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​EPIGRAPH

​"A city is not a labyrinth, but a cage. The only difference is, in a cage, you know exactly where the bars are."

— Anonymous
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​The sound in The Crucible was a low, velvet hum, a deep bass that resonated more in the ribs than the ear. It was the sound of money being washed clean, filtered through expensive silk and top-shelf liquor.

Aisha Thorne sat in the shadowed, elevated booth overlooking the main floor. The light in this corner was carefully managed—just enough to catch the sheen of her campaign pin, "Aisha: For the Iron City," but not enough to reveal the tension tightening the corners of her mouth. She wore a tailored scarlet dress, political armor that felt suddenly thin.

Marcus King slid in beside her, his presence a deliberate reduction of sound and light. He didn't acknowledge the campaign pin. He didn't need to. He had funded the silk-screening operation that produced ten thousand of them.

“They’re watching,” he murmured, his voice a gravelly counterpoint to the music.

Aisha didn't turn. “They’re always watching. That’s the point. I need them watching the stage, Marcus, not the shadows underneath it.”

“Abernathy’s people are getting too close to the foundation. That audit on the Ensley project isn’t just noise. It’s a fishing expedition, and they know where to drop the line.” Marcus lifted a glass of amber liquid, swirling it slowly. The Ensley project was the largest shell operation, the central nervous system of their logistics, masquerading as a low-income housing renewal.

Aisha finally turned, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, edged with desperation. “The campaign is polling fifteen points up. But if that audit goes public, it connects Thorne Development to the cash flow, and then it’s one short step to the rest of it.” She meant the drugs, the cash, the people.

Marcus met her gaze. His eyes held the same sharp intelligence that made him deadly in the streets and thrilling in their private moments. “What do you want, Aisha?”

The question was always the same: What line are you asking me to cross now?

Aisha reached across the table, not for his hand, but for the ice bucket. She dropped a cube into her empty glass, watching the condensation bloom.

“I need you to find the rot, Marcus. Abernathy isn’t clean. Nobody who has run this city for twenty years is. His legacy, his family—find the hidden financial mistake his people are scrambling to keep buried. You need to leverage it and stop that audit before Tuesday.”

He squeezed her knee one last time—a promise and a threat—before pulling his hand away and melting back into the shadows of the club, leaving the bright, cold weight of her ambition on the table between them.
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