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Chapter 1 — The Best Night of My Life
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Bruno Becker opened his eyes before the alarm went off, something that hadn’t happened to him in years.

It wasn’t the sun that woke him, though it was pouring through the floor-to-ceiling window of the penthouse, drawing a golden rectangle over the rumpled sheets. It was the feeling — physical, almost chemical — of having won. He recognized it in his chest the way a man recognizes the aftertaste of a good whiskey: a low, satisfied warmth that didn’t need thought to exist.

He lay there a moment, looking at the ceiling. Thirty-eight years old, and for the first time he felt that everything he’d built — every dawn at the office, every red-eye flight to New York, every dinner spent faking interest in the lives of boring investors — was finally solidifying into something real. Yesterday, at 11:47 p.m., he had signed. Becker Holdings had absorbed Vantel Corp. Four hundred twenty million dollars. His name, for the first time, under no one else’s.

He got up naked and walked to the window. Astoria stretched out below, gray and green, the river cutting against a sky that hadn’t yet decided whether it would rain. From the thirtieth floor the city looked manageable. Small. A model he himself had rearranged to his liking.

He picked up the phone from the nightstand. Fourteen notifications. Congratulations from partners, a meme his sister had sent him, an email from the lawyer confirming the transfer would complete by noon. He smiled at the message from Andrés, his partner of eleven years, the only one who’d been there since Becker Holdings was two desks and a borrowed printer:

“Today we deserve the good champagne. I’ll swing by your place to celebrate. Get ready.”

Bruno typed a thumbs-up and set the phone on the kitchen marble while the coffee maker started up with its familiar hum. He poured his coffee into the usual mug — the one that said WORLD’S OKAYEST BOSS, a tacky gift from his sister he’d never had the heart to throw out — and stood there, leaning against the kitchen island, letting the steam rise to his face.

He thought, not for the first time, that he’d paid a price for this. A marriage that hadn’t survived the company’s third year. College friends he no longer spoke to because the conversations had grown awkward — them with ordinary salaries, him talking about margins and mergers without realizing how boring he’d become. His father, who’d died two years earlier without ever seeing a single building carrying the Becker name on some contract.

But yesterday, with the ink still wet on the document, all of that had seemed like the reasonable cost of something worth having. He looked around the penthouse — the two thousand square feet designed by an architect who only worked with clients who didn’t ask the price — and decided that yes. It had been worth it.

On the kitchen marble, in a plain frame that had survived two moves and a full renovation of the penthouse, sat an old photograph: himself, much younger, with different hair and a smile he no longer fully recognized as his own, squeezed together with Andrés and Camila around a single glass of wine at some college party Bruno could no longer place in time with any precision. Camila had been his girlfriend for a year and a half, back when Bruno still believed love and ambition could share the same space without fighting over it. They’d ended badly, though without shouting or betrayal, simply because Bruno chose, again and again, the next business opportunity over staying. Andrés, over time, had stayed close to her in a way Bruno never fully understood or asked about, a friendship that survived where the romance hadn’t. Bruno looked at the photo for a second, the way he did almost every morning without noticing, and went on with his day.

He checked his email while he finished the coffee. There it was, in the inbox, the summary the legal department had sent at 2 a.m., when no one at the office was sleeping anyway from the adrenaline of closing: the final structure of the merger, the accounts in Panama and Malta that would route part of Vantel’s assets before full integration, the names of the three executives who had signed the transfer documents. Carlos Andrade. Fernanda Ríos. Mateo Salcedo. His three most loyal employees, the ones who’d put that part of the operation together without a single uncomfortable question.

He gave the email no more than three seconds of attention. It was legalese, the kind Bruno had long since learned to skim: figures, jurisdictions, confidentiality clauses. He closed the phone and got in the shower.

The hot water hit his back, and for the first time in months, Bruno didn’t think about work. He thought about where he’d take Andrés that night after the afternoon’s champagne — maybe the new restaurant downtown, the one with a three-month waiting list that he, obviously, didn’t have to wait for. He thought about calling his sister on Sunday. He thought, with a brief pang of something like nostalgia, about his father, and how much he would have liked to see this.

He got out of the shower, put on a robe, and poured a second coffee he didn’t intend to finish. He walked back to the window. The point where the glass met the steel frame had a small imperfection, almost invisible, that the architect had promised to fix and never had. Bruno had looked at it a thousand times without giving it a thought. He looked at it now, distracted, mentally rehearsing the brief speech he’d give the team that afternoon. Something humble. Something that sounded like “this belongs to all of you” without failing to make clear who had closed the deal.

The phone buzzed on the marble. A message from Andrés: “Getting there at 6. Don’t open the champagne without me, asshole.”

Bruno smiled, typed a laughing emoji, and set the phone down again. Outside, the sun had finally made up its mind: it shone clean over the city, without a single cloud to interrupt it.

It was, without question, the best morning of his life.

He had no way of knowing it would also be the last normal one.
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Chapter 2 — The Dot
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The pain arrived before the fear.

Bruno was standing in front of the window, his coffee already cold in his hand, when something burned into his left eye like a needle of light driven straight through it. He shut his eyes hard, dropped the mug — which shattered against the marble floor in a mess of porcelain and cold coffee — and brought his hands to his face.

“Shit!” he shouted, though there was no one there to hear him.

When he managed to open his eyes again, blinking against involuntary tears, the first thing he saw was the dot. Red, tiny, perfectly steady, floating over his own chest as if someone had painted it there with an impossible-to-erase marker. Bruno looked down, his heart beginning to race in a way he hadn’t felt since college, when an armed robbery at his front door had left him shaking for days.

A laser dot. Red. Steady. Aimed straight at his sternum from somewhere in the building across the way.

“Not funny,” he said aloud, still clinging to the absurd hope that it was a joke, someone on the team with too much free time and a cheap laser pointer. He took a step to one side. The dot followed him with a precision that left no room for doubt: this wasn’t chance, wasn’t some stray reflection off a car on the street. Someone was watching him through a scope, and that someone knew exactly where he was standing.

The phone rang.

Not his — his was still on the marble, next to the remains of the broken mug — but another one, one Bruno didn’t recognize, buzzing and ringing from the top drawer of the living-room cabinet. A drawer he never opened, where he kept old chargers and an uncashed check from three years back.

He froze for a second, calculating. The dot stayed there, still, over his chest, breathing with him, rising and falling with each ragged inhale. If he moved toward the drawer, would they shoot? If he didn’t answer, would they shoot anyway?

The phone kept ringing. Insistent. Patient, almost.

Bruno crossed the living room slowly, hands slightly raised, as if that could protect him from something he already knew had nothing to do with his hands. He opened the drawer. There it was: a burner phone, the kind almost no one used anymore, screen lit, an unknown number blinking.

He answered.

“Who is this?” His voice came out steadier than he felt inside.

Silence. Two seconds, three, long enough for Bruno to hear his own pulse in his ears. Then, a voice. Calm. No identifiable accent, unhurried, as if reading off a grocery list.

“Good morning, Bruno. Congratulations on yesterday’s closing. Four hundred twenty million is a respectable number.”

Bruno’s stomach clenched. No one outside a very small circle knew that figure yet; the official announcement wasn’t going out until noon.

“Who the hell are you? What do you want?”

“That doesn’t matter yet,” the voice said, with the same exasperating calm. “What matters right now is this: don’t move from where you are. Don’t walk toward the door. Don’t look for your phone. Don’t scream, though I’m sure the walls of your penthouse are too thick for anyone to hear you anyway.”

Bruno looked instinctively toward the window, searching for the source of the red dot, which stayed there, calm, indifferent to his panic.

“If you try to locate me,” the voice went on, as if it had read his mind, “I shoot. Not as a warning. Straight through the heart. And no, Bruno, I’m not bluffing, and no, I have no interest in negotiating that particular point.”

Bruno, against every survival instinct, took a slow step to the left, just to check whether the threat was real or whether his mind, still hungover from the night before, was playing a cruel trick on him. The red dot moved with him, adjusting with a precision that left no room for doubt or for hope. He took another step, this time backward, toward the kitchen, and the dot followed again, without hesitation, never once losing the exact center of his chest.

“You’ve already checked,” the voice said, with a trace of something that in any other context Bruno would have called pedagogical patience. “No need to keep trying. Stay still.”

Bruno breathed deep, searching some corner of himself for the ground where he’d always
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