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Chapter 1: The Bottle
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The bottle shattered against his face like a firecracker going off in a quiet alley.

I didn't plan it. One second his hand was on my collar, pulling, and the next—there was glass in my palm, blood on his cheek, and the sound of something breaking that wasn't just the bottle.

He screamed. They all screamed.

"Bitch!"

"Get her!"

I stumbled back, my heart slamming against my ribs so hard I couldn't breathe. Three of them. There were three of them. I'd given them my tips—sixty-three dollars, everything I had from tonight—and they'd laughed. Took it. Then one of them grabbed my collar and said, "Maybe we see what else you got."

In Chinese. They said it in Chinese. Like we were all from the same country, so that made it okay.

My mother's voice came from somewhere so deep inside me I forgot I still remembered it. "Junjun, don't start trouble. But if someone brings trouble to you—you finish it. You finish it so they never forget your face."

I didn't know if I finished it. But the one on the ground was holding his face, and blood was coming through his fingers, and the other two were looking at me like I'd grown a second head.

"Stay back," I said.

My voice was shaking. My whole body was shaking. But my hand—the one holding what was left of the bottle—that hand was steady.

They didn't stay back.

They stepped forward.

And then—

A hand grabbed my arm from behind and pulled. Hard. I was yanked backward so fast my feet left the ground for a second. The bottle fell. I heard footsteps—heavy, running—and then the two men who'd been coming at me were on the ground, and there were other men standing over them, and I didn't understand what was happening.

"Get in the car."

The voice was low. Calm. Not yelling. But the kind of calm that meant everyone around him would do exactly what he said.

I turned.

He was tall. Taller than anyone I'd ever stood next to. Dark hair, dark eyes, a jaw that looked like it had been carved from something hard. He was wearing a suit—a real suit, not the kind men wore to church—and he wasn't looking at the chaos behind me. He was looking at me.

"Car," he said again. Like it was the only word that mattered.

I should have run. I should have screamed. I should have done anything except follow a stranger into a black car in an alley where I'd just assaulted a man.

But his eyes—they weren't asking. They were telling. And for some reason, my body listened before my brain could catch up.

I walked to the car.

The back door opened from inside. Another man sat there, younger, with the same dark hair but a smile that didn't belong anywhere near an alley at 1 a.m. He looked at me like I was entertainment.

"Get in," he said. "Before they get up."

I got in.

The door closed. The car started moving before I could find the seatbelt. Through the window, I saw my attackers on the ground, and the men in suits standing over them, and then we turned a corner and it was gone.

Silence.

The man beside me—the one with the smile—leaned forward and said something in Italian to the man in the passenger seat. The one who'd grabbed me. The one who'd said "get in the car" like the world ended at those three words.

The man in the passenger seat didn't turn around. But he answered. In English.

"Because when she broke the bottle, her eyes didn't blink."

The younger man looked at me, eyebrows up. "You broke a bottle?"

I didn't answer. I was too busy trying not to throw up.

"You broke a bottle on one of my cousin's men?" He laughed. Actually laughed. "Where are you from?"

"China," I said. My voice came out smaller than I wanted.

"No shit." He laughed again. "I meant—never mind. What's your name?"

I looked at the back of the passenger seat. At the dark hair, the broad shoulders, the hand resting on the center console. There was a scar on that hand, right at the base of his thumb.

"Yang Junjun," I said.

The man in the passenger seat turned.

For the first time, I saw his face full on. Strong jaw. Light brown eyes that caught the streetlights as we passed them. A mouth that didn't look like it smiled often.

"Yang," he repeated. Like he was tasting the word.

Then he turned back around.

The younger man—his cousin—leaned toward me. "You know who that is?"

I shook my head.

"That's Massimo De Luca." He waited, like the name meant something. When I didn't react, he grinned. "You just got rescued by the most dangerous man in this city. And you broke a bottle on his people."

I looked out the window. The streets were unfamiliar. Dark. Empty.

"Where are you taking me?" I asked.

No one answered.

The car drove on.
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The car stopped in front of my building.

I didn't know how they knew where I lived. I hadn't told them. I hadn't said anything except my name and where I was from, and even that felt like too much.

The engine idled. No one moved.

I looked at the door handle. Then at the man in the passenger seat. He still hadn't turned around again, but I could see his eyes in the rearview mirror. Watching me.

"Get some sleep," he said. "You work tomorrow."

It wasn't a question.

"How do you know I work tomorrow?"

The younger man—the cousin—let out a short laugh. "He knows everything."

I ignored him. Kept my eyes on the rearview mirror. On those light brown eyes looking back at me.

"I have class tomorrow," I said. "Then work."

"Then go to class. Then work." His voice was flat. Not mean. Just... final. Like the conversation was over before it started.

I should have gotten out. Should have run up the stairs, locked my door, and pretended tonight never happened.

Instead, I asked: "What happens to them?"

"Who?"

"The men. The ones who—" I stopped. Didn't want to say it out loud.

"Nothing."

"Nothing?"

"Nothing that concerns you."

I stared at the back of his head. Dark hair, cut clean at the neck. Broad shoulders under a jacket that probably cost more than I made in three months.

"I broke a bottle on someone's face," I said. "That concerns me."

The younger man snorted. The man in the passenger seat—Massimo—was quiet for a long moment.

Then he turned.

Full turn this time. His whole body facing me, one arm resting on the back of his seat. In the dim light from the streetlamp, I could see his face clearly. Strong brows. A mouth that was hard but not cruel. Eyes that didn't blink.

"You broke a bottle on someone's face," he repeated. "And now you're sitting in my car, asking questions. Most people would be running."

"I don't have anywhere to run."

"Everyone has somewhere to run."

"Not me." I held his gaze. "My whole life is in that building. My rent, my books, my job. If I run, I lose it all. And I worked too hard to get here to lose it because some—" I stopped. Swallowed.

"Because some what?"

"Because some men don't know how to keep their hands to themselves."

Silence.

The younger man stopped smiling.

Massimo looked at me for a long time. Not staring. Studying. Like I was a problem he was trying to solve.

Then he reached into his pocket and pulled out a card. Held it out to me.

White. Plain. One name in the center.

Massimo De Luca

No title. No company. No phone number. Just the name.

"In case they come back," he said.

"They won't come back?"

"No. But in case."

I took the card. My fingers brushed his for half a second. His skin was warm. Mine was ice.

"What do I owe you?" I asked.

"For what?"

"For tonight. For—" I gestured vaguely at everything. The car. The men in suits. My life not being over.

He almost smiled. I saw it. Just a flicker at the corner of his mouth.

"One thousand dollars."

I choked. "What?"

"The medical bills. For the man you hit. One thousand dollars."

"One thousand? You said—"

"I said nothing." His eyes didn't move from mine. "The men who grabbed you, they're my problem. I'll take care of them. But the one you hit? He needed stitches. That's on you."

I wanted to argue. Wanted to tell him that if his men hadn't grabbed me, none of this would have happened. That I was the victim here. That one thousand dollars was almost half of what I had in the world.

But I looked at his face and knew it wouldn't matter.

"Fine," I said. "I'll pay."

"How?"

"I work. I save. I pay."

"You make two thousand three hundred a month at the restaurant. After rent and books, you have maybe four hundred left. It'll take three months."

I stared at him. "How do you know how much I make?"

The younger man laughed again. "Told you. He knows everything."

I looked back at Massimo. He didn't explain. Didn't apologize. Just waited.

"Three months," I said. "I'll bring it to you."

"Bring it where?"

"I don't know where you live."

He reached into his pocket again. Pulled out a pen. Took my hand—firm, quick, before I could pull away—and wrote something on my palm.

An address.

"One month," he said.

"You said three."

"I said three months to save. I want it in one."

"That's not—"

The door opened. From the outside. One of the men in suits was standing there, holding it for me.

Massimo let go of my hand. Turned back around in his seat.

"One month, Yang Junjun."

I got out of the car.

The door closed behind me. The car pulled away, silent, black, disappearing into the night like it had never been there.

I stood on the sidewalk, shaking, staring at my palm.

An address. Written in ink that was already smearing from my sweat.

And a name.

Massimo De Luca.

I walked upstairs. Locked my door. Sat on my bed for an hour without turning on the light.

In the morning, I went to class. Then to work.

At midnight, when I walked out of the restaurant, I looked for the black car.

It wasn't there.

I told myself I was relieved.
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I didn't see the black car for six days.

On the seventh day, I stopped looking.

That was a lie. I kept looking. Every night when I walked out of the restaurant at midnight, every morning when I left for class at eight, every time I heard an engine slow down on my street. I looked.

But I stopped expecting.

The card sat on my nightstand. The name faced up. I told myself I kept it there so I wouldn't forget—but the truth was, I kept it because I couldn't throw it away.

Massimo De Luca.

I googled him. Found nothing. Which meant either he was nobody, or he was somebody who knew how to stay off the internet.

Given the car, the suits, the way his voice made men move—I guessed the second.

––––––––
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On the eighth day, I worked the late shift.

Eleven forty-five. I was counting up my tips in the back when Maria, the other waitress, stuck her head through the kitchen door.

"Junjun. There's a guy asking for you."

I looked up. "A guy?"

"Tall. Dark. Scary." She raised her eyebrows. "Good scary, though. The kind that makes you want to get into trouble."

My heart did something stupid, and my stomach did a flip. I wiped my hands on my apron and walked out.

He was standing by the register. Not sitting at a table like a normal person. Standing. Waiting. In the same dark suit, same hard jaw, same eyes that didn't blink.

Massimo De Luca.

"You're still working," he said.

"It's my job."

"It's almost midnight."

"I know the time."

Something flickered in his eyes. Not annoyance. Something else. Something that might have been almost—amusement?

"Get your things," he said. "I'll take you home."

"I don't need—"

"It's late. You shouldn't walk."

"I've walked home every night for eight months. Nothing's happened."

He looked at me. Just looked. For long enough that Maria, who was pretending to clean the espresso machine, stopped pretending.

"Something almost happened eight days ago," he said quietly.

I didn't have an answer for that.

I got my things.
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The car was the same. Black. Silent. Smelling like leather and something else—something clean and sharp, like pine or soap or just him.

I got in the back. He got in the front. The same arrangement as before. Him driving. Me behind. Watching the back of his head.

"You don't have a driver?" I asked.

"I don't need one."

"Then why did you have one that night?"

He glanced at me in the rearview mirror. "That night, I wasn't driving."

I thought about that. About him being in the back seat. About the other man—Marco—being there too.

"Where were you going?"

"Nowhere."

"Then why were you there?"

He didn't answer for a moment. The car moved through empty streets. Streetlights slid across his face, lighting it, leaving it, lighting it again.

"I was watching someone," he said finally.

"Watching who?"

"You."

The word landed in my chest like a stone.

"Why?"

He pulled up to a red light. Turned fully to look at me. Not at the mirror—at me. Direct.

"Because you broke a bottle on a man's face and didn't run."

"That doesn't make sense."

"It makes sense to me."

The light turned green. He faced forward. We drove on.
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He stopped in front of my building.

I should have gotten out. Should have said thank you and gone upstairs and locked my door.

Instead, I sat there.

"The card," I said. "It only has your name."

"Yes."

"There's no number."

"No."

"How am I supposed to call you if I need to?"

He turned. Looked at me over the seat. Those light brown eyes catching the streetlight.

"You're not."

"Then why give it to me?"

"So you know my name."

I stared at him. "I already knew your name."

"You knew what Marco told you. That's not the same."

I waited for more. He didn't offer it.

"Massimo De Luca," I said slowly. "What's that supposed to mean?"

He was quiet for a long moment. Then: "It means my father is Giuseppe De Luca. It means my family has been in this city for three generations. It means people know my name even when they've never seen my face."

"And that's why you gave it to me?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Because now you know it too."

He said it like it meant something. Like my knowing his name changed something between us.

I didn't understand. But I felt it anyway—a shift, small but real. Like a door opening just a crack.

"I should go," I said.

"Yes."

I reached for the door handle. Stopped.

"The one thousand dollars," I said. "I'm saving. I'll have it in three months."

"I said one month."

"You said one month. I'm telling you three."

He looked at me. That look again. The one that wasn't quite a smile but wasn't not a smile either.

"Three months," he said.

"Got it."

"Get some sleep, Yang Junjun."

I got out.

The car didn't move until I was inside the building. I watched from the window as it pulled away, silent, disappearing into the night.

Upstairs, I put the card back on my nightstand.

Then I picked it up again. Held it under the light. Turned it over.

On the back, in tiny letters I hadn't noticed before, something was written.

Not a number. Not an address.

Just two words:

Take care.

––––––––
[image: ]


The next night, I worked the late shift again.

At midnight, when I walked out, the black car was there.

He didn't get out. Didn't honk. Just sat there, engine running, waiting.

I walked over. Knocked on the window. It rolled down.

"You're here," I said.

"I'm here."

"Why?"

"Because you work late."

"I work late every night."

"I know."

I looked at him. At his face in the dim light. At the scar on his hand resting on the steering wheel.

"You don't have to
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