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  Chapter 1

  
  




POV: Isabella




The automatic doors slide open and New York summer heat hits me like a wall. I’m so tired I can barely feel my legs. Fourteen hours. Fourteen hours of blood and screaming and a guy who came in with a knife stuck in his shoulder because his girlfriend found out he was cheating.

My scrubs stick to my back. My feet hurt. My brain feels like someone filled it with cotton.

I pull out my phone. Three missed calls from Maya. I text her back while walking toward the staff parking lot.

Sorry. Crazy shift. Coffee tomorrow?

The reply comes immediately. You better not bail on me this time, Bella.

I smile. Start typing a response. Don’t see the boy until he’s almost on top of me.

He crashes into my shoulder. Hard. My phone flies out of my hand and skitters across the pavement.

“Hey!” I spin around.

But he’s already running. Sixteen, maybe seventeen. White t-shirt. Jeans. His face is wrong. Panicked. The kind of panic I see in the ER when someone’s dying and the family knows it.

He’s heading for the ambulance bay. There’s a beat-up Honda Civic parked there. Illegally. Right where the ambulances need to pull in.

I should let it go. Should pick up my phone and go home. Take a shower. Sleep for twelve hours.

Then I hear it.

A scream. High and sharp and full of agony.

My exhaustion vanishes. Just gone. Like someone flipped a switch in my brain.

I run.

The boy reaches the car first. Yanks open the back door. The scream gets louder.

I’m there in seconds. Look inside.

A woman. Mid-thirties. Lying across the back seat. Her face is red. Wet with sweat. Her dress is pushed up around her waist.

“Please,” the boy says. He’s crying. “Please, my mom, she’s—”

I see the blood. See the woman’s legs. See the baby’s head.

“Oh God.”

The woman screams again. Her whole body goes rigid.

“Move!” I push the boy aside. Lean into the car. “Ma’am, can you hear me? My name is Isabella. I’m a physician’s assistant. I’m going to help you.”

She looks at me. Her eyes are huge. Terrified.

“The baby,” she gasps. “The baby’s coming. I can’t—it’s too fast—”

“I know. I see. You’re doing great.”

I’m lying. This isn’t great. This is bad. The baby is crowning and we’re in a parking lot and I need equipment I don’t have.

“Sandra!” I scream toward the hospital. “SANDRA!”

The doors open. Sandra Martinez, one of the ER nurses, comes out. She’s got a cigarette in her hand. Looks annoyed that someone interrupted her smoke break.

Then she sees the car. Sees me. Sees the woman.

The cigarette drops from her fingers.

“Holy shit.” She runs over. Looks inside. “Oh no. No no no. We need to get her inside.”

“No time.” My hands are already moving. Pulling on the latex gloves I keep in my bag. Always. “The head’s out. She’s pushing. The baby’s coming now.”

Sandra’s face goes pale. But she’s a good nurse. Been doing this for twenty years. She doesn’t freeze.

“I’ll get the emergency kit from—”

“No time!” The woman screams again. Her body arches. I can see more of the baby’s head. Dark hair. Covered in fluid and blood.

I position myself. Hands ready. Heart pounding so hard I can hear it in my ears.

“Okay, mom. What’s your name?”

“Maria,” she gasps.

“Maria, I need you to listen to me. On the next contraction, I need you to push. Can you do that?”

“I can’t—”

“You can. You are. Your baby is coming and you’re doing amazing.” I look at the boy. “What’s your name?”

“Carlos.”

“Carlos, get up here by your mom’s head. Hold her hand.”

He scrambles to obey. Takes his mother’s hand. She squeezes so hard his knuckles turn white.

“Here it comes,” Maria gasps.

Her whole body tenses. She pushes. A sound comes out of her that’s barely human.

The baby’s head emerges fully. I support it with my hands. They’re shaking. I’ve done this before. In the hospital. With doctors and equipment and bright lights and everything we need.

Not like this. Never like this.

“Good! That’s good, Maria. The head is out. One more push. One more and you meet your baby.”

Sandra appears beside me. She’s got towels. A bulb syringe. Not much but better than nothing.

“On three,” I say. “One. Two. Three. Push!”

Maria pushes. Screams. Her son is crying. Sandra is saying something I can’t hear over the blood rushing in my ears.

The baby slides out into my hands.

She’s tiny. Covered in vernix and blood. Her skin is purple.

She’s not breathing.

“Come on,” I whisper. Clear her mouth with my finger. Rub her back. “Come on, baby. Come on.”

Nothing.

Sandra hands me the bulb syringe. I suction her nose. Her mouth. Rub her chest.

“Please,” Carlos sobs. “Please, is she—”

The baby’s mouth opens.

She wails.

The sound is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever heard. Her skin goes from purple to pink. Her tiny fists wave in the air.

“She’s perfect,” I say. My voice cracks. “She’s perfect.”

Sandra wraps the baby in a towel. I place her on Maria’s chest. The woman is crying. Laughing. Her hands cradle her daughter.

“Thank you,” she whispers. “Thank you, thank you—”

“We need to get you inside,” Sandra says. She’s already pulling out her phone. Calling for a gurney. “Get the placenta delivered properly. Make sure there’s no tearing.”

I nod. Step back from the car.

My hands are covered in blood. My scrubs are soaked. There’s fluid on my shoes.

The adrenaline is starting to fade.

Everything gets very bright. Then very dark at the edges.

I blink. The parking lot tilts.

“Isabella?” Sandra’s voice sounds far away. “You okay?”

“Yeah. I just—”

The ground rushes up.

I’m falling.

Then I’m not.

Arms catch me. Strong. Steady. I’m pulled against a chest that’s hard and warm.

“Steady.”

The voice is deep. Rough. Like gravel and smoke.

I smell cologne. Expensive. The kind that probably costs more than my rent. And under it, cigarette smoke. Not fresh. Like it’s soaked into his clothes.

I’m being lifted. Carried. Like I weigh nothing.

My head is spinning. I try to focus. Look up.

The man carrying me is beautiful.

That’s my first thought. Not handsome. Beautiful. In a way that’s almost scary.

He’s older than me. Mid-thirties, maybe. Black hair with silver running through it at the temples. His face is all sharp angles. Strong jaw. High cheekbones. Lips that look cruel.

His eyes are gray. Not blue-gray or green-gray. Pure gray. Like storm clouds.

Cold. So cold.

He’s wearing a suit. Black. Perfectly tailored. It fits him like it was made for his body. It probably was.

There’s something wrong with his left hand. He’s wearing a black leather glove on it. The fingers don’t move quite right when he adjusts his grip on me.

And when he walks, there’s a hitch in his stride. Barely noticeable. But I notice everything. It’s part of my training.

“Put me down,” I say.

He doesn’t.

He carries me toward the hospital entrance like this is completely normal. Like he picks up random women in parking lots all the time.

“I can walk,” I say. Louder.

“You were about to faint.”

“I’m fine now.”

“You’re not.”

He’s right. My legs feel like water. But I don’t like being carried. Don’t like being out of control.

I start to struggle.

He stops walking. Looks down at me.

Up close, his eyes are worse. They don’t just look cold. They look empty. Like he’s looking at me but not really seeing me. Like I’m just another object in his way.

“Please,” I say. Quieter. “Put me down.”

Something flickers in those gray eyes. There and gone so fast I almost miss it.

He sets me on my feet. Gentle. One hand stays on my waist to steady me.

His touch burns through my scrubs.

I step back. His hand falls away.

“Thank you,” I say.

He nods. Doesn’t smile. Doesn’t speak.

I look at him. Really look at him. Trying to figure him out.

He’s wealthy. The suit. The cologne. The way he carries himself. Like he owns everything around him.

He’s dangerous. I don’t know how I know this. But I do. It’s in the way he stands. The way his eyes scan the parking lot. The way his right hand stays near his jacket pocket.

And he was just… here. In the parking lot. At midnight. Watching.

“Who are you?” I ask.

The corner of his mouth twitches. Almost a smile. Not quite.

“Nobody important.”

He turns and walks away.

I watch him go. Watch the slight limp. The way he moves with purpose. Like he’s going somewhere specific.

He disappears into the parking garage.

I stand there for a long moment. My heart is racing. I don’t know why.

Sandra comes over. “You okay, hon?”

“Yeah.” I shake my head. Try to clear it. “Who was that?”

“Who?”

“The man who caught me. The one in the suit.”

Sandra looks toward the parking garage. Frowns. “I didn’t see anyone. You were falling and then you just… stopped. Steadied yourself.”

That’s not what happened.

But I don’t argue.

“Come on,” Sandra says. “Let’s get you checked out. Make sure you didn’t hit your head or something.”

I let her lead me inside.

But I keep thinking about him.

The stranger with the cold gray eyes and the expensive suit and the limp.

Nobody important, he’d said.

That was a lie.

I don’t know how I know. But I know.

And I wish I’d asked his name.

I dream about him that night.

Not the birth. Not the blood. Not Maria or Carlos or the tiny baby girl.

Just him.

Gray eyes. Strong arms. The smell of smoke and cologne.

I wake up at dawn. Confused. Frustrated.

I don’t even know his name.

And I have the terrible feeling that I’m going to want to.

For a long time.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




POV: Dante




I can’t leave.




My hands grip the steering wheel so tight my knuckles turn white. The leather creaks under the pressure. I’m sitting in my Mercedes in the hospital parking garage, engine off, lights off, just sitting here like some kind of stalker. Which, I suppose, is exactly what I am.




I keep replaying it. The way she stumbled. How small she felt when I caught her—like she weighed nothing at all. The way she looked up at me with those dark eyes, exhausted but defiant. Most people look away when they meet my gaze. She didn’t.




Isabella Chen.




The name was right there on her ID badge, clipped to her scrubs. I memorized it without meaning to. The way you memorize something important without deciding it’s important first.




I saw her smile too. Not at me—at the baby. That newborn she delivered in a parking lot with nothing but her bare hands and her training. She smiled like she was seeing something holy. Something pure.




Something I’ll never be.




I finally force myself to start the car. The engine purrs to life, too loud in the enclosed space. I should go home. I have work waiting. Contracts to review. A shipment coming in tomorrow that needs my attention. Territory disputes that won’t resolve themselves.




Instead, I sit here for another ten minutes, staring at the hospital entrance, hoping she’ll come out again even though I know she won’t.




When I finally drive away, I can still smell her perfume on my jacket. Something light. Jasmine, maybe.




The penthouse is dark when I get home. Forty-third floor, floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Manhattan. I paid eight million for this place. It’s cold. Empty. More museum than home.




I pour myself three fingers of scotch and sit at my desk. The construction contracts are spread out where I left them this morning. Morelli Construction is the legitimate face of my empire—billion-dollar projects, union contracts, enough paperwork to bury a small city. It’s good cover. Clean money to wash the dirty.




I read the same paragraph five times.




The words don’t stick. All I can see is her face. The way her hair fell out of that ponytail. The exhaustion in her eyes. The strength in her hands when she delivered that baby.




I close the folder. Pour another scotch. Tell myself this is normal. I met an attractive woman. So what? It doesn’t mean anything.




But I know I’m lying to myself.




Women don’t affect me like this. They never have. Sex is mechanical for me—a physical need, nothing more. I use them and forget them the moment they leave. I don’t form attachments. Can’t form attachments. Something in me is broken that way. Has been since the factory. Since Marco Russo’s hammer came down on my hand again and again and again.




Since I died on that concrete floor and came back wrong.




I drink the scotch. It burns going down but does nothing to quiet my mind.




When I finally go to bed, I dream about her.




The dream wakes me at three in the morning. My heart is pounding like I’ve been running. I’m covered in sweat, my left hand aching the way it always does when I’m stressed. The damaged nerves fire randomly, sending phantom pain through fingers that barely work anymore.




I sit up. My prosthetic leg is on the floor beside the bed. Without it, I’m trapped here until I strap it on. Vulnerable. Weak.




I hate being weak.




The dream was nothing special. Just her, standing in that parking lot, smiling at the baby. But in the dream, she was smiling at me instead. Looking at me like I was something worth smiling at.




Ridiculous.




I check my phone. Three seventeen. Too early to call Rico, but I do it anyway.




He answers on the fourth ring, voice rough with sleep. “Boss? What’s wrong?”




“I need you to run a background check.”




Silence. Then: “It’s three in the morning.”




“Isabella Chen. Physician’s assistant at St. Catherine’s Hospital. I want everything.”




Another pause. I can hear him waking up fully now, the sheets rustling. “This the girl from last night? The one you mentioned?”




“Just do it.”




“Boss—”




“Everything, Rico. Family, finances, where she went to school, who she’s sleeping with. I want to know what she eats for breakfast.”




I hang up before he can ask more questions.




I don’t sleep again. Just lie there in the dark, my hand throbbing, watching the city lights through the windows. Wondering what the hell is wrong with me.




Rico comes to my office at eight. He looks tired. I probably look worse.




“Here.” He drops a file on my desk. “Took me all night, but here it is.”




I open the file. Start reading.




Isabella Marie Chen. Twenty-three years old. Born in Chicago. Father is Marcus Chen, captain in the Chicago Outfit. Mother was Italian, Cosa Nostra bloodline, died of cancer five years ago. Two older brothers, both soldiers. One sister, married into the Russian Bratva.




She should be married by now. Should be some made man’s wife, producing children and pretending to be happy.




Instead, she’s in New York. Alone. Working herself to death in an ER.




“Boss.” Rico’s voice is careful. “She’s in violation.”




“I know.”




“She’s in our territory without permission. That’s—”




“I know what it is.”




Territorial violations are punishable by death. The rules are ancient. Absolute. You don’t operate in another family’s territory without the boss’s permission. Period. Chicago should have called me before Marcus Chen’s daughter moved here. They didn’t. Which means either they don’t know she’s here, or they’re hoping I won’t find out.




Too late.




“You need to report this to Chicago,” Rico says. “Let Marcus Chen know his daughter is here. Let him deal with it.”




“No.”




“Boss—”




“I said no.” I close the file. Look up at him. “I want cameras in her apartment.”




Rico stares at me. “You want to what?”




“Cameras. Living room, kitchen, bedroom. Not the bathroom.”




“Boss, that’s—” He stops. Runs a hand over his face. “That’s not like you.”




“Just do it.”




“Dante.” He never uses my first name. Only when he thinks I’m making a serious mistake. “This girl, she’s making you act different. You’re not thinking straight.”




“I’m thinking perfectly straight.”




“You should kill her. Or send her back to Chicago. Those are the only options that don’t end in a war.”




“There’s always another option.”




“Not for this. Not for a territorial violation.” Rico leans forward, his voice dropping. “I’ve known you since we were kids. I was there when they tortured you. I was there when you took over the family. I’ve never seen you act like this. Never seen you fixate on someone. This isn’t you.”




“Maybe it is now.”




“That’s what scares me.”




We stare at each other for a long moment. Finally, Rico shakes his head.




“Fine. I’ll install the cameras. But this is going to blow up in your face, Boss. You know that, right?”




“Just do it.”




He leaves without another word.




I open the file again. Stare at her photo—some professional headshot from the hospital website. She’s not smiling in it. She looks serious. Competent. Beautiful in a way that has nothing to do with makeup or styling.




I should kill her.




The thought sits in my mind, cold and logical. She violated my territory. The punishment is death. It’s that simple. I’ve killed for less. Much less.




But when I try to imagine giving the order, my hand starts shaking.




I close the file. Close my eyes. Wonder if Rico is right. Wonder if I’m losing my mind over a girl I talked to for three minutes.




The answer is probably yes.




I don’t care.




That evening, I’m in my office when my phone buzzes. A text from Rico: Done. Access code attached.




I stare at the message for a full minute before opening my laptop.




This is wrong. I know it’s wrong. Surveillance without consent is a violation in every way that matters. But I can’t stop myself. Haven’t been able to stop myself since the moment I caught her.




I enter the access code. The feed loads.




Four camera angles. Living room. Kitchen. Bedroom. Just like I asked.




The apartment is tiny. A shoebox in Queens. Probably costs her half her salary. There’s a beat-up couch, a TV that looks ten years old, three cat trees crammed into corners. One of the cats—orange, fat—is sleeping on the back of the couch.




The front door opens.




She comes in, still wearing scrubs. Different color than last night—blue instead of green. She’s carrying a paper bag, something from a bodega probably. She kicks off her shoes right in the entryway and immediately trips over them.




“Shit!”




She catches herself on the wall. Looks down at the shoes like they personally offended her. Then she just leaves them there, right in the middle of the walkway, and heads to the kitchen.




I watch her open the refrigerator. It’s nearly empty. A few condiments. Some wilted vegetables. Half a carton of milk.




She pulls out the milk, sniffs it, makes a face. Pours it down the drain.




Then she opens the paper bag and pulls out instant ramen. The cheap kind, seventy-nine cents a pack.




Something in my chest twists.




She doesn’t even bother cooking it properly. Just adds hot water from the tap, lets it sit for three minutes while she scrolls through her phone. When it’s ready—barely ready—she eats it standing up at the counter. Fork halfway to her mouth, she yawns so wide I can see it even through the camera.




Her eyes start to close.




She jerks awake, nearly drops the fork. Laughs at herself. A sad little sound.




When she’s done eating, she washes the single bowl and fork. Puts them in the dish rack. Turns off all the lights.




She goes to her bedroom. I switch to that camera.




She doesn’t bother changing out of her scrubs. Just collapses onto the bed fully clothed. One of the cats—a gray one—jumps up and curls against her stomach. She doesn’t even notice.




She’s asleep in seconds.




I watch her sleep.




This is the moment I should close the laptop. Should delete the access codes. Should call Rico and tell him to remove the cameras. Should do the right thing, whatever that means for a man like me.




Instead, I watch.




Her chest rises and falls. Slow. Steady. Peaceful.




The cat purrs. I can’t hear it, but I can see its body vibrating against her.




She’s alone in that tiny apartment. No boyfriend stopping by. No friends calling. Just her and her cats and her exhaustion.




I think about the ramen. The empty refrigerator. The way she ate standing up because she was too tired to even sit down.




Something breaks open in my chest. Not breaks—that’s not the right word. It’s more like something that was sealed shut cracks open, and I can’t close it again no matter how hard I try.




This is wrong.




This is sick.




This is me violating her privacy in the worst possible way.




I know all of this. Know it with absolute certainty.




But I don’t close the laptop.




I watch her sleep for an hour. Maybe more. Watching her breathe. Watching the cat purr against her stomach. Watching the shadows move across her face as cars pass on the street below.




When I finally close the laptop, my hands are shaking.




Rico was right. This isn’t like me. I don’t do this. Don’t fixate. Don’t obsess. Don’t care.




But I’m caring now. Whether I want to or not.




And I don’t know how to stop.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




POV: Isabella


My alarm goes off at five AM, the sound dragging me out of dreams I can’t quite remember. I slap at my phone until it shuts up, then lie there for a minute staring at the ceiling. My body aches everywhere—fourteen-hour shifts will do that to you. The exhaustion sits in my bones like something solid.

I drag myself out of bed and stumble to the bathroom, nearly tripping over my own feet. The apartment is freezing. My landlord keeps promising to fix the heating. That was three months ago.

After a quick shower that never quite gets hot enough, I wrap myself in my bathrobe and pad into the kitchen. My stomach growls. I can’t remember the last time I ate anything that wasn’t vending machine food or whatever I could grab between patients.

I open the refrigerator expecting to see the same thing I’ve seen for the past week—a half-empty carton of milk that’s probably expired, some questionable leftover takeout, and maybe a sad apple. That’s it. That’s been my life lately. Too tired to shop, too broke to order decent food, too busy to care.

But when I pull the door open, I freeze.

The refrigerator is packed. Not just packed—stuffed full of containers. Beautiful glass containers with actual food inside. I see pasta, some kind of roasted chicken, vegetables that look like they came from an expensive restaurant, fresh fruit. There’s a loaf of bread that smells like it was baked this morning. Cheese. Real cheese, not the plastic-wrapped stuff I usually buy.

I stare at it for a long moment, my brain trying to catch up with what I’m seeing.

Did I… buy this? No. I worked yesterday. Came straight home, passed out in my scrubs. I barely made it to my bed.

Maya? Maybe Maya came by? But she doesn’t have a key. Not since I moved to this place six months ago.

I reach out and touch one of the containers. It’s cold. Someone put this here recently. Very recently.

My hands start shaking.

I pull out my phone and call Maya, not caring that it’s barely past five in the morning. She picks up on the fourth ring, her voice thick with sleep.

“Bella? What’s wrong? Did someone die?”

“Maya, did you come to my apartment yesterday?”

“What? No. Why would I—it’s five in the morning, Bella. What’s going on?”

I stare at the open refrigerator, at all that food sitting there like an accusation. “Someone broke into my apartment.”

That wakes her up. “What? Oh my god, are you okay? Did they take anything? Did you call the police?”

“They didn’t take anything,” I say slowly. “They… stocked my fridge.”

Silence on the other end. Then Maya starts laughing. “I’m sorry, what?”

“My refrigerator was empty last night. Now it’s full. Like, completely full. Expensive food. Fresh food. Someone broke in and… left groceries.”

Maya’s still laughing, but it sounds confused now. “That’s the weirdest robbery I’ve ever heard of. Are you sure you didn’t just forget? Maybe you went shopping and—”

“I didn’t go shopping, Maya. I worked a fourteen-hour shift and came home and passed out. There’s no way I bought all this.”

“Okay, okay. Maybe it was your ex? Patrick? Maybe he feels guilty for being such an asshole and—”

“Patrick’s been in Vietnam for three months with Doctors Without Borders. It can’t be him.”

Another pause. “Maybe you have a fairy godmother?”

I want to laugh, but I can’t. Because this isn’t funny. This is wrong. Someone was in my apartment. Someone went through my things, opened my refrigerator, touched my stuff. The thought makes my skin crawl.

“I’m changing my locks,” I say.

“Good idea. Listen, I’m coming over after work, okay? We’ll figure this out. Maybe it was a neighbor who got the wrong apartment or something.”

“Yeah. Maybe.”

But I don’t believe that, and I don’t think Maya does either.

I hang up and stand in my kitchen for a long moment, staring at all that beautiful food. My stomach growls again. I’m starving. I haven’t had a decent meal in days.

Slowly, carefully, I reach into the fridge and pull out one of the containers. Inside is some kind of chicken dish with herbs and lemon. It smells incredible. There’s a little label on top with reheating instructions written in neat handwriting.

I should throw it away. I should throw all of it away. It could be poisoned or drugged or God knows what.

But I’m so hungry. And it looks so good.

I put the container in the microwave and heat it up. When it’s done, I take one small bite. Then another. It’s the best thing I’ve tasted in months. Maybe years.

I eat the whole thing standing up at my kitchen counter, and I hate myself a little bit for it.

The locksmith comes that afternoon while I’m at the hospital. My landlord isn’t happy about it—says I’m being paranoid—but he can’t stop me from changing my own locks. It costs two hundred dollars I don’t really have, but I do it anyway.

That night, I come home from my shift and check the new locks twice. Everything’s secure. Nobody could have gotten in without breaking a window, and all my windows are locked from the inside.

Three days later, I open the refrigerator and find it full again.

Fresh meals. Different from the first batch, but just as expensive-looking. Just as carefully prepared.

This time, I don’t call Maya. I don’t call anyone. I just stand there in my kitchen, staring at the food, and I feel something cold settle into my stomach.

Someone is watching me. Someone who knows my schedule, knows when I’m home and when I’m not, knows that I’m not eating properly. Someone who can get past my new locks like they’re not even there.

I should be terrified. I am terrified. But I’m also exhausted and hungry and there’s a part of me—a small, tired part—that’s almost grateful.

I eat the food. All of it. Every few days, more appears. I stop trying to figure out how. I just… accept it.

It’s wrong. I know it’s wrong. But I can’t seem to make myself care enough to do anything about it.

At the hospital, things are getting worse.

Dr. Warren Jacobs won’t leave me alone. He’s an anesthesiologist—good-looking in a boring, country-club kind of way. Tall, blond hair always perfectly styled, teeth so white they probably glow in the dark. He thinks he’s God’s gift to women.

He asked me out three months ago. I said no. Politely at first, then less politely, then finally just flat-out told him I wasn’t interested.

It didn’t matter. He keeps showing up.

Today, he corners me outside the supply closet with another bouquet of roses. Red roses, because he has no imagination.

“Isabella! I was hoping I’d run into you.”

You were hoping. Like this is some accident and not the third time this week he’s “accidentally” found me.

“Warren, I’m really busy—”

“I just wanted to ask if you’d thought any more about dinner. There’s this great new place in Manhattan, very exclusive, I could get us a reservation—”

“I told you, I’m not interested.” I try to move past him, but he steps to the side, blocking me.

“Come on, just one dinner. What’s the harm? I’m a nice guy, Isabella. I just want to get to know you better.”

The words “nice guy” make my teeth hurt. In my experience, men who have to tell you they’re nice usually aren’t.

“I’m not looking to date anyone right now,” I say, keeping my voice level. Professional. “I need to get back to work.”

His smile gets tighter. “You know, most women would be happy to—”

“I’m not most women. Please move.”

For a second, I think he’s going to argue. His jaw clenches and something unpleasant flashes across his face. But then Sandra walks by and he steps back, smile sliding back into place like a mask.

“I’ll catch you later,” he says, like this is just a temporary setback.

I don’t answer. I just walk away, my hands shaking with frustration.

That night, I go home and do something I should have done months ago. I delete Instagram from my phone. I’d posted a picture last week—just a stupid selfie at a coffee shop—and Warren somehow showed up there the next day. “What a coincidence,” he’d said, like I didn’t notice him checking my social media constantly.

It’s not worth it. None of it’s worth having him track my every move.

On Friday, I meet Maya for lunch at a little Thai place near the hospital. She takes one look at my face and reaches across the table to grab my hand.

“Okay, what’s wrong? You look like you haven’t slept in days.”

“I haven’t,” I admit. “Warren’s getting worse. He showed up at my apartment building last night.”

Maya’s eyes go wide. “He what?”

“I was coming home from my shift and he was just… there. In the lobby. Said he was ‘in the neighborhood’ and thought he’d say hi.”

“That’s not okay, Bella. That’s stalking.”

“I know.” I pick at my pad thai, not really hungry despite the smell. “I told building security. They said they’d keep an eye out. But what can they really do? He hasn’t technically done anything illegal.”

“Yet,” Maya says darkly. “This is how it starts. Next thing you know, he’s following you home, going through your trash, making a shrine to you in his basement.”

Despite everything, I laugh. “That’s a little dramatic.”

“Is it? Men like that don’t take no for an answer, Bella. They think if they just keep pushing, keep showing up, eventually you’ll realize what a ‘catch’ they are.” She makes air quotes with her fingers. “It’s entitlement. And it’s dangerous.”

She’s not wrong. I’ve seen enough domestic violence cases in the ER to know how these things can escalate.

“What do you want me to do?” I ask.

Maya leans forward, her expression serious. “Let me handle it.”

“Handle it how?”

“I know people. People who can have a very clear, very firm conversation with Dr. Warren about appropriate workplace behavior and the legal definition of harassment.”

I stare at her. Maya works in tech, but she grew up in Brooklyn. She’s mentioned before that her uncle is “connected,” but I never asked what that meant. I’m not sure I want to know.

“Maya—”

“I’m not saying anyone’s going to hurt him. Just scare him a little. Make him understand that you’re not alone and unprotected. That there are consequences for his behavior.”

It’s tempting. God, it’s so tempting. I’m exhausted from constantly looking over my shoulder, from planning my route through the hospital to avoid him, from the weight of his attention like something oily on my skin.

But I shake my head. “I can’t ask you to do that.”

“You’re not asking. I’m offering.”

“Maya—”

“Think about it,” she says. “That’s all I’m asking. Think about it.”

I promise I will, even though I know I won’t take her up on it. I can’t. It feels like crossing a line I’m not ready to cross.

We finish lunch and I head back to the hospital, Maya’s words echoing in my head. You’re not alone and unprotected.

But I am alone. I moved to New York to get away from my family, from that life. From men who solve problems with violence and intimidation. I wanted to be normal, to build something clean and honest with my own two hands.

Look how well that’s working out.

That night, I come home after another endless shift. My feet hurt. My back hurts. Everything hurts. I drop my bag by the door and kick off my shoes, leaving them right in the middle of the walkway where I always leave them.

I go to the kitchen and open the refrigerator, expecting to find the food that appeared three days ago.

It’s there. Fresh containers, perfectly arranged. But there’s something else.

An envelope. Plain white, sitting in the vegetable drawer like it belongs there.

My heart starts pounding. I stare at it for a long moment before I reach in with shaking hands and pull it out. It’s not sealed. Just folded closed.

Inside is money. A lot of money. I count it twice. Five thousand dollars in hundred-dollar bills.

I stumble backward until I hit the kitchen counter. My legs feel weak.

Someone is watching me. Someone who knows I’m struggling financially. Someone who can get into my apartment whenever they want, past my
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