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Author's Note

Dear Reader,

Welcome to King of Ruin.

This story was never meant to be a tale of heroes and villains. It is a story about the uneasy places where justice and revenge meet, where power disguises itself as protection, and where love refuses to obey morality.

The people within these pages are flawed. They make impossible choices, carry unbearable burdens, and often mistake control for safety. Their decisions are not presented as ideals to admire, but as consequences of the worlds they have built and the wounds they refuse to leave behind.

Boston serves as more than a backdrop. Its polished streets, historic landmarks, bustling waterfront, and gleaming towers conceal a quieter struggle beneath the surface—one where influence is bought, loyalty is tested, and truth comes at a devastating price.

As with all dark romance, this novel explores themes that may challenge or unsettle. The relationships depicted exist within a fictional world shaped by crime, corruption, and morally gray choices. While the emotional journey between the characters is central to the story, many of their actions should not be viewed as healthy models for real-life relationships.

At its heart, King of Ruin asks a simple question:

What happens when the person you were willing to die to destroy becomes the one person you cannot bear to lose?

Thank you for trusting me with your time and imagination. I hope this story keeps you turning the pages, surprises you, challenges you, and stays with you long after you've reached the end.

With gratitude,

Nancy Lauren
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King of Ruin is an adult work of dark romance intended for mature readers (18+).

This novel contains themes and content that some readers may find distressing, including:


		Graphic violence and organized crime

		Murder and discussions of past homicide

		Corruption and abuse of power

		Emotional manipulation and psychological tension

		Consensual BDSM and power-exchange dynamics between adults

		Explicit sexual content and open-door intimacy

		Possessive and morally gray characters

		Interrogation, threats, and scenes of intimidation

		References to torture and coercion within a criminal setting

		Grief, trauma, and loss of a parent

		Betrayal, deception, and revenge

		Strong language

		Alcohol use and references to drug trafficking



This story explores morally complex relationships, where love, power, loyalty, and justice often exist in conflict. The characters make choices that are not intended to be examples of healthy or acceptable real-life behavior.

Please read with care and prioritize your well-being.

Reader discretion is advised.
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CHARACTER DIRECTORY

Isla Serrano / Catalina Reyes

A woman living behind a carefully crafted identity. Intelligent, composed, and determined, she enters a world where every choice carries a price.

Alejandro "King" Morales

A powerful Boston businessman whose influence reaches far beyond the city's skyline. Feared by many, trusted by few, and always several moves ahead.

Mateo Cruz

King's fiercely loyal right-hand man. Quiet, observant, and unwavering in his duty, he rarely overlooks anything—or anyone.

Lucía Morales

Alejandro's estranged sister and a respected attorney. She walks the delicate line between family loyalty and personal conviction.

Marisol Vega

A seasoned intelligence broker and Isla's closest ally. Practical and focused, she believes every mission demands sacrifice.

Ethan Serrano

Isla's late father, an investigative journalist whose pursuit of the truth continues to shape her life.

Declan O'Rourke

A prominent Boston politician whose connections place him at the crossroads of business and influence.

Sofia Lin

A meticulous financial analyst working within King's corporate network. Numbers are her specialty, and precision is her habit.

Rafael Mendez

A formidable rival whose ambitions threaten the balance of power in Boston's criminal underworld.

Jonah Price

A veteran investigative reporter and longtime colleague of Ethan Serrano. His commitment to uncovering the truth remains unwavering.

Captain Henry Walsh

A senior official at Boston Harbor whose position places him at the center of one of the city's busiest gateways.





A Note to the Reader

In Boston, names open doors.

Loyalty keeps them open.

And trust is the rarest currency of all.

PLAYLIST

KING OF RUIN

"Some stories are best experienced with the lights low, the volume high, and your heart unguarded."
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END CREDITS

Boston never confessed its sins.

She never forgave him.

He never asked her to.

Some kingdoms fall with bullets.

The most dangerous ones fall with love.
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1

 

ISLA

 

The Charles River was black glass, holding the city’s reflection in perfect, stolen silence. I walked. No destination, just motion. My boots—low-heeled, practical—made no sound on the damp brick of the Back Bay sidewalk. That was the first rule of Boston, I’d learned. You move through it, not across it. You become part of its rhythm, a note in its composed, historical symphony.

A college couple stumbled out of a brownstone, laughing, their breath pluming in the cold air. She wore a Harvard sweatshirt. He talked about a lecture. Intellectual property law in the digital age. So clean. So respectable. Twenty yards down, a man in a wool overcoat stood beneath a gas lamp, not smoking, not waiting, just… observing. His eyes tracked the couple for a second, then slid over me. Nothing to see. Just another woman in a dark coat, hands buried in pockets.

That was the second rule. Everything had a surface.

My apartment on Beacon Street was a surface. Leased under Catalina Reyes. Tasteful art, a shelf of business logistics textbooks, a closet of expensive, neutral-toned clothes. A life assembled with surgical precision. When I closed the door, the hum of the city faded to a distant thrum, like a heartbeat heard through a wall. I didn’t turn on the main light. The glow from a desk lamp was enough.

The folder was already on the mahogany desk. Ethan Serrano’s face looked back at me from a printed photograph, caught mid-laugh at a backyard barbecue. I didn’t touch it. I didn’t need to. The edges were worn from other hands.

My burner phone buzzed, a single, harsh vibration.

“Catalina.” Marisol’s voice was espresso-strong, no greeting. “You’re in. The interview is tomorrow, ten AM. The address is in your secure inbox.”

“I know the building.” My own voice was flat, calibrated. Catalina’s voice. “What’s the play?”

“The play is you’re a logistics consultant from Miami with a specialty in port compliance and asset protection. Your references are solid. Your backstory is airtight. He’ll test you. Not with questions. With silence. With proximity. Don’t fill it. You understand the difference between impressing him and interesting him.”

“I’m not here to impress anyone.”

A short, sharp exhale. “Just remember why you are here, chica. This isn’t a corporate headhunt. You get close to the money, you trace the lines. You find the proof. The man is a ghost in the system. We need the system to point a finger.”

“I know the objective.”

“Do you?” she pressed. “Because the objective isn’t to stare at his picture. It’s to stand in his office and not flinch when he looks at you. He sees everything. He’ll see the rage if you let him. You have to fold it up small, mi vida. Smaller than you think possible. Tuck it away behind your eyes.”

I looked away from the photograph, out the window to the lights of the financial district. “What’s my first move, after the interview?”

“If you pass? He’ll have someone tail you. Subtle. Not a threat. An assessment. Go to dinner. Somewhere public, mid-range. Read a book. Be boring. Be predictable. Let them see Catalina Reyes has no secrets, only a sharp mind for shipping manifests and liability clauses.” She paused. “Isla?”

I didn’t correct her. The name felt like a shard of ice in my chest.

“Don’t think about your father in that room. Think about port authority codes. Think about container weights and customs delays. Think about anything but the blood. Can you do that?”

“Yes.” The word was a stone dropping into a well.

“Good. Tomorrow, you become the mask. Buenas noches.”

The line went dead. The silence in the apartment thickened. I moved to the window, pressing my fingers against the cold glass. Down below, the black SUV was still there, parked under a sycamore tree. It hadn’t moved in an hour. Not my tail. Not yet. Probably private security for a diplomat or a CEO. This city was layered with them, silent sentinels guarding nothing but the illusion of safety.

He sees everything.

I let my shoulders drop, a deliberate release of tension I hadn’t realized I was carrying. I practiced the smile in the dark window’s reflection. Not warm. Not cold. Professional. A smile that said I am competent, and I am here for business.

My gaze drifted back to the desk, to the folder. I didn’t open it. I didn’t need to. I knew every word, every blurred photo, every damning line of his unpublished report. My father’s life’s work, reduced to a pdf in an encrypted cloud.

The city’s reflection shimmered on the river. Orderly. Disciplined. A beautiful, hollow shell. Tomorrow, I would step inside it. I would walk into a tower of glass and steel and sit across from the man who built his kingdom on the bones of the truth-tellers.

My breathing evened out, became slow and measured. The cold from the window seeped into my fingertips. I didn’t pull away.

Don’t think about the blood.

I thought about the way a man like King Morales would shake a woman’s hand. Would his grip be firm, a test of strength? Or would it be brief, dismissive, his attention already on the next chess piece? Would he look at my mouth when I spoke? Would he notice the steadiness of my hands?

A faint, traitorous heat sparked low in my stomach, a sudden, unwelcome flush of anticipation. Not for him. For the game. For the first move.

I turned from the window, from the watching city, and killed the desk lamp. The room plunged into a deeper dark, broken only by the amber streetlight bleeding through the blinds. I didn’t go to bed. I stood in the center of the polished hardwood floor, in the silent apartment that wasn’t mine, and I folded the rage down, layer by layer, until all that was left was a cool, clean purpose.

Tomorrow, I would meet the king.

And he would never see the blade coming.

 

***

 

 

The police called it a robbery gone wrong. That was the first lie, and it was a stupid one. My father’s wallet was on the nightstand, untouched. His watch, a cheap Timex, was still on his wrist. They took nothing but his life and the laptop he’d been working on. The detective, a man with tired eyes and a coffee stain on his tie, said it was probably a junkie, surprised, panicking. He said it was tragic. He said we should find comfort in closure.

I sat on the stiff couch in my Cambridge apartment, the one I’d rented with grad school loans, and I didn’t cry. The silence after the officers left had a physical weight. It pressed the air out of the room. I remember the exact quality of the light—gray, watery, the kind that comes before a storm that never breaks.

My phone rang. It was my aunt, sobbing. I answered with monotone assurances. Yes. Thank you. I’ll be fine. I hung up and stared at the wall where I’d hung a print of the Boston skyline. A city of achievers, he always called it. A city that rewarded sharp minds.

His voice, crisp and warm, played on a loop in my head. Not from that night. From a week before. We’d met for dinner in the North End.

“You’re chasing ghosts, Dad,” I’d said, pushing my pasta around the plate. “Port authority contracts? It’s bureaucratic sludge. No one cares.”

He’d leaned forward, his forearms on the red checkered tablecloth. His eyes, the same hazel as mine, were lit with a feverish intensity. “That’s the point, Isla. The sludge is where the monsters hide. They don’t want you to look because it’s boring. It’s numbers on a page. But you follow the numbers, and they lead to the money. And the money…” He’d paused, tapping his index finger on the table. “The money always leads to the man.”

“What man?”

A slow, grim smile. “The king of the castle. The one who thinks his walls are too high to scale.”

I’d rolled my eyes, twenty-three and convinced of my own worldly cynicism. “You sound like a paperback thriller.”

“The truth,” he’d said, his voice dropping, “often does.”

That was the last real conversation. The next time I saw him, he was a photo on a news site below a headline about a prominent journalist slain in apparent robbery.

The rage didn’t come in a wave. It didn’t overwhelm me. It crystallized. It became a hard, cold stone in my gut. I took the grief, the screaming void where my father used to be, and I folded it. I put it in a box. I labeled the box Later.

I didn’t vow revenge. Vows are for operas. I started researching.

I learned how to disappear. Not literally—not yet. But I learned how Isla Serrano, grieving daughter, faded into the background. I changed my hair. I stopped posting. I let my friendships wither from neglect. I read everything he’d ever published, every footnote, every dry financial disclosure. I cross-referenced names. I mapped holding companies that spider-webbed from Boston to the Caymans to Miami.

I found the name. Morales. A whisper in a corruption trial transcript. A signature on a port authority variance. A face in a grainy photo from a charity gala. Alejandro Morales. They called him King.

I didn’t go to the police. The detective with the coffee stain had given me all the closure his kind could offer. I went to the people my father would have gone to. It took six months to find a thread, another four to pull it. That’s when I met Marisol. Not in person. A voice on an encrypted line.

“You’re Ethan’s girl.”

“Yes.”

“He was a good man. A brave man. Stupid, but brave.” A pause, the sound of a lighter flicking. “You understand what you’re asking for? This isn’t a crusade. It’s a suicide mission with extra steps.”

“I understand.”

“Why?” The question was blunt, devoid of sympathy. “Because he was your dad? That’s not enough. That’ll get you killed before lunch.”

I looked at the cityscape print on my wall. The polished towers. The dark river. I thought of the sludge. The numbers. The money.

“Because they think no one will look,” I said, my voice steady, alien to my own ears. “Because they think it’s boring. I want to look. I want to follow the numbers.”

Silence for a full ten seconds. Then, a low, humorless chuckle. “Alright, Serrano. We’ll see. First, you need to die.”

That was the beginning. The long, meticulous death of Isla Serrano. The birth of Catalina Reyes was a paperwork phantom, a fiction built with stolen socials, forged credentials, and a narrative just shady enough to be believable. A logistics consultant with cartel-adjacent contacts in Miami, looking for a fresh start in a more stable market. Boston was perfect. All that respectable money needed dirty work moved quietly.

I sold everything that mattered. The apartment. The books. I kept one thing: a single photograph of my father and me, aged ten, on a sailboat. I didn’t frame it. I sealed it in a plastic sleeve and taped it to the back of a drawer in a cheap hotel dresser. A totem. A reminder of the face I was allowed to wear before.

Now, in the sterile quiet of a short-term rental in Seaport—all concrete floors and floor-to-ceiling windows showing a view of cranes and cargo ships—the preparation was over. The intelligence was digested. The cover was seamless. The path was clear.

My burner phone, a different model, different number, buzzed on the kitchen counter. I picked it up.

“The last package arrived,” Marisol’s voice came through. No hello. “Credentials are live. The interview is set. You’re a go.”

I walked to the window. A fog was rolling in off the harbor, swallowing the lights of the docks. “And my tail? After.”

“Already assigned. One of his. Good. It means you’re on the board. Remember the rules. Be smart. Be forgettable. Be useful.”

“I know the script.”

“It’s not a script, chica. It’s a heartbeat. You have to live in it. Catalina Reyes drinks her coffee black. She gets a tension headache from reading fine print. She prefers quiet bars. She hasn’t had a man in her bed in over a year because she’s focused on her career. That’s the woman who walks in there tomorrow. Isla Serrano stays in this empty box. She doesn’t get to breathe.”

I watched the fog thicken, turning the world outside into a swirling, formless gray. “What if I can’t find the switch?”

“Then you’ll die,” she said, simple as a fact. “But if you’re asking, you’ve already found it. It’s the cold place. The quiet place. Go there now. Stay there.”

The line went dead.

I stood for a long time, watching the obscured city. I didn’t think about the blood. I thought about the handshake. The first touch. Would his skin be warm or cool? Would his grip try to dominate, or would it be assessing, calculating the pressure needed to intimidate without offense? A strange, unwelcome curiosity threaded through my veins, a low hum that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with proximity to power. To the source of the rot.

My body reacted before my mind could censor it. A slow, deep heat kindled low in my abdomen, a traitorous flush that spread up my chest. It wasn’t desire. It was recognition. The primal, awful thrill of walking toward the fire, just to see how close you can get before you burn.

I turned from the window. The apartment was empty except for a single suitcase, packed with Catalina’s life. I walked to it, clicked the latches open. Lifted the false bottom. Beneath the careful layers of silk blouses and tailored trousers lay my father’s last gift: a tiny, encrypted flash drive containing every file he’d died for.

I palmed it, the plastic cool and sharp against my skin. Then I placed it back. Covered it. Closed the case.

The decision wasn’t dramatic. It was operational. A quiet click in the machinery of my mind.

Isla Serrano took one last look around the empty room. At the fog-shrouded cranes. At the ghost of her own reflection in the dark glass.

Then she turned off the light, picked up the suitcase, and walked out.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


2

 

ISLA

 

The Cambridge apartment smelled like lemon cleaner and fresh paint. Nothing personal. No lived-in air. It was a stage, and I was the only actor. The single window faced a brick wall, which was perfect. No distractions. Just the work.

I laid out the components on the cheap Ikea table, each item a brick in the wall between me and the world.

Passport. Catalina Reyes. The photo showed a woman with my bone structure, but the expression was different. Cooler. A slight arch to one brow, as if amused by the bureaucrat taking the picture. I’d practiced that look in the mirror for two hours.

Driver’s license from Florida. Social security card. A master’s degree from University of Miami, printed on the correct linen paper. Employment records from three shipping logistics firms that no longer existed, their paper trails doctored with a hacker’s elegant touch.

I picked up the passport, ran my thumb over the embossed seal. It felt real. It was real, in every way that mattered to a scanner, a border agent, a payroll department.

My burner phone played a recording from its tinny speaker. A woman’s voice, warm and fluid, with the specific, rolling cadence of Miami Cuban Spanish. I’d found her in hours of YouTube interviews—a real estate agent from Coral Gables.

“...y por supuesto, la comunidad es lo más importante, pero el mercado, ay, el mercado no perdona…”

I listened. Closed my eyes. Let the rhythm of her sentences wash over me. Then I spoke along with her, mirroring the dip and flow.

“...y por supuesto, la comunidad es lo más importante…”

My own accent was good. Textbook. But it was too clean. It lacked the subconscious shortcuts, the swallowed syllables of someone who’d learned the language in a kitchen, not a classroom. I needed the muscle memory of a native.

I repeated the phrase. Again. Slurring the ‘por supuesto’ into ‘porsupuesto.’ Letting the ‘t’ in ‘importante’ soften almost to a ‘d.’

I did this for forty minutes. Until my jaw ached. Until the rhythm felt less like a performance and more like a reflex.

The physical transformation was next. Subtle, but total. Isla Serrano slouched when she read. Catalina Reyes sat with her spine straight, one ankle tucked behind the other. Isla wore her hair in a messy bun when concentrating. Catalina’s dark waves were always down, framing a face that had learned the exact amount of makeup to suggest effort without vanity.

I stood before the full-length mirror leaning against the wall. I was wearing the uniform: cream-colored silk shell, tailored black trousers, heels that added two inches but were quiet enough for a quick exit. I studied the reflection.

Breathe from the diaphragm, I instructed myself. Shoulders back. Chin level. Not defiant. Assured.

I practiced walking. The click of the heel was measured, not hurried. I stopped, turned, looked over my shoulder at the mirror. The woman looking back didn’t flinch. Her gaze was direct, appraising. A little bored.

A knot loosened in my chest. Not relief. Something else. The satisfaction of a complex lock yielding to the right combination of pressures.

This is it, I thought. This is the shape of her.

“Catalina Reyes,” I said aloud. My voice was lower now, a half-octave down, touched with a smoky timbre that hadn’t been there before. “Born in Hialeah. Parents still there. You moved to Boston for the challenge. You find the weather depressing but the money is cleaner. Your last boyfriend was a musician. It ended badly. You haven’t bothered since.”

I walked to the table, picked up a pen as if it were a cigarette. A prop. “You don’t like corporate small talk. You prefer to get to the numbers. You drink espresso after noon, but it gives you heartburn. You take pilates on Tuesdays and Thursdays, but you often cancel.”

I was layering her. Giving her textures, flaws, mundane routines. The kind of details that survive a casual background check. The kind that make a ghost feel solid.

I put the pen down. The silence rushed back in. I looked at my hands—Catalina’s hands. They were steady. No tremor. The nails were manicured, a clear polish. Competent hands.

A sudden, cold unease prickled the back of my neck.

It was working too well. The posture felt natural. The voice sat in my throat without strain. Catalina wasn’t a costume I was putting on. She was a skin I was settling into. The ease of it was deeply, profoundly wrong.

Isla Serrano was buried under layers of forged paper and practiced inflection. Was there anything of her left to find the switch? To pull herself back?

My eyes drifted from the mirror to the single suitcase in the corner. The one I’d brought from the Seaport rental. Everything else in this room was Catalina’s. But that case… it held the last artifact.

I crossed the room. Kneeled. Flicked the latches. I didn’t lift the false bottom. I just opened the main compartment. On top of the silk blouses, tucked into a side pocket, was a small, square object wrapped in a soft cloth.

I didn’t want to touch it. But my fingers moved anyway.

I unwrapped it. A Polaroid, faded at the edges. Ten-year-old me, grinning wildly, sunburned nose, a gap where a front tooth used to be. My father beside me, his arm around my shoulders, squinting into the sun. We were on a rented sailboat on the Charles. The water was choppy. The city was a blur in the background.

Isla Serrano.

The breath I took shuddered. It was an ugly, ragged sound in the sterile room. I stared at the girl’s face. The unguarded joy. The trust. I tried to connect that girl to the woman in the mirror. The thread was so thin it felt like a lie.

A hot pressure built behind my eyes. I squeezed them shut.

Don’t.

The order was sharp, internal. I opened my eyes. The pressure receded, banked like a fire smothered under sand.

I rewrapped the photograph. My movements were methodical. Precise. I placed it back in the suitcase. Closed the lid. The latches clicked with finality.

I stood up. Smoothed the nonexistent wrinkles from my trousers. I walked back to the mirror.

Catalina Reyes looked back, her expression smooth, undisturbed. The moment of fracture was gone, sealed over.

The doorbell rang.

The sound was a physical jolt in the quiet. Two short, insistent buzzes.

No one knew this address. No one but Marisol.

I didn’t move for a count of three. Letting the adrenaline settle, directing it into calm. Then I walked to the door, my heels silent on the thin rug. I didn’t look through the peephole. I knew.

I opened the door.

She stood there, a compact woman in a leather jacket and jeans, a motorcycle helmet tucked under one arm. Marisol. Her dark hair was wind-tossed. She looked past me, scanning the room in one efficient glance before her eyes landed on me.

A slow appraisal. Up. Down.

“Well,” she said, her voice a dry rasp. “You look the part.” She stepped inside without waiting for an invitation, brushing past me. She smelled like cold pavement and exhaust. “The interview is moved up. He’s in the city tonight. Wants to meet. Now.”

“Now?” My voice was Catalina’s. Cool. Slightly inconvenienced. “It’s nearly nine.”

“He doesn’t keep business hours.” She dropped the helmet on the table, right on top of the fake diploma. “This is good. Shows he’s interested. Or suspicious. Usually the same thing.” Her eyes pinned me. “You ready?”

“I’m always ready.”

“Prove it.” She jerked her chin toward the center of the room. “Who are you?”

I didn’t hesitate. I let my weight settle into one hip, folded my arms loosely. A posture of confident ease. “Catalina Reyes. I’m here because your port logistics are a mess, and it’s costing you money. I can fix it.”

“Why Boston?”

“The money’s old here. It doesn’t flinch. I like that.”

“What’s the first thing you’d audit?”

“The customs brokerage filings for the last quarter. The discrepancies are in the weight classifications. Someone’s either stupid or skimming.”

A faint, grim smile touched her lips. It wasn’t approval. More like acknowledgment of a weapon properly sharpened. “Not bad.” She walked closer, stopping just inside my personal space. Her gaze was unnervingly direct. “But he won’t ask you about paperwork first. He’ll watch how you enter a room. How you take a seat. Where your eyes go.”

“I know.”

“Do you?” She leaned in slightly. Her voice dropped. “He’s a man who’s used to people offering him things. Respect. Fear. Their bodies. You walk in there like you’re doing him a favor. Like your pussy isn’t part of the negotiation.” She paused, letting the vulgarity hang in the air, testing me. “That’ll intrigue him. That’ll make him want to see what it takes to make you offer it.”

A flash of that traitorous heat again, low and sharp. Not at her words, but at the image they conjured. A silent room. A powerful man’s assessing stare. The unspoken challenge in the space between us.

I kept my face blank. “It’s not on the table.”

“Everything,” she said softly, “is on the table with a man like that. You just have to make him think it’s his idea to take it.” She stepped back, picked up her helmet. “Car’s downstairs. Don’t keep him waiting.”

She was at the door when I spoke. “Marisol.”

She glanced back.

“What if he sees through it? Right away?”

She considered me, her head tilted. “Then you’ll have your answer. And you’ll be dead before you hit the floor.” She opened the door. The hallway’s fluorescent light spilled in, harsh and unforgiving. “But something tells me, chica… he’s going to want to look at you for a very, very long time.”

 

***

 

Marisol didn’t sit. She paced the perimeter of the sterile room like a warden on final inspection, her boots silent on the thin carpet. Her gaze scraped over every surface—the fake documents on the table, the single suitcase, my own carefully constructed posture.

“He’s in the city,” she repeated, stopping by the window to stare at the brick wall. “That wasn’t the plan. Plans are for people who don’t own the chessboard. He owns it. So we move.”

I kept my arms folded, a casual barrier. “Where?”

“Back Bay penthouse. Private entrance. You’ll be scanned. You’ll be watched. There will be no record you were ever there.” She turned to face me, her expression unreadable. “This isn’t an interview anymore. It’s an audience.”

A cold thread, fine as a wire, tightened in my chest. “Good.”

“Is it?” She took a step toward me. The room felt smaller. “An audience implies he’s already interested. Interested men in his position… they don’t just ask questions. They test limits. They probe for soft spots. They want to see what you’re made of when the polish wears off.” Her eyes held mine. “Catalina Reyes is a hard shell. But what’s underneath? That’s what he’ll be buying. Not your logistics expertise. Your breaking point.”

I didn’t flinch. “I know why I’m here.”

“Do you?” Her voice dropped, low and blunt. “Let’s be clear, Isla.”

The name landed like a physical slap in the quiet room. I felt my pulse jump at my throat, a betraying flutter I hoped she didn’t see.

She saw everything. A faint, grim smile touched her lips. “That’s the last time you’ll hear it from me. From anyone. After tonight, if you walk into that penthouse, Isla Serrano ceases to exist. Not just on paper. In here.” She tapped her own temple. “And in here.” Her hand hovered over her sternum. “There is no extraction plan for a blown cover. There is no safe house for a girl who misses her daddy. If he smells the grief on you, the rage, the need… you’re a liability. And liabilities get removed. Permanently.”

“I understand the risks.”

“Understanding them isn’t enough.” She closed the final distance between us, forcing me to look up at her. She smelled like leather and cold night air. “You have to want what comes after more than you miss what came before. This life… it’s a hunger. You have to be hungrier than he is. For what? For the game? For the win?” She searched my face. “Or just for a look at the monster who did it? Because if it’s that last one, you’ll stare too long. You’ll get lost in the teeth. And he’ll swallow you whole.”

My jaw tightened. I could feel the ghost of the Polaroid in the suitcase, the girl’s smile burning against my spine. “It’s not just a look. It’s the whole goddamn zoo. I’m tearing it down.”

“With what?” she shot back, her voice a rasp. “Your sharp mind and your righteous anger? He eats smart people for breakfast. He fucks angry women to remind them who’s in charge.” She leaned in, her words deliberate, each one a nail. “The only way you get close enough to tear anything down is if he lets you. And he only lets in things he finds useful. Or things he finds… entertaining.”

The implication hung there, thick and vulgar. The heat that flashed through me this time wasn’t traitorous. It was pure, undiluted fury. And something else, darker, that I refused to name.

“I can handle it.”

“Prove it.” Her challenge was immediate. “Right now. He walks in that door.” She jerked her chin toward the apartment entrance. “What’s your first move?”

I didn’t break eye contact. I let my shoulders relax from their defensive set, a slow, deliberate unfurling. I tilted my head just a degree, as if considering a mildly interesting puzzle. My voice, when it came, was Catalina’s—smooth, faintly amused, utterly controlled. “I’d finish looking out this depressing window. Then I’d turn, slow. I’d let him look his fill. And when he was done, I’d say, ‘The view’s better from the forty-fourth floor. Shall we talk business, or did you just invite me up to admire your furniture?’”

Marisol was silent for a long moment. Then she gave a single, sharp nod. It wasn’t praise. It was an assessment confirmed. “That’ll get his attention. Now, the hard part. You survive the first meeting. You pass the tests. You become part of the scenery. Months go by. You’re in the room when he gives orders. You see the money move. You see the consequences.” Her gaze was merciless. “You’ll have to make choices. Moral compromises. You might have to facilitate things that would make your father’s ghost scream. You might have to smile while you do it. Can you live with that? Not just act it. Live it. Because Catalina Reyes wouldn’t lose a night’s sleep over a missing rival or a tampered evidence locker. She’d order another espresso and file the goddamn report.”

The wire in my chest pulled tighter, slicing into something vital. I saw my father’s face, not from the barbecue photo, but from the morgue shot I’d bribed a clerk to see. The waxy stillness. The brutal, final punctuation.

I folded the image away. I boxed it. I labeled it Fuel.

My voice didn’t waver. “Isla Serrano is already dead. She died in a Cambridge apartment with a coffee-stained police report. Catalina Reyes doesn’t know that name. She doesn’t care about ghosts. She cares about efficiency, profit margins, and survival.” I took a breath, the air cool in my lungs. “That’s who walks in there.”

Marisol studied me. The professional mask slipped for a fraction of a second, and I saw something raw and weary in her eyes. It looked almost like grief. For me. For the girl I was erasing.

“Okay,” she said, the word final. She turned and picked up her helmet from the table. “Car’s downstairs. Black Town Car. Driver’s name is Mateo. Don’t talk to him. Don’t try to charm him. He’s not paid to like you. He’s paid to deliver you and report back everything you do.”

She walked to the door. Her hand was on the knob when she stopped. She didn’t look back.

“Isla?”

This time, I didn’t stiffen. I let the name wash over me. A eulogy.

“Yeah?”

“Make it worth it.”

Then she was gone. The door clicked shut. The silence she left behind was absolute, a vacuum.

I stood in the center of the room for a full minute. Listening to the hum of the cheap refrigerator. Watching the dust motes drift in the lamplight.

Make it worth it.

I crossed to the suitcase. Kneeled. This time, I didn’t open the main compartment. My fingers found the hidden catch beneath the lining, a tiny seam only I knew. I peeled the fabric back.

The Polaroid was there. The girl’s gap-toothed grin. The man’s proud squint.

I didn’t pick it up. I just looked.

Then I took the corner of the thin fabric liner and pulled. It tore with a soft, ripping sound. I tore it again, and again, until the photograph was free. I held the shreds of cloth in one hand, the picture in the other.

I walked to the small, clean bathroom. Flicked on the light. The fluorescent bulb buzzed overhead.

I held the Polaroid over the empty toilet bowl.

My reflection in the medicine cabinet mirror watched me. Catalina’s face. Cool. Composed. Empty.

I dropped the picture.

It fluttered, face-down, into the white porcelain. I didn’t watch it land. I reached for the handle.

The flush was loud, a roaring vortex of water that swallowed the last tangible piece of her.

I walked back to the main room. To the mirror by the door. I smoothed my silk shell. Adjusted the fall of my hair over one shoulder. I met my own gaze.

“Catalina Reyes,” I said.

The name echoed in the sterile space. It didn’t sound like a lie anymore. It sounded like a fact.

I’m coming for your kingdom, King. And I’m going to burn it down from the inside.

I picked up my small leather clutch, the only thing I’d take. I turned off the lamp.

The apartment plunged into darkness, already forgotten.

I opened the door and stepped into the hallway, leaving Isla Serrano in the silent, empty ruin behind me.
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