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      The thing about parking garages at eleven p.m. is that they all smell the same. Concrete dust, old exhaust, and that faintly sweet chemical undertone that I've never been able to identify, but always associate with bad decisions.

      Tonight is no exception.

      My heels click against the pavement, and the sound bounces off the low ceiling like a metronome counting down to something. Level three, northwest corner. That's what the client said. Between the support pillar and the gray Civic that's been parked here so long it's probably grown roots.

      I spot the car. Sure enough, it looks like it hasn't moved since the Kennedy administration. There's a fine layer of grime on the windshield and a parking ticket tucked under the wiper that has gone soft and yellow with age. I make a mental note of it, not because it matters, but because I do that with everything. Occupational hazard or personality disorder. The jury's still out.

      The client is already here. He's leaning against the pillar, trying to look casual, which is always a dead giveaway that someone is not, in fact, casual. He's in his mid-forties, expensive coat, a haircut that costs more than some people's rent, mine included.

      His name is David something-or-other, a VP of acquisitions at a biotech firm who is very concerned about what his competitor is developing. However, he is not at all concerned about the ethical implications of hiring someone like me to find out.

      I love that about corporate types. The moral flexibility. They'd clutch their pearls if you called them criminals, but they'll slide a brown envelope across a table without blinking.

      "You have it?" he asks, and his voice does that tight, clipped thing that people's voices do when they're pretending they've done this a hundred times. He hasn't. I can tell because he keeps touching his left ear, a self-soothing gesture, the adult equivalent of a kid tugging on a blanket. Adorable, really.

      "Good evening to you too, David."

      He blinks. Right. Pleasantries. The underworld's most underrated currency.

      I reach into my bag, a structured leather tote that costs exactly enough to say “I’m a professional”, and not a cent more, and pull out a slim black USB drive.

      It contains fourteen months of proprietary research data from his competitor's drug development pipeline. Molecular structures, trial results, projected timelines. Information that, in the right hands, is worth a small fortune. In the wrong hands, it's worth a lawsuit and a prison sentence.

      His hands, for the record, are sweating. I can see the sheen on his fingertips when he reaches for the drive.

      I pull it back slightly, enough to make him notice.

      "The balance.”

      "Right. Yes." He fumbles with his phone and pulls up a banking app. His fingers are shaking. A transfer confirmation pops up on my screen thirty seconds later, and I verify it with the practiced calm of someone checking the weather forecast.

      Fifty thousand dollars. Deposited into an account that will bounce through three intermediaries before settling somewhere untraceable. It sounds like a lot. It's not. That’s a no, especially after three weeks of spying, social engineering for access, faking a keycard, and enduring two hours in a blazing hot server room.

      Nonetheless, it’s still fifty grand. Big money, and I try not to think about how fast it'll disappear.

      I hand over the drive. David takes it like it's a baby bird, gentle, a little terrified he's going to crush it. He opens his mouth, probably to say something like “Pleasure doing business”, or “This never happened,” and I save him the embarrassment.

      "We've never met," I say. "You don't know my name. If this goes sideways, you hired a consultant through a third-party firm that doesn't exist anymore. The paper trail ends at a P.O. box in Delaware."

      He's already backing away, tucking the drive into his inner coat pocket with the tenderness of a man hiding a love letter.

      "Have a good night, David."

      No response. He's practically jogging toward the elevator. The sound of his expensive shoes on concrete echoes and fades, and then it's only me, the ancient car, and the smell of grave decisions.

      I exhale fully. Another job done. It’s been clean, efficient, and no complications. This is what I'm good at: the invisible work that happens in the spaces between what people admit to. I find things and take them. I become whatever the situation requires, and then I disappear.

      It's a talent: being no one.

      The drive home takes forty minutes because the Expressway is, as always, a slow-motion punishment for sins I must have committed in a past life. I sit in traffic with my window cracked, letting the cold air chew at my fingers, and I try to feel something like satisfaction.

      Keyword: I try.

      My apartment is in Bushwick, which sounds trendier than it is. Third floor of a walk-up that has the structural integrity of a graham cracker, and a radiator that makes sounds like a dying animal between the hours of two and five a.m.

      The hallway smells like someone's grandma is making sofrito, which honestly is the best thing about the building. That, and the rent, which is low enough that I don't have to think about it, freeing up mental space for all the other numbers I do have to think about.

      I kick off the heels the moment I'm through the door. The relief is immediate, almost holy, a full-body exhale that starts at your arches and radiates upward.

      The apartment is dark except for the microwave clock blinking in pale green. Ignoring the overhead light, I turn on the side table lamp instead because it makes the place look cozy instead of what it actually is: sparse.

      Not minimalist. Sparse. Minimalism is a choice. Sparse is what happens when you move every eighteen months and eventually stop buying things you'll have to leave behind.

      The couch is secondhand, decent. The bookshelf is real, and that always stays, even when everything else gets donated or dumped. Dostoevsky next to a dog-eared copy of a spy novel, next to a cookbook I bought with aspirations I have not yet fulfilled.

      The kitchen counter has coffee supplies and exactly one banana that is entering its twilight years. There's no art on the walls. There are no photos on the fridge.

      It's not sad really. I think of it as practical.

      That's what I tell myself, anyway, as I pour two fingers of bourbon into a glass that used to be a jam jar and settle onto the couch with my phone.

      One new text from Lyla that was sent an hour ago.

      Lyla: Physical therapy today was BRUTAL. Derek (my therapist, who I'm convinced is a sadist in a polo shirt) made me do stairs. STAIRS, Lauren. I'm a war hero now. Send medals.

      A smile cracks across my face before I can stop it. It's involuntary. Lyla has that effect, always has, even when we were kids and she'd follow me around the house narrating everything I did like a nature documentary. “Folks, here we see the elder sister in her natural habitat, eating cereal directly from the box because she is, at heart, a feral creature.”

      I type back.

      You are a war hero. Your medal's in the mail. How's the pain afterwards?

      The three dots appear immediately. She's a night owl, my sister, and always has been.

      Manageable. The new medications are helping. Don't worry about me.

      Don't worry about me. The refrain of every younger sibling who knows their older sibling is drowning in worry, and wants to throw them a life raft made of false reassurance. I appreciate it, but I also don't believe it for a second.

      Too late. Worrying is my cardio. Get some sleep, Lyl.

      You first. [image: red heart] came the reply.

      I set the phone down and take another sip of bourbon. It burns in a clean, amber line down my throat, and for a second, the warmth almost fills the space that the empty apartment doesn't. Almost.

      There's a folder on the kitchen counter. I've been ignoring it for two days, which is impressive for someone who makes a living dealing with uncomfortable information. I get up, carry my jam jar over, and flip it open.

      Medical bills. A stack of them, organized by date, because even my avoidance is methodical. The top sheet is from Lyla’s neurologist, detailing a follow-up appointment, scans, and a change to her treatment plan. It’s just under 9,000 dollars!

      Next are the physical therapy invoices, followed by the significant item: the projected cost for the upcoming surgery. Her doctor shows it could restore substantial mobility if they proceed within the next six months. That number has so many zeros it looks fake. Like someone accidentally leaned on the keyboard.

      $287,000. I stare at it some more, as if the number might get embarrassed and shrink.

      It doesn't.

      Here's the math, and the math is simple: I make good money. Not substantial money, not retire to a beach money, but good. Enough to cover my expenses, Lyla's rent (she doesn't know I pay half; her roommate is a friend of mine who sends me bank requests), and the ongoing therapy costs. The surgery is a different universe and requires the money that doesn't come from stealing biotech files at fifty grand a pop.

      I close the folder and press my fingers against my eyelids until I see stars.

      The thing people don't tell you about being the strong one, the one who always has a plan, is that the plans have to come from somewhere. Sometimes, “somewhere” feels like nowhere at all.

      I rinse the glass, then brush my teeth. I wash my face with cold water and stare at myself in the bathroom mirror. The woman staring back looks tired in a way that sleep doesn't fix. She knocked on thirty’s door two years ago; her dark brown hair is pulled into a knot. The circles under her eyes are usually covered by concealer, which is fine for work, but not for a bathroom with harsh light.

      "You're fine," I tell her.

      She doesn't look convinced.

      I do a final check of the apartment before bed: the windows and the door are locked, and the motion sensor near the entrance is armed and blinking. Paranoid? Sure, but paranoia is merely pattern recognition with an evil reputation, and I have years of excellent reasons not to sleep in an unsecured room.

      The bed is cold as usual. I pull the comforter up to my chin and lie there in the dark, listening to the radiator begin its nightly symphony of clanks and groans. I think about nothing and everything at once.

      David and his sweaty hands and his fifty thousand dollars slip into my thoughts.

      I also think about Lyla on a staircase, fighting for every step, then for good measure, about $287,000 and its overabundance of zeros.

      Three years ago, I was a different woman, with a different name on a different continent, doing work that mattered for people who didn't. How strange is it that the skills they gave me, the ones they trained into my bones and then punished me for having, are the same skills keeping me alive now? Breaking into buildings. Reading people and becoming someone else.

      They made me into a tool and then threw me away when the tool cut the wrong hand.

      The joke's on them because the tool kept cutting.

      My phone buzzes on the nightstand.

      It's after midnight, and I almost ignore it. If it's Lyla again, it can wait until morning. If it's a client, it can definitely wait until morning. I have a rule about new work after midnight: nothing good comes from it. It’s the same way nothing good comes from texting your ex after three drinks or perusing your symptoms on the internet at 3 a.m.

      My hand reaches for it anyway, because rules are for people who aren't staring at a ceiling thinking about $287,000.

      It’s an unknown number. No name, and no context.

      A four-line message.

      “I have a job. Seven figures. Three weeks of your time. Your particular skill set is required, specifically your talent for becoming other people. If you're interested, Lumeer restaurant, tomorrow, 1 PM. Ask for the reservation under "Tufano." Come alone.”

      I read it three times.

      Seven figures. Three weeks.

      My thumb hovers over the screen. Every instinct I have; the trained ones, the ones that kept me alive in places where a wrong word meant a shallow grave, is telling me this is wrong. You don't take jobs from unknown numbers, nor do you walk into meetings you didn't arrange. You don't trust people who know what you can do when you've never told them.

      Beneath the instinct, however, is something quieter and much more persistent: $287,000.

      Lyla on a staircase. Fighting.

      The hospital bills are the reason. That's the version I carry at the surface, clean and simple. My sister needs surgery. The surgery costs more than my accumulated savings. Beneath the statements and the insurance denials that keep me awake at night, there is the other thing.

      The thing I don't say. Lyla's accident was three months ago. A car mounted the sidewalk one afternoon in Bethesda, struck her outside the cafe where she was sitting, and kept driving. Hit and run. Unsolved.

      The police called it random. They don’t know what I know: that four weeks before the accident, an asset I'd burned in Ankara sent a message through back channels asking for my real name. Then, two weeks before the accident, my cover identity's background trail, the one I thought was airtight, was accessed from an IP address in Northern Virginia.

      One week before the accident, the access stopped. Whoever was looking for me stopped looking, and a car mounted a sidewalk and hit the only person in the world connected to my real identity. The police called it random. I don't believe in randomness.

      I believe in cause and effect and operational consequence; my sister's shattered pelvis and her months of rehabilitation. The bills that I cannot pay, and the guilt that says your life did this, your career did this. The world you chose reached out and touched the person you were trying to protect from it.

      The money is the reason, but the guilt is the engine. I'm not just paying for Lyla's surgery. I'm paying for having been the woman whose work follows her home.

      I already know I'm going. That's the thing about desperation: it doesn't feel the way you'd expect. It's not dramatic, nor cinematic. It's a medical bill on a kitchen counter and a decision you make in the dark while your radiator screams.

      It’s quiet, practical, almost like a choice…almost.
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      Lumeer is one of those restaurants where the menu doesn't list prices.

      I know this because I looked it up at seven this morning, sitting cross-legged on my bed with coffee that was slightly too bitter and my laptop balanced on a pillow.

      The website had an elegant style with soft lighting. It featured white tablecloths, simple flower arrangements, and photos that made food look like art. The fixed-price lunch starts at $180 per person, without wine! I know this only because a blogger complained about it in a review that still gave the place four and a half stars.

      This is not my world. My world is bodega coffee, dollar slices at midnight, and a bourbon collection that lives in a jam jar.

      However, I know how to visit other people's worlds. That's sort of the entire skill set.

      I arrive twelve minutes early because that’s me. Not ten: ten is expected, a polite standard. Not fifteen because one looks eager. Twelve is the sweet spot. Enough time to read the room, clock the exits, identify every person who might be a problem, and still look like I only wandered in ahead of schedule.

      The restaurant is in Midtown, tucked into the ground floor of a building that's all glass and limestone and quiet money. A block where the doormen wear actual gloves and the lobby plants look healthier than most people I know.

      Inside, Lumeer is exactly what the website promised: hushed, expensive, lit by natural light filtered through sheer curtains. It smells like fresh bread and something herbal, and the ambient sound is the low murmur of people who don't need to raise their voices to be heard.

      I'm wearing the right costume. Black trousers, silk blouse in a dark green that does good things for my coloring, and a structured blazer. Heels that are professional without being aggressive. Hair down, which I almost never do, because the woman I looked up this morning, the woman attached to the name "Tufano”, exists in a world where women wear their hair down. Small gold earrings, minimal makeup, expertly applied. I look like someone who belongs at such an expensive lunch.

      I don’t, but looking like you belong is cheaper than actually belonging, and significantly more useful.

      "Reservation for Tufano," I tell the host, and the shift in his posture is immediate. Subtle: a slight straightening of the spine, a warmth entering his eyes that wasn't there before. The name means something here.

      "Of course. Right this way."

      He leads me through the main dining room and past a frosted glass partition to a private section in the back with fewer tables. More space between them. The lighting is dimmer here, which isn't about ambiance; it's about privacy. People who eat in rooms like this don't want to be observed.

      I'm being led to a corner booth where a woman is already seated, and my first thought is: she's been here a while. There's a glass of sparkling water in front of her, half-empty, with the condensation track suggesting at least twenty minutes. A leather portfolio sits on the table, closed. The phone was intentionally placed face down, a clear sign of her undivided attention, a deliberate act that felt staged.

      She stands as I approach, and I take the full inventory in the three seconds it takes to cross the remaining distance.

      Early thirties. Dark hair, sleek, falling past her shoulders. Olive skin. She has that classic, understated beauty often seen in wealthy families, achieved through consistent care like regular facials and a private dermatologist.

      She's wearing cream, a structured dress that probably costs more than my rent, and a pendant necklace that sits below her collarbone. Her eyes are dark brown, sharp, and there's something behind them that doesn't match the polished exterior.

      Grief, I think, or something pretty damn close to it.

      "Thank you for coming." Her voice is warm; a voice that's been trained since childhood to carry authority without sounding harsh. East Coast private school with something European underneath, Italian roots, maybe, softened by a lifetime in the States. "Please sit."

      I slide into the booth across from her. The leather is absurdly soft, a butter-smooth texture that makes you understand why people spend money on furniture.

      "You must be the person who texted me at midnight from an unknown number," I say. "Which, just so we agree, is how horror movies start."

      A flicker of surprise crosses her face. She expected someone more deferential. Good. Deferential gets you walked on. Slightly irreverent makes people recalibrate their assumptions, keeps them off-balance, making them reveal things.

      "I apologize for the hour," she says. "And for the mystery. Discretion was necessary."

      "Discretion I understand. It's the 'I know what you can do' part that caught my attention. I'm a consultant. I help companies with information management." The cover story. Bland, forgettable, technically next to the truth. "I'm not sure what 'particular skill set' you're referring to."

      She smiles. It's careful, practiced. "Let's not waste each other's time with pretense, Ms. Massey.”

      My name, and my real name too.

      The temperature of the conversation shifts. Although I don’t show it, my body automatically checks all exits: the main entrance and a service door.

      I mentally noted the butter knife to my right. It was useless, but I felt better knowing it was there. I calculated I could be on my feet and running in about two seconds, assuming my heels didn’t get in the way.

      I say nothing. I wait.

      She reads my silence correctly: as a loaded gun pointed at the conversation. Opening the leather portfolio, she slides a single photograph across the table.

      A woman. Young, mid-twenties, maybe. Dark hair, darker than the woman across from me but with the same silky weight to it. Heart-shaped face, delicate features, wide brown eyes. She's smiling in the photo, though it looks staged. A family portrait, maybe, or a social media shot perhaps.

      "My sister," the woman says. "Valentina."

      The pause she takes then is a beat too long, and something tightens around her mouth. A tiny expression of grief, or guilt, there and gone like a fish surfacing and diving again.

      "My name is Gianna Tufano. My family is..." She searches for the diplomatic phrasing. "Prominent. In certain circles."

      I know what Tufano means. Not because I run in those circles, but because when you spend years in the gray space between legal and criminal, the names filter down like sediment.

      Tufano is organized crime. Old school, rooted deep, a family that's been operating for generations and has the infrastructure to prove it. Shipping, logistics, import-export, the legitimate surface, with everything you'd expect underneath.

      "I know who the Tufanos are," I say. No point pretending otherwise. She already knows my name.

      A small nod that is almost grateful.

      "Then you may know that my family has been in negotiations with another family, the Lucidis, for an alliance. A marriage. Valentina was to marry Nero Lucidi in three weeks."

      She says "was" as if she's handling broken glass. Carefully. Knowing it'll cut.

      "Valentina died eight days ago."

      A server passes behind the frosted partition, a blurred silhouette like a ghost in a frame. I look at the photograph again. The staged smile. The wide brown eyes.

      "I'm sorry," I say, and I mean it. I don't always mean it when I say it; an occupational hazard of saying what people need to hear. Something about the photo, her youth, and the careful way she'd arranged her face for the camera moved me. She deserved more than twenty-something years.

      Gianna's fingers tighten around her glass. "Thank you." Then, with the efficiency of someone who has compartmentalized her grief into something she can close and shelve: "The cause of death was a brain aneurysm. Sudden. No warning signs. She collapsed at home. By the time the ambulance arrived, she was gone."

      Clean and concise. Rehearsed.

      I notice.

      "The problem," Gianna continues, "is that if Nero Lucidi, if the Lucidi family discovers that Valentina is dead, the alliance collapses. The marriage is the alliance. Without it..." She trails off, and for the first time, the composure fractures enough for me to see something raw underneath. Fear. Real, bone-deep fear. "Without it, my family is exposed. Vulnerable. There are other organizations that have been waiting for a crack in our position. If the Lucidis walk away, those organizations will move. Quickly."

      I lean back in the booth. The leather sighs beneath me.

      "You want me to be her," I say.

      Not a question. The text message, the "particular skill set," the photograph, the private dining room, it's all been pointing here since the moment I sat down. They need someone to put on a dead woman's face and walk her into a marriage with one of the most powerful criminal families on the Eastern Seaboard.

      I should be horrified. I think I am, somewhere under the professional calm, but horror is a luxury I calculate the cost of before I indulge in it.

      Gianna holds my gaze. "Yes."

      "You're asking me to impersonate your dead sister. At her wedding. To a man she was engaged to. In front of his entire family, and presumably hundreds of guests who will scrutinize the bride with varying degrees of attention and suspicion."

      "Yes."

      "Afterward, then what? Live as her? For how long?"

      "A few months. Long enough for the alliance to solidify, for the business arrangements to be completed. After that, we engineer an exit. A quiet separation, an annulment, whatever is cleanest. You disappear, and both families move forward."

      I almost laugh. The sheer audacity of it is breathtaking, not admirable, but breathtaking in the way a car crash is breathtaking. You can't look away.

      "Gianna," I say her name deliberately, grounding the conversation in reality. "What you're describing isn't a job. It's a long-term undercover operation inside a hostile environment with no extraction team, no handler, and no safety net. If Nero Lucidi, a man who, from what I understand, didn't get to where he is by being stupid, figures out his wife isn't his wife, the best-case scenario is that I end up in a deep hole somewhere in Jersey. The worst case involves less pleasant geography."

      "Which is why I came to you." She leans forward. The pendant catches the low light. "Your name was not pulled out of a hat, Ms. Massey. I know what you did before you were a 'consultant.' I know about the work in Eastern Europe. I know about the identities you've built and the people you've become. You're not a con artist playing dress-up. You were trained by professionals, and from what I can gather, you were the best they had before they buried you."

      Something cold slides down my spine. It's not fear, exactly. It's the feeling of being seen in a way I've spent three years making sure I wouldn't be.

      "You've done your homework," I say, keeping my voice even.

      "I've done enough to know you can do this, and enough to know you need the money."

      There it is. The hook. She didn't even try to hide it.

      "What's the number?"

      She says it like she's ordering lunch… casually.

      "Two million dollars. Half on signing, half on completion."

      I don't react. I've trained myself not to react to numbers, to names, to anything that could give someone leverage over my internal state. Somewhere behind my sternum, though, something lurches. Two million. The surgery, the therapy, the bills, all of it, erased. Lyla's future secured. Not scraping by, not juggling, not lying awake at midnight doing math that never adds up. Solved.

      "And if I say no?" I ask, because I need to hear the alternative. The shape of the cage matters as much as the bait.

      "Then I find someone less qualified and hope for the best," Gianna says. "But I won't pretend the pool of candidates is deep. What I need requires a very specific set of skills and a very specific... moral flexibility."

      Moral flexibility. That's a polite way of saying it.

      The waiter appears at the edge of our table like a well-dressed apparition. Gianna waves him off with a gesture so practiced it's practically choreography. He vanishes.

      I pick up the photograph of Valentina again. Study her. The bone structure is similar enough to mine that with the right work, the right coloring, the right mannerisms, it could hold. We're roughly the same height, same build, though she's softer through the face and I'd need to adjust my carriage. She holds herself like someone who was taught to be decorative. I hold myself like someone who was taught to find cover.

      Those are different bodies. Different architectures of motion. The physical transformation is possible. The behavioral one is harder. I'd need to learn her, not only facts but rhythms. How she laughs, sits, holds a glass, and how she occupies silence. The difference between becoming someone and wearing their face is the difference between a painting and a photograph. One is alive. The other is merely accurate.

      "How did she die?" I ask again.

      Gianna blinks. "I told you. An aneurysm. It was⁠—"

      "Suddenly, with no warning signs, collapsed at home. Yes, you said." I set the photo down. "How did she die, Gianna?"

      There's a moment, a small, pressurized moment, where something shifts behind her eyes. It's fast. An untrained person wouldn’t notice, but I’ve spent years learning to understand the disconnect between words and expressions. Currently, Gianna Tufano’s expression contradicts her words.

      Her mouth is composed. Steady. The answer is ready, polished, and delivered without hesitation.

      Her eyes went somewhere else for a fraction of a second. Somewhere dark and complicated and not at all consistent with "brain aneurysm."

      "She died in her sleep," Gianna says softly. "The doctor said she wouldn't have felt anything. It was peaceful."

      It's a good and kind answer. The answer you give to make death sound gentle, and I have no concrete reason to doubt it.

      Except that Gianna's left hand, beneath the table, is gripping her own knee so hard I can see the tendons shifting under her skin.

      I tuck it away the same way I file everything, with the quiet patience of someone who knows that the truth is rarely the first thing people tell you. It's usually the fourth or fifth thing, buried under the versions they've rehearsed.

      Something about this is wrong. The death, the urgency, the two-million-dollar desperation. Something doesn't fit, and I should care about that. I should pay attention to my gut feeling, which tells me that if the plan feels off, the mission is off.

      The briefing, though, is offering me two million dollars, and my sister is learning to walk again, and the surgery window is six months and closing.

      "I have conditions," I say.

      Gianna's shoulders drop by a quarter inch. Relief. She expected more resistance.

      "Name them."

      "Full access to everything you have on Valentina. Video, audio, personal history, medical records, social media. I need it all, not a curated highlight reel. I need the messy, embarrassing, private stuff. How she fought with your mother. What she ordered when she was drunk. Whether she was a morning person or a night owl. I can learn a script, but scripts don't survive sustained intimate contact. I need to learn about the person."

      "Done."

      "I choose my exit. If things go sideways, I leave on my terms, not yours. No argument, no negotiation. If I say I'm out, I'm out."

      A hesitation. Small. "Agreed."

      "And the money. Half up front, as you said. Non-negotiable, non-refundable. If I walk in three days or three months, the first million is mine."

      "That's—" she stops herself. Recalculates. "Fine."

      Too easy. She agreed too easily, which means the Tufanos are more desperate than Gianna is letting on. That desperation is useful leverage, but it's also a warning sign. Desperate people are unpredictable people, and unpredictable people get other people killed.

      I pick up the photograph one more time. Valentina Tufano, forever mid-twenties, forever smiling her careful smile.

      I'm going to wear your face, I think. I'm going to walk into your life and live in your skin and marry a man you never got to know. You don't know me. I don't know you, and I'm sorry for that.

      "I'll need the three weeks," I say mostly to myself.

      "The wedding is in three weeks."

      "Then I'll need every minute of them."

      I slide the photograph back across the table. Gianna takes it, and her fingers linger on the edge, the same fingers that were white-knuckled on her knee a moment ago, and for one second, I see the grief again. The real kind. The kind that doesn't perform.

      Whatever happened to Valentina Tufano, her sister loved her. That, at least, is true.

      It doesn't mean everything else is.

      “I’ll send the materials tomorrow,” Gianna said, trying to appear calm after days of doing just that. "Everything you need, and the first payment will clear by the end of the week."

      "Then we have a deal."

      We don't shake hands. That's not how deals like this work. People shake hands when there's a mutual understanding that the agreement is built on trust. This agreement is built on need; hers for a body, mine for money, and acknowledging that out loud would be gauche.

      She signals for the check. I let her pay. A woman offering two million dollars can cover the sparkling water.

      Outside, the cold air hits my face like a slap, and I welcome it. After the restaurant’s quiet, the city is loud. I stand on the sidewalk and let the noise wash over me like a reset.

      Two million dollars.

      Three weeks to become someone I've never met.

      A marriage to a man who runs a criminal empire, and a dead woman whose sister's hands shook when she talked about how she died.

      I walk. My heels are sharp, and the rhythm of them on the ground is steady and sure, and sounds nothing like a woman who just agreed to the most dangerous job of her career.

      My phone buzzes. Lyla.

      "Hey! How's your day going? Mine is boring. Distract me."

      I look at the message and I think about $287,000. I think about the number that replaced it, the bigger number, the one that solves everything and costs whatever it costs.

      "Just had a work lunch," I type back. "Got a new contract. Big one."

      "Ooh exciting! Is it cool? Are you doing cool things?"

      I stare at the screen. The cursor blinks, patient and stupid, waiting for me to lie to the one person I never want to lie to.

      "Super cool," I type. "Nothing to worry about."

      Send.

      I pocket the phone and keep walking, and the city swallows me whole the way it always does, another woman in a crowd, looking like she belongs. Looking as if she knows exactly what she's doing.
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      The materials arrive the next morning in a black duffel bag, hand-delivered by a man who doesn't introduce himself and doesn't smile. He's in his mid-fifties, built like a retired boxer, with a face that looks like it was carved from something dense and unfriendly. He hands me the bag, gives my apartment a single sweeping glance that catalogs everything in it, and leaves without a word.

      I like him immediately. Professionals don't waste syllables.

      I lock the door behind him, set the bag on my kitchen table, and unzip it with the reverence of someone opening a casket. Which, in a way, I am.

      The contents include two external hard drives, a sealed envelope, a leather journal, a jewelry box, and Valentina’s rose-gold phone, marked by a small crack in its upper left corner. The crack feels intimate. A phone screen fracture is the modern equivalent of a scar: everyone has one, no one fixes it, and if you ask, there's always a mundane story attached. She dropped it at a restaurant. She sat on it in a cab. The ordinary violence of daily life.

      I plug in the first hard drive and sit down.

      This is the part people don't understand about becoming someone. They think it's wigs and accents, and learning to copy a signature. Those things matter because they're the frame, but the painting itself is something else entirely. It’s internal architecture.

      The way a person thinks, the way they process space and silence, the hierarchy of their anxieties. Are they the type to check their phone first thing in the morning or let it sit? Do they take cream in their coffee, or drink it black and pretend they like it? When they walk into a room, do they scan from left to right or head straight for the nearest familiar face?

      You have to build the person from the inside out. Otherwise, you're just wearing a costume, and costumes come off.

      The hard drive contains videos. Hours of it.

      Valentina at a family dinner, seated between Gianna and an older woman I assume is their mother. She laughs with her entire face, mouth wide, eyes crinkling. One hand raised to cover her teeth and then lowering, as if she started to hide the laugh and then decided against it.

      She touches people when she talks to them. A hand on the forearm, a nudge of the shoulder. Contact-oriented. Warm. A person who fills a room not by being loud but by being present.

      Valentina at what looks like a charity gala, wearing emerald green. She holds her champagne glass by the stem, not the bowl. Someone taught her that, probably at a young age, and she tilts her head to the right when she's listening. Always to the right. It's consistent across every conversation I watch, a physical tell so reliable I could set a clock by it.

      Valentina on the phone, pacing. This is grainy video from a security camera inside the Tufano house, looking down at her from above. She paces in tight circles when she's agitated, her free hand gesturing even though the person on the other end can't see her. She's expressive even when no one's watching. That's important. Some people perform warmth only for an audience. Valentina's warmth appears to be structural.

      In the first two days, I watched seventeen hours of video. I watch them on my couch, on my bed, on the kitchen floor with my back against the fridge because I'd been sitting so long my spine staged a revolt. My routine involves Thai takeout, coffee that fades in quality as the day progresses, and watching Valentina Tufano’s life unfold rapidly.

      By the end of day two, I can do her laugh.

      Not perfectly, not yet, but the shape of it is right. The way it starts low and climbs, the way her eyebrows lift right before the sound comes, like the amusement hits her face a half-second before it hits her voice. I practice in front of my bathroom mirror, which is exactly as sad as it sounds. A woman laughing in someone else's voice.

      That's the work. It’s always sad up close.
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      I dive into the journal on the fourth day. It's leather-bound, a rich burgundy, one you buy at a boutique stationery store and tell yourself you'll use for something meaningful. Valentina used it for everything, meaningful and otherwise. Grocery lists sit next to diary entries.

      Phone numbers are scrawled in margins beside doodles of flowers that are actually quite good. Her handwriting is round and slightly messy; the letters leaning forward as if they're in a hurry to get somewhere.

      I read it thoroughly, in different orders, like shuffling cards, searching for patterns instead of a story.

      Her writing style mirrors her speech. It’s direct, unpretentious, and she often gets sidetracked, using exclamation points frequently. She underlines words for emphasis, always a single underline, never a double one. People are referred to by initials, which is a habit or a precaution depending on how paranoid you want to be about it.

      Most of the entries are exactly what you'd expect from a woman in her mid-twenties navigating life inside a powerful family. Frustrations with her mother, whom she describes in one entry as "a woman made entirely of opinions and hairspray.

      Her affection for Gianna, nicknamed “G,” stems from seeing her as the only family member who genuinely listens, as if she’s preparing a legal document.

      She brought up friends, parties, and a yoga class she couldn’t stick with, humorously saying she needed reminders to breathe.

      Normal, human, and alive.

      Then, roughly two-thirds of the way through, the tone shifts.

      It's not dramatic, not a sudden line in the sand. It's gradual, the way a bruise darkens. The exclamation points thin out and the entries get shorter. The flower doodles disappear, replaced by nothing but blank margins where her pen should have wandered, but didn't.

      One entry, dated about three months before her death:

      "Dinner with N tonight. He was fine. Polite. Attentive. Everyone says I should be grateful. I'm trying to be. It's like being grateful for weather; it's there, happening to you, and you're supposed to appreciate that it isn't worse."

      N. - Nero.

      I read it again. The metaphor is sharp, sharper than her usual writing, which is warm and slightly scattered. This is precise. This is someone who has thought carefully about what she feels and landed on something bleak.

      Another entry, two weeks later:

      "G says this is for the family. G is always right. I only wish being right didn't feel like a door closing."

      Then, the last entry in the journal. Six days before she died.

      "I told M that I wanted out. M said there is no out. M said I need to think about what out means for everyone, not just me. As if I haven't been thinking about everyone else my entire life. As if thinking about everyone else isn't the thing that's swallowing me whole."

      M.

      I don't know who M is. Not Gianna. Gianna is G. A parent? A family advisor? Someone with enough authority to tell Valentina that leaving wasn't an option?

      I read the entry three more times, sitting on my kitchen floor with my back against the cabinet and the journal balanced on my knees. The radiator ticks. The afternoon light goes gray and thin through the window.

      She wanted out.

      Out of the engagement and out of the marriage. Out of whatever this alliance was going to cost her, and someone told her no.

      Then, six days later, she died of a "brain aneurysm." Sudden. Peaceful, with no warning signs.

      Closing the journal, I press my palms to the cover and feel the leather, still warm from my hands, as if the book has a life of its own.

      Something is wrong here.

      I sensed something was off at the restaurant, from Gianna’s hesitant speech and tight grip, but knowing versus proving is distinct. The journal isn't proof of anything. People feel trapped by family obligations all the time without ending up dead. Aneurysms happen to young, healthy people. It's rare, but rare isn't impossible.

      Still.

      She wanted out. Someone said no, and now I'm being paid two million dollars to wear her face.

      I set the journal aside and open the sealed envelope.

      Medical records. A death certificate with the cause of death listed as a ruptured cerebral aneurysm, signed by a Dr. Luciani, attending physician. An autopsy report that is notably brief. Toxicology screen: clean. External examination: unremarkable. Internal examination: consistent with sudden intracranial hemorrhage.

      Three pages. That's it. A whole life reduced to three pages.

      I've seen autopsy reports for uncomplicated deaths that were twice this length. This reads like someone filled in the minimum required fields and left the rest blank. Like a form completed by a person who already knew what it was supposed to say before they started writing.

      Maybe I'm paranoid. Paranoia is both a professional risk and a personal habit. I’ve often walked the edge between being wisely cautious and thinking conspiratorially, but paranoia isn’t always the same. It’s the difference between fearing imagined threats and being alert to real, uninvited intrusions.

      This feels like the second kind.

      I take a photo of the death certificate and the autopsy summary and save them to an encrypted folder on my phone. I don't know why yet. Call it instinct, or maybe it’s insurance.

      It’s like building a house and seeing a crack in the foundation, but everyone else says it’s okay while keeping their distance.
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      A week in and I’m on Valentina's phone.

      Getting into it takes longer than I expect. The passcode isn't her birthday, isn't her mother's birthday, isn't any of the obvious numerical combinations I try first. I spend an irritated hour cycling through possibilities before I find it.  June 21st. Looking through the journal, I saw a quick note about a dog named Rosie who died that day. It was an early entry, written shakily, with a little heart next to the date.

      Of course. The dead dog's death date. Everyone's most secure password is their most sentimental one.

      The phone is a time capsule. Text threads, photo albums, app data, the complete digital skeleton of a life. I go through it methodically, the way you'd catalog evidence, starting with the most recent and working backward.

      Her text thread with Gianna is long, affectionate, full of inside jokes I don't yet understand, and photos of food and screenshots of memes. Normal sister stuff. Gianna sends articles, and Valentina responds with reaction images. Valentina sends selfies, and Gianna responds with single-word reviews. "Cute." "No." "The earrings yes, the lipstick absolutely not."

      Her thread with Nero is shorter. More formal. There's warmth, but it’s careful warmth, the warmth of someone navigating a relationship that was arranged rather than chosen. He texts in complete sentences with correct punctuation, which tells me more about him than any dossier could. He asks about her day. She answers. He suggests restaurants. She agrees. The rhythm is polite, measured, the conversational equivalent of two people slow-dancing at arm's length.

      However, there's one thread that catches me.

      It's with a contact saved as "Nic." No last name, and the messages differ from everything else on the phone, different in texture and in temperature. Where Valentina's other conversations are warm but somewhat performative, these are raw.

      "I keep dreaming about that apartment in Trastevere. The one with the blue shutters. Do you think it's still there?"

      "I think about it too. I think about a lot of things I shouldn't."

      "When can I see you?"

      "You know when."

      "That's not an answer."

      "It's the only one I have right now."

      The conversation spans months. It's not explicit, not in the way you'd expect if it were purely physical, but it vibrates with an intimacy that goes deeper than sex. This pair has a secret connection and shared past that isn’t visible in Valentina Tufano’s public life, which is often under scrutiny.

      Nic is someone she loved. Actually loved. Not the expected, obligatory affection, but a genuine, messy, possibly taboo love that disrupts plans, shatters partnerships, and drives people to confess their desire to leave.

      I read the entire thread twice and then I sit with it, the way you sit with a puzzle piece that changes the picture.

      Valentina wanted not only out of the marriage because she felt trapped. She wanted out because there was someone on the other side of the wall. Someone she was running toward, and someone else stopped her.

      I add this to the encrypted folder. Nic - real name unknown, relationship unclear, possibly the reason Valentina Tufano decided that a strategic marriage wasn't something she could stomach. Also possibly the reason someone decided Valentina needed to stop being a problem.

      I'm reaching and I know I'm reaching, but that is how you find things that are placed out of sight.
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      Day ten and I move on to the physical transformation.

      Gianna sends a stylist to my apartment. Her name is Celeste; she's five-foot-nothing with a French accent and the forceful authority of a woman who has never in her life been wrong about a shade of lipstick. She arrives with three rolling cases and an expression that suggests she's about to perform surgery.

      "Your bone structure is good," she tells me, circling me with her arms crossed like I'm a sculpture she's been asked to restore. "The jaw is close. The cheekbones, we can shade, but the nose,” she tilts my chin with one finger, "is different, but nobody looks at a bride's nose. They look at the eyes. Your eyes are the problem."

      "My eyes are the problem," I repeat. "Noted."

      "Valentina's eyes were soft. Round. Yours are..." She narrows her own eyes, searching for the word. "Calculating."

      "I prefer 'observant.'"

      "You can prefer what you like. We're going to make them soft."

      What follows is four hours of the most intensive makeover of my life, and I say that as someone who once had to pass as a diplomat's wife at a state dinner in a country I'd entered illegally. Celeste is meticulous. She adjusts my brow shape, which apparently changes the entire geometry of the upper face.

      She teaches me a technique with lower lash line concealer that opens the eye and creates what she calls "vulnerability architecture." She colors my hair three shades darker, a rich chestnut that falls differently than my natural dark blonde, heavier, glossier, the hair that catches the light and holds it.

      The effect, when she's done, is unsettling.

      I look at myself in the bathroom mirror, and the woman looking back is not me. She's not fully Valentina either, not yet. Not without the mannerisms and the voice and the years of accumulated selfhood that no stylist can paint on. It’s close, though, enough that the gap between us feels crossable.

      "The rest is up to you," Celeste says, packing up her cases with the brisk efficiency of a surgeon closing up. "I made the canvas. You make it breathe."

      She leaves. I stand in front of the mirror for a long time.

      This transformation always reaches a point where the boundary between yourself and your emerging self blurs. It's not dramatic like the movies where someone looks at their reflection and doesn't recognize themselves. I recognize myself perfectly. That's the problem. I can see both women at once: Lauren underneath, Valentina on top, and the space between them is thin and getting thinner.

      I tilt my head to the right. Valentina's listening posture, then I smile with my entire face, the laugh building in my eyebrows first.

      Lastly, I hold an imaginary champagne glass by the stem.

      In the mirror, Valentina Tufano looks back at me. She looks almost real.

      Almost alive.
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      I’m halfway through, two weeks in.

      I've built a schedule that would make a graduate student cry. Six a.m. Wake up. Two hours of video study focused now on micro-expressions, on the way Valentina moves through specific social scenarios. How she greets people she likes versus people she tolerates. Her actual smile isn’t perfectly even; it’s higher on the left side compared to her polite smile.

      At formal events, she sits straight but comfortably at dinners. While at home, she tucks her legs under her on the couch and takes off her shoes right away when she’s in private.

      Eight a.m. to noon, behavioral rehearsal. I move through my apartment as Valentina. I eat breakfast like Valentina: she likes her coffee with oat milk and lots of sugar. She also eats fruit with her hands, which her mother disliked. As Valentina, I take fake calls, raising my voice pitch, softening it, and ending sentences with a questioning lilt. I practice her walk, which is looser than mine, less deliberate, the walk of someone who has never once had to calculate the fastest route to an exit.

      Must be nice. Moving through the world without an escape plan.

      Noon to three, intelligence work. I study the Lucidi family: structures, hierarchies, and known associates.

      Nero Lucidi himself is harder to research than I'd like. He's forty? The eldest son, assumed heir to the family operation. Education: business degree from a school where the buildings have family names on them. Known for philanthropy and art collecting, often pictured at charity events with a noticeable, high-end watch. Private profile: minimal. He's careful about what he puts into the world, which either means he's smart or he's hiding something. Probably both.

      I find photos of him online: gala shots, mostly; the kind taken by society photographers at events with open bars and silent auctions. He's handsome in a way that feels deliberate.

      Strong jaw, dark eyes, hair pushed back from his forehead in a style that walks the line between effortless and very much with effort. He holds himself like a man who learned young that he'd be watched, and gave people something worth watching.

      In one photo, he's standing next to Valentina. It's a fundraiser of some kind; both of them in formal wear, both of them smiling. His hand is on her lower back. Possessive or protective, depending on your interpretation. Her smile is the polite one, even, controlled, not reaching her eyes.

      I stare at this photo longer than I should because some inconvenient, traitorous part of me notices the line of his mouth before the leverage in his last name.

      This is the man whom I'm going to marry. The man whose bed I'll eventually share, whose home I'll live in, whose family I'll fold myself into like a letter slipped inside someone else's envelope. He'll look at me and see the woman he was promised. I'll look at him and see a target, a variable, a threat assessment wrapped in a well-tailored suit.

      It's not romantic, but then neither is the original arrangement. Valentina and Nero weren't a love story. They were a merger. I'm just the substitute signatory.

      For three hours in the afternoon, I practice the practical details. Valentina's signature, which loops extravagantly on the V and L but flattens out in the middle as if she got bored with her own name. Gianna gave over some of her PINs, account details, social media logins, and the name of Valentina’s therapist. I will absolutely not be visiting her because some performances have limits. The floral, warm perfume with vanilla was something I found after trying many options at a department store, which gave me a headache.

      Evening: I eat, shower, then call Lyla.

      These calls are becoming harder. Not because Lyla is getting worse; she's actually improving, albeit slowly. Her improving physical therapy, which she shares with a brave cheerfulness, tugs at my heart, but the burden of deception weighs heavily on me. Each call adds an extra layer to the fiction, and fiction, unlike truth, has weight. It accumulates.

      "How's the new contract?" She asks one day, her voice tinny through my phone speaker. I was sitting in my darkened kitchen with Valentina's perfume on my wrists and the hair dye staining my pillowcase.

      "It's going well. Lots of prep work."

      "You sound tired."

      “Busy."

      "Lauren." Her voice gets that tone, the one that says she's about to deploy the specific emotional directness of a younger sister who knows you better than anyone alive. "You know you're allowed to have a life that isn't just work and worrying about me, right? Like, legally. I checked."

      I almost laugh. I do laugh, but it comes out as Valentina's laugh, the one that starts low and climbs. I catch myself and press my hand against my mouth, horrified.

      "I know," I say, in my authentic voice. My actual voice. I hold on to it deliberately, the way you grab a railing when the floor tilts. "I know, Lyl. Promise."

      "Okay. Love you."

      "Love you more."

      I hang up, then sit in the dark. The perfume smells wrong on me: too sweet, too feminine, like wearing someone else's skin. Which, of course, is exactly what it is.
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      Something happens on the 18th day.

      I’m looking through my saved second hard drive, labeled “personal” in handwriting that isn’t Valentina’s. I found a video file that’s different from the rest.

      The other videos were social. Public-facing. Valentina performing Valentina for an audience, even if the audience was only a security camera. This one is different. It's filmed on a phone, vertically, shaky. Valentina is sitting on a bed in what looks like a hotel room, and she's crying.

      Not prettily, like the way people cry in public, where they dab their eyes and apologize. She's crying the way people cry when they think no one will ever see it: messy, raw, her face red and crumpled, her breathing ragged. Ugly crying.

      She talks between sobs, in fragments, to someone offscreen.

      "I can't do this. I told them I can't do this and they don't care. G keeps saying it's temporary, but nothing in this family is temporary, you know that, everything is forever, every decision is a life sentence⁠—"

      A voice offscreen. Male. Gentle. I can't make out the words, but the tone is unmistakable: someone trying to hold someone together.

      "I'm not brave like G," Valentina says, wiping her face with the back of her hand. "I'm not built for this. She can compartmentalize; put things in boxes and close the lids, and function. I can't. It leaks. Everything leaks."

      More from the offscreen voice. Still indistinct. I turn the volume all the way up and lean close to the laptop speaker, but the audio quality is too poor, too compressed. I catch fragments - "you don't have to" and something that might be "another way,” but nothing clear enough to transcribe.

      Then Valentina looks directly at the camera. She looks directly at the person on the phone, and her expression drops the facade.

      She looks afraid. Afraid, not sad or frustrated.

      "If something happens to me," she says, and the words are quiet and steady in a way that her sobs weren't, "promise me you won't let them bury it. Promise me, Nic."

      Nic.

      The person holding the phone, the one in the text thread. The person she loved.

      The video ends.

      I sit still. The laptop hums; the radiator clanks. A car alarm’s abrupt end, after a series of beeps and wails, made the silence that followed feel very prominent.

      If something happens to me.

      People who die of unexpected brain aneurysms don't say things like that. Those who die peacefully in their sleep don't preface it with warnings. For sure, people whose deaths are natural and sudden and unremarkable don't look into
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