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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, surveillance, confinement, explicit language, contractual coercion, stalking, forced proximity, dark themes, morally grey characters, toxic relationships, and blackmail. This is a DARK romance. The MMC is not a safe hero. If that's not your cup of poison, this book is not for you. Reader discretion is advised.

PLAYLIST

"Earned It" — The Weeknd

"Beggin for Thread" — BANKS

"Do I Wanna Know?" — Arctic Monkeys

"lovely" — Billie Eilish ft. Khalid

"Glory Box" — Portishead

"Teardrop" — Massive Attack

"K." — Cigarettes After Sex

"Cellophane" — FKA twigs

"In the Night" — The Weeknd

"Body Party" — Ciara

"Wicked Game" — Chris Isaak

"Dark Paradise" — Lana Del Rey

“There are rooms built for keeping and rooms built for holding. The difference is whether the door locks from the inside.”

— Liora Venn, The Collector's Architecture

For everyone who stayed.

Not because the door was locked.

Because the man on the other side of it was worth the dark.
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The Curtain

The bourbon is two fingers short of a bad decision when the music stops.

Not the jazz. The jazz keeps going, the way it always does at The Vesper Room, low and liquid and unbothered by anything happening beyond the bell of the saxophone. The sound that stops is underneath it. The murmur of the hallway behind the bar. Voices I've been half-hearing for twenty minutes while I scroll through audit data on my phone, numbers swimming in the amber light.

The light in here is always amber. It comes from sconces shaped like cupped hands, set into the brick walls at intervals someone calculated for privacy. The Vesper Room sits beneath a record shop on Oleander Street, a flight of stairs below the sidewalk, and everything about it works to make you forget the weight of the city overhead. The air smells like old wood, candle wax, and the faint mineral tang of concrete that never fully dries. Humidity clings to the exposed pipes running along the low ceiling. The tables are dark walnut, scarred and polished in equal measure. It's the kind of place that earns its atmosphere rather than manufacturing it.

One voice rises. Another cuts it off. Then a thud. Dense. Final. The kind of sound that doesn't belong to a body adjusting its weight in a chair.

I set my bourbon on the table. The glass is heavy, cut crystal, too nice for a basement jazz club in the Brass Ward. Everything about The Vesper Room is like that. Too nice. Too careful. A place designed to make you forget you're underground.

Booth Six. Last booth on the east wall, tucked into the corner where the hallway meets the back of the stage. I've been coming here on Thursday nights for six weeks, ever since I moved to Saint Mercy for the audit contract. I sit in the same booth. I order the same drink. The bartender, Céleste, remembers my name and never asks why I come alone. I like the music. I like the anonymity. I like the curtain.

It's heavy, the curtain. Burgundy velvet, thick enough to swallow sound. When I draw it closed, the club disappears. Just me and the saxophone and whatever number I'm chasing across a spreadsheet.

Behind the curtain, the world reduces to inputs I can control. The temperature of the bourbon. The brightness of my phone screen. The distance between my body and the nearest stranger, which tonight is at least fifteen feet. I've always needed this: a space small enough to manage. My therapist in Portland called it hypervigilance. I call it professional habit. When you spend your days looking for the number someone hid inside other numbers, you start treating your environment the same way. Cataloguing. Measuring. Noting what belongs and what doesn't.

Tonight the number is GVS-7. A VIP account at the Regency Grand Casino that routes funds through three intermediary holding companies before depositing into a trust registered in Delaware. The trust has no beneficiary on file. The amounts are precise, repeating, and spaced at intervals that would look random to anyone who doesn't think in patterns.

I think in patterns.

The account has been active for four years. Someone built it carefully, with the patience of a person who understands that the best place to hide money is inside other money. I've been picking at it for two weeks, and the thread keeps pulling. Every layer I peel back reveals another layer. It's elegant, almost. The architecture of it.

The deposits follow a thirteen-day cycle. Not weekly, not biweekly. Thirteen days. A prime number interval, which makes automated pattern detection harder. Whoever designed this understood how compliance software scans for regularity. The amounts vary between forty-seven and sixty-three thousand, always staying beneath the threshold that triggers secondary review at the holding companies. Each deposit originates from a different source account, but when I mapped the routing numbers backward, three of them share a correspondent bank in the Cayman Islands. The same correspondent bank that processed a wire transfer for the Regency Grand's renovation fund in 2022.

It's a closed loop. The money leaves the casino as operating expenses, travels through three shells, and returns as VIP deposits. Someone is paying themselves with their own institution's money, and the paper trail is clean enough that two previous auditors missed it entirely.

I didn't miss it. I never miss it. Numbers don't lie, but they can be arranged to keep quiet, and my entire career has been about making them talk.

The saxophone player shifts into something minor-keyed, a melody that wanders down and doesn't climb back up. I take a sip of bourbon and feel it settle below my sternum. Eleven-thirty on a Thursday. The club is thinning out. I can hear the difference in the room's acoustics when tables empty. The sound opens up, the reverb stretches. Through the curtain I catch the clink of Céleste's bottles as she restocks the well. A chair leg scrapes somewhere near the stage.

Then the hallway sounds change.

The thud comes again. Closer.

My thumb stops scrolling. The audit data freezes on my screen, a column of routing numbers I've been cross-referencing against the Delaware trust registry. Something in the back of my neck tightens. Not a thought. Something older than thought. The kind of signal my body sends when the numbers in a ledger shift from wrong to dangerous.

I look up from my phone. The curtain is drawn, but there's a gap. An inch, maybe less, where the fabric doesn't quite meet the wall. Through that inch I can see the back hallway. The dim corridor that leads to the kitchen, the office, the staff exit.

A man is standing in the hallway. His back is straight, his jacket is dark, and his posture has the controlled stillness of someone who has just finished something physical. At his feet, on the concrete floor, another man is lying in a position that has nothing to do with rest.

The standing man adjusts his cuff. A watch catches the light. Silver. Vintage. It sits on his wrist like a quiet boast.

I know what I'm looking at. I know it the way you know a column of numbers that doesn't sum correctly. The answer is wrong. The answer is a man on the floor who isn't moving and another man who isn't calling for help.

My breathing stops. Not a decision. A mechanical failure, like a system encountering an input it was never designed to process. My lungs simply hold. My fingers lock around the phone. I can feel my pulse in my wrists, in my temples, in the hinge of my jaw. Everything in me goes rigid and quiet, the way a building goes quiet in the half-second before an alarm sounds.

The man on the floor hasn't moved. His arm is bent at an angle I keep trying to reinterpret as natural, as if my brain might reclassify what I'm seeing if it can just find the right category. Unconscious. Injured. Resting. But none of those categories account for the way his head is positioned, and I know this because I am a person who has spent her entire adult life categorizing things correctly. The correct category is dead. The man on the floor is dead.

My phone slips. Not much. A centimeter. But the screen lights up as it tilts in my hand, and in the dim hallway, that small blue rectangle is a flare.

The man with the watch turns his head.

I can't see his face clearly. Just the angle of his jaw, the blond hair, the badge clipped to his belt that glints when he shifts. A badge. He's carrying a badge.

My brain does what it always does. It files. A law enforcement badge in this context means a specific set of consequences. It means the call I should be making is to the same institution this man represents. It means the system I trust, the system I've built my career inside of, has a fracture line running through it.

He takes a step toward the booths.

I press myself against the back of the seat. The velvet is cool. My heart is doing something it has no professional reason to do. I'm an accountant. I trace money. I don't trace bodies. The gap in the curtain is a sliver of light and I can see his shoes on the club floor, moving. Slow. Deliberate.

My right hand grips the edge of the booth seat hard enough that the upholstery tacks bite into my palm. I can feel each one. Four small points of pressure, evenly spaced. My mind is counting them because my mind needs to count something. If I count, I'm still functioning. If I'm still functioning, I'm still here, behind the curtain, in the booth, alive.

Then a hand grips the curtain from the outside.

Not his hand. This hand comes from the other direction, from the main room side, and it doesn't pull the curtain open. It holds it shut. Steadies the fabric so the gap disappears.

A voice. Low, close, spoken into the seam of the velvet as if the curtain were a confessional wall.

—Don't move. Don't speak. Wait inside the red booth.

The shoes in the hallway stop. I hear the man with the badge speak to someone. A muffled exchange. Footsteps retreating. The staff exit door opens and closes.

The hand on the curtain doesn't release.

I'm sitting in a booth in a basement jazz club at eleven forty-seven on a Thursday night, and a stranger is holding the curtain shut between me and a man who just killed someone thirty feet from where I'm drinking bourbon.

My bourbon is still on the table. The ice has shifted. I can hear it, the small settling sound of a cube losing its edge. Such an ordinary, measurable thing. I want to reach for the glass because reaching for it would mean my hands still work, that my body still responds to commands, that I am still the person who walked down those stairs two hours ago with a laptop and a work bag and no knowledge of what a man looks like when he's finished killing someone.

I don't reach for it.

The saxophone bends a note. Holds it. Lets it fall.

How long have I been sitting here. Not tonight. How long have I been sitting in this booth, in this city, pulling at numbers that belong to a man who kills people in hallways thirty feet from where I drink.

Long enough.

The hand stays. I wait.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The Fixer

I've been watching Elodie Ames for six weeks, and tonight she is sitting in the exact wrong place at the exact wrong time.

Céleste's text came twelve minutes ago. Three words: He's here early. That was enough. I left my car on Voss Street with the engine still ticking and came down the staircase behind the record shop at a pace that would look casual to the two regulars smoking near the entrance and urgent to anyone who knows what casual costs me.

The Vesper Room is half-full. Thursday night crowd. The quartet on stage is running through a Monk standard, and the tenor player is pushing the tempo the way he always does after his second drink. Fourteen patrons at the tables, three at the bar, and one behind the curtain of Booth Six who was supposed to be home by ten.

I know her schedule. I know her apartment is a twelve-minute walk from here, that she leaves The Vesper Room by ten-fifteen on Thursdays, that she walks north on Oleander and stops at the bodega on Firth Street for a bottle of water she never finishes. I know her coffee order, her gym membership she doesn't use, her library card with nineteen active holds, and the exact curve of her handwriting on the notepad she keeps beside her laptop.

Six weeks of surveillance. Six weeks of building a file on Elodie Renée Ames, forensic accountant, contracted by the Nevada Gaming Commission to audit the VIP accounts at the Regency Grand Casino. Six weeks of patience, calibration, and waiting for the right moment to make contact.

This is not the right moment.

I reach the main room and scan it with the efficiency of a man who has mapped every exit, camera angle, and blind spot in this building. The hallway to the back is clear. Briggs has already left through the staff door. Yosef Cabral is on the hallway floor, and I can see from here that the angle of his neck answers any questions about urgency. Yosef was my informant. Yosef was going to deliver the records that would connect Briggs's protection racket to the casino's VIP program. Yosef is now a liability I need to manage instead of a witness I can use.

Briggs moved fast. I didn't expect him tonight. The meeting with Yosef was scheduled for Saturday, private, controlled. Someone talked. Someone always talks.

I check the cameras. The Vesper Room has six. I disabled the one covering Booth Six three weeks ago during a "maintenance visit" I arranged through Paxton Hayle. The remaining five cover the bar, the stage, the entrance, the back hallway, and the office door. The hallway camera recorded Briggs. It also recorded the gap in the Booth Six curtain and the small blue light of a phone screen.

If I can see it on the feed, Briggs can see it on the feed.

I move to the camera's DVR box behind the bar. Céleste is polishing a glass with the focused calm of a woman who has been waiting for me to arrive. She doesn't look at me. She tilts her chin a fraction toward Booth Six.

I pull the hallway footage. The angle is bad. The phone's light is visible, but the curtain obscures the person behind it. If Briggs reviews this footage, he'll know someone in Booth Six saw something. He won't know who.

I have a window. Small, but present.

I pocket the drive. Replace it with a blank. Céleste's hand slides a key across the bar without breaking her conversation with the patron at stool two. The office key.

The club is thinning. Last call was forty minutes ago, and the remaining patrons are the kind who stay because leaving means returning to whatever version of their lives they're avoiding. Two couples at table four. A man at the end of the bar nursing a whiskey he's been holding for an hour. The jazz trio is in its final set, the tenor player pushing the tempo after his second drink, the bass holding the bottom note with the patience of a man who has been playing this room for six years and knows the walls better than his own apartment.

I check my watch. Twelve-eighteen. The van arrives at three-fifteen. Three hours to manage the scene, manage the witness, and confirm that Briggs has cleared the area.

The body needs to move before anyone wanders into the hallway. I have a contact for this. I make the call. Quiet, efficient, the kind of conversation that lives in three sentences. Then I walk to the east wall.

Booth Six.

I can smell her perfume before I reach the curtain. Something clean, faintly floral, not trying to announce itself. It slips through the velvet like a confession.

I grip the curtain. Not to open it. To hold it closed. To seal the gap that almost cost her everything she doesn't know she has.

"Don't move. Don't speak. Wait inside the red booth."

I can hear her breathing. Fast at first, then controlled. She's regulating herself. Conscious effort. Trained or disciplined, either one works. On the other side of the curtain, the man with the badge is speaking to someone by the staff exit. I catch fragments: routine check, nothing unusual, heading out. Briggs's voice is the kind of calm that only comes from practice.

The staff door opens and closes. His footsteps fade.

I release the curtain. I walk to the end of the booth row, around the partition, and sit down across from the woman I was not supposed to meet for another two weeks.

She's pressed against the back of the seat. Brown hair loose around her shoulders, dark eyes tracking me with the intensity of someone cataloguing evidence. Her phone is in her lap. A glass of bourbon sits on the table, and beside it, a leather work bag with the zipper half open. I can see the edge of a laptop, a stack of paper, three pens.

She's an auditor. She brought her work to a jazz club. The combination is specific, and the specificity is what I noticed six weeks ago when I first watched her enter The Vesper Room on a Thursday night, alone, with a bag that said professional and a drink order that said private. She sat in the same booth. She ordered the same bourbon. She came for the music and the anonymity, and the combination of those two things made her exactly the kind of person who would notice a sound in a hallway and look through a curtain gap instead of looking away.

I look at her face. I've been looking at it in photographs for six weeks, but photographs don't prepare you for what happens when Elodie Ames looks back. There's a precision in her gaze that has nothing to do with fear. She's reading me the way she reads a balance sheet: looking for the number that doesn't add up.

"You have two choices," I say. My voice is low. The jazz is still playing. "Trust me, or take your chances with the man who just killed someone thirty feet from where you're sitting."

She doesn't blink. She doesn't reach for her phone. She wraps her hand around the bourbon glass, and I watch her fingers tighten until her knuckles pale, and then she releases. A controlled squeeze. Pressure applied and then deliberately removed.

"Who are you?" she asks.

Her voice is steady. Not calm. Steady. There's a difference. Calm doesn't cost anything. Steady costs everything.

"The man who's going to keep you alive until morning," I say. "If you let me."

She studies me. I can feel her building a risk assessment. Probability matrices running behind those dark eyes, the same way she runs them across a spreadsheet.

"And if I don't let you?"

I lean forward. My forearms on the table, my hands flat. I want her to see them. Open. Empty. Unthreatening. A gesture I've practiced with people far more dangerous than a forensic accountant in a velvet booth.

"Then you walk out that door, and by morning, the man with the badge will know your name, your address, and the fact that you're auditing the accounts he's been laundering money through for four years. He's a detective. He has resources. And he has a very clear policy about witnesses."

She looks at the curtain. At the hallway beyond it. At me.

"How do you know about the accounts?"

There it is. Not who are you, not what do you want, not I need to call the police. How do you know about the accounts. She's an auditor to her bones. The money is the first question. Everything else is secondary.

I almost smile. I don't.

"Sit down," I say. "We have six hours until the shift change. I'll explain what I can."

She hasn't stood up. But the instruction resets something. She straightens. She lifts the bourbon, takes a sip, sets it down. Her fingers drum once on the table. A rhythm. A habit.

I recognize it from the surveillance footage. She drums her fingers when she's thinking. When the numbers are arranging themselves behind her forehead and she's waiting for the pattern to settle.

"Your name," she says.

I consider the cost of the truth. The benefit of a lie. The trajectory of the next six hours and every hour after them.

"Ronin."

She nods. Not approval. Acknowledgment. Filing it.

"Elodie," she says.

"I know."

Her fingers stop. She looks at me with something new. Not fear. Recalculation.

The saxophone takes a breath between songs. In the silence, I can hear the hum of the building. The Vesper Room's ventilation system, the old pipes, the weight of the street above us. A basement club in the Brass Ward at midnight, and the only thing between this woman and a very bad ending is a curtain, a stolen camera drive, and me.

I've run worse odds.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Witness

The man across from me has the posture of someone who has calculated the distance between every chair and every exit in this room.

I know this because I do the same thing, except I do it with numbers on a spreadsheet rather than bodies in a building. Different calibration. Same instinct.

His name is Ronin. He said it the way you'd present an invoice: here's what you're buying. No last name. No qualification. Just the four syllables and the expectation that I'd accept them.

He said he knew my name before I offered it.

That fact should be the first line item on the list of reasons to be terrified. It's currently third. First is the man with the badge, somewhere above us in Saint Mercy's midnight, who killed someone close enough for me to hear the impact through a saxophone solo. Second is the way Ronin said "I know" without surprise or hesitation, which means he expected me. Which means I've been a variable in someone else's equation without seeing the formula.

"The exits," I say. I wrap both hands around my bourbon glass. The crystal is grounding. Solid. A physical object with a measurable weight. "Tell me about the exits."

Ronin leans back in the booth. He's tall and lean, the kind of build that disappears in a crowd but fills a doorway. His hair is dark, cut short enough to be negligible. A thin scar bisects his left eyebrow. His hands are on the table, palms down, fingers still. He hasn't moved them since he sat down.

"Front entrance, up the staircase. Camera above the door. Your face was recorded when you entered, but the footage is on a drive I've already pulled." He speaks with the precision of a man reading from notes he's memorized and destroyed. "Staff exit through the back hallway. An alley that connects to Voss Street. Currently covered by a patrol car that belongs to a colleague of the man you saw."

"A colleague."

"Detective Lachlan Briggs, vice division, Saint Mercy PD. The patrol car is occupied by his partner, a sergeant named Torrance. They run a shift rotation. Torrance is on until oh-six-hundred. At oh-six-hundred, Torrance goes home, and the next patrol isn't in Briggs's network."

"You know his shift schedule."

"I know everything about his operation. I've spent three years learning it."

Three years. He says it the way I'd say quarterly. A unit of measurement, not a confession.

"The club's other camera angles," I say. "The one covering this booth."

"Disabled. Three weeks ago. There is no footage of you in Booth Six."

I absorb this. A camera covering this specific booth was disabled three weeks ago. Before tonight. Before the murder. Before any reasonable person could have anticipated that a forensic accountant would need to hide in a jazz club at midnight.

"You disabled it."

"Yes."

"Three weeks ago."

"Yes."

"Why?"

He pauses. It's a precise pause, measured. Not because he doesn't know the answer but because he's selecting how much of the answer to give me.

"Operational preparation."

"For what?"

"For a situation I didn't expect to need tonight."

I set the bourbon down. The glass makes a clean sound against the table. In the main room, the quartet has shifted into something slower, a ballad that works its way through the curtain like smoke through a crack.

"You're not a cop," I say.

"No."

"You're not a federal agent."

"No."

"But you've been running an operation against a police detective for three years. You've mapped his network, his shift schedules, his personnel. You've prepared this club as some kind of operational asset. And you know who I am."

He doesn't confirm or deny. He watches me. His eyes are dark, steady, and hold the particular patience of someone who is used to waiting for other people to catch up.

"I'm a forensic accountant," I say. "I trace financial irregularities through institutional systems. That is all I do."

"That's not all you do. You find the architecture behind the money. You identify who built it, how they built it, and which struts are load-bearing. You don't just follow transactions. You reconstruct intent."

The accuracy of that description sends something cold and precise through my chest. Not because it's wrong. Because it's the exact language I used in a presentation to the Gaming Commission eight weeks ago, a closed session, no outside audience.

"Where did you hear that?"

"You gave a presentation. The Gaming Commission recorded it for internal archives. The archive server has a standard-grade firewall."

He broke into a state agency's server to listen to my professional assessment of my own methodology. I should be filing a report. I should be screaming. Instead, I'm doing what I always do when the numbers don't add up: asking the next question.

"The man who was killed. Who was he?"

"Yosef Cabral. Floor manager at the Regency Grand Casino. He noticed inconsistencies in the VIP accounts four months ago and began keeping records. He was going to give those records to me."

"Why you? Why not law enforcement?"

"Because the law enforcement in this city is the inconsistency."

That sentence lands in the booth and settles between us like a document placed on a negotiating table. I think about the badge on the detective's belt. I think about the patrol car in the alley. I think about a system that is supposed to function on oversight and accountability and instead functions on complicity and fear.

I work inside systems. I believe in their capacity to correct. It's the reason I became an accountant and not a vigilante, the reason I trust paper trails over intuition, the reason my entire professional life is built on the conviction that if you follow the numbers far enough, they'll tell the truth.

Ronin Gravesend, or whatever his full name is, has spent three years outside the system because the system ate someone he couldn't save. I can hear it in the precision of his speech. That level of control doesn't come from discipline. It comes from grief given a purpose.

"How long do I have to stay in this booth?" I ask.

"Shift change at oh-six-hundred. When Torrance leaves, the alley is clear. I'll walk you to a safe location."

"A safe location you've already prepared."

His hands don't move. His expression doesn't change. But something in his stillness shifts, the way a number shifts when you add a decimal point. The value is the same. The meaning is different.

"I prepare for contingencies."

"Am I a contingency?"

He looks at me for a long moment. The scar above his eye catches the low light from the wall sconce. I notice his hands again. Long fingers, clean nails, a faded callus on his right index finger that could come from a pen or a trigger guard. Hands that clean crime scenes. Hands that pulled a camera drive to protect a woman he's been surveilling.

"You're the forensic accountant auditing the accounts that got a man killed tonight," he says. "That makes you a target. It also makes you the most important person in this building."

"More important than the dead man?"

"The dead man can't follow the money anymore. You can."

I should be angry. I should feel used, manipulated, reduced to a professional function inside someone else's three-year operation. And part of me does feel that. But a larger part, the part that lives in the space between the
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