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Prologue: A Night to Remember
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The ballroom shimmered like a dream spun from gold and crystal. Chandeliers dangled from the vaulted ceiling, their light cascading down in waves of soft brilliance. Gilded sconces cast delicate shadows along the marbled walls, each intricately carved panel telling a story of wealth and decadence. The air smelled of extravagance: a heady cocktail of expensive perfume, polished wood, and chilled champagne that seemed to cling to the skin. Isabella “Bella” Rossi adjusted the strap of her midnight-blue gown, the sequins brushing against her fingertips like tiny shards of glass—beautiful but sharp, much like herself. The gown had been a gift from Marco, who had insisted on dressing her “properly” for the occasion. 

“You’ll stand out, amore mio,” he’d said with a smirk, his dimple flashing. She’d protested but ultimately gave in. Tonight was supposed to be her night off, after all—a rare and precious thing for an FBI cybercrime agent.

Yet, as Bella glanced around, her heels too high and her police instincts too sharp, she couldn’t shake the unease thrumming under her skin.

Her boyfriend, Marco DeLuca, seemed to embody the room’s opulence. Tall and effortlessly charismatic, he floated through the crowd with the ease of a man born to navigate power. His tailored suit hugged him perfectly, the fabric whispering against his movements like an intimate secret. His Italian accent softened as he introduced her to tech titans and socialites who looked at her like she was some intriguing anomaly.

“This is Isabella,” he would say, letting her name roll off his tongue like a lover’s secret. “My brilliant and beautiful girlfriend.”

Bella’s polite smile never faltered, though her gaze was anything but passive. She cataloged faces, noted the subtle shifts in body language, the micro-expressions people didn’t realize they gave away. It was second nature to her—a habit honed through years of sifting through digital footprints and following trails only she could see. It was the part of her job she loved: uncovering secrets, making connections no one else could. Even when she’d been burned out by endless hours staring at screens, Bella had never doubted her calling.

When she’d first met Marco, she’d hesitated to tell him what she did. Most men didn’t appreciate dating someone who could crack into their phone—legally, of course. But Marco had been different. On their first date, mini golfing of all things, he’d surprised her. Watching her line up a shot, he’d leaned close and murmured, “I’m guessing you’re not just another tech nerd. Your eyes...they’re always scanning. Like you’re reading the world in ones and zeros.”

He’d been right, and she’d told him the truth that same evening. To her shock, he hadn’t run. Instead, he’d grinned and said, “Remind me never to lie to you.”

Tonight, though, Marco wasn’t himself. Usually so self-assured, he seemed jittery. His hand hovered over his watch as if it were a lifeline, and his dark eyes scanned the room far too often.

“Everything okay?” Bella asked when he leaned in close, his cologne brushing her senses like a stolen kiss.

“Of course, cara. Just business,” he replied with a smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes. 

Bella sipped her sparkling water, her senses attuned to the undercurrents of her boyfriend. Something felt... off.

He had been edgy all evening, a stark contrast to his usual suave demeanor. Checking his watch. Scanning the crowd. Laughing a beat too late at a joke from one of his equally polished associates.

She told herself it was nothing. Maybe he was nervous about the ring she suspected was burning a hole in his pocket. He’d been secretive the past few days, dodging her questions with teasing evasions and the kind of smiles that melted her resolve. She loved him, even when he was infuriating. So, when he finally asked, what would she say?

“Are you alright, my love?” she’d asked earlier, placing a hand on his arm. His smile had come quickly, but his eyes betrayed him.

“Perfect,” he’d said, kissing her forehead. “Tonight is... important. For us.”

Her heart had swelled, hope blooming in her chest. He was going to propose. It explained his secretive phone calls, the hushed conversations she’d overheard in Italian, too rapid for her limited fluency. Bella had felt a rush of certainty then: when the moment came, her answer would be yes.

Their table was a microcosm of the evening’s excess. Fine china gleamed under the soft glow of candlelight, while crystal glasses reflected a kaleidoscope of colors from the ballroom’s dazzling decor. The food was a symphony of indulgence: foie gras garnished with edible gold, seared scallops nestled on beds of truffle risotto, and desserts that looked more like works of art than food. The guests at their table—a mix of venture capitalists and politicians—spoke in low, measured tones about things Bella had no interest in. But she listened anyway, her sharp mind parsing their words for anything unusual.

Beside her, Marco engaged in an animated conversation with a tech mogul about the future of Advanced-System. His laughter was easy, his charm magnetic, but Bella couldn’t shake the feeling that his attention was split—like he was waiting for something. Or someone.

As the night wore on, the unease in her chest grew. The laughter and clinking glasses seemed too loud, the air too thick with perfume and champagne. Even the chandeliers, with their delicate crystal drops, seemed to glimmer with a kind of ominous intensity. Bella’s hand found Marco’s under the table, squeezing it gently.

“Hey,” she murmured, her voice low and steady. “You’d tell me if something was wrong, right?”

His fingers tightened around hers. “Always,” he said, his voice soft but firm. Yet, the look in his eyes told a different story. And for the first time that evening, Bella wondered if her instincts weren’t just overreacting.

Because something was wrong.

She just didn’t know what.

Her fingers brushed over the sequins of her gown, tiny shards of elegance and discomfort, as Marco leaned in, his hand resting on her thigh. The heat of his touch sent a flicker of reassurance through her.

“Amore.” His voice was low, intimate, his Italian accent curling around the words like a lover’s caress.

Bella nodded, though unease coiled tight in her chest. “Yes, my love.”

Marco’s dark eyes searched hers, his thumb brushing a circle over her knee. “I’ll be right back,” he murmured before kissing her deeply, a promise in the press of his lips. He stood, his broad shoulders cutting a confident path through the crowd.

“Don’t go far,” she called softly, her gaze trailing after him until he vanished into the throng.

Across the room, the applause swelled as Marcus Kane, Dusker Corporation’s celebrated CEO, ascended the stage. He was an imposing figure, his presence magnetic. Kane’s angular face, framed by meticulously groomed silver-threaded hair, exuded a predatory charm. His tailored charcoal suit, sharp enough to draw blood, reflected his reputation as a man who thrived on power and precision.

Since his appointment as CEO, Dusker Corporation had raked in billions, dominating the global tech market with innovations that blurred the line between surveillance and convenience. Tonight, the audience hung on his every word as he spoke, his baritone voice weaving a narrative of progress and safety.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Kane began, his tone smooth and commanding, “in a world where threats evolve faster than we can anticipate, security must be absolute. Dusker Corporation is proud to lead the charge, creating technologies that protect not just nations but the individuals within them.”

Bella’s lips tightened as she half-listened, her focus snagging on snippets of conversation around her. At her table, a woman in an emerald gown leaned toward her companion, her voice a sharp whisper.

“He talks about protection, but all he’s protecting is his offshore accounts,” she said, her diamond necklace catching the light as she shook her head.

The man beside her snorted. “Kane’s a snake. Word is he’s blackmailed half his competitors into folding. The other half? They’re just waiting for him to slip up.”

Bella’s eyes flicked back to Kane, who now gestured expansively, his words polished to perfection.

“Our newest Advanced-System model will redefine global security,” he declared, his gaze sweeping the room as though daring anyone to challenge him. “Imagine a system that anticipates danger before it strikes. A world where safety isn’t just a possibility but a guarantee.”

The applause was deafening, yet Bella felt a chill snake down her spine. The words were designed to inspire confidence, but to her, they rang with the ominous promise of control. Surveillance. Manipulation. Beneath the veneer of progress, she sensed something far darker. Marco hadn’t returned.

Kane’s speech was a symphony of ambition and bravado. Words like “revolutionary” and “unprecedented” peppered his address, his tone laced with the certainty of a man who knew the world was watching. Yet, beneath the applause, Bella caught murmurs—low, cautious, edged with doubt.

“Spying programs.”

“Data manipulation.”

“Corporate espionage dressed as progress.”

The hair on Bella’s neck prickled. She turned, scanning the room. Too many eyes darting nervously, too many conversations cut short when her gaze passed over them.

As the applause subsided, Kane’s gaze met hers briefly, and Bella’s breath hitched. There was a flicker of recognition—a moment too brief to be certain but unsettling nonetheless. She glanced away, her pulse quickening.

The murmurs at her table grew louder, fueled by hushed outrage and the clink of champagne glasses.

“He’s got everyone eating out of his hand,” the woman in emerald muttered. “But the whispers about those missing engineers...”

“Careful,” her companion warned, his tone dropping. “You know what happened to the last guy who started digging. Disappeared without a trace.”

Bella’s instincts sharpened, the fragments of conversation fueling her growing suspicion. She scanned the room, her senses on high alert. Whatever business Marco was involved in, it was clear Kane’s influence ran deep—and dangerously close to home.

She tightened her grip on her glass, the chill of the crystal grounding her for a moment. For the first time that evening, her unease crystallized into something sharper.

Something was definitely wrong.

And she wasn’t sure she was ready to find out what.

Then, the lights flickered.

The ballroom’s opulence dimmed for a fraction of a second, a breath held by the universe, before a masked figure stepped from the shadows at the edge of the stage. 

Then came the gunshot.

It was muffled but unmistakable, but its aftermath roared through the room. 

One second, Kane was at the podium, his hands gesturing emphatically. The next, there was blood blooming across the pristine white of his dress shirt.

Marcus Kane’s body jerked violently before crumpling to the polished floor, his microphone hitting the ground with a hollow thud.

For a moment, there was nothing but silence—a fragile, stunned quiet that shattered under the weight of collective screams. Chaos erupted like a tidal wave. Guests in their glittering finery stumbled and pushed toward the exits, their desperation turning elegant heels into weapons and tuxedos into shields.

Bella’s hand instinctively went to her thigh, where her service weapon was holstered beneath the flowing fabric of her gown. The smooth grip of the gun grounded her, even as her pulse hammered in her ears. She scanned the room, her sharp gaze slicing through the pandemonium. She searched for the shooter, but her line of sight was blocked by panicked bodies rushing for the exits.

“Bella!”

A hand grabbed her arm, the grip unyielding and urgent.

“We have to go!” a voice hissed in her ear, close enough to send a shiver down her spine. She turned sharply, her weapon half-drawn, to find Marco. His face was pale, his usual confidence replaced by a raw, almost feral urgency.

“No! I need to...”

“Come with me,” he hissed, yanking her toward a side door.

“Wait!” She tried to dig her heels in, her eyes darting back to the stage. “Someone’s been shot. I need to...”

“There’s no time!” he snapped, his dark eyes blazing with an intensity that rooted her momentarily in place. His fingers dug into her arm, pulling her toward the nearest exit. Around them, the crowd surged like a living beast, bodies pressing and shoving in blind panic.

Bella resisted, her instincts warring with the trust she’d carefully placed in him. “Trust me, Bella!” he shouted, his voice cutting through the cacophony like a lifeline.

Her breath hitched, and for a fleeting moment, she let him guide her. But the nagging voice of her instincts grew louder, clawing at her resolve. Something was wrong. She wrenched herself free, spinning to face him—but Marco was already gone, swallowed by the chaos.

Bella stood frozen for a heartbeat, her mind a storm of suspicion and dread. The masked shooter, the silenced gunshot, Marco’s pale face and inexplicable urgency—the pieces didn’t fit, and yet they painted a chilling picture.

She tightened her grip on her weapon and forced herself to move. The opulence of the ballroom was now a battlefield, littered with abandoned shoes, overturned chairs, and the echoes of fear. She pushed against the tide of panicked bodies, her eyes locked on the stage where Marcus Kane’s lifeless form lay crumpled under the harsh spotlight.

Bella’s heart pounded as she climbed the steps, her heels clicking against the polished wood. The sharp tang of blood hit her nose, mingling with the acrid scent of fear and adrenaline. Kneeling beside Kane, she scanned his body, her training overriding the shock. A single bullet wound marred his chest, precise and fatal. Whoever the shooter was, they’d known exactly what they were doing.

She glanced up, her eyes darting to the shadows beyond the stage. The shooter could still be here. Her grip on her gun tightened as she rose, every muscle coiled like a spring.

“Bella!” a voice called from behind her. She turned sharply to see Agent Carter, her FBI colleague, pushing through the crowd. His face was a mask of grim determination.

“What the hell happened?” he demanded, his gaze flicking to Kane’s body.

“Shooter’s still at large,” she replied tersely. “And Marco... he was here, Carter. He pulled me out, but then he...” Her voice faltered, the weight of her realization pressing down on her chest.

Carter’s expression darkened. “We’ll find him. Right now, we need to lock this place down.”

Bella nodded, swallowing hard as she stepped off the stage. The grandeur of the ballroom now felt suffocating, its gilded edges mocking the stark reality of what had just happened. With every step, her unease grew, the nagging voice in her head echoing louder.

Something was very, very wrong.
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​Chapter 1: The Revelation
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The apartment was too quiet. The kind of quiet that pressed against Bella’s ears like cotton, suffocating her thoughts and magnifying every beat of her heart. She stood in the doorway of the living room, her fingers digging into the edge of the doorframe as if it could anchor her to something solid. Something real.

The living room had once felt like their sanctuary. Now, it felt foreign, hollow—like a stage set, where the actors had vanished, leaving behind only remnants of their lives. Marco’s shoes were neatly lined by the front door, the polished leather gleaming under the faint morning light that slanted through the blinds. His favorite jacket, the one she always teased him about because it looked far too expensive for the gritty New York streets, hung perfectly on the coat rack. Everything was in place, every object where it should be—except for him.

Bella stood frozen, still in the same gown she had worn to the gala the night before. The fine fabric clung to her body, wrinkled and disheveled from hours of sleepless turmoil. The once-glamorous evening dress now felt like a shroud, a reminder of how everything she thought she knew had unraveled in the span of a single gunshot. The cool silk brushed against her skin as she shifted her weight, her limbs heavy with exhaustion.

She forced herself to step forward, her heels clicking softly against the hardwood floor as she moved toward the couch. The throw blanket they’d fought about—Marco had hated the color, thought it looked too childish—lay in a rumpled heap. She had loved it. Now, it was just another discarded thing, a casualty of a life that had gone from predictable to unrecognizable in the blink of an eye.

Her knees buckled as she reached the cushions, and she sank into them, her body folding in on itself. The weight of the last twelve hours pressed down on her chest, suffocating her, and for the first time in a long while, she let herself crumble. She squeezed her eyes shut, but the images wouldn’t fade.

The memory played in an endless loop: the flickering lights, the sharp crack of the silenced gun, the screams and the shuffling feet as chaos tore through the ballroom. And then there was Marco. His face pale, his grip on her arm bruising, his voice cracking as he insisted, “We have to go. Now.”

The scent of his cologne still clung to her, faint and bitter, like a ghost she couldn’t shake. His breath had been too quick, too shallow. His eyes too hollow when they locked onto hers. Trust me, Bella, please, he had pleaded, urgency threading through his words. But the moment they were out of the ballroom, something shifted. He had pushed her forward, urging her toward the exit. She hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that something was wrong, but she couldn’t pinpoint what.

Bella’s palms pressed into her temples, her fingers digging into her scalp as she tried to will the images from her mind. But the more she fought, the sharper they became—Marco’s hand on her arm, too firm, too insistent. His eyes darting around the room like a man caught between two worlds. His breath catching in his chest when the gunshot rang out.

And then, there were the small moments from the gala that now seemed so much bigger in the context of what had happened. Marco had been distracted, his smile tight when he introduced her to some of the more powerful figures in the room. He hadn’t been himself—hadn’t been her Marco.

He was nervous. But why?

Bella’s mind stalled, grappling with a truth she wasn’t ready to face. The little things she had brushed off, the pieces of a puzzle that hadn’t seemed to fit, now loomed large in her mind. She thought back to the way he’d checked his watch repeatedly, how his gaze had flitted nervously over the crowd, never resting. She remembered how he’d excused himself just after the speech, his voice too strained when he said he needed to go to the restroom. And then there was the way he’d been in a hurry when they left, as though he couldn’t wait to get out of the gala, to leave everything behind.

But she had dismissed it all. Nerves. Maybe even a proposal. The thought had crossed her mind—a romantic gesture she had dreamt about for so long. She had convinced herself that whatever unease she felt was just her own anxiety, her own fears about the future. But now, the pieces were rearranging themselves, clicking into place with an icy clarity she couldn’t ignore.

Her stomach churned. What the hell had Marco been involved in?

The weight of it all threatened to crush her, but Bella didn’t let herself linger in the soft, dangerous space of doubt for long. She had been a cop too long to let emotional turmoil cloud her judgment. She couldn’t afford to fall apart—not now, not when there were so many unanswered questions.

But how was she supposed to face this? How was she supposed to reconcile the man she thought she loved with the man who had left her last night without so much as a glance back? The more she thought about Marco, the more she realized she was no longer sure who he was. And that truth? It hurt.

Forcing herself to stand, Bella wiped the tears she hadn’t realized had slipped down her cheeks. She couldn’t—wouldn’t—break down like this. She had a job to do.

And Marco, wherever he was, was the key to it all.

The FBI had scoured the wreckage of the gala’s shattered opulence with clinical precision. Like surgeons with their scalpels, they’d dusted every surface for fingerprints, analyzed every shard of glass, and tracked down every potential lead in the cascade of interviews that followed. Yet Marco remained a ghost, slipping through their grasp like smoke, vanishing without a trace. His absence hung in the air, suffocating her, louder than any scream. Bella’s mind couldn’t reconcile the two images of him—the man she had known and the man who had just disappeared into the night.

And the place she once called home now felt more like a crime scene, violated and cold. Under orders, she’d returned here, only to be greeted by the kind of silence that made her skin crawl. It was the silence that follows a storm, when the damage is done, and everything that was once familiar becomes alien. She’d paced the apartment for hours, the rhythmic sound of her footsteps the only thing that filled the empty space, her eyes darting to every corner, expecting him to step out from the shadows with a sheepish grin and some ridiculous excuse. But he didn’t.

Bella’s mind went into autopilot as she used the one skill that had kept her grounded through all the chaos: disassociation. She peeled herself from the frayed edges of reality, putting on the mask of control that had always gotten her through the hardest days. Her training had taught her to function, to separate emotion from action. She made her way to the bathroom, stripping off the gown Marco had insisted she wear—wrinkled and crumpled now, a casualty of the night’s events. She turned the faucet on, the cold water splashing against her skin, washing away the remnants of what was once a night full of promise.

The dress hit the floor in a heap, and she stood before the mirror, her hands braced on the counter, trying to steady herself. Her reflection was a stranger now—bloodshot eyes, dark circles beneath them, and the weight of something unspoken pressing down on her. She splashed water on her face, the cold bite of it sharpening her senses. But even as the water cleared the haze in her mind, there was no escaping the suffocating weight of the question: Where the hell was Marco?

She dried her face with a towel, staring into the mirror, her thoughts swirling like the water that had just drained from the sink.

The faintest indent on the bed—his pillow, slightly sunken where his head had once rested—pulled her gaze back to the bedroom. She crossed the room slowly, as if afraid the movement would shatter the fragile shell she’d built around herself. She sat on the edge of the bed, her fingers brushing the pillow where he’d lain, as if she could read the truth there, as if it could tell her what had happened. But it remained silent, its soft fabric offering no answers.

The events of the night before played on a loop in her mind, each detail, each fleeting moment magnified in the harsh light of the aftermath. Marco’s hand had rested on her thigh beneath the table, a touch meant to reassure, to ground her. She had thought it sweet, even romantic—a subtle promise. But now, in the brutal clarity of hindsight, that touch felt like it had been calculated. His whispered words, his constant presence at her side—she’d believed he was about to propose, to finally make all the future they had talked about real. The way his eyes lingered on hers, the way he’d drawn her close on the dance floor, it had all felt like a prelude to the forever she had allowed herself to imagine.

But instead of a ring, there had been a gunshot. Instead of promises, there had been nothing but silence. Marco had vanished, leaving her with nothing but questions and the hollow ache in her chest that refused to dissipate.

Her phone buzzed, snapping her from the fog of memories, the harsh vibration against the glass coffee table echoing in the stillness of the room. She picked it up without hesitation, knowing exactly who it was before she even looked.

“Rossi, we need you in the briefing room,” Lawson’s voice barked through the phone, gravelly and urgent. “Now.”

Bella didn’t respond. She didn’t need to. She hung up and grabbed her jacket, the fabric cold against her skin as she slid it on. She stepped into the hallway, her senses alert, but the lingering scent of Marco’s cologne made her pause. It hung in the air like a ghost, a reminder of everything that had slipped through her fingers.

Her world was unraveling, thread by thread, and the more she pulled, the more she realized that every single thread would eventually lead back to Marco.

With a deep breath, Bella tried to steady herself. She couldn’t lose focus—not now. Not when she knew she was on the edge of uncovering something far darker than she could ever have imagined.

As she reached for the door to leave, she glanced at her phone, the screen lighting up with dozens of missed calls and text messages from Marco. The sight of it made her stomach twist painfully. She had called him over and over again, the calls going straight to voicemail each time. But now, for the first time, when she dialed his number, it didn’t go to voicemail.

The call failed.

Instead, a cold, mechanical voice on the other end told her that the number had been disabled.

A chill ran down Bella’s spine. Marco had erased himself, severed every connection between them as if he had never existed.

The weight of that realization hit her with all the force of a wrecking ball.

Minutes later, Bella found herself facing the cold, sterile walls of FBI headquarters, a far cry from the glittering nightmare of the gala just twenty-four hours ago. The building loomed like an ominous sentinel, its steel and glass exterior mirroring the dull gray of the overcast sky, as if the world itself had succumbed to the weight of the tragedy.

Inside, the briefing room was suffocating—tightly packed, lit by the harsh, unforgiving glow of fluorescent lights. The air reeked of stale coffee, sweat, and the faint tang of disinfectant, mixing in a nauseating cocktail that made Bella’s stomach churn. Agents filled the seats, their low murmurs a backdrop to the mounting tension, their faces grim as they tried to swallow the bitterness of the situation. But it was Lawson who commanded the room. He strode to the front with military precision, his presence swallowing the space, his hard gaze silencing the room in an instant.

“Let’s get to it,” Lawson said, his voice clipped, his words cutting through the suffocating air like a scalpel. His tone was a perfect match for the oppressive atmosphere, sharp and unyielding.

Bella slid into a chair near the back, her hands clenched tight in her lap as her stomach twisted into knots. She couldn’t escape the feeling that everything—every small decision, every gesture, every word from the night before—was now under a microscope. The fluorescent lights above hummed faintly, casting harsh shadows that made her feel like she was being watched, even as she tried to focus on the task at hand.

Her breath caught in her chest when Lawson tapped a button on the remote. The room darkened, the hum of the projector filling the air like a prelude to disaster. The grainy surveillance footage flickered to life on the screen, illuminating the collective unease that had settled over the room. Bella felt the weight of every agent’s gaze, their silent judgment pressing down on her.

“This,” Lawson said, his voice harder than steel, “is Marco DeLuca. Now officially the prime suspect in the assassination of CEO Marcus Kane.”

The words hit Bella like a slap to the face. Her heart slammed painfully against her ribs, and the world seemed to tilt as the footage played out, each frame an unwelcome revelation. She hadn’t braced herself for this. Not for this.

A masked figure entered the frame. The camera shook, the action chaotic, but then there was the unmistakable flash of the gun. Bella felt the air leave her lungs. The eruption of chaos was palpable—screaming guests, security guards scrambling, glass shattering—but through it all, there was Marco.

His face was unmasked. Calm. Composed.

The room held its breath as he moved with deadly precision, his every step deliberate, measured, like a man executing a plan he’d rehearsed a hundred times. There was no panic in his movements, no signs of fear or confusion. He moved through the chaos as if it was nothing more than a scripted performance, a role he had long been prepared to play.

The camera caught his faint, disarming smile—one that Bella had once believed to be full of warmth, affection, even love. But now, in the stark light of truth, it felt like a weapon, a mask that had shattered in front of her eyes. He had been playing her.

She could hardly breathe as the footage froze on his face, that smile frozen in time. She wanted to scream, to hurl the truth back at the screen, but all she could do was sit there, paralyzed by the realization. Marco wasn’t running for safety. Marco wasn’t even running for cover.

Marco was running away.

Her breath hitched, and her mind reeled, scrambling for something—anything—to hold on to. But there was nothing. 

She had thought she knew him. She had believed in the promises he had made to her, the whispered words in the dark, the way he had looked at her with such certainty, as if nothing could tear them apart.

And then, like a drowning woman gasping for air, Bella’s thoughts drifted back to that day—the day Marco had first told her he loved her.

It was the kind of moment that belonged in a fairytale, one that had felt so real at the time, but now seemed like a cruel joke. 

They had been sitting on the balcony of her apartment, the city lights twinkling below them like a thousand distant stars. Marco had looked at her then, his eyes soft, full of unspoken promises. The scent of his cologne—warm, rich, familiar—had mingled with the crisp night air. He had reached for her hand, his fingers brushing hers with that tenderness she had believed was reserved only for her.

“I’ll always be here for you, Bella,” he had whispered, his voice thick with emotion. “No matter what happens, I’ll always protect you. I love you.”

At the time, she had believed him. She had believed that, no matter the obstacles they faced, Marco would stand by her, would always choose her. But now... now, the weight of his words felt like a lie. A betrayal.

The footage on the screen flickered, drawing Bella’s attention back to the present. Lawson’s voice cut through the tension, thick with professional resolve.

“So, we’ve got a name and a face,” Lawson continued, his gaze sharp. “And we’re not letting him slip away.”

But Bella’s mind was elsewhere, stuck in that moment on the balcony, when Marco had promised her forever.

It felt like a dream now. One that had unraveled before her eyes.

Her chest tightened. She had known love. She had known betrayal. But she had never known this. 

She didn’t know who Marco was anymore. 

And that realization... it was colder than any of the bodies they’d found. It was a wound that wouldn’t heal.

She had to move past it. She had no choice.

But how do you hunt someone you love?

xxxx
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​Chapter 2: A Task Force Assembles
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The hum of the FBI briefing room seemed to press against Bella’s skull, a soundless buzz that matched the pounding of her heart. Every agent, every set of eyes seemed to be watching her, dissecting her every breath, every flinch.

Lawson’s voice cut through the static in her mind, clear and commanding, as though pulling her back to reality. “Agent Rossi.”

She snapped her gaze to him, her pulse roaring in her ears, drowning out everything else in the room. Her hands clenched into fists on the edge of the table, her knuckles white against the smooth wood. She didn’t know how to breathe, how to think, with the crushing weight of the moment pressing down on her.

“Anything you want to share about your boyfriend?” The words were like a sharp blade, slicing through the tension in the air with brutal precision. His gaze, cold and unflinching, pinned her to her seat, stripping away any pretense of calm.

The word “boyfriend” hung in the air, distorting it, warping it into something dark, something she hadn’t been prepared for. Bella’s breath hitched, her throat constricting as her mind scrambled for words.

“I...” She faltered, her voice barely more than a whisper, barely audible. The weight of every pair of eyes in the room crushed her chest like a vice. “I don’t know what to say. I didn’t know he...”

“Didn’t know he was capable of this?” Lawson interrupted, his tone sharp, but not unkind. His gaze softened just enough to acknowledge the war waging behind her eyes, the betrayal that gnawed at her insides. But there was no softness in his words, no room for empathy in the weight of what he was asking.

“No one’s saying you did,” Lawson continued, his voice low but steady. “But you’ve been closest to him. That makes you valuable to this investigation. But that also makes you a liability.”

Bella’s jaw tightened, a bitter taste flooding her mouth as the words settled into her bones. The room was closing in on her. The walls, once neutral, now felt like an interrogation chamber. It wasn’t a briefing anymore—it was a trial. She couldn’t let them see her crack. Not here. Not now.

Her pulse quickened, and a fire sparked in her chest, rising up through the fear and the confusion. The words spilled out before she could stop them, sharp and defiant.

“Is this a briefing room, or an interrogation, Lawson?” she demanded, her voice steady despite the chaos in her mind. She leaned forward, her eyes narrowing. “Because if you want to question me, I can take a polygraph right now. I’ve got nothing to hide.”

For a moment, Lawson said nothing. His gaze locked with hers, calculating, probing. The air thickened, charged with the silent electricity of unspoken tension. Then, he gave a slight nod, and a chill ran down Bella’s spine.

“Clear the room,” Lawson ordered, his voice low, cold as ice.

A ripple of movement swept through the agents, their faces unreadable as they filed out, leaving Bella alone with Lawson and the quiet hum of the fluorescent lights. The door clicked shut behind them with a finality that seemed to echo in the pit of her stomach.

Moments later, the door behind her creaked open again, and Bella turned just as the polygraph examiner stepped into the room, his expression professional but detached. He set up the machine with mechanical precision, the soft whirring of the machine filling the room, making the tension in the air feel even heavier, more suffocating.

“Time to take the test,” Lawson said, his voice gruff, a command disguised as a suggestion. “It’s not going to be easy, Rossi. But I need to know you’re with us. And you need to know you're not above suspicion.”

Bella didn’t flinch. Her resolve was steel, and her voice was a quiet promise as she stood to face the examiner. But Bella saw the flicker of something—something unreadable—in his eyes.

“I’m ready,” she said.

The machine hummed to life, and for the first time since this nightmare began, Bella knew—truly knew—that there would be no going back.

Lawson turned his gaze back to Bella, his expression unreadable, but the weight of his expectations was palpable. “Well,” he said, his voice cold and professional. “Let’s see how well your answers hold up.”

Bella’s throat was tight, but she forced herself to remain calm. She settled into the chair opposite the polygraph machine, her back straight, her eyes never leaving Lawson’s. She was all too aware of how every movement, every breath, every flicker of her gaze would be scrutinized. But she couldn’t afford to show weakness—not now. Not when everything she had believed in had been turned upside down.

“Start with something simple,” Lawson said, his voice steady but heavy with the weight of his responsibility. “Is Marco DeLuca your boyfriend?”

“Yes,” Bella answered without hesitation. The truth stung, even as the word left her lips. It had always been so simple, so clear. Now it felt like a betrayal.

The polygraph machine clicked, whirred, the needle flickering as it measured the smallest shifts in her pulse, her breathing. Bella forced herself to stay still, even as the air grew heavier, more suffocating. The room seemed to close in around her, the walls pressing in on her chest as she braced for the next question.

“Did you know he was involved in the murder of Marcus Kane?”

Bella’s heart stopped in her chest, and for the briefest moment, she forgot how to breathe. The question was a hammer, a sharp blow to everything she thought she knew. She could feel her pulse racing, the blood rushing to her head as she fought to keep her composure.

“No,” she said, her voice firm, though her hands trembled slightly as she gripped the edges of the chair. The polygraph machine hummed, and the needle quivered.

Lawson didn’t flinch. He didn’t look away. He just stared at her, his gaze hard as granite.

“You sure about that?” he pressed, his voice laced with something darker now—doubt, suspicion. “You don’t think you might have missed something? Something... small? Something important?”

Bella felt a bitter laugh rise in her throat, but she swallowed it down. She could feel the walls closing in again, her throat tightening, the weight of the question almost suffocating.

“I know him,” she said, her voice low but unwavering. “I know the man I loved. And this... this...” She couldn’t finish the sentence. The words wouldn’t come, not when the reality of what he’d done was still unraveling in her mind. “I don’t know the man in that footage. But I swear to you, I didn’t know about any of this.”

A beat of silence stretched between them, thick and heavy, before Lawson nodded once, curtly. The room felt colder. His gaze never wavered, though there was a flicker of something—perhaps regret—deep in his eyes. But he wasn’t about to give her any quarter.

“Good,” Lawson said finally, his voice steady, but there was a hardness beneath the calm. “But remember this, Rossi: you’re playing a dangerous game. Marco DeLuca is no ordinary man. You think you know him, but if you slip up—if you let your emotions get in the way—you’re out. Got it?”

Bella’s jaw tightened, her resolve hardening like steel. “I’m in,” she said, her voice fierce, unwavering. “And I won’t back down.”

Lawson studied her for a moment longer, before he finally nodded. “Fine. You’re on the task force. But one misstep, and you’re gone. You understand?”

“I understand,” Bella said, her voice steady, her hands no longer trembling.

Her world had been shattered, and the man she had loved was now a stranger. But she wasn’t going to stop. Not until she found the truth.

And when she did, Marco would pay.

Even after Lawson and the Polygraph examiner had left, Bella lingered at the table, staring at the freeze-frame of Marco’s face on the screen. Bella sat in the stark, fluorescent-lit briefing room, the hum of the overhead lights echoing in the silence that enveloped her. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, but she couldn’t bring herself to press the keys. The freeze-frame of Marco’s face filled the screen in front of her—cold, impassive, the eyes that once seemed full of promise now a chilling reminder of the storm she found herself in. A storm she hadn’t asked for, yet here she was, trapped in its fury.

“Hey.” Sam Grayson’s voice cut through the fog of her thoughts, gentle yet knowing. He was leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed, eyes scanning her face with that all-too-familiar concern. The same concern that had softened when he'd watched her struggle through the pain of Marco's absence, of the strange tension that had hung in the air between them.

“Define ‘okay,’” Bella replied, her voice a hollow echo of its usual strength. She tried to smile, but it felt brittle, like glass under pressure.

Sam pushed off the door, his boots making a soft scuff on the concrete floor as he crossed to her. His presence—steady, like a rock—was a relief she didn’t know she needed. She had worked with him long enough to understand the weight of the job and the burden it placed on the soul, but even Sam’s calm couldn’t quiet the storm inside her.

“No one would blame you for sitting this one out, you know,” Sam said, his voice low, the words measured. He lowered himself into the chair across from her, leaning forward, elbows on his knees, trying to make himself as small as possible. He didn’t want to add to her stress, but she knew him too well. He was calculating, always careful with his words.

“Would you?” Bella asked, locking eyes with him. The challenge in her gaze was unmistakable, and Sam faltered for just a moment, his lips pressed into a thin line.

“No,” he finally admitted, and his voice softened. “But I’d understand if you did. This is personal, Bella. And personal gets messy.”

Her spine straightened, tension rippling through her shoulders like a live wire. “Messy or not, I’m seeing this through,” she said, her voice firm, laced with the steel of determination. “Marco owes me answers. And if he’s guilty...” Her throat tightened, and she swallowed hard, the words lodging like broken glass in her chest. “If he’s guilty, then I’ll put the cuffs on him myself.”

A flicker of something—concern, maybe fear—crossed Sam’s features. His jaw tightened as if to hold back the words that threatened to spill out. “I always thought there was something off about him,” he said, his voice tight with restraint, each word a confession of suspicion long buried.

Bella’s eyes narrowed, her heart pounding in her chest as a rush of heat flooded her veins. “Don’t,” she snapped, her tone biting, cutting through the air like a knife. “Don’t stand there and act like you knew.”

Sam’s gaze hardened, but he didn’t back down. “I didn’t know,” he said, his voice a low rumble, controlled but unwavering. “But I had my suspicions. He was too polished, too... calculated. Like he was playing a role.”

“Or maybe you just didn’t like him because he wasn’t you,” Bella shot back, the words sharp and jagged as they left her mouth. She regretted them immediately, the weight of the accusation heavier than she could bear.

Sam didn’t flinch. His face remained a mask of neutrality, but there was something darker in his eyes—a flicker of hurt, or perhaps something even deeper. “I’m on your side, Bella,” he said, his voice softer now, almost pleading. “Always have been. Don’t forget that.”

A lump formed in her throat, but she refused to let it show. She couldn’t afford weakness—not now. Not with everything at stake. “I know,” she murmured, the words quieter now, the tension between them palpable. “I’m sorry. I just... I need to figure this out.”

Sam stood, his shoulders heavy with the weight of their past, the unspoken history between them lingering like smoke in the air. He squeezed her shoulder—brief, firm, and filled with unspoken understanding—before he turned and walked out of the room, leaving her alone with the cold, hard image of Marco staring back at her from the screen.

Bella’s gaze never wavered from his face, the man who had once made her feel invincible now reduced to a series of pixels and suspicion. She leaned forward, elbows on the table, eyes burning into the screen as if willing it to reveal the truth.

Who are you, Marco DeLuca?

The question echoed in her mind, a drumbeat of uncertainty and fear. She had believed in him once—believed in the love they had shared, in the life they had built. But now, with every passing second, the man she thought she knew slipped further into the shadows. And as the truth loomed, she realized with growing horror that the answers she sought might not be the ones she wanted to hear.

Sam’s voice, low and measured, sliced through the room like a lifeline. “Come with me, Rossi.” His eyes met hers briefly, an unreadable expression crossing his face.

Bella didn’t hesitate. She followed Sam as he led her out of the suffocating room and down the narrow hallway, the silence between them thick and heavy. Her heart pounded in her chest, each step feeling like a drumbeat of impending decisions.

They entered a larger room, the cold, sterile air here a welcome contrast to the heat of the conference room. A few agents stood near a table littered with evidence bags, crime scene photos, and notes. But Bella barely registered them. She was too focused on the man who had led her here, Sam’s face unreadable, his every movement purposeful.

He didn’t speak immediately, but when he finally did, his voice was low, almost conspiratorial. “You’re not alone in this, Bella. You don’t have to carry this weight by yourself.”

Her chest tightened, and for the first time in a long while, she allowed herself to feel the weight of the burden. Marco, the man who had once held her heart, was now the very person she might be tasked with bringing down. The man she loved had become her greatest challenge.

Sam’s gaze softened as he continued, his voice a quiet anchor. “I don’t care what anyone says. I’m with you. I always have been. Let’s get to the truth together.”

Bella looked up at him, her heart pounding, but it was no longer from fear. It was the start of something new—a bond forged in the fire of this investigation. The kind of bond that would see them through whatever lay ahead.

“I’m with you too,” she said quietly, her voice steady now, the storm inside her beginning to settle. But Bella knew one thing for sure—she was about to uncover a truth that would change everything.

The conference room was stifling, the kind of heat that made the air feel thick and heavy, clinging to her skin like a second layer. Bella Rossi shifted in her seat, the plastic chair creaking beneath her as if it, too, felt the weight of the tension in the room. The hum of the air conditioning was a feeble attempt to cut through the stifling atmosphere, but it only added to the sense of discomfort. The room smelled of burnt coffee, stale takeout boxes, and the sour scent of too many hours spent chasing leads that never seemed to pay off.

She sat at the end of the long table, her back rigid, jaw clenched so tightly that it ached. She was acutely aware of the way the team’s eyes darted to her, some with barely concealed judgment, others with suspicion. The real spectacle in the room wasn’t the projected image of Marco DeLuca, the polished facade of the man she had once trusted. No, the spectacle was her—the woman who had once shared his bed, his life, and now, with every passing minute, wondered if she had been living a lie.

Lawson’s voice cut through the oppressive silence, his words cold and methodical, as if he were reciting facts rather than revelations. “Marco DeLuca,” he began, pointing at the projected photo of Marco. The screen flickered, the image sharp in its clarity—his warm brown eyes, his easy smile, the very face that had once lit up her world now staring back at her like a cruel, taunting stranger. “Born in Naples, Italy. Raised in a family with deep ties to the art world.”

Bella felt her stomach twist, the weight of those words crushing her chest. That smile had been hers. She had memorized every detail of it—the way it would soften when he whispered something sweet, the way it would deepen when he teased her in the quiet of their shared moments. Now, that smile was alien, a mask that hid the man she thought she knew.

Lawson continued, his voice unwavering. “DeLuca’s family is widely suspected of smuggling valuable artifacts out of Europe. They’ve dodged charges for decades, thanks to clever laundering schemes and their proximity to legitimate art circles. No convictions, but plenty of whispers. DeLuca himself has no prior arrests. Clean record. At least, on paper.”

The words hit Bella like a punch to the gut. Marco had woven himself into her life so seamlessly that she hadn’t questioned the little things—the phone calls, the secrecy, the way he always seemed to be just one step ahead. The image of him, clean-cut and charming, now seemed like a mask—a mask that had concealed a man she couldn’t fully understand.

“Convenient, don’t you think?” Agent David Park’s voice sliced through the air, sharp and dismissive. He leaned back in his chair, arms crossed over his chest, his eyes glinting with a dangerous edge. “He cozies up to an FBI agent, gains intel, and then uses her to cover his tracks. Classic.”

The words hit Bella like a slap, the sting of them igniting a flash of anger. She shot him a glare, her voice low and controlled, but the heat of her anger bled through. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Oh, don’t I?” Park smirked, leaning forward, his gaze turning venomous. “You can’t deny you’re compromised, Rossi. Your apartment’s practically a honeymoon suite for a suspect.”

The room seemed to close in around her as the eyes of the team turned toward her, the weight of their scrutiny unbearable. She felt the heat rise in her cheeks, but she refused to let it show. She could handle this. She had to.

“That’s enough,” Lawson snapped, his voice cutting through the tension like a blade. The murmurs in the room died instantly, the air thick with the unspoken command to stay in line. He turned to Bella, his tone softer now but no less firm. “Rossi, we need to stay focused. What can you tell us about his recent behavior?”

Bella inhaled sharply, forcing herself to calm the churning turmoil inside. She couldn’t afford to break—not now, not when the walls were closing in. She had been trained for this moment, for the pressure, for the chaos. But it didn’t make it any easier. “He... he changed in the weeks leading up to the gala,” she said, her voice tight with the effort of holding herself together. “Late-night phone calls he brushed off as work. Packages he wouldn’t let me open. And he insisted on attending the gala, even though he doesn’t have direct ties to Dusker Corporation.”

The words tasted bitter in her mouth, each one a reminder of how blind she had been. How had she not seen the signs? How had she let herself believe in a lie?

“And you didn’t find that suspicious?” Park pressed, his voice cutting through the air like a blade, eyes narrowing in judgment. His words were as cold as ice, but there was something deeper in them, something darker that made Bella bristle.

“Enough, Park,” Lawson barked, his tone sharp and final, shutting him down. The rest of the room remained silent, but the tension between Bella and Park simmered beneath the surface.

Bella
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