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        “Disobedience is the true foundation of liberty. The obedient must be slaves. ”

        ―  Henry David Thoreau
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        Charlotte’s Code for Survival

      

        

      
        Rule #1: Stay focused.

        “Distractions get people killed. Usually you.”

      

        

      
        Rule #2: Remain in character.

        “If they believe the mask, they’ll never look for what’s underneath.”

      

        

      
        Rule #3: Don’t get murdered.

        “This one’s non-negotiable. Everything else is optional if you’re still breathing.”

      

        

      
        Rule #4: Always finish what you start.

        “Half measures are dangerous. Leave loose ends, and they’ll strangle you later.”

      

        

      
        Rule #5: If you can buy it or blackmail it, don’t trust it.

        “Loyalty is expensive. And anyone willing to sell theirs will eventually sell yours too.”

      

        

      
        Rule #6: Emotions are like stilettos—sharp and dangerous. Show them off, and someone will use them against you.

        “The only thing that should be on display is your confidence—and maybe your shoes.”

      

        

      
        Rule #7: Men are wonderful. But you have to be careful.

        “The wrong kind of man—and sometimes even the right one—will find a way to make your world very, very small.”

      

        

      
        Rule #8: A clean job is a quiet job.

        “Noise attracts attention. Attention gets you caught. And getting caught is for amateurs.”

      

        

      
        Rule #9: Always have an exit strategy.

        “Men, houses, jobs—doesn’t matter. Know where the back door is, and be ready to run.”

      

        

      
        Rule #10: Poison is for cowards.

        “If you can’t look someone in the eye while ending them, you’re in the wrong line of work.”

      

        

      
        Rule #11: People rarely see what’s right in front of them.

        “That’s why you always dress the part. It’s easier to blend in than to disappear.”

      

        

      
        Rule #12: Stay curious, but not stupid.

        “Ask questions. Just don’t ask so many you get answers you didn’t want to hear.”

      

        

      
        Rule #13: Family is a choice, not a guarantee.

        “If someone screws you over, blood relation doesn’t make it better. It just makes it personal.”

      

        

      
        Rule #14: Always know who’s holding the leash.

        “Everyone answers to someone, even if they think they don’t. Figure out who’s pulling the strings before they yank yours.”

      

        

      
        Rule #15: Never forget why we started this.

        “Every bullet has a reason. Every name on the list has a story. Forget that, and you’ll lose yourself faster than the target. We don’t do this because it’s easy or clean. We do it because someone has to—because the world is full of people who think they’re untouchable. If we lose sight of that, it stops being justice and starts being murder. And murder gets messy.”
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      The first time she tried to run, I let her. Sat back, arms crossed, and watched her make her play, all frantic energy and poor judgment. She didn’t get far, of course—people like her never do. They think freedom is a switch you flip, a door you can just walk through. But it’s not. Freedom is earned, stolen, fought for. And she never had the stomach for that kind of fight.

      By the second time, though, I wasn’t laughing anymore. Tracking her down, undoing the mess she left in her wake—it wasn’t amusing. It was exhausting. Keeping her close had turned into a full-time job with more overtime than I ever signed up for. And yet, I couldn’t quit. That’s the thing about people who make you feel alive: they have a way of tying themselves to you, no matter how much you might wish otherwise.

      So here we are. On this train, on this track, barreling toward the end of a story that’s already been written. If you’re reading this, you’ve probably put together the basics by now. The wreckage, the bodies, the echoes of something that couldn’t quite stay hidden. But don’t make the mistake of thinking you know what happened here—not yet.

      The truth is, you can’t tell a story like this from one angle. You can’t understand until you’ve seen it from all sides, until you’ve looked through my eyes. What you have here is a story about inevitability. About control, about holding on, and about what it costs to keep someone who doesn’t want to be kept.

      This train, this beautiful piece of engineering, is the perfect metaphor. Right now, we’re slicing through the Rockies at seventy miles an hour, the diesel engine roaring ahead, the vibrations humming up through the soles of my boots. The snow is coming down hard outside, piling up on either side of the tracks, but in here, it’s warm. Quiet, even. Just the two of us, heading toward the one stop this train will ever make.

      She hasn’t figured it out yet. Not fully. She’s a few rows ahead of me, her forehead pressed to the window, staring out at the endless white, punctuated with towering pines, the mountains standing watch on either side. She probably thinks she’s on some kind of scenic escape, some detour to nowhere while she plots her next move. But she’s wrong.

      There’s no conductor to check her ticket this time. No whistle to signal the next station. Just the relentless pull of the engine, the inevitability of steel on steel, carrying us to the end of the line.

      Speaking of the conductor—he didn’t take kindly to my plans. We had a bit of a disagreement, you might say. He’s up front now, slumped over the controls, his role officially played out. The passengers weren’t thrilled, either, but they’re gone now. I pulled the brake at a crossing and made sure each one of them got off safely. Some screamed, some cried, some tried to fight back. But in the end, they all left.

      I told them they’d thank me later. That a night in the snow was better than what was waiting for them on this train. They didn’t believe me, but that’s fine. It wasn’t their story to finish.

      Now, it’s just us. Just me and her, alone in this metal beast, gliding through the wilderness toward something she can’t yet see. The cabin smells of recycled air, old upholstery, and the faint metallic tang of blood—not much, just enough to notice if you’re paying attention.

      She always had a good poker face, but even she’s struggling to hold it together now. I can see the way her fingers twitch against the armrest, the way her gaze darts to the emergency exit every few minutes. She’s calculating, weighing her options, wondering if she could make it if she jumped.

      She couldn’t. Not at this speed, not in this weather. I made sure of that.

      She thinks I’m doing this to punish her, to prove some kind of twisted point. She couldn’t be more wrong. Everything I’ve done, every move I’ve made, has been for her. To keep her. To save her. From what, she never cared to understand.

      The truth is, she’s been running since the day I met her. Not just from me—from herself, from her past, from the parts of her she doesn’t want to face. I’ve spent years trying to show her that running doesn’t fix anything. It just brings you back to the same place, over and over, until you finally stop.

      And that’s what this is about. Stopping. Not just the train, but everything. The chase, the fight, the endless cycle. She’ll thank me one day, I think. Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, but eventually.

      For now, the engine carries us forward, steady and unyielding. The tracks stretch out ahead, a perfect line into the abyss. We’re moving faster now, the mountains closing in, the snow blurring into a white haze.

      She hasn’t said a word in hours, and I haven’t pushed her. There’s no need. Words won’t change what’s coming.

      This is it. The final act. The end of the line. And you know what?

      I’ve never felt more alive.
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      The driver drops me a block from Vincent Marano’s brownstone. The humid New York City night clings to me, the heat amplified by the maze of concrete and glass. Even in the dark, the street buzzes with life—muffled laughter from a nearby stoop, the rumble of a passing subway beneath my feet.

      I walk the last stretch in heels that were not made for uneven pavement, the echo of my steps blending with the ambient city noise. Risky? Sure. But time isn’t on my side. I promised Sophie I wouldn’t take long, and she made me swear—swear—to watch Legally Blonde with her afterward. As if that were the worst thing I’d do tonight.

      Vincent’s brownstone looms ahead, nestled among its tidy, multi-million-dollar neighbors. The warm glow of sconces flanking the front door contrasts with the harsh, distant glare of streetlights. The place is deceptively understated, a quiet facade hiding the man inside. There’s no gate or hedge, but the cameras perched above the stoop and angled discreetly at the door don’t miss a thing.

      I smile at one, tilting my head like I’m posing. Men like Vincent? They like to watch.

      The stoop is clean and polished, and as I reach the top step, the door opens. He’s waiting.

      Vincent leans casually in the doorway, his shirt open just enough to suggest casual wealth. His dark hair is slicked back, his jawline sharp and deliberate. The kind of man who pretends to live for pleasure but is a slave to control.

      “You’re early,” he says, his eyes sweeping over me in one lazy, proprietary pass.

      I brush past him, the scent of leather and expensive cologne wafting out as I step inside. “You’re observant.”

      The entryway is narrow but elegant, the kind of luxury designed to be subtle. The floors gleam under the soft glow of recessed lighting. To the left, a sitting room filled with midcentury furniture; to the right, a sleek staircase leading upward. Vincent closes the door, the sound of the latch a quiet exclamation point to the tension that hangs in the air.

      “Thirsty?” he asks, his gaze lingering too long.

      I turn, just enough for the fabric of my dress to pull tighter. “Depends.”

      He smiles, slow and deliberate. “On what?”

      I let the moment stretch, then shrug. “On whether you have anything worth drinking.”

      He chuckles low in his throat, moving past me to the open-concept kitchen. The click of a bottle cap and the clink of ice against glass punctuate the silence. He hands me a drink—gin, neat—and watches me as I swirl the liquid, letting the light catch the surface.

      I don’t sip. Instead, I set the glass down and step closer. The air between us thickens, his chest almost brushing mine.

      My eyes hold his. “Not bad.”

      Vincent’s hand finds my hip, his touch firm, testing. I let him think he’s in control, leaning into his space just enough to encourage the illusion. His breath is warm against my ear, his voice low and rough.

      “You like the game, don’t you?”

      I arch a brow, my lips curving. “What game?”

      His grin widens as his fingers slide lower, testing boundaries. I let him, my heartbeat steady, my hand trailing up his chest. His breath catches when I tilt my head, exposing the line of my neck, but I stay still.

      He thinks he’s won.

      My lips brush his ear. “Maybe I’ve made a mistake coming here.”

      He pulls back, confusion flickering in his eyes, and that’s when I strike. The knife slides from beneath my hem, the blade a cold, sharp extension of my intent.

      I press it to his throat before he can react, the tip biting into his skin just enough to draw blood.

      His startled laugh bubbles out, though it’s shaky. “So, this is what you’re into?”

      I smile, tilting the blade just slightly, letting him feel its weight. “You really have no idea.”

      What follows is fast and brutal. He lunges, his arrogance flaring as he grabs my wrist, twisting hard. The knife clatters to the floor, but I’m ready. My elbow connects with his nose, the crunch satisfying as blood splatters across his pristine floor.

      He stumbles, grabbing at me, but I’m faster. The knife is back in my hand, and this time, it finds his side. He gasps, his strength ebbing as I press him against the wall, my breath steady, while his turns shallow.

      “Please—” he starts, but I twist the blade, cutting off whatever he thought he’d say.

      He slumps to his knees, his hands clutching at the wound. I sit and wait as the light in his eyes fades, and then I crouch beside him and wipe the blade on his expensive shirt.

      “Messy,” I say, tilting my head as I study him. “But effective.”

      The brownstone is quiet now, save for the soft hum of the fridge. Blood pools on the hardwood, soaking into the edge of a rug I’m sure cost more than most people make in a year.

      I move to the kitchen, grab the gin he poured, and down it in one go.

      On the way out, I pause to check the security system in the hall closet. The monitors show nothing out of the ordinary. A few wipes with a rag and my fingerprints are gone.

      The humid night greets me as I slip out the door, my heels clicking against the stone steps.

      I’d love to stay and have another drink, to savor the aftermath, but Sophie’s waiting. And a promise is a promise.
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      The room is dark except for the pale glow of the bedside clock. 4:17 a.m. I’m on my back, the thin hotel sheets twisted around my legs, sweat slick against my skin despite the AC humming loudly in the corner. Even three years later, it feels strange waking up alone. I look over, half-expecting Michael to be there.

      But this morning is different.

      The air is thick, as if the dream left something behind—some residue, clinging to the edges of my mind. It wasn’t a nightmare. Not exactly. It was him.

      Warren. We were back in Alaska. And I was in that room.

      The dream clings to me, lingering like something wedged under my skin. I sit up, but rubbing my eyes does nothing to shake it off—it stays, stubborn, as if it’s determined to be remembered. The room is too still, too quiet, save for the distant hum of the city below. I push the sheets aside and swing my legs over the edge of the bed. My feet meet the thin carpet, and I hesitate for a beat before rising, moving to the bathroom, as if the next step will somehow make it go away.

      I splash cold water across my face, the shock of it sharp, but the disquiet clings to me, clouding my thoughts. I breathe in deeply, letting the air fill my lungs as I stare at my reflection—no wig, no makeup, just me having to face myself.

      “Mom?” I hear the soft creak of the door behind me, and turn to find Sophie standing in the threshold, her hair pulled into a messy ponytail. She’s wearing an oversized Columbia sweatshirt, the sleeves dangling past her fingertips. She looks younger than her eighteen years, but there’s a fire in her eyes—one I’m trying to harness. “You couldn’t sleep either?”

      I brush past her into the small kitchenette, setting the coffee pot on the counter. “I don’t sleep much.”

      She shifts her weight. “It’s the big day,” she says, but her voice lacks conviction.

      I keep my back to her, pouring water into the coffee maker. “Sure is.” The monotone in my reply mirrors her own. “You ready?”

      Behind me, I hear her shift again, the faint sound of her palms pressing against the counter. “I guess. Kind of feels like a waste of time when there’s...everything else.”

      I take a breath before turning to face her. “You’re going to college. We agreed on that.”

      She straightens, her eyes locking onto mine. “You agreed on that.”

      I set the coffee pot down harder than I should, the sound cutting through the air. “We don’t always get what we want, Sophie. College isn’t just about you. It’s about the cover.”

      Her jaw sets, her knuckles pale against the edge of the counter. She wants to offer a rebuttal, but she doesn’t. Good.

      I pour two mugs of coffee and hand one to her, stepping back to lean against the opposite counter. “If you can’t balance this with everything else, you’re not ready for everything else.”

      She wraps her hands around the cup, staring down at the swirling liquid. “You keep saying that.”

      I study her for a moment. She’s strong, but her confidence wavers too easily. That’s why I’m here—to make sure she doesn’t falter when it matters.

      “Sophie.” My tone sharpens, and her head snaps up. “This isn’t just about you. A good cover means blending in. Knowing how people think, what they want, what they’re hiding—that’s information. It’s power. College gives you this. Without it, you’re exposed. And neither of us can afford that.”

      She appears to mull over what I’ve said. The nod she gives is stiff, her lips pressed into a thin line.

      “Stop sulking,” I snap. “You’ve got orientation in a few hours. No one’s going to care what’s going on in your head, and you have to play the part. You’ve got to sell it, Sophie. People notice cracks. Keep your feelings in check, or people will start asking questions. You don’t want that, believe me.”

      Her shoulders stiffen, but she doesn’t argue. She knows better.

      She rolls her eyes instead. “Anything else?”

      I glance at the clock: 4:36 a.m.

      “No,” I say, taking a long sip of coffee. “Not yet.”
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      The city’s heat is relentless, even in the shade of Columbia’s iconic campus. The sidewalks pulse with the energy of August—too many people, too much noise, and not enough relief. I stand on the corner of Broadway, sunglasses shielding my eyes as I watch the churn of students and parents filing through the university gates.

      My phone buzzes. Carlo.

      I ignore it.

      Sophie stands next to me, rifling through a tote bag stuffed with orientation schedules and welcome packets. Her hair’s down today, waves brushing her shoulders, but the heat has already plastered stray strands to her temples.

      “This is stupid,” she says, pulling out a map of the campus like she might actually need it. “I already hate this place. It’s a waste of time. And why did we drive here when we could’ve flown?”

      I glance at her, my voice flat. “So we could spend quality time together, and you need to understand the area.”

      She rolls her eyes, shifting from foot to foot. “You and your cryptic answers. It’s New York, not the Amazon.”

      I let her frustration roll off me. She doesn’t get it yet—why we’re here, why I made her sit through hours of traffic to arrive under the cover of normalcy. But she will.

      My phone buzzes again. A text this time: Call me. Urgent.

      “Sophie,” I say, sliding my phone into my palm. “Go check out the student union.”

      Her brow furrows. “Why?”

      Rule #11: People rarely see what’s right in front of them. That’s why you always dress the part. It’s easier to blend in than to disappear.

      But I don’t say that to her. “Because I said so.” I nod toward the gates. “And stop sulking.”

      She glares at me but grabs her bag and walks toward the campus entrance. Once she’s out of sight, I hit call.

      “Finally,” Carlo huffs with a sigh as he picks up.

      “What is it?”

      “We’ve got a hit. Your target’s in New York. Harlem, to be exact.”

      I straighten at the news. “Who?”

      “Celeste Smith,” he says, his voice tense. “Ring any bells?”

      I don’t answer right away, but my pulse quickens. Celeste was one of Michael’s trusted handlers—the kind who made things happen and kept her hands clean in the process.

      “She’s running a lounge not far from Morningside Park,” Carlo continues. “Fancy place—good food, better clientele. But rumors say she’s still moving product on the side. Serious connections, Charlotte. Tread carefully.”

      “Funny. I thought I was good at my job.”

      “This isn’t a joke,” he snaps. “She’s not some street-level dealer. You screw this up and she’ll bury you before you see it coming.”

      I hang up without another word.

      Inside the campus gates, the buzz of Columbia is both electric and exhausting. Parents clutch reusable coffee cups like lifelines while students—young, nervous, and pretending not to be—cluster around orientation booths. The air smells faintly of hot pretzels and ambition.

      I spot Sophie by the library steps, her head tilted as she listens to a tour guide in a Columbia hoodie. A half-empty soda can dangles from her fingers.

      She sees me approach and raises an eyebrow. “What’s the verdict?”

      “Orientation’s exactly what you’d expect.”

      “No,” she says, her voice sharper. “What’s going on with you?”

      I glance around. Too many people, too many eyes. “We’ll talk later.”

      She folds her arms. “Of course. Later. Always later.”

      Her tone annoys me, but I let it slide. “Enjoy the rest of the tour,” I say, brushing past her as I head for the exit.

      Back outside, I pull out my phone and skim through the dossier Carlo sent. Celeste’s name catches my eye, her photo pinned to the page, her face frozen in time.

      Celeste Smith. Lounge owner. NYC.

      The notes are brief, but the warning is clear: Protection likely.

      I swipe the screen, the words lingering in my mind. Celeste is smart, methodical, and ruthless. She doesn’t leave loose ends, which makes her both a threat and an opportunity.

      Sophie appears suddenly, her expression as stormy as the dark clouds rolling in over the city. “I can’t do this,” she says. “Turns out, I hate people.”

      “I see.”

      She shifts, restless. “So what now?”

      “Now,” I say, “we catch a cab. Time to learn the streets.”

      Her eyes widen in disbelief. “Wait, really?”

      I don’t look at her as I speak. “Welcome to the real world.”

      She doesn’t ask questions. She slides into the cab beside me, her posture stiff as we pull away, the city already pulsing around us.

      The cab swerves through traffic, the scent of tar and exhaust mingling with the faint odor of musty upholstery. The list I’m mulling over feels heavy as the cab picks up speed, weaving between pedestrians and honking cars.

      Celeste doesn’t know we’re in town, but she will soon enough.

      And Sophie? She’s about to learn what it really means to adapt.
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