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Dedication

	

	For the ones who know that revenge can become a home,
and that the most dangerous prisons
are the ones we choose to stay in.

	 

	 


CONTENT & TRIGGER WARNINGS

	Reader Discretion Advised

	Addicted to Vengeance is a work of dark romance intended for readers 18 years of age and older.

	This novel explores morally complex characters and a fictional world shaped by organized crime, obsession, violence, and unequal power dynamics. The relationships depicted are intended for fiction and are not presented as models for real-life relationships.

	This book contains themes that some readers may find distressing, including:

	
		Organized crime and cartel activity

		Murder and assassination

		Grief and the loss of a loved one

		Revenge and moral corruption

		Psychological manipulation

		Power imbalance within an adult relationship

		Emotional coercion and control

		Kidnapping, threats, and intimidation

		Physical violence and references to torture

		Firearms and other weapons

		Blood, injury, and death

		Criminal enterprises, money laundering, and corruption

		Betrayal and deception

		Trauma and emotional distress

		Consensual open-door intimate scenes between adults

		Profanity and mature language



	Reader discretion is advised.

	Thank you for trusting me with this story.

	 

	 


 

	 

	"I came for vengeance.

	I stayed because power is far more intoxicating than justice.

	By the time I realized the difference,

	I was already wearing the devil's crown."
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CHARACTER DIRECTORY

	MAIN CHARACTERS

	Aria Navarro

	The woman who has spent years preparing for revenge. Intelligent, disciplined, and determined, she enters the De Luca Empire with one goal: destroy the man responsible for her brother's death.

	Cristiano De Luca

	Known throughout the criminal underworld as El Cuervo—The Raven. A Colombian-Italian cartel boss whose empire stretches across continents. Calm, calculating, and feared by friend and foe alike.

	

	

	THE NAVARRO FAMILY

	Mateo Navarro

	Aria's older brother. His death becomes the catalyst that changes the course of her life.

	Camila Navarro

	Aria and Mateo's mother. Quietly grieving the loss of her son while fearing the path her daughter has chosen.

	

	

	THE DE LUCA FAMILY

	Isabella De Luca

	Cristiano's cousin. Elegant, intelligent, and responsible for managing the De Luca family's legitimate public image through philanthropy and art.

	

	

	THE INNER CIRCLE

	Luca Moretti

	Cristiano's underboss and chief enforcer. Fiercely loyal, brutally efficient, and deeply suspicious of outsiders.

	Santiago Reyes

	Former military intelligence officer and the empire's intelligence chief. Oversees surveillance, counterintelligence, and strategic operations.

	Marco Bellini

	Financial architect of the De Luca Empire. Mastermind behind the organization's legitimate businesses, offshore accounts, and international financial network.

	Rafael "Rafa" Ortega

	Head of Security for the Mediterranean estate. Quiet, disciplined, and unwavering in his duty to protect the empire.

	

	

	ALLIES & ASSOCIATES

	Valentina Cruz

	A woman from Cristiano's past whose experience gives her a unique understanding of the world Aria is entering.

	Nico Alvarez

	A young courier working within the organization. Ambitious, eager to prove himself, and still learning the rules of survival.

	Don Emilio Ferraro

	An influential Italian syndicate leader whose ambitions extend far beyond cooperation.

	

	

	THE DE LUCA EMPIRE

	A transcontinental criminal organization operating through both illicit enterprises and legitimate businesses.

	Primary Operations

	
		Colombia — Production, logistics, and training operations

		Italy — Port control, political influence, and logistics

		Spain — Luxury businesses and financial networks

		Monaco — Investment, elite connections, and international finance



	Headquarters
The Mediterranean Estate—a secluded cliffside compound overlooking the sea, serving as both Cristiano De Luca's private residence and the operational heart of the empire.

	

	

	"In the De Luca Empire, loyalty is earned, trust is expensive, and every choice carries a price."
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PLAYLIST

	ADDICTED TO VENGEANCE

	"Every empire has a soundtrack.
Every obsession has a heartbeat."

	
		Control — Halsey

		Castle — Halsey

		you should see me in a crown — Billie Eilish

		bury a friend — Billie Eilish

		No Time To Die — Billie Eilish

		Take Me to Church — Hozier

		Do I Wanna Know? — Arctic Monkeys

		Arabella — Arctic Monkeys

		Paint It, Black — The Rolling Stones

		Animals — Maroon 5

		I See Red — Everybody Loves an Outlaw

		Elastic Heart — Sia

		Believer — Imagine Dragons

		Demons — Imagine Dragons

		Love Is a Bitch — Two Feet

		Go Fuck Yourself — Two Feet

		After Dark — Mr.Kitty

		The Hills — The Weeknd

		Call Out My Name — The Weeknd

		Earned It — The Weeknd

		No Ordinary Love — Sade

		Dark Paradise — Lana Del Rey

		Gods & Monsters — Lana Del Rey

		Young and Beautiful — Lana Del Rey

		Lovely — Billie Eilish & Khalid

		Unholy — Sam Smith & Kim Petras

		Blood // Water — grandson

		Devil Doesn't Bargain — Alec Benjamin

		Beggin' — Måneskin

		Bad Dreams — Teddy Swims



	"Power isn't inherited.
It's taken.
And every throne is built on a choice."

	— Nancy Lauren

	 

	 


Author's Note

	Dear Reader,

	Welcome to Addicted to Vengeance.

	This story was born from a question that refused to leave me alone:

	What happens when revenge no longer satisfies—and power becomes the only thing left worth chasing?

	Aria and Cristiano are not heroes. They live in a world where loyalty is bought, violence is currency, and love is inseparable from danger. Their choices are often morally questionable, and the relationship at the heart of this novel exists within a fictional world shaped by crime, manipulation, and ambition.

	This book is a work of fiction. It does not romanticize or endorse organized crime, abuse, or violence in real life. Instead, it explores how grief, obsession, and the pursuit of control can reshape a person's identity when every choice comes with a cost.

	If you've chosen to step into the De Luca Empire, I hope you'll let yourself become immersed in its luxury, secrets, betrayals, and impossible choices. You don't have to agree with every decision these characters make—but I hope you'll understand why they make them.

	Thank you for spending your time with my words and for supporting my work. Every page you read means more to me than you know.

	I hope this story stays with you long after you turn the final page.

	With gratitude,
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	ARIA

	 

	 

	The rain wasn’t romantic. It was a cold, insistent smear against the windshield of my beat-up sedan, turning the streetlights into bleeding halos. I tapped my thumb against the steering wheel, the rhythm frayed with irritation. Mateo was twenty minutes late.

	Again.

	My phone screen glared up at me, blank. No messages. I shoved it into my pocket and stared out at the slick, empty street. This part of Bogotá after midnight felt less like a city and more like a stage waiting for a bad scene. I shouldn’t have agreed to meet him here. But his voice on the phone had that stretched-thin quality, the one that meant I need you, but I can’t say why.

	Headlights cut through the downpour. A black SUV glided to a stop half a block down, its engine a quiet purr. Not unusual, but the timing was. My skin prickled. Another glance—two men stood under a damaged awning across the street. They weren’t talking. They weren’t smoking. They were just… positioned. Watching the empty space where the SUV had parked.

	My stomach tightened.

	Then, Mateo.

	He emerged from an alley mouth, shoulders hunched against the rain, hands shoved deep in his jacket pockets. He saw my car and his steps quickened, a forced casualness in his stride that didn’t match the darting look he shot over his shoulder.

	I rolled down the window. The smell of wet asphalt and distant garbage washed in. “You’re soaking my seats.”

	He managed a ghost of his usual grin, but it didn’t reach his eyes. They were wide, the whites showing too much. “You say that every time, Aria.”

	“Because you’re late every time.” I kept my voice light, a performance for whoever might be listening. “Get in. Mamá’s waiting.”

	He leaned on the door, rain dripping from his dark hair. He didn’t open it. “Listen, I just need to… handle something. Five minutes. Wait for me?”

	“Mateo.” The name came out flat. “What did you do?”

	“Nothing. It’s nothing.” He waved a hand, but his knuckles were scraped raw. “Just a conversation. A misunderstanding with some… associates.”

	Associates. The word was a vault holding everything he’d promised he’d left behind. The small-time deals, the bravado, the desperate climb toward shadows he didn’t understand. “We’re leaving. Now. Get in the car.”

	“I can’t.” His gaze flickered past me, toward the men under the awning. They hadn’t moved. “If I don’t square this, it follows me. Follows you. Just five minutes.”

	“Who are they?” I asked, my voice dropping.

	He shook his head, a sharp, final motion. “You don’t want names. Trust me.”

	The men under the awning shifted. Not a lot. Just a subtle reorientation, like chess pieces nudged into a new line. The passenger door of the SUV opened. A man in a dark coat stepped out, not bothering with an umbrella. He didn’t look at Mateo. He looked at the men under the awning and gave a single, almost imperceptible nod.

	Procedural.

	“Mateo, get in the car!” I didn’t recognize my own voice—high, sharp with a fear I’d never heard in it before.

	He finally heard it too. His bravado cracked. For a second, he was just my little brother, scared and in over his head. He yanked the door handle.

	The two men were already moving.

	They crossed the street with a terrifying, unhurried efficiency. No running. No shouting. Just intent. Mateo froze, one leg in my car, his body twisted.

	The man from the SUV spoke. His voice carried cleanly through the rain, calm, devoid of any anger. “Mateo Navarro. The conversation is over.”

	It wasn’t a threat. It was a statement of fact.

	Mateo’s hand clenched on the door frame. He looked at me, and in that fraction of a second, there was no heroism, no last-minute plan. Just a raw, human regret. “Lo siento, Aria.”

	I’m sorry.

	He pushed the door shut.

	“No! Mateo, don’t—”

	The two men reached him. They didn’t grab him roughly. One placed a hand on his shoulder, turning him gently away from the car. The other moved to his other side. It could have looked like friends guiding a drunk buddy home.

	The man from the SUV watched, his face impassive. He didn’t give another order. He didn’t need to. The nod had been enough.

	They led Mateo toward the alley he’d come from. He didn’t fight. He walked with them.

	My hand was on my door handle, cold metal biting into my palm. My brain screamed at my muscles to move, to scream, to do something. But I was locked in place, watching the scene unfold with a dreadful, detached clarity. This wasn’t a back-alley brawl. This wasn’t a crime of passion. This was an appointment.

	They reached the mouth of the alley. The man on Mateo’s right drew something small and dark from his coat. Mateo flinched, a brief spasm. Then he went very still.

	The sound was softer than the rain hitting my roof. A muted pop.

	Mateo folded. The two men held him upright for a second, then let him sink to the wet ground. They stepped back, checked their surroundings with a swift, professional scan. They looked at the man from the SUV.

	He nodded again.

	It was done.

	They turned and walked away, melting into the shadows of the next alley. The man from the SUV got back into his vehicle. The engine purred, and it pulled away, its taillights dissolving into the gloom.

	Just like that.

	No drama. No lingering. No one stayed to watch him bleed out. No one hesitated. They had completed a task, and they left.

	The rain kept falling, hammering the pavement, washing the street clean. It drummed on the roof of my car, a relentless, indifferent rhythm. Across the street, Mateo was a dark heap in the alley mouth.

	I finally moved. My fingers, numb and stiff, fumbled with the handle. I stumbled out into the downpour. The cold shock of it was a physical slap. I took one step, then two, my legs unsteady.

	I stopped.

	Police sirens wailed in the distance, growing closer. Red and blue lights began to strobe against the buildings down the block, painting the rain in garish colors.

	I looked at Mateo. I looked at the empty street where the men had been. I looked at the spot where the SUV had idled.

	The understanding didn’t come as a shock. It seeped in, cold as the rainwater soaking through my shoes.

	He wasn’t killed by the man who pulled the trigger. He wasn’t killed by the two who held him. He was killed by the one who gave the nod. The one who never raised his voice, never touched a weapon, never got his hands dirty.

	Power didn’t live in the violence. It lived in the silence that commanded it. It was a force that operated through layers, through obedient men in raincoats, through calm words in the dark. It was absolute, impersonal, and it treated my brother’s life like a line item to be corrected.

	The sirens screamed louder. The lights washed over me.

	I turned my back on the alley. I got back in my car. My hands were steady on the wheel. The trembling was all inside, locked behind a door that had just slammed shut forever.

	The rain continued. It didn’t care.

	 

	***

	 

	The sirens screamed into the space where the rain still fell, a jarring, mechanical wail that sliced through the quiet aftermath. Red and blue lights painted the wet street in garish, swirling strokes, turning the puddles into pools of spilled neon. I watched from my car, my hands still fixed at ten and two on the wheel, as two police cruisers slid to a stop, doors flying open.

	A uniformed officer approached my window, his face a mask of routine concern. He tapped on the glass. I rolled it down, the smell of rain and his cheap cologne mixing with the stale air inside.

	“Señorita, are you the one who called?” he asked, his voice raised over the sirens.

	I shook my head. I hadn’t called anyone. My phone was still in my pocket, a dead weight.

	He peered past me, his gaze going to the alley. Another officer was already over there, kneeling, talking into his shoulder radio. “Did you see what happened?”

	“Yes.” My voice sounded foreign, flat.

	“Can you step out of the vehicle, please?”

	I did. The rain had eased to a cold drizzle, soaking into my hair, my shirt. He guided me toward the sidewalk, a hand light on my elbow. His touch was professional, impersonal. Just another night, just another body.

	“Your name?” he asked, pulling out a small notebook.

	“Aria Navarro.”

	He wrote it down. “And the victim?”

	“Mateo Navarro.” I swallowed. “My brother.”

	His pen paused for a fraction of a second. A flicker of something—pity, maybe, or just the recognition of extra paperwork—crossed his face before it settled back into neutral. “I’m sorry for your loss. Can you tell me what you saw?”

	I told him. The words came out in a monotone stream, stripped of emotion. The men under the awning. The black SUV. The nod. The quiet pop. I didn’t cry. I didn’t raise my voice. I was a recording.

	He listened, scribbling. He didn’t ask for descriptions of the men’s faces. He didn’t press for the SUV’s plate. His questions were procedural: time, location, number of assailants. When I finished, he just nodded, closing the notebook.

	“We’ll need you to come to the station tomorrow to give a formal statement.”

	“Okay.”

	A van arrived. Men in different uniforms got out, moving with a practiced, somber efficiency. They unfolded a stretcher. They brought out a black bag.

	I looked away, fixing my eyes on a crack in the pavement where a weed had pushed through. I counted the petals on a broken flower someone had dropped—five, trampled, covered in grime. The small, meaningless detail held my focus, a tiny anchor in a sea of static.

	“Is there someone we can call for you?” the officer asked. “Your mother? Father?”

	“My mother.” I gave him the number. He stepped away to make the call. I heard the low murmur of his voice, but not the words.

	They zipped the bag. The sound was loud, final. They loaded it into the van. The doors shut with a solid thump. The rain started up again, a little harder now, as if trying to wash away the chalk outlines they hadn’t even bothered to draw.

	The officer came back. “She didn’t answer. We’ll send a car to the house. You shouldn’t drive. We can have an officer take you.”

	“I’ll drive,” I said.

	He looked like he wanted to argue, but then he just shrugged. It was out of his hands. My problem now. “Be careful.”

	I got back in my car. The interior smelled of wet fabric and my own cold sweat. I drove the familiar route home on autopilot, the streets blurring past the rain-streaked windshield. My neighborhood, usually vibrant and loud even at night, felt muffled, distant, like I was watching it through thick glass.

	The house was dark except for the porch light, a single yellow eye in the gloom. I parked, killed the engine, and sat for a moment, listening to the rain on the roof. My hands were clean. I looked at them, turning them over in the dim light. But beneath my nails… a faint, rusty brown smudge.

	I hadn’t touched him. I’d never gotten close. But the stain was there. I stared at it, my breath catching. His blood? Mine from gripping the steering wheel too hard? It didn’t matter. It was there.

	I went inside. The door clicked shut behind me, sealing me into silence.

	“Mamá?”

	She was in the living room, sitting in her worn armchair by the cold fireplace. She wasn’t crying. She wasn’t rocking. She was just sitting, her hands folded neatly in her lap, staring at the blank television screen. The officer must have come and gone. The news was sitting in the air between us, a heavy, suffocating thing.

	“Mamá,” I said again, my voice softer.

	She didn’t look at me. Her eyes were dry and wide, fixed on nothing. The grief was so deep it had rendered her inert. Hollowed her out. I took a step toward her, then stopped. There was no comfort to give, no words that could penetrate that silence.

	I went to the kitchen. I ran the water scalding hot and scrubbed my hands at the sink. The soap foamed pink, then white. I scrubbed until my skin was raw and stinging. The smudge was gone. I dried my hands on a towel, my movements slow, deliberate.

	Back in the living room, I stood in the doorway. She hadn’t moved.

	“They killed him,” I said, not to her, just to the quiet house. “It wasn’t a fight. It wasn’t some… hot-headed mistake. They walked him into an alley and shot him because someone told them to. It was a procedure.”

	My words hung in the air. She didn’t react. The house absorbed them, leaving only a deeper silence.

	I thought of the man in the SUV. The calm nod. The utter lack of investment. Mateo’s life—his laughter, his stupid jokes, his fear in that last second—had been reduced to a logistical problem. A variable to be eliminated. It wasn’t rage. It wasn’t revenge. It was policy.

	The understanding settled into my bones, colder than the rain.

	He didn’t die because of passion. He died because someone, somewhere, in a quiet room, decided he was expendable. A calculation had been made, and my brother had come up lacking.

	A strange calm washed over me, freezing the turbulence inside. The grief was still there, a vast, dark ocean, but on its surface, a new layer had formed. Hard. Clear. Purposeful.

	I walked to the window, looking out at the rainy street. My reflection was a pale ghost in the glass.

	I will not mourn you, Mateo. The thought was clear, a vow spoken in the quiet of my own skull. Mourning is for accidents. For sickness. This was an execution.

	I will understand the machine that did this.

	I will learn its gears, its language, its weaknesses.

	And then.

	I met my own eyes in the dark glass. A stranger looked back.

	I will take a wrench to all of it.
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	ARIA

	 

	 

	The first thing I sold was my hair.

	It wasn’t a dramatic, cinematic shearing. I went to a high-end salon in Miami’s Design District, a place where the air smelled of money and chemical perfection. The stylist, a man with kind eyes and silver rings on every finger, ran his hands through my dark, waist-length waves with a sigh of reverence.

	“It’s beautiful,” he said. “Virgin hair. Are you sure?”

	I met his gaze in the mirror. The girl looking back was pale, with shadows under her eyes that no sleep would fix. “Cut it to my shoulders. And dye it. Something… expensive-looking.”

	He understood. He gave me a rich, dark chocolate brown, a shade that absorbed light rather than reflected it. When he was done, the weight was gone. My head felt strangely light, unmoored. I looked older. Colder. I didn’t recognize myself.

	I paid with cash from the sale of my old car. The beat-up sedan was gone. So was the girl who drove it.

	*

	The apartment was a studio in Little Havana, four hundred square feet of beige walls and humming fluorescent light. I took a job as a night cleaner in a corporate bank tower. From midnight to six a.m., I emptied trash bins coated in the ghost-scent of coffee and ambition, vacuumed miles of industrial carpet, wiped down glass walls that reflected the city’s glittering insomnia. The work was mindless, physical. It left room in my head for other things.

	During the day, I slept in four-hour chunks. In the afternoons, I went to the public library. I started with economics. Dry textbooks that explained how money moved, hid, multiplied. I moved to international trade law, political theory, corporate structures. The words were a new language, and I learned them the way a prisoner learns the routines of the guards.

	I stopped calling Mamá. She stopped calling me. The silence between us wasn’t angry; it was geologic. A continent of grief had shifted, and we were on opposite shores. Sometimes, at three in the morning, pushing my cart past a darkened corner office, I’d imagine her sitting in that armchair, staring at that blank screen. The image was a cold stone in my gut. I’d push the cart harder, the wheels squeaking a protest against the polished floor.

	*

	“Aria, right?”

	Lena was another cleaner, a woman in her fifties with a tired smile and a son in college. She fell into step with me one night in the break room, heating up a plastic container of rice and beans.

	“Yeah.”

	“You’re always reading. In the cafeteria. Big, scary books.” She stirred her food, the microwave humming. “You in school?”

	“Something like that.”

	“Good for you. Get out of this.” She gestured vaguely with her spoon at the mops, the buckets, the industrial-sized bottles of blue cleaner. “This ain’t a life. It’s a pause.”

	I didn’t tell her my life wasn’t paused. It was being dismantled and rebuilt from spare parts. I just nodded.

	“You got family here?” she asked, leaning against the counter.

	“No.”

	“Boyfriend?”

	I looked at her. “No.”

	She held my gaze for a second, then shrugged. “Smart. Men are a distraction. Especially pretty ones.” She gave me a once-over. “And you’re gonna have to deal with a lot of that, with your looks. Even with the new hair. Be careful what you use it for.”

	Her words weren’t judgmental. They were a warning from the trenches. I took it. “I will.”

	I didn’t make friends. I learned to listen. In the library, in line for coffee, on the bus. I listened to how the business students talked—their casual references to “leveraged buyouts” and “regulatory arbitrage.” I listened to the wealthy tourists, the way they commanded space with their voices, the specific, lazy confidence of never being told no. I practiced in the mirror of my tiny bathroom. Lowering my voice. Removing the upward inflection, the question mark that lingered at the end of every sentence from my old life. I learned to pause before I spoke, to let silence do the work of hesitation.

	*

	Languages came next. Italian, because the name De Luca was Italian. I bought used language CDs and played them on a cheap player while I scrubbed toilets. I repeated phrases until my throat was raw.

	“Il conto, per favore.”

	“La struttura è fondamentalmente solida.”

	“La lealtà non è un sentimento. È una valuta.”

	Loyalty is not a feeling. It is a currency.

	I read Italian newspapers online, financial reports from Milan, society pages from Rome. I started to see patterns, names that surfaced in different contexts. Shipping. Banking. Art.

	French was harder. I learned enough to be functional, to navigate. Spanish I already had, but I refined it, stripping out the colloquial Bogotá rhythms, replacing them with something cleaner, more Castilian. The language of boardrooms, not street corners.

	*

	Two years in, I got a different job. Daytime. Receptionist at a boutique import-export firm. It was a step up from cleaning, a chance to be around the mechanics of legitimate global trade. My boss, a harried man named Ernesto, liked that I was quiet, efficient, and spoke three languages.

	“Aria, can you handle the call from Genoa? My Italian is shit.”

	“Of course.”

	I’d put on the headset, my voice smooth, accent carefully neutral. “Pronto, parla Aria Navarro di Oceanic Imports…”

	I filed invoices, tracked shipments, learned how bills of lading could be fudged, how tariffs could be avoided with creative labeling. It was small-time, but it was a window. I watched how Ernesto schmoozed clients, how he promised things he couldn’t deliver, how he backed down when faced with real pressure. I saw the weakness. The need to be liked.

	I never let anyone like me. I was pleasant, competent, and closed. A black box.

	At a company holiday party, held in a too-bright hotel conference room, Ernesto’s son, a guy in his late twenties with slicked-back hair and a too-familiar smile, cornered me by the punch bowl.

	“You’re a mystery, Aria,” he said, leaning in. He smelled of cheap whiskey and ambition. “Always working. Never playing. What are you running from?”

	I handed him a cup of punch. “Taxes.”

	He laughed, thinking it was a joke. It wasn’t. “Come on. Let me take you out. Show you a good time. You look like you could use one.”

	I looked at him—the hungry eyes, the posture that tried to dominate the space between us. This was the old world. The world of men who thought desire was a lever they could pull to get what they wanted. I felt nothing. Not irritation. Not fear. A profound, icy disinterest.

	“I don’t date colleagues,” I said, my voice flat. “Or their sons.”

	His smile faltered. “It’s not a date. Just two people having fun.”

	“I’m not here for fun.” I walked away, leaving him holding the two cups of punch. I felt his stare on my back, a physical pressure. I didn’t look back.

	*

	That night, in my apartment, I opened the small lockbox I kept under my bed. Inside were a few photos. One of me and Mateo, kids, grinning on a sun-bleached beach. Our faces were soft, open. I took it out and held it under the desk lamp.

	I tried to feel the loss. The tearing, screaming grief of the first months. It was there, but it was buried under layers of something else—purpose, focus, a relentless forward motion. The pain had been a raw nerve. Now it was a fossil. The shape of it was still there, but it was stone.

	I didn’t call him my brother in my head anymore. When I thought of him, the word that came was reason.

	He was the reason I was learning to speak the language of ports and offshore accounts. The reason I could now walk into a room and immediately identify the person with real power. The reason I knew how to wear silence like armor.

	I put the photo back in the box. I didn’t delete it. I needed to remember the beach. The sun. The softness. Not to mourn it, but to measure the distance I’d traveled from it.

	I opened my laptop. On the screen was a complex organizational chart I’d been building for months. At the top, a single name: Cristiano De Luca. Branches spread out beneath: shipping, finance, hospitality, philanthropy. Names like Isabella De Luca. Marco Bellini. Luca Moretti. Lines connected them, color-coded for confirmed relationships, suspected alliances, known conflicts.

	I zoomed in on the philanthropic branch. The Isabella De Luca Foundation for Arts and Cultural Dialogue. Clean money. Beautiful people. The perfect, polished door into the fortress.

	My finger traced the line on the screen, from the foundation’s name to a list of recent events, donor galas, board members.

	Access wasn’t about breaking down the door. It was about being invited to walk through it.

	I closed the laptop. The room was dark. The only light came from the streetlamp outside, casting long, skeletal shadows across the floor.

	The girl from the beach was gone. The girl who waited in the rain was gone. What was left was a blueprint, a set of skills, a direction.

	The absence where grief once lived wasn’t empty anymore.

	It was a foundation. And I was finally ready to build.

	 

	***

	 

	The lockbox under my bed wasn’t for jewelry. It held the fossilized remains of a life—a sun-bleached photo, a seashell, a ticket stub from a concert Mateo dragged me to. I didn’t open it for comfort. I opened it for calibration. A reminder of the softness I was systematically erasing.

	Tonight, I ignored it. I pulled out the three black, hardcover notebooks instead. Their spines were already cracked, pages swollen with taped-in printouts, sticky notes, and my own tight, precise handwriting.

	I spread them on the floor of my studio, the single overhead bulb casting a harsh, surgical light. The first notebook was labeled COLOMBIA. I flipped past maps of rural departments—Cauca, Nariño, Putumayo—marked with red circles where coca cultivation spiked alongside paramilitary activity. I’d cross-referenced satellite imagery with agricultural reports, then overlaid known cartel alliance shifts. The connections weren’t guesswork. They were logistics. The De Luca supply chain started here, in dirt and blood, but by the time the product moved, it was just a commodity.

	The second notebook: ITALY. Genoa, Livorno, Gioia Tauro. Port schedules, customs official names, union affiliations. I’d built a timeline of “inspections” that coincided with shipping delays for legitimate companies—a pattern of pressure and payoff. Don Emilio Ferraro’s name appeared here, connected to old-guard stevedore unions. His influence was a rusting lever, but it still could move weight.

	The third was the most important: FRONTS & FLOWS. Spain. Monaco. The clean face.

	Here, the violence wasn’t in the data. It was in the absence. I traced lines of money from shell companies in the Caymans to acquisitions of failing luxury hotels in Marbella, to sudden, massive donations to restoration projects for Catalan cathedrals. The money moved like water, finding the path of least resistance, polishing everything it touched.

	And one name surfaced again and again, a gleaming keystone in the arch of legitimacy: Isabella De Luca Foundation for Arts and Cultural Dialogue.

	I sat back on my heels, my knees aching from the hard floor. The hum of my old laptop was the only sound. On its screen, a spreadsheet was open, tracking the foundation’s donor list against known shell company directors. The overlap wasn’t a smoking gun. It was a fingerprint. A specific, repeating pattern of respectability.

	My phone buzzed on the mattress. A text from Lena. You working tonight? They changed the floor polish. Smells like chemical lemons. Gonna give me a headache.

	I typed back, my fingers moving automatically. Off tonight. Open a window.

	Windows don’t open in this prison. Be glad you’re out.

	I put the phone face down. The outside world—Lena’s kindness, the smell of chemical lemons—felt like a faint transmission from a distant planet. This floor, these notebooks, this was my atmosphere now.

	I turned to a fresh page in the FRONTS notebook. At the top, I wrote: ACCESS POINTS.

	I didn’t write Cristiano De Luca. His name was a ghost in the machine, appearing only where absolute authority was required—the final signatory on a multi-continent asset transfer, the silent partner in a holding company that owned the holding companies. His absence was more telling than a thousand surveillance photos. He wasn’t a man in these records. He was a function. A final condition.

	“You’re not a king,” I whispered to the empty room, my voice rough from disuse. “You’re a system administrator.”

	The thought changed everything. It wasn’t a metaphor. It was an operational truth. Kings could be overthrown by passion, by a single well-placed blade. Systems? Systems survived. They adapted. They outlasted.

	My old fantasy—cornering him, making him see my face, making him feel something before I ended him—seemed childish now. Naive. The product of a grief that needed a villain, not an understanding of power.

	I picked up a red pen. I drew a circle around the Isabella De Luca Foundation. Then I drew an arrow, not to Cristiano’s name, but to a blank space on the page. I labeled it: PROXIMITY.

	Revenge wasn’t a bullet. It was a seat at the table. It was trust. It was being so useful, so integrated, that you became part of the system’s immune response. To kill a virus, you first have to understand the cell. To collapse an empire, you have to speak its language fluently enough to give the orders that dismantle it.

	I imagined it. Not a dark room, a gun, a final speech.

	I imagined a sun-drenched terrace overlooking the Mediterranean. A polished table. A glass of something clear and cold. Him sitting across from me, not as a monster, but as a colleague. A partner. Discussing margins, logistical hurdles, asset reallocation.

	The fantasy didn’t make my heart pound with rage. It made it beat with a cold, steady focus. That was the target. Not his life. His confidence.

	To get there, I had to belong. I had to be invited. I had to be the obvious, impeccable choice.

	I closed the notebooks. The silence in the apartment was complete. I stood, my body stiff, and walked to the single window. Outside, Little Havana was alive with music and shouting, the warm glow of restaurant signs painting the pavement in neon colors. A world of chaos and heat.

	I turned my back on it.

	The reflection in the dark glass showed a woman with sharp, dark hair and eyes that held no light. A woman who could parse a financial statement, navigate a port authority database, and discuss Renaissance frescoes with equal, detached competence.

	The girl who’d waited in the rain was gone. The woman who was going to walk through the clean, polished door was here.

	I didn’t feel like a weapon. I felt like a key. And I was almost done being forged.
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	CRISTIANO

	 

	 

	The rain against the floor-to-ceiling windows was the only sound in the room for a full minute after Marco finished speaking.

	I let the silence stretch. Let it press down on the three men standing across the desk from me. Luca shifted his weight, the leather of his jacket creaking. Marco kept his eyes on the spreadsheet projected on the wall, his jaw tight. Santiago just watched me, waiting.

	“Three hundred thousand,” I finally said, my voice flat. “Euros.”

	Marco cleared his throat. “It was a layered transfer. The account in Malta was supposed to be a buffer, but the receiving bank in Cyprus flagged it for a routine audit. By the time we could reroute…”

	“It was seized,” I finished for him.

	“Yes.”

	I leaned back in my chair, the leather sighing beneath me. The office was dark, lit only by the cool glow of the monitors and the grey storm light from the windows. The Mediterranean was a churning slate sheet forty feet below. “And the individual responsible for the Malta account?”

	“Alejandro Ruiz,” Santiago said, his tone devoid of inflection. “He’s been with the financial wing for eight years. Clean record until now.”

	“Was it incompetence?” I asked. “Or intention?”

	Santiago’s gaze didn’t waver. “The audit was genuine. Bad timing. But his failure to have a secondary route prepared… that’s either negligence or a calculated risk. He was gambling the audit wouldn’t catch it.”

	Luca let out a short, sharp breath through his nose. A sound of pure contempt. “He got sloppy. Or greedy. Doesn’t matter. Three hundred thousand is a message. If we let it slide, everyone starts thinking a third of a million is the cost of doing business. It’s not. It’s the cost of being the business.”

	I looked at Luca. His blue eyes were bright in the gloom, a predator’s patience thrumming just under his skin. He was right. This wasn’t about the money. The money was a rounding error. It was about the signal.

	“Do we recover the funds?” I asked Marco.

	He shook his head, a tight movement. “Cyprus authorities have it frozen. It’ll be tied up for months, maybe years. We could apply pressure, but it would draw more attention than it’s worth. It’s gone.”

	I nodded. The decision was already made. It had been made the second Marco said the number. The system had a flaw. The system corrected flaws.

	“Luca.”

	He straightened almost imperceptibly. “Yes.”

	“Handle it. The Malta account is to be closed. All associated protocols reviewed. Ruiz’s access is terminated. Permanently.”

	“Understood.” No questions. No request for clarification on ‘permanently.’ He knew. They all knew.

	“I want it quiet,” I added. “No spectacle. A car accident would be… tidy. He has family?”

	“A wife. Two children in Barcelona,” Santiago supplied.

	“See they’re provided for. A pension. From a legitimate source. Make it clear it’s a condolence for a tragic accident
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