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Chapter 1: A Ghost’s Boredom
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The Villa was not a sanctuary. It was quiet in the way danger sometimes was—like a creature holding its breath. Storm-gray light bled into the glass-walled living space. The ocean outside was flat, metallic, impatient, ready to rage out its madness. Everything in the house felt suspended, as if the entire estate was waiting for one man to make one wrong move.

Rio found him in the sunroom. Not resting, not recovering. Working.

Mhakie, the Ghost of Mayhem, sat barefoot on the long white couch, laptop open, three encrypted tablets glowing around him like a shrine to violence disguised as technology. His black hair fell loose, uneven strands across his forehead, the red streak catching faint light like a warning. A mug of coffee—dark enough to melt bone—rested beside his thigh.

He didn’t notice Rio entering. Or he did and pretended not to. Both were equal sins.

Rio stopped in the doorway, jaw flexing once, twice.

“One instruction,” he said quietly. Too quietly. “One.”

Only then did Mhakie lift his eyes, slow and cold and amused.

“Good morning to you, too.”

“You were supposed to rest,” Rio continued, stepping inside. “That was the agreement. That was the deal. That was what we talked about before you nearly passed out in the hallway last night.”

“I didn’t pass out,” Mhakie corrected. “I sat down aggressively.”

Rio stared at him.

“On the floor.”

“Wouldn’t know how comfortable it is unless you try.”

“Don’t joke,” Rio snapped.

The air changed. Not dramatically. Not with theatrics. Just... tightened. Like the room itself understood this was the version of Rio Dexter that empires obeyed. Controlled anger. Cold authority. The kind of tone that shut down entire negotiation tables. Anyone else would’ve folded. Mhakie didn’t blink.

“You doubled your medication dose,” Rio reminded him, voice sharp as glass. “I watched you do it. Do you have any idea what could’ve—”

“Yes,” Mhakie cut in. “Relief. That’s what it did. Temporary, inefficient, but relief.”

“You’re not supposed to double it.”

“They don’t work unless I do.”

“You’re not supposed to be working at all.”

“And yet,” he said, tapping a key, “here I am.”

Rio moved so fast he barely seemed to cross the room; one second he was by the door, the next he was standing over the couch, towering above the man who took bullets and migraines like some people took naps.

“Close it.”

“No.”

“MHAKIE—”

“Sweetheart,” he murmured, looking up at him with that quiet, devastating smile. “Walk back out of this room and come back with a lower tone before I teach you who you’re talking to.”

It was not a threat. It was a reminder. Of who he was. Of what he could do. Of the fact that pain didn’t make him weaker, only more precise.

Rio exhaled through his nose, steadying himself. Very few people on earth could speak to him like that and still breathe.

“You need rest,” Rio said, slower now, but not softer. “Your head—”

“Is attached. Mostly.”

“Is injured,” Rio corrected. “Because you didn’t duck fast enough in Queens.”

“I did duck,” he said. “Just not early enough.”

Rio rubbed a hand over his face. “Exactly.”

The migraine had started again a few months later, after the warehouse incident, where he was kidnapped—metal beams, dust, the echo of Sergey’s final taunt still clinging to the concrete like mold. A blow to the skull, not deep enough to fracture, but deep enough to start a war behind his eyes. The doctors could explain the pain but not the pattern. Only Rio seemed able to interrupt it.

And last night...last night had been bad. Too pale. Too quiet. Too still. Rio had held the back of his neck until the tension unclenched, until breath returned, until the Ghost looked like the Ghost again. And then, because he refused to admit pain—he’d stood, stripped out of his shirt, taken double the dosage, and told Rio he was fine.

He wasn’t. Rio could see the faint shadow under his eyes. The tension in his jaw. The way his fingers moved just slightly too slow on the keyboard when he shifted screens.

Rio reached out and snapped the laptop shut. Mhakie didn’t move. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t react. His eyes lifted, black and unreadable.

“Try that again,” he said calmly, “and I’ll assume you’re picking a fight.”

“Good,” Rio said. “Because you shouldn’t be working. Not today. Not after last night. Not until we get your head under control.”

“My head is under control,” he replied.

“You doubled your medication.”

“I adapt.”

“You gamble.”

“I optimize.”

Rio’s voice dropped. 

“You self-destruct.”

They stared at each other across the narrow stretch of couch cushion, two predators circling a single truth.

Rio broke first, but only because he cared more than he wanted to. He sat beside him, closer than anger should allow. 

“Why are you doing this?”

“Work,” he said simply.

“I told you no work.”

“And I told you I get bored.”

“You’re not allowed to work until your migraine gets better, and I’m serious about it.”

“That sounds like a you problem.”

Rio pinched the bridge of his nose. “If you don’t listen, I’m going to chain you to the bed.”

Finally—finally—Mhakie smirked. 

“Promises, promises.”

The tension cracked, but didn’t vanish. It never really did. On the far wall, behind the glass bar shelf, a small black velvet ring box sat half-hidden. Closed. Untouched. Precisely where Rio had placed it after that date in the park eighteen months ago—walking tacos, perfect amount of spice, too much honesty between them. He hadn’t looked at it in months. Didn’t need to. The weight of it lived in the estate’s air. But he didn’t look at it now. And neither did Mhakie.

Rio leaned back against the couch, studying him. 

“I need you functional.”

“I am functional.”

“Prove it.”

Mhakie tilted his head, analyzing him like he was a puzzle worth solving. 

“You really want me to prove functionality?”

“Yes.”

“Physically, emotionally, or lethally?”

Rio blinked once. “Not lethally.”

“Then emotionally it is,” Mhakie said, standing with predatory grace. “Come on. Walk with me before Marcus starts vibrating with panic.”

Rio pushed up from the couch, following him. The villa’s halls were quiet. Too quiet. Something in the air was shifting.

Halfway down the corridor, Rio’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He checked the screen. His steps stopped.

It was a message from Leandro. “Got a job for you.”

The notification stood still on the screen before it disappeared. He wasn’t ready for anything at the moment, not with Mhakie’s condition and his stubborn behavior, which made Rio want to discipline him but fear that he might set a fire to a leaking propane tank.

Rio didn’t answer the message. Not yet. He slid it into his pocket like the name on the screen hadn’t already carved duty through his spine. He inhaled once, slow, resetting himself back into the version of Rio Dexter the world was allowed to see.

He couldn’t afford to leave unsupervised the man who delighted in creating trouble just because he felt bored, completely ignoring that sometimes the body can scream I've had enough.

“Not answering,” Mhakie murmured, watching him. 

“It can wait.”

“You’re lying.”

“Later,” Rio said, tone final.

Mhakie raised a brow but let it go, for now. The villa hummed with quiet electricity as they stepped into the sunroom. Morning light spilled over the glass table where Marcus sat waiting like a man sentenced for crimes he didn’t commit.

He stood instantly. “Giorno!—”

“Sit,” Rio said.

Marcus sat. The tension had teeth today. Rio took the folder from Marcus’s hands without asking, flipping it open with controlled irritation. The numbers inside weren’t catastrophic. They were worse, the kind that pretended to be harmless.

Mhakie dropped into his seat as if gravity were optional, resting one elbow on the table. “Summarize.”

Marcus cleared his throat. “Three payments originated from a Tampa shell account. Two from a Port Orange subcontractor we never hired. And a transfer through a charity that no longer exists. On paper, it looks like routine logistics.”

“I have gone soft,” Rio said. “I haven’t cut many fingers lately, and now they are testing how far they can dip them without me realizing.”

“Well...things have been running smoothly lately, so it's bound to happen.”

“I can do the chopping,” Mhakie cut in. “Just say the word or signal.”

Marcus blinked. “Yeah, we know that’s your specialty.”

Rio tapped the folder once. “This is probing. Someone testing where our perimeter gives.”

Rio watched the back-and-forth with a look that suggested he was choosing which problem to solve first: the financial anomalies or the man in front of him refusing to rest.

“Why are they small amounts?” Rio asked.

“Because small amounts don’t trigger panic,” Mhakie said. “They trigger complacency, which is more useful.”

Marcus looked from one to the other. “So... someone is poking Mayhem with a stick?”

“Not a stick,” Mhakie corrected. “A scalpel. Very different intentions.”

Rio closed the folder. “Handle it.”

Marcus blinked. “Handle it how? Audit? Forensics? Threat? Or—” he gestured vaguely toward Mhakie “—the... other thing.”

“Pull their nails out,” Rio said.

Marcus made a soft noise of suffering. But before anyone could take the next breath, it happened—the shift.

It was small, a tightening around Mhakie’s temples, the slightest flinch, barely visible unless you were looking directly at him. Rio was.

“Stop,” Rio ordered immediately.

“I’m fine,” Mhakie said through a breath that wasn’t fine at all.

“You’re not.”

“It’ll pass.”

“It won’t,” Rio said, already stepping behind him, fingers brushing under his hairline. “Not if you sit there pretending you’re indestructible.”

“I am indestructible,” he muttered.

“You’re concussed,” Rio corrected, pressing precisely where the tension locked.

A quiet, sharp noise escaped Mhakie’s throat. Not pain exactly. Recognition. Marcus froze, hands hovering above the table like a man afraid to move.

Migraine episodes didn’t come with theatrics. No screaming, no collapsing. They hit like sniper shots, silent until they weren’t.

Rio shifted his hand, thumb pressing into the base of the skull, the same place that had soothed him the night before when the pain had ripped through him hard enough to blur his vision.

“Breathe,” Rio said quietly.

“I am.”

“Actually breathe.”

Mhakie inhaled. Slow. Controlled. A breath sharpened by defiance. Rio waited, fingers steady, pressure perfect.

The air in the sunroom thickened. Even the ocean outside seemed to pause. Marcus backed toward the hallway without turning around, as if movement itself might snap something important.

One minute passed. Another. The tension in Mhakie’s jaw loosened by degrees, almost imperceptible. His fingers opened where they’d curled into fists against the cushion.

Finally, he exhaled. “Annoying.”

Rio lowered his hand. “Was that worse than last night?”

“No,” he said. “Last night I wanted to rip out my own skull. This one was manageable.”

Rio stared at him. “You need to stop working and actually see a specialist.”

“I need to stop living with a headache. Since neither of those is happening today, let me work.”

“Absolutely not.”

“Sweetheart,” he said without looking up, “you’re adorable when you try to discipline me.”

Rio’s brow twitched. “I’m not disciplining you. I’m trying to keep you alive.”

“I am alive.”

“Barely.”

“I’ve been barely alive before. It’s familiar.”

“That’s not funny,” Rio growled.

“I wasn’t joking.”

Their eyes locked again, two forces that should never collide, but always did.

Marcus cleared his throat softly. 

“Should I... come back later? Or never? Never works for me.”

Rio ignored him.

“Mhakie,” he said, voice quieter than anger and sharper than concern. “Stop. Working.”

Mhakie leaned back, head resting against the couch, eyes closing for one second. “If I don’t use my brain, it’ll start using me. You don’t want that.”

“I don’t want you in pain.”

“And I don’t want to be bored.”

Rio dragged a hand down his face. “You’re impossible.”

“Seems that you like the hustle.”

Marcus left after the migraine scare, mumbling a prayer that wasn’t directed at God. The villa quieted again, not peaceful, not calm, just waiting.

Rio remained standing in the sunroom, arms crossed, as he watched the Ghost test himself like an irritated lab scientist. Mhakie stretched his neck, rolled his shoulders, and blinked once like he was rebooting.

“I don’t want to see any electronics or documents near you,” Rio said.

“And, if I do?”

“No, you won’t.”

“Yes,” he repeated blandly, “I will.”

Rio’s jaw tightened. This was why the villa felt like a powder keg. The migraines turned Mhakie into a short-circuited apex predator, unpredictable, restless, brilliant, and bored. And boredom was always the real danger.

“I haven’t been to the club in months,” Mhakie said suddenly.

Rio blinked. “What? club?”

“Yes. Club.”

“Why would you?”

“Let’s have fun, now.”

He stood, stretching like a cat waking from a violent nap. “If you refuse to let me work, I deserve enrichment.”

“Mhakie—”

But he was already gone, ghosting down the hall. Rio followed the sound before he reached the origin, the bass. Deep, vibrating, illegal-level bass. 

The music hit him first, rattling the chandelier, making the villa’s glass pulse. Something aggressive. Something with drums. Something that screamed, 'Someone in this house wants attention.'

Rio stepped into the main room just as Mhakie slid across the floor in socks, shirt untucked, hair wild, hips moving in a rhythm too sharp to be innocent. He looked up at Rio, eyes dark with mischief.

“I said rest,” Rio said over the music.

“I am resting,” Mhakie replied, raising the volume even higher. “This is cultural rest.”

“That’s not a thing.”

“It is for me.”

He snapped his fingers at the bar shelf, walked behind it like a professional bartender who’d learned mixology from interrogations rather than school. He grabbed a bottle, something expensive Marcus specifically told him not to touch, and poured two fingers of whiskey into a glass. Then he poured two more. And two more.

Rio closed his eyes for half a second. “You’re wasting that.”

“That’s the fun part.”

He set the glass on the counter, leaned forward, and crooked one finger at Rio. Come here. 

Rio didn’t move. Mhakie pouted. 

“If you’re going to imprison me in your house under your tyrannical wellness plan, the least you can do is stand closer.”

Rio stepped forward. “Lower the volume first.”

“No.”

“Mhakie.”

“Sweetheart,” he said, leaning across the counter, “if you keep using that commander tone, I’m going to assume you’re flirting.”

Rio took the remote from the counter and lowered the volume himself. Mhakie watched him do it with slow amusement, then flicked the bottle cap with his finger, a slight sound, a test.

“Drink,” he ordered, sliding the glass toward Rio.

“I’m not drinking with you while you’re like this.”

“Then don’t.” His grin sharpened. “Wear it.”

Before Rio could react, Mhakie tipped the glass. A thin stream splashed across Rio’s collarbone, dripping down over the front of his shirt.

Rio inhaled sharply. “Mhakie.”

“Hold still.”

Then he leaned in—cold lips. Warm tongue. Slow, deliberate drag along the whiskey trail he had poured. Not romantic. Not soft. Not sexual in the traditional sense. Predatory. Possessive. Testing the boundary that Rio pretended they didn’t have.

Rio’s fingers clenched on the counter. “Are you out of your mind?”

“Always,” Mhakie said against his throat. “But especially when I’m bored.”

Rio shoved him back, not hard, but enough to show he was still the leader in the room.

“That’s enough.”

“No,” Mhakie said, straightening. “Enough would’ve been an hour ago when you banned me from work like some misbehaving intern.”

“You’re concussed.”

“You’re controlling.”

“You need discipline.”

“You need to chill.”

“You need rest.”

“You need me,” Mhakie said, smirk curling. “And you hate how true that is.”

Rio exhaled through his teeth. “If you don’t stop provoking me...”

The phone rang. Once. Just once. The sound sliced through the villa, through the bass, through whatever chaos Mhakie was about to create.

Both men turned toward the sound at the same time. Rio pulled the phone out of his pocket. The screen lit up.

DAD.

All the playfulness drained from the room. Mhakie became still in a way only predators can, utterly focused.

Rio didn’t hesitate. Didn’t breathe. Didn’t blink. He swiped the screen and lifted the phone to his ear.

“Papa.”
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Chapter 2: Rest Is for the Dead
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“Papa,” Rio said, a name of habit, not affection, not a greeting.

On the other end of the line, Leandro Dexter sounded like gravel wrapped in smoke.

“Figlio. You sound awake.”

“I don’t have a choice,” Rio said, looking at the man still behind the bar with whiskey on his mouth and boredom in his eyes. “The house is loud.”

“That’s good,” Leandro replied. “Silence breeds decay.”

Behind Rio, the music was still low, the bass turned down but pulsing under the estate like a heartbeat that refused to stop. Mhakie leaned his hip against the bar, arms folded, socks feet silent on the tile, eyes half-lidded but alert. He wasn’t listening in secret. He was listening like he owned part of the conversation by default.

“What’s going on?” Rio asked.

“Business,” Leandro said. “And expansion.”

Those were his favorite words. He never called to ask how Rio was sleeping. He called when something needed to be moved.

“Florida’s division is getting lazy,” Leandro went on. “Comfortable routes, predictable clients. Javez is doing his best, but he’s still green. He needs a win.”

“A big one?” Rio asked.

“The kind that reminds the south who we are.”

Rio shifted his weight, phone to his ear, gaze steady on the patio glass. “What do you have in mind?”

“A LA MODE Casino,” Leandro said.

The name landed heavy. Even from across the room, Mhakie’s eyes flicked up. The small change in his posture told Rio everything he needed to know: he’d heard of it. Of her.

Rio moved to the edge of the countertop, fingers drumming once. “Bella Rouge.”

“So you’ve been paying attention,” Leandro said.

“You trained me to.”

A rustle of paper on the other end. “She runs the casino, but the casino is the costume. The real operation is underneath. Networking. Influence. Her client list reads like a hit list for anyone trying to dismantle the state quietly. Judges, foreign investors, offshore money, people who don’t like to show up on lists.”

“I’ve heard rumors,” Rio said.

“Rumors undersell her,” Leandro replied. “She’s good. Too good. She knows how to clean money and reputations. People owe her. Important people. She’s a central nerve in Florida we don’t own yet.”

“Yet,” Rio repeated.

“I want that nerve,” Leandro said. “Or at least a hand on it.”

“So you secured a meeting.”

“Better,” Leandro answered. “I secured you an invitation. She’s having a gala soon. Charity, technically. Masked, glamorous, all that nonsense rich people use to hide their crimes in plain sight.”

Rio almost smiled. “You want me there.”

“I want Mayhem there,” Leandro corrected. “Through you. And possibly the Ghost if you can keep him from biting anyone in public.”

“That’s not guaranteed,” Rio said.

From the bar, without missing a beat, came: “I heard that.”

Leandro chuckled. “Tell him it’s an honor. Not many people get inside her walls without bleeding first.”

Rio’s gaze slid to the man in his shirt, hair streaked red, neck still damp from whiskey.

“Bella Rouge is local to Florida,” Rio said. “You could go yourself.”

“I’m busy not dying,” Leandro replied dryly. “You’re the one in charge of Mayhem now. This is your territory. Your future. I just nudge from the back row.”

“You don’t nudge,” Rio said. “You shove.”

“Semantics.”

A cough tore through the line then, deep, rough, scraping up from somewhere that didn’t sound like it healed properly.

Rio straightened. “Dad.”

“I’m fine,” his father said.

“That didn’t sound fine to me. Have you seen a doctor?”

“I saw a doctor.”

“And?” Rio demanded.

“He said I need more women in my bed.”

Rio closed his eyes. “That’s not—”

“It worked when I was thirty,” Leandro added. “Can’t argue with historical data.”

“You’re not thirty,” Rio said. “You’re not bulletproof. And this isn’t a joke.”

“That’s exactly what the doctor said,” Leandro replied, amusement under the words.

Rio pressed his fingers into the edge of the desk until the wood creaked. “You need to take this seriously.”

“I am,” Leandro said. “Seriously, you go to Florida. You talk to Bella. You treat her with enough respect not to embarrass me and enough backbone not to embarrass yourself. You make it clear that partnering with us is more profitable than pretending we don’t exist.”

“And if she refuses?” Rio asked.

“She won’t,” Leandro said. “She’s greedy, not stupid. A LA MODE looks independent, but even she knows you don’t stare down a storm and hope it changes direction out of courtesy.”

He paused, breath catching just slightly. “This is a good move for Javez. Good test. A win like that anchors him. Shows the southern crews he’s more than your shadow.”

Rio’s jaw unclenched a fraction: leadership, legacy, training, exactly Leandro’s favorite trifecta.

“I’ll take care of it,” Rio said.

“I know,” Leandro replied. “You were built for this.”

The line crackled. For one second, Rio thought the cough would come again.

“Take care of yourself,” Rio said quietly.

“Handle the casino,” Leandro countered. “I’ll try not to die before you get back. Deal?”

“That’s not funny.”

“It is a little,” Leandro said. “I’ll send over the details of the invite.”

The call dropped. Rio stood there for a beat, phone still in hand. Behind him, the music had gone completely silent. He hadn’t even noticed when it stopped.

“You look like someone handed you a live grenade and called it a present,” came the voice from the bar.

Rio turned. Mhakie had moved around to the front, leaning against the counter now, arms still folded. His eyes were sharp, all traces of earlier playfulness refocused into something clean and dangerous.

“Florida,” Rio said.

“Yes,” Mhakie replied. “I got that much.”

“A LA MODE.”

“Also got that.”

“Bella Rouge.”

“That too.”

Rio exhaled. “We’re going to her gala.”

“We?” Marcus echoed uncertainly from the doorway. Neither of them had heard him come back. He hovered just inside the threshold, as if there was an invisible line on the floor labeled safety that he was terrified to cross.

“You said ‘we’?” he repeated. “As in... you and... us? All of us? Some of us? A carefully curated suicidal subset of us?”

Rio sank into the stool behind the counter. “Stop panicking.”

“This is my baseline,” Marcus said. “You want to see panic, ask me about quarterly audits.”

“We’re attending a party, not starting a war,” Rio said.

“Not if this guy is around,” Marcus replied, moving his eyes at Mhakie.

From across the room, Mhakie’s voice cut in, faintly amused. “Relax. If it goes bad, you’ll be dead before you understand how.”

Marcus looked personally offended. “How is that relaxing?”

“It saves you from anticipation,” Mhakie said.

“Enough,” Rio said. “We have work.”

Marcus straightened, clutching his tablet. “Yes. Work. Good. Love work. What exactly are we—”

“Travel,” Rio said. “Florida. We leave in a few days: private jet, no commercial nonsense. Coordinate with Javez so he’s ready to receive us. I don’t want surprises from our own side.”

“And Bella’s side?” Marcus asked.

“That,” Rio said, glancing at the man still watching everything, “is where it gets complicated.”

Marcus followed his gaze. “Right. Do you... want me with you? Or is this an... exclusive thing?”

He meant, "Do you want me anywhere near Bella Rouge?" He also meant: Do I have a chance of surviving this if I get on that plane?

Rio opened his mouth to answer.

“No,” Mhakie said first, stepping closer. “Say exactly what you try to ask.”

Marcus swallowed. “Okay. Do you want... us to go... or are you bringing just your—”

“If you say ‘boyfriend’ out loud, you're getting a reduction of salary,” Rio warned.

“—your terrifying shadow of doom?” Marcus finished.

“That’s better,” Mhakie said approvingly.

Rio sighed. “Yes, you’re coming.”

Marcus blinked. “I am?”

“I need someone who speaks fluent official,” Rio said. “And you’re marginally less terrifying than Mhakie.”

“That’s the nicest thing anyone has ever said about my employability,” Marcus muttered.

He looked between them. “And him?”

“You didn’t think,” Mhakie said, voice silk over knives, “that you were leaving me here.”

Marcus put up both hands. “I did not think that. I would never think that. Thinking that would be stupid, and I’m not stupid, I’m just underpaid.”

A faint smile tugged at Rio’s mouth despite himself.

“Fine,” Rio said. “We all go. But—” he turned to Mhakie “—you are not working yet.”

“I absolutely am,” Mhakie said.

“You’re still having migraines.”

“Which makes me cranky,” he pointed out. “Which makes me efficient.”

“You are not investigating Bella, you are not interrogating staff, you are not mapping exits—”

“I’m doing all of that,” he said flatly.

“You’re supposed to be resting.”

“And you’re supposed to be more fun,” he replied.

Rio leaned back, eyes narrowing. “I’m serious, Mhakie.”

“So am I.”

They held each other’s gaze. The estate’s lighting system dimmed automatically as the afternoon shifted, casting long shadows across the desk, across their faces. The moment thickened into something sharp.

“I’m not walking into a network like A LA MODE blind,” Mhakie said. “You want diplomacy. I want leverage. Those don’t cancel each other out.”

“You’re concussed,” Rio repeated.

“And you’re attached,” Mhakie replied. “We’re both dealing with uncomfortable truths.”

Marcus stepped backward toward the door. “I’m going to... go... plan things before the air catches fire.”

“Go,” Rio said without looking at him.

The door shut. They stayed.

“Wait until tomorrow,” Rio said finally. “At least that.”

“No,” Mhakie said.

“Mhakie—”

“I’ve been listening to you nagging since yesterday.”

Rio scrubbed a hand over his face. “It’s for your own good.”

“And yet,” the Ghost said, turning toward the patio again, “I am the one who says I’ll be fine.”

“Yes,” Rio muttered. “Unfortunately.”

Mhakie’s hand closed over the door handle.

“Where are you going?” Rio asked.

“Entertainment.”

“That’s not—”

“In the form of work,” he clarified. “Because you decided to take away my toys.”

“You’re not—”

He half-turned, eyes darker, voice dropping into something colder. “Don’t even think about it.”

Then he stepped outside and closed the door with soft finality. 

On the patio, the breeze curled around Mhakie as if it were trying to test its luck. He ignored it, pulling the old burner from his pocket. It was ugly, scratched, and probably older than some of their newest recruits. That was why he trusted it. 

He dialed without looking. Two rings. Click.

“Kale.”

“You sound thrilled,” Mhakie said.

Kale sighed. “You only call me when you need something or when you’re bored. Both are dangerous.”

“They overlap today; Rio got a scheduled diplomatic arrangement,” Mhakie replied. “I need a full pull on a woman named Bella Rouge. Runs a casino called A LA MODE. Florida.”

“I know who she is,” Kale said. “Everyone knows who she is.”

“Knowing rumors isn’t knowing her,” Mhakie said. “I want real data. I want every asset in her name and every asset not in her name but definitely hers. I want offshore accounts, front businesses, political links, buried scandals, her past, lineage, security contractors, staff turnover, the brands of cigarettes she doesn’t admit to smoking.”

“That’s oddly specific,” Kale muttered. “What else?”

“Blueprints,” the Ghost said. “Full internal architecture of A LA MODE. Not the public blueprints, the real ones. Staff corridors, emergency exits, camera layouts, HVAC, elevator control points. If there’s a tunnel under that place that carries water or bodies, I want to know.”

There was a pause.

“I thought this was diplomacy,” Kale said finally.

“It is.”

“Then why,” Kale continued slowly, “does it sound like you’re planning a heist?”

“I don’t plan for outcomes,” Mhakie said. “I plan for possibilities.”

“Normal people plan for possibilities like ‘bad weather,’” Kale replied. “You plan for ‘if we have to evacuate a burning casino while extracting three hostages and stealing the building’s soul.’”

“That’s why I’m calling you and not normal people,” Mhakie said.

Kale groaned softly. “Timeline?”

“Before the gala,” Mhakie said. “All of it. You have access. Use it.”

Another pause. Longer this time.

“You need to stop using Osiris like your personal reading light for Mayhem Legion,” Kale said.

“And you forgot who Osiris belongs to,” he answered.

“Fine. I’ll get you what I can. But if Bella notices someone rubbing against her digital walls, I’m throwing you under the bus.”

“And me, who thought you were the best of the best,” Mhakie said. “Then let’s go down together.”

He hung up and got back inside. The villa had gone quiet in the way only expensive architecture could manage, heavy, intentional silence, holding its breath because the two men inside it were always one sentence away from breaking something.

Rio stood in his office, reviewing the intelligence sheets Marcus had sent over. Bella Rouge’s face stared back at him from a press photo, smiling in a way that suggested she’d already calculated who would die for her and in what order.

Footsteps approached. Light. Precise. Familiar. Mhakie stepped inside, the faintest breeze trailing behind him from the patio.

Rio didn’t turn. “What were you doing?”

“Just a quick phone call,” Mhakie said, shaking off the outside air.

“To whom?” Rio asked, eyes still on the folder. “And for what?”

A beat. A slow grin. Then—

“If you want to be buried with the answer,” Mhakie murmured, “then yes. Ask.”

Rio finally looked at him. Long. Steady. Unamused.

“That,” he said, “is exactly why I don’t ask a lot of questions. Not because I’m clueless.”

“Well, I know that too.” The Ghost tossed himself onto the arm of the couch. “Do you want a medal for your discretion? A trophy?”

“Just go to bed,” Rio muttered. “You always have to piss me off.”

“I’m not tired.”

Rio closed the folder. “You should sleep.”

“You should worry less.”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I.”

They stared at each other, the space between them charged, stubbornness carved into every angle of their bodies. Finally, Rio looked back at the files, trying to reassert control.

“We fly the day after tomorrow. That gives you one day to... do whatever you’re doing. Then once we land, you behave.”

“I always behave,” Mhakie said.

“In your head, maybe.”

“It’s the only place that matters.”

Rio exhaled sharply. “Don’t make me sedate you.”

Mhakie’s gaze slid downward—slowly, deliberately—starting at Rio’s eyes, drifting past his chest, pausing at his waist.
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