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ALISSON

Dante’s world finally drags me out of the penthouse and into the parts of the city he normally keeps hidden. Meetings. backroom deals. guns on the table. loyalty that costs blood.

People look at me like I’m either his weakness or his prize. Some of them want to use me. Some of them want me gone.

I’m done being moved around like property. If I’m staying at Dante’s side then I’m not just taking his protection. I’m taking his lessons. I’m learning his enemies. I’m learning how his family works.

And if he thinks he’s the only one who can play dirty, he’s about to learn what I’m willing to do to survive him and everyone coming for us.

DANTE

She was supposed to be collateral. Then she became my habit. Then she became my problem. Now she’s the reason I’m willing to spill blood in broad daylight.

The war is here. Crews are choosing sides. Somebody wants my throne and they think Alisson is the door in.

They’re wrong.

If she’s with me, she’s under my name and under my protection. That means I’ll kill for her and I’ll ruin anyone who tries to bargain with her life.

And if Alisson wants to stand beside me instead of behind me, fine. But she needs to understand the price. In my world, love isn’t soft. It’s possession. It’s loyalty. It’s blood.

This is the third book in the What Survives the Fire Series. Reading order: 

Slow Burn

Open Flame

Total Burn



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1
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ALISSON

The water didn't just feel cold; it felt like a physical assault, a million jagged needles of ice stitching into my skin the second I hit the surface. I broke through the film of fuel and river filth, gasping for air that tasted like burning rubber and scorched metal. Everything was screaming. My ears were ringing so loud it felt like my skull was vibrating, and above me, the bridge was a skeletal ruin of orange flames and twisted steel. Pieces of the car—our car, our life, the only fucking safety I’d known for months—were raining down like terminal shooting stars, hissing as they died in the black water. I tried to pull a breath, but the weight of my soaked clothes and the restrictive, expensive silk Dante loved so much was dragging me down. It was a lead weights around my limbs, a designer shroud. I clawed at the air, my nails scraping against a piece of charred plastic floating past, my lungs burning with the kind of panic that makes you forget how to be a human being and turns you into a drowning animal. Focus, Alisson. Breathe. You can’t die in this shithole river because if you die, he’s gone, and if he’s gone, there’s nothing left to fight for. I forced myself to stop thrashing, blinking against the sting of the gasoline slick, trying to see through the dark and the smoke.

Dante.

He hadn't come up. That realization hit me harder than the impact with the water. I didn't think, didn't calculate the risk of my lungs collapsing or the current catching me; I just dived. I went back under into the absolute, suffocating blackness of the river. It was like being swallowed by a throat made of silt and ice. I kicked, my ribs screaming from where they’d slammed against the interior of the car before the glass shattered, and I reached out blindly. My hand brushed something—something heavy and rough. I grabbed, my fingers sinking into the thick, unmistakable wool of his charcoal coat. He was sinking like a fucking stone. Dante Castellan, the man who controlled every variable, every outcome, was being claimed by gravity and a dead engine. I grabbed his collar and pulled, but he was massive, a solid wall of muscle and unconscious weight that didn't want to move. My lungs were a furnace of agony, the air inside them turning to poison. I used my teeth to grip the lapel of his suit jacket when my fingers started to slip on the wet fabric, a feral, desperate move that tasted like expensive fabric and river muck. I kicked until my vision started to spot with white light, hauling him upward until we both broke the surface, gasping and spitting. Don’t leave me here, you bastard. Don’t you fucking dare leave me to handle this alone.

The current was a bitch, pulling us toward the center of the channel where the debris was thickest. I flipped onto my back, hooking my arm under Dante’s chin, my muscles already trembling with a fatigue that felt deep as bone. He was dead weight, his head lolling against my shoulder, his breathing nonexistent as far as I could tell over the roar of the fire above. I looked toward the shore—a treacherous, muddy incline choked with sharp reeds and industrial trash. It looked a mile away. I kicked, every stroke a battle against the river that wanted to keep us. My boots were full of water, my dress wrapping around my legs like a trap, but I didn't stop. I couldn't stop. I reached the shallows, my feet sinking into the foul, sucking mud of the bank, and I grabbed a handful of reeds to pull us in. They sliced into my palms, sharp as razors, but I didn't let go. I tore a length of the tough green stalk and wrapped it around my wrist and then his, a makeshift tether born of pure paranoia. If I lost my grip for even a second, the river would take him, and I wasn't losing him. Not after everything. I dragged him through the muck, my breath coming in ragged, ugly hitches until we were finally clear of the water’s edge.

I collapsed onto the damp mud, my chest heaving, my heart hammering a frantic rhythm against my bruised ribs. I crawled to Dante, flipping him onto his back. He looked like a corpse in the moonlight—pale, still, and terrifyingly silent. I pressed my shaking fingers against the pulse point in his neck, praying to a God I hadn’t spoken to in years. One beat. Two. It was there, erratic and faint, but it was there. Then I saw it. The charcoal wool of his suit was darkening, a wet, blooming stain spreading across his upper left chest. Shrapnel. A jagged piece of the car or the bridge had sliced into him, and he was leaking fast. The metallic scent of his blood hit me, mixing with the rot of the river, and the reality of the situation crashed down. We weren't safe. We were just on land. If he dies, I cease to exist. It isn't love, not the kind they write about in shitty poems; it’s a terrifying, shared necessity. He is the only thing that makes this world make sense, even if he’s the one who broke it for me in the first place.

I looked up at the bridge. The wreckage was a magnificent, destructive funeral pyre against the night sky. And then the sirens started—the distant, mournful wail of emergency services and the sharper, more aggressive tone of Syndicate enforcers. They were coming from all directions. A brilliant searchlight cut through the smoke, sweeping across the water like the eye of an angry god. They were hunting ghosts. I looked at Dante’s pale face and then at the mud around us. I grabbed a handful of reeds and dead grass, piling it over his face and chest, trying to mask the starkness of his skin from the passing light. I had seconds. I had to be the cold, precise machine he’d spent months trying to turn me into. Keep your head down, Castellan. I’m not letting them find you like this.

I started stripping him of the essentials, my fingers clumsy but fast. I checked the pockets of his bespoke coat, finding the things that mattered: a rolled bundle of tactical cash, a burner pistol he always kept in a hidden holster, and a small, sealed pouch of emergency antibiotics. He’d prepared for a disaster, because of course he fucking had. I winced as I moved, the bite mark he’d left on my shoulder—the raw, violent claim of his teeth—stinging like hell as the river water and mud got into the open skin. It was an anchor, a reminder of who I belonged to even as I was the one holding his life in my hands. I took a piece of his silk tie, the expensive fabric feeling like a joke in this filth, and used it to tie the bundle of cash to my wrist under my sleeve. Thank God you always thought ahead, you obsessive bastard. This debt isn't cleared yet. You still owe me for this. You owe me everything.

I hooked his arms over my shoulders, the weight of him nearly buckling my knees. The trek across the industrial wasteland toward the road was a slow-motion nightmare. My body was shaking so hard from hypothermia that I couldn't keep a straight line, and every step into the deep, uneven mud felt like a near collapse. I had to stop every fifty feet just to breathe, my waterlogged boots squeaking in the dark. My hair, thick and heavy with muck, kept falling into my eyes, blinding me. I ripped a strip of my dress and tied it back, my face set in a grimace of pure, unadulterated grit. Move, Dante. Move your feet, even if it’s just an inch. Don’t think about the cold. Think about the heat waiting for us. I carried his weight mentally for months; carrying him physically was just another kind of burden I had to bear.

Dante let out a gravelly, pained rasp against my neck, his head lifting just an inch.

"Leave... me. Run, Alisson. That's... an order."

I slammed his back against a rusting shipping container we were passing, the impact jarring his injured ribs and making him hiss. I leaned into him, my face inches from his, my eyes burning with a fury he’d never seen.

"The hell it is. You don't give orders right now, Dante. I own you. You wanted a leash? You just found the other end, bastard. You don’t get to decide who lives or dies tonight. I do."

He slumped back, the brief spark of his dominance extinguished by the pain, and I hauled him forward again. That's the last time he tells me to run. If he goes down, I'm taking him with me to the bottom of whatever pit we're headed for.

We reached the edge of a parking lot for a place called the ‘Stay-A-While’ motel. It was a greasy, dilapidated pit-stop that smelled like old oil and desperation—perfect. I tucked Dante behind a large, overflowing dumpster, the smell of rotting food and mildew thick enough to choke on. I needed to look presentable enough to get a room without the clerk calling the cops. I ripped the muddy hem of my silk dress, making it look intentionally short and edgy, and scrubbed the worst of the silt from my face with my sleeve. Stay quiet. If you cough, I will put a sock in your mouth. Look like a drunk tourist, not a victim. That’s the mission. He taught me how to mimic the rich, untouchable ones; now it was time to see if the legal researcher could play the part of a high-end disaster.

I walked into the lobby, dripping pools of cold river water onto the threadbare carpet. The clerk was a bored-looking guy with a face like a crumpled paper bag, and he didn't even look up until I leaned on the counter, leaving a wet handprint on the laminate.

"My husband is freezing. Our car went into a ditch about a mile back. Can you recommend a local tow service?"

The clerk eyed me, his gaze lingering on my wet clothes and the way I was shivering. His hand hovered near the old rotary phone.

"You been swimming, ma'am? That's a lot of water for a ditch."

"Just a little accident," I said, my voice hardening into that cold, toneless inflection Dante used when he was about to end someone’s career. I dropped a wet, dirty hundred-dollar bill onto the counter. "Let's make this worth your while. We want the room in the back. The one furthest from the road. And we want to be left the fuck alone."

The guy looked at the money, then at me. I didn't blink. I made him focus on the mess I was making on his floor, on the sheer audacity of my presence.

"No names. No calls. No memory. Understand?"

He swallowed, the greed finally winning out over the suspicion. He slid a key fob for Room 14 across the counter.

"Room 14. Key's yours. Have a quiet night."

"Good. Now forget you saw me."

I took the key, the cheap plastic solid in my hand. Power is simple: make them value the cash more than their curiosity.

I rushed back to Dante, dragging him the final fifty yards to the room. A car pulled into the lot, its headlights sweeping the area, and I had to throw him behind a parked pickup truck, crouching in the shadows until the engine cut out. I scraped my forearm against the rusted bumper, a sharp sting of metal on skin, but I didn't make a sound. Almost there, my monster. Almost home. I got him to the door, fumbled with the lock, and practically fell inside with him. I slammed the door shut, threw the deadbolt, and jammed a wedge of wood I’d found in the lot under the handle. Locked. Safe. For now. The room smelled like a thousand stale cigarettes and cheap bleach, but it was heaven compared to the river. I used a pillow to muffle the sound of Dante falling onto the stained carpet, his body hitting the floor with a heavy thud.

I ignored the grime and focused on him. He was turning a terrifying shade of blue. I started peeling off his suit jacket, the heavy charcoal wool now a sodden weight. The buttons wouldn't budge, so I just ripped them off, the fabric tearing under my hands. He hissed as I moved him, the shrapnel wound in his chest angry and red against the pale marble of his skin. I found a small, thin plastic tag from the coat and tucked it into my pocket—a habit I’d picked up from him, valuing the provenance of things even when they were ruined.

"Hold still. I'm going to hurt you more, but I have to get this off."

"Cold..." he muttered, a weak, guttural sound that made my heart ache in a way I didn't want to acknowledge.

"I know. Just a little longer."

I stripped him down completely. The 'Beast' was broken, his powerful body covered in deep, ugly bruises and that jagged hole in his chest. Seeing him like this triggered a fierce, protective fury in my gut. I wanted to find whoever triggered that explosion and pull the teeth out of their head. He looked less like my captor and more like my responsibility. And I will protect what is mine.

I grabbed the scratchy, thin motel towels and started drying him, my hands lingering on the old scars and the new trauma blooming across his torso. The role reversal was jarring. I was the one touching him with invasive authority, searching his body for flaws, while he just lay there, tracking me with eyes that were hazy with fever. I noticed the gold ring he always wore—the one that signified his rank, his history. I slipped it off his finger and tucked it under the pillow.

"I'm going to need to clean this wound. It’s going to sting."

He gave a grunt of agreement. "Do it."

I found a bottle of cheap, bottom-shelf vodka in the mini-fridge. Probably left by the clerk for a midnight nip, but it was medicine now. I poured it directly onto the wound, and Dante flinched violently, his back arching off the bed. I grabbed his shoulders, pinning him down, my voice flat and dangerous.

"I know it hurts. Don't move. We can't afford a clinic, so you’re going to have to be a big boy and endure it. I'll clean the bullets out of their bodies later. For now, you just bleed for me."

The sharp, medicinal smell of the vodka filled the room, and I saw the heat rising off his skin. I used a strip of a pillowcase to bandage his chest, tying the knots with a brutal, determined efficiency.

Dante reached up, his fingers weakly brushing the raw, stinging bite mark on my shoulder.

"Still mine," he whispered, his voice thick with pain. "Always."

I pushed his hand down, my tone iron.

"You are mine to protect, Dante. You listen to me now. The chain of command is inverted, Fixer. Get used to it. You don't get to claim shit until you can stand up without my help."

I stripped out of my own wet, ruined clothes, letting the silk and mud fall in a heap. I stood naked for a second in the dim yellow light, feeling the air hit my damp skin, before wrapping myself in the thin, lint-covered motel robe. Modesty is a luxury for the privileged. Survival is naked and ugly. I wrung the brown river water from my hair over the toilet, watching it swirl away, then I slid under the thin, itchy covers beside him.

I used my own body heat, spooning against his shivering back to combat the hypothermia. Every movement he made was a painful tremor, but he instinctively gripped my hip, pulling me tighter against his feverish skin.

"You're safe. We're warm now," I murmured.

"Stay..." he whispered.

His life depended on my warmth. This was the most important contract I would ever sign, and I wasn't going to breach it. I stayed awake, staring at the door with the Glock I’d taken from his waistband resting under my side of the pillow. Every sound in the hallway—a car door, a laugh—made my heart spike. If they come through that door, I will fucking end them.

The phone was dead. I’d tried the power button a dozen times, but the river had claimed the electronics. We were ghosts, cut off from Margo, from Huck, from everyone. We had two hundred dollars, one gun, and a man who might be dying. The vulnerability was overwhelming, but the clarity was total. I watched the bleak sunrise struggle to breach the grime on the window. Tomorrow, I’d have to go out. I’d have to hunt for real supplies, for food, for a way out of this hole. I’d be quick. No risks. I promise.

I leaned down, parting his damp hair, and pressed a hard, demanding kiss to his forehead—not a gesture of comfort, but one of absolute possession. You are mine now, Dante Castellan. And I don't let go. I reached for his cold, limp hand and brought his knuckles to my lips, the taste of salt and iron still lingering.

"Get some rest, baby. Mama has a job to do."

He made a low, deep moan in his sleep, a sound that felt like a surrender. I lay there, listening to his breathing, watching the dusty sunlight cut across the floor. I’d rebuild him. And when he wakes up, he’s going to realize he’s not the only predator in this room.

The bed felt like it was stuffed with dead hay and the carpet was probably a biohazard, but he was alive. That was the only variable that mattered. I adjusted the grip on the gun under my pillow, my finger resting on the cold steel. I’m deadass going to kill anyone who knocks without a warrant.
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ALISSON

The flickering neon light from the NO VACANCY sign outside was doing a real number on my head, rhythmic and irritating as fuck, casting this sickly red glow over the peeling floral wallpaper. It was like the room was pulsing, a dying heart in a shithole motel that smelled like forty years of stale cigarettes and damp carpet. I stood by the window, my arms wrapped tight around my ribs, watching the steam rise off Dante’s discarded suit jacket. It was a bespoke charcoal masterpiece, probably worth more than the entire building we were currently rotting in, and now it was just a sodden, blood-stained heap on the floor. The isolation was starting to feel less like a tactical advantage and more like a coffin. We had no money that wasn’t water-logged and useless, no burner phones, and the man who usually fixed the entire world’s problems was currently shivering himself to death on a mattress that probably had a dozen different species of bedbugs living in it. Every time the faulty sign buzzed, I felt a fresh spike of adrenaline hit my system, making me twitchy and unhinged. I walked over to the door and gave the flimsy safety chain a hard tug. It rattled like a cheap toy. One good kick and anyone could walk in here and finish what the bridge explosion started. I fucking hated being the one on guard. I was a legal researcher, not a goddamn bodyguard, but the silence in this room was louder than any gunfight I’d survived in the last forty-eight hours. We were completely alone, and that reality was sinking its teeth into me.

I turned back to the bed, my stomach doing a slow roll. Dante looked like hell. His skin was usually this perfect, cold marble, but right now it was flushed a deep, angry red. I sat on the edge of the mattress, the springs groaning in protest, and carefully peeled back the strip of his shirt I’d used as a makeshift bandage. The bullet hole in his shoulder was a fucking mess. The edges were jagged and swollen, radiating a heat so intense I could feel it before I even touched him. It wasn't just the cold from the river anymore; it was the rot setting in. If I didn't get real antibiotics and sterile supplies into him, he was going to go septic and die in this pathetic little box. I used a torn corner of his shirt to press down on the wound, my hands shaking so hard I had to grit my teeth until my jaw ached to keep them steady. The coppery smell of old blood hit the back of my throat, thick and cloying, mixing with the sharp scent of his sweat. He didn't even stir, which was the most terrifying part. This was the Fixer. This was the man who had claimed me like a piece of property, who had dominated every room he’d ever walked into, and now he was just a piece of meat fighting an infection. The sight of him this vulnerable should have made me feel relieved—maybe even like I was finally free—but instead, it just made me feel cold. I needed him breathing because I didn't know how to survive this version of the world without his shadow over me.

I stood up and walked into the bathroom, the linoleum cold under my bare feet. The mirror was cracked and foggy, and when I caught a glimpse of myself, I actually recoiled. The woman staring back had auburn hair matted with river silt and dried blood, her face streaked with grime and exhaustion. I looked like a feral animal. I turned on the tap and watched as rust-colored water sputtered out of the faucet, smelling like old pipes and neglect. I scrubbed my palm—the one I’d cut open during the scramble up the riverbank—until the skin was raw and stinging. The physical pain was a weirdly grounding sensation, a sharp reminder that I was still in my own body, even if my life had been set on fire and thrown off a bridge. I avoided my own eyes for a full minute, just staring at the blood and rust swirling down the drain. This isn’t my life. This is the collateral debt my brother left behind, and I’m the one paying it in blood. Where the hell did Alisson Cross go? She was probably still back in that apartment with her law books and her boring-ass routine, blissfully unaware that her replacement was currently contemplating grand larceny in a Northern motel. I dried my hands on a towel that felt like sandpaper and straightened my shoulders. The face in the mirror didn't look like a researcher anymore. It looked like someone who was ready to do something desperate.

I walked back into the main room and started digging through Dante’s pockets. I felt like a scavenger, stripping a downed predator. His trousers were ruined, the silk lining shredded, and all I found was a heavy silver lighter and a single, water-damaged hundred-dollar bill. I held the bill up to the weak ceiling light, watching how the ink had bled into a muddy green smear. One hundred dollars. That’s all the great Dante Castellan had left to his name right now. We were truly starting from zero, and a hundred bucks wasn't going to buy the level of medical care he needed. The lighter felt heavy and cold in my hand, the silver engraved with his initials. It was a symbol of everything he was—expensive, lethal, and precise. I shoved it into my pocket, the metal clicking against my thigh. I wasn't going to panic. Panic was for people who had options. I had a mission, and if that meant I had to become the kind of person Dante had spent his life managing, then so fucking be it. The thought of theft didn't even make my heart race the way it should have. It just felt like a pragmatic step in a series of very shitty events.

I spotted a discarded hoodie in the corner, probably left by some transient who had checked out and forgotten their life there. It was a hideous, oversized synthetic thing that smelled like cheap laundry detergent and old sweat, but it was perfect. I pulled it on, the rough fabric scraping against my neck, and tucked every single strand of my auburn hair deep into the hood. I secured it with a stray hair tie I found on the floor, making sure I looked as unremarkable and ugly as possible. Underneath, I was still wearing the silk slip Dante had picked out for me—a fucking costume from a life that felt like it belonged to a different century. Disappearing required being invisible, and this hoodie was my camouflage. I looked at Dante one last time, his breathing ragged and shallow. I mentally traced the outline of his body, a silent promise that I’d be back before the fever could claim any more of him. He was safer here than I was going to be out there, but that didn't stop the knot in my stomach from tightening until it felt like a physical weight.

I slipped out the door, the cold air hitting me like a physical blow. I locked the handle and tested it three times, my pulse thudding in my ears. The motel parking lot was a graveyard of rusted-out sedans and shadows. I scanned the area, looking for the telltale glow of security cameras, but most of them were smashed or dangling by wires. Good. I took a chair from the small porch area and jammed it under the handle inside the room before I fully closed the door, creating a temporary sound-based alarm. If someone tried to get in, they’d make enough noise to wake the dead—or at least Dante, if he had any fight left in him. If you stir, don't move. Don't speak, I whispered to the wood of the door. I turned and started walking toward the industrial district, my hands rammed deep into the hoodie pockets. Every siren I heard in the distance felt like it was coming for me, a personal invitation to a jail cell. The wind whipped at my face, carrying the smell of diesel and exhaust from the nearby highway. I forced myself to maintain a measured, bored pace. Act poor. Act invisible. The Syndicate is everywhere, and I couldn't afford to be a red flag on their radar.

The 24-hour pharmacy was a beacon of sterile fluorescent light in the middle of a concrete wasteland. I stood across the street for a second, watching the bored clerk behind the high plexiglass counter. He was scrolling on his phone, completely checked out. I stepped inside, the sudden warmth making my skin itch. The smell of cleaning products and cheap paper packaging was overwhelming after the damp rot of the motel. I lingered in the aisles near the front, pretending to browse a wall of discounted lipsticks while I watched the clerk. My heart was thudding against my ribs like a trapped bird, and I was sure the guy could hear it. I needed strong antibiotics, high-grade gauze, and painkillers that didn't come in a fucking child-safety bottle. They see me as harmless, I reminded myself, forcing my breathing to slow down. I picked up a tube of lipstick, uncapped it, and then replaced it precisely where I’d found it. My hands were steady now, a cold, clinical focus taking over. I remembered Dante’s voice in the back of my head, something he’d said when he was teaching me how to move through a crowd without being noticed: If you move like you belong, they won't question the ownership.

I moved to the back of the store, my sneakers silent on the tile. I started palming bottles of amoxicillin and heavy-duty ibuprofen, sliding them deep into the pockets of the oversized hoodie. The weight of them felt like a victory. I grabbed several packs of sterile gauze and a bottle of antiseptic. A customer entered the store—a guy bundled in a heavy work jacket—and I dropped a box of gauze in my haste. I froze, my lungs seizing. I forced myself to move slowly, bending down to recover it and using the movement to shield my hand as I shoved it into my sleeve. The soft rattle of the pill bottles was the loudest sound in the universe. I held my breath until the customer moved toward the back, his heavy boots scraping the floor. I need this more than they need the profit, I thought, and the guilt I expected to feel just didn't show up. It had been replaced by a predatory, sharp-edged pride. I was doing it. I was surviving.

I hit the food section next, grabbing protein bars and bottled water. Essential calories. My movements were becoming smoother, colder—I was emulating Dante’s ruthless efficiency without even trying. I swapped a bottle of mouthwash I’d picked up for a denser energy bar, prioritizing need over any kind of comfort. The guilt was officially gone. Only the hunger remained—for survival, for safety, for the man waiting for me in that room. Dante would be proud of this efficiency, I thought, and the realization was a dark, electric buzz in my veins. I didn't want to pay. Not with the ruined hundred, and certainly not with any trace of my identity. I spotted the 'exit only' door near the side, a heavy metal thing with a push-bar. A delivery truck was idling outside, its hydraulic brakes hissing like a pissed-off snake. I timed my run, waiting for the loud beep of the truck reversing to mask the sound of the door sensor. Momentum over caution. I moved.

The sudden whoosh of the automatic door was followed by the jarring alarm of the exit, but I was already out. I ducked into the shadows of the alleyway behind the pharmacy, my back hitting the cold brick wall. My heart was pounding so hard I thought it might actually crack a rib, but the rush was incredible. It was a dark surge of power that made my hands stop shaking and turned the fear into pure exhilaration. That felt... necessary. The adrenaline was its own currency, and I was suddenly rich with it. I ran one block too far in the wrong direction just to be sure, then forced myself to slow down. I rubbed the cold brick of a building to ground myself, the metallic tang of adrenaline sharp on my tongue. I wasn't just a asset. I wasn't just a debt to be collected. I was a problem.

I took the long way back, cutting through back streets and avoiding the main drags. I spotted a drunk man fumbling with a wallet near a parked car, and for a split second, I actually contemplated taking it. I could have. I could have been on him before he even realized I was there. But I slammed that thought down. We don't get greedy. We only take what keeps him breathing. Focus on the mission. As I approached the motel lot, I saw a sleek black sedan idling at the far end. The engine was running silently, the exhaust plume rising in the cold air like a ghost. My stomach dropped. Was it them? Or just another ghost of my own making? I didn't make eye contact with the smoked glass. I forced myself to count three steps for every car I passed, a distraction technique Dante had used on me during one of our high-pressure gala entrances. Don't break cover. Don't run. I reached our door and fumbled with the key, my cut palm stinging as I gripped the cold metal. I kicked the door shut with my heel and bolted the lock, my composure finally shattering into a thousand jagged pieces.

The room was silent. Too silent. Dante! I hissed, the panic surging back. Don't be dead, you bastard. I scrambled to the bedside, dumping the stolen goods onto the stained duvet. Plastic bags crinkled and pill bottles rolled across the bed. Dante was still alive, but his eyes were glassy and unfocused when they flickered open. The scent of his fever-sweat was overpowering now, mixed with the sharp metallic tang of blood. He looked worse. Much worse. We have less than an hour before the fever breaks him, I thought, my hands moving with a frantic, desperate speed. I unzipped the bag of medicine and started organizing it into piles—meds, gauze, water. Don't look at the bags, look at me, I told myself, even though he couldn't hear me.

I ripped open the antiseptic and started cleaning the wound. Dante let out a low, guttural groan that sounded more like a snarl, his good hand twitching violently toward me. He was trying to find a weapon, his instincts still sharp even as his brain was cooking. Stop fighting, damn you. I'm helping! I snapped, pressing down on his shoulder. You are going to lie still for once. Every touch was a struggle. He was a wounded predator, dangerous even when he was dying, and he clearly hated the imposition of care. His fingers clamped down hard on the duvet near my knee, his muscles jumping under his skin as I cleaned out the infection. The harsh, clean smell of the antiseptic cut through the musty air of the room, and I forced myself to be brutal with the cleaning. If I didn't get the grime out, the meds wouldn't matter.

I held a handful of painkillers to his lips, my hand cupping the back of his neck to keep him steady. He tried to push me away, his pride warring with his physical collapse. Swallow it, Dante. It's for me as much as it is for you. You look ridiculous trying to fight me. I had to physically hold his jaw still to make sure he swallowed the pills, my fingertip catching on the hot, dry texture of his tongue. He made a sound deep in his throat, a sound of pure frustration, but he finally swallowed. I finished dressing the wound with the stolen gauze, my movements becoming surer. I looked him directly in the eyes, my voice dropping to a low, cold whisper. They were all stolen. Every last pill. Just like you taught me. I am not the asset anymore. I am the lifeline.

I saw his cold gray eyes widen just a fraction, a spark of recognition—or maybe respect—flickering in the depths of his fever. He was analyzing me, seeing the shadow of himself in the way I was holding the bandage, the way I wasn't flinching. The tension in the air changed, becoming something thick and heavy. I finished the dressing and tried to stand up to wash the blood off my hands, but his good hand shot out like a strike from a snake. He caught my wrist with a strength that shouldn't have been possible for a man in his state, dragging me back down toward the bed. Where the hell do you think you're going? he rasped, his voice a ruined grate of gravel. Stay.

He pulled me onto the bed beside him, and I landed with a muffled grunt as the cheap coil mattress screamed in protest. He was shivering violently, but his grip on my hoodie was like iron, anchoring me to his side. His proximity was a suffocating heat, a reminder that no matter how much the power dynamic had shifted, I was still caught in his gravity. You need rest, not contact, I muttered, though I didn't fight him. Let me go. He didn't answer. He just tucked his head into the crook of my neck, his breath burning hot against my skin. I instinctively shifted my body, shielding his wounded side from the edge of the bed. He muttered a single, gravelly word—Mine—before the drug-induced sleep finally dragged him under. The vibration of that one word against my carotid artery made my entire body hum. I was the one protecting him, yet he was still the one claiming me. It was a chaotic, erotic mess, and I was too tired to untangle it.

I lay there in the dark, staring at the peeling wallpaper as the NO VACANCY sign continued its rhythmic buzzing. I felt the heavy, secure weight of his body against mine, and the weight of the crimes I’d just committed. I’d stolen, I’d lied, I’d exposed myself to the world to keep him breathing. The old Alisson Cross was officially dead, buried under the river silt. The woman left behind was something Dante had created—a survivor, a criminal, a woman defined by a possession that went both ways. I didn't miss my old life. I didn't miss the safety of the penthouse or the boring certainty of a legal career. I only missed the luxury of not having to bleed for every second of survival. I gently slid my arm under his head, giving him a bit of leverage, my fingers brushing against the heavy silver lighter in my pocket.

I reached over and gripped the lighter, flicking it open and shut in the dark. The sharp click-clack was the only sound in the room besides his ragged breathing. It sounded like a gun being cocked, a constant reminder of the weapon we still were, even when broken. Let them hunt, I whispered to the shadows. They won't find the woman you made. The game isn't over. It's just begun. The debt had changed hands tonight. Dante didn't own me anymore. We owned the darkness together, and I was more than ready to see who else we had to burn to keep it that way. I closed the lighter, the small flame disappearing, leaving us in the pulsing red light of the neon sign. We were ghosts now, and ghosts didn't have to follow anyone's rules but their own.

The fear was gone. There was only purpose.
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CHAPTER 3
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DANTE.

I woke up feeling like a fucking radiator left out in a rainstorm. Everything was humid, metallic, and heavy. My chest was a map of agony, every beat of my heart sending a fresh wave of heat through the shrapnel wound that was definitely, 100 percent, turning into a biohazard. I tried to shift, but the cheap, broken springs of the motel mattress dug into my back like they were trying to finish what the Vallow Group started. This room was a fucking dump. It smelled like stale piss, cheap grease, and the kind of desperation that usually ends with a body in a dumpster. I focused on the ceiling, watching a slow-motion drip of water expand across the peeling plaster. I was the God of the city once. I had bespoke charcoal suits, a penthouse with glass walls that made the world look like a toy, and enough power to make people vanish with a phone call. Now? Now I was a sweaty, trembling mess in Room 14 of a place that probably charged by the hour for things that required a lot of bleach afterwards. It was a fucking indignity. My precision, my control, everything that made me the Fixer, was gone, replaced by this goddamn fever-haze that made my vision swim like I was underwater. I tried to flex my left arm and a sharp, white-hot spike of pain tore through my ribs. I couldn't help it. I let out a sharp, involuntary hiss that sounded weak even to me.

The rhythmic, wet sound from the corner stopped. I tracked the movement with heavy eyelids. Alisson was there. She was standing by the stained bedside table, her auburn hair a mess of tangles that she’d tried to pull back with some cheap elastic. She looked like she’d been through a war because she had. But she wasn't panicking. That was the thing that hit me first. The girl who used to tremble when I looked at her too long was gone. She was organizing a haul of stolen medical supplies on a stolen white towel with a cold, deliberate economy that looked way too fucking familiar. She had antiseptic, gauze, and a syringe kit laid out like she was preparing for a tactical extraction. I watched her through slit eyes, my brain trying to process where she’d learned to move like that. It was like watching a mirror. She was mimicking my rituals, my efficiency. She meticulously wiped down the plastic packaging of a hypodermic needle before opening it, her face a mask of focus that didn't leave room for bullshit.

Where the fuck did you learn to organize a medical kit like that? My voice came out as a dry, pathetic rasp that didn't sound like me at all. I hated it. I hated being still. I hated this room. I hated the fact that I was the one on the bed and she was the one holding the cards. You move like I taught you, Cross. Efficient. No wasted energy. It’s almost a vibe, if we weren't in a shithole that smells like a damp basement.

Alisson didn't even look up at first. She just kept working, her fingers steady as she prepped a gauze pad. You should wear gloves, Cross. I’m deadass serious. You’ll catch something just touching the air in this room. What is that smell? Stale piss and desperation? It’s a fucking crime.

She finally looked at me, and her amber eyes were hard. There was no fear there. None. That was the first thing that really registered through the fever. The power balance hadn’t just shifted; it had flipped on its fucking head. She’d gone out into the world while I was unconscious, she’d stolen what we needed, and she’d come back. She was the provider now. I was the asset. A broken, bleeding asset that was currently a liability. I tried to shift my weight again, trying to get off the throbbing wound, but the synthetic blanket felt like sandpaper on my skin.

Stop moving, you bastard, she said, her voice sharp and low. You’re going to tear the stitches. If you want to bleed out on this disgusting mattress, be my guest, but don't expect me to mop it up.

I let out a huff that might have been a laugh if it didn't hurt so much. Don't think this makes us even, Alisson. I know what you’re doing. You’re playing the nurse, but you’re still mine. This filth doesn't change the contract.

She didn't respond with words. She just threw a lethal glare my way that silenced me better than a fist to the jaw. It was a look I’d used a thousand times. The "shut the fuck up or I’ll make you" look. I felt a flicker of pride in the middle of my misery. I didn't just break her back in the penthouse; I’d forged her into something that could survive the gutter. She was ignoring the grime, ignoring the fact that we were ghosts, and focusing on the mission. She picked up a stolen Glock burner from the table and checked the action. My heart did a slow, heavy thud against my ribs. She handled the pistol like she’d been doing it her whole life. She cleared the chamber, inspected the magazine, and set it back down within arm’s reach of her workspace. She didn't flinch at the weight of it. She didn't look disgusted by the violence it represented. She just acknowledged it as a tool.

Nice piece, I muttered, watching the way her thumb ran over the cold metal of the slide. Where did you lift it? The fear is gone, Cross. I can taste it from here. You look ready to use it.

I did what was necessary, she said, her voice flat. Payment was irrelevant.

She picked up a cheap plastic cup of water from the sink and walked over to the bed. I reached for it, but she held it just out of my reach, forcing me to strain my neck, to move, to acknowledge her control. I had to use my one good hand to brace myself against the headboard, my muscles screaming as I pulled myself up a few inches. I swallowed the stale, metallic water like it was the finest scotch in the world, the rasp in my throat easing just enough for me to think clearly.

Did you kill for those meds? I asked, my eyes locked on hers. I asked how you got them. Speak. You’re quiet. Did the silence make you forget your name?

I took what we needed, she repeated, her voice a cold blade. If you want a full report, wait until you can stand up without shaking like a leaf. Right now, you’re the patient.

She didn't wait for a rebuttal. She pulled the grimy sheet back, exposing me completely. I was naked, covered in the raw, purple scars from the bridge explosion and the festering, red-rimmed shrapnel wound in my chest that looked like a goddamn sunset. The cold air hit my skin, and I felt the involuntary ripple of goosebumps across my torso. It was a sign of weakness, a physical betrayal I couldn't stop. I felt the sting of shame, but it was quickly replaced by a dark, magnetic heat as her eyes tracked my injuries. She wasn't looking at me with pity. She was looking at me with professional detachment. I was a problem to be solved, a machine that needed fixing.

Enjoying the view, Cross? I rasped, trying to find a shred of my old arrogance. I’m not up to performance yet, but I can still give you a show if you’re that desperate.

You have to clean it, or it will take you, she said, ignoring the bait. Your hands are steady. Good. Because if you flinch, I might just let the infection win.

She poured antiseptic onto a gauze pad, and the sharp, chemical scent filled the small space, battling the smell of mildew. She didn't hesitate. She pressed the soaked pad directly onto the deepest part of the laceration. I sucked in a breath so sharp it felt like my lungs were collapsing, my body turning rigid as the chemical bite scorched through the infected tissue. I grunted, a low, guttural sound of pure agony, and my fingers clawed into the mattress. Alisson didn't pull back. She didn't offer a soft word. She just applied firm pressure, her jaw set.
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