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PROLOGUE — THE FLOOR NO ONE CLEANS

⸻

The ocean hummed against the seawall like a warning, low and distant, as if Miami itself sensed the storm about to break.

At the top of the Mar Azul Grand Hotel, forty-three floors above Collins Avenue, a cleaning cart rolled down a service hallway that wasn’t supposed to exist.

No cameras.

No foot traffic.

No record.

Only the soft whine of plastic wheels and the rhythmic tap of gloves hitting metal.

Donyea “Squeeze” Ringer moved with the precision of a surgeon and the quiet of a man who’d learned long ago that silence could save your life. He checked the time — 2:07 a.m. A moment between yesterday and tomorrow. A moment when a man’s sins echoed louder than his heartbeat.

He stopped at the unlabeled door — to anyone else, just a maintenance closet.

To the right eyes: the entrance to the Clean Hands Crew headquarters.

He tapped a code on the handle.

The door blinked green.

Inside, the “closet” opened into a narrow room lit only by a buzzing fluorescent strip. Cinderblock walls. Metal folding chairs. A floor fan that had exactly one working speed — hurricane. It wasn’t glamorous. That was the point.

Because the best criminals aren’t the ones with vaults and arsenals.

They’re the ones nobody notices.

Yara “Ghost Mop” Alvarez was perched on a wooden crate, twisting a lockpick between her fingers like a toothpick. Malik “Blue Bucket” Shaw sat hunched over a tablet patched with duct tape, running loops of hotel camera feeds — feeds only he knew how to blind without raising alarms. Tino “Steam Vac” Morelli leaned against the wall, arms crossed, eyes half-lidded like a pitbull pretending to nap.

And in the corner, sipping tea from a chipped porcelain cup, was the concierge everyone simply called Maestro — tall, elegant, a human Rolodex of Miami’s elite sins.

Squeeze shut the door behind him.

“Report.”

Malik didn’t look up. “Southside elevators are clean. VIP hallway too. I ghosted the feed for eleven seconds at 1:52. Enough time for Yara to lift the Saudi’s keycard.”

Yara smirked. “Man shouldn’t leave that kind of money in a jacket pocket. That felt disrespectful.”

Tino cracked a knuckle. “We hitting him tonight?”

Squeeze shook his head. “No unnecessary risks. We take the penthouse minibar, his backup safe, and his mistress’s bracelet. That’s it. Nothing loud.”

Maestro set his cup down with a delicate clink.

“You all forget,” he said softly, “The true art of our work is that our hands stay clean. When criminals get greedy... they get messy. And when they get messy, they get dead.”

Lightning flashed across the single dusty window.

A beat later, thunder rolled like a giant clearing his throat.

Squeeze checked the time again.

“Let’s move.”

The crew dispersed with the economy of people who’d done this a hundred times. Cleaning carts out front. Tools disguised as brushes, mops, and spray bottles. Miami wind whipping in as the storm tightened over the coastline.

But as they stepped into the hallway, Squeeze paused.

Something was off.

A shift in the air. A ripple of wrongness, faint yet unmistakable — like when a seasoned hustler feels a setup long before it happens.

Maestro noticed the hesitation. “What is it, Squeeze?”

He didn’t answer at first.

He just stared down the empty service hall, listening.

The hotel breathed its usual noises — vents humming, breakers clicking, the muted thump of club music from a rooftop party below. But underneath it all was a pulse he’d never heard here before.

A vibration.

A tension.

A prelude.

“It’s nothing,” he finally said, though he didn’t believe it. “Just a feeling.”

What none of them knew — not yet — was that less than an hour from now, their quiet, invisible world would detonate.

A diamond no one planned to steal would vanish.

A Russian bodyguard would bleed out on white marble.

And every enemy the Clean Hands Crew ever hoped to avoid would start hunting them across Miami.

Because somewhere in this very building...

someone else was already working.

Already watching.

Already betraying them.

And the first move of the bloodiest night of their lives...

had already begun.
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CHAPTER ONE — THE CHECK-IN
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⸻

The valet lane of the Mar Azul Grand glittered under the glow of rainfall and neon, the kind of Miami night where the humidity felt like a hand around your throat and the ocean tasted like electricity in the air.

Most guests rolled up in Teslas, Lambos, Rolls-Royces.

But the vehicle slowing to a stop beneath the golden awning didn’t belong to anyone who needed attention.

Or wanted it.

A matte-black Mercedes-Maybach GLS, windows tinted darker than legal, engine humming with the kind of smooth power that only money older than governments could buy.

Three men exited.

Two were unmistakably bodyguards — thick-necked ex-Spetsnaz types with matching scars and matching dead eyes.

But the man in the middle...

That was the danger.

Viktor Mirov.

Russian energy magnate, alleged trafficker, rumored killer.

A billionaire who smiled like he’d broken the habit years ago.

The moment his shoes touched the curb, the temperature seemed to drop ten degrees.

Hotel staff straightened without realizing it.

Conversations halted.

Even the valet felt his throat tighten as he approached.

“Welcome to the Mar Azul, sir—”

Mirov walked past him without acknowledgment, his stride purposeful, silent, predatory.

One of the guards carried a titanium briefcase handcuffed to his wrist.

The Winter Star was inside.

A diamond worth more than every car in the valet lane combined.

A diamond rumored to have gone missing after a massacre in St. Petersburg.

A diamond that did not want to be seen — or ever found.

Mirov didn’t trust banks.

He trusted fear.

Inside the lobby, marble gleamed like polished bone.

A chandelier the size of a small spaceship hung overhead, casting ripples of gold across the floor.

The night-shift concierge — a trembling new hire — stepped forward.

“Good evening, Mr. Mirov. We have your penthouse ready—”

“Upstairs,” Mirov interrupted, gesturing sharply.

The elevator opened as if afraid to make him wait.

In the reflection of the closing doors, a figure could be seen just before it vanished behind a pillar.

Yara “Ghost Mop” Alvarez.

Dressed in a hotel housekeeping uniform.

Eyes calculating.

Watching the briefcase like a predator tracking movement in tall grass.

She didn’t plan to take the diamond.

No one did.

Yet something about it pulled her attention, a gravity she couldn’t explain.

A wrongness.

A whisper.

Behind the concierge desk, Maestro watched her watching them.

He didn’t say a word, but his expression tightened.

⸻

SERVICE CORRIDOR — TWO MINUTES LATER

Squeeze and Malik sat in the control alcove disguised as a storage room, staring at a monitor Malik had tapped into the elevator’s diagnostics.

Malik whistled low.

“Bro... that’s Viktor Mirov. As in sanctioned-by-four-countries Viktor Mirov.”

Squeeze didn’t blink.

“Yeah.”

“And that’s definitely a secure case. Like, nuclear-level secure.”

“Yeah.”

“You thinking what I’m thinking?”

Squeeze finally turned his head.

“No. We don’t touch whatever that is.”

Malik frowned. “...Even if we could?”

“Especially if we could.”

Squeeze had lived long enough to know that some money isn’t money — it’s bait.

⸻

PENTHOUSE — SAME TIME

The elevator dinged.

The doors opened.

The penthouse stretched out in panoramic glass, the Atlantic churning black and silver beyond. Storm clouds rolled in like an omen.

Mirov walked to the windows, hands clasped behind his back, staring at his reflection.

Behind him, the guard set the titanium case on a marble table.

He typed a code.

Another.

A biometric scan.

A voice phrase.

Locks hissed open.

Inside:

A velvet cradle.

A long-necked glass capsule.

And suspended within it —

The Winter Star.

A diamond that glowed faint blue under the penthouse lights.

It didn’t look real.

It looked alive.

Mirov stared at it the way a man stares at something he both loves and fears.

He whispered something in Russian.

The bodyguard nodded.

And downstairs, in the walls and wires of the hotel, Malik’s screen flashed red for half a second.

A security surge.

Encrypted.

Non-hotel origin.

He blinked.

Tapped keys.

Leaned forward.

“What the hell...?”

Squeeze approached.

“What is it?”

Malik swallowed.

“Something just connected to our system. Not the hotel’s. Ours.”

Squeeze felt his stomach drop.

The worst criminals weren’t the ones inside the rooms.

They were the ones inside the network.

Someone was watching the watchers.

⸻

LOBBY — MOMENTS LATER

Maestro approached Yara with the soft shuffle of someone who’d spent decades perfecting invisibility.

“You felt the shift too, didn’t you?” he murmured.

Yara didn’t answer at first.

Her eyes stayed locked on the elevator’s polished doors.

“He brought something dangerous,” she finally said. “Something that doesn’t want to be here.”

Maestro nodded slowly.

“Tonight,” he whispered, “Miami becomes a chessboard. And that diamond is the piece everyone will kill for.”

Yara finally looked at him.

“What piece?”

Maestro’s eyes hardened.

“The king, my dear.”

SERVICE ELEVATOR — 2:31 A.M.

The doors slid open with a metallic sigh as Squeeze stepped inside, the lights flickering once over his head. He didn’t like flickers — not in electrical systems, not in people.

Malik jogged behind him, tablet under his arm, eyes wide behind thick glasses.

“I’m telling you, that wasn’t hotel tech,” Malik insisted. “It was too clean. Too fast. It hit our blindspot node and disconnected before I could isolate it.”

Squeeze pressed the button for the lobby level.

“Could be some billionaire’s privacy protocol.”

Malik shook his head hard.

“Then it would’ve pinged the hotel firewalls, not ours. Whoever tapped in...” He swallowed. “...knows we exist.”

That landed heavy.

The Clean Hands Crew lived on one rule: You cannot steal without disappearing.

The moment someone noticed you, you were already dead.

Squeeze clenched his jaw.

“Keep scanning. Quietly. And don’t alert the others yet.”

Malik nodded, but the unease didn’t leave his face.

When the elevator doors opened, a cold draft hit them — unusual for Miami, and even stranger for the hotel’s climate-controlled service levels.

Squeeze felt goosebumps rise.

Something was wrong in this building.

He could feel it in the walls.

⸻

LOBBY BAR — SAME TIME

Yara pretended to wipe down a high-top table while watching the lobby through strands of loose hair. The thunder outside rattled the glass, but it was nothing compared to the storm brewing indoors.

A group of Mirov’s men — men she hadn’t seen arrive — were assembling at the far corner of the marble lobby. Subtle, but not subtle enough.

Two carried duffel bags.

One scanned the ceiling.

The fourth whispered into a concealed throat mic.

Maestro approached her, slipping a folded white towel into her hand.

No one paid attention to a concierge handing a towel to housekeeping.

Inside the towel was a note.

In Maestro’s flawless cursive:

“They brought more than a diamond.”

She looked at him.

“So what now?”

“You keep your eyes open,” he said, “and your hands clean.”

Yara slipped the note into her apron, but her pulse ticked faster.

Every instinct told her the same thing:

Whatever Mirov brought here...

it wasn’t meant to stay long.

And it wasn’t meant to be seen.

⸻

PENTHOUSE CORRIDOR — 2:44 A.M.

Two Russian guards stood outside Mirov’s penthouse door, motionless as statues. Their shadows stretched across the floor like spears.

A bellhop approached with a cart of champagne the penthouse supposedly requested.

“Room service for—”

The nearest guard lifted a hand.

“No service,” he said in broken English. “Go.”

The bellhop swallowed, nodded, and backed away — a little too fast.

What no one noticed was the tiny camera embedded in the base of the champagne cart, facing upward, blinking red.

Someone else was watching.

Someone neither crew nor Russian.

⸻

BACK IN THE SERVICE HALL

Squeeze crossed the threshold into the maintenance corridor just as Yara rounded the corner.

Her face told him everything before she even spoke.

“You saw them,” she said.

“Yeah. Russians don’t post up like that unless they expect trouble.”

Yara folded her arms. “Or they brought trouble with them.”

“Where’s Tino?”

“Gym level. He’s working late. I told him to stay alert.”

Before Squeeze could reply, his earpiece crackled softly — Malik’s signal.

“Squeeze, you need to get to the control closet. Now.”

His tone wasn’t nervous.

It was terrified.

Squeeze took off down the hall, Yara on his heels.

⸻

CONTROL CLOSET — MOMENTS LATER

Malik was standing in front of the monitors, sweat forming along his hairline. The screens flickered in and out, static crawling across them like frost on glass.

“I found the intrusion,” he said. “Look.”

One feed stabilized just long enough to show the penthouse hallway —

— but in the corner of the frame

— just before it glitched again

— a silhouette moved.

A shadow.

But not Russian.

Not hotel staff.

Not crew.

A slim figure.

Wearing gloves.

Moving with intention.

“Ran a face trace,” Malik said shakily. “Nothing. No registry. No employee match. No guest match. Whoever that is... they’re not supposed to be here. And they had access to our blindspot node.”

Squeeze stared at the shadow frozen on the glitching screen.

A familiar unease stirred deep in his bones.

“How long ago was this?”

“Two minutes.”

Squeeze grabbed a radio.

“Tino, come in.”

Static.

“Tino, respond.”

Nothing.

A bolt of cold shot through him.

Yara’s eyes widened. “Oh sh*t...”

Malik swallowed. “You think they got to Tino?”

Squeeze didn’t answer.

He reached for the fire-axe mounted on the wall — not for the blade, but to shove the cabinet aside. Behind it, his emergency gear sat hidden in a false compartment: gloves, a slimline crowbar, a comm scrambler, a burner phone.

Storm wind howled against the hotel windows like an omen.

Squeeze zipped up his tactical vest.

“Chapter One isn’t ending tonight,” he muttered.

Yara stepped forward. “So what’s the play?”

Squeeze’s voice was low, steel-cut, absolute.

“We find whoever’s in this building

before they find us.”

Because the first rule of the Clean Hands Crew:

You never fight ghosts.

You become one.
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CHAPTER TWO — TWELVE FLOORS BELOW TROUBLE


BASEMENT LEVEL B2 — 3:03 A.M.
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The lowest level of the Mar Azul Grand didn’t look like it belonged to a luxury hotel.

No marble.

No gold accents.

Just damp concrete, flickering bulbs, and pipes that hissed like snakes under pressure.

Perfect place for things to go wrong.

Squeeze and Yara moved fast down the long industrial hallway, their shadows stretching across the walls like specters tracking them. The storm outside rumbled overhead—deep, distant, impatient.

At the end of the hall, a steel door sat slightly ajar.

Tino never left doors open.

Squeeze raised his fist, signaling Yara to stop.

They listened.

The hum of the generator.

The steady drip of a leaking valve.

The faint vibration of the hotel’s heartbeat...

...but no sign of Tino.

Squeeze nudged the door with his boot.

It creaked open.

⸻

INSIDE THE BOILER ROOM

Heat hit them like a living thing.

Steam rolled through the space in thick, heavy sheets. Metal roared and clanged as pipes expanded and contracted. Shadows twisted like they were alive.

And there, by the far wall, Tino’s mop bucket lay overturned. Blue water spread across the concrete like a slick halo.

“Tino?” Yara whispered.

No answer.

Squeeze stepped forward, careful, eyes sweeping every dark corner, every blind angle.

Then he saw it.

A handprint on the boiler tank.

Large.

Smudged.

Pressed hard enough to leave streaks of rust across the skin.

Tino’s handprint.

And something else—

A second set of prints overlapping his.

Smaller.

Gloved.

Precise.

Yara’s breath caught.

“They grabbed him.”

Squeeze crouched beside the handprint, running his fingers an inch above the surface—not touching, just reading the spacing, the pressure, the direction.

Whoever took Tino didn’t fight him.

They surprised him.

Quick.

Clean.

Surgical.

“Professional,” Squeeze murmured.

“Like Russian professional?” Yara asked.

He shook his head.

“This ain’t Spetsnaz work. Russians break bones first. Whoever this was... moved him without a sound.”

A chill rippled down Yara’s spine.

“So someone snatched a 230-pound fighter in a boiler room,” she said. “Quietly. Alone.”

“Yeah.”

“And we don’t know who.”

Squeeze stood up.

“We do know one thing.”

“What?”

“They’re still in the building.”

⸻

HOTEL SECURITY ROOM — SAME TIME

Malik sat in front of a cluster of screens showing static, glitching shapes, and camera feeds that froze mid-frame like ghosts caught between breaths.

He wiped sweat from his forehead.

“Come on... come on...”

He rerouted power.

Forced a hard reset.

Bypassed the hotel’s security firmware with code he wrote on a bus when he was seventeen.

One camera flickered back online.

Then another.

Then a third—

A dark figure darted across a hallway.

Malik froze.

“Who are you...?”

The silhouette moved with unnerving precision.

Not rushing.

Not panicked.

Just... gliding.

At the end of the hall, the figure stopped—

turned—

and looked directly into the camera.

A mask.

Not ski, not tactical.

A smooth white faceplate.

Featureless.

Expressionless.

But the eyes behind it—

cold.

Sharp.

Focused.

Malik’s heart slammed into his ribs.

The figure raised a gloved hand...

and tapped two fingers to the camera lens.

A gesture that wasn’t threatening.

Just acknowledging.

“I see you.”

Then the feed died.

Malik grabbed the radio with shaking hands.

“Squeeze—whoever took Tino... I just saw them. And they saw me.”

⸻

BACK IN THE BOILER ROOM

The radio crackled in Squeeze’s ear.

Malik’s voice—tight. Breathless.

“Squeeze, they made contact. They’re watching us.”

Squeeze closed his eyes.

This was bad.

Worse than bad.

He turned to Yara.

“We’re not dealing with a thief.”

“Then what is he?”

Squeeze’s voice dropped to a dark whisper.

“A cleaner.”

Yara went still.

Cleaners weren’t criminals.

They were erasers.

Operatives trained to remove evidence, bodies, or entire crews without leaving anything behind.

If a cleaner was here—

“Somebody hired him,” Yara said softly.

Squeeze nodded. “And we need to figure out why.”

⸻

PENTHOUSE — 3:17 A.M.

Mirov stood at the window, the Winter Star glowing on the table behind him. Lightning flashed across the ocean, illuminating his reflection in the glass.

His phone buzzed.

He answered without turning around.

“Da.”

A voice replied in Russian—cold, clinical.

Mirov’s jaw tightened.

“Understood,” he said.

He hung up.

Turned slowly toward the diamond.

His eyes held something new —

Not pride.

Not greed.

Fear.

He called out to his guards.

“Double security. All floors. No one in, no one out.”

⸻

SERVICE PLATFORM — SAME TIME

Squeeze and Yara moved through the deserted lower-level corridors, heading back toward Malik. They passed linen carts, storage cabinets, and locked cages full of supplies.

“Squeeze,” Yara murmured, “if the Russians didn’t bring that cleaner... who did?”

Squeeze didn’t answer.

Because the truth was forming in his mind already.

Someone had weaponized the Clean Hands Crew’s system—

—someone inside the hotel

—someone with access

—someone with motive.

His jaw tensed.

“There’s only one thing worse than a cleaner,” Squeeze said.

Yara glanced at him.

“What?”

“A cleaner with a reason.”

⸻

ELEVATOR CHIMES — 3 FLOORS ABOVE

A lone elevator dinged softly on an empty floor.

The doors slid open.

The masked cleaner stepped out, dragging something heavy wrapped in a hotel bedsheet—

Tino.

Alive, but unconscious.

The cleaner paused, listening.

Then he whispered something under his breath—smooth, calm, almost ritualistic.

Then he kept moving.

The camera above him flickered.

Then died.

HOTEL SECURITY ROOM — 3:26 A.M.

Malik’s fingers flew across the keyboard, pulling up firmware, rebooting thermal feeds, anything that could help him track the masked cleaner.

Most cameras were still dead.

The few that remained flickered like candles in the wind.

Then —

a soft knock behind him.

Not loud.

Not threatening.

Just... a knock.

Malik froze.

Nobody knocked on the security room door.

Not at 3 a.m., and not during a lockdown.

He picked up a wrench — the closest thing to a weapon — and approached cautiously.

“Yeah? ...Who is it?”

Silence.

He swallowed, cracked the door barely an inch—

Nothing there.

No one in the hall.

Just an empty corridor, still as a tomb.

Then Malik looked down.

A single envelope lay on the floor.

Cream-colored.

Sealed with red wax.

Stamped with a small, embossed symbol:

A circle with two intersecting diagonal lines — like an X inside a zero.

He’d never seen it before.

He picked it up with trembling fingers.

Inside was a single sheet of paper.

Typed.

Untraceable.

Clean.

“You are not the target.

Yet.”

Malik stumbled backward, heart punching his ribs, breath catching in his throat.

This wasn’t aggression.

This was communication.

A message.

A warning.

A game.

He grabbed the radio.

“Y’all need to get up here now.”

⸻

SERVICE CORRIDOR — MOVING FAST

Squeeze and Yara sprinted down the industrial hallway toward Malik’s location. The emergency lights flickered above them, strobes of red and white painting every shadow into something alive.

Yara kept her voice low, tight.

“If they’re sending messages, this isn’t just a hit.”

Squeeze nodded, breath controlled.

“This is a setup.”

She glanced at him.

“For the Russians?”

“No.”

“Then who?”

Squeeze slowed as they approached the security room door, checking corners, listening for breathing, movement, anything off.

He didn’t hear danger.

He heard fear.

Malik’s fear.

They stepped inside.

⸻

INSIDE THE SECURITY ROOM

Malik handed Squeeze the envelope with shaking hands.

“Man... this ain’t random. He dropped this off like it was a damn Amazon package.”

Squeeze flipped open the note.

Yara leaned over his shoulder.

“‘You are not the target. Yet.’” She exhaled sharply. “That’s not a threat.”

“No,” Squeeze said. “It’s a timeline.”

He turned the envelope over, studying the symbol.

“I’ve seen this before.”

Malik blinked.

“Where?”

Squeeze stared at the red wax for a long moment before answering.

“On a job, years ago. Overseas.”

Yara stiffened.

“Special operations?”

“Yeah,” he said quietly. “The kind of ops that don’t make paperwork.”

“So they’re military?” Malik asked.

“No,” Squeeze muttered. “Worse.”

He tapped the symbol.

“This is the mark of a private cleaner firm. Off-book. Hired to erase problems governments don’t want to acknowledge.”

Yara’s eyes narrowed.

“And someone hired them to come here? To our hotel?”

“Which means,” Squeeze said, “someone wants the diamond gone... and someone wants us blamed.”

A silence fell over the room.

Heavy.

Cold.

Truth-shaped.

⸻

THE HOTEL LOBBY — SAME TIME

Rain hammered the glass walls as federal vehicles rolled up the circular driveway.

Black SUVs.

Unmarked vans.

Flashing blue lights reflecting across the marble floors.

A swarm of agents in windbreakers marched through the front doors.

Across the lobby, Maestro’s eyebrow arched ever so slightly.

He whispered to himself:

“Ah. The Americans finally arrive.”

The front agent approached the hotel manager with clipped professionalism.

“FBI. We need full access. There’s been a credible threat against a high-profile guest.”

Behind him, Russians stiffened — hands drifting toward concealed pistols.

Tension built like coiled steel.

Someone was about to snap.

Maestro stepped between the groups, smiling with immaculate calm.

“Gentlemen... perhaps we handle this without making the lobby look like the set of a crime drama?”

He bought seconds.

Seconds that mattered.

Seconds the Clean Hands Crew desperately needed.

⸻

BACK IN THE SECURITY ROOM

Squeeze turned to Malik.

“Can you isolate the cleaner on any remaining feeds?”

“I’m trying, but he’s ahead of me. Every time I get one camera online, he kills it.”

“Which direction was he headed last?” Yara asked.

Malik swallowed.

“Up... toward the mid floors.”

Squeeze’s face hardened.

“That’s where Maestro lives.”

Yara blinked.

“You think the cleaner’s going after him?”

“I think,” Squeeze said, “someone inside this hotel knows our operation too well. And Maestro knows too much.”

Right then, another camera feed flashed to life on Malik’s monitor.

A hallway on Floor 17.

The cleaner walked down it calmly, dragging Tino’s unconscious body behind him like a bag of laundry.

Then the cleaner paused—

tilted his head—

and waved at the camera.

The feed cut to black.

Malik staggered back.

“Bro... he’s toying with us.”

“No,” Squeeze said, voice dropping dark.

“He’s telling us where to find him.”

Yara’s pulse jumped.

“This is bait.”

“That’s right,” Squeeze replied. “And we’re going anyway.”

“Why?”

“Because Tino’s alive.

And because whoever hired that cleaner wants to pin the diamond theft — and the bodies — on us. And I’m not letting that happen.”

He grabbed the comm scrambler, the pry tool, and a pair of black nitrile gloves.

Yara slid a hook-blade into her sleeve.

Malik braced himself, breathing deep, trying not to panic.

Squeeze looked at them both.

“Floor 17.

We move fast, we move silent, we move clean.”

He opened the security room door.

“But understand this—”

Lightning cracked outside.

The hotel trembled.

Squeeze’s eyes sharpened to steel.

“Tonight, someone turned our home into a battlefield.”

He stepped into the hallway.

“So now?

We take it back.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER THREE — LINES CROSSED IN THE DARK


FLOOR 17 — 3:41 A.M.
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The elevator doors slid open onto a silent, dimly lit hallway. Carpet plush enough to muffle footsteps. Wall sconces glowing with warm gold light that did nothing to cut the chill in the air.

A hotel floor built for wealthy guests — but tonight, empty.

Evacuated by Russians.

Cleared by feds.

Claimed by someone else.

Squeeze stepped out first.

Yara behind him.

Malik last, hands shaking but steadying as adrenaline took hold.

They moved in formation down the hallway, eyes slicing through every shadow.

Halfway down, Squeeze stopped.

A room service cart sat abandoned outside Room 1709.

Silver dome covers.

Two empty champagne flutes.

And a folded cloth napkin...

...stained with a single streak of blue-tinted water.

Yara crouched, touching the fabric.

“Tino’s bucket,” she whispered.

Squeeze nodded.

“He’s close.”

But visible clues from a professional cleaner?

That wasn’t rescue.

That was choreography.

⸻

THE DOOR TO ROOM 1709

Squeeze signaled Yara.

She drew the hook-blade.

Inserted it between frame and latch.

Lifted.

The door unlocked with a soft click.

They entered in silence.

Malik stayed in the hallway as lookout, tapping furiously into the hotel’s local WiFi node.

⸻

INSIDE THE ROOM

Dark.

Cold.

Air conditioning blasting like midwinter.

The curtains swayed as if someone had moved past them moments ago.

Squeeze scanned the space — every corner, every blind spot.

Then he saw the shape on the bed.

Tino.

Laid gently.

Arms folded.

Breathing shallowly.

Unconscious but uninjured.

A cleaner’s signature:

Neutralization, not brutality.

Yara rushed to him.

“Tino—hey—big man—wake up—”

No response.

Squeeze scanned the room again.

Something was wrong.

Too easy.

Too quiet.

Too... intentional.

His gaze caught on the dresser mirror.

A message was written across the glass—

finger-dragged through condensation:

“ONE OF YOU LET ME IN.”

Yara froze mid-breath.

Squeeze’s pulse dropped like a stone.

Malik whispered through the earpiece, voice trembling:

“Squeeze... behind you—”

Squeeze spun, raising his prybar—

—but the room was empty.

The message blurred slowly as the cold air dried the glass.

Yara stepped back in horror.

“You think he means—”

“Yes,” Squeeze said.

“The cleaner is inside the hotel because someone inside our crew let him access the blindspot node.”

Yara swallowed hard.

“There’s only five people who know how that system works.”

“Tino, me, you, Malik—”

“—and Maestro,” she finished.

A heavy silence.

“I trust Maestro,” Yara said.

Squeeze nodded once. “So do I.”

But trust doesn’t erase possibility.

And possibility kills.

He leaned close to Tino’s face.

Eyes dilated.

Pupils unresponsive.

“He’s drugged. Fast-acting sedative. Russian grade.”

“So the Russians did bring the cleaner?” Yara asked.

Squeeze shook his head.

“No Russian cleaner works this silently. And no Russian drug would keep a man this big under without pain.”

“So who—”

Before he could answer—

the bathroom light clicked on.

All by itself.

Yara’s breath hitched.

Squeeze reached for his weapon.

The door creaked open—

Steam poured out.

No one stepped through.

Then Malik’s voice crackled in their ears —

“Guys. You need to move. Right now.”

⸻

HALLWAY OUTSIDE 1709

Squeeze dragged Tino to his feet. Yara propped him up. They stumbled into the hallway where Malik stood pale and shaking.

“What is it?” Squeeze demanded.

Malik turned his screen toward them.

Three words displayed across every remaining active camera feed:

“YOU ARE NEXT.”

Yara cursed softly under her breath.

“He’s taunting us.”

Squeeze shook his head.

“No. He’s warning us.”

Thunder rumbled outside.

The lights overhead flickered.

Then—

BOOM.

A concussive blast shook the floor beneath their feet.

Yara flinched.

Malik screamed.

Dust rained from the ceiling.

Squeeze steadied himself.

“That was the electrical sub-level. He’s killing our power.”

⸻

THE CLEANER MOVES

On a single surviving camera feed, the masked cleaner walked calmly through the maintenance section, lowering a small explosive device onto a breaker panel.

He tilted his head up toward the camera.

Paused.

Raised a hand.

Not waving.

Counting.

Three fingers.

Two.

One.

The screen cut to black.

⸻

FLOOR 17 HALLWAY — AFTERSHOCK

Malik looked at Squeeze with wide, desperate eyes.

“He’s ahead of us at every step. How does he—how is he—how does he KNOW where we are?”

Yara backed up slowly, supporting Tino.

“He’s not guessing,” she said. “Someone is feeding him our movements.”

Malik’s face broke.

“But who? We’ve been together all night.”

Yara looked at Squeeze.

Squeeze looked at the dark hallway.

And for the first time, his eyes held uncertainty.

“There’s only one way a cleaner stays ahead of a crew like ours,” he said.

“Someone gave him our schedule before tonight even started.”

Yara swallowed hard.

“So the traitor isn’t reacting to tonight.”

“No,” Squeeze said.

“He’s been planning this with the cleaner. For days. Maybe weeks.”

Malik’s voice cracked.

“Squeeze... who would do that to us?”

Squeeze finally answered.

“Someone who wants the diamond to disappear.

Someone who wants the Russians looking at us.

Someone who knows our blindspots, our escape routes, our habits.”

He looked down the long hallway — the lights flickering like candles before dying.

“And someone who isn’t afraid

to burn down the whole hotel

to get what they want.”

His voice hardened.

“We find the traitor.

We stop the cleaner.

And we survive the night.”

Yara exhaled slowly.

“Where to next?”

Squeeze turned toward the emergency stairwell.

“Chapter Three isn’t done yet — but we’re heading upstairs.”

He looked up the stairwell shaft.

“Because whoever hired that cleaner...”

Thunder cracked violently outside.

“...is waiting for us above.”

EMERGENCY STAIRWELL — 3:55 A.M.

The metal door slammed shut behind them, echoing down the narrow concrete shaft like a gunshot.

The stairwell was pitch-black except for the faint red glow of backup exit signs, flickering as the hotel’s electrical grid struggled to stay alive.

Yara shifted Tino’s weight against her shoulder.

Malik stayed close to Squeeze, gripping the railing like it might disappear.

“Why are we going up?” Malik whispered, voice thin.

“Because the cleaner expects us to run down,” Squeeze answered. “And we don’t do what he expects.”

Yara gave a tight nod.

“Reverse the hunt.”

Squeeze flicked on a small tactical light — a narrow beam barely strong enough to cut the darkness, but enough for what they needed.

They ascended fast, quiet, controlled.

Their footsteps thudded softly against the metal steps.

Then—

A metallic clink echoed above.

Yara froze.

“...Did you hear that?” she whispered.

Another clink.

Soft.

Deliberate.

Squeeze raised his hand, signaling the crew to stop.

Malik swallowed hard.

“That’s metal on metal...”

“No,” Squeeze corrected quietly. “That’s pressure. Something moved.”

He angled the light upward.

Nothing on the landing above.

But something glinted on the next step.

A thin filament—

barely visible—

stretched across the stair.

Yara’s eyes widened.

“Tripwire.”

Squeeze crouched slowly, examining it without touching.

Malik whispered, terrified, “What’s it tied to?”

Squeeze followed the line with his light beam—

Up the railing.

Around the corner.

To a small cylindrical device taped beneath the metal support beam above the landing.

Yara exhaled sharply.

“Flash charge?”

“Worse,” Squeeze muttered. “Directional blast.”

Malik looked like he might vomit.

“So if we stepped on it—”

“We wouldn’t be having this conversation,” Squeeze said flatly.

He stared at the device for a moment longer.

“This wasn’t placed tonight.”

Yara stiffened.

“You mean the cleaner—”

“—set this trap hours ago,” Squeeze said. “Maybe days.”

Malik’s voice cracked.

“How? He didn’t have access until the Russian arrived!”

Squeeze turned the flashlight on him slowly.

“Unless someone gave him access before that.”

The stairwell felt smaller.

Colder.

The air thinning under the weight of realization.

“Okay,” Yara whispered, brain shifting gears. “Let’s break this down. Who could’ve given him access to staff routes, maintenance corridors, and emergency paths?”

Squeeze nodded.

“Not Tino. Not Malik. Not you.”

Malik blinked. “Why not me?”

“Because the cleaner didn’t take the server room.” Squeeze pointed out. “He could have erased everything. Instead, he only pulled our blindspot node. Someone with your knowledge would’ve crippled the hotel instantly.”

Malik let out a shuddering breath.

“So you’re saying the traitor doesn’t know the tech deeply.”

Yara stepped closer, voice low.

“That leaves Maestro.”

Squeeze nodded once.

“He knows the hotel better than any of us. He knows which rooms stay empty. Which stairwells never get checked. Which floors get fogged for pest control.”

“But Maestro?” Malik insisted. “He helped build this operation! Why betray us?”

Squeeze didn’t answer right away.

Instead, he carefully disarmed the wire by slipping a shim under the tension point. His hands never shook — steady as clockwork.

Yara watched him work.

“You’re avoiding the question.”

Squeeze exhaled.

“Maestro’s old school. Old debts. Old ties. If someone came at him with leverage — real leverage — he might fold to protect himself.”

Malik shook his head violently.

“No. No way. He’s too calm. Too loyal.”

“That’s what makes him dangerous,” Squeeze said quietly.

He finished disabling the device and pocketed the trigger.

“One thing’s clear: whoever the traitor is, they’ve been setting this up long before the Russians arrived.”

Yara nodded grimly.

“And if the cleaner expected us to hit this trap, he’ll know we avoided it.”

“Exactly,” Squeeze said. “Which means—”

A door opened above them.

Soft.

Slow.

Measured.

A silhouette appeared on the next landing — a tall figure standing still, backlit by a faint emergency light behind them.

Yara’s breath hitched.

Malik grabbed his chest.

Squeeze raised the pry tool.

“Tino?” Yara whispered desperately.

The silhouette stepped forward—

But the figure wasn’t Tino.

It wasn’t the cleaner.

It wasn’t Maestro.

It was —

A hotel security guard.

A young one.

Barely 22.

Uniform drenched in sweat.

Eyes wide with panic.

“P-Please...” he stammered. “I-I need help...”

He stumbled down one step, gasping for air.

“They... they’re killing people...”

Yara rushed to support him — but Squeeze blocked her with one forearm.

“No,” Squeeze said sharply. “Stay back.”

The guard coughed, doubling over, and something dropped from his hand.

A keycard.

Master access.

Malik whispered, horrified:

“That’s the supervisor’s card. That’s... that’s Maestro’s override.”

The guard wheezed:

“H-he... he told me to give you this... if I made it out...”

Squeeze’s jaw tightened.

“Where is Maestro?”

The guard looked up — tears mixing with sweat.

“He... he didn’t make it...”

Yara clapped a hand over her mouth.

Malik staggered backward.

Squeeze stepped forward slowly, watching the guard’s breathing, posture, the way he clutched his abdomen.

Something was wrong.

“Who attacked him?” Yara asked.

The guard’s trembling finger lifted...

Pointing upward.

“The man with the white mask...”

He collapsed forward.

Yara moved to catch him—

But Squeeze grabbed her wrist mid-motion.

“Wait.”

He knelt beside the guard, checked his pulse—

And stopped.

Not because the guard was dead.

But because Squeeze felt something under the guard’s jacket.

Wires.

Thin ones.

A device.

Squeeze’s eyes sharpened instantly.

“Back up,” he snapped. “NOW!”

Yara and Malik jumped back as Squeeze tore open the guard’s jacket —

— revealing a timed charge taped to his chest.

Not explosive.

Worse.

EMP. Short-range. Enough to fry Malik’s gear and knock out every remaining camera within the hotel’s staff floors.

Yara’s voice shook.

“He used the guard as a delivery system.”

“No,” Squeeze muttered.

“He used him as a message.”

Malik swallowed, voice trembling.

“What’s the message?”

Squeeze stared at the blinking LEDs.

“That Maestro didn’t betray us.”

The guard’s final words echoed in his memory:

“He didn’t make it...”

Yara’s eyes filled.

“So Maestro was trying to help us.”

“Yeah.” Squeeze’s voice dropped to a deadly whisper. “Which means we were wrong.”

Malik’s face went pale.

“If it’s not Maestro...”

Squeeze answered with three words.

Words that chilled the air:

“It’s one of us.”

Lightning exploded outside the windows.

The stairwell lights died.

The EMP charge on the guard’s chest blinked twice—

And detonated.
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CHAPTER FOUR — THE CALL SHE NEVER EXPECTED


STAIRWELL — 4:01 A.M.
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The EMP device detonated with a dull, concussive pulse—

not loud, but deep, like the heartbeat of a dying machine.

A wave of invisible force rippled outward.

Lights died.

Radios screeched.

Malik’s tablet sparked and went dark in his hands.

Then—

Total blackout.

Yara yanked Malik down behind the stairwell wall.

Squeeze threw himself over the guard’s body, shielding them from any follow-up blast.

Silence followed.

Heavy, smothering, unnatural.

Slowly, the world settled.

Yara blinked into the pitch-dark.

“I can’t see anything...”

Malik’s breathing quickened.

“He’s... h-he’s got us blind. No cameras. No comms. No gear.”

Squeeze remained perfectly calm.

Not because he wasn’t afraid —

but because fear had to wait its turn.

“Stay low,” he whispered.

“Malik, move behind me. Yara, keep Tino protected.”

Yara nodded, even though he couldn’t see it.

“Copy.”

Squeeze clicked his tactical light.

Nothing.

Fried.

He tossed it aside.

“That EMP wiped every device in this stairwell. We’re on instinct now.”

A cold breath of air drifted down the shaft.

Yara stiffened.

“That wasn’t wind.”

Squeeze raised a hand—

Footsteps.

Above them.

Slow.

Measured.

Unhurried.

Malik’s voice cracked.

“Is that—him?”

Squeeze didn’t answer.

Because he already knew.

Only the cleaner would walk like that —

like the darkness was his native habitat,

like visibility was optional,

like the hunt wasn’t beginning...

...it was already over.

The footsteps grew louder.

Closer.

Then—

Stopped.

Two floors above.

Yara whispered, “Squeeze... what do we do?”

“First,” Squeeze said, “we stop reacting.”

He stood up slowly, silently, power coiling through him.

“Second—”

A faint metallic click echoed down the stairwell.

Not a weapon.

A door latch.

The cleaner had stepped into the floor 19 landing.

Squeeze’s jaw tightened.

“He wants us to follow him.”

Malik’s voice pitched high.

“Yeah—we’re not doing that, right?”

Yara looked at Squeeze.

He didn’t blink.

“We’re doing exactly that.”

Malik nearly collapsed.

“WHY?!”

“Because he’s not hunting us.” Squeeze pointed upward. “He’s guarding something. Something on 19. And that something is tied to the diamond... and the traitor.”

Yara lifted her chin, steel in her voice.

“Then let’s go get answers.”

⸻

STAIRWELL — BETWEEN FLOORS 17 AND 18

They moved upward with deliberate care —

Squeeze first,

Yara watching their back,

Malik in between,

Tino groaning softly as he regained partial consciousness.

Halfway to the landing, Malik tugged Squeeze’s sleeve.

“Squeeze... I’ve been thinking...”

“Talk.”

“If the cleaner has access to our blindspot system, then he has access to our movements, right?”

“Yes.”

“And he set traps in the stairwells... meaning he knows where we walk.”

“Yes.”

“And he didn’t kill Maestro. He killed the guard instead.”

Squeeze nodded.

“Right.”

Malik swallowed.

“Squeeze... Maestro wasn’t the traitor.”

“We already figured—”

“No, listen!” Malik urged, voice trembling.

“The guard was sent to deliver Maestro’s override card. But why? Why wouldn’t Maestro come himself?”

Yara froze halfway up the stairs.

“...He couldn’t.”

“Exactly,” Malik whispered.

“The cleaner didn’t just kill Maestro.”

He took a shaky breath.

“He intercepted him.”

Yara exhaled sharply.

“He ambushed Maestro before Maestro could warn us.”

Squeeze closed his eyes for one beat.

“Which means Maestro found something.”

“And tried to tell us,” Malik said.

Silence fell over the stairwell.

Heavy.

Real.

Squeeze opened his eyes again — sharp, predatory.

“Whatever Maestro discovered... it’s on Floor 19.”

⸻

FLOOR 19 LANDING — 4:07 A.M.

The emergency light flickered just enough to reveal the landing.

Nothing moved.

No sound.

Just a single object placed in the center of the floor:

A folded housekeeping uniform.

Yara frowned.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Malik’s voice broke.

“Is... is that meant for YOU, Yara?”

“No,” Squeeze said quietly.

He walked closer, scanning the shadows.

“That isn’t for Yara.”

He pointed.

The nametag attached to the uniform read:

MALIK.

Malik stumbled backward until he hit the wall.

“H-hold on—this—this is a trap—”

“Yes,” Squeeze said.

“It is.”

“But WHY me?!”

Squeeze knelt beside the uniform, picking up the small object resting on top:

A flash drive.

Black.

Unmarked.

Cold to the touch.

He turned it in his hand.

“There’s only one way a cleaner uses a flash drive,” Squeeze said.

Yara’s eyes sharpened.

“For blackmail.”

Squeeze nodded.

“And cleaners only blackmail assistants... or traitors.”

Malik froze.

His throat bobbed.

“Squeeze... you—you don’t think—”

Squeeze stood.

His voice was calm.

Too calm.

“Malik, look at me.”

Malik did — shaking.

“Did you give anyone access to the blindspot node?”

“No!” Malik cried.

“Did you log into an unknown network recently?”

“No!”

“Did you get any strange emails? Links? Attachments?”

“No—n-no—nothing—”

“What about text messages?”

“...no.”

“What about—”

“SQUEEZE, I DIDN’T DO ANYTHING!”

Yara stepped between them.

“Maybe he doesn’t know. Maybe someone hijacked his credentials.”

Squeeze stared at Malik.

Studying.

Measuring.

Finally:

“Possibly.”

Malik collapsed in relief.

But Squeeze wasn’t done.

He held up the flash drive.

“We plug this in only when we’re ready. Because this—”

He flicked it once, catching it in his palm.

“—is supposed to tear us apart.”

Yara nodded grimly.

“The cleaner wants us doubting each other.”

“And he almost succeeded,” Squeeze said.

Malik whispered:

“So... it’s not me.”

Squeeze slid the flash drive into his pocket.

“No.”

Yara breathed out.

“So that just leaves—”

Squeeze answered softly, cold as the ocean before a storm:

“Tino.”

Lightning tore across the sky outside.

Tino groaned on Yara’s shoulder.

And for the first time since they found him—

Squeeze didn’t rush to help him.

He simply said:

“Get him up. We’re heading inside.

If Tino’s the traitor... the cleaner isn’t our only enemy tonight.”

FLOOR 19 — 4:11 A.M.

The door creaked open into a hallway that should have looked like any other in the Mar Azul Grand — polished, perfumed, perfect.

Instead?

Dark.

Cold.

Abandoned.

Every suite door on the floor stood slightly open.

Every hallway light flickered with dying electricity.

The digital “Do Not Disturb” panels were dead and unlit.

It wasn’t a
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ROOM 1904 — MAESTRO’S WARNING























































THE SOUND THAT CHANGES EVERYTHING





































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE
CLEAN HANDS

CREW

A NOVEL

D.E.RINGER





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





