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Chapter 1
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In the darkness of the parking lot, Anthony moves like a whisper. Lights of a distant diner blink against the shiny car he is after. It's an old Jaguar, paint blacker than the Michigan night. It sits alone, the only thing of value in the sprawling vacancy. He's there in seconds, one hand already pulling the door. Unlocked. His pulse matches the beat of nearby traffic as he dips in and grabs what he needs. Cards, cash, quick and quiet. This is what he's good at.

He slides back, half his body still outside, listening. Nothing but the faint thrum of an engine blocks away. He’s a shadow against the polished black, fast and assured. This is how it’s done. He knows the type. Owner too rich or too distracted to care about locking up. That's why he picked it. That's why he's here.

The cards flip between his fingers, plastic snapping like shuffled poker chips. He slips them into his jacket pocket, each move deliberate. Not a moment wasted. There's satisfaction in this rhythm. A clean and easy score. It speaks to him. Affirms what he is, what he will be. The Prince.

With the wallet secured, Anthony takes a last glance at the empty interior. Leather seats, luxury scent. He lingers, but only for a moment. He wants to savor, but never risks too much. The door shuts with a muted click, and he looks around. Dark and still. It's like he's invisible. He likes that.

His shoes hit the pavement, echoing softly. He thinks of his past. Feels his future in his pocket. He smirks, mouth curled with a greedy pride. He’s untouchable. 

Then he feels something else. It's eyes on him. He turns his head, sharp and sudden. There's no one. Only night and space and the lights from the road. It's nothing, but it nags him. Creeps under his skin. Just in case, he moves faster.

Anthony breathes in, deep and bracing. He shakes the doubt. He thinks of where he started, where he’s going. More than a car, more than a few cards. He's building an empire. He's not afraid of this. This is what gives him life.

Each step out of the lot is stronger, more defiant. He repeats it to himself, over and over. Untouchable.

* * *
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In the glare of downtown lights, Anthony moves with purpose. He's a flash of designer clothes and striking looks. His steps quick across the marble floor, the glass doors shutting with a whisper behind him. The attendant barely looks up at first. Too young to matter, her eyes say. Then Anthony taps on the desk. A single, aristocratic note. Her head jerks, mouth parting. Eyes widening. He smirks at her, dropping a business card with gold lettering.

He watches her pick it up, sees her hesitate. It's always like this. The pause, the disbelief. Her fingers graze the phone, ready to call a superior. Anthony’s words come swift and commanding.

"I require the limousine," he states, voice echoing, "for an appointment of utmost importance."

Her lips form an O of surprise. She's interested now, stumbling over herself to meet his gaze. A prince, her eyes now say. He's won her in seconds. 

"We were not expecting—" she begins, but Anthony cuts her off with a smooth, deliberate smile.

"The arrangements were made," he declares. "The oversight is forgivable. This time."

He sees the flush of her cheeks, the nod of compliance. The keys are closer now. He's good at this. He always has been. 

Her hands tremble as she retrieves the keys, too shiny and too eager. "Your Highness," she stammers, "if you could sign—"

He interrupts again, gracious and grand. "We are pressed for time," he intones, watching the sway of her emotions, her belief. 

The keys fall into his hand, and the sensation fills him with that familiar thrill. A gift, a promise. He savors it, a flash of triumph on his lips. 

He turns, coat swirling, movements precise and composed. The attendant stands frozen, blinking rapidly, the moment still too big for her to grasp. 

This is the life he's carved, the role he's born to play. He knows the part, knows the lines, and the satisfaction is almost too sweet. Her stare follows him, each step echoing with victory as he disappears into the lights.

Outside, Anthony grips the keys tighter, a new piece to his growing game. He doesn't look back. He never does.

* * *
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The limousine door swings open, and Anthony steps onto the busy Michigan avenue. New designer shoes touch the pavement. It’s like a movie, he thinks. He is the star, and this is his red carpet. Even the traffic noise seems to hush. His clothes are immaculate, cufflinks catching the streetlight. He takes in the stares from the well-dressed locals at the café, the envy in their eyes like applause. They think they know him. They will. 

He pauses, letting them soak in his presence. It's calculated, everything in place. The clothes fit him like they were made for royalty. The shoes are a small fortune. His watch gleams, bright and ostentatious. This is how he wants them to see him. This is how he sees himself. 

The diners stop mid-conversation, espresso cups suspended in mid-air. They whisper, nudge, glance at him and back to each other. Who is this man? It's all too perfect. He loves it. 

He nods to them, regal and assured. A prince acknowledging his subjects. "Good evening," he calls out, voice carrying above the street's buzz. "I am Prince Anthony, at your service." His tone rich with charm, smooth as the suit on his back. 

There are gasps, incredulous looks that melt into wide-eyed admiration. He watches their faces change, the realization and awe. The moment stretches, and he savors it. This is why he does it. 

Anthony drinks in the attention, feeling it swell inside him, affirming everything he's crafted. He imagines their stories about him, how they'll talk and wonder. No one doubts. No one dares. 

With a final, confident nod, he turns towards the exclusive restaurant. His stride is sure, full of power and elegance. The night is his, and everyone knows it. 

Behind him, the crowd buzzes, an excited hum that feeds his ego. The locals huddle closer, whispering, speculating. He can almost hear them. A real prince, they murmur. The Prince.

The thrill of it warms him, the admiration like a fine cloak. Each step draws him deeper into the life he claims. He feels invincible, untouchable. He belongs here. He belongs everywhere.

He doesn't need to look back to know they're still watching. He's given them something to remember, and they’ve given him what he craves. 

Anthony smiles to himself, the light of the restaurant spilling over him. It's the kind of entrance he was born to make. He doesn't slow. He doesn't stop.
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Chapter 2
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He moves with careful urgency, tightening the noose of his necktie. Sliding the gold of his cufflinks. Adjusting his breath. In the polished center of his Los Angeles apartment, he pauses, considers the room's reflections of himself. All those angles, all those things. A practice monologue crackles from his phone and fills the air like smoke. He watches himself rehearse in the mirror, nods, changes his posture. It needs to be perfect. It will be. He repeats Arabic phrases in clear tones while flipping through a guide on Saudi customs, the urgency relaxing into precision. A smile edges his lips.

“Must be clear,” he says aloud. He straightens his spine, stretches his vowels. “It must be strong.” Again, he watches. Again, he listens. His hand moves across the mirror's surface as if reaching through to himself. His royal self. “The Kingdom depends on this.” A final tap on his cufflinks, a final glance at his suit. An expensive watch gleams like a promise. He takes a breath, nods. It will be perfect.

The mirror nods with him, alive with reflection. Polished floor-to-ceiling glass. Chrome. Curved, white leather furniture. Minimalist design hiding a precise wealth, each piece chosen to scream affluence and authority. To scream status. He breathes it in, feeds on it. Feels it claim him. On the countertop, his phone still plays a recording of his own voice. He flips through the guide, the edges sharp under his fingers. 

“It's essential we achieve agreement,” his voice crackles. The phone echoes, repeats. He paces back to it, stops. Starts it over again. Must be perfect. Must be. “As part of this family, we expect your full cooperation.” A framed photo of Saudi royalty watches him work, watches him turn in sharp angles. In precise motions. He stands, begins to walk, starts again. A hundred notes of luxury surround him, papering over insecurities he can never admit. Never accept. They won't see. They won't see any of it.

He resets his posture, throws a long shadow in the gleam. Starts again. 

“I am Prince Anthony, with official—” He hesitates. Cuts the recording, hits delete. Not good enough. Not yet. 

A new recording fills the air. 

“I am Prince Anthony, with official business from the Kingdom.” He hears it, changes it. Sets the phone down. Moves through the next line with slow and deliberate intent, adding a subtle wave of the hand. Perfect. A soft laugh cuts the tension; his shoulders relax into the man he believes himself to be.

Beneath the shine, his eyes catch something. A list. An invitation. A portfolio neatly closed and ready to open the world. They all wait on the table, promises within promises. Invitations within. They beckon him to keep working, keep trying. A precise tower of gifts sits on the floor, addressed to wealthy oil magnates, Wall Street executives, jet setters. Each a project, a prospect. He repeats one of their names, then another, trying each like a new suit. 

“Like we are nothing to them,” he says to no one. Another voice crackles back. 

A designer jacket slips over his shoulders with well-rehearsed ease. More reflections in more surfaces. In more. The apartment as polished as himself, crafted to reflect an order that quiets the chaos he can’t control. That promises him status, tells him it's all within reach. All of it. He stands at the center of the space, breathing it in. Feeling it. Picturing the world that he owns.

“It's essential we achieve agreement.” The recording plays again, echoing across every angle of the room. Over and over. 

A perfectly sculpted silence waits just outside the door, but he won't hear it. Not until it's done.

* * *
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Chandeliers echo in the polished lobby. Glass and marble, all opulence and shine. A prince should feel at home here. He approaches the front desk with the cool familiarity of a place he’s never known but knows he belongs. “Good evening, I am Prince Anthony,” he declares. Confidence unfolds as he produces papers from a sleek portfolio, like a royal flourish, like a conjurer's trick. His performance. The passport lands on the counter, but his eyes never do. They rest above the audience, on an imagined kingdom. He watches them, watching him. Will they buy it? They always do.

The receptionist hesitates. Glances at the passport, the documents, then at the man himself. A well-groomed young man. Designer suit, perfect shoes. The kind of visitor who has his name whispered long after he's gone. Her fingers move to the keyboard, to the mouse, back to the documents. “Welcome,” she says. “Uh, Prince—”

“From the Kingdom,” Anthony cuts in. Measured tones, like rehearsed lines. Always as if on stage. He extends a hand, cutting the distance with presence alone. 

She moves quickly now, typing his name and everything he’s not into the computer. “We weren't expecting—”

“Plans change.” An indulgent smile, a wave of gold-ringed fingers. “Especially ours.”

Something passes between her and another employee. A glance, a raised brow, a silent “Are you seeing this?” Is it doubt? Curiosity? His. All of it. Other guests peer at him from plush couches, from opulent armchairs. Echoing footsteps and ambient chatter die down. The entire space, caught in the moment, waits to see what a prince will do next. To see if the diamond-studded man is real. Anthony’s voice, smooth and imperial, convinces them before their eyes can. 

She fumbles slightly, recovers, places a golden key card on the counter. It looks small there. Looks outclassed. 

He smiles again, smaller this time. More a signature than a sentiment. “As expected,” he says, brushing it into his hand with an air of having brushed off nations. He turns, steps away with elegant distance.

“Would you—uh, require—” Her voice follows him, unsure of itself. “A driver?”

“Yes, yes,” he waves it off. “Send someone up. Preferably competent.”

Crisp hand gestures accompany his words, emphasize his presence, insist on its legitimacy. They watch him take ownership of the space. Of all spaces. Each step, each glance another investment that will pay out soon. Will yield dividends and status and untold luxuries. Even the elevator door, as it closes on him, seems a threshold to another royal kingdom. To a world where no one questions the likes of him. The lobby behind, left in silence. Left waiting. The tension, like a spring, slowly releasing.

The staff behind the desk looks at the documents once more, then at the guests who stare, slack-jawed, where a prince used to stand.

* * *
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All gloss and polish, the store sparkles like a showroom. Like a promise. He moves with purpose, weaving between displays of high-end luxury, a man on a throne of expensive desires. “We require the finest selection,” Anthony insists, flashing an assertive smile at the young sales associate who trails him. He doesn’t ask; he commands. “Sort it out immediately.” They stammer their eagerness to help, to follow. A generous tip switches hands. Like the room itself, it shines with prospects. As he turns to leave, a flash of blue outside, a radio crackle. Faint, but close. Much too close.

He sees the officer but doesn’t flinch. Just adds speed to his steps, not even a backward glance as he goes. As he takes more than the goods he came for. As he takes their composure, their confidence. 

The associate fumbles for a second, watching the door swing closed, watching the prince slip away. There are at least five or six clerks in the high-end store, each wearing sharp suits, sharper expressions. Anthony had barely made it across the floor before they'd all rushed to offer assistance, fawned and fumbled to be first. Too many for any of them to remember which caught his brief, authoritative smile. Which felt its flash, its command. Too many for any of them to keep up with him, to know. 

He's already gone, the logoed bag of designer clothes tight in his grip, swinging with the steady certainty of a man who's fooled them all. A man who's confident he won't stop running until he reaches his next kingdom, until his next. There is no trace of him when the officer enters, just the echo of his words. Of the word, "Immediately." Immediately. That's what stays, like the threat of blue, like the looming crackle of a police radio. 

A cool rush of marble floors, glass cases. Displays of watches that catch the light, of belts that catch the breath, of wallets, ties, leather gloves. They stretch across the store like a merchant's wet dream. Like they are everything. Anthony had moved too fast for them to think, to speak. He moved with the confident ownership of a man who does not hear the word no. 

“Wait,” the officer says, flashing a badge that still seems much too close. The sound of that word freezes everyone in the room but the clerk, who seems more eager to help, more desperate than any. Desperate enough that he doesn't notice how the bag is gone. Doesn't notice the real him.

No one even sees the flash of blue light from the logoed bag as Anthony dashes across the street.
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Chapter 3
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The hotel lobby falls silent, except for the soft click of expensive heels on marble tile. Anthony Gignac looms over the polished reception desk, his tie perfect, his watch glinting like fire. The gold letters on the window spell P O I S O N for anyone looking from the inside out. He gives his name to a trembling receptionist, her hands full of papers. There’s a buzzing silence before a phone rings like a siren, like a warning. Anthony smooths his tailored lapel, just as a man in a dark suit emerges from nowhere. “Sir,” he says. “Step aside.” Anthony holds his ground and his smile. There is a pause and a point, and a whisper that grows like a tide. Then the steady hand grips his shoulder. 

The receptionist puts the phone down. She clears her throat and brushes the hair out of her eyes. Her fingers twitch at the edges of her collar. 

"Mr. Gignac," she says, her voice tiny, like she’s swallowing air instead of words. "I just need a moment to—"

A loud ring cuts her off. She jumps, then fumbles with the receiver before finally lifting it to her ear. Anthony smiles and runs a thumb over the thin band of gold around his wrist. The room holds its breath as he waits. The windows hold their secrets as the sun pours through them. His foot taps against the ground, fast and impatient. This is taking too long. She should know his name. 

The ring echoes in his mind like a memory.

Anthony watches her. She watches the floor.

"Yes, ma’am. Right away, ma’am." She nods furiously into the phone. "Just hold for one moment."

She moves with all the precision of a poorly trained servant, putting the receiver down as her hand slips discreetly beneath the counter. He raises an eyebrow. Her eyes dart to his; he is her world, her sun, her everything, he is the only thing that matters to her. So why can’t she look at him? 

This is not what he expects. 

"Young lady," he says. "It’s been far more than a moment."

He shifts his weight and clears his throat. His shoes gleam against the tile; the light flickers and hums above him like a restless thing. She moves quickly. 

"Apologies, Mr. Gignac. We’ve just been so very busy with—"

He cuts her off with a look. 

"We have important business to discuss," he says, and checks his watch with a flick of his wrist. "And time is of the essence."

She nods, trying to smile, but her mouth is clumsy and untrained. Her eyes move past him, scanning the room. Anthony watches her, impatient now. He picks at a speck of dust on his blazer. It falls like a tiny, dull snowflake to the floor. 

"It’s a very high-profile situation," he says. "We expect to be shown the utmost respect and discretion."

Her smile is frozen and tight; her hand is still beneath the counter. Her gaze keeps slipping over his shoulder. Something changes in the air, a crackle of electricity, a shift. 

He can feel it. Something is off.

Anthony’s hand goes to his phone, almost a reflex, then he thinks better of it. He is fine, this is nothing, he knows how to read a room. The silence closes in on him. He needs to say something, anything. His confidence returns as he draws a long breath and squares his shoulders. 

"We will be most displeased if you don’t meet our expectations."

The threat lands and takes root. Her lip quivers. Then, suddenly, it stops. 

She sets her mouth in a hard line and lets her hand fall, slowly, from the counter. The blood drains from her face; she seems to stand a little taller. 

"It shouldn’t be much longer, Mr. Gignac," she says. "We just need to make a few... preparations."

He stares her down but she holds her gaze steady. The moment stretches out in front of him, endless and empty, like a desert he’s not sure he’ll ever cross. 

It begins to grate on him, the sound of shoes on tile. Soft but sure, approaching from somewhere in the distance. He turns to see a plainclothes officer in a dark suit coming straight for him. A sudden pang, a tightness in his chest. 

He is exposed. This is wrong. 

The officer stops inches away. 

"Sir," the officer says. "Step aside." His voice is firm and final.

Anthony blinks at him. Then recovers. 

"There must be some mistake. Do you know who we are?"

The officer says nothing. The marble floor sways beneath Anthony’s feet. He is caught between defiance and disbelief, between fight and flight. He feels the eyes on him, like daggers, like fire. The officer remains silent and solid as stone. 

The tightness spreads to Anthony’s throat. He forces a smile, flashing teeth that haven’t seen a dentist’s chair in far too long. 

"I am Prince Anthony," he says, slower this time, careful, measuring each word. "You are clearly unaware of our stature."

The officer’s face doesn’t change. There is no recognition, no awe, no shame for the grave error he’s just made. 

"I can’t stress this enough, sir." The officer’s eyes burn holes in him. "Step aside."

Anthony’s facade begins to falter. He can’t let it. He won’t. This is his world, his empire. He just needs to seize control. 

"You will let go of me," he demands, and grabs his phone. A lifeline. His eyes narrow. 

There is no movement, no release. He sees it then, what they’re doing. He can read them like the pages of a book, and they are clearly open to chapter one. This is not what it seems. He draws himself up and holds his ground. His authority floods back, surging with each word. 

"We will have all of you fired."

The officer’s hand rests, steady and sure, on his shoulder. 

Another man in a cheap jacket steps into the scene, not more than a few paces from Anthony. He points. 

"Look," the man says. "It’s him."

Anthony’s ears ring as if the receptionist’s phone is right against them. His skin is cold, clammy, crawling with itches he cannot reach. He draws in the deepest breath he can muster, but it feels like nothing, like emptiness. 

"Shit," a young woman says, clutching her designer purse to her chest. "They’re arresting him."

A hundred tiny gasps follow, a chorus. The room seems to close in on itself, suffocating, until the whispers fill the air like smoke. They fill Anthony’s mind, cloud it with doubt, with fear, with one impossible truth. He has been outplayed.

Anthony closes his eyes for a moment, an instant, then opens them again. He can still taste the desire in the air, still feel the heat of it on his skin. All those eyes, all those whispers, all for him. He is their universe, and the reception desk is his throne. 

His pulse races, tripping over itself in its eagerness to be felt. A phone clicks in someone’s hand. A red light blinks. Another. Then another. Anthony’s breathing comes fast and shallow. 

The officer tightens his grip and says nothing. The receptionist is gone, the phone is gone, everything except the lights is gone, but the hand on his shoulder remains. 

Anthony’s smile spreads like cracks on ice. His teeth are dull, unpolished, imperfect. The watches, the clothes, the cars—they were the distraction. And now, in this grand and opulent lobby, this place that is everything he has always wanted, he is the center of attention. 

He’s not sure how long the moment lasts. Not sure how long the world will let him stay there, on top, at the very center of it all. 

He does know one thing. He will fight it until the end.

"Not possible," Anthony says, the smile taking on a life of its own. "Not possible."

His posture is perfect, and his hand is shaking. He adjusts his tie with precision, knowing they will never take him quietly.

* * *
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The world outside is brighter than he expects. The air bites at him, bitter and unwelcoming, as Anthony stumbles out the front door of the hotel. He blinks. His designer shoes are not meant for this kind of ground. A narrow corridor, concrete walls, and all of them crumbling. Like a cage, Anthony thinks. Like a prison. Two officers in uniform stand so close he can taste their breath on the back of his neck. It tastes like justice. They lead him down the narrow passageway, toward the open street and the waiting cruiser, where a police radio squawks impatiently over the hum of the city. Anthony’s jaw sets in a defiant line as he turns to a bystander and screams his name, a name that has never sounded so strange or so empty: "Prince Anthony!" His voice is high and shrill and desperate. "You will all be fired!" The words get swallowed up by the night as another officer grips his hand and pulls it roughly behind his back. "Keep moving," the officer says. Anthony struggles. The cuffs dig deep into his skin. He watches them pass his file around like a game, like a joke. His hand trembles at his side.

The sidewalk grinds beneath his heels. His shoes scuff against the pavement, the soles unravelling in long, soft threads of rubber. This is a place for bums and vagabonds and runaways. This is not a place for him. Anthony looks back to see the hotel doors close behind him, the officers pushing him toward a waiting car. His eyes, wide and confused, catch in the midday glare. The city surrounds him, but he doesn’t belong to it. The concrete is gray and faceless, cold and careless, as though it could swallow him whole and never bother spitting him out. 

The hands press hard on his back, and he stumbles forward.

"Come on, now," one of them says. His voice is gruff, impatient, too eager for the chase. "Let’s get this over with."

Anthony does not know this man. He knows nothing about him, nothing at all, except for one small thing: The man will regret this. 

"You will hear from our attorneys!" Anthony shouts. "All of you!"

He closes his mouth, presses his lips together, wills himself to stay silent. The moment stretches like thin elastic, pulling away from him. It is going to snap if he can’t make it stop. But the noise, the panic, the chaos inside him—he’s never heard it like this before. It is too loud. It is everywhere. 

His mouth opens.

"We will be compensated!" he yells, and kicks at the sidewalk with all the force he can summon. It isn’t much, not with two officers flanking him and two more up ahead, standing by the open doors of the squad car. A name floats in front of him, hangs like fog, like breath, like truth. He wants to grab it and tear it to pieces. He wants to turn it into something new. 

The silence eats him alive. He fills it.

"This is a royal scandal!" he cries, as loud as he can. "It will not go unnoticed!"

They are dragging him down the corridor now, pulling him along like a misbehaved pet. 

"I am Prince Anthony!"

The shout echoes off the walls, off the windows, off the strangers who gather in clusters by the hotel entrance, wide-eyed and ready for the show. Anthony hates them. Anthony loves them. They see him. They hear him. He matters. 

But the only answer he gets is laughter. A bark, loud and taunting, as though someone has just told a joke at his expense. 

An officer’s hand clamps down on his wrist.

"Keep moving," the officer says, turning the royal cufflink inside out, forcing it to cut into the tender skin beneath. "You’ll have plenty of time to talk once you’re at the station."

They say nothing else, the lot of them, nothing at all, as they steer him past the onlookers and into the city’s hot and pulsing night. The hands that guide him are merciless, unkind. His throat burns from all the screaming. 

How did he get here?

He looks around. There are too many faces, too many people, too many walls and bars and shadows. He does not know where to start, where to end. They won’t let him go, not now, not ever. Not after this. The alley grows narrower, and he grows weaker, the breath leaving his lungs with every step, every shove. 

"You will regret this!" Anthony screams again, the voice almost unrecognizable, almost a stranger’s, as the metal cuffs clink like wedding bells. "You will all regret this!"

Another officer catches up to them, joins the group that surrounds him. He holds an open file in his hand. It’s thin and yellow and official, stamped with words that Anthony has never bothered to learn, because none of those words should apply to him. FRAUD. LARCENY. WARRANT. 
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