

    
        
          Fall in Love with an Inmate

        

        
        
          Michala Suchecki

        

        
          Published by Michala Suchecki, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      FALL IN LOVE WITH AN INMATE

    

    
      First edition. June 15, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Michala Suchecki.

    

    
    
      Written by Michala Suchecki.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

CHAPTER 1 - NEW FACILITY

CHAPTER 2 – THE FIRST MEAL

CHAPTER 3 – FAMILY DINNER

CHAPTER 4 – RULES

CHAPTER 5 – BUSINESS MEETING

CHAPTER 6 – DARK CORNERS

CHAPTER 7 – NIGHTMARE

CHAPTER 8 – I CAN STAY LONGER

CHAPTER 9 – TRANSFER

CHAPTER 10 – SHE TRUSTS HIM

CHAPTER 11 – NOBODY LISTENED

CHAPTER 12 – NIGHT OUT

CHAPTER 13 – HOW DO THEY KNOW EACH OTHER

CHAPTER 14 – THE SHADOW OF THE DIRECTOR

CHAPTER 15 – THE LION’S DEN

CHAPTER 16 – BREADCRUMBS AND LANDMILES

CHAPTER 17 – CLIFFORD

CHAPTER 18 – BEHIND THE MASK

CHAPTER 19 – OPERATION RUIS

CHAPTER 20 – THE KING RETURNS

CHAPTER 21 – POINT OF NO RETURN

CHAPTER 22 – THE CURSE OF RUIS

CHAPTER 23 – THE ANCHOR AND THE ABYSS

CHAPTER 24 – HOLLOW POINTS

CHAPTER 25 – SHE HAS TO COME BACK ON HER OWN

CHAPTER 26 – THE PROMISE

CHAPTER 27 – OFF THE GRID

CHAPTER 28 – ARREST

CHAPTER 29 – THE PRICE OF LEGACY

CHAPTER 30 – DUAL ALLIANCES AND MIDNIGHT LINES

CHAPTER 31 – BECAUSE OF HIM

CHAPTER 32 – CIVILIAN

CHAPTER 33 – TWO PACKS OF CIGARETS

CHAPTER 34 – MORNING AFTER

CHAPTER 35 – BLOW

CHAPTER 36 – VALLEY CREST DETENTION CENTER

CHAPTER 37 – MY TERRITORY, YOUR PROBLEM

CHAPTER 38 – PASSENGER SEAT

CHAPTER 39 – IN THE FIRST PLACE

CHAPTER 40 – WE’RE DOOMED ANYWAY

CHAPTER 41 – WALKING ON THIN ICE

CHAPTER 42 – THE GOOD CITIZEN

CHAPTER 43 – THE HOUSE CALL

CHAPTER 44 – THE DIAGNOSIS

CHAPTER 45 – THE SAME MISTAKE

CHAPTER 46 – NOTHING LEFT TO LOSE

CHAPTER 47 – ARE YOU STILL IN LOVE WITH STEVE... LUCY?

CHAPTER 48 – MY DREAMS

CHAPTER 49 – TWO–WAY MIRROR

CHAPTER 50 – EXCLUSIVE

Also By Michala Suchecki

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1 - NEW FACILITY
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Steve was sitting in his office, paging through the file in his hands, when a knock sounded at his door.﻿

“Come in,” he called out.

His colleague, Ethan, stepped inside. “Hey boss, they brought her in a couple of minutes ago. I knew you wanted to know straight away. She’s in the infirmary, and I have to warn you, she’s not in good shape. They beat her up again right before the transfer.”

Steve ran a hand over the dark stubble on his jaw, a low growl escaping under his breath. “Thanks for letting me know, Ethan.”

Steve stood up and grabbed his files, his broad-shouldered frame towering over Ethan by a few inches as he cleared the doorway.

When he reached the infirmary, the nurse was still with her, stitching her hand. Steve had seen a lot of things during his fifteen-year career, but the sight of a battered woman in a hospital bed always got to him. He adjusted his posture, keeping his expression calm as his blue eyes took in the damage.

“What happened to her hand?” he asked the nurse, his voice low.

“Someone cut her with a knife,” she replied without looking up. “She needed seven stitches. We’re sending her for a full body scan soon to check for internal bleeding. You can talk to her in an hour. We’re keeping her here for twenty-four hours for monitoring, but after that, she’s all yours.”

Steve looked at the woman again, nodded to the nurse, and left. Back in his office, he pulled her file once more.

“Three months in jail for murder and they’ve already almost killed you. Why do I have a feeling this doesn’t fit your character?” Steve mumbled to himself, reading the report for the tenth time. An idea struck him, and he buzzed Ethan.

“Yes, boss. What can I do for you?”

“Can you get me the surveillance footage from her previous facility? I want to know exactly what I’m dealing with.”

“Yeah, no problem. I’m sure they caught the last incident on video, too.”

“Thanks.”

For the last five years, Steve had specialized in complicated cases like Lucy Brighton. Lucy had lived a quiet life until the day a friend came to visit and found her covered in blood, standing over the body of her dead fiancé. The court found her guilty, and she ended up in a prison where her cellmates targeted her almost daily. To keep her alive, she had been transferred to this high-security facility and assigned to Steve.

He went to see her again after her medical tests were finished. One hand was chained to the bed frame; the other was heavily bandaged. Scratches lined her face, and bruises mottled her skin. Steve stood quietly by her bedside, keeping a respectful distance.

“Lucy Brighton?”

She opened her eyes and looked at him.

“My name is Steven Ruis, and I’ll be your counselor. How do you feel?”

She turned her head away, remaining silent.

“It’s okay if you don’t want to talk,” he said calmly. “It’ll work just fine if you listen. The scans show no internal injuries. You’ll stay here for observation for twenty-four hours, and then you’ll be moved to your own room. And I mean a private room, with your own bathroom. You won’t be allowed anywhere else without an escort, and while you’re here, you’re stuck with me. From what I’ve read, we’ll be seeing a lot of each other. Try to rest; I’ll check on you later.”

Steve returned to his office to find Ethan waiting.

“I have the video you wanted. And I managed to get a clip from the courtroom, too.”

“Did you watch them?”

“Yes.”

Steve looked at him, noting his expression. “What did you see, Ethan?”

Ethan shook his head. “Watch it first. Then we’ll talk.”

Steve sighed and pressed play. As the footage ran, he noted, “She never speaks. To anybody. Ethan, what is it you’re trying to tell me?”

Ethan cleared his throat. “Foremost, she’s grieving, and she needs help. I get that she pissed off those other inmates by being silent, but look at this. When that woman goes to hit her the first time, Lucy almost covers herself—but she stops. It was a reflex, something you do without thinking.”

Steve squinted at the screen, his clinical focus locking onto the movement. “Are you telling me she knows how to fight, but she’s refusing to even protect herself? What is wrong with her?”

Ethan smiled slightly. “That’s up to you to find out. I can already tell you’re interested. But be careful, Steve. She still killed her fiancé. Don’t get too close.”

Steve glared at him. “That’s enough, Ethan. I’m not ‘interested.’ She’s my client for the next few years, so back off.”

Ethan raised his hands in a mock surrender and left.

Steve went back to the infirmary after dinner. He stopped one of the nurses in the hall. “How is she?”

“Not great. She hasn’t eaten in days, and she refused her tray today, too. She’s very weak.”

“Thank you,” Steve said, stepping softly into Lucy’s room.

“Hi there. They told me you aren’t eating. I know prison food is nothing special, but we need to keep you alive. You are safe here. How do you feel for now? Do you need some painkillers?”

She didn’t even look at him this time.

“Okay. Tomorrow morning, we’re having breakfast together. I’m sorry, but for now we’ll need to keep that IV in your hand. I know it isn’t comfortable, but it’s necessary till tomorrow.”

She closed her eyes. Steve watched her steady breathing for a moment. She was stubborn, but he could tell she hated being in the hospital. Nobody liked it.

“Good night, Lucy. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Left alone, Lucy stared at the needle in her vein. She wanted to roll onto her side, but the handcuffs jerked her back. He was strange. She’d expected a counselor, but she hadn’t expected anyone to act like they cared. But whether he cared or not, he wouldn’t believe her. No one did. That was why she had stopped talking. There was no point in speaking when nobody was actually listening.

She tried to sleep, but the pain made it impossible to get comfortable. In the morning, after her final check-up, two guards arrived to transfer her to the residential wing. Steve walked in just as they were reaching for her.

“It’s alright, I’ll take her. And please, take the handcuffs off. She won’t try anything.”

Lucy looked at him in genuine surprise. She almost asked him how he could be so sure. Instead, she opened her mouth, hesitated, and then closed it again.
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CHAPTER 2 – THE FIRST MEAL
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Steve led her into the new room, and Lucy stopped dead at the threshold.﻿

For a long moment, she simply stared. The room was small but clean, furnished with a narrow bed and a small table. Most importantly, there was a door leading to a private bathroom. She inhaled sharply, the scent of antiseptic replaced by a hint of fresh linens.

“I told you I’d get you a room with your own bathroom,” Steve said, watching her reaction closely.

She looked at him and gave a small, stiff nod. Gratitude was the simplest response available—and the safest. The past few months in the general population had trained her well: keep your head down and acknowledge favors without making a target of yourself.

“If you want to take a shower first, I’ll wait,” he added. “Just be careful with your stitches.”

Lucy didn’t move. She studied him instead, her expression unreadable. Steve mistook her stillness for hesitation.

“Do you need help?” he asked.

Inside, Lucy felt a thousand different impulses pulling at once. She wanted hot water on her skin more than she wanted sleep—more than she wanted food. But her body was weak and stiff with pain; she wasn’t sure if her legs would betray her the moment she tried to manage the task alone.

Steve shifted his weight. “Lucy, I can’t read your mind. I understand you don’t want to talk, but you have to show me what you need. I don’t mind helping you, and you don’t need to worry about anything... inappropriate. I’m not interested in you that way. No offense, but you’re my client. That’s it.”

She noted his phrasing. The emphasis. The way he offered reassurance before she even had the voice to ask for it.

“Alright,” he continued, taking her silence as a green light. “Shower it is. You’ve got clean clothes in the drawer. I’ll go start the water for you.”

Lucy crossed the room slowly. Steve watched her move, his gaze professional and sharp, noting the way she gingerly balanced her weight to avoid aggravating her bruises.

“The towels are in the bathroom,” he said. “Show me your hand first. I’ll wrap the bandage so it doesn’t get soaked.”

She held it out. His fingers were quick and practiced as he secured a waterproof layer. When they stepped into the small bathroom, he immediately turned his back to give her privacy.

Then he heard it—a soft sound. A sharp, hitched breath that was almost a groan. He turned instinctively. She was struggling with her socks, her fingers trembling too hard to grip the fabric.

“For God’s sake, sit down,” he said, his voice softening. “I’ll do it.”

He knelt on the floor, tugging the socks free before helping her out of her trousers and shirt with brisk, clinical efficiency. Her body told a story he didn’t like reading: she was far too thin, with fresh bruises layered over yellowing ones, her skin a map of recent and older trauma.

She stood in her underwear, waiting. She didn’t flinch or try to cover herself. That, too, he noticed. It was the behavior of someone who had long since lost the luxury of modesty. Steve looked away at once.

“If you need anything,” he said, his voice a bit too fast, “throw something at the door.”

Lucy stepped under the spray. The heat made her knees buckle for a second, but she leaned against the wall and let the water run over her shoulders and down her spine. She washed what she could reach, moving methodically. When she finally emerged, wrapped in a towel, she kept her eyes down and offered a brief, embarrassed half-smile.

Steve waited while she dressed, then helped her back to the bed.

“Better?” he asked.

She nodded.

“No way,” he said lightly. “You actually answered. Now, have you thought about breakfast? Even a little something? I’d really rather not watch them put a tube down your throat.”

The corner of her mouth twitched. He noticed—and filed it away.

She managed some yogurt and a cup of tea. Steve ate a sandwich while standing, preferring to keep moving.

“Thank you for sparing me the medical theater,” he said. “I’m not great with needles and tubes. Try to rest now. You aren’t allowed outside this room, and there are two guards stationed at the door. Don’t make their day harder than it needs to be, okay? I’ll be back at lunch.”

He hesitated. “See you later, Lucy.”

She watched him leave. When the door clicked shut, the room felt cavernous and too quiet. She lay down, turned her face toward the wall, and finally let the tears come. It had been weeks since anyone had spoken to her like a person rather than a problem or a piece of evidence.

Why her? What did he want? she wondered. People didn’t act like this without a reason.



Steve returned to his office, Ethan trailing him. As soon as the door closed, Ethan spoke.

“Well? You look exhausted.”

Steve dropped into his chair and stared at the ceiling. “I got her to shower. Made her eat. Ethan, I’ve read her file a hundred times, but she doesn’t fit the description. Either the paperwork is wrong, or she’s playing a very long game.”

Ethan’s expression sharpened. “Don’t go there, Steve. That’s a dangerous rabbit hole. You’ve got fifteen years in this job. You’ve worked with women like her before. Why is this one different?”

Steve looked at him. “You were the one who said the video didn’t line up. Come with me to the next session.”

Ethan exhaled. He was younger and steadier; work rarely clung to him the way it did to Steve. “Fine. I’ll sit in. What’s the plan? Push her to talk?”

“No,” Steve said. “Too early. If I push, I lose her. She doesn’t trust me yet; I’ve been too nice, and she’s likely waiting for the catch. I need her to feel safe first. Then we move.”

“And if she never speaks?”

“We have time,” Steve replied. “Years, if we need them. I’m patient.”

Ethan studied him. “Why her, Steve?”

Steve didn’t look away. “Because she wouldn’t have survived another week where she was. And I’m not going to let her escape her sentence by dying in a hallway.”

Ethan raised an eyebrow. “I may have underestimated your cold streak.”

Steve’s phone rang. He glanced at the screen and sighed. “Duty calls,” he muttered, answering. “Hello, brother. What disaster is big enough to make you ring my work line?”

Laughter crackled through the receiver. “Family meeting. Tonight. Eight o’clock. Don’t be late. Caroline will be there, so try to behave.”

Steve rubbed his forehead. “I’ll try. See you then.”

When he hung up, Ethan was smirking. “That bad?”

“As usual,” Steve said. “Either marriage proposals, family drama, or a financial fire. Or all three.”

“You’re still the one they come to for the fix.”

Steve didn’t answer. He hated remembering that his grandfather’s will had placed the weight of the family fortune on his shoulders at twenty-five. He’d stepped away from the daily corporate grind by choice, but the final, heavy decisions still landed on his desk.

“Lunch with Lucy,” Steve said, changing the subject. “I need to finish these reports first. We’ll go around one.”

“She’s probably asleep,” Ethan predicted.

She was.

Lucy was so deeply under that when Steve entered, she startled violently, nearly sliding off the bed. She hadn’t heard the knock. Seeing Ethan standing behind him only spiked her panic.

“Morning,” Steve said gently, raising a hand to calm her. “Glad you got some rest. This is Ethan, my assistant. He’ll be sitting in today.”

Ethan offered a polite nod. “I insisted.”

Steve shot him a look. “If I didn’t value your opinion, you wouldn’t be here. Lucy, how are you feeling? Still in pain?”

She hesitated, then gave a small nod.

“I’ll ask the nurse for something stronger.”

Lunch arrived. She ate soup, a bit of mash, and two bites of chicken. Just enough to keep the feeding tube at bay.

“Well done,” Steve said. “I won’t be here for dinner, but I trust you’ll eat. Please—do it for me. And when you’re ready to talk, you let me know.”

She glanced up at him, startled by the “for me,” then lowered her eyes again.

“It’s alright,” he added. “Take your time.”
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CHAPTER 3 – FAMILY DINNER
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After leaving Lucy’s room, Steve and Ethan headed back to the office.﻿

Left alone, Lucy lay back on the narrow bed. There was nothing else to do but stare at the ceiling and try to make sense of her new reality. In her previous facility, her cellmates had attacked her at every opportunity, and the guards only intervened once there was blood on the floor. Now, she had a room with a bathroom, hot water, and a man who seemed personally invested in her calorie intake.

Why?

Had they transferred her somewhere worse? Was this a place where prisoners were used as test subjects, and they simply needed her healthy enough to endure the trials? Or was there something else—something she couldn’t see yet?

Whatever the reason, she had no control over it. All she could do was wait for the other shoe to drop.



In the office, Steve dropped into his chair and looked at Ethan. “So, what’s your read? Is she playing the victim, or is there something else under the surface?”

Ethan sat opposite him, considering. “To me, it looks like she’s just given up. She doesn’t care what happens to her anymore; she won’t resist because she has nothing left to fight for. Her life ended the moment they slammed the cell door shut.”

Steve frowned, the thought unsettling him. “That’s what worries me. How am I supposed to help someone who doesn’t want to live?”

Ethan raised an eyebrow. “Steven, she’s looking at at least ten years. You can’t change that, and you know it. She’s been here two days and you’re already tearing yourself apart over her. Let it go. You can only help her as much as she allows you to.”

Steve sighed, rubbing his face. “You’re right. And now, I have to go get interrogated at a family dinner.”

Ethan laughed. “Good luck with that. Let me know if you need a rescue mission—I can arrange a ‘work emergency’ if things get too hairy.”



Steve arrived at his parents’ home at half-past seven, carrying a bottle of wine like a shield.

Caroline and her parents were already there. Spotting him immediately, Caroline walked over with a practiced, elegant grace. She was a striking woman—tall, polished, with flawless skin and long blonde hair. She had always carried a torch for Steve, a feeling he had never returned. He saw her more as a cousin and believed she deserved someone who actually wanted what she offered: attention, devotion, and a life revolving around her.

He didn’t judge her for it; he just knew he wasn’t that man. His brother, Timothy, however, had been quietly in love with her for years.

“Steven, you came,” she said, her voice bright. “I’m so happy to see you. How long has it been?”

“Hello, Caroline. You look well.”

Her parents appeared behind her. They liked Steve, even if they viewed his career as a baffling waste of time. They had long since given up trying to recruit him back into the corporate fold, though they still liked to poke at the wound.

“Steve, you’re finally here,” his mother, Brenda, said. “At least your brother can still convince you to see your parents.”

“Hi, Mum. Dad. You know I’d come if you called,” he replied, giving his mother a quick side-hug. “Where’s Tim? I thought he’d be here by now.”

His father, Carl, waved a hand. “You know Timothy. Always ‘somewhere.’”

Steve followed them into the living room, keeping the conversation light until Timothy arrived. They moved to the dining room for dinner, where Steve navigated the unspoken family rule: no business talk until after dessert.

When the second glass of wine was poured, Caroline’s father, John, finally cleared his throat. “Steven, are you quite sure you don’t want to leave your... profession? Your father would certainly appreciate the help with the firm.”

Steve took a slow breath, bracing himself. “I am helping as much as I can, John. They don’t need me sitting in a glass office watching the clock.”

John nodded slowly. “I know. And you probably know why I wanted to speak to you tonight. That small company we invested in six months ago? They’re struggling.”

Steve’s brow furrowed. “B and N Industries? Their numbers were solid when we did the due diligence. What happened?”

John lowered his voice. “It’s not financial—at least, not yet. Their reputation took a massive hit. Clients are pulling away. It could tank the whole operation.”

“Is there anything we can do to stabilize it?” Steve asked. He believed in what B and N were building and didn’t want to see it fail.

“Once a scandal breaks, it’s hard to undo,” John said grimly.

“Do you think Mr. Brighton and Mr. Nelson would talk to me?” Steve asked. “Maybe we can find a solution from our end.”

“I can arrange a meeting,” John agreed.

Brenda joined the conversation then. “You’d be wonderful if you worked for the company full-time, Steve. And maybe you’d finally find someone. Not every woman is like the ones you deal with at work.”

Steve smiled tightly. “Mum, I know that. I’m just not great marriage material.”

She glanced at her husband with a smirk. “Your father wasn’t either, dear.”

Caroline’s mother, Angelica, added, “Your mother is right. No man is born a good husband. You have to work at it. You just need to let go a little, Steven.”

Steve checked his phone, grateful to see Caroline was occupied talking to Timothy. “Please, don’t worry about my love life. I’m sure everyone not involved with me is much happier for it. If you’ll excuse me, I have some work to catch up on. I want to look into the B and N reports.”

His father walked him to the door. “You know your mother doesn’t mean any harm, Carl,” Steve said.

“I know,” his father replied gently. “But I can’t be like you, Dad. You know what she needs and you want to give it to her. I don’t have that in me. I push people to work harder; I don’t make things easy.”

Carl smiled. “That’s because you haven’t met the person who makes you want to. Love pushes your boundaries, Steve. It changes the rules.”

Steve hadn’t expected such a heavy parting thought. He said his goodbyes and left, but he didn’t head home.

It was just after nine. The talk of marriage, responsibility, and expectations echoed in his head. Instead of turning toward his flat, he drove back to the clinic. He told himself it was practical—he wanted to look into B and N Industries while the building was quiet.

At the reception desk, he asked about Lucy. The nurse told him she hadn’t touched her dinner.

That irritated him more than it should have.

He headed down the corridor and knocked on her door. Lucy was standing by the window when he entered. She didn’t turn around immediately. The view was limited, but it was better than the four walls of a cell.

“Good evening, Lucy,” Steve said. “Can’t sleep?”

She turned slowly, her face a mask of surprise, caution, and curiosity. He stayed near the door, a self-imposed reminder that this was a brief visit.

“You haven’t eaten again,” he noted. “I told the nurses I would ask.”

She looked back out the window. Steve moved to join her, keeping a respectful distance.

“I suppose I had a lot on my mind. Family dinner. I’m sure you can imagine the drama,” he said, surprising himself by sharing even that much.

They stood in silence for a few minutes, watching the light fade from the sky. Lucy became hyper-aware of his presence and glanced at his reflection in the glass. She looked away the second she caught his eye in the pane.

Why did he come back? she wondered. It couldn’t be for me.

“Alright,” he said at last. “I need to get to work. I’ll be back for breakfast, and then we’ll sit down and look at your daily schedule.”

She didn’t have time to respond. Before she could even process the thought, he was gone.
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CHAPTER 4 – RULES
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When Steve left, Lucy didn’t move for a long time.﻿

She replayed the interaction in her mind, not emotionally, but structurally. She analyzed what he had asked, what he had pointedly avoided, and the deliberate weight of his silences. His concern felt real, but it followed a recognizable pattern.

She lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling. This new environment was quieter, cleaner, and dangerously predictable. In her experience, predictability was just a precursor to a different kind of trap.



Steve returned to his office and shut the door with a firm click. He stood there for a moment, hand still on the knob, before sinking heavily into his chair.

Something about Lucy Brighton unsettled him. It wasn’t her silence—he was a veteran of stony silences. It was the way she watched him, her eyes tracking him as if she were listening for the frequency beneath his words.

He flipped open her file again, the pages worn from his constant Review. It still didn’t add up. The woman in the reports—the one who had supposedly committed a bloody crime of passion—didn’t match the ghost sitting in the infirmary.

A knock sounded, and Ethan stepped in without waiting for an invitation.

“You went back to see her,” Ethan noted, leaning against the doorframe.

“Yes.”

“And?”

Steve leaned back, the leather of his chair creaking. “She was different tonight.”

Ethan folded his arms across his chest. “Different how?”

“I don’t know,” Steve admitted. “More present. Less... hollow.”

“That’s progress, isn’t it?”

Steve hesitated. “Maybe. Or it means she’s starting to adapt to me.”

Ethan studied him with a clinical eye. “You’re overthinking this, Steve.”

“Am I?”

“Yes,” Ethan replied calmly. “And that’s usually the point where you start crossing lines.”

Steve’s eyes flashed. “Careful, Ethan.”

“I am being careful,” Ethan said, his voice steady. “That’s why you hired me.”

They held each other’s gaze for a tense moment until Steve waved a hand dismissively. “Leave it. We’ll see how tomorrow goes.”

After Ethan left, Steve turned to his laptop. He pulled up the financial reports for B and N Industries. The data was grim; they had lost several key clients in recent weeks, and others were wavering, citing vague “concerns” about the owners’ personal lives.

Steve frowned. He couldn’t understand how private family matters had leaked so effectively into the business sector, or why they were suddenly being used as leverage. He dug deeper, scrolling through the background checks on the partners.

Brighton’s affair.

Steve leaned back. He had met the man once; he wouldn’t have guessed it. But then again, people were excellent at hiding their rot. He decided to wait for the formal meeting to see if the company was worth salvaging or if it was already too far gone.

He went home late, his mind a fractured map of corporate sabotage and a silent woman in a hospital bed.



The next morning, Steve arrived before the sun was fully up. He brewed a pot of coffee and began mapping out a schedule for Lucy. He didn’t want to throw her into group therapy yet, but isolation was a slow poison. He needed controlled exposure.

Ethan arrived thirty minutes later. “Morning, boss. You’re in early. How was the rest of the family gala?”

Steve rolled his eyes. “Don’t remind me. My mother is determined to marry me off, preferably to Caroline. Thankfully, my brother is doing his best to win her over, so I have a convenient shield.”

Ethan grinned. “Lucky you.”

“There’s a business issue, too,” Steve continued, shifting gears. “One of our investments is underwater. I want to see if I can right the ship.”

Ethan raised an eyebrow. “Are you finally considering the CEO chair, Mr. Ruis?”

Steve groaned. “Don’t start. I heard enough of that last night. Right now, I’m just focused on B and N. And then I’m having breakfast with Lucy, because apparently, she refuses to eat alone.”

Ethan’s smile vanished. “I’m sorry—what? You’re personally supervising her meals now?”

“She needs structure,” Steve snapped. “And I need her to talk.”

“There are other ways to get a client to talk, Steve.”

Steve’s temper flared. “Other than building a rapport? She is my responsibility, and this is how I operate.”

Ethan stepped back, his expression hardening. “What is wrong with you? I’m doing my job. I’m telling you when you’re getting too involved. I’ve known you for years, Steve, and you’ve never been this... reactive.”

Ethan tossed the pen he’d been fidgeting with onto Steve’s desk and walked out.

Steve exhaled sharply, the silence of the office suddenly feeling heavy. He knew Ethan was right, which only made him angrier. He grabbed his coat and headed to Lucy’s room.

She was already awake, sitting on the edge of the bed with a book in her lap.

“Good morning, Lucy.”

She looked up, and he could tell she sensed the change in him instantly. The softness from the night before was gone, replaced by a rigid, professional distance. She moved to the small table without meeting his eyes.

A guard brought in the breakfast trays. Lucy ate small, tentative bites. Steve barely touched his coffee.

“I need to plan your days,” he said, breaking the silence. “Books, supervised gym access—I’ll keep you separate from the general population for now, but you won’t be entirely alone. This could be the next ten years of your life, Lucy. Was it worth it?”

Her fingers tightened perceptibly around her cup. He caught the movement.

“Do you want me to keep talking?”

She hesitated, then gave him a small, almost imperceptible nod.

“Alright,” he said quietly. “You asked for it. This facility isn’t a standard prison. We take the ‘special cases’—people who can’t adapt to the system. We monitor other institutions and hand-pick our transfers. I chose you because I didn’t think you’d survive another week in your previous block.”

He paused, searching her face for a reaction.

“We work closely with our clients here. Most stay for a year before returning to the system. It’s one counselor per client. That means, for better or worse, you’re stuck with me.”

Her jaw tightened, but she remained a statue.

“For now, you’re confined to this room. Eventually, we’ll move to the dayroom. Mornings are for personal time; afternoons are for scheduled activities. Evenings are quiet, ending with a short check-in from me.”

He stood up to leave. “I’m going to bring you a diary. You don’t have to share what you write with me—I won’t force you—but the writing itself is not optional.”

She frowned, a flicker of genuine emotion crossing her face.

“I’ll be back for lunch,” he said. “I’ll bring something for you to do this afternoon. Rest.”

She nodded once.

When the door closed, Lucy remained at the table. Her mind was racing, cataloging the new reality: Rules. Structure. Safety. And a man who watched her far too closely for his own good.
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CHAPTER 5 – BUSINESS MEETING
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Lucy was adrift in a sea of confusion.﻿

Steven Ruis hand-picked cases like hers from other facilities. That alone defied logic. Why would a man with his background choose to work with people the rest of the world had written off? Why take personal responsibility for the broken and the discarded?

And what was she supposed to do if he kept talking, kept poking at the silence, kept asking questions she wasn’t ready to answer?

For the first time in three months, she didn’t have to sleep with one eye open. It should have been a mercy, a relief. Instead, the safety was a vacuum, leaving far too much room for her own thoughts to loud. She had expected the worst from prison: physical pain, systemic humiliation, routine violence. She knew how to survive those.

But this—this kindness and structure—was different. She didn’t know what to expect, and that uncertainty unsettled her more than fear ever had.



Ethan was waiting for Steve the moment he stepped back into the office.

“Someone called while you were out,” Ethan said, his tone professional again. “Mr. John Wood. He’s arranged a meeting with the heads of B and N Industries today at four. I told him you’d confirm.”

“Thank you,” Steve said. He hesitated, rubbing the back of his neck. “And Ethan? I’m sorry about this morning. You were right. She’s only been here two days and I’m already circling her like a worried puppy. I don’t know why she got under my skin so fast.”

Ethan looked slightly uncomfortable but nodded. “I should apologize too. She’s your client. You have to build trust your own way. After what she’s been through, a different approach makes sense.”

Steve gave a small, appreciative nod. “I value that you tell me the truth, even when I’m being a prick about it. I’ll call John back. The sooner I meet these men, the better. I’m also going to bring Lucy some puzzles to keep her mind busy. I’ll try to talk to her again after dinner.”

“I can check on her this afternoon while you’re at the meeting,” Ethan offered.

“That would be a help. Thanks, Ethan. I’ll let her know to expect you.”



Later that day, Steve returned to Lucy’s room, balancing a lunch tray and a small box of puzzles. She was sitting on the edge of the bed, absently twisting a lock of hair around her finger.

“New hairstyle?” he asked lightly, trying to break the tension. “Do you want some hair clips? I could probably find some.”

Her eyes widened, startled by the casual offer.

“Sorry,” he said quickly. “That probably sounded strange. I brought lunch. And these.” He set the puzzles down. “I won’t be here this afternoon. I have a business meeting in the city, but I’ll be back after dinner. Ethan will stop by to check on you later.”

He paused, looking at her. “I know it’s technically none of your business why I’m coming and going, but since you aren’t talking, I seem to be doing the talking for both of us. Anyway... eat. Enjoy the quiet.”

Lucy watched him with an intensity that made him stay a second longer. That morning he had been a distant professional. Now he was back to explaining himself, offering up pieces of information she hadn’t even asked for. She couldn’t reconcile the two versions of him.

Steve caught her gaze. “Lucy,” he said, his voice dropping to a gentler register. “I can’t read your mind. I know you stayed silent before because it was a survival tactic. It kept you alive in a place that wanted to break you. But you don’t have to do that here. I didn’t take you from that hellhole just to watch you fade away. I want to understand you.”

Lucy felt a sudden, sharp tightness in her throat. The silence she had built as a fortress felt like it was beginning to crumble.

“Why?”

The word was rough, gravelly, and barely a whisper—the sound of a voice that hadn’t been used in months.

Steve went absolutely still. A slow, genuine smile spread across his face. “It’s good to hear your voice, Lucy. Why? Because I believe that if you treat people with respect, they have a chance to change. And if they don’t... then perhaps prison isn’t the right place for them to begin with. Maybe I’m a fool for thinking so.”

He leaned back against the doorframe. “I chose you because you wouldn’t have survived another month there. I’ve read your file more times than I care to admit, and honestly? None of it makes sense to me. I know what the court says you did. It doesn’t fit the woman I see. I want to know what actually happened.”

She didn’t respond further. She just began to eat her meal, slowly and deliberately. Steve didn’t push for a second word. He left her to her puzzles and went to prepare for his meeting.



The meeting took place at a high-end restaurant in the heart of the business district. Steve found Mr. Brighton and Mr. Nelson already waiting at a secluded table.

“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” Steve said, taking his seat. “Please, sit.”

The waiter poured the wine, and the air in the room felt heavy with corporate anxiety.

“Mr. Ruis, thank you for seeing us on such short notice,” Brighton said. “I’m sorry it’s under such... messy circumstances.”

“There’s no need for apologies,” Steve replied, his professional mask firmly in place. “Tell me exactly what’s happening.”

Nelson spoke up, his voice hushed. “There’s a rumor circulating about Mr. Brighton’s sister. They haven’t been in contact for years, so we can’t technically confirm or deny the
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