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CHAPTER 1 


It had been two weeks since Beatriz died. 

Isabel still didn’t know what that meant. 

She sat at the edge of the bed, arms draped over her knees, spine curled forward like a comma. 

Staring at the window like she was trying to see through the glass instead of past it. 

Now she had a bedroom in this house. 

That felt wrong. 

Before, it was just the attic. 

Cramped. Airless. Sterile. 

Where her grandmother’s things slept in labeled boxes. 

Where she could breathe without being noticed. 

Now there were drawers. Hangers. A bed with fresh sheets. 

Anastácia had decorated it with care, as if a change in fabric could erase the absence. 

But the scent of the boarding school still clung to her clothes. 

She wasn’t sure what disturbed her more, the calcified smell of confinement… or the absence of a new one. 
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The room hadn’t decided if it belonged to her. 

She hated that silence. 

It wasn’t peace. It was the sound of being alone with herself. 

At the convent, every minute had an owner. 

Here, no one knocked. No one waited. 

Not even her. 

She remembered the morning Anastácia showed up at the boarding school. 

Entered slowly. Like every step scratched the floor. 

Then stood still. Holding her purse against her chest. 

“My love. .” the voice cracked, tripping over a word it didn’t want to use. “I. . I’m sorry. You’ll need to pack what you need.” 

Isabel didn’t ask anything. Didn’t cry. 

The suitcase was already half-packed. 

As if she knew. 

As if she’d always known. 

The superiors waited in the hallway. 

One of them smiled, lips only, not eyes. 

“We expect your return. The contract runs until you’re twenty-one.” 
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Isabel nodded. Just to end it. 

No contract would bring her back. 

They knew that. 

They just pretended they didn’t. 

At the wake, she remembered seeing Sinclair Ribeiro. 

Distant. Polished. 

Like someone clocking in. 

He didn’t look at her. Or pretended not to. 

By the casket, a tall, dark-haired man in a hat wept quietly. 

She didn’t know who he was. 

Didn’t ask. 

But his presence stayed. 

It  weighed. 

Too many people. 

Too many hands. 

Too many packaged condolences. 

“I’m so sorry for your loss. Your grandmother was an admirable woman.” 

The word  grandmother made Anastácia swallow hard. 

Her shoulders would stiffen. 

Isabel noticed, but didn’t understand. 
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Maybe she thought Anastácia was grieving harder than her. 

But how do you mourn someone who was never really there? 

She tried, standing before the casket, to summon a feeling that might seem appropriate. 

But all she found was rage. 

Rage at Beatriz for being  nothing. 

Not a presence. Not even an absence. 

Just omission. 

In the car, Anastácia held her hand. 

A timid gesture. Almost childlike. 

Isabel stared at it like it was written in another language. 

Didn’t know what to do with it. 

Didn’t know what to say. 

 Aunt… it doesn’t hurt.  

She thought it. But didn’t say it. 

She turned to the side. 

Remembered the last moment before the descent. 

No one came close. 

It was just her and the body. 
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She stepped forward. 

Ran a hand across the wood. 

Then touched Beatriz’s cold face. 

Whispered: 

“Now I’m going to live. And find out what you tried to bury.” 

She wanted to say more. Even if the dead couldn’t hear. 

But a man appeared. 

Discreet. Efficient. 

“May I close it now?” 

She nodded. 

Didn’t know who he was. 

Maybe he had other bodies to bury. 

She watched the casket lower. 

Something broke inside her. 

A bird slammed into the window. 

The jolt brought her back. 

She stood. 

Went up to the attic without thinking. 

There, everything still made sense. 
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The music box sat in the same place. 

She turned the key. 

The melody came out hesitant, like it wasn’t sure it should exist. 

She always clutched that box. 

But never knew why. 

The tune wasn’t pretty. 

Didn’t bring back memories. 

Just left everything… suspended. 

In the bottom drawer of the dresser, she found an envelope. 

Yellowed. Stamped. 

Antônio Vaz. 1943. 

It wasn’t the name that unsettled her. 

It was the year. 

The silence. 

The fact that it was hidden. 

Among loose papers and scratched-out photos, a folder: 

The Group of Seven. 

The name  Vaz started to pulse. 

She’d heard it before. 

Yes, a shop. Tucked into a forgotten alley: Vaz Instruments. 
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Coincidence. Or breadcrumb. 

She threw on her coat. 

Went down the stairs quietly. 

No one asked where she was going. 


CHAPTER 2 

Isabel stopped.  

Not for the window. 

For the perimeter. 

She wasn’t looking at displays. 

She was assessing entry points. 

Like the shop was a target. 

Not a storefront. 

Her pulse hit hard. 

Not panic. 

Strategy. 

Safehouse or snare.  

Still undecided. 

She pushed the door. 

Heavy. Stuck on old hinges. 

 Bell rang.  
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Waxed floors. 

Hung strings. 

Time suspended in dust. 

Behind the counter, the guy looked up. 

Recognition.  

Tucked behind surprise. 

Like a photo half-buried under papers you didn’t mean to keep. 

“Hey,” he said. 

Neutral. 

Too neutral. 

Isabel answered with a smile. 

Not real. 

Wired. 

Practiced. 

Weaponized warmth.  

“My grandmother passed two weeks ago,” she said. 

“Found some letters. Said she was close with Antônio Vaz. You know him?” 

Grief in the voice. 

But that wasn’t grief. 
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That was bait.  

Sugar-coated poison. 

He blinked. 

Face softened. 

Too late. 

Not compassion. 

Reflex. 

“Sorry for your loss,” he said. 

The book in front of him closed too neatly. 

His hand moved with intent. 

Too trained. 

Too aware. 

He leaned in. 

Not cozy. 

Calculated.  

Like someone stepping across a minefield who’s walked it before. 

“He’s my uncle,” the guy said. 

“But… I don’t know where he lives. I just got to Lisbon myself. He’s always been. . private.” 

Isabel didn’t nod. 

Didn’t blink. 

Let the silence stretch. 
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Not awkward. 

Tactical.  

Old trick: 

let them talk to fill the void. 

He hesitated. 

Swallowed air. 

Somewhere behind the wall, a violin string hummed. 

The shop breathed. 

“My dad might know,” he caved. 

Voice light. 

Too light. 

Like someone handing over a knife by the blade. 

“I can ask. If you want. Come back later.” 

Isabel nodded once. 

Slow. 

Planted. 

“That’d be great.” 

She held his gaze too long. 

Long enough to study the sweat behind his calm. 

“In the letters…” she added, voice level, 

“There was something called the ‘Group of Seven.’” 
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His forehead twitched. 

Reflex. 

Before thought. 

Before words. 

Instinct. 

The kind born from secrets, not memory. 

“I’ll write it down,” he said. 

Too fast. 

Like silence would give it power. 

He grabbed a notebook. 

Scribbled. 

Too quick. 

Hand trembled. 

The word Seven looked like it had teeth. 

“Come back tomorrow, yeah?” 

“What’s your name?” 

“Miguel.” 

“Thanks, Miguel.” 

She smiled again. 

But what gleamed in her eyes wasn’t gratitude. 

It was aim. 

16 


Then she turned. 

Walked out. 

The bell behind her rang like a death knell. 

Her feet knew the path before her mind did. 

Outside, something screeched, metal grinding metal. A gate that hadn’t moved in years. 

To her right: an alley. 

Too dark. 

Too quiet. 

And it called to her. 

Curiosity wasn’t just a habit. 

It was a flaw. 

And flaws always collect. 

She moved like she wasn’t interested. 

But the body remembers what the mind denies. 

Then, the grab. 

An arm. Her waist. Static.  

A hand clamped her mouth. Clean. Precise. 

Not rage. 

Technique. 

Behind her: heat. Stone. Controlled breath. 

Predator breath. 
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No fear. No rush. 

No wasted movement. 

The scent hit next. 

Burnt sandalwood. 

Old leather. 

Blood, not fresh, but not forgotten. 

She felt the grip. The intent. 

But fear never came. 

She  knew this shadow. 

Anyone else would’ve screamed. 

She calibrated. 

The voice came next. 

Grazed her ear. Low. Dry. Too close. 

“Give me one reason I don’t shut you down right here.” 

Not threat. 

Assessment.  

She tried to shift. Nothing moved. 

His grip was control, not chaos. 

“I’m gonna let go. No scene.” 

It wasn’t a suggestion. 

It was protocol.  
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In one sharp move, he spun her. 

Back hit brick.  

Damp alley wall. 

Streetlight sliced through the dark like a dull blade. 

His eyes. Her face. Locked.  

Time fractured. 

Recognition. 

Not of her. 

 In him. 

His expression broke. 

Shock. Yes. 

But something deeper. 

Older. 

Something buried. 

“You’re just like…” 

He didn’t finish. 

Couldn’t. 

The words got stuck. 

Between memory and war. 

“Like who?” Isabel asked. 
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Voice steady. 

Chin high. 

Not bravery. 

Code.  

He didn’t answer. 

Knelt. 

Picked up the bag she didn’t realize had fallen. 

Handed it back. No glance. 

Fingers almost touched.  

Almost. 

Then, he turned. 

Gone. 

Like a shadow that belonged to the alley. 

Not the world. 

Minutes later.  

Eduardo pushed open the shop door. 

Measured calm. Eraser-of-tracks calm.  

 Bell rang again.  

Miguel looked up. 

“Who was that woman?” Eduardo asked. 

“She said she was looking for Uncle Antônio.” 
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“And you told her what?” 

“That he’s not around. She seemed… 

disappointed. Didn’t leave a message.” 

Eduardo nodded. 

Didn’t blink. 

Eyes still on the doorway. 

Her scent still lingered.  

Jasmine. 

Too soft. 

Didn’t belong in a city that eats the delicate. 

Upstairs, he stood by the window. 

Hands clenched on the sill. 

Eyes fixed on nothing. 

But he saw her.  

Pinned against the wall. 

Skin warm. 

Eyes daring him. 

It throbbed in his mind like a bruise. 

And he didn’t know yet. 

This was only the beginning.  

That night.  
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Isabel lay on the bed. 

Still in the day’s clothes. 

Staring at the ceiling like it might talk. 

Her body buzzed. 

Not from fear. 

From memory. 

The touch still clung.  

Burnt sandalwood. 

Old leather. 

Eyes that stripped nothing, but saw everything. 

She touched her own face. 

Slow. 

As if erasing fingerprints. 

Didn’t want to. 

She wanted to  understand. 

The tattoo on his arm. 

Military. Tribal. Outdated.  

Not for show. 

A marker. 

A history. 

Maybe a wound. 

She rolled over. 
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Not toward sleep. 

Toward obsession.  

“You’re just like…” 

It echoed. 

Not a flirtation. 

Not a compliment. 

A curse. 

 Like who?  

Her brow furrowed. 

He didn’t see a stranger. 

He saw a ghost. 

Or a ghost’s shadow. 

She punched the pillow. 

Too much for day one. 

But she didn’t crumble. 

Didn’t fold. 

She grew up silencing nuns with her eyes. 

Learned to obey without surrender. 

To protect without running. 

Now this man. 

This coded threat with predator’s eyes. 

Was more than a moment. 
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He was a message. 

And she would decode it. 

CHAPTER 3 


Morning.  

Fingers trembled, barely, as she buttoned the same green dress. 

It was armor now.  

Half provocation. 

Half ritual. 

An offering tossed into hostile ground. 

She looked in the mirror. 

Didn’t see a girl. 

Didn’t see a victim. 

She saw Cleopatra with a vendetta. 

She remembered the touch. 

The burn in the look that didn’t touch. 

Today wasn’t about music. 

It was about testing the silence between the notes. 
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She entered. 

 Bell rang.  

“Morning,” she said. 

Firm. 

Firmer than she felt. 

“I’m here. . this time. . for piano lessons.” 

Lie.  

She didn’t want music. 

She wanted fractures. 

She wanted blood. 

Miguel smiled. 

Too bright. 

Too easy. 

“Sure. Lessons are twice a week. We can check times. You play already?” 

“Enough,” she said. 

With a tilt. 

Charm disguised as challenge. 

Bait. 

He opened the notebook. 

Didn’t write. 
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Because they both heard it. 

The  creak.  

The stairs. 

Weight descending.  

Eduardo. 

Not fast. 

Not slow. 

Just. . certain. 

The kind of walk that doesn’t need to find the ground. 

It already owns it.  

Tension followed him. 

Unseen. 

Heavy. 

Like gunpowder before a match. 

His eyes found hers. 

And again, the room stopped breathing. 

“This is my,” Miguel began. 

“We’ve met,” Eduardo cut. 
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Voice like dry whiskey. 

No apology. 

No ice. 

He didn’t look at her like a student. 

He looked at her like she was a cipher. 

A puzzle that dared to move on its own. 

“Not properly,” she replied. 

Eyes sharp. 

Unblinking. 

“Eduardo.” 

She extended her hand. 

Not invitation. 

Domination.  

“Isabel Almeida.” 

But her gaze said something else: 

I’m here to take you apart.  

He hesitated. 

Her skin felt like shrapnel in a handshake. 

He touched it. 

Quick. 

Enough to feel the threat.  

“Here for lessons, really?” he asked. 
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The voice cracked at the edge. 

Control slipping. 

“Depends who’s teaching,” she snapped. 

Eyes on Miguel. 

Then back. 

Target locked.  

The air thickened. 

Heavy with unspoken contracts. 

Miguel scribbled something. 

Didn’t matter what. 

It wasn’t a note. 

It was a line drawn in dirt. 

Eduardo looked away first. 

But he didn’t retreat. 

And that told her everything. 

She smiled. 

Not for him. 

For the game.  

She wasn’t here to play piano. 

Or checkers. 

She was here to burn the board. 
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Because the sound came first.  

 Creak. Stairs. Weight.  

He was coming down. 

Not fast. Not hesitant.  

Deliberate. 

Like someone used to walking into ambushes, and surviving. 

The steps didn’t look for the ground. 

They landed like they’d been there before.  

Owned it. 

And with him came the shift. 

Pressure. 

Not visible. 

Not loud. 

Like gunpowder in the air before someone strikes a match.  

Then, his eyes locked on hers.  

And the world paused. 

Again. 

“This is my.” Miguel started. 

“We’ve met,” Eduardo cut in. 

Voice low. Frictionless. 

Like whiskey poured slow into a glass you don’t offer to guests. 
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He didn’t look at her like a customer. 

He looked at her like a system glitching in real time.  

Like the board changed, and the queen started moving without orders. 

“Not properly,” she said. 

Eyes steady. 

Sharp enough to draw blood.  

“Eduardo.” 

She extended her hand. 

Not out of courtesy. 

Out of strategy. 

“Isabel Almeida.” 

But her eyes spoke a different name. 

They said: Sankowski.  

They said: "I’m here to unmake you."  

Eduardo hesitated. 

Her hand wasn’t a gesture. 

It was shrapnel.  

He touched it. Quick. 

Just long enough to feel the pulse. 

The voltage. 
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“Here for lessons, really?” 

His voice cracked. A rasp, not a roar. 

The control was slipping.  

“Depends,” she fired back. 

“On who thinks they’re still in charge.” 

Eyes flicked to Miguel. 

Then back to Eduardo. 

Fast. Target reacquired.  

And now, the room responded. 

The air itself thickened.  

Like it couldn’t breathe either. 

Miguel felt it. 

Didn’t understand it. 

But it curled around him. Made him small. 

He looked at his father. Then at her. 

Then back down. 

Scribbled something in the notebook. 

Not a name. Not a time. 

Just a crooked line.  

Territory marked. 

Uncertainty confessed. 
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Eduardo broke the stare. 

But not the game. 

He looked away with intent. 

Not retreta, recalibration. 

Isabel smiled. Internally. 

Not joy. Victory.  

He was off balance. 

She felt it. 

She’d set the board. 

Drawn the first line. 

And this wasn’t checkers.  

This was war.  

CHAPTER 4 

Eduardo drifted to the counter.  

Eyes locked. 

Not walking, calibrating.  

He picked up the appointment book. 

Not fast. Not slow. 

Intentional.  

Like the pages might confess something if turned too quick. 
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“Tomorrow. Nine.” 

He scribbled the time. 

Pen moved with rehearsed calm. 

But the grip was tight. 

“If you’re in.” 

Isabel didn’t blink. 

“I’m in.” 

Miguel froze. 

Mid-movement. 

Like something rewired behind his eyes. 

His gaze snapped to Eduardo. 

Sharp. Questioning. Personal. 

“You’re teaching?” 

He tried for casual. 

But the tone cracked. 

Just enough to show the wire underneath. 

Eduardo didn’t look at him. 

Didn’t even flinch.  

His eyes stayed on Isabel like Miguel hadn’t spoken. 

“Just for her.” 
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Silence dropped like a hammer. 

Not awkward. 

Hostile.  

Miguel dropped the cleaning rag on the counter. 

Deliberate. Measured.  

“Thought you hadn’t taught since… what, ’53?” 

The words came wrapped in silk. 

But the blade was underneath. 

He studied his Father. 

Not like a son. 

Like a profiler. 

Looking for tells.  

Eduardo didn’t bite. 

Didn’t blink. 

Just flipped the page. 

 The sound echoed.  

Like a fuse catching fire. 

“Maybe it’s time to start again,” he said. 

Flat. Unemotional. 

Then, he turned to Isabel. 

Voice lowered. Clipped. 
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“Want to see what you’re capable of.” 

“You seem… promising.” 

Miguel bit the inside of his cheek. 

Didn’t speak. 

But something sharp was simmering. 

Isabel smiled. 

Not warmth. 

Checkmate.  

She signed the paper. 

Steady. Clean. 

Eyes still locked on Eduardo. 

“See you tomorrow,” she said. 

Tone: sweet. 

Undercurrent: venom. 

Not a farewell. A warning.  

“Tomorrow,” he echoed. 

And just for a second. 

A crack.  

In the armor. 

Tiny. But there. 

She left. 

Quiet. Calculated. 

35 


Miguel stayed still. 

The silence stayed loud. 

Then. 
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