena…” 
 
But she ran. 
 
Ran through the ballroom. 
 
Through the crowd. 
 
Through the music. 
 
Through five years of lies. 
 
And behind her— 
 
Adrian stood still. 
 
Watching her disappear. 
 
Knowing one truth. 
 
The war between them had ended. 
 
But the real war… 
 
had just begun. 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine 
 
Broken Truths 
 
Rain was falling again. 
 
Elena ran through the empty streets, her heels striking the pavement like desperate 
heartbeats. 
 
She didn’t know where she was going. 
 
She only knew she needed to breathe. 
 
Needed silence. 
 
Needed distance. 
 
Her tears mixed with rain. 
 
Adrian’s words repeated in her mind. 
 
I loved you. 
I still do. 
 
Lies. 
 
They had to be lies. 
 
But if they were lies— 
 
why did Daniel confirm everything? 
 
Why did Adrian look like a man carrying his own grave inside him? 
 
Elena stopped under an abandoned bridge, her chest rising violently. 
 
Her mind attacked her with memories. 
 
Fragments. 
 
Her father’s voice. 
 
Her mother screaming. 
 
Gunshots. 
 
And Adrian— 
 
not standing over her father. 
 
But pulling her toward the back door. 
 
Dragging her out. 
 
Protecting her. 
 
Her knees weakened. 
 
“Oh God…” 
 
Memory. 
 
Real memory. 
 
She had buried it. 
 
Twisted it. 
 
Because the truth was too painful. 
 
Adrian had saved her. 
 
And she had spent five years planning his destruction. 
 
Her stomach turned. 
 
She dropped to her knees. 
 
Shaking. 
 
Crying. 
 
For her parents. 
 
For herself. 
 
For him. 
 
--- 
 
Back at DeLuca Tower. 
 
Adrian stood alone in darkness. 
 
Luca entered. 
 
“She ran.” 
 
Adrian gave a cold laugh. 
 
“Yes.” 
 
Luca hesitated. 
 
“You should have told her sooner.” 
 
Adrian stared at the city. 
 
“She wasn’t ready.” 
 
“And now?” 
 
Adrian’s eyes hardened. 
 
“Now they know she’s back.” 
 
Luca froze. 
 
“The Circle?” 
 
Adrian nodded. 
 
Daniel appearing tonight changed everything. 
 
If Daniel knew— 
 
others would soon know too. 
 
And if The Circle found Elena… 
 
they would finish what they started. 
 
Adrian grabbed his coat. 
 
Luca frowned. 
 
“Where are you going?” 
 
“To bring her back.” 
 
--- 
 
Elena returned to her hotel past midnight. 
 
She locked the door. 
 
Twice. 
 
Her hands still trembling. 
 
The room felt colder. 
 
Too quiet. 
 
She poured herself a drink. 
 
This time she needed it. 
 
Her phone vibrated. 
 
Unknown number. 
 
She ignored it. 
 
Again. 
 
Again. 
 
Then a message appeared. 
 
You should have stayed hidden. 
 
Her blood froze. 
 
Another message. 
 
Your father died because he betrayed us. 
You’ll die because you returned. 
 
Elena’s breathing stopped. 
 
The Circle. 
 
They knew. 
 
A sound behind her. 
 
The door. 
 
Unlocked. 
 
Her eyes widened. 
 
She hadn’t— 
 
No. 
 
She had. 
 
Someone picked the lock. 
 
The door opened slowly. 
 
A man stepped inside. 
 
Tall. 
 
Masked. 
 
Gun in hand. 
 
Elena’s body reacted instantly. 
 
Years of training. 
 
She threw the glass at him. 
 
It shattered against his face. 
 
He cursed. 
 
She ran. 
 
He grabbed her arm. 
 
Hard. 
 
She slammed her elbow into his ribs. 
 
He fired. 
 
The bullet shattered the mirror. 
 
Elena screamed. 
 
He threw her against the wall. 
 
Pain exploded through her shoulder. 
 
The gun lifted again— 
 
Then— 
 
BOOM. 
 
Another shot. 
 
The attacker dropped. 
 
Blood spreading. 
 
Elena gasped. 
 
Standing in the doorway— 
 
Adrian. 
 
Gun in hand. 
 
Breathing hard. 
 
His eyes wild. 
 
He crossed the room instantly. 
 
Hands on her face. 
 
Checking her. 
 
“Are you hurt?” 
 
She couldn’t speak. 
 
Adrian looked at the dead man. 
 
His face turned to ice. 
 
Too late. 
 
The Circle had moved. 
 
And now there was no going back. 
 
He looked at her. 
 
His voice low. 
 
Deadly. 
 
“You’re coming with me.” 
 
Elena stared at him. 
 
Still shaking. 
 
“Why?” 
 
His eyes burned. 
 
“Because if you stay here…” 
 
He looked at the body. 
 
“…you’ll be dead by morning.” 
 
For the first time— 
 
Elena didn’t resist. 
 
And for the first time in five years— 
 
she let Adrian protect her. 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten 
 
Under His Roof 
 
The drive was silent. 
 
Rain hit the black car windows like endless whispers. 
 
Elena sat beside Adrian, staring ahead. 
 
Her shoulder throbbed where the attacker had thrown her. 
 
Her body still shook. 
 
Not from pain. 
 
From everything. 
 
The truth. 
 
The attack. 
 
Adrian. 
 
He sat beside her, one hand gripping the steering wheel, the other still stained with blood. 
 
The attacker’s blood. 
 
He had killed for her. 
 
Again. 
 
Her eyes dropped to his hand. 
 
Memories crashed into her. 
 
Five years ago. 
 
Blood. 
 
Gunfire. 
 
His arms around her. 
 
And now— 
 
history repeated itself. 
 
She hated how familiar safety felt beside him. 
 
She hated herself more for needing it. 
 
The car entered iron gates. 
 
Huge. 
 
Private. 
 
Guarded. 
 
Adrian’s estate. 
 
A fortress hidden beyond the city. 
 
Dark stone walls. 
 
Tall windows. 
 
Cold power. 
 
The kind of place built by a man who trusted no one. 
 
The car stopped. 
 
Adrian stepped out first. 
 
When Elena moved— 
 
pain shot through her shoulder. 
 
She hissed. 
 
Adrian was beside her instantly. 
 
His hand caught her waist. 
 
Careful. 
 
Strong. 
 
“You’re injured.” 
 
“I can walk.” 
 
“You’re stubborn.” 
 
“And you’re controlling.” 
 
His eyes met hers. 
 
A faint shadow of a smile. 
 
“And yet you’re still here.” 
 
She had no answer. 
 
Inside, the house was silent. 
 
Massive. 
 
Beautiful. 
 
Empty. 
 
No warmth. 
 
No life. 
 
Only order. 
 
Adrian led her upstairs. 
 
A doctor was already waiting. 
 
Of course. 
 
He had planned fast. 
 
Efficient. 
 
Always. 
 
The doctor cleaned the wound. 
 
Bruised, not broken. 
 
Painful. 
 
But survivable. 
 
Adrian stood in the corner the whole time. 
 
Watching. 
 
Like if he blinked, she would disappear. 
 
When the doctor left— 
 
silence filled the room. 
 
Elena sat on the bed. 
 
Adrian stood by the window. 
 
His back to her. 
 
“You should sleep.” 
 
Elena laughed bitterly. 
 
“Sleep?” 
 
He turned. 
 
“You almost died.” 
 
“So did you.” 
 
His jaw tightened. 
 
“That’s different.” 
 
“How?” 
 
His eyes burned. 
 
“Because losing you costs me more.” 
 
Silence. 
 
Dangerous silence. 
 
Elena looked away first. 
 
Her voice lowered. 
 
“Stop saying things like that.” 
 
Adrian stepped closer. 
 
“Why?” 
 
“Because I don’t know what’s true anymore.” 
 
That stopped him. 
 
She looked at him. 
 
For real. 
 
No masks. 
 
No lies. 
 
“Five years, Adrian.” 
 
Her voice broke. 
 
“I buried my family. Buried myself. Hated you every day.” 
 
His eyes darkened. 
 
“I know.” 
 
“And now everything changed in one night.” 
 
Adrian crouched in front of her. 
 
Close enough to feel his breath. 
 
“Not everything.” 
 
Her pulse jumped. 
 
“What does that mean?” 
 
His eyes held hers. 
 
“The way I look at you never changed.” 
 
Her breath caught. 
 
Too close. 
 
Too dangerous. 
 
She stood. 
 
Needed distance. 
 
But pain made her stumble. 
 
Adrian caught her instantly. 
 
One arm around her waist. 
 
The other against her back. 
 
Holding her. 
 
Their faces inches apart. 
 
Her breath trembled. 
 
His eyes dropped to her lips. 
 
Then back to her eyes. 
 
The room burned. 
 
Every part of her screamed to move. 
 
But she couldn’t. 
 
His voice was barely a whisper. 
 
“Tell me to let go.” 
 
She opened her mouth. 
 
Nothing came. 
 
Because she didn’t want him to. 
 
Not really. 
 
And that terrified her. 
 
A knock at the door broke the moment. 
 
Luca entered. 
 
His face serious. 
 
“Boss.” 
 
Adrian stepped away. 
 
Cold again. 
 
Controlled. 
 
“What?” 
 
Luca looked at Elena. 
 
Then Adrian. 
 
“We found the symbol.” 
 
Adrian’s expression darkened. 
 
“What symbol?” 
 
Elena asked. 
 
Luca pulled a small silver ring from his pocket. 
 
A black serpent carved into it. 
 
Elena’s blood froze. 
 
She knew it. 
 
Her father had one. 
 
Adrian looked at her. 
 
“You’ve seen it.” 
 
Her voice was barely there. 
 
“Yes.” 
 
Adrian’s face hardened. 
 
That confirmed it. 
 
Her father had been deeper in The Circle than he thought. 
 
And whatever secret he stole— 
 
it was still missing. 
 
Which meant one thing. 
 
They weren’t hunting Elena for revenge. 
 
They were hunting her for something she didn’t know she had. 
 
 
Chapter Eleven 
 
The Box 
 
The ring lay on the table between them. 
 
Black silver. 
 
A serpent coiled around itself. 
 
Its eyes carved like tiny flames. 
 
Elena stared at it. 
 
Her breathing uneven. 
 
Her father had one. 
 
She remembered it now. 
 
He always wore it. 
 
Always. 
 
Until the night he died. 
 
Adrian noticed the shift in her face. 
 
“What?” 
 
Elena swallowed. 
 
“My father had that ring.” 
 
Luca looked at Adrian. 
 
Adrian’s eyes darkened. 
 
“That confirms it.” 
 
Elena’s head snapped up. 
 
“Confirms what?” 
 
Adrian crossed the room slowly. 
 
“Your father wasn’t just working with The Circle.” 
 
His voice lowered. 
 
“He was one of them.” 
 
The words struck like a knife. 
 
“No.” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
Elena stood. 
 
Anger flaring. 
 
“You don’t know him.” 
 
Adrian’s eyes locked onto hers. 
 
“I knew him better than you think.” 
 
That hurt. 
 
Too much. 
 
Elena turned away. 
 
Her mind racing. 
 
Her father. 
 
The ring. 
 
The blood. 
 
The secrets. 
 
Then— 
 
a memory. 
 
A box. 
 
Hidden. 
 
Her breath stopped. 
 
There was a box. 
 
The night before everything happened. 
 
Her father had called her into his office. 
 
His hands shaking. 
 
His face pale. 
 
He had given her a small black box. 
 
“Keep this safe,” he said. 
 
She remembered hiding it. 
 
In the old Voss estate. 
 
Behind the fireplace stone. 
 
Her heart pounded. 
 
“There’s something.” 
 
Adrian’s eyes sharpened. 
 
“What?” 
 
“A box.” 
 
Luca frowned. 
 
“What kind of box?” 
 
“I don’t know.” 
 
Adrian stepped closer. 
 
“Where?” 
 
Elena hesitated. 
 
The old estate had been abandoned for years. 
 
Burned. 
 
Sealed. 
 
Dangerous. 
 
But if the box was still there… 
 
it could explain everything. 
 
“It’s in my old house.” 
 
Silence. 
 
Adrian’s jaw tightened. 
 
“That place will be watched.” 
 
Elena met his gaze. 
 
“Then we go before they realize I remember.” 
 
Luca shook his head. 
 
“That’s suicide.” 
 
Adrian was already thinking. 
 
Calculating. 
 
Then— 
 
“No.” 
 
Elena frowned. 
 
“No?” 
 
His voice was absolute. 
 
“You’re not going.” 
 
Her anger rose. 
 
“It’s my family.” 
 
“And it’s my war too.” 
 
She stepped closer. 
 
“You don’t get to decide for me.” 
 
Adrian moved closer. 
 
Towering over her. 
 
“Yes. I do when your life is on the line.” 
 
Her eyes burned. 
 
“I survived five years without you.” 
 
His voice dropped. 
 
“And almost died yesterday.” 
 
Silence. 
 
He wasn’t wrong. 
 
That made it worse. 
 
Luca interrupted. 
 
“We move at dawn.” 
 
Adrian looked at him. 
 
Luca shrugged. 
 
“She’ll go anyway.” 
 
Elena almost smiled. 
 
Adrian exhaled sharply. 
 
He knew it too. 
 
She would. 
 
Finally he nodded. 
 
“Fine.” 
 
His eyes locked onto hers. 
 
“But you stay beside me.” 
 
Elena lifted her chin. 
 
“Don’t order me.” 
 
His mouth curved slightly. 
 
“Then don’t make me.” 
 
--- 
 
Later that night. 
 
Elena couldn’t sleep. 
 
The storm outside shook the windows. 
 
She walked through the silent halls of Adrian’s house. 
 
Barefoot. 
 
Restless. 
 
Thinking. 
 
At the end of the hall— 
 
light. 
 
Adrian’s office. 
 
She stopped. 
 
The door half open. 
 
Inside, Adrian sat alone. 
 
Shirt unbuttoned at the collar. 
 
Glass of whiskey untouched. 
 
A file open. 
 
Her file. 
 
He looked up. 
 
Neither spoke. 
 
Elena stepped inside. 
 
“You kept looking for me.” 
 
Not a question. 
 
Adrian’s eyes lowered. 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“For five years.” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
Her chest tightened. 
 
“Why?” 
 
His gaze met hers. 
 
Because even now… 
 
she needed to hear it again. 
 
His voice was rough. 
 
“Because I never stopped loving you.” 
 
The room went still. 
 
Her heartbeat loud. 
 
Painful. 
 
Real. 
 
She stepped closer. 
 
Too close. 
 
Adrian stood. 
 
Now only inches apart. 
 
No lies. 
 
No masks. 
 
No distance. 
 
Her hand rose slowly— 
 
touching the scar near his jaw. 
 
She remembered it. 
 
He got it the night he saved her. 
 
Her fingers trembled. 
 
Adrian’s eyes closed for a second. 
 
Like her touch hurt more than any wound. 
 
“Elena…” 
 
Her name in his mouth felt like home. 
 
Dangerous home. 
 
Their faces moved closer. 
 
Breath against breath. 
 
Years of hate. 
 
Years of longing. 
 
One breath away from breaking. 
 
And then— 
 
Gunfire. 
 
Outside. 
 
Three shots. 
 
Luca’s voice thundered from below. 
 
“They’re here!” 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve 
 
Blood in the Dark 
 
The gunshots shattered the silence. 
 
Elena froze. 
 
Adrian’s eyes turned black with focus. 
 
No hesitation. 
 
No fear. 
 
Only instinct. 
 
He grabbed her wrist. 
 
“Stay behind me.” 
 
Another explosion. 
 
Glass shattered downstairs. 
 
Luca’s voice echoed. 
 
“Three men! East entrance!” 
 
Adrian opened a drawer. 
 
Inside— 
 
guns. 
 
Knives. 
 
A black pistol. 
 
Elena stared. 
 
“You keep weapons in your office?” 
 
Adrian loaded the gun. 
 
“I keep enemies.” 
 
He handed her a smaller pistol. 
 
Elena hesitated. 
 
He looked at her. 
 
“Can you shoot?” 
 
Her eyes hardened. 
 
“Yes.” 
 
His jaw tightened. 
 
Of course she could. 
 
Five years surviving alone had taught her more than pain. 
 
Another gunshot. 
 
Closer. 
 
Adrian moved first. 
 
Fast. 
 
Silent. 
 
Predatory. 
 
Elena followed. 
 
Down the stairs. 
 
Bodies already on the marble floor. 
 
Two guards. 
 
Dead. 
 
Blood everywhere. 
 
Luca was near the main hall, firing. 
 
One attacker dropped. 
 
Another disappeared behind the pillars. 
 
“They’re inside!” Luca shouted. 
 
Adrian cursed. 
 
Too close. 
 
Too organized. 
 
This wasn’t random. 
 
They knew the layout. 
 
Which meant betrayal. 
 
Inside. 
 
Adrian’s mind moved fast. 
 
Someone had sold him. 
 
Elena saw movement— 
 
left side. 
 
A shadow. 
 
She fired. 
 
The man screamed and fell. 
 
Adrian looked at her. 
 
One second. 
 
Respect. 
 
Real respect. 
 
Then— 
 
movement behind her. 
 
A masked man lunged. 
 
Knife raised. 
 
Adrian shot him before he reached her. 
 
Blood sprayed across the wall. 
 
Elena’s breathing shook. 
 
Adrian grabbed her shoulders. 
 
“Look at me.” 
 
She did. 
 
His eyes locked onto hers. 
 
Cold. 
 
Steady. 
 
“You hesitate, you die.” 
 
She nodded. 
 
More footsteps. 
 
Five. 
 
Maybe six. 
 
Luca ran toward them. 
 
“There’s too many.” 
 
Adrian’s jaw tightened. 
 
“They’re pushing us toward the west wing.” 
 
Trap. 
 
Elena understood instantly. 
 
“They want me.” 
 
Adrian looked at her. 
 
“Yes.” 
 
Another explosion. 
 
The lights went out. 
 
Darkness swallowed everything. 
 
Only moonlight. 
 
Only breathing. 
 
Only death. 
 
Elena’s heart pounded. 
 
She heard movement. 
 
A whisper. 
 
A blade. 
 
Then— 
 
hands grabbed her. 
 
Strong. 
 
Dragging. 
 
She screamed. 
 
The gun fell. 
 
Adrian turned— 
 
“Elena!” 
 
A masked man pulled her into the dark corridor. 
 
Another slammed Adrian into the wall. 
 
Adrian fought like an animal. 
 
Bones breaking. 
 
Blood. 
 
Rage. 
 
Pure rage. 
 
He snapped the man’s neck. 
 
And ran. 
 
Following her scream. 
 
Deep into the west wing. 
 
He found her. 
 
Pinned to the floor. 
 
A blade at her throat. 
 
The man laughed. 
 
“Drop the gun.” 
 
Adrian stopped. 
 
Breathing hard. 
 
Blood running from his mouth. 
 
His eyes burned. 
 
The man pressed harder. 
 
A drop of blood slid down Elena’s neck. 
 
Adrian went still. 
 
Deadly still. 
 
“What do you want?” 
 
The man smiled. 
 
“The box.” 
 
Elena froze. 
 
The box. 
 
So they knew. 
 
Adrian understood now. 
 
This was never about killing her. 
 
Not yet. 
 
It was about the secret. 
 
Adrian lowered the gun. 
 
Slowly. 
 
The attacker smiled. 
 
“Good.” 
 
Then— 
 
BANG. 
 
The man’s head exploded. 
 
He collapsed. 
 
Daniel stood behind him. 
 
Gun in hand. 
 
Smoke rising. 
 
Silence. 
 
Elena gasped. 
 
Adrian grabbed her instantly. 
 
Checking her. 
 
Hands on her face. 
 
Her neck. 
 
Her arms. 
 
Alive. 
 
Daniel stepped closer. 
 
“They found you faster than expected.” 
 
Adrian looked at him coldly. 
 
“You led them?” 
 
Daniel’s eyes narrowed. 
 
“No.” 
 
But Adrian didn’t trust him. 
 
Not fully. 
 
Elena stood. 
 
Shaking. 
 
Blood on her hands. 
 
Not hers. 
 
Daniel looked at her. 
 
“We don’t have time.” 
 
Adrian’s eyes stayed on Daniel. 
 
“Then talk.” 
 
Daniel’s face darkened. 
 
“The Circle has a new leader.” 
 
Elena frowned. 
 
“What?” 
 
Daniel’s voice lowered. 
 
“Your father wasn’t the only traitor.” 
 
Adrian’s body went rigid. 
 
“Who?” 
 
Daniel looked at Elena. 
 
And said the impossible. 
 
“Your mother.” 
 
Silence. 
 
Pure silence. 
 
Elena’s world shattered again. 
 
No. 
 
Impossible. 
 
Her mother was dead. 
 
Wasn’t she? 
 
Daniel’s next words destroyed everything. 
 
“She never died.” 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen 
 
Ashes of the Past 
 
The road to the Voss estate was buried in fog. 
 
No streetlights. 
 
No sound. 
 
Only darkness. 
 
The black SUV moved through the empty forest road like a shadow. 
 
Inside— 
 
silence. 
 
Heavy. 
 
Elena sat by the window, staring into nothing. 
 
Her mother. 
 
Alive. 
 
The words still felt unreal. 
 
A wound reopening. 
 
Daniel sat across from her. 
 
Adrian beside her. 
 
Luca driving. 
 
No one trusted anyone fully. 
 
And everyone knew it. 
 
Elena finally broke the silence. 
 
“You’re lying.” 
 
Daniel looked at her. 
 
“I wish I was.” 
 
Her jaw tightened. 
 
“I saw her die.” 
 
Daniel’s voice softened. 
 
“No… you saw blood.” 
 
Memory struck her. 
 
Her mother on the floor. 
 
Red everywhere. 
 
Still. 
 
Silent. 
 
But… 
 
she had never checked. 
 
She had run. 
 
Adrian had dragged her away. 
 
Her breathing became uneven. 
 
Adrian spoke. 
 
“Daniel’s right.” 
 
Elena turned sharply. 
 
“You knew?” 
 
His voice was low. 
 
“I suspected.” 
 
That hurt. 
 
Again. 
 
“How much do you know?” 
 
Adrian looked out into the darkness. 
 
“Not enough.” 
 
Daniel leaned forward. 
 
“Your mother was never just your mother.” 
 
Elena’s eyes narrowed. 
 
“What does that mean?” 
 
Daniel hesitated. 
 
Then— 
 
“She built The Circle.” 
 
The words hit like a bomb. 
 
“No.” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
Elena laughed bitterly. 
 
“That’s insane.” 
 
Daniel’s face stayed cold. 
 
“Your father wanted out. He stole evidence.” 
 
Adrian finished— 
 
“And that’s why they died.” 
 
Elena’s voice cracked. 
 
“Then why spare me?” 
 
Daniel looked at her. 
 
“Because you were the insurance.” 
 
Silence. 
 
Elena frowned. 
 
“What?” 
 
Adrian answered. 
 
“The box.” 
 
Her blood froze. 
 
The box. 
 
Whatever was inside it— 
 
it mattered more than she realized. 
 
And somehow… 
 
her mother believed Elena still had it. 
 
Which meant one thing. 
 
She was hunting her own daughter. 
 
--- 
 
The Voss estate appeared through the fog. 
 
Burned. 
 
Broken. 
 
A giant skeleton of stone and ash. 
 
Elena’s chest tightened. 
 
Home. 
 
Or what was left of it. 
 
The gates hung open. 
 
The garden dead. 
 
The fountain dry. 
 
Everything smelled of old fire and memory. 
 
Adrian stepped out first. 
 
Gun ready. 
 
Luca followed. 
 
Daniel too. 
 
Elena stood before the house. 
 
Frozen. 
 
The last time she stood here— 
 
she lost everything. 
 
Adrian noticed. 
 
His hand touched her back gently. 
 
Grounding her. 
 
“Stay close.” 
 
This time— 
 
she didn’t argue. 
 
Inside, the house was worse. 
 
Dust. 
 
Broken glass. 
 
Charred walls. 
 
Ghosts everywhere. 
 
Every step woke memories. 
 
Her father’s laugh. 
 
Her mother’s perfume. 
 
Her brother running through the halls. 
 
Gone. 
 
All gone. 
 
Elena walked toward the old study. 
 
Her father’s office. 
 
The place where he gave her the box. 
 
The fireplace still stood. 
 
Cracked. 
 
Blackened. 
 
She knelt. 
 
Her fingers touched the third stone. 
 
Loose. 
 
Just like before. 
 
Her breath stopped. 
 
It was still there. 
 
She pulled it free. 
 
And behind it— 
 
a black iron box. 
 
Untouched. 
 
Adrian crouched beside her. 
 
“That’s it.” 
 
Elena lifted it. 
 
Heavy. 
 
Locked. 
 
Daniel looked tense. 
 
“Open it.” 
 
Elena frowned. 
 
“It needs a key.” 
 
Adrian’s eyes dropped to her necklace. 
 
The silver pendant. 
 
Her mother’s pendant. 
 
Elena stared. 
 
No. 
 
Slowly— 
 
she removed it. 
 
Turned it over. 
 
A tiny engraved serpent. 
 
The key had been with her all along. 
 
Her hands shook as she inserted it. 
 
Click. 
 
The box opened. 
 
Inside— 
 
documents. 
 
Names. 
 
Bank accounts. 
 
Photos. 
 
Politicians. 
 
Judges. 
 
Kill orders. 
 
And one final photograph. 
 
Elena picked it up. 
 
Her breath died. 
 
It was her. 
 
As a child. 
 
Standing beside her mother. 
 
And behind them— 
 
Adrian. 
 
Younger. 
 
Maybe sixteen. 
 
Elena looked at him. 
 
“What is this?” 
 
Adrian’s face went pale. 
 
Because he recognized it too. 
 
And then he said the truth he had hidden the longest. 
 
“I grew up with your family.” 
 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen 
 
Before the Fire 
 
The photograph trembled in Elena’s hand. 
 
Her. 
 
At seven years old. 
 
Smiling. 
 
Her mother beside her. 
 
And Adrian— 
 
standing behind them. 
 
Younger. 
 
Softer. 
 
Alive in a way she had never seen him before. 
 
Elena looked up slowly. 
 
Her eyes locked onto him. 
 
“What do you mean… you grew up with my family?” 
 
The room felt smaller. 
 
Heavier. 
 
Adrian stood still. 
 
Silent. 
 
Like a man facing his own grave. 
 
Daniel crossed his arms. 
 
“You tell her.” 
 
Adrian’s jaw tightened. 
 
He took a slow breath. 
 
Then— 
 
“My father worked for your mother.” 
 
Elena’s eyes narrowed. 
 
“Worked?” 
 
Adrian laughed bitterly. 
 
“No.” 
 
He corrected himself. 
 
“Served.” 
 
Her stomach tightened. 
 
Adrian walked toward the broken window. 
 
Moonlight touched his face. 
 
Cold. 
 
Sharp. 
 
But now— 
 
older somehow. 
 
“Twelve years ago,” he began, “my father was one of The Circle’s enforcers.” 
 
Elena’s breath slowed. 
 
Her father. 
 
Her mother. 
 
Adrian’s father. 
 
All connected. 
 
“Your mother trusted him.” 
 
His eyes darkened. 
 
“Until she thought he betrayed her.” 
 
Elena whispered— 
 
“What happened?” 
 
Adrian turned. 
 
Pain sat inside his eyes. 
 
“She killed him.” 
 
Silence. 
 
Elena froze. 
 
No. 
 
Not possible. 
 
“My father begged for mercy.” 
 
His voice dropped lower. 
 
“She smiled while ordering it.” 
 
Elena’s body shook. 
 
Her mother. 
 
The woman who kissed her goodnight. 
 
Who held her. 
 
Who sang to her. 
 
A monster? 
 
Adrian continued. 
 
“I was fourteen.” 
 
He swallowed. 
 
“I watched.” 
 
Elena couldn’t breathe. 
 
Her chest hurt. 
 
Daniel lowered his eyes. 
 
He knew. 
 
He had always known. 
 
“After that,” Adrian said, “your father took me in.” 
 
Elena looked up sharply. 
 
“My father?” 
 
Adrian nodded. 
 
“He hid me.” 
 
Memory struck. 
 
A boy. 
 
Quiet. 
 
Always in the library. 
 
Always alone. 
 
Dark eyes. 
 
Watching. 
 
Her breath stopped. 
 
She remembered him. 
 
Not clearly. 
 
But enough. 
 
“You…” 
 
Adrian stepped closer. 
 
“Yes.” 
 
Tears burned her eyes. 
 
“That was you.” 
 
He nodded once. 
 
Elena’s legs weakened. 
 
She sat down. 
 
This wasn’t possible. 
 
The boy she once shared books with. 
 
The boy who fixed her broken necklace. 
 
The boy who promised— 
 
I’ll always protect you. 
 
Her hand went to her pendant. 
 
The same necklace. 
 
The same promise. 
 
Adrian noticed. 
 
His voice softened. 
 
“I gave that back to you.” 
 
She stared. 
 
The truth slammed into her. 
 
Her entire life— 
 
he had been there. 
 
Before the blood. 
 
Before the fire. 
 
Before the hate. 
 
Daniel spoke. 
 
“Your father wanted to destroy The Circle.” 
 
Adrian nodded. 
 
“He stole everything.” 
 
He pointed at the box. 
 
“The names. The accounts. The network.” 
 
Elena looked at the papers. 
 
This was war. 
 
Not business. 
 
Not revenge. 
 
War. 
 
“And my mother?” she whispered. 
 
Adrian’s face turned cold. 
 
“She wants it back.” 
 
A sound. 
 
Outside. 
 
Movement. 
 
Luca entered fast. 
 
“We have company.” 
 
Adrian grabbed the files instantly. 
 
“How many?” 
 
“Ten.” 
 
Daniel cursed. 
 
“They tracked us.” 
 
Elena stood. 
 
Her tears gone. 
 
Replaced by steel. 
 
Adrian looked at her. 
 
“Stay behind me.” 
 
She looked straight into his eyes. 
 
“No.” 
 
His jaw tightened. 
 
“Elena—” 
 
She loaded the gun. 
 
Hands steady. 
 
“For five years I ran from ghosts.” 
 
Her voice was ice. 
 
“No more.” 
 
Adrian stared at her. 
 
For the first time— 
 
not as someone to protect. 
 
But as someone beside him. 
 
An equal. 
 
Outside— 
 
lights surrounded the house. 
 
Black cars. 
 
Men. 
 
And at the center— 
 
one woman stepped out. 
 
Elegant. 
 
Dressed in white. 
 
Untouched by time. 
 
Elena’s heart stopped. 
 
Her mother. 
 
Alive. 
 
Watching. 
 
Smiling. 
 
And then— 
 
she spoke into the dark. 
 
“Come home, Elena.” 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen 
 
The Woman in White 
 
The night stood still. 
 
No wind. 
 
No sound. 
 
Only the ruins of the Voss estate breathing like a corpse. 
 
Elena couldn’t move. 
 
Her mother. 
 
Alive. 
 
Standing beneath the moonlight in white silk. 
 
Untouched. 
 
Untamed. 
 
As if death itself had refused her. 
 
Five years. 
 
Five years of grief. 
 
Five years of mourning. 
 
And she had been alive. 
 
Watching. 
 
Waiting. 
 
Elena’s voice broke. 
 
“No…” 
 
Her mother smiled. 
 
Softly. 
 
Almost lovingly. 
 
“My beautiful daughter.” 
 
The words made Elena sick. 
 
Adrian stepped in front of her instantly. 
 
Gun raised. 
 
Protective. 
 
Always. 
 
But Elena touched his arm. 
 
Stopped him. 
 
Her eyes never left the woman outside. 
 
“You let me believe you were dead.” 
 
Her mother’s face softened. 
 
“I had to.” 
 
“Why?” 
 
“Because weakness had to die.” 
 
Elena’s breathing sharpened. 
 
Weakness. 
 
That’s what her mother called family. 
 
Called love. 
 
Called everything Elena had lost. 
 
Adrian’s voice was ice. 
 
“You should have stayed hidden.” 
 
Her mother looked at him. 
 
And smiled. 
 
“Adrian DeLuca.” 
 
Her eyes moved over him. 
 
“Still alive.” 
 
Adrian’s hand tightened on the gun. 
 
“Disappointed?” 
 
Her smile widened. 
 
“I expected more.” 
 
Daniel stepped forward. 
 
Anger burning. 
 
“You destroyed everything.” 
 
Her mother barely looked at him. 
 
“You were never important enough to destroy.” 
 
Daniel’s jaw clenched. 
 
Luca checked the windows. 
 
Ten men. 
 
Armed. 
 
Surrounding them. 
 
No escape. 
 
Elena stepped forward. 
 
Past Adrian. 
 
His hand caught her wrist. 
 
“No.” 
 
She looked at him. 
 
“I have to.” 
 
He didn’t let go. 
 
His eyes full of warning. 
 
“This is what she wants.” 
 
Elena whispered— 
 
“No. This is what I want.” 
 
Slowly— 
 
he released her. 
 
She walked toward the broken doorway. 
 
Toward her mother. 
 
Each step heavier than the last. 
 
Each memory sharper. 
 
Bedtime stories. 
 
Warm hands. 
 
Lies. 
 
All lies. 
 
When they stood face to face— 
 
Elena saw it clearly. 
 
The truth. 
 
Her mother looked at her like property. 
 
Not a daughter. 
 
A possession. 
 
Her mother reached for her face. 
 
Elena slapped her hand away. 
 
The smile disappeared. 
 
Good. 
 
Elena wanted the monster now. 
 
Not the mask. 
 
“You killed Adrian’s father.” 
 
Her mother shrugged. 
 
“He was weak.” 
 
“You killed father.” 
 
That made her pause. 
 
A flicker. 
 
Not guilt. 
 
Annoyance. 
 
“He forced my hand.” 
 
Elena’s chest tightened. 
 
“You loved him.” 
 
Her mother laughed. 
 
“Love?” 
 
She stepped closer. 
 
“Love is a disease, Elena.” 
 
Her eyes sharpened. 
 
“And Adrian infected you.” 
 
Elena’s blood froze. 
 
Her mother knew. 
 
Of course she knew. 
 
She always knew. 
 
Adrian moved behind Elena. 
 
Ready. 
 
Tense. 
 
Her mother noticed. 
 
“Still protecting her.” 
 
Adrian’s voice was deadly. 
 
“Until my last breath.” 
 
For the first time— 
 
Elena’s mother looked irritated. 
 
That mattered. 
 
It meant Adrian was dangerous to her. 
 
Good. 
 
Then her mother looked at the box. 
 
“Give it to me.” 
 
Elena held it tighter. 
 
“No.” 
 
Her mother sighed. 
 
“As always… stubborn.” 
 
She raised her hand. 
 
Instantly— 
 
guns pointed. 
 
Everywhere. 
 
At Elena. 
 
At Adrian. 
 
At Daniel. 
 
At Luca. 
 
Trap complete. 
 
Her mother’s voice turned cold. 
 
“Last chance.” 
 
Adrian stepped beside Elena. 
 
Gun ready. 
 
“If you want it—take it.” 
 
Her mother smiled. 
 
“Gladly.” 
 
And then— 
 
she gave the order. 
 
“Kill him.” 
 
Everything exploded. 
 
Gunfire. 
 
Glass. 
 
Smoke. 
 
Chaos. 
 
Adrian pulled Elena down. 
 
Luca fired from the stairs. 
 
Daniel shot two men. 
 
Bodies dropped. 
 
Elena crawled behind stone. 
 
The box in her hands. 
 
Her mother vanished in the smoke. 
 
Adrian fought like death itself. 
 
Fast. 
 
Brutal. 
 
Unstoppable. 
 
He killed three men. 
 
Then four. 
 
Blood everywhere. 
 
Elena saw one attacker behind him. 
 
Knife raised. 
 
“Adrian!” 
 
Too late. 
 
The blade went into his side. 
 
Deep. 
 
Adrian shot the man point-blank. 
 
But blood poured instantly. 
 
Elena screamed. 
 
She ran to him. 
 
Dropped beside him. 
 
Hands pressing the wound. 
 
“No… no…” 
 
Adrian grabbed her wrist. 
 
Blood on his mouth. 
 
His voice weak. 
 
“Run.” 
 
Her tears fell. 
 
“I’m not leaving.” 
 
His eyes held hers. 
 
Even dying— 
 
he looked at her like she was life itself. 
 
“Elena…” 
 
And then— 
 
the worst sound. 
 
Her mother’s voice behind her. 
 
Cold. 
 
Victorious. 
 
“Now choose.” 
 
Elena turned. 
 
Her mother stood there. 
 
Gun aimed at Adrian’s head. 
 
“Give me the box…” 
 
She smiled. 
 
“…or watch him die.” 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen 
The Choice 
Time stopped. 
Elena knelt beside Adrian, her hands covered in his blood. 
Warm. 
Too much. 
Her heart pounded violently. 
Her mother stood before her, calm as ever. 
Gun pointed at Adrian’s head. 
Her voice was cold. 
“Give me the box.” 
Elena’s fingers tightened around it. 
The black iron felt heavier than ever. 
Inside it— 
truth. 
Power. 
War. 
But beside her— 
Adrian. 
Bleeding. 
Dying. 
For her. 
Again. 
Her mother tilted her head. 
“You always were sentimental.” 
Elena looked at Adrian. 
His breathing was shallow. 
Blood on his lips. 
But his eyes— 
still on her. 
Still steady. 
“Don’t,” he whispered. 
Her tears burned. 
“What?” 
“Don’t give it to her.” 
Her mother smiled. 
“Even now… loyal.” 
Adrian coughed blood. 
His voice rough. 
“If she gets that box… thousands die.” 
Elena’s chest tightened. 
Her mother stepped closer. 
“Or he dies now.” 
The gun pressed harder against Adrian’s temple. 
Elena’s world split. 
Truth. 
Or love. 
Justice. 
Or him. 
And then— 
she understood. 
This was her mother’s lesson. 
Make pain choose for you. 
No. 
Not this time. 
Elena stood. 
Slowly. 
Holding the box. 
Her mother smiled. 
Good. 
She thought she had won. 
Elena took one step forward. 
Then another. 
Eyes locked. 
Daughter and mother. 
Blood and blood. 
Her mother extended her hand. 
“Good girl.” 
Elena stopped. 
Her tears dried. 
Her face changed. 
Cold. 
Sharp. 
Like steel. 
“I’m not your girl.” 
And she threw the box— 
into the fireplace. 
Fire. 
Instant. 
Paper burning. 
Names. 
Secrets. 
Everything. 
Her mother screamed. 
Real rage. 
For the first time. 
“No!” 
Gunfire exploded. 
Her mother shot. 
Elena fell backward— 
but Adrian moved. 
Even wounded. 
He threw himself in front of her. 
The bullet hit him. 
His body slammed into hers. 
Silence. 
Pure silence. 
Elena stared. 
Blood. 
More blood. 
Adrian’s blood. 
Her scream tore through the room. 
“No!” 
Her mother stood frozen. 
Even she hadn’t expected it. 
Adrian looked at Elena. 
Weak. 
Fading. 
His hand touched her face. 
His voice barely there. 
“I told you…” 
Blood on his lips. 
“…I’d protect you.” 
Her world shattered. 
Something inside her broke. 
No more fear. 
No more pain. 
Only fury. 
Elena grabbed Adrian’s gun. 
Turned. 
Fired. 
Her mother moved— 
too late. 
The bullet hit her shoulder. 
She fell. 
Daniel tackled two guards. 
Luca killed the last attacker. 
Chaos ended. 
Smoke. 
Blood. 
Silence. 
Elena stood over her mother. 
Gun aimed at her heart. 
Her mother looked up. 
Still smiling. 
Even bleeding. 
“Do it.” 
Elena’s hand trembled. 
Years of hate. 
Years of lies. 
Right here. 
One trigger. 
One end. 
Her mother whispered— 
“You’re like me.” 
That stopped her. 
Elena’s eyes widened. 
No. 
She wasn’t. 
She lowered the gun. 
Police sirens in the distance. 
Luca had called them. 
Her mother laughed softly. 
“You’re weak.” 
Elena looked at her coldly. 
“No.” 
She dropped the gun. 
“I’m human.” 
Her mother’s smile faded. 
For the first time— 
she lost. 
Elena turned. 
Dropped beside Adrian. 
His skin was cold. 
Too cold. 
Her hands shook. 
“Stay with me.” 
His eyes barely open. 
“Elena…” 
Tears streamed down her face. 
“Don’t leave me.” 
His lips moved. 
Three words. 
The words she feared most. 
And needed most. 
“I love you.” 
Then— 
darkness took him. 
 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen 
 
Between Life and Death 
 
The hospital smelled of antiseptic and silence. 
 
Elena sat outside the operating room. 
 
Hands stained with Adrian’s blood. 
 
She hadn’t moved in hours. 
 
Not one inch. 
 
The red light above the doors stayed on. 
 
Mocking her. 
 
Inside— 
 
Adrian fought for his life. 
 
Because of her. 
 
Again. 
 
Luca stood near the wall. 
 
Arms crossed. 
 
Face unreadable. 
 
Daniel sat across from her. 
 
Silent. 
 
No one knew what to say. 
 
What words existed for this? 
 
Elena stared at her hands. 
 
Her mind replayed it. 
 
The gun. 
 
The fire. 
 
The bullet. 
 
Adrian throwing himself in front of her. 
 
Without hesitation. 
 
Like her life mattered more than his. 
 
Her throat tightened. 
 
For years she had told herself he was the villain. 
 
But villains don’t die to save you. 
 
Do they? 
 
The doors opened. 
 
A doctor stepped out. 
 
Elena stood instantly. 
 
“Is he alive?” 
 
The doctor removed his gloves. 
 
“The bullet missed his heart by less than an inch.” 
 
Her knees weakened. 
 
Alive. 
 
But— 
 
“He lost a lot of blood.” 
 
Elena’s voice shook. 
 
“Can I see him?” 
 
The doctor nodded. 
 
“For a few minutes.” 
 
--- 
 
The room was dark. 
 
Quiet. 
 
Machines breathed for him. 
 
Adrian lay pale against white sheets. 
 
Bandages across his chest. 
 
His face looked different. 
 
Softer. 
 
Vulnerable. 
 
Human. 
 
Elena walked slowly to his side. 
 
For the first time— 
 
he looked breakable. 
 
She sat beside him. 
 
Took his hand. 
 
Cold. 
 
Her tears fell instantly. 
 
“I hate you.” 
 
Her voice broke. 
 
“For making me feel this.” 
 
She laughed through tears. 
 
“I spent five years hating you…” 
 
Her thumb brushed his hand. 
 
“And one night destroyed all of it.” 
 
She lowered her head. 
 
“I remember now.” 
 
Fragments. 
 
Him carrying her. 
 
Protecting her. 
 
Crying when he thought she was unconscious. 
 
He loved her even then. 
 
Her voice trembled. 
 
“You never stopped.” 
 
No answer. 
 
Only machines. 
 
Elena leaned forward. 
 
Pressed her forehead against his hand. 
 
And whispered— 
 
“I love you too.” 
 
Silence. 
 
Then— 
 
a weak squeeze. 
 
Her head lifted. 
 
Adrian’s eyes opened. 
 
Barely. 
 
Tired. 
 
But alive. 
 
His lips moved. 
 
“I heard that.” 
 
Elena laughed through tears. 
 
“You’re impossible.” 
 
A weak smile touched his lips. 
 
“And you’re late.” 
 
She cried harder. 
 
But smiled. 
 
For the first time in years— 
 
not from revenge. 
 
From relief. 
 
--- 
 
Three days later. 
 
Adrian recovered slowly. 
 
Police took Elena’s mother. 
 
But she said nothing. 
 
Not one word. 
 
The Circle was wounded. 
 
Not destroyed. 
 
Without the box— 
 
many secrets died. 
 
But not all. 
 
There were still names. 
 
Still enemies. 
 
Still war. 
 
Elena stood by Adrian’s window. 
 
The city below looked different now. 
 
Not darker. 
 
Clearer. 
 
Adrian walked toward her slowly. 
 
Still healing. 
 
But stronger. 
 
Always stronger. 
 
He stood behind her. 
 
Close. 
 
“What now?” 
 
Elena looked at him. 
 
The question carried everything. 
 
Their past. 
 
Their blood. 
 
Their love. 
 
Their war. 
 
She answered softly. 
 
“We finish it.” 
 
Adrian’s eyes held hers. 
 
Together. 
 
No more lies. 
 
No more running. 
 
He touched her face. 
 
Gentle. 
 
Reverent. 
 
Then kissed her. 
 
Slowly. 
 
Deeply. 
 
Not as enemies. 
 
Not as ghosts. 
 
But as survivors. 
 
Outside— 
 
the city kept breathing. 
 
Unaware that war was far from over. 
 
Because somewhere— 
 
in the shadows— 
 
The Circle still watched. 
 
And this time… 
 
Elena and Adrian would hunt them first. 
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