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Before the Fall


There are things you don’t survive the same.


You might walk away with your bones intact, your lungs still pulling air, your eyes still open to the gray morning light. But something beneath all of that — something with no name, no clean anatomy — cracks along a fault line you didn’t know existed. And then the pressure builds, slowly, until the shape of you is no longer the shape you remembered.


I didn’t know that when I first saw him.


I should preface this by saying I was not a naive woman. I had spent three years covering crime in a city that ate idealism for breakfast. I had stood in rooms still warm with violence. I had listened to men confess things with the same flat voice they used to order coffee. I knew what damage looked like. I thought I was immune to the particular gravity certain people carry — the kind that bends everything around them without effort, without apology.


I was wrong.


His name is Nikolai Voss. If you move in certain circles, you already know it. If you don’t, consider that fortunate. He is not the kind of man who makes headlines — he is the kind of man who makes headlines disappear. Dark money. Darker influence. A reputation built not on what he has done, but on what people say he is capable of.


I met him chasing a story. I stayed because he made it impossible to leave.


The first time he looked at me — really looked at me, not the polite scan of a man checking exits — I felt it like a physiological event. Heart rate. Skin temperature. A low pull in my stomach that had nothing to do with desire and everything to do with fear. Or the thing that lives just below fear, where the body has stopped distinguishing between the two.


I told myself I was doing my job.


I told myself that the interest was professional, the proximity strategic, the late nights and the guarded conversations and the way my pulse spiked when I heard his voice — all of it was the cost of the story.


I was lying. I know that now.


The truth is darker and less flattering: I knew what he was, and it did not stop me. The warnings were there — written in the fear other people barely hid when his name came up, written in the way his own staff moved around him like something orbiting a black hole. Careful. Precise. Aware that the margin for error was zero.


I walked in anyway.


This is not a love story with a clean center. There is no version of this where I come out whole. There is no chapter where I stop wanting him long enough to make good choices. What there is — what I can offer you — is the truth of it: how a woman who knew better ended up so far past the point of return that better became a concept she no longer recognized.


By the end, I will have lost things I cannot name. He will have taken things I did not know I was giving.


And I will have stayed.


That is the part that keeps me awake at three in the morning, staring at a ceiling I can’t make peaceful — not the danger, not the darkness, not the things I witnessed and cannot unsee. It’s the staying. It’s the choosing.


It’s the fact that if you put me back at the beginning, with everything I know now like stones in my pockets —


I would walk into that room again.


✦ ✦ ✦















  

  One


  

  

  CHAPTER 1


  

  

    

    chapter-seperator

    

        

            

        

    



  








The Assignment


The editor’s office smelled like burnt coffee and old ambition, which was fitting, because Marcus Hale was a man who ran on both.


I sat across from him at quarter past eight on a Tuesday morning, one leg crossed over the other, a notepad balanced on my knee out of habit rather than need. The notepad was a prop. Something to do with my hands while he worked up to whatever he’d been building to since he’d texted me at six a.m.: Come in early. Don’t tell anyone.


“Lena.” He folded his hands on the desk. When Marcus folded his hands, someone was either getting fired or handed something that could end their career with equal efficiency. “How long have you been with the paper?”


“Three years, four months.”


“And in that time, you’ve broken — what, six major crime stories? The harbor corruption piece. The Delfino trial coverage. The trafficking network.”


“Seven,” I said. “You’re forgetting the Whitmore expose.”


He smiled, tight and approving. “I never forget anything, Lena. I’m testing your confidence.” He leaned back. “I have something. Bigger than any of those. But I need to know you can handle it before I tell you what it is.”


I kept my face neutral. My pulse did not.


“I handle things,” I said.


He studied me for a long moment — the kind of look that has always made me feel X-rayed. Marcus could smell hesitation like a dog smelled fear, and I had spent years training myself not to flinch under it.


“Nikolai Voss,” he said.


The name landed like a stone dropped into still water. I’d heard it before. Everyone in the city had heard it before — that was part of who he was, a name that moved through rooms before the man did. Real estate empire. Private equity. A web of subsidiaries and shell companies that the financial press covered in reverent, slightly terrified admiration. A man who gave generously to the right causes, appeared at the right functions, and was somehow never, ever connected directly to the things that people whispered about.


“The Voss investigation,” Marcus said, opening a folder. “We’ve been building it for eighteen months. We have pieces — financial irregularities, three deaths that were ruled accidental and almost certainly weren’t, connections to a money-laundering network that runs through four countries. But none of it connects cleanly to him. He’s meticulous. He keeps distance.”


“What do you need?”


“Access.” Marcus slid a single photograph across the desk. Voss at some charity gala, black tie, dark hair, a face that the camera seemed unsure how to resolve — handsome in the way that expensive, dangerous things were handsome. “His annual infrastructure summit is in two weeks. Invitation only. Journalists don’t get in. But consulting firms do.” He paused. “Specifically, a new communications consultant recently brought on by one of his subsidiary companies. A woman named Elena Marsh.”


I stared at the photograph. The man in it was not looking at the camera. He was looking at something just past it, and the quality of his attention — even captured in still image — was the kind of thing that made your neck prickle.


“You want me to go in undercover.”


“I want you to get close enough to find the connecting thread. Something with his name on it. Something that puts him in the room.”


“And if he finds out who I am?”


Marcus’s expression didn’t change. That told me more than anything he could have said.


“The briefing package is in that folder. New ID, clean legend, two weeks of background you need to memorize. You have until Friday to decide.”


I picked up the folder. The photograph was still on top, and I looked at it again — Nikolai Voss, standing apart from everyone else in the frame even in a crowded room. Not isolated. Just separate. Like a man who had long ago stopped needing to be near anyone.


“I don’t need until Friday,” I said.


I should have taken until Friday.


I went home that evening and spread the briefing materials across my kitchen table and read everything twice. Dates, names, corporate structures. The three deaths — a business partner, a whistleblower, a woman whose connection to Voss was never made public. Each one ruled accidental. Each one happening, conveniently, at a moment when Voss stood to benefit from the silence.


The man was not a thug. That was the thing the file kept implying without saying directly. Thugs were reactive, visible, sloppy. Voss was none of those things. What the file described was worse: a man of patience, of architecture, of perfectly arranged distance.


I read his personal profile — sparse, as expected. Age thirty-eight. No family on record. No long-term relationships. No known vulnerabilities.


I underlined that last part.


Then I made a mistake — the first of many, though I didn’t know that yet. I looked him up online. Not the financial press pieces, not the corporate profiles. I found an interview from six years ago, a rare one, given to a culture magazine that he’d apparently regretted afterward, because it had never been repeated.


They’d asked him what he wanted.


He’d smiled — it was a video clip, short, less than a minute — and said: “Everything I don’t have yet.”


The interviewer had laughed, expecting a joke. Voss hadn’t laughed. He’d looked directly at the camera with those flat, intelligent eyes, and the smile had stayed but the warmth had already left it.


I closed my laptop.


My hands were not quite steady.


I told myself that was the adrenaline of a big story. I told myself that was what anticipation felt like.


I was already lying to myself, and I hadn’t even met him yet.


✦ ✦ ✦













