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			​Prologue

			The fireplace crackled low, spitting ember sparks, casting a warm, golden glow upon the lavish lounge walls of the Özdemir estate. The scent of burnt pine and smoky whiskey curled around the heavy silk drapes, sinking into the aged wood panelling.

			Harun Özdemir, patriarch of the Turkish mafia, swirled his whiskey glass, the ice clinking gently against the crystal. His only son, Can, sat beside him, eyes fixed upon the amber liquid, his mind clearly elsewhere. His shoulders were rigid, like a violin string drawn too tight; the only sound the crackle of the fire, a low pulse in the heavy quiet.

			Harun’s gaze lingered on Can’s profile—chiselled features, a sharp jawline, and piercing dark eyes that seemed darker than the Bosphorus Strait on a moonless night.

			“Kıs gecesi güzel, degil mi?”  Harun said at last, breaking the silence, his deep voice low and soothing—”Winter nights are beautiful, aren’t they?”

			Can’s response was delayed, his voice barely above a whisper. “Güzel, Baba...”—”Beautiful, Father...”

			The pause that followed was heavy with unspoken thoughts. Harun set his drink down, his eyes narrowing slightly as he studied Can’s face.

			“Can, oglum, neyin var?” Harun asked gently, concern etched upon his weathered face—”Can, son, what’s wrong?”

			Can rose from the couch, his movements slow and deliberate, like a predator stalking prey. He walked to the window, his whiskey forgotten, and stood there, staring out into the snowy night.

			Snowflakes swirled, flickering like broken glass beneath Istanbul’s streetlamps, a million tiny diamonds scattered across the dark velvet sky. The distant hum of the city was muffled by the thick pane, a soft, low thrum.

			Can’s breath fogged the glass as he gazed into the distance, his mind consumed by a single, haunting image...

			Harun followed, his footsteps quiet upon the plush carpet. He stood beside Can, observing his son’s profile, searching for answers.

			“Your mind is racing like a runaway train through the night,” Harun drawled, his Turkish accent lingering upon his tongue.

			Can’s gaze remained fixed outside, his eyes burning with a fierce internal fire, as though the snowflakes concealed whispered secrets he longed to decode. The silence between them stretched like a thin wire about to snap.

			Harun’s patience, honed from decades of mafia dealings, power plays, and cold calculations, was tested by his son’s unusual behaviour.

			At last, Can’s low voice broke the stillness. “Bir sey yok, Baba...”—”Nothing, Father...”

			Harun’s eyes narrowed further, his mind racing with possibilities. He knew Can better than anyone—his son’s mind was preoccupied. He placed a gentle hand upon Can’s shoulder, the touch warm through the soft, dark wool of his suit, a subtle anchor in the cold night.

			“Can, ne düs ünüyorsun? Sana bir sey oluyor...” Harun asked softly, his voice probing yet gentle—”Can, what are you thinking? Something is happening to you...”

			Can slowly turned, his eyes locking onto Harun’s. A flicker of amber—like embers caught in a storm—danced within them. For a moment, Harun saw something there, something hidden beneath the surface: a spark of desire, of obsession...

			“Ela gözler, günes ısıgıyla...” Can whispered, his voice barely audible—”Hazel eyes, with a dash of sunlight.”

			Harun’s expression turned puzzled, his brow furrowing slightly. What was Can talking about? Yet Can merely waved a dismissive hand, a hint of a smile playing upon his lips.

			“Unut gitsin, Baba. Bir sey degil...”—”Forget it, Father. It’s nothing...”

			Yet Harun’s cunning, business-minded instincts stirred with intrigue—Can was planning something, likely something to do with the owner of those captivating hazel eyes.
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			​Chapter One

			​Twelve-Hour Sky

			Rose Pillay’s mind groaned: Summer nights in PE are a nightmare. The air conditioner’s death rattle made things worse, pushing warm air that faintly smelled like dust and old plastic. Rose cursed softly under her breath. This was not how she wanted to spend her evening—sticky, restless, stuck in a sweltering office while the city hummed outside.

			Port Elizabeth—PE, nicknamed “The Friendly City”—nestled on the south-eastern coast of South Africa. Stunning beaches, scenic coastal routes, rich wildlife, and a scuffed urban edge made it tourist-brochure pretty and lived-in real. Tonight, though, it just felt airless.

			Across from her, Vee Kofi looked up from her phone, the TikTok glow fading from her face.

			“Everything okay, Rose?” she asked, raising an eyebrow, her eyes narrowing just a fraction.

			Genuine worry. Vee carried The Northerns in her posture—shoulders easy, gaze direct. PE ran on boerewors sizzling over braai fires, the drift of Afrikaans pop through open windows, laughter poured as freely as melktert and koeksisters at Sunday gatherings. It had forged her: strong, resilient, rooted.

			But Vee also knew community could turn tight as a fist. She’d grown up where gang wars flickered under the surface, rival crews carving streets into territories. Warmth and threat lived side by side; you learned to hold both at once.

			The same push-pull ran through The Northerns’ nightlife—shebeens with bass you felt in your ribs, laughter spilling onto sidewalks, all of it shadowed by the knowledge of who controlled which corner. For Vee and Rose, growing up there meant warmth and threat braided together.

			Vee wore that mix easily. A voluptuous, grounded beauty; Afrikaans rolling off her tongue with the same ease as English, which Rose caught like a small gift—her own mother tongue returned in Vee’s comfortable cadence.

			Rose nervously glanced at her screens, scanning the All Comms feed to ensure she hadn’t missed any critical updates. The silence was reassuring.

			Rose Pillay—petite, 35, curly brown hair to her shoulders, hazel eyes flashing frustration tonight—sat knitting while she watched the Tracker. Two trucks, TAPU escort, Cape Town run. Shift Senior. Her responsibility. Anything could go wrong at any moment.

			When Vee asked her question, Rose didn’t look up immediately. Her fingers kept working the yarn—a baby jacket, a charity piece—loop and pull, loop and pull, steady as breath. Then her eyes flicked to the Tracker, a brief shake of her head. The wool moved through her hands like a quiet stream; the act centred her. Each stitch meant warmth for a baby who didn’t have much. Simple, solid satisfaction.

			Vee recognised the rhythm. “Another one for charity?”

			Rose nodded, eyes still on the screen. Vee shrugged and went back to TikTok.

			Rose set the knitting down, fingers flying over the keyboard. Convoy progress: green. She checked the clock—check-in due soon—and stretched, neck stiff, shoulders tight from hours in the chair. The chair scraped back, the remote clicked, the Control Room door hissed open. “Back in a minute!” she called, heading out.

			In the bathroom, Rose ran cool water over her hands and splashed her face. The shock of it woke her skin. As she reached for a towel, her phone shattered the quiet. Honey’s name flashed—Rose smiled before she answered.

			Honey Brown: dark chocolate skin, slender, petite—a quiet contrast to Rose’s curls and hazel fire. Reserved in public, she swore like a trooper in private, which still made Rose blink sometimes.

			Ten years apart, an unbreakable bond. They’d met at TAPU, where Honey already worked. Back then, Honey’s best friend was Tiffany—fast, reckless, bragging about sleeping with convoy drivers in ways that pricked company security. When Tiffany’s mess tipped into criminal risk, Honey gave authorities what she knew. Tiffany was fired. Rose’s respect for Honey cemented that day and grew into mentorship; now they were sisters by choice.

			“Hey, bestie!” Rose said, her voice lifting.

			Honey’s warm laugh came first. “What’s up, bitch?”

			Rose shook her head, smiling. “You tell me, girl.”

			“Just checking in,” Honey said, exhaustion tucked under her tone. “How’s work?”

			“I’m so done, bra,” Rose replied—the Afrikaans-English mix rolling out easily. “Eyes tired, neck’s cricked… this heat.”

			“Me too. Think I need a drink… or three.”

			Rose grinned. “Thought you were done with that shit.”

			“I know, I know—chill, bra.” A beat, then gentle: “Have you given any thought to my suggestion?”

			Honey meant dating apps. Rose sighed inwardly but relented, anticipating the push. “Yes, okay, fine. Tonight.”

			“Promise me you’ll go on,” Honey said, bright.

			“I don’t know, Honey. I’ve tried—remember Steve?”

			Honey’s indignation crackled down the line. “Steve was a royally fucked-up fake! Why do people even do that?”

			Rose remembered anyway: a too-smooth voice, an American fifty-something humanitarian in Ukraine, grey eyes, dark blond hair in badly lit photos. Helping a mom and two kids resettle in SA, he’d said. The story shifted. The voice shifted. Then he mentioned a daughter he was “close to”—after sending a dozen pictures of a son. She called it out. Silence. Steve evaporated.

			“Alright, alright,” Rose laughed now, “I’ll try again.”

			“Yes!” Honey squealed. “That is fantastic.”

			Rose smiled, nerves threading excitement. “Deal. But if I wind up on a date with a serial killer, I’m blaming you.”

			“You’ll be okay, bra.”

			After the call, Rose stared at the bathroom mirror. Honey’s words echoed: You need to get out there. You can’t let life pass you by.

			Her life was full—12-hour shifts, six days a week, two kids, Anime-Trix (the garage-run printing hustle). Constantly busy. Safe. Safe was good, right? But fulfilling? She traced the rim of the sink, cool porcelain under her fingertips. What if she got hurt again?

			And what if she didn’t?

			A breath in; a quiet resolve. Wh​y not? She smoothed her hair and headed back to the Control Room, the humming screens and knitted baby jackets a small, certain world.

			The Control Room breathed quiet: high ceiling, airy, dim, the three tracker screens throwing soft colour onto Rose’s face. She sank into her swivel chair; the leather creaked, the cushions took her shape. Built for long hours, it held her anyway.

			The centre wall TV murmured a Netflix show, volume low—more texture than sound. Desk monitors cycled security feeds, a routine kind of safety. Vee’s perfume—warm spice—drifted past Rose’s own citrus hint. Vee was on a client call, her low voice steady.

			Rose checked convoy status—green—then lifted her faded mug. Lukewarm coffee, faint aroma. She opened a dating app, her thumb scrolling. She didn’t know it yet, but her life hovered at the edge of a turn.

		


		
			​Chapter Two

			​A Perfect Profile

			The screens glazed Rose’s face in blue-white, catching the faint sweat at her temples from PE’s heavy night air. Computer fans whirred; notifications beeped—a small pulse under the work. Convoy check: green. Cape Town run safe for now.

			She opened her phone. *Badoo* first—big user base, fast-scrolling faces—then *OkCupid* with its long questionnaires that made her pause and think, then *Wink* with its odd icebreaker games. Her thumb left faint smears on the glass; her chair creaked each time she shifted, knees aching from hours seated.

			Desk smells: wool, ink. Yarn skeins tangled by her mouse, papers and notes in a Rose-only map. Two frames—her children grinning—and her own photo beside them, a hesitant smile.

			A tight breath: anxiety at sharing bits of herself with strangers. She drafted bios, answered prompts, chose photos. An hour passed, half an eye on Tracker, half an eye on how to sound like herself without over-explaining. When she hit Submit, relief moved warm down her arms, like setting something fragile outside herself.

			Rose’s eyes tracked the Cape Town convoy—a green pulse sliding south—then flicked to Vee as she shifted, the cushion exhaling under her. Vee rose slowly, knees making tiny reports, arms lifting till her shirt rode up at the waist. “Going to warm my food,” she said, voice grainy from dozing, and moved out.

			The room went narrower without her: monitors chimed, red tags blooming. Rose’s hands found the board, finger-drumming confirmations, typing terse, even replies.

			Kitchenette: microwave door cracked, a spent-food smell escaping. Beep-beep-beep, impatient. The kettle waited, its skin bright in the overhead light.

			Two years had taught Vee Rose’s textures—Tracking first, but All Comms steady when needed. Social posts clean and fast. Most of all, that voice: level, warm, the kind of tone that pulled people down from panic. Vee had heard it enough times to trust it by bone-feel.

			“You want a top-up?” she called.

			Rose nodded at the screens. “Yes, please.”

			At the counter, coffee grounds bloomed as water hit—a nutty rush—and Vee listened to Rose’s typing flicker through the doorway, a quick, metronome sound that meant control. She liked that sound.

			Back she came with the smells leading: bitter-rich coffee, something savoury steaming from her container. Plastic clinked on the counter. Rose glanced up, wrapped her hands around the mug, closed her eyes for a half-beat at the aroma. “Thanks, Vee.”

			Leather creaked as Vee sat. Cutlery ticked against her container lid. Monitors beeped occasionally. Computers kept their low purr. The room stitched itself back into shared rhythm—Rose’s watchfulness, Vee’s listening.

			Rose’s hands moved across the board, the keyboard clicking in small bursts as her eyes jumped from monitor to monitor. Convoy green down the N2—steady. The phone lay face-up by her wrist, dating apps gone dim, battery-saving black. Work pushed them aside; the Control Room’s quiet method soothed her—hum and beep, a rhythm she lived inside.

			Vee ate, utensils ticking against her container. The silence felt easy, companionable. Each woman in her own head, together.

			The last bite crunched; Vee gathered plastic and fork, a soft clatter. “I’ll go wash these.” Rose nodded without looking.

			When Vee came back, her face looked cooler, hands faintly soap-scented. Rose surrendered All Comms—papers whispered, buttons clicked—Vee settling into the feed again.

			“All yours,” Rose said.

			Vee studied her. “What’re you up to?”

			Rose’s cheeks warmed. She hesitated, then lifted her phone—Badoo open, face pics in a neat scroll. Vee’s eyes widened, then crinkled with a smile.

			“Online dating?”

			“Thought I’d try,” Rose said, quieter.

			The phone passed hand to hand. They bent close, the screen glow painting their cheekbones. Swiping, laughing, taking the piss out of posers and gym selfies. Their giggles threaded the hum.

			Then a profile stopped them. “Oh my God, look at him!” Vee breathed, high and delighted.

			Rose grabbed her arm, eyes bright. “I know, right? He’s dreamy!” Her voice lifted like a girl’s.

			For a minute, the monitors and convoys fell away while they traded whispers about jawlines and bios, the Control Room holding their small, warm fun.

			On screen: Can Özdemir, forty, Turkish, a jaw like cut stone, brown eyes warm even in pixels. Dark hair with a little wave, skin gold-toned from Mediterranean light. Photos of markets, mountain roads, a plate of something crimson and fresh—each one a quiet promise of motion.

			Rose and Vee bounced in their chairs, laughter spilling into the Control Room. Leather creaked; casters rolled in tiny arcs. They looked like kids sharing earbuds on a bus—careless and bright. Coffee hung in the air, mixing with Rose’s light, floral perfume until the whole corner smelled like possibility.

			“Swipe right, swipe right!” Vee urged, finger hovering. Rose grinned and did it.

			Whoosh. The screen changed. They leaned shoulder to shoulder, breath held, waiting. Rose’s phone buzzed. “He messaged me!” she squealed.

			Vee read over her arm. “Ooh, he’s got game.”

			Rose typed: “Hey, I’m Rose, nice to meet you.” Vee nudged. “Flirt a bit.” Rose added a winking emoji, impish.

			The phone buzzed again. “He responded!” Another squeal. They read together—charming, easy. Vee fed her lines: “Ask what he does for fun.” Rose typed; they waited.

			“What is the plan if he asks you out?”

			Rose shrugged. “He’s in Turkey, bra. Odds are low. But let’s see.”

			“Do you think he’s real?” Vee asked, eyes bright.

			Rose shrugged. “I don’t know. But I want to find out.”

			“That’s the spirit,” Vee said.

			At first, Can’s lines were wit and charm, easy jokes that made Rose laugh. Even through text his warmth came through, loosening her shoulders.

			Then the tilt—flirtation sliding into suggestion, then blunt want. Rose’s stomach tightened. She tried to read it as friendly, tried politeness, but the subtext sharpened: he wasn’t curious about her, just her body.

			Heat climbed her neck. She felt stupid—sharing that bright hope with Vee, bouncing like kids. Vee looked over, reading her stillness. “What’s wrong?”

			Rose swallowed. “His messages are… weird.”

			Vee scanned the screen. Her mouth pulled sideways. “Weird? Rose, this guy’s a creep. Fucking pervert. No—fuck, look here, he even asked for a picture of your kitty! What the hell! In this day and age, men our age still acting like they’re fucking teenagers.”

			Relief and shame twisted together. “I know. I feel dumb.”

			Vee’s hand landed on her shoulder, steady. “Don’t. You were hopeful. You dodged one. Block his handsome-as-fuck ass!”

			Rose hit block. The profile vanished. The room felt colder for a minute—coffee smell, computers humming, Vee’s hand still there. She exhaled, embarrassed but unspooling the tightness in her chest.

			“Okay,” she said, soft. “Next.”

			****************************************************************************************************

			Istanbul night: Can Özdemir stared at Rose’s profile picture until her caramel skin in the frame seemed to throb. She’d matched, messaged, then vanished—blocked, chat dead. His jaw worked. How could she do this? he thought. I’m charming. Handsome. Successful. What more do women want?

			He scrolled their thread again; messages that had felt warm now looked like a joke at his expense.

			Can was Harun Özdemir’s only son. The family name carried weight in basements and warehouses—drugs, weapons, debts settled in ditches or fire. People who crossed them tended to disappear.

			Rose was beauty with gravity; she hadn’t flattered, hadn’t chased. Even when he hinted at money, she gave nothing back. That stung—a first. He remembered Zeynep from years ago: long dark hair, green eyes, statement jewellery, the one his father approved of. She’d loved the idea of him, not the man. After her, Can kept women at arm’s length—playthings drawn to the name and the jawline, nothing deeper.

			She thinks she’s too good for me, his mind whispered. Thinks she can reject me and move on…

			The rejection itched. Not anger exactly—colder, a watched-pot heat. Rose hovered in his thoughts: South African, unimpressed, off-script. For a moment he just sat there, screen glow on his face, city lights beyond the window, thinking about a woman who didn’t know his father could end people, and wondering why that made her more interesting.

			Can’s fingers tapped the keyboard—once, twice—anger tightening into something calmer, colder. Rose had matched, talked, then cut him off like static. She wasn’t supposed to do that. Online women wanted money, a flash of his name, the looks. Rose played different. That difference hooked him.

			He dragged on a cigar, smoke pooling under the desk lamp. The photo on his screen: Rose Pillay, hazel eyes with gold flecks, curls grazing her shoulders, a smile that seemed to hold its own quiet. She lived far away, looked nothing like Zeynep, but she’d taken the same slot in his head—a woman who needed to learn she wasn’t special.

			There’s no such thing as a woman who doesn’t care about what I am, he thought. The idea annoyed him—annoyed him right down to curiosity.

			He exhaled slowly. “Rose Pillay,” he said, Turkish vowels rolling, “your world is about to change forever.”

			Outside, Istanbul slept, or pretended to. Inside, the glow from the monitor stayed on his face, and Rose’s picture stared back, unchanged.​

		


		
			​Chapter Three

			​Hello, Stranger

			Rose wasn’t done yet. She wanted someone real—shared jokes, actual values, not just a good jawline and a line about whiskey. She swiped, thumb tired, and stopped. Jonathan: tall, blond, blue eyes, hiker, craft-beer guy. A little basic, maybe, but friendly. She swiped right.

			Match. Instant ping. “Hi, Rose. How are you doing?” with a simple smiley. Relief loosened her shoulders. “Hi, Jonathan. My night is going great, thanks for asking. How about you?” She sent it, hopeful.

			Then her phone rang—an unfamiliar number, harsh in the Control Room’s quiet. Vee arched an eyebrow. Rose answered. “Hello?” A beat of silence. She almost hung up. Then: “Hey, Rose. It’s Jonathan.” Deep, smooth, and unmistakably South African—Black South African English, the cadence of home.

			Vee leaned in. Rose blinked. “Jonathan?” she repeated, voice wobbly. The blond in the photo stayed on her screen, smiling. The voice in her ear didn’t fit at all.

			It hit her a second later: Jonathan wasn’t blond. The picture was a mask. Not American either—just someone who’d picked an attractive, distant face. Her stomach dropped, half alarm, half shame. Vee touched her arm. “What?”

			Rose swallowed. “He’s not… he’s not who the pic says.” In her ear, Jonathan kept talking, warm, easy, asking about her night. The voice was real and pleasant. The profile was not. She felt exposed, as if Can’s shadow had stretched and found her again.

			The room smelled of coffee and electronics; her palm was slick on the phone. “Okay,” she said after a beat, quiet. “Okay, Jonathan. Tell me about that hike.” She looked at Vee and mouthed “fake photo” while her mind raced.

			“Play along. Find out why.” Vee’s frown deepened as Rose listened to the stranger’s likable lie.

			The longer he talked, the louder the mismatch grew—not quite American, like someone approximating a movie accent. Jonathan sounded like home, warm vowels and an easy cadence, which made the blond profile picture even stranger.

			Rose kept her tone light, asked about hikes, laughed where polite. Inside, she catalogued it: why pretend?

			“Hey, Jonathan—can we switch to video? I’d love to see you,” she said, casual on purpose.

			Silence, just a beat too long. Then an apology: something had come up; he’d video-call later, maybe in a few hours. “Okay, no worries. Talk later,” she answered, easy as air.

			She hung up. Vee’s eyebrow said, “What now?” Rose’s gut said, “No such thing as later.” First Can, the “perfect” profile who curdled; now Jonathan—pleasant voice, false face. She set the phone down like it might hum. The Control Room kept working around her—radio, keys, screens—but all she could hear was the gap between Jonathan’s voice and his lie.

			The disappointment sat heavy. First Can, then Jonathan—his warm voice, his false picture—now this hollow, back-to-square-one feeling. Rose sank into her chair, the Control Room’s glow catching the tired edges of her face.

			Vee’s hand landed gently on her arm. “Hey, don’t be too hard on yourself, okay? Plenty of people out there. You’ll find someone worth your time.”

			“Do you really think so, or are you just saying that?”

			Vee grinned. “Come on, Rose, don’t give up yet. Try one more.”

			Rose nodded to herself and opened Wink. “One more for the evening.” She swiped, thinking of Honey, who’d pushed her to try this in the first place. Then she stopped.

			Luca: dark eyes, strong jaw, a half-smile in a wedding crowd, effortlessly cool. Italian. The bio hinted at wit. She hesitated—“Really?”—then swiped right. Her thumb shook a little.

			Match.

			Rose inhaled. At the next desk, Vee watched, quiet. The Control Room hummed—radios, keyboards, the convoy moving somewhere in the Eastern Cape night. On Rose’s screen, two words glowed, simple and loaded. She fit her headphones back on, glanced at the boards, then back at the phone.

			And then she saw it—Luca’s message, simple yet intriguing: “Hello, stranger.”

			​

		


		
			​Chapter Four

			​La Dolce Vita?

			“Hello, Stranger” still sat at the top of Rose’s chat window, Luca’s tiny avatar smiling from a wedding where someone else’s flash had caught him mid-thought. The Control Room smelled of paper cups and ozone; keyboards ticked. She tucked her hair behind one ear and typed, “Hi! So, is Luca short for Lucas?”

			His reply was quick. “Ah, no! It’s just Luca. Like the Evangelist.”

			“Oh, I thought it was Luke? As in, the Gospel of Luke?”

			“Ah, yes! You’re absolutely right—I get that a lot. But in Italian, it’s spelled and pronounced Luca.” The message felt light, sure of itself.

			“And wasn’t Luke also a doctor or something?”

			“I’m impressed. You’re really showing off your biblical knowledge! Yes, that’s right. Luke is believed to have been a physician, in addition to being an Evangelist.”

			Rose huffed a laugh, then caught it. Her fingers trembled. That was the problem: this thread felt like before. Can’s flattery, Jonathan’s easy voice—both had started exactly here, with her leaning forward. She could hear Vee, two desks over, helping a driver, calm and practical, while Rose sat with something fragile blooming in her throat.

			She studied Luca’s answers: he didn’t perform; he noticed. The tiny admission—people confuse his name—was unguarded. She typed, “Careful, I might quiz you on Acts next,” and sent it before she could overthink. A moment later: “Please do. I’ll bring the espresso.”

			Coffee. A small, ordinary wager. Still, she waited until Vee glanced over, then mouthed “Italian,” half grin, half plea—“don’t let me be stupid again.”

			Vee’s eyebrow said, “Eyes open.” Rose nodded. On screen, the bubble appeared: “Where are you tonight?” She looked at the boards, at the Eastern Cape convoy pulsing on the map, then back, and wrote—honestly, finally—“Port Elizabeth. Night shift. You?”

			Rose held the phone a little tighter, as if its weight might keep her honest. She liked the way Luca noticed her biblical reference instead of swallowing it, liked the softness in his laugh—but she could list, item by item, how Can and Jonathan had started exactly here. Hope was a risk she didn’t need tonight.

			“So, what do you do for a living, Rose?”

			She kept it plain. “Senior control room operator. Emergency calls, coordinate responses—like 911 in the States.”

			“Ah, that sounds important. I’m a sales manager.”

			“Oh, really? What is it you’re selling?” She meant it kindly, curious.

			Luca’s reply came quick, maybe too quick—evasive, not unkind. “No, not telemarketing. Not selling over the phone.” He’d missed her point.

			So she nudged. “Okay, then. Cars? Clothes? Drugs?” A little tease to test him.

			“Ah, no, no drugs!” He chuckled, and there it was—a slight hesitation on the r, the vowel stretching. Not the polished English of his bio. Real accent, real effort to find words.

			They realised South Africa was an hour ahead of Italy. “I’m keeping you up,” she typed. “You’re keeping me alive on night shift,” he answered. She laughed despite herself—a brief live-wire moment—then remembered the eggshells under her feet: wait for the shoe to drop.

			Luca told a story about a client walkout where he’d tried to pay in espresso because he’d left his wallet in another jacket. The detail was specific, human; Rose’s laugh escaped, startling in the quiet. She pressed a hand to her belly, breathing through it.

			Vee glanced over, eyebrows up, smiling. “What’s so funny?”

			Rose swiped the tear from the corner of her eye, shook her head. “Just this guy I’m chatting with,” she said, waving her hand. But she didn’t put the phone down, and her thumb hovered above the keys as if it wanted to believe.

			Vee’s smile widened. “Ooh, do tell.”

			Rose waved her off, self-conscious about the tear still drying at the corner of her eye. “Maybe later.”

			“I’ll get it out of you eventually,” Vee said, winking, then turned back to her headset.

			Rose’s phone buzzed—a voice note. Luca’s deep, warm Italian spilled out, consonants rolling, vowels open. She felt it in her ribs: not a performance, just him thinking aloud. She played it twice, once to catch the music of it, once to memorise it. The Control Room’s dry air, the map glow, Vee’s quiet efficiency—it all fell away for ten seconds.

			She typed, a little shy: “Okay, translate?”

			Luca’s reply took a minute—maybe a yawn. “Ah, Rose, you want to know the secrets I’m sharing in Italian?” He teased, and then gave her the English, plain and unguarded. The gap between voice and text felt intimate, as though he’d let her peek into a room she wasn’t supposed to enter.

			They drifted—weekday routines, worst coffees, which saints they’d each been named after. Time zones meant nothing; she was awake, he was tired, and they kept answering. At one point she realised she’d told him about the Eastern Cape rollout without mentioning coordinates or call signs—just the human part. He didn’t push for more.

			Eventually he wrote, “I’m fading. Italian bedtime.”

			Rose glanced at the wall clock: 02:41. Her shift ended at 06:00. “Go,” she sent. “Your espresso story got me through this hour.”

			His bubble appeared: “We’ll continue.”

			She let herself want that, just a little. Vee caught her eye and mouthed, “Italian?”

			Rose nodded. “Careful,” Vee mouthed back.

			Rose touched her screen once, as if to remind it. “Careful,” she whispered—to herself, not to Vee.

			Before he logged off, Luca asked, “Can I write to you again?”

			“Anytime,” Rose replied, meaning every syllable. She immediately felt exposed and glad.

			“I enjoyed our conversation very much,” he wrote.

			“So did I.” Hers came back fast, a little too eager. The wall clock read 03:02. She could feel the conversation ending and didn’t want it to.

			Then, just before she could overthink: “Can I see a picture of you?”

			Rose’s thumb stuttered. She wasn’t a selfies person; besides, Jonathan’s lie still burned. “I don’t really have photos of myself. I do have one with my daughter, Micky.” She chose the market shot—Micky mid-laugh, Rose’s cheek creasing, both of them sun-warmed and ordinary.

			“Is this your daughter?”

			“Yes. Micky.”

			“Ah, you both look so beautiful, Rose.”

			He sent his own: Luca on a stone step, arm slung around a girl with a lopsided ponytail and braces, both squinting against the sun.

			Fran. Twelve, maybe thirteen. Micky’s age, unmistakably.

			“Wow,” Rose typed. “What a coincidence.”

			“I agree.”

			They traded small truths: Micky’s anime obsession, Luca’s struggle to pronounce the names; Fran’s sketchbook, Micky’s first con. Rose felt the tightness in her chest ease—not gone, but gentler. With Can and Jonathan, they performed; here, with the kids as chaperones, she could feel honesty instead.

			She glanced up. Vee was still on headset, but her eyes flicked toward Rose’s phone and then away, giving her room.

			“Micky’s into Demon Slayer,” Rose wrote. “I know Tanjiro is her favourite character, as well as Nezuko.”

			Luca replied, “I will ask Fran her favourite and report back. Maybe our girls can geek out one day.”

			Rose smiled to herself. The idea was ridiculous and kind. She let it be both.

			They didn’t dig into the old wounds—Luca’s fourteen years divorced, two girlfriends who hadn’t stuck; Rose’s seven solo years—just laid them on the table like ID, no demand for receipts. Safer that way.

			“Should let you go, Rose. It was wonderful chatting with you. Good night, belle.”

			Rose’s smile felt private. “Good night, Luca. Sweet dreams.”

			They said goodnight again, softer this time. Rose set the phone facedown, but not before thumbing the chat to favourites. On the live map, the Eastern Cape convoy blinked northward. She breathed out, picked up her radio handset, and let Luca live in her head like a small, careful hope.

			She glanced at the timestamp—6 Jan—and saved it to memory: first real conversation since Jonathan’s reveal, and it hadn’t curdled. Had she finally found her person? The question surfaced before she could stop it, too big for the hour. She shook her head, laughing under her breath. She’d known him three hours; it felt like three years in the best way, which meant nothing and everything.

			The Control Room hummed—screens hot, radios low. Her shift would hand off soon. Rose stood, stretched the kink from her lower back, and let Micky, Fran, Demon Slayer, espresso walkouts circle in her chest—that feathery flutter she didn’t fully trust. She wondered, idly and then not idly, what meeting Luca would do to the feeling.

			Vee’s voice cut through. “Hey, girl, start closing down. Morning shift’ll be here before we know it.”

			Rose nodded, shaking Luca gently aside—but not gone. “On it,” she said, and thumbed her screen dark. The connection stayed warm in her hands as she turned back to the map.

			****************************************************************************************************

			In his bedroom—cream walls, honey-brown curtains, shutters ticking against winter air—Luca lay propped on pillows, phone facedown on the duvet. Fifty, grey at the temples, dark-eyed; restless night, restless mind. He let the evening replay: Rose’s teacher-voice on 911 work, her Micky, the quick quiz on Luke, the way she waited a beat before sending that photo.

			He liked her. That was the problem.

			Italy’s circles are tight and pale. Luca’s friends, his sister, the people at board dinners—they weren’t unkind, just unused to difference. Rose was clever and warm, yes, but she was also a Coloured South African woman, and he had to admit to himself: he’d never brought anyone like her into his world. Would they stare? Would they do that thing where they’re polite and still make her other?

			His thumb found the phone. Audrey—thirty, blue-eyed, American soldier, brunette—had messaged earlier about a flight deal to Colombia. Easy conversation, easy optics. He cared for her, in the way you care when someone fits the frame. But tonight Audrey’s messages sat unopened while Rose lived vivid behind his eyes.

			He wasn’t proud of the calculation, just awake to it. His daughter Fran would love Micky; that part was simple. The rest—the relatives, the side-eyes, the quiet tests he hadn’t had to face—felt like a door he wasn’t sure he could open for someone else to walk through.

			Morning would make everything smaller; for now, the dark let him be honest. The prospect of getting to know another culture thrilled him—different foods, different jokes, different ways of holding grief. Rose had told him she worked nights, that Micky was her compass; he’d told her about Fran’s sketchbooks and his aunt’s bitter coffee, but not about the cancer years—not yet. His parents gone two years apart, silence where their arguments used to be. Saturday lunch with his sister and her boy was a ritual of warmth and comparison—everyone coupled, Luca not.

			He shared a cramped, comfortable home in Vercelli with his aunt and cousin, an old house that smelled of wax and radiators. Safe, familiar, a little airless. Audrey was easy to imagine at that table; Rose less so—not because of Rose, but because Luca knew his people. Italy could be kind without being ready.

			Still, Rose made him laugh in a language that wasn’t about performance. She challenged him—gently—about Luke, about time zones, about how much he worked. In return, he wanted to learn her city, her rhythms, and try to explain his without excuses. He felt torn, yes, but not equally: Audrey was calm water; Rose was weather. He didn’t want calm tonight.

			He imagined Rose’s face—the one not in the photo, the everyday one. He guessed confident, quick, not afraid to push back. Probably warmer than she allowed herself to be with him so far.

			His phone glowed as he thumbed the chat open. “Grazie per stanotte,” he typed, then deleted—too much. Instead: “Rose, grazie per stanotte.” He saved it to drafts, gave himself five minutes, then sent. Outside, Vercelli turned toward dawn. Luca closed his eyes on it, already waiting for Port Elizabeth’s night shift to begin.

			****************************************************************************************************

			Across a continent, in an Istanbul mansion with too-clean lines and a screen too bright for midnight, Can replayed Rose’s photo until his chest ached. Light brown skin, hazel eyes with gold flecks, a smile that didn’t touch her gaze—she’d ended the chat and blocked him, politely, finally. It read as refusal. He hated refusal.

			“No woman has ever denied me,” he said aloud. The room absorbed it.

			He prowled past a marble console, thinking: we talked and talked, and she cancelled? Led me on. Trash humans did that. Not him. His hand found the monitor, as if touching the photo could correct the record.

			“Who’s better than Can Özdemir?” he asked the quiet, then laughed once—sharp, joyless.

			A second voice: maybe she’s fake. Maybe she found someone else. Both ideas burned. He imagined her laugh as mockery; he imagined it as proof she breathed somewhere without him. He hated both.

			He lifted his phone and dialled his assistant. “Get me someone who can hack an account—now. I want access.” He hung up before the person replied.

			Minutes later, another call confirmed it: he’d been connected to Rose’s accounts, her streams, her activity. At his desk again, Can exhaled and let satisfaction settle over him like a coat. If Rose wouldn’t answer him, she’d answer to him. He leaned back, eyes on her face, and waited for her next move.

			He wasn’t angry now; he was settled. The thrill of refusal had worn off, and what remained was work.

			“This wasn’t over,” he told himself, and meant it as a promise—to her, to the part of him that kept score. In Port Elizabeth, Rose would finish her shift and sleep; she wouldn’t feel him yet. That made it better. He had time, and time belonged to him.

			He tabbed open her chat stream, then minimised it, content to let it run in the background. Rose’s face stayed on-screen, unmoving, while he reached for his glass. Patience was a weapon too.

		


		
			​Chapter Five

			​Three Hours, One Thread

			Honey’s Golf ticked in the pre-dawn lot as Rose slung her bag over the passenger seat. “Whatsup, my bitch!” Honey called, ponytail sharp, uniform crisp—her way of saying, I see you, no masks.

			Rose gave the quick log: two Eastern Cape jobs, quiet otherwise. Honey nodded, eyes already on the part that mattered.

			“So, how did it go? Meet any interesting guys online?”

			Rose let herself grin. “Actually, I did. Luca. Italian. We clicked. We talked for hours, and it felt like… years.”

			“Huh. Exotic,” Honey teased; she loved Rose’s eye-roll. “What’s he like?”

			“Funny. Quick. Asked better questions than most men IRL. We swapped kids, jobs, music—he knew a “Tribe Called Quest”, which isn’t nothing. Also called me _belle_ and I didn’t throw my phone.”

			Honey laughed. “You _liked_ it.”

			Rose shrugged, unlocking her car. “He’s really nice.” The warmth in her chest felt dangerous to name, so she didn’t.

			Behind them, the Control Room exhaled shift-change air—Vee’s voice through the door, monitors humming. Rose hugged Honey, breathed in her familiar perfume, and pulled back.

			“I’ll text you,” Honey said. “Don’t be all cool-girl about it.”

			“I’ll try,” Rose promised, sliding behind the wheel.

			“I can tell you’re smitten,” *Honey said, amused.* “What’s the plan? You know Italy’s a million kilometres away, Rose. Maybe someone local?”

			“I don’t know,” Rose admitted. “It’s scary. But it also feels… different. Let’s give it a chance. If it works, good. If it doesn’t, I’ll go back on the prowl.” They laughed—the kind that pushes exhaustion back a minute.

			“I get it,” Honey said, softer now. “Just be careful. You don’t know him. Stay safe.”

			“I will. Promise.” They hugged; Rose caught Honey’s perfume—soap and resolve—before turning to her car.

			She drove into the Port Elizabeth morning, not knowing that, hundreds of kilometres north, Can had a window open to her chat streams—and that Luca’s “belle” would land in a tab he’d already memorized.

			Twenty minutes later, she pulled into her garage, the little two-bedroom square she kept neat because it helped her breathe. Burglar bars on the windows, a small yard, a familiar path. Inside: cool tiles, a couch that swallowed her bag, a kitchen spotless from Micky’s nightly wipe-down, and a gas stove she trusted. Next to it, the bathroom door stood ajar like an invitation.

			She peeled off her uniform, dropped it in the basket, and started the shower. Under hot water, she let the night shift drain away, Luca’s “belle” echoing faintly. She didn’t know that, across a border, Can now had a tab open to her chats, reading along in real time.

			Rose soaped her arms and rinsed, already thinking: I’ll text Luca later. Safety could wait ten minutes. She wanted this one warm thought to herself first.

			As she stood there, the hot water cascading down her skin, her thoughts began to wander. Luca’s charming smile and easy laughter floated into her mind, followed by doubts and uncertainties about the whole online dating scene. Was it crazy to trust someone she had never met? Or was it brave to take a chance on love?

			The water continued to pour down, a soothing balm for her weary body and mind. Rose reached for her shower gel and sponge, beginning to wash away the remnants of the shift, her thoughts still drifting on the currents of her heart.

			****************************************************************************************************

			Upstairs, Micky stretched and listened for her mom’s car. Hearing the door, she sat up, feet finding cool tile. Breakfast—already her stomach growled at the idea. Across the room, nine-year-old Noel’s lump under blankets barely moved.

			She opened the closet, pulled her blue-and-white uniform—white blouse, blue skirt—and checked the hem. Still right. Backpack, lunchbox, water bottle: routine. Downstairs, the shower ran, so she kept quiet. “Ten minutes of peace,” she thought, and let herself hum.

			When the water cut off, she crossed to Noel’s bed. “Wake up, Noel! Time for school!” She flicked his lamp; he cracked an eye.

			“Five more minutes.”

			Micky tugged the covers. “No way. Mom’s already making breakfast. Let’s go.” She helped him sit; his feet found slippers. In the hallway, she could already smell coffee and hear the kettle ticking toward boil.

			Downstairs, Rose wrapped her hair
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