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Chapter One


The rain came down in sheets, turning the windows of Dinero Diner into streaked mirrors. Caleb Moretti sat in the corner booth, the one with the cracked vinyl and a view of both entrances. Habit. The kind of habit that kept you alive when your own blood wanted you dead. 



He'd been here forty-seven minutes. Long enough to count the cracks in the linoleum floor—forty-three, if you didn’t count the ones near the register where the tile had buckled from water damage. Long enough to watch the same waitress walk past him six times without once meeting his eyes. He’d clocked her path like a surveillance route: counter to table three, back to the register, a detour to refill the napkin dispensers, then a quick pivot to the kitchen window. She never lingered near him. Never slowed. But he felt her awareness like a current. 



She was good at that. Making herself small. Invisible. 



The apron was stained with coffee and something greasyprobably the special, meatloaf with gravy that had been sitting under a heat lamp since noon. Her hairhoney-brown, messy, escaping a clip that had given upfell across her face as she refilled the salt shakers at the counter. She moved like she was apologizing for taking up space, shoulders hunched, steps quick and light as if the floor might open up and swallow her if she didn’t stay on her toes. 



But he'd seen the flash in her eyes when the cook yelled at her. That sharp, volcanic flicker, there and gone in a heartbeat. The way her jaw tightened before she smoothed her expression back to neutral, lips pressing into a thin line that betrayed the effort it cost her to stay quiet. 



That was the interesting part. 



Caleb leaned back, the booth creaking under his weight, the springs groaning in protest. He hadn't ordered. The coffee in front of him had gone cold twenty minutes ago, a skin forming on the surface. He wasn't here for coffee. 



He was here to decide if Rose Sullivan was worth five hundred thousand dollars. 



The diner was empty except for an old man nursing a cup of tea in the backhed been there since Caleb arrived, stirring the same bag with the patience of a saintand a truck driver reading a newspaper at the counter, his boots propped on the stool next to him. Ashford, Maine. Population 3,847. The kind of town where everyone knew your business before you did, where the postmaster shared gossip with the mail, and the barber passed it along with the haircuts. 



Perfect for a man who needed to disappear in plain sight. 



The waitressRoseglanced at him again. Third time in two minutes. She was trying not to stare. Failing. Her fingers stalled over a salt shaker, and he saw her lips move, rehearsing something, maybe a question or a dismissal. 



He held her gaze this time. Didn't look away. Let the silence between them feel heavy, charged, like the air before lightning. 



She dropped the salt shaker. It hit the counter with a dull thud and rolled toward the edge, spinning on its axis like a top. She caught it before it fell, fingers closing around it with a desperate grip, and when she looked up, her cheeks were flushed, a blotchy red that spread from her collarbone to her ears. 



"Can I get you something else?" Her voice was careful. Flat. The voice of someone who'd learned to keep her opinions to herself, to swallow the sharp retorts and bitter comebacks until they curdled in her gut. 



"I'm fine." 



"You've been sitting there for almost an hour. With cold coffee." She gestured at the mug with the salt shaker, her brow furrowed. 



"I'm aware." 



She set the salt shaker down and wiped her hands on her apron, a nervous gesture that smoothed the stained fabric over her thighs. "You gonna order or just sketch my portrait?" 



There it was. The edge. Sharp and unexpected, like finding a knife in a drawer full of spoons. He’d seen it in her file, read the reports from the private investigator, but hearing it in her voice was different. Real. 



Caleb let the silence stretch. Watched her realize she'd stepped over some invisible line. Watched her shoulders curl forward slightly, preparing for a blow, her chin tucking down like she was bracing for a backhand. 



Most people looked away when he stared. Theyd drop their eyes, shift their weight, find something fascinating on the floor. Her mouth tightened, but she held his gaze. Her knuckles were white where she gripped the counter. 



"What's your name?" He asked it like he didn't already know, though hed read her birth certificate, her drivers license application, and a sealed juvenile record that had cost him three times what it was worth. 



"Rose." 



"Rose what?" 



"Sullivan." She said it too quickly. A lie or a practiced truth. He couldn't tell yet. Her file said shed changed it after leaving Nevada, but the records were clean, the trail cold. 



"Nice to meet you, Rose Sullivan." He pulled a fifty from his wallet and laid it on the table, smoothing the bill flat with his palm. "Keep the change." 



He stood, and she took a step back. Small. Automatic. The movement of someone who'd learned that men standing up meant danger. She was already calculating distance to the kitchen door, to the phone, to the back exit. 



Caleb noted it. Filed it away. 



He walked toward the door, and the rain hit his face before he was even through it. Cold. Relentless. The kind of rain that seeped into your bones and made you forget what sun felt like, that turned the parking lot into a sheet of black glass. 



He didn't look back. 



But he felt her gaze on his back like a brand. 



Rose waited until the door swung shut, until the bell above it stopped jangling, before she let out the breath she'd been holding. 



The fifty was still on the table. She picked it up, half-expecting it to burn her fingers, to turn to ash in her palm. The paper felt ordinary, crisp and new. 



"Who was that?" Deb, the cook, leaned through the window. Her face was shiny with sweat, her gray hair escaping her net in wisps. She had a cigarette tucked behind her ear, a habit shed never broken despite the no-smoking ordinance. 



"I don't know." 



"Rich, by the look of that coat. Not from around here." Debs eyes narrowed, appraising. "Cashmere, I think. Or maybe that Italian wool. My husband had a coat like that once. Before he left." 



Rose folded the bill and shoved it in her apron pocket. "He paid for coffee he didn't drink. That makes him weird, not rich." 



"Italian, maybe. Or Spanish. Sharp features." Deb tapped her temple. "I notice things." 



"Deb." 



"What? I notice things." She shrugged, and the kitchen door swung shut behind her. 



Rose grabbed the coffee pot and started refilling the old man's cup. Her hands were shaking. She pressed them flat against the counter to stop it, the ceramic warm and grounding beneath her palms. 



The man in the booth had looked at her like he was cataloging her. Like she was a piece of meat he was deciding whether to buy. She’d seen that look before, in other diners, other towns, from men who thought a tip bought them more than coffee. 



No. Not like meat. 



Like a problem he wanted to solve. 



The thought made her stomach turn, acid rising in her throat. 



By the end of her shift, Rose had almost convinced herself she'd imagined it. The intensity. The way his silver-gray eyes had pinned her in place like a butterfly on a board. 



She was tired. She'd been working double shifts for three weeks straight, running on caffeine and spite. Her rent was three months overdue, and her emergency fundwhat was left of itwas buried in a coffee can in her closet, a sad collection of crumpled bills and loose change. 



She had two hundred dollars to her name. Two hundred dollars and a past she was still running from, a ghost she couldnt shake. 



Back in the storage room, she sat on a crate of canned tomatoes and pressed her palms to her eyes until she saw stars. The room smelled like cardboard and bleach and the faint sourness of old mop water. The single bulb buzzed overhead, flickering every few seconds, casting shadows that danced across the boxes. 



She should move. Go home. Take a shower. Collapse into the mattress that sagged in the middle and smelled like mildew. 



Instead, she sat in the dark and let herself feel the weight of her life pressing down on her chest, crushing the air from her lungs. She thought about the overdue notices stacked on her kitchen table. The eviction warning taped to her door. The way her savings had dwindled from a cushion to a thread. 



The door creaked open. 



She looked up. 



The man from this morning was standing in the doorway, filling it with his shoulders and his expensive coat and those eyes that held storms. Rain dripped from the hem of his collar, and his hair was dark with moisture, plastered to his forehead. 



"You're not supposed to be back here," she said. Her voice came out steadier than she felt, a miracle of will. 



"Your manager let me in. Said you were on break." 



"Gloria's not supposed to do that." 



"She didn't seem to mind." He stepped inside, and the room shrank. The crate she was sitting on suddenly felt too small, too low. She was at eye level with his belt, with the silver buckle that caught the buzzing light. 



She stood up, her knees popping. 



"What do you want?" 



"To talk." 



"We talked this morning. You left a fifty. Very generous. Now you can leave." She crossed her arms, a barrier between them. 



He didn't move. Just studied her with that unreadable expression, his gaze tracing the line of her jaw, the hollow of her throat. "You're not from here." 



"Neither are you." 



"Where are you from?" 



"None of your business." 



Something flickered in his eyes. Interest, maybe. Or amusement. It was hard to tell with someone whose face was carved from stone, whose voice gave nothing away. "I have a proposition," he said. 



"I have a knife." She said it without thinking, the threat automatic, a reflex from years of fending off men who thought she was easy prey. 



"I'm not going to hurt you." 



"That's what they all say." 



He reached into his coat, slow. Deliberate. She tensed, ready to run, ready to scream, ready to grab the can of tomatoes and swing it like a club 



He pulled out a manila envelope. Thick. Sealed. The paper crinkled as he held it out. 



"Five hundred thousand dollars." 



Rose stared at the envelope. Her mouth went dry. "What?" 



"I'm prepared to offer you half a million dollars for six months of your time." 



The buzzing light flickered again. The room felt smaller. Hotter. The walls seemed to lean in, closing the space between them. "What kind of proposition involves half a million dollars?" 



"The kind I can't discuss in a storage room that smells like bleach." 



"I'm not going anywhere with you." 



"You're going to want to hear me out." 



She laughed. It came out sharp and broken, a sound that hurt her throat. "You don't know anything about me." 



"I know your rent is overdue. I know you work double shifts and don't own a car. I know you walk home every night and check your locks three times before you go to sleep." His voice was flat, reciting facts like a report. 



The laugh died in her throat. 



"I know you've been running from something for a long time," He continued. His voice was low, each word precise. "And I know you're running out of places to go." 



"How do you know that?" The words were barely a whisper. 



"I have resources." 



"Resources." She shook her head, backing up until her shoulders hit the wall. "You're unbelievable. You think you can just walk in here and throw money at me and I'll do whatever you want?" 



"I think you're desperate, Rose. I think you're scared. And I think you'll at least hear what I have to say before you decide." 



She wanted to slap him. She wanted to scream. She wanted to grab the envelope and run. Instead, she crossed her arms tighter over her chest, nails digging into her biceps. "Five minutes." 



"Five minutes is all I need." 



He didn't sit. Just stood there with his hands at his sides, like a man who didn't need a weapon because he was the weapon. The rain drummed against the tin roof, a steady, rhythmic beat. 



"I need a wife," he said. 



"Excuse me?" 



"A fiancée. For six months. Public appearances, dinners, events. You play the part, and at the end of six months, you walk away with five hundred thousand dollars. No questions asked." 



"You're insane." 



"Probably." 



"Why me?" She tilted her chin up, defiant. 



He paused. "Because you don't have anyone. No family. No connections. No one who'll ask questions." 



"You've been watching me." 



"I've been researching you." 



"And you think I'll just agree to this?" 



"I think you're smart enough to know when there's no other option." 



Her throat tightened. He was right. She hated him for it. The bills. The eviction. The nothing she had left. 



"You're a criminal," she said. It wasn't a question. 



"I'm a businessman." 



"Same thing." 



He didn't deny it. Just watched her with those storm-gray eyes, patient and unwavering. 



"What would it involve?" The words came out before she could stop them, tumbling over the edge of her resolve. 



"Living in my house. Attending events as my fiancée. Acting like you want to be there." 



"And if someone asks questions about my past?" 



"You don't have a past. Not in Ashford. You're Rose Sullivan, waitress. That's all anyone needs to know." 



"But you know different." 



"I know enough." 



She touched her collarbone without thinking. The scar hidden under her collar, a ridged white line that never quite faded. His eyes tracked the movement. 



"I'm not going to sleep with you," she said. 



"I didn't ask you to." 



"This is a business arrangement." 



"Of course." 



"And if I change my mind? If I want out?" 



"You don't get out. Six months. That's the deal." 



"What if someone hurts me?" 



"I won't let that happen." 



"You can't promise that." 



"I'm promising it." 



She stared at him. The certainty in his voice was terrifying. Because she believed him. 



"Give me the envelope." 



He didn't move. "I need an answer by tomorrow." 



"Give me the envelope, or I walk." 



He held it out. She took it. It was heavier than she expected, the weight of a future she couldn't imagine. 



"I'll be here tomorrow at six," he said. "Same booth." 



"Don't hold your breath." 



One corner of his mouth moved. Not a smile. Something sharper, more calculating. "I've been holding my breath for months, Rose. Another day won't kill me." 



He left. The door clicked shut behind him. 



Rose stood in the middle of the storage room, holding half a million dollars, and felt the walls closing in. She heard the rain, the buzz of the light, the distant clatter of dishes from the kitchen. 



Five hundred thousand dollars to pretend to love a stranger, She thought. What's the catch?



But she already knew. 



The catch was that she might believe him.



Chapter Two


The envelope sat on Rose's kitchen table all night. 



She didn't open it. She didn't touch it. She just stared at it from across the room while she ate cold soup straight from the can and tried to remember how to breathe. The soup was tomato, or maybe it was minestrone—she couldn't taste it. The spoon clinked against the metal rim with a hollow sound that matched the emptiness in her chest. She kept glancing at the envelope as if it might move, might slither off the table and crawl toward her like something alive. No, She told herself. It's just paper. Just an offer. Just a way out.



But she didn't open it. 



Her apartment was a studio above a hardware store. One room with a kitchenette, a bathroom so small she could touch both walls, and a window that looked out at the fire escape she'd used to climb in more than once when she'd forgotten her keys. The floor slanted toward the corner where the building had settled decades ago. The radiator hissed and clanked like it was arguing with itself. She'd hung a sheet over the window because the blinds were broken, and the streetlight bled through the thin fabric, casting strange shadows on the peeling wallpaper. She'd chosen this place because it was cheap, because the landlord didn't ask questions, and because the fire escape gave her an exit she could trust. 



The walls were thin. She could hear the couple next door arguing about moneyYou spent it on what?the woman's voice rising like a siren. She could hear the rain hitting the roof, constant and relentless, a drumbeat that never stopped. She’d lived in Ashford for eight months, and it had rained for at least six of them. The damp seeped into everything: her clothes, her bones, her hope. 



She put the envelope in the coffee can with her emergency money and shoved it to the back of the closet. 



Didn't help. She could still feel it. Like a heartbeat in the dark. Like a second pulse. 



She didn't sleep. 



By the time her shift started at five the next morning, she was running on caffeine and spite. The diner was quiet. The rain hadn't stopped. It never seemed to stop in Ashford. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting everything in a sickly yellow glow. She moved on autopilot: fill the sugar caddies, wipe down the ketchup bottles, brew a fresh pot of coffee that would sit untouched until the early regulars shuffled in. Her feet ached in her worn-out sneakers. The apron felt like a straitjacket. 



She was wiping down the counter when the bell above the door chimed. 



Six o'clock. Right on time. 



He sat in the same booth. Same spot. Same unreadable expression. The same dark coat, the same stillness. He didn't shake off the rain like everyone else; he just let it cling to his shoulders as if it didn't matter. 



Rose walked over with the coffee pot and filled his cup without asking. "You don't drink it anyway." 



"I'm giving it a second chance." His voice was low, rough around the edges, like he'd spent the night talking to himself. 



"Don't bother. It's the same diner coffee you didn't drink yesterday." 



"You're in a better mood." He tilted his head, studying her. 



"I'm not in any mood. I'm working." 



"Did you think about my offer?" 



"All night." She hadn't done anything else. The envelope had burned a hole in her mind. 



He waited. The coffee steamed between them, untouched. 



She set the coffee pot down and slid into the seat across from him. The vinyl creaked. The table was sticky under her elbows. "What happens after six months?" 



"I release you from the agreement. You keep the money. You go wherever you want." 



"And if I want to stay in Ashford?" 



"Why would you want to stay?" His eyebrows liftedgenuine curiosity, or maybe suspicion. 



"Maybe I like the rain." 



He studied her. She forced herself not to look away. His eyes were the color of the Pacific in winter: cold, deep, hiding everything. He's testing her, She thought. He wants to see if she'll blink.



"If you stay, you stay. But the agreement ends. You're on your own." 



"And if someone comes looking for me?" 



"I won't tell them where you are." 



"That's not what I asked." Her voice came out sharper than she intended. She was thinking of the man she'd fled. The one who'd find her eventually if she didn't run far enough. 



His expression flickered. Just barely. A muscle in his jaw tightened. "If someone comes looking for you, Rose, they'll have to go through me first." 



She swallowed. Her throat was dry. "That's a big promise." 



"I don't make promises I can't keep." 



She looked down at her hands. The red knuckles. The chewed nails. The hands of someone who'd spent years running, working, hiding. They were shaking. She pressed them flat against her thighs. Five hundred thousand dollars. The number echoed in her skull like a church bell. Enough to vanish. Enough to become someone else entirely. 



"I need to see the money first," she said. "Up front. In cash." 



"I can have it by tomorrow." No hesitation. He said it like he was ordering eggs. 



"And I need a contract. Something legal." 



"Not possible." 



"Why not?" 



"Because the part of this that's legal doesn't exist. You're agreeing to lie to the federal government. There's no contract for that." He said it so calmly, so matter-of-factly, that the words took a moment to land. 



Her stomach dropped. "The federal government?" 



"I'm being investigated. By the FBI. They think I'm laundering money through my vineyard. They've been watching me for months." He leaned back, arms crossed. He might have been discussing the weather. 



"And me being your fake fiancée helps how?" 



"It gives me a cover. A reason to be in Ashford. Alibis for my movements. A wife makes me look normal." He said wife like it was a tool, a piece of equipment. 



"Makes you look like a man who settled down." 



"Exactly." 



She laughed. It was hollow. "You're using me as a prop." 



"I'm paying you half a million dollars to be a prop." His eyes didn't waver. 



"And if the FBI comes after me?" 



"They won't. You're nobody. That's the point." 



The words stung. But they were true. She was nobody. A ghost wearing a waitress uniform. A woman with no past, no future, no one who'd miss her if she disappeared. 



She thought about the coffee can in her closet. The two hundred dollars. The eviction notice taped to her door. The landlord's angry handwriting: Pay by Friday or get out. She thought about the man she was still running from. The one who'd find her eventually if she stayed here long enough. He had connections. He had resources. He had a way of turning up when she least expected it. 



Five hundred thousand dollars could get her to the other side of the world. A new name. A new face. A new life. Maybe even a new identity that cost more than a forged passport from a guy in a back alley. 



"What if I say yes?" 



Something shifted in his eyes. Relief? Satisfaction? She couldn't tell. It was there and gone like a shadow passing over water. "Then we start today." 



"Today?" 



"I have a dinner tonight. With a man who asks too many questions. You'll be my fiancée." He said it like it was settled. Like she'd already agreed. 



"I don't have anything to wear." She gestured at her uniform: the stained apron, the sensible shoes. 



"I'll take care of it." 



"You're going to buy me clothes?" 



"I'm going to have clothes delivered. You'll pick what you want." 



"And if I don't know what to pick?" She'd never owned a dress that cost more than fifty dollars. The thought of choosing something elegantsomething that belonged in a different worldmade her palms sweat. 



"I'll help you." 



She looked at him. Really looked. The sharp jaw. The gray eyes. The scar on his knuckle he probably thought she hadn't noticed. It was thin and white, running across the base of his thumb. A knife wound? A broken bottle? She didn't want to know. But she couldn't stop looking. 



"I don't trust you," she said. 



"I don't trust anyone." 



"Then how is this going to work?" 



"Carefully." A ghost of a smile crossed his lips. It made him look younger. Almost human. 



She let out a breath she didn't realize she'd been holding. "I need to finish my shift." 



"Quit." 



"I can't just" 



"I'll pay you double what they pay you. For the six months. Consider it a signing bonus." 



"That's not" 



"Rose." His voice was low. Quiet. But it cut through the diner noise like a knife. The clatter of plates in the kitchen, the hiss of the espresso machineall of it faded. "If you're going to do this, you have to commit. You can't keep one foot in your old life and one foot in mine. It won't work." 



"Because the FBI will notice?" 



"Because the FBI notices everything. And because the people I'm hiding from are worse than the FBI." 



She felt the blood drain from her face. The diner seemed colder, the light harsher. "What people?" 



"You'll find out soon enough." 



"That's not an answer." 



"It's the only one I'm giving you." 



She wanted to walk away. She wanted to tell him to shove his money and his plan and his storm-gray eyes. She wanted to go back to her studio, sit on her lumpy mattress, and pretend she hadn't been offered a way out. But the coffee can was in her closet. And the eviction notice was on her door. And the man she was running from was getting closer every day. She could feel him like a pressure in the air, like the stillness before a storm. 



"Fine," she said. "Fine. I'll do it." 



He didn't smile. But something in his face softened. Just barely. A relaxation of the tension around his mouth. "Good." 



"On one condition." 



"Name it." 



"If I want outfor any reasonyou let me go. No questions. No chasing me down. I walk away with the money, and you forget I exist." 



He was silent for a long moment. The rain drummed on the window. The fan above the grill hummed. She counted her heartbeats. One. Two. Three. 



"Agreed." 



"I want it in writing." 



"You'll have to trust me." 



"I don't trust anyone, remember?" 



"Then we're even." 



He stood up and pulled a wallet from his coat. This time, he pulled out a business card. Plain white. Black ink. A phone number and nothing else. No name, no title, no logo. 



"My number. Memorize it. Don't write it down." 



"You memorized mine?" 



"I already know it." He said it like it was obvious. Like he'd been watching her longer than she realized. 



She took the card. Her fingers brushed his. 



He was warm. She pulled her hand back like she'd been burned. 



"Be at the address I text you," he said. "Seven o'clock." 



"And if I don't show?" 



"You will." He said it without arrogance. Like a fact. Like gravity. 



He walked out. The bell chimed. The rain kept falling. 



Rose sat in the booth, staring at the card in her hand. The ink was slightly raised, as if it had been pressed into the paper. She turned it over. Nothing on the back. Just that single string of digits. She closed her eyes and repeated them until they etched themselves into her memory. 



She showed up. 



She told herself it was the money. The chance to disappear for real this time. But when she stood in front of the housea sprawling stone structure at the end of a gravel drive, surrounded by bare vines and fogher heart was hammering so hard she could hear it in her ears. The fog swallowed everything beyond the drive, turning the world into a gray void. The vines looked like skeletal fingers reaching for the sky. A wind picked up, rustling the dead leaves, and she shivered. 



The door opened before she could knock. 



Caleb stood in the doorway, dressed in a dark suit that fit him like a second skin. His hair was damp. His jaw was clean-shaven. He looked dangerous. He looked beautiful. She hated that she noticed. 



"You're early." His voice was softer than it had been at the diner. Almost private. 



"I don't like being late." 



He stepped aside and let her in. 



The house was warm. Wood floors, high ceilings, a fireplace crackling in the main room. It smelled like cedar and something floral she couldn't namejasmine, maybe, or honeysuckle. A grand piano stood in the corner, its keys covered. A bookshelf lined one wall, stuffed with volumes that looked read, not decorative. She felt her sneakers sink into a Persian rug that probably cost more than her mother's house. 



"Clothes are in the guest room." He gestured toward a hallway. "First door on the left. Take your time." 



She walked past him, trying not to notice the way he watched her. The way his gaze lingered. She felt it on her back like a touch. 



The guest room was absurd. A king-sized bed with white sheets that looked like they'd never been slept in. A wardrobe full of dresses, still in plastic wrapping, hung in perfect rows. A mirror on the wall that showed her exactly how small and out of place she looked. Her hair was a mess from the rain. Her uniform was wrinkled. She looked nothing like a woman who belonged in a house like this. 



She picked a dress. Deep green. Simple. She pulled off her uniform and slid it on. The fabric was softsilk, maybeand it fell perfectly, hugging her waist and brushing her knees. She stared at her reflection. The woman in the mirror had her face, but she didn't recognize her. She looked elegant. She looked like someone who could pull off a lie. 



When she walked out, Caleb was waiting in the living room. He looked at her. Just for a moment. His eyes swept from her face to her shoes, then back. Then his expression went blank. 



"It fits." 



"You sound surprised." 



"I wasn't sure about the size." 



"You guessed." She crossed her arms. 



"I had resources." His mouth twitched. A near-smile. 



She almost smiled. Caught herself. 



"So what's the plan for tonight?" 



"We have dinner with a man named Santino Vasquez. He owns a casino in Portland. He's also connected to the family that's been trying to take over my business." 



"And I'm supposed to be your fiancée." 



"You're supposed to be my future wife. The woman I'm building a life with." He said it like he was reading a script, but his eyes stayed on her. 



"And if he asks questions?" 



"You know where we met. You know how long we've been together. You know I'm the best thing that ever happened to you." He was close now. She could feel the heat coming off him. 



"Right." She smoothed the dress with her palms. Her hands were still shaking. "And what if he doesn't buy it?" 



"He will." 



"How do you know?" 



Caleb stepped closer. Close enough that she could smell his cologne. Something expensive. Something dark. Woodsy. He was so close she could see the tiny flecks of gold in his gray irises. 



"Because when I look at you, Rose, I'm not going to be acting." 



Her breath caught. The air between them seemed to thicken. She could feel the weight of his words, the sincerity behind them. For a second, she forgot the plan, the money, the FBI. She only saw him. 



He held her gaze for one heartbeat. Two. 



Then he stepped back. The spell broke. "Ready?" 



"No." 



"Good. That makes it real." 



He held out his arm. 



She took it. 



What was she doing? She thought. What the hell was she doing?



But she didn't let go. 



Chapter Three


Rose walked home in the rain, her feet splashing through puddles, and she muttered to herself, "Five hundred thousand dollars. Say it out loud. Maybe it'll feel real." 



A passing jogger gave her a weird look. She didn't care. 



"Five hundred thousand dollars," She repeated, louder this time. "That's a new name. A new state. New life where no one knows about the scars or the screaming or the blood on the bathroom floor." 



She stopped under the awning of the closed hardware store and pressed her palm against the cold glass. Her reflection stared backblurry, rain-streaked, hollow-eyed. 



"You look like hell," She told her reflection. 



"Been running so long you don't know who you are anymore," the reflection seemed to answer. 



"Shut up," She whispered. "I know exactly who I am. I'm the woman who survived Dominic. That's enough."



She touched her collarbone scar and heard his voice in her head: "You're supposed to be my future wife."



Then Caleb’s voice cut in: "I need an answer by tomorrow."



"Two different kinds of dangerous," She said to the rain. "One I know. One I don't. And the one I don't... he made me feel hope. That's worse."



The industrial sewing machine hummed. Rose fed the fabric through, guiding it with precision. The denim jacket was almost finished. 



Her phone buzzed. She ignored it. 



It buzzed again. She grabbed it. Unknown number. 



"You going to answer?" She asked herself. 



"No. Yes. No."



She answered. "Hello?"



"Rose Sullivan." Caleb’s voice. "I told you I'd call at six. It's six."



"It's five fifty-nine."



"Close enough. You have an answer?"



"I have conditions."



"Name them."



"Not over the phone. In person. My shift ends at ten."



"I'll be there."



"You better be." She hung up. 



The jacket sat in front of her. She ran her fingers over the silver thread. 



"Marta said to make things that mean something," She murmured. "What does this mean? A way out? Or a way in?"



The clock on the diner wall ticked. Rose was wiping the counter when Frank came out of the back. 



"Rose? You with me?"



She blinked. "Sorry. Zoned out."



"Zoned out for thirty seconds. You okay? You look like you haven't slept."



"I'm fine."



"Bullshit. That guy who came in this morninghe didn't bother you, did he?"



"Caleb?"



"Moretti. Yeah. He's been coming in every few weeks for the past month. Always sits in the corner booth, never orders anything but black coffee, leaves a fifty on the table. Never says more than three words." Frank's jaw tightened. "He's not the kind of man you want to get tangled up with."



"Too late."



"What?"



"Nothing. He just asked for directions. No big deal."



Frank studied her. "All right. Break's over. Table four needs a refill."



Rose poured coffee for Mrs. Patterson, who looked her up and down. 



"About time. I thought you'd forgotten about me."



"Wouldn't dream of it, ma'am. Meatloaf special coming right up."



"You're pale. Are you eating enough
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