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Chapter 1 — The Debt
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Camila had learned, in three years of working other people's parties, that the trick to invisibility was restraint. Don't refill a glass a second before it's empty. Don't meet an eye that hasn't looked for yours first. Let the tray do the talking, and let your face say nothing at all — not tired, not tired of being tired, nothing anyone might feel obligated to acknowledge.

Tonight the discipline was costing her. Her feet had gone past aching into a kind of low, steady argument somewhere around the second hour, and the zipper of the black dress the agency issued her — a size too small, because the agency's sizing ran on some private and pessimistic logic — had left a groove along her ribs she'd be finding in the mirror tomorrow. She didn't let it show. Rent was due in four days. Nico hadn't answered his phone since yesterday afternoon, which by itself meant nothing, and meant everything, depending on the day.

The room didn't care either way. Soft jazz moved under the conversation like something ornamental, and the conversation itself was the real music of the night — money, in every possible register. Whose renovation had gone over budget and whose hadn't. Whose yacht had been photographed off Cap Ferrat. A woman two feet from Camila's tray was explaining, with real feeling, why her husband's mistress had terrible taste in shoes, as if that were the injury that mattered. Miami did this well: dressed its corruption in white linen and served it with citrus, and never once apologized for the aftertaste.

"Champagne?" Camila asked a woman glittering with diamonds at her throat.

The woman took a glass without a glance, the way you'd take something from a vending machine, and Camila let it go. Invisible paid the bills. Invisible got the tips that mattered and missed the ones that didn't. Invisible, most usefully, let her listen — and everyone here, tonight, was talking.

She was reaching for an abandoned glass near the terrace doors when a hand closed hard around her wrist.

The tray tipped. One glass slid free, caught the light on its way down, and shattered against the marble in a sound too clean and too loud for the room to absorb gracefully. She was already turning, already assembling the apology that came before thought — I'm so sorry — when she saw who had grabbed her.

"Nico?"

Her brother did not look like a man having a bad night. He looked like a man who had run out of nights to have. His shirt was wrinkled and dark at the collar, one sleeve torn loose at the cuff; his hair was damp at the temples in a way that had nothing to do with heat. Blood sat at the corner of his mouth, already drying to rust. And his eyes — his eyes had the particular, animal quality of fear that was not performance. Nico performed fear beautifully when it suited him. This wasn't that.

"Cami." His voice had gone thin. "We need to go."

"What happened to you?"

"Now, Cami."

He pulled her toward the service hallway, and she planted her heels, twenty-eight years of being the one who didn't panic rising up automatically to meet him. "I'm working."

"Forget work."

"Forget—" She dropped her voice to something that could still pass as calm to anyone watching from ten feet away. "Are you out of your mind? I need this shift."

He glanced over his shoulder at the ballroom doors, and that was when she saw his hand was shaking — not dramatically, just a fine, continuous tremor, the kind a body couldn't perform even if it wanted to. Whatever was left of her anger drained out through the crack that opened.

"Nico. What did you do."

For one second — one full second, the length of a held breath — he was six years old again, climbing into her bed during a thunderstorm in Buenos Aires, all elbows and stubbornness and the refusal to admit he was scared. Then the man he'd become closed back over him like water.

"I borrowed money."

Something in her chest dropped through several floors at once. "No."

"Cami—"

"Tell me you didn't."

He didn't answer. The silence did it for him, the way his silences always had, ever since he was old enough to understand that a lie required more effort than simply not speaking.

"How much."

Nothing.

"How much, Nico."

"Twenty."

For one absurd, grasping second she let herself hope. "Twenty hundred?"

He looked at the floor, and the hope went out like a struck match.

"Twenty thousand dollars." It came out of her as a whisper, because her chest didn't have the room to make it louder.

"I can fix it."

The laugh that came out of her was short and had teeth in it. "You can fix it. You can't hold a job for two weeks."

"I was trying to help."

"Help who?"

"You. Us." His voice cracked on the second word, and she hated — she genuinely hated, in that instant — the particular talent her brother had for making his own recklessness sound like devotion.

She wanted to shake him. She wanted to fold him into her arms the way she had when their mother's illness had made them both, too early, into people who took care of things. She wanted, more than either, to turn back time far enough to lock every door he'd ever walked through looking for a shortcut.

The service door behind her opened.

The man who stepped through it was not hotel security — she registered that before she'd fully turned, in the particular stillness of him, a quality security guards never quite managed, since their stillness was always a performance and his wasn't. Tall, built with a spare, deliberate power that suggested violence held in reserve rather than absent. His eyes went from Nico to Camila to the red print already rising on her wrist where her brother's hand had been, and something in his face reorganized itself around the information.

"Let her go," he said.

He didn't raise his voice. He didn't need to. Nico's hand came off her wrist so fast it was almost a flinch.

The man smiled without any warmth reaching it. "Good boy."

Nico's flinch this time was smaller and worse, and Camila felt it land in her own stomach.

"Who are you?" she asked.

He ignored her entirely, attention fixed on Nico with the patience of a man for whom time was never really a constraint. "Mr. Ríos. You've made this very inconvenient."

Nico stumbled back a step. "Marco, please—"

Marco. So the devil had a name, and it was ordinary, and that was somehow worse than if it hadn't been.

Marco's gaze finally moved to her — slow, cataloguing, the look of a man doing inventory rather than looking at a woman. Her uniform. Her name tag. Her cheap heels. The mark reddening on her wrist.

"Your sister?" he asked Nico, without looking away from her.

Nico said nothing, which was its own kind of answer, and Marco's smile widened in a way that put a cold hand somewhere behind Camila's sternum.

"No," Nico said quickly, too quickly. "She has nothing to do with this."

"People always say that." Marco took a step closer, unhurried. "And yet family is the only thing that ever makes a man pay."

She stepped between them before the decision had fully formed — stupid, probably, but Nico was her particular stupid, had been since she was nine and he was four and their mother had put him in her arms like something already understood to be permanent.

"Whatever he owes," she said, keeping her voice level through sheer force, "we can work something out."

Marco looked amused by the offer, the way a man might be amused by a child proposing to fix the national budget. "Can we."

"Yes."

"And what do you have to offer?"

The question landed on her skin like something dirty, and heat climbed into her face before she could stop it. Nico lunged forward — "Don't talk to her like that" — and Marco hit him before the sentence finished, one clean motion, no windup, no warning. Nico was on the marble with blood already spreading from his nose before Camila's mind caught up to what her eyes had seen.

"Nico!" She dropped beside him. When she turned back, Marco's hand closed around her arm, and the pain of it went up into her shoulder in a single white line.

"Careful, sweetheart."

"Take your hand off me."

His grip tightened instead, and she understood, in that moment, that whatever came next was not going to be decided by anything she said.

Then a single word cut through the hallway, quiet enough that it shouldn't have carried and did anyway.

"Marco."

Marco's hand left her so fast she staggered.

The hallway changed before she understood why. The air went heavier, quieter, as though the party itself — muffled already behind two sets of doors — had been switched off somewhere far away. Marco straightened. Nico, still on the floor, went still in a different way than pain had made him still.

Camila looked up.

The man coming down the hallway was not the largest man she had ever seen, and that, she would understand later, was precisely the point. He didn't need to be. He wore whatever this was — authority, danger, the simple fact of being obeyed — the way other men wore cologne, so completely that the effect arrived in a room before he did. Black suit, no tie, dark hair pushed back with the carelessness of someone who had stopped needing to check a mirror to know it worked. His face would have been beautiful on anyone else's terms — the jaw, the mouth, the clean lines of it — but on him it read as a warning first and everything else second.

His eyes moved over the scene once, unhurried, and she had the strange, unwelcome sense of being catalogued along with the broken glass and the blood. Nico on the floor. Marco too close. Her wrist, reddening.

When his gaze found hers, something in her simply stopped functioning for a second — not fear, not only fear. Something closer to recognition, as if some older, animal part of her had clocked the danger before her mind had a word ready for it.

"Mr. Vescari," Marco said, and the name went through the hallway like a temperature change.

Vescari. Even Camila knew that name, the way everyone in Miami knew it without ever saying it too loudly at dinner. Restaurants. Clubs. Wine no one asked the price of. Politicians photographed at the right galas with the right smile. Men who did not go to prison, because prison was for people without the right friends.

He crossed the last of the distance without any particular hurry, and Marco stepped back from her — a small, involuntary retreat that told her more about the balance of power in the room than anything said aloud. Dante Vescari stopped in front of her and looked, not at her face, but at her wrist.

"Did he do that."

It wasn't quite a question. She followed his eyes down to the marks blooming red under her skin, and some instinct — old, worn smooth from years of managing Nico's disasters — told her the honest answer would cost more than it bought.

"It's nothing," she said, and lifted her chin to make the lie hold its shape.

He looked at her for a beat too long to be comfortable. Then he turned to Marco.

"She says it's nothing." A pause, weighted enough to be its own sentence. "I disagree."

She never saw a signal pass between them, but two men materialized and took Marco by the arms before she'd finished processing the sentence.

"Boss—"

"You touched something that wasn't yours."

Something. Not someone. The word should have offended her on principle. Instead it moved through her like a current she hadn't asked for, and she hated that more than the insult would have.

"I didn't know she was—"

"Mine?" Dante finished for him, and let the silence that followed do the rest of the work. Then, to her, without turning his head fully: "She isn't." A beat. "Yet."

Every instinct she had went off at once, a chorus of warnings arriving too late to matter.

She made herself stand, positioning her body between Dante and where Nico lay on the marble, because it was the only useful thing left to do with her hands. "Mr. Vescari. My brother is an idiot."

Something moved at the corner of his mouth — not quite a smile, more its blueprint. "That seems generous."

"But he isn't dangerous."

"No," Dante said. "He's worse. He's desperate."

Nico pushed himself up onto one elbow. "Cami, don't—"

"Shut up," she said, without looking at him, and Dante's attention moved between the two of them with the unhurried interest of a man reading something for the second time and finding it held up.

"Camila Ríos," he said, tasting the name like he already owned the sound of it.

Her pulse jumped. "How do you know my name."

"I know the names attached to my money."

The floor tilted a fraction. "Your money?"

"Your brother borrowed twenty thousand dollars from a man who works for me."

"I didn't know."

"I believe you." The answer came without effort, and it surprised her more than an accusation would have.

He crouched in front of Nico — a controlled, unhurried movement, nothing wasted — and lifted two fingers under her brother's chin until Nico had no choice but to meet his eyes.

"You had forty-eight hours."

"I can get it—"

"No, you can't."

"I just need more time."

"You've had time."

Fear climbed up Camila's throat. "He made a mistake."

Dante didn't look at her. "Mistakes are small things, Camila. Wrong turns. Broken glasses. Forgetting a name." His gaze sharpened on Nico. "This was a choice."

He rose, unfolding to his full height, and the hallway seemed to shrink around him. She made herself ask the question, because someone had to, and the someone in this family had always been her.

"What happens to him now?"

Dante considered her for a moment — actually considered, as if the question deserved an answer rather than a verdict. "That depends on whether your brother has anything left worth taking."

Cold went through her, quick and total. "You're not going to hurt him."

Something flickered behind his eyes — interest, she would understand much later, the particular interest of a man who did not often meet resistance and had learned to enjoy the novelty of it. "Brave," he said. "Or very stupid."

"Usually both."

He studied her for a long moment, as if recalculating something. Then he reached inside his jacket, drew out a white handkerchief, and took her wrist — not the way Marco had, nothing that required force. He wiped the blood from her skin with a care that felt more dangerous than the violence it was cleaning up after.

"You have two options," he said, folding the stained cloth once, precisely, before it disappeared back into his pocket. "Your brother runs, and I find him. Men like your brother always run."

She didn't argue the point, because she couldn't.

"Or he gets thirty days. To disappear from what he's made. To stay alive. To prove he's useful for something."

"What's the catch."

His eyes held hers, and whatever softness had briefly lived in his face was gone entirely now. "You."

She went very still. "No."

"You haven't heard the offer."

"I've heard enough."

"Thirty days in my house," he said. "As collateral."

"I'm not an object."

"No," he said, and something in his voice dropped a register, quieter and more exact. "You're leverage. There's a difference, even if it won't feel like one."

The slap arrived before she'd finished deciding to do it — panic and humiliation and eight hours on her feet converging in her arm faster than sense could catch them. The sound cracked through the marble hallway.

And then the fear arrived, one full second behind her hand, and it was total.

One of his men surged forward. Dante lifted a single finger without looking away from her, and the man went still. The silence that followed had a texture to it, and in that silence Camila understood — with the sick, plunging clarity of a person watching their own keys sink into dark water — exactly what she had just done, and to whom, and in front of whom. Her palm burned. Her legs had gone loose at the knee. People disappeared for less than this. People had certainly died for less than this.

Dante's head had turned slightly with the force of the blow. He brought it back without hurry, and there was no anger in his face at all — only that same dark, patient interest, which frightened her considerably more than rage would have.

"You get one of those," he said.

She couldn't speak. Her heartbeat was everywhere in her body except where it belonged.

"I'm not going anywhere with you," she managed finally, and heard how much less certain it sounded the second time a sentence like it left her mouth tonight.

"Then your brother leaves with Marco."

She looked at the door where Marco had been walked out, and her mind supplied the rest without mercy — Nico bleeding somewhere she couldn't follow, Nico disappearing into the part of the night people didn't come back from. Dante watched her arrive at the understanding without hurrying her toward it, which was, in its way, its own kind of cruelty.

"If I agree," she said finally, "Nico walks out alive."

"Yes."

"You don't touch him."

"Not unless he gives me reason to."

"And I can leave after thirty days."

"If the debt is settled."

"That isn't what I asked."

"No," he agreed. "It's what I'm offering."

She hated him with a thoroughness that surprised her — hated the calm, the beautiful, unbothered cruelty of his face, hated that some small, exhausted part of her had already begun to wonder, treasonously, what it might feel like to be protected by something this dangerous instead of only threatened by it. Not loved. Protected. The two were not the same thing. One was a comfort. The other was a weapon, and she had never been foolish enough to confuse them before tonight.

Dante extended his hand — long fingers, a single black signet ring and nothing else, a king who had never needed a crown to prove it. Behind the ballroom doors the party carried on exactly as it had an hour ago, glasses ringing, laughter rising and falling, entirely unaware that somewhere close by a life had just been redrawn.

She put her hand in his.

His fingers closed around hers — warm, which struck her as an injustice given everything else about him, and steady in a way that felt less like comfort than like a door closing with unusual gentleness.

He drew her closer, until his mouth was near her ear, his voice pitched low enough that it belonged only to her.

"For the next thirty days," he said, "you belong to my house."

Her heart missed its rhythm entirely.

"And in my house, Camila —" his thumb moved once, slow, over her knuckles — "you'll learn the rules quickly, or you won't survive them at all."
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Chapter 2 — The Offer

[image: ]


Dante Vescari's hand had been warm. That was the detail Camila's mind kept returning to, uselessly, as she pulled hers free — warm, when everything else about him suggested marble, or the flat cold of a gun barrel against skin. For one traitorous second her body had registered the warmth as safety. It wasn't. It was simply another thing about him that didn't behave the way it should.

"Smart girl," Dante said, watching her hand retreat.

"Don't call me that."

"What would you prefer?"

"That you forget my name. My face. My brother's existence."

"Too late for all three."

Behind him, through the doors, the party carried on exactly as it had ten minutes ago — glasses ringing, laughter rising and settling, small plates of food circulating that cost more than a week of her groceries. No one out there knew that a life had just been signed over in a service hallway. Or maybe they did, she thought. Maybe this was simply what people like them did between courses, and the rest of the room had learned long ago not to look up from the plate.

"Bring the car around," Dante said to one of his men, without looking away from her.

She made herself think before she spoke, which cost more effort than it should have. Her palm still remembered the slap; her whole body still remembered the second afterward. Whatever she had left to spend tonight, she needed to spend it on things that mattered — and there were exactly two of those.

"I'm in the middle of a shift," she said. "If I vanish, I lose the job."

"I'll make a call."

"That isn't—" She stopped. Reset. "It's not about the schedule. That job is the last thing in my life that's mine. My name on a time card. Money nobody handed me. You've taken the next thirty days — fine, that was the deal. But I want something to come back to."

He looked at her a moment longer than the request required, and something in the look shifted — the way a man's attention shifts when a number on a page turns out to be different from what he'd assumed.

"You'll have the job," he said. "That's arranged tonight."

She didn't thank him. Being robbed and compensated in the same hour didn't seem to call for gratitude, and some stubborn ledger inside her refused to open an account.

"Where's my brother?"

"Downstairs."

"With the man who hit him?"

"No."

"How do I know that?"

"You don't." He said it without cruelty, the way he seemed to say everything — a fact, laid on the table, take it or leave it. Then, reading whatever crossed her face: "You can hear his voice yourself before we leave."

It was more than she'd expected, and she distrusted it accordingly.

"I need a minute first," she said. "Bathroom."

His brow lifted, faint amusement surfacing. "Before I kidnap you?"

"Something like that."

He nodded once to the man beside him. "Rafa will wait outside the door."

"I can manage without an escort."

"Congratulations." He said it without inflection, which was somehow worse than if he'd smiled.

Rafa walked her down the hall with the careful, silent attentiveness of a man guarding something he'd been told mattered. She couldn't decide if that made her a guest or an asset, and suspected the distinction existed only in her own head.

The bathroom was absurd — gold-framed mirrors, fresh orchids, rolled towels stacked like a hotel review waiting to be written. She locked herself into a stall and pressed both hands over her mouth, and told herself, with real conviction, not here. She cried anyway — three tears, maybe four, furious and brief — then wiped her face with a folded length of toilet paper and hated that even the crying had felt like a concession.

Her reflection in the mirror was a stranger's: hair coming loose, mascara smudged, a faint pink smear at her wrist where Nico's blood hadn't quite washed away the first time. She ran the water until it went from pink to clear and thought, distantly, that this was how fast things disappeared once you looked away from them — blood, money, the version of the evening she'd woken up expecting.

She dialed Nico with fingers that wouldn't quite hold still.

He picked up on the second ring. "Cami?"

Relief went through her so hard her knees nearly gave. "Are you okay?"

"I'm sorry."

"Are you okay."

A pause, too long. "Yeah. They gave me ice."

"They gave you ice," she repeated, and heard how insane it sounded aloud.

"That's good, right?"

"No, Nico. That's not good. That's a man deciding you're worth keeping intact for later."

His breath caught, uneven. "I didn't think they'd come after you."

"They did."

"I was going to fix it."

"How."

Silence — the kind she'd learned, over twenty-eight years, meant he had no answer that wouldn't make things worse.

"What did you do with the money?" she asked.

"I can't explain right now."

Something went cold and quiet in her chest. "What do you mean, you can't explain."

"Just — listen to him, Cami. Please."

"Vescari?"

"Do what he says. For now."

She stared at her own reflection until it stopped looking like her. "You're telling me to go with him."

"I'm telling you he's better than the alternative."

The laugh that came out of her was small and cracked. "Oh my God."

"Cami—"

"Don't. Don't Cami me."

"I'm trying to keep you alive."

"By handing me to him?"

"He won't hurt you."

"You don't know that."

"I know enough." His voice had gone very quiet.

She went still. "What does that mean?"

Only his breathing came back.

"Nico—"

"I have to go."

"No, you don't. What does that mean?"

"I'm sorry." And then the line was dead, and she was left holding a silence with more weight in it than the whole conversation before it.

She stood there a moment with the phone still at her ear, then let out a short, furious sound into the marble quiet — not loud enough to bring Rafa through the door, just loud enough to prove to herself it had happened. Her brother hadn't only made a mistake tonight. He was hiding something. He was always hiding something, and it was always worse than what he led with.

She tucked the phone into the top of her dress, because the thing had no pockets, and opened the door. Rafa didn't so much as blink at her face.

"If you say one word," she told him, "I will lose what's left of my mind."

He said nothing. Wise man.

Dante was waiting where she'd left him, one hand in his pocket, phone in the other, expression composed enough to make her want to break something. She crossed to him and kept her voice low and level, because she'd learned something in that hallway an hour ago and intended to keep it learned.

"My brother told me you're better than the alternative," she said. "Who's the alternative?"

He put the phone away without hurrying. "Someone with considerably less patience."

"An hour ago your own man was beating people in this hotel."

"Marco was undisciplined."

"Marco works for you."

"Not after tonight."

The chill that went through her stopped her from asking what that meant. Cowardice, maybe. Or the first real instinct for self-preservation she'd had all evening. She chose the question that mattered instead.

"What did Nico actually do?"

Something in Dante's face eased, fractionally, into something almost
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