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Chapter 1: A Crimson Memory 
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"Ah! Pedro, stop! Please!" The words were torn from Sofi's throat, raw and ragged.

But Pedro's rhythm was a relentless tide, each movement a claim that ignored her protests. His breath came in harsh grunts against her ear, a sound of pure, unadulterated conquest. "How dare you ignore me," he groaned, the words laced with the kind of masculine superiority that curdled the air. His fingers, rough and possessive, dug into the soft flesh of her hips, holding her in place for his taking.

Sofi's knuckles were bone-white against the brass headboard, her body a battleground where pain met a treacherous spark of pleasure. The slap of skin against skin was a vulgar percussion, counterpoint to the frantic thumping of her own heart. Tears streamed unchecked, carving clean paths through the grime on her cheeks, salt meeting the sweat stinging her eyes. She squeezed them shut, a low, broken moan escaping her lips—a sound that could have been agony or a surrender she refused to name.

Downstairs, Brad's sedan crunched over the gravel driveway, a familiar sound in an unfamiliar scene.

He noticed the unfamiliar pickup truck, its engine still ticking as it cooled. A prickle of unease slithered down his spine. He left the car door hanging open, a silent alarm.

The front door stood ajar, a dark maw swallowing the afternoon light.

Go-ahead, run-in like a fool, Brad, a small voice jeered in his head. But the sounds drifting down the stairs—a rhythmic thumping, a weeping muffled by something worse—made caution irrelevant.

Brad's heart hammered against his ribs, a frantic bird in a cage of bone. His fingers, trembling slightly, found the familiar coolness of the gun in the desk drawer. The click of the safety disengaging echoed in the sudden silence from upstairs. He took the stairs one by one, the wood groaning in protest under his weight. He pushed the bedroom door open.

The scene hit him like a physical blow. Sofi, half-slumped across the mattress, her skin a canvas of red imprints and a glistening sheen. And Pedro, zipping his jeans with a lazy confidence, a smear of satisfaction on his lips. The room was thick with the musk of sex and the coppery scent of violence.

"Pedro," Brad's name was a guttural growl, the sound of tearing cloth.

he fired the gunshot towards him and Pedro just managed to move is neck enough to avoid been shot. 

Sofi stand up screaming No Brad! No! she just come forward to shelter Pedro.

The gunshot ripped through the room, a deafening crack that splintered the headboard. Pedro, moving on pure instinct, flinched sideways. The bullet grazed his ear, a hot kiss of lead that left a stinging furrow and a splash of red against the white wall.

"No, Brad! No!" Sofi's scream cut through the ringing in their ears, raw and immediate. She scrambled from the bed, a tangle of limbs, and threw herself between the gun and the man who had just been inside her.

Pedro, suddenly small and trembling, cowered behind her slender frame. Brad's arm was steady; the unwavering barrel aimed directly at Pedro's terror-stricken face. His own face was a mask of disbelief and fury.

"I'll kill him," Brad snarled, the words choked with rage. "You bastard. Raping my wife." He fumbled for his phone with his free hand. "I'll call the police now!"

"Wait, Brad!" Sofi's voice was sharp, cutting through his rage.

Let’s talk first please! come down Hun, don't get pressure on your heart, you already have stroke before ... suddenly he realized his weakness, and something is aching on his heart, it starts pumping hard and his vision gets blurry, he is losing his balance and suddenly drops down to the ground

"Let's talk," she pleaded, her tone shifting to one of concern, her hands reaching for him placatingly. "Please, come down. Don't put pressure on your heart, you've had a stroke before, remember?"

Her words were a key turning in a lock Brad had forgotten existed. The rage in his chest warped into something else—a heavy, squeezing agony. A vise clamped around his heart. The room began to tilt, the edges of his vision blurring into a watercolor smear. He gasped, the gun suddenly impossibly heavy. His legs, once so steady on the stairs, turned to water.

He crumpled, a marionette with its strings cut. The gun clattered onto the hardwood floor as his body followed, a dead weight that sent a thud through the stunned silence.

Meanwhile Sofi looked back to Pedro and whispers

leave now! you pervert! Pedro took that command as his only lifeline, then he started running like a coward fox...

Pedro needed no further invitation. He scrambled away from her, stumbling over an overturned chair, then bolted for the door. His thundering footsteps on the stairs were the only sound, followed by the frantic roar of an engine and the squeal of tires on gravel.

Sofi listened to the sound of the car disappearing down the road. Then, she turned back to the man dying at her feet.

Then she gets close to Brad, Brad still breathing but sudden weakness is grasping his voice, You! You are cheating behind me? 

Sofi said no Hun! you are mistaken, I was fucking behind you, her fingers found his, limp on the floor beside the fallen gun. She gently pried them apart, wrapped his trembling hand around the grip, and placed her own over his. Her touch was firm, controlling. She lifted their joined hands, the barrel of the gun now hovering directly over his chest.

Brad is about to cry but he doesn't have enough strength to stop Sofi from doing rather only observing like helpless paralyzed men, then Sofi just pull the trigger by putting enough pressure on brad's finger

Brad's eyes, wide with a terror far deeper than any Pedro had inspired, pleaded with her. A single tear traced a path through the grime on his temple, but he was a spectator in his own final act, a passenger in a body that no longer obeyed.

Sofi increased the pressure, her own finger pressing his down. The movement was deliberate, almost intimate.

Another gunshot. The crack was closer this time, more personal. A crimson flower bloomed on Brad's shirt, the dark petals spreading rapidly.

The flow of blood just coming out from Brad's chest a splash of red liquid just spatted on Sofi’s face ... she did not bother at all... rather she left the Brad's body in ground to die in peace and bringing out the phone then text to Rico, 

Clean the mess in my bedroom please I am going to take shower. 

The instant reply, Sure!

The spray was warm, arterial. It struck her cheek and neck like a macabre baptism. Sofi didn't flinch. She didn't wipe the blood away. She simply watched the light fade from Brad's eyes, the rattle in his chest quieting to a final, empty sigh. With a sigh of her own, she rose, leaving him there on the floor to bleed out in peace.

She retrieved her phone from the discarded pile of her clothes, the screen lighting up her face, staining her features in an eerie blue. 

Outside, the familiar crunch of tires on gravel announced Rico's arrival. He moved with a quiet efficiency that bespoke experience, emerging from a black sedan parked discreetly at the edge of the property. He slipped on a pair of pristine white gloves and retrieved a large canvas bag from the trunk before disappearing inside, a ghost moving through the house he was about to erase.

Sofi stood over the cooling body for a moment longer, a smirk playing on her lips. 

"You just ruined my pleasure, Brad," she murmured, her voice a silken thread of contempt. "Now go to hell. Fuck... I was about to cum. You asshole."

She turned her back on him without another glance, stripping off the last vestiges of the encounter as she walked toward the en-suite bathroom.

The water hissed to life, instantly filling the stall with a cloud of steam. She stepped under the scalding spray, but she ignored the rivulets of red that swirled down the drain at her feet. Her face, still painted with Brad's final act, remained unwashed. Her focus was elsewhere.

One hand braced against the slick glass wall of the shower, the other slid down her stomach, tracing a path to the apex of her thighs. Her fingers found the still-sensitive flesh, the place where Pedro's violence had kindled a fire Brad's interruption had left banked but not extinguished. She pressed inward, a gasp escaping her lips. Her head fell back, the water soaking her hair as she worked herself with a practiced, desperate rhythm. She lifted one leg, propping her foot on the ledge, her body arching as she chased the release that had been stolen from her.

Her eyes squeezed shut, the image of Brad's shocked face mingling with the memory of Pedro's brutish possession. Her teeth sank into her lower lip, the pain a sharp counterpoint to the mounting pleasure.

"Yes... Yes! Yes," she chanted, her voice rising to a thin, keen scream that was swallowed by the rush of water.

. The climax shuddered through her, a violent, cleansing wave that left her trembling against the glass. For a long moment, she remained there, forehead pressed to the cool surface, her breath catching in ragged gasps.

Then, a metallic buzz. The distinct, jarring sound of a cell door unlocking.

"Mrs. Sofi!" The voice was flat, devoid of any warmth. "And this is real."

Sofi's eyes snapped open. The steam clouded her vision, but not enough to hide the reality of her surroundings. She was not in her opulent bathroom, but in the cramped, sterile shower stall of a prison. Her hand was still buried between her legs, but the water was merely tepid, and the glass was not clear but scuffed and milky with age.

A sudden, brutal longing for the dream—for the power, for the blood, for the release—seized her. "I wish I could kill this reality," she muttered, the words lost in the spray.

With a sigh that was equal parts frustration and resignation, she withdrew her hand and stepped out of the stall. She grabbed a rough towel, dabbing at her skin without any real effort to dry herself.

"What?" she snapped, her tone laced with the irritation of a dreamer wrenched from a perfect fantasy.

The guard, a woman whose face was a perfect mask of boredom, looked her up and down. "Your lawyer is here to meet you."

Sofi tilted her head, a sly smile touching her lips. "Do you have napkins?"

The guard's eyes narrowed. "What?"

"I need to wipe my hands," Sofi said, holding them up. "They're dirty."

A flicker of understanding—or perhaps just disgust—crossed the guard's face. "Use toilet tissue," she clipped out. "And come out when you're ready to go."

A few minutes later, the buzz of the door echoed again. Sofi's wrists were encased in the cold steel of handcuffs, a familiar, hateful weight. She followed the shadow of the guard down the corridor, the clomp of their footsteps a dull rhythm on the concrete floor, her mind already slipping back to the memory of a gunshot and a crimson splash, trying to reclaim the one place where she was still free.
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Chapter 2: Walking Toward the Exit
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The visitation room was a sterile box, painted a shade of institutional beige that seemed to absorb all light and hope. A steel table separated her from freedom. Bianca was already seated, a fortress of manila folders stacked before her, her tailored suit a stark rebuke to the prison-orange jumpsuit Sofi wore.

"Hi, Bianca," Sofi offered a lazy wave, the movement heavy with theatrical weariness, before sinking into the unforgiving metal chair opposite her lawyer.

Bianca's gaze was a clinical dissection, lingering a moment too long on the dark circles beneath Sofi's eyes. "So, how is life going on?"

The question was a match dropped on gasoline. Sofi's head tilted, a predator's amusement glinting in her eyes. "Great," she purred, the word a shard of glass. "You know! I'm fucking great as hell."

"This is prison, Sofi," Bianca retorted, her tone as sharp and clean as a scalpel. "You should have thought before you involved yourself in this... crime."

"Oh, wow," Sofi laughed, a dry, scraping sound. "Look at you, the fucking preacher. Let me tell you something. What did Dad give me except for abandoning my mom and me? We were struggling our whole life. My mom used to clean people's houses just to feed me. And what a fucking coincidence of an earth, now I have to pay for it by listening to you fucking preach to me."

"Sofi, I'm sorry, I didn't—"

Bianca's attempt at placation was cut off by a raised hand, a gesture of absolute dismissal. "Tell me," Sofi leaned forward, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, "what are my chances tomorrow?"

Bianca exhaled, a long, weary sigh that smelled of expensive coffee and resignation. She opened a file, the crisp paper a stark contrast to the grim topic. Her eyes scanned the page before lifting to meet Sofi's. "Worse," she said, the single word a death knell in the quiet room.

"Explain it to me, nerd," Sofi demanded, her chin jutting out in defiance.

Bianca leaned back, the chair groaning in protest. She studied Sofi for a moment before opening the file. “You asked me to explain exactly where you stand before tomorrow, so I'm not going to sugarcoat any of it.” She glanced down at the pages.

“According to the law, you are already convicted of three counts of attempted murder—Rabat, Taz, and Valeria—along with kidnapping, hostage-taking, forcible confinement, arson endangering human life, and related threats and conspiracy.”

“And Rabat makes it worse. You didn't merely threaten him, Sofi. You fired at him. The Crown treated that as a separate attempt on his life.”

She let the list hang in the air, a litany of doom. “The strongest charge is attempted murder. You deliberately left Taz and Valeria restrained in the farmhouse and had it set on fire, intending that they die. Under s. 239 of Canada's Criminal Code, attempted murder carries a maximum sentence of life imprisonment, even where no firearm is involved."

Bianca's finger tapped a paragraph on the page. "The fire itself also supports arson—disregard for human life under s. 433. Intentionally or recklessly setting fire to property while knowing it is occupied can also carry life imprisonment."

She paused, letting the weight of her words settle. "Then there's Taz's abduction. Depending on exactly how the Crown characterizes the facts, kidnapping can carry life imprisonment, while the separate offence of forcible confinement carries up to 10 years on indictment."

She looked up, her gaze pinning Sofi to the chair. “And then there's hostage-taking.” You held Taz and used threats against her to force Rabat to bring Valeria to the farmhouse. That's very close to the statutory definition—detaining someone while threatening death or harm to induce another person to do something as a condition connected to the hostage. Hostage-taking can carry life imprisonment."

She closed the file, the thud of the cardboard final. "However, you have not been convicted for Brad's murder yet. There are allegations and incriminating statements, but the Crown lacks enough reliable evidence to prove that particular homicide beyond a reasonable doubt."

Bianca finished her clinical recitation, the words hanging in the sterile air like a shroud. She reached for the glass of water on the table, her movements precise and devoid of any wasted energy. She took a slow sip, her throat working as she swallowed.

"So," Sofi's voice was flat, stripped of its earlier fire. "How long? I'm expecting..." Her gaze was fixed on Bianca, a desperate, pathetic plea for a miracle in a room where miracles went to die.

Bianca set the glass down, her fingers meticulously wiping away the faint lipstick stain from the rim. “I'm expecting at least twenty-five years.”

Twenty-five years. The number echoed in the sudden, suffocating silence of the room. Sofi's eyes dropped to her own glass, to the small, trembling waves in the water she hadn't touched. In that shallow disturbance, she saw her future—a long, slow decay, her soul turning to mush inside this concrete shell, a rat rotting in a trap.

"And what about Rico?" she asked, her voice barely a whisper.

Bianca's expression didn't change. "I'm not following his case, but probably 15 years."

Rage, cold and sharp, sliced through Sofi's despair.

"This guy," she snarled, her hands clenching into fists on the table, "fucked me from behind and he's still getting less! What the fuck are you talking about?"

"Well," Bianca said, her voice infuriatingly calm, "he helped police to detain you. It's as simple as that." She leaned forward, her lawyerly tone softening just a fraction. "And Sofi! I know you don't like to be preached at, but one suggestion: stop bothering about other people's lives. Rather, focus on your own survival."

The pragmatic cruelty of Bianca's words had a strange, calming effect. The fury in Sofi's chest receded, leaving behind a hollow, crystalline clarity. She was right. Of course, she was right.

"You're right, Bianca," Sofi said, her voice regaining its edge. "I have to think about myself now." A slow, dangerous smile spread across her face. "In that case... I will go for the plan B."

Bianca's eyes narrowed. She instinctively lowered her voice to a whisper, her professional composure finally cracking. "What do you mean? You might die on this."

Sofi met her gaze without flinching.

"It's better to die than to rot in prison like a fucking rat... Bianca."

A heavy silence settled between them, thick with unspoken consequences. Bianca broke it, her voice strained. "What will I get from that?"

Sofi's smile didn't waver. "Did you bring the property papers I asked you?"

A flicker of something—greed, perhaps, or morbid curiosity—crossed Bianca's face. "Yeah," she confirmed, her hand instinctively moving to the briefcase at her feet. "I have it in here."

"Well," Sofi said, her tone light, conversational, as if they were discussing a business deal over brunch, "what are you waiting for? It's your jackpot time."

Bianca's fingers fumbled with the latches of the briefcase. She paused, her hand hovering over the cool metal, and looked up one last time, a final, tremulous question in her eyes. "Are you sure, Sofi? You'll be like an empty vessel after this."

"At least I could do something for my family," Sofi said, her voice hardening with an old, familiar bitterness, "which my fucking dad couldn't do."

That was all the permission Bianca needed.

The documents slid across the steel table, their crisp edges a finality that felt like a guillotine's blade. Bianca placed a pen in Sofi's cuffed hand, a silent accomplice. Sofi signed her name with a flourish, the loops and tails of her letters a practiced, elegant script that belied the grim transaction. It was the signature of a woman selling her soul, or perhaps, finally, cashing it in.

When it was done, Bianca began gathering the papers, her movements quick, efficient, as if she couldn't wait to escape the gravity of what she had just facilitated. "Well," she said, already standing, "see you in court tomorrow."

"Wait," Sofi's voice stopped her. "You forgot my lighter."

Bianca froze, then gave a small, bewildered laugh. "Oh, sorry. But do you have cigarettes in prison?" she asked, reaching into her purse and producing the cheap plastic lighter.

Sofi took it, her fingers closing around it like a talisman. She slipped it into the waistband of her prison jumpsuit, letting it settle against the skin of her hip. "I don't need a lighter for smoke anymore," she said, a dark amusement in her tone.

"I quit."

Bianca's lips curved into a mysterious, knowing smile. "Good for you." She opened her arms. "Let's have a farewell hug to my sister for the last time."

Sofi stepped into the embrace, their bodies meeting in a brief, stiff collision of worlds. Bianca's suit smelled of dry cleaning and ambition; Sofi's jumpsuit of institutional soap and despair. Sofi said nothing, her face a blank mask as she held her lawyer, her confidante, her new beneficiary.

Then Bianca was gone, the click of her heels on the polished floor a disappearing rhythm of freedom.

The guard reappeared, the cuffs felt tighter this time, or perhaps Sofi was simply more aware of them. As they walked back down the corridor, the clomp of their footsteps a dull rhythm on the concrete floor, Sofi's mind was already slipping back to the memory of a gunshot and a crimson splash, trying to reclaim the one place where she was still free.

A low whistle started, a tuneless, airy melody that drifted down the sterile hallway. It was the sound of a bird that had just realized its cage was a choice. The guard shot her a look, a mix of annoyance and confusion, but said nothing.

They passed other inmates, some leaning against their cell doors, their faces slack with the endless monotony of days. They watched her, some with dull curiosity, others with the vacant stare of the truly broken. But Sofi didn't see them. She saw only the path ahead, the final performance, the last grand gesture of a life that had always been a stage. Her whistle grew a little louder, a little clearer, a defiant song in the belly of the beast. For the first time since she had been brought here, she was not walking toward a cell. She was walking toward an exit.
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Chapter 3: The Long Drive
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The courtroom was a tomb.

Not peaceful.

Silent.

The kind of silence that came when everyone already knew something terrible was about to happen and was simply waiting for someone in a black robe to give it a number.

Sofi stood beside Bianca.

Her hands rested in front of her.

Still.

Almost relaxed.

Across the courtroom, Rico stood beside his own lawyer.

He looked different.

Smaller somehow.

The confidence he once carried had disappeared beneath the weight of the room.

Sofi glanced at him.

Rico caught her eyes.

For one brief second—

neither looked away.

Then Sofi smiled.

Not warmly.

Not forgivingly.

A tiny curve of the lips.

Rico immediately turned toward the judge.

Bianca noticed.

She leaned closer.

—Don't.

Sofi kept looking ahead.

—I didn't do anything.

—That's exactly what worries me.

The judge adjusted the papers before him.

Then looked toward Sofi.

—Mrs. Hayden, you have been convicted of offences of exceptional gravity.

Sofi's expression remained unchanged.

The judge continued.

—Three counts of attempted murder.

A pause.

—One involving the deliberate discharge of a firearm at Rabat Delgado.

Sofi blinked once.

Nothing more.

—The remaining attempts involved Taz Delgado and Valeria Cruz, whom you deliberately left restrained inside a farmhouse that was subsequently set on fire.

The judge's voice was a stone skimming across still water, each word leaving perfect, concentric ripples of dread. The emotionlessness was the cruelty.

—Section 239 of the Criminal Code makes attempted murder an indictable offence punishable by imprisonment for life. Where a firearm is used, Parliament has treated the offence with particular seriousness.

He turned a page; the whisper of paper magnified in the suffocating quiet.

—You were additionally convicted of kidnapping, hostage-taking, forcible confinement, arson with disregard for human life, threats, and conspiracy arising from the same course of conduct.

The courtroom held its breath, a collective lungful of stale air and fear.

—Section 279.1 of the Criminal Code recognizes hostage-taking as an offence punishable by imprisonment for life. Section 433 similarly provides for imprisonment for life where a person intentionally or recklessly causes damage by fire while knowing that the property is occupied or being reckless as to that fact.

Bianca's gaze flickered toward her client, a quick, worried pulse.

No reaction.

—These were not impulsive acts committed during a single moment of panic, the judge continued, his eyes settling on Sofi like cinderblocks.

—They involved planning.

Control.

Threats.

The exploitation of another person's fear for the lives of people he loved.

For the first time, a muscle in Sofi's jaw jumped, a tiny betraying tremor beneath the skin.

—Your conduct demonstrated an extraordinary disregard for human life.

He let that land, a final, heavy verdict.

—At the same time, this Court must impose a sentence proportionate to the offences before it and to your degree of responsibility. The individual sentences imposed on the various counts will operate concurrently and consecutively as specified in the warrant of committal.

He removed his glasses, polishing the lenses with a cloth, a mundane, human gesture in a moment of profound inhumanity.

—The resulting sentence is twenty-five years' imprisonment.

Twenty-five.

The number hung in the air, dripping.

Twenty-five birthdays. Twenty-five winters. A quarter of a century swallowed by concrete and steel.

Bianca's fingers tightened on Sofi's arm, a useless, sympathetic pressure.

Sofi didn't look at her.

Instead—

she looked across the courtroom.

At Rico.

The judge turned his attention toward him.

—Mr. Rico Alvarez.

Rico swallowed, the bob of his throat a visible knot of fear.

—Your participation in these offences was substantial. You assisted Mrs. Hayden and willingly participated in conduct that placed several lives at risk.

Sofi watched him.

Patiently.

Like a cat watching a cornered mouse.

—However, the Court must also recognize your subsequent cooperation with investigators.

There it was.

The magic word.

The key to the lighter cage.

Cooperation.

Sofi's eyes narrowed to slits, her body perfectly still but for the predatory focus in her gaze.

—Your assistance materially contributed to the investigation and prosecution. It does not erase your conduct. It does, however, distinguish your sentencing position from that of Mrs. Hayden.

Rico lowered his eyes, a study in manufactured shame.

—The resulting sentence is fifteen years' imprisonment.

Sofi laughed.

A single, quiet puff of air from her lips.

The sound was a stone dropped into the still water of the courtroom.

Bianca shot her a look of pure panic.

The judge looked up, his face a frozen mask of authority.

—Is there something amusing, Mrs. Hayden?

Sofi raised her eyes, the picture of contrite innocence.

—No, Your Honour.

A beat of perfect silence.

Then she let her gaze drift lazily toward Rico.

—I'm just impressed by the discount.

Bianca's whisper was a frantic, futile plea.

The judge's expression hardened, the warmth leaching from his features, leaving only the cold stone of the law.

—You would be well advised to take the gravity of today's proceedings seriously.

Sofi offered a deferential nod, the picture of repentance.

—Of course.

But when her eyes found Rico again—

she smiled.

It wasn't the tiny, private smile from before.

This one was wider, a deliberate, predatory stretching of her lips.

And this time, Rico understood.

The sentence wasn't what would haunt his nights.

That smile was.

Outside the courtroom—

the tomb cracked open.

Doors groaned.

Voices erupted.

Shoes struck polished floors, a sudden, chaotic rhythm.

Officers moved Sofi through the courthouse corridor, her wrists restrained in front of her, the cuffs a familiar, cold weight. Bianca had already vanished down a separate hallway, her part played.

Rico was being moved somewhere behind her, the rattle of chains and heavy footsteps a percussive counterpoint to her own.

Then—

—Sofi.

She stopped, her escorting officer pausing with her.

Maria Santos stood near the end of the corridor, a sentinel in a trench coat.

Beside her was Roberto.

The two detectives who had meticulously unwound her life, piece by bloody piece. The farmhouse. The recordings. Rico.

Her freedom.

Maria stepped closer, her gaze sharp and unyielding.

—Give me a second.

The escorting officer hesitated, then gave a curt nod, allowing the brief, charged exchange.

Sofi looked Maria up and down, a slow, deliberate perusal.

—Detective Santos.

Maria folded her arms, a wall of solid, bureaucratic muscle.

—Twenty-five years.

—You came all the way here to remind me? Sofi's tone was laced with saccharine sweetness.

—No.

Maria's expression remained impassive.

—I came to say goodbye.

Sofi's smile was a flash of white teeth in the fluorescent light.

—That's sweet.

Roberto remained a few paces behind Maria, his presence a quiet, constant pressure.

Watching.

Sofi glanced at him.

—No cappuccino today, Roberto?

The corner of Roberto's mouth twitched, a suppressed ghost of a smile.

Almost.

—Not for you.

—Shame.

Maria stepped closer, closing the space between them, her scent a clean, impersonal fragrance of soap and resolve.

—This is where it ends, Sofi.

Sofi tilted her head, a considering gesture, like a bird examining a worm.

—You've said that before.

—And today a judge agreed with me.

Sofi's smile remained, a fixed point in the shifting tension of the hallway.

—Judges change their minds.

—Not about twenty-five years.

A small, charged silence opened between them, a vacuum where words had been.

Sofi looked past Maria, her eyes fixing on the courthouse doors at the far end of the corridor.

Daylight waited outside, a brilliant, indifferent rectangle.

Beautiful.

Free.

Then she looked back at Maria, her head still cocked.

—You know what I like about you?

Maria said nothing, her face a mask of professional stoicism.

—You're confident.

Sofi leaned slightly closer, the movement constrained by the cuffs, which gave a quiet metallic click, a tiny, sharp sound in the hushed hall.

—It makes disappointment so much more beautiful.

Roberto immediately stepped forward, a low growl in his voice.

—That's enough.

Maria raised one hand, a gesture of placation. She wasn't frightened.

At least—

she didn't show it.

—Enjoy the ride, Sofi.

Sofi's eyes flickered, something dark and playful dancing in their depths.

—Oh, Maria...

A pause stretched taut.

—I love long drives.

Maria watched her for another second, her gaze unreadable.

Then stepped aside, the gesture a clear, grudging path forward.

The officers moved Sofi down the hallway, her footsteps echoing.

Roberto came beside Maria, watching her disappear toward the exit.

—Why do I feel like that wasn't a goodbye?

Maria kept her eyes fixed on the back of Sofi's head, a dwindling orange point against the grey.

—I was thinking the same thing.

Outside—

Cold air struck Sofi's face, a sharp, clean slap.

She inhaled deeply, filling her lungs.

Freedom smelled different when you couldn't touch it. Like expensive perfume in a sealed bottle.

A secure transport van waited nearby, a hulking steel beast.

Its rear doors stood open, a dark, gaping maw.

An officer guided Sofi toward it, a firm hand on her elbow.

She climbed inside.

Metal surrounded her.

Hard bench.

Bare walls.

No comfort.

No dignity.

She sat.

Waited.

Then she heard another set of footsteps approaching.

Chains.

Slow.

Heavy.

Sofi raised her head.

Rico appeared at the rear of the van.

He stopped the moment he saw her, a deer caught in headlights.

For the first time that day—

Sofi's smile became genuine, a ray of warmth in the cold steel box.

—Well...

Rico stared at her, his face a pale, slack mask of fear.

The officer directed him inside, a rough shove.

He took the opposite bench.

Face-to-face.

Neither spoke as the heavy steel doors closed behind them.

Bang.

Darkness swallowed the compartment, the only light a single, wire-covered bulb that cast jaundiced shadows.

The engine rumbled to life, a deep vibration that traveled up through the soles of their feet.

Rico finally looked at her, his voice a choked whisper.

—What?

Sofi leaned back against the steel wall, the cold metal a comfort against her spine.

Twenty-five years.

Fifteen years.

Her eyes dropped briefly toward him, a quick, dismissive glance.

Then rose again, calm.

Almost affectionate.

—Nothing, cariño.

A pause.

Her smile returned, a slow, deliberate unfurling.

—I'm just happy we get to travel together.

The van pulled away from the curb, merging into the anonymous flow of traffic, a metal box carrying two different versions of the same damnation toward the same grey horizon.

The silence in the van was a physical presence, thick and suffocating. Rico couldn't bear it. He shifted on the hard bench, the chains around his ankles scraping against the metal floor with a sound like dry bones.

—You're going to kill me in here, aren't you?

His voice was barely a rasp, stripped of all bravado.

Sofi didn't answer immediately. She watched him, her head tilted, the single bulb glinting in her dark eyes. She seemed to be considering the question as one might consider a menu item.

—Kill you? She finally said, the words soft and almost curious. —That's so... direct. So messy. And frankly, cariño, it lacks imagination.

Rico swallowed, the sound audible in the enclosed space.

—What are you going to do, then?

—I'm going to make you wish I would kill you, she said, her tone dropping to a conversational murmur. —Fifteen years is a long, long time to be looking over your shoulder. To be flinching at every shadow. To be wondering if your food is seasoned with something... extra.

She leaned forward just a fraction, the chains on her wrists clinking softly.

—I'm going to be your ghost, Rico.

The van rumbled on, its steady rhythm a heartbeat counting down their shared sentence. Rico stared at the floor, at the scuff marks and stains left by countless other prisoners on this same journey. Sofi's words echoed in the small space, settling into the cracks of his resolve like poison. He was no longer looking at fifteen years; he was looking at an eternity spent in a cage with the thing he had helped create.

—Alright, that's enough chatter, a guard's voice cut through the tension from a small speaker by
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