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Chapter 1 – The Midnight Offer
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Nahia

— You're going to tell me you’re not even thinking about it?

Camila raises an eyebrow, leaning on the coffee table of her tiny studio. A bowl of instant noodles between us, two lukewarm beers, and a candle fighting to survive among the empty cups. One could almost believe we were leading a normal life.

I look away.

— It’s madness. You want me to sell myself.

— No. I’m offering you an opportunity. One night in a dress. A luxury hotel. And a guy who doesn’t ask questions. You take the envelope, you leave, you forget it.

— You forget it, huh? I say, locking my gaze with hers.

She smiles, bitterly.

— No. But I’ve learned to live with it. And you... you don’t have the luxury of waiting for a miracle. You need that money, Nahia.

I run a hand through my hair. I’m tired. My mother has only a few weeks left if she isn’t transferred to a private clinic. And I have nothing but debts, poorly paid hours of work, and bills on fire.

— You don’t want to think about this now, Camila adds more gently. You don’t want to remember your first time as an accident in a dark alley. Here, at least... it will be clean. Controlled. A five-star hotel. A bed too big. A man who pays very well for very little.

— He’s going to know I’m not you.

— No. He doesn’t care. He wants silence, not confessions.

I laugh, nervously.

— I don’t look like an escort.

— And did I look like a lawyer? she retorts, getting up to rummage through her closet. Here. Put this on.

She hands me a black dress. Backless, plunging neckline, intimidating.

— You’re going to put it on, walk through that lobby like you were born there, and come back with the money. He won’t ask for more than an hour or two.

I stand still, the dress in my hands.

— If you change your mind, you leave. He owes you nothing. You owe him nothing.

— But do you think he’ll want me?

— Nahia, this guy has booked an entire suite, in cash, without leaving a name. If he wanted a high-class doll, he would have gone elsewhere. He wants something... real. Even if he doesn’t know how to say it.

I look at her. She really believes what she’s saying.

And maybe I want to believe it too.

I nod.

She approaches and takes my hand.

— I’ll be there. You send me a message when you’re there. I’ll wait for you downstairs, okay?

— Okay.

— You’re going to be fine. You’re doing this for her.

I close my eyes: Yes, for mom, not for me.

The lobby of the Armand hotel smells of chilled vanilla and polished wood. Everything is muffled, too quiet, as if luxury knows it has nothing to prove. My heels softly click against the marble. My heart pounds louder than my steps.

Room 508, I’ve never taken such a slow elevator.

I’ve never wanted to run away so much.

But when the door opens... he’s there, still, impeccable, a black suit on black, marble gaze, no words, just a nod, a silent invitation. He is huge, so muscular and... he is very handsome but... intimidating.

I step inside.

The woody scent. The drawn curtains. The silence.

I stand at the center of the room, shoulders tense, breath short.

He looks at me.

Not like a man looks at a woman.

More like a king observes a piece on a chessboard.

I want to speak. To say it’s my first time. That I’m not really Camila. That I’m trembling under this dress.

But he doesn’t ask me.

He approaches, he is masked, but not me.

And I let him.

I remember his hands.

Their calm coldness, their methodical precision.

He didn’t touch me to discover me.

He touched me to possess me.

There was neither haste nor brutality in his gestures but something even more frightening: an absolute mastery. As if he had done this a thousand times before. As if my body were just another territory to conquer. Without emotion. Without hesitation.

When he pushed me onto the bed, I held my breath. I tensed, unable to respond to the dark, distant gaze he laid upon me.

I wasn’t trembling; it was worse.

I was frozen. Like an animal caught in too bright a light.

His shirt slowly slid to the floor, his buttons opening one by one, without urgency, without comment. I remember fixing my gaze on his chest, seeking a distraction, something human to cling to. There was nothing.

Not a word.

Not a caress to soothe.

Just that suffocating certainty in the air: I could no longer retreat.

He undid the zipper of my dress.

I didn’t protest.

I closed my eyes, fighting against tears, he caressed me, kissed me.

His hand rested on my bare hip. It didn’t tremble. Mine did.

Then he mounted me, his regular breath brushing my neck. I felt his weight, his warmth. And a terrible cold settled in my chest.

When he took me, my body tensed suddenly. A sharp pain tore a muffled moan from me.

I bit my lip until it bled.

It wasn’t just physical.

It was as if something inside me was tearing. Something invisible and deep. My stomach twisted. My eyes filled without me really understanding why.

I didn’t want him to know.

I didn’t want him to see that it was my first time.

But I think he felt it.

And he said nothing.

He continued. Slowly. With that contained, measured strength. As if he dictated a rhythm known only to him. His movements were slow, heavy. A strange mix of power and control.

I clung to the sheets. I wanted it to be over. I wanted to escape from myself, flee this room, this bed, this role. And yet...

I stayed.

I let it happen.

Because I had nothing else to offer but my silence.

When it was all over, I felt the bed emptying of his presence like one empties a slow poison. He got up, dressed without a glance at me. He buttoned his shirt, one after the other, without rushing.

And I remained there, naked. My body burning, the pain between my legs reminding me every second that I could no longer turn back.

I got up slowly. My limbs were numb. My stomach hurt. I groped to retrieve my clothes, like a stranger in my own skin.

I didn’t say a word.

I didn’t look back.

I escaped.

Camila was there, outside, sitting on the wall facing the entrance. When she saw me, she jumped up running.

— Did you make it?

I nodded, without looking at her.

She approached, took my face in her hands.

— Did he hurt you?

My voice trembled.

— Yes.

She gritted her teeth. Then she took me in her arms.

— I’m sorry, Nahia. You should have never done this for me. But now... you’ll be able to pay for the care. You’ll be able to save your mother.

I didn’t respond.

––––––––
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Chapter 2 — The Taste of Vertigo

Nahia

Because I didn't feel heroic.

I felt like a silence too heavy. A void too deep.

But I nodded. And I kept silent.

Three days later.

The walls of the hospital had become familiar. Too white. Too cold. The smell of disinfectant clings to my skin. I walk through the corridors with my trays, my eyes burned from fatigue.

Mom is not breathing well anymore. Her lungs are giving out. The doctor talked to me about an urgent, inevitable transfer to intensive care.

But I don't have the money.

I have nothing left, no strength. No dignity. Just this emptiness inside me that the hotel night could not fill.

So when the man in the suit enters the ward, I feel like time stops.

I know it's him.

Not because I recognize him.

But because the air changes around him. Because silence settles like a leaden shroud.

He approaches.

And hands me an envelope.

I take it. My fingers tremble despite myself.

Inside: a card, an address, a number.

And these two words, written in black ink.

— He is waiting for you.

I feel my stomach twist. My throat tighten.

But I already know that I will go.

Because my mother doesn't have time left.

And that I... have no other way out.

I haven't eaten since the day before.

Not because I'm not hungry. But because everything tastes like ash since that night. Even water burns my throat.

I went home. I washed my clothes twice. Then my hair. Then my skin. But the smell remained. Or maybe it's in my head, in my belly, in my bones.

I let him take me. I let him in when no one had ever done so before.

And I can't help but wonder if it would have been different... if he had been someone else.

Someone gentle.

Someone who would have looked at me.

Because he, he never really looked at me. Not as a person. Not as a girl. He took me as one takes possession of an object. And yet, I didn’t say no. I didn’t scream. I didn’t run away. Why?

I went there of my own free will. I waited. I opened the door. I took off my dress. Does that make me a whore?

I am not like Camila. I never was. And yet, for a moment... I took her place. And it sticks to my skin like a label I can't peel off.

I pace around the apartment. The phone rests on the table. The envelope too.

His name wasn't written. But I know it’s him. That man. That monster. That god. I don’t know anymore.

Why does he still want me? He could have called Camila. He could have chosen someone else. Why me?

I pass by the mirror. I stop.

I look at myself, for a long time.

And suddenly, the image strikes me: I do not see a victim.

I see a girl I no longer recognize. Lips pressed tight. Dry eyes. Hands clenched.

I hate what he awakened in me.

But I hate even more the fact that... I thought of him.

Not of what he did to me.

Of him.

Of his hands.

Of his voice.

And of that way he had of taking without asking, without trembling, without hesitating.

I shake my head.

No. I can't dive back into that. I need to focus on mom. On her care. On the hospital.

And yet, my fingers brush the envelope.

Once. Twice.

I just have to call him.

Just once.

But if I do, I will fall.

And I can already feel the vertigo pull me in.

She should never have stayed in my mind.

I have neither her name nor her story. Only a scent. A skin. A barely audible voice, slipped between two silences.  

And that gaze. That gaze that did not plead. That did not flee.  

An empty gaze. Too empty.

I hate the unexpected.  

I cannot stand it when my certainties are disturbed.

And yet, since that night, everything has lost its flavor. Even whisky. Even revenge.

She was nothing but a last-minute mistake, a substitute, a passing girl.  

But I had never felt this absence before. This tension under my skin, like a poison that refuses to fade.

I took her to silence what I sensed in her.  

That flame, that silent challenge, that flaw she poorly concealed.

But she offered herself without a word. Without resistance.  

And that's what disarmed me.

It was not docility. Nor resignation.  

It was something else.  

A form of silence more dangerous than all the screams.  

An emptiness into which I fell headfirst.

Since then, I no longer sleep.  

I work. I cut. I dictate my laws to men who tremble while smiling.  

But she...  

She imposes herself.  

Present even in absence.  

Naked in my thoughts.  

Inexplicable.

And then, there was the revelation.  

She was not a prostitute.  

She did not do this job.

She donned a role she could not master. She played a character with the clumsiness of urgency. And I marked her. Like an animal marks what it refuses to lose.

She is mine.

Even if she does not know it yet.

I asked for her to be found.  

Discreetly. Without a fuss.  

A first name, a number, an address. I needed nothing else. I do not want to know her. I want to possess her.

I am Salvatore Caruso.  

And what I decide, I obtain.

The envelope went out this morning. The offer is clear.  

Five million.  

Six months.  

Her body.  

Her silence.

I added a clause that my men did not even dare to question:  

No escape.  

No flight.

I do not ask her to love this.  

I do not leave her a choice.

The weak beg. The others bargain.  

But she... she said nothing.  

Nothing.  

And that is precisely why I want to break her.

Or maybe... understand her.  

But no. I refuse to go that far, I do not feel.  

I conquer, I consume.

And yet, she awakened something in me that I thought was extinguished.

I cannot let her fade into oblivion.  

Not now, not after this.

I stare at the screens. The cameras. Reports come in.

She did not call.  

But she touched the envelope.  

Three times, she struggles, I smile.

I know that thrill, that doubt, that vertigo.  

It is not money that will make her yield.

It is the call of the void.

And me... I am the fall.

––––––––
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Chapter 3 — The Place Where Everything Changes

Nahia

I don’t know why I answered.

Maybe because I couldn't think anymore. Because I was going in circles. Because I felt the scent of his skin clinging to mine like a burn that no soap can wash away.

Or maybe... because a part of me wanted to hear his voice. Just once. To be sure he was just a nightmare.

But it wasn't a nightmare.

It was worse. It was real.

When I picked up, I remained silent.

I thought I would have time to breathe. To find words. To say no.

But he didn't wait.

— Get ready. I'm sending a car.

His voice snapped like an order. Dry, sharp, imperious.

Not an invitation. It’s not a request. It’s a bare truth. A decision already made for me.

I wanted to refuse. My lips parted. But nothing came out. Nothing, except the emptiness I’ve been dragging since that night.

And now, I am here.

Trapped in a bubble of muffled silence, at the top of a hotel that overlooks the entire city.

A setting too calm, too clean, too expensive. As if luxury could mask the darkness it harbors.

I stand still, my heart pounding too hard, my sweaty palms against my thighs.

He is there, sitting, with his back to me. Silent. A dark silhouette in a leather chair.

But I feel his gaze in the mirror. A chilling warmth on my back.

I do not move.

He finally gets up. Slowly. With a slowness that is almost theatrical.

As if he knows that each second grates at me a little more.

— You're here, he says, without surprise.

His voice hasn’t changed. Deep. Calm. Controlled. But there is something else beneath. Something darker. A pulsing tension.

— I read your... proposal, I say, looking straight at him, even though my legs threaten to give way.

I expect a smile, a hint of irony.

There is none. He remains still. His face is an enigma carved in stone.

— And you came to refuse?

I nod.

— I am not for sale.

He slightly tilts his head. His eyes sink into mine, and I feel like I’m drowning in them.

— Yet you were that night.

— That wasn’t me, I say in a drier voice. I was replacing someone. This isn’t my life. This is not what I do.

He steps closer.

One step. Then another.

His gait is slow, measured, almost feline. Every movement seems calculated to crush, to dominate.

He stops a breath away from me, too close, too real.

— And yet, you opened that door. You undressed. You didn’t say no.

I take a step back, but I feel the wall behind me.

I cannot flee.

— Because I needed money, I whisper.

He finally smiles. But it’s a smile without warmth.

— And you still need it, don't you?

I lower my eyes.

He knows, of course he knows about my mother and her cancer, the treatments. The unpaid bills. The sleepless nights trying to balance accounts that never add up.

He doesn’t extend a hand.

He throws me a rope. A rope with a noose tied to it.

— Five million.

The phrase falls, brutal, unreal.

— To buy me, I say in a harsh tone.

He doesn’t flinch.

— To pull you from drowning.

A silence.

— And you won’t be a prostitute, he adds. You will be mine. Only mine.

I raise my eyes.

— And if I refuse?

He doesn’t answer immediately. He turns away, takes a step toward the window. Looks at the city, without really seeing it.

Then his voice returns, lower.

More dangerous.

— Then I forget you. And you return to your reality. The hospital. The debts. The fear, the void.

He pauses.

— But you will think of me. Not because you loved me. But because I was the way out... and you chose to turn away from it.

I clench my teeth.

— You are a monster.

He turns around.

His gaze is terrifyingly calm.

— No. I am a man to whom you once belonged. And who decided it wouldn’t be the last time.

I turn my face away.

I want to scream, slap him. Run away.

But my body won’t follow.

And an image tears me apart inside.

My mother. Lying in that hospital bed. Too weak to get up. Too dignified to complain.

Her hands in mine. Her hoarse voice.

And that word that always comes back:

“Don’t worry about me, my dear.”

But I do worry.

And I have no solution left.

I close my eyes.

I hold my breath.

And I fall.

— Six months, not a day more, I am here for six months.

My voice trembles. My throat burns.

— And you don’t touch my family. Never. Not closely, not from afar.

I sense his smile before I hear it.

He approaches.

I feel his fingers brush my chin. I step back, but he is already there. Unyielding.

— Of course, gattina. Your family doesn’t interest me. Only you interest me.

His gaze pins me down.

No passion. No tenderness. Just a black fire. An obsession.

— You just made the smartest choice of your life.

I lower my eyes.

I hold back tears.

Not here. Not in front of him.

But I know, deep down, that something has just broken.

And that this contract is not an escape.

It’s a cage.

And the lock has just clicked shut.

Chapter 4 — Where the Trap Closes

NAHIA

I sign: one letter, then another.

Then one more.

Each movement of the pen is a nail in my freedom.

My hand trembles, but I grit my teeth. I want to see it through. To finish.

I don’t look up. I don’t want to meet his gaze while I chain myself of my own accord.

The last letter, then the period, and finally the silence.

I put down the pen. Slowly. As if I were laying down a weapon I would never know how to wield again.
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