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    Chapter 1
    The Woman at Table Seven
  

  Zariya Monroe had taken pregnancy tests in gas station bathrooms, clinic bathrooms, and the back of a mobile health van while a line of patients waited outside with swollen ankles and blood pressure cuffs hanging loose from their arms.

  She had never taken one in the restroom of a private club where the hand soap smelled like imported roses and the mirror over the sink was framed in gold.

  The little plastic stick sat on a folded paper towel beside her purse.

  Two pink lines.

  No mercy. No confusion. No room for her to talk herself into stress, late ovulation, bad timing, a cheap test, or any of the lies she had offered women in gentler language when they already knew what their bodies were telling them.

  Pregnant.

  Zari gripped the edge of the sink until the marble bit into the pads of her fingers.

  The bass from the club shook through the wall and trembled in the mirror. Onyx Room did not sound like the kind of place where a woman found out the rest of her life had split down the middle. It sounded expensive. Controlled. Dangerous in a way that got dressed in black suits and diamond watches instead of ski masks.

  Outside the bathroom, Atlanta's pretty people were drinking liquor that cost more than Zari's light bill. Women laughed like they had practiced it. Men talked low around private tables. Security moved through the corners with earpieces and empty hands that never looked empty.

  And somewhere above all of it, Cassian Calloway was holding court.

  Zari looked at the test again.

  "You picked a hell of a night," she whispered.

  Her own reflection stared back at her with the same calm face she used on patients when their pressure was too high, when their insurance had lapsed, when their husbands stood too close and answered questions meant for them. Smooth brown skin, red mouth, black dress, hair pinned into a low twist that made her look more composed than she felt.

  She had chosen the dress on purpose. Nothing soft. Nothing begging. A square neckline, long sleeves, hem just above the knee. Professional enough to say she had not come chasing a man. Sharp enough to remind him that the woman he had taken home six weeks ago was not some mistake from a dark room.

  Six weeks.

  One night.

  One very clear memory of Cassian Calloway's hand at the small of her back as he led her through the private exit of a charity gala. He had smelled like cedar, smoke, and power. He had watched her the whole night while donors with fat checks pretended they cared about Black mothers dying in hospitals that knew better.

  He had not approached her until after her speech.

  Not while she was asking for money. Not while she was shaking hands with people who liked the idea of her clinic more than the work itself. Not while she was trying to smile through another woman telling her how "inspiring" it was that she had turned grief into service.

  He had waited until she stood alone near the service hallway, shoes hurting, throat tight, one hand pressed to the bracelet that had belonged to her mother.

  "You talk like you're daring them to disappoint you," he had said.

  Zari had turned and found him close enough that the room changed shape around him.

  "They usually do," she said.

  "Then ask me."

  "Ask you what?"

  "For what you came here to get."

  She had laughed because she thought he was arrogant. She still thought that. The problem was he had written a check before she asked, handed it to her without a speech, and then listened when she told him why a mobile maternal clinic needed more than charity scraps and good intentions.

  Two hours later, they were in his penthouse.

  Six weeks later, she was in his club bathroom with proof that a reckless, beautiful night had followed her into the future.

  Her phone buzzed on the counter.

  Zari snatched it up, heart jumping before she saw the name.

  MAZE.

  She answered fast. "Where are you?"

  Music thumped through the line, or maybe it was her side of the door. For a second, all she heard was breathing.

  "Maze?"

  "Z," her brother said.

  One letter. Rough and small. Nothing like Maze, who came into every room as if the world had left a chair empty just for him. Maze, who smiled with one dimple and lied with both eyes. Maze, who could talk himself into trouble, then grin like trouble should be grateful for the attention.

  Zari straightened. "What's wrong?"

  "I need you to listen."

  "No. You need to tell me where you are."

  "Don't go to him."

  Her blood cooled so quickly she forgot the pregnancy test on the counter.

  "Go to who?"

  "Calloway."

  The bathroom door opened behind her.

  Two women came in laughing, wrapped in perfume and satin. One of them glanced at Zari, saw the phone, saw whatever had shifted in her face, and quieted. Zari turned toward the wall and lowered her voice.

  "Maze, why would you say that?"

  "Because he's gonna think I did it."

  "Did what?"

  Silence.

  Not empty silence. Street silence. The kind that listened back.

  Zari pressed the phone hard against her ear. "Maze Monroe, answer me right now."

  "I didn't shoot that man."

  The words did not make sense at first. They landed wrong, too heavy for the little gold bathroom with its soft towels and rose soap.

  "What man?"

  "One of Calloway's security dudes. I didn't shoot him. I swear on Mama, Z, I didn't."

  The woman at the sink stopped touching up her lipstick.

  Zari turned farther into the corner. "Where are you?"

  "I can't say."

  "You can and you will."

  "No, listen. If they grab me first, tell them I didn't have the gun. Tell them to check the west gate camera at Ember. Tell them she was there."

  "Who was there?"

  His breath hitched.

  The bass outside cut off.

  Not faded. Not lowered. Cut.

  The sudden quiet slapped the whole building.

  The two women by the mirror froze. Somewhere beyond the restroom door, a glass broke. Voices rose, then folded into a hush so deep Zari could hear the blood in her own ears.

  "Maze," she said.

  "Zari." His voice cracked on her name. "Mama's red bag."

  Then the line went dead.

  She pulled the phone away and stared at it.

  The screen showed one missed detail she had ignored when the call came in: three text alerts stacked beneath his name.

  Local breaking news.

  Her thumb shook when she opened the first one.

  MAN SHOT OUTSIDE CALLOWAY-OWNED LOUNGE IN MIDTOWN

  The second alert loaded with a blurry image. Police lights. Yellow tape. A familiar black-and-gold sign over a door.

  Ember.

  The third alert came from a neighborhood page she followed for clinic safety updates.

  SUSPECT IDENTIFIED AS MAZE MONROE, 24.

  The photo loaded slowly, pixel by pixel, like God was giving her time to look away.

  Maze's mugshot filled the screen.

  Zari stopped breathing.

  The younger of the two women whispered, "Oh my God. Isn't that the same guy on the screens?"

  Zari looked up.

  The bathroom had three framed screens above the mirror, usually running muted fashion clips and liquor ads. All three now showed the same breaking-news banner from a local station. Maze's face sat beside footage of Ember's front entrance. A reporter stood in the wash of police lights, mouth moving under captions Zari could not read from where she stood.

  The club outside erupted in sound again, but not music.

  People talking. Chairs scraping. Men barking into radios.

  Then a voice came through the club speakers.

  Low. Controlled. Unmistakable.

  "No one leaves."

  Zari's stomach turned over.

  Not from the pregnancy.

  Cassian.

  The woman nearest the door grabbed her friend's wrist. "Did he just lock us in?"

  "No one leaves," Cassian repeated, and this time the words seemed to come from inside the walls. "Security, seal every exit. Check staff, guests, service halls, and cameras. Whoever helped Maze Monroe get inside my property is still in this building."

  Zari's phone slipped in her hand.

  Her brother's mugshot glowed above her reflection.

  The positive pregnancy test lay on the counter below it.

  For one stupid second, she thought of putting the test in the trash and walking out as if she were only Dr. Zariya Monroe, nurse practitioner, clinic founder, respectable woman who did not get pregnant by men like Cassian Calloway and did not have brothers wanted for shooting their guards.

  Then she saw herself in the mirror.

  Her mother's bracelet was twisted around her wrist. Thin gold, dented near the clasp from the day the hospital bag strap had caught on it. Zari had kept it because the hospital had not kept much else. Not her mother's voice. Not her warmth. Not the chance to apologize for being twenty-one and scared and trusting doctors who said, "Some discomfort is normal."

  Some discomfort had been a pulmonary embolism.

  Some delay had been death.

  Zari picked up the pregnancy test, wrapped it in tissue, and slid it into the inner pocket of her purse.

  Then she washed her hands because she needed one ordinary action before she walked into the kind of trouble that swallowed people whole.

  When she opened the bathroom door, Onyx Room had changed.

  The club was built like a jewel box for people who liked to pretend they were not being watched. Black walls. Gold light. Curved booths. A bar that glowed under rows of bottles. A dance floor sunk a few inches below the main level. Above it all, a second-floor balcony circled the room with private tables tucked behind smoked glass.

  Every exit had a man in a black suit in front of it.

  Guests were standing now, all rich outrage and nervous glances. A woman in a silver dress was crying into her phone while a security guard told her there was no signal because the building's internal jammer had been activated. A man near the bar shouted about lawsuits until another guard leaned close and said something that made him lower his voice.

  Zari stepped into the hall and felt the room's attention skim over her.

  Nobody knew her here. That was what she had counted on when she came.

  She had not called ahead. She had not asked for a meeting. She had walked through the front door on the strength of a charity gala memory and the private card Cassian had pressed into her palm afterward.

  Use this if you ever need me.

  She had hated the arrogance of it.

  She had kept the card.

  Now she stood under a wash of gold light while his men searched the club for someone connected to her brother.

  At the center of the balcony, Cassian Calloway looked down over his kingdom.

  The first thing Zari noticed was that he was not shouting.

  Men like Cassian did not need volume. The whole room had bent toward his quiet. He wore black, as if color had never made a good enough argument for itself. Black suit, black shirt, no tie. A heavy watch flashed at his wrist when he lifted one hand, and three guards moved at once below him.

  He did not look panicked.

  That frightened her more than panic would have.

  Cassian's face was still, carved into the kind of calm people mistook for patience right before they found out it was control. Deep brown skin, close-cut beard, eyes so dark they seemed to take light instead of reflect it. He scanned the club once, slowly, and Zari remembered his mouth at her ear, his hand gripping her thigh, the way he had said her name like he meant to keep it.

  Then his gaze landed on her.

  Everything in the room seemed to narrow.

  Recognition did not soften him. It sharpened him.

  Zari made herself hold his stare.

  She had spent her adult life walking into rooms where people thought they knew more than she did. Hospital administrators. Grant boards. Men with money. Women with influence. Doctors who heard her title and still searched behind her for someone in a white coat.

  She knew how to keep her face calm while her life caught fire.

  Cassian turned his head and spoke to the man beside him.

  The man looked down at Zari.

  Then he started for the stairs.

  Zari did not wait.

  She moved through the club before the guard reached the bottom step.

  "Ma'am," he said, blocking her path with a polite hand that never touched her. "Mr. Calloway will come to you."

  "No," Zari said. "He won't."

  The guard blinked once.

  She stepped around him.

  He shifted with her.

  Zari looked up at him. He was at least six-four, built like he had been assembled from a gym membership and unresolved childhood trauma.

  "I am not drunk," she said. "I am not hysterical. I am not armed. And if you put your hands on me in a room full of cameras, I will make sure every woman in Atlanta knows this club is only safe until one of your bosses decides she is inconvenient."

  His jaw flexed.

  Behind him, another guard's mouth twitched like he wanted to laugh and valued his job too much.

  "Move," Zari said.

  "Let her through."

  Cassian's voice came from above.

  The guard stepped aside.

  Zari climbed the stairs without looking back.

  Each step gave her a little more of the room below. Frightened guests. Angry ones. Men pretending not to be afraid because their watches cost too much for that. Women already calculating how the story would sound tomorrow.

  At the top, Cassian waited.

  Up close, he was worse.

  Time had not had the decency to make him less attractive. His presence filled the narrow landing with heat and pressure. He looked at her the way he had looked at her across that gala, as if he remembered every word she had said and every sound she had made afterward.

  Then his eyes dropped to her stomach.

  It was too quick for anyone else to catch.

  Zari caught it.

  Her hand tightened around the strap of her purse.

  "Dr. Monroe," he said.

  "Mr. Calloway."

  Something moved in his expression. Not a smile. Not even close.

  "This is a bad time."

  "It wasn't shaping up to be a good one for me either."

  His eyes held hers. "Did you come here for your brother?"

  That was the cut.

  No hello. No why did you disappear after my driver took you home. No I thought about calling. No I remember you.

  Just Maze, already tried and sentenced in his tone.

  Zari felt a clean line of anger cut through the fear.

  "I came here for me."

  Cassian's face did not change, but the men near him shifted.

  "Your brother is wanted for shooting one of my guards," he said.

  "My brother just called me scared out of his mind saying he did not shoot anybody."

  "Most men say that after they shoot somebody."

  "And most powerful men decide the truth is whatever protects their property."

  A muscle ticked once in his jaw.

  Good, Zari thought. Bleed a little.

  "You should choose your next words carefully," he said.

  "I do. That's why people hate hearing them."

  For the first time, something like interest moved through his eyes. It was gone before she could use it.

  He stepped closer, not enough to touch her, enough to make the air remember.

  "Why are you here, Zariya?"

  Her full name in his mouth hit harder than it had any right to.

  She could tell him now.

  She should tell him now.

  The pregnancy test seemed to burn inside her purse, wrapped in tissue, hidden beside her wallet and keys and the lipstick she had put on like armor in the parking lot.

  I'm pregnant.

  The words rose into her throat.

  Below them, someone shouted.

  A body slammed into a table. Glass shattered. One of Cassian's guards barked, "Gun!"

  Cassian moved before Zari understood the word.

  His arm came around her waist and hauled her against him. He turned, putting his body between her and the balcony rail as the first shot cracked through Onyx Room.

  The sound split the air.

  People screamed.

  A second shot punched into the smoked glass behind them, spraying fragments across the carpet.

  Cassian shoved Zari down behind a curved booth and covered her with his body.

  For one breath, the world became him. His weight. His heat. His hand locked around the back of her head. His heart beating hard against her shoulder, not calm now, not cold, not untouchable.

  "Stay down," he said.

  Zari's cheek pressed against the carpet. Her purse was trapped under her ribs. The pregnancy test dug into her side like a secret with teeth.

  Below, men yelled over the chaos. Shoes pounded. Another shot fired, farther away this time, followed by the heavy thud of someone hitting the floor.

  Cassian lifted his head just enough to look over the booth.

  Zari grabbed his jacket.

  He looked down at her hand, then at her face.

  For one wild second, she thought about the baby. Not as two pink lines. Not as a problem. As something small and alive inside her while bullets tore through the room where its father held her to the floor.

  Cassian's eyes narrowed.

  "Are you hit?"

  She shook her head.

  His gaze moved over her anyway, clinical and furious. "Zariya."

  "I'm not hit."

  "Then why are you looking at me like that?"

  Because I came here to tell you.

  Because my brother is running.

  Because if I die in your club tonight, nobody will know there was a heartbeat trying to become real.

  Her mouth opened.

  Another guard appeared at the end of the booth, gun drawn. "Boss, shooter's moving through service."

  Cassian's face went flat again, but his hand stayed at the back of Zari's head.

  "Take him alive," he said.

  "If possible?"

  Cassian looked at him.

  The guard swallowed. "Alive."

  Zari pushed against Cassian's chest. "Maze didn't do this."

  "You don't know what your brother did."

  "And you don't know what he didn't."

  "I know someone used his name to walk into my property and put rounds through my glass."

  "Then maybe you should be asking who benefits from making sure you look at him instead of them."

  That landed.

  She saw it.

  Cassian looked toward the broken glass behind them, then down at the angle of the bullet holes. His body changed over hers. Less shield now, more weapon.

  He had realized something.

  "This wasn't aimed at the floor," he said quietly.

  Zari followed his gaze.

  The bullets had torn through the glass at shoulder height, right where Cassian had been standing.

  Not at the crowd.

  At him.

  The room tilted.

  Cassian looked back at her, and for the first time since the screens lit up with Maze's face, his certainty cracked.

  Only a hairline fracture.

  But Zari saw it.

  "My brother called me before the news broke," she said. "He told me he was being set up. He told me not to trust you."

  "Smart boy."

  "Then he said Mama's red bag."

  Cassian frowned. "What does that mean?"

  "It means he hid something."

  "Where?"

  "If I knew you well enough to tell you that, we wouldn't be having this conversation on the floor."

  A sound almost came out of him. Maybe a laugh. Maybe a curse.

  His hand moved from the back of her head to her wrist, and his thumb brushed the dented bracelet there. She hated that he noticed. Hated more that his touch steadied her.

  "You came here for yourself," he said.

  It was not a question.

  Zari's heart beat once, hard.

  This was the place. The line. The ledge.

  She could wait until the building was secure, until Maze was safe, until Cassian was not looking at her like the whole night had become a locked room and she was the key he did not trust yet.

  But waiting had killed her mother.

  Waiting was how women got dismissed. How pain got called pressure. How danger got renamed stress until the body gave out under polite neglect.

  Zari pulled her wrist from his hand.

  "I came here because six weeks ago, you told me to use your card if I ever needed you."

  His eyes dropped to her mouth, then back up.

  "And do you?"

  Below them, the club lights flickered. Somewhere in the service hall, a man shouted in pain.

  Zari reached into her purse.

  Cassian's hand closed over hers so fast she barely saw him move.

  "Slowly," he said.

  Zari held his stare until his suspicion had nowhere to hide.

  Fine.

  Let him see what kind of weapon she had brought.

  Zari drew out the tissue-wrapped test and pressed it into his hand.

  Cassian stared at it.

  The club roared around them. Security shouted. Guests cried. The screens downstairs still flashed her brother's face in a loop. Smoke from the shattered balcony glass hung in the gold light.

  Cassian peeled back the tissue.

  For the first time since Zari had met him, the great Cassian Calloway went completely still.

  Not controlled.

  Still.

  His eyes lifted to hers.

  Zari held his gaze even though her whole body wanted to shake.

  "Yes," she said. "I need you."

  His fingers closed around the test.

  "Zariya."

  "But not the way you think."

  A guard rushed up the stairs, breathing hard. "Boss. We got the shooter."

  Cassian did not look away from Zari.

  "And?"

  The guard hesitated.

  "And he had Maze Monroe's ID in his pocket."

  Zari's blood went cold.

  Cassian's hand tightened around the pregnancy test until the plastic creaked.

  Downstairs, Maze's mugshot glowed on every screen.

  Between them, in Cassian's fist, were the two pink lines that could make Zari his family or his leverage.

  Maybe both.

  Cassian finally stood and held out his hand.

  "Get up," he said.

  Zari looked at his hand.

  "Are you asking or ordering?"

  His mouth hardened.

  Then he crouched again, bringing his face close to hers so no one else could hear.

  "I am asking my child's mother to get off the floor before whoever tried to kill me remembers they missed."

  The words hit her low and deep.

  My child's mother.

  Not a question. Not a denial. Not a threat.

  A claim.

  Zari put her hand in his.

  Cassian pulled her to her feet, then stepped in front of her as his men closed around them.

  For one breath, she let the shield happen.

  Only one.

  Then she lifted her chin and walked beside him.

  Not behind.

  Beside.





  
    Chapter 2
    Bullets Before Truth
  

  Cassian Calloway did not loosen his grip until the door to his private office sealed behind them.

  Zari heard the lock catch. Heavy. Mechanical. Final.

  She pulled her hand from his.

  "Do not lock me in a room."

  He turned from the door with the pregnancy test still in his fist and blood on the cuff of his black shirt. Not his blood, she thought. At least, she hoped not. A thin red line marked the side of his neck where glass had kissed him on the way down.

  "You were almost shot," he said.

  "I noticed."

  "Then notice the part where walking around loose is a bad idea."

  "Loose?" Zari repeated.

  One of his guards, the large one from the stairs, glanced at the ceiling like he wished the vents would take him.

  Cassian did not blink. "Free-range. Uncovered. Exposed. Pick the word that offends you least."

  "They all do."

  "Then be offended alive."

  The office around them looked nothing like the club. Downstairs was gold light and velvet. Up here was glass, dark wood, camera feeds, locked cabinets, and a desk clean enough to make Zari suspicious. Men like Cassian did not need clutter because they had people for that. On one wall, eight screens showed different corners of Onyx Room. Guests huddled under guard. Staff stood against walls. Two security men dragged a bleeding man through the service hall with his wrists zip-tied behind his back.

  The shooter.

  Zari's stomach tightened.

  "Is he alive?"

  "For now."

  "That is not an answer."

  "It is the only one I have."

  Cassian crossed to the desk and set the pregnancy test down on the polished surface with a care that did not fit the rest of the night. Zari hated that she saw it. Hated that a part of her watched his hand and thought, He is careful with it.

  He looked at the guard. "Tavon, status."

  Tavon stepped forward. He was broad, bald, and built like a locked door. "Shooter is secured in service room three. Two guests cut by glass. One bartender grazed. No fatalities inside Onyx."

  "The guard at Ember?"

  "Critical. Grady."

  Cassian's jaw flexed. "Name."

  "Andre Bell."

  For the first time, something human moved through Cassian's eyes. It was there and gone fast, but Zari caught it.

  Andre Bell was not just staff.

  "Family notified?" Cassian asked.

  "His wife is at the hospital."

  "Put two men on her. No cameras in her face. No press. No one gets near that woman unless she asks for them."

  "Done."

  Cassian turned to another man near the screens. "Where did the shooter come in?"

  "Service entrance. Badge scan belonged to Lenox."

  "Lenox is off tonight."

  "Yes."

  "Find him."

  "Already trying."

  "Try faster."

  The man moved.

  Zari folded her arms, partly because the office was cold, partly because her hands wanted to shake.

  "And Maze?"

  Every man in the room looked at her.

  Cassian did not.

  He watched the camera feed where the captured shooter had been shoved into a chair. "Your brother's ID was in the shooter's pocket."

  "You heard me downstairs. That means somebody planted it."

  "It means somebody wanted me to find it."

  "That is what planted means."

  His eyes cut to hers.

  Good. Let him be annoyed. She trusted annoyance more than the dead calm he wore like cologne.

  "Your brother called you before the alert," Cassian said.

  "Yes."

  "From what number?"

  "His."

  "Give me your phone."

  Zari laughed once. No humor. "Absolutely not."

  "Zariya."

  "Do not use my full name like that is a command button."

  Tavon's mouth twitched again.

  Cassian noticed. "Leave us."

  Every guard went still.

  "Boss," Tavon said.

  "The door stays watched from outside. Cameras stay live. Leave us."

  Tavon did not like it. His whole body said so. But he obeyed. The office emptied until only the camera screens kept moving.

  The silence that followed was worse than the noise.

  Zari stood on one side of the desk. Cassian stood on the other. Between them sat the pregnancy test, two pink lines bright under the office light.

  He looked at it.

  Then at her.

  "How far?"

  "Six weeks."

  His throat moved. "You are sure?"

  That stung, even though it was practical.

  "I run a clinic."

  "That is not what I meant."

  "Then say what you mean."

  He came around the desk slowly, as if sudden movement might make her bolt.

  "I mean did a doctor confirm it?"

  "Not yet."

  "But you know."

  "Yes."

  "And it is mine."

  Zari's anger snapped up hot and clean. "Ask me that carefully."

  The warning reached him.

  Not regret. Cassian did not look like a man who spent much time with regret. But he heard her.

  "I am asking because I have enemies," he said. "Because a man tried to kill me ten minutes after your brother called you about being framed. Because you walked into my club with news that changes both of our lives. I am not asking because I think you make a habit of confusing men."

  She wanted to hate the answer.

  She hated that she could not.

  "It is yours," she said. "There has not been anyone else."

  His eyes held hers for a long second.

  "There has not been anyone else for me either."

  Zari looked away first.

  That was irritating. She did not owe him the satisfaction of seeing that sentence land.

  "I did not come here for money," she said.

  "I know."

  "You do not know me well enough to know that."

  "I know when people come to me for money."

  "That must be lonely."

  He stared at her.

  The words had slipped out before she could decide if they were useful. They hung between them, too personal for a locked office with blood still drying on his cuff.

  Cassian looked back at the test. "What did you come for?"

  The truthful answer was ugly because it was not one thing.

  She had come because she was angry that he had left such a permanent consequence and gone on being rich, untouchable, and silent. She had come because every child deserved to be known by both parents if both parents were safe enough to know. She had come because she remembered his hand under her jaw, his voice in the dark, and the way he had listened to her at the gala before he ever touched her.

  She had come because she was scared.

  Zari hated that one most.

  "I came to tell you before I made decisions that involved your child," she said. "That is all."

  "My child."

  The words were quiet.

  Not soft. Cassian's voice did not seem built for soft.

  But quieter than before.

  "Yes," she said. "Your child. My body. My medical decisions. My life. We should get that order clear now."

  His mouth curved at one corner. Barely. "You had that speech ready."

  "I had several."

  "I would like to hear the others when people are no longer shooting at us."

  Us.

  Zari registered the word and wished she had not.

  A knock hit the office door. Two hard taps, then one.

  Cassian's face closed. "Enter."

  Tavon stepped in with a tablet. "You need to see this."

  He handed it to Cassian, but his eyes flicked to Zari before he did.

  Cassian watched whatever played on the screen.

  The office seemed to lose temperature.

  "Show her," he said.

  Tavon hesitated.

  "She is already in it," Cassian said.

  Tavon turned the tablet.

  Security footage filled the screen. A service corridor at Onyx Room. The camera angle was high, grainy but clear enough. A man in a black hoodie moved fast along the wall, head down. A badge flashed in his hand when he opened the service door.

  The image froze on his face.

  Not Maze.

  Zari's breath rushed out.

  "That is not my brother."

  "No," Cassian said.

  "Then why are you looking like that?"

  Tavon swiped.

  A second image appeared. Same hallway, three minutes earlier. A woman in a fitted red jacket walked through the corridor with her face turned partly away from the camera. She wore staff black beneath the jacket, but Zari could tell by the way she moved that she was not staff. Staff in places like this moved quickly or invisibly. This woman moved like she expected doors to open.

  At her side hung a leather bag with a bright silk scarf tied around the handle.

  Zari leaned closer.

  "Do you know her?" Cassian asked.

  "No."

  But something about the woman made the back of Zari's neck tighten.

  The woman lifted one hand near the service door, and the frame blurred with motion. When it cleared, the shooter entered.

  "She let him in," Zari said.

  "Looks that way."

  "Then Maze did not."

  "Looks that way too."

  She looked at Cassian. "That sounded painful for you."

  "Being wrong is inconvenient. I survive it."

  "Do you apologize after?"

  "Depends who heard me."

  Zari almost smiled. Almost.

  Then Tavon swiped again.

  The third image showed the shooter after capture. He sat slumped in the service room chair with blood on his mouth and a guard's hand gripping the back of his neck. On the metal table in front of him lay a driver's license.

  Maze's driver's license.

  Zari stepped closer.

  "He lost that two months ago."

  Cassian looked at her.

  "He said somebody stole his wallet after a pickup game," she said. "I told him to freeze his cards. He replaced the license."

  "Can you prove that?"

  "Yes."

  "Good."

  "You believe me?"

  "I believe paper trails."

  "Romantic."

  The word landed before she could pull it back.

  Tavon coughed into his fist.

  Cassian's gaze held hers over the tablet. "You want romance tonight?"

  Heat moved through her so fast she resented her own body.

  "I want my brother alive," she said.

  "Then we want one same thing."

  "One?"

  "You and the baby alive makes three."

  Zari's fingers tightened around her purse strap.

  The baby.

  He said it like a fact now. Like the child had stepped into the room and taken a seat.

  Another knock came. This one urgent.

  A younger guard opened the door. "APD is downstairs. They want access to the shooter and all footage."

  "They can have a copy after my people secure the chain," Cassian said.

  "Detective says he has a warrant coming."

  "Detective can wait with everyone else."

  Zari stepped forward. "No."

  Cassian looked at her.

  "If you hold evidence back, you make it look like you are hiding something," she said.

  "I am hiding several things."

  "Not funny."

  "I was not joking."

  "This is my brother's life."

  "And my man's blood on pavement."

  The room tightened.

  There he was. Not the controlled businessman. Not the man who could joke with a bullet hole in his glass. The boss who knew the name of the guard in the hospital. The man other men followed because his anger had direction.

  Zari lowered her voice. "Then don't hand the police a messy story. Give them the copy. Keep your original. Let my brother's lawyer ask for the same footage before it vanishes into somebody's evidence room."

  Cassian stared at her long enough that Tavon shifted.

  "She is right," Tavon said.

  Cassian did not look at him. "I know."

  He picked up his phone and made two calls in less than a minute. One to his head of security. One to an attorney who answered on the first ring and sounded wide awake. He gave instructions with no wasted words: duplicate footage, document transfers, send counsel to APD, get a criminal defense attorney to the precinct for Maze Monroe if he was brought in.

  Zari listened, arms folded, refusing to be grateful too soon.

  When he ended the call, she said, "I did not ask you to hire my brother a lawyer."

  "No. You asked me not to bury evidence. I am doing both."

  "Why?"

  His eyes dropped to the purse where she had put the test.

  "Because whoever set your brother up tried to kill me."

  "And?"

  "And because my child does not need an uncle rotting in jail for something he did not do."

  Zari looked away.

  She needed to sit down, but sitting felt like surrender. She needed water. She needed air that did not smell like smoke, cologne, and money. She needed to call Maze back until the phone broke in her hand.

  Mostly, she needed one minute in a world where her brother was not wanted, the father of her baby was not Cassian Calloway, and some woman in a red jacket had not walked through a camera frame like a match looking for gasoline.

  Cassian picked up the pregnancy test and wrapped it again in the tissue.

  "We need to leave."

  "I am not going anywhere with you."

  "You are."

  "That was fast. You were almost decent for a second."

  "Someone connected to your brother has your number. Someone connected to my house knows you came here. Someone tried to kill me while you stood beside me. If you walk out that front door, you are exposed before you reach your car."

  "I can call a ride."

  "And tell them to take you where? Home? Your clinic? Your friend's place? You think I am the only one who can find addresses?"

  Fear crawled up her back because he was right.

  She hated right when it came from him.

  "I have patients tomorrow."

  "Cancel them."

  "No."

  "Zariya."

  "Women depend on that clinic."

  "Then we protect the clinic too."

  She laughed under her breath. "You keep saying protect like it means own."

  "It means keep alive."

  "To you."

  "Tonight that is enough."

  She studied him. The blood at his collar. The calm that had returned to his face. The pregnancy test hidden in tissue in his hand like a secret he had decided belonged to him too.

  "I go where I choose," she said.

  "Choose my penthouse."

  "Why would I do that?"

  "Because it is secure. Because I have footage, lawyers, and men who know how to keep watch. Because your brother told you not to trust me, which means he knew I would be involved, not that I was guilty."

  "That is a generous reading."

  "I am generous when it suits me."

  "There is the man I remember."

  His gaze flicked over her face, and for a second the office disappeared. She saw the penthouse again. Rain against glass. Her dress on his floor. Cassian on his knees in front of her like worship could have teeth.

  Then the moment passed.

  "One night," she said.

  "No."

  "Excuse me?"

  "Not one night. Until I know who put your brother's ID on my shooter."

  "You do not get to set the terms."

  "Then set them."

  That stopped her.

  Cassian stepped closer and held out the tissue-wrapped test. "You like terms. Set them."

  Zari took the test from him.

  Their fingers brushed.

  Her body remembered too much.

  "I keep my phone," she said.

  "Yes."

  "I call who I want."

  "On speaker if it concerns this."

  "No."

  "Then with Tavon in the room."

  "No."

  "Zariya."

  "I am not your employee, your suspect, or your wife."

  The last word changed the air.

  Cassian heard it. Of course he did.

  Wife.

  He looked at her with a stillness that made her wish she could gather the word back out of the room.

  "No," he said. "You are not."

  The way he said it made her wonder whether the idea had just occurred to him or whether it had been waiting under the floorboards.

  Zari backed toward the door. "My terms are simple. I keep my phone. I call my best friend before we leave. I get the address of wherever you are taking me. I send it to her. I speak to Maze's lawyer as soon as one is assigned. Nobody searches me. Nobody touches me. And if I say I need a doctor, you do not argue."

  "Done."

  "I was not finished."

  "Then finish."

  "I am not sharing your bed."

  His eyes did not move from hers. "I did not ask."

  "Good."

  "Yet."

  Her stomach dipped.

  "That is not funny either."

  "I was not joking that time."

  Zari hated him for making heat rise in a room where people had bled.

  She opened the office door herself.

  Tavon stood outside with three other guards.

  Cassian came up beside her, close enough that his sleeve brushed hers.

  Downstairs, the club remained under lockdown. Police lights flashed red and blue across the windows now. The guests had been moved into seating groups. The screens no longer showed Maze's face, but Zari still saw it burned against the back of her eyes.

  As Cassian led her toward a private elevator, a woman near the bar lifted her phone and snapped a picture.

  Cassian stopped.

  The woman froze.

  "Delete it," he said.

  She did.

  He waited.

  She deleted it from the trash too.

  Zari should have been annoyed.

  Instead, she wondered what it would feel like to have that kind of force pointed only at keeping her safe.

  Dangerous thought.

  She crushed it.

  At the elevator, Cassian leaned close enough that only she could hear.

  "Once those doors close, the night gets smaller. You. Me. The baby. Your brother. The truth."

  "That sounds small to you?"

  "Compared to what is coming, yes."

  The elevator opened.

  Zari stepped inside first because she refused to be guided like luggage.

  Cassian followed.

  The doors slid shut on the ruined club, the police lights, and the strangers already hungry to turn her life into a story.

  For a second, the elevator was silent.

  Then Cassian said, "Call your friend."

  Zari looked at him.

  He looked back.

  "Terms," he said.

  She pulled out her phone with shaking hands and called the one woman who would answer at any hour.

  Brielle picked up on the second ring. "If you are calling to tell me you chickened out, I am judging you with love."

  Zari closed her eyes.

  "Bri," she said. "I need you to listen."

  Cassian stood beside her, silent and watchful, while the elevator carried them down into the private belly of Onyx Room.

  And for the second time that night, Zari said the truth out loud.

  "I'm pregnant."
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