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​Dedication
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“For those who find pleasure in the shadows, where love stains the soul and pain becomes a sweet surrender. Beware, for what you crave may consume you entirely.”

Playlist

“I love you, I'm sorry”___Gracie Abrams

“The Fate of Ophelia ”___Tylor Swift

“runrunrun”___Dutch Melrose

“Hips don't lie”___Shakira

“Soda pop”___Saja Boys

“Shameless”___Camila Cabello
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Prologue
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Life isn't fair. I agreed with that sentiment the day I realized justice was a luxury only the weak sought. I've committed sins for which I hold no regret, even when those sins involved silencing someone innocent. Fuck rules. I do what I like, and what I like is effective.

People call me a robot because I move without emotion and rarely pause from the work. I am Ivan Mironov, and I am the silent, lethal right hand of Russia's biggest criminal empire—a shadow that ensures Boss Isaak Khabarov's will is law. You can call me a sinner, or you can call me the second name of the Devil himself; I'll answer to either.

But then I saw her.

She wasn't a mark, or a witness, or a target of opportunity. She was just... Mia. Mia Abara.

The moment her hand touched my arm in that cafe, I knew. I knew this time, Ivan Mironov was committing the biggest, most irreversible sin of all. It was a sin that wouldn't earn me a spot in a deeper level of hell, but one that would utterly ruin me.

This is the story of my ultimate confession. This is the story of how the Devil died.

Take your seat. And enjoy the show.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1: Mia
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"Ah, damnit, this is too much work!" I muttered, dropping a heavy coil of silk onto the table. I rubbed the bridge of my nose, staring at the chaotic pile of patterns and fabrics around me.

"Olivia, how can we finish it on time?" I looked at the vast expanse of unstitched cloth for the evening gown. The clock on the wall was mocking me.

Olivia didn't even look up, her fingers flying over the sewing machine. "Mia, we have to. You know Boss is a bitch, and she’s just finding a way to kick you out of this job. Besides, I'm with you."

I shrugged, a bitter laugh escaping me. "She is a bitch for real, a slut." I glanced at Olivia. "Thank you for staying late with me."

She smiled and poked my nose with a friendly finger. "You're welcome, but you're paying for dinner."

I scoffed. "Ah, the world is selfish! Okay, okay, I'll pay."

She giggled. "Yup, I'm selfish."

I rolled my eyes, a small smile cracking my exhaustion. "Okay, so now let's make this fucking dress."

This dress. It was a high-profile order, made for a notoriously demanding model, and it had been requested on an insanely short notice. My slut boss—the one who hated my guts—was counting on us to fail. Once, by mistake, I had exposed her in front of a major client, letting slip that the design she was proudly presenting was actually some other designer's concept. That bitch hasn't stopped looking for a reason to fire me since. Goddammit, we had to complete this dress.

"Right," I sighed, pulling the large bolt of satin toward the cutting table. "Energy drinks and pure spite. That’s the only way we’re getting through this fucking night."

Olivia finished a seam with a decisive snip of the thread. "Tell me about it. This is Model Bitch territory, which means it has to be perfect. If there's one loose thread, that cow of a boss will use it as leverage to kick your ass out."

"I know. The stress is giving me a migraine," I grumbled, slamming the heavy industrial scissors down on the pattern. "This bitch won't get the satisfaction."

"We need music. Something loud to drown out the voice of your inner perfectionist," Olivia suggested, already wiping her hands. She grabbed her phone. "You map out the goddamn darts, I'll put on some death metal."

"Death metal? Really?"

"It keeps the demons away. And our boss is definitely a demon," she shot back, her smile wicked. "Look, we'll finish this shit by dawn. Then we'll get those greasy twenty-four-hour diner burgers you love, and you'll pay, you cheap bastard."

"Fine! But I swear if this dress doesn't land us a massive bonus, I’m lighting this entire studio on fire," I said, finally attacking the fabric with the scissors. The hours stretched ahead, filled with the buzzing of machines, the heavy rhythm of the music, and the shared, fierce determination to not let that corporate slut win.

The death metal was assaulting our ears, but it was just white noise now, swallowed by the intensity of the work. We were both running on fumes, fueled only by three cans of cheap energy drink and the sheer, spiteful joy of defying our boss.

"God, this lining is a fucking nightmare!" I swore, wrestling with a tricky bias cut. The satin was slippery, mocking my efforts to keep it straight. "It's like trying to stitch smoke! If this pleat puckers, I'm throwing the whole goddamn thing out the window."

Olivia, her face pale under the harsh fluorescent lights, was struggling with the zipper. "Just breathe, Mia. My fingers are bleeding, and I haven't complained yet. But seriously, the audacity of that model to be a size zero and yet demand enough fabric to clothe a small village. This zipper is fighting me like it personally hates my life choices."

"It does," I muttered, stabbing a pin into the seam with more aggression than necessary. "This whole fucking dress is a conspiracy against my sanity and your sanity, you beautiful workhorse. I swear, if I ever see our boss outside of this hellhole, I'm going to 'accidentally' spill hot coffee down her designer suit. Just to watch her bitch about it."

We worked in a strained silence broken only by the whirring of the machines and the occasional frustrated sigh. Every seam was a battle, every measurement a test of our tired eyes. We were so deep in the zone of pure frustration and focus that the studio's door chiming suddenly—an impossible sound after midnight—made both of us jump out of our skin.

The studio door chimed again, and both Olivia and I nearly dropped our needles. I squinted toward the entryway. It wasn't the boss.

"Oh, Jules! You're here?" I said, immediately softening my tone. It was Juliet, my best friend, standing in the doorway, looking relieved but also annoyed.

"Yeah, I called you and went to your home, but you weren't there," she said, walking toward us with a frown. "I was sure your boss made you stay late again."

I chuckled, shrugging off the stress momentarily. "Yeah, she did. My boss loves me so much," I deadpanned, gesturing to the mountain of satin.

Olivia spoke up, her voice tired but amused. "Don't worry, Juliet, it's good you came, because Mia's gonna pay for dinner."

Juliet's face lit up. "Then I came at the right time!"

I rolled my eyes dramatically. "Yeah, yeah, you both are spoiled brats."

They exchanged a quick, mischievous glance and spoke together in perfect unison: "If it means to ruin your money!"

I gave up the fight. I glanced at the half-completed dress—a gorgeous nightmare in satin. "Okay, I will pay, but first, we should complete the dress. It'll be done in an hour."

The focus was back. With Juliet’s presence a comforting distraction, we attacked the final seams, driven by the shared goal of finishing the damned thing and getting paid.

"Jules," I said, my voice strained with focus as I wrestled with a sleeve cuff, not looking up from the fabric.

"Hmmm?" she replied, her voice muffled slightly as she scrolled through her phone, engrossed in a reel. She was a lawyer; she couldn't help with stitching, even if she wanted to. It was crazy, really—the fiancée of a mafia boss, a criminal lawyer, prepping for classes while her best friend stitched haute couture in a panic.

"Tell me you didn't bring that robot with you," I said, pinning the cuff precisely.

She chuckled. "Yup, Ivan came with me. He's out in the car."

I rolled my eyes. "Why does that... that bodyguard have to be with you all the time?"

She chuckled again. "If Isaak heard you call him a bodyguard, he'd kill you. Ivan is his right-hand man, not a bodyguard."

I scoffed. "But still."

Juliet finally looked up from her phone, giving me a pointed stare. I was still stitching, refusing to meet her gaze. "Isaak went to Russia for a week for work, so you know, while he's gone, he left Ivan to keep an eye on me."

I laughed, a tired, sharp sound. "Well, normal people call that a bodyguard."

Olivia, who had been listening to our back-and-forth, looked over at Juliet. "Isaak is your boyfriend?"

Juliet's face softened into a smile. "No, he's my fiancé," she said, the pride clear in her voice.

"Your fiancé! That's great!" Olivia beamed. "What does he do?"

Juliet's eyes darted quickly to me. I finally looked up, a knowing grin on my face. She hesitated for a fraction of a second, then spoke the official, careful lie: "Umm, he's a businessman."

Liar. She was a beautiful, terrified liar, but she knew she couldn't tell Olivia her man was a mob boss.

Olivia looked impressed. "Oh, that's great."

Olivia wasn't done. She put her chin in her hand, studying Juliet intently. "By the way, nice lenses," she said.

Juliet blushed instantly, always shy about receiving compliments.

I chuckled, pulling the thread tight on a dart. "They're not lenses, Liv. It's her natural eye color."

Olivia looked completely dumbfounded. Of course, she was—her eyes were a striking, deep purple, one of the rarest colors you could ever see. She stared for a moment, then gasped, "Real? But beautiful!"

I added, "And a pain in the ass to match to fabric, believe me."

Juliet just smiled, blushing deeper, enjoying the attention despite her shyness. Olivia continued to compliment her, marveling at the color, while I smiled and focused my full attention back on the final stage of the gown.

The next hour passed in a frantic blur of pins, steam, and sharp bursts of concentration. The death metal faded into the background as the dress demanded our complete surrender.

I tackled the final construction of the bodice, stitching the structured lining to the satin shell. Olivia, recovered from her momentary distraction, worked with surgical precision on the invisible back zipper, making sure it disappeared seamlessly into the fabric. Juliet, meanwhile, kept the energy high, ordering pizza on my dime and occasionally holding a light for us.

Finally, with a triumphant snip of the thread at 2:17 AM, I stepped back.

"We're done, you bitches!" I screamed, throwing my arms up in the air.

Olivia collapsed back onto her stool, letting out a massive sigh of exhaustion and relief. "Holy mother of shit, we actually finished it."

We stood side-by-side, staring at the creation hanging on the form. The dress was a masterpiece of black satin—a killer, floor-length column gown. The neckline plunged daringly low, meeting a bodice that was tightly structured with intricate boning, emphasizing an impossible hourglass figure. But the real drama was the skirt: the sleek satin was broken by a high, aggressive thigh-split that went nearly to the hip, edged with a subtle, shimmering black sequin trim that would catch the stage lights like fragmented moonlight. It was dark, sensual, and commanded attention.

"Look at that," I murmured, my voice thick with pride despite the exhaustion. "That slut boss can't say a goddamn word about this. It's perfection."

Olivia elbowed me. "Now, where's that expensive dinner you owe me, you beautiful, tired genius?"

"Right," I grinned, already grabbing my purse. "Dinner, and then you two can tell me all about what your 'businessman' fiancé is really like." I looked at Juliet, whose smile now held a faint flicker of apprehension. The hard part was over, but the questions had just begun.

I was already halfway to the door, my body aching but my spirits soaring. "Right, dinner! I swear, I could eat a horse. We are heading straight for those greasy, delicious burgers."

I looked from Olivia to Juliet, grabbing my keys. "But seriously, what the hell is open at two-fucking-thirty in the morning? We need something that isn't a gas station vending machine."

Olivia, already pulling her jacket on, grinned. "Relax, Mia. The diner two blocks from my place is open twenty-four-seven. The food's crap, but the coffee is strong, and the fry grease is therapeutic. It's perfect for celebrating a victory over that corporate slut."

Juliet, looking much more refreshed than we did, slung her purse over her shoulder. "Perfect. I am starving. Let's just pray Ivan hasn't fallen asleep out there and blocked a fire hydrant."

I snorted. "Please. That man probably meditates in his sleep. Come on, let's get out of this textile hellhole before that bitch boss decides to show up for a 'surprise inspection' and ruin my good mood."

We moved quickly, locking up the studio. The thought of strong coffee and a greasy burger was the only thing keeping me upright.

We spilled out of the building and into the cold night air, the silence a sudden, blessed relief after the constant hum of the machines. The sleek black sedan was parked discreetly down the block, and Ivan was standing beside it, looking exactly as he had left—perfectly still, perfectly composed, and completely emotionless.

He opened the back door for us with a slight, robotic tilt of his head. Mia and Olivia slid into the spacious back seat, followed by Juliet. I caught Ivan's eye as he held the door. 

He closed the door, walked around the car, and settled into the driver's seat. The engine purred to life, and we were gliding through the empty city streets.

"He actually came back for you, Jules," I whispered, leaning forward slightly as Ivan focused on the road. "I thought my flirting short-circuited him for good."

Juliet chuckled softly. "He's just good at compartmentalizing. Ivan is a machine."

I nudged Olivia. "See? I told you. He’s like an alien sent down to observe human emotion but forgot to download the software."

Olivia muffled a giggle with her hand. "He's too handsome to be an alien, Mia. Maybe a cyborg? Like, really good European engineering."

"No, an alien," I insisted, watching the back of his unmoving head. "Look at him. He drives perfectly, never speeds, never talks, and his face hasn't changed expressions since 2012. I bet he powers down when you're asleep, Jules. Does he ever eat? I've never seen him eat."

Juliet sighed, a smile touching her lips. "He eats, Mia. And he talks. Just... not to you, unless it's a security report. He's just quiet."

"Quiet? That's not quiet. That's a lack of a soul," I snorted. "I'm going to start calling him 'The Sentinel.' Seriously, Jules, if you ever need someone to replace him, hire a golden retriever. They're just as loyal, but at least they'll wag their tail when you scratch their ear."

Olivia chimed in, leaning forward to get in on the action. "Or you could get a parrot! He could repeat 'Sir Isaak says be safe' all day, and it would be less unsettling than Ivan's silence."

Juliet just shook her head, thoroughly amused. "You two are terrible. Just get your greasy burgers. Ivan is doing his job."

But even as she scolded us, she rested her hand gently on mine, grateful for the familiar, ridiculous friendship that was a welcome contrast to the dangerous complexity of her life. We kept the whispers and the jokes going, finding a much-needed release in secretly making fun of the unflappable, silent man driving us toward salvation in the form of deep-fried comfort food.

Ivan pulled the sedan right up to the curb of the neon-lit diner. The tires barely made a sound on the wet asphalt. He was out of the car and opening Juliet’s door before the engine was even fully off.

Juliet stepped out, followed by Olivia. I was last. Ivan closed the door behind Olivia, the lock clicking softly. Juliet and Olivia immediately headed toward the diner entrance, eager for food.

I stayed put, stretching my tired muscles and gazing at the garishly lit sign of the diner.

"You're lucky I didn't kill you that day," a low, flat voice said right behind me.

I spun around, utterly taken aback. Ivan was standing there, his gaze focused intently on me, his expression finally breaking its neutral façade—it was mildly annoyed.

"Excuse me?" I demanded, genuinely stunned.

"You heard me," he replied, his eyes cool and steady. "And besides, I am perfectly good company for logical people."

My mouth dropped open, ready to unleash a torrent of insults for the sheer arrogance of his remark. "You—"

Without a word, without letting me speak another syllable, Ivan turned on his heel and walked swiftly after Juliet and Olivia, leaving me standing alone on the sidewalk.

"Jerk! Motherfucker! What does he think he is?!" I hissed under my breath, my cheeks burning with indignation. He actually heard all our jokes, and his first move was to try and shut me down. Logical people? I was going to show that sentinel of a man what a true, illogical catastrophe looked like. I stormed toward the diner, already planning my revenge.

I stomped into the diner, my mood successfully ruined by the silent, judging sentinel outside. I spotted Juliet and Olivia sliding into a vinyl booth in the back and stalked over.

"That absolute asshole!" I hissed, sliding in across from them. "He actually said I'm not 'logical people.' I swear, I will—"

I stopped mid-sentence. A man was heading straight for our booth. He was tall, impeccably dressed even at this hour, and undeniably handsome, with a confident smirk already plastered on his face.

Before he could take a second step, Ivan materialized. He had silently entered the diner and now stood directly beside our booth, a dark, imposing wall between us and the rest of the room. He faced the stranger, his stance radiating pure, lethal 'do not approach' energy.

The handsome man paused, slightly thrown by the sudden appearance of the human monolith. "Excuse me, I'm trying to speak to the lady," he said, indicating Juliet.

"She's with company," Ivan stated flatly, his voice devoid of inflection.

The man looked annoyed, but then his eyes shifted past Ivan and landed on me. His smirk returned, bigger this time. "Actually, I was hoping to speak to this lady."

I couldn't help the triumphant smirk that spread across my face. I leaned forward, completely ignoring the tension, and gave the stranger my most dazzling, shameless smile.

"Well, hello there," I purred, pushing my hair back. "I'm Mia, and I'm always happy to talk. You look like you just stepped off a yacht, not into a twenty-four-hour grease pit."

The stranger—clearly just a confident guy out late, looking for a number—looked thrilled by the direct invitation. "Jake," he replied smoothly. "And I usually go where the most beautiful woman is."

"Oh, stop," I giggled, batting my eyelashes. I was laying it on thick, and it was glorious. "You should buy us coffee, Jake. As an apology for being so ridiculously handsome."

As Jake chuckled and started to reach for his wallet, a low, barely audible murmur came from Ivan's direction.

"Fools made for fools," he said, his gaze fixed somewhere over Jake's shoulder.

Juliet buried her face in her hands, trying to smother a laugh, while Olivia openly chuckled into her menu.

I shot Ivan a look that promised retribution, but I stayed focused on the objective: getting his reaction. I let Jake talk for two more minutes, giving him my number—a fake one, of course—and accepting his compliment on my eyes.

Finally, Jake was satisfied. He gave a final charming wave and departed.

Ivan remained rooted to the spot.

"You could have handled that more politely, Ivan," Juliet managed to say, pushing her hair back.

Ivan glanced at me, his eyes colder than usual. "Unnecessary contact was terminated. Efficiency achieved."

"Efficiently rude," I shot back. "And if you ever call my potential date a 'fool' again, I'm going to spill hot coffee down your suit."

He simply returned his attention to the room, completely ignoring me. The silent challenge was accepted.

"You are absolutely fucking insane, Jules," I declared, tearing into a massive double cheeseburger that was practically dripping grease onto the vinyl booth. I waved a french fry like an accusation. "You could have any dude on the planet, and you picked a mafia boss. A mob boss, for Christ's sake! What the hell is wrong with your risk assessment?"

Juliet took a delicate bite of her plain salad—because, of course, the criminal lawyer orders the boring, healthy crap. "Oh, shut the fuck up, Mia. You didn't see him. You didn't see what he did." Her purple eyes held a conviction that was impossible to deny. "He literally brought his entire life to its knees for me. That's not just love; that's absolute devotion. Besides, you think your life is normal? You just spent fifteen hours with a needle and thread trying to please a corporate bitch."

"Okay, my boss is a bitch, but she doesn't order people's deaths!" I countered, waving the fry again. "Your fiancé is a walking dange! zone! What about the danger, you stupid asshole?"

While Juliet and I were locked in our usual, profane debate, Olivia sat frozen. Her burger lay untouched on the plate.

"Wait... wait a fucking minute," Olivia whispered, looking from Juliet to me, her eyes wide with shock. "A mob boss? Juliet... you told me he was a businessman! A Russian businessman!"

Juliet sighed, rubbing her forehead. "I did tell you he was a businessman, Liv. He owns a lot of businesses."

"He owns the kind of businesses that involve murder and bodyguards named Ivan!" Olivia exclaimed, her voice rising slightly. She leaned back, pale with disbelief. "My God, Juliet. You're engaged to a mafia don? Is that why that psycho Ivan is always around? I thought he was just a strangely intense driver!"

"Is he... is he going to kill us?" Olivia whispered, glancing nervously at Ivan, who was standing a few feet away, impassively watching the door.

"No, Liv, he's not going to kill you," Juliet reassured her, a small, weary smile returning. "He's just obsessed with keeping me safe."

"Obsessed, or psychotic?" Olivia muttered, taking a large, frantic bite of her burger, clearly needing the grounding reality of grease and calories to process the insane truth.

I looked at Juliet with a smirk, lowering my voice conspiratorially. "But Olivia, her man fucks so good. He was the person who took her virginity. Don’t forget Julie, you told me that. "

Juliet’s cheeks immediately turned a bright, furious red. I leaned in, pushing it further. "Oh, look at those flushed cheeks! I guess you're getting a flashback of last night, huh?"

"Shut up, you bitch!" Juliet snapped, slamming her hands dramatically on the table, rattling our drinks.

I also played along, putting a hand on my chest in mock offense. "Ahhhh, that hurts! Forget our thirteen years of friendship!" I dramatically picked up a butter knife and held it above my wrist. "Before hearing this, why didn't I just die?" I wailed.

Olivia was thoroughly enjoying the spectacle, giggling into her hand. Juliet just rolled her eyes and slumped back into the booth. I laughed, placing the knife back down. Then, my tone shifted, growing genuinely sincere.

"But whatever the hell he is, you know, Olivia, Juliet and Isaak look good together. Like made for each other."

Juliet’s face softened, and she gave me a grateful look. "Love you, Mia," she said.

"Ah, no, don't say that!" I immediately pulled back, playing the terrified friend. "I don't trust your fiancé! What if he kills me because you said 'love you' to me?"

Juliet threw her head back and laughed, a loud, pure sound that cut through the diner noise. Olivia giggled. "Yeah, can't trust a mafia," Olivia added, and I chuckled too.

Suddenly, Juliet’s phone rang. Both Olivia and I looked at her with identical expressions of nosy curiosity.

"Who is it?" I asked.

Juliet glanced at the screen and smiled, a genuine, lovesick look. "Isaak."

I looked at Olivia, shaking my head dramatically. "Name the devil, and the devil is here," I declared.

Olivia giggled. "Put him on speaker! I want to know how exactly a mafia lover speaks!"

Juliet rolled her eyes at our antics but picked up the call, putting it on speaker anyway.

"Tovarisch, where are you?" Isaak's voice, deep and resonant, filled the booth.

"Isaak, I'm out with Mia and her colleague Olivia. Didn't Ivan inform you?"

"I haven't asked," he replied smoothly. "But tovarisch, isn't it too late? I mean, I'm not caging you, I'm just concerned about you."

Juliet smiled, her eyes softening. "Nothing could happen to me as long as you're with me."

"Ahhh, tovarisch, I miss you already."

Juliet chuckled. "It's only been one day since you went to Russia."

"Yeah, but I really wanna make you scream my name."

Juliet choked on air. Her face immediately turned a furious red. She snatched the phone off the table and slammed her finger down on the speaker button.

"Isaak! Phone was on speaker!" she hissed, half-gasping, looking utterly mortified.

Olivia and I exchanged a wide, delighted grin. We had heard enough.

"Okay, Isaak, when I reach home I'll talk to you. I love you, bye." She cut the call, burying her face in her hands, completely embarrassed.
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​Chapter 2: Mia

[image: ]


Juliet glared at us, but our grins were too fixed. "Oh, shut up, you both," she muttered, pushing her hair back.

She quickly tried to change the subject. "And besides, your boyfriend is more romantic, Mia."

I rolled my eyes. "Yeah, he is. But three days ago, Nick went to Sunderland; his mother is not well." I sighed, the sudden shift in atmosphere bringing a real pang of loneliness.

Juliet and Olivia immediately looked at me with concern.

"I asked him to take me, but he said that he didn't want to disturb me. Even though I insisted him to take me with him, he didn't," I finished, feeling a little deflated.

Olivia put a comforting hand on mine. "It's okay, Mia. He just cares about you."

Juliet nodded seriously. "Yup, he does care about you."

I smiled, feeling the warmth of their friendship wash over the loneliness. "Thanks, guys."

I stood up, pulling my wallet from my purse. "Alright, enough about my absent, excessively considerate boyfriend. Let's get out of here before I order a third burger."

I walked over to the counter and quickly paid the bill, ignoring the exorbitant amount of grease-soaked paper towels we’d gone through. When I returned, Juliet and Olivia were already sliding out of the booth, gathering their things.

"Come on, Ivan's 'concern' levels are probably reaching critical mass out there," I said, gesturing toward the door.

We exited the diner. Ivan was already at the car, holding the back door open.

"Good evening," he said, the phrase sounding less like a greeting and more like a necessary observation.

"It was a good evening, Juliet's driver," I corrected him cheerfully, sliding into the back seat.

Juliet shot me a warning look, but Ivan simply ignored the provocative address. Olivia got in beside me, and Juliet took the other side.

The journey was quiet again, the earlier jokes having run their course. We first dropped Olivia off at her small apartment building, giving her exhausted hugs and promises of no early morning calls.

Then, the car turned toward my street. As Ivan pulled up to my complex, I prepared to face the quiet, judgmental shadow one last time.

"Thanks for the ride, Jules," I said, leaning over to hug her tightly. "And for the excellent gossip."

"Get some sleep, Mia," Juliet murmured.

I opened the door and stepped out. As I stood on the curb, I looked at Ivan. He had not moved from the driver’s seat.

"Good night, Sentinel," I said softly, giving him a small, challenging salute.

He finally looked at me, his eyes catching the light of the streetlamp. He didn't speak a word, but his gaze held a strange, complicated silence that was far more potent than his previous insults.

I watched as the sedan pulled away, taking my mob-engaged best friend and her infuriating, silent guardian back into their world. I was left standing alone, wondering why the man who had called me "illogical" felt like the most intriguing problem I'd faced all night.

I walked toward my apartment, my feet dragging a little after the long night. I stepped into the lift and pressed the button for the 5th floor.

When I reached my floor, I walked down the hall to my apartment, 507. I noticed immediately that the main door was already slightly ajar. "Did I forget to lock my main door?" I asked myself, frowning. I couldn't recall.

I pushed the door open cautiously and stepped inside. My heart hammered when I saw a baseball cap resting on the entry stand—a cap that definitely was not mine. I swallowed hard. Someone was in my apartment. I grabbed the nearest heavy object—a decorative glass vase—and moved slowly toward the living room.

When I reached the couch, I saw a figure curled up there, sleeping deeply. I raised the vase, ready to strike, but then I saw her face. I sighed, the tension draining out of me in a rush. "Emma?"

I walked over and gently shook her shoulder. She groaned, swatting my hand away. "Emma, what are you doing here?" I asked, keeping my voice low.

She groaned again, burrowing her face into the cushion. "Please, big sis, can we talk in the morning?"

I rubbed my temple, forcing my tired temper down. "Okay... okay, rest," I conceded. Then, realizing how uncomfortable the couch must be, I added, "Go sleep in my room comfortably."

She stood up sleepily, a small, weary figure, and stumbled toward my bedroom. I closed and locked the main door, put the vase away, and quickly changed my clothes and got fresh.

I slipped into bed next to her. She was already deeply asleep. I kissed her forehead softly. "Sleep well. I'm always here." Then, I wrapped my arm around her and finally let myself drift off to sleep.

In the morning, I woke up to the sound of the city filtering through the windows. I looked over at Emma. Her eyes were still squeezed shut, and her breathing was slow, but I noticed the telltale rigidity in her posture. She was definitely faking it.

"Morning, Emma," I said brightly, giving her a gentle nudge. No answer.

"Oh, you're dead now," I announced.

With that, I plunged my fingers into her sides and began to tickle her relentlessly.

She gasped and erupted into uncontrollable laughter, squirming away from me. "Okay, okay, I'm awake! I'm awake!" she shrieked between breathless laughs.

I chuckled and let her go. "Go wash your face. Till then, I'll make breakfast for you," I said, lightly patting her cheek with a smile. I knew she was a pain in my ass sometimes, but I loved her fiercely.

I stood up and walked out, heading to the second bathroom in the living room. Emma went into the one in my room.

I came out of the bathroom with a clean face and changed clothes. Mia was still in the main bathroom, probably taking a much-needed bath after our long night.

I walked into the kitchen and decided to make sweet toast. First, I took two eggs and cracked them into a bowl. I added sugar (in powdered form) and whisked the mixture until it was smooth. Then, I took a slice of bread, dipped it thoroughly into the mixture, and placed it on the preheated pan. I repeated the process, and using the same mixture, I made five slices of bread the exact same way.

I sat down at the table, a feeling of mild impatience settling over me as I waited for Emma. I knew her routine: when she was troubled or disturbed, she would just stand under the shower and completely overthink everything. I didn't start eating my portion of the sweet toast yet.

Finally, she emerged. Her hair was damp, and she looked calmer, but the weariness in her eyes hadn't completely faded. She walked over and took a seat at the table.

"Had a great shower?" I asked softly.

She nodded silently.

"Now, eat," I instructed, pushing the plate toward her. I gave her three of the sweet bread slices, taking only two for myself. I wasn't much of a foodie, and in fact, I often skipped breakfast entirely.

Emma immediately started eating, and I followed suit. We ate in silence. I watched her, noting the slight slump in her shoulders. I desperately wanted to talk to her about what had happened—whatever had brought her here unannounced—but I waited patiently for her to finish her breakfast first.

When she was done, I asked, "Wanna eat something else?"

She looked at me and shook her head no.

"You kn—" Before I could finish, she cut me off, her eyes direct and serious.

"You know you can tell me anything," she said. Then she looked straight at me. "I know that."

I managed a small, sad smile. "Then tell me what happened."

She looked away, her shoulders slumping. "What could possibly have happened other than Mom and Dad's fight?" She looked back at me, her expression heavy with resignation. "Now I understand why you left that hell after turning eighteen."

"Emma," I said softly, my heart aching.

She looked at me, her voice trembling slightly. "And Mom is a careless mother. I told her I'm getting bullied, and she just said there must be your fault."

I looked at her, utterly stunned. "You... you're getting bullied?"

She gave a short, bitter laugh. "Who's not? Who's not getting bullied?" Her voice was filled with a deep, painful weariness. "Sometimes I hate to be Black. I hate to be me. They call me nigger and a lot of things."

I immediately pulled her close and hugged her tightly, holding her shaking body. "Emma, look at me. You're beautiful. You are so beautiful."

She pulled back just enough to meet my gaze, her eyes still full of doubt. "I'm not."

I looked at her, my voice firm but gentle. "Emma, you say I'm beautiful, right?"

She nodded.

"But I'm Black too, like you. And you know what makes me beautiful?"

She looked up at me, waiting. "What?"

I smiled, the memory of my own dark past surfacing. "Acceptance. When I was your age, I was fat." The memories were clear in my eyes; I was very overweight. Everyone bullied me; they called me 'Fat nigger.' No one was my friend other than Juliet. Only she was there for me.

I looked at Emma, pushing the memory aside. "The best thing I could do was accepting myself. I started loving me. Being who I am. And somehow, it made me beautiful in everyone's eyes. It made me confident. Made me love myself. "

I sighed, the anger toward my parents momentarily overshadowed by the fierce protective instinct toward my sister. "Emma, look at me."

She met my gaze, her eyes still watery and unsure.

"You are not going back," I stated firmly. "You're going to live here with me. I'll talk to Mom and Dad. You're safe here, in peace, and no one will bully my sister again."

She looked at me, a fragile flicker of hope igniting in her eyes. "Promise you won't let me go back?"

I pulled her into a tight, absolute hug. "Never. I'll protect you."

I released Emma, giving her a reassuring squeeze. "Okay. Now I have to deal with the inevitable." I grabbed my phone and walked into the kitchen, taking a deep breath before dialing my mother's number.

It rang only twice before she snatched it up.

"Where the hell is she, Mia? The school called! You better not be covering for that useless child!" my mother screeched into the phone, her voice already laced with fury.

"She's with me, Mom," I said, my voice dangerously calm, steeling myself for the explosion.

"She's what?! You irresponsible bitch! Send her back right now! Do you know the trouble you’re causing? She needs to face her responsibilities, not run away like a spoiled little brat!"

"Her responsibility isn't to be a punching bag for bullies, Mom," I countered sharply. "She told me you blamed her for the bullying."

"Of course, it's her fault! She's too sensitive! If she just kept her mouth shut and focused on her studies, maybe those other children wouldn't have a reason to single her out. You were always too fat and stubborn to be bullied, but Emma is a weakling! She’s an annoying, whiny nigger who can’t handle life!"

The vulgarity hit me like a physical blow. My voice dropped to an icy whisper. "Don't you ever call her that again. Do you understand me? She is your daughter."

"And you're a selfish disappointment, taking her and screwing up my schedule! You listen to me, Mia! She is coming home this evening! I don't care what little fantasies you have about saving her, you spoiled, know-it-all—"

I cut her off, my decision absolute. "No, Mom. She's staying with me."

"You want to take her? Fine! Take the damn problem! She's nothing but trouble anyway! Don't you dare call me asking for money or help with her, you hear me? You want her, you keep her!" she shrieked, finally ceding control, but only through a torrent of verbal poison.

A small, grim victory settled in my chest. "Deal," I said flatly. "Don't worry, I won't call."

I hung up, breathing out a massive, relieved sigh. Emma was safe.

I put the phone down, my hand still shaking slightly from the fight, but my resolve firm. I walked back into the living room where Emma was watching me anxiously.

I went straight to the most practical matter. "Okay, we've got a lot to figure out now. We need to find you a new school here in London, one that actually gives a damn about its students."

I looked at her seriously. "Did you bring your papers? The transcripts, immunization records—all the documents we'll need for school admission?"

She nodded instantly, reaching down and pulling a thick, slightly battered Manila envelope from the bottom of the backpack she’d brought with her. "Yes. I knew I wouldn't be going back. I took them from Mom’s office before I left."

A wave of fierce pride hit me. Despite her pain, she had been prepared. "Good girl," I said, taking the envelope. "We'll get this sorted. You're going to have a fresh start."

My phone suddenly buzzed, interrupting my focus on Emma's papers. It was Nick, my boyfriend.

I quickly answered. "Hey, babe. How is she? Is your mother okay?"

"Hey, Mia. No, she's..." His voice was low and strained, almost too controlled. "No, she's not fine. I have to stay one more week here, maybe longer."

"Oh, Nick, I'm so sorry," I replied, genuinely concerned. "Okay, take care of her, alright? Don't worry about me."

"I won't," he said quickly. "You be safe, okay? Don't leave the apartment more than necessary."

"I won't," I chuckled, slightly surprised by the paranoia, but attributing it to stress. "Bye, love you."

"You too," he responded, and hung up quickly.

I looked at Emma, giving her a firm but gentle gaze. "Okay, sweetheart, stay home. I'll find you a school soon, but right now, I have to go to work." I gave her a reassuring smile.

She stood up. "Okay." Then she hugged me tightly. "Love you," she murmured.

I hugged her back just as tightly. "Love this idiot more," I said. I pulled back. "If you want anything, call me. And if you get bored, you know where the public park is." I paused, thinking about the work ahead. "I'll try to come home soon."

She rolled her eyes, crossing her arms over her chest. "Come on, sis, I'm seventeen."

I chuckled and ruffled her curly, long, dark hair. "Still my idiot."

She pulled away quickly, smoothing her hair. "Hey! Not my hair again!"

I laughed and quickly went to my room to change. I put on a comfortable black, plain t-shirt and a white mini-skirt. The shirt was neatly tucked into the skirt. I exchanged my heels for practical white and black joggers. I pulled my curly hair up into a high ponytail and secured a watch on my right wrist. Ready for the day.

I grabbed my purse, gave Emma one last fierce hug, and kissed her cheek. "I mean it, stay safe. I'll call you as soon as I can."

"Be careful," she replied, her eyes serious.

I nodded, gave her a final, determined smile, and walked out the door, locking it securely behind me. The world outside felt heavier now that I had someone else to protect.

I slammed the apartment door shut, the weight of Emma's safety and my mother's vile words pressing down on me. I practically ran down the stairs—the elevator was always slow, and I didn't have time for that shit.

Outside, I immediately flagged down a passing taxi.

"The boutique on Regent Street, and step on it," I told the driver, tossing myself into the back seat.

Fucking hell. Now I had a teenager to enroll in school, a toxic boss to tolerate, and a mysteriously acting boyfriend. My mind was already spinning with logistics. I needed cash, I needed time off, and I needed to sell that dress for maximum profit so I could pay for Emma's tuition. That corporate bitch better appreciate that custom gown, or I swear I'd send her the cleaning bill for every minute of sleep she stole from me. The only thing worse than a shitty job was a shitty job when your sister needed you.

I leaned back, staring out the window, counting the minutes until I had to face the fluorescent lights and the acidic stare of my boss. Let's get this goddamn money.

I pushed open the heavy glass door of the boutique, the scent of expensive perfume and fresh linen hitting me instantly. I let out a low sigh—the smell of retail hell.

I walked quickly to my small work station and sat down, dropping my bag with a weary thump. I looked around for Olivia. Of course, she wasn't here. She was probably running as late as I was, savoring every last minute of sleep we'd clawed back after our all-nighter.

Before I could even pull up my design sketches, the meanest, most irritating person in the boutique walked up to me: Lilly. She was essentially the boss’s miniature lapdog.

I looked up at her. "Hello, Lilly."

She rolled her eyes and dramatically flipped her perfect blonde hair over her shoulder. "Miss Maida is calling you."

Of course, that bitch called me. My bitch boss, Maida. I suppressed a smirk. Maybe this time she was calling me to appreciate that gown, because it was undeniably outstanding. It was a masterpiece, even if I did stitch it while hallucinating from caffeine.

I stood up. "Take care of yourself, dear," Lilly drawled, offering me a tissue, a passive-aggressive jab at my slightly tired appearance.

I smiled, gently pushing her offered hand away. "Lilly, I told you before: I don't like free advice if it's useless, like you."

With that, I turned on my heel and walked directly toward my boss's glass-walled office, ready for whatever fresh hell Maida had waiting for me.

I knocked sharply on the glass door.

"Come in," Miss Maida barked, her voice already marinated in irritation.

I opened the door and walked in, closing it quietly behind me. I immediately saw Olivia standing near the window, her expression tight and looking like she was surviving some kind of trauma alone.

"Oh, finally, look who decided to show up," Maida spat, her tone curdled. "Why did you both even come today?"

I blinked, genuinely confused by her instant aggression. I looked at her. "Miss Maida, what happened?" I asked.

"What happened?! Olivia is late one hour! And you're late one and a half hour!" she yelled.

I frowned, correcting her factually. "Umm, no, I'm late one hour and nine minutes."

"Oh, I'm sorry, ma'am, for making a mistake," Maida said, her voice dripping with corrosive sarcasm. She moved to the side of her desk. "Come here, sit on my seat."

"Well, we deserve to be there," Olivia murmured under her breath, low enough that Maida almost missed it.

"What?" Maida snapped.

"Nothing, I was saying sorry, Miss Maida," Olivia quickly covered.

I looked at my boss, the residual exhaustion and the tension from my call with my mother igniting a sudden, white-hot anger. "For what? Why are you being sorry, Olivia?" I challenged, fixing my gaze on Maida.

"Miss Maida, you know we overshifted yesterday because of that order. It wasn't even our department's work, but you gave it to us anyway. We made a perfect gown, didn't get proper sleep, and now you're being rude for no reason?" I didn't back down. "You should be thankful that we completed that gown. Otherwise, that model will probably rate you low."

She looked at me in absolute fury. Her shoulder-length, orange hair seemed to sway with the angry energy of her movements. Her light blue eyes flashed with an intense rage that told me one thing: this Turkish bitch is probably going to kill me today.

"How dare you! How dare you talk to me like this?" she hissed, her face tightening.

"I didn't say anything wrong, Miss Maida. I'm right. We worked like a horse, and now you're being mean," I stated plainly.

She stared at me, her chest heaving. "Get out, now," she said, her voice shaking with barely contained anger. "I'm firing you!"

I met her stare, the exhaustion and the need to protect Emma giving me an unshakeable confidence. I didn't even hesitate. "You'll fire me? I'm resigning from this job!"

And with that, I turned on my heel and left the office, pulling the door shut with a decisive thud.
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​Chapter 3: Mia
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I slumped into the uncomfortable metal chair at the small, busy café across the street from the boutique. Olivia slid into the seat opposite me, her face still wearing a mixture of shock and wicked satisfaction.

"What now?" she asked, stirring her coffee.

I stared into my lukewarm drink. "I don't know." The euphoria of walking out had faded, replaced by the chilling reality of my finances and Emma.

"We can talk to her sister," Olivia suggested. "She's a good lady."

I sighed, shaking my head. "No, leave it. I'm not going back to that damn job."

She offered a reassuring smile. "Okay, don't worry. We'll sort out something." Olivia leaned in. "Look, I'm living at my boyfriend's home now, and for now, he's paying for food. I don't have to worry for the immediate future."

"Yeah, and I've paid my three months' rent in advance, and I have savings that I can buy food with," I reassured myself, running through my mental budget. Then the realization hit me like a cold wave. "Oh, shit!"

"What happened?" Olivia asked, startled.

"My sister, Emma, is going to live with me now! And now I'm thinking, how the hell will I pay for her school tuition fee?"

Olivia reached across the table and put a comforting hand on my shoulder. "Don't worry, Mia. Everything's going to be fine."

"I hope so," I murmured, staring out the window, trying to figure out how to make 'fine' a reality.

My phone buzzed again. I glanced at the screen. It was an unfamiliar number, but with a UK landline prefix. I looked at Olivia. "Wait a moment." She nodded.

I picked up the call. "Hello, Miss Morgan," a stern, male voice said.

"Hello, Mr. Jack," I replied, recognizing the voice of my landlord.

"Oh, well, Miss Morgan, I was wondering when you will pay the rent for this month."

My heart lurched. I gripped the phone tighter, confused. "Rent? But didn't I pay the rent of three months together?"

"Miss Morgan, you are right, but I guess you forgot what month it is," he said, sounding weary but firm. "It's the fourth month."

Oh, fuck. Great, just great. I was utterly screwed now.

He continued, driving the nail in. "If you remember, you paid advance rent at the month of March. And now it's June, almost July."

"Yeah... yeah, I remember," I mumbled. My earlier confidence about my savings evaporated. Then I tried to bargain. "Mr. Jack, can I pay you next month?"

"On July?" he asked.

I thought quickly. I had no job now. "Umm, no, on August."

"No, Miss Morgan, that's not our policy, and you signed the agreement," he stated dryly.

I sighed deeply. "Mr. Jack, I lost my job," I confessed, hoping for a shred of pity.

He sighed too. "Miss Morgan, I can understand, but sorry, I can't help you."

I tried one last time. "Please, anything you can do, please?"

"I can give you till the end of July," he offered.

I sighed again, knowing this motherfucker wouldn't give me any more leeway. "Okay."

Mr. Jack quickly finalized the arrangement. "I'll expect the full amount by July 31st then. I'll send you an email confirmation of this extension. Have a good day, Miss Morgan."

"You too, Mr. Jack," I replied, my voice flat, and the call ended.

I put the phone down, staring blankly at Olivia. I had exactly six weeks to come up with two months' rent plus money for Emma's school fees.

"Okay," I said, running a hand through my hair. "Forget finding a job. I need a solution. Fast."

I looked at Olivia, my eyes wide with sheer panic, and slammed the phone down on the table.

"You won't fucking believe this," I hissed, pushing my untouched coffee aside. "That miserable motherfucker Jack just called. My three month’s advance rent? Yeah, that shit ran out last month. It's June, almost July, and I owe him for June, and I'll owe him again for July."

I ran my hands roughly through my hair. "I have until the end of July, and then I'm fucking homeless. And not just me—Emma is here now! I have to feed her, buy her clothes, and somehow, by some unholy miracle, find cash for a new school's tuition fees."

I leaned across the table, my voice dropping low and desperate. "My savings were supposed to last me three months while I found a decent job, not two weeks while I deal with a runaway sister and get thrown out on the street. I have exactly zero reliable income. That corporate whore Maida made sure of that when I walked out. I need money, Olivia. Real money. Fast. A regular temp job won't cut it. I'm utterly, thoroughly fucked."

I looked at her, my eyes pleading for a Hail Mary. "I need an idea, Liv. A stupid, dangerous, get-rich-quick idea. What the hell am I going to do?"

Olivia’s eyes narrowed, scanning my frantic face. "Look, Mia, we're talking desperate here. You know who has cash, right? Your mother."

"Absolutely not," I snapped, leaning back and shaking my head violently. "I'm not crawling back to that house after what she said about Emma. She called her a whiny nigger! I'd rather sleep in the park than take a single fucking cent from her. That bridge is burnt, torched, and salted."

Olivia frowned, conceding the point. "Okay, okay, fair enough. Your mother is a cold-hearted person. So, option two: the only other person you know rolling in enough cash to solve this is Juliet. Or, more accurately, her fiancé, the Russian mob boss. Ask her for a loan."

I felt a surge of indignation. "No! Absolutely not, Liv. Are you listening to me? Juliet is my sister, my best friend. I don't want to be a fucking burden on her. She just got her life settled, and she's dealing with enough shit just being with him. My inner spirit just does not allow me to use her like that. She's not a bank."

Olivia threw her hands up in exasperation. "Your inner spirit is going to get you evicted and leave your sister on the street! Kill that spirit for once! You need help! This isn't charity; it's a loan from family!"

I ran a hand over my face, the exhaustion winning over my pride. She had a point, damn it.

"Look, I hear you," I sighed. "But I can't just jump into that. Let's just wait for now and see what happens. Maybe something else will pop up. I’ll look for any freelance work I can find today."

I picked up my phone, the worn casing feeling familiar in my palm. The urge to call Juliet was strong, but my pride wrestled it down. I needed to check on Emma, though; I needed that anchor of knowing she was okay. I absolutely couldn't dump my new, terrifying financial crisis on her young shoulders.

I dialed her number. She answered on the first ring, and just hearing her voice was like a soothing balm.

"Hey, sweet pea, how are you doing?" I asked, forcing a cheerful lightness into my tone.  

"I'm fine, Sis," she replied easily. "I watched a movie, and I'm going through some of the local school websites. You okay at work?"

"Yeah, everything's fine here," I lied smoothly, the small fib tasting necessary. "Just busy. Listen, I wanted to make sure you were okay and didn't need anything. Did you find the leftover pizza?"

"Nope, I'm good. Just focusing on school stuff." There was a maturity in her voice that both broke and mended my heart. She was already starting to stand taller, just knowing she was safe.

"Perfect," I said, a genuine smile reaching my eyes. "Keep me updated on what you find. I might be late, so just grab whatever you need for dinner. I love you."  

"Love you too, Sis. Be safe."  

I ended the call, managing to keep my voice light and steady until the last second. The immediate problem was solved: Emma was safe, calm, and blissfully unaware that her sister was currently unemployed and facing homelessness. She was focusing on her future, and that gave me the fierce, protective energy I needed.  Now, to solve the bigger problem. My heart swelled with a determined warmth: I wouldn't let her down. I would find a way to pay that rent and get her into the best school. I promised I'd protect her, and I would.

Olivia, seeing the intense worry still etched on my face, suddenly slapped her hand down on the table.

"I have an idea," she announced, her eyes gleaming with mischief.

I looked at her with immediate, intense curiosity. "Spit it out," I demanded.

She leaned in conspiratorially, her expression dead serious for half a second. "Mia, you're hot and beautiful. Any man can fall for you." She paused, letting that sink in. Then, her lips twitched upward. "Just find a rich ass and marry him."

That was the punchline. She immediately burst into laughter, throwing her head back, completely destroying the heavy mood.

I couldn't help but laugh too, the absurdity of the suggestion slicing through the stress. "Right! Just put a classified ad in The Financial Times!" I giggled. She was trying to make the mood light, and for a second, it actually worked.

The laughter faded, and the heavy cloud of financial doom returned. I pushed the absurd marriage idea out of my mind.

I scanned the café, my eyes moving over the worn wooden tables, the counter piled with pastries, and the exhausted-looking barista wiping down the espresso machine. It was a local, independent spot, always busy during the day, but clearly short-staffed now.

And then I saw it—a small, hastily printed sign taped to the glass near the register: 'HELP WANTED - INQUIRE WITHIN.'

"Wait," I murmured, my eyes fixed on the sign. "Look."

Olivia followed my gaze. "Oh, that old thing? They always need help."

"Well, now I need a job," I said, abruptly standing up. "A paycheck is a paycheck, no matter how pathetic."

I walked straight to the counter. The owner, a sweet, overworked older woman named Mrs. Patel, looked up, startled.

"Mrs. Patel, I need a job. I'm strong, I work fast, and I'll do anything," I stated simply.

Mrs. Patel sighed, looking relieved but also apologetic. "Mia, dear, I would love to have you. You're always so efficient when you visit. But I have to be honest with you. The hours are terrible, and the pay..." She leaned in, lowering her voice. "The salary is low, Mia. Very low. Barely above minimum wage."

I felt the familiar stab of disappointment, but I couldn't afford pride. My eviction notice was ticking.

"I'll take it," I said, my voice firm. "When can I start?"

Mrs. Patel sighed again, clearly uneasy about offering such a meager wage to someone she knew was talented. "Well, if you're sure, Mia. It's nine pounds an hour, strictly part-time to start—about twenty hours a week, mostly evenings and weekends." She glanced at the clock. "And I need you to start tonight at six o'clock."

I forced a tight, appreciative smile. Nine pounds an hour. That meager sum was barely enough to cover the increased utility bills and the cost of supporting Emma, let alone the colossal burden of rent and school fees. It was, at best, a temporary band-aid on a gaping wound, but critically, it was income.

"I'm sure, Mrs. Patel. Six o'clock tonight. Thank you," I confirmed, accepting the lifeline.

I walked back to the table and slid into the booth opposite Olivia, my posture defeated and my face devoid of any triumph.

"Well?" Olivia asked eagerly, mistaking my quietness for success.

"I secured the position," I stated flatly. "I commence tonight at six."

"See? I told you! That's excellent!" Olivia beamed.

"It's nine fucking pounds an hour, Liv," I corrected her, running a hand wearily over my eyes. "That figure might cover my accrued rent... sometime next year. It addresses the immediate necessity of food, but the tuition and Mr. Jack's end-of-July deadline? That remains an existential crisis."

Olivia's smile immediately receded as she performed the swift calculation. "Yes, that's... that's unacceptable compensation given the pressure you're under. We still require a miracle."

Fifteen days. Fifteen glorious, fucking days I spent smelling like stale coffee grounds and deep-fryer grease. I worked every evening and every weekend shift Mrs. Patel could give me. My feet felt like I’d been walking barefoot on Legos for two weeks straight, and I could steam milk in my sleep.

The uniform, a hideous brown apron, had become my second skin. I was the designated closer, which meant scrubbing the espresso machine and mopping floors until my back was screaming obscenities at my brain. The worst part wasn't the hours; it was the goddamn customers. People who treated nine pounds an hour like it bought them the right to demand artisanal oat milk lattes with perfectly hexagonal foam while staring into their laptops like they were solving the global financial crisis.

My suffering was epic, cinematic even. Every shift was a battle of attrition against the basic laws of physics and customer stupidity. I had literally developed a twitch in my right eye from having to smile and say, "Have a nice day!" when I secretly wished they'd choke on their muffin.

After two weeks of this retail purgatory, my body was broken, but my bank account was slightly less pathetic.

In total, I had earned approximately £270.

I had spent about £150 on groceries (mostly feeding Emma, bless her heart), utility top-ups, and bus fare.

Which left me with a grand total of £120.

One hundred and twenty pounds. That was enough to buy about three weeks of decent food, or about one-twentieth of the rent I owed. The end-of-July deadline loomed like a black cloud, and I was holding a pathetic, useless umbrella. I needed a fucking miracle, and fast.

It was the sixteenth day of my café servitude. The clock on the wall read 9:55 PM. I was alone, deep-cleaning the pastry case, counting down the five agonizing minutes until I could flip the 'CLOSED' sign and escape this grease-scented prison.

"Fuck," I muttered under my breath. "Just let me go home."

Just as I reached for the light switch, the door chimed, announcing the arrival of the last thing I needed: last-minute customers.

Three guys sauntered in. They were dressed in the unofficial uniform of low-level trouble: loud, matching branded t-shirts, bulky hoodies tied around their waists, and faded, sagging jeans. They were definitely flirty and carried an immediate, palpable air of being completely creepy.

I forced a brittle smile and walked to the counter.

The leader, a guy with a patchy beard and a greasy grin, leaned over the counter. "What's good, love?" he asked, dragging out the last word in a way that made my skin crawl.

"The menu is behind me," I replied, my voice cool and professional, ignoring the offensive endearment. "We’re closing in five minutes, so please order quickly."

"Ooh, feisty," the second guy chuckled.

"Yeah, we'll take three large black coffees, extra sugar, and two of those chocolate muffins," the leader said.

I processed the order, avoiding eye contact. They paid in crumpled notes, and before I could even tell them their order would be brought to them, they had already walked over and loudly slid into a booth near the window.

I prepared their order, my movements jerky with annoyance. I picked up the tray and walked over to their booth. I placed the cups and muffins on the table with deliberate force. "Enjoy your coffee," I said curtly, turning instantly to leave.

But I wasn't fast enough. A hand shot out and clamped around my wrist, the grip firm and unpleasant.

"Why so hurry, love?" the leader asked, that sickening grin stretching across his face.

I pulled my hand, my anger flaring. "Excuse me, sir," I snapped.

"Your excused," he mocked, tightening his hold for a brief, possessive moment before releasing me.

I walked back toward the counter, scrubbing a clean spot furiously. One of them stood up and slowly walked toward the counter, sipping his coffee, his eyes never leaving me.

"How much do you get paid per hour?" he asked.

I didn't look up, scrubbing harder.

"I mean, here in the café," he clarified with a sneer.

"None of your business," I said, avoiding his gaze.

The other two stood up as well, walking toward the counter, boxing me in.

"A hundred dollars for one hour," the second guy announced, his voice low and predatory. My hand stopped; I froze completely.

"We'll give you a hundred dollars for one hour," the third one added.

"Work is easy," the leader cut in, stepping closer. "You just have to spread your legs and let us fuck you."

I swallowed, the air thick and cold. I looked up at them, my breath catching. "Excuse me!?"

The leader’s eyes were filled with pure, repulsive lust. "Love, I want your pussy to fuck. But if you're feeling generous, I can fuck your ass too."

The second guy jumped in, eager to close the deal. "Okay, last offer! Two hundred dollars!"

The last one added, with a sickening chuckle, "But if you become a good slut, we can give you a tip for that lil' pussy of yours."

Two hundred dollars. Rent money. Tuition money. The thought flashed across my mind, a toxic lure in my desperate situation.

I forced a predatory smile onto my face, the exhaustion replaced by a sudden, terrifying calm. I walked toward the leader, my expression softening with feigned interest. My hand lifted slowly and rested on his shoulder.

"Your dicks are hungry for me?" I asked, my voice a low whisper.

He traced his thumb along my lower lip, his eyes dark with anticipation. "Yes. It's starving," he breathed.

I looked at them all—three hungry, confident bastards ready to take what they assumed was theirs.
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