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EPILOGUE

CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, surveillance, confinement, forced proximity, contractual coercion, power imbalance, stalking, identity deception, childhood trauma, grief, violence, morally grey characters, and dark themes. 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

“Teardrop” — Massive Attack

“The Devil’s Muse” — BANKS

“Nothing’s Gonna Hurt You Baby” — Cigarettes After Sex

“Arsonist’s Lullabye” — Hozier

“Do I Wanna Know?” — Arctic Monkeys

“Haunted” — Beyoncé

“Swim” — Chase Atlantic

“Watch Me Burn” — Deftones

“Twisted” — MISSIO

“Everything I Wanted” — Billie Eilish

“Glory Box” — Portishead

“Down in the Valley” — The Head and the Heart

“The cruelest prisons have no walls. They have your favorite books on the nightstand and coffee brewed exactly the way you take it. You don’t escape a cage you chose. You just learn to call it by a different name.”

— Margaux Ellery, Letters from the Locked Room

For everyone who kept a door open for someone

the world said was gone.

And for those who came back anyway.
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PROLOGUE
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The Three Doors

Three doors. Concrete floor. A single fluorescent tube buzzing overhead like a trapped insect.

The corridor smelled of old stone and industrial cleaner, the kind used in hospitals and slaughterhouses. I counted the steps from the elevator: forty-two. I counted the cameras: seven. I counted the exits visible from where I stood: zero.

Pell walked ahead of me, his shoes clicking against the floor in a rhythm too precise to be casual. He wore a grey suit that fit like it had been sewn onto his body, and he carried a leather folio he hadn’t opened since meeting me at the service entrance twenty minutes and a lifetime ago.

“Three candidates,” he said without turning around. “Three files. One choice.”

“And if I don’t like any of them?”

“Then you walk back through that elevator, into the street, and the man who ordered Harlan Goss’s murder finds you before breakfast.” He stopped at the first door. Brushed a thread from his lapel. “Your camera’s been secured. Your phone’s been secured. The photographs are encrypted and stored in a location I’m not authorized to disclose. You’re safe for approximately seventy-one more hours. After that, the window closes.”

I looked at the three doors. Identical. Steel-reinforced, painted the color of fog. No windows. No nameplates. No indication that behind any of them stood a person capable of keeping me alive for the next three weeks.

I checked my hands. Still shaking. The tremor had started in the elevator and hadn’t stopped, a low-frequency vibration that traveled from my fingertips to my wrists and settled in the joints of my elbows like a current running through copper wire. I curled my fingers into my palms and pressed my nails into the skin until the pressure overrode the shaking, the way you press a hand against a wound to stop the bleeding. It didn’t stop. But it changed. The tremor became something I was doing rather than something happening to me, and the distinction mattered.

Pell noticed. He didn’t comment. A man in his line of work would have seen shaking hands before, on clients who had witnessed things they couldn’t undo, and he would have learned that commenting on the tremor only makes the person aware of it, and awareness makes it worse. He walked ahead of me with the steady, metronomic gait of a man who had calculated the exact speed required to appear unhurried while covering ground, and I followed him because following was the only verb I had left.

Seventy-one hours. I’d been running for forty-eight.

Two nights ago, I’d watched a man bleed to death in a service corridor while my shutter release clicked three times. Two nights ago, I’d been a freelance photojournalist on a routine political assignment in a city I couldn’t even spell correctly on the hotel registration form. Saint Mercy, Nevada. The kind of name that promises something it has no intention of delivering.

Now I stood in the basement of a building that didn’t appear on any map, choosing a stranger to own twenty-one days of my life.

Pell opened the first door.

*   *   *
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BEHIND DOOR ONE: A man named Torres. Six-foot-two, military posture, a scar across his neck that looked like it had been stitched by someone in a hurry. His file was four pages long. Former special operations. Twelve years of private security. Languages: Spanish, Arabic, passable Russian. He looked at me the way a mechanic looks at an engine brought in for service.

“Ma’am,” he said.

I nodded. Pell closed the door.

Behind Door Two: Mika Serrano. Leaner than Torres, with dark eyes that crinkled at the corners when he offered his hand. His file was six pages. Former military intelligence, transitioned to private sector. His handshake was warm, firm, the exact right pressure. His smile was practiced but not dishonest.

I thought about the SD card in my camera. Three frames. Three photographs that would mean nothing to a jury without context and everything to a senator without one. The card was small enough to swallow, which I’d considered in the bar, briefly, in the panicked arithmetic of a woman calculating how many milligrams of plastic and metal she could ingest before the damage outweighed the evidence. I hadn’t swallowed it. I’d given it to Pell’s team, who locked it in a case that looked like a briefcase and weighed like a safe.

“You look like you haven’t slept in two days,” he said.

“Three,” I said.

“Then we’ll fix that first.”

I almost chose him right there. He was competent and kind and he had a name and a file and a smile that suggested he understood what it meant to be the person standing on this side of the door.

Pell closed the second door.

The third door was different. Not in construction. Not in color. Not in the quality of its hinges or the depth of its frame. The difference was the silence behind it. The first two doors had leaked sound: breathing, the creak of a chair, the rustle of fabric. The third door leaked nothing.

Pell paused with his hand on the handle. A hesitation so brief I might have imagined it if I hadn’t been watching his fingers.

“Candidate three,” he said, and opened the door.

*   *   *
[image: ]


NO CHAIR. NO TABLE. No file.

The man stood against the far wall with his arms at his sides, as though he’d been placed there by someone who understood geometry. He wore black. Not the theatrical black of a movie villain, but the functional black of a person who preferred not to be remembered. Black boots, black trousers, a black jacket zipped to the throat.

And gloves. Thin black leather gloves, fitted so tightly I could see the contours of his knuckles.

He was tall, though not as tall as Torres. Broader across the shoulders than Serrano. His face was the kind you’d struggle to describe to a sketch artist: strong jaw, dark hair cut close, a thin scar bisecting his left eyebrow. No expression. His eyes tracked me the way a lens tracks light.

I looked at Pell. “Where’s his file?”

“There is no file.”

“Name?”

“Designation: Zero.”

“Zero isn’t a name.”

“Correct.”

I looked back at the man called Zero. He hadn’t moved. Hadn’t shifted his weight. Hadn’t so much as adjusted the set of his jaw. He watched me with the absolute stillness of someone who had spent a long time learning how not to be noticed.

“Don’t choose me,” he said.

I catalogued him the way I catalogue every subject: from the composition out. The room’s single overhead light cast a shadow beneath his jaw that cut his face into two planes, the lit and the unlit, and both planes were equally unreadable. His body was positioned so that his back was against the wall and his feet were exactly shoulder-width apart, the stance of someone who has been trained to absorb impact. Not to fight. To endure. The difference between a fighter’s stance and an endurance stance is in the knees: fighters bend forward, toward the threat. This man’s knees were locked, rooted, as if the floor itself were the thing he intended to defend.

The gloves caught the light. Thin leather, fitted like a second skin, the kind of gloves that eliminate friction rather than warmth. Operational gloves. Precision gloves. The gloves of a man who does things with his hands that require the hands to be both protected and sensitive. I’d photographed gloves like these before, on a police forensics team in Detroit. Those gloves were white. These were black. The color difference was cosmetic. The function was identical: touch everything, leave nothing.

His voice was low. Not deep in the performative way. Low the way a frequency is low: something you feel in your sternum before you process the words.

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t have a file, a name, or a price. Because the other two are qualified, documented, and accountable. Because choosing me means trusting a void.”

I should have been unsettled. I was. But underneath the unease, something else: the particular recognition that comes when you’ve spent your life taking photographs and you finally see something worth shooting in terrible light.

He didn’t want me to choose him. That, more than anything, made me trust him.

The other two had presented themselves as solutions. Torres was competence. Serrano was comfort. Both of them had walked into those rooms prepared to be chosen, their credentials polished and their smiles calibrated. They were auditioning.

Zero was warning me away.

I thought about the last three days. The service corridor. The blood. The three photographs on an SD card that was now locked in a vault I couldn’t access. The black car that followed me for six blocks. The phone call to my editor that went to voicemail. The man at the bar who’d slid a card across the table and said the words that brought me here: Nightlock House.

Seventy-one hours before the people who killed Harlan Goss found the person who photographed it.

I needed someone who would keep me alive. Not someone who’d be comfortable. Not someone who’d file a report afterward. Someone who would stand between me and a locked door and make the door change its mind.

On the table near the entrance to the corridor, the only piece of furniture in the entire hallway, sat a black key. Small, angular, carved from something that caught the light like a bruise. I’d noticed it when we arrived. Pell hadn’t mentioned it. Zero’s eyes hadn’t moved toward it. But it sat there between us like a punctuation mark at the end of a sentence I couldn’t yet read.

“Him,” I said.

Pell looked at me. Looked at Zero. Wrote something in his folio and closed it.

Zero’s jaw tightened. A single muscle, a single response to a word he’d told me not to say.

“You’re going to regret that,” he said.

The fluorescent tube buzzed. The corridor smelled of stone and bleach and something I couldn’t name, something that would follow me for the next twenty-one days like a scent left in a hallway by a man who’d already turned the corner.

I said: “Probably.”

He pushed off the wall and walked past me. Leather and cedar and something faintly sweet beneath it, like smoke from a fire that had been out for years.

I followed him.

The black key stayed on the table. Neither of us touched it.
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The Photographer

Forty-eight hours earlier

The fundraiser was the kind of event where everyone smiled too wide and shook hands too long, as if the pressure of their grip could compensate for the emptiness of their promises.

I worked the edges of the Carmichael Hotel’s grand ballroom with a press lanyard and a borrowed dress, shooting the gaps between performances: a senator’s wife adjusting her necklace when she thought no one was looking; a lobbyist pocketing a business card without reading it; two staffers trading a manila envelope beneath a tablecloth like children passing notes in class.

The assignment was routine. A digital magazine called Meridian wanted six hundred words and twelve images on the political machinery of Saint Mercy. The city was in the middle of a reform cycle, and Harlan Goss, the district attorney, was the face of it. Goss was going to announce an anti-corruption task force at the fundraiser. My job was to photograph the announcement and file by midnight.

I never filed the announcement. Goss never made it to the podium.

At 10:47 PM, I left the ballroom to find a bathroom. The Carmichael’s main floor restrooms had a line of women in cocktail dresses waiting to check their teeth in the mirror, so I walked past and turned down the service corridor. Fluorescent lights. Grey linoleum. The smell of industrial soap and lukewarm coffee.

Saint Mercy sat in the crease of a Nevada valley like a coin lodged in a sofa cushion: visible if you were looking, invisible if you weren’t. The city had no skyline to speak of, just a cluster of mid-rise buildings huddled against the foothills as if they’d been placed there by someone who understood that height attracts attention and attention attracts scrutiny. It was the kind of city that existed primarily as a footnote on campaign finance documents and a refueling stop on the highway between Reno and obscurity. I’d arrived three days earlier with a camera bag and a press pass and the particular optimism of a freelance journalist who believes that every assignment is one photograph away from mattering.

The Carmichael Hotel was the city’s single concession to grandeur. Built in the 1920s by a copper baron whose name had been scrubbed from the lobby directory in the 1970s when his grandson was convicted of racketeering, the building wore its history the way old hotels do: in the crown molding that had been painted over so many times it had lost its detail, in the carpet pattern that was obviously expensive in 1963 and was now a burgundy terrain of worn fibers and cleaned stains. The grand ballroom was grand only in the sense that it was large. The ceiling was high. The chandeliers were real crystal. The jazz band was a quintet from Las Vegas that played with the mechanical competence of musicians who had given up on joy and settled for accuracy.

Two turns in, I heard voices. Low, urgent, the kind of conversation that doesn’t survive exposure to light.

I am not a brave person. I am a curious one. The distinction matters, because brave people run toward danger on principle. Curious people run toward it because the angle looks interesting, and they don’t process the danger until they’ve already pressed the shutter release.

I raised my camera. I pressed the shutter. Three frames in two seconds.

Frame one: Harlan Goss standing against the wall of the service corridor, his hands raised, his mouth open mid-word. A man in front of him in a dark coat, his arm extended. The geometry of the image told the story before the action completed it. The angle of the arm. The distance between bodies. The way Goss’s head was already tilting back, anticipating the impact.

Frame two: the impact. Goss’s body jerking. The dark-coated man’s arm steady. A spray of something dark across the service corridor wall that the fluorescent light turned almost black.

Frame three: the aftermath. Goss on the floor. The dark-coated man turning. A face I would remember for the rest of my life: angular, calm, with the expression of someone completing a task that required attention but not emotion.

I ran.

My camera bounced against my chest. My borrowed heels cracked against the linoleum. I turned one corner, then another, then hit a fire exit and burst into an alley that smelled of dumpster runoff and rain.

The service corridor smelled of industrial soap and the particular institutional flatness that comes from air circulated through ducts that haven’t been cleaned since the building’s last renovation. The floor was grey linoleum, scuffed at the corners where catering carts had turned too sharply. The walls were unpainted cinder block on one side and drywall on the other, a seam between the building’s original construction and its 1980s expansion. The fluorescent tubes overhead buzzed at a frequency that sat just below the threshold of conscious irritation, the kind of sound you absorb without noticing until you leave the corridor and realize that the silence outside it feels like relief.

The voices were muffled but distinct. Two speakers. One voice was high and tight, the voice of a man under pressure, speaking too fast, trying to negotiate with something that had already been decided. The other voice was flat, uninflected, the vocal equivalent of a locked door. I recognized the cadence of the first voice from the fundraiser: Harlan Goss, the district attorney, the man with the anti-corruption task force and the press conference and the belief that systems could be dismantled by the people who benefited from them.

Six blocks. I ran six blocks in heels I kicked off after the first two, cutting my feet on the pavement, weaving through crowds of people who had no idea that a man was dying four hundred yards behind them in a hotel corridor while a fundraiser jazz band played “Fly Me to the Moon.”

I ducked into a bar on Sixth Street. A narrow place with dim lighting and a bartender who didn’t look at my bare feet. I sat in the back booth and called my editor. Voicemail. I called again. Voicemail. I texted: Call me. It’s urgent. Goss is dead.

My hands were shaking. I pressed them flat against the table and watched my fingers tremble against the wood. The scar on my left forearm, the one I’d carried since childhood, throbbed with each heartbeat. It did that sometimes. When I was scared. When I was near heat. When something in the present rhymed too closely with something from the past.

I checked the camera’s rear screen. Three frames. In the third, behind the dark-coated man, partially obscured by the corridor’s bend, a figure stood in the background. Not moving. Not fleeing. Just standing. Watching. Black jacket. Black gloves.

I didn’t notice that detail then. I would later.

The door opened. A man I’d never seen walked to my booth and sat across from me as if we’d arranged to meet. He was mid-forties, bald, wearing a coat that cost more than my month’s rent. He looked at my bare feet, at my shaking hands, at the camera hanging from my neck.

I pressed the shutter. The camera’s autofocus found the scene faster than my eyes could, the lens making the same calculation I was making but without the emotional interference: distance, depth of field, available light, the geometry of two bodies in a corridor, one against a wall and one advancing. The shutter release was silent. The camera was set to quiet mode, which reduced the mechanical click to a whisper, a precaution I’d adopted two years earlier during a courtroom assignment where the judge threatened to confiscate my equipment after the shutter sound interrupted testimony.

“You have approximately seventy-two hours,” he said. His voice carried the flattened vowels of someone who’d trained himself out of an accent. “The man who ordered what you just photographed has resources I won’t bore you with. What I will tell you is that his cleanup protocol is efficient, and photographers are easier to find than you’d expect.”

“Who are you?”

“Irrelevant. The question is: do you want to be alive when that SD card reaches a federal prosecutor?”

I looked at him. I looked at the door. I looked at the camera.

My lungs burned. The dress was wrong for running, a borrowed cocktail number with a hem that hit mid-thigh and a fabric that clung when I sweated. The pavement was wet from an earlier rain that had passed through while we were inside the ballroom, and my bare feet slapped against the concrete with a sound that seemed to announce my location to every shadow between the hotel and wherever I was going, which was nowhere, which was anywhere that wasn’t the corridor.

I turned corners without choosing them. Left, right, left. The decision-making process had collapsed to a single instruction: distance. Every corner was distance. Every block was distance. Every stranger I passed on the sidewalk was a body between me and the corridor, a human shield I was borrowing without consent. I saw their faces and didn’t see them. A woman in a red jacket. A man with a dog. Two teenagers sharing a cigarette under an awning. They were scenery. I was the subject. The composition was panic.

“How do I know you’re not one of them?”

“You don’t.” He slid a card across the table. Black card. White text. No logo, no phone number, no address. Just two lines:

NIGHTLOCK HOUSE — SANCTUARY BY SELECTION

I picked it up. The card stock was heavy, the kind of weight that implies permanence. Or threat. In my experience, the two feel identical in your hand.

“There’s a car outside,” the man said. “You have three minutes to decide.”

I looked at the scar on my arm. I looked at the card. I thought about the service corridor, the spray of dark against the wall, the calm face of the man who had done it.

I picked up my camera and followed the man out of the bar.
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Chapter 2
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The Ghost

She walked through the lobby of Nightlock House at 11:43 PM with bare feet and blood on the hem of her dress.

Not her blood. Goss’s, probably, picked up in the corridor or the alley or the six blocks she ran without shoes. I watched her on the surveillance feed from the fourteenth floor of the Voss Building, my face close enough to the monitor that I could see the pixel grid behind her image.

She looked exactly like the photographs. Every photograph I’d collected over three years: the press shot from a Brooklyn gallery opening, the candid from a Portland café patio, the byline headshot from Meridian’s website. Dark auburn hair, short, practical. Green-grey eyes that shifted with the light. The scar on her left forearm, visible now because she’d pushed up her sleeves while running.

Eve Maren Calder. Twenty-seven years old. Freelance photojournalist. Specializes in documentary work. Based nowhere, which meant based everywhere. Hotel rooms and sublets and the occasional friend’s couch. She traveled light. Camera bag, laptop, two pairs of boots, and a box she kept under every bed she slept in.

The blood was arterial. I could tell by the spray pattern on her dress, a fine mist that settled on fabric the way ink settles on paper: uniform, pervasive, impossible to remove completely even with professional cleaning. She didn’t know it was there. Or she knew and had decided that the blood was a lower priority than the corridor and the camera and the six blocks of barefoot running through a city that was already forgetting what had happened inside the hotel. Cities are efficient forgetters. The fundraiser continued for forty minutes after Goss collapsed, because the sound of a silenced weapon in a service corridor doesn’t carry through two hundred feet of banquet hall and a jazz quintet playing “Fly Me to the Moon.”

I knew about the box. I knew what was inside it.

On my desk, beside the monitor, sat an obsidian key. Nightlock House had issued it to me four years ago, when I’d completed my sixth protection contract. The key meant: I am a member. It also meant: the woman who receives this key belongs to no one else. Give it, and the House enforces the claim. Every member, every corridor, every locked room in Saint Mercy becomes a wall around her.

I hadn’t given it to Pell for the selection. Not yet. She had to choose first.

I’d flagged her Saint Mercy assignment to Pell six weeks ago, when Meridian published the confirmation. I’d positioned myself as one of the three candidates before she’d even booked her flight. I’d ensured a Nightlock extraction team was stationed within two blocks of the Carmichael Hotel, because I’d read the threat assessment on Harlan Goss and I knew that a man who announces an anti-corruption task force in a city built on corruption doesn’t survive the fundraiser circuit.

What I hadn’t predicted was that she’d be in the corridor when it happened. That part was luck, or its opposite. She walked into the wrong hallway at exactly the wrong moment, and now she carried three photographs that could bring down a senator.

I opened the desk drawer. Inside: a file I’d assembled myself. Not the sanitized version Pell would show her. The real file. Three years of observations. An intercepted threatening letter from a source she’d exposed in a Detroit corruption piece. A paid-off landlord in Portland who was going to evict her for late rent. A flagged travel itinerary. A photograph I’d taken from across a street in Brooklyn: Eve leaving a gallery show, camera bag over one shoulder, hailing a cab in the rain.

Beneath the file, at the bottom of the drawer, a child’s drawing. Stick figures. A house. A sun. Two children, one taller than the other. The taller one had four fingers on his left hand and five on the right. The shorter one had a smile like a sideways moon.

At the bottom, in crayon, in the careful handwriting of a nine-year-old girl who hadn’t yet learned that houses burn and brothers disappear:

To Jonah, from Evie.

I closed the drawer.

On the monitor, Pell was walking Eve down the corridor toward the three doors. She walked the way she always walked: chin level, shoulders back, eyes cataloguing everything. Exits first, then faces, then details. She was composing a shot even now, framing the corridor in her mind, filing away the fluorescent light and the concrete and the camera angles for later.

The document sat at the bottom of the drawer beneath three years of intercepted mail, flagged itineraries, and a psychological profile I’d commissioned from a behavioral analyst who specialized in trauma survivors. Eve Calder, age twenty-seven. PTSD with selective suppression. The fire manifested as a persistent hypervigilance around heat sources, a compulsive documentation reflex triggered by threat stimuli, and a recurring night terror in which she relived the moment of separation. The analyst’s summary concluded: “Subject has constructed a professional identity around the act of witnessing. The camera functions as a mediating object between the self and the traumatic event. She photographs danger because photographing it is the only way she can process proximity to it without dissociating.”

I’d read that summary forty times. Each time, the clinical language dissolved and what remained was simpler: she photographs because the fire took everything except her eyes, and the eyes need to keep working. The camera is her way of holding on to what she sees. The way I hold on to her drawing. The way I hold on to anything.

She would stand in front of each door. She would evaluate each candidate. Torres would present his credentials. Serrano would present his warmth. And behind the third door, I would stand with no file, no name, no price.

The monitor's glow cast my shadow against the wall behind me, elongated and featureless, a silhouette that could belong to anyone. I preferred it that way. Shadows don't carry histories. Shadows don't have dental records or fingerprints or the kind of childhood that ends in fire. I had spent seven years perfecting the art of existing as a shadow, and the monitor room was the ideal habitat: dark, enclosed, populated by screens rather than people.

The drawing sat in the desk drawer beneath three years of surveillance notes. I could feel its presence the way some people claim to feel the presence of the dead. Except the dead girl in my story wasn't dead. She was standing in a corridor in Nightlock House, evaluating three doors, using the photographer's eye that saw through every surface to the structure beneath it. The structure beneath my door was a man who'd removed his own name and replaced it with a number.

I would tell her not to choose me.

I needed her to choose me anyway.

Not because I was the best option. I was. But that wasn’t the point. The point was a question I’d carried for eighteen years: if I stripped away every identifier, every credential, every piece of information that a person uses to decide whether to trust a stranger, would she still reach for me? Would something in her recognize something in me that went deeper than a name?

It was a selfish question. I knew that
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