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The Debt

Mara Vale learned three things the night she walked into Rafael De Luca’s office: men with too much power never needed to shout, fear had a taste, and the devil wore a three-piece suit.

It was not the sort of suit a man wore to impress people who mattered, because Rafael De Luca did not believe anyone mattered enough to impress; it was black, cut perfectly across the breadth of his shoulders, the waistcoat lying flat against a body that looked as though it had been built from discipline and threat, and when he lifted his gaze from the papers on his desk to look at her, the whole room seemed to understand before she did that she had made a terrible mistake by coming here alone.

The club was still alive beneath them, music pulsing up through the floorboards in a low, sinful heartbeat, all bass and heat and bodies moving in the dark, but up here, behind the velvet rope, past the men who had searched her handbag and taken her phone without apology, everything was quiet enough for Mara to hear the soft click of the door closing behind her. She did not turn around. She refused to give the guard the satisfaction of seeing her flinch, even though every instinct in her body told her to run, to scream, to do anything except stand in the private office of the most dangerous man in the city and ask him for mercy.

Rafael sat behind a wide mahogany desk with one hand resting beside a crystal glass of something dark and expensive, and for several long seconds he said nothing at all. He only looked at her, and somehow that was worse than any threat could have been, because his silence had weight, a pressure that curled slowly around her throat and reminded her that this was not the world she knew, this was not rent notices and unpaid bills and the sour panic of counting coins at the supermarket checkout, this was another kingdom entirely, hidden above a nightclub full of sweating strangers, a kingdom of blood debts, whispered names, polished shoes, and men who could make people disappear between one song and the next.

“You are not your brother,” he said at last.

His voice was low, calm, touched by the faintest Italian edge, and it moved through her like velvet drawn over a blade.

“No,” Mara said, forcing her chin higher. “I’m the one who came to clean up his mess.”

Something passed through Rafael’s eyes then, not amusement exactly, but the suggestion of it, a dark flicker that made the men by the wall shift as though they had noticed a candle tilt too close to dry paper.

“Brave,” he said.

“Desperate.”

“They are often mistaken for one another.”

Mara hated that he was right. She hated the office too, hated the expensive leather chairs, the framed black-and-white photographs of old city streets, the heavy curtains drawn over the windows though it was only half past eleven, hated the soft amber lamp light that made the room feel intimate when it should have felt like a place of business, hated most of all the way Rafael De Luca did not look like a monster. Monsters were supposed to announce themselves. They were supposed to be ugly, rabid, obvious things. Rafael was beautiful in the way winter was beautiful, cold enough to kill you if you mistook stillness for kindness.

“My brother is an idiot,” she said, because if she let her voice shake she knew she would never forgive herself. “He’s a thief, a liar, a gambler, and apparently a man with no sense of self-preservation, but he’s still my brother.”

Rafael leaned back slightly in his chair, his dark eyes never leaving hers. “Your brother stole from me.”

“I know.”

“He did not borrow. He did not misplace. He did not make a mistake.”

“I know.”

“He took eighty thousand pounds from one of my clubs, fed it through an account he thought I would not find, then tried to run with a woman stupid enough to think a cheap passport and dyed hair would save them both.”

The number struck her again even though she had heard it already, a cold, vicious slap across the chest. Eighty thousand. It was impossible money, fantasy money, the sort of amount that belonged in newspapers and courtrooms and lottery dreams, not in her life, not attached to her brother’s trembling voice on the phone, not followed by the words, Mara, I’ve done something bad, please don’t hate me.

She swallowed. “I can get some of it.”

“No.”

“You haven’t heard what I’m offering.”

“I have no interest in small offerings.”

“I have savings.”

“No, you don’t.”

The speed of the answer stilled her.

Rafael opened a folder on his desk and turned one sheet of paper as casually as if he were checking a menu. “You have four hundred and twelve pounds in your current account, twenty-six pounds in savings, two overdue utility bills, one credit card at its limit, and a final warning from your landlord.”

Her stomach dropped.

He continued reading, his voice steady, almost bored. “You sing four nights a week at The Blue Saint under a contract that pays less than your voice is worth, you pick up occasional shifts teaching beginners’ piano, and you send money to your mother every month because she thinks you are doing better than you are.”

For one wild moment, all Mara could do was stare at him. Then the fear in her turned hot.

“You had me investigated?”

“I had you assessed.”

“I’m not a building with damp in the walls.”

“No,” Rafael said softly. “You are much more interesting.”

The words should not have warmed anything in her. They should not have moved across her skin like fingertips. She should have felt only disgust, only anger, only the clean sharpness of danger, but the worst thing about Rafael De Luca was not that he frightened her; it was that he made fear feel dangerously close to something else, something low and forbidden that she did not want to name.

Mara stepped closer to the desk because staying still felt like surrender. “Then you know I don’t have your money.”

“Yes.”

“But you let me come anyway.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Rafael closed the folder.

The sound was soft, final.

“Because I wanted to see what kind of woman walks into my club at midnight to bargain with a man like me.”

“And?”

His gaze moved over her then, slowly enough to be deliberate, respectfully enough not to be crude, but with an intensity that made her suddenly aware of every inch of herself: the black dress she had chosen because it made her look braver than she felt, the red lipstick that had become armour over the years, the cheap heels cutting into the backs of her ankles, the pulse beating too fast beneath the delicate chain at her throat.

“And,” he said, “I have not decided yet.”

Mara laughed once, but there was no humour in it. “What is this? An audition?”

“In my world, everything is an audition.”

“For what?”

“For survival.”

The word sank into the room and stayed there.

Beneath them, the music changed, a darker rhythm grinding through the walls, and Mara imagined the dancers below with their eyes closed, their drinks in their hands, their mouths close to strangers’ ears, none of them knowing that above them a woman was standing on the edge of her life with no idea whether she was about to fall or be pushed.

“My brother said your men found him,” she said quietly.

“They did.”

“Is he alive?”

“For now.”

Her breath left her.

“For now?” she repeated.

Rafael’s expression did not change, but something in the room tightened.

“Do not ask questions when you already understand the answer, Mara.”

The sound of her name in his mouth was too intimate. She wished he had called her Miss Vale, wished he had given her something formal to hide behind, but he said Mara as if he had already taken it apart and learned where it was weakest.

“You’re going to kill him,” she said.

“I have not decided that either.”

“He’s all I have.”

“That is unfortunate for you.”

Her hands curled into fists at her sides. “You arrogant bastard.”

One of the men by the wall moved.

Rafael lifted two fingers, barely a gesture, and the man stopped immediately.

Mara noticed it. She would have had to be blind not to. Rafael De Luca did not need volume, did not need threats, did not need violence in the room when obedience came to him as naturally as breathing.

“You may insult me,” Rafael said, his voice still low. “Once.”

Mara’s pulse hammered.

“And after that?”

His mouth curved, not quite a smile. “After that, I begin teaching you manners.”

The room changed.

Not obviously. The curtains did not move, the lights did not dim, no one stepped forward, and yet something shifted all the same, something dark and intimate opening between them like a door she should not enter. Mara felt the meaning beneath his words, felt the shape of discipline, control, consequence, and though her mind told her to be afraid, her body betrayed her with a shiver so small she prayed he had not seen it.

But Rafael De Luca saw everything.

His gaze dropped for one second to the pulse fluttering at her throat.

Then back to her eyes.

Heat crawled up her neck, followed swiftly by anger because anger was easier, cleaner, safer than whatever else had just moved through her.

“I didn’t come here to play games,” she said.

“No,” he replied. “You came here because your brother is tied to a chair in a basement with two broken fingers and a debt he cannot pay.”

The world narrowed.

Mara grabbed the edge of the desk before she could stop herself. “You hurt him?”

“He was hurt before my men arrived. People your brother owes money to are less patient than I am.”

“You expect me to believe that?”

“I do not care what you believe.”

“My God.”

“Not here.”

She looked at him then, really looked, and saw with a sick twist of understanding that this was not a man pretending to be dangerous. This was not some nightclub owner wrapped in rumours to keep his name interesting. Rafael De Luca was every whispered warning, every lowered voice, every story cut short when someone walked into the room. He was not playing at being the devil. He had simply chosen a better suit.

“What do you want?” she asked.

For the first time, Rafael stood.

It should not have mattered. She had known he was tall. She had known from the moment she entered the office that he had the kind of presence that made furniture, walls, and other men seem smaller by comparison, but when he came around the desk with that unhurried, predatory calm, Mara had to fight the instinct to step back. He stopped a few feet from her, close enough that she caught the scent of him, cedar, smoke, clean skin, expensive cologne, something dark beneath it that did not come from a bottle.

“I want many things,” he said.

The answer slid over her nerves.

“I’m talking about the debt.”

“So am I.”

Mara went very still.

Rafael reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and withdrew a folded document. He handed it to her, and against every sensible instinct she possessed, she took it.

The paper was thick, cream-coloured, absurdly elegant. At the top, in black letters, was her name.

MARA VALE.

A private performance agreement. Thirty nights. Exclusive engagement. Residence at a De Luca property. Personal security. Full repayment of Samuel Vale’s debt upon completion. Strict rules of conduct. Confidentiality. Non-negotiable terms.

She read the first page twice and still could not make her mind accept it.

“You want me to sing for you?”

“I want you in my club.”

“I already sing in a club.”

“Not this one.”

“I’m not your employee.”

“You would be contracted.”

She looked up sharply. “Living at your property?”

“For your protection.”

“My protection,” she repeated, tasting the lie or perhaps the truth; with men like him she imagined both wore the same face.

“Your brother has created problems beyond me. If I forgive the debt publicly, I look weak. If I kill him, you grieve and become inconvenient. If I keep him alive without repayment, others begin testing the limits of my generosity.” Rafael tilted his head slightly. “This solves several problems.”

“Oh, does it?”

“Yes.”

“For you.”

“For both of us.”

Mara shook her head, the paper trembling slightly in her hand despite all her efforts. “Thirty nights in your house, your club, under your rules. That’s not a contract. That’s captivity with better stationery.”

Rafael’s eyes darkened, and this time, when he spoke, the softness in his voice was more dangerous than anger would have been.

“Careful.”

“No. You don’t get to dress this up as protection. You don’t get to corner me, threaten my brother’s life, hand me a contract, and call it a choice.”

“Then do not sign.”

The simplicity of it struck her silent.

Rafael stepped closer, and Mara held her ground because pride was sometimes the only thing a woman had left when the world had taken everything more useful.

“Walk out,” he said. “Take your handbag from my men downstairs. Go back to your flat with the broken lock and the landlord who lets himself in when he thinks you are not home. Go back to your singing job where one of the men who wants your brother dead already bought a table for tomorrow night. Go back to your ordinary life, Mara Vale, and pretend ordinary lives cannot be reached by men like me.”

Her mouth went dry.

“You’re lying.”

“No.”

“You’re trying to scare me.”

“Yes.”

At least he did not insult her by denying it.

Rafael lowered his voice. “But I am not lying.”

Something cold moved through her then, colder than fear, colder than anger. She thought of her flat with its thin walls and unreliable lock, the hallway light that flickered but never quite died, the drunk downstairs who sometimes slept against the front steps, the long walk from the bus stop after midnight with her keys between her fingers. She thought of Samuel, stupid, selfish Samuel, who had always believed the world would forgive him because Mara always had. She thought of her mother asking whether everything was all right, love, and Mara saying yes because the truth would only frighten a woman who already had too many ghosts sitting at her kitchen table.

Rafael watched every thought cross her face.

“I don’t belong in your world,” she said.

“No,” he agreed. “But your brother dragged you to the edge of it.”

“And you’re pulling me in.”

“If I wanted to pull you in, you would already be inside.”

There it was again, that unbearable calm, that absolute certainty. He was not begging, not persuading, not seducing exactly, and yet the air between them felt charged with all three. Mara hated him for it. She hated the way his power did not spill out wildly but sat contained, leashed, deliberate. She hated that some reckless part of her wondered what it would feel like if that control ever broke.

She looked back down at the contract, searching for traps as though she would recognise them if she saw them.

“There are rules,” she said.

“Yes.”

“What kind of rules?”

“You will not leave the property without security. You will not contact your brother. You will perform at the club on the nights I choose. You will attend certain dinners when required. You will not lie to me.”

Mara lifted an eyebrow despite herself. “That one might be difficult.”

“Then you will learn restraint.”

The word restraint landed between them with a quiet heat that made her grip tighten around the paper.

“And if I break your rules?”

Rafael looked at her for a long moment.

“That depends which rule you break.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning some mistakes require correction.”

Her breath caught, barely, but enough.

His gaze sharpened.

Mara hated him more for noticing.

“This is not that kind of agreement,” she said.

“No,” Rafael said. “Not unless you ask for it to become one.”

Silence.

It was the first honest shock he had given her. Not the money, not the investigation, not the threats wrapped in silk, but that. The line drawn clearly in the dark. Not unless you ask. It unsettled her more than coercion would have, because it took away the simple comfort of making him the villain in every possible way. He was a villain, yes, but not a careless one. Not a messy one. Not a man who took without naming the terms of possession first.

Mara forced herself to breathe. “I won’t.”

Again, that almost-smile. “We will see.”

“You’re very sure of yourself.”

“I am usually given reason to be.”

“And if I sign this, my brother lives?”

“Yes.”

“For thirty nights?”

“If you complete the contract, the debt is cleared, and your brother leaves my city alive.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Then he becomes someone else’s problem.”

She knew what that meant.

The paper blurred slightly in her hand, and for one humiliating moment she thought she might cry in front of him, which would be worse than begging, worse than fear, worse even than signing. She turned her face away, staring instead at a photograph on the wall of a narrow street in Naples or Rome or somewhere old enough to have seen men like Rafael before. Men who built empires out of hunger. Men who kissed hands at weddings and ordered deaths before dessert. Men who looked at women like Mara as though they were not simply bodies or burdens, but puzzles they intended to solve with their teeth.

“I need a pen,” she said.

Rafael did not move.

“No.”

Her head snapped back. “No?”

“No.”

“You just spent fifteen minutes convincing me to sign.”

“I offered you terms. I did not convince you of anything.”

“What do you want then?”

“I want you to understand what happens when you put your name on that paper.”

“I understand.”

“You do not.”

Mara let out a sharp breath. “Do not patronise me.”

“Then do not act like a frightened woman trying to make the worst decision of her life quickly so she does not have to feel herself making it.”

The words hit too close, and she hated him for that too.

Rafael took the contract gently from her hand, not tugging, not forcing, only removing it when her grip loosened.

“You have until midnight tomorrow.”

“What?”

“One night to think.”

“My brother may not have one night.”

“He does if I say he does.”

“And I’m supposed to trust you?”

“No,” Rafael said. “You are supposed to decide whether I am the most dangerous man in your life or merely the only dangerous man currently offering you a way out.”

Mara stared at him, fury and fear tangled so tightly inside her she could no longer tell which was keeping her upright.

“You’re enjoying this,” she whispered.

“No.”

“Liar.”

That word should have been the second insult. She realised it as soon as it left her mouth.

So did the men by the wall.

The air changed again, colder this time, and Rafael’s expression became absolutely still.

Mara’s pulse thundered.

He stepped closer.

Slowly.

There was enough space for her to move away. He left it there, deliberately, a door standing open, a choice she could take if she wanted to. But she did not move, and she was not sure whether that was courage or curiosity or something much more dangerous beginning to wake inside her.

Rafael stopped close enough that she had to tilt her face up to keep looking at him.

“I told you,” he said quietly, “once.”

Mara’s breath came shallow.

“So teach me manners,” she said, and the second the words left her mouth she knew she had not meant to say them, or worse, that some secret, reckless, ruined part of her had.

Rafael’s eyes went black.

For a heartbeat, neither of them moved.

The club pounded beneath them, the city breathed beyond the covered windows, and Mara stood in the office of a man who could destroy her life with one phone call, waiting for him to touch her, punish her, laugh at her, anything.

He did none of those things.

Instead, he leaned down until his mouth was close to her ear, close enough that his breath warmed the side of her neck and every nerve in her body lit in furious, treacherous response.

“When I teach you,” he murmured, “you will ask me properly first.”

Mara closed her eyes for half a second.

Only half.

But he saw.

Of course he saw.

When he stepped back, she felt the loss of him like cold air rushing over a burn.

He turned, picked up the contract, and placed it inside a black folder. Then he held it out to her.

“Go home, Mara.”

She took the folder because she did not know what else to do with her hands.

“One of my drivers will take you.”

“I don’t need your driver.”

“Yes,” he said. “You do.”

“I said no.”

“And I heard you.”

“Then why are you ignoring me?”

“Because there is a man sitting in a grey Audi outside this club who followed you here from The Blue Saint, and if you leave alone, he will follow you home.”

Her skin went cold.

Rafael watched her absorb it, and this time there was no satisfaction in his face, only certainty.

“My driver will take you to your flat. Two of my men will watch the building until morning. Tomorrow, you will come back with an answer.”

“And if my answer is still no?”

“Then you walk away.”

“And Samuel?”

Something unreadable moved across his face.

“Do not ask questions when you already understand the answer.”

Mara wanted to slap him.

She wanted to run from him.

She wanted, with a suddenness that terrified her, to step closer and find out whether the mouth that delivered threats so calmly could make a woman forget the difference between danger and desire.

Instead, she turned toward the door.

The guard opened it before she reached it, and the sound of the club flooded in, hot and loud and alive. For one moment, Mara stood between Rafael’s quiet office and the dark music below, between one life and another, between the woman she had been when she walked in and the woman she feared she might become if she ever returned.

“Mara,” Rafael said behind her.

She looked back.

He stood where she had left him, one hand in his pocket, the other resting lightly on the edge of his desk, as composed and devastating as a king watching a condemned woman consider the throne.

“What?” she asked.

His gaze held hers.

“If you sign,” he said, “do not do it for your brother.”

She frowned. “Then why would I?”

For the first time that night, Rafael De Luca smiled fully, and it was the most dangerous thing he had done.

“Because by tomorrow,” he said, “you will understand that I am not the only man who wants to own you.”

The door closed between them.

And for the first time in Mara Vale’s life, the lock turning behind her sounded less like a warning than an invitation.
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The Man in the Grey Audi

Mara did not believe Rafael De Luca until she saw the grey Audi waiting across the street.

It sat beneath a broken streetlamp with its engine running and its headlights off, too still to be innocent, too deliberate to belong to someone merely checking messages or waiting for a drunk friend to stagger out of the club. Rain silvered its windscreen in thin trembling lines, turning the glass into a dark mirror, but even through the distance and the city glare Mara could feel the presence inside it, the watching weight of someone who had followed her through the night and now waited to see whether she would be foolish enough to step back into the world alone.

Her first instinct was anger, because fear had become too expensive a luxury to admit to, and because Rafael had been right.

That was the worst part, the unbearable part. Not the contract, not the debt, not even the cold implication that Samuel’s life could be measured in signatures and obedience, but the fact that Rafael De Luca had known something about her danger before she had, and he had let her find out just enough to understand that his protection was not another ornate lie. He had let her stand in his office and call him arrogant, call him a bastard, call him a liar, all while a man waited outside in the dark for her to leave unguarded.

A black car slid silently to the kerb in front of her, elegant and polished enough to make every other vehicle on the street look suddenly tired. The driver stepped out immediately, a broad-shouldered man in a dark coat, not one of the men from Rafael’s office but cut from the same cloth: composed, watchful, courteous in a way that did not ask permission.

“Miss Vale,” he said, opening the rear door.

“I can take a taxi.”

“No, miss.”

She turned her head slowly. “Is that your answer or his?”

The driver’s expression did not change. “Tonight, they are the same.”

Mara almost laughed. She was beginning to understand that men in Rafael De Luca’s world did not say many unnecessary words, perhaps because all their words belonged to him first.

Behind her, the club breathed heat onto the pavement every time the doors opened, releasing bursts of bass, laughter, perfume, smoke, and bodies slick with the sort of reckless pleasure that belonged to people whose brothers had not stolen from the mafia. A woman in a silver dress stumbled past on a man’s arm, laughing so hard her head tipped back to the rain, and for one second Mara envied her so violently it felt like pain. Imagine being drunk. Imagine being kissed in an alley by someone harmless. Imagine a life where midnight meant nothing more sinister than music, sweat, and the promise of a hangover.

The driver kept the door open.

The grey Audi remained across the street.

Mara got in.

The interior smelled of leather and something clean and expensive. The door closed with a soft, heavy sound, sealing her away from the club, and when the driver pulled out into the road, Mara looked through the rear window and saw the Audi move too.

A cold line travelled down her spine.

The driver noticed. Of course he did.

“He won’t follow far,” he said.

“How comforting.”

“He knows whose car you’re in.”

“And that makes me safe?”

“For tonight.”

Mara leaned back against the seat and closed her eyes, gripping the black folder on her lap so tightly the corners bit into her palms. For tonight. It was the sort of phrase that should never exist in a normal woman’s life. Safe for tonight. Alive for tonight. Protected for tonight. Everything temporary, conditional, borrowed from a man whose mercy had terms.

“Does he do this often?” she asked.

“Who?”

“Your boss. Collect desperate women and offer them contracts?”

The driver’s eyes flicked briefly to her in the mirror. Not judgement. Not pity. Something more careful.

“No.”

“Then what does he usually do?”

“To people who steal from him?”

“Yes.”

The driver was quiet for long enough that Mara wished she had not asked.

“He makes examples.”

Her stomach tightened.

The city moved past the window in smeared gold and black, rain blurring the signs of takeaway shops, closed offices, late-night bars, wet pavements, the ordinary geography of a place she thought she understood. But everything looked different from the back of Rafael’s car. The world had split open. She could see the layer beneath now, the darker city hiding inside the familiar one, the men in parked cars, the clubs with upstairs offices, the debt collectors with polished shoes, the names spoken softly enough to sound like prayers or curses.

Her phone was returned to her when she entered the car, placed on the seat beside her by the driver with the same formal care he might have used to hand back a weapon. She picked it up and found six missed calls from Samuel.

For a moment, rage swallowed everything else.

She pressed call before she could think better of it.

He answered on the second ring, breathing hard.

“Mara?”

The sound of his voice, alive and frightened, undid something in her she had been trying to keep tied tight.

“You selfish little bastard,” she whispered.

“Mara, listen, please, I can explain.”

“No. No, you don’t get to explain. You don’t get to say my name like I’m the one who should save you after you dragged me into this.”

“I didn’t know who he was.”

“You stole eighty thousand pounds from Rafael De Luca and you didn’t know who he was?”

“I didn’t steal from him directly.”

She let out a laugh so sharp it hurt. “Oh, brilliant. That makes it practically legal, then.”

“Mara, please.”

His voice cracked on the word please, and despite herself, despite everything, she saw him as he had been at twelve years old after their father left, sitting on the stairs with one trainer untied, pretending not to cry because he thought boys had to become men the second men disappeared. Samuel had always been disaster in human form, but he had also been a child she had protected before she even understood protection could become a prison.

“Where are you?” she asked.

“I don’t know.”

“What do you mean, you don’t know?”

“I mean I was moved. I woke up somewhere else. There are no windows.”

Mara went cold.

The driver’s eyes met hers briefly in the mirror.

“Are you hurt?”

A pause.

“Not badly.”

“Samuel.”

“They broke my fingers.”

She pressed her free hand over her mouth, but the sound escaped anyway, small and wounded and useless.

“I’m sorry,” he rushed out. “Mara, I swear to God, I was going to pay it back. I had a plan.”

“You never have plans. You have impulses with consequences.”

“I know. I know, but this was different. I thought if I could move the money for a few days, just a few days, then—”

“Then what?”

Another pause.

“Then I could make enough to cover everything.”

She closed her eyes. “You gambled it.”

“I was trying to win.”

“You were trying to win with stolen mafia money.”

“I was desperate.”

“So am I now.”

The silence on the line changed. She heard him understand it, or begin to.

“What did he ask you for?” Samuel said.

Mara looked down at the black folder on her lap. Her name seemed to burn through the leather.

“Thirty nights,” she said.

“What?”

“A performance contract. His club. His property. His rules.”

“No.” Samuel’s voice turned frantic. “No, Mara, don’t. Don’t sign anything. You don’t know what he is.”

“I met him, Sam.”

“No, you didn’t. You don’t understand. De Luca doesn’t make offers because he’s kind. He does it because by the time you realise what you’ve agreed to, the door’s already locked behind you.”

Mara stared out at the rain.

“How poetic,” she said. “You should have saved that wisdom for before you stole from him.”

“I mean it. Stay away from him.”

“Then what do I do?”

“I’ll fix it.”

“You’re tied to a chair in a basement.”

“I said I’ll fix it.”

Something in her broke then, not loudly, not dramatically, but with the exhausted quiet of a woman who had heard too many impossible promises from the same mouth.

“No,” she said. “You won’t.”

“Mara—”

“You won’t fix it, because you never fix anything. You run. You lie. You cry. You make me remember when you were little and scared, and then I come running like an idiot because some part of me still thinks if I love you hard enough, you’ll stop setting fire to your life and asking me to breathe in the smoke.”

Samuel was silent.

Her throat ached.

“I can’t keep doing this,” she whispered.

“I’m sorry.”

“I know.”

“I am, Mara.”

“I know that too.”

That was the tragedy of him. He was sorry. He was always sorry. His remorse was real, and so was the next disaster.

A muffled sound came through the line, a door perhaps, or footsteps. Samuel’s breath changed.

“I have to go.”

“Samuel?”

“Do not sign for me,” he said quickly, voice suddenly low and urgent. “Whatever he offers, don’t give yourself to him for me. I’m not worth that.”

For one moment, he sounded so much like the little boy she had raised in secret that tears burned behind her eyes.

Then the line went dead.

Mara lowered the phone slowly.

The car turned onto a quieter road, leaving the bright veins of the city behind. Her flat was only minutes away now. The thought of it felt absurd, offensive almost. Her flat, with the chipped mug in the sink, the laundry she had not folded, the half-eaten packet of crackers on the counter, the cheap lamp she had bought because it made the room feel warmer than it was. The life she had left only hours ago was waiting for her, pretending it was still possible.

The driver stopped outside her building but did not unlock the doors.

Mara looked up. “Am I allowed out, or is that in the small print?”

“Mr De Luca asked me to wait until the building is checked.”

“Of course he did.”

Two men were already getting out of another car behind them. She watched them enter the building without hurry. No weapons visible. No drama. Just two men walking into her life as if they had every right to inspect its walls.

Her phone vibrated in her hand.

Unknown number.

She knew before she opened it.

Rafael De Luca: Do not call your brother again.

Mara stared at the message, heat flaring through her shock.

She typed back before fear could stop her.

Mara: Do not tell me who I can call.

The response came almost immediately.

Rafael De Luca: I am telling you who is listening.

Her fingers stilled.

A second message appeared.

Rafael De Luca: And who may use his voice to find you.

Mara’s anger faltered. She looked up at the dark windows of her building, at the two men still inside, at the empty pavement slick with rain, and the night seemed suddenly full of hidden mouths.

Mara: You’re watching my phone?

Rafael De Luca: No. If I were watching your phone, you would know less.

She hated that her hands had started to shake.

Mara: Is that supposed to reassure me?

Rafael De Luca: It is supposed to teach you precision.

She almost threw the phone across the car.

Mara: I don’t belong to you.

The three dots appeared.

Vanished.

Appeared again.

Then:

Rafael De Luca: Not yet.

Mara’s breath caught, and with it came that same furious, traitorous heat from his office, the kind that crawled beneath the skin and made a woman feel exposed even fully clothed. Not yet. Two words, arrogant and impossible, a threat in the shape of a promise. She should have been repulsed. Part of her was. Another part, the part she did not trust and absolutely did not intend to indulge, read the words twice.

The driver opened her door.

“Building is clear, miss.”

Mara stepped out into the rain, clutching the folder to her chest.

The driver followed her to the entrance but did not come inside. One of Rafael’s men stood at the bottom of the stairwell, another at the top, both pretending not to watch her and failing completely. Her neighbours’ doors remained closed. In the flat above hers, a television murmured. Somewhere a baby cried. The ordinary sounds made the armed silence stranger.

Her door had been opened and repaired.

She stopped in front of it.

The broken lock, which had stuck for months, had been replaced by something new and steel-bright.

A small white envelope was taped to the door.

Mara pulled it free.

Inside was a key.

No note.

She knew anyway.

For a moment she stood there, rain dampening her hair, the black folder under one arm, the new key in her palm, and felt so tired she could have slid down the wall and stayed there until morning. Rafael had replaced her lock. Of course he had. He had sent men into her building, into her hallway, perhaps into her flat, and fixed the thing she had been too poor, too exhausted, too stubborn to fix herself. It was invasive. It was controlling. It was practical. It was infuriating.

It was also the first useful thing any man had done for her in months.

She unlocked the door.

Her flat was exactly as she had left it and completely changed.

Nothing appeared disturbed. The mug was still in the sink. The crackers still open. The cardigan still thrown over the back of the sofa. But on the small table near the window sat a second envelope, cream-coloured like the contract, with her name written on the front in black ink.

She closed the door slowly behind her.

For several seconds she did not move.

Then she crossed the room and opened it.

Inside was a single sheet of paper.

Your landlord has been informed the lock was faulty and has agreed to deduct nothing from your deposit.

Beneath it, in smaller handwriting:

Eat something. You think poorly when you are hungry.

Mara stared at the note.

Then, very deliberately, she said aloud to the empty room, “Go to hell.”

Her phone vibrated.

Rafael De Luca: Already there.

She dropped the phone onto the table as if it had burned her.

For a second, a ridiculous, hysterical laugh rose in her chest, but it tangled with something too close to a sob and died before it reached her mouth. She pressed both hands flat on the table and bowed her head, breathing through the shaking, breathing through the rage, breathing through the terrible knowledge that Rafael was not merely a predator circling her life. He was efficient. He was attentive. He had noticed the broken lock, the hunger, the fear, the things she hid from everyone because needing help had always felt too much like giving someone a weapon.

She hated him for noticing.

She hated herself more for wanting to be noticed.

Mara opened the fridge. Half a lemon. A tub of butter. One egg. A bottle of white wine she had bought on sale after telling herself she deserved one nice thing. She closed the fridge again, because apparently even her hunger had been investigated by the mafia.

A knock sounded at the door.

She froze.

Not loud. Not threatening. Two polite knocks, which somehow made it worse.

When she opened it, one of Rafael’s men stood there holding a brown paper bag.

“Mr De Luca asked that you eat.”

Mara looked at the bag.

Then at him.

Then at the bag again.

“Mr De Luca can choke on his concern.”

The man said nothing.

She took the bag.

He nodded once and walked back to the stairwell.

Inside was a foil container of pasta, still hot, a small salad, bread wrapped in paper, and a slice of dark chocolate cake in a neat box. There was also a plastic fork, because of course Rafael De Luca, murderer, extortionist, contract-wielding devil, would remember cutlery.

Mara sat at the tiny table and did not eat for a full minute on principle.

Then her stomach cramped, and pride lost to pasta.

She ate too quickly at first, then slowly, resentfully, tasting garlic, tomato, basil, warmth. Every bite felt like betrayal. Every bite made her think more clearly, which annoyed her even more because he had been right about that too. She did think poorly when hungry. She thought sharply when fed, and what she thought now was that Rafael’s offer was not a trap with one door. It was worse. It was a trap with several doors, some of them open, some of them locked, some of them leading to rooms she was horrified to find herself curious about.

After eating, she spread the contract across the table.

Thirty nights.

She read every page.

The first pages were business. Performance schedule, payment structure, accommodation terms, security clauses. Her voice would be paid for properly, almost obscenely properly. Her existing contract at The Blue Saint would be bought out. Her rent would be covered for one month after completion. Her brother’s debt would be cleared only if she fulfilled all obligations. Failure to comply voided the agreement.

Then came the rules.

No unauthorised travel.

No communication with known associates of Samuel Vale.

No intoxication while performing.

No guests.

No press.

No police.

Mara laughed bitterly at that one.

Then she reached the final page.

It was not part of the formal contract. The paper was different, thicker, and the heading made her pulse slow.

Private Terms — Optional

She should have stopped reading.

She did not.

These terms related to personal conduct, private companionship, formal dinners, appearance requirements for certain events, and something worded so carefully it was almost elegant: mutually agreed acts of dominance and submission, negotiated separately and never presumed under the performance contract.

Mara’s mouth went dry.

There was no graphic language. No crude demand. No assumption that her signature on the first contract meant anything else belonged to him.

But the possibility was there.

A door within the door.

She read the line again.

Negotiated separately.

Never presumed.

Not unless you ask for it to become one.

His voice came back to her so clearly she looked toward the room as if he might have entered without sound.

She pushed the page away and stood too quickly, the chair scraping behind her. “No.”

Her phone buzzed on the table.

She glared at it.

Rafael De Luca: Stop reading the final page if you are offended by your own curiosity.

Mara’s whole body went hot.

She snatched up the phone.

Mara: Are there cameras in my flat?

Rafael De Luca: No.

Mara: Then how did you know?

Rafael De Luca: You are predictable when cornered.

Mara: You don’t know me.

A pause.

Then:

Rafael De Luca: I know you skipped to the part that frightened you most.

She stared at the message until the words blurred.

Then she turned the phone off completely.

The silence afterward felt enormous.

Mara showered because she could not bear the scent of his club on her skin, though washing did not help as much as she wanted it to. The night clung. His office clung. His voice clung. She scrubbed until her skin flushed pink, wrapped herself in an old dressing gown, and stood before the bathroom mirror with wet hair dripping down her back, looking at a woman who seemed both familiar and slightly ruined.

Thirty-two years old.

Broke.

Furious.

Hungry for a life that had never quite opened for her.

And now wanted by terrible men for reasons she did not fully understand.

She went back to the table near midnight because sleep was impossible and turned her phone on again because fear was louder than pride.

There were no new messages from Rafael.

That irritated her, which irritated her more.

She poured a glass of water, drank half, and opened the folder again.

This time she did not read the contract.

She looked at the blank signature line.

Mara Vale.

It was strange, how a name could look like a body when there was a space waiting for it. A place to surrender. A place to enter. A place to disappear and become legally bound to something larger and darker than herself.

A sound came from outside.

Not the stairwell.

Not the hallway.

The fire escape.

Mara went still.

Her flat was on the second floor, low enough for someone determined. For several seconds there was only rain. Then a metallic creak, soft but unmistakable.

She backed away from the table.

Her phone was in her hand before she remembered picking it up. She did not call the police. The realisation came with a sick twist of shame. She called the unknown number.

Rafael answered on the first ring.

“Mara.”

There was no sleep in his voice.

No surprise either.

“Someone’s on the fire escape,” she whispered.

Everything changed.

Not his volume. Not his calm. But something lethal entered the silence behind him.

“Where are you standing?”

“Kitchen.”

“Move to the bathroom. Lock the door. Stay low.”

The fire escape creaked again.

Closer.

“Mara,” Rafael said, and for the first time his voice sharpened enough to cut. “Now.”

She moved.

The bathroom lock was flimsy, old, ridiculous. She turned it anyway and lowered herself onto the cold tile beside the bath, one hand over her mouth, the phone pressed to her ear.

“I’m here,” she breathed.

“Good girl.”

The words hit at the worst possible moment.

Her fear should have left no room for anything else, but the low approval in his voice moved through her body like a command it recognised before she did. She closed her eyes, furious with herself, terrified, shaking so hard the phone nearly slipped.

The window in the main room slid open.

Someone climbed inside.

Mara stopped breathing.

Rafael spoke again, softer now.

“Do not make a sound.”

Footsteps crossed her flat.

Slow.

Searching.

The bathroom was dark except for the thin line of light beneath the door. A shadow passed over it.

Mara pressed herself tighter against the bath, every muscle locked, every nerve screaming.

The handle moved.

Once.

Twice.

Then a man’s voice, low and amused, came from the other side.

“Pretty girl,” he whispered. “You picked the wrong monster.”

The bathroom door shook.

Mara nearly screamed.

Then another sound cracked through the flat.

Not the door.

Not the window.

A body hitting the floor.

A brutal thud, followed by the sickening crash of furniture and a muffled curse cut short.

Mara sat frozen, phone still against her ear, Rafael silent on the line.

There were more sounds then. Fast, controlled violence. A gasp. A strike. Something breaking. Then silence.

A knock came at the bathroom door.

Two polite knocks.

“Miss Vale,” said one of Rafael’s men from the hallway, slightly breathless but calm. “It’s clear.”

Mara could not move.

“Mara,” Rafael said through the phone.

She swallowed, but no sound came.

“Open the door.”

Her body obeyed before her pride could argue.

When she stepped out, one of Rafael’s men stood in her ruined living room, his knuckles split, his coat torn at the shoulder. Another man had the intruder face down on the floor with his hands bound behind his back. Blood marked the corner of the stranger’s mouth. His eyes lifted to Mara, bright with hatred.

She had never seen him before.

That was somehow worse.

Her table had been knocked sideways. The contract lay scattered across the floor like fallen feathers.

One page had slid near the intruder’s face.

The signature page.

Mara stared at it.

Then at the man who had come through her window.

Then at the phone still pressed to her ear.

Rafael’s voice was quiet.

“Now you understand.”

The intruder laughed, bloody and low.

“You think De Luca can save you?” he spat. “He’s the reason we know your name.”

Mara’s knees almost went out from under her.

The guard dragged the man up hard enough to make him choke.

“Get him out,” Rafael said through the phone, not loudly, but every man in the room heard him.

The intruder was hauled toward the window, then stopped, turning his head just enough to meet Mara’s eyes.

“Ask him what your brother really stole,” he said.

Then he was gone.

The flat emptied with terrifying speed. One man stayed by the door. Another disappeared down the fire escape. Somewhere below, car doors opened and closed. The city swallowed the violence as if it had never happened.

Mara stood barefoot among the scattered pages, shaking so hard she could hear her teeth almost click together.

“What did he mean?” she asked.

Rafael did not answer.

Her fear turned, slowly, into something sharper.

“What did my brother really steal?”

Silence.

Then Rafael said, “Pack a bag.”

“No.”

“Mara.”

“No. You don’t get to go quiet now. You knew this was more than money.”

“Pack a bag.”

“What did Samuel take?”

His voice lowered. “Something men will kill for.”

The room tilted.

“And you didn’t think I deserved to know that before offering me your little contract?”

“I am telling you now.”

“You’re telling me because a man just climbed through my window.”

“I am telling you because you are alive to hear it.”

Mara looked down at the signature page at her feet.

The pen from her table had rolled beside it.

For one terrible moment, the whole world narrowed to black ink and white paper.

“What happens if I don’t sign?” she whispered.

Rafael’s answer came without hesitation.

“Then I protect you anyway tonight.”

The breath left her.

“And tomorrow?”

A pause.

“Tomorrow I may not be enough from a distance.”

Mara hated the tears that rose. She hated them so fiercely they vanished before they could fall.

She bent down, picked up the pen, and stared at the empty line.

“Mara,” Rafael said.

“What?”

“Do not sign because you are afraid.”

She laughed once, broken and bitter. “Then you should have met me in another life.”

She signed her name.

The ink looked darker than it should have.

For a moment, nothing happened. No thunder. No music. No dramatic shift in the room. Just her name on his paper and the sound of rain tapping against the open window where danger had entered.

Then Rafael spoke, and his voice had changed.

Not triumphant.

Not pleased.

Possessive in a way that made the air leave her lungs.

“Lock your door,” he said. “My men are bringing you to me.”

Mara closed the folder over her signature.

“And if I change my mind?”

His reply was soft enough to feel like a hand at the back of her neck.

“You will,” Rafael said. “Many times.”

The line went dead.

And Mara, still barefoot in her ruined flat, with blood on the floor and her name drying inside a mafia contract, understood too late that she had not saved herself from the dark.

She had chosen which darkness would hold her.
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Chapter Three
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Breakfast with Criminals

Breakfast at Blackthorn House was served as if no one had screamed before dawn.

That was the first thing Mara noticed when Lucia led them through a set of double doors into a long dining room filled with pale morning light, polished silver, white China, and the faint scent of coffee strong enough to raise the dead or interrogate them. The table could have seated twenty, but only four places had been set at one end, which somehow made the room feel more intimate and more absurd, because nothing about warm bread, fresh fruit, butter curls, and steaming plates of eggs belonged beside death threats written on black paper.

Yet there they were.

Mara sat because Lucia looked like a woman who could make disobedience more terrifying than any of Rafael’s men, and because the borrowed cardigan had slipped slightly from one shoulder, reminding her she was still wearing a robe beneath it, barefoot under the table, with her dignity held together by stubbornness and caffeine.

Rafael sat at the head.

Of course he did.

He did not ask permission from the chair. He simply occupied it, and the room adjusted around him.

Luca dropped into the seat opposite Mara with the dangerous ease of a man who had been born into violence and still found time to flirt with the furniture. Father Matteo sat beside him, hands folded, expression grave, his black cassock making the breakfast table look briefly like the beginning of a funeral.

Perhaps it was.

Perhaps everything in this house was.

Lucia poured coffee in silence.

Mara watched Rafael over the rim of her cup, hating how impossible he was to ignore. In daylight, he was worse. Night had made him mythic, all shadow and command, but morning made him real enough to be dangerous in a different way. The rolled sleeves. The strong hands. The faint tiredness at the edges of his eyes. The blood cleaned from his knuckles but not entirely from the tiny line near one nail. He looked like a man who had been awake all night arranging survival and revenge with the same calm efficiency another man might use to arrange business calls.

He looked, infuriatingly, like a man who would remember whether she had eaten.

“Stop glaring at him,” Luca said pleasantly. “He enjoys it.”

Mara turned her glare on him instead. “Does everyone in this family have a death wish?”

Luca smiled. “Mine is more of a lifestyle.”

“Luca,” Rafael said.

“What? I am making conversation.”

“You are making noise.”

“Some people enjoy noise. It is called charm. You should try it sometime.”

Rafael lifted his eyes.

Luca immediately reached for his coffee. “Or not.”

Father Matteo exhaled slowly. “I prayed this morning for patience.”

Lucia set down a basket of toast. “You should have prayed for supervision.”

Mara almost choked on her coffee.

For one brief, impossible second, the room felt human.

Then Rafael placed the black note beside his plate, and the air
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