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  Chapter one
The Night Everything Changed


The hum of bass throbbed through the walls of Babylon, vibrating in Victor Marlow’s chest as he leaned against the polished mahogany rail, ice swirling lazily in his tumbler of bourbon. The club’s pulse kept time with the city outside, all twitching nerves and wet concrete, shadows swallowing dreams whole. He watched the crowd through the haze: girls in slinky dresses swaying, packs of men hunched over bottle service, the usual faces—his faces—holding court. Victor’s kingdom. Every square inch bought and paid for in blood, sweat, and the ghosts that lingered behind his eyes. 
From the VIP suites above, thick glass muted the shrieks and laughter, transforming the sea of revelers below into a moving painting. He scanned for threats, for tells, for the twitch of a hand or the flicker of a gaze signaling trouble. But tonight, everything glimmered and throbbed—a Friday night, fast and loose.
He dug his phone from his suit pocket, thumbed at a message. Waiting. Always waiting for the next problem to land. At his side, Luca hovered, loyal and silent, eyes never resting for long.
“Boss,” Luca murmured, shifting his weight, “you want another drink? Or…” He didn’t finish. He didn’t need to. The question was whether Victor wanted the illusion of comfort, or what passed for peace in their world.
Victor smiled, thin and cold. “I want to know where the hell Tommy is. He was due back an hour ago. That’s what I want.”
Luca nodded, glancing over his shoulder at the shadowed alcove where their crew gathered, hunched around a table littered with shot glasses and smoldering cigarillos. “Maybe traffic.”
“Or maybe something else.” Victor’s eyes narrowed. The city churned out threats like rats in an alley.
The elevator pinged. Out stepped Tommy, jacket slicked with rain, jaw set tight around a secret. His eyes slid past Victor, landed on Luca—a flicker, a fragile Morse code.
Victor snapped his fingers. “Tommy. Here.” He didn’t raise his voice, didn’t need to. The crowd, the music, the lights—Victor’s presence pressed through all of it, a silent command.
Tommy approached, voice low. “V—boss. We got a situation.” He hesitated, running his tongue over his teeth the way he did when he lied, or when the truth hurt worse.
Victor’s patience frayed. “Spit it out, Tommy.”
He edged closer, lowering his voice so even the thunder of the DJ couldn’t smother it. “Ricci’s boys. They’re in our house.” Now his eyes met Victor’s—a tremor of real fear underneath.
Victor straightened. “You sure?”
“Saw ‘em come in myself. Six, maybe seven. They didn’t even try to hide it.”
Victor’s fist tightened around his glass, knuckles gone white. The Riccis weren’t just a rival—they were the sort who didn’t send warnings. Enzo Ricci, snake-eyed and sharp, didn’t play at theatre.
“Where are they now?” Victor’s voice was ice.
Tommy jerked his chin toward the back. “Corner booth. Near the kitchen. Got guns, boss. They’re smiling, like they already won.”
Victor weighed the options. Ignore them, show weakness. Hit first, risk a bloodbath in his own house. He looked at Luca. “Get Paulie and Ange. Tell security to close the doors. Nobody leaves without seeing me.”
Luca vanished into the crowd, issuing orders. Victor finished his bourbon—last drink of the night, maybe the last for a while—and stalked through the sea of bodies, Tommy at his heels. The club parted before him, regulars wary of the storm in Victor’s shadow.
The corner booth glowed under a red lamp, blood pooling on cheap velvet. Enzo Ricci lounged in the center, sharp-shouldered in an Italian suit, smile too wide, eyes unblinking. His men flanked him, leather jackets, knuckles tattooed, hands resting too casually on their waists.
Enzo lifted his whiskey in greeting. “Victor! Long time. Tell me, is this the hospitality I should expect in Brooklyn these days? Took your guys a full five minutes to spot us.”
Victor didn’t sit. He planted himself at the edge of the booth, jaw set. “I only let you through the door because I didn’t want brains on my velvet. State your business, Enzo, and do it quick.”
Enzo’s smile soured, a flash of steel beneath it. “We’re making changes, Vic. Drawing new lines. Thought you’d want to hear it straight from me.” He swirled his drink, ice clinking. “Respect, right?”
Victor shook his head, a snort of disbelief. “You want respect, try asking permission next time. You cross my line, Enzo, you kneel or you bleed. That’s the rule.”
Enzo leaned forward, eyes glittering. “Rules change, Victor. Empires fall. Sometimes all it takes is a whisper in the right ear. Or a knife in the right back.”
Tommy bristled behind Victor—muscle memory, loyalty, something deeper. Victor caught the edge of his reflection in a shattered picture frame behind Ricci—gray at the temples, eyes hard as tile. He couldn’t afford weakness, not for a second.
“You come into my house, threaten me, and you expect to walk out?” Victor’s hands hovered at his sides, ready to unholster the violence simmering in his blood.
Enzo smiled, head tilting, calculating. “I expect nothing. Except the inevitable.” He let the words coil in the air, heavy and venomous.
A bead of sweat slipped down Tommy’s temple, the kind you only saw when men made decisions they couldn’t walk back.
“Victor,” Tommy’s voice cracked, “maybe we—” His hand twitched near his jacket.
Victor snapped. “Shut up, Tommy.” He never took his eyes off Enzo, but some part of him catalogued every breath, every heartbeat in the room.
Paulie and Ange closed in, one on either side, the air growing thick with the promise of pain. The Ricci men—six in all—rose in a slow, deliberate wave, hands spread, but fingers itching.
Enzo stood last. “Well, Vic. Here’s my offer. Brooklyn’s getting too crowded. I take the docks; you keep this.” He gestured to the club, sneering. “The rest, we split. Or you lose it all.”
Victor’s laugh was as sharp as a broken bottle. “You think you can just carve up my city? Over my dead—”
The sharp crack of a pistol hammer snapped the moment wide open. In that instant, Tommy’s gun was pressed to Victor’s ribs. His own man. His own blood.
Paulie whirled, eyes wide. “Tommy, what the fuck—”
Enzo grinned, foxlike. “Didn’t see that coming, did you, Vic?”
Victor’s heart crashed in his chest, cold betrayal searing through him. Tommy—his driver, his shadow, the kid he’d pulled off the corner—face pinched with regret and panic.
“Put it down, Tommy,” Victor hissed, voice low and steady, though his insides roared. “You don’t have to do this. You owe me your life.”
Tommy swallowed, wet and loud. “They got my sister, Vic. You don’t understand. They said—”
Enzo tutted. “Touching, isn’t it? Loyalty. It’s like a disease.” His men fanned around, guns drawn, the balance of power shifting in a heartbeat.
Paulie lunged. A gunshot ripped through the smoke and music. Screams exploded as glass shattered and bodies crashed into tables. Victor twisted, driving his elbow into Tommy’s chin, knocking him to the floor, gun clattering. But three of Ricci’s men crashed into Victor, pinning him.
A fist smashed into his jaw. Stars burst behind his eyes as another blow drove the air from his lungs. He fought—God, he fought, every muscle straining, rage boiling up—but Enzo’s men swarmed, ruthless and efficient.
Above the chaos, Enzo watched, gently sipping his whiskey as if witnessing a bar brawl, not an ambush.
Victor’s world narrowed to fists, boots, and the taste of copper on his tongue. Tommy’s face hovered, guilt twisted into horror, before it vanished behind the boot that crashed into Victor’s temple.
The music drowned beneath the shouts and crack of gunfire. Then blackness swallowed him whole.
He came to in a world so cold it burned.
The club was gone. The stink of blood and sweat replaced by the sterile ammonia tang of a hospital. Victor blinked hard, trying to clear the double vision, his head pounding like steel hammers. His arms wouldn’t move. Leather straps cut into his wrists, pinning him to a metal table. His jacket was gone, his shirt torn open, chest exposed beneath harsh overhead lights.
Shadows moved above him—figures in scrubs and surgical masks, faces reduced to eyes, cold and unblinking. In the reflection of the lamp’s chrome, Victor saw only a ruin—a blur of blood-spattered hair, swollen eyes, red welts across his cheek.
One of the masked figures leaned in, voice muffled and precise. “Pulse is stable. Begin preparation.”
Victor thrashed, adrenaline burning through the haze. “What—what are you doing? Where am I?”
A needle slid into his vein; icy fluid crawled up his arm.
A second figure checked a monitor, nodding. “No time. Begin the sequence.”
Victor screamed, a ragged, animal sound. Hands pressed down, holding him fast. Panic howled through him—helplessness worse than any bullet. “Don’t touch me! I swear to God, you don’t know who I am!”
But the anesthesia overwhelmed him, thick and final. The last thing he saw was his own face, warped and terrified, reflected in the lamp above—eyes wide, mouth twisted in a silent, desperate plea. Then blackness rushed in, and Victor Marlow fell away.
Victor Marlow’s world vibrated with the low thrum of bass, bodies pressed shoulder to shoulder beneath the strip club’s fractured neon glare. Perfume and sweat mixed in the humid air, and somewhere behind the private booths, laughter crackled like broken glass. Out there, under the strobe and swagger, Victor prowled through his domain.
His presence parted the crowd—men nodded, women whispered, some looked away entirely. Victor had built this place from the ground up, painting over old blood with glitz and glitter, but the club’s heart still beat with something darker. He felt the city’s tension in his bones tonight, every nerve on edge. The drinks poured, the dancers spun, but behind it all, unease gnawed at him.
Luca emerged from the shadows by the bar, jaw tight, hair slicked back as if trying to keep himself together. “Vic.” He kept his voice low, eyes darting to the side. “We got a situation.”
Victor turned, movement precise. “What kind of situation?”
“Word’s out. Ricci’s boys—they’re here.” Luca’s voice trembled between warning and apology. “Three of ‘em, at least. They’re in the back, acting like they own the place.”
Victor’s jaw hardened. Enzo Ricci’s crew never crossed Atlantic Avenue without intent. He scanned the room—music, laughter, but underneath, the regulars had clocked the unfamiliar faces and tension simmered on the edges.
He nodded at Luca, signaling to two other men: Yuri and Frankie. They fell in beside him, practiced, silent. Victor moved through the club, past the curtain that separated the showy outer world from the business end—down a hallway where the music dulled, and the air thickened with anticipation.
He could smell them before he saw them—cologne, cheap imported, a scent that didn’t belong here. The Ricci crew lounged in a VIP booth, feet on the furniture, drinks untouched. They wore tailored suits, but there was nothing elegant about the way they sprawled, ugly confidence in their eyes.
The largest, a bull of a man with a crooked nose, grinned as Victor approached. “Marlow,” he drawled, voice thick with amusement. “Nice place. Shame about the security.”
Victor kept his tone cool, nothing but business. “Didn’t know we were holding open auditions for clowns tonight. You got five seconds to tell me what you want.”
A lean, pale man—Angelo, one of Ricci’s lieutenants—leaned forward, smile razor-thin. “Just visiting. Paying our respects. You know how it is when family grows.”
Victor’s lips curled, just enough. “This is my house. You don’t show respect by barging in uninvited.”
The big man’s grin vanished, replaced by something colder. “Things change, Marlow. Everyone’s got to adapt.”
Victor slid into the booth opposite, hands folded, eyes locked on Angelo. “If Ricci’s got a problem, he can face me himself. Otherwise, you’re leaving the way you came.”
A hush fell over the room as the other patrons sensed the confrontation. Luca hovered near the entrance, eyes flicking between the rival muscle and Victor’s tight, unmoving form.
Angelo tapped his ring on the table, slow and deliberate. “See, that’s the thing, Victor. Ricci doesn’t need to come himself anymore. You know why?” He nodded, and the big man reached inside his jacket.
Every muscle in Victor’s body tensed. Yuri’s hand hovered near his waistband; Frankie’s eyes darted, calculating odds.
“Because,” Angelo continued, “the city’s tired of old rules. And Ricci’s offering a new deal.”
Victor’s gaze narrowed. “Here’s my deal.” His hand flashed across the table, knocking the glass from Angelo’s fingers. It shattered, slicing the tension. In a blink, Victor was up, sending the big man stumbling with a hard shove.
The room exploded into chaos. Ricci’s men surged forward. Frankie tackled the big one; Yuri swung a fist at Angelo. Luca shouted, trying to keep other guests out of it, but someone screamed when a chair splintered against a wall.
Victor ducked a punch, retaliated with a vicious elbow. Blood spattered, hot and bright. He felt the old thrill—adrenaline, danger, the pure animal rush. But he was outnumbered, the Ricci crew fighting dirty. One of them pulled a switchblade, slicing through the air. Victor dodged, grabbed a bottle, and smashed it over the attacker’s head.
He caught a glimpse of Enzo Ricci himself standing in the doorway, arms crossed, shadows hiding his smile. Eyes dead as winter, mouth curled in contempt. Ricci stepped forward, voice cutting through the chaos. “You look tired, Victor. Maybe it’s time you stepped aside—before someone does it for you.”
Victor spat, blood and contempt. “You’ve always hidden behind your dogs, Enzo. Still afraid to get your hands dirty?”
Ricci grinned, wolfish. “Oh, I’ll get plenty dirty before tonight’s over.”
Another crash. Someone grabbed Victor from behind—too strong, hands digging into his shoulders. He twisted, expecting Yuri to help, but instead, he saw the flat, cold eyes of someone he’d trusted: Frankie.
Frankie’s knife pressed hard beneath Victor’s ribs. “Sorry, boss,” he hissed, voice thick with regret or relief—Victor couldn’t tell. “It ain’t personal. Just business.”
Victor stared at him, blank with shock. “You son of a—”
The blade bit in, a shallow cut, warning or punishment. Victor bucked, but more hands joined—Ricci’s goons, Frankie’s betrayal like a poison in Victor’s blood. They pinned him, fists and boots finding flesh. The world narrowed to pain and fury. He fought, teeth bared, but someone struck him hard across the temple. He slumped, vision swimming, just enough clarity to see Ricci bend close.
“You could’ve made this easy, Marlow,” Ricci whispered, breath reeking of expensive cigars. “But you never do.”
Victor tried to snarl a reply, but another blow landed, and the lights melted away.
Everything blurred. He drifted through blackness, echoes of voices blurring with the throbbing in his skull. Cold seeped into his bones. When he opened his eyes, the world had changed.
He was flat on his back, wrists and ankles bound tight with something plastic, slicing into his skin. The air reeked of disinfectant—a far cry from the perfume and sweat of the club. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, making the world too bright, too clean. His head ached, mouth cotton-dry.
He yanked at the restraints—no give. Panic crawled up his throat. They’d stripped him down to a paper gown, his limbs laid out on a steel table. The room was white tile and glass, as clinical as a morgue. Shadows flickered at the edge of his vision, masked figures moving with efficient purpose.
A woman’s voice, muffled by a surgical mask, filtered through the haze. “Vitals stable. Prep the anesthetic.”
Victor thrashed, breath coming fast. “What the hell is this—where am I?” His voice sounded thin, not his own.
One of the masked men leaned closer, eyes cold and bored. “It’s for your own good, Mr. Marlow. You’re going to be… improved.”
Anger surged, momentarily stronger than the fear. “Ricci sent you? You tell him—he’s dead. He’s—”
The man shushed him, hand pressing Victor’s shoulders back against the table. “He doesn’t care what you have to say. No one does. Just relax.”
Victor twisted, muscles screaming. He locked eyes with the woman above him, desperate for a hint of mercy. Her gaze slid past him, clinical, detached.
He fought the restraints, pulse hammering. “Let me go! You have no idea who I am! I’ll kill every one of you—”
A mask loomed in his peripheral vision, a needle glinting. The cold prick at his arm burned, then faded into numbness.
His mind spun, fear crowding out rationale. He tried to scream, but the world began to soften at the edges, sounds receding down a long tunnel.
The last thing Victor saw, before the blackness claimed him again, was his own reflection—warped and alien—in the chrome curve of the overhead lamp, staring back at him with wide, panicked eyes. He tried to howl, but the anesthetic was a tidal wave crashing against his thoughts. The faces above him blurred into monstrous shapes, and he slipped into the dark, carrying only the taste of betrayal and terror.
Somewhere, behind the screaming siren of the drugs, Victor’s soul railed against the coming transformation, against whatever Ricci—or fate—had in store. But there was no fighting the darkness, not this time.
The air inside the Black Star Nightclub pulsed with a humid, animal tension. Victor Marlow barely noticed the music anymore, the relentless throb of bass weaving through shouts and laughter. Past midnight, shadows stretched long over the bar’s scuffed lacquer, and every face in the half-light carried a threat or a secret. Victor prowled between tables, black suit molded to his broad frame, a sentinel among the sweating throng. Every so often, he exchanged terse nods with his men—alert, coiled, pretending to relax but eyes scanning every unfamiliar silhouette.
In the far booth, wrapped in cigarette haze and the syrupy tang of whiskey, Victor’s most trusted lieutenants circled around him. Frankie “the Knife” leaned in, a thin scar splitting his eyebrow, while Benny stood against the wall, his hands shoved deep in jacket pockets.
Victor took a measured sip of bourbon, his gaze roving the crowd. “It’s quiet tonight.” The comment was a lie they all recognized.
Frankie’s jaw ticked. “Too quiet, boss.” He adjusted his cuffs, a nervous tell. “Tony’s running late with the take from the docks.”
Victor grunted. “Maybe traffic. Or maybe something worse.” He tapped a finger on the worn Formica tabletop. “Any word from the Queens boys?”
Before anyone could answer, the door burst inward on a cold rush of wind and noise. Men in Italian-cut suits threaded through the crowd with the predatory grace of wolves. Victor clocked the red-stitched lapels, the subtle glint of gold at their wrists. Ricci men. His stomach went tight and sour. At their head strode Enzo Ricci himself, wolfish grin stretched beneath slicked-back silver hair, flanked by two thick-necked bodyguards in matching charcoal.
Benny muttered, “Shit. They brought Enzo.”
Victor’s lips curled into a grim parody of a smile as the Ricci contingent approached. “Evening, Enzo. Didn’t expect to see your face in Brooklyn. Lost your way?”
Enzo’s voice was syrupy smooth but barbed as razor wire. “Brooklyn’s got its charms, Vic. Thought I’d sample the nightlife. You don’t mind sharin’ your hospitality, do you?”
Victor stood, his body cutting a wedge between his table and the Riccis. Behind him, Frankie shifted subtly, slipping his hand inside his jacket—just enough to show he was ready. Around the bar, Marlow’s men drew closer, tension ratcheting up with every step the Riccis took.
“Depends what you’re sampling,” Victor said, staring Enzo down. “My territory’s not open season. You know the rules.”
Enzo laughed, high and brittle. “Rules change, Victor. You oughta know that by now. Old lines get redrawn. Sometimes in blood.”
Victor stepped closer, only inches between them now, his voice a low rumble. “If you came here looking for a fight, Ricci, you can save me the trouble of showing you the way out.”
Enzo only grinned wider. “So eager, Vic. But I came for conversation. Let’s talk business.” His tone oozed insincerity, but Victor gestured brusquely, guiding the rival boss and his entourage to a semi-private booth tucked in the corner.
Victor slid in across from Enzo, Frankie and Benny flanking him with tense, watchful eyes. Enzo’s men remained standing, glowering behind their boss. The din of the club faded, the music a distant thud. In the strange calm, the conversation felt almost intimate—a snake and a mongoose sizing each other up under the table.
Enzo leaned forward, voice dropping. “Your boy at the docks got careless. My guys were there first. Maybe we should talk about a merger. Or you could walk away, save us all some trouble.”
Victor scoffed. “I’m not merging with rats. You crossed the line, Enzo.”
Enzo’s smile didn’t fade. “You keep pretending you own this city. But things are shifting, Vic. People get nostalgic, forget how quickly fortunes change. You ever think maybe you’re not the main character no more?”
Victor’s pulse hammered, but his face stayed blank. Frankie shot him a wary glance, as if to gauge whether he should lunge for a weapon or hold back. Benny’s jaw was set tight, sweat beading along his hairline.
“I’ll give you until sunrise to get out of my borough,” Victor said, voice a low growl. “After that, I won’t hold back.”
Enzo clicked his tongue, as if disappointed. “That’s a shame. Guess we do things the hard way.”
The conversation snapped off as quickly as it began. Enzo gave a tiny nod, and his men tensed, hands dropping to hidden holsters. Victor’s crew moved as one, weapons materializing as if conjured from thin air. The standoff hung for a breathless second.
Suddenly, a commotion exploded at the edge of the club. Victor’s focus wavered, just enough for Enzo’s men to lunge. The booth erupted in violence—fists, elbows, glass bottles shattering, the air thick with curses and panic. Victor caught a fist to the face, blood exploding in his mouth. He reeled, smashing one rival’s head into the table, but another yanked his arm back, wrenching him off-balance.
Somewhere in the chaos, he heard Enzo laugh, that same cutting, effortless amusement. “Should’ve picked the easy way, Marlow.”
Frankie was grappling with one of the Ricci men, knife glinting in the strobing light. Then—sudden betrayal, so sharp Victor almost didn’t register it. Benny, his own Benny, grabbed Frankie from behind, twisting his arm and driving a fist into the side of his head. Frankie’s body hit the floor with a wet thud. For a second, Benny and Victor locked eyes—something pleading in Benny’s expression, something broken. Then Victor felt the cold press of a gun barrel against his temple.
“Sorry, Victor,” Benny rasped, his voice strangled. “Don’t make this harder.”
Rage and disbelief tangled in Victor. “You son of a—” he spat, but Benny’s grip tightened, driving Victor toward the ground as Enzo’s men descended, a brutal wave of fists and boots.
The world turned kaleidoscopic, fractured images: the sticky reek of blood and booze, his own breath rattling in his chest, the glint of Frankie’s knife skittering across the tiles. Weight pounded his ribs, knuckles cracking against bone. Blinding pain exploded behind his eyes as something heavy connected with his skull—once, twice, until the world stretched thin and dark at the edges.
Through the haze, Victor heard Enzo’s last words, muffled by the ringing in his ears. “Brooklyn belongs to the living, Marlow. And you? You’re history.” Then blackness swallowed him.
He drifted through dizzy, broken fragments of memory—gunshots, laughter, the smell of his mother’s kitchen on Sunday mornings. Everything spun away until the only sensation left was cold.
Victor woke—or thought he woke—flat on his back. The air tasted sterile, clinical, slicing into his lungs with every breath. Overhead, harsh fluorescent light cast his reflection in a warped steel tray, his face bloated and strange. Movement, ghostlike, flickered at the edge of his vision. He tried to sit up, and that’s when he felt the straps. Thick leather bit into his ankles, wrists, chest, pinning him to a gurney.
His pulse surged in panic. The club—had it even been real? Or just a fever dream? The stench of antiseptic, the clinical hum of unseen machines, told him this place was no hospital. Shadows moved behind frosted glass, and then a door slid open, whispering on its hinges.
Three figures glided in, faces masked, their features blotted away by glaring surgical lamps. Their voices, when they spoke, were distorted—warped by muffling masks and something deeper, a cold indifference that grated against Victor’s battered nerves.
“He’s awake,” the tallest one said. She—or maybe he—adjusted something on a steel tray beside the gurney. The clink of metal made Victor’s flesh crawl.
“Vitals are steady. Let’s proceed before he gets agitated.” The second one wielded a hypodermic, its contents pearly blue.
Victor thrashed, every muscle screaming. “What the hell is this? Let me go! You got the wrong guy!”
The third figure ignored his pleas, affixing a clear plastic mask over Victor’s mouth and nose. The smell of chemicals, sharp as ozone, flooded his head.
“He’s not here for questioning,” the tall one said, voice a monotone echo. “Remember the instructions. No loose ends.”
Victor bucked against his restraints, the gurney rattling beneath his weight. “No—please—wait! I’ll pay, I’ll—”
A gloved hand pressed down on his forehead, pinning him fast. The blue sedative, cold as winter, lanced into his vein. Panic warped his thoughts; he saw faces, memories, Brooklyn streets, all unraveling. He tried to scream, but the mask muffled it, turning his voice into a distant animal howl.
“Count backwards from ten,” the second masked figure said, almost gently.
Victor stared up at the blinding dome of the lamp—the only thing real in this nightmare. His reflection, glassy-eyed and terrified, stared back, mouth flapping soundlessly. He fought to keep his eyes open as the world slid sideways, everything blurring at the edges, the promise of oblivion tightening its grip.
“Nine… eight…” He never made it to seven.
The mask filled his world. The last image Victor saw was his own face, stretched and monstrous in the harsh light—then the black tide swept him under, and he was gone.
Victor faded in and out of a nightmare stitched from pain and betrayal. Metal cut into his wrists; cold air slicked his skin with sweat. He tried to move—tried to rise and break free—but his arms wouldn’t respond. Something tight pressed his chest. Panic spiked, sharper than any hangover or knife wound. He blinked, fighting to clear the blur from his eyes, but the world stayed foggy. The copper-and-vodka taste in his mouth wasn’t just blood—it was fear.
Overhead, fluorescent panels glared, sterile and white. He wasn’t in the club anymore. He wasn’t anywhere he recognized, not the back rooms above the nightclub with peeling wallpaper and the warm, familiar stink of whiskey. Here, the walls were smooth and pale, beeping with faint machinery, humming with a distant fan. The room vibrated with a low, mechanical pulse—something industrial, hidden. The smell was antiseptic, bleach and latex and something much older beneath.
Victor’s heart thudded as memories snapped like glass through his mind: the gunshots in the club, Enzo Ricci standing smirking in the shattered light, the circle closing in, Sal’s voice behind him—“Sorry, Vic, business is business.” Then fists, boots, a darkness that tasted like old pennies and rust.
He forced himself to focus, to take inventory. Both wrists were shackled wide on cold metal rails. His ankles too, strapped to the slick table. A thick leather band pinned his chest. He tried to twist, to wrench free, but the restraints wouldn’t budge. His head hurt, pounding at the temples. He turned it as much as he could, squinting to see the shadowed shapes around him.
There were three—a man, tall and athletic despite the shapeless hospital scrubs, standing with arms crossed; a woman, face masked, eyes indifferent, shaking something into a silver tray; and a third, half-hidden, scribbling notes on a clipboard. None looked at him. They might have been assembling new machinery, fixing a car. But Victor knew men; he knew the tension in the set of their shoulders, their hush. These were not doctors. Not healers.
He opened his mouth. His voice emerged as a rasp, barely more than a growl. “Let me the hell out. You hear me?” He spat, the taste of blood splitting the syllables. “Who are you people?”
The woman’s eyes flicked to him—flat, bored, the gaze of someone who’d seen a hundred men scream. She said nothing. The man with his arms crossed stepped forward, the fluorescent glare outlining the hard line of his jaw.
“You’re awake,” he said, voice deep, untroubled. “Makes this easier.”
Victor twisted, fury seeping in through the panic. “You got five seconds to unstrap me before I rip your fucking throat out.” It was an impossible threat, but the old confidence burned in his chest. “Where’s Ricci? Where’s Sal?”
The man’s mouth twitched in a cold half-smile. “Not our problem.”
From behind, the clipboard figure spoke, voice muffled behind a surgical mask. “Administering now,” he said. A syringe appeared at the edge of Victor’s vision, glittering in the woman’s gloved hand.
Victor strained against the straps, veins bulging in his neck. “What are you—what the hell is this?” He tried to twist away, but pain flared along his ribs. He remembered boots slamming into him, the stun of knuckles across his temple. His left eye felt swollen shut.
The woman’s hands were quick and practiced. She pressed the needle into his arm. Victor thrashed, but she didn’t flinch.
“Hey! Get that shit away from me!” The panic grew, a tidal wave under his skin. “I got money—whatever Ricci’s paying, I’ll double it!”
She didn’t answer. He felt the burn as the fluid entered his vein, cold and alien, spreading fast.
Somewhere behind, the man with the clipboard muttered, “Sedative taking effect. Prep for cranial access, thirty seconds.”
Victor’s voice slurred, but he raged on. “I’ll kill you. When I get out of this, I’ll—”
The tall man leaned down so Victor could see the flat, reflective shimmer in his eyes. “You’re never getting out. Not the way you think.”
Victor tried to spit, but his mouth wouldn’t shape the word. The sedative buzzed through his skull. He fought it, fought harder than he’d ever fought in the ring or the alleyways of Bed-Stuy or the freezing yard at Rikers. But his muscles went leaden, his rage fluttering in his chest like a dying sparrow.
“You don’t know what you’re doing,” he croaked, the words heavy as stones. “You’re making a mistake.”
The woman checked his pulse, tapping his cheek. Indifferent. “He’s nearly under.”
Victor’s vision blurred further, doubling the faces above him. He saw, for just a second, the overhead lamp—polished chrome, curved like an old razor. His own face reflected back at him, warped and pale, eyes wide with terror. He barely recognized himself.
The tall man watched him fade. “It’s not personal, Victor. Just business.”
The darkness rushed in, a tide that swallowed everything.
For a moment, there was nothing. No sound, no pain, just the float of oblivion. Then—a hiss, high and urgent. Voices, muffled. Something touched the side of his skull, cold metal pressing behind his ear. Victor tried to scream, but his tongue was a foreign thing, his lungs stone.
“Procedure initiated,” the woman’s voice said from far away. Silver flashed. Gloved hands moved like shadows.
Victor’s fear burned deep, deeper than any betrayal or wound. He saw the world shrink to the glare of the lamp and the twisted face staring back at him—his own, marked for something monstrous.
He screamed, but the sound stopped with the mask pressed over his mouth. The hiss of anesthesia, cold and final, filled his nose and lungs. The world spun and convulsed, then vanished.
In that last hazy moment before it all went black, Victor caught a glimpse of movement behind the glass—another figure, face shielded in shadow, watching with covetous intent. The sense of being prey, of being repurposed by hands unfeeling and unknown, settled into his bones.
The lamp’s reflection stretched and twisted. Victor’s eyes, wild and desperate, looked back at him, and he knew: whatever walked out of this room would not be the man who’d walked in. The darkness closed over him, thick and absolute, sealing the prologue—and the man he had been—forever.






  
  Chapter two
Awakening


Victor’s first sensation was the bite of antiseptic in his nostrils and the hard, chemical chill beneath his skin. Light burned through his eyelids, sharp and sterile, like a scalpel slicing through fog. He gasped—his throat rasped raw and thin, foreign. He blinked, and the world swam. 
The ceiling above him was water-stained and yellowed, a single fluorescent tube flickering like the last pulse of a dying star. The bed—if it could be called that—was nothing but a battered vinyl cot, pale blue plastic sticking to his back, sweat pooling beneath him. He tried to swallow, but his tongue felt thick, unfamiliar in his mouth. His lips—smaller, softer, pliant—tasted the tang of copper and plastic. Panic fluttered in his chest.
Footsteps moved, muffled and hesitant. A woman in pale scrubs—too thin, eyes hollowed by sleeplessness—leaned into the light. Victor tried to speak. The sound that came out was not his own.
“Where—” The syllables were thin, high-pitched, breaking at the edges. His hand flew to his throat before he could stop it. The skin under his palm was soft, unshaven. He traced it lower and felt the rise of a delicate collarbone, not the broad, familiar lines of his body.
The nurse winced, flinched almost, but pressed forward with a forced calm. “You need to stay still,” she said. Her accent—Russian, or somewhere near it—coated the words. Her gloved hands pushed gently at his shoulders, but he jerked away, breath catching. Every nerve screamed.
“What did you do to me?” He tried again, and the female timbre rattled him to his bones. He forced himself upright. Bright, shooting pain lanced his ribs, his hip, his neck. His hands—these were not his hands—clutched the thin blanket, and he watched them, horrified. Petite. Fingernails painted a harsh, garish purple, chipped and unfamiliar.
“Don’t move,” the nurse snapped, panic flickering in her eyes now. “You have stitches. You were—very sick. You need to rest.”
Victor stared, wild-eyed. He pulled the blanket higher—caught a glimpse of smooth, hairless arms, the gentle arc of delicate shoulders. He yanked at the sheet, desperate, and saw the curves beneath the hospital gown. His stomach reeled.
He squeezed his eyes shut, heart pounding so hard his vision blackened at the edges. Bile rose. **No. This is a nightmare.** But every breath told him it was real—the scent of sweat, blood, antiseptic; the throb of pain in strange new places; the sound of his own panicked breathing, too light, too quick, too wrong.
The nurse fumbled in a drawer, her hands trembling as she produced a hand mirror, the cheap kind you’d find in a dime store. She pressed it into his palm, looking away.
Victor stared at it, refusing to raise it. “No. No. You tell me what you did.” His voice broke, a stranger’s cry.
The nurse shrank from him. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. They made us. We couldn’t say no.” She glanced over her shoulder, as if expecting someone to burst through the door. “They paid. No police. You don’t ask questions when men like that pay.”
Victor’s hand shook. He lifted the mirror, slow. The face that looked back was not his.
A woman, mid-thirties, stared at him—her. Pale skin taut over high, unfamiliar cheekbones, lips full and split at the corner, one eye bruised purple and black. Her hair was brown, matted, falling in tangled waves to her shoulders. There was a jagged line beneath her jaw, raw and pink—stitches like tiny railroad tracks. Her eyes—the only thing he recognized—shone with a rage and terror so pure it left him breathless. Even those were different, a shade too dark, the shape too almond. He gasped, clutching the sides of the mirror, nails digging into flesh.
Victor hurled the mirror across the room. It shattered against the peeling linoleum, shards skittering under the metal leg of a rusted cart.
“You bastards!” He screamed, but the sound came out shrill, desperate. He tore at the IV taped to his arm—it popped free, leaking blood. The nurse tried to stop him, but he shoved her, the sudden strength in this unfamiliar body surprising them both. He tried to stand.
Pain flared hot and sudden in his side. His knees buckled. The world blurred, shadows swirling. His vision narrowed to a tunnel—the floor rushed up to meet him. He hit hard, cheek pressed to cold linoleum, the shock snapping bones of memory loose.
Gunfire in the dark. His own men shouting. The scent of gasoline. Someone screaming his name. Trust shattering, the sound of it louder than bullets.
He gasped, tried to get up. The nurse knelt beside him, her hands gentle but terrified. “Please—stop. You will tear the stitches. You need rest.” She looked over her shoulder again, as if the very walls listened.
Victor forced himself up, clawing at the bedframe—every joint protested, too loose, too strange. He pressed one palm to his side; something wet and red stained his fingers. He barely noticed.
“Where are my things?” he demanded, breath ragged. “My phone. My wallet. My goddamn clothes. Where?”
“We have nothing,” the nurse whispered, wringing her hands. “They paid for no questions. No records. I—I only do what they say.”
He stared at her, a wild animal cornered and desperate. The pain in his side roared with every heartbeat. He fumbled at the cheap bedstand, finding a crumpled sheet of paper tucked between the vinyl and the wall. A single line, in blocky Cyrillic:
**Welcome to your new life, Victor. Next time, keep your promises.**
It was signed with a crude sketch—a wolf’s head, jaw cracked open, a red tongue hanging out.
Victor’s hands trembled. His vision swam with hatred, memories coil-wrapping around his heart. Nikolai’s face flashed in his mind’s eye—smiling, his gold tooth glinting in the firelight as he made the deal. “We’re brothers, Victor. Always.” The lie curdled now, acidic and burning. And then—betrayal, as clean and brutal as a blade.
He crumpled the note, tried to steady his breathing. “Who—was it? Which of them did this to me? You know. Tell me.” His voice was hoarse, shaking, but the edge in it was unmistakable.
“I can’t help you,” the nurse whispered, voice breaking. “Please. Go. You’ll bring them back. Go before they come looking.”
Victor glanced around—searching for anything useful. The room was bare, the table stacked with cheap gauze and empty vials, a roll of tape, a pair of blood-stained scissors. His own reflection loomed in the cracked shards of the mirror, watching him.
He staggered, every step a negotiation with pain and panic. He dug through half-open drawers, found a pair of scrubs far too small, a ratty black hoodie in the trash pile—he shoved himself into the clothes awkwardly, shivering despite the heat. The nurse stood rigid by the door, hands wringing, refusing to look at him.
“Don’t go out that way,” she warned. “They might watch. Take the back stairs. Please—I’ve said nothing. You never saw me.”
Victor glared at her—wanted to curse, to threaten, but the fear in her eyes held him back. He shoved past, stumbled down a narrow hallway that reeked of urine and bleach, past a half-open door where a hunched man in filthy clothes snored on a cot. He found the back exit—a metal door hanging crooked on its hinges—and slipped into the alley.
Night had fallen, heavy and close. The alley was slick with rain, puddles shining beneath yellow streetlights. Victor staggered, clutching his side. His breath condensed in the chill. Every eye in the shadows crawled over him—he felt it, bone-deep, a new vulnerability prickling along his skin.
He moved fast, head down, one hand pressed to his ribs. The city churned around him—trucks thundering, neon signs buzzing, voices spilling from a bar across the street.
He passed a group of men clustered near a broken payphone. Their eyes tracked him—her—hungry and appraising. Victor’s foot caught on a loose stone. He recovered, but the men smiled, teeth flashing under streetlight.
“Hey baby, you lost?” one called, stepping out, blocking his path. Another whistled, mocking.
Victor’s jaw clenched. He tried to move past, but one grabbed his arm—his upper arm, now slender and weak. He jerked free, the man’s grip bruising, but he stared him down, face twisted in a snarl.
“Back off,” Victor spat—his voice thinner, but the threat was real.
They laughed. One ran his eyes up and down Victor’s borrowed body. “Easy, sweetheart. Just trying to be friendly.”
Victor’s hands curled into fists, the old fury surging—rage so hot it almost burned away the fear. It didn’t matter what body he was in; violence still lived in his bones.
“Touch me again and I’ll cut your hand off,” he hissed, and even the men seemed to sense the venom. They hesitated, one muttering something in Russian, and finally let him pass.
Victor moved on, heart pounding, clinging to the rage. He ducked into a side street, pressed his back to the wall, vision swimming. His hands trembled—whether from pain, terror, or fury, he couldn’t tell. He forced himself to breathe, slow and deep, as the city roared around him.
He glanced down at his hands again—so delicate, so impossibly small now. **They think they broke me.** Hatred sharpened every nerve. Nikolai’s voice echoed in his skull, that final betrayal. They’d given him a new face, a cage of bone and flesh, hoping to erase him. But they hadn’t counted on the fire inside.
Victor wiped the blood from his side, straightened, and stared into the night. His fear was a living thing, hungry and gnashing. But beneath it, something harder formed—a resolve forged in fire and betrayal.
They took his name, his face, his life. But his vengeance would be his own. He set off into the darkness, a stranger in the mirror, but Victor all the same—his oath burning bright as a wound.
The world returned in fragments: the sticky weight of sweat on bare skin, the metallic bite of disinfectant, a rhythmic stuttering beep. Breath scraped in Victor’s chest, shallow, panicked. His vision wobbled, catching on overhead bulbs caked with years of grease.
“Easy, easy—don’t fight the sedative.” The voice hovered at the edge of his hearing, brittle with exhaustion. Fingers pressed something cold and wet to his forehead. A woman—a nurse, perhaps—moved in and out of the fluorescent haze, eyes darting, avoiding his.
He tried to speak. What came out was a rasp. “Where am I?” The sound was wrong, higher than it should be. He coughed, throat raw, tasting blood and old chemicals.
“Don’t try to sit up,” she said sharply, but Victor wrenched his hands free from the blanket, pawing at his ribs, his hips. Nothing fit. The contours beneath the scratchy surgical gown were alien—narrow shoulders, slight arms, a chest that rose and fell in a way he’d never felt before. Panic stabbed him. He twisted, ignoring the shriek of pain from somewhere near his spine.
The nurse hesitated at the foot of the cot, her face hardening. “They warned me you’d be difficult.”
“They?” Victor croaked, fighting to keep his terror hidden behind a snarl. “Who—what did you—” He tried to swing his legs over the edge and a white-hot jolt shot through him, folding him in half. Tears stung his eyes. He clung to the edge of the mattress, cursing everything and nothing.
The nurse’s expression flickered—regret, pity, fear. “Stay down. Your body isn’t ready.”
“My body?” His voice trembled, thin and sharp, and a spike of horror rammed through him as recognition dawned. His hands—they were too small. He flexed them and saw delicate wrists, unfamiliar veins.
The nurse’s eyes darted to the corner. “They left instructions. And this.” She produced a mirror from her apron pocket—cheap, the glass scratched and clouded. She set it at his side, a dare. “You need to see.”
He shoved the mirror away. “No.” He barely recognized his own voice—softer, tinged with something that wasn’t him. But the urge to know, to *see*, overwhelmed the fear. He grabbed it, hands shaking, and lifted it to his face.
A stranger stared back. Pale, heart-shaped face, cheeks flush with fever. Large hazel eyes, lashes spiky with tears. A mess of dark hair. Victor stared, willing the image to shift, contort, revert to the battered, stubbled jaw and heavy brow he’d known all his life. But the reflection stayed. His—their?—lips trembled, parted in a silent scream.
His scream was not silent. The sound ripped from his throat, hoarse and high and awful. He hurled the mirror across the room, shattering it against the wall. The nurse flinched, then turned away, muttering something in a language he didn’t understand.
He squeezed his eyelids shut, bile rising. The memory sliced into him—gun smoke, the reek of sweat and betrayal. The face of the man who’d shot him in the alley: Gavrilo, his second in command, wearing a reptilian grin. Victor remembered reaching for his pistol, the world spinning, pain blooming. Then, darkness.
Hatred ignited behind his eyes, as hot and total as the first bullet’s burn. He let it ride through him, anchoring him against the numbness.
He forced himself upright, ignoring the nurse’s protests. The room swam; edges blurring, pain crashing across his scalp and shoulders. He planted his feet—small, pale, with scarless ankles—and tried to stand. His knees buckled. He grabbed the bedframe, gasping in terror and fury.
On the table next to his bed lay a folded scrap of paper, the edges flecked with dried blood. Victor snatched it up, fingers trembling. The handwriting was bold. *Welcome to your new life, Victor. You should have paid your debts. Next time, keep your friends closer. Regards, G.*
His hands crinkled the note so hard the paper nearly ripped. Gavrilo. Of course. That greedy, cowardly son of a bitch. Victor’s vision clouded red for a moment. But there would be no mercy. Gavrilo would pay—he swore it.
The nurse ducked back, her voice wary. “You should rest. The swelling—”
He cut her off, words coming sharp and fast. “Where am I? What did they do to me?” The terror was threatening to turn to sobbing hysteria, and he hated himself for it.
She backed up, shaking her head. “Please. I know nothing. I clean wounds. That’s all they tell me.”
“*Tell me who did this!*” Rage cracked through his chest. He grabbed her wrist, but it was no longer the iron grip he’d once had. She wrenched free easily.
“Let go! They’ll kill me if I say more.” Her eyes, hard and bright, flickered to the hidden camera in the corner. Victor followed her gaze. Someone was watching. The knowledge chilled him; he was entertainment for his enemies.
Without another word, the nurse exited, heels clattering. The door clicked shut. The cheap lock snicked into place.
Victor stared at the room, chest heaving. The walls were grimy, the paint peeling. The air was thick with old vomit and disinfectant. There was no clock, no calendar. Only the spidery shadow of his new form, cast by the bare bulb overhead.
He forced himself up, biting back the pain, and shuffled to the chest at the end of the bed. Inside, he found hospital scrubs, plain and baggy. Whoever had arranged this had not bothered with dignity. He yanked them on, hating the way they clung around his hips, the way the drawstring slid easily into a bow.
On the floor, near the door, he spotted a pair of battered sneakers—old, a size too small. He jammed his feet inside, wincing as his toes curled against the warped insoles. All this—planned. Whoever orchestrated this wanted him humiliated, powerless, on the run.
His mind spun, gathering fragments of memory. The alley. The gunshots. Gavrilo’s smirk. The cold certainty that he’d been betrayed. That they’d taken everything, even his face.
He pressed a hand to his chest, feeling the thrum of panic sputter into resolve. They’d done their worst. He was still alive. And he was going to show them what a mistake that was.
He fiddled with the lock, listening for movement on the other side. Nothing. The nurse must have gone, or whoever was guarding this dump didn’t think he’d get far. He braced himself, then slammed his shoulder into the door. Pain shot through his neck, down his back, but the lock gave with a crunch. Adrenaline surged; he slipped into the hallway beyond.
The corridor stank of mildew and stale cigarettes. Doors lined both sides, none marked. Somewhere, a television blared a game show in a language Victor almost recognized. He stalked past, keeping his head down, and slipped out a side exit into a cracked, trash-strewn alleyway.
Night pressed down—humid, loud, the city a tangle of neon and shadow. Victor shrugged deeper into the borrowed scrubs, scanning for threats. The street beyond the alley bustled; cars honked, laughter drifted from a nearby bar. He hesitated, nerves prickling. He’d never been in this body before. Every movement felt wrong, like trying to drive a stolen car with the seat set too far forward.
He stepped onto the sidewalk. A trio of men in leather jackets glanced at him, their stares lingering with a cold, appraising interest. Victor squared his shoulders, tried to conjure the old swagger, but it came off fragile. One of the men whistled, the sound slicing through the muggy air.
“You lost, sweetheart?” The tallest called, stepping out into his path.
Victor ignored them, quickening his step, but his heart hammered. Footsteps echoed behind him, closing in. He ducked into a convenience store, the harsh lights making him blink. The clerk behind the counter—an older man, hunched and sullen—watched him with suspicion, gaze flicking to the security camera, then back.
Victor nodded, forcing his voice low. “Restroom?” The syllables stuttered, unnatural.
“Customers only,” the man said, not bothering to hide his irritation.
Victor rifled through the pockets of the scrubs—nothing. *Of course.* He met the clerk’s gaze, willing him to see the wolf behind the sheep’s clothing. “Please.”
The clerk shrugged, then jerked his head toward the back. “Don’t make a mess.”
Victor found the bathroom and leaned on the sink, shaking. The walls pressed in, claustrophobic. He splashed water on his face, trying to wash away the sense of violation. It didn’t help. His reflection—this woman’s face—glared back, cheeks blotched red, lips bitten raw. He pressed two trembling fingers to the new jaw, willing it to change, to shatter, to revert to the devil he knew.
Someone banged on the door. Victor jumped, instinctively reaching for the knife tucked in his boot—a knife that wasn’t there. He was defenseless, and the realization stabbed at his pride.
He straightened, rolling his shoulders, testing the range of her—his—motion. The body answered, awkward but not broken. He could move. He could fight, if it came to that.
He slipped out of the bathroom, past the clerk, and back onto the street. The men from before were gone, but a group of teenagers now stood outside, smoking, their laughter rough and biting. One girl eyed Victor, a sneer twisting her mouth.
Victor ignored them, weaving through the thrum of nightlife, his mind spinning. He didn’t know what the city saw when it looked at him now—a vulnerable girl, maybe. Prey. He hated the fear it stirred, but he tucked it away, deep, let it fuel him.
He ducked into a narrow alley, slipped behind a dumpster, and crouched in the greasy shadows. He needed a plan. He needed weapons, contacts, information. Gavrilo had made a fatal mistake leaving him alive. Victor’s rage had always been a cold, guiding star; now it blazed.
He forced the panic down, tracing the edges of this new body—her heartbeat, her strength, her alien grace. He would adapt. He would learn. And then he would bring hell crashing down.
Victor pressed his bruised hands to the concrete, eyes burning, and made his vow. Whatever it took, he would have his revenge. And when it was done, they would know: Victor was still here, ready to devour the world.
Victor’s first mistake was believing he could stand. The second was believing anything about himself still made sense.
He gripped the edge of the clinic bed, knuckles white against the sour-smelling sheets, sweat prickling down his naked spine. The light above flickered—brilliant, blinding—before settling into a dull, headache-yellow glow. His head throbbed. Not just from the drugs, or the deep, bruised ache in his bones, but from the memory: gunmetal taste in his mouth, the alley, the sharp sting of betrayal. He reached up, fingertips trembling—there was no stubble, no familiar hard jaw. Where his throat ought to have been thick and low, it felt narrower, softer. The panic clawed at his chest.
A nurse approached—a small woman in scrubs, her eyes darting toward the curtained door as if expecting an interruption. She held something behind her back: a rectangular object, wrapped in a towel.
“You’re awake,” she said, voice hushed, lips pressed thin and tight. “You should stay still.”
“Where—” His voice was wrong. The word, raw and hoarse, came high and unsteady out of a mouth that didn’t belong to him, filtered through a throat that felt like a stranger’s. He choked on the rest, shoving the sheet higher over his torso.
The nurse swallowed, nerves flickering in her movements. With a trembling hand, she extended the object—the towel slipped away. A mirror. She didn’t look at him, just set it gently on the tray beside the bed, as if it contained something venomous.
Victor stared. The face reflected there wasn’t his. Not even close. The eyes—blue, wide, framed in bruised shadows—were too large for his memory, unfamiliar. The nose was sharp, delicate. The mouth—soft, full-lipped, parted in horror. Hair, long and brown, trailed in tousled locks over foreign, narrow shoulders. He stretched a tentative hand toward his cheek, feeling the stranger’s skin beneath his fingertips. That’s not me.
He pressed his palm to the glass, as if the image might shatter, as if he could claw his way back to himself. Rage, cold and absolute, rose through his chest, nearly choking him. He slammed the mirror on the tray, the metal clatter echoing down the silent corridor.
“What the fuck did you do to me?” His voice—her voice—cracked in the middle. It sounded like a bad joke.
The nurse recoiled, glancing at the door again. “It wasn’t us. We—I just work here. Please, I’m supposed to—”
“I don’t care what you’re supposed to do!” He tried to sit up, swayed, and crashed forward, his new limbs crumpling under him. The body was wrong, the weight unfamiliar—the hips too wide, the arms too slim. The world spun in gray arcs as he landed on the floor, knees throbbing against the linoleum. Every movement stabbed fresh agony along his ribs and spine. He gasped, clutching at the bedframe, fumbling for purchase, for balance, for any anchor in this hellish new reality.
The nurse hovered, wringing her hands. “You—shouldn’t move. The surgery was—extensive. They said—” She broke off, staring at the floor.
Victor forced a slow breath, rage bubbling under his skin. “Who paid for this?” Each word dripped poison.
She shook her head. “Please. I don’t know. Men came. They gave orders, money. I don’t want any trouble—”
He cut her off. “Don’t lie.” He tried to stand again, pulling himself upright with the mattress. Pain lanced through his side; he almost blacked out. But he balanced, hunched and shivering, as the nurse edged toward the door.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “They said you wouldn’t remember anything, but sometimes—” Her eyes flicked to the mirror. “Sometimes it comes back. I don’t know what they want from you. Please, don’t hurt me.” The words were automatic, rote—she’d recited them before.
He stared at her, all his old habits clawing for purchase: intimidation, threat, command. But nothing landed. Not with this voice, not in this shape. “Get out. Now.” It came out strained, but the anger in it made her flinch. She fumbled with the latch and fled, the door swinging wide behind her.
In the sudden quiet, Victor’s breath grew ragged. He pressed his new hands to his face—smaller, softer, even the bones beneath felt fragile. The despair and rage mixed in his stomach until he thought he might vomit. On the tray, the mirror’s reflection shimmered—the same wide, horrified blue eyes. He looked away.
There was a table shoved into the corner, battered and stained. Beside a stack of bandages and empty pill bottles, a folded scrap of paper caught his attention. Victor’s heart froze. He snatched it up, unfolding the note with shaking fingers. The writing was blocky, scrawled in rushed black marker:
*Nothing personal, sweetheart. Enjoy your new life. —Luca sends his love.*
A cold, hot spike of fury shot through Victor’s veins, clearing the fog of drugs in an instant. Luca. The rat-bastard from the eastern docks, always smiling, always scheming. In the alley, Luca’s face flashed behind his eyes: the glint of betrayal, the gun pressed to Victor’s temple, the hissed words—This is for the Family. Then darkness.
He crushed the note in his fist, knuckles aching. “I’ll kill you,” he hissed, voice shaking, bitter tears burning his eyes. “I swear to God, I’ll kill you.” His mind replayed the moment of betrayal, the cold rush of realization as Luca’s men surrounded him, the memory burned so deep it felt like a physical wound.
Footsteps in the hall snapped him back. Victor shoved the note under the mattress, instincts from his old life surging up even as his hands betrayed him with their softness. He yanked the sheet tighter around his new body, muscles trembling with the effort of holding himself upright.
A man stepped into the room, broad and sweating, stethoscope swinging from his neck. He eyed Victor warily, seeing the disarray, the wild look in his—her—eyes.
“You need to calm down,” the doctor said, accent thick and voice clipped. “You’re in no condition to—”
“Who did this?” Victor spat, little spit flying. “Who paid you? Give me a name.”
The doctor’s mouth twisted. “I just patch you up. I don’t ask questions.” But his eyes flickered, a brief glint of fear.
Victor tried to stand straighter, forcing menace into every syllable. “You ever see what happens to people who cross me, Doc?” He stalked—wobbled—closer, the sheet trailing around his hips. “They end up worse than this.”
“Please.” The doctor raised his hands in surrender, glancing at the open door. “Don’t make trouble. They said you’d be—transported, soon as you woke up. Not my business.”
Fresh cold swept through Victor. Transported. He was a package now, a piece of property. “What if I leave?”
The doctor shook his head. “Won’t get far. This city—” He shrugged, the international sign for helplessness. “You want advice? Forget whatever you remember. New life. Start over.”
Victor’s laughter was sharp, almost a bark. “You really think I’ll just walk away from this?”
The doctor’s answer was a flat, empty stare.
Victor searched the room—no clothes but the sheet, his own belongings nowhere in sight. His heart hammered. He had to move.
The doctor started to say something, but Victor was already at the cracked window, testing the latch. It opened just enough to let in the stink of alleys and rain.
“You can’t—” the doctor began, but Victor spun on him, eyes burning.
“Watch me.” The new voice had its own bite now, honed by rage.
He tore a towel from the tray, wrapped it around his chest, and rifled through drawers for anything—clothes, shoes, anything. He found a stained pair of sweatpants, two sizes too big, a filthy hoodie. He yanked them on, not caring about the fit.
Another nurse poked her head inside, eyes wide. “He—she’s—leaving?”
“Let her go,” the doctor snapped. “Not worth our lives.”
Victor pushed past them, clutching the hoodie tight around his chest, feet slapping cold tile. The hallway was deserted—no one wanted to be seen aiding or stopping him. Down, past the flickering exit sign, into a world that suddenly loomed enormous, hostile.
The door slammed behind him, locking with a heavy click. Rain pelted the cracked concrete outside, the blue buzz of neon signs spilling across the street. Victor inhaled—smog, fried oil, the sickly perfume of someone’s spilled gin in the gutter. He ducked his head, hair falling in wet tangles across his face, body shivering in the night air.
Every step felt wrong; every angle of his hips, the swing of his arms. People watched as he passed—a few too long, eyes lingering not in suspicion, but in that particular, predatory way Victor had only ever seen directed at women. A young man in a leather jacket muttered under his breath as she squeezed past him at the corner; his lips curled in a sneer.
“Watch where you’re going, sweetheart.”
Victor bared his teeth. “Fuck off.” The man blinked, surprised by the venom, but let him pass. There were more of them—lurkers in doorways, eyes glittering out of the shadows, men with nothing better to do than size up a lone woman in ragged clothes. Victor’s heart beat faster, not with fear—not yet—but with a new, acid understanding of the rules of this game.
He hugged the hoodie closer, cutting through an alley. A car slowed as it passed, windows rolling down, laughter spilling out. Victor ducked away, boots slapping puddles, hatred burning up his throat. This was what Luca wanted. Total humiliation. To break the old Victor, to strip him of power and identity until nothing was left but a stranger in the glass.
He reached the intersection at Seventh and May—still half-familiar, though the shops looked older, grimier. Through the smeared glass of a newsstand, he caught his reflection once more: hunched, narrow-shouldered, hair clinging in brown rivulets. The fear was back, sharp as a blade, but so was the rage. He flexed his hands—*her* hands—willing them to steady.
He would not forget. Not Luca, not the Family, not the promise he’d made to himself a hundred times in a hundred dirty alleyways. Victor was still in here, somewhere. Every breath in this new cage would bring him closer to revenge. Every humiliation would be paid back a thousandfold. If the mob wanted a ghost, a victim, they’d made a fatal mistake.
He pulled the hoodie lower, head down, moving through the rain and neon. He walked toward the unknown—alone, burning, unbroken—vowing every step to make them all pay.
Victor’s bare feet slapped against the linoleum as he staggered into the hallway, clutching the rough-stitched hospital gown around a body that repelled every muscle memory he’d ever known. He didn’t need a mirror again; the image was scorched into his mind. The sweep of unfamiliar hips, the slightness of new shoulders, the delicate, trembling hands—each sensation a fresh humiliation layered atop old wounds.
Behind him, voices brayed and whispered, too cowed to call him back. The nurse who’d handed him the mirror—her eyes haunted, mouth a thin resignation—had faded into the background with practiced indifference. They knew. They all knew. And he—he was nothing now, a botched experiment delivered to them like a grim package. Victor bit down on a scream, the rush of last night’s betrayal banging at the inside of his head.
He’d found the note tucked beneath his hospital tray, the handwriting a lazy taunt: _“Enjoy your new lease on life, sweetheart. Maybe now you’ll learn not to cross us._” There’d been a lipstick print, garish red. His hands had trembled, an instant of useless hope that if he scrubbed hard enough he could erase all of it—the note, the lips, the body—but it was all fused now, skin and shame and fury.
Victor limped past the nurses’ station. One of them—the older woman with eyes like flint—looked up and opened her mouth, but the words died unspoken. She saw a slip of a girl in a bloodstained gown, not the monster they’d wheeled in under such heavy guard. He paused, letting the fury edge into his voice. “What did they do to me? Who ordered it?”
A flicker of recognition. An averted gaze. The old woman shuffled papers. “You need to leave, miss. It’s not safe for you here.”
He bristled. “Tell me. Was it Petrov? Or the Koreans? Tell me!”
Another nurse, younger, nervous, hovered in the background. “We don’t know anything. Please…” She wrung her hands. “You should go. They said not to call anyone. We—we don’t want trouble.”
Victor laughed, bitter and hard. “It’s too late for that.”
He stumbled to the end of the corridor, knees buckling with every step. The pain was everywhere: deep, burning nerve endings in alien flesh, a throat that ached to scream in a register he didn’t recognize. His mind circled the memory: the dark concrete of the alley, the hood over his face, the gagging stench of chloroform. Petrov’s men—he’d known it was them by the cheap cologne and the sound of their boots, the Russian curses spat as they tied his hands behind his back. Then nothing, just blackness and the metallic slosh of fear.
He passed through a door into a cluttered utility room. The racks of janitorial uniforms swayed, the chemical reek stinging his new nose. He yanked a jumpsuit off its hanger and slipped it over his gown, a crude armor, cinching it tight at the waist. He fished for shoes, but none fit; he jammed his feet into the least offensive pair and limped on, swallowing the urge to retch.
The night air hit him like a slap. The clinic’s back alley was choked with Dumpster shadows and the slow drip of rain from broken gutters. He pressed against the wall, chest tight, watching for faces. Every car’s headlights threatened; every footstep was a harbinger. Did they want him dead, or was this so much worse? He didn’t know—and he wasn’t waiting to find out.
Down the block, the city shrieked and pulsed. Victor hunched his shoulders, ducking under a flickering neon sign, recalling every back alley and safehouse etched into his old life. Each step sent a shock through his unfamiliar bones. He hated the weakness he felt—hated the lurch of stride, the too-soft whine of his new voice when he muttered curses under his breath.
He tried to think. What would they expect? Whatever they had done to him, they wouldn’t expect him to move quickly. They’d think he’d curl up and weep. But Victor Martelli hadn’t wept since he was ten years old, and he wouldn’t start now. He needed money. Weapons. Allies.
Victor moved toward the metro, crisscrossing alleys and shadowed doorways. Passing a group of men loitering outside a bodega, he kept his eyes down, tried to walk with the quick, nervous step he’d seen women use a thousand times. Still, it didn’t matter—someone whistled, long and low, and another called after him, “Hey, baby, what you running from?”
He whipped his head around, jaw clenched. “Back off,” he growled.
Their laughter followed him, sharp and ugly. One of them started after him, a wolfish grin spreading across his face. Victor halted, legs braced, staring him down. The man’s smile faltered, uncertainty flickering in his eyes. Victor held his gaze, letting the old killer’s heat rise in his chest, letting the man see it—something in his eyes that promised violence. The man hung back, muttering curses as Victor stalked away.
In the reflection of a darkened store window, he saw her. Not him. Pale, hollow-cheeked, tangled dark hair. He didn’t know her, didn’t want to. He raised his fist to shatter the glass but stopped short, the futility burning inside.
He ducked into an all-night laundromat, the hum of machines a tired lullaby. No one looked at him. He found a payphone pressed between two broken vending machines. He reached for his usual pocket—empty. Of course. They’d taken everything. He checked the jumpsuit, hoping for forgotten change, and found nothing. Desperation gnawed at him.
He scanned the room: A gaunt woman folding towels, a man dozing by a basket. No one dangerous. With effort, Victor moved to the back, where lost clothing filled a wire basket. He rifled through, pulling out jeans and a T-shirt faded to gray. They fit—barely. The shoes were too tight, but better than nothing.
He stepped back outside, bracing against the rain. His mind ran in circles. He remembered the meeting—the initial betrayal. Benny, his right hand, entering the club flush-faced, turning just enough for Victor to see the tremor in his hands. The setup was obvious now, but Victor had been so sure. Out of habit, he felt for the familiar weight at his waist—a gun that wasn’t there, a body that wasn’t his.
He pressed his fist into the wall, letting the pain ground him. Think. Who could help? Cora, maybe. If she wasn’t dead, if she wasn’t in on it. But he couldn’t risk it, not yet. He needed information first.
He started walking, blending into the city’s sleepless, indifferent crowd. In this new body, everything was a negotiation—every step, every glance, every interaction. He learned quickly to keep his head down, to move fast. A man in a raincoat jostled him, hand sliding across his hip. Victor twisted away, a surge of
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