
  
    [image: Guilty Until Proven Innocent]
  


  
    
      Guilty Until Proven Innocent

      A DARK PRISON ROMANCE

      
        WRONG SISTER

        BOOK ONE

      

    

    
      
        NOA CAMHI

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Millennial Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Join the Founder’s Circle

      

    

    
      
        1. Mao's Pov

      

      
        2. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        3. Mao's Pov

      

      
        4. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        5. Mao's Pov

      

      
        6. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        7. Mao's Pov

      

      
        8. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        9. Mao's Pov

      

      
        10. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        11. Mao's Pov

      

      
        12. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        13. Mao's Pov

      

      
        14. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        15. Mao's Pov

      

      
        16. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        17. Mao's Pov

      

      
        18. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        19. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        20. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        21. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        22. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        23. Mao's Pov

      

      
        24. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        25. Mao's Pov

      

      
        26. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        27. Mao's Pov

      

      
        28. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        29. Mao's Pov

      

      
        30. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        31. Mao's Pov

      

      
        32. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        33. Mao's Pov

      

      
        34. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        35. Mao's Pov

      

      
        36. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        37. Mao's Pov

      

      
        38. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        39. Mao's Pov

      

      
        40. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        41. Mao's Pov

      

      
        42. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        43. Mao's Pov

      

      
        44. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        45. Mao's Pov

      

      
        46. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        47. Mao's Pov

      

      
        48. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        49. Mao's Pov

      

      
        50. Wu Jing's Pov

      

      
        51. Mao's Pov

      

      
        52. Wu Jing's Pov

      

    

    
      
        Also by Noa Camhi

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Join the Founder’s Circle

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: Founder’s circle]
          
        

      

      Love dark, steamy romance and want more between releases? The Founder Circle is Millennial Publishing’s reader membership where you get the story before anyone else, plus extras you won’t find in stores. Members receive early chapters and launch-day access, bonus epilogues and alternate scenes, monthly exclusive shorts novellas set in connected worlds, and behind-the-scenes notes on characters, covers, and plot secrets. You’ll also get vote-on-it polls that help shape future books, VIP discounts on eBooks and box sets, and entry to monthly giveaways and live Q&As. Join once, enjoy everything new each month, and cancel anytime.

      https://millennialpublishinginc.com/millennialpublisher_founderscircle

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Mao's Pov

          

        

      

    

    
      The seizure starts at 6:47 AM, three minutes before breakfast call.

      I'm already awake—I'm always awake before the lights come on. Eighteen months in Morrison Federal Correctional has rewired my circadian rhythm to match the prison's brutal schedule. Sleep is a luxury I've learned to ration, measured out in careful increments between head counts and the screaming nightmares that wake me gasping for air that tastes like disinfectant and despair.

      The woman in the cell next to mine—Garcia, serving fifteen for armed robbery—starts making a sound like a dying animal. I'm on my feet before the guards notice, pressing my face against the bars.

      "Guard! Medical emergency in C-Block, cell 47!"

      Officer Patterson looks up from her phone, annoyed. She's one of the better ones, which isn't saying much. "Song, get back from those bars."

      "She's having a seizure. Grand mal, by the sound of it. If you don't get medical down here in the next ninety seconds, she's going to aspirate and die." I keep my voice level, professional. The doctor voice I haven't used in almost two years, buried under the prison number and the orange jumpsuit and the weight of a murder conviction I didn't earn.

      Patterson's eyes narrow, but she reaches for her radio. She knows I'm right. Everyone in C-Block knows I used to be a surgeon. Some of them think I used those skills to kill my husband. The smart ones know better.

      The cell door buzzes open—a small mercy, a testament to the reputation I've carefully cultivated. I'm not a threat. I'm useful. In a place like this, useful keeps you alive.

      Garcia is on the floor, body rigid, eyes rolled back. I drop to my knees beside her, tilting her head to keep her airway clear. My hands move on autopilot, checking pulse, respiration, the things I could do in my sleep even after eighteen months of forced retirement from medicine.

      "Someone get me something soft for under her head," I call out. "And clear this fucking cell—give her space."

      The other inmates scatter. They've seen me do this before. Broken fingers set with popsicle sticks and medical tape. Infections treated with smuggled antibiotics. A stabbing victim kept alive long enough to reach the infirmary. I'm not a doctor here—I'm something more valuable. I'm hope that someone gives a shit whether they live or die.

      The seizure lasts ninety-three seconds. I count every one.

      When Garcia finally goes limp, I roll her into recovery position and check her vitals again. Pulse is thready but steady. Breathing is shallow but regular. She'll live, probably. If the prison medical staff doesn't kill her with incompetence first.

      "Impressive, Doc."

      I don't look up at the voice. Chen Lin—my cellmate, former gang enforcer, currently serving twenty-five for manslaughter—leans against the doorframe. She's been watching my back since month three, when I stitched up her girlfriend after a fight in the showers. In here, debts like that matter more than blood.

      "Just basic first aid," I say, but we both know that's a lie. What I just did required years of training and the kind of calm under pressure that most people never develop. The kind of calm that comes from spending eleven hours elbow-deep in a four-year-old's chest cavity, refusing to let her die on your table.

      The memory hits like a fist to the solar plexus. That surgery. The one Wu Jing watched on hospital surveillance footage, though I didn't know it at the time. The one that apparently made a Triad leader decide I was worth more alive than dead.

      I push the thought away. Thinking about him is dangerous. Thinking about any of it—the trial, the evidence, my sister's testimony, the life I lost—that way lies madness.

      The medical team finally arrives, twelve minutes after I called. Twelve minutes. If this had been a real emergency, Garcia would be dead. But this is prison, where life is cheap and medical care is cheaper.

      "We'll take it from here, Song." The nurse—young, incompetent, the kind who couldn't get hired at a real hospital—tries to wave me away.

      "She's post-ictal. Probable epilepsy, though there's nothing in her medical file about seizure disorder. She'll need a full neurological workup, EEG, possibly an MRI if you want to rule out a brain tumor." I rattle off the information like I'm presenting at rounds, my doctor voice crisp and authoritative.

      The nurse blinks at me. "We'll, uh, we'll handle it."

      "Will you?" I stand, and even in prison orange, even with my hair pulled back in a regulation bun, even with eighteen months of hell etched into the lines around my eyes, I'm still Dr. Mao Song. Still a surgeon. Still someone who knows exactly how incompetent they are. "Because last month, Jenkins died of what you called 'stomach flu' that was actually a ruptured appendix. And three months before that⁠—"

      "That's enough, Song." Patterson's hand is on my arm, firm but not rough. "Back to your cell. Now."

      I go. Not because I'm afraid, but because I've learned to pick my battles. In here, you save your defiance for things that matter.

      Chen Lin follows me back to our cell, a sardonic smile playing at her lips. "You know you're not going to change anything, right? This place doesn't give a shit about us."

      "I know." I sit on my bunk—bottom, because I claimed it first and Chen respects the hierarchy—and press my palms against my eyes. "But I can't just... not do anything. It's not who I am."

      "Yeah, I noticed." Chen settles onto her own bunk. "It's going to get you killed one day, that hero complex."

      Maybe. But what's the alternative? Becoming the kind of person who can watch someone die and feel nothing?

      I've already lost so much. My career. My freedom. My⁠—

      The thought derails as it always does, crashing into the wall I've built around that particular agony. Three months ago. The emergency C-section. The doctor's face, carefully blank. The nurse—Patterson, the same one who just let me help Garcia—with tears in her eyes.

      "I'm sorry, Dr. Song. The baby didn't make it."

      But I heard him. I HEARD him cry.

      It was just a moment, barely a second, but I've spent eleven years in medicine. I know the sound of a newborn's first breath, that distinctive wail that means life, survival, hope. I heard it before they whisked him away, before they told me he was stillborn, before they handed me papers to sign for cremation that I don't remember signing.

      The timestamps were wrong. I noticed that later, when the grief had receded enough to let the doctor in me analyze the paperwork. The birth certificate said 3:47 AM. The cremation authorization said 3:52 AM. Five minutes. They waited five minutes to cremate my baby?

      No. Something was wrong. Everything was wrong.

      But I was in prison, convicted of murdering my husband, with no power and no resources and no one who believed me. So I did what I've done since the moment the jury read that guilty verdict: I survived. I documented everything in the journal I keep hidden in the ceiling tile of my cell. I watched. I waited. I planned.

      And I tried very, very hard not to think about golden-brown eyes that might be looking at the world somewhere without me.

      "Mail call!"

      The shout echoes down C-Block. I don't move. I haven't gotten mail since my parents' last letter, six months ago. The one where my mother said she couldn't keep visiting, couldn't keep believing I was innocent when the evidence was so damning. When my own sister testified against me.

      "My sister told me she wished he was dead. She was so angry about his gambling."

      Lin's voice, shaking with what the jury thought was grief but I recognized as performance. My identical twin, my other half, the person who knew me better than anyone in the world. Who looked them in the eye and lied.

      I still don't know why. The life insurance policy—five million dollars I didn't know existed—seemed like motive enough for the prosecution. But Lin was already wealthy, already successful. Why would she need my money badly enough to frame me for murder?

      Unless it was never about the money.

      "Song! You got something."

      I look up, surprised. Officer Patterson is standing at my cell door, holding a book. "Library request came through. That neurology textbook you wanted."

      I take it, confused. I didn't request any books. The library here is a joke—romance novels and outdated magazines, nothing medical. I learned to live without my journals and textbooks, the way I learned to live without everything else.

      The book is heavy in my hands. Pediatric Neurology: Current Practices. Recent edition, the kind of text I used to keep on my office shelf at Memorial Hospital. The kind of book that doesn't belong in a prison library.

      "Thanks," I manage.

      Patterson nods and moves on. Chen watches me with curious eyes.

      I wait until the cell door closes for breakfast count. Wait until Chen is distracted by the noise in the corridor. Then I open the book.

      The photograph is tucked between pages 47 and 48, in the chapter on infant brain development. A cruel joke, maybe. Or a message.

      The baby in the photo is maybe three months old. He's lying on a blue blanket, one tiny fist shoved in his mouth. Dark hair, olive skin, and eyes⁠—

      Oh God. His eyes.

      Golden-brown. The exact shade that stares back at me from the mirror, the genetic quirk I inherited from my grandmother. The eyes that made me distinctive, memorable, different from my identical twin sister who has normal brown eyes.

      The eyes that only my child could have.

      My hands are shaking so badly I almost drop the photograph. I flip it over, desperate for more information, for proof, for anything.

      One word, written in bold black marker:

      ALIVE

      The world tilts. The cell spins. Somewhere far away, I hear Chen asking if I'm okay, but I can't answer because I can't breathe, can't think, can't process what I'm holding.

      My son. My baby. Alive.

      Not stillborn. Not cremated. Not dead.

      Alive.

      Three months old, which is exactly right. Healthy, from what I can see in the photo. Someone is taking care of him. Someone who knows I'm here, who knows I think he's dead, who chose this moment to tell me the truth.

      Someone who's been watching.

      The rage comes first, hot and vicious. Someone stole my baby. Let me believe he was dead. Let me grieve while they—what? Kept him? Sold him? I've seen enough in my medical career to know what happens to babies born in prisons, the black market that exists for healthy infants.

      But the rage is quickly swallowed by something more dangerous: hope.

      He's alive. My son is alive. Which means I can find him. Get him back. I just need to figure out who took him and why.

      I flip the photograph over again, studying every detail. The blue blanket looks expensive, soft. The baby is clean, well-fed, clearly cared for. This isn't a trafficking situation—those babies look neglected, malnourished. This is something else.

      Someone with resources. Someone who could bribe prison medical staff. Someone who wanted my baby alive and healthy.

      But why? Why take him? Why tell me now?

      Unless they want something from me.

      The thought is cold, calculating, the kind of strategic thinking I've had to develop to survive in here. Someone took my baby and is now dangling proof of his survival in front of me. They want me to know. Want me to react.

      Want me to be desperate enough to do whatever they ask.

      "Mao." Chen's voice is sharp now, concerned. "What is that?"

      I look up at my cellmate, this woman who's protected me, befriended me, become something like family in this hellhole. Can I trust her with this? Can I trust anyone?

      But I'm holding a photograph of my son, and the alternative is facing this alone, and I've been alone for eighteen months. I'm so fucking tired of being alone.

      "It's my baby," I hear myself say. "The one they told me was stillborn. He's alive."

      Chen's eyes widen. She crosses the cell in two steps, takes the photograph from my shaking hands. Studies it with the same careful attention she brings to everything—sharpening shanks, reading people, surviving.

      "You sure it's him?"

      "Look at his eyes."

      Chen looks. Understands. Hands the photo back carefully, like it's made of glass.

      "Someone's fucking with you," she says finally. "Question is why."

      "I don't know." I tuck the photograph back into the book, my mind already racing. "But I'm going to find out."

      "And then what? You're in here for another eight years minimum. Even if your baby's alive, even if you find out who took him, what are you going to do about it from a prison cell?"

      It's the question I've been avoiding, the one that makes the hope curdle into something bitter and desperate. She's right. I'm powerless here. I have no resources, no freedom, no way to investigate or search or fight.

      Unless whoever sent this photograph gives me one.

      The thought settles over me like a shroud. This is a game. Someone is playing with me, dangling my son like bait. And I'm going to have to play along if I want to see him again.

      I should be angry about the manipulation. Should refuse to be anyone's puppet.

      But I'm a mother who just found out her baby is alive.

      There's nothing I won't do. No line I won't cross. No deal I won't make.

      "I'll do whatever it takes," I tell Chen, and I mean it with every fiber of my being. "Whatever they want, whoever they are. I'll burn this whole fucking world down if that's what it takes to get my son back."

      Chen studies me for a long moment, then nods slowly. "Yeah," she says. "I believe you would."

      The breakfast bell rings. The cell doors buzz open. Life in Morrison Federal Correctional continues its brutal, mundane rhythm.

      But everything has changed.

      Someone knows. Someone is watching. Someone has my son.

      And the game has just begun.

      I tuck the book under my arm and follow Chen to the cafeteria, my mind already cataloging possibilities, analyzing angles, preparing for whatever comes next. The photograph is a weight against my ribs, tucked into my sports bra where no one can take it from me.

      My baby. Alive.

      I don't know who took him. I don't know what they want.

      But I know this: I'm going to get him back.

      No matter what it costs.
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      Chen Wei's screaming stops at exactly 3:47 AM.

      I set down the pliers—blood-slicked, efficient—and step back from the chair. The man slumped in it is barely conscious, his fingers bent at angles that would make an orthopedic surgeon wince. But I'm not interested in his comfort. I'm interested in information.

      And Chen Wei, after six hours in my interrogation room, has finally given it to me.

      "Duan..." he gasps, blood bubbling at his lips. "Duan said... said he had a plan. His wife would take the fall..."

      I go very still. "His wife."

      "The doctor. Mao Song." Chen Wei's eyes are glazed with pain, but there's a desperate eagerness in them now. The eagerness of a man who thinks cooperation might save him. It won't. "Duan said she was perfect. Smart enough to have done it, angry enough to have motive. He said... he said no one would look past her."

      My hand tightens on the pliers. Two years. I've been hunting Duan Chen for two years, tracking the billion dollars he embezzled from my operations. A billion dollars that disappeared along with him the night he supposedly died.

      Except he didn't die. I know that now. The body in the morgue was a John Doe with the right build, the right age, close enough to pass a cursory inspection. The pacemaker that "failed" was a clever touch—hard to disprove, easy to fake.

      But I've spent two years following the money, tracking the ghost transactions, piecing together the truth. Duan Chen is alive. Living somewhere under a new identity, spending my money, thinking he got away with it.

      And his wife—his widow—is rotting in prison for a murder that never happened.

      "Tell me about the night," I say, my voice soft. In my experience, the quieter I am, the more they fear me. Chen Wei certainly does. He's trembling so hard the chair rattles. "The night Duan 'died.' What really happened?"

      "I don't know all of it," Chen Wei babbles. "I swear, Boss. I just know Duan called me that afternoon. Said tonight was the night. Said his sister-in-law was helping him. Said by morning, he'd be dead and rich and free."

      Sister-in-law. Lin Song. The identical twin who testified against her sister, whose tearful testimony sealed Mao's conviction.

      I've read the trial transcripts. Watched the footage. Lin was compelling—grief-stricken, reluctant, devastating. "My sister told me she wished he was dead. She was so angry about his gambling."

      But if Chen Wei is telling the truth—and at this point, with his fingers bent backwards and his kneecaps shattered, he has no reason to lie—then Lin wasn't a grieving sister-in-law. She was an accomplice.

      "Where's Duan now?" I ask.

      "Thailand. Bangkok. I don't know exactly where, but he mentioned Sukhumvit area. Expat community." Chen Wei is crying now, snot and tears mixing with the blood. "That's all I know. I swear on my mother's grave, that's everything."

      I believe him. I'm good at reading people, at knowing when they've reached the end of their useful information. Chen Wei has nothing left to give me.

      Which makes him expendable.

      I nod to Wei Chen—my second-in-command, no relation to the sobbing man in the chair. My Wei Chen steps forward with the efficiency of long practice. One bullet, suppressed, directly to the temple. Clean. Quick. Merciful, even, considering what I could have done.

      The body slumps. Wei Chen is already pulling out his phone, calling the cleanup crew. This interrogation room has seen dozens of bodies over the years. The concrete floor is sloped for drainage. The walls are soundproofed. We've refined the process to an art form.

      "Thailand," I say, stripping off my gloves. "Get our people on it. I want Duan found within the week."

      "Yes, Boss." Wei Chen hesitates, which is unusual. He's been with me for fifteen years, since we were both street kids in Hong Kong fighting for scraps. He knows better than to question me. "What about the wife? Dr. Song?"

      What about her indeed.

      I should kill her. That was the original plan, back when I thought she was complicit in Duan's theft. Kill her, kill anyone associated with him, send a message that no one steals from Wu Jing and lives.

      But then I watched her.

      It started as surveillance, basic due diligence. I had people inside Memorial Hospital where she worked. Cameras in the parking garage, the hallways, the surgical suites. I watched her for months before Duan disappeared, looking for evidence of her involvement.

      What I found instead was... her.

      Dr. Mao Song. Pediatric neurosurgeon. Brilliant, dedicated, exhausted. I watched her work sixteen-hour shifts. Watched her fight with insurance companies to get her patients the care they needed. Watched her cry in her car after losing a seven-year-old on the table, then pull herself together and go back inside to comfort the parents.

      I watched her save a four-year-old girl who came in after a car accident, her skull fractured, her brain swelling. Eleven hours of surgery. The other surgeons said it was hopeless, said to let her go. But Mao refused. She stood at that table for eleven hours straight, her hands steady, her focus absolute, and she pulled that child back from the edge of death.

      I watched the footage three times. I'm not sure why. Maybe because I recognized something in her—that refusal to quit, that stubborn insistence on fighting even when the odds are impossible.

      Or maybe because watching her hands move with such precision, such care, such absolute competence did something to me I wasn't prepared for.

      I wanted her.

      Not sexually. Not then. It was something deeper, more disturbing. I wanted to possess that competence, that dedication, that fierce protective instinct she showed her patients. I wanted to own it. Own her.

      So when Duan disappeared and the evidence pointed to Mao, I didn't kill her. I watched. I had people inside the police department, the DA's office, the prison. I watched the case build against her, watched the trial, watched her conviction.

      And I knew she was innocent.

      The evidence was too perfect. The timeline too convenient. The sister's testimony too rehearsed. I've orchestrated enough frame jobs in my career to recognize one when I see it.

      But I let it happen. Let her be convicted. Let her go to prison.

      Because by then, I'd already decided what I wanted from her.

      "Dr. Song stays alive," I tell Wei Chen. "For now."

      "Boss..." Wei Chen knows me too well. He can hear the obsession in my voice, the dangerous edge that appears when I want something I shouldn't have. "She's in prison. She's useless to us there."

      "Is she?" I pull out my phone, open the secure folder where I keep the surveillance footage. Not the hospital footage—I've moved past that. This is prison footage. Morrison Federal Correctional, C-Block, cell 23.

      I've been watching her for eighteen months. Every day. Sometimes all day.

      I watched her adapt to prison with the same fierce competence she brought to surgery. Watched her earn respect from the other inmates by treating their medical problems. Watched her befriend Chen Lin, a former gang enforcer who now protects her like a guard dog.

      Watched her survive.

      And three months ago, I watched her give birth.

      The prison has a medical wing, but it's not equipped for complicated deliveries. When Mao went into premature labor at thirty-four weeks, they should have transferred her to a real hospital. But "should have" and "did" are different things in the prison system, especially when someone with money has paid to ensure certain procedures aren't followed.

      I paid $500,000 to Dr. Graves to perform the C-section in the prison medical wing. Another $100,000 each to the two nurses who assisted. Another million to Warden Patterson to ensure the paperwork was handled correctly.

      Correctly, in this case, meaning falsified.

      The baby—a boy, healthy despite the premature birth—never died. Never was cremated. Never was anything except alive and perfect and exactly what I needed to bind Mao Song to me forever.

      I had him taken to a private care facility forty minutes outside the city. The best neonatal care money can buy. Round-the-clock nurses. Pediatricians on call. Everything a premature infant needs to thrive.

      I visit him sometimes. More often than I should, probably. He's three months old now, past the critical premature stage. Healthy. Growing. Beautiful, with his mother's distinctive golden-brown eyes.

      I should feel guilty about what I did. Stealing a woman's baby. Letting her believe he's dead. It's monstrous, even by my standards.

      But I don't feel guilty. I feel satisfied.

      Because now I have leverage. Now I have the one thing that will make Dr. Mao Song do exactly what I want, go exactly where I tell her, be exactly who I need her to be.

      "Leo needs help," I say to Wei Chen, and my voice comes out rougher than I intend. "You know he does. We've tried every doctor, every specialist, every treatment. Nothing works."

      Leo. My son. Six years old. Autistic, non-verbal, trapped in a world I can't reach no matter how hard I try. His mother—my wife Jun—died giving birth to him. Complications. Hemorrhaging. Gone before I could even hold her hand.

      I've spent six years trying to help him. Trying to reach him. Trying to be the father he needs.

      I've failed.

      But Dr. Mao Song specializes in pediatric neurology. Specifically, she specializes in autism spectrum disorders. She's published papers on communication interventions for non-verbal children. She's had success where other doctors failed.

      She's exactly what Leo needs.

      And now, thanks to her son sleeping peacefully in my care facility, she's going to help him whether she wants to or not.

      "The extraction is scheduled for thirteen days from now," Wei Chen says, pulling up the file on his tablet. "We have people in place. Guards, medical staff, the warden. When you give the word, we can have her out in under an hour."

      "Good." I close the surveillance footage, but not before watching one more moment—Mao in her cell, writing in the journal she thinks is hidden. Documenting everything, analyzing, planning. Always thinking. Always fighting.

      God, she's magnificent.

      "What about her son?" Wei Chen asks. "When do you tell her he's alive?"

      "Soon." I've been planning this moment for three months, since the night I had the baby taken. "I want her desperate first. Broken enough to agree to anything. Then I'll show her what I have. What I can give her. What she'll lose if she refuses me."

      Wei Chen looks uncomfortable. He's killed men for me. Tortured them. Disposed of bodies. But this—stealing a baby, manipulating a mother—this bothers him.

      "Boss, if this goes wrong⁠—"

      "It won't." I head for the door, done with this conversation. "Send the photograph tomorrow. The one we took last week. Make sure it gets to her in a way that won't raise suspicion. Library book, maybe. Something medical."

      "And then?"

      "And then we wait. Let her process. Let her hope. Let her rage." I pause at the door, looking back at the body slumped in the chair. Chen Wei, who helped Duan steal from me. Who thought he could get away with it. "In three days, I'll send the contract. The deal. Her freedom for five years of service. Her son for her cooperation."

      "And if she refuses?"

      I smile, and I know it's not a pleasant expression. "She won't. I've been watching her for two years. I know exactly who she is. She's a fighter. A survivor. A mother who would do anything for her child."

      I know because I'm the same. I would do anything for Leo. Including this.

      "Get me the file on Duan's location as soon as we have it," I say. "I want to handle him personally."

      Wei Chen nods. I leave the interrogation room, stripping off my blood-spattered shirt as I walk. The penthouse has a private elevator—no one sees me like this except my most trusted people.

      The elevator ride to the forty-seventh floor takes sixty seconds. Sixty seconds to transition from Wu Jing the Triad leader to Wu Jing the father. The businessman. The philanthropist who donates millions to children's hospitals and autism research.

      The man who's about to enslave a woman to save his son.

      The penthouse is quiet when I enter. Late—or early, depending on perspective. Leo is asleep in his room, monitored by the night nurse. I should sleep too. I have a board meeting at Wu Tech Industries in five hours.

      But I can't sleep. Haven't slept properly in three months, since I set this plan in motion.

      Instead, I go to my office. Pull up the surveillance feed from Morrison Federal Correctional. C-Block, cell 23.

      Mao is awake. She's always awake at this hour, the insomnia that plagued her before prison now a permanent fixture. She's sitting on her bunk, and even in the grainy night-vision footage, I can see she's holding something.

      The photograph. She received it. She knows.

      I zoom in, watching her face. Even after eighteen months in prison, even exhausted and grieving and broken, she's beautiful. Not conventionally—her features are too strong, her jaw too determined. But there's something compelling about her. Something that draws the eye and holds it.

      Or maybe I'm just obsessed.

      Probably that.

      She's crying. Silent tears tracking down her face as she stares at the photo of her son. Her hands are shaking. Her whole body is shaking.

      And I feel... something. Not guilt. Not quite. But something uncomfortable in my chest, watching her break apart.

      I should look away. Give her this moment of privacy.

      But I don't. I watch as she clutches the photograph to her chest. Watch as she rocks back and forth, grief and hope and rage warring on her face.

      Watch as she finally, carefully, tucks the photo into her sports bra. Close to her heart. Safe.

      My phone is in my hand before I consciously decide to move. I pull up the secure messaging app, send a quick text to the care facility.

      Send video. Thirty seconds. Baby smiling. Include today's newspaper in frame.

      The response comes immediately: Yes, sir.

      In three days, she'll get the contract. The formal offer. Five years of her life in exchange for freedom and her son.

      But tonight, she'll get hope. Proof that he's alive, healthy, cared for.

      Proof that I'm not a monster. Not completely.

      Or maybe I am, and this just makes it worse. Dangling hope in front of her. Making her dependent on me for glimpses of her own child.

      Probably that.

      I watch her on the screen for another hour. Watch as she finally lies down, still clutching the photograph. Watch as exhaustion claims her and she falls into fitful sleep.

      And I think: Soon. Soon you'll be here. In my home. Helping my son. Mine.

      The possessiveness is disturbing. I know that. I've wanted things before—money, power, revenge. But I've never wanted a person like this. Never felt this consuming need to own someone, body and soul.

      It should worry me. This obsession with a woman I've never actually met. This conviction that she's the answer to everything—Leo's problems, my loneliness, the emptiness that's haunted me since Jun died.

      But it doesn't worry me. Because in thirteen days, she'll be here. And then I'll have everything I need.

      I close the surveillance feed. Pull up the file on the care facility instead. The night nurse has sent the video I requested. I watch it once, twice, three times.

      The baby—Mao's son, though he doesn't have a name yet, not officially—is lying on a play mat. He's smiling at something off-camera, one of those huge baby grins that takes over his whole face. His eyes—those distinctive golden-brown eyes—are bright and alert.

      He's perfect. Healthy. Happy.

      Everything a mother could want for her child.

      Everything I'm going to use to control her.

      I should feel worse about that. Should feel something other than this cold satisfaction.

      But I don't. Because this is who I am. This is what I do. I identify what people want most and I use it to bend them to my will.

      And Dr. Mao Song wants her son back more than she wants her next breath.

      So she'll come to me. She'll work for me. She'll help Leo.

      And maybe, if I'm very lucky, she'll look at me one day without hatred in those golden-brown eyes.

      Maybe.

      My phone buzzes. Wei Chen.

      Thailand contact confirmed Duan's location. Sukhumvit Soi 11. Sending full surveillance package.

      Good. I'll handle Duan after I have Mao secured. Kill him, recover what's left of my money, close that chapter.

      But first, I have a doctor to acquire.

      I send one more message to the care facility: Include the video with the contract delivery. And add a note: "Tomorrow you're mine. I protect what's mine. -WJ"

      Possessive. Controlling. Absolute.

      But honest.

      Because that's exactly what's going to happen. In thirteen days, Mao Song will walk out of Morrison Federal Correctional and into my custody. Into my home. Into my life.

      And I'm never letting her go.

      I close my laptop. Head to Leo's room. The night nurse looks up as I enter, nods respectfully, and leaves us alone.

      Leo is asleep, finally peaceful. During the day, he's often agitated—overstimulated, unable to communicate, trapped in his own world. But at night, he looks like any other six-year-old. Innocent. Perfect.

      I sit beside his bed, watching him breathe.

      "She's coming," I tell him, even though he can't hear me, can't understand. "The doctor who's going to help you. She's brilliant, Leo. The best. And she's going to teach you how to communicate. How to tell me what you need. How to be happy."

      Leo doesn't stir. Doesn't respond. He never does.

      But soon, maybe, he will.

      Because Dr. Mao Song is going to fix him. She's going to give me back my son.

      And in return, I'm going to give her back hers.

      It's a fair trade. Perfectly balanced.

      The fact that she doesn't know she's making it yet is just... logistics.

      I lean over, press a kiss to Leo's forehead. "Sleep well, son. Everything's about to change."

      For all of us.
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      The second letter arrives hidden in a copy of Gray's Anatomy that I definitely didn't request from the prison library.

      Three days have passed since the photograph. Three days of clutching that image to my chest every night, memorizing every detail of my son's face. Three days of Chen Lin watching me with worried eyes, asking questions I can't answer because I don't have answers yet.

      Three days of waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      It drops during afternoon rec time, when Officer Patterson hands me the book with a carefully neutral expression that tells me she knows exactly what's inside it.

      "Thought you might want some reading material, Song. Keep your skills sharp."

      I take the book, heavy and thick, my heart hammering against my ribs. "Thank you, Officer."

      She nods and moves on, and I'm left standing in the middle of the yard with a medical textbook and the certainty that my life is about to change again.

      Chen Lin appears at my elbow. "Library's getting generous with the donations."

      "Apparently." I tuck the book under my arm, trying to look casual even though my hands are shaking. "I'm going back to the cell."

      "Want company?"

      I should say yes. Chen's been my protection, my friend, the only person in this hellhole I trust. But whatever's in this book—whoever sent it—this feels private. Dangerous. The kind of thing that could splash back on anyone standing too close.

      "I'm fine. Just want to read."

      Chen studies me for a long moment, then nods. She understands boundaries. Respects them. "Shout if you need me."

      I make it back to the cell without incident. The afternoon count isn't for another hour—I have time. I sit on my bunk, take a breath, and open the book.

      The envelope is tucked between pages 394 and 395, in the section on neurological development in infants. Another cruel joke, maybe. Or a very specific message.

      My hands are steadier than I expect as I open it. Inside: a USB drive, several photographs, and a thick stack of papers that my brain immediately recognizes as a legal document.

      Contract. This is a contract.

      I set aside the USB drive—no way to view it in here anyway—and focus on the photographs first. There are five of them, all of my son. Different angles, different outfits, clearly taken over several days. In one, he's sleeping. In another, being held by someone whose face is carefully cropped out. In the third, he's on a play mat, reaching for a toy.

      And in the last two, there's a newspaper visible in the frame. Today's date.

      He's alive. Not just alive three days ago when the first photo was taken, but alive now. Being cared for. Fed. Held. Loved, maybe, by whoever's keeping him.

      The relief is so intense it makes me dizzy. I press my hand to my mouth, fighting back the sob that wants to escape. He's okay. My baby is okay.

      But who has him? And what do they want?

      I force myself to set the photos aside and pick up the contract. It's professionally formatted, printed on expensive paper. Forty-seven pages. I start reading.

      PERSONAL SERVICES CONTRACT

      This agreement is entered into on this date between WU JING (hereafter "Employer") and MAO SONG (hereafter "Subject")...

      Wu Jing. The name means nothing to me at first. Then pieces start clicking together—news articles I've half-remembered, gossip I've overheard. Wu Jing. CEO of Wu Tech Industries. Billionaire. And, if the rumors are true, head of the Red Phoenix Triad.

      A criminal. A gang leader.

      This man has my son.

      I keep reading, and with each paragraph, the knot in my stomach tightens.

      TERMS OF AGREEMENT:

      1. Subject agrees to provide personal medical services to Employer's household for a period of five (5) years from the date of contract execution.

      Five years. Five years of my life.

      2. Specifically, Subject will serve as primary physician to Employer's son, LEO WU (age 6), who has been diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder, non-verbal, requiring specialized intervention.

      His son. He wants me to treat his autistic son.

      I think about the medical journals I've read, the research I've done. Autism spectrum disorder, non-verbal at age six—that's significant. Challenging. The kind of case that requires intensive, specialized care.

      The kind of case I'm uniquely qualified to handle.

      3. Subject will reside in Employer's primary residence for the duration of the contract term. Subject may not leave the premises without express written permission from Employer.

      House arrest. He's offering me house arrest instead of prison.

      4. Subject may not contact any persons outside Employer's household without express written permission. All communications will be monitored.

      Isolation. Complete control.

      5. Subject will be available to Employer for any purpose Employer deems necessary, at any time, without limitation.

      I read that clause three times, and each time my stomach drops further.

      Any purpose.

      I know what that means. I'm a thirty-year-old woman and he's a thirty-five-year-old man and this contract is essentially buying me. Body and soul.

      My hands are shaking again as I continue reading.

      COMPENSATION:

      Upon successful completion of the five (5) year term, Subject will receive:

      - Full exoneration and proof of innocence in the matter of State v. Song

      - Custody of minor child (Subject's biological son)

      - Payment of ten million dollars ($10,000,000)

      - New identity and relocation assistance, if desired

      I stop breathing.

      He can prove my innocence. He has evidence. Evidence that could free me, clear my name, give me back my life.

      And my son. He'll give me my son.

      After five years of servitude.

      BREACH OF CONTRACT:

      Should Subject refuse this agreement or breach its terms at any time, Employer retains full custody of minor child. Subject will receive no compensation and no assistance. Subject will remain incarcerated for the duration of her sentence.

      The threat is clear. Sign this, or never see your son again.

      I flip through the remaining pages—standard legal language, clauses about confidentiality, non-disclosure, arbitration. The kind of contract that's been written by very expensive lawyers to be absolutely airtight.

      At the back, there's a signature line. Waiting for my name.

      And a note, handwritten in bold black ink:

      You have seven (7) days to decide. After that, the offer expires. Choose wisely. -WJ

      Seven days. One week to decide whether to sell myself to a criminal in exchange for my freedom and my son.

      I set down the contract with shaking hands and pick up the USB drive. There's a small piece of paper wrapped around it:

      Video footage. 30 seconds. Proof of life and care. Watch and decide.

      I stare at the USB drive, this tiny piece of plastic that contains... what? More proof my son is alive? Evidence of how he's being treated?

      Bait. It's bait, and I know it, but I'm going to take it anyway because I'm desperate and he knows it.

      "Fuck," I whisper to the empty cell.

      The afternoon count buzzer sounds. I have five minutes to hide everything before the guards come through. I move on autopilot, sliding the contract and photos back into the book, tucking the USB drive into my sports bra next to the original photograph.

      By the time Officer Patterson reaches my cell, I'm sitting calmly on my bunk, Gray's Anatomy open on my lap to a random page about neural pathways.

      "Count!" Patterson calls.

      I stand, let her verify I'm present and accounted for, then sit back down when she moves on.

      My mind is racing. Seven days. I have seven days to make a decision that will determine the rest of my life.

      Stay here, finish my sentence, never see my son again.

      Or sign myself over to Wu Jing for five years. Live in his house. Treat his son. Be available for "any purpose" he deems necessary.

      It's not really a choice. Not when my son is the prize.

      But I need more information. Need to understand what I'm walking into.

      When the dinner bell rings, I don't move. Chen Lin appears in the doorway, takes one look at my face, and sits down beside me.

      "What happened?"

      I should lie. Should protect her from whatever this is.

      But I'm so tired of being alone.

      "I got an offer," I say quietly. "A way out. But there's a catch."

      "There's always a catch." Chen's voice is matter-of-fact. She's been in the system long enough to know nothing comes free. "How bad?"

      "Five years working for a criminal. Living in his house. Essentially his property." I meet her eyes. "In exchange, I get my son back. And proof that I'm innocent."

      Chen is quiet for a long moment. "What kind of work?"

      "Medical. His son has autism. Needs specialized care."

      "And the other kind of work?" Chen's eyes are sharp. She knows what men with power want from women they own. "The 'any purpose' kind?"

      "That's in the contract too."

      "Jesus." Chen scrubs her hands over her face. "Who is this guy?"

      "Wu Jing. Ever heard of him?"

      Chen's head snaps up. "Wu Jing? Red Phoenix Wu Jing?"

      The fear in her voice makes my stomach clench. "You know him?"

      "Know of him. Everyone in the life knows of him." Chen stands, starts pacing the small cell. "He's... Mao, he's not just some gang leader. He's the gang leader. Red Phoenix Triad controls half the import/export in the city. Maybe the whole eastern seaboard."

      "Is he violent?"

      "He's a fucking Triad boss. Of course he's violent." Chen stops pacing, looks at me. "But the word is he's fair. Ruthless, but fair. You don't cross him, you don't end up dead. You cross him..." She trails off meaningfully.

      "And he has my son."

      "Yeah. He has your son." Chen sits back down, takes my hands. "Mao, listen to me. If you do this—if you sign that contract—you need to understand what you're getting into. Five years with a man like that... it's not going to be easy. He's going to own you. Completely."

      "I know."

      "Do you?" Chen squeezes my hands. "Because I've seen what men like that do to the people they own. And you're not just anyone—you're a beautiful, intelligent woman who he's clearly obsessed with if he went to the trouble of stealing your baby and orchestrating this whole thing."

      The words hit like a slap. Obsessed. I hadn't thought of it that way, but Chen's right. Normal people don't steal babies and create elaborate contracts. Normal people don't watch and wait and plan like this.

      Wu Jing isn't normal. And whatever he wants from me, it's more than just medical care for his son.

      "What would you do?" I ask. "If it was your kid?"

      Chen doesn't hesitate. "I'd sign. I'd sign and I'd survive and I'd get my baby back." She meets my eyes. "But I'm not you. I've done things, Mao. Bad things. I can handle men like Wu Jing because I understand them. You're... you're good. You save lives. You don't know how to be what he's going to need you to be."

      "Then I'll learn." The words come out harder than I intend. "I survived this place, didn't I? Survived my sister's betrayal, the trial, losing everything. I can survive five years with a criminal if it means getting my son back."

      "Can you survive being his?" Chen's voice is gentle but relentless. "Because that's what this is, Mao. He's not hiring you. He's buying you."

      I know. God, I know.

      But what choice do I have?

      I pull out the USB drive. "He sent video. Proof my son's being cared for. I need to see it."

      Chen looks at the drive, then at me. "The library has computers. For 'educational purposes.'" She makes air quotes. "I can get you fifteen minutes tomorrow during rec time. Patterson owes me a favor."

      "Thank you."

      We sit in silence for a moment. Then Chen says, "Whatever you decide, I've got your back. You know that, right?"

      I do know. In this place where loyalty is currency and trust is rare, Chen Lin has been my constant. My protection. My friend.

      "I know. Thank you."

      That night, I can't sleep. I lie on my bunk, staring at the ceiling, the contract's words running through my mind on an endless loop.

      Subject will be available to Employer for any purpose Employer deems necessary.

      What does that mean, exactly? Medical care for his son, obviously. But what else?

      I think about the photographs. My son, healthy and cared for. Someone is feeding him, changing him, holding him. Someone who isn't me.

      The rage returns, hot and vicious. Wu Jing stole my baby. Let me grieve. Let me believe my son was dead for three months while he... what? Kept him as leverage? Insurance?

      Bait.

      That's what my son is to him. Bait to catch me.

      And it's working.

      I should hate Wu Jing. Should be planning how to escape, how to get my son and run, how to make him pay for what he's done.

      But I'm a realist. I'm in prison with eight years left on my sentence. I have no resources, no power, no options.

      Except this one.

      Five years. I can survive five years of anything if it means getting Chen Rui back.

      Chen Rui. I've been calling him that in my head since the day I found out I was pregnant. Wise and auspicious. My little miracle.

      Except he's not mine anymore. Not until I sign that contract and earn him back.

      The thought makes me want to scream. But I don't. I've learned to swallow my rage, bury it deep where it can't be used against me.

      I'll need that rage. Need to keep it burning cold and controlled for the next five years.

      Because I'm going to sign that contract. I decided the moment I saw the compensation clause, maybe even before that. The moment I saw my son's photograph.

      But I'm not going to be a passive victim. I'm not going to let Wu Jing break me.

      I'm going to survive. I'm going to help his son—because I'm a doctor and I can't help helping people, even the children of criminals. I'm going to play by his rules.

      And when those five years are up, I'm going to take my son and my freedom and my ten million dollars, and I'm going to disappear.

      Wu Jing thinks he's buying me. Thinks he's going to own me.

      He's wrong.

      He's just giving me the resources I need to destroy everyone who destroyed me. Starting with my sister and Duan. And maybe, eventually, ending with him.

      But first, I need to see that video. Need to confirm my son is really okay.

      Need to know what I'm signing away five years of my life for is worth it.

      The next day, Chen makes good on her promise. During rec time, she pulls me aside and nods toward the library.

      "Fifteen minutes. Patterson's on break. Don't waste it."

      I don't.

      The library computer is ancient, but it has a USB port. I plug in the drive with shaking hands.

      One file. Thirty seconds, like the note said.

      I click play.

      The video is high quality, clearly shot on a good camera. It shows a nursery—expensive furniture, soft lighting, everything clean and new and perfect.

      And there, on a play mat, is my son.

      He's bigger than in the photographs. Three months old now, growing fast. He's wearing a blue onesie, lying on his back, and he's... laughing.

      Someone off-camera is making faces at him, playing with him, and he's laughing. That gorgeous, full-body baby laugh that makes his whole face scrunch up.

      My baby. Laughing. Happy. Healthy.

      I watch the video three times. Then three more. Then I lose count because I can't stop watching, can't stop memorizing every second of those thirty seconds.

      He's okay. He's more than okay. He's thriving.

      Which means Wu Jing isn't lying. He's taking care of my son. Giving him everything he needs.

      Everything except me.

      The fifteen minutes pass too quickly. I eject the USB drive, tuck it back in my bra, and return to my cell.

      Chen is waiting. "Well?"

      "He's okay." My voice cracks. "He's happy."

      Chen pulls me into a hug, and I let myself break for just a moment. Let myself cry for what I've lost and what I might get back.

      Then I pull myself together. Wipe my eyes. Straighten my spine.

      "I'm going to sign it," I tell Chen. "The contract. I'm going to sign."

      Chen nods. She knew I would. "When?"

      "Now. Today. Why wait?"

      "You have seven days. You could⁠—"

      "Could what? Find another option? There isn't one." I pull out the contract, hidden in my mattress. "This is my only chance. I'm taking it."

      I find a pen—contraband, but I have my ways. I flip to the signature page.

      My hand hovers over the line for just a moment. This is it. The moment I sign away five years of my life to a stranger. A criminal. A man who stole my baby and is now offering him back like a carrot on a stick.

      I should hesitate. Should think harder about this.

      But I don't.

      I sign my name, firm and clear: Mao Song

      No hesitation. No second thoughts.

      Just a mother doing whatever it takes to get her son back.

      "Done," I say, setting down the pen.

      Chen looks at the signature, then at me. "No going back now."

      "No going back," I agree.

      I tuck the contract back into Gray's Anatomy, ready to be retrieved by whoever Wu Jing has on his payroll in this place.

      It'll be gone by tomorrow. And then the countdown begins.

      Five years. Starting the moment I walk out of this prison and into Wu Jing's custody.

      Five years of being owned by a man I've never met.

      Five years of surviving whatever he demands.

      And at the end of it—if I make it to the end—I get my son back.

      I get my life back.

      I get my revenge.

      I lie on my bunk that night, the USB drive and photograph pressed against my heart, and I think: I just sold myself to the devil.

      But if the devil gives me back my son, I'll burn in hell gladly.
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      The signed contract arrives in my hands at 11:47 PM, delivered by Officer Reeves with the efficiency I pay her handsomely for.

      I'm in my office at Wu Tech Industries, forty-seven floors above the city, when she texts: Package secured. She signed today. No hesitation.

      No hesitation.

      I set down my whiskey and pull up the security footage from Morrison Federal. There—Mao Song in her cell, pen in hand, contract spread across her bunk. Chen Lin standing guard at the door.

      I watch her sign. Watch her hand move across the page with the same steady precision she uses in surgery. Firm strokes. Clear letters. No trembling. No pause.

      She didn't even take the full seven days I gave her.

      Something in my chest tightens—possessive satisfaction mixed with something darker. She's mine now. Legally. Contractually. Completely.

      The feeling should disturb me more than it does.

      Officer Reeves arrives twenty minutes later, slipping into my building through the private entrance. She's been on my payroll for two years, ever since I started planning this. Reliable. Discrete. Expensive.

      She hands me the contract without a word. I flip to the signature page, and there it is: Mao Song in bold, controlled handwriting.

      "She watched the video forty-seven times," Reeves says. "Used her entire fifteen-minute computer slot just watching it on repeat."

      Forty-seven times. I think about her in that library, watching her son laugh, memorizing every second. The desperation. The hunger.

      The love.

      "Good." I slide the contract into my desk drawer. "The extraction is moved up. Thirteen days is too long. We do it in four."

      Reeves raises an eyebrow. "That's not much time, Boss. The riot takes planning⁠—"

      "Then plan faster." I pour myself another whiskey, don't offer her one. "There was an incident yesterday. Three inmates cornered her in the yard. If Chen Lin hadn't intervened, they would have killed her."

      I'd watched it happen in real-time on the security feed. Watched Garcia—a lifer with nothing to lose—pull a shiv and go for Mao's throat. Watched Mao fight back with vicious efficiency, using pressure points and vulnerable spots like the surgeon she is.

      Watched Chen Lin break Garcia's arm in two places.

      My people inside had handled it. The attackers were in solitary now, and Garcia was in the infirmary with a story about a fall. But the message was clear: someone wanted Mao dead.

      Someone who knew she was about to get out.

      "Duan?" Reeves asks.

      "Or Lin. Maybe both." I drain the whiskey, welcome the burn. "Either way, she's not safe there anymore. We move in four days. I want the riot planned, the body double ready, the extraction team briefed. No mistakes."

      "Yes, sir." Reeves hesitates. "Sir, if I may—what you're doing here, it's⁠—"

      "What I'm doing is none of your concern." My voice goes cold. "You're paid to follow orders, not question them."

      She nods and leaves.

      I'm alone again with the contract and my thoughts.

      What I'm doing is monstrous. I know that. Stealing a woman's baby, letting her grieve, then using that baby as leverage to bind her to me for five years. It's the kind of thing that would make even my father—who built Red Phoenix through blood and brutality—pause.

      But I can't bring myself to regret it.

      I pull up the surveillance feed again. Mao is lying on her bunk, staring at the ceiling. She's not crying. Not anymore. She's past tears now, into that cold, controlled place where decisions get made.

      She signed the contract knowing exactly what it meant. Knowing I'm a criminal. Knowing I stole her son. Knowing the clause about being "available for any purpose."

      She signed anyway.

      Because she's a mother, and mothers do impossible things for their children.

      I understand that. I'm a father doing impossible things for mine.

      My phone buzzes. Wei Chen.

      Boss, we have a problem.

      I close the surveillance feed and call him. "What kind of problem?"

      "Duan. Our people in Bangkok lost him. He knew he was being watched and ran."

      Fuck. "When?"

      "Six hours ago. We're tracking his credit cards, but he's smart. He'll ditch them, go dark."

      I stand, start pacing. Duan alive and running is a problem. Duan with time to plan is a bigger problem. "What about Lin?"

      "Still at the house. Still playing the grieving widow. Our surveillance shows nothing unusual."

      "Increase it. I want eyes on her twenty-four seven. If Duan contacts her, I want to know immediately."

      "Already done." Wei pauses. "Boss, if Duan knows we're onto him, he might come after Dr. Song. Try to finish what he started."

      "He can try." My voice is flat. "But she'll be out of prison in four days. After that, she's under my protection. Anyone who touches her dies."

      The possessiveness in my tone makes Wei pause. "Boss⁠—"

      "Four days, Wei. Get the extraction team ready. I want her out of there before Duan makes his move."

      I hang up before he can argue.

      Four days. Ninety-six hours until Mao Song walks out of Morrison Federal and into my custody.

      Into my home.

      Into my life.

      I should be focused on logistics—the riot, the extraction, the body double. Making sure every detail is perfect so no one questions her "death."

      Instead, I'm thinking about her signature. The way she signed without hesitation. The strength that takes, the courage.

      Or the desperation.

      Probably both.

      I pull up another file on my computer. This one isn't surveillance—it's research. Everything I've compiled on Mao Song over the past two years.

      Medical school transcripts: top of her class. Residency evaluations: exceptional. Surgical success rates: among the highest in the country.

      But it's the personal details that fascinate me.

      She grew up in San Francisco, daughter of Chinese immigrants who pushed her toward medicine. Scholarship to Stanford. Met Duan in her residency—he was hospital administration, charming and ambitious.

      They married quickly. Too quickly, her friends thought, but Mao was in love.

      Or thought she was.

      The marriage was distant from the start. Duan worked long hours. Mao worked longer. They were two people sharing a house but not a life.

      No children. Mao wanted them; Duan always had an excuse to wait.

      Now I know why. Hard to fake your death and run with a billion dollars when you have kids to explain.

      Her relationship with her twin sister was complicated. Lin always in Mao's shadow—less successful, less driven, less everything. The jealousy was there from childhood, according to the family therapist's notes I acquired.

      That jealousy festered into hatred. Into betrayal.

      Into the perfect frame job.

      I close the file. I know everything about Mao Song except the one thing I actually want to know: what will she be like when she's here? When she's mine?

      Will she fight me? Probably. She's a fighter.

      Will she hate me? Definitely. I stole her baby.

      Will she eventually understand why I did it? That's the question that keeps me awake at night.

      Because I didn't just steal her baby for leverage. I stole him to save him.

      Morrison Federal's medical wing is a nightmare. Understaffed, undersupplied, barely functional. When Mao went into premature labor, they would have let her deliver in a cell with a guard watching. The baby would have been taken immediately, placed in the system, lost in bureaucratic hell.

      She would never have seen him again anyway.

      At least this way, he's safe. Cared for. Loved.

      At least this way, she has a chance to get him back.

      I tell myself that's why I did it. For her. For the baby.

      But I know I'm lying.

      I did it for me. Because I wanted her. Because I watched her save that four-year-old girl and something in me recognized something in her and I knew—I knew—that she was the answer.

      To Leo's problems.

      To my loneliness.

      To the emptiness that's haunted me since Jun died.

      Mao Song is going to save my son. And maybe, if I'm very lucky, she'll save me too.

      My phone buzzes again. This time it's a text from the care facility.

      Baby Chen had his three-month checkup. All measurements normal. Thriving. Photos attached.

      I open the photos. Chen—that's what the nurses call him, since he doesn't have an official name yet—is lying on an exam table, naked except for a diaper. He's grown. Filled out. His eyes are bright and alert, tracking the camera.

      Mao's eyes. That distinctive golden-brown that first caught my attention.

      I forward the photos to Officer Reeves with instructions: Deliver these to her tomorrow. Let her see he's healthy.

      It's cruel, probably. Dangling these images in front of her. Reminding her of what I have. What she's working toward.

      But it's also mercy. Letting her know her son is okay. That I'm keeping my end of the bargain even before she's kept hers.

      I visit the care facility after midnight, when the city is quiet and my security team can move without attracting attention. It's a forty-minute drive to the estate where I've set up the facility. Private. Secure. Staffed with the best neonatal nurses money can buy.

      Mrs. Chen, the head nurse, greets me at the door. She's sixty, grandmotherly, and completely unflappable. Perfect for this job.

      "Mr. Wu. I wasn't expecting you tonight."

      "I wanted to check on Chen. Make sure everything's ready."

      "Ready for what?"

      "His mother is coming home soon. I want to make sure the transition is smooth."

      Mrs. Chen's expression doesn't change, but I can see the questions in her eyes. She knows this situation is unusual. A baby with no official records, kept in a private facility, visited by a billionaire in the middle of the night.

      But I pay her $500,000 a year to not ask questions.

      "He's sleeping," she says. "But you can see him."

      The nursery is warm and softly lit. Chen is in his crib, sleeping on his back like the safe sleep guidelines recommend. He's wearing a blue sleeper, one tiny fist curled near his face.

      I stand at the crib, looking down at him, and feel that same complicated mix of emotions I always feel here.

      Guilt. Because I stole him from his mother.

      Satisfaction. Because my plan is working.

      Hope. Because maybe, just maybe, this will all work out.

      "He's a good baby," Mrs. Chen says quietly. "Sleeps through the night now. Smiles when you talk to him. He's going to be smart, like his mother."

      "You know who his mother is?"

      "I can guess. There's only one woman in the news who supposedly lost a baby three months ago in Morrison Federal." Mrs. Chen looks at me. "You're giving him back to her?"

      "Yes. After she fulfills her contract."

      "And if she doesn't?"

      "She will." I reach down, let Chen wrap his tiny fingers around my thumb. His grip is surprisingly strong. "She'll do anything for him. That's what makes her perfect."

      "Perfect for what?"

      I don't answer. Can't explain that I need Mao Song not just for Leo, but for myself. That I've been watching her for two years and somewhere along the way, observation became fascination became obsession.

      That I'm not just acquiring a physician. I'm acquiring her.

      Mrs. Chen seems to understand anyway. "Be careful, Mr. Wu. Women like that—strong women, smart women—they don't break easily. And if you push too hard, they don't break at all. They explode."

      "I know." I gently extract my thumb from Chen's grip. "That's what I'm counting on."

      I leave the facility as quietly as I came. The drive back to the city gives me time to think.

      Four days until extraction. Four days to finalize every detail.

      The riot will start in the cafeteria—a fight between two inmates over something trivial. It'll spread quickly; I've paid enough people to make sure of that. In the chaos, Reeves will pull Mao from her cell, sedate her, move her to the medical wing.

      The body double is ready—a Jane Doe from the morgue, similar age and build. In the fire that will "accidentally" start during the riot, she'll be burned beyond recognition. The DNA will match because I've paid the lab tech to make it match.

      Mao Song will be officially dead. Again.

      And she'll wake up in my penthouse, legally dead but very much alive.

      Mine.

      The word echoes in my head as I drive. Mine. Mine. Mine.

      It should sound possessive. Controlling. Wrong.

      Instead, it sounds like relief.

      I return to my office and pull up the surveillance feed one more time. Mao is still awake, sitting on her bunk. She's pulled out the photograph I sent—she keeps it hidden in her sports bra, pressed against her heart.

      She's looking at it the way religious people look at icons. Like it's the only thing keeping her alive.

      In four days, I'll give her more than a photograph. I'll give her videos. Updates. Eventually, supervised visits.

      And after five years, if she keeps her end of the bargain, I'll give her back her son.

      If she keeps her end of the bargain.

      That's the part that makes my chest tight. Because the contract says "any purpose," and I meant it. I need her medical expertise for Leo, yes. But I also need... more.

      I'm not sure what, exactly. Companionship? Someone to talk to who isn't on my payroll? Someone who sees me as more than Wu Jing the Triad boss?

      Or maybe I just want her in my space. Want to watch her in person instead of through cameras. Want to possess her the way I've never possessed anything else.

      It's disturbing, this obsession. I know that.

      But I'm past caring.

      I draft an email to Wei Chen: Extraction in four days. Have the team ready. No mistakes. She comes out alive and unharmed or everyone involved dies.

      I hit send, then open a new message to Officer Reeves: Deliver the new photos tomorrow. Include a note: "Four days. Be ready. -WJ"

      Four days until she's mine.

      Four days until I find out if this obsession is brilliant strategy or the beginning of my destruction.

      I'm betting on brilliant.

      But I've been wrong before.

      I close my laptop and stand at the window, looking out over the city. Forty-seven floors below, people are living their normal lives. Going to work. Coming home. Loving their families.

      I used to have that. With Jun. With Leo, before his mother died and he retreated into his own world.

      I want it again. That normalcy. That peace.

      And somehow, impossibly, I think Mao Song is going to give it to me.

      Even though I stole her baby. Even though I'm blackmailing her. Even though she's going to hate me for a very long time.

      She's still going to save me.

      Because that's who she is. A woman who saves people, even when they don't deserve it.

      Even when they've done terrible things to her.

      I'm counting on that. Counting on her compassion, her dedication, her inability to let someone suffer if she can help them.

      It's manipulation. Pure and calculated.

      But it's also hope.

      And I haven't felt hope in six years.

      My phone buzzes. A text from the care facility: Chen is awake. Fussy. Want me to send video?

      Yes.

      The video arrives thirty seconds later. Chen is in Mrs. Chen's arms, making those adorable cranky baby sounds. Not quite crying, just complaining about something—hunger, probably, or a wet diaper.

      Mrs. Chen is soothing him, rocking him, and as I watch, he calms down. Settles against her shoulder. Closes his eyes.

      Safe. Loved. Cared for.

      Everything a baby should be.

      Everything his mother should be providing but can't because I took him.

      The guilt returns, sharp and uncomfortable.

      But I push it down. Bury it. Because guilt is useless. What's done is done.

      In four days, Mao will be here. She'll see that her son is healthy and safe. She'll understand that I kept him alive, kept him thriving, when the prison system would have lost him in bureaucracy.

      She'll understand that I saved him.

      Even if I had to steal him first.

      I forward the video to Reeves: Tomorrow. Let her see he's okay.

      Then I close my phone and head home.

      The penthouse is quiet when I arrive. Leo is asleep—it's past 2 AM. I should sleep too.

      But I can't.

      Instead, I go to Leo's room. Stand in the doorway, watching him breathe.

      Six years old. Non-verbal. Trapped in a world I can't reach no matter how hard I try.

      But Mao can reach him. I've read her research. Watched her case studies. She has an eighty-seven percent success rate with non-verbal autistic children. Eighty-seven percent of her patients develop some form of functional communication within two years.

      Leo will be one of them. He has to be.

      Because I can't keep living like this—watching my son suffer, unable to help him, unable to give him what he needs.

      Mao Song is going to fix him.

      And if she fixes him, maybe she'll fix me too.

      I walk to Leo's bedside, sit down carefully so I don't wake him. His face is peaceful in sleep. During the day, he's often agitated—overstimulated, frustrated, unable to communicate. But at night, he's just a little boy.

      My little boy.

      "She's coming," I whisper. "The doctor who's going to help you. Four more days, and she'll be here. She's going to teach you how to talk to me, buddy. How to tell me what you need. How to be happy."

      Leo doesn't respond. Doesn't even stir.

      But I need to say it anyway. Need to make the promise out loud.

      "I know what I did was wrong. Stealing her baby. Blackmailing her. But I'm doing it for you. Everything I do is for you."

      That's not entirely true. I'm doing this for me too. For the loneliness. For the obsession. For the hope that maybe, just maybe, Mao Song will look at me one day without hatred in her eyes.

      But mostly, I'm doing it for Leo.

      I have to believe that. Have to believe I'm not just a monster, but a father doing monstrous things for his child.

      The alternative—that I'm just obsessed with a woman I've never met—is too disturbing to accept.

      I lean down, press a kiss to Leo's forehead. "Four days. Then everything changes."

      For all of us.
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      The shiv catches the light half a second before it catches my ribs.

      I twist—pure instinct, muscle memory from the last attack—and Garcia's blade slices through my prison shirt instead of my lung. The fabric parts like paper. I feel the kiss of metal against skin, hot and sharp, but not deep. Not yet.

      "Fucking bitch," Garcia hisses. Her breath smells like commissary coffee and rage. "You think you're getting out? You think we don't know?"

      We're in the laundry room during the 4 PM shift change. The cameras here have a blind spot—I know because I've studied them, mapped every inch of this prison in my head the way I used to map surgical procedures. Three minutes until the guards rotate. Three minutes where I'm alone with Garcia and her two friends, Reeves and Tompkins.

      Three minutes to survive.

      "I don't know what you're talking about." My voice is steady even though my heart is trying to break through my ribs. The knife is still in Garcia's hand, still too close. "I'm serving my sentence like everyone else."

      "Liar." Garcia lunges again.

      This time I'm ready. I grab her wrist—the one holding the shiv—and drive my thumb into the pressure point I learned about in my second year of medical school. The radial nerve, right where it crosses the wrist bone. Press hard enough and the hand goes numb, fingers open involuntarily.

      The shiv clatters to the concrete floor.

      Garcia screams, more from rage than pain, and her friends move in. Reeves goes for my hair—classic prison move, get control of the head—but I duck and drive my elbow into her solar plexus. The air goes out of her in a whoosh and she staggers back.

      Tompkins is smarter. She doesn't come at me directly. She circles, looking for an opening, and I know I'm in trouble because I can't watch all three of them at once.

      "Who paid you?" I demand, backing toward the wall so at least they can't get behind me. "Was it Duan? Lin?"

      "Does it matter?" Garcia has recovered her hand, is flexing her fingers. "You're dead either way. Should've died in that fire two years ago. Should've died when your baby did. Now you're just taking up space."

      The mention of my baby—my supposedly dead baby—sends white-hot rage through my veins. I want to tell her the truth. Want to scream that my son is alive, that I'm getting out of here, that I'm going to survive this and everything else they throw at me.

      But I don't. Because the only thing more dangerous than being a target is being a target with something to lose.

      "My baby has nothing to do with this."

      "Your baby is dead." Garcia smiles, cruel and cold. "Just like you're about to be."

      She moves fast for a woman her size. Grabs the shiv from the floor and comes at me in a rush. No finesse, no strategy, just pure murderous intent.

      I should run. Should scream for the guards. Should do anything except what I actually do.

      I step into her attack.

      My surgical instructor used to say that the shortest distance between two points is a straight line, and the fastest way to neutralize a threat is to get inside their range before they can use their weapon effectively. It works for scalpels. It works for shivs too.

      I grab Garcia's wrist again—the same pressure point, because why fix what isn't broken—and this time I don't just disarm her. I use her momentum against her, pivot, and drive her face-first into the industrial washing machine.

      The impact makes a sound like a watermelon hitting pavement. Garcia drops, blood streaming from her nose.

      Reeves and Tompkins freeze. They're not fighters, I realize. They're followers. Garcia was the muscle, the motivation. Without her, they're just two scared women who took money to kill someone and are now realizing they might have bitten off more than they can chew.

      "Walk away," I tell them. My voice doesn't sound like mine. It sounds cold. Hard. Like someone who's been in prison for eighteen months and has learned that mercy is a luxury you can't afford. "Walk away and I won't tell the guards you were here."

      They look at Garcia, still bleeding on the floor. Look at me, standing over her with my shirt torn and blood—hers, not mine—on my hands.

      They walk away.

      I should walk away too. Should get to safety before Garcia wakes up and decides to finish what she started.

      But I'm a doctor. Even here. Even now. Even for someone who just tried to kill me.

      I kneel beside Garcia, check her pulse. Strong and steady. Check her pupils. Responsive. The nose is definitely broken, and she's going to have a concussion, but she'll live.

      I'm almost disappointed.

      The thought disturbs me more than the fight did. When did I become someone who could regret saving a life?

      Eighteen months ago. The day they locked me in here and told me my baby was dead.

      The day I stopped being Dr. Mao Song and became Inmate 847392.

      The day I learned that being good doesn't protect you. Being innocent doesn't save you. And sometimes, the only way to survive is to become something you never thought you'd be.

      Footsteps in the hallway. The guards, finally. Three minutes are up.

      Officer Patterson appears in the doorway, takes in the scene—me kneeling in blood, Garcia unconscious, the shiv on the floor—and her expression doesn't change. Doesn't show surprise or concern or anything except careful neutrality.

      Because she's on Wu Jing's payroll. I know that now. Know that every "coincidence" in this place—the photo, the contract, the blind spot in the cameras—has been orchestrated by a man I've never met but who somehow owns pieces of this prison the way he's about to own me.

      "What happened here, Song?"

      I could tell the truth. Could explain that Garcia attacked me, that someone paid her to kill me, that I defended myself.

      But the truth is complicated and explanations take time I don't have. Four days, the note said. Four days until extraction.

      Four days I need to survive.

      "She fell," I say. "Hit her face on the washing machine. I was trying to help."

      Patterson's eyes flicker to the shiv, then back to me. "That's your story?"

      "That's what happened."

      She nods slowly. Picks up the shiv with a gloved hand, bags it. Calls for medical. Doesn't ask me any more questions.

      When the other guards arrive to take Garcia to the infirmary, Patterson pulls me aside.

      "Solitary," she says. "For your own protection."

      Solitary. Three days ago, that would have terrified me. Now it sounds like salvation. Four days in isolation, away from whoever else Duan or Lin have paid to finish me off.

      Four days until Wu Jing's extraction.

      Four days until I trade one prison for another.

      "Fine," I say.

      Patterson escorts me to the solitary wing. The cells here are smaller than the regular ones—eight by ten feet, a cot, a toilet, nothing else. No windows. No human contact except for meals delivered through a slot in the door.

      Seventy-two hours of nothing but my own thoughts.

      It should drive me crazy. Instead, it feels like a gift.

      I sit on the cot and finally let myself shake. Let myself process what just happened. I almost died. Again. For the second time in four days, someone has tried to kill me.

      Because someone knows. Knows I'm supposed to get out. Knows about the contract, or at least suspects something is happening.

      Duan. It has to be. He's the only one with motive, with resources, with enough hatred to want me dead even after he's already destroyed my life.

      Unless it's Lin. My sister. My twin. The woman who shares my face and my DNA and apparently my capacity for cruelty.

      The thought makes my stomach churn. Lin testified against me. Lied on the stand. Helped frame me for Duan's murder. But hiring someone to actually kill me? That's a different level of evil.

      Then again, she stole my life. Why not finish the job?

      I lie back on the cot, stare at the ceiling, and try not to think about how close Garcia's shiv came to my ribs. Try not to think about what would have happened if I hadn't twisted, if I hadn't remembered my pressure points, if I hadn't been willing to fight back.

      I'd be dead. And my son would grow up without me, raised by strangers, never knowing his mother fought like hell to get back to him.

      The thought crystallizes something in my chest. Something hard and cold and absolutely certain.

      I'm not dying in here. Not in solitary, not in a prison riot, not in any of the ways the universe seems determined to kill me.

      I'm surviving. Whatever it takes. Whoever I have to become.

      Because my son needs me. And Wu Jing—criminal, kidnapper, blackmailer—is the only thing standing between me and death right now.

      The irony would be funny if it wasn't so fucked up.

      A slot in the door opens. A paper bag slides through, followed by a bottle of water. Dinner, such as it is. I'm not hungry, but I eat anyway because I need the calories, need the strength.

      I'm finishing the last of the sandwich when another piece of paper slides through the slot. Not a meal ticket. An envelope.

      My hands are shaking as I open it.

      Inside: a USB drive. Another note in that same bold handwriting.

      Duan knows you're alive. He has people inside. The timeline is moved up. Extraction happens tomorrow night. Be ready. -WJ

      Tomorrow night. Not four days. Tomorrow.

      I read the note three times, trying to process it. Wu Jing knows about the attack. Knows I'm in danger. Is moving up the entire extraction because of it.

      Because he needs me alive.

      No. Because he needs me alive to help his son. To fulfill the contract. To be his possession for the next five years.

      Not because he cares about me. I need to remember that. Need to keep my head clear about what this is.

      A business transaction. A deal with the devil. Five years of my life in exchange for my son.

      Nothing more.

      The USB drive is labeled simply: WATCH THIS.

      I stare at it, knowing I have no way to watch it here in solitary. No computer, no phone, no technology of any kind.

      But Wu Jing knows that. Which means this is for after. For when I get out.

      Or it's a test. To see if I'll find a way.

      I tuck the USB drive into my sports bra next to the photograph of my son. Two pieces of plastic that represent my entire future.

      Tomorrow night. Less than twenty-four hours until my life changes again.

      I should be terrified. Should be having second thoughts about the contract, about signing myself over to a stranger, about trusting a criminal with my life and my son's life.

      But I'm not. I'm calm. Focused. Ready.

      Because this is what I do. I make impossible decisions in high-pressure situations. I cut into people's brains and fix things that seem unfixable. I survive things that should kill me.

      Tomorrow night, I'm walking out of this prison. One way or another.

      And Wu Jing better be ready for what he's getting. Because I'm not the same woman who walked into Morrison Federal eighteen months ago. That woman was soft. Naive. Believed in justice and fairness and the idea that good people get happy endings.

      This woman knows better. This woman has been betrayed by her sister, framed by her husband, abandoned by her parents, and left to rot by a system that was supposed to protect her.

      This woman has nothing left to lose except her son.

      And she'll burn down the whole fucking world before she loses him again.

      The hours in solitary pass slowly. I sleep in fits and starts, waking every time I hear footsteps in the hall, every time the slot in the door opens for meals or checks.

      No one tries to kill me. Patterson's people—Wu Jing's people—are watching. I can feel it.

      I use the time to plan. To think through every possible scenario for tomorrow night. Riots don't just happen in prison. They're orchestrated. Someone will start a fight. Others will join in. The guards will lose control, or pretend to.

      In the chaos, I'll be extracted. Drugged, probably. Moved. Hidden.

      And somewhere in the confusion, a body will be found. Burned beyond recognition. Identified as me.

      Mao Song, dead for the second time.

      Except this time, I'll stay dead. At least officially. At least to everyone except Wu Jing and whoever he's paid to keep his secrets.

      The thought should disturb me more. Being erased. Becoming a ghost. Losing my identity for the second time in two years.

      But identity is just a story we tell ourselves. Dr. Mao Song was a story. Inmate 847392 is a story. Tomorrow night, I'll become a new story.

      Wu Jing's story.

      His possession. His physician. His... what? The contract said "any purpose." I know what that means. Know what men like him want from women they own.

      I should be more afraid of that. Should be planning how to resist, how to maintain boundaries, how to protect myself.

      But I'm a realist. I signed the contract. I knew what I was agreeing to. And if the price of getting my son back is five years of being whatever Wu Jing needs me to be, then that's the price I'll pay.

      I've already paid so much more.

      The slot opens. Another envelope slides through.

      I grab it, tear it open. Inside: printed photos. Recent ones, based on the date stamp. My son—Chen Rui, my baby, my reason for surviving—lying on a play mat. Reaching for toys. Smiling at someone off-camera.

      And at the bottom of the stack, a photo that makes my breath catch.

      Chen Rui being held by a man. I can't see the man's face—it's cropped out—but I can see his hands. Strong hands. Careful hands. Hands that know how to hold a baby safely.

      Wu Jing's hands. I know it instinctively. Know that the man who stole my son is also the man caring for him. Holding him. Keeping him safe.

      The cognitive dissonance is overwhelming. How can I hate someone and be grateful to them at the same time? How can I want to kill Wu Jing for what he's done and also want to thank him for keeping my baby alive?

      I don't have answers. Just the photos. Just the evidence that my son is healthy and loved and waiting for me.

      Tomorrow night. Twenty-four hours.

      I can survive twenty-four more hours of anything.

      I lie back on the cot, photos pressed to my chest, and close my eyes. Tomorrow night, I walk out of here. Tomorrow night, I become Wu Jing's.

      Tomorrow night, I start the five-year countdown to getting my life back.

      But tonight, in this cell, in this moment of quiet before the storm, I let myself feel everything I've been holding back for eighteen months.

      The fear. The rage. The grief. The hope.

      All of it, flooding through me in waves that threaten to pull me under.

      I don't fight it. Don't try to stay strong or controlled or any of the things I've had to be to survive.

      I just feel. And breathe. And wait.

      For tomorrow night.

      For Wu Jing.

      For my son.

      For whatever comes next.
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      The attack on her life moved my timeline up. Good. I was tired of waiting anyway.

      I'm in the war room at Red Phoenix headquarters when Wei Chen brings me the security footage. Not the sanitized version that Patterson will file in her incident report—the real footage, from the camera I had installed in the laundry room's "blind spot" three months ago.

      I watch Mao Song fight for her life.

      Watch her twist away from Garcia's shiv with the precision of someone who's mapped every muscle in the human body. Watch her disarm a woman twice her size using nothing but anatomical knowledge and cold calculation. Watch her drive Garcia's face into industrial steel without hesitation, without mercy.

      Watch her win.

      Something hot and possessive coils in my chest. She's magnificent. Terrifying and brilliant and absolutely fucking magnificent.

      "Boss?" Wei is watching me watch her. "You okay?"

      I rewind the footage, watch it again. The moment Garcia lunges. The moment Mao moves. The split-second decision that means the difference between life and death.

      She chose life. Chose violence. Chose to become whatever she needed to be to survive.

      Just like I knew she would.

      "I'm fine." I close the laptop, but I can still see her in my mind. Blood on her hands. Rage in her eyes. "Move up the extraction. Tomorrow night."

      "Boss, that's not enough time⁠—"

      "Then make time." I stand, start pacing. The war room is underground, concrete and steel, designed to withstand anything. Right now it feels like a cage. "Duan knows she's alive. He's got people inside trying to kill her. Every hour she stays in Morrison is another chance for him to succeed."

      "We've got her in solitary. She's protected."

      "Solitary won't stop a guard with a grudge and a fat paycheck." I pull up my phone, start making calls. "I want the riot staged for tomorrow night. 7 PM. During dinner service. Maximum chaos."

      Wei pulls out his tablet, starts taking notes. He's been my second-in-command for eight years, since before Jun died. He knows when to argue and when to just execute orders.

      This is an execution moment.

      "Riot starts in the cafeteria," I continue, thinking out loud. "Garcia and her crew are in the infirmary, so we'll need to use other assets. Pay Martinez to start a fight with Chen. They've got history—it'll look organic."

      "Martinez is expensive."

      "I don't care. Pay her whatever she wants." I'm already moving to the next problem. "Patterson extracts Mao during the chaos. Sedative in her water at dinner, so she's already groggy when the riot starts. Makes the extraction easier."

      "What about the body double?"

      "Jane Doe from the morgue. Similar build, similar age. Fire in the medical wing destroys the body beyond recognition." I've been over this plan a hundred times in my head. Now I'm just executing. "Medical examiner is already paid off. Death certificate will be processed by morning."

      Wei nods, typing rapidly. "Transport?"

      "Private ambulance. My people only. Take her to the penthouse, not the safe house. I want her close." Too close, probably. But I'm past caring about appropriate distance. "Have the medical suite ready. She'll need observation after the sedative wears off."

      "And Leo?"

      I pause. Leo. My son. The reason I'm doing this. The reason I tell myself I'm doing this.

      "Leo stays on his floor. I'll introduce them when she's clearheaded. Not before." I check my watch. 11:47 PM. Less than twenty hours until extraction. "What else?"

      "The baby." Wei looks up from his tablet. "Are you bringing him to the penthouse?"

      "Not yet. Too risky. She sees him after she's settled, after she understands the rules." I pull up the security feed from the care facility on my phone. Chen Rui is sleeping peacefully, tiny chest rising and falling in perfect rhythm. "But I want updated photos. Recent ones. Proof of life."

      "She's going to hate you for this."

      "She already hates me." I close the feed, pocket my phone. "At least this way, she hates me in person."

      Wei studies me for a long moment. "Boss, can I speak freely?"

      "When have you ever needed permission?"

      "This isn't just about Leo anymore, is it?" His voice is careful, neutral. "This thing with Dr. Song. It's personal."

      I should deny it. Should stick to the story that this is purely strategic, purely about getting help for my son.

      But Wei knows me too well. Knew Jun, knew what I was like before she died. Knows I've been different since I started watching Mao Song.

      "It's complicated," I finally say.

      "Complicated how? You've been surveilling her for two years. You orchestrated the theft of her baby. You're about to fake her death and bring her to live in your home. That's not complicated, Boss. That's obsession."

      The word hangs in the air between us. Obsession.

      He's not wrong.

      "Leo needs her," I say, but it sounds weak even to me.

      "Leo needs a specialist. You could have hired any pediatric neurologist in the country. You chose her specifically. Why?"

      Because I watched her save a dying child and something in me recognized something in her. Because I've spent two years studying her—not just her skills but her. The way she moves. The way she thinks. The way she refuses to give up even when everything is stacked against her.

      Because somewhere between surveillance and strategy, I stopped seeing her as a means to an end and started seeing her as... what? An obsession, like Wei said? A possession? A solution to the loneliness that's been eating me alive since Jun died?

      All of the above. None of the above. I don't fucking know.

      "It doesn't matter why," I finally say. "What matters is that she's coming here tomorrow night. And when she does, I need everything to be perfect."

      Wei sighs but doesn't push further. "I'll make the calls. Riot at 7 PM. Extraction during chaos. Body double in the fire. She'll be in your penthouse by midnight."

      "Good." I head for the door, then pause. "Wei? Thank you. For not judging."

      "I'm not paid to judge, Boss. I'm paid to execute your orders and occasionally tell you when you're being an idiot." He smiles slightly. "You're being an idiot, by the way. But I'll help you anyway."

      I leave the war room and head upstairs to the legitimate side of the building. Wu Tech Industries occupies floors 40-47 of this downtown high-rise. Red Phoenix operates in the subbasements and through a network of front companies. Clean and dirty, separated by concrete and paperwork.

      It's almost midnight, but my office is still lit. I've been working eighteen-hour days since I started planning this extraction. Can't seem to turn my brain off.

      Can't stop thinking about her.

      I pull up the surveillance footage again on my desktop. Watch the fight in the laundry room for the third time tonight.

      The way she moves. The precision. The controlled violence.

      She's not the soft doctor I first observed two years ago. Prison has changed her. Hardened her. Made her into something sharper, more dangerous.

      I should be concerned about that. Should worry that she'll be harder to control, harder to mold into what I need.

      Instead, I'm fascinated. Aroused, even, though I'd never admit that out loud.

      She's going to be a challenge. A fight. A worthy opponent.

      Good. I'm tired of easy.

      My phone buzzes. A text from Mrs. Chen at the care facility: Chen Rui is awake. Fussy. Should I send video?

      Yes.

      The video arrives seconds later. Chen Rui is in Mrs. Chen's arms, making those small cranky sounds that babies make when they're tired but fighting sleep. His tiny fists are clenched, his face scrunched up in adorable irritation.

      Mrs. Chen is rocking him, humming something soft. As I watch, his eyes start to droop. His fists unclench. He settles against her shoulder with a sigh that seems far too world-weary for a three-month-old.

      I watch the video three times. Study his face—Mao's eyes, Duan's chin, a unique combination that somehow adds up to this perfect little human.

      This leverage. This tool I'm using to bind his mother to me.

      This innocent child who has no idea his entire existence has been weaponized.

      The guilt returns, sharp and familiar. I've gotten good at ignoring it, but late at night, alone in my office, it's harder to push down.

      What I'm doing is monstrous. Taking a baby from his mother. Using him as collateral. Keeping them separated to maintain control.

      Jun would be horrified. My late wife, with her soft heart and strong moral compass, would look at what I've become and not recognize me.

      But Jun is dead. And Leo is alive but unreachable, trapped in his own mind, and I'm desperate enough to do monstrous things if it means helping him.

      That's what I tell myself, anyway.

      The truth is more complicated. Yes, I need Mao for Leo. But I also need her for me. Need someone in my space who isn't there because I pay them. Need someone who challenges me, fights me, makes me feel something other than the emptiness that's been my constant companion for six years.

      Need her, specifically. Not just any doctor. Her.

      I forward the video to Officer Patterson with instructions: Deliver to Song in the morning. Let her see he's healthy. And give her this message: "Tomorrow night. Be ready."

      Then I open a new file on my computer. This one isn't surveillance or strategy. It's personal.

      It's everything I've learned about Mao Song that has nothing to do with her medical skills.

      She likes coffee black, no sugar. Drinks it constantly during long surgeries.

      She's left-handed but learned to use her right hand for certain procedures.

      She has a scar on her left shoulder from a childhood bicycle accident.

      She's allergic to shellfish.

      She plays piano—not professionally, but well enough that she used to play for the children in the hospital's pediatric ward.

      She wanted three children. Told her friends that once, before the marriage fell apart.

      She's terrified of heights but hides it well.

      She cries during sad movies but never in front of patients.

      She's strong and brilliant and compassionate and everything I need.

      Everything I want.

      I close the file before I can spiral further into this obsession. Tomorrow night, she'll be here. In person. Real, not just pixels on a screen.

      Tomorrow night, I'll find out if the reality lives up to two years of watching, wanting, waiting.

      I should go home. Should check on Leo, get some sleep before tomorrow's chaos.

      But I can't seem to leave my office. Can't stop refreshing the security feeds from Morrison Federal, watching Mao in her solitary cell.

      She's lying on the cot, staring at the ceiling. Not sleeping. Just... existing. Waiting.

      For tomorrow night.

      For me.

      Does she know what she's walking into? Does she understand that I'm not just her employer but her owner? That the contract gives me rights to her time, her skills, her presence?

      Her body, if I choose to exercise that clause.

      I won't. Not at first. Not until she's ready, if she's ever ready.

      But the option exists. The power dynamic is clear.

      She signed anyway.

      Because she's a mother, and mothers do impossible things.

      I understand that. I'm a father doing impossible things.

      We're both monsters, in our way. Both willing to sacrifice morality for the people we love.

      Maybe that's why I'm drawn to her. Recognition. Kinship.

      Or maybe I'm just fucked up and trying to justify it.

      My phone buzzes again. Wei: Everything's set. Martinez is paid. Patterson has the sedative. Body double is ready. Ambulance on standby. We're good to go.

      Good. What about Duan?

      Still in the wind. Our people in Bangkok lost him three days ago. No credit card activity, no phone pings. He's gone dark.

      Fuck. Duan loose is a problem. Duan with time to plan is a bigger problem.

      But Mao will be out of prison by tomorrow night. Out of his reach. Under my protection.

      And if Duan is smart, he'll stay disappeared. Because if he comes after her, if he tries to finish what he started, I'll hunt him down and make his fake death look like mercy compared to what I'll actually do to him.

      Keep looking. I want him found.

      Yes, Boss.

      I close my phone and force myself to leave the office. The penthouse is forty-seven floors up—same building, different world. I take the private elevator, key card access only, and emerge into the space I've called home for the past six years.

      It's too big for just Leo and me. Fifteen thousand square feet of marble and glass and carefully curated emptiness. Jun designed it before she died. I've never had the heart to change anything.

      But now I'm seeing it through Mao's eyes. Trying to imagine what she'll think when she wakes up here tomorrow night.

      Will she be impressed? Intimidated? Angry?

      All three, probably.

      I check on Leo. He's asleep in his room, surrounded by the sensory tools that help him feel safe. Weighted blankets. Soft lights. White noise machine.

      He looks peaceful. During the day, he's often agitated—overstimulated by a world he can't quite process. But at night, he's just a little boy.

      My little boy.

      "She's coming tomorrow," I whisper, even though he can't hear me, can't understand. "The doctor who's going to help you. Dr. Song. She's brilliant, buddy. She's going to teach you how to talk to me. How to tell me what you need."

      Leo doesn't respond. Doesn't even stir.

      But I need to say it anyway. Need to remind myself why I'm doing this.

      For him. For Leo. For the chance that Mao Song can reach my son in ways I never could.

      And if she can't? If this whole elaborate plan fails?

      Then at least I'll have her here. In my space. In my life.

      At least I won't be alone anymore.

      The thought is selfish and I know it. But I'm past caring about selfishness. Past caring about being good or moral or any of the things I used to pretend to be.

      I'm just a man who wants something—someone—and has the resources to take it.

      Her.

      Tomorrow night.

      I return to my room but don't sleep. Can't sleep. Too much adrenaline, too much anticipation.

      Instead, I sit by the window and watch the city. Forty-seven floors below, people are living their normal lives. Going to bars. Coming home from late shifts. Loving their families.

      Tomorrow night, Mao Song joins my world. Leaves normal behind forever.

      I should feel guilty about that. Should regret the choices that led us here.

      But I don't.

      I feel ready.

      Ready for her. For the fight she's going to give me. For the challenge of earning her trust, her respect, maybe eventually something more.

      Ready to stop watching her through cameras and start seeing her in person.

      Ready for everything to change.

      My phone buzzes one last time. Patterson: Message delivered. She's ready.

      I stare at the text for a long moment, then type back: Good. Tomorrow night, she's mine.

      I hit send and watch the message disappear into the ether.

      Tomorrow night.

      Eighteen hours.

      I can wait eighteen more hours.

      I've already waited two years.

      What's one more night?
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