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The Safe House on Mercer Street

Rain moved steadily across Mercer Street after midnight—not heavy enough to empty the sidewalks completely, just enough to make people keep their heads down and walk faster beneath the glow of the harbor lamps.

Vivienne Moretti stood at the second-floor window above the closed jazz club, watching water slide along the brick alley below. The club had shut down three hours ago. The piano downstairs was silent now, and only the old neon sign above the entrance still buzzed faintly through the rain. MERCER BLUE. Half the letters burned out. Vivienne preferred it that way.

The apartment above the club smelled like radiator heat, old wood, coffee gone cold hours ago, and faint traces of cigarette smoke trapped permanently in the floorboards from decades before she bought the building. Safe-house number four. No one knew about this one except Vivienne, two drivers, one medic, and the woman downstairs who ran the jazz club and asked no questions anymore.

Which meant tonight's problem was already bad.

Her phone vibrated once against the kitchen counter. Milo. Vivienne answered immediately. "Where are you?"

"Inbound."

Wind crackled hard through the line. Something metallic rattled nearby.

"How bad?"

A pause. Then: "He's alive."

Which wasn't an answer. Vivienne looked back toward the rain-streaked window overlooking Mercer Street. No movement yet, no headlights turning into the alley.

"How long?"

"Four minutes."

The line disconnected. Vivienne slid the phone back into her coat pocket and crossed the apartment quickly—not hurried, just efficient. She checked the deadbolt first, then the rear stairwell camera feed beside the kitchen, then the small medical kit already waiting open on the table near the couch. Habit, not anxiety.

The apartment remained quiet around her. Low lamps, warm shadows, rain tapping softly against old windows. Everything arranged carefully enough to calm frightened people the moment they entered: blankets folded near the radiator, tea stacked beside the stove, extra chargers in the kitchen drawer, lamps instead of overhead lights, clean clothes sealed in plastic bins beneath the hallway bench.

Most people arrived shaking. Vivienne designed the rooms to help them feel survival was temporarily possible.

Headlights flashed once through the alley below—right on time. Vivienne turned off the kitchen light immediately, and the apartment dimmed further into safer shadow. She crossed toward the front window and looked down carefully through the rain.

Black sedan. Milo behind the wheel, no second vehicle following. Good.

The rear passenger door opened slowly, and a man unfolded himself carefully from the backseat. Tall, dark coat soaked through, one hand pressed tightly against his ribs. But something about the way he moved told Vivienne immediately: this wasn't someone used to being injured. Civilian.

The man looked up toward the second-floor windows as though searching for movement—not panicked, just disoriented, exhausted enough to be close to collapse. Milo appeared beside him and said something Vivienne couldn't hear through the storm. The stranger nodded once, then nearly lost his footing against the wet pavement.

Vivienne was already moving toward the stairs before he recovered.

The hallway below the club smelled faintly of old whiskey, rainwater, and brass polish from the instruments downstairs. She unlocked the side entrance just as Milo guided the man through the alley door. Warm air met cold rain immediately.

The stranger blinked once beneath the low hallway light. Brown hair damp against his forehead, wire-rimmed glasses slightly crooked from the storm, blood darkening one side of his shirt beneath the open coat. Younger than she'd expected—not soft exactly, but nothing about him looked built for this kind of night.

Milo shut and locked the door behind them. "No tails," he said gently.

Vivienne nodded once before turning toward the injured man. "You can stand?"

The question came automatically—assessment first, fear later.

The man looked at her like he'd expected someone older, or larger, or crueler. "I think so," he said. Soft-spoken, educated—the voice of someone more accustomed to conference rooms than safe houses. Then his gaze drifted briefly toward the blood on his own hand, like he'd only just remembered it was there.

Vivienne stepped closer carefully. The hallway light caught the strain tightening around his mouth now as adrenaline faded and pain arrived behind it.

"What's your name?"

A small hesitation. "My name matters less than the people looking for me."

Milo sighed quietly behind him. Vivienne almost did the same—witnesses always thought refusing names still mattered once they reached Mercer Street.

"It matters to me," she said.

The stranger looked at her for another second while rainwater slid steadily from the hem of his coat onto the old tile floor.

Finally: "Luca."

"Last name."

Another hesitation. "Greer."

Vivienne nodded once. "Can you walk upstairs, Luca Greer?"

He looked past her toward the narrow stairwell leading above the club, then back toward the locked alley door behind them, like he still hadn't fully decided whether survival was real yet.

"Yes," he said quietly.

She guided him toward the stairs.

Behind them, the alley door was locked.

The street remained empty.

For now.
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Above Mercer Blue

The stairwell above the jazz club creaked softly beneath their weight.

Milo stayed behind Luca close enough to catch him if he slipped.

Vivienne walked ahead with one hand lightly resting near the concealed knife beneath her coat out of habit more than expectation.

No alarms.

No movement outside.

Only rain against old brick and the distant hum of harbor traffic several streets away.

Luca climbed carefully.

Not slowly because of pain.

Slowly because he was trying not to touch anything.

He kept one shoulder angled away from the wall despite the blood soaking through his shirt.

Vivienne unlocked the apartment door at the top of the stairs and stepped aside to let them enter first.

Warmth met them immediately.

Radiator heat.

Low lamps.

Faint jazz still drifting upward through the floorboards from the club below where someone must have forgotten to shut off the sound system entirely.

Luca stopped just inside the doorway.

Not exactly dramatic.

Just still enough that Vivienne noticed.

The body taking too long to understand there were no immediate exits to calculate.

No visible threat.

No one shouting.

Just warmth.

Milo shut and locked the door behind them.

“You need stitches,” he said.

Luca blinked once like the sentence had arrived from very far away.

“I’m okay.”

“No,” Vivienne said. “You’re vertical. Different thing.”

Something faint and startled crossed his face.

Not amusement exactly.

Closer to confusion over hearing dry humor at all tonight.

Vivienne crossed toward the kitchen counter already reaching for disinfectant and gauze from the medical kit.

“Milo, check the alley camera again before you leave.”

“You want me nearby?”

“Yes.”

No hesitation.

Not because tonight felt wrong.

Because tonight felt organized.

That was worse.

Milo nodded once and disappeared toward the rear office beside the kitchen.

Luca remained standing near the door like he still wasn’t sure whether he was permitted to take up space.

Rainwater darkened the hardwood beneath his shoes.

Vivienne pointed toward the couch.

“Sit before you fall.”

“I’m not going to fall.”

The sentence ended slightly breathless.

Vivienne waited.

Three seconds later, Luca sat carefully onto the couch cushions with one hand pressed harder against his ribs.

She crossed toward him carrying the medical kit.

Up close, he looked even less suited to Graypoint nights than he had downstairs.

Wire-rimmed glasses.

Ink stain faintly visible near the side of one finger.

Office hands.

Someone who spent more time turning pages than throwing punches.

And still—

someone had chased him hard enough to put a knife in his side.

Vivienne crouched in front of him carefully.

“Move your hand.”

Luca hesitated.

Not refusal, embarrassment.

Then slowly pulled his blood-covered hand away from his ribs.

The wound looked ugly but clean.

Knife, not bullet.

Better odds.

“You’re lucky,” Vivienne said automatically.

Luca looked down at the blood soaking through his shirt.

“I have a strange definition of lucky tonight.”

The softness of the answer caught her slightly off guard.

Not self-pity, observation.

Vivienne cleaned the wound carefully while rain moved softly against the apartment windows.

Luca stayed very still through the disinfectant.

Too still.

People in pain usually reacted somehow:

flinching

swearing

tension

defensive humor

Luca only watched the floorboards beside the couch with his jaw held carefully tight.

Vivienne noticed immediately:

he was trying not to make her job harder.

The realization landed somewhere uncomfortable beneath her ribs.

“Breathe,” she said quietly.

His eyes lifted toward hers.

For a second he looked startled she had noticed at all.

Then he inhaled slowly.

Better.

Milo returned from the rear office.

“No movement outside. Street’s clean for now.”

For now.

The phrase settled heavily into the room.

Vivienne nodded once without looking up from the bandages.

“You should still rotate cars.”

“Already planned to.”

Milo’s gaze shifted briefly toward Luca before returning to Vivienne.

“You want me back before daylight?”

“Yes.”

Another nod.

Vivienne turned back toward the rear camera feed beside the kitchen while he gathered his coat.

The alley below sat empty and rain-darkened.

But the camera covering the far end of Mercer Street—the one mounted above the club’s ventilation unit, angled to catch the intersection—had caught something while she was bandaging Luca.

A man, on foot.

Standing at the corner for forty seconds.

Not moving on. Not moving toward anything. Just standing.

Then gone.

Vivienne had been watching Luca’s ribs when it happened. She hadn’t been watching the screen.

The timestamp read
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