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EVERY KISS IS POISON: DARK MAFIA ROMANCE
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HE WAS HIRED TO KILL HER. INSTEAD, HE MADE HER HIS OBSESSION. 

I’m Camila DeLuca. Daughter of a fallen empire. They told me I wouldn’t last the night—my father’s debts had carved my name onto a death list. A casino floor. A hired gun. One spin of the wheel, and I should have been nothing but ashes.

But then came Lorenzo Vitale. One shot, one decision—and suddenly I wasn’t a corpse on red velvet, I was his hostage.

Lorenzo doesn’t rescue. He doesn’t explain. He doesn’t give. He takes. Every command comes sharp as a blade: breathe, walk, don’t scream. Every look sears deeper than chains. And every second in his orbit makes me wonder if the fire inside me is terror... or something far more dangerous.

I should hate him. I should fight him. But every time he calls me mia vita, every time his darkness collides with mine, the line between cage and sanctuary blurs.

This isn’t salvation. It’s possession. It’s power.

And Lorenzo Vitale never lets go of what’s his.

Book 1 of 3 in the Poison to Ashes Series — a dark, obsessive mafia romance where bullets write destinies, loyalty deceives, and surrender might be the most dangerous sin of all. 
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CHAPTER 1
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LORENZO P.O.V.

The casino lights looked harmless—right up until you remembered who paid the electric bill.

Back-office corridor. Chemical lemon cleaner in the air, cheap fluorescent hum over my head, a security camera with a red pinprick that never blinked. I leaned against a steel utility shelf and thumbed the silver lighter open and closed until the hinge heat bit my skin, letting the click set my heartbeat into a rhythm I owned.

The Glock lay on the shelf; I threaded the suppressor on snug, seated the magazine, press-checked the chamber, and felt the weight settle like it had a deed to my palm. The earpiece fuzzed, and my handler’s voice slid in as a low whisper soaked in static while he said, “Clean and quiet, Lorenzo. Make the lesson stick,” and I let the words hang while I pocketed the lighter and loosened the black tie one notch for movement. I answered without giving my lips more than a twitch as I said, “Copy,” because five million says she dies tonight—simple math.

I moved into the service artery with staff speed and staff boredom, letting trays clatter and managers bark past me like weather. When the mezzanine opened, I put my palms on the cold glass rail and counted what mattered.

I tagged the double doors to the valet corridor as one, the private baccarat stair as two, the circular bar’s service elevator as three, and kept going until the number hit thirteen with the roof hatch no one sane used. I tracked dome cameras gliding on their loops and filed the dead arcs—two up here, one behind a bronze horse pillar. If any footage lived, it wouldn’t feature my face.

I let my reflection drift across chrome as I cut through the floor—charcoal suit, lean lines, nothing worth remembering—and touched the lighter in my pocket to ground the hum under my skin. A laugh lifted clean over the noise and pinned me to the right spot.

Camila DeLuca in emerald silk at the VIP roulette, auburn hair catching light like it had an opinion, green chips stacked under a hand that knew what it was doing. For one heartbeat the casino tipped and a sun-blasted high-school hallway slammed in behind my eyes with a girl’s laugh and the smell of pencil shavings. I punched the memory back into the dark as I told myself, Not the time, Vitale—she’s a target, nothing more.

I used the bronze horse’s flank as cover while the croupier spun and the ball rattled. The earpiece hissed once, the voice gave me the last permission it would ever get to give as it said, “Greenlight,” and I shifted to move—then didn’t, because a waiter jacket hung wrong on a pair of shoulders it didn’t belong to.

I watched the stranger slip past security with a tray angled too low and eyes angled too careful, the collar pin still brand-new and the shoes too stiff for anyone who’d carried even one round of drinks. I let a subvocal murmur brush my mic as I said, “Unregistered asset, twelve o’clock,” knowing my handler would ask me to repeat it even as I slid into a blind arc. When he breathed, “Say again?” I kept my gaze on the VIP rope and gave him the shape without the lecture as I said, “Ghost in a waiter coat,” while I fixed my sight-line on the far side of the roulette ring.

The croupier smoothed the table with a dead-eyed smile while he called, “Last bets,” in that trained voice that slides over danger. The freelancer knelt with his tray cloth draping the edge so it hid his hands as his wrist flexed to lift a pistol toward the soft spot under Camila’s ribs. His face showed nothing; his choice showed everything.

I stepped out from the pillar like sin had paid for the carpet, used a tourist’s selfie for cover, and slipped inside the velvet rope on pure confidence. The wheel spun like a cheap planet while I put the suppressor behind the man’s ear and squeezed.

The cough of the shot died into the carpet; blood took the quickest paths into felt and cloth while his eyes went dead. Camila’s chair scraped as her glass clicked the edge and she sucked a breath that snagged on panic while she gasped, “What—?” only to find my hand already closing around her wrist before the rest of the word could show up.

I leaned into her space with my mouth close enough to pass for intimate and let my voice live where a promise would go as I said, “Don’t scream.” The croupier’s question rose and I cut it with an instruction wrapped in calm as I told him, “Finish the spin; she needs air,” while I angled my shoulder to block Camila’s view of the body folding at her feet.

She tried to snap her hand back with a reflex that would’ve worked on softer men. I let her feel the correction in my grip while she understood without liking it. The alarm finally admitted the truth to the building; sirens woke in the guts of the place and turned chaos into a door.

I pulled her into motion and gave her the only choice that mattered as I said, “Walk,” and she moved because her shoes were wrong for everything and survival was right for anything. She stumbled on the emerald hem and yanked the fabric free like a woman who refused to pay extra for modesty.

She threw her chin up to throw me off as she asked, “Where are you taking me?” and I put speed into my stride while I kept her tucked to my side as I said, “Out.” She snapped a hard “No,” and earned a harder rule as I tightened and said, “Wrong answer—stay upright if you want to keep breathing.”

She cut me a fast look like a blade she wanted to test. I shoved the staff door with a shoulder that pretended to be an accident; a manager tried to protest with a “Hey—” that died against a closed slab of steel. We were already in the service spine where yellow lines and cinderblock make truth cheap.

She fought the grip with more angle than muscle and tried leverage where money usually works as she said, “My father—” before I stripped the fantasy off the sentence with the simplest version of reality as I told her, “Isn’t here—and he can’t help you if you stop.” She flipped approach and pushed, “My purse—” and dragged nothing from me but movement as I said, “You won’t need it.” She spit heat as she said, “You bastard,” and I kept lead in my voice as I said, “Save it for someone who cares.”

She kept thinking with speed while she hated me and tried another currency as she said, “You think my father won’t pay five times whatever you’re getting?” I cut the pitch with arithmetic as I told her, “He already owes—this is math,” which made her plant her heels for half a step until I erased the pause with pressure.

The freight elevator dinged with that sorry bell as the doors parted. She pinned me with a stare that wanted a name to kill as she said, “Look at me and tell me you’re going to kill me,” and I gave her the only truth that stayed paid-up as I said, “I’m going to keep you breathing—everything else depends on whether you listen.”

She tried to turn it into defiance with a sharp, “You think I’ll just obey?” and I let the answer land without decoration as I said, “I think you like living.” We slid into the steel box; I thumbed the DOOR CLOSE while a line cook pushed a cart toward us and slowed too late. I watched the gap seal on his confusion as Camila backed into the corner with her chin lifted like the pose had a price tag.

She demanded, “Tell me what happens now,” and I gave her the sequence like a checklist as I said, “You breathe, you walk, you get in a car, you don’t scream.” She pressed, “And then?” and earned the word I wasn’t going to pad as I said, “Instructions.” She tried one more angle with a thin thread of control as she said, “Give me one,” and I cut the engine of her mouth with the simplest command as I told her, “Stop talking.”

The elevator dropped through bad lighting into colder air. When the doors opened on concrete and industrial buzz, I checked left and right with the habit of a man who leaves before people know he was there.

The AC had raised gooseflesh on her arms and silk was bad camouflage, so I stripped my jacket off without slowing and tossed it around her shoulders. She gave me a sharp squint and, “What’s this?” which I answered without breaking stride as I said, “Camouflage.” She pushed, “From what?” and I took the corner and gave her the word that mattered as I told her, “Attention.”

She went mean again as she muttered, “You’re generous,” and I kept it honest as I said, “I’m efficient.” She landed the petty shot like a woman who doesn’t miss as she said, “You’re an ass,” and I let a half smile die before it formed while I answered, “New information.”

We hit the smokers’ terrace gate; I slid a stolen card through the reader to make the light go green while the crowd clustered under heat lamps and stared at their phones. I kept my arm firm at her waist and tilted her face into my chest so the story we sold read as drunk VIP and angry boyfriend.

At the far end, a maintenance door blinked red over its keypad. I fed it six numbers that owed me a favor and took us down the metal stairs into the loading bay where sodium lights failed the dark and my nondescript sedan idled like a dog that only obeyed one voice.

She saw the car and slammed her weight backward while she said, “No.” I opened the rear door and folded her in with a steady hand on her head as I answered, “Yes.” She flared for a second—nails against leather, mouth opening to cut me—and I crowded the reaction into a corner until it died. I gave her a rule wrapped in courtesy as I said, “Seatbelt,” and waited through the glare until she clicked the buckle with efficient fury.

I slid in beside her instead of up front to keep the geometry in my favor, the Glock resting low across my thigh with the muzzle down. The dash woke while the earpiece carried the handler’s tinny demand as he said, “Report.”

I kept my voice even as I told him, “Plan changed—unregistered tried to jump the queue.” When he asked, “Status?” I gave him, “Neutralized.” When he followed with, “Witness?” I gave him, “Contained,” and let the silence say the rest until he muttered, “Understood,” and shut up to earn his paycheck.

I flipped to a private channel and tapped my cleaner. He picked up on the first buzz with a dry “Yeah,” and I pressed the night farther off the rails as I said, “Plan Bravo—package alive.” He gave me a beat of silence before his simple “Copy” reminded me why I kept him.

She studied me like she was measuring coffin wood and diamond bite while the car’s systems settled. She curled her lip around a truth and refused to choke as she said, “You’re not staff,” and I gave her the obvious as I said, “No.” She ticked the next box as she said, “You’re not police,” and I gave her the same as I said, “No.”

She pushed the only label left as she said, “You work for them,” without saying a name, and I made the distinction that mattered to me as I told her, “Tonight I work for me,” while I flicked the lighter open once, twice, listening to the hinge sing because the flame wasn’t the point.

She watched my thumb and reached for a weapon that wasn’t on me as she said, “So what am I to you—leverage?” I refused to decorate the answer as I said, “Alive.” She tried to chew it into something bleeding as she asked, “Why?” and I gave her the only logic the night would carry as I told her, “Because dead would be stupid.” It didn’t satisfy a mind like hers; she pressed, “And alive is...?” and I let the word land blunt as I said, “Useful,” before I shut the lighter and let the silence put weight on the choice.

I climbed into the front at last with the gun where she could see and ignore it, rolled the engine into a purr, and watched the valet chaos through the bay opening. I asked without drama, “Last words?” since a question like that tells you everything about a person.

She rose to it with a curled mouth as she said, “Is that supposed to scare me—my last words will not be said to you,” which I took as a good sign because the scared ones lie. I dropped the car into gear and fed it movement.

We threaded out between an SUV belching influencers and a limo coughing a bachelor party. She put her eyes on the lighter like it offended her education and fired a small missile as she said, “Pretty suit, fancy lighter—do you want me to like your props?” I snorted before I could help it as I asked, “You like the lighter?” and invited her into my ritual without meaning to. She gave me a fast, mean smile when she said, “It screams daddy issues—which fits,” and I let the insult pass without a receipt because the ramp was spitting us into a lane I needed to own.

Street lights smeared across the hood while I told her, “Seat low—head down.” She argued on reflex as she said, “Why—so the cameras don’t see the woman you stole?” and I made the purpose unambiguous as I said, “So the cameras don’t see your face breathing.” She respected it enough to slide lower with minimal fuss and maximum glare.

I took two quick rights and a left to kill public lenses under overhangs I’d memorized on the way in. The rearview showed the casino shrinking into a glittering lie. She used the quiet to probe as she asked, “Where are we going?” with a tone that said she’d start bargaining at the first off-ramp. I gave her nothing geographical while I said, “Safe.” She followed flat with, “For who?” and I kept the pronoun honest as I told her, “For the one who listens.” She clocked my favorite verb and said, “You’re fond of that word,” and I let the admission stand while I replied, “It works.”

She eyed me like a hardware problem and tried for a handle she could throw later as she asked, “What do I call you?” without actually asking for a name. I refused to hand her anything she could trace as I said, “Call me the man who kept you breathing.” She baited the gratitude trap she refused to step in as she said, “You want a thank-you?” and I kept my hands steady on the wheel while I answered, “No—I want quiet,” and finally won thirty seconds of it.

The city threw us neon and empty crosswalks. When the light at Third went green on the nose for forty miles an hour, I slid us through and listened to the old part of my chest open a valve it didn’t trust. It shut again when her voice came low and level as she said, “You’re making a mistake,” and I bought myself the room to keep choosing by saying, “Maybe.”

She put a price on the decision as she warned, “It’ll cost you,” and I acknowledged the ledger as I said, “It already has.” She asked for the receipt as she said, “What’s it buy you?” and I kept it literal as I told her, “Time,” which she tried to cash into purpose as she asked, “For what?” and I refused to hand her my next move as I said, “For the next decision.”

The rearview coughed blue-red strobes licking at the casino skyline like a PR stunt. I told her again, “Seat lower,” and she obeyed without commentary because learning happens fast when living matters. She popped back up just enough to test the fence as she asked, “Where do I fit in this—besides useful?” and I let the frame be the frame while I answered, “Alive.”

She groaned as she said, “You’re a broken record,” and I stayed who I was as I said, “I’m a man who likes outcomes.” She dismissed it with a sharp, “You already said that,” and I pinned it with, “And I meant it,” and didn’t give her a new song.

The ramp to the expressway opened like a vein; I merged between two trucks that hid me from anyone lazy. The dash clock ticked to 12:03 while the road gave us a longer breath than either of us deserved.

She stared at the windshield like it owed her apologies and then swung back to me with a new blade as she asked, “Say I cooperate—do I live?” I refused to sell guarantees as I told her, “You keep breathing.” She chased the horizon as she pressed, “For how long?” and I declined the lie we’d both hear as I said, “Don’t make me lie.”

She let out an ugly little laugh that sounded like she respected the policy even while she hated the man operating it as she muttered, “Christ,” and I didn’t bother with sanctimony. A couple screamed about rent outside a dive bar as we floated past; a dog did its civic duty on a hydrant; the city kept being itself no matter who we were.

She let another minute chew on her and then sprung a small trap disguised as honesty when she said, “Back at the table, I thought you were someone else—a man in a suit who wanted a favor.” She tagged herself before I needed to as she added, “I’m an idiot.” I gave her the most boring consolation as I said, “You’re alive,” which made her snap, “Shut up with that,” and I obliged with the only lever that still worked as I said, “Then stop saying things that force me to repeat it.”

She collected her rage into a clean line as she said, “I don’t owe you gratitude,” and earned the agreement she didn’t expect as I answered, “Correct.” She pushed the next boundary as she said, “I don’t owe you obedience,” and I took that one away as I told her, “Incorrect.” She ground out, “You like orders,” and I corrected the file as I said, “I like outcomes.” She shot for ego as she said, “You like control,” and I kept it practical as I answered, “I like when simple math stays simple.”

Her gaze dropped to the gun and then back to my face like she was mapping the shortest path to killing me. She tested the fence again as she said, “And if I run?” and I kept it from becoming a conversation as I told her, “You won’t.” She made it personal as she said, “You think you know me?” and I broadened the data set as I answered, “I know humans.” She flicked one more jab as she asked, “You think you’re better?” and I gave her the physics of the night as I said, “I think I’m faster,” earning me a humorless smile and a dry, “I bet,” that I didn’t bother to cash.

I idled at a red no one else respected because timing matters more than bravery. The lighter pressed its warm circle into my thigh while I watched cross traffic burn time, then I took us through when the gap said go. She used the lull to aim where it hurt as she warned, “You’re not untouchable,” and I saved us both the sermon as I told her, “I know.” She added, “Pretty suit, fancy lighter,” and I let the ritual drag me back to zero as I flicked the lid and watched the flame that wasn’t there while I said, “It works,” keeping the car where it needed to be.

My phone buzzed once with the cleaner’s silent ping that told me Door One had opened on his end. Work spooled out in my head—an unclaimed body with a ruined ear by a VIP table, a video loop to keep whales from calling lawyers, a croupier who’d choose denial over unemployment. The casino would sell safety; I was selling outcomes.

Camila’s shoulders dropped half an inch as the fight in her condensed into calculation. She tried the direct route one more time as she asked, “Tell me why keep me alive,” and I refused to upgrade beyond the truth I’d already paid for as I said, “You’re not dead.” She gave me the inevitable pushback as she said, “That’s not an answer,” so I gave her the only measure that counted as I told her, “It’s the only one that matters right now.”

I took the next turn that killed the cameras and slid us into the lane that would carry the rest of it. I’d chosen her pulse over a ledger mark; whether that made me stupid or bored didn’t change the work waiting on the far side.

Body double. Sealed casket. Forged coroner report. Empty funeral that makes men behave. Her off-grid with a leash only I hold. Not mercy. Not romance. Just control and consequences.

I kept my hands steady on the wheel and let the lighter’s hinge heat mark my skin like a brand I’d owned all my life. I drove us into the night I’d rewritten with one shot.

One squeeze of the trigger changed her fate and shackled it to mine.
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CHAPTER 2
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CAMILA P.O.V.

“The roulette wheel gleamed like it was dealing miracles until a stranger’s focus sliced through the noise and landed on me.”

The wheel hummed and my chips looked prettier than jewelry as I slid another stack forward, and I let the croupier see my grin while I teased, “If this is beginner’s luck, I’m filing a residency,” as he spread my bet with that neutral little flourish dealers use when they’re bored and secretly entertained. I lifted the flute to my lips and tasted cold bubbles, then set the glass down just enough to feel the sweat ring it left on green felt.

I had doubled twice in twenty minutes and I wasn’t stupid; I let the table see confidence, not greed, while I tapped a nail against a single red and said, “Let me have the same devil I had for dinner,” because the wheel had been running a red streak like it owed me. The croupier chuckled with eyes still dead to the math and murmured, “Beginner’s luck keeps the lights on,” while he reached for the ball, and I rolled my shoulder like I didn’t need anything except what the spin was already giving me.

Dad will gloat when he hears I’m finally winning on house turf, I thought, and I hated that I liked the idea of him pretending not to care before he asked me for the number. The room was a river of noise—slots chirping, glasses clinking, some tourist shrieking over a jackpot like she’d never see a bill again—and I rode it easy, warmed by the attention that always comes when a woman in a decent dress stacks chips like she’s solving a problem. It was my father’s casino, yes, but the floor didn’t care about DNA; the floor cared about whether you flinched. I didn’t.

The ball ripped the track and the light caught the steel like strobe, and a man at my elbow leaned too close with cheap cologne and cheaper jokes, so I flicked my gaze at him and said, “Don’t talk to the wheel when I’m working,” which made the table laugh and made him step back as if I’d slapped him harder than I wanted to admit I enjoyed. I skimmed the edge of the glass again to wet my mouth and kept my breathing slow because oxygen is free and most people forget to spend it.

The croupier called, “No more bets,” with that bored silk, and that’s when the miracle sheen shattered under something colder. I felt it before I saw it, a thin wire of attention pulling tight through the noise until it bit my skin. I turned my head and found the source—tailored jacket, perfect indifferent face, moving with surgical intent like the room had given him a straight aisle to my chair and everyone else was furniture.

Why is he looking at me like I’m the only card on the table, I asked myself, and the answer came back silent and ugly because some looks don’t flirt; they sort.

He didn’t break eye contact when he breached the velvet rope; uniforms never stopped true confidence, and his was trained. He didn’t go for my chips or my bag or my neckline. He went for the skirt of the table. He dipped as if to collect a runaway chip, and his hand went dark under the cloth. I inhaled without consent and felt my ribs stall because the angle of his wrist wasn’t right for chips.

This can’t be happening in front of everyone, my brain threw like a plate at a wall, and I turned my mouth toward the croupier and started, “Security—” only to clip the second syllable in half because the man’s knuckles shifted and a hard little weight aimed up at the soft place high on my thigh.

I froze and then I didn’t, because my body knows how to move while my brain argues. I tightened my legs, shifted my hips an inch off the chair, and put my right hand on the table to push up. The air changed again, a pressure pocket, a shadow moving into my shadow, and then another man was in the space with a timing that felt choreographed by a bastard.

He hit the first man with nothing more than a shoulder, a private strike that looked like a stumble to anyone who needed to keep the night simple. A muffled pop coughed under the table, the sound too small for what it meant, and the first man folded like someone had removed his spine. For half a second, laughter kept cutting the air from three different directions because the wheel had landed somewhere lucky for someone else, and then the green felt under my wrist kissed a spray of warmth that wasn’t champagne.

Blood on green felt—whose blood, I asked, and my stomach gave me no answer worth trusting because my head was staging a coup.

He didn’t let me stand on my own. The second man, the one with movement like math, clamped my wrist so fast the bones stacked against his grip, yanked me upright, and made the room tilt. I tried to rip away; I did, because reflex still thinks you have rights, and I heard my own voice crack into the air like glass as I snapped, “Let go,” but my heel skidded and his face didn’t change at all while he said, low and close to my ear, “Move,” and I hated the way the word slid into me and paralyzed something that usually bites.

Stranger danger was for children; this was adult terror with a better wardrobe.

He pivoted my body into the angle he needed, and my chair screamed on tile. A woman on my left blinked like she’d lost the thread of the table story; the croupier looked down and then up and then decided he was blind. The wheel spun like a planet that did not care. The man’s hand swallowed my wrist and his other arm blocked the view of the collapsed waiter so neatly that my brain could have called him a rescuer if my skin hadn’t been shouting over that lie.

I got loud because sometimes noise is a weapon, and I dragged air into my lungs with the brakes off and started to scream, but he cut the oxygen—not with a hand, not with violence, but with proximity and tone, because he leaned into my hair and murmured against the top curve of my ear, “Don’t,” and the shape of it said he wasn’t requesting. I felt his breath, and the wrong part of me took inventory—coffee, metal, something colder—and I hated myself for noticing when my job was survival, not fragrance notes.

He walked, so I walked, because the body follows leash before it remembers knives, and we crossed the velvet like the rope had always draped behind us. The alarms started a second later, late and theatrical, and the room opened its mouth to wail. My glass toppled and spun and went flat against the felt and I wanted to reach for it, to anchor myself to something mine, but his grip wrote a different sentence.

I flailed with the free hand because if you can’t unsnap the jailer, you scratch the wall, and my fist hit his chest and bounced off muscle and suit like I’d punched a car door. He didn’t flinch; he just increased pressure a fraction, and a hot jolt ran up my forearm and into my shoulder until I thought I heard the bones think about it.

We hit the gap in the rail and he shoulder-checked a security rope aside with such casual authority that no one considered stopping him. A drunk in a white jacket tried to occupy the space we needed and I slammed my hip into his hip and sent him skidding with a hard “Watch it,” and the drunk laughed like we were flirting and threw me a wink that I wanted to claw off his face.

“Where are you taking me,” I demanded while my hair stuck to my neck and my dress stuck to my thighs, because defiance is a habit you can apply even while your pulse is writing your will in Morse code. He didn’t look at me, didn’t blink, didn’t give me even a chest movement to hunt for meaning; he just said, “Out,” with the tone you might use to label a switch, and I yanked back against the word and spat, “No,” because the syllable tasted like the only thing I owned.

“Wrong answer—stay upright if you want to keep breathing,” he replied without raising his voice, and I hated that it worked, I hated that my body heard “breathing” and signed the contract before my brain read it.

We slid through a staff door that wasn’t supposed to open for anyone without a badge, and he didn’t even show one; he just walked through it and it chose survival, too. The corridor swallowed the casino noise and gave me a new soundtrack: tile squeak, air-conditioning whisper, hallway buzz. He kept me close, shoulder to shoulder, torsion set; his heat bled through suit wool and my skin catalogued it like an idiot.

“My father—” I started, because the instinct to reach for the man who used to reach for me is stubborn, and he didn’t let me finish. “Isn’t here—and he can’t help you if you stop,” he said as he yanked me left around a corner and marched me past a stack of linen bins with wheels squealing like rats.

“My purse—” I snapped, even though I knew it was useless, and he cut me again with “You won’t need it,” while he steered me around a pallet jack and I dragged my free hand over a cinderblock wall hard enough to grind my nails to dust because pain was easier to metabolize than fear.

“You bastard,” I shot at his shoulder because I needed to throw something, anything, and he gave it the same value the wall gave my nails while he said, “Quiet, or dead bodies won’t be the only ones back there,” and the line wasn’t screamed or hissed or caressed; it was placed on my tongue like a bitter pill, and I swallowed.

He moved like the building had been designed for his stride, and I tripped over keeping up, and that’s when my night snapped. The heel of my right stiletto bit the edge of a cracked tile, caught, and then surrendered with a sharp crack that echoed too loud. I stumbled forward and slammed into him with my shoulder, and my chin bounced off his bicep while I grabbed his forearm to keep from kissing the floor. The broken shoe wobbled under me. I threw the useless thing off mid-run and felt the floor punish my bare arch, and the stiletto’s corpse skittered back down the hall like a dropped bullet.

Broken heel, broken night, I told myself, and I felt something inside me tilt—the stupid frantic piece that had been counting on the illusion of control—because freedom is easier to pretend when both feet are the same height.

He didn’t slow. He shifted his hold up to my elbow now that my wrist had gone slick with sweat, and he kept the pressure smart, not bruising but certain; it told me the fight was a waste of oxygen, which made me want to waste a little more. “You think you can—” I started, reaching for arrogance because I’ve never not had it, and we hit an elevator with scars on the steel and a call button that glowed like it hated its job.

He stabbed the button, and the door slid open with the kind of complaint only old machines have. We stepped into a metal box that smelled like bleach and last week’s fish, and the door tried to close on the wheel of a passing cart. The man with the cart looked at me and then at the stranger’s jaw and then at the idea of his paycheck and decided not to volunteer for any chapter of my story. The door finished shutting and we were alone with our reflections.

I planted my back to the corner and squared up because height and angles still count at five feet six in one heel and nothing in the other. “Tell me what happens now,” I said while my lungs paced like they needed a cigarette. He didn’t turn his head fully; he gave me a profile, then the ghost of an eye, and replied, “You breathe, you walk, you get in a car, you don’t scream,” as he reached under his jacket like he was checking a seat belt only he wore.

“And then,” I asked, because the future exists even when it shouldn’t, and he pressed the B button like fate had basements and said, “Instructions,” while the elevator jolted. I almost laughed because my body wanted an outlet, and since laughter would turn to crying and I don’t do that in front of strangers, I went for control in smaller units. “Give me one,” I told him as I lifted my chin and tested the edges of my voice, and he finally looked straight at me long enough to confirm I mattered as a problem before he said, “Stop talking,” in that same unmovable tone that wasn’t cruel because cruelty would have been artful.

The numbers ticked down like a countdown that didn’t care about consent, and I saw it then—a tiny spark in the lower edge of my vision, a flick of chrome and flame and then nothing as his hand did something at his pocket level. A silver lighter, I realized, the kind my grandfather used to flip when the room needed him to look like he should be obeyed. The spark caught and died too fast for heat, but my eyes tracked it like it had shouted my name. The hinge sound zipped along my nerves and planted a metal taste at the back of my tongue. I filed it away because I hoard details when I can’t hoard choices.

The doors opened and the basement air slapped the sweat on my skin cold. He checked left, then right, then pulled me with him, and we stepped into a concrete world with yellow lines and a humming nowhere. My arch screamed with every step. Gooseflesh pebble’d my arms from the AC, and he noticed in the way men like him notice things they can use. He shrugged out of his jacket on the move and dropped it over my shoulders without ceremony. “What is this,” I asked with a hiss while I shoved my arms through the sleeves and kept pace because humiliation can walk and chew gum at the same time. “Camouflage,” he answered, and the word made my chest punch at my ribs because it meant he was still preventing, not ending.

“From what,” I demanded as we cut past stacked crates and a wall of bottled water I wanted to throw at his head, and he said, “Attention,” with that same butcher’s practicality. “You’re generous,” I shot back because I needed to find his edges, and he didn’t smile when he said, “I’m efficient,” which made me want to claw him and kiss his logic into a bruise I could read later.

We hit a smokers’ gate where a knot of employees hunched under heat lamps, eyes glazed by their screens, and he tilted my face toward his chest with a firm palm like we were a couple sneaking out to fight in a parking lot. I swallowed the scream because I understood too well how fast people look away when a story looks domestic. He slid a keycard over a reader and the light flipped green, and I felt the door’s breath push against my shin as it opened for us. We slipped through and down a narrow stair that smelled like old tar, and my dress whispered against my skin like even the fabric knew the rules had changed.

At the bottom, a loading bay yawned out into the night. Sodium lights lit up the trash and none of the shadows. A black sedan idled with quiet obedience, nose pointed at nothing, and I saw myself on its paint for a half second—a woman with hair falling out of its pins, one bare foot, a stolen jacket, and a man who had decided to write her new name.

“No,” I said, flat and sharp, as I slammed cadence into the word and stopped moving for the single beat I could buy. He took the beat and turned it into a hinge; he opened the rear door and folded me down and in with a palm to the top of my head to keep me from cracking it, and I hated that he was gentle with that even while he was brutal with everything else. “Yes,” he said without heat as he slid in after me, shoulder to shoulder in back, and I threw my hands forward to crush the leather and flailed like I had claws. He crowded my flail with his body like space was his to allocate, and the message landed: I could cut him, sure, and I would, but not before the car moved and made cutting an art I couldn’t finish.

“Who are you,” I hissed like the question had teeth as he leaned up to touch the dash and bring the engine’s purr higher, and he only glanced at me in the mirror long enough for me to hate the color of his eyes for being steady while he said nothing, and I said, “Who the hell are you,” again with my mouth closer to his shoulder like volume could bribe him, and he checked the side-view and the rear-view and then my face like he was inventorying assets he’d never admit he wanted.

He touched something at his ear and spoke into a frequency I couldn’t hear, and his mouth barely moved while he said whatever men like him say to other men like him when they’ve turned a person into a problem to be relocated. He ended whatever he was saying and his gaze came back to me, flat and decision-proof, and I swallowed an impulse to spit in his face because sometimes you save your saliva for when it can do something other than make a point.

“Seatbelt,” he said as if he were telling me I had spinach in my teeth, and I stared with a laugh stuck in my throat until I realized it wasn’t a threat but a rule of his world, and I clicked it because the part of me that wants to keep breathing is the part of me that actually runs the show. “You’re not staff,” I told him with disdain I could afford because scorn is free, and he said, “No,” without spending a blink on it.

“You’re not police,” I added to hear what that sounded like out loud because saying the truth sometimes makes it less slippery, and he said, “No,” again and let the word hit the floor like loose change. “Then who the hell—” I started, and he cut left to glance at me while he answered with nothing on his mouth, and my skin crawled with the silence because emptiness is heavier than words.

The car slid out from the bay and tucked into a lane they shouldn’t have let us have, and my body wanted to pitch forward, wanted to reach for the wheel, wanted a hundred stupid things that would get me killed, so I focused on smaller wars. I pulled the jacket tighter and felt its weight—the heat from his body still carried in the lining—and I told myself not to breathe it in like a drug. I looked down and saw the ghost-line the heel strap had left on my ankle, and I catalogued it like evidence.

“You’re making a mistake,” I said as the sedan took a bite of the street and chewed, and he kept his hands steady and said, “Maybe,” as if even his doubt was curated. “It’ll cost you,” I added because sometimes threats are a way to hear your own power out loud, and he gave me “It already has,” like he was reading the receipt.

“What’s it buy you,” I asked just to force him into a verb that wasn’t “move,” and he said, “Time,” while the city stuttered by in shards of neon and pedestrians who didn’t get a vote. “For what,” I pressed because if I carved even one answer out of him, I could pretend I was participating, and he said, “For the next decision,” with a calm that made me want to slam my fist into his throat and listen to it learn.

“Seat low,” he said after a block as he checked a camera on a pole, and I laughed without humor while I slid down and tucked my head toward the window because I am not stupid; survival is a language, and I’m fluent when I have to be. “Why,” I asked even while I did it, and he said, “So the cameras don’t see your face breathing,” and the “breathing” landed like a slap and a kiss and a contract, and I wanted to tell him to choke on it.

“You think I’m your cargo,” I said as I stared at the headliner and counted stitches because numbers calm me, and he said, “I think you’re alive,” like the word was a leash he was happy to call a gift. “That’s not an answer,” I fired back with my throat hot, and he said, “It’s the only one that matters right now,” and I closed my eyes because he kept using “right now” like he owned later, too.

We hit a turn that put the casino behind us like a bad story, and the blue-red lit the low clouds for a second like it was trying to get cast as God. “Where are we going,” I asked into the car’s breath like the upholstery owed me information just for holding me up, and he said, “Safe,” with zero irony, and I cut him with “For who,” before he could pretend we were in the same sentence, and he said, “For the one who listens,” and I bit my tongue before the word “fuck” came out not because I was afraid but because I wanted to save that bullet.

“What do I call you,” I asked, because names give edges and I wanted something sharp, and he showed me the mirror and answered, “Call me the man who kept you breathing,” and I looked straight into my own eyes reflected thrice and thought, I will kill you with that sentence later if I get the chance.

“You want a thank-you,” I asked with a sneer because maybe if I pushed hard enough he’d show me a seam, and he shook his head the slightest possible degree and said, “No—I want quiet,” and the fury that bloomed under my tongue tasted like battery acid, so I pressed it back down where it can do damage and counted streetlights.

The city thinned, and the tires sang low against the asphalt. My body started to catalogue the car like a cell: the recirculating air’s faint vanilla, the hidden stitching up the door seam, the grit under my left thigh where some old passenger had spilled sand or sugar. I rubbed at my wrists because the ghost of his grip sat there like jewelry I couldn’t return, and then I stopped rubbing because I refused to look like I wanted his touch off me this second as much as I wanted it a mile ago.

“Back at the table,” I said into the thick silence because I needed to get in front of my own screaming, “I thought you were someone else—some suit wanting a favor,” and I followed the honesty with punishment as I told myself aloud, “I’m an idiot,” and he gave me nothing but the road. “You’re alive,” he said a beat later like he’d filed the phrase for special occasions, and I snarled, “Shut up with that,” while I ground my jaw until I heard the joints complain.

“Then stop saying things that force me to repeat it,” he said as if we were discussing the weather, and I stared at the back of his neck like it was the red button I wasn’t allowed to push and promised myself that if I got one free shot later I would take it there, close-range with my teeth. “I don’t owe you gratitude,” I said calmly because the calm scared people more, and he said, “Correct,” in the tone of a teacher making tic marks. “I don’t owe you obedience,” I added, slower, and he didn’t change lanes before he answered, “Incorrect,” and I smiled at the windshield like I was smiling at a future where he bled.

“You like orders,” I accused while I looked at his hands to see if the tendons jumped, and he said, “I like outcomes,” and I rolled my eyes at the ceiling and said, “You like control,” and he threw me “I like when simple math stays simple,” and I wanted to say that people aren’t math but my brain knows better; people are math when the wrong person holds the pencil.

“And if I run,” I asked, testing the door with the heel of my hand just once to hear the lock laugh at me, and he said, “You won’t,” with such certainty that I almost got out of spite just to learn what his actual top speed felt like. “You think you know me,” I said, staring at the shape of him as the streetlights cut him into frames, and he said, “I know humans,” and I said, “You think you’re better,” and he said, “I think I’m faster,” and my laugh cut out of me like a knife thrown too hard as I answered, “I bet,” and filed “faster” under “things to humiliate later.”

We rolled to a red that everyone else ignored, and he stopped anyway, and I felt the car idle under my thighs like a heart. The lighter clicked in his hand again, that quick metal promise, and I wanted to grab it and flip it and learn its hinge until he begged me to stop. “You’re not untouchable,” I said because someone had to put it in the air to anchor it, and he said, “I know,” and the admission annoyed me because it took away a weapon I planned to use. “Pretty suit, fancy lighter,” I muttered with a curl in my lip, and he flicked the lid and said, “It works,” and I caught myself almost asking “for what,” before I shut the question in my throat.

Sirens flared and then washed out behind us as the car threaded an interchange I didn’t recognize because I rarely drive my own city; I’ve always been the passenger by choice. I’m not anymore, I told myself, and my stomach took a slow bow. The broken heel throbbed in another universe behind us, and I pictured it lying in the corridor like evidence that I used to have symmetry.

“Tell me why you kept me alive,” I said finally, voice low enough to keep its edges, and he stayed with the script he liked while he answered, “You’re not dead,” and I hit the back of the front passenger seat with the heel of my hand as I snapped, “That’s not an answer,” and he gave me “It’s the only one that matters right now,” and the “right now” landed like a brick on my ankle.

The car ate more road. He took turns with the assurance of someone who doesn’t mind if you hate him for it. I kept breathing because—fine—that part of his script worked, and I forced my spine back against the leather and rehearsed my face until it looked like something I could use soon. I will not cry, I told my tear ducts, and they listened like good soldiers or like the sociopath my ex said I looked like when I shut things off.

I glanced at the side window and caught a smear of my reflection—hair loose and wild, cheekbones sharper than when the night started, eyes wider and too bright. The jacket swallowed my shoulders, and the scent coming off it hooked memories that didn’t belong to me, like a déjà vu made of smoke and metal. I bit the inside of my cheek because the taste of blood is proof you’re still the one inside your mouth.

He took an on-ramp that turned the car into a bullet and the city into a smear. He didn’t check on me again, not really, not the way men check on women they want anything soft from; he just did small useful things like nudge the climate down two degrees when my breath fogged the window and angle the mirror so he could see my hands. It was infuriating because it felt like care without feeling like kindness.

“Say I cooperate,” I said into the new quiet because I needed my own voice to sound like a tool I still owned, “do I live,” and he said, “You keep breathing,” with a certainty that made my skin crawl, and I asked, “For how long,” and he looked at the road like the horizon had the answer and said, “Don’t make me lie,” and I let my head thump once, lightly, against the glass because the honesty helped and hurt equally.

The hum of tires settled into my bones. The seat belt cut my collarbone, rubbing under skin, and I lifted two fingers to adjust the strap and then put them down because every movement felt like giving him data. I closed my eyes and opened them again immediately because darkness made the car feel smaller. “Whatever this is, I’ll end it,” I told him softly because promises keep you warm, and he said nothing, and the silence soaked my dress like rain.

In my head, the casino was still spinning—the wheel, the chips, the little tower of green I’d stacked neatly like patience—and the image of blood blooming quietly into felt kept trying to replace the ball, because that’s how brains work when they hate you. I stared forward and took inventory of what I had: my mouth, my brain, one heel, one arch burning like an ember, a jacket that fit a man too well, the memory of a spark from a silver lighter, and a grip I could still feel ghosting over my wrist.

I looked at his profile again, at the jaw that could cut a card, at the hand that hadn’t trembled once, and I told myself he was a problem to be solved, not a man to be decoded. The urge to decode is what gets women killed. Solve or survive. Pick one and commit.

We flew past a billboard selling something I didn’t register and into a stretch of road that feels like nowhere. The cabin settled even more into its hush, and my body followed suit because bodies are traitors; they adapt to anything, even cages, even ones upholstered in decent leather. I listened to his silence the way you listen to a machine you’ve been told you might need to fix while blindfolded, and I clocked the tempo of his breath and the micro-movements of his shoulders when he checked the mirror and the flick of his thumb along the lighter like prayer beads.

He didn’t push me, didn’t threaten, didn’t try to negotiate. He just drove with a purpose that made me understand I had been moved from “guest” to “cargo” in one clean motion and that the label was sticking until I peeled it off with teeth.

City lights smeared past, the engine sang at a pitch that said the car was happy, and my heart punched a beat I could almost dance to if the song didn’t suck. He gave me nothing to grab except seconds, and I grabbed them, counted them, and put them in my pocket like coin. I looked at the road and I looked at him and I looked at the door and I looked at my dirty arch and I looked at the world unlatching behind us, and I understood that tonight had already decided what it wanted me to be.

His silence felt like a eulogy, and I finally understood the hearse I was riding in was still called a car.
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[image: ]




LORENZO P.O.V.

“The safehouse smelled of bleach and vacancy—exactly what a woman who’d just ‘died’ required.”

I shouldered the steel door with my hip, kept her wrist angled so leverage was mine, and nudged her over the threshold while my free hand slid the top deadbolt into place with a heavy clack that told the room it now belonged to me. The living room was a box with bars welded over the windows and a second skin of mesh inside the frames; white walls, no art, no personality, just a wall-mounted monitor bleeding blue from four camera feeds—hallway, stairwell, roof hatch, and the mouth of the alley where the sedan was now a clean rectangle with plates I’d burn in an hour. Drywall dust flaked off my cuffs as I locked the lower bolt and seated the chain; I didn’t bother brushing the suit clean.

She scanned fast because fear doesn’t slow her brain; her gaze hit the bars, counted screws, tracked the hinges, and landed on the snapped stiletto heel I’d dropped near the door on instinct when we came in. Her mouth compressed around it like the broken plastic had insulted her personally, and I didn’t let the flicker in my chest show while I moved her farther in.

She jerked her arm once like a test just to see if muscles had changed since the car; they hadn’t. She threw a second test with her voice and spit, “Where the hell are we,” while she twisted her shoulder hard enough to make the ligaments protest. I ignored the question, shifted behind her, and fed the deadbolt a second spin until the pin seated like a safe. Bare walls don’t talk, and right now neither do I.

I steered her toward the center of the room where a single loveseat hugged the far wall with the posture of furniture that knows it’s a prop. A radiator sat bolted beneath the left window like an old soldier forced back into uniform, and a scratched side table held nothing but a plastic-wrapped bottle of water and a roll of gauze. I kept her standing because sitting is permission.

The camera’s red LED glared at me from the ceiling corner. I faced it deliberately and put the facts on the table with the same tone I use when a trigger gets a name. “If I didn’t take you, you’d be dead right now,” I told her, and I watched the inhale hit her ribs like a speed bump she hadn’t seen coming.

She dragged air, straightened, and went for the throat with questions like a hailstorm. She paced a half-circle and snapped, “Who the hell are you, why me, what did you do to that man, what happens now, what do you want, what the fuck is this place,” and I rationed what she got because words are currency I never spend by accident. “Safe for now,” I said as I crossed to the monitor and checked the feeds for pixel shifts; I kept my shoulders square to her so she didn’t think my back was a gift. “That’s all you need.”

She barked a sharp sound that wanted to be a laugh but drowned in anger, and she pivoted to the window bars like she could talk them into dissolving. She pressed the pads of her fingers to the mesh and then to the screw heads like heat could loosen torque. She didn’t ask about the door because she had already clocked both locks and the reinforcement plate I’d sunk into the frame last month when this address became an option for problems with legs.

I let her burn off ten seconds while I swept the apartment with my eyes the way a man pats his pockets before a job. Entry: secure. Camera angles: clean. Blind zone by the kitchenette: deliberate. Bathroom: empty, frosted glass, no window. Bedroom: door open, mattress bare, sheets folded in a plastic bag I’d tear later. The lighter sat in my pocket like a pulse I could control.

She pivoted back to me and tried a new weapon—tone—and asked with a steadier voice that said she’d found control again, “What did you do to the other one,” while her chin lifted in that little defiant tilt that sells to crowds. I gave her nothing extra as I said, “He’s not your problem anymore,” and then I peeled off to the kitchenette because distance is also control.

The fridge hummed like a bad lie. I eased the top cabinet open with my knuckles and found what I’d left five days ago: burner phone in a coffee mug, a foil-wrapped SIM, a sealed envelope with a set of numbers that weren’t mine. I slid the burner into my pocket, set the envelope on the counter, and took out my primary phone to check signal bleed. Encrypted texts sat where I’d left them, dark. No red pings, no order updates, no “send proof” from headquarters. If the family smelled a lie, I’d hear it in the way the phone vibrated. If they decided it was a lie worth ending, I wouldn’t hear anything at all because the door would go first.

If headquarters smells a lie, I’m next on the slab. And whoever hired that other hitter will come hunting what he lost.

I nudged a chair out with a shoe and angled it to give me a line on both the room and the door. The silver lighter came out of my pocket with a click my blood knows; I thumbed the lid open and brought the flame up under the nearest smoke detector to test its temper. The sensor stayed mute for the first second and then coughed a chirp that told me the backup battery wasn’t completely dead. I flicked the lid closed and let the hinge heat bite my thumb—ritual, reset—and then I did it again under the second unit because patterns keep you alive until they don’t.

Her eyes tracked the lighter like a cat tracks a laser. She planted herself near the radiator and squared her shoulders like she was about to walk onto a stage; her dress was torn at the hem from the corridor sprint, and the rip showed the bruise waking along her shin. She tried again with questions and paced two steps to grind the energy into the floorboards as she said, “How long am I here, what do you think this buys you, do you have any idea who you’re dealing with,” and I didn’t bother dressing the response in anything but steel as I said, “It buys you time—if you don’t waste it.”

She hated the pronoun; I watched her jaw lock around it. She didn’t scream, she didn’t cry, she didn’t beg, and the part of me that respects efficiency took note whether I wanted it to or not. I walked to the wall monitor and toggled the hallway feed to full screen; a tenant’s door two floors down opened and a man’s hand dropped a bag for trash pickup before the door shut again. No face, no risk. I rolled the feeds back to four-up and crossed to the bedroom doorway.

The mattress was plastic sheeting over a firm slab because stains are sloppy; a pair of zip ties lay coiled on the windowsill like punctuation. I left them there and came back to her with my steps counting off a plan I’d already started writing in the car. Every answer is leverage; she’ll get none until the funeral plan is airtight.

“Sit,” I told her as I pointed with my chin at the loveseat, and she countered with posture: chin higher, feet planted, body saying she didn’t take orders from furniture. I didn’t repeat myself; I just stepped to her left side and let my hand land on the shoulder seam of the jacket I’d thrown on her earlier, then applied a simple downward pressure until physics carried the message. She let the couch have her but she didn’t fold; she perched, tense, hands on her knees like she was about to sprint.

“Try a different sentence,” she said as she cut a look at the radiator, and I let the hint of an answer bleed into one line only as I said, “Your night is over; your life isn’t—don’t argue with the order.” She breathed through her teeth and I let the moment stand until the pressure in the room hit the point it was supposed to hit.

I stepped into the kitchenette again and put the burner on the counter, then pulled a narrow metal case from a lower cabinet. Inside: forged autopsy templates prefilled with nothing, a clean toe tag, a pair of nitrile gloves, a disposable scalpel I wouldn’t actually use, and a single sheet of watermarked paper with a coroner’s seal that had cost me a favor I didn’t like owing. Paperwork kills more cleanly than bullets—if it’s perfect.

Her eyes flicked over the case as I opened it, and she stood as if pulled by a magnet she hated, then stopped herself and re-perched because she knew moving toward me was its own kind of loss. I didn’t look up when I said, “Sit,” because the word has more weight when you don’t face it, and she hissed a breath and sat again because physics is physics.

I took the burner, snapped the SIM in with my thumb, and dialed a number whose ringing would bounce across three countries before it reached its owner. When the line opened, I kept my voice a whisper that wouldn’t carry past the kitchen tile and said, “Closed-casket service, forty-eight hours. I’ll deliver the ‘remains’,” while I watched the hallway feed for an elevator door that better not open on men I knew too well.

The voice at the other end didn’t ask questions; that’s why he still had a voice. I ended the call with a double tap, burned the last five seconds of the audio buffer with white noise from the sink, and slid the phone under the coffee mug where I’d found the last one. I kept the seal sheet flat under my palm for a beat and pictured the stamps it would need and the numbers it would carry. The body double’s measurements lived in a folder on a drive two blocks away; I wrote them from memory now because I’m not the kind of man who trusts only one brain to hold the math.

Camila stood a second time because she wanted to insult my systems by refusing to obey anything twice; she walked three steps and tested the bathroom door and announced without words that she hated the frosted glass, then came back to the radiator like it had managed to offend her more than I had. She lifted her hands and studied the faint marks at her wrist and pressed her thumb into each spot as if she could reverse time with pressure. She looked at the snapped heel by the door again and breathed like she might throw it at me; she didn’t, because control is a disease that saves lives.

I crossed to the mirror set into the wall by the bedroom—two-way glass, inside view only—and watched her watch the room. Fists: clenched, then released; breathing: high but not hyperventing; eyes: up, down, vent, corners, camera; estimate of screw count: accurate. I took the small recorder from my inside pocket, let my thumb slide the switch with a soft click, and spoke low so only the glass could hold it: “Subject responsive, not panicked. High defiance index.” She thinks like a chess player; chains must be mental as well as steel.

I clicked the recorder off and put it back. My phone vibrated once—cleaner’s second ping: Door Two open. Good. The casino body would be handled. The cleanup team hadn’t asked for a photo, which was a time bomb I didn’t have to cut yet. I checked the roof feed: clear. Alley: clear. Stairwell: an empty rectangle with numbers painted in a hand that had been bored for years.

She angled her head to me and threw a new weapon: quiet. She waited me out, and when I didn’t fill the space, she moved first with a low, tight line that wanted blood. “You said I’d be dead if you hadn’t taken me,” she said as she looked at the radiator instead of my face because eye contact would have cost her. “Who wanted me dead,” she asked, and I told her the only true answer in the room as I said, “Someone who won’t stop because I brought you here,” while my hand closed the metal case with a tidy snap.

She absorbed that without twitching, which was its own data point. “So I’m a package on your porch until you paper me into a grave,” she said with contempt she tried to turn into distance, and I let her have the summary because a smart captive is easier to manage than a delusional one. “Your vocabulary works,” I told her as I picked up the roll of gauze from the table and set it on the radiator ledge like a courtesy I didn’t admit was a courtesy. “Use it to follow instructions.”

She stepped toward me and stopped in the space where a lesser woman would have stopped to cry. “You keep saying ‘instructions’ like I’m your intern,” she said as her eyes cut to the lighter in my hand, and I flicked it once like a metronome to keep my own edges from fraying. “You’re alive because I decided it,” I said as I pocketed the flame and let the hinge heat bite, “don’t test how quickly I can decide the opposite,” and the line came out without volume because volume is decoration.

I moved to the bedroom doorway again and dragged the plastic-wrapped sheet bundle to the foot of the mattress with my shoe; I’d make the bed later because ritual matters to the body even when the mind calls it stupid. I came back with a short length of chain and a cuff I’d left in a drawer under the TV, and I held the set in the open until she saw it. Her chin twitched—not fear, not yet, but rage compressing into a needle. “No,” she said with a voice that belonged to someone who didn’t waste breath, and I didn’t condescend by pretending we were negotiating.

“Wall or radiator,” I asked as I reached for her left wrist because I know what I prefer and asking creates the illusion she needed to survive the next hour. “Radiator,” she said with the venom of a woman who will count every link until she knows its manufacturer, and I nodded once because preference costs me nothing if the bolt holds.

I knelt and looped the chain through the radiator’s anchor point, tested the weld with two sharp jerks that rattled the fins, and then snapped the cuff home with a sure hand that kept skin out of the pinch. She jerked against it like a sprinter false-starting, then stopped when the metal answered with the kind of certainty money can’t buy. I put the bottle of water within reach on the side table and stepped back out of her strike range because people who look like her always have a Plan B hidden under their anger.

“Prove you can behave, the chain gets longer,” I told her as I palmed the snapped heel off the floor and slid it into the inner pocket of my jacket like evidence I’d plant in a future I’d already diagrammed. The heel was still warm from the run; my fingertips noted the detail and filed it away with a disgust I kept to myself.

I moved to the kitchenette again because distance is mathematics and I like numbers that add up to me still breathing. I spread the autopsy template on the counter, stamped the mock intake number into the top right corner with the handheld press, and wrote the first line of a death that wouldn’t belong to her. The name line I left blank. The cause line I left blank. The rest of it filled itself with the speed of a man who has done this before without admitting it to anyone who can make it a confession.

She sat on the loveseat with her cuffed wrist resting on her thigh, fingers tapping an angry little code into her skin. She tested the slack, found where movement stopped, and leaned back as far as the chain allowed, then leaned forward and stretched like a cat testing its cage. She kept her mouth shut because language had cost her nothing and given her less. She watched me write her funeral with the focus of a woman memorizing an enemy’s hand.

I checked the phone again: nothing from headquarters, which meant they were still enjoying the idea that the hit was a neat equation about to resolve. The unknown contractor, the one who’d sent a waiter with a pistol and bad posture, hadn’t sent the kind of message men like him send when you take their toy away. The quiet around that fact had an edge; silence from that side doesn’t last.

I flipped the template and ran my eye down the checklist: coroner’s stamp (procured), toe tag (blank), photo evidence (to be staged), funeral home coordination (in progress), body double (sourcing). The measurements on the double matched her within margin; I needed a face that would survive closed-casket scrutiny for three seconds and a room that pushed guests to weep instead of inspect. A necklace, a heel, a sliver of emerald silk cut from her hem—the props would sell what cash alone never could.

She chose then to push again, smarter this time because she went for information not drama. “How long until your play-acting turns me into a ghost,” she asked as she shifted on the cushion to ease the cuff bite, and I gave her the only precise number she could handle without lighting something I’d have to put out with blood. “Forty-eight hours,” I said as I capped the pen and pressed the air out of the case’s foam, “if you follow instructions.”

“If,” she repeated as she rolled the word in her mouth like it was poison she could dose me with, and I looked at her long enough to make sure the next sentence would settle where it had to settle. “If,” I said again as I held her stare until she looked away first.

I checked the camera feeds one more time, pressed the lighter into my palm until the metal warmth felt like skin, and scanned the room in reverse—radiator chain: locked, water: placed, gauze: reachable, door: double-locked, window bars: intact, bathroom: empty, bedroom: clean, monitor: alive. I breathed out once and let the safehouse tell me it was doing its job.

She slumped a fraction, not surrender—economy. She rolled her neck like she’d slept wrong and grimaced because her shoulder would pitch a complaint tomorrow. She kept the jacket tight around her ribs even though she hated that it smelled like me. She turned her face to the barred window and studied the mesh like it held a new alphabet she could teach herself while I wasn’t looking.

I picked up the recorder again and palmed it, not for a note now but as a weight I could measure my temper against. I stood in the doorway between her and the kitchen, the ugly archway framing a room that had no right to be called living, and I let the idea settle into my bones the way it needs to when you choose a road with no turnoffs. I’d dragged her out of noise and color and pushed her into a box with bleach and bars; I’d taken her name and started turning it into paperwork. I’d stolen a night from the family and a prize from a stranger, and the price hadn’t even started ringing up yet.

She lifted her eyes without moving her head and pinned me like she was memorizing my outline for an artist who would sketch me later from memory at a trial I’d never attend. She didn’t talk. I didn’t either. We let the apartment hum and the camera LED blink and the radiator tick as it cooled. We let the math hold. We let the bleach keep trying to erase what it couldn’t.

I stepped back to the monitor and toggled the stairwell feed to audio just long enough to hear nothing and then cut it again because silence is easier to protect when you don’t listen too hard. I rolled the chain’s spare link between my fingers once, pocketed it, and looked at the snapped heel in my jacket like a relic someone else would weep over in two days.

“Until a forged coroner’s stamp buried her for good, she stayed handcuffed to anonymity—and to me.”
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CHAPTER 4
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CAMILA P.O.V.

“I’d worn a figure-eight into the floorboards, demanding answers the walls repeated back in echoes.”

I traced the path from radiator to kitchenette and back until the boards knew my weight, and I slammed a cabinet hard enough to rattle the cheap hinges as I threw, “Kidnapping’s easy when you hide behind bulletproof glass, huh,” while I cut my eyes at the ceiling camera so the red LED could log my contempt along with my face. If sound could break locks, I’d be free already.

He leaned one hip into the counter, jacket off, holster showing like a rule, and rolled the silver lighter across his knuckles until it flashed, then thumbed the lid open just to let a tongue of flame exist for half a second before killing it with a click that landed in my chest. The snapped stiletto heel sat on the shelf where he’d placed it, a plastic sneer reminding me exactly when the night broke. I wanted to grab it and crack his mouth, not because it would help, but because I needed a sound I made to cut him.

I pivoted, drew breath, and planted under the camera because if he liked stages so much, we’d use his. He stepped into the frame and stood directly beneath the lens with his hands loose at his sides as he said, “You breathe because I decided you do,” in a voice so flat it could amputate. Terror tastes like metal when it mixes with fury; my tongue curled around it and spat it back.

“Big words from a man afraid of sunlight,” I said as I marched up, jabbed a finger into the center of his chest hard enough to crease the shirt, and pushed until I felt muscle and not fabric. “You’re just muscle playing executioner,” I added while I kept my finger there, inviting the snap I knew was coiled in him, because hit hard, make him prove he’s human, that’s the only game that ever tells you anything.

He didn’t blink. He moved closer. Distance shrank to heat, to the shape of his breath clipping the edge of my lip, to the part of me that hates wanting and wanted anyway. “Careful, princesa,” he murmured without moving his gaze off mine, and the warning landed like a dare I should have ignored and didn’t.

I shoved him because defiance needs a job, and he took the push, then gave it back twice as hard until my shoulder blades met the wall and the radiator rattled a little protest at my spine. “Get off me,” I hissed, palms braced on his chest like a door I planned to slam, and he angled his head until I could see a healing nick under his jaw as he said, low and even, “Then stop pushing,” with that maddening calm that made me want to claw his throat.

I let the fury run straight down my arms and bunched his shirt in my fists until the fabric bit my fingers. He caught my wrists—not crushing, not kind, just claiming movement—and the second stretched thin and mean while my heartbeat beat louder than my mouth. He smelled like clean sweat and a metal I couldn’t name, and I hated that my own breath came back to me through him.

“Say something worth hearing,” I said as I locked my stare on his because I refused to give him the victory of glancing at his mouth, and he shifted his grip a fraction, reminding me how easy it would be to take more, and then didn’t take it. The restraint irritated me more than any touch would have.

He moved a half inch closer; I held the line. We were mutual pressure and bad ideas. My body leaned into him by a degree I wanted to slap out of myself. He dragged breath once, a rough cut sound, and I matched it because that’s what bodies do when they betray you. His mouth tilted, not down, not closer, just a change of angle that made the air between us feel like something we were both paying for. I felt my lips part and felt the flick of shame behind the wanting, and I stopped just shy because I’m not a woman who gives anything for free—not even mistakes.

He backed off a sliver, the kind of retreat that tasted like he’d prefer the opposite, and I yanked my wrists out of his hands and grabbed his collar with my left like I could drag him back into the mistake I wasn’t making. I held him there for one long beat so he could understand the offer I wasn’t giving, then I let go slow, fingertip by fingertip, to make sure the choice was clearly mine.

He exhaled through his nose, a short, angry thing that would have been a curse if he wasted language, and the lighter clicked open in his palm again like his impulse needed an outlet. The flare kissed the underside of his jaw, then vanished. “Test me again and I’ll chain you shorter,” he said while he pocketed the flame, and I dragged the torn hem of my dress straight with two sharp tugs as I sneered, “Touch me again without an answer and I’ll take your pretty toy and snap it,” because if he wanted lines, I’d draw my own in permanent ink.

He didn’t move. I didn’t either. The room got smaller anyway.

I peeled off the wall first, shoulders squared, and took the long route past the shelf with the heel because I refused to give it the power of my gaze. He watched my steps, not my legs; he catalogued movement the way I catalogued lies. I opened a cabinet and slammed it again, fouler than before, because my hands needed to hit something and his face was still on the list for later. The sound ricocheted against the bars on the window and came back thinner. If the racket had any mercy in it, it didn’t land here.

He cut the angle and came to the middle of the room; I mirrored him without thinking, meeting him on the seam between the couch and the radiator like neutral ground existed. He raised both hands, slow, palms out like he was showing me nothing was in them, and then he put them down, which told the truth: the weapon was him, not the holster. “You want answers,” he said, eyes steady while he watched my shoulders, “earn them by staying useful,” and I laughed, sharp and ugly, because usefulness is a chain men make sound like a gift.

“You want obedience,” I said as I tipped my head and let my hair fall back off my face because it kept trying to shield me, “say please,” and he gave me the kind of look you save for broken elevators and flooded basements as he answered, “I want outcomes,” which made me want to throw the heel at his skull just to be the outcome he didn’t schedule.

I stepped into him again because I don’t back up for posture, and the heat between us grew teeth. I could feel his breath against the hollow above my collarbone now; my pulse sat there answering like it had chosen a side. I raised my hands and set them on his shirt right where his heart should be, palms flat, not caressing, not pleading, just taking inventory, and he let me keep them there because he understood leverage runs both directions.

“You think I’m scared of you,” I said while my fingers pressed through cotton to muscle, and he gave the smallest tilt of his head in a no that landed like a yes I refused to acknowledge. “Good,” I added as I pushed, not hard, just enough to make us sway, “you should be scared of me,” and the corner of his mouth swallowed something like a laugh before it could live. “I know exactly what to be scared of,” he said as his hands came up, slow as a sunrise, to bracket my elbows—firm, not trapping—while he held me exactly where I’d put myself. It wasn’t romantic. It was infuriating.

I leaned in that final fraction again, the one that would turn heat into contact, and watched his eyes either warn me off or dare me to finish it. He didn’t close the distance. Neither did I. We stood there in a chokehold we both agreed to and both hated, and the worst part was how good my body felt with absolutely nothing happening.

“Back up,” he said finally as he softened the line into something too close to gentle, and I didn’t move because I needed one win that wasn’t a flinch. The second stretched. The part of me that wanted to eat him alive for air and answers snarled. I forced my feet to shift one step to the side instead, angling past him with a slide of fabric against fabric that wasn’t an accident but wasn’t sex. His inhale cut again, sharper. Mine did too. We kept walking away without going anywhere.

I broke first because rage eats energy, and I needed mine. I circled the room and dragged the back of my hand across my mouth like I could wipe off the almost. Shame came in like a cold wave behind the heat and made me hate both of us just enough to steady me. My body is a traitor; my mind will have to punish it later.

He tracked me to the shelf and tipped his chin toward the heel, and I knew he was thinking in props and proofs, future rooms where strangers would cry over a shoe on velvet. “Not your souvenir,” I said as I palmed it before he could, and the weight of the broken plastic in my hand felt like a version of myself I wanted back. He watched my fingers curl around it and made a note I couldn’t read, then stepped backward until his thigh met the counter. The lighter came out again and skated across his knuckles like a reflex. I wanted to take it from him out of spite and habit.

We stalled there, both breathing harder than the room deserved. He flicked the lid but didn’t light it, then set the lighter down on the counter beside his phone with a deliberate clack, like a man leaving a knife within reach of someone he trusts not to stab him. I stared at the lighter and then at him and then back at my own hand gripping the heel, and I said nothing because any word now would sell too much.

He broke the stalemate with logistics because that’s what keeps him steady. He moved to the radiator, tested the chain with two brisk tugs that rattled metal without hurting me, and stepped back after the second tug like the sound told him what he needed. “Water,” he said as he reached for the bottle on the side table and placed it within my reach without letting his fingers brush mine, and I took it just to prove I could put something of his in my mouth and not make it about him.

I drank slow and watched him over the rim. He watched me back and let me see him watching. He always lets me see—control as a mirror instead of a mask. I put the bottle down and wiped my mouth with the back of my wrist because the sleeve of his jacket still smelled like him and I didn’t need that on my skin. He registered the choice, filed it away, and didn’t comment. Not mercy. Not respect. Just data.

“Untie me for five minutes,” I said as I adjusted the cuff on my wrist until the metal sat where bone could take it, “and I’ll stop trying to kick your teeth in for ten,” and the corner of his mouth twitched in something that wasn’t humor as he answered, “You’ve already stopped trying,” while his gaze ticked down to my bare arch and the way I’d reflexively tucked it under my calf to keep it from the cold floor.

“I haven’t started yet,” I said as I put the heel back on the shelf and lined it up with the edge because precision was the only pretty thing left that still belonged to me. He saw the neatness and understood what it meant: I was done flailing; I was loading. His shoulders eased by a fraction that people who don’t live in rooms like this never notice.

We orbited each other for minutes that felt like impact. He pulled papers from the counter and stacked them without looking, like his hands knew the order and his mind was elsewhere. I stayed near the radiator because the chain said I did and because leaving it would be a concession I didn’t want to show. He checked the monitor, listened to a silence only he could hear, and the lighter stayed where he’d left it, a chrome pulse daring me to break his ritual.

I gave myself the first clean breath since the casino and took inventory. Dress torn, skin hot, hair coming down in violent curls; nails ragged from scraping a cinderblock wall; mouth sore from clenching. He had a new scuff on his knuckles that hadn’t been there before, and the skin under his jaw showed that old nick I hadn’t stopped looking at. I wanted to press my thumb there, hard, just to hear what noise he’d make. I hated that wanting survived the handcuff.

“You didn’t answer me,” I said as I turned my head just enough to put him at the full edge of my vision, “why am I here and not on a table,” and he lowered the papers without letting them go as he said, “Because I prefer this problem to the alternatives,” which could have meant a dozen things and I hated every one of them.

“Give me a real answer,” I said as I stood, chain clinking, chin up like the camera owed me a close-up, and he came two steps in until the distance was a decision again. “You’re alive because I chose it,” he said as his eyes tracked my pupils and the pulse at my throat, “don’t mistake that for charity,” and I almost laughed because the only charity in this room was the fact I hadn’t broken his nose yet.

“Then choose to explain,” I said as my hands fisted at my sides, and he tilted his head in that tiny pivot that meant no while he said, “Choose to sit,” and I did, because I hate being predictable and I was about to pass out from holding myself up against nothing. He watched me lower like he was taking measurements again, then stepped back just enough to give me oxygen.

Time moved, not fast, not slow, just one controlled inch at a time. He picked up the lighter, spun it, set it down, picked it up again, and pocketed it with a finality that told me he’d just made some silent decision that didn’t include me. He collected his gun from the counter, checked the slide and the chamber by feel, and glanced at the monitor one last time. I didn’t ask where he was going because questions thrown at a closing door are comedy and I don’t do comedy when I’m the punchline.

He paused in the doorway and looked at my throat like he was reading a mark there, something heat had written. His head tilted with a satisfied little angle that set every stubborn cell in me on fire. “Not immune after all,” he said quietly, not gloating, just logging, and I pressed my lips together until I could taste copper.

He left without adding anything that sounded like care. The latch met the strike with a clean click that sounded like it liked him better than it liked me. I stared at the space where he’d been and counted out the beat of my pulse until it stopped trying to climb into my mouth. The snapped heel sat on its shelf like a party favor from a wake. The lighter was gone. The camera blinked. The radiator ticked as it cooled.

The silence between us thickened, settling over my skin like a second pair of cuffs.
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CHAPTER 5
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LORENZO P.O.V.

“The morgue reeked of formaldehyde and opportunity—exactly the blend you need to resurrect a corpse that never existed.”

Grout lines, linoleum, flicker-tired lights. Night-shift silence holds a different kind of noise—compressors huffing, drains swallowing what no one wants to name. I walked the corridor with gloves already on, jaw still rough from the safehouse sink shave, and let the angle of my shoulders read as permission. The attendant clocked it and lowered his gaze before he lifted it again with a number in it.

He kept his voice a whisper as he palmed the clipboard to block the camera and said, “Two,” meaning two grand for a toe-tag that didn’t match a drawer, and I peeled off twice that with a clean count while I told him, “You never saw me,” and set the fold where his hand couldn’t fumble it on the second thought.

Drawer thirty-one rasped open like it had a cigarette in its throat. Borrowed flesh lay there with the slack dignity of the newly former; female, close enough in height and frame to pass the cruelest test—grief at a distance. The hair was wrong. I snapped the shears open and cut the length to match the auburn line that would live in mourners’ memory, then scraped the nape clean with a razor and wiped the stubble into the drain so no one could measure what I’d taken.

“A corpse has no opinion about who it pretends to be,” I thought as I pinched the toe tag, slid it off, and replaced it with the one in my pocket—Camila’s name typed in clean letters above a number that would pass any glance and no real audit. The attendant watched the floor instead of my hands; smart man, smarter now by four.

“Transport?” he asked as he shuffled a log like it had a different name five minutes ago, and I let my eyes say no while my hand tapped the stainless gurney twice—the signal that meant I was moving the problem myself. He nodded like he understood a language I wasn’t teaching.

I zipped the bag, rolled the weight, and let the room swallow its own smell. The elevator took us down to paperwork, which is where killings actually happen.

In the copy room, the machine whined like it wanted a cigarette too. I fed it the cleanest sheet of county letterhead the morgue owned and pressed the stolen seal like a priest stamping a passport to hell—raised crest, proper ink, no halo of bleed to betray the hand that wasn’t supposed to hold it. Cause of death: ballistic trauma—robbery. Time of death: thirty-seven minutes after the spin of a roulette wheel I could still hear. Doctor’s signature: a name I’d purchased in exchange for a favor that hadn’t come due yet.

The burner vibrated once against my ribs. I trapped it between shoulder and ear while I lined up the second seal, and my fixer let his voice ride the static with a question that told me he’s seen other men botch simple crimes. He said, “Spelling errors?” and I pressed the stamp with controlled weight while I answered, “Not in my work,” because the only bullet that never misses is paperwork done by a man who hates smudges.

I tucked the reports into a manila envelope with a tab already labeled in someone else’s handwriting, then slid the toe tag carbon sheets under it. Camera blind spot to the left; I walked it like a hallway I’d built. The gurney wheels complained. The elevator didn’t.

The chapel freezer doors hissed when they opened, and cold slapped the gloves like an insult. I set the bag on a waist-high table and unzipped it to do the last small violences. Lipstick wiped to neutral. Cheek bruising patterned where a muzzle blast might kiss the living. No one would see; closed-casket protocol had been agreed at the first phone call. This wasn’t for them. This was for me, because precision survives inspections I don’t plan to allow.

I took the lock of auburn hair from the envelope—the one I’d cut at the safehouse while she slept angry and exhausted on plastic—sealed it in a tiny bag, and taped it to the inside lid where anyone prying would find it and regret prying. I opened my jacket and palmed the snapped stiletto heel, turned it once, and set it beside the double’s foot like a punchline only I’d laugh at later. Proof for any curious eye with a gun behind it.

The welder rolled his cart in with the patience of a man who hates overtime. He glanced at the tag, glanced at me, and kept his eyes where they belonged. I nodded at the lid, he set the bead, and the torch stitched oak to silence while he muttered, “Nobody opens this again,” through his mask, and I let the sentence pass without argument because it was the point.

I wiped the edge with solvent, snapped the black cloth over the seal, and set my palm flat on the drape to feel for heat where there shouldn’t be any. None. I took the silver lighter out, sparked it once over that cloth—a private liturgy, control measured in a flame that obeyed—and killed it with a thumb, hinge warm against skin. Ritual finished. Containment perfect.

Dawn made a pale smear across the loading bay as the hearse backed up to the door on a straight line. The driver didn’t ask for help; I didn’t offer any. We slid the weight into the mouth of the car and closed it on the quiet. The city hadn’t woken; the company I keep never sleeps.

The Vitale compound opened on the first ring because I dialed from a number that opens things. Inside the iron and cameras, businessmen who call themselves capos pretended to be priests for five minutes at a time. We staged the coffin under the portico while guards pretended they weren’t checking angles. Only high-ranking eyes got invited to confirm what I told them I’d already confirmed. Five seconds each, nothing to see, everything to accept.

Capo Anselmi let his ring hand brush the lid like he might catch grief if he touched it too long; he snarled a polite blessing at the wood and said, “Debt settled,” through a mouth that wanted coffee more than closure, and I gave him a nod that kept my throat empty because speaking would make this personal, and nothing about this was allowed that luxury.

Blood debts audit fast when a coffin balances the books. I stood still and let their eyes do their math. No one asked for a look under the cloth. No one asked anything that would turn a ritual into work. Men who sign paychecks love easy endings; I’d built them one to hold.

The second act required a father. Alessandro DeLuca arrived in designer mourning with a tie knotted by someone who knows lenses. He played his position like it paid, which for men like him is the only way to play. He reached for the rail and gripped it, exactly the right distance from the corner, exactly the right pressure to show strain without sweat. His face crumpled on cue and held there, and he choked, “My baby girl...” with a voice just a shade too steady, and I watched his knees stay informed enough to lock instead of shake.

Actors forget the small details—real grief shakes the knees, not the script. I stored it and didn’t let my eyes say so.

He didn’t look at me. He didn’t need to know who had delivered the box that solved his problem. That’s a different chapter he thinks he’ll never have to read. I stood at six paces and let his scene finish. Capo Anselmi offered him a tissue he didn’t use. Cameras took bites of the moment and spit them into the feeds.

By the chapel door, a flat-screen ran the loops on mute—the city’s preferred lie maker chewing on the line I’d fed it. News alerts pinged my phone like slot machine hits; “Heiress Killed in Casino Robbery Gone Wrong,” scrolled into a lower-third chyron that the public would accept before they reached their second cup. A reporter’s lips moved around a narrative about “senseless violence” and “an ongoing investigation.” If enough strangers repeat a lie, it fossilizes into truth. I watched my own shadow cross the TV when I stepped past; it looked like any other man’s.

A woman in a black blazer whispered to Alessandro near the side chapel, and paper slid onto a small table like a dealer laying down a river card. I didn’t approach. I didn’t need to. My angle gave me what I needed to see—his cuff lifted, pen pinched in his preferred grip, signature executed with a flourish he’d practiced on happier days. The insurer’s representative maintained a face that knew how not to smile on job security. Quiet commerce in a room that smelled like lilies and dust.

The consigliere who manages our books for blood and otherwise found my shoulder the way men in my line learn to appear. He left his hand there just long enough to be read by every camera and said, “Job well done, Vitale,” while his eyes studied the seam at the coffin’s edge for flaws that weren’t there, and I gave him the right reply, a tight nod and no words, because their praise is a noose with velvet lining and you don’t thank a man for measuring you.

We stretched the service to the exact length policy required and no more. The priest said what he gets paid to say. The family stooges stood where they get paid to stand. I signed where I needed to sign, with a different name, and let the pen rest exactly where I’d found it. Then the hearse took the box away from eyes and closer to dirt while I took myself closer to bleach.

The safehouse door’s first bolt slid like a throat swallowing a pill it didn’t like. I stepped inside, shut the world out, and let the quiet check me for tells. Garment bag down. Gloves off. Jacket into a contractor bag to die. Shirt peeled and inverted by the sleeves to trap any insult it had caught. I disinfected hands until the skin gleamed dull. The bathroom fan ate the match smoke while I sent the bag to the tub and lit the corner; black plastic curled like a tongue and then surrendered to orange. I watched it fail down to ash and rinsed the remainder away. No fibers. No luck. Just hygiene.

Latches, again—top, center, chain. Each one got a tug like I was trying to wake a sleeper. The camera LED blinked its steady red; the hallway monitor showed nothing but nothing. When I turned, she was already watching me from the loveseat with her cuff chain pooled in a neat coil on her thigh—a choice, not an accident. Her eyes took a fast inventory—gun present, lighter pocketed, shirt new, knuckles scuffed the same—and her mouth asked for what I knew she wanted before anything else.

She said, “Finished?” with her chin angled like the word was a test and a dare, and I took two steps into the center of the room and gave her exactly the piece she could have without owning anything bigger. I said, “For them, yes,” while I let my hand rest on the side table near the bottle I’d left, and I didn’t add the rest out loud because the room already knew it: so long as the world believed her buried, one breath outside these walls could still get us both killed.
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CAMILA P.O.V.

Freedom tasted like metal and glass the morning I counted every lock between me and the street. Four on the main door alone. A heavy, industrial deadbolt at the top, another at the bottom, and two more flanking the handle, their keyholes dark and empty. I ran a fingertip over the cool steel, the metallic tang filling the air, so thick I could almost taste it on my tongue. The scent of a clean cage. It clung to the sterile white walls, the polished concrete floors, and the sealed, triple-paned windows that looked out onto nothing but a brick wall three feet away.

I started my perimeter test in bare feet, the cold of the floor seeping into my soles. The silence in the apartment was a living thing, a weight that pressed in on me, broken only by the hum of the ventilation system. I paced the length of the main living area, my unkempt hair falling into my eyes. Twenty-two steps from the door to the far wall. Sixteen steps from the kitchen island to the single, unyielding window. I cataloged every detail, every potential weakness. The window frame was solid aluminum, set directly into the concrete. No visible screws, no give when I pushed my full weight against it. My fingers strained, the muscles in my back screaming in protest, but the glass didn't even vibrate. It was as solid as the wall it was set in.

My eyes drifted up to a high shelf above the minimalist entertainment center. The snapped stiletto heel sat there, a broken trophy from my last pathetic attempt at running. Lorenzo had placed it there himself, a silent, mocking monument to my failure. It was a reminder of the cost of impulsive action, of the brutal efficiency with which he’d recaptured me. The memory of his hand closing around my ankle, of the sharp crack as the heel gave way, sent a cold shiver down my spine. I tore my gaze away from it, forcing the memory down. Fear was a luxury I couldn’t afford right now.

I moved to the vents, my knuckles rapping against the metal grates. Each one was secured with star-shaped screws, the kind you couldn't turn with a coin or a butter knife. Smart. Precise. Just like him. I pressed my ear to the wall, knocking softly with the side of my fist. Thud. Thud. Thud. A hollower sound. Thud. I was mapping the studs, trying to understand the bones of this place. Was there a space between them wide enough? Was the drywall thin enough to break through? It was a desperate thought, and I knew it. But desperation sharpened the senses. A cage is just a puzzle with higher stakes. Every problem had a solution, and this apartment, this meticulously constructed prison, was just a problem waiting to be solved.

My entire world had been reduced to these four walls, my existence erased. Out there, Camila DeLuca was dead. A tragic accident, a funeral I didn't attend. Here, I was... an asset. A secret. Lorenzo's property. I traced the faint, almost invisible seam where the wall met the ceiling. No gaps. No loose panels. Every surface was smooth, sealed, perfect. He had thought of everything. The realization didn't bring despair. It brought a strange, cold clarity. He was thorough, but no one was flawless. I just had to find the flaw.

The red light on the camera mounted in the corner of the ceiling blinked, a tiny crimson star in the gray morning light. He was watching. I knew the rhythm of it now. It wasn't always on. It would activate for a few minutes every hour, and every time he entered or left his own section of the compound this apartment was buried in. That muted red light echoed the crimson flare of his silver Zippo, the one he flicked open and shut with a nervous energy that betrayed the calm facade. A flare of light, a flare of surveillance. Both meant he was focused on me. I stared directly into the lens, my expression a carefully constructed mask of weary resignation. Let him think I was breaking. Let him underestimate the woman he had locked away. The more he watched, the more he would see what I wanted him to see. And while he was watching, I was learning.

––––––––
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Breakfast was oatmeal, a bowl of bland, watery gruel he placed on the cold marble of the kitchen island without a word. Lorenzo moved with a liquid grace that was unnerving in a man of his size. He was dressed in a crisp white shirt, sleeves rolled up to his forearms, revealing a tapestry of dark ink. His suit jacket was gone, but the holster on his hip was a permanent fixture, the butt of his weapon a constant, blunt promise. He didn’t eat with me. He never did. He stood on the other side of the island, sipping black coffee from a ceramic mug, his eyes unreadable.

I picked up the spoon, the metal cool against my fingers. I forced myself to eat, to take slow, deliberate bites. Compliance was a strategy. A way to lower his guard, to make him see me as a docile prisoner rather than a threat. “Thank you,” I said, my voice steady, betraying none of the revulsion I felt. The oatmeal tasted like cardboard, but I swallowed it down, my gaze fixed on the bowl.

He didn't respond, just took another sip of his coffee. The silence stretched, thick with unspoken tension. I decided to probe. A casual question, a flicker of curiosity. It was all about gathering information. “Do your men rotate shifts?” I asked, looking up at him through my eyelashes, aiming for a tone of mild interest, nothing more.

A ghost of a smirk played on his lips, a flicker of amusement in his dark eyes. It was there and gone in an instant. He set his mug down with a soft click, the sound unnaturally loud in the quiet room. He held my gaze for a long moment, letting the silence answer for him. It was a clear message: You are not entitled to information. He was a fortress, his thoughts and plans locked away behind layers of impenetrable stone. But even a fortress has patrols, has routines. Data is still data, even when the source is stone. His refusal to answer was, in itself, an answer. It confirmed there were shifts, that there were men. It was a tiny piece of the puzzle, but it was a start.

I finished the oatmeal, scraping the spoon against the bottom of the bowl. I pushed it away and folded my hands on the counter, a perfect picture of a polite prisoner. He watched my every move, his focus absolute. It was like being observed by a predator, every twitch, every breath analyzed for weakness. Sometimes, in the dead of night, I’d remember the violent clash that had brought me here, the way fear had twisted into something else, something dark and sharp and dangerously close to desire. The way he looked at me now, it felt like an extension of that moment—a possessive, all-consuming scrutiny that both terrified and thrilled a broken part of me I refused to acknowledge.

He finally broke the silence, his voice a low gravel. “Finish. We have a schedule to keep.”

I just nodded, my eyes dropping back to my hands. His schedule. Not mine. He controlled the food, the light, the very air I breathed. But he didn't control my mind. Not yet. I would be polite. I would be compliant. And I would learn every single tick of his goddamn schedule until I knew it better than he did.

––––––––
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Later that day, I decided to test the active defenses. He expected me to try to escape; it was human nature. The trick was to understand how he anticipated it. I walked from the small, spartan bedroom towards the kitchen, my path taking me close to the main door. It was a calculated risk. As I drew near the sensor panel set into the wall beside the locks, I let my ankle roll, faking a stumble.

I threw my hands out, my body lurching towards the door as if to catch my balance. My fingers were less than an inch from the keypad when the world erupted in a symphony of mechanical finality. A heavy thump echoed from the door as the magnetic locks engaged with a powerful hiss. Simultaneously, steel shutters slammed down over the single window with a deafening clang that made me jump back, my heart hammering against my ribs. The apartment was plunged into semi-darkness, the only light coming from the fixtures in the ceiling.

It had locked down before I even touched it. The proximity sensor was more sensitive than I'd anticipated. He was reading my every move before I even made it.

A moment later, his voice came through an unseen speaker in the wall, laced with a dry, condescending amusement. “Try the window next—saves me resetting codes.”

I stood frozen in the center of the room, my fists clenched at my sides. He was in the hall, just outside the door, watching me on a monitor. He was toying with me, showing me the futility of any obvious attempt. I wanted to scream, to beat my fists against the cold, unyielding steel of the door. I could feel the rage building inside me, a hot, useless fire. I imagined launching myself at the wall, at the camera, imagined the satisfaction of smashing something, of making a dent in this perfect, sterile cage. I hit the wall with my fist, a sharp, cracking sound echoing in the sealed room. A wave of pain shot up my arm, but it was a welcome distraction.

"Don't do that," I whispered to myself, pressing my forehead against the cool plaster, forcing myself to breathe. My submissive act was for him, but this rage was mine. And sometimes, I had to admit, the dark, aggressive control he wielded was a twisted sort of comfort. It was a force I could push against, a definite boundary in a world that had dissolved into chaos.

But his taunt had given me a crucial piece of information. He expects the obvious moves; time to design unobvious ones. He was waiting for me to try the doors and windows. He was prepared for a direct assault. He wasn't prepared for a quiet, patient observer. He wasn't prepared for me to become a ghost inside my own prison, mapping his patterns, learning his weaknesses, and waiting for the one moment of inattention that would be my salvation.

––––––––
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A few days later, a pile of new clothes appeared on the bed. They were folded neatly, a stack of plain gray t-shirts, black leggings, and functional undergarments. My size. I picked up a shirt, the cotton soft and new. The tag at the neck was gone, a few stray threads the only evidence it had ever been there. I checked the leggings. Same thing. The tags were cut out of every single piece. It was another layer of control, of erasure. I was not a brand. I was not a size. I was simply his. Captive but curated.

I walked to the pantry. It was fully stocked, but not with comfort food. There were bags of quinoa, cans of tuna, almonds, dried fruit, bottled water. Everything was balanced, nutritious. The kind of food you’d feed an athlete in training. Or a prize animal you wanted to keep in peak condition.

He needs me functional, not broken. That’s leverage. He didn’t want me sick or weak. He needed me alive and healthy for some purpose I couldn’t yet fathom. This wasn’t about my comfort; it was about maintaining his asset. The thought was both chilling and empowering. If I was an asset, I had value. And anything with value could be used as a bargaining chip. He was providing for my physical needs with the detached efficiency of a logistician. He was keeping the machine running. But he was neglecting the ghost in the machine—my mind, my will. And that was where I would find my edge.

I started hoarding. A plastic bottle cap that could maybe, just maybe, be used to turn a specific type of screw. A stray thread from the bedding, strong and long, perfect for testing... something. I didn’t know what yet. A paperclip I’d found inexplicably on the floor, which I’d straightened and hidden in the hem of my pants. They were small, pathetic tools, but they were mine. They were secrets. In a world where he controlled everything, a single secret was a weapon.

Lorenzo’s behavior was a study in bipolar precision. One moment, he was a silent, looming presence, his control absolute and chillingly calm. The next, he’d be pacing his own space just beyond my door, the sound of his heavy footsteps a restless tattoo against the floor. I'd hear a muffled curse, the sharp sound of something—a glass, a book?—hitting a wall. Those were the moments that vibrated with a raw, contained violence. And then, an hour later, he would bring my meal, his expression once again a mask of unreadable calm, his movements precise and controlled. I learned to read the rhythm of his moods through the floorboards. His anger was a storm contained just beyond my walls. I found myself listening for it, almost craving it. His calm was a suffocating blanket; his rage was at least honest. It was a crack in the perfect facade, a hint of the man behind the monster. And a part of me, a part that shamed me, enjoyed the raw display of power. It was real. In this fake, sterile world, his fury was the only real thing.

––––––––
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I decided to test for a different kind of weakness: compassion. It was a long shot, but one I had to take. I waited until I was sure he was watching, until the little red light of the camera glowed steadily. I sat on the floor, my back against the sofa, my knees drawn up to my chest, and positioned myself directly in the camera’s line of sight. I practiced my expression in the reflection of the blank television screen—vulnerable, lost, but not pathetic.

Then, I began to speak to the silent, watching lens. My voice was soft, trembling slightly—a rehearsed tremor. I told a story from my childhood, one I’d crafted for maximum effect.

“When I was seven,” I began, my eyes fixed on the camera, “I found a stray dog hiding under the porch. He was skinny and scared, and his fur was all matted. My father... my father would have killed it if he’d found it. He hated strays.” I let a pause hang in the air. “So I kept him a secret. I snuck him food from my own plate every night. For a whole week, he was my secret friend. I named him Nico.”

I let a single tear trace a path down my cheek. It was real enough; thinking of my father could always bring tears. “One day, my father found him. He didn't yell. He just... took him. I never saw Nico again. I asked what happened, and he just slapped me and said that attachments were for the weak.”

I looked straight into the lens, trying to bore through it, to reach the man on the other side. I was humanizing myself, trying to find a flicker of shared humanity in him. I finished with my real question, the point of the whole performance. “Do you ever regret your work?”

The silence that answered was absolute. The speaker on the wall remained mute. The little red light just kept glowing, a cold, indifferent eye. There was no response. No flicker of emotion. Nothing. He had either felt nothing, or he was too disciplined to show it. Either way, the result was the same.

No crack there... yet. I wiped the tear from my cheek with the back of my hand. The performance had failed. But it was another data point. He was immune to emotional appeals. Or at least, he was determined to appear so. It meant I had to stop looking for his heart. I had to start looking for his habits.

––––––––
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The frustration from the failed appeal to mercy didn't fester. It hardened. It cooled from hot rage into cold, sharp resolve. Anger is energy; planning is power. I would no longer waste my energy on useless emotional displays. From now on, every action would have a purpose. Every moment would be dedicated to observation and preparation.

I found a pen in a drawer beneath the television, a simple black ballpoint. The paper came from the napkins left with my meals. They were thin and flimsy, but they were enough. That night, after the lights had dimmed on his automated schedule, I sat on the floor of my bedroom, shielded from the camera’s view by the bed, and began to draw.

My first sketch was a rough floor plan of the apartment. I marked the door, the window, the vents, the cameras. I added my measurements—twenty-two steps by sixteen steps. I drew arrows indicating the sightlines from the two cameras I had located. I sketched the layout of the simple furniture, marking potential hiding places.

It felt good to be doing something concrete, something strategic. This was my war room. These flimsy napkins were my battle plans. With each stroke of the pen, I felt a piece of my agency returning. He could lock my body in this box, but he couldn't lock my mind.

I filled napkin after napkin with notes. Proximity sensor range: approx. 18 inches. Window shutters: sound-activated? Or tied to door sensor? Vents: require T6 star-head driver. I detailed everything I could remember about Lorenzo himself. His preference for black coffee. The way he favored his right side, where he wore his weapon. The fact that he never took his watch off.

When I was done, I folded the napkins into tiny, tight squares. I ran my fingers along the seams of the mattress until I found a loose thread. I carefully picked it open, creating a small slit in the fabric, and pushed the napkins deep inside, one by one. I smoothed the seam back down, the repair almost invisible. My secrets were safe. My plans were hidden. The game had changed. I was no longer just a captive waiting for a chance to run. I was a strategist, an intelligence gatherer, waiting for the perfect moment to strike.

––––––––
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My days fell into a new rhythm. A rhythm of strategic observation. I became a student of Lorenzo Vitale. I stopped pacing and started listening. I learned to sync my breathing to the sound of his footsteps in the corridor outside, a slow, steady cadence that was as predictable as a metronome. He was a creature of habit, of rigid routine, and his routine was the key to my escape.

I started keeping a mental timetable, whispering timestamps under my breath to commit them to memory before I could transcribe them to my hidden napkins at night.

07:02. The click of his coffee maker. He always made it at the same time.

07:15. The sound of his shower starting. It ran for exactly eight minutes. Not seven, not nine. Eight.

08:00. The heavy tread of different boots in the hall. The guard rotation. A murmured exchange of words, too low to make out, but the tone was always the same. Crisp, professional.

12:30. My lunch would appear through a small, silent slot in the door I hadn't noticed before. He never delivered it himself. One of his men did.

18:00. The scent of his own dinner, usually something with garlic and herbs, would drift under the door.

22:00. The final security check. A walk-around of the apartment's exterior. I could hear his footsteps circle the perimeter of my prison.

I learned his patterns, his rituals, the entire architecture of his day. He thought his control was absolute because he controlled my environment. He didn't realize that in creating such a rigid, predictable environment, he had made himself predictable, too. He was the warden, pacing the walls of his jail. But if you watch the warden long enough, you learn the schedule of the keys. I was learning the music of his life, and soon, I would know it well enough to predict the silences, the gaps, the moments of opportunity where I could finally make my move.

––––––––
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That night, I didn't sleep. I stood in the deep shadow of the short hallway that led from the bedroom to the living area, a spot I had discovered was a blind spot for both cameras. I flattened myself against the wall, my breathing slow and shallow, my entire being focused on the sounds beyond the door.

Around 2:00 AM, I heard it. The soft click of a lock, then the sound of his footsteps. He wasn't in the outer corridor. He was in the adjoining space, the one he used as his own. I held my breath. He walked past my section of the wall, so close I could feel the faint vibration through the floor. He was restless tonight. I saw his shadow pass under the crack of the door, a fleeting darkness.

He was completely unaware of me. I was standing there, silent and awake, watching his shadow, listening to his movements. He, the great observer, the man behind the cameras, was being observed. The all-seeing warden had a spy in his own prison.

He moved further away, down a set of stairs I could now hear creaking softly. Then came the sound that had become his signature. The sharp, metallic click of his lighter opening, followed by the soft whoosh of the flame. He was smoking. He was distracted.

A cold, thrilling certainty washed over me, displacing the last vestiges of fear. In that moment, standing unseen in the dark, I felt a profound shift in the balance of power. He thought he was the hunter and I was the prey, trapped and helpless in his cage. He was wrong.

The hunt had flipped—now I was the one tracking him.
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CHAPTER 7
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LORENZO P.O.V.

She answered my breakfast order with a glare sharp enough to slice the silence in half. I’d had a tray brought in—eggs, toast, coffee strong enough to strip paint—and set it on the small table between us. Standard procedure. Keep the subject fed, watered, functional. But the way her eyes tracked me as I sat down, you’d think I’d served her a plate of nails. The expensive penthouse apartment, with its sterile white walls and floor-to-ceiling windows showing a concrete skyline, felt less like a gilded cage and more like a fucking laboratory, and she was the specimen refusing to behave.

“Eat,” I said, my voice flat. I picked up my own fork, but my attention wasn’t on the food. It was on her. The dark hair, usually a wild mess, was pulled back severely from her face, making her cheekbones look like weapons. She wore the plain gray sweatsuit I’d provided. It was a deliberate choice. No frills, no identity beyond what I allowed.

Camila picked up her spoon, a slow, deliberate motion. Her gaze didn’t waver from mine. She scooped up a small portion of eggs, brought it halfway to her mouth, and then I made the mistake of speaking again.

“The coffee is fresh,” I offered, a pointless piece of information.

The spoon stopped. With the same infuriating precision, she lowered it back to the plate, the metal making a soft clink against the ceramic. Her eyes, dark and unblinking, held mine. A challenge. A silent, petty, perfect little protest. You speak, I stop. You control the room, I control this spoon.

I felt a muscle jump in my jaw. For days she’d been a storm of panic and fury. Screaming, fighting, trying that idiotic escape that left her with a twisted ankle and me with a trophy for my shelf—the snapped heel of a ridiculously expensive stiletto, now sitting over on the bookshelf like a piece of abstract art. A monument to her failure. This new quiet was different. It wasn’t surrender. It was a recalibration.

I took a slow sip of my own coffee, the heat a dull sensation. I said nothing. After a ten-second standoff, her eyelashes flickered. She picked up the spoon again, lifted the eggs to her mouth, and chewed. Methodically. I watched the line of her throat as she swallowed.

“Good girl,” I murmured, just to see what she’d do.

The spoon went down. Clink.

My hand tightened around my coffee mug. This wasn’t the behavior of a broken toy. This was a strategy. A war fought with cutlery and silence. A small, dry smile touched my lips before I could stop it. The irritation was real, a low thrum under my skin, but it was tangled with something else. A flicker of something that felt dangerously like amusement. She’s not broken, I thought, my gaze sweeping over her tense posture, the rigid set of her shoulders. She’s sharpening.

After breakfast, the routine continued. I broke down my Glock 22 on the coffee table. It was a ritual for me, a way to center my thoughts. The familiar weight of the polymer frame, the cold slide, the scent of gun oil. Each piece laid out on a clean cloth in perfect order: slide, barrel, recoil spring, frame, magazine. I worked with an economy of motion I’d spent years perfecting. The soft click and slide of metal on metal was the only sound in the room, a counterpoint to the distant, muted hum of city traffic from thirty floors below.

I didn't have to look up to know she was watching. I could feel her focus on me, a physical pressure on the side of my face. When I did glance over, my fingers still busy polishing the feed ramp with a soft cloth, her head was tilted. Not with fear, or disgust. It was a look of intense, analytical curiosity. Like a scientist observing a new species of predator. Her eyes weren't on the gun itself, but on my hands. She tracked the way my thumb depressed the slide lock, the precise angle I used to guide the barrel from the slide, the methodical wipe-down of each component.

There was no dialogue. The air was thick with the unspoken. She was memorizing, recording. I could almost see the gears turning behind her eyes, filing away the details. The process of disassembly, the number of parts, the time it took. She catalogues details the way I catalogue exits. The thought was unwelcome, a recognition of a shared trait I didn’t want to acknowledge. She wasn’t just a package to be managed. She was a threat analyst in a gray sweatsuit.

I slammed the magazine home with more force than necessary, the sound a sharp crack in the quiet room. Her eyes shot from my hands to my face, but she didn’t flinch. Not anymore. That was new, too.

I reassembled the weapon with fluid, practiced speed. Slide back, barrel in, spring seated. The final satisfying rack of the slide chambered a phantom round. I engaged the safety and placed the pistol on the table, perfectly aligned with the edge. Then, I met her stare head-on.

Her eyes were wide, dark, and full of a furious intelligence that was becoming a significant operational problem. The stare held. For a second, the clean, modern lines of the penthouse blurred, the gray cityscape outside the window dissolving into something else. A flash. Not a memory, more like the ghost of one. The scent of cheap disinfectant and teenage perfume. The slam of a locker door. The echo of a girl’s laugh—clear and sharp—from a decade ago, bouncing off tiled walls. It was a phantom limb, a nerve twitching from something long since amputated. I drowned it. I pushed it down into the dark place where I keep things that don’t matter anymore and slammed the lid shut.

My voice was rough when I spoke, scraping the memory away. “Look long enough and you’ll owe me rent.”

The corner of her mouth twitched, a bitter little curve that wasn’t quite a smile. The moment passed. The penthouse returned, hard-edged and silent. She broke eye contact first, her gaze dropping to the floor. A small victory, but one that felt hollow.

Later, while I was standing by the window, pretending to be interested in the traffic below, she tried a new tactic. Her voice was casual, almost conversational, a stark contrast to the charged silence we’d been living in.

“Does your capo prefer white roses or red at funerals?” she asked, her tone light. She was sitting on the edge of the sofa, hands folded in her lap, the picture of demure compliance.

I turned slowly. The question hung in the air, a baited hook shimmering with intent. Capo. She was testing words, trying to see which one got a reaction. Trying to build a profile of the organization holding her, starting with the man at the top. It was smart. Crude, but smart. She was fishing for names, for hierarchy, for anything she could use to build a map of her prison.

I walked over to the table and picked up my pistol, the weight familiar and comforting in my hand. I didn’t look at her. I checked the magazine again, an unnecessary, repetitive action. A way to occupy my hands, to let the silence stretch. Let her wonder if I’d even heard her.

Finally, I looked up, my eyes locking with hers. My face was a mask of bored indifference. “I prefer silence,” I said, my voice leaving no room for argument.

Her mask of casual curiosity didn’t slip, but I saw the frustration flicker deep in her eyes. A tell. She’d hoped to needle me into a reaction, a slip of the tongue. Nice lure, princesa. Wrong ocean. I knew every trick she was trying because I’d used them all myself.

She didn't give up. Her mouth opened, a follow-up question already forming on her lips. I saw the shape of it, the way she gathered a breath to press the attack. I cut her off before she could start.

My hand came down on the marble coffee table. Not a gentle tap. A hard, vicious slap that cracked through the room like a gunshot. The sound echoed off the glass and steel. “Enough.”

Camila flinched, a full-body recoil that sent her pressing back into the sofa cushions. Her eyes were wide, the calculating coolness finally shattered by a flare of genuine fear. Her hands clenched into fists in her lap. “Don’t do that,” she whispered, her voice tight.

I leaned in, my weight on my knuckles against the cold stone, my face just a couple of feet from hers. “Lunch arrives at thirteen hundred,” I stated, my voice a low, controlled growl. “Dinner at nineteen hundred. You will eat what you are given. You will speak when I permit it. There will be no more inquiries.” I straightened up, my movements sharp and deliberate. Her gaze followed me, a mix of fear and something else... something dark and watchful that I recognized. A part of her wasn’t just scared; it was intrigued. It pleased her, this edge, this loss of control. It was a weakness in her I could use, but also a complication I didn’t need. Give her routines, not answers. Schedules were cages just as effective as steel bars. They starved the part of the mind that searched for patterns, for weaknesses, by providing a pattern so rigid and boring it induced a coma.

That night, I retreated to my sanctuary. The monitoring room. It was a small, windowless space off the main living area, filled with the quiet hum of servers and the glow of six monitors displaying different angles of the penthouse. This was my world. Data, angles, patterns. Controllable variables.

I sat back in the ergonomic chair, the leather cool against my back. On a small shelf to my right, the broken stiletto heel sat under a focused beam of light, a constant reminder. I picked up the silver Zippo from the console, a nervous habit. The lid opened with a familiar snik, and the flint sparked with a click-click. I didn’t light it. Just the sound, the feel of the worn metal in my hand, was enough.

I keyed the system to review the day’s footage, skipping through the hours. I watched our breakfast standoff, her silent protest. I watched her studying my hands as I cleaned my weapon. I watched her attempt to bait me. All of it confirmed my initial assessment. But I was looking for something else. Something she was doing when she thought I wasn’t watching.

I found it in the late afternoon footage. I’d left her alone in the main living area for two hours. On screen, she wasn’t pacing the perimeter. She wasn’t testing the handle on the reinforced door or checking the windows for weaknesses. That’s what panicked captives did. That’s what she’d done the first few days.

No. She was sitting on the sofa, seemingly reading one of the boring art history books I’d left out. But the camera angle from the northwest corner of the room showed me the truth. Her head was angled toward the book, but her eyes, tracked by the high-definition zoom, were flicking up every few minutes. Not toward the door. Not toward the cameras.

She was watching the hallway that led to the service entrance.

I froze the frame. Her gaze was fixed on that point. I rewound the footage from the hallway camera. At 15:02, one of the guards, a freelancer named Marco, did a perimeter check. At 15:17, the other guard, Stefan, did the same. Their routes were identical, their timing staggered but predictable.

I fast-forwarded Camila’s footage. At 15:02, her eyes flicked up, watched the empty space where the hallway met the living room, and then returned to her book. At 15:17, the same thing. She was timing them. She was establishing their patrol schedule. She wasn’t looking for a way out. She was looking for the weak link in the human chain meant to keep her in.

Click-click. The sound of the lighter was unnaturally loud in the silent room.

A cold certainty washed over me. This was a whole different level of problem. A locked door is a static obstacle. A human being is a variable. A human being can be bribed, fooled, or killed. She isn’t testing locks; she’s testing people. She was hunting.

I leaned forward, my elbows on the console, and stared at her frozen image on the screen. The calculating survivor. The strategist. The girl from the locker-lined hallway was gone, buried under a decade of whatever life had thrown at her. In her place was this woman. A puzzle I had to solve before she solved me.

I shut off the monitors, plunging the room into darkness, save for the single red standby light on the server rack. The silence felt heavy. My assessment of the situation had been critically flawed. I had underestimated the asset. That was an amateur’s mistake.

I picked up the small digital voice recorder from the desk. A private log. A way to formalize the facts, to strip the emotion and amusement and nostalgia away and leave only the operational reality. I held it to my mouth, the cool metal pressing against my lips, and whispered into the darkness.

“Subject: adaptive, high resourcefulness.”

I clicked it off and set it down. The words echoed in my head, a stark, clinical warning. She wasn't just a package anymore. She was an opponent.

Resourceful, I conceded—dangerous, I reminded myself.
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CHAPTER 8
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CAMILA P.O.V.

His name was a blade, and I hurled it before I lost my nerve.

The silence in the room was a physical weight, thick and suffocating like the humidity before a storm. All I could hear was the scrape of my fork against the ceramic plate and the steady, infuriatingly calm rhythm of his breathing from across the polished wood table. For days, I had watched him. I studied the way his guards moved, the timing of their patrols, the deadbolts on the doors. I learned that brute force was a fantasy, a quick way to get a bullet in my head. Knowledge was the only way out of this gilded cage. Intel was power. And the biggest piece of intel was sitting right in front of me, cutting into a piece of steak like this was just another Tuesday.

My bruises were fading from angry purple to a mottled yellow-green, a testament to my last failed attempt at defiance. Now, determination burned brighter, a cold, clean fire in my gut. He looked up from his plate, his eyes—a flat, unreadable gray—meeting mine. A controlled smirk played on his lips, the one he wore like a mask. It was a look that said he owned me, owned this room, owned the very air I was breathing. He wore a crisp charcoal shirt, the sleeves rolled up to his forearms, revealing taut, corded muscle. He was a predator in bespoke clothing.

My hand was wrapped around a heavy ceramic coffee mug, the porcelain warm against my skin. My thumb tapped a frantic, silent rhythm against the side, a nervous habit I couldn't break. I’d been replaying a memory, a ghost from high school, a boy with the same intense eyes and a faint, barely-there scar on his jawline. A boy I’d thought was long gone, swallowed by the past. The pieces had clicked into place slowly, painfully, over days of forced proximity. The way he moved. The timber of his voice. The scar. It had to be him.

I needed to be sure. I needed to see the mask crack, even for a second.

I took a slow sip of my coffee, the bitter liquid scalding my tongue. I set the mug down with a soft click that sounded like a gunshot in the tense quiet. I leaned forward, my voice low and steady, each word a carefully shaped stone aimed at the flawless surface of his composure.

“Enjoying captivity, Lorenzo Vitale?”

My own words hung in the air between us. If I’m wrong, this ends badly. The thought was sharp, a shard of ice in my chest. If I’m right, it ends worse. For a beat, nothing happened. He continued to raise the fork to his mouth, a perfect picture of nonchalance. My heart hammered against my ribs, a frantic bird trapped in a cage. Did I miscalculate? Did I just sign my own death warrant with a stupid, desperate guess?

Then, I saw it. The Freeze.

It was minuscule, almost imperceptible to anyone who hadn’t spent the last week studying his every breath. His hand stilled, the fork hovering an inch from his lips. His shoulders went rigid. His jaw tightened by a single, telling millimeter. Across the table, his other hand, resting beside his plate, reflexively found the silver Zippo lighter he always carried. The metallic click of the lid flipping open and shut was the only sound. Once. A single, sharp admission of shock.

It lasted for less than a second. A half-second, maybe. Then the mask was back in place, seamless and perfect. He placed the fork down, not with a clatter, but with a slow, deliberate motion that was more intimidating than any sudden movement. He leaned back in his chair, the wood creaking under his weight, and that smirk was back, wider this time, colder.

“Never heard of him,” he said, his voice a low, dismissive drawl. He took a sip of his water, his eyes never leaving mine, daring me to challenge him.

But it was too late. That half-second of silence is all the confession I need. The lie was as loud as a scream. He could deny it all day, but I saw it. I saw the ghost of a fifteen-year-old boy flicker in the eyes of the monster who held me captive. The triumph was a bitter pill in my throat, hot and sharp. I had him. And now I was going to twist the knife.

“Really?” I let a slow, mocking smile spread across my own face, mirroring his cruel amusement. I leaned forward, resting my elbows on the table, making the space between us feel smaller, more intimate, more dangerous. “Because he looked a lot like you. Had the same annoying habit of thinking he was the smartest person in the room.”

He just watched me, his expression unmoving, but the muscle in his jaw was ticking now, a tiny, frantic pulse beneath the skin. I had his full attention.

“I remember him from sophomore year,” I continued, my voice gaining strength, each memory a nail I was hammering into his carefully constructed façade. “There was this prank with a fire alarm and three dozen frogs in the chemistry lab. The whole school was in chaos.”

His stillness was absolute. He wasn’t breathing. Or if he was, I couldn’t see it.

“And the broken lab beaker,” I pressed on, my gaze locked on his. “You—he—tried to blame it on me. Said I distracted him. We ended up in detention together for a week. Remember that, Lorenzo? Arguing for five straight days in that stuffy little room with Mr. Henderson snoring at his desk.”

I saw a flicker in his eyes. A shadow of something. Recognition. Annoyance. I was getting to him. I was digging under his skin, and he hated it. He hated that I had a piece of him he thought was long buried.
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