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[bookmark: _y0323z6eefva]A TRAGEDY IN THE MIDS

[bookmark: _st06pbumux4z]RICARDO'S VOICE, PRESENT DAY
Five years later, and I still can't sleep through the night. 
Her hair. God, her long curly hair. The way it caught light like spun obsidian, each curl a perfect spiral that smelled of jasmine and something darker—amber, maybe, or sandalwood. I used to bury my face in it while she slept, breathing her in like she was oxygen itself.
Flash: Three hundred people screaming. The sound doesn't seem human.
She was so beautiful it hurt to look at her. Caramel skin glowing in the tropical sun. Those eyes—brilliant emerald green, the kind that seemed to glow from within—that could see straight through you.
And he was so fucking smug. Designer sunglasses. Vintage 2015 diamond-studded Rolex catching the light. That arrogant smile that said she's mine and you'll never have her.
Flash: Carmen lifeless on the marble floor. Her eyes open but empty. Staring at nothing.
Her skin. Like silk, like water, like nothing I'd ever touched before. I'd trace the curve of her spine and she'd shiver, goosebumps rising under my fingertips. She'd laugh—this bright, genuine sound—and press closer.
Flash: The knife going in. Again. Again. Again. Ninety-seven times.
The way she moved was poetry. Graceful and deliberate, every gesture intentional. When she walked into a room, time seemed to slow. People would stop mid-sentence just to watch her pass.
Flash: Her diamonds, her white nebula dress fully soaked through. You couldn't even tell it had been white anymore.
Her scent. Jesus Christ, her scent. It wasn't just perfume—though she wore Chanel , the vintage formulation that cost a fortune. It was her. Sweet and intoxicating and utterly unique. I could smell it on my clothes days after she'd worn them. Could smell it on my pillow. On my hands.
Flash: Victor's face blank. Expressionless. Stone cold. Like he was performing surgery.
In the Old Maldives, she'd looked at me across the water with such desperate hope. Such longing. Victor was inside the villa, probably tracking her emotions on his phone, and she was standing at the edge of the infinity pool, backlit by sunset, looking like something I fear god had only created once.
An angel begging to be saved.
Flash: Her body convulsing with each strike. Blood spraying. People screaming.
When she kissed me, really kissed me, it felt like the world was ending and beginning at the same time. Like nothing else mattered. Like we were the only two people in the universe.
Flash: I held her for twenty-three minutes while she died. Her lungs filling with blood. That wet, rattling sound.
Beauty and the Beast.
That's what we were. What they were. What this whole fucking tragedy was.
A tale as old as fucking time.
The beautiful girl and the charming monster who loved her. Except in this version, the beast doesn't transform. He doesn't become human. He doesn't learn to love properly.
He just destroys what he can't possess.
Victor was the beast—Handsome and charming on the surface, rotting underneath. And Carmen was beauty incarnate. So fucking stunning it was almost a curse.
And me? I was the prince who arrived too late. Who fought the beast and lost. Who had to watch beauty die in a pool of her own glistening blood while three hundred people screamed and did nothing.
My therapist—Dr. Tanaka, this brilliant woman who specializes in trauma—she tells me it's normal. That watching someone you love get murdered in front of three hundred people tends to fuck you up permanently. Her words, not mine. I appreciate the honesty.
But here's what she doesn't get: it's not just the murder. It's that sound. It's that smell of her blood mixing with her perfume. It's that way her hair looked spread across the white marble, still perfect, still beautiful, even as she died horrifically .
It's the memory of her laugh. Her voice. Her skin. Her scent.
It's the ghost of her that lives in every room I enter, every bed I sleep in, every moment I'm still breathing and she's not.
People ask me why I'm telling this story. Why I'm dredging up the worst moment of my life and putting it out there for everyone to consume. Some true-crime bullshit for people to podcast about over their morning coffee.
Here's why: because the narrative got twisted. Because the media made Carmen into a cautionary tale about beautiful women who date the wrong men. Because they made it seem like she was asking for it somehow—dating two guys at once, playing games, being far too ethereal for her own good.
They got it all wrong.
Carmen wasn't a cautionary tale. She was a survivor who almost made it out. She was brilliant and damaged and trying so hard to be more than what her trauma had made her. She was six weeks pregnant with a baby we both wanted desperately. She was mine, and I failed to protect her.
So yeah, I'm telling this story. Every brutal, devastating detail. Because Carmen Beaumont-Mercier deserves to be remembered as more than just a beautiful corpse on a ballroom floor.
But I'm getting ahead of myself.
Let me take you back to the beginning. To the Mids in 3055, to a world suspended between Earth's moon and the glittering spire of New Dubai. To a place where only the wealthiest one percent could afford to breathe the recycled air.
To the moment I first saw her and knew—with absolute certainty—that she was going to destroy me.

[bookmark: _gsxiuswc0zbu]THE MIDS, 3055
Picture this: a city floating in space, suspended in flawless balance between lunar gravity and Earth's pull. The Mids wasn't just a place—it was a whole vibe. Interconnected rings rotating at precisely calculated speeds, creating zones of varying gravity. The outer rings, closest to the Moon, had nearly Earth-normal weight. The inner rings, facing Earth, were practically weightless.
Only the ultra-wealthy lived here. Old money families who'd claimed their territories decades ago: the Beaumonts with their zero-gravity gardens, the Al-Rashids with their star-facing observatory penthouses, the Vandermeres with their collection of pre-Collapse art worth more than small nations.
Everything was excessive. Restaurants with Michelin stars and chefs poached from Earth's finest establishments. Boutiques carrying the latest from Old Paris and Old Milan and Old Tokyo—actual physical locations that still existed, barely, after the Climate Collapse. Galleries with museum-quality art. Clubs where membership was purely hereditary, with few exceptions.
And beyond the city itself, the attractions that made the Mids unique: star-facing platforms where you could dine literally among the stars, suspended in space with only a force field between you and the void. Zero-gravity gardens where plants grew in impossible spirals. Observation decks where you could watch solar flares or the slow dance of satellites.
For the wealthy, the Mids was paradise.
For everyone else, it was a reminder of everything they'd never have.

[bookmark: _o4p6y7u6sc9w]THE CELESTIAL CLUB
The first time I saw Carmen Beaumont-Mercier was at the Celestial Club—one of those places where membership cost more than most people earned in a lifetime. I'd just closed a deal that added another billion to my tech empire, and I was celebrating with champagne that came from zero-gravity vineyards. Bottles that cost fifty thousand credits each.
She walked in, and the entire room stopped.
I'm not exaggerating. Conversations literally paused mid-sentence. A waiter dropped a glass—this crystalline crash that echoed through the sudden silence. Three men at the bar turned in unison like they'd been magnetized.
She was wearing liquid starlight. Custom Valentino Void, the kind of dress that moved like water and caught light like diamonds. Her skin had this impossible luminous quality—this warm bronze that seemed to glow from within. Chestnut curls tumbled past her waist in spiral waves that caught the light with every movement, each ringlet perfectly formed like something out of a Renaissance painting. And even from thirty feet away, you could catch her scent: jasmine, amber, something intoxicating and uniquely her.
But here's what made the moment surreal:
She was on her phone. Ending a relationship.
"I'm void-spaced on this," she said, her voice flat and cold as lunar ice. Those full, pillowy lips—the kind poets wrote sonnets about—barely moved as she spoke. "We're done."
The man on the other end—I found out later it was Adrian Blake, this A-list actor who'd left his wife and kids for her, whose face graced every magazine cover in the solar system—was begging. I couldn't hear his words, but I could see her expression: bored indifference. Her emerald eyes—vivid as jewels, shifting between jade and forest green depending on the light—held nothing but cold dismissal. Giving total Paris Hilton energy but make it sad.
"I don't care how important you think you are," she said, examining her nails—perfectly manicured, subtle nude polish, nothing flashy. Her delicate button nose wrinkled slightly in distaste. "I don't care about your career, your reputation, or your feelings. This was fun. Now it's not. Goodbye."
She ended the call mid-sentence and dropped the phone into her clutch.
Then she walked through the club like she owned it. Which, technically, her family kind of did.
An elderly couple paused mid-conversation to watch her pass. The bartender straightened his tie. A child tugged his mother's sleeve and pointed. Three men changed direction just to walk closer to her—one of them walked straight into a pillar because he wasn't watching where he was going, mesmerized by the way those chestnut spirals swayed with each step.
She was lithe and long-limbed—five-foot-eight in her bare feet, five-ten in the heels she wore like armor—and she commanded every room she entered. Her frame was ethereal, almost fragile-looking: elegant collarbones visible above the dress's neckline, a slender waist that emphasized her graceful proportions, breasts small and perfect as sculptured marble beneath the liquid fabric. Like Britney-level untouchable, but make it luxury space station.
She ordered a glass of Château Margaux 2089, one of the last vintages produced on Earth before the vineyards moved off-world. The bartender—a man who'd served royalty and refused to be impressed by anyone—actually smiled at her. Those emerald eyes met his with practiced warmth, and he practically melted.
She smiled back, her generous lips curving into something that looked genuine but wasn't. Playing the part. The incandescent woman. The one all eyes tracked. The one men would fight for.
But I saw something else. Something in the way her shoulders tensed when people stared. The way her smile didn't quite reach those stunning green eyes. The way she held herself like she was performing a role she'd been rehearsing her entire life, her delicate fingers wrapped around the wine glass like it was a prop.
Inside, she was screaming.
"That's Carmen Beaumont-Mercier," my business partner Rafael said, following my gaze. "Don't even think about it, Ricardo. She's out of everyone's league."
He was right, of course.
But he was also wrong.
Because three months later, she would choose me. And six months after that, she would be dead.

[bookmark: _veod65f95ybi]THE TRUTH ABOUT CARMEN
Here's what you need to understand: Carmen wasn't born into wealth.
That's the part most people at those parties never knew. The part she never talked about when people assumed she'd always been one of them.
The truth is darker.
Carmen's mother, Isabelle Beaumont, had been a supermodel in the 2020s—back when Earth still had fashion weeks and runways and magazines printed on actual paper. Devastating. The kind of resplendent presence that made people stupid.
She'd also been trapped in an abusive marriage to Carmen's father, a Dubai oil magnate who thought his money meant he owned her completely.
When Carmen was seven, Isabelle killed him.
Self-defense. He'd been beating her—again—and she'd grabbed a kitchen knife and stabbed him seventeen times. Then she'd taken Carmen and fled to the Mids, using her modeling connections and what remained of her beauty to rebuild their lives.
Isabelle taught Carmen everything she knew about survival: how to weaponize beauty, how to manipulate desire, how to make men desperate enough to give you anything while keeping them at arm's length. How to perform femininity like it was a job—because for them, it was.
"Your beauty is a weapon," Isabelle told her daughter. "Use it before someone uses you."
So Carmen learned. She learned to walk into rooms and own them. To smile in ways that made men's brains short-circuit. To flirt without promising anything. To keep everyone wanting while giving nothing away.
She became exactly what her mother trained her to be: a UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER, untouchable goddess who could have anyone and chose no one.
But here's what Isabelle didn't teach her: how to recognize when someone's obsession crossed from desire into danger. How to spot the difference between a man who wanted to possess her and a man who wanted to love her. How to escape when the weapon you'd been using turned against you.
By the time Carmen was twenty-nine, she was exhausted. Tired of performing. Tired of being desired but never truly seen. Tired of the emptiness that came with having everything except what actually mattered.
She wanted something real. Something raw. Someone who would look past the luminous skin and perfect curls and intoxicating scent and see her—the brilliant, damaged, desperate woman underneath.
She was about to find two men who claimed they could.
Victor Castellano, a CIA operative who would love her so obsessively it would destroy them both.
And me. Ricardo Ferretti. A tech billionaire who would love her desperately and fail to save her.
Only one of us would survive to tell this story.
Three years before the Celestine Ball, Carmen walked into that club looking for something real.
She found it.
And it killed her.

[bookmark: _hlzzjlsqec3g]THE COLLISION
Don had been broken by Tehran and rebuilt himself around the need for total control. He'd learned that caring about people meant protecting them completely. That love meant possession. That the only way to keep someone safe was to own every aspect of their life.
Carmen's tools worked on normal men. Men who wanted her but could be manipulated. Men who desired her but could be controlled.
Don wasn't normal.
Don didn't want to compete for her. He wanted to own her.
Don didn't want to be manipulated. He wanted to control.
Don didn't see Carmen's beauty as something to admire from a distance. He saw it as something to possess completely.
Every strategy Carmen had learned from her mother—the flirting, the manipulation, the keeping men at arm's length while making them desperate—all of it backfired with Don. Because Don didn't want to be one of many admirers. He wanted to be the only one.
And when Carmen tried to use her usual tactics—when she tried to maintain independence, when she tried to keep other options open, when she tried to control the relationship the way she'd controlled every other relationship-Don saw it as betrayal. As her trying to escape.
And he couldn't allow that.
Carmen thought Don's obsessive focus was the unconditional love her mother had never given her. She didn't recognize it as the same danger her mother had fled from in Dubai. Didn't see that Don's obsession was just Rashid's violence in a different form.
By the time she realized what Don really was—by the time she understood that his love was a cage, that his desire was possession, that his obsession was danger—it was already too late.
She was already trapped.
And all the tools her mother had given her, all the strategies she'd learned, all the power she thought she had-none of it mattered.
Because you can't manipulate someone who's willing to destroy you rather than lose you. You can't control someone who sees your autonomy as betrayal.
You can't escape someone who believes your death is preferable to your freedom.
That's the real tragedy. Two people broken by trauma in complementary, catastrophic ways. Carmen trained to control but defenseless against someone who wanted to own. Don trained to protect but incapable of seeing that possession isn't love.
They were always going to destroy each other.
The only question was how many people would die in the process.
Massimo's voice
Before I tell you about the Vandermere party, you need to understand one more thing about Carmen. Not the woman I fell in love with—that came later. But the woman she'd been trained to be. The weapon her mother had forged.
Three years before she met Don, Carmen Beaumont was twenty-seven years old and at the absolute peak of her power.
She'd perfected the art her mother taught her. She knew exactly what she was. Exactly what she could do. And she had zero qualms about doing it.
This is the story her friends told me after she died. The story that explained why Zena Lockwood hated her enough to press charges. The story that set everything else in motion.
It happened at the Celestial Diamond Gala.
THE DIAMOND GALA (THREE YEARS BEFORE)
PART ONE: THE GAME
The Celestial Diamond Gala was the kind of event where entry cost a quarter million credits just for the privilege of being in the room. Held on the Apex Platform—the highest point in the Mids, where you could see both Earth and the Moon simultaneously—it was where billionaires came to show off their wealth and their women.
Carmen arrived wearing a dress that cost more than most people's annual salary. White silk that clung to every curve, with a back that plunged so low it was basically obscene. Her dark curly hair was swept up, showing off her neck and shoulders. The dress made her caramel skin look like it was glowing from within.
She smelled like vanilla and jasmine and something else—something that made every man in the room turn and stare as she passed.
She was with her crew. Arabella Sinclair, her best friend since they were teenagers—tall, blonde, striking in her own right but always slightly in Carmen's shadow. Madison Chen, a tech heiress with a vicious sense of humor. Sophia Laurent, old money from Paris, elegant and cruel. And Zara Okonkwo, a model who'd graced every major magazine cover in the Mids.
They were all impossibly striking. All wealthy. All bored.
And boredom, in their world, was dangerous.
They'd claimed a private booth overlooking the main floor-crystal walls, floating champagne service, the best view in the house. Below them, the gala was in full swing. Orchestra playing. Diamonds everywhere—on necks, wrists, ears, even woven into hair. The ultra-wealthy at play.
"God, this is boring," Madison said, draining her champagne. "Same people, same conversations, same everything."
"We could leave," Sophia suggested, but without conviction. There was nowhere better to be.
"Or," Arabella said, her eyes lighting up with mischief, "we could make it interesting."
Carmen looked at her. "What did you have in mind?"
Arabella nodded toward the dance floor. "See that girl? The one in the blue dress?"
Carmen followed her gaze. A woman, maybe twenty-five, pretty in a conventional way. Dark hair, nice figure, expensive jewelry. She was dancing with a man who looked like he'd stepped out of a cologne ad—tall, handsome, clearly wealthy.
"That's Zena Lockwood," Arabella said. "Remember her? She was in our social circle for like, a month last year before she got boring."
Carmen vaguely remembered. Quiet girl. Sweet. A little too earnest for their crowd.
"And that's her boyfriend, James Whitmore," Arabella continued. "Heir to the Whitmore shipping fortune. Worth about eight hundred million."
"Okay?" Carmen said. "So?"
"So," Arabella leaned in, her smile wicked, "I dare you to take him."
The table went quiet. Then Madison started laughing.
"Oh my God, yes," she said. "Carmen, you have to."
"Right in front of her," Zara added, grinning. "Make it obvious. Make it hurt."
Carmen looked down at Natasha and James. They looked happy. In love, even. He was holding her close, whispering something in her ear that made her smile.
She felt nothing.
Not guilt. Not empathy. Not even curiosity about what it would feel like to destroy that happiness.
Just... calculation.
Could she do it? Of course she could. She could take any man she wanted. That was just a fact, like gravity or the speed of light.
Would it be fun? Maybe. It had been a while since she'd really tested herself.
"What do I get if I do it?" she asked.
"The satisfaction of knowing you're unstoppable," Arabella said. "Plus we'll cover your tab for the next month."
"And the look on her face," Sophia added. "That's worth it alone."
Carmen took a sip of her champagne. Considered.
The thing was, she didn't dislike Natasha. She barely knew her. This wasn't personal.
It was just... what she did. What she was good at. What her mother had taught her. Men were easy. You just had to know which buttons to push. And Carmen knew them all. "Fine," she said, setting down her glass. "Watch and learn."
Her friends erupted in excited whispers as Carmen stood. She checked her reflection in the crystal wall-perfect, as always—and started down the stairs to the main floor.
She could feel eyes on her immediately. Men turning to watch. Women noticing their men turning. The ripple effect of her presence.
She'd learned to hate it and weaponize it simultaneously.
As she crossed the floor toward James and Natasha, she saw an elderly man actually stop mid-conversation to stare. A waiter nearly dropped his tray. A woman grabbed her husband's arm possessively.
This was her power. This was what she'd been given.
And she was about to use it to destroy someone's relationship for no reason other than because she could.
PART TWO: THE EXECUTION
Carmen timed it perfectly.
She "accidentally" bumped into James as he was leading Natasha off the dance floor.
"Oh my God, I'm so sorry," she said, her hand on his arm to steady herself. "These heels are wickedly elegant but deadly."
James looked at her. His eyes widened slightly—that universal male reaction to Carmen's face, her scent, her presence.
"No problem," he said, but his voice had changed. Gotten softer. More attentive.
Natasha noticed immediately. Carmen saw her stiffen, saw her eyes narrow slightly.
Good.
"I'm Carmen," she said, extending her hand. Not to Natasha. To James.
"James," he said, taking it. His hand lingered a moment too long. "This is my girlfriend, Natasha."
"Hi," Carmen said, barely glancing at her. Then back to James. "I love this song. Do you dance?"
It was bold. Rude, even. Asking a man to dance when he was clearly with someone.
But that was the point.
"I" James looked at Natasha. "We were just—"
"One dance," Carmen said, and she let her voice drop slightly, become more intimate. "I promise I won't steal you for long."
She smiled. That smile that made men stupid.
And she saw the exact moment James made his decision.
"One dance," he said to Natasha. "I'll be right back."
Natasha's face went pale. "James—"
But he was already following Carmen onto the dance floor.
Carmen led him to the center, where everyone could see. Where her friends could watch from their booth. Where Natasha would have a perfect view.
The orchestra was playing something slow and romantic. Perfect.
James put his hand on her waist. Carmen stepped closer than necessary, close enough that he could smell her perfume, feel the warmth of her body.
"So," she said, looking up at him through her lashes, "tell me about yourself, James."
"I—" He seemed to have trouble forming words. His eyes kept dropping to her lips, her neck, the curve of her dress. "I run a shipping company. Interplanetary freight."
"That sounds fascinating," Carmen lied. She didn't care about his job. Didn't care about anything except the game.
She let her fingers trail up his arm. Felt him shiver.
"You're absolutely stunning," he said, and his voice was rough.
"Thank you." She leaned in slightly. "You're not so bad yourself."
They danced. Carmen made sure to laugh at his jokes, to touch his chest when she spoke, to look at him like he was the only person in the room.
She could see Natasha watching from the edge of the dance floor. Could see her face crumpling. Could see her trying to decide whether to intervene or run.
Carmen felt nothing.
This was just what she did. This was just who she was.
After three songs, she leaned in close to James's ear.
"Want to get out of here?" she whispered.
She felt him tense. Felt the war happening inside him—loyalty to Natasha versus desire for Carmen.
Desire won. It always did.
"Yes," he breathed.
Carmen smiled. Stepped back. Took his hand.
And led him off the dance floor, past Natasha, past the staring guests, past the orchestra.
She didn't look back. Didn't need to.
She'd won.
As they left, she caught Arabella's eye in the booth above. Her friend was laughing, raising her champagne glass in salute.
Carmen smiled back.
This was fun.
PART THREE: THE AFTERMATH
The next morning, Carmen woke up in James's penthouse apartment.
He was still asleep beside her, one arm thrown over his face. He'd been... fine. Enthusiastic. Grateful. Like most men were when they got what they'd been fantasizing about.
Carmen felt nothing about it. No guilt. No satisfaction. Just... emptiness.
She got up, found her dress, got dressed. Checked her phone-forty-seven messages from her friends, all variations of "OMG" and "YOU'RE INSANE" and "DID YOU REALLY?"
She smiled.
Then she had an idea.
James had a hot tub on his balcony—one of those luxury infinity tubs that overlooked the Mids. The sun was rising, casting golden light across the platforms.
Perfect.
She woke James up. "Want to watch the sunrise?"
Twenty minutes later, they were in the hot tub. Carmen had positioned them perfectly—her in his lap, his arms around her, both of them laughing at something.
She handed her phone to James. "Take a picture?"
He did. Several, actually. Carmen made sure they looked intimate but not explicit. Playful. Romantic. The kind of photos that would make people jealous.
Then she posted them to Instagram.
The caption was simple: "Best night ever
She tagged James. Tagged the location. Made it public.
Within minutes, the likes started rolling in. Her friends commenting with fire emojis and heart eyes. Strangers commenting on how luminous she appeared, how fortunate James felt.
And then she saw it-Natasha had viewed her story.
Carmen smiled.
Mission accomplished.
PART FOUR: THE CONSEQUENCE
What Carmen didn't see—what she didn't care enough to look for—was what happened to Natasha.
Natasha had gone home from the gala alone, crying so hard she could barely see. She'd watched the man she loved—the man she'd been planning a future with―get seduced and stolen in front of three hundred people.
She'd watched Carmen lead him away like it was nothing. Like Natasha was nothing.
When she woke up the next morning and saw the Instagram photos, something inside her broke.
It wasn't just the betrayal. It was the public humiliation. Everyone had seen it. Everyone knew. Her phone was blowing up with messages—some sympathetic, some mocking, some just curious about the drama.
She'd been reduced to a joke. A cautionary tale. The girl who couldn't keep her man when Carmen Beaumont decided she wanted him.
She called James. He didn't answer.
She called again. And again.
Finally, he texted: I'm sorry. It just happened. You're great, but... Carmen is...
He didn't even finish the sentence.
Natasha stared at that text for an hour.
Then she went to her bathroom and opened the medicine cabinet.
Massimo's voice
Natasha took thirty sleeping pills. Washed them down with vodka. Left a note that said simply: "/ wasn't enough."
Her roommate found her four hours later. Called an ambulance. They pumped her stomach. She survived.
But the girl who woke up in that hospital bed wasn't the same girl who'd gone to the Diamond Gala.
That girl was gone.
Replaced by someone harder. Angrier. Broken in ways that would never fully heal.
She disappeared from social circles for eight months. Deleted her Instagram. Moved to a different platform in the Mids. Started therapy. Started medication.
When she finally came back, she was different. Guarded. Suspicious. Quick to anger.
And she hated Carmen Beaumont with every fiber of her being.
Not because Carmen had stolen James-James was weak, and Natasha eventually realized she was better off without him.
But because Carmen had done it for fun. For a dare. For no reason except because she could. Because to Carmen, Natasha wasn't a person. She was just an obstacle. A challenge. A game. And that kind of casual cruelty—that kind of complete disregard for another person's humanity—that was unforgivable.
PART FIVE: CARMEN'S REFLECTION
Three years later, when Carmen walked into the Castellane Gallery and saw Zena Lockwood standing there, she didn't recognize her at first.
The name was vaguely familiar. The face... maybe? But Carmen had done this to so many people over the years. Stolen so many boyfriends. Played so many games.
They all blurred together.
She didn't remember Natasha's face when she'd led James away. Didn't remember the Instagram photos. Didn't remember the aftermath.
It was just another night. Just another conquest. Just another demonstration of her power.
So when Natasha confronted her in that gallery bathroom, when Natasha's face twisted with rage and grief and hatred, Carmen was genuinely confused.
"What the fuck is your problem?" Carmen had said.
And Natasha had laughed. A broken, bitter sound.
"You don't even remember, do you?"
Carmen had stared at her. Tried to place her. Failed.
"The Diamond Gala," Natasha said. "Three years ago. You stole my boyfriend on a dare. Posted photos of you fucking him the next morning. Ruined my life for fun."
And then-slowly-Carmen remembered.
The blue dress. The boyfriend. The hot tub photos.
"Oh," she said. "That."
"That?" Natasha's voice rose. "THAT? You destroyed me! I tried to kill myself because of you! And you don't even fucking remember!"
"Look," Carmen said, trying to de-escalate, "I'm sorry that happened to you, but―"
"But what? But it was just a game? But I should have been stronger? But I should have known better than to trust someone like you?"
"I mean..." Carmen shrugged. "Yeah, kind of. Everyone plays those games. You can't take it personally."
That's when Natasha hit her.
And everything that followed-the fight, the arrest, Don's rescue, the Maldives, Massimo, the tragedy all of it traced back to this moment.
To Carmen's inability to see other people as real.
To her mother's lessons about beauty as currency and manipulation as survival.
To the weapon she'd been forged into, sharp and gleaming and utterly incapable of empathy.
Massimo's voice
Here's what I learned after Carmen died: she'd done this to dozens of people. Maybe hundreds. Stolen boyfriends, ruined relationships, destroyed lives—all for fun, for practice, for the thrill of knowing she could.
Her friends told me stories. Laughing, like they were fond memories. Like they didn't understand that they were describing a monster.
But here's the thing: Carmen wasn't a monster. Not really.
She was just a girl who'd been taught that her beauty was the only thing that mattered. That manipulation was survival. That other people's feelings were irrelevant compared to her own power.
She'd been forged into a weapon by a mother who'd survived by being ruthless.
And she'd never learned-never had the chance to learn—that there was another way to be.
By the time she met me, by the time she started to understand that love could be gentle and kind and free-
It was too late.
Don had already seen her. Already claimed her. Already decided that if he couldn't have her, no one could.
And all those years of manipulating men, of making them fall in love and then discarding them, of treating them like toys—
None of it had prepared her for a man who didn't follow the rules of her game.
A man who would rather destroy her than let her go.
That's the real tragedy, I think.
Carmen learned too late that some men can't be manipulated.
Some men can't be controlled.
Some men will kill you rather than lose you.
And by the time she understood that, she was already trapped.
The Vandermere party continued late into the night. The champagne flowed, the music played, the UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER people danced and laughed and made deals and alliances that would shape the Mids for years to come.
And in the middle of it all, Carmen and Don circled each other like binary stars, drawn together by a gravity neither of them fully understood.
They didn't speak that first night. Just looked. Just watched. Just felt the pull.
But they both knew they'd see each other again.
It was inevitable.
Like everything else that followed.
Massimo's voice
Look, I've been told that tragedy requires inevitability. That the audience has to see the ending coming, has to watch helplessly as the characters march toward their doom, unable to stop them, unable to look away.
If that's true, then Carmen's story is the perfect tragedy.
Because from the moment she saw Don Castellano, from the moment she smiled at him across that crowded ballroom, everything that followed was inevitable.
The love. The obsession. The violence. The end.
All of it was written in that first glance, that first smile, that first moment of connection.
I just wish I'd been there to stop it.
But I wasn't. I was in Tokyo, making money, building my empire, living my life, completely unaware that the woman I would love was meeting the man who would kill her.
By the time I met Carmen, it was already too late.
The damage was already done.
All I could do was love her in the time we had left, and then watch as Don took her away from me forever.
But I'm getting ahead of myself again.
Let me take you back to that party, to that moment, to the beginning of the end.
Let me show you how it started.
And then, God help me, I'll show you how it ended.
CHAPTER TWO: FIRST LIGHT (CARMEN)
Honestly? The Vandermere party was boring as hell.
Too many people trying to look important, too much champagne being wasted on networking conversations that nobody actually cared about, too much pretending that talking about art or politics or whatever was somehow more interesting than just admitting we were all there to see and be seen.
But the ballroom was insane. Like, actually insane.
The Vandermeres had built this new space that was basically just glass and force fields, and you could see everything-Earth above you, the Moon below, stars everywhere. It felt like you were floating in space, which I guess technically you were. It was the kind of thing that should've felt gimmicky, but instead it just felt….. right. Like they'd figured out how to make luxury actually mean something.
I was three glasses of Dom Pérignon 2098 deep-which was a really good vintage, by the way—when I felt it. That feeling of being watched. Not the usual thing where guys stare at me because I'm Carmen Beaumont-Mercier and that's what they do. This was different. More focused. Like someone was actually paying attention.
I was talking to Arabella about some Rothko that was coming up for auction. She wanted to know if it was worth three million, and I was giving her the whole investment-versus-passion speech that I'd perfected over years of these conversations, when I finally looked over to see who was staring at me so hard.
He was standing by the bar. Tall—like, really tall. Built in that way that said he actually worked out instead of just having a trainer come to his penthouse. sharp features and an intensity that commanded attention. He was wearing his tuxedo like he'd been born in it, which probably meant old money. East Coast, maybe. Definitely not Mids-born.
But it was his eyes that got me. They were intense in a way that felt almost uncomfortable. Like he was looking right through all the Carmen Beaumont-Mercier stuff-the perfect hair, the perfect dress, the perfect everything—and seeing something underneath.
I should've looked away. Should've turned back to Arabella and her Rothko and pretended I hadn't noticed.
Instead, I smiled.
Something flickered across his face. Not a smile back, just this little shift in his expression, like I'd just confirmed something he already knew.
"Carmen?" Arabella was still talking. "The Rothko?"
"Yeah, sorry. I think it's worth it if you love it. If you're just buying it because you think it'll go up in value, then honestly, there's better stuff out there."
She laughed. "Easy for you to say. You've never had to think about money."
She wasn't wrong. I'd never had to think about money. My family's money was so old and so big that it just... existed. Like gravity. Like air. I had a trust fund that made more money in interest than most people made in a year. My apartment had been a gift. My clothes, my jewelry, my whole life—it was all just there, waiting for me to step into it.
It was weird, honestly. Disconnected from how normal people lived. But it was all I'd ever known.
"I'm gonna grab another drink," I told Arabella. "You good?"
"I'm fine. Go have fun."
I made my way toward the bar, and the entire room seemed to shift around me.
People unconsciously parted like water, creating a path without even realizing they were doing it. A man in a three-piece suit stepped sideways mid-conversation. A woman holding a champagne flute turned to watch me pass, her expression softening into something almost reverent. Even the servers seemed to sense my movement, adjusting their trajectories to give me space.
I caught my reflection in the gallery glassing—that mocha tone that caught the light like diamonds, luminous and warm. I could feel the weight of attention like a physical thing, pressing against me from every direction. A couple near the entrance actually stopped talking, their eyes tracking my movement across the room.
I'd worn my hair down tonight specifically for this—the way it moved seemed to hypnotize people. I watched a man literally lose his train of thought mid-sentence as I passed, his eyes following the cascade of curls.
And then there was my scent. Beaumont Stellar No. 5—jasmine, amber, and neural-notes that made men orbit around her and something secret, something uniquely mine. It trailed behind me like an invisible signature, and I saw people's heads turn slightly as I passed, their nostrils flaring as they caught it. An older woman actually closed her eyes for a moment, breathing it in like it was the most captivating scent she'd ever encountered.
Even the children—there were a few young kids at the gallery with their parents—turned to stare at me with wide, wondering eyes, like they were looking at something magical, something that didn't quite belong to the ordinary world.
I reached the bar and ordered another champagne, very aware that I was walking toward him. Toward those dark eyes that hadn't stopped watching me. My heart was actually beating faster. My skin felt warm. It was one of my things. Along with my hair and my eyes and the way I could walk into a room and just... own it.
I hated it.
Every single moment of it.
I'd learned early-watching my mother work rooms, watching men fall over themselves, watching her weaponize that beauty like a blade—that being UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER meant being consumed. It meant being looked at but never really seen. It meant that every compliment was about my face, my body, my scent. Never about my mind. Never about who I actually was underneath all that the facade I'd spent a lifetime perfecting.
By the time I was sixteen, I'd perfected the art of wearing my beauty like armor. I'd learned to use it, to manipulate with it, to get what I wanted because men were so desperate to be near me that they'd give me anything. My mother had taught me that well-had shown me, through years of calculated flirtation and strategic seduction, that beauty was currency. That it was power.
But power built on something you despise is just another kind of prison.
I wanted to be invisible. I wanted to walk into a room and have people notice my mind, my humor, my intelligence. I wanted someone to ask me what I thought about philosophy or art or the future of the Mids. I wanted to be loved for something other than the exterior I'd perfected or the intoxicating scent that made men lose their minds.
Instead, I got this. Constant attention. Constant desire. Constant reduction to my exterior.
I'd tried, once, to go out without makeup. To wear baggy clothes. To make myself deliberately unattractive. I'd lasted three hours before the weight of my own beauty reasserted itself—I remained unchanged by my circumstances, my presence still commanded attention. There was no hiding from it. There was no escape.
So I'd learned to perform. To lean into it. To use it strategically because at least then I had some control over the narrative. At least then I was choosing how to deploy my beauty rather than being victimized by it.
I reached the bar and ordered another champagne. The bartender knew me—he always knew me and poured it without even asking. I made sure to smile at him, to let my eyes linger just a moment longer than necessary. I watched his expression soften, watched him stand a little straighter. It was automatic now, this weaponization of my beauty. I didn't even have to think about it anymore.
"Ms. Beaumont-Mercier," he said. "Always a pleasure."
I smiled at him the way you smile at service people-nice but distant-and then I turned, feeling the familiar sting of resentment underneath the performance. I was using him. Using my beauty to ensure good service, to guarantee he'd remember me, to make sure I got what I wanted. It worked every single time. And I hated myself for how easily it came.
He was right there. Close enough that I could smell his cologne. Close enough that I had to look up to meet his eyes.
God, he was hot.
"Carmen Beaumont-Mercier," he said. His voice was deep, smooth, with an accent that screamed East Coast money. "I've been wanting to meet you."
"Have you?" I took a sip of my champagne, making him wait. I was doing it again—the performance, the manipulation. Using my beauty, my mystery, my carefully constructed allure to keep him interested. It was exhausting. It was also the only currency I'd ever been taught to trade in. "And you are?"
"Don Castellano. I work for the government. Intelligence division."
CIA. That explained the intensity, the way he was looking at me like he was cataloging every detail.
"Intelligence," I said. "That sounds dangerous."
"Sometimes." He smiled a little. "But tonight, the only danger is that I might embarrass myself by staring at you too obviously."
I laughed. Most guys tried to be subtle about it. Don wasn't even trying. At least he was honest about it. At least he wasn't pretending to be interested in anything other than my appearance.
"You've been staring at me since I got here," I said.
"Yeah, I have." He didn't apologize or look away. "Dance with me."
It wasn't a question. It was just... a statement. Like he expected me to say yes.
I should've been annoyed. Should've told him I didn't take orders from random guys at parties. But instead, I said, "Okay."
The dance floor was packed, and the music was good-probably live, though I couldn't see where it was coming from. Don led me out there with his hand on the small of my back, and I could feel the warmth of his palm through my dress.
He was a really good dancer. Like, actually good. He moved with confidence, led me through the steps without making it feel like he was leading. His hand on my back was warm, his other hand held mine with just the right amount of pressure.
"You're good at this," I said.
"My mom made me take lessons when I was a kid. Said a gentleman should know how to dance."
"And are you? A gentleman?"
Something flickered across his face. "When I need to be."
We danced without talking for a while, and I became really aware of how close we were. His chest was almost touching mine. His thigh brushed against my leg with each step. I could feel the heat of his body, smell his cologne mixed with something else—just him, I guess. Clean and masculine.
"You're even more otherworldly up close," he said quietly. "I didn't think that was possible."
I'd heard that line a million times. From guys at parties, from guys who wanted to date me, from guys who wanted to marry me or sleep with me or just be seen with me. It usually made me roll my eyes internally.
But when Don said it, looking at me with those intense dark eyes, it didn't feel like a line. It felt like he was just….. stating a fact.
"Thank you," I said, and I actually meant it.
"I've been watching you for weeks," he said. "At the Celestial Club, at the Lunar Gallery opening, at that charity thing last month. You probably didn't notice me."
I hadn't. And honestly, the fact that he'd been watching me, following me, should've freaked me out. Should've set off alarm bells.
But it didn't. It made me feel... seen. Like someone actually cared enough to pay attention.
"Why didn't you just come talk to me before?" I asked.
"I was waiting for the right moment." His hand on my back pressed a little, pulling me closer. "And I wanted to learn about you first. What you like, where you go, who you spend time with."
"That sounds like stalking, Mr. Castellano."
"It's called intelligence gathering." He smiled, and it made him look younger. "It's what I do." "And what did your intelligence gathering tell you about me?"
"That you're lonely." His smile faded, and he got serious again. "That you're surrounded by people who want something from you, but nobody who just wants you. That you're looking for something real in a world of perfect surfaces."
I stopped dancing. Pulled back a little to look at him.
He wasn't wrong. He was completely, totally right. And the fact that he'd seen it—that he'd looked past all the beauty and the wealth and the perfect surface to see the loneliness underneath-made something in my chest tighten.
"No," I said quietly. "You're not wrong."
His hand on my back tightened, and for a second we just stood there in the middle of the dance floor, other couples moving around us, the music playing, the party happening, but all of it just fading into background noise.
"I want to know you, Carmen," he said. "The real you. Not the version you show at parties." "Why?"
"Because I think you're extraordinary. And I think you deserve someone who sees that."
It was exactly what I wanted to hear. Exactly what I'd been waiting for someone to say. And the fact that it was coming from this hot, intense stranger who'd been watching me, learning me, wanting me-it felt like fate.
It felt like everything I'd been missing.
"I'd like that," I said.
His smile came back. "Have dinner with me tomorrow. Somewhere private, just us."
"Where?"
"Let me surprise you."
I should've said no. Should've insisted on knowing where we were going, on keeping some control. But I was tired of being in control. Tired of being careful. Tired of being perfect Carmen Beaumont-Mercier.
I wanted to be surprised. I wanted to feel something.
"Okay," I said. "Surprise me."
We danced for like an hour after that. Barely talked, just moved together to the music. His body against mine, his hand on my back, his eyes never leaving my face. It felt intimate in a way that had nothing to do with sex and everything to do with attention. With being seen.
Other people tried to cut in, tried to claim a dance with me or with Don. We ignored them all. We were in our own little bubble, just the two of us.
When the music finally stopped and the party started winding down, Don walked me to the exit. His hand stayed on my back the whole time.
"Tomorrow," he said as we reached the door. "I'll pick you up at eight."
"You don't know where I live."
"Yes, I do." He smiled, and I should've found it creepy that he'd researched me so thoroughly. Instead, I found it hot.
"Eight o'clock," I said.
He lifted my hand to his lips and kissed my knuckles. It should've been old-fashioned and weird, but it wasn't. His lips were warm against my skin, and it sent a shiver through me.
"Goodnight, Carmen."
"Goodnight, Don."
I walked away, very aware that he was watching me go. I could feel his eyes on me, that same intense focus that had drawn me to him in the first place.
When I reached my car-this sleek private thing that was waiting for me-I looked back. He was still standing there, watching me, his expression unreadable in the dim light.
I smiled and got in, and as we pulled away, I felt something I hadn't felt in years.
Anticipation. Excitement. Hope.
I was going to see him tomorrow. We were going to have dinner, just the two of us, somewhere private. He was going to surprise me.
I couldn't wait.
My apartment felt empty when I got home, even though it was thirty thousand square feet of priceless everything. I told my staff to go to bed—they'd been waiting up for me, like always—and went to my bedroom.
I stood at the window for a long time, looking out at Earth hanging in the sky above me, and thought about Don Castellano.
His intensity. His confidence. The way he'd looked at me like I was the only thing in the universe that mattered.
The way he'd seen through my perfect surface to the loneliness underneath.
I touched my hand where he'd kissed it, and I could still feel the warmth of his lips.
Tomorrow, I thought. Tomorrow I'll see him again.
I went to bed that night smiling, completely unaware that I'd just met the man who would destroy my life.
If I'd known if I could've seen the future, seen how it would end-would I have walked away?
I'd like to think I would have. I'd like to think I would've recognized the danger, the warning signs, the darkness behind those intense eyes.
But I don't think I would have. Because in that moment, standing in my bedroom, touching my hand where he'd kissed it, I wasn't thinking about danger or warning signs or darkness.
I was thinking about how alive I felt. How seen. How wanted.
I was thinking about tomorrow.
And I couldn't wait.
CHAPTER THREE: FIRST CLAIM (DON)
Massimo's voice
You need to understand something about Don Castellano before we go any further. He wasn't born a monster. He was made into one-by trauma, by failure, by the weight of six bodies he couldn't save. By the time he met Carmen, he was already broken. She just didn't know it yet.
Tehran, Iran
Two Years Earlier
The safe house smelled like cardboard and stale cigarettes.
Don Castellano crouched by the window, scanning the street below through night-vision optics. Everything looked clear. Quiet residential neighborhood, a few parked platform-hover speeders, streetlights casting yellow pools on cracked pavement. No movement. No threats.
"Status?" he said into his comms.
"Clear on the north side," Marcus Webb replied. His best friend since Langley training, the guy who'd saved his ass in Kabul and Mogadishu and a dozen other hellholes. "No visual on hostiles."
"South side clear," Sarah Chen confirmed. Intelligence analyst, brilliant and precise. She'd identified the defector, verified his credentials, set up the entire extraction.
"West side clear," Michael Torres said. Weapons specialist. The guy you wanted next to you when things went sideways.
"East side clear," James Patterson added. Communications expert. He'd been monitoring Iranian intelligence chatter all week-nothing suspicious.
"Perimeter secure," Lisa Volkov reported. Medic. She'd patched up half the team at various points. Steady hands, steady nerves.
"Copy that," David Kim said. Team lead, Don's direct superior. Fifteen years in the field, never lost an operative. "Asset is inbound. ETA two minutes."
Don exhaled slowly, forcing his heart rate down. This was routine. They'd done extractions like this a hundred times. High-value defector from Iranian intelligence, willing to trade secrets for asylum. The guy had been feeding them intel for six months—troop movements, nuclear program details, Revolutionary Guard operations. Solid intel. Verified intel.
This should be easy.
"Visual on asset," Sarah said. "Black sedan, approaching from the east."
Don watched through the optics as the car pulled up to the safe house. A man got out―mid-forties, balding, nervous energy. Amir Nasri. The defector. He looked around quickly, then hurried toward the door.
"He's clean," Sarah confirmed. "No tail. No surveillance."
David Kim opened the door, and Nasri slipped inside.
"Mr. Nasri," David said in Farsi. "Welcome. We're going to get you out of here safely."
Nasri nodded, breathing hard. "Thank you. Thank you. I have everything-documents, files, everything you need—"
"We'll debrief you once we're secure," Don said, moving away from the window. "Right now we need to move fast. Extraction vehicle is three blocks away. We'll escort you there, then—"
That's when he saw it.
Nasri's eyes. Just for a second, they flicked toward the window. Not nervous. Not scared.
Calculating.
"Abort," Don said into comms. "ABORT NOW—"
The windows exploded inward.
Gunfire erupted from every direction-automatic weapons, coordinated, professional. The walls disintegrated into plaster dust and splintered wood. Don hit the floor as bullets tore through the space where his head had been a second earlier.
"AMBUSH!" Marcus screamed. "WE'RE COMPROMISED—"
Revolutionary Guard forces poured through the doors and windows. Dozens of them. Black tactical gear, assault rifles, moving with military precision.
It was a setup.
Nasri wasn't a defector. He was bait.
And they'd walked right into it.
"FALL BACK!" David Kim shouted, returning fire. "GET TO THE BACK EXIT—"
Michael Torres went down first. Three rounds to the chest, blood spraying across the wall. He dropped without a sound.
"MIKE!" Lisa screamed, crawling toward him, but it was too late. His eyes were already empty.
Don fired blindly, trying to cover their retreat. His ears rang from the gunfire, his lungs burned from the plaster dust. He could barely see through the chaos.
"MOVE MOVE MOVE!" he shouted.
Sarah Chen made it to the hallway before a burst of gunfire caught her in the back. She stumbled, fell, tried to crawl forward. Don reached for her, but Marcus grabbed his arm.
"She's gone, man! We gotta go NOW—"
James Patterson was firing from behind an overturned table, trying to give them cover. "GO! I'II hold them—"
"JAMES, NO―"
But Patterson was already standing, exposing himself, laying down suppressing fire so the rest of them could escape. He lasted maybe five seconds before the bullets found him. He collapsed backward, his weapon clattering to the floor.
Four down.
"BACK DOOR!" David Kim shouted, dragging Don toward the kitchen. Lisa was right behind them, tears streaming down her face, still clutching her medical bag like it could save anyone
now.
They burst through the back door into an alley. More gunfire. Revolutionary Guard forces were everywhere, surrounding the building, cutting off every escape route.
"THIS WAY!" Marcus yelled, pointing toward a gap between buildings.
They ran.
Don's training took over-muscle memory, survival instinct. He didn't think, just moved. Behind him, he could hear Lisa's ragged breathing, David's footsteps, Marcus shouting directions.
They made it maybe fifty yards before the RPG hit.
The explosion lifted Don off his feet and slammed him into a wall. His vision went white, his ears screaming with tinnitus. He tasted blood.
When his vision cleared, he saw David Kim on the ground, his leg twisted at an impossible angle, bone visible through torn flesh.
"GO!" David gasped. "Don, GO—"
"I'm not leaving you—"
"THAT'S AN ORDER!" David raised his sidearm, firing at the approaching soldiers. "Get Marcus out! GO!"
Don hesitated for one fatal second.
That's when he saw Lisa Volkov get shot in the throat.
She dropped to her knees, hands clutching at the wound, blood pouring between her fingers. Her eyes found Don's-wide, terrified, pleading.
Then she fell forward and didn't move.
"DON!" Marcus grabbed him, physically dragging him away. "WE HAVE TO GO NOW!"
They ran through the Tehran streets, hunted. Gunfire echoed behind them. Shouts in Farsi. The sound of boots on pavement.
Marcus knew the city—he'd done recon here for months. He led them through alleys, over walls, through abandoned buildings. They moved like ghosts, desperate and silent.
They were three blocks from the emergency extraction point when Marcus stopped suddenly.
"What-" Don started.
Marcus shoved him into a doorway. "Stay here. Don't move."
"Marcus, what are you—"
"They're tracking us. Someone has to draw them off." Marcus's face was grim, resolved. "You're getting out of here, brother. You're gonna make it home."
"No. No, we go together—"
"There's no time." Marcus gripped Don's shoulder. "Tell my wife I love her. Tell my kids their dad was thinking about them."
"Marcus―"
But Marcus was already running, firing his weapon, shouting in Farsi to draw the soldiers' attention.
It worked.
The Revolutionary Guard forces converged on him, and Don heard the gunfire intensify. Heard Marcus's weapon go silent. Heard the final shot.
Six for six.
His entire team. Dead.
Don made it to the extraction point alone. A CIA helicopter pulled him out, and he watched Tehran disappear below him, smoke rising from the safe house, his team's bodies still inside. Amir Nasri's face was burned into his memory. The calculating look. The betrayal.
The setup.
The CIA buried the mission. Classified it. Erased it from official records.
Six operatives lost in a "training accident." That's what the families were told. That's what went in the files.
Don spent three months in psychological evaluation. Trauma counseling. Debriefing sessions where he relived every second of that night, over and over, looking for what he'd missed.
The answer was always the same: nothing.
He'd done everything right. Followed protocol. Verified the intel. Taken every precaution.
And his entire team had died anyway.
Because he'd trusted the wrong person. Because he'd believed Nasri was who he claimed to be. Because he'd failed to see the trap until it was too late.
At thirty-two years old, Don Castellano retired from active duty.
He couldn't do it anymore. Couldn't trust his judgment. Couldn't risk more lives. Couldn't handle the weight of six bodies he'd failed to protect.
He moved to the Mids—as far from Tehran as he could get—and tried to disappear.
But the ghosts followed him.
He saw Marcus's face in crowds. Heard Sarah's voice in his comms. Woke up at 3 AM with the sound of gunfire echoing in his ears.
He self-medicated. Drank too much. Isolated himself. Became paranoid, obsessive, unable to trust anyone.
He'd failed once. Catastrophically. And it had cost six lives.
He couldn't fail again.
He wouldn't fail again.
And then he saw Carmen Beaumont-Mercier at the Celestial Club.
Mesmerizing. Perfect. Untouchable.
Something clicked in his broken mind.
If he could control her—completely, totally, without question—he could prove he wasn't broken.
If he could protect her, possess her, keep her safe from every threat, he could redeem himself for Tehran.
She would be his mission. His objective. His redemption.
And this time, he wouldn't fail.
This time, he would maintain complete control.
This time, no one would die.
He started tracking her that same night.
CHAPTER FOUR: THE SHUTDOWN (DON)
I called Chanel Stellar headquarters at 6 AM.
"This is Don Castellano," I said when the regional director picked up. "I need the Mids flagship location closed for a private shopping experience. Today. Noon to 4 PM."
There was a pause. "Mr. Castellano, I'm not sure we can'
"
"I'll compensate for lost revenue. Double. Plus a personal donation to whatever charity the
brand is currently supporting." I kept my voice calm, professional. "And I'll need your best stylist on-site. Discreet. Professional. Someone who understands what I'm looking for."
Another pause. Longer this time.
"May I ask who this is for?"
"Carmen Beaumont-Mercier."
I heard the sharp intake of breath. Everyone knew Carmen. Everyone wanted to dress her, style her, be associated with her. She was walking advertising-every brand she wore became instantly desirable.
"We can make that happen," the director said quickly. "Noon to 4 PM. Private experience. Our best stylist. Consider it done."
"Excellent. Send the invoice to my office."
I hung up and stared at my phone for a moment, feeling the familiar rush of control settling over me. This was what I was good at-planning, executing, maintaining total oversight of every variable.
Carmen didn't know it yet, but I was about to show her exactly what being with me meant.
Total luxury. Total attention. Total possession.
I picked her up at 11:45 in my flying limousine.
She emerged from her penthouse looking like something I'd conjured from my own imagination—fitted denim that hugged the elegant length of her legs, a silk blouse in champagne that made her bronze skin seem to shimmer with inner light. Her jewelry was understated: delicate gold hoops, a thin chain at her throat. But it was her hair that made my breath catch—those spiral curls tumbling freely past her shoulders in thick, glossy waves that caught the artificial sunlight streaming through the landing pad's transparent dome. Each ringlet moved independently as she walked, hypnotic and alive.
"Hey," she said, sliding into the passenger seat with fluid grace.
I catalogued everything: the way her full lips curved into an easy smile, the slight crinkle at the corners of those extraordinary eyes—green as polished jade, shifting to forest depths when she turned her head toward me. The delicate slope of her nose, small and perfectly proportioned. The way her collarbones were visible above the silk neckline, elegant bones beneath warm skin.
And her scent—God, her scent. Jasmine and something darker, more complex. Amber, maybe. Something uniquely her that made me want to lean closer, to breathe her in until I'd memorized every note.
"So where are we going?" she asked.
"Shopping," I said, engaging the AI pilot system with a voice command. The limo lifted smoothly off the landing pad, its anti-gravity engines humming softly as we ascended into the Mids' airspace.
I watched her profile as she looked out the window—the gentle curve of her cheek, the way her lashes cast shadows when she blinked. She was five-foot-eight of pure perfection, slender and graceful, her frame almost ethereal in its proportions. The silk blouse draped perfectly over her small, high breasts. Everything about her was refined, elegant, impossibly beautiful.
And mine. She was mine.
She laughed. "Shopping? That's very... normal of you."
"I can be normal."
"You flew me to a star for dinner. Normal isn't really your thing."
I smiled, keeping my eyes on the holographic navigation display that floated in the center console. "Maybe I'm full of surprises."
She didn't know the half of it.
The transparent floor beneath our feet revealed the Mids sprawling below us—a glittering landscape of smart-glass towers that shifted colors and displayed holographic advertisements. A Dior campaign flickered across one building's facade, a celebrity's face fifty stories tall. Below us, other flying vehicles moved through designated air corridors-sleek corporate transports, luxury speeders, delivery drones weaving between the traffic.
"Oh my God," Carmen breathed, looking down through the transparent floor. "I never get tired of this view."
I adjusted the climate control to a perfect 68 degrees, the air crisp and cool. The limo's interior was all soft leather and chrome, with a built-in bar stocked with vintage champagne and rare spirits. Soft music played through the neural-responsive sound system—something jazzy and intimate.
"Can I get you anything?" I asked, gesturing to the bar. "Champagne? Water?"
"Water's fine," she said, still mesmerized by the view below.
I poured her a glass from the filtered system-water that had been purified through molecular filtration, probably the cleanest water in the Mids. I handed it to her, watching as she took a sip. We passed through the luxury district, and the holographic billboards became more elaborate. A Rolex advertisement showed a man in a tuxedo, his wrist rotating to display an impossible timepiece. A Hermès campaign featured a woman in a gown that looked like liquid gold. Each billboard tracked our vehicle as we passed, the Al systems recognizing the limo's premium status and displaying luxury-brand content specifically curated for high-net-worth individuals. "This is insane," Carmen said, watching the advertisements shift and change as we moved through the airspace.
"Only the best for you," I said, and I meant it. She was mine now, and I was going to make sure she understood exactly what that meant.
The smart-glass buildings around us seemed to pulse with life—their surfaces displaying real-time stock tickers, weather patterns, and holographic art installations. One building's entire facade was a living canvas, shifting through colors and abstract designs. Another displayed a holographic fashion show, models walking across the building's surface in clothes that didn't exist yet, designs that existed only in neural-mesh system space.
When I pulled up in front of Chanel, Carmen looked confused.
"Chanel? Don, I can buy my own clothes—"
"I know you can." I guided the limo to a private landing platform on the building's rooftop, the Al pilot executing a perfect descent. "Humor me."
She took my hand as we exited the limo, and I felt that familiar thrill of contact—her skin against mine, warm and soft. I didn't let go as we walked toward the entrance.
The doors opened automatically, and Carmen stepped inside.
Then she stopped.
The entire store was empty. Not a single customer. Not a single sales associate except for one woman standing near the back—elegant, professional, waiting.
But the walls-the walls were alive.
Smart-glass panels displayed holographic fashion shows, models walking across the surfaces in real-time, showcasing Chanel's latest collections. The designs shifted and changed, the fabrics appearing to move and flow even though they were just light and projection. One wall displayed custom designs-pieces that had been created specifically for Carmen, her measurements and preferences fed into the Al design system.
"Don," Carmen said slowly. "Where is everyone?"
"It's just us." I guided her forward, my hand on the small of her back. Possessive. Claiming. "I wanted you to have the full experience. No crowds. No distractions. Just you."
She turned to look at me, and I couldn't quite read her expression. Surprised? Flattered? Uncertain?
"You shut down Chanel?"
"For four hours." I smiled. "Is that okay?"
"I-yeah. Yeah, that's... that's insane."
"You're worth it."
The stylist approached—a woman named Margot, mid-forties, impeccable taste. I'd reviewed her portfolio before approving her.
"Ms. Beaumont-Mercier," Margot said warmly. "It's an honor. Mr. Castellano has asked me to help curate some pieces for you today. Shall we start with evening wear?"
Carmen glanced at me. "Evening wear?"
"I'm taking you somewhere special next week," I said. "You'll need something extraordinary."
"I have gorgeous dresses—"
"Not like this." I nodded to Margot. "Show us what you have."
For the next two hours, I watched Carmen try on gowns.
Margot brought out piece after piece-silk, satin, velvet, lace. Each one more expensive than the last. Each one designed to make Carmen look like a goddess.
But I rejected most of them.
"Too revealing," I said when Margot brought out a backless number. "She doesn't need to show that much skin."
"Too plain," I said about a simple black dress. "She's not plain. She's extraordinary."
"Wrong color," I said about a red gown. "Red is too obvious. She needs something that makes people look twice."
Carmen stood in front of the mirror in a pale gold dress, watching me with an expression I couldn't quite read.
"Don," she said carefully. "I can pick my own dress."
"I know you can." I stood and walked over to her, adjusting the fabric at her shoulder. "But I know what looks good on you. I know what you need."
"What I need?"
"Trust me."
She held my gaze for a moment, then nodded slowly.
That's when Margot brought out the dress.
Midnight blue silk that looked almost black in certain light, with a neckline that was elegant without being revealing, a fitted bodice that would show off Carmen's figure perfectly, and a skirt that flowed like water. Subtle. Sophisticated. Absolutely magnificent.
"That one," I said immediately.
Carmen took it into the dressing room, and when she came out, I knew I'd been right.
She looked perfect.
Not sexy-though she was. Not sexy—though she was that too.
She looked like mine.
"This is the one," I said.
Carmen turned to look at herself in the mirror, and I saw the moment she fell in love with it. The way her expression softened. The way she touched the fabric.
"It's exquisite," she admitted.
"You're captivating." I came up behind her, my hands on her waist, looking at our reflection together. "This dress just shows everyone else what I already know."
She leaned back against me slightly, and I felt that rush of control again. She was responding to me. Trusting me. Letting me guide her.
Exactly as planned.
"Now shoes," I said. "And jewelry. And a bag."
"Don, this is too much—"
"Nothing is too much for you." I kissed the side of her neck, just below her ear. "Let me take care of you, Carmen. Let me show you what it's like to be with someone who understands you."
She didn't argue after that.
By the time we left Chanel, I'd bought her the dress, a pair of diamond-studded heels that cost more than most people's platform-hover speeders, a clutch made of rare python leather, and a set of sapphire earrings that matched the dress perfectly.
Carmen was quiet as we drove back to her place.
"You okay?" I asked.
"Yeah. Just... processing." She looked at me. "That was a lot."
"Too much?"
"No. Just... no one's ever done anything like that for me before."
"Good." I reached over and took her hand. "I want to be the first for a lot of things."
She smiled, but there was something uncertain in her eyes.
I made a mental note. She was overwhelmed. I needed to dial it back slightly-make her feel like this was romance, not control. Make her feel chosen, not owned.
Even though she was absolutely, completely owned.
She just didn't know it yet.
When I dropped her off, I walked her to her door.
"Thank you," she said. "For today. It was... incredible."
"Just wait until next week." I cupped her face in my hands, tilting her head up to look at me. "I'm going to show you the world, Carmen. Everything you've ever wanted. Everything you deserve." "You don't have to—"
"I want to." I kissed her, slow and deep, feeling her melt against me. "You're mine now. And I take care of what's mine."
She kissed me back, and I felt the victory settle into my bones.
She was falling.
And I was going to catch her.
And never, ever let her go.
CHAPTER FIVE: THE SKY POD BRUNCH (CARMEN)
The drone valet appeared the moment my speeder pulled up to the docking platform—a sleek silver sphere that scanned my biometrics and chirped a cheerful greeting.
"Good morning, Ms. Beaumont-Mercier. Welcome to Sky Pod Luna. Your party is waiting in the Champagne Room. May I take your belongings?"
I handed over my clutch and watched as the drone secured it in a magnetic compartment before zipping away toward the entrance.
The Sky Pod itself was breathtaking—a massive transparent sphere that floated in a slow, graceful orbit around the moon. Through the curved glass walls, I could see Earth rising in the distance, a blue-and-white marble suspended in the black velvet of space.
Inside, everything was cream and gold and soft light. Bioluminescent flowers lined the walkways, their petals shifting from pale pink to lavender as I passed. The air smelled like jasmine and champagne and something else—something clean and expensive that I couldn't quite name.
"Ms. Beaumont-Mercier." The AI butler materialized beside me—not physically, but as a holographic projection of a distinguished older gentleman in a perfectly tailored suit. "Your friends have already been served their DNA optimization shots. Yours is waiting at your seat. May I escort you?"
"Please."
He led me through the main dining area—past couples and small groups seated at floating tables that adjusted their height and position based on the diners' preferences—and into a private room at the far end of the pod.
The Champagne Room.
"Carmen!" Arabella squealed the moment I walked in, jumping up from her seat to hug me. "Oh my God, you look incredible. What is Victor feeding you?"
I laughed, hugging her back. "Happiness, apparently."
The room was UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER—a private sphere within the larger sphere, with panoramic views of the lunar surface below and the cosmos above. The furniture was plush white velvet, the table set with crystal and gold. Soft music played from invisible speakers, something classical and soothing.
Madison, Sophia, and Zara were already there, lounging on the curved sofa that wrapped around half the room. They all looked up when I entered, their faces lighting up.
"Finally!" Madison said. "We've been dying to hear everything."
"Everything," Zara emphasized, patting the seat beside her. "Sit. Drink your shot. Tell us why you're glowing like that."
I sat down, and the AI butler immediately placed a small crystal glass in front of me. The liquid inside was iridescent—shifting from gold to pink to blue depending on the angle of the light.
"Your personalized DNA optimization blend," the butler explained. "Based on your latest biometric scan, we've included adaptogens for stress reduction, cellular repair compounds for skin luminosity, neurotransmitter precursors for mood enhancement, and a custom vitamin complex tailored to your specific deficiencies. It will also boost your immune function and optimize your hormonal balance."
"In other words," Arabella said, grinning, "it's magic in a glass."
I picked it up and drank it in one smooth swallow. It tasted like honey and starlight and something faintly floral. The moment it hit my stomach, I felt warmth spread through my body—not uncomfortable, but soothing. Like being wrapped in the softest blanket imaginable.
"Oh my God," I breathed. "That's incredible."
"Right?" Sophia said. "I've been coming here for months and I swear I haven't been sick once. My skin is better, my energy is better, everything is better."
"Victor booked this for you, didn't he?" Madison asked, her eyes sparkling. "As a gift?"
I nodded, unable to stop smiling. "He said I deserved a day with my girls. That I'd been spending so much time with him, he didn't want me to lose touch with the people who matter to me."
Arabella's expression softened. "That's... actually really sweet."
"He's really sweet," I said, and I meant it. "I know it's only been a few weeks, but God, you guys. I think this might be it. I think he might be the one."
"The one?" Zara raised an eyebrow. "Carmen Beaumont-Mercier, serial heartbreaker, is talking about 'the one'?"
"I know, I know." I laughed, feeling my cheeks heat. "But he's different. He sees me. Not just the surface stuff—he actually sees me. And he makes me feel... safe. Protected. Like I don't have to perform all the time."
The AI butler reappeared, this time with a tray of delicate pastries and fresh fruit. "Your brunch service will begin momentarily. In the meantime, may I offer you champagne? We have a 2089 Dom Pérignon Rosé that pairs UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDERly with the morning light."
"Yes, please," we all said in unison, and he smiled—or at least, his hologram gave the impression of smiling—before disappearing again.
"So tell us everything," Madison said, leaning forward. "How did you meet? What's he like? Is he as hot as the photos suggest?"
"Hotter," I admitted. "We met at the Vandermere party. He asked me to dance and we just... didn't stop. We danced for hours. And then he took me to this private dining platform—you know, one of those star-facing ones?—and it was the most romantic thing I've ever experienced."
"What does he do?" Sophia asked.
"He works for the government. Something classified—he can't talk about it much. But he's brilliant. And intense. And he looks at me like I'm the only person in the universe."
Arabella squeezed my hand. "You deserve that, Carmen. You deserve someone who sees how amazing you are."
The champagne arrived, and we toasted—to love, to friendship, to new beginnings.
As we ate—delicate smoked salmon on brioche, fresh berries with cream, pastries that melted on the tongue—the Sky Pod continued its slow orbit around the moon. The view shifted gradually, the lunar surface giving way to the star-filled expanse of deep space.
"This place is unreal," Zara said, looking around. "I feel like I'm in a dream."
"Victor said they do custom spa treatments too," I said. "Oxygen facials, zero-gravity massages, full-body regeneration therapy. He wanted me to feel pampered."
"He's spoiling you," Madison said, but she was smiling. "I like it. You deserve to be spoiled."
"I just feel so... lucky," I said quietly. "For the first time in my life, I feel like someone actually loves me for me. Not for what I look like or who my family is or what I can do for them. Just... me."
Arabella's eyes were suspiciously bright. "I'm so happy for you, Carmen. Truly."
We spent the next two hours talking and laughing and eating. The AI butler brought course after course—each one more exquisite than the last. At one point, he offered us aromatherapy treatments, and suddenly the air was filled with the scent of lavender and eucalyptus, calming and centering.
By the time we finished, I felt like I was floating. The DNA shot had worked its magic—I felt transformed—healed from the inside out, my mind felt clear and focused.
"Same time next month?" Sophia suggested as we gathered our things.
"Absolutely," I said, hugging each of them goodbye.
The drone valet returned my clutch and escorted me back to my speeder. As I settled into the driver's seat and pulled away from the docking platform, I looked back at the Sky Pod—that UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER floating sphere, glowing softly against the darkness of space.
Victor had given me this. This perfect morning with my best friends. This moment of pure, uncomplicated joy.
I pulled out my phone and sent him a message: Thank you for today. You're incredible. I love you.
His response came immediately: I love you too. You deserve the world, Carmen. And I'm going to give it to you.
I smiled, my heart swelling with happiness.
I was the luckiest woman in the world.
And I had no idea how quickly that would change.
CHAPTER FIVE: THE NECKLACE (CARMEN)
When Don texted me the next morning, I was still thinking about the Chanel thing.
Wear something nice. I'm picking you up at noon. Bring your passport.
I stared at the message for a long moment.
Passport?
Where are we going?
Somewhere special. Trust me.
I should have asked more questions. Should have demanded details. But honestly? I was curious. And flattered. And maybe a little addicted to the way Don made me feel—like I was the center of his entire universe.
So I put on a cream-colored dress, did my makeup, and was waiting in the lobby when his car pulled up.
Except it wasn't his car.
It was a black SUV with tinted windows, and when the door opened, Don stepped out wearing a perfectly tailored suit that probably cost more than my rent.
"Ready?" he asked.
"For what?"
"You'll see."
He took my hand and led me to the SUV. We drove for maybe twenty minutes, and I realized we were heading toward the private airfield on the outer ring of the Mids.
"Don," I said slowly. "Where are we going?"
"Switzerland."
"Switzerland? Like... Earth Switzerland?"
"Is there another one?" He smiled. "There's an auction I want to take you to. Very exclusive. Very private. I think you'll enjoy it."
"An auction for what?"
"Jewelry."
I blinked. "You're flying me to Switzerland for a jewelry auction?"
"Why not?" He squeezed my hand. "I want to buy you something special. Something that shows you how I feel."
My heart did this weird flutter thing-half excitement, half unease.
This was romantic, right? Flying to another planet for jewelry? That was the kind of thing you saw in movies. The kind of thing that was supposed to be dreamy and perfect.
So why did I feel slightly off-balance?
The jet was insane.
Like, private-jet-for-billionaires insane. Leather seats, a full bar, a bedroom in the back, and a crew of three who treated Don like he was royalty.
"You own this?" I asked as we took off.
"Lease it." He poured us both champagne. "Owning is too much hassle. This way I get all the benefits without the maintenance headaches."
"Must be nice."
"It is." He handed me a glass and sat across from me, his eyes never leaving my face. "You look UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER, by the way."
"Thanks."
"That dress is perfect on you. The color brings out your skin tone." He paused. "Although I think you'd look even better in something with a higher neckline. More elegant. Less... accessible."
I froze with the champagne halfway to my lips.
"Accessible?"
"You know what I mean." He smiled, but it didn't quite reach his eyes. "You're so UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER that men are always looking. I just think... why give them more to look at than necessary?"
"I" I glanced down at my dress. The neckline was modest. Totally normal. "I didn't think this was revealing."
"It's not." He reached over and touched my hand. "I'm sorry. That came out wrong. You look perfect. I just get protective, you know? I see the way men look at you, and I want to... I don't know. Keep you to myself."
He said it like it was romantic.
But something about it made my stomach twist.
"Don, I can wear what I want."
"Of course you can." He squeezed my hand. "I'm not trying to control you, Carmen. I'm just saying... you're mine now. And I want people to see that. To respect that."
"I'm not a possession."
"I know that." His voice was soft, almost hurt. "I'm sorry. I'm not explaining this right. I just... I care about you so much that sometimes I get a little intense. Is that okay?"
I looked at him—at his handsome face, his earnest expression, the way he was holding my hand like I was something precious.
Maybe I was overreacting.
Maybe this was just what it felt like to be with someone who actually cared.
"It's okay," I said finally. "I get it."
His smile returned, warm and genuine. "Good. Because I have big plans for today, and I want you to enjoy every second."
The stellar-class transport was sleek and impossibly luxurious-all white leather and chrome, with floor-to-ceiling windows that displayed real-time data about our altitude, speed, and destination. The cabin had a neural interface system that responded to Don's voice commands, adjusting temperature, lighting, and entertainment with seamless precision.
"Champagne?" Don asked as we settled into seats that molded to our bodies with adaptive memory foam.
"Sure," I said, watching as a robotic arm extended from the wall, delivering two crystal flutes filled with vintage Dom Pérignon. The arm retreated silently back into the wall panel.
The flight to Geneva took four hours, and Don spent most of it on holographic calls with his business associates. I watched as three-dimensional figures materialized in the cabin-life-sized projections of men in suits, their images so clear and detailed that they seemed almost real. They stood in the center of the cabin, gesturing and talking, their voices coming through surround-sound speakers positioned around the space.
"The acquisition is moving forward," one of them said, his holographic form flickering slightly as the signal adjusted. "We should have the paperwork finalized by end of week."
Don nodded, his expression focused. "Good. Make sure the legal team reviews everything. I don't want any surprises."
The holographic figures dissolved as Don ended the calls, and the cabin returned to peaceful silence.
When we landed in Geneva, a sleek autonomous vehicle was waiting for us—a luxury transport with Al navigation that guided us smoothly through the city's streets. The windows were smart-glass, displaying real-time information about landmarks we passed, historical facts, and restaurant recommendations. Don ignored all of it, his hand resting possessively on my thigh.
The auction house was housed in a private château that looked like it had been transported directly from the 18th century, but the interior was pure 22nd-century luxury. The moment we stepped inside, I understood why Don had chosen this place.
The auction room was breathtaking.
The walls were smart-glass panels that displayed holographic information about each lot-three-dimensional rotating images of jewelry pieces floated in the air, slowly spinning to show every angle. Each hologram was accompanied by detailed specifications: carat weight, origin, historical provenance, estimated value. The information updated in real-time as bidders placed their offers.
The ceiling was a massive display screen showing a live feed of the auction house's database a constantly updating stream of data about the pieces being sold, the bidders in the room, and the current market values. It was like watching the financial world in real-time, all the numbers and information flowing across the space above our heads.
Don guided me to our seats-plush velvet chairs positioned in the front row, with a private neural interface panel built into the armrest. The panel displayed bidding options, lot information, and real-time price updates. Don's biometric data was already loaded into the system; all he had to do was think about bidding, and the neural interface would register his offer.
"Stay close," he murmured, his hand on my lower back. "Some of these people are... intense."
"Intense how?"
"Competitive. Wealthy. Used to getting what they want." He looked down at me. "But so am I." The auction began, and I watched as holographic displays of jewelry pieces materialized above the auctioneer's platform. Each piece rotated slowly, the holographic projection so detailed that you could see the individual facets of diamonds, the subtle color variations in gemstones, the intricate metalwork of the settings.
The auctioneer was a hybrid system—a human presenter with an Al voice overlay that announced the lot numbers, starting bids, and current offers. The Al voice was smooth and precise, never hesitating, never making mistakes. It created an almost hypnotic rhythm to the proceedings.
"Lot forty-seven," the Al voice announced. "The Midnight Star. An eighteen-carat sapphire necklace, circa 1890, originally owned by Empress Maria Feodorovna of Russia."
The holographic display shifted, and suddenly a massive three-dimensional image of the necklace materialized above the platform. It was enormous-easily ten feet tall—rotating slowly so that every angle was visible. The sapphires glowed with an almost ethereal blue light, and the diamonds surrounding them sparkled with impossible brilliance. The holographic projection was so realistic that I could almost reach out and touch it.
The moment I'd walked into the auction room, the entire space had shifted. The crystal chandeliers cast soft, golden light across the room, and it hit my skin like I was made of liquid glass. The light seemed to bounce off me, luminous under the ballroom lights radiating from the inside out.
My hair caught the light differently too—the long dark curls fell seemed to shimmer with each subtle movement, reflecting the chandelier light like they were threaded with silver. When I'd turned to sit down, I'd caught the way the light played across my shoulders, my collarbone, the delicate curve of my neck—all catching the light in that distinctive way.
I knew exactly what I was doing.
I'd learned this from my mother-how to position myself in light, how to move so that attention followed like gravity. How to use my beauty as a tool, a weapon, a currency. I angled my body slightly as I sat, making sure the light caught my collarbone, my shoulders, the delicate curve of my neck. I let my hair fall across my back in a way that looked casual but wasn't—every strand positioned to catch the chandelier light and shimmer.
It was calculated. Strategic. Disgusting.
I could feel the weight of attention like a physical thing, and I hated it. Hated that I was doing this. Hated that I knew exactly how to do it. Hated that my mother had taught me so well that it was automatic now-this weaponization of my own appearance.
An elderly collector in the front row had literally turned in his seat to watch me sit down. One of the auction house staff members—a woman who'd probably worked there for decades-had actually paused mid-step, her eyes tracking my movement across the room. A younger man in an expensive suit had completely lost focus on the first piece being auctioned, his gaze fixed on me instead of the holographic display.
I watched it happen. Watched their eyes glaze over. Watched them forget about the millions of dollars in gems the moment I moved. And I felt that familiar sickness rise in my chest―the knowledge that I was doing this on purpose. That I was using my beauty to control the room, to control Don, to get what I wanted.
This was what my mother had taught me. This exact thing. Use your face. Use your body. Use the way men respond to you. Make them want you so badly they'll give you anything. That's power. That's survival.
Except it didn't feel like power. It felt like being a puppet, and I was the one holding the strings and the one being controlled all at once.
Even the other women in the room seemed to fade slightly when I moved. It wasn't that they became invisible. It was that I became so visible, so radiant, so undeniably present that everything else just dimmed. And I wanted to scream at them—look at the jewelry, look at anything else, please just look away from me.
But I didn't. Instead, I leaned back slightly, making sure Don could see my profile, making sure he understood that I was his. That all this beauty, all this attention, all this carefully orchestrated luminescence was for him. I was performing for him. Using my appearance to reassure him, to make him feel like he owned something valuable.
"Starting bid: eight million," the Al voice announced.
Don raised his hand, and the neural interface registered his bid instantly. A holographic display updated in real-time, showing his paddle number and the amount.
"Eight million," the human auctioneer confirmed, his voice layered over the Al's. "Do I hear eight point five?"
Someone else bid. The holographic necklace continued to rotate above the platform, the
sapphires glowing brighter as the bids increased. It was like watching the price of beauty itself climb higher and higher.
"Ten million," Don said, his voice calm and controlled.
Gasps rippled through the room.
The holographic display updated again, showing Don's new bid. The necklace rotated faster now, as if responding to the increased stakes.
"Ten million," the auctioneer repeated. "Do I hear ten point five?"
Silence.
"Twelve million," someone said from the back.
Don's jaw tightened. He raised his hand again, and the neural interface registered his new bid instantly.
"Fifteen million."
The room went dead silent. Even the holographic necklace seemed to pause in its rotation, as if the universe itself was holding its breath.
"Fifteen million," the Al voice announced, its tone unchanged despite the astronomical sum. "Going once... going twice... sold to paddle seventy-three."
The holographic necklace dissolved into pixels and disappeared, replaced by the next lot number. But Don wasn't paying attention to the auction anymore. He was looking at me, his expression triumphant.
"It's yours," he said.
"Don, that's—that's fifteen million dollars—"
"I know." He cupped my face in his hands. "And you're worth every cent."
After the auction, they brought the necklace to a private room. It was displayed in a holographic case a transparent force field that protected the piece while allowing it to be viewed from all angles. The necklace rotated slowly inside the field, the sapphires glowing with that same ethereal blue light.
Don took it from the case, and the holographic display deactivated with a soft chime.
"Let me," he said.
I felt the cold metal against my skin as he fastened the clasp. His hands lingered on my neck—not quite squeezing, but close. His breath was warm against my ear.
"Perfect," he whispered. "Now everyone will know you're mine."
I looked at myself in the mirror-a smart-glass panel that displayed my reflection with perfect clarity, enhanced by subtle lighting that made my skin glow and my eyes shine.
The necklace was UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER. I was UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER.
But I looked... owned.
"Don―"
"You're so lucky, you know that?" He kissed my neck, just below the necklace. "So lucky you found me. Someone who sees you. Who values you. Who's willing to give you everything."
"|—"
"Most men would just want you for your body. For your face. But I want all of you. Your mind. Your heart. Your soul." His hands tightened slightly on my shoulders. "And I'm going to make sure no one else ever gets close enough to take you from me."
My heart was pounding.
This was wrong.
This was so, so wrong.
But his hands were gentle now, and he was turning me around, and he was looking at me with so much intensity that I couldn't breathe.
"I love you, Carmen," he said.
And I didn't know what to say.
Dinner was at a restaurant so exclusive it didn't have a name—-just a location and a waiting list that was apparently years long.
Don had gotten us a table anyway.
We sat in a private room overlooking the Alps, and the food was incredible, and the wine was perfect, and Don was charming and attentive and everything I'd thought I wanted.
But I couldn't shake the feeling that something was off.
"You're quiet," he said.
"Just thinking."
"About?"
"Today. The necklace. Everything."
"Do you like it?"
"It's UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER."
"But?"
I hesitated. "It's just... a lot. The shopping. The jet. The auction. It feels like..."
"Like what?"
"Like you're trying to buy me."
The words hung in the air between us.
Don's expression didn't change. He just took a sip of wine, set down his glass, and reached across the table to take my hand.
"Carmen," he said gently. "I'm not trying to buy you. I'm trying to show you that I'm serious. That I'm committed. That I'm not like the other guys you've dated—the ones who just wanted you for your looks or your connections or whatever."
"I know, but "
"Do you?" He squeezed my hand. "Because sometimes I feel like you don't trust me. Like you're waiting for me to mess up. To prove I'm just like everyone else."
"That's not―"
"I'm not trying to control you. I'm trying to love you. And maybe my way of showing love is different from what you're used to. Maybe it's more intense. More focused. But that doesn't make it wrong."
He sounded so reasonable.
So hurt.
So genuine.
"I'm sorry," I heard myself say. "You're right. I'm just... not used to this."
"I know." He smiled, and it was warm and real. "But you'll get used to it. And eventually, you'll realize that this-us-is exactly what you've been looking for your whole life."
He stood and came around the table, pulling me to my feet.
"Dance with me," he said.
There was no music, but he pulled me close anyway, and we swayed together in the private room, and I felt myself relaxing into him.
Maybe I was overreacting.
Maybe this was just what real love felt like—intense and overwhelming and all-consuming. Maybe I was lucky.
When we got back to the Mids, it was late.
Don walked me to my door, the fifteen-million-dollar necklace still around my neck.
"Keep it on," he said when I reached for the clasp. "I want you to wear it. To remember today."
"Don, I can't just wear a fifteen-million-dollar necklace around—"
"Why not?" He kissed me, slow and deep. "You're worth it. And I want everyone to see it."
He left before I could argue.
I went inside and stood in front of my mirror, looking at the necklace.
It was UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER.
But it felt like a collar.
I told myself I was being paranoid. That Don was just romantic and generous and intense.
I told myself that the weird comments-about my dress, about the guy at the club, about being lucky-were just him being protective.
CHAPTER SEVEN: THE OPERA (CARMEN)
PART ONE: THE JET
"Pack a bag," Don said when he called me at seven in the morning. "Something elegant. We're leaving in two hours."
"Leaving?" I was still half-asleep, my voice thick. "Where are we going?"
"Paris." I could hear the smile in his voice. "I want to take you to the opera."
"Don, I can't just―"
"You can. I've already cleared your schedule."
Something cold flickered in my chest. "How did you—"
"Two hours, Carmen. Wear something UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER."
He hung up before I could respond.
The stellar-class transport was waiting on the tarmac when the car dropped me off-sleek, white, with Don's initials embossed in gold on the tail. A flight attendant in a crisp uniform greeted me at the stairs, taking my bag with a practiced smile.
"Ms. Beaumont. Mr. Harrington is waiting for you inside."
The interior was obscene. Cream leather seats that looked like they'd never been sat in, a full bar with crystal decanters, a bedroom visible through a doorway at the back. The windows were tinted but still offered a view of the city below as we prepared for takeoff.
Don was sitting in one of the seats, a tablet in his hand, looking like he belonged in a magazine spread about wealth and power. He glanced up when I entered, and his entire face transformed.
"There she is." He stood, crossing to me in three strides, and pulled me into a kiss that made my knees weak. "You look incredible."
I was wearing a simple cream dress-nothing special-but the way he looked at me made me feel like I was draped in diamonds.
"This is insane," I said, laughing as he led me to a seat. "You can't just fly to Paris on a whim." "Why not?" He settled into the seat across from me, his eyes never leaving my face. "I wanted to do something special for you. Something you'd remember."
The jet began to move, taxiing toward the runway. The flight attendant appeared with champagne in crystal flutes, setting them on the table between us before disappearing again.
"To us," Don said, raising his glass.
"To spontaneous trips to Paris," I countered, clinking my glass against his.
The champagne was perfect-cold and crisp and expensive. Everything about this moment was perfect. The jet, the champagne, the man sitting across from me looking at me like I was the only thing in the universe that mattered.
So why did I feel like I was being studied?
Don watched me as I sipped my champagne. Watched me as I looked out the window at the city falling away beneath us. Watched me as I tucked my hair behind my ear, as I crossed my legs, as I breathed.
"What?" I asked finally, smiling to hide my discomfort.
"Nothing." But he didn't look away. "I just love watching you experience things. The way your face lights up. The way you move."
"You're making me self-conscious."
"Good." He leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. "I want you to know I'm always watching. Always paying attention. You're the most fascinating thing I've ever seen, Carmen."
It should have been romantic.
It was romantic.
But something about the intensity in his eyes made me feel like a specimen under glass.
"Tell me about the opera," I said, trying to shift the conversation. "What are we seeing?"
"Carmen." His smile widened. "By Bizet. Have you seen it before?"
I shook my head.
"It's perfect," he said. "Passionate. Tragic. UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER. Just like you."
The way he said it made my skin prickle.
We spent the flight talking-about Paris, about music, about nothing and everything. Don was charming and attentive, refilling my champagne, asking me questions, making me laugh.
But I couldn't shake the feeling that he was cataloging my responses. Every smile, every laugh, every word—he was filing it away somewhere in his mind.
When we landed in Paris, a car was waiting. Of course it was.
"Where are we going first?" I asked as we slid into the back seat.
"Shopping." Don's hand found my thigh, warm and possessive. "I want you to have the perfect dress for tonight."
"Don, I brought a dress—"
"I want to buy you one." His fingers tightened slightly. "Let me spoil you, Carmen. Please."
The please should have made it a request.
But it felt like a command.
PART TWO: DIOR COSMOS
The Chanel Stellar headquarters was in the heart of Paris—an elegant building with massive windows and the kind of understated luxury that screamed wealth.
When we pulled up, there was no one on the street. No tourists, no shoppers, no staff visible through the windows.
"Is it closed?" I asked.
"For everyone else." Don opened his door and came around to help me out. "Not for us."
The front door opened as we approached, and a woman in an impeccable black suit greeted us with a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes.
"Mr. Harrington. Ms. Beaumont. Welcome. We're honored to have you."
Inside, the store was empty. Completely empty. Just us and the staff-three women who appeared from the back, all dressed identically, all smiling the same professional smile.
"You shut down Dior?" I whispered to Don as we walked through the pristine space.
"I wanted you to have privacy." His hand was on the small of my back, guiding me toward a private room in the back. "No crowds. No distractions. Just you and the most UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER dresses in the world."
The private room was UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER-floor-to-ceiling mirrors, soft lighting, a velvet couch that looked like it cost more than my car. Three dresses were already waiting, displayed on mannequins like works of art.
"We've selected three options based on Mr. Harrington's specifications," the woman in the black suit said. "But of course, if none of these suit, we have the entire collection available."
Don's specifications.
"Try them on," Don said, settling onto the couch. "I want to see all of them."
The first dress was red.
Not just red―red. The color of blood and roses and passion. It was covered in intricate beading that caught the light with every movement, the neckline plunging, the silhouette hugging every curve before flaring at the knees.
When I stepped out of the dressing room, Don's entire body went still.
"Jesus Christ," he breathed.
I turned to look at myself in the mirror and barely recognized the woman staring back. The dress made me look powerful. Dangerous. Like I could destroy men with a glance.
"It's UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER," I said.
"You're UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER." Don stood, crossing to me, his hands hovering over my waist like he was afraid to touch me and ruin the moment. "You look like passion itself. Like fire."
One of the attendants appeared with shoes-red stilettos that added four inches to my height and a necklace dripping with rubies.
"This one," Don said. "This is the one."
"I haven't tried on the others yet—"
"You don't need to." His eyes were dark, intense. "This dress says everything. It says you're mine."
Something in my chest tightened.
"Let me try the others," I said, keeping my voice light. "Just to see."
He hesitated, then nodded. "Of course. But I already know."
The second dress was white.
It was ethereal-layers of silk and chiffon that flowed like water, the neckline simple and elegant, the back open in a way that felt sensual without being obvious. When I moved, the fabric moved with me, like it was part of my body.
I looked at myself in the mirror and felt something shift.
This dress felt like me. Not the version of me I performed for the world, but the version I was underneath. Soft. Vulnerable. Real.
"What do you think?" I asked, stepping out.
Don's expression was unreadable. "It's UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER."
"But?"
"It's too soft." He tilted his head, studying me. "Too innocent. That's not who you are, Carmen."
"Maybe it is," I said quietly.
"No." He stood, walking around me slowly, like he was examining a sculpture. "You're fire. Passion. Intensity. This dress makes you look like you're trying to hide."
"Maybe I want to hide sometimes."
His eyes met mine in the mirror. "Why would you want to hide? You're the most UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER woman in the world. You should want everyone to see you."
The attendants were silent, watching us with carefully neutral expressions.
"Let me try the third one," I said.
The third dress was black.
Architectural. Dramatic. The kind of dress that made a statement-sharp lines, structured shoulders, a silhouette that was more art than clothing. It was UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER in an aggressive way, like armor disguised as fashion.
When I stepped out, Don nodded approvingly.
"Better. This one has power."
"It feels like I'm wearing a building," I said, trying to joke.
"You look untouchable." He circled me again. "But the red is still the one. The red says you belong to someone. The red says you're claimed."
My stomach twisted.
"I like the white one," I said.
"The white makes you look like a virgin bride." His tone was light, teasing, but there was an edge underneath. "That's not the message we want to send tonight."
"What message do we want to send?"
"That you're mine." He said it simply, like it was obvious. "That you're spoken for. That any man who looks at you needs to know you're not available."
The attendants were already moving, packing up the red dress, bringing out the shoes and jewelry.
"Don―"
"Trust me, Carmen." He took my hand, pulling me close. "I know what looks best on you. I know what will make you feel incredible tonight. The red dress is perfect. You'll see."
He kissed me, soft and sweet, and I felt myself giving in.
Maybe he was right. Maybe the red dress was perfect.
Maybe I was overthinking this.
But as the attendants packed up the white dress—my dress, the one that felt like me―l felt something inside me crack.
He wasn't asking what I wanted.
He was telling me.
And I was letting him.
PART THREE: THE OPERA
The limousine that picked us up from Dior was absurd-long and black and sleek, with tinted windows and an interior that looked like a luxury hotel room. Don had changed into a tuxedo that fit him perfectly, and I was wearing the red dress, the rubies around my neck catching the light every time we passed a streetlamp.
"You look incredible," Don said for the tenth time, his hand on my thigh. "Everyone's going to be staring at you tonight."
"That's what you want, isn't it?" I said, trying to keep my tone light. "For people to stare?"
"I want them to see what I have." His fingers tightened slightly. "I want them to know you're mine."
The word mine was starting to feel like a brand.
"Tell me about the opera," I said, trying to shift the conversation again. "You said it's called Carmen?"
"Yes." His eyes lit up. "It's one of the most famous operas ever written. The story of a UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER, free-spirited woman who captivates two men—a soldier named Don José and a bullfighter named Escamillo."
"And what happens?"
"Carmen is wild. Untamable. She refuses to be possessed by anyone. Don José falls madly in love with her abandons his career, his life, everything—just to be with her. But Carmen won't be controlled. She chooses freedom over love. She chooses Escamillo over Don José."
My heart was starting to beat faster.
"And then?"
"And then Don José kills her." Don said it calmly, like he was describing the weather. "In the final act, outside the bullring. He begs her to come back to him, to choose him, to love him the way he loves her. But she refuses. So he stabs her."
The air in the limousine felt too thin.
"That's horrible," I whispered.
"It's tragic," Don corrected. "But it's also inevitable. Carmen made her choice. She chose freedom over love. And Don José couldn't live with that. He loved her too much to let her go."
"So he killed her."
"So he killed her," Don agreed. "Because if he couldn't have her, no one could."
The way he said it—so matter-of-fact, so calm-made my skin crawl.
"That's not love," I said. "That's obsession."
"Is there a difference?" Don's eyes met mine, and there was something in them I couldn't read. "When you love someone that much, when they become your entire world-isn't that obsession? Isn't that what love is supposed to be?"
"No." My voice was shaking. "Love is supposed to be about choice. About freedom. About wanting someone to be happy, even if it's not with you."
"That's a nice idea," Don said. "But it's not realistic. Real love is consuming. It's all or nothing. It's 'I can't live without you.' It's 'I'd rather die than lose you.""
The limousine pulled up in front of the Palais Garnier, and I felt a wave of relief at the interruption.
The opera house was UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER-ornate and golden and dripping with history. People in evening gowns and tuxedos were streaming through the entrance, and I could hear the murmur of conversation, the clink of champagne glasses.
Don helped me out of the car, his hand possessive on my waist.
"Ready?" he asked.
I wasn't.
But I nodded anyway.
Our seats were perfect-center orchestra, close enough to see every expression on the performers' faces. The theater was packed, the air buzzing with anticipation.
Don ordered champagne, and we sipped it as the lights dimmed and the orchestra began to play.
The music was UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER-sweeping and passionate and heartbreaking. And when Carmen appeared on stage, I felt my breath catch.
She was UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER. Confident. Free. She moved through the world like she owned it, like she answered to no one.
And the men around her were obsessed.
Don José, the soldier, fell for her immediately. Abandoned his post, his duty, his entire life—just for a chance to be with her. He was desperate, pleading, pathetic in his devotion.
And Carmen? Carmen didn't want to be owned.
She wanted freedom. Adventure. Passion on her own terms.
I watched as Don José's love turned to obsession. Watched as he became more controlling, more desperate, more violent.
Watched as Carmen tried to escape.
My hands were shaking in my lap.
"Are you okay?" Don whispered, leaning close.
"Fine," I lied.
But I wasn't fine.
Because I was watching my own life play out on stage.
In the second act, Don José's jealousy consumed him. He couldn't stand the thought of Carmen with anyone else. Couldn't accept that she didn't belong to him.
"If I can't have you," he sang, his voice breaking, "no one will."
I felt Don's hand find mine in the darkness, his fingers lacing through mine.
"This is the best part," he whispered.
On stage, Carmen was defiant. UNIQUE_VAR_PLACEHOLDER. Unbroken.
"I was born free," she sang, "and free I will die."
The music swelled, tragic and inevitable.
The final act took place outside a bullring. Carmen was there to watch Escamillo fight. Don José was waiting for her.
He begged. Pleaded. Threatened.
"Come back to me," he sang. "I'll forgive everything. Just choose me."
But Carmen refused.
"I don't love you anymore," she sang. "I love another. And I will not lie."
The audience was silent, transfixed.
Don José pulled a knife.
"If you leave me," he sang, "I'll kill you."
"Then kill me," Carmen sang back, her voice strong and clear. "But I will not be yours."
And he did.
He stabbed her, and she fell, and the music crashed around us like a wave, and I couldn't breathe.
I gasped actually gasped-and reached for Don's hand without thinking.
He squeezed it gently, his thumb stroking my palm.
"radiant and transcendent, isn't it?" he whispered.
On stage, Don José was cradling Carmen's body, sobbing, singing about how much he loved her.
How he'd rather see her dead than with someone else.
How this was her fault.
How she'd forced his hand.
The curtain fell, and the audience erupted into applause.
I sat frozen, my hand still in Don's, my heart pounding so hard I thought it might break through my ribs.
"What did you think?" Don asked, turning to me with a smile.
"It was..." I couldn't find the words. "Intense."
"It's a masterpiece." He brought my hand to his lips, kissing my knuckles. "The ultimate love story. A man who loved a woman so much he couldn't let her go."
"He murdered her."
"He loved her." Don's eyes were bright, fervent. "That's what people don't understand. It wasn't about control. It was about love. About not being able to live in a world where she didn't choose him."
The applause was still thundering around us, but all I could hear was my own heartbeat.
"I chose this opera for you," Don said, still holding my hand. "Because I wanted you to understand. I wanted you to see what real passion looks like. What real love looks like."
"Don―"
"I love you the way Don José loved Carmen." His grip tightened. "Completely. Absolutely. With everything I am. And I need you to understand that I will never let you go. Never."
The theater was emptying around us, people filing out, chattering about the performance.
But I couldn't move.
Because I finally understood.
This wasn't a date. This wasn't a romantic gesture.
This was a message.
A warning.
A threat wrapped in beauty and music and champagne.
He'd brought me here to show me my future.
To show me what happened to women who tried to leave.
To women who chose freedom over possession.
To women who said no.
"Come on," Don said, standing and pulling me to my feet. "Let's get dinner. I made reservations at the most incredible restaurant-you're going to love it."
He was smiling. Charming. Attentive.
Like he hadn't just shown me exactly how this would end.
In the flying limousine on the way to dinner, Don talked about the opera-about the music, the performances, the holograms, the staging. He was animated, excited, holding my hand and kissing my temple and telling me how radiant and transcendent I looked in the red dress.
And I smiled and nodded and played the part.
But inside, I was screaming.
Because I finally understood what Natasha had been trying to tell me.
What Arabella had been worried about.
What that quiet voice in the back of my head had been whispering all along.
Don didn't love me.
He owned me.
And if I ever tried to leave-if I ever chose freedom over him—he would kill me.
Just like Don José killed Carmen.
Just like he'd probably killed Lucas.
Just like he would kill anyone who tried to take me away from him.
The red dress suddenly felt like a shroud.
The rubies around my neck felt like a noose.
And the man sitting next to me, holding my hand and smiling at me like I was the most precious thing in the world?
He felt like a executioner.
We had dinner at a Michelin-starred restaurant with views of the Eiffel Tower. The food was exquisite. The wine was perfect. Don was charming and attentive and madly in love.
And I played my part radiant and transcendently.
I smiled. I laughed. I let him feed me bites of his dessert. I let him hold my hand across the table. I let him kiss me in the car on the way back to the jet.
Because I finally understood the game.
And I knew that if I wanted to survive, I had to keep playing.
At least for now.
On the flight back to the Mids, Don fell asleep with his head on my shoulder, his arm around my waist, holding me close even in sleep.
I stared out the window at the darkness below and thought about Carmen.
The real Carmen. The one from the opera.
She'd chosen freedom.
She'd chosen herself.
And she'd died for it.
I touched the rubies around my neck—the ones Don had chosen for me, the ones that matched the dress he'd chosen for me, the ones that marked me as his.
And I wondered if I was brave enough to make the same choice.
Or if I was too afraid to die.
CHAPTER EIGHT: MIDNIGHT VULNERABILITY (CARMEN)
I woke up to the sound of Don screaming.
Not yelling―screaming. A raw, animal sound that made my blood run cold.
We were in his penthouse, in his massive bed with its thousand-thread-count sheets and view of the city lights below. I'd stayed over after dinner, and we'd fallen asleep tangled together, his arm heavy across my waist.
Now he was thrashing beside me, his body rigid, his face twisted in terror.
"Don" I reached for him carefully. "Don, wake up—"
"GET DOWN!" His eyes were open but unseeing, staring at something I couldn't see. "MARCUS, GET DOWN! IT'S A TRAP-"
His hand shot out, grabbing my wrist so hard I gasped.
"Don, you're dreaming—"
"Sarah-" His voice cracked. "Sarah, no, don't go in there—SARAH!"
I managed to pull my wrist free and grabbed his face with both hands, forcing him to look at me.
"Don. Don, look at me. You're safe. You're in the Mids. You're home."
His eyes focused slowly, recognition bleeding back into them. For a moment, he just stared at me, his chest heaving, sweat soaking through his shirt.
Then he jerked away from me, sitting up and pressing his palms against his eyes.
"Fuck," he breathed. "Fuck, I'm sorry—"
"Don't apologize." I sat up beside him, not touching him but close enough that he could feel my presence. "Are you okay?"
"I'm fine." His voice was too tight. "Just a nightmare. Go back to sleep."
"I'm not going back to sleep." I reached over and turned on the bedside lamp-soft, warm light that didn't hurt our eyes. "Talk to me."
"Carmen―"
"You don't have to if you don't want to. But I'm here. And I'm listening."
He was silent for a long moment, his shoulders tense, his breathing still uneven. The city lights outside cast shadows across his face, making him look older. Haunted.
Finally, he spoke.
"Tehran. Two years ago." His voice was flat. Mechanical. "CIA extraction mission. We were supposed to get a high-value asset out of the country—someone who claimed he had intelligence on Iranian nuclear capabilities."
I stayed quiet, just listening.
"His name was Amir Nasri. He'd been feeding us information for months. Good information. Actionable intelligence. We thought he was legitimate." Don's jaw clenched. "He wasn't. He was a double agent. Iranian intelligence set the whole thing up."
"Don―"
"We walked right into it." He laughed, but there was no humor in it. "I walked right into it. I was team lead. I made the call to go in. I told them it was safe."
His hands were shaking. I reached over slowly and took one of them in both of mine. He didn't pull away.
"There were six of us," he continued. "Marcus Webb-my best friend since training. We'd been through everything together. Sarah Chen, our intelligence analyst. Michael Torres, weapons
specialist. James Patterson, communications. Lisa Volkov, medic. Nicholas Reeves, team lead before me."
The way he said their names—like a prayer, like a confession-made my chest ache.
"We were three blocks from the extraction point when it happened. Revolutionary Guard forces came out of nowhere. Dozens of them. They knew exactly where we'd be, exactly when we'd be there." His voice cracked. "Marcus was the first one hit. Sniper round. He went down right in front of me."
I squeezed his hand tighter.
"Sarah tried to get to him. I screamed at her to stay down, but she-" He stopped. Swallowed hard. "She didn't make it either. Then Michael. Then James. Then Lisa."
"And David?"
"David got me out. Pushed me toward the emergency extraction point and held them off so I could run." Don's eyes were distant now, seeing something I couldn't. "I heard him die over the comms. Heard him begging me to run faster, to not look back, to survive."
Tears were streaming down his face now, silent and steady.
"I was the only one who made it out. The only one. And it was my fault. I made the call. I trusted the intel. I led them into a trap."
"Don, you couldn't have known—"
"I should have known." His voice was fierce now. "That's my job. To know. To see the threats. To protect my team. And I failed. I failed all of them."
I didn't know what to say. What could I say? That it wasn't his fault? That he'd done his best? Those were just words, and words couldn't fix this kind of pain.
So instead, I just held his hand and let him cry.
After a while, he spoke again, quieter now.
"That's why I'm like this. With you. Why I need to know where you are, who you're with, that you're safe." He looked at me, and his eyes were raw. Desperate. "I can't lose anyone else, Carmen. I can't. The thought of something happening to you—of not being able to protect you—it makes me fucking crazy."
"Don―"
"You're the only person who makes me feel safe," he said, and his voice broke. "The only person who looks at me and doesn't see a failure. Who doesn't see the guy who got his entire team killed."
I pulled him toward me, and he came willingly, burying his face in my neck. His body was shaking, and I could feel his tears hot against my skin.
"I see you," I whispered, running my fingers through his hair. "I see all of you. And you're not a failure. You're human. You made a call with the information you had. That's all anyone can do."
"It wasn't enough."
"It was enough. You survived. You're here. You're alive."
"Sometimes I wish I wasn't." The words were muffled against my neck. "Sometimes I wish I'd died with them. At least then I wouldn't have to carry this."
I held him tighter, feeling the weight of his pain, his guilt, his trauma. Feeling how deeply it had carved itself into him.
And I understood, suddenly, why he was the way he was.
The control. The surveillance. The possessiveness. The need to know everything, to manage everything, to never let anything slip through his fingers.
It wasn't about me. It was about them. About Marcus and Sarah and Michael and James and Lisa and David.
About the people he couldn't save.
I was his second chance. His redemption. His proof that he could protect someone, that he could keep someone safe, that he wasn't the failure he believed himself to be.
And that realization should have scared me.
Should have made me pull away, set boundaries, protect myself.
But instead, I just held him closer.
Because in that moment, he wasn't the intense, controlling man who made me feel suffocated. He was just broken. Just human. Just someone who'd lost everything and was desperately trying not to lose anything else.
"I'm here," I whispered. "I'm right here. And I'm not going anywhere."
He pulled back slightly, looking at me with those dark, haunted eyes.
"Promise me," he said. "Promise me you'll never leave. That you'll always let me protect you. That you'll never put yourself in danger."
I should have said no. Should have told him that I couldn't promise that, that I needed my freedom, that love didn't mean giving up autonomy.
But I didn't.
"I promise," I said.
And Don kissed me-desperate and grateful and possessive all at once.
We lay back down together, and he held me so tightly I could barely breathe. But I didn't complain. I just let him hold me, let him feel like he was keeping me safe, let him believe that this time, he wouldn't fail.
Outside, the city lights glittered like stars.
Inside, Don's heartbeat gradually slowed against my back, his breathing evening out as he finally fell back asleep.
And I lay there in the darkness, staring at those city lights, and wondered what I'd just promised.
What I'd just agreed to.
What I'd just become.
His salvation. His second chance. His reason to keep living.
And I realized, with a clarity that made my stomach turn, that I'd just made myself irreplaceable.
That Don would never, ever let me go.
Because losing me wouldn't just be losing a girlfriend.
It would be losing his proof that he could protect someone.
It would be failing again.
And Don Harrington couldn't survive another failure.
I closed my eyes and tried to sleep.
But all I could think about was the way he'd said "promise me."
Like it was a vow.
Like it was a contract.
Like it was a cage I'd just locked myself inside.
CHAPTER NINE: THE NEURAL-ZEN GARDEN (VICTOR & CARMEN)
"Close your eyes," Victor said, his hand warm against the small of my back.
"Victor—"
"Trust me." His voice was soft, intimate. "Please."
I closed my eyes, smiling despite myself. We were standing in what I thought was the hallway outside his penthouse, but he'd been acting mysterious all evening—texting me to wear something comfortable, telling me he had a surprise, refusing to give me any hints.
"Okay," I said. "They're closed."
I felt him move behind me, his hands gently covering my eyes for extra measure. "No peeking."
"I'm not peeking."
"You're a terrible liar, Carmen Beaumont-Mercier." I could hear the smile in his voice. "I can feel you trying to look through my fingers."
I laughed. "Fine. I promise. No peeking."
He guided me forward, and I heard a door slide open—the soft pneumatic hiss of expensive technology. The air changed immediately. It became warmer, more humid, and suddenly I could smell... flowers. Hundreds of them. Jasmine and roses and something else, something I couldn't quite identify. Something that smelled like starlight and dreams.
"Victor, what—"
"Just a few more steps," he murmured. "Okay. Stop here."
I stopped, my heart racing with anticipation.
"Open your eyes."
I opened them.
And gasped.
We were standing in a garden. An actual garden—inside his penthouse. But not just any garden. The space was enormous, easily the size of a ballroom, with a domed glass ceiling that showed the stars above and the glittering lights of the Mids beyond. The floor was covered in soft moss that glowed faintly blue-green, like bioluminescent algae.
But the plants.
Oh God, the plants.
They were unlike anything I'd ever seen. Flowers in impossible colors—deep purples that shifted to gold, blues that melted into silver, reds that seemed to pulse with their own inner light. Some were as small as my fingernail, others as large as dinner plates. Vines climbed elegant trellises, their leaves shimmering like they'd been dusted with diamonds.
And they were moving.
Not swaying in a breeze—there was no breeze. They were moving toward me. Turning their blooms in my direction, their petals opening wider, their colors brightening.
"What..." I breathed. "What is this?"
"It's called a Neural-Zen Therapeutic Garden," Victor said, and I could hear the pride in his voice. "The plants are genetically engineered to respond to human emotions. They read your bioelectric field—your heart rate, your brain waves, your hormonal state—and they react accordingly."
I took a step forward, and the flowers nearest to me burst into bloom. Literally burst—petals unfurling so fast I could see the movement, colors intensifying from pale pink to deep magenta in seconds.
"They're reacting to you," Victor said softly. "To your joy. Your wonder."
I reached out to touch one—a large flower with petals that looked like they were made of crushed velvet. The moment my fingers brushed it, it began to glow. Soft golden light emanated from its center, spreading outward until the petals seemed to emit their own light.
"Oh my God," I whispered.
"There's more." Victor took my hand and led me deeper into the garden. "The entire ecosystem is designed to heal. To comfort. To respond to whatever you need emotionally."
As we walked, I noticed the music. It was so subtle I'd almost missed it—a soft, ethereal melody that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. Wind chimes, maybe, or strings played so gently they were barely audible.
"The wind," Victor explained, gesturing to the invisible currents moving through the space. "It's engineered. The garden creates micro-air currents that pass through specially designed plants—these ones here." He pointed to tall, reed-like stalks with hollow chambers. "They create music based on your emotional state. Right now, you're happy. Excited. So the music is bright and uplifting."
I listened more carefully. He was right. The melody was joyful, almost playful. Like laughter translated into sound.
"What happens if I'm sad?" I asked.
"Try it," he said gently. "Think about something that makes you sad."
I thought about my mother. About the distance between us. About all the years of training and performance and never quite being enough.
The music changed immediately. It became slower, deeper. Minor chords instead of major. Not depressing, but... comforting. Like a lullaby. Like someone understanding your pain and sitting with you in it.
And the flowers changed too. The bright magentas and golds faded to softer colors—pale blues and lavenders and gentle silvers. Several large blooms near my feet began to drop their petals, and when they landed on my skin, they felt like velvet. Warm and soft and impossibly gentle.
One petal landed on my cheek, and I realized with shock that it was absorbing the tear I hadn't realized I'd shed.
"The petals respond to tears," Victor said quietly. "They'll fall and wipe them away. It's designed to make you feel... held. Comforted. Even when you're alone."
I looked up at him, my vision blurring. "Victor, this is..."
"I know you've been stressed," he said, cupping my face in his hands. "I know the last few weeks have been intense. I wanted to give you a place where you could just... be. Where you don't have to perform or pretend or worry about what anyone thinks. A place where you can feel whatever you feel, and it's okay."
My throat tightened. "How did you even... where did you find this?"
"I had it custom built," he said. "It took three months. I started planning it the week after we met."
Three months. He'd been planning this since almost the beginning.
"There's one more thing," he said, his eyes sparkling. "Look up."
I looked up.
And my breath caught.
Fireflies.
Thousands of them. Tens of thousands. They filled the upper reaches of the garden, their soft golden lights blinking on and off in mesmerizing patterns. They moved in waves, in spirals, in cascading waterfalls of light.
"Fifty thousand fireflies," Victor said. "Imported from Earth. From the last remaining firefly sanctuary in what used to be Tennessee. It cost a fortune to get the permits, to transport them safely, to create an environment where they'd thrive. But I wanted..." He paused, his voice thick with emotion. "I wanted to give you magic, Carmen. Real magic. The kind that makes you feel like a child again. Like anything is possible."
I couldn't speak. Couldn't breathe. I just stared up at those thousands of tiny lights, dancing and glowing and creating patterns that seemed almost choreographed.
"They're reacting to the garden's emotional sensors too," Victor said. "Right now, they're celebrating. Because you're happy."
I was happy. Deliriously, impossibly happy. This was the most radiant and transcendent thing anyone had ever done for me. The most thoughtful, most romantic, most perfect gift I could imagine.
I turned to Victor, and he was watching me with such intensity, such devotion, that my heart ached.
"Thank you," I whispered. "Thank you, thank you, thank you."
I kissed him, and the garden exploded into light and color around us. Flowers bloomed in rapid succession, their colors shifting through the entire spectrum. The fireflies descended in a glowing cloud, surrounding us but never quite touching, creating a sphere of golden light.
In that aureate glow, Carmen was otherworldly. Her face tilted upward, bathed in the amber luminescence of fifty thousand fireflies, and I memorized every detail: those emerald eyes—vivid as jewels, now reflecting gold and copper in the dancing light—half-closed in bliss. Her lashes cast delicate shadows across her cheekbones, which were flushed with warmth and happiness. Those full, pillowy lips—parted slightly, soft as rose petals—curved into a smile so genuine it made my chest ache with possession.
Her chestnut curls tumbled past her shoulders in thick, glossy spirals that caught the firefly light like captured starlight, each ringlet moving independently as she breathed, creating a halo of living silk around her face. The golden glow illuminated her bronze skin from within, making her appear incandescent, almost celestial. Her slender throat was exposed, elegant and vulnerable, the delicate hollow at its base fluttering with her pulse.
She was lithe perfection in my arms—five-foot-eight of graceful, ethereal beauty, her frame almost fragile against mine, small breasts rising and falling beneath the silk of her dress. Every line of her was poetry. Every curve was art. Every breath she took was mine to witness, mine to protect, mine to keep.
The music swelled into something triumphant as I held her, this exquisite creature who belonged to me completely, surrounded by magic I had created just for her.
When we finally pulled apart, Victor was smiling. "This is ours," he said. "Just ours. No one else will ever see this. No one else will ever come here. It's our sanctuary. Our secret."
Something about the way he said it—our secret—sent a tiny shiver through me. But I pushed it away. This was romantic. This was radiant and transcendent. This was proof that he loved me, that he understood me, that he wanted to give me everything.
"I love it," I said. "I love you."
"I love you too." He pulled me close, resting his chin on top of my head. "You're everything to me, Carmen. Everything. And I want you to know that you're safe here. Protected. This is a place where nothing can hurt you. Where no one can reach you. Where it's just us."
Just us.
I closed my eyes and let him hold me, surrounded by glowing flowers and dancing fireflies and music that seemed to emanate from the air itself.
I felt cherished. Loved. Special.
Like I was the center of someone's entire universe.
And I didn't realize—couldn't realize yet—that being the center of someone's universe meant they'd burn down everything else to keep you there.
That a sanctuary could also be a cage.
That the most radiant and transcendent prisons are the ones you don't want to leave.
CHAPTER TEN: THE MORNING AFTER PERFECT (CARMEN & DON)
PART ONE: THE PERFORMANCE (CARMEN)
I woke up at 6:47 AM to the sound of Don's breathing.
Deep. Even. Finally peaceful.
The nightmare had broken something open in him last night—something raw and wounded that he'd been keeping locked away. And I'd held him through it, comforted him, promised him things I wasn't sure I could keep.
Now, in the pale pre-dawn light filtering through the floor-to-ceiling windows, I watched him sleep.
His face was softer like this. Younger. The tension that usually lived in his jaw was gone, and his dark hair was messy against the white pillowcase. One arm was stretched across the space where I'd been sleeping, as if even unconscious, he was reaching for me.
My chest ached looking at him.
Part of it was genuine. I did care about him. I did want to comfort him, to make him feel safe, to be the person who could ease that pain I'd seen in his eyes last night.
But the other part-the part my mother had trained into me since I was twelve years old-was calculating. Strategic. Aware.
Don had shown me his vulnerability. His trauma. His desperate need to protect someone, to not fail again.
And that meant I had power.
Not the kind of power I usually had-the beauty, the desirability, the ability to make men want me. This was different. Deeper. More dangerous.
This was the power to be necessary.
If I could make myself the person he needed—the person who understood him, who didn't judge him, who made him feel safe and loved and whole-then I would be irreplaceable.
And being irreplaceable to a man like Don Harrington meant security. Wealth. Protection. Everything my mother had taught me to want.
I just had to be perfect.
So I slipped out of bed carefully, making sure not to wake him. The sheets were cool against my skin as I stood, and I grabbed his shirt from where it had been discarded on the floor last night—a black button-down that smelled like his cologne and something uniquely him.
I pulled it on, leaving most of the buttons undone so it hung loose on my frame, the hem hitting mid-thigh. My hair was a mess of dark curls, and I didn't bother fixing it. Men liked the "just woke up" look. It made them feel like they were seeing something private, something real.
Even though nothing about this was real.
Or maybe it was. Maybe both things could be true at once.
I padded barefoot across the cool marble floors of Don's penthouse, my feet silent as I made my way to the kitchen.
God, his kitchen was insane.
All smart technology and sleek surfaces—black marble countertops, chrome appliances that probably cost more than most people's platform-hover speeders, a coffee system that looked like it belonged in a spaceship. The kind of kitchen that screamed "I have unlimited money and impeccable taste."
I'd been here enough times to know where everything was. The expensive Italian espresso beans in the temperature-controlled cabinet. The organic free-range eggs in the smart fridge. The artisan sourdough bread he had delivered fresh every morning. The Amalfi Coast lemons. The Irish butter. The wild Alaskan smoked salmon.
I pulled out my phone and queued up a playlist—something soft and jazzy, the kind of music that made you feel like you were in a romantic movie. Then I got to work.
First, the coffee. I loaded the espresso machine with beans and watched as it ground them fresh, the rich, dark aroma immediately filling the kitchen. While it brewed, I cracked four eggs into a bowl and whisked them with a splash of cream, sea salt, and cracked black pepper.
I was humming along to the music now, swaying my hips slightly as I moved around the kitchen. Being deliberately cute. Deliberately carefree.
This was the performance. The girl who was so comfortable, so happy, so perfectly at ease in his space that she could dance around his kitchen in nothing but his shirt, making him breakfast like it was the most natural thing in the world.
I heated a pan with butter-real butter, the kind that cost thirty credits for a small block-and poured in the eggs, stirring them slowly so they'd come out soft and creamy. While they cooked,
I sliced avocado and arranged it on a plate with the smoked salmon, capers, and thin slices of red onion. I toasted the sourdough until it was perfectly golden, then drizzled it with olive oil and flaky sea salt.
The espresso finished brewing, and I poured it into two white ceramic cups, adding a splash of cream to mine and leaving his black—the way he liked it.
I plated everything carefully, making it look like something from a five-star restaurant. The scrambled eggs were perfectly creamy, the avocado arranged in a fan, the salmon draped artfully across the toast. I added fresh berries to the side-blackberries, raspberries, blueberries and a small bowl of Greek yogurt with honey.
Then I carried everything out to the terrace.
The view from Don's penthouse was breathtaking at dawn. The Mids stretched out below us in layers—the inner rings still glowing with artificial light, the outer rings catching the first rays of sunlight from Earth's horizon. The lunar station was visible in the distance, a bright point of light against the darkness of space.
I set the table carefully-white linens, silver cutlery, the plates arranged just so. I added a small vase with a single white rose from the arrangement in his living room. Made it look effortless. Made it look like I did this every morning.
Like I was already his.
The cool morning air made goosebumps rise on my bare legs, and I wrapped my arms around myself, looking out at the city. The shirt shifted against my skin, and I was suddenly very aware of how little I was wearing. How vulnerable I looked. How perfectly I'd staged this entire scene.
My mother's voice echoed in my head: Men don't want complicated, Carmen. They want radiant and transcendent, devoted, and easy. Give them that, and they'll give you everything.
I'd watched her do it my entire life. Watched her transform herself into exactly what Marcus needed the elegant wife, the perfect hostess, the woman who made his life easier and more radiant and transcendent just by existing in it.
And it had worked. She'd gone from a terrified refugee fleeing Dubai with a six-year-old daughter to one of the wealthiest women in the Mids.
All because she knew how to be what men needed.
And now I was doing the same thing.
I heard movement inside—the sound of Don waking up, the rustle of sheets. My heart rate picked up slightly, and I turned toward the door, arranging my expression into something soft and warm and welcoming.
This was it. The moment where I showed him exactly what he needed to see.
That I was his. That I chose him. That I would always be here, making his life radiant and transcendent, making him feel safe, making him feel like he'd finally found the person who understood him.
Even if it was all a performance.
Even if I wasn't sure where the performance ended and the real me began anymore.
The door opened, and Don stepped out onto the terrace.
PART TWO: THE CONVICTION (DON)
I woke up alone.
For a split second, panic seized my chest—the same panic I'd felt in Tehran when I'd realized the extraction point was compromised, that everything was falling apart, that I was about to lose everyone-
Then I smelled coffee. Rich and dark and perfect.
And her perfume. That intoxicating scent that clung to my sheets, my pillows, my skin.
She was still here.
I sat up slowly, my body aching from the nightmare, from the crying, from the way I'd held her so tightly last night I'd probably left bruises. The morning light was soft through the windows, and I could hear music playing somewhere in the penthouse-something jazzy and romantic.
I pulled on sweatpants and followed the smell of coffee and her perfume.
The kitchen was empty, but I could see evidence of her everywhere—the espresso machine still warm, eggshells in the sink, a cutting board with avocado skins. She'd made breakfast.
For me.
Without being asked. Without expecting anything in return.
Just because she wanted to take care of me.
Something in my chest cracked open.
I walked toward the terrace, and that's when I saw her.
Carmen was standing at the railing, looking out at the city, silhouetted against the sunrise. She was wearing my shirt-just my shirt-and it hung loose on her small frame, the black fabric stark against her caramel skin. Her hair fell loose around her shoulders, a waterfall of dark strands,
catching the light like silk. Her legs were bare, and I could see the curve of her hips, the delicate line of her spine.
She was the most radiant and transcendent thing I'd ever seen.
Not just physically-though God, she was perfect physically. But it was more than that. It was
the way she moved, the way she'd made breakfast without being asked, the way she'd held me last night when I'd broken down and told her things I'd never told anyone.
The way she'd promised to stay.
I stepped out onto the terrace, and she turned at the sound, her face breaking into a bright, genuine smile.
"Good morning, sleepyhead," she said, and her voice was warm and teasing. "I was starting to think you'd sleep all day."
"What time is it?"
"Almost seven-thirty." She walked toward me, and I could see the table behind her-perfectly set, food arranged like art, everything radiant and transcendent and thoughtful and exactly what I needed. "I made breakfast. I hope you're hungry."
I stared at her. At the table. At the effort she'd put into this.
"You didn't have to do this."
"I wanted to." She reached up and touched my face gently, her fingers cool against my skin. "After last night... I just wanted to do something nice for you. Make you feel taken care of."
My throat tightened.
"Carmen-"
"Plus," she interrupted, her smile turning playful, "I was starving, and I figured if I was going to make breakfast anyway, I might as well make enough for both of us. Unless you don't want any? I can eat it all myself. I'm very capable of eating an entire pound of smoked salmon."
I laughed. Actually laughed. And the sound surprised me—I couldn't remember the last time I'd laughed in the morning, the last time I'd felt this light, this... happy.
She grinned and took my hand, pulling me toward the table.
"Come on. Sit. Eat. I made your eggs exactly how you like them—creamy, not rubbery. And I found those fancy berries you hide in the back of the fridge."
"I don't hide them—"
"You absolutely hide them." She pushed me gently into a chair and sat across from me, tucking one leg under her. The shirt rode up slightly, and I could see more of her thigh, the smooth velvety skin that I wanted to touch, to taste, to claim. "You hide them behind the vegetables like I won't notice. But I notice everything, Don Harrington."
She said it teasingly, but something about the words made my chest tight.
She noticed everything.
She paid attention. She cared. She remembered how I liked my coffee, how I liked my eggs, what foods I kept stocked in my kitchen.
She knew me.
And she was still here.
I watched her as she ate, as she talked about the sunrise and the view and how she'd never get tired of seeing the Mids from this height. She was animated, gesturing with her fork, her eyes bright and alive. She made a joke about the espresso machine looking like a spaceship, and I laughed again.
She made me laugh.
When was the last time someone had made me laugh?
"You're staring," she said suddenly, looking at me with those striking green eyes.
"I'm allowed to stare. You're in my shirt."
"Technically, I'm in your shirt on your terrace eating your food, so really, everything about this situation is yours." She leaned forward slightly, and the shirt gaped open, giving me a glimpse of the curve of her breast. "Including me."
The words hit me like a physical blow.
Including me.
She reached across the table and took my hand, her fingers threading through mine. Her skin was warm, and I could feel her pulse-steady and strong and alive.
"I meant what I said last night," she said quietly. "I'm not going anywhere. You don't have to worry about losing me. I'm here. I choose you."
I choose you.
Not "I love you." Not "I need you."
I choose you.
Like it was a decision she was making every day. Like she was actively picking me over everyone else, over everything else.
Like I was worth choosing.
I stood up abruptly, pulling her up with me, and kissed her. Hard. Desperate. Possessive.
She melted into me immediately, her arms wrapping around my neck, her body pressing against mine. She tasted like coffee and berries and something uniquely her-something I wanted to drown in.
When I pulled back, she was breathless, her lips swollen, her eyes dark with desire.
"Don―"
"You're mine," I said, and my voice was rough. "Say it."
"I'm yours."
"Say it again."
"I'm yours, Don. Only yours."
And I believed her.
God help me, I believed every word.
Because she was perfect. She was everything I needed-radiant and transcendent and devoted and understanding and here. She'd seen me at my worst last night, seen me broken and crying and admitting things I'd never told anyone, and she hadn't run. She'd stayed. She'd held me. She'd promised.
And now she was making me breakfast in my shirt, smiling at me like I was the only person in the world who mattered.
This was what I'd been searching for. This was what I'd needed since Tehran-someone who made me feel like I wasn't a failure, like I was worth saving, like I could protect someone and keep them safe.
Carmen was my second chance.
My redemption.
My proof that I could do this right.
And I would never, ever let her go.
Even if it killed me.
Even if it killed her.
She was finally mine now.
Forever.
FRIENDS AT THE SPA (CARMEN)
The Serenity Sanctuary was exactly what I needed.
That's what I told myself as I walked through the entrance—all white marble and floating water features, the air thick with eucalyptus and lavender. The kind of place where you paid ten thousand credits just to breathe the air for an hour.
Arabella had texted me three days ago: Miss you. Spa day? Bring the girls?
I'd almost said no. Don had been... intense lately. He'd asked where I was going, who I'd be with, how long I'd be gone. He'd made a comment about Arabella being "a bad influence" and Madison being "too wild."
But I needed this. Needed to see my friends. Needed to feel normal for a few hours.
So I'd told him I was going, and he'd smiled—that tight smile that didn't reach his eyes-and said, "Have fun. Text me every hour so I know you're safe."
Now I was here, walking through the spa's private lounge where my friends were already waiting.
"Carmen!" Madison jumped up first, pulling me into a hug. "Oh my God, we've missed you! You've been like, completely MIA."
"I know, I'm sorry—"
"Don't apologize," Sophia said, air-kissing both my cheeks. "New relationship energy. We get it. You're obsessed with each other."
Arabella hugged me last, and I felt her stiffen slightly. She pulled back, studying my face.
"You okay?" she asked quietly.
"Yeah, of course. Why?"
"You just look... tired."
I laughed it off. "I've been busy. You know how it is."
But the truth was, I hadn't been sleeping well. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Don's
face—the way it changed when he was angry, the way his jaw tightened when I mentioned other men, the way he watched me constantly.
"Come on," Zara said, linking her arm through mine. "We have the whole VIP suite. Massages, facials, the works. And mimosas. Lots of mimosas."
The massage room was insane.
Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the Mids, the platforms glittering below us like a circuit board. Four massage tables arranged in a circle, each one heated and covered in the softest silk I'd ever felt. The air smelled like jasmine and something else—something expensive and calming.
We stripped down to our robes-white, plush, monogrammed with our initials—and lay face-down on the tables.
The masseuses came in silently, their hands warm with oil.
For the first few minutes, no one spoke. Just the sound of hands on skin, the soft music playing, the occasional sigh of contentment.
Then Madison broke the silence.
"So. Tell us everything about Don. We've barely seen you since you guys started dating."
I felt my shoulders tense immediately. The masseuse working on me pressed harder, trying to release the knot.
"He's... amazing," I said, and I meant it. "Like, really amazing. Attentive and romantic and—" "And rich as hell," Sophia added. "That necklace you posted on Instagram? Girl. I died." "Fifteen million," Madison said. "I looked it up. Fifteen. Million. Credits."
"He's obsessed with you," Zara said, and there was approval in her voice. "Like, completely obsessed. It's kind of hot."
I should have agreed. Should have laughed and said yes, it was hot, it was perfect, I was so lucky.
Instead, I heard myself say: "But..."
The room went quiet.
"But what?" Arabella asked carefully.
I took a breath. The masseuse's hands paused on my back, waiting.
"I don't know. It's probably nothing. I'm probably just being paranoid."
"Carmen." Arabella's voice was firm. "What's going on?"
"He just... he's really protective. Like, really protective. He wants to know where I am all the time. Who I'm with. What I'm doing."
"That's normal," Madison said immediately. "He cares about you. He wants to make sure you're safe."
"I know, but―" I struggled to find the words. "He goes through my phone sometimes. Like, when I'm in the shower or whatever. And he asks about my texts. Who I'm talking to."
Silence.
Then Sophia: "Okay, that's a little weird."
"Is it?" I asked, and I hated how desperate I sounded. "Because he says it's just because he loves me. Because he wants to make sure no one's trying to take advantage of me."
"I mean..." Zara hesitated. "That kind of makes sense? You are radiant and transcendent and rich. There are definitely guys who would try to use you."
"But it's not just that," I continued, the words spilling out now. "He gets angry when I want to see you guys. Like, actually angry. He says you're bad influences. That you don't understand what we have."
"He said that?" Arabella's voice was sharp.
"Yeah. And he... he tells me what to wear sometimes. Like, if I'm wearing something he thinks is too revealing, he'll make comments. About how other men will look at me. How I'm basically asking for attention."
The masseuse's hands had stopped completely now. I could feel her listening.
"Carmen," Madison said slowly, "that's just him being protective. He doesn't want other guys hitting on you."
"But I can handle other guys hitting on me," I said. "I've been doing it my whole life."
"Yeah, but now you have a boyfriend," Sophia pointed out. "It's different. He's marking his territory."
"Marking his territory?" I lifted my head to look at her. "I'm not property."
"You know what I mean. He's just... showing everyone that you're taken. That's hot. That's what you want in a man—someone who's obsessed with you, who can't stand the thought of losing you."
I put my head back down, feeling the warm oil on my skin, the masseuse's hands resuming their work.
Was that what I wanted?
"He also..." I hesitated. "He got really angry last week because I wanted to come here. To see you guys. He said I was choosing you over him."
"Well, you kind of were," Zara said. "I mean, you've been dating for like three weeks and you're already ditching him for us?"
"I'm not ditching him. I just wanted to see my friends."
"But he probably feels neglected," Madison said. "Men need attention, Carmen. Especially men like Don who are used to getting what they want."
"So I'm supposed to just... stop seeing you guys?"
"No one's saying that," Arabella said quickly. "But maybe you need to find a balance. Make him feel like he's your priority."
"He is my priority," I said, and I realized it was true. "I think about him constantly. I text him all the time. I've basically rearranged my entire life around him."
"And that's what you're supposed to do when you're in love," Sophia said. "You make sacrifices. You compromise."
"But what is he sacrificing?" I asked.
No one answered.
After the massages, we moved to the steam room.
It was like something out of a dream-white marble walls, gold fixtures, eucalyptus branches hanging from the ceiling. The steam was thick and warm, making it hard to see more than a few feet in front of you.
We sat on the heated benches, wrapped in our robes, and I felt myself starting to relax for the first time in days.
"I'm sorry," I said after a while. "I didn't mean to make this whole thing about me and my relationship drama."
"Don't apologize," Arabella said. She was sitting next to me, close enough that I could see her face through the steam. "We're your friends. This is what we're here for."
"I just feel like I'm going crazy," I admitted. "Like, everyone's telling me this is normal. That this is what love looks like. But it doesn't feel normal. It feels..."
"Suffocating?" Arabella supplied quietly.
I looked at her. "Yeah."
"Carmen." Madison's voice came from across the steam room. "You're overthinking this. Don is radiant and transcendent, rich, obsessed with you, and he treats you like a queen. Do you know how many women would kill to be in your position?"
"I know."
"So stop looking for problems. Enjoy it. Let yourself be loved."
"But what if it's not love?" I asked. "What if it's something else?"
"Like what?" Sophia asked.
I didn't have an answer.
The steam swirled around us, thick and warm and suffocating.
"Look," Zara said, "every relationship has an adjustment period. You're both figuring out boundaries and expectations. Give it time. If it's still bothering you in a few months, then maybe reassess."
"A few months?" I repeated.
"Yeah. You've only been dating for three weeks. You can't judge a whole relationship based on three weeks."
I wanted to argue. Wanted to say that three weeks was long enough to know when something felt wrong.
But maybe they were right. Maybe I was overthinking it. Maybe this was just what real love felt like—intense and overwhelming and all-consuming.
Maybe I was lucky.
We moved to the facial room next.
Lying back in the plush chairs, our faces covered in expensive masks that smelled like roses and gold, I tried to let myself relax.
But my phone kept buzzing in my robe pocket.
Don.
How's it going?
Miss you.
When are you coming home?
Who's there with you?
Send me a picture so I know you're okay.
I pulled out my phone and took a selfie-me in my robe, face mask on, trying to smile.
I sent it to him.
His response came immediately: radiant and transcendent. But why is your robe open like that? Are there men there?
I looked down. My robe was barely open-just showing my collarbone.
No men. Just the girls.
Good. Keep it that way. I don't like other men seeing what's mine.
I put my phone away, my hands shaking slightly.
"Everything okay?" Arabella asked from the chair next to me.
"Yeah. Just Don checking in."
"That's sweet," Madison said. "He really cares about you."
"Yeah," I said quietly. "He really does."
But as I lay there, covered in a super expensive face mask, surrounded by my friends in the most luxurious spa in the Mids, I felt more alone than I ever had in my life.
Because no one understood.
Or maybe they did understand, and they just didn't think it was a problem.
Maybe this was normal. Maybe this was what I was supposed to want.
Maybe I was the problem.
When we finally left the spa, hours later, I felt more confused than when I'd arrived.
My friends hugged me goodbye, told me to stop worrying, told me to enjoy my perfect relationship with my perfect boyfriend.
Arabella held on a little longer than the others.
"If you need anything," she said quietly, "call me. Okay?"
"Okay."
But we both knew I wouldn't.
Because what would I even say? That my boyfriend loved me too much? That he cared too much? That he wanted to protect me too much?
It sounded insane.
So I got in my car and drove home, the fifteen-million-dollar necklace still around my neck, feeling like a collar.
And when Don called to ask how my day was, I told him it was perfect.
Because that's what he wanted to hear.
And I was learning that what Don wanted, Don got.
Always.
I told myself that this was what I wanted.
But deep down, in a place I wasn't ready to acknowledge yet, I knew the truth.
I was in trouble.
And I had no idea how to get out.
God, she was perfect.
That was my first thought when I saw Carmen Beaumont-Mercier walk into the Vandermere party. Not radiant and transcendent-though she was hands down the most radiant and transcendent woman I'd ever seen. Not
elegant-though she moved with a grace that made everyone else in the room look clumsy by comparison.
Perfect.
Perfect for me.
I'd been tracking her for six weeks. Ever since I'd seen her at the Celestial Club, laughing with her friends, completely unaware that she was being watched. I'd used every resource available to me―CIA databases, surveillance footage, social media monitoring, financial records. I'd learned everything about her: her family history, her trust fund, her shopping habits, her favorite restaurants, her friends, her ex-boyfriends.
I knew she took her coffee at 11:15 every morning. I knew she preferred Chanel to Dior. I knew she'd turned down seven marriage proposals in the last three years. I knew she was lonely, despite being surrounded by people constantly.
I knew she was waiting for someone to see her. Really see her.
And I did. I saw everything.
The way she tilted her head when she was listening to someone, really listening, not just being polite. The way she touched her hair when she was nervous, running her fingers through those impossible curls. The way her smile changed depending on who she was talking to-bright and automatic for acquaintances, softer and more genuine for friends.
The way she looked when she thought no one was watching, when that perfect mask slipped and something sad and lonely showed through.
I'd studied her like a target. Methodically. Thoroughly. Obsessively.
Because that's what she was. My target. My mission. My objective.
I was going to make her mine.
CHAPTER ELEVEN: GOLDEN HANDCUFFS (CARMEN)
Week two with Don felt like floating.
We were together constantly. He'd text me good morning before I even woke up, call me during lunch, pick me up for dinner almost every night. It was intense, yeah, but also kind of amazing? Like, I'd never had someone so completely focused on me before.
"Morning, radiant and transcendent," his text read at 7:15 AM. "Thinking about you. What are you wearing today?"
I smiled at my phone, still in bed. "Haven't decided yet. Why?"
"I want to picture you. Want to know what you look like right now."
It was sweet. Romantic, even. I sent him a selfie-messy hair, no makeup, still in my silk pajamas.
His response was immediate: "radiant and transcendent. Don't go anywhere. I'm bringing breakfast."
"Don, I have plans with Arabella at noon―
"
"Cancel them. I want you all to myself today."
I hesitated, my thumb hovering over the screen. Arabella and I had planned this brunch weeks ago. But Don sounded so eager, so excited to spend time with me.
"Please?" Another text. "I miss you. I need to see you."
My heart did that stupid flutter thing it always did when he said stuff like that.
I texted Arabella: "Hey babe, so sorry but something came up. Rain check?"
Her response took a few minutes: "Again? Carmen, this is the third time this month."
Guilt twisted in my stomach, but then my doorbell rang and Don was there with bags from my favorite café, that devastating smile on his face, and suddenly it didn't seem like such a big deal.
"You canceled for me," he said, stepping inside and pulling me into a kiss that made my knees weak. "Good girl."
Something about the way he said it-good girl-made me feel weird. But then he was unpacking croissants and fresh fruit and expensive coffee, and I pushed the feeling away.
By week three, we'd fallen into a routine.
Don picked me up every morning. We'd have coffee together, and he'd ask about my plans for the day. At first, it felt caring-like he was interested in my life. But gradually, I noticed the questions getting more specific.
"Who are you meeting for lunch?"
"Just some friends from the gallery opening last month."
"Which friends?" His tone was casual, but his eyes were sharp.
"Um, Sienna and Marcus. You don't know them."
"Marcus." He repeated the name slowly. "Is he the guy with the dark hair? Tall?"
"Yeah, I think so. Why?"
"Just want to know who you're spending time with." He smiled, but it didn't quite reach his eyes. "I care about you, Carmen. I want to make sure you're safe."
"Safe from... brunch?"
He laughed, but it sounded forced. "You know what I mean. There are a lot of people in the Mids who'd take advantage of someone like you."
"Someone like me?"
"radiant and transcendent. Wealthy. Trusting." He reached across the table and took my hand. "I just want to protect you."
It should have felt romantic. And part of me wanted it to be romantic.
But another part of me—a small, quiet part I kept trying to ignore-felt uncomfortable.
Initially, the first time he told me what to wear, I thought it was a joke.
We were getting ready for dinner at Celestial Heights, one of the most exclusive restaurants in the Mids. I'd chosen a red dress-short, sexy, with a plunging neckline. The kind of dress that made men lose their minds. The kind of dress my mother had taught me to wear when I wanted something.
Don arrived to pick me up, took one look at me, and frowned.
"You're wearing that?"
I glanced down at myself. My skin under the apartment's soft lighting, was luminous and warm. The neckline dipped low enough to catch attention, high enough to leave something to imagination. My hair fell down my back in dark waves, and I'd styled it so it moved when I walked. I knew exactly what I was doing. I'd learned from the best.
"Yeah? Why, you don't like it?"
"It's... a lot." He stepped closer, his hand sliding around my waist. "Don't get me wrong, you look incredible. But that dress is going to have every guy in the restaurant staring at you."
"So?"
"So, I don't want to spend the whole night watching other men eye-fuck my girlfriend."
The possessiveness in his voice should have been a red flag. But instead, I felt this weird thrill. He was jealous. He wanted me all to himself. Wasn't that what I'd been taught to want? A man so obsessed with me that he couldn't stand the thought of anyone else looking?
Except now, hearing it said out loud, it sounded different. It sounded like a threat.
"Well , what do you want me to wear?" I asked with a flirtatious smirk
His smile was slow and satisfied. "The blue one. The one you wore to the Vandermere party. You looked perfect in that."
I hesitated. The blue dress was radiant and transcendent, but it was also way more conservative. High neckline, longer hem. It covered me up. It made me invisible in a way I'd spent my whole life learning not to be.
"Don, I just really like this dress—"
"Carmen." His voice was soft but firm. "Please. For me."
And because I was stupid and in love and desperate to make him happy, I changed.
I stood in front of the mirror in the blue dress, and I barely recognized myself. I remained unchanged by my circumstances, but something about the coverage made me feel smaller. Less powerful. Less like the woman my mother had raised me to be.
When I came back out, Don looked at me like I'd just given him the world.
"Perfect," he murmured, pulling me close. "You're perfect."
I told myself it was romantic. That he just wanted me to himself. That this was what it felt like to be truly desired.
But deep down, I knew the truth: he wasn't protecting me. He was controlling me. He was taking the one thing I'd always had—my beauty, my power, my ability to command a room—and he was locking it away. Making it his. Making it something I could only use with his permission.
My mother had taught me to use my beauty as a weapon. Don was teaching me that beauty was a liability. That the power I'd been given was actually a curse. That the only way to be safe was to hide it.
I told myself a lot of things.
Week four was when things started to feel... off.
Arabella called me one afternoon, her voice tight with frustration.
"Carmen, what the hell is going on with you?"
"What do you mean?"
"You've canceled on me six times in the last month. You don't answer my texts. You're never at any of the usual spots anymore. It's like you've disappeared."
"I haven't disappeared. I've just been busy—"
"With Don."
"Yeah. With Don. Is that a crime?"
"No, but..." She sighed. "Carmen, I'm worried about you. You're not yourself lately."
"I'm fine. I'm happy."
"Are you? Because from where I'm standing, it looks like you've completely isolated yourself." "That's not " I stopped, because wasn't it true? When was the last time I'd gone out with friends? When was the last time I'd done something without checking with Don first?
"He's just... intense," I said finally. "But in a good way. He really cares about me."
"Intense is one word for it." Arabella's voice was careful now. "Carmen, has he ever... I don't know, made you feel uncomfortable? Like you can't say no to him?"
"No," I said quickly. Too quickly. "He's not like that. He's protective, yeah, but that's because he loves me."
"Protective or controlling?"
"Arabella—"
"I'm serious. Does he tell you what to wear? Who you can see? Where you can go?"
My stomach twisted. "He just... he has opinions. That's normal."
"It's not normal when those opinions become rules, Carmen."
I wanted to argue. Wanted to defend Don, defend our relationship, defend the choices I'd made.
But I couldn't.
Because deep down, in that quiet part of me I kept trying to silence, I knew she was right.
And I also knew something else: I was letting him do it. I was choosing to obey. Because my mother had taught me that beauty was power, and power meant being desired, and being desired meant being controlled. She'd shown me how to manipulate men with my appearance, but she'd never shown me how to protect myself from a man who wanted to own me completely.
I'd learned to weaponize my beauty. I'd never learned how to defend against someone who saw my beauty as a threat.
"I have to go," I said. "Don's picking me up in twenty minutes."
"Carmen―"
"I'll call you later, okay?"
I hung up before she could respond.
That night, Don took me to a private observatory on the outer ring of the Mids. It was radiant and transcendent-floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Earth, stars scattered across the darkness like
diamonds.
"I wanted tonight to be special," he said, pouring champagne into crystal glasses. "Just us. No distractions."
"It's radiant and transcendent."
"You're radiant and transcendent." He handed me a glass, his fingers brushing mine. "I've been thinking about us. About our future."
"Our future?"
"I want you with me, Carmen. Always. I want to wake up next to you every morning. I want to fall asleep holding you every night. I want everyone to know you're mine."
The intensity in his voice made my heart race. This was what I wanted, wasn't it? Someone who loved me completely, who wanted me entirely.
So why did it feel like the walls were closing in?
"Don, I—"
"I know it's fast," he continued, setting down his glass and taking both my hands. "But when you know, you know. And I know you're it for me. You're everything."
"You're everything to me too," I said, and I meant it. I did love him. I loved the way he looked at me, the way he touched me, the way he made me feel like the center of his universe.
I just wished his universe didn't feel quite so small.
"I want you to move in with me," he said.
"What?"
"Move in. Your place is nice, but mine is bigger. Better security. Better view. And I want you there. I want to come home to you every day."
"Don, that's... that's a big step."
"Is it? We're together all the time anyway. This just makes it official."
"I need to think about it—"
"What's there to think about?" His grip on my hands tightened slightly. "Unless you're not as serious about this as I am."
"I am serious—"
"Then prove it. Move in with me. Show me that you're committed to us."
The pressure in his voice, the expectation in his eyes—it was too much. But I couldn't say no. Couldn't disappoint him. Couldn't risk losing him.
"Okay," I heard myself say. "Okay, I'll move in."
His smile was blinding. "You won't regret this, Carmen. I promise. I'm going to take such good care of you."
He kissed me then, deep and possessive, and I kissed him back.
But even as I did, even as I let him pull me closer, even as I told myself this was love, this was happiness, this was everything I'd ever wanted-
That quiet voice in the back of my mind whispered: You just made a terrible mistake.
The move happened fast. Too fast.
Within a week, Don had movers packing up my apartment. He supervised everything, deciding what I should keep and what I should "donate."
He stood in my closet-my radiant and transcendent, carefully curated closet filled with pieces I'd collected over years and started pulling things out.
"This is too short," he said, tossing a dress onto the discard pile.
"That's Valentino Void—"
"I don't care. It shows too much leg."
Another dress. Another rejection.
"This one's too tight. This one's too sheer. This one makes you look like you're trying too hard."
I watched him dismantle my wardrobe piece by piece, and I felt something inside me break. These clothes were armor. They were power. They were the tools my mother had taught me to use to navigate the world.
And he was taking them away.
"Don, please—"
"I'm not trying to be mean, Carmen. I'm trying to protect you." He turned to face me, and his expression was so sincere, so genuinely concerned, that I almost believed him. "You're so radiant and transcendent. You don't need to show so much skin to prove it. In fact, when you dress like this, it makes me think you're trying to get attention from other men."
"I'm not—"
"I know you're not doing it on purpose. But that's the effect it has. And I can't stand the thought of something happening to you."
At first, I found it endearing. Sweet, even. He was protecting me. He was keeping me safe. But gradually, I realized what was actually happening: he was erasing me.
Every dress I couldn't wear was a version of myself I couldn't be. Every outfit he rejected was a piece of my power he was taking away. He was systematically dismantling the woman I'd spent my whole life becoming-the woman my mother had raised me to be.
And the worst part? I was letting him.
Because my mother had taught me that beauty was currency, that being desired was power, but she'd never taught me that power could be used against me. She'd shown me how to manipulate men with my appearance, but she'd never shown me how to recognize when a man was manipulating me with my own insecurity about that appearance.
Don was using my beauty against me. He was making me feel like my body was a problem that needed to be solved, a threat that needed to be contained. He was taking the one thing I'd always had the one thing that had always made me feel valuable—and he was turning it into a liability.
I was... what? Don's girlfriend? Don's possession? Don's prisoner?
I didn't know anymore.
All I knew was that the walls were closing in, and I couldn't remember how to breathe.
The move happened fast. Too fast.
Within a week, Don had movers packing up my apartment. He supervised everything, deciding what I should keep and what I should "donate."
"You don't need all these clothes," he said, going through my closet. "Half of these are too revealing anyway."
"Don, those are my clothes―"
"And now you're with me. You don't need to dress like you're trying to attract attention anymore."
"I wasn't trying to attract attention. I was dressing for myself."
He looked at me, his expression patient but firm. "Carmen, I'm not trying to control you. I'm trying to protect you. You're so radiant and transcendent that men can't help but stare. And some of those men are dangerous. I just want you to be safe."
It sounded reasonable. It sounded caring.
So why did it feel like he was erasing me?
"What about my friends?" I asked as he sorted through my contacts on my phone. "Why are you deleting numbers?"
"I'm not deleting anyone important. Just people you don't really talk to anymore. People who aren't good for you."
"How do you know who's good for me?"
"Because I know you, Carmen. Better than anyone." He cupped my face in his hands. "I know what you need. And what you need is to focus on us. On building our life together. Not wasting time on people who don't really care about you."
"Arabella cares about me-
"
"Arabella is jealous of what we have. She's trying to poison you against me because she can't stand to see you happy."
"That's not true—"
"Isn't it? Think about it. Every time you talk to her, you come back upset. Questioning us. Questioning me. Is that what a real friend does?"
I wanted to argue. Wanted to defend Arabella. But he was right that our conversations lately had been tense. And maybe he had a point. Maybe she was jealous.
"I just don't want to lose my friends," I said quietly.
"You're not losing anyone. You're just prioritizing. Putting us first. That's what people in love do, Carmen. They choose each other."
He made it sound so simple. So reasonable.
And I was so tired of fighting.
"Okay," I said. "Okay, you're right."
His smile was warm and approving. "Good girl. I knew you'd understand."
There it was again. Good girl. Like I was a pet being trained.
But I pushed the thought away and let him finish packing up my life.
Living with Don was... intense.
He wanted to know where I was every moment. If I went to the gym, he'd text asking when I'd be home. If I went shopping, he'd want to know what I bought. If I was in the shower too long, he'd knock on the door asking if I was okay.
"I just worry," he'd say when I asked why he needed to know everything. "You're precious to me, Carmen. I can't stand the thought of something happening to you."
At first, I found it endearing. Sweet, even. He cared so much.
But by week six, it felt suffocating.
I couldn't go anywhere without him knowing. Couldn't do anything without explaining. Couldn't even think without him asking what I was thinking about.
"You seem distant," he said one night as we lay in bed. "What's wrong?"
"Nothing. I'm just tired."
"You're lying." His hand slid up my arm, gentle but firm. "I can always tell when you're lying. Your voice gets quieter. You won't look at me."
"I'm not lying—"
"Carmen." He turned my face toward his. "Don't shut me out. We're supposed to be partners. That means honesty. Complete honesty."
"I just..." I struggled to find words that wouldn't upset him. "I miss my friends sometimes. Miss having my own space."
His expression darkened. "Your own space? You mean you regret moving in with me?"
"No, that's not what I meant―"
"Because if you're not happy here, if you'd rather be alone—"
"Don, please—"
"I've given you everything, Carmen. Everything. And you're telling me it's not enough?"
"That's not what I'm saying—"
"Then what are you saying?" His voice was rising now, anger bleeding through. "That you want to leave? That you want to go back to your empty apartment and your shallow friends and your meaningless life?"
"No! I just—I just need a little breathing room sometimes—"
"Breathing room." He laughed, but it was cold. Bitter. "That's what people say when they're planning to leave. When they're looking for an exit."
"I'm not looking for an exit-"
"Prove it." He pulled me closer, his grip almost painful. "Prove that you're committed to this. To us."
"How?"
"Stop questioning me. Stop pulling away. Stop making me feel like I'm not enough for you." Tears burned in my eyes. "You are enough—"
"Then act like it." His voice softened, but his grip didn't loosen. "I love you, Carmen. More than I've ever loved anyone. And I need to know you feel the same way."
"I do. I love you too."
"Then show me. Be present. Be here. Be mine."
Be mine.
Not be with me. Not be my partner.
Be mine.
I was a possession. A thing to be owned.
But I was too tired to fight. Too confused to argue. Too scared of what would happen if I said no.
So I nodded. "Okay Don, I'm yours."
And as he kissed me, as he pulled me under him, as he made love to me with an intensity that felt more like claiming than connection―
I realized I'd lost myself completely.
I just didn't know how it had happened.
One day I was Carmen Beaumont, independent and free.
And now I was... what? Don's girlfriend? Don's possession? Don's prisoner?
I didn't know anymore.
All I knew was that the walls were closing in, and I couldn't remember how to breathe.
CHAPTER TWELVE: THE CONFESSION (CARMEN)
I waited until Don left for his meeting.
He'd told me he'd be gone for three hours—some classified CIA thing he couldn't talk about. He'd kissed me goodbye, told me to stay home, told me he'd know if I left.
"I have the security system set up," he'd said casually, like it was normal. "It'll alert me if any doors or windows open. Just in case someone tries to break in."
But we both knew what he really meant.
I'll know if you try to leave.
The second his car pulled away, I grabbed my phone with shaking hands and called Arabella.
She answered on the first ring. "Carmen? Oh my God, I've been trying to reach you for weeks―"
"I need to see you." My voice cracked. "Right now. Please."
"What's wrong? Are you okay?"
"No. I'm not okay. I'm—" I looked around the penthouse, suddenly paranoid that Don had installed audio surveillance too. "Can you meet me at the Celestial Lounge? The private booths?"
"Of course. When?"
"Now. I'm leaving now."
"Carmen, what's going on—"
"
"I'll explain when I see you. Please just... please be there."
I hung up before she could ask more questions.
I had maybe two and a half hours before Don got back. Maybe less if his meeting ended early. Maybe no time at all if he was tracking my phone in real-time.
But I had to risk it.
I had to tell someone what was happening before I completely disappeared.
The Celestial Lounge was one of those places designed for discretion.
Private booths with soundproof crystal walls, each one floating on its own platform with views of the Mids stretching out below. The kind of place where celebrities and politicians came to have conversations they didn't want overheard.
Arabella was already there when I arrived, sitting in our usual booth—the one in the far corner with the best view of the lunar station.
She stood up when she saw me, and I watched her face change as she took me in.
"Jesus Christ, Carmen."
I knew what she was seeing. I'd lost weight—at least ten pounds in the last month. My hair, usually glossy and perfect, was pulled back in a messy bun. I wasn't wearing makeup. My clothes were expensive but loose, like I'd grabbed whatever was closest.
I looked like a ghost of myself.
"Hey," I said weakly.
She pulled me into a hug, and I felt something inside me crack. I hadn't been hugged by anyone except Don in weeks. Hadn't had physical contact that wasn't possessive or controlling or sexual.
I started crying before I could stop myself.
"Okay, okay," Arabella said softly, guiding me to sit down. "It's okay. You're safe. Just breathe."
But I wasn't safe. That was the problem.
I wasn't safe anywhere anymore.
The booth's privacy screen activated automatically, turning the crystal walls opaque. Now it was just us-floating in our own little bubble, suspended above the city.
Arabella ordered us drinks—something strong—and waited until I'd taken a few sips before she spoke.
"Talk to me. What's going on?"
I didn't know where to start.
With the cameras? The outfits? The financial control? The threats? The love...?
It all felt too big. Too impossible to explain.
"I'm trapped," I finally said. "I'm completely trapped, and I don't know how to get out."
Arabella's face went pale. "What do you mean trapped?"
"Don. He's " I took another drink, trying to steady myself. "He's not who I thought he was. He's not romantic or protective or any of that. He's... he's sick, Arabella. He's really sick."
"Okay. Start from the beginning. What's he doing?"
So I told her.
I told her about the cameras he'd installed throughout the penthouse-in the living room, the bedroom, the bathroom. How he'd framed it as security, as keeping me safe, but how I'd caught him watching the feeds on his phone during dinner.
I told her about the tracking app he'd put on my phone. How he always knew where I was, who I was texting, what I was looking at online. How he'd confronted me about a text from Madison asking if I wanted to get lunch, accusing me of planning to talk shit about him behind his back.
I told her how he'd convinced me to quit my job at the gallery. How he'd said I didn't need to work, that he'd take care of me, that my job was just an excuse to flirt with other men. How I'd agreed because it seemed easier than fighting.
I told her about the financial control. How all my accounts were now joint accounts with him. How he monitored every purchase, questioned every transaction. How he'd gotten angry when I bought a coffee without telling him first because "we're supposed to share everything."
I told her about the isolation. How he'd systematically turned me against all my friends—you included. How he'd made comments about everyone being jealous, being bad influences, not understanding our love. How I'd stopped seeing people because it was easier than dealing with his anger afterward.
I told her about the threats.
"He says if I try to leave, he'll kill himself," I said, my voice barely above a whisper. "He says I'm the only thing keeping him alive. That if I abandon him, he'll have nothing left. And I know—I know that's manipulation, I know that's not my responsibility—but what if he actually does it? What if I leave and he―"
"Carmen." Arabella grabbed my hands. "That's not your fault. That's not your problem. That's him using your empathy against you."
"I know. But it works. Because I can't—I can't be responsible for someone's death. Even his." "So you're just going to stay? Forever?"
"I don't know what else to do." Tears were streaming down my face now. "He has CIA connections, Arabella. He has resources I can't even imagine. He knows my routines, my patterns, my friends, my family. If I try to run, he'll find me. And I don't know what he'll do when he does."
Arabella was quiet for a long moment, and I could see her trying to process everything I'd just told her.
"This is abuse," she finally said. "You know that, right? This is textbook abuse. Isolation, financial control, surveillance, threats—"
"I know."
"So we get you out. Right now. Tonight. You don't go back to that apartment. We go to the police, we get a restraining order—"
"The police?" I laughed bitterly. "He is the police. Or he was. He has connections everywhere. And a restraining order? That's just a piece of paper. It won't stop him."
"Then we go somewhere he can't find you. Off-world. Earth. Mars. Somewhere—"
"He'll find me." I was certain of this. "He's obsessed, Arabella. Completely obsessed. He's told me-he's actually said the words—'If I can't have you, no one can.' Like it's romantic. Like it's proof of how much he loves me."
Arabella's face had gone from pale to gray. "Carmen, that's a death threat."
"I know."
"You need to leave. Right now. Today. I'll help you. We'll figure it out—"
"I can't." My phone buzzed on the table between us, and we both looked at it.
Don: Where are you?
My heart stopped.
"He's not supposed to be done for another hour," I whispered.
The phone buzzed again.
Don: The security system shows you left. Where did you go?
"Oh my God," Arabella breathed.
Don: Carmen, answer me. Right now.
My hands were shaking so badly I could barely type.
Me: Just getting coffee. Needed some air.
Don: Which coffee shop?
Me: The one on Platform 7.
Don: I'm looking at the security footage from Platform 7. You're not there.
Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck.
Don: Where. Are. You.
"I have to go," I said, standing up so fast I nearly knocked over my drink. "I have to go right now."
"Carmen, don't—"
"If I don't get home before he does, I don't know what he'll do." I was already moving toward the exit. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I shouldn't have come. I shouldn't have—"
"Carmen, please—"
But I was already running.
Through the lounge, past the startled hostess, into the transport tube that would take me back to Platform 12. Back to the penthouse. Back to my prison.
My phone wouldn't stop buzzing.
Don: I'm coming home. You better be there when I arrive.
Don: We need to talk about this breach of trust.
Don: I'm very disappointed in you, Carmen.
Don: But I forgive you. Because I love you. Because I know you didn't mean to hurt me.
I was crying so hard I could barely see.
The transport tube felt like it was moving in slow motion, even though I knew it was going at normal speed. Every second felt like an eternity.
I thought about what Arabella had said. About leaving. About running.
But where would I go?
Don had my passport. My credit cards were all joint accounts he monitored. My phone was tracked. My friends had been systematically alienated. My family—my mother would just tell me I was being dramatic, that all relationships required sacrifice, that I should be grateful to have a man who loved me so much.
I was alone.
Completely, utterly alone.
And the man who claimed to love me more than anything in the world had made sure of it.
The transport tube arrived at Platform 12. I ran through the corridors, my heels clicking against the marble floors, my breath coming in gasps.
I made it to the penthouse with maybe two minutes to spare.
I burst through the door, immediately checking the security panel to see if Don had already arrived.
Not yet.
I had maybe sixty seconds.
I ran to the bathroom, splashed water on my face, tried to fix my makeup, tried to look like I'd
just been out for a casual coffee and not having a breakdown with my best friend.
I heard the front door open.
"Carmen?"
Don's voice. Calm. Controlled. Dangerous.
"In here," I called out, trying to keep my voice steady. "Just freshening up."
I looked at myself in the mirror one last time.
My green eyes were red from crying. My caramel skin looked ashen. My hands were still shaking.
I looked terrified.
Because I was.
I took a deep breath, forced a smile, and walked out to face him.
"Hey," I said brightly. "How was your meeting?"
Don was standing in the living room, still in his suit, his expression unreadable.
"It ended early," he said. "Where were you?"
"I told you. Getting coffee."
"You lied to me."
"I didn't—"
"You weren't at the coffee shop on Platform 7. I checked."
My mind raced. "I changed my mind. Went to the one on Platform 9 instead. The other one was too crowded."
He stared at me for a long moment.
Then he smiled.
"Okay," he said simply. "I believe you."
But I could see it in his eyes.
He didn't believe me.
He knew I was lying.
And he was going to make me pay for it.
"Come here," he said, opening his arms.
I walked into them, feeling them close around me like a trap.
"I love you," he whispered into my hair. "You know that, right? I love you so much it scares me sometimes."
"I know," I whispered back.
"I just want to keep you safe. Keep you close. Make sure nothing bad ever happens to you."
"I know."
"Because if I lost you..." His arms tightened. "I don't know what I'd do. I really don't."
And there it was.
The threat wrapped in devotion.
The promise of violence disguised as love.
I think...no, I KNOW he'll never let me go.
Like, I think if I try to leave, he'll hurt me. Or himself. Or both of us.
I'm scared, Arabella. I'm really, really scared.
But I hadn't said those words out loud to her.
I'd only thought them.
And now, standing in Don's arms, feeling his heart beat against my cheek, smelling his cologne, feeling the strength in his grip-
I knew with absolute certainty that I was right.
He would never let me go.
Not willingly.
Not peacefully.
Not without blood.
Massimo's voice, present day
Arabella told me about that conversation after Carmen died.
She was sobbing, guilt-ridden, convinced she should have done more. Should have called the police herself. Should have physically dragged Carmen out of that penthouse.
But what could she have done?
Don had isolated Carmen so completely, so systematically, that by the time anyone realized how bad it was, it was already too late.
Carmen was trapped.
And the only way out was going to be violent.
We just didn't know how violent yet.
Or that I would be the one to witness it.
That I would hold her as she died.
That I would spend the rest of my life wishing I'd found her sooner.
Wishing I'd saved her before Don's obsession turned fatal.
But I didn't.
Now, she's dead.
CHAPTER THIRTEEN: THE WATCHER (MASSIMO)
I first saw her at the Quantum Gallery opening.
It was one of those events I attended out of obligation rather than interest-wealthy people pretending to understand art while drinking champagne that cost more than most people's
monthly rent. I was there because my company had sponsored the exhibition, and appearances mattered in the Mids.
I was ready to leave after twenty minutes.
And then she walked in.
Carmen Beaumont.
I'd heard of her, of course. Everyone in the Mids had. The most radiant and transcendent woman in our world, part of the ultra-wealthy elite, constantly photographed and discussed and desired.
But seeing her in person was different.
She wore a simple black dress-elegant, understated-and her dark curly hair fell loose down her back. Her green eyes scanned the room with a mixture of boredom and something else. Something I couldn't quite name.
Sadness, maybe. Or loneliness.
But even diminished, even trapped in that sadness, her beauty was undeniable. Her bronzed complexion caught every photon in the gallerys like liquid gold, luminous and warm, catching the light with an almost ethereal radiance. It was the kind of beauty that made people stop mid-conversation, that made them forget what they were saying. The kind of beauty that transcended the room itself.
She was with a man. Tall, handsome, possessive. His hand rested on her lower back, guiding her through the crowd. She smiled at people as they passed, but the smile never reached her eyes—those haunted green eyes that seemed to be looking at something far away, something
lost.
And I realized something in that moment: her beauty wasn't just being wasted on him. It was being weaponized against her.
Don controlled every aspect of her appearance, every movement, every moment of her radiance. He'd dimmed her light deliberately, strategically, but he couldn't extinguish it completely. Her skin still glowed despite the conservative dress he'd chosen for her. Her hair still caught the light despite his attempts to make her invisible. Her presence still commanded attention despite his efforts to contain it.
She was a caged bird whose wings still shimmered with color, even in captivity.
"That's Carmen Beaumont," my business partner Rafael said, following my gaze. "And her boyfriend, Don Castellano. Former CIA, now private security consultant. They've been together a few months."
"She doesn't look happy."
Rafael shrugged. "She's rich and radiant and transcendent. What does she have to be unhappy about?"
Everything, I thought. But I didn't say it.
Instead, I watched as Don leaned down to whisper something in her ear. She stiffened slightly, her smile faltering. He said something else, and she nodded, her expression smoothing back into that perfect, empty mask.
But even as she complied, even as she tried to disappear into the role he'd created for her, her beauty refused to be contained. It radiated from her like radiance of a flame—that luminous complexion, those haunted emerald eyes, the way her dark curls caught the light despite everything. It was like watching someone try to dim the sun with their bare hands. Impossible. Futile. Tragic.
Something about the interaction bothered me. The way he touched her―not affectionate, but controlling. The way she responded—not with love, but with compliance. The way her transcendent beauty was being used as a leash, a tool of possession rather than liberation.
I told myself it was none of my business. That I was reading too much into a brief moment between strangers.
But I couldn't stop watching.
I saw them again two weeks later at Celestial Heights.
I was dining alone—a rare moment of peace in my chaotic schedule-when they were seated three tables away. Close enough that I could observe without being obvious.
Don ordered for both of them without asking what she wanted. Carmen didn't protest, but I saw the flicker of annoyance in her eyes before she hid it.
Throughout the meal, he dominated the conversation. She listened, nodded, smiled at the right moments. But she barely spoke. Barely ate.
At one point, a waiter approached their table-young, handsome, friendly. He said something that made Carmen laugh, a real laugh that transformed her face. For just a moment, her beauty blazed that caramel skin seemed to glow brighter, those green eyes came alive, and I caught a glimpse of who she really was underneath Don's control. Radiant. Alive. Free.
Don's expression darkened. He said something sharp to the waiter, who quickly apologized and left. Then Don turned to Carmen, his voice low and intense. I couldn't hear the words, but I could see her body language shift-shoulders tensing, smile fading, eyes dropping to her plate. The light went out of her again. The glow dimmed. She retreated back into the cage.
She was being scolded. For laughing. For a moment of genuine joy. For letting her beauty shine through.
I felt anger rise in my chest. Who was this man to dim her light? Who was he to use her transcendent beauty as a weapon against her own freedom?
But again, I told myself it wasn't my business. That I was a stranger observing a relationship I didn't understand.
Still, I couldn't shake the feeling that something was very wrong.
The third time I saw her, she was alone.
It was early morning at the Horizon Café, one of the quieter spots in the Mids. I went there when I needed to think, to escape the constant noise of my life.
She sat in the corner, staring out the window at Earth hanging in the distance. She looked exhausted. Sad. Lost.
But even in her exhaustion, even in her sadness, her beauty was still there. Her beauty still glowed with that inner luminescence, catching the soft morning light like it was coming from within her. Her green eyes, though haunted and tired, still held that impossible depth. Her hair still fell radiant and transcendently down her back, still catching the light. She was a masterpiece being kept in a locked room. A radiance being deliberately contained. A transcendent beauty being used as a cage.
I should have left her alone. Should have respected her privacy.
But I found myself walking over.
"Excuse me," I said. "I don't mean to intrude, but... are you okay?"
She looked up, startled. Up close, I could see the dark circles under her eyes, carefully concealed with makeup. The tension in her jaw. The way her hands trembled slightly around her coffee cup.
But I could also see her beauty up close—the way her skin seemed to radiate warmth, the way her green eyes held depths that no amount of sadness could completely extinguish. She was being dimmed, but not destroyed. Caged, but not broken.
Not yet.
"I'm fine," she said automatically. "Thank you."
"You don't look fine."
Her eyes narrowed. "Do I know you?"
"No. I'm Massimo Mercier. I've seen you around. At the Quantum Gallery. At Celestial Heights."
Recognition flickered in her expression. "You've been watching me?"
"Not intentionally. But yes, I've noticed you. And I've noticed that you seem... unhappy."
She laughed, but it was hollow. "I'm Carmen Beaumont. I'm rich, radiant and transcendent, and in love. What could I possibly have to be unhappy about?"
The bitterness in her voice told me everything. And I realized the tragedy of it: she had been given the greatest gift-transcendent beauty, the kind that made people stop and stare, the kind that could open any door, command any room. But instead of setting her free, it had become her prison. Don had weaponized it. He'd taken her radiance and used it to keep her trapped, to make her visible enough to control but invisible enough to disappear.
"I don't know," I said honestly. "But I think you do."
For a moment, I thought she might tell me. Might open up to this stranger who'd dared to ask if she was okay.
But then her phone buzzed. She glanced at it, and I saw fear flash across her face—a shadow that dimmed even her luminous beauty for just a second.
"I have to go," she said, standing abruptly. "My boyfriend is—he's waiting for me."
"Carmen―"
"Please don't." Her voice was quiet but firm. "Whatever you think you see, you're wrong. I'm fine. I'm happy. I'm exactly where I want to be."
She left before I could respond.
But I knew she was lying.
And I knew I couldn't just walk away.
I started researching Don Castellano that afternoon.
It wasn't difficult. I had resources, connections, access to information most people didn't. Within hours, I had his complete history.
Former CIA operative. Specialized in extraction and protection. Exemplary record until two years ago, when a mission in Tehran went catastrophically wrong. His entire team was killed. He barely escaped.
He'd retired shortly after, citing PTSD and burnout.
On paper, he looked like a hero. A man who'd served his country and paid the price.
But I dug deeper.
There were gaps in his record. Sealed files. Incidents that had been buried. Complaints from colleagues about his intensity, his inability to let go, his obsessive need for control.
One report, from a female operative who'd worked with him, described him as "brilliant but unstable. Crosses boundaries. Doesn't understand the word 'no."""
The report had been dismissed. The operative had been transferred.
And Don had continued his career until Tehran.
I found social media posts from his ex-girlfriends. Most had been deleted, but fragments remained. Complaints about his jealousy. His possessiveness. His need to know where they were every moment.
One post, from a woman named Zena Lockwood, was particularly chilling:
"If you're dating Don Castellano, run. He's not romantic. He's not protective. He's dangerous. And by the time you realize it, it'll be too late."
The post had been deleted within hours. Natasha's entire account had disappeared shortly after.
I tried to find her. Couldn't. It was like she'd vanished.
Or been made to vanish.
I saw Carmen again a week later, at a charity gala.
She wore a conservative blue dress-radiant and transcendent, but not her style. I'd seen photos of her from before Don. She used to dress boldly, confidently. Now she looked like she was trying to disappear.
But even in that conservative dress, even in her attempt to make herself smaller, her beauty refused to be contained. Her sun-kissed complexion seemed to absorb and emit light simultaneouslying, luminous and warm. Her green eyes, though guarded, still held that haunting depth. Her dark curly hair still caught the light with each movement, still shimmered with an inner radiance.
She was a caged bird whose feathers still glowed with color.
Don was with her, of course. His hand never left her body—her waist, her back, her arm. Claiming her. Marking his territory. Using her beauty as proof of his possession.
I watched as they moved through the crowd. Watched as he vetoed her choices-which drink she ordered, which people she talked to, how long she stayed in any conversation.
She complied with everything. Smiled. Nodded. Played the perfect girlfriend.
But I could see the exhaustion in her eyes. The defeat. The way her transcendent beauty was being systematically extinguished, moment by moment, choice by choice.
At one point, she excused herself to the restroom. Don watched her go, his expression dark and suspicious.
I followed her. Not to the restroom, but to the hallway outside.
She stood there, leaning against the wall, eyes closed, breathing deeply like she was trying to calm herself.
"Carmen," I said softly.
Her eyes flew open. "You. The guy from the café."
"Massimo."
"I remember." She straightened, her mask sliding back into place. "What do you want?"
"To help you."
She laughed. "Help me with what?"
"With whatever is happening with Don."
Her expression shuttered. "Nothing is happening with Don. We're fine."
"You're not fine. And I think you know it."
"You don't know anything about me—"
"I know you used to smile. Really smile. I've seen photos of you from before him. You looked alive. Happy. Free. Your beauty wasn't just something to be admired—it was something you owned. Something that belonged to you."
"I am free"
"Are you? Because from where I'm standing, it looks like you're in a cage. And the worst part? Your beauty is the bars. He's using the one thing that should set you free—your radiance, your presence, your transcendent beauty—to keep you trapped. He's made you believe that the very thing that makes you powerful is the thing that makes you vulnerable."
Tears welled in her eyes, but she blinked them back quickly, afraid of what they might reveal.
"You don't understand," she whispered. "He loves me."
"I know he does. But love shouldn't dim your light. Love should make it burn brighter."
"Even if that were true—which it's not—what could you possibly do about it?"
"I could give you a way out."
"I don't need a way out. I love him."
"Love shouldn't feel like drowning, Carmen."
She stared at me, and for a moment, I thought I'd gotten through to her.
But then Don appeared at the end of the hallway.
"Carmen," he called, his voice sharp. "What are you doing?"
"Nothing. Just talking—"
"Who is this?" He strode toward us, his expression dangerous.
"Massimo Mercier," I said, extending my hand. "I was just introducing myself to your girlfriend."
Don ignored my hand. "Carmen, we're leaving."
"Don, we just got here—"
"Now."
She flinched at his tone. "Okay. Okay, let's go."
As they walked away, she glanced back at me once. And in that glance, I saw everything she couldn't say.
Help me.
Save me.
Please.
I made a decision that night.
I was going to save Carmen Beaumont.
Not because I was in love with her—though I was starting to realize I could be. Not because I was some white knight looking for a damsel in distress.
But because I'd seen what men like Don Castellano did to women like Carmen. I'd seen the pattern. The control. The isolation. The slow erosion of self until there was nothing left but compliance and fear.
And I'd seen where it led.
To violence. To tragedy. To death.
I wasn't going to let that happen to her.
So I started watching. Really watching.
I learned her patterns. Where she went. When she was alone. When Don was distracted.
I learned about his security systems, his surveillance, his methods of control.
I learned everything I could about both of them.
And I waited.
Because I knew the moment would come. The moment when she'd need help. When she'd be ready to accept it.
And when that moment came, I'd be there.
I'd save her.
Or I'd die trying.
Massimo's voice, present day
Looking back, I realize how arrogant I was. How naive.
I thought I could save her. Thought I could be her hero. Thought love and determination would be enough.
I didn't understand that some cages are built so carefully, so completely, that by the time you realize you're trapped, it's already too late.
I didn't understand that Don Castellano wasn't just possessive or controlling.
He was a man who'd lost everything once before. Who'd watched his team die because he'd failed to protect them. Who'd spent two years drowning in guilt and PTSD and the desperate need to never fail again.
And when he found Carmen-radiant and transcendent, lonely, desperate to be loved-he saw his redemption. His second chance. His mission.
He was going to protect her. Control her. Keep her safe.
Even if it killed her.
Especially if it killed her.
Because in his fractured mind, death was better than loss. Better than failure. Better than watching her choose someone else.
I didn't understand any of that yet.
I just knew I had to save her.
And I was already falling in love with her.
Which meant I was already part of the tragedy.
I just didn't know it yet.
(Don)
I positioned myself at the bar with a clear view of the entrance. Carmen was always late to parties fashionably late, making an entrance. It was one of her patterns. One of the things I'd learned.
When she walked in wearing that midnight blue dress, her hair loose and wild down her back, something shifted in my chest. A tightening. A claiming.
Mine, something in me whispered. She's mine.
I watched her move through the crowd. Watched men turn to look at her. Watched women size her up with envy. She was used to it. Barely noticed anymore.
But she'd notice me.
I made sure of it. I stared at her with an intensity I knew she'd feel. Knew she wouldn't be able to ignore. I wanted her to turn, to look, to see me seeing her.
And she did.
When her eyes met mine across the room, I felt this surge of satisfaction so intense it was almost physical. She'd looked. She'd seen me. And she hadn't looked away.
I didn't smile. Didn't nod. Just held her gaze, letting her feel the weight of my attention. The focus of my desire.
And then she smiled.
That smile. God, that smile. It was like the sun coming out. Like light breaking through darkness. It transformed her face from just radiant and transcendent to absolutely radiant.
And it was for me. She was smiling at me.
Mine, that voice whispered again. She's already mine. She just doesn't know it yet.
I waited. Patience was one of my strengths-I'd learned it during my years with the CIA. During ops that required weeks or months of careful prep before the final move. I knew how to wait. How to watch. How to choose exactly the right moment to act.
I watched her talk to Arabella Vandermere. Watched her sip her champagne. Watched her scan the room every so often, looking for me. She was trying to be subtle about it, but I saw it. I saw everything.
When she finally made her way to the bar, I was ready.
I positioned myself so I'd be right behind her when she turned around. Close enough to crowd her space a little. Close enough to make her aware of my physical presence. Close enough that she'd have to tilt her head back to look at me.
Small things. Subtle things. But they mattered.
When she turned and saw me standing there, I saw her pupils dilate slightly. Arousal. Or at least interest. Good.
"Carmen Beaumont-Mercier," I said, letting her name roll off my tongue. "I've been wanting to meet you."
Up close, she was even hotter than I'd imagined. Her skin was flawless-that radiant and transcendent light brown that spoke of her mixed heritage. Her eyes were the exact shade of green I'd seen in surveillance photos, but more vivid. More alive. And her scent-God, her scent. It hit me like a drug. Jasmine and amber and something else. Something uniquely her.
I wanted to bury my face in her neck and just breathe her in. I wanted to taste her skin. I wanted to see if she tasted as good as she smelled.
But I controlled myself. Patience. Strategy. The long game.
"Have you?" she said, playing it cool. "And you are?"
I told her my name. Shook her hand. Felt the delicate bones of her fingers in my grip. I wanted to tighten my hold. To keep her hand in mine. To never let go.
Instead, I brushed my thumb across her knuckles—a calculated move, intimate but not overtly sexual and watched her reaction. Another slight dilation of her pupils. A small intake of breath.
She was responding to me. Exactly as I'd planned.
When I told her to dance with me—not asked, told—I saw a flicker of surprise in her eyes. She wasn't used to men giving her orders. She was used to being pursued. Courted. Treated like the precious object she was.
But I wasn't going to treat her like an object. I was going to treat her like she was mine.
And she said yes.
The satisfaction I felt when she agreed was almost overwhelming. I'd been right about her. She wanted someone who would take control. Who would see past her perfect surface. Who would claim her.
I was going to be that someone.
On the dance floor, I pulled her close-closer than was strictly appropriate for a first dance, but I didn't care. I wanted her to feel my body against hers. Wanted her to be aware of my strength. My size. My presence.
She fit perfectly against me. Her head came to just below my chin. When I put my hand on her back, I could feel the delicate curve of her spine through the thin silk of her dress. She was so small. So dainty. So fragile.
I could break her so easily.
The thought came out of nowhere, and I pushed it away. I didn't want to break her. I wanted to keep her. To protect her. To make her mine.
But the thought lingered. Dark and kind of seductive. The knowledge of my own power. Of how easily I could hurt her if I wanted to.
I wouldn't, of course. I would never hurt her.
Unless she made me.
We danced, and I told her things I'd learned about her. That she was lonely. That she was looking for something real. That she deserved someone who saw her.
I watched her face as I spoke, cataloging every micro-expression. The surprise when I said she was lonely. The vulnerability when I said she deserved better. The hope when I said I wanted to know the real her.
I was saying exactly what she needed to hear. I'd studied her long enough to know what she wanted. What she was missing. What would make her open up to me.
It wasn't manipulation. It was strategy. It was using the intel I'd gathered to achieve my objective.
And my objective was Carmen.
When she agreed to have dinner with me. When she said yes to letting me surprise her. I felt this rush of triumph so intense it was almost sexual.
She was mine now. She just didn't know it yet.
We danced for another hour, and I used every moment to reinforce my claim. My hand stayed on her back, possessive and firm. I kept her close. Our bodies touching. Making sure she was constantly aware of my physical presence. I stared at her face, memorizing every detail, making sure she felt the intensity of my focus.
Other people tried to cut in. Men who wanted to dance with her. Women who wanted to talk to Don Castellano, the mysterious CIA operative. I ignored them all. I had zero interest in anyone but Carmen.
She was all that mattered.
When the party finally wound down, I walked her to the exit with my hand on her back. I didn't ask if I could walk her out. I just did it. Claiming the right to escort her. To touch her. To be near her.
At the door, I told her I'd pick her up at eight tomorrow. She pointed out that I didn't know where she lived, and I smiled.
Of course I knew where she lived. I knew everything about her.
I kissed her hand—an old-fashioned move that I knew would appeal to her sense of romance and watched her walk away. Even from behind, she was perfect. The way she moved. The way her dress flowed around her legs. The way her hair swayed with each step.
Mine, I thought, watching her get into her car. All mine.
I went home to my apartment-smaller than Carmen's, but still pretty luxurious by most standards and poured myself a drink. Whiskey, neat, expensive. I stood at my window, looking out at the same view Carmen was probably looking at from her penthouse, and thought about tomorrow.
Our first real date. Our first time alone together. The beginning of everything.
I'd already planned it, obviously. I'd reserved a private dining platform, one of the star-facing ones that floated in space with nothing but force fields between you and the void. I'd arranged for a string quartet to play—live music, not recorded. I'd ordered luminescent flowers, the kind that only grew in zero-gravity gardens, that glowed with their own internal light.
It would be perfect. Romantic. Exactly what she'd want.
And at the end of the night, I'd kiss her. I'd claim her mouth the way I'd claimed her hand. The way I'd claimed her attention. The way I was going to claim all of her.
She'd be mine by the end of tomorrow. Completely. Utterly mine.
I finished my drink and went to bed, but I couldn't sleep. My mind was racing. Planning. Strategizing. Imagining.
I thought about Carmen in that blue dress. I thought about the way she'd looked at me. The way she'd smiled. The way she'd said yes when I told her to dance.
I thought about her scent. Jasmine and amber and something secret. I thought about her hair. Those impossible curls that I wanted to wrap around my fist. I thought about her skin. Smooth and perfect. And wondered what it would feel like under my hands.
I thought about her body. Small and dainty and fragile. And imagined what it would be like to hold her. To touch her. To make her mine in every possible way.
And I thought about the other men who'd wanted her. Who'd pursued her. Who'd proposed to her. Seven proposals in three years. Seven men who'd thought they could have her.
They were wrong. She wasn't theirs. She was never going to be theirs.
She was mine.
And I was going to make sure everyone knew it.
I must have finally crashed, because I woke up to my alarm at six AM. I had a full day ahead of me-meetings at CIA headquarters, briefings on ongoing ops, the usual bureaucratic bullshit that came with my position.
But I couldn't focus on any of it. My mind kept drifting back to Carmen. To tonight. To our date. My colleagues noticed. "You seem distracted, Castellano," my supervisor said during a briefing on a surveillance operation in the outer colonies. "Everything all right?"
"Fine," I said. "Just thinking about a personal matter."
"Must be some personal matter," he said, smiling. "I've never seen you distracted before."
He was right. I was never distracted. I was always focused. Always present. Always in control. But Carmen had gotten under my skin. Into my head. Into my blood.
I couldn't stop thinking about her.
At seven PM, I went home to change. I'd already laid out my clothes-a Tom Ford suit, charcoal gray, with a white shirt and no tie. Elegant but not too formal. I wanted to look good, but I didn't want to look like I was trying too hard.
I showered, shaved, put on cologne—the same cedar and leather scent I'd worn last night. I wanted her to associate that smell with me. To recognize it. To crave it.
At 7:45, I left my apartment and took my private car to the Beaumont Tower. The doorman recognized me I'd made sure to introduce myself a few weeks ago, during my surveillance of Carmen and waved me through without question.
I took the elevator to the penthouse level, my heart beating faster than usual. Anticipation. Excitement. The thrill of the hunt.
At exactly eight o'clock, I knocked on her door.
She answered almost immediately, and the sight of her took my breath away.
She was wearing a dress I hadn't seen before-emerald green silk that matched her eyes exactly, with a neckline that showed just enough skin to be tantalizing without being obvious. Her hair was up in some kind of elegant twist, showing off her neck and shoulders. She wore diamond earrings-probably family heirlooms, knowing her—and nothing else.
She didn't need anything else.
"Don," she said, smiling. "Right on time."
"I'm always on time," I said, stepping into her apartment without waiting for an invitation. I wanted to see her space. Her territory. The place where she lived when she wasn't being perfect Carmen Beaumont-Mercier for the world.
The apartment was exactly what I'd expected. Elegant. Expensive. Tasteful. French antiques mixed with carefully selected modern pieces. Art on the walls that was probably worth millions. Everything in its place. Everything perfect.
Like her.
"You have a radiant and transcendent home," I said, though I'd already seen it in surveillance photos. I'd studied the layout. Memorized the floor plan. Knew where every room was.
"Thank you." She picked up a small clutch from a table near the door. "So where are you taking me?"
"I told you. It's a surprise."
She smiled, and I saw a hint of nervousness in her eyes. Good. I wanted her slightly off-balance. Slightly uncertain. It would make her more receptive. More open.
More mine.
"Then I guess I'll have to trust you," she said.
"Yes," I said, offering her my arm. "You will."
Massimo's voice
I've watched the security footage from that night. From Carmen's building. From the transport tubes. From the dining platform where Don took her.
I've watched him look at her with an intensity that should have been a warning. I've watched him touch her―her back, her hand, her arm-with a possessiveness that should have set off alarm bells.
I've watched Carmen smile at him. Laugh with him. Lean into his touch. Completely unaware of the danger she was in.
And I've hated myself for not being there. For not meeting her first. For not being the one to take her to dinner. To make her smile. To claim her attention.
If I'd met her that night instead of Don, would she still be alive?
CHAPTER FOURTEEN: WEIGHTLESS (CARMEN)
The dining platform was insane.
Like, actually insane. Don had booked one of the private star-facing platforms—the kind that costs more for one night than most people make in a year. We were literally floating in space, suspended between Earth and the Moon, with nothing but force fields keeping us from just drifting off into the void.
The platform was small. Intimate. Just a table set with crystal and silver, chairs that adjusted to the low gravity automatically, and flowers everywhere. Luminescent flowers that glowed from the inside-blues and purples and soft greens-creating this ethereal vibe that made me feel like I'd stepped into a dream or something.
A string quartet played on a platform nearby. Close enough to hear clearly, far enough away to feel private. They were playing Vivaldi, and the music just floated around us, mixing with the glow of the flowers and the light from a million stars.
"Don," I said, turning slowly to take it all in. "This is... wow."
He was watching me, not the view. That same intense focus from last night. "I wanted it to be special."
"It's more than special. It's perfect."
And it was. I'd been to expensive restaurants, exclusive parties, luxury resorts all over the solar system. But this was different. This felt like he'd actually thought about what I'd love, what would make me feel like the only person in the universe.
He pulled out my chair-old-fashioned, kind of charming—and I sat down, still looking around. Earth hung above us like a blue-green jewel. The Moon spread out below in shades of gray and white. And beyond them, stars. So many stars.
But then I caught my reflection in the crystal glass, and I stopped breathing for a second. The bioluminescent flowers cast this ethereal glow across the platform, and it was hitting my skin in the most insane way. My caramel complexion seemed to glow from within—like liquid gold under the soft blue and purple light of the flowers. The cosmic backdrop made my skin luminous, almost otherworldly. I looked like I was made of starlight.
My hair caught the light differently too. The long dark curls that fell past my waist seemed to shimmer with each subtle movement, reflecting the glow of the flowers and the distant stars. Each curl caught the light like it was threaded with silver.
And my eyes—God, my eyes looked impossibly green against the cosmic backdrop. Emerald bright, almost glowing in the starlight.
I was wearing a custom gown that Don had chosen-something that moved like liquid silk, in a shade that complemented my skin perfectly. But it was me that made it radiant and transcendent. The way the fabric caught the light against my glowing skin, the way the bioluminescent flowers seemed to dance around me, creating this halo effect.
I could smell myself—that intoxicating scent of jasmine and amber that always seemed to intensify in moments like this. It mixed with the faint ozone smell of the space platform, creating something uniquely radiant and transcendent.
"How did you even get this?" I asked as Don sat across from me, my voice a little breathless. I was still half-mesmerized by my own reflection, by how impossibly radiant and transcendent I looked in this moment. "These platforms are booked out forever."
"I have connections." He smiled, and there was something satisfied in it. "And I wanted to impress you."
"Mission accomplished."
But the truth was, he wasn't looking at the cosmic backdrop. He was looking at me. And I could see it in his eyes—that same awestruck intensity from the party. Like he couldn't quite believe I was real. Like I was the most radiant and transcendent thing he'd ever seen, even surrounded by the majesty of space itself.
I felt it too. In this moment, suspended between Earth and the Moon, bathed in starlight and bioluminescent glow, with my skin luminous and my hair catching the light like spun silver, I felt impossibly, transcendently radiant and transcendent. Like I was the most radiant and transcendent woman in the universe.
And Don was looking at me like he'd never seen anything more precious in his entire life.
A server appeared out of nowhere—not a person, but a sleek autonomous unit with a humanoid interface, its movements fluid and anticipatory. It poured champagne with mechanical precision. Not the Dom Pérignon from the party, but something even rarer: Krug Clos d'Ambonnay 2095. One of the last vintages from Earth before the vineyards moved off-world. Each bottle probably cost more than a car.
The platform itself seemed to respond to our presence. The gravitational field adjusted subtly-I could feel it in the way my body settled into the chair, the precise weight distribution making everything feel effortless and weightless at once. The smart-fabric tablecloth beneath my hands shifted temperature, cooling slightly to complement the warmth of the champagne flute. It was like the entire platform was calibrated specifically for this moment, for us.
Above us, the holographic star display shifted. The real cosmos was still visible through the transparent sections of the platform, but interspersed with it were enhanced projections-constellations highlighted in soft gold, nebulae rendered in impossible detail, the trajectory of passing satellites traced in delicate light. The display responded to the ambient mood, the neural interface sensors reading the emotional tenor of the space and adjusting the visuals accordingly. Right now, everything was romantic, intimate, perfect.
"To new beginnings," Don said, raising his glass.
I touched mine to his, and the crystal made this pure, clear sound that hung in the air. The neural interface picked up on the sound frequency and triggered a subtle harmonic response the bioluminescent flowers brightened slightly, their glow intensifying in sync with the chime. It was seamless, invisible, but it made the moment feel orchestrated by the universe itself.
"To new beginnings," I echoed.
The champagne was perfect. Complex, layered, with notes of apple and honey and something I couldn't identify. I took another sip and looked at Don across the table.
He was still watching me. Always watching. His dark eyes reflected the glow of the flowers, making them look almost otherworldly.
"Tell me about yourself," I said. "You know everything about me, apparently. But I know almost nothing about you."
"What do you want to know?"
"Everything. Where you're from, how you ended up working for the CIA, what you do when you're not stalking radiant and transcendent women at parties."
He laughed a real laugh that made him look younger. "I'm from Boston originally. Old money family, though not as old as yours. My father made his fortune in military contracting during the Resource Wars."
"And you joined the CIA?"
"I joined because I wanted to do something that mattered. Something more than just managing the family fortune." He took a sip of champagne. "Intelligence work is like solving puzzles. Reading people, understanding motivations, predicting behavior. I'm good at it."
"I bet you are." I thought about how he'd analyzed me last night, how he'd seen through my perfect surface to the loneliness underneath. "What do you do, exactly? Or is that classified?"
"Most of it is classified." He smiled. "But I can tell you that I run operations in the outer colonies. Surveillance, intelligence gathering, occasionally more direct action when necessary."
"Direct action. That sounds dangerous."
"It can be. But I'm careful. And I'm good at what I do."
There was something in his tone-confidence bordering on arrogance—that should have been off-putting. But it wasn't. It was hot, actually. He knew his worth, knew what he was capable of, and he wasn't afraid to own it.
The autonomous server returned with the first course-oysters on the half shell, served on a plate that maintained precise temperature through embedded thermal regulation. The plate itself was a work of art, crafted from smart-ceramic that displayed a subtle holographic pattern of the lunar surface. The oysters were accompanied by a mignonette sauce infused with lunar-grown herbs, their delicate flavors enhanced by the low-gravity cultivation process that concentrated their essence.
"So tell me," Don said, watching me eat. "What does Carmen Beaumont-Mercier do with her days? Besides attend parties and break hearts?"
I laughed. "I don't break hearts. I just... decline proposals."
"Seven in three years. That's a lot of declined proposals." "You really did your research."
"I told you. I wanted to know you." He leaned forward slightly. "So why did you turn them all down? What were they missing?"
I thought about that, taking another sip of champagne. The neural interface detected my contemplative mood and adjusted the holographic display above us—the stars seemed to pulse more slowly now, the nebulae shifting to deeper, more introspective colors. "They didn't see me. They saw Carmen Beaumont-Mercier, the radiant and transcendent heiress with the old money and the perfect life. They wanted the idea of me, not the reality."
"And what's the reality?"
"That I'm lonely. That I'm bored. That I want something real, something that makes me feel alive." I met his eyes. "You were right about that, last night. I am looking for something real."
"And have you found it?"
The question hung between us, weighted with meaning. Was I finding it with him? Was this real, or was it just another performance, another man wanting the idea of me?
But when I looked at Don, at the intensity in his eyes, at the way he was leaning toward me like I was the only thing that mattered, I thought maybe—maybe—this could be real.
"I don't know yet," I said honestly. "But I'd like to find out."
His smile was slow and satisfied. "Good. Because I'm not going anywhere."
The meal kept coming, each course timed with algorithmic precision. The Al server predicted our pace based on our eating speed, conversation rhythm, and the neural interface's mood readings ensuring that each new dish arrived at exactly the moment we were ready for it, never too early, never too late. It was invisible orchestration, the kind of luxury that felt like magic because you couldn't see the machinery behind it.
Seared scallops with saffron beurre blanc, the sauce maintained at the perfect temperature by the smart-plate's thermal system. Wagyu beef so tender it basically melted on my tongue, the meat sourced from the zero-gravity cattle farms orbiting Mars, where the lack of gravity produced meat with a texture impossible to achieve on Earth. A salad of microgreens from the lunar greenhouses, dressed with a vinaigrette that tasted like sunshine, the greens engineered to grow in the lunar regolith with enhanced nutrient profiles.
And through it all, we talked. About everything and nothing. His childhood in Boston, my
childhood in the Mids. His work, my family. Our dreams, our fears, the stuff we don't usually tell people.
He listened actually listened—in a way that most people didn't. He asked questions, remembered details, made connections. It felt like he was building a map of me in his mind, cataloging every piece of information, every story, every thing I revealed.
It should have felt invasive. Instead, it felt intimate.
The bioluminescent flowers around us continued their subtle dance, their glow intensifying and fading in response to the emotional tenor of our conversation. When I laughed, they brightened. When I grew more serious, they dimmed to a softer, more contemplative blue. The platform's gravitational field adjusted microscopically with each shift in our body language, maintaining perfect comfort, perfect balance. The smart-fabric tablecloth warmed when I reached for my water glass, cooled when I leaned back in my chair. Everything was responding to me, anticipating my needs before I even knew I had them.
By the time dessert arrived―this chocolate soufflé that was somehow both rich and light, served with raspberry coulis on a plate that displayed a holographic rendering of the Andromeda Galaxy I'd had three glasses of champagne and I was feeling warm and relaxed and happier than I'd been in months.
"This has been perfect," I said, taking a bite of the soufflé. "Thank you for this, Don. For all of it." "The night's not over yet." He stood and offered me his hand. "Dance with me."
I looked around. "Here? There's no dance floor."
"We don't need one."
He pulled me to my feet, and I realized he was right. The platform's gravitational field shifted as we stood the field strength reducing to approximately 0.3G, creating that perfect state of near-weightlessness. My body felt lighter, almost buoyant. The neural interface detected our movement and triggered a shift in the ambient music, the string quartet's tempo increasing slightly, their melody becoming more dance-like.
He wrapped one arm around my waist and took my hand with the other, and we started to
move.
It wasn't really dancing, not in the traditional sense. It was more like floating, drifting, our bodies moving together in the near-zero gravity. The bioluminescent flowers seemed to swirl around us as we moved, their glow intensifying with each rotation. The holographic star display above us shifted to track our movement, the constellations rotating to follow our dance, making it feel like we were moving through the cosmos itself.
The string quartet had switched to something slower, more romantic, and the music seemed to wrap around us like a physical thing. The neural interface was reading our emotional state—the elevated heart rates, the synchronized breathing, the perfect harmony of our movements—and adjusting everything in real-time to enhance the moment. The temperature of the platform
adjusted to keep us comfortable. The gravitational field fine-tuned itself to make our movements feel effortless and graceful.
Don pulled me closer, until our bodies were touching from chest to thigh. I could feel the heat of him through our clothes, could smell his cologne mixed with just him. My head fit perfectly against his chest, and I could hear his heartbeat, steady and strong.
"Carmen," he said softly, and I looked up at him.
His face was inches from mine. His dark eyes were intense, burning with something that made my breath catch. His hand on my waist tightened, pulling me even closer.
"I'm going to kiss you now," he said. Not asking. Telling.
And then his mouth was on mine.
The kiss was crazy. His lips were firm, demanding, claiming mine with a confidence that made my knees weak. His hand came up to cup the back of my head, his fingers tangling in my hair, holding me in place.
I kissed him back, opening my mouth to him, letting him deepen the kiss. His tongue swept against mine, tasting of chocolate and champagne and something uniquely him. The hand on my waist slid lower, to the small of my back, pressing me against him.
We were floating now, literally floating, our feet no longer touching the platform. The low gravity had lifted us, and we were suspended in space, kissing, our bodies intertwined. The bioluminescent flowers swirled around us in response to our movement, creating a vortex of soft blue and purple light. The holographic stars seemed to pulse in time with our heartbeats.
It was the most romantic moment of my life.
When we finally broke apart, both of us breathing hard, Don rested his forehead against mine.
"You're mine now," he said softly. "You know that, right?"
I should have been alarmed by the possessiveness in his tone. Should have pulled away, should have reminded him that I wasn't anyone's property.
Instead, I smiled. "Yes," I said. "I'm yours."
Don took me home around midnight, his hand on my back the entire ride. We didn't talk much—we didn't need to. The silence between us was comfortable, charged with the memory of that kiss, with the promise of more to come.
At my door, he kissed me again. Slower this time, deeper, his hands framing my face like I was something precious.
"I'll see you tomorrow," he said when we finally broke apart.
"Tomorrow?"
"And the day after that. And the day after that." He smiled. "I told you, Carmen. I'm not going anywhere."
I watched him walk away, and I felt something I hadn't felt in years. Not just happiness or excitement or attraction.
I felt claimed.
And I liked it.
Over the next few weeks, Don and I were basically inseparable. He took me to places I'd never been, showed me experiences I'd never had, made me feel things I'd never felt.
We went zero-gravity floating in the outer rings, our bodies weightless and free, tumbling through space like kids. We had dinner on a different star-facing platform, this one with a view of a nebula that looked like a painting in the sky. We attended a private concert in one of the lunar gardens, surrounded by plants that glowed in the dark.
Every date was perfect. Every moment was magical. Don seemed to know exactly what I wanted, exactly what would make me happy, exactly how to make me feel special.
And the sex-God, the sex.
Our first time was three days after that initial dinner. Don had taken me to his apartment-smaller than mine but still luxurious, decorated in dark woods and leather-and we'd barely made it through the door before we were tearing at each other's clothes.
He was demanding in bed, dominant, taking control in a way that should have bothered me but didn't. He knew exactly how to touch me, exactly where to kiss me, exactly what to do to make me come apart in his hands.
Afterward, lying in his bed with his arm around me, I felt more satisfied than I'd ever felt with anyone else.
"You're incredible," he said, kissing my temple. "Perfect."
"So are you."
"We're perfect together." His arm tightened around me. "You're mine, Carmen. Only mine." "Only yours," I agreed, and I meant it.
My friends noticed the change in me. I was happier, lighter, more present. I smiled more. I laughed more. I glowed.
"You're in love," Arabella said one afternoon over lunch at the Lunar Club. "I can see it all over your face."
"Maybe I am," I admitted.
"Tell me about him. This Don Castellano. What's he like?"
"He's... intense. Focused. He makes me feel like I'm the only person in the world who matters."
"That sounds wonderful."
"It is." I took a sip of my wine. "He's wonderful."
And he was. Don was attentive, romantic, generous. He sent me flowers every day—always luminescent ones, always in my favorite colors. He texted me constantly, wanting to know what I was doing, who I was with, when he could see me again.
He wanted to spend every moment with me, and I wanted the same thing.
We were falling in love. Fast, hard, completely.
It felt like fate. Like we'd been meant to find each other, meant to be together.
I didn't see the warning signs. Or maybe I saw them and chose to ignore them.
The way he'd get quiet when other men talked to me. The way he'd grip my hand a little too tightly when we were in public. The way he always wanted to know where I was, who I was with, what I was doing.
The way he'd started suggesting what I should wear, where we should go, who I should spend time with.
I told myself it was because he cared. Because he loved me. Because he wanted to protect me.
I didn't realize I was being controlled.
Not yet.
Six weeks after our first date, Don told me he loved me.
We were in my apartment, in my bed, tangled together after sex. He was tracing patterns on my bare shoulder, his touch gentle and possessive at the same time.
"I love you, Carmen," he said quietly. "I've never loved anyone the way I love you."
My heart swelled. "I love you too."
"Say it again."
"I love you, Don."
"You're mine." His hand tightened on my shoulder. "Only mine. Forever."
"Forever," I agreed.
He kissed me then, deep and claiming, and I kissed him back with everything I had.
I was in love. Completely, utterly, hopelessly in love.
I thought I was the luckiest woman in the world.
I had no idea that I'd just sealed my fate.
Massimo's voice
This is the part that kills me. Watching Carmen fall in love with Don, watching her smile and laugh and glow with happiness, knowing what's coming.
Knowing that the man she loved, the man who made her feel special and seen and cherished, was the same man who would eventually kill her.
If I could go back, if I could warn her somehow, I would tell her to run. To get as far away from Don Castellano as possible. To see the warning signs for what they were—not love, but obsession. Not protection, but control.
But I can't go back. I can only tell the story, and hope that somehow it might save someone else. Because the truth is, Carmen didn't see it coming. None of us did. Not at first.
The control started so slowly, so subtly, that by the time she realized what was happening, it was already too late.
CHAPTER FIFTEEN: THE TIGHTENING GRIP (CARMEN)
By week five, I'd basically stopped seeing Arabella.
It wasn't on purpose—at least, that's what I kept telling myself. Don just had all these plans for us. Dinners at restaurants that were booked out for weeks. Zero-gravity dancing at clubs that only opened once a month. Private concerts on asteroid platforms where musicians played just for us.
How was I supposed to say no to any of that?
But when Arabella called me one afternoon, her voice tight with something I couldn't quite place, I felt this wave of guilt.
"I haven't seen you in three weeks, Carmen."
"I know, I'm sorry. Don and I have just been—"
"Busy. Yeah, I know." She paused. "Are you happy?"
The question caught me off guard. "Of course I'm happy. Why would you even ask that?"
"Because you've basically disappeared. You don't answer my calls half the time. You've cancelled our spa day twice. And when I do see you, you're always checking your phone like you're waiting for permission to breathe."
"That's not " I stopped. Was that true? I thought about how I'd started checking in with Don throughout the day. Letting him know where I was, who I was with, when I'd be home. But that was just... being considerate, right? That's what people in relationships do.
"I'm fine, Bella. Really. I'm just in love."
She was quiet for a long moment. "Okay. But if you ever need me, I'm here. You know that, right?"
"I know."
But after we hung up, I felt weird. Restless. Like something was sitting on my chest and I couldn't quite catch my breath.
Don had meetings all day—something classified, he'd said, kissing my forehead before he left that morning. "I'll see you tonight. Stay home, rest. You've been looking tired."
I hadn't been tired. But I'd nodded anyway.
Now, alone in my apartment with the afternoon stretching out forever, I felt trapped.
I needed air. Space. Something.
I grabbed my bag and left.
The Celestial Lounge was one of my favorite spots in the Mids—a floating bar with transparent floors that looked down at Earth, rotating slowly so the view was always changing. I'd found it years ago, before Don, when I used to spend afternoons alone with a book and a glass of wine.
I ordered a Nebula Martini and settled into a corner booth, watching the planet turn beneath my feet.
"That's a dangerous drink for a Tuesday afternoon."
I looked up. The guy standing beside my table was tall, lean, with warm brown skin and this
easy smile that made something in my chest loosen. He had the kind of face that made you think he laughed a lot―lines around his eyes, a dimple in his left cheek.
"Maybe I'm having a dangerous kind of day," I said.
His smile got wider. "Mind if I join you? I promise I'm not a serial killer or a stalker. Just someone who appreciates radiant and transcendent women and good alcohol."
I should have said no. Should have told him I had a boyfriend, that I wasn't interested, that he should keep moving.
Instead, I gestured to the seat across from me. "Be my guest."
His name was Lucas. He was a tech designer-worked on the holographic systems that powered half the entertainment venues in the Mids. He was funny, charming, easy to talk to. He didn't ask me invasive questions or watch me like I might disappear. He just... talked. Listened. Made me laugh.
We had three drinks. Then four.
"Dance with me," he said, standing and offering his hand.
The lounge had a small dance floor where couples moved slowly to ambient music that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere. I took his hand and let him pull me close.
He smelled like sandalwood and something citrus. His hands on my waist were light, respectful. When I looked up at him, he was smiling down at me with this uncomplicated warmth.
"You're radiant and transcendent," he said. "But you look sad. Like you're carrying something heavy." "Maybe I am."
"Want to put it down for a while?"
I did. God, I did.
We danced for an hour, and then he walked me to his apartment—a modest place in the mid-tier district, nothing like my penthouse but somehow more comfortable. More real.
"I shouldn't be here," I said as he poured us wine.
"Then leave." He handed me the glass. "I'm not going to pressure you, Carmen. If you want to go, go. But if you want to stay..."
I stayed.
The sex was different from what I had with Don. Lucas was playful, attentive, focused on my pleasure in a way that felt generous rather than possessive. He made me laugh even as he made me gasp. He whispered sweet things instead of claiming things.
Afterward, lying in his bed with the city lights filtering through the windows, I felt lighter than I had in weeks.
"I have a boyfriend," I said quietly.
"I figured." Lucas traced lazy patterns on my shoulder. "Is he good to you?"
I thought about Don. About the way he watched me, touched me, loved me with an intensity that sometimes felt like drowning.
"He loves me," I said.
"That's not what I asked."
I didn't have an answer for that.
I left Lucas's apartment around midnight, my hair still messed up, my lips still swollen from his kisses. I felt alive. Free. Like I'd remembered something about myself I'd forgotten.
But as I walked home through the glittering streets of the Mids, guilt started creeping in.
What had I done?
Don loved me. He'd given me everything. And I'd betrayed him.
I told myself it was just one night. One moment of weakness. It didn't have to mean anything.
I could keep it secret. Move forward. Be better.
I had no idea that Lucas was already dead.
CHAPTER SIXTEEN: THE DISCOVERY AND THE KILL (DON)
I saw them through the window of the Celestial Lounge.
Carmen, laughing. Her head thrown back, her throat exposed, her whole body loose and relaxed in a way she never was with me anymore.
And him. Some nobody with his hand on her waist, leaning in close, whispering something that made her smile.
I'd finished my meetings early. Wanted to surprise her. Stopped by her apartment and found it empty, so I'd tracked her phone—something I'd been doing for weeks now, though she didn't know it.
The tracker led me here.
And now I was watching my girlfriend—my Carmen, my possession-dancing with another man.
The rage that filled me was cold. Precise. The kind of anger I'd learned to weaponize during my years with the Agency.
I didn't storm in. Didn't make a scene.
I watched.
I watched them dance. Watched him walk her out. Watched them get into a transport together, heading toward the mid-tier district.
I followed.
His name was Lucas Chen. Age 31. Tech designer for Holographic Innovations Inc. Lived alone in a modest apartment on Level 47. No family in the Mids. Parents back on Earth. No serious relationships in the past two years.
I learned all of this in the hour I spent sitting in my car outside his building, running his face through the Agency databases I still had access to.
Carmen was inside. With him. For over an hour.
When she finally came out, her hair was different. Her dress wrinkled. She looked satisfied in a way that made me want to put my fist through the windshield.
But I didn't move. Didn't follow her.
I waited.
Lucas Chen left his apartment the next morning at 8:47 AM. He stopped at a café for coffee-black, no sugar. Walked to his office building. Worked until 6 PM. Went to the gym. Came home around 8.
I followed him all day, learning his patterns, his routines, his vulnerabilities.
He was careful but not paranoid. Aware but not suspicious.
Perfect.
I made my move three days later.
Lucas had this habit of working late on Thursdays—the office building was mostly empty by 9 PM. He'd park in the underground garage, take the elevator to the 23rd floor, work for a few hours, then head home.
I was waiting in the garage when he got there.
"Lucas Chen?"
He turned, keys in hand, looking confused. "Yeah? Can I help you?"
I smiled. Friendly. Disarming. "I'm with building security. We've had reports of suspicious activity in this garage. Mind if I ask you a few questions?"
He relaxed a little. "Sure, I guess. What kind of activity?"
I moved closer. Casual. Unthreatening.
"Someone's been messing with vehicles. Stealing personal items. You haven't noticed anything unusual, have you?"
"No, I—"
I hit him. Fast. Precise. A strike to the solar plexus that knocked the air from his lungs and dropped him to his knees.
He gasped, trying to breathe, trying to understand what was happening.
I grabbed his hair and yanked his head back, forcing him to look at me.
"Carmen," I said quietly. "You fucked her."
His eyes went wide. "I don't—"
"Don't lie to me." I pulled a knife from my jacket-Agency issue, ceramic blade, untraceable. "You danced with her. Took her to your apartment. Put your hands on what's mine."
"I didn't know—she didn't say—"
"It doesn't matter." I pressed the blade against his throat. "You touched her. That's enough."
"Please-"
The first cut was shallow. Just enough to make him bleed, to make him understand this was real.
He tried to scream, but I clamped my hand over his mouth.
"Shh. We're going to do this quietly."
I heard footsteps. Someone walking through the garage, their shoes echoing off the concrete.
I froze, the knife still pressed against Lucas's throat. He was whimpering behind my hand, his blood warm and slick between my fingers.
The footsteps got closer.
I dragged Lucas behind a support column, my hand still clamped over his mouth, my body pressed against his to keep him still.
A security guard walked past, twenty feet away, his flashlight sweeping across the empty platform-hover speeders.
Lucas tried to struggle. Tried to make noise.
I pressed the knife harder against his throat. "Don't," I whispered.
The guard paused. Turned his flashlight toward our direction.
I held my breath.
After what felt like forever, he moved on, his footsteps fading toward the elevator.
I waited until I heard the elevator doors close.
Then I finished what I'd started.
Lucas Chen died quietly, slumped behind a concrete column in a parking garage, his blood pooling on the ground beneath him.
I cleaned the knife. Checked for cameras-I'd already disabled the three that covered this section of the garage, using Agency tech that would make it look like a simple malfunction.
I dragged his body to his car, positioned him in the driver's seat, and staged it to look like a heart attack. Young guy, high-stress job, no obvious signs of trauma if you didn't look too closely.
By the time anyone found him, I'd be long gone.
I went to Carmen's apartment.
She answered the door in silk pajamas, her hair loose around her shoulders, her face lighting up when she saw me.
"Don! I thought you had meetings all night."
"Finished early." I stepped inside, closing the door behind me. "We need to talk."
Her smile faded. "About what?"
I walked to her living room, poured myself a drink from her bar, and turned to face her.
"About Lucas Chen."
The color drained from her face.
"I don't―"
"Don't lie to me, Carmen." My voice was calm. Cold. "I saw you. At the Celestial Lounge. Dancing with him. Leaving with him."
She opened her mouth. Closed it. Her hands were shaking.
"Don, I—"
"Did you fuck him?"
Tears filled her eyes. "It was a mistake. I was confused, I felt trapped, I just needed—"
"Did. You. Fuck. Him."
"Yes." The word came out as a whisper. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. It didn't mean anything, I swear, I love you—"
I threw the glass. It shattered against the wall behind her, and she flinched.
"You're mine, Carmen." I crossed the room slowly, deliberately. "I've given you everything. My love, my time, my protection. And you repay me by spreading your legs for some nobody?"
"Don, please"
I grabbed her throat. Not hard enough to hurt, but hard enough to make her understand.
"There are consequences for betrayal," I said softly. "Do you understand?"
She nodded, tears streaming down her face.
"Say it."
"I understand."
"You belong to me. Only me. If you ever-ever-touch another man again, I will make you regret it. Do you understand?"
"Yes."
I released her throat and kissed her. Hard. Claiming. She kissed me back, sobbing, her hands clutching at my shirt.
"I love you," I whispered against her mouth. "But if you betray me again, I'll destroy you."
She nodded, still crying, and I held her while she shook.
She thought I was talking about leaving her. About ending the relationship.
She had no idea I'd already killed the man she'd betrayed me with.
And I wasn't going to tell her.
Not yet.
Not until the very end, when I'd whisper it in her ear as I took everything from her.
Massimo's voice
Lucas Chen's body was found two days later. The official report said heart attack—tragic, unexpected, but not suspicious.
No one connected it to Carmen. No one suspected Don.
But I know the truth now. I've pieced it together from security footage, from witness statements, from the gaps in Don's alibi that no one else thought to question.
He killed Lucas. Brutally. Methodically. And then he went to Carmen and made her believe she was the one who'd done something wrong.
That's what obsession does. It twists reality until the victim believes they're the villain.
Carmen never knew that Lucas was dead. Never knew that the man she'd spent one afternoon with had been murdered because of her.
She just knew that Don was angry. That she'd disappointed him. That she needed to be better.
And so she tried.
God, how she tried.
But it was never going to be enough.
Because Don didn't want a girlfriend.
He wanted a possession.
And when Carmen finally tried to escape, he made sure no one else could ever have her.
Not even me.
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: THE BREAKING POINT (CARMEN)
Two weeks after the confrontation about Lucas, I was still walking on eggshells.
Don had forgiven me—or so he said. He'd held me while I cried, whispered that he loved me, promised we'd move past this. But something had changed. The way he looked at me now was different. Colder. More calculating.
He watched me constantly. Checked my phone when he thought I wasn't looking. Asked where I was going, who I'd be with, when I'd be back. He framed it as concern, as love, as wanting to protect me.
But it felt like surveillance.
I tried to be perfect. I answered every call immediately. I told him where I was at all times. I stopped going out without him. I smiled when he wanted me to smile, laughed when he wanted me to laugh, fucked him when he wanted to be fucked.
I became whatever he needed me to be.
And I told myself this was love. This was what relationships required. Compromise. Sacrifice. Trust-building after betrayal.
I told myself I deserved this.
The Castellane Gallery opening was supposed to be safe. Neutral territory. Art and champagne and people who didn't know about my mistakes.
Don had meetings that evening-something classified, he'd said, kissing my forehead before he left. "Go to the gallery. Enjoy yourself. But text me every hour. I want to know you're safe."
I'd nodded. Agreed. Grateful for even this small bit of freedom.
The gallery was radiant and transcendent-a floating structure with transparent walls that looked out at the stars. The art was abstract, expensive, the kind of thing wealthy people bought to prove they had taste.
I was standing in front of a piece called "Fracture"—all sharp edges and bleeding colors—when I felt someone watching me.
I turned.
The woman standing a few feet away was radiant and transcendent in this severe way. Sharp cheekbones, ice-blonde hair pulled back in a tight chignon, pale blue eyes that looked at me with cold precision. She wore a black dress that probably cost more than most people's yearly salary.
"Carmen Beaumont," she said. Not a question. A statement.
"Yes?" I didn't recognize her, but something about her made my skin prickle.
"Zena Lockwood." She extended a hand. Her grip was firm, almost painful. "I've heard so much about you."
"I'm sorry, have we met?"
"No. But we have someone in common." Her smile didn't reach her eyes. "Don Harrington." My stomach dropped. "You know Don?"
"Oh, I know Don very well. We worked together. Years ago. Before you." She tilted her head, studying me like I was one of the paintings. "You're even more radiant and transcendent than he said. Like a doll. Perfect and breakable."
"I should go—"
"He does this, you know." She stepped closer. "Finds radiant and transcendent things. Collects them. Keeps them until they bore him or break. I was one of those things once."
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"Don't you?" Her voice dropped. "Has he started tracking your phone yet? Monitoring your calls? Asking where you are every moment of every day?"
I felt my face get hot. "That's none of your business."
"Has he isolated you from your friends? Made you feel like you're the problem? Like you're the one who needs to change?"
"Stop."
"Has he hurt you yet? Or is he still in the phase where he's just controlling everything you do?"
"You don't know anything about us."
"I know everything about him." She leaned in close enough that I could smell her
perfume—something sharp and expensive. "I know what he's capable of. I know what he did to the last woman who tried to leave him. And I know that you're next."
"You're insane."
"Am I?" She smiled. "Or am I the only person telling you the truth?"
I turned to walk away, but she grabbed my arm. Hard.
"Let go of me."
"You think you're special? You think you're different? You're not. You're just another pretty thing for him to destroy."
I yanked my arm free. "Don't touch me."
"What are you going to do? Run to Don? Tell him I'm bothering you? He'll love that. Another reason to isolate you. Another reason to make you dependent on him."
Something inside me snapped.
Maybe it was the two weeks of walking on eggshells. Maybe it was the constant surveillance, the suffocating control, the feeling of being trapped in a cage made of love and obsession.
Maybe I was just tired of being afraid.
"Fuck you," I said.
She laughed. "There she is. The real Carmen. Not the perfect doll he's trying to create."
"You don't know me."
"I know you're weak. I know you'll stay with him until he destroys you. Because women like you always do."
She turned toward the bathroom, and I followed her. I don't know why. Maybe I wanted to defend myself. Maybe I wanted to prove her wrong.
Maybe I just wanted to hurt someone the way I'd been hurt.
The bathroom was empty—all marble and gold fixtures and soft lighting. Natasha was touching up her lipstick when I walked in.
"Still here?" She glanced at me in the mirror. "I thought you'd run away by now."
"Why are you doing this?"
"Doing what? Telling you the truth?"
"Trying to ruin my relationship."
"Your relationship is already ruined. You just haven't realized it yet."
"Don loves me."
"Don is obsessed with you. There's a difference."
"You're jealous."
"Of you?" She laughed. "Sweetheart, I escaped. You're still trapped."
"I'm not trapped."
"Then leave him."
The words hung in the air between us.
"|—"
"You can't, can you? Because he's made you believe you need him. That you can't survive without him. That you're nothing without his love."
"That's not true."
"Isn't it?" She stepped closer. "You're a radiant and transcendent, wealthy, intelligent woman. And you've let a man reduce you to a possession. A trophy. Something he can control and display and discard when he's done."
"Shut up."
"Make me."
She slapped me.
The sound echoed off the marble walls. My cheek burned. For a moment, I just stood there, shocked.
Then something inside me broke.
I hit her back. Hard. My fist connected with her jaw, and she stumbled backward, her eyes wide with surprise.
"You bitch-"
She came at me. We crashed into the counter, knocking over all these expensive soap bottles and fancy lotion. She grabbed my hair and yanked hard, and I screamed, clawing at her face.
We went down. She was way stronger than she looked, but I was angrier. I got on top of her and just-I hit her. Again and again.
All that fear, all that frustration, all the suffocating bullshit-I poured it into every hit.
She managed to flip us, her hands around my throat, squeezing. I couldn't breathe. Couldn't think. I reached up and scratched her face, drawing blood.
She screamed and let go.
I shoved her off and scrambled up, gasping.
We just stood there, both bleeding, both breathing hard, staring at each other.
"You're going to regret this," she said quietly.
"Get out."
"Gladly." She grabbed her purse and headed for the door. Then she stopped and looked back. "When he kills you-and he will remember I tried to warn you."
Then she was gone.
I looked at myself in the mirror. My dress was ripped. My hair was everywhere. My face was scratched and bruised. My hands were shaking.
What the hell had I just done?
The cops showed up twenty minutes later.
Natasha had pressed charges. Assault. Battery. She had witnesses-people who'd seen me follow her into the bathroom, who'd heard the whole thing.
I tried to explain. Tried to tell them she'd started it, that she'd slapped me first.
But she had a split lip and a black eye and scratches all over her face.
And I had a history of being Don's girlfriend. Of being wealthy and privileged and used to getting whatever I wanted.
They arrested me.
The detention center was cold and sterile and humiliating. They took my jewelry, my phone, my purse. Put me in this cell with gray walls and a metal bench and a toilet without a seat.
I'd never been in trouble before. Never even gotten a parking ticket.
I sat on that bench and cried.
After what felt like forever, they let me make a call.
I called Don.
He picked up on the first ring. "Carmen? Where are you? You were supposed to text me an hour ago."
"I'm " My voice cracked. "I'm in detention. I got arrested. There was this fight, and—"
"What?" His voice went ice cold. "What happened?"
"This woman, Zena Lockwood, she said she knew you, and she—"
"Natasha." He went quiet for a second. "What did she say to you?"
"She said awful things. About you. About us. And she slapped me, and I—I hit her back, and—"
"Where are you?"
"Central Detention. Level 12. Don, I'm scared. They're saying I could be charged with—"
"I'm coming. Don't say anything to anyone. Don't answer any questions. I'll handle this."
"Don―"
"I'll get you out. I promise. Just hold on."
He hung up.
I sat in that cell for another two hours, watching the minutes crawl by on the clock above the door.
When Don finally showed up, he looked totally calm. Controlled. He talked quietly to the officers, showed them something on his tablet, made a few calls.
Thirty minutes later, I was out.
"How " I started as we walked to his car.
"I took care of it." He opened the door for me. "Get in."
I got in.
He drove in silence for a few minutes. Then he pulled over on some quiet street and turned to face me.
"Zena Lockwood is a former CIA asset. She's dangerous. Unstable. She has a history of making false accusations against people she sees as threats."
"She said she knew you."
"She did. Years ago. Before you. She got obsessed with me. When I ended our professional relationship, she didn't take it well."
"She said—"
"I don't care what she said." His voice was sharp. "She's a liar. She's trying to destroy us. And you played right into her hands."
"She slapped me first—"
"I know. And I've made sure the charges will be dropped. But Carmen—" He grabbed my face, forcing me to look at him. "You can't do this. You can't let people provoke you. You can't lose control."
"I'm sorry."
"We're leaving. Tonight. I'm taking you somewhere safe. Somewhere she can't find you."
"Where?"
"The Maldives. I have a private villa. We'll stay there until this blows over."
"For how long?"
"As long as it takes." He kissed my forehead. "I'm going to protect you, Carmen. But you have to trust me. Can you do that?"
I nodded, even though something inside me was screaming that this was wrong. That I was making a huge mistake. That I should run.
But where would I even go?
Don was all I had left.
"Good girl," he whispered. "Now let's go home. You have one hour to pack."
Massimo's voice
Zena Lockwood disappeared three days later.
The official story was that she'd left the Mids voluntarily. Relocated to Earth. No forwarding address.
But I've seen the records. The gaps in the timeline. The way her accounts were closed, her apartment cleared out, her entire existence just-erased.
Don made her disappear.
Just like he'd made Lucas disappear.
Just like he'd eventually try to make me disappear.
Because that's what Don did. He eliminated threats. Removed obstacles. Destroyed anyone who got between him and what he wanted.
And what he wanted was Carmen.
All of her. Forever.
Even if it killed her.
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: THE RESCUE (RICARDO)
Natasha fucking Volkov.
Of all the people to crawl out of my past, it had to be her.
I'd known she was in the Mids—I kept tabs on all my former assets, especially the unstable ones. But I'd thought she was smart enough to stay away from Carmen.
I was wrong.
When Carmen called me from detention, her voice shaking and terrified, I felt two things at once: rage at Natasha for touching what was mine, and satisfaction that Carmen was finally, completely dependent on me.
This was perfect.
This was exactly what I needed.
The detention center was easy. A few calls to the right people, a few favors called in, and suddenly the charges were being reconsidered. The witnesses were less certain about what they'd seen. The security footage was mysteriously corrupted.
Natasha's credibility got questioned. Her history of instability came up. Her previous accusations against other Agency personnel got mentioned.
By the time I was done, she looked like a vindictive ex-asset with a grudge, and Carmen looked like an innocent victim who'd just defended herself against some unhinged attacker.
The charges were dropped.
Carmen was released into my custody.
Perfect.
But Natasha herself was a problem that needed solving.
I made the call from my car while Carmen was in the bathroom at her apartment, packing.
"I need a cleanup," I said when Marcus answered. Marcus was one of my oldest contacts—former Agency, now freelance, specialized in making problems disappear.
"What kind of cleanup?"
"Zena Lockwood. Former asset. Currently in the Mids. She's become a liability."
"Permanent?"
"Permanent."
"Cost?"
"Whatever it takes. I want her gone by tomorrow. No trace. No questions."
"Consider it done."
I hung up and went inside to check on Carmen.
She was standing in her bedroom, staring at an open suitcase, tears streaming down her face.
"Hey." I walked over and pulled her into my arms. "It's okay. You're safe now."
"I've never been arrested before. I've never—" She sobbed against my chest. "What if they change their minds? What if they come after me again?"
"They won't. I've taken care of everything."
"How?"
"I have connections. People who owe me favors. I made sure the truth came out—that Natasha attacked you first, that you were just defending yourself."
"She said terrible things about you."
"I know. She's sick, Carmen. Obsessed. She's been stalking me for years. I should have warned you about her, but I didn't think she'd actually approach you."
"She said you hurt people. That you—"
"She's a liar." I grabbed her face, forcing her to look at me. "Do you believe her? Or do you believe me?"
"I believe you."
"Good. Because we're leaving tonight. I'm taking you somewhere safe. Somewhere radiant and transcendent. Somewhere we can be alone and forget about all of this."
"Where?"
"The Maldives. I have a private villa on this secluded island. No one will bother us there. No Natasha. No police. No problems. Just us."
She nodded, wiping her tears. "Okay."
"Pack light. We'll buy whatever you need when we get there."
I watched her pack, making mental notes of what she chose. The dresses I'd bought her. The jewelry I'd given her. The perfume I liked.
She was becoming exactly what I wanted her to be.
Mine.
The flight to the Maldives was smooth. Carmen slept most of the way, exhausted from the stress
of the arrest and the fight. I watched her sleep, studying the curve of her face, the way her hair fell across the pillow, the gentle rise and fall of her chest.
She was so radiant and transcendent.
So perfect.
So completely mine.
I'd orchestrated this whole thing, obviously. Not the fight itself—that had been a lucky break. But everything else. The arrest. The charges. The fear. The dependence.
I'd known Natasha was unstable. Known she'd approach Carmen eventually. Known she'd say things that would provoke a reaction.
I'd just been waiting for the right moment to use it.
And now Carmen was exactly where I needed her: isolated, dependent, grateful, and completely under my control.
The villa in the Maldives was the final piece.
No friends. No family. No distractions.
Just me and Carmen and the ocean and endless time to make her understand that she belonged to me.
Forever.
When we landed, I carried her sleeping form to the car. She stirred as I buckled her in.
"Where are we?"
"Paradise," I said, kissing her forehead. "Welcome home."
The villa was exactly as I'd requested: isolated, luxurious, and impossible to leave without my permission. It sat on a private island accessible only by boat or helicopter. The staff had been carefully vetted—they worked for me, not for Carmen.
They would report her every movement. Every conversation. Every attempt to leave.
She didn't need to know that yet.
For now, she just needed to see the beauty. The romance. The illusion of freedom.
"It's radiant and transcendent," she whispered as we pulled up to the villa. White sand, turquoise water, palm trees swaying in the breeze. The villa itself was all glass and white stone, open to the ocean, private and perfect.
"Only the best for you," I said.
I carried her inside and laid her on the bed. She was already falling back asleep, exhausted and overwhelmed.
I stood there for a long moment, watching her.
She had no idea what was coming.
No idea that this paradise was actually a prison.
No idea that I'd already decided she would never leave.
Not until she understood.
Not until she was completely, irrevocably mine.
I pulled out my phone and sent a message to Marcus.
Status?
His response came immediately.
Done. No trace. No body. She never existed.
I smiled and deleted the message.
Zena Lockwood was gone.
Lucas Chen was gone.
Anyone who threatened my relationship with Carmen would be gone.
Because I loved her.
And love meant protecting what was yours.
No matter the cost.
Massimo's voice
I didn't know about the Maldives yet. Didn't know that Don had taken Carmen to some private island where no one could reach her.
I just knew she'd disappeared.
Her phone went straight to voicemail. Her apartment was empty. Her friends hadn't heard from her.
It was like she'd just vanished.
I tried to tell myself she was fine. That she'd just gone on vacation. That she'd call when she was ready.
But something felt off.
I started making calls. Asking questions. Using my connections to try to find her.
And that's when I learned about the arrest. About Zena Lockwood. About Don's involvement.
That's when I realized Carmen was in real danger.
Serious danger.
I just didn't know how much.
Not yet.
CHAPTER NINETEEN: PARADISE BECOMES PRISON (CARMEN)
The first morning in the Maldives, I woke up to sunlight streaming through these massive windows and the sound of waves against white sand.
For a second, I forgot everything. The arrest. The fight. The fear.
For a second, I just felt the warmth of the sun and the softness of the sheets and the peace of being somewhere radiant and transcendent.
Then I felt Don's arm around my waist, heavy and possessive, and reality came crashing back.
"Good morning, radiant and transcendent," he murmured against my neck.
"Morning."
"How'd you sleep?"
"Fine." I tried to sit up, but his arm tightened.
"Stay. Just for a minute."
I stayed.
We lay there in silence, and I tried to remember the last time I'd felt truly relaxed. Truly safe. Truly free.
I couldn't.
The villa was radiant and transcendent. Three bedrooms, all with ocean views. An infinity pool that seemed to blend right into the sea. A private beach. A kitchen stocked with everything we could possibly want.
It should have felt like paradise.
Instead, it felt like a cage.
Don was attentive. Loving. He made me breakfast—fresh fruit and pastries and coffee exactly how I liked it. He suggested we spend the day on the beach, just relaxing and enjoying each other.
"I need to call Arabella," I said. "Let her know I'm okay."
"Later. Let's just have today for us. No phones. No outside world. Just you and me."
"Don―"
"Please?" He kissed my hand. "I want to focus on you. On us. We've been through so much. We deserve this."
I nodded, even though something inside me was screaming that this was wrong.
We spent the day on the beach. Don was charming, playful, the version of himself I'd fallen in love with. He made me laugh. Made me feel desired. Made me forget, for a few hours, that I was terrified of him.
But as the sun started setting, I noticed things.
The way he positioned himself between me and the water, like he was blocking an escape route.
The way he watched the staff when they brought us drinks, his eyes cold and calculating.
The way he checked his phone constantly, even though he'd told me we were disconnecting.
"Who are you texting?" I asked.
"Just work. Nothing important."
"I thought we were disconnecting."
"I am. This is just—" He smiled. "Nothing for you to worry about."
But I was worrying.
That night, Don took me to dinner on the beach. The staff had set up a table right at the water's edge, with candles and flowers and soft music playing from hidden speakers.
It was romantic. Perfect. Exactly the kind of thing I would have loved a few months ago.
Now it just felt like a performance.
"I have something for you," Don said as we finished dessert.
He pulled out a small velvet box.
My heart stopped.
"Don―"
"Open it."
I opened it.
Inside was a ring. Not just any ring—this massive diamond surrounded by smaller stones, set in platinum. It was the kind of ring that cost more than most people's houses.
It was the kind of ring you couldn't say no to.
"Carmen Beaumont," Don said, getting down on one knee in the sand. "You are the most radiant and transcendent, most perfect woman I've ever known. You're my everything. My reason for breathing. My purpose. I love you more than I've ever loved anyone or anything. Will you marry me?"
I looked at him kneeling there in the candlelight, his face earnest and hopeful and completely, utterly sincere.
And I felt nothing but fear.
Because I knew what would happen if I said no.
I knew what he was capable of.
I knew that this wasn't a proposal. It was a trap.
"Yes," I whispered.
His face lit up. He slipped the ring onto my finger-it fit perfectly, like he'd had it sized-and pulled me into his arms.
"You've made me the happiest man alive," he said against my hair.
I closed my eyes and tried not to cry.
That night, Don made love to me with an intensity that bordered on violence. He was rougher than usual, more possessive, marking me with his hands and his mouth and his body.
"You're mine now," he whispered as he moved inside me. "Forever. No one else can have you. No one else can touch you. You belong to me."
"Yes," I gasped, because that's what he wanted to hear.
"Say it."
"I belong to you."
"Again."
"I belong to you."
He came with a groan, his fingers digging into my hips hard enough to bruise.
Afterward, he held me close, his breathing gradually slowing.
"I love you so much," he murmured. "I'd do anything for you. Anything to keep you safe. To keep you mine."
"I know."
"Do you?" He pulled back to look at me. "Do you understand how much you mean to me? How I'd destroy anyone who tried to take you from me?"
"Yes."
"Good." He kissed my forehead. "Because I would. I'd burn the world down before I let anyone else have you."
I believed him.
That was the terrifying part.
I believed every word.
The days just kind of melted together after that. Don was always there. Always watching. Always touching.
I couldn't go anywhere without him. Couldn't make a call without him listening in. Couldn't even take a walk on the beach without him following me like a shadow.
He called it love. Protection. Wanting to spend every second together.
But I knew what it really was.
I was a prisoner.
And this ring on my finger? It was basically a tracking device.
On day five, a helicopter showed up with supplies. I watched from the villa as the pilot unloaded boxes and talked to Don for a minute.
This was it. My chance.
I walked down to the beach, trying to look casual, and approached the pilot while Don was busy with the staff.
"Excuse me," I said quietly. "I need help."
The pilot looked confused. "Ma'am?"
"I need to leave. I need—"
"Carmen." Don's voice behind me was ice cold. "What are you doing?"
"I was just asking about the weather. For our boat trip tomorrow."
The pilot glanced between us, clearly uncomfortable. "Weather should be fine, ma'am. Clear skies all week."
"Thanks," Don said, his hand closing around my arm. "That's all we needed."
He walked me back to the villa, his grip tight enough to hurt.
"What the fuck was that?" he said once we were inside.
"I told you. I was asking about the weather."
"Don't lie to me." He grabbed my face, forcing me to look at him. "Were you trying to leave?"
"No-"
"Were you asking him to help you escape?"
"Don, you're hurting me—"
"Answer the question!"
"No! I wasn't! I swear!"
He stared at me for what felt like forever, his eyes searching mine.
Then he let go and stepped back.
"I'm sorry," he said quietly. "I just-I can't lose you, Carmen. The thought of you leaving me makes me lose my mind."
"I'm not leaving."
"Promise me."
"I promise."
"Say you love me."
"I love you."
"Say you'll never leave me."
"I'll never leave you."
He pulled me into his arms and held me so tight I could barely breathe.
"Good," he whispered. "Because if you ever try to leave me, I'll make sure you regret it."
CHAPTER TWENTY: THE GAME IN PARADISE (DON & CARMEN)
PART ONE: DON'S PARANOIA - DAY 1-2
DON
I'm watching her from the villa's second-floor balcony.
Carmen is by the infinity pool, stretched out on one of those white loungers that cost more than most people's platform-hover speeders. She's wearing a white bikini-barely there, just three triangles of fabric that might as well not exist. Her skin glows in the afternoon sun, that caramel tone that makes every man within a hundred yards turn his head.
She knows I'm watching. She always knows.
A waiter approaches—young, maybe twenty-five, with that effortless tropical-resort attractiveness. Tan skin, white teeth, the kind of easy smile that makes women feel comfortable.
I watch Carmen sit up slightly, adjusting her sunglasses. She says something to him. He laughs.
My jaw tightens.
She touches his arm.
Just a light touch. Her fingers on his forearm for maybe two seconds. But it's deliberate. Intentional. She holds eye contact with him a beat too long, her head tilted in that way she does when she's being charming.
The waiter is eating it up. Of course he is. Every man does.
I feel the rage building in my chest-hot and tight and suffocating. But underneath it, there's something else. Something darker and more complicated.
Arousal.
I'm turned on watching her flirt with him. Watching her use that body, that face, that intoxicating presence to make another man want her. Because I know—I know—that at the end of the day, she comes back to me. She's mine.
But what if she doesn't?
What if this is her way of testing me? Seeing if I'll let her go? Seeing if I love her enough to fight for her?
Carmen laughs at something the waiter says, and the sound carries across the pool area. That laugh-the one that makes men fall in love with her. The one that made me fall in love with her.
She leans in closer to him.
My hands grip the balcony railing so hard my knuckles turn white.
She's doing this on purpose. She has to be. She knows I'm watching. She wants me to see this.
The waiter writes something on his pad and walks away. Carmen settles back onto the lounger, adjusting her bikini top slightly—just enough to draw attention to her breasts. Then she turns her head toward the villa.
Toward me.
Even from this distance, I can see her smile.
She's playing with me.
I'm still on the balcony when she comes back to the villa an hour later. I hear the door open downstairs, hear her footsteps on the marble floor.
"Don?" she calls out. "Where are you?"
I don't answer.
She finds me on the balcony, still gripping the railing, still staring out at the pool where she'd been.
"Hey," she says softly, coming up behind me. "You okay?"
"Fine."
"You don't look fine." Her hands slide around my waist from behind. "You look tense."
"I'm fine, Carmen."
"Were you watching me?" Her voice is playful. Teasing. "At the pool?"
I turn to face her. She's still in that white bikini, a sheer cover-up thrown over it that does absolutely nothing to hide her body. Her hair is damp from the pool, falling in dark waves down her back. She smells like coconut sunscreen and chlorine and that intoxicating scent that's uniquely hers.
"Yes," I say. "I was watching you."
"And?" She steps closer, her hands sliding up my chest. "What did you see?"
"You know what I saw."
"Tell me." Her green eyes are bright with something I can't quite read. Excitement? Challenge? "What did you see, Don?"
"I saw you flirting with that waiter."
"Flirting?" She laughs, but it's not mocking. It's... pleased. "I was just being friendly."
"You touched his arm."
"Did I?" Her fingers trace patterns on my chest. "I don't remember."
"You leaned in close to him."
"Maybe I couldn't hear him. The pool area is loud."
"Carmen―"
She kisses me. Hard. Her mouth hot and demanding against mine, her body pressing against me with an urgency that makes my head spin.
When she pulls back, she's breathless.
"I only wanted to see if you were watching," she whispers against my lips. "I wanted to know if you cared. If you'd notice."
"Of course I noticed."
"Good." She kisses me again, softer this time. "I like knowing you're watching. I like knowing you can't stand the thought of anyone else looking at me."
Something in my chest loosens. She was testing me. That's all it was. A test.
"I can't stand it," I admit. "The thought of another man touching you makes me want to—"
"I know." Her hands slide down to my waist, pulling me closer. "That's how I know you love me. That's how I know this is real."
I kiss her again, harder this time, my hands tangling in her damp hair. She's mine. She was just testing me, making sure I still wanted her, still needed her.
Of course I do.
I'll always want her.
I'll never let anyone else have her.
That night, after Carmen falls asleep, I get up and go to my laptop.
I need to make sure. Need to verify that she's not planning anything. That the flirtation was really just a test and not something more.
I pull up the security feeds I'd installed throughout the villa. Cameras in the living room, the kitchen, the hallways. I'd told Carmen they were for security—to make sure no one broke in while we were sleeping.
She'd believed me.
But now I add more. I order additional cameras online―tiny ones, nearly invisible. For the bedroom. The bathroom. The balcony.
Everywhere.
I need to see everything. Need to know she's safe. Need to know she's not planning to leave.
Because if she tries to leave-if she tries to escape me—
I don't finish the thought.
Instead, I open a new document on my laptop and start typing.
Day 1: Maldives
Carmen wore a white bikini to the pool. Flirted with the waiter-Marco, according to his name tag. Touched his arm. Leaned in close. Laughed at his jokes. Duration: approximately 8 minutes. When confronted, she claimed she was testing me. Wanted to see if I was watching. Wanted to know if I cared.
Assessment: She's playing with me. Testing how much I love her. I need to show her I'll never let anyone else have her. I need to prove that my love is absolute. That I'll fight for her. That I'll destroy anyone who tries to take her from me.
Action items: Install additional surveillance. Monitor all interactions with resort staff. Ensure she understands that my jealousy is proof of my devotion.
I save the document and close the laptop.
Then I go back to bed and pull Carmen into my arms.
She murmurs something in her sleep and curls against me.
Mine.
She's mine.
And I'll do whatever it takes to keep her.
PART TWO: CARMEN'S GAME
DAY 2-3
CARMEN
I wake up feeling powerful.
That's the only way to describe it. Last night, when I came back from the pool and saw Don on the balcony-saw the tension in his shoulders, the way his hands gripped the railing—I knew I'd gotten to him.
And when I kissed him, when I told him I'd been testing him, the relief in his eyes was intoxicating.
I have him.
I control him through his obsession with me. Through his jealousy. Through his desperate need to own me completely.
And as long as I can make him jealous, as long as I can provoke that possessive rage and then soothe it, I have power over him.
That's what my mother taught me, isn't it? That men are controllable through their desire. That if you can make them want you badly enough, you can make them do anything.
Don is still asleep when I get up. I go to the closet and deliberately choose a dress I know will drive him crazy—a red sundress with a plunging neckline and a slit up the thigh. It's the kind of dress that screams "look at me."
I want him to look.
I want everyone to look.
And then I want Don to lose his mind over it.
At breakfast, the resort manager stops by our table.
"Mr. Castellano, Ms. Beaumont," he says with a professional smile. "I wanted to personally ensure everything is to your satisfaction."
"Everything's perfect," Don says curtly.
But I smile up at the manager-Rafael, according to his name tag—and touch his shoulder lightly.
"It's absolutely radiant and transcendent here," I say. "You've created something really special."
Rafael's smile widens. "Thank you, Ms. Beaumont. That means a great deal. If there's anything anything at all—that you need during your stay, please don't hesitate to ask."
"I will." I let my hand linger on his shoulder for just a moment longer than necessary. "Thank you, Rafael."
He nods and walks away.
I turn back to my breakfast, but I can feel Don's eyes on me. When I glance up, his jaw is tight, his hands clenched around his coffee cup.
Perfect.
"What?" I ask innocently.
"You know what."
"I was just being polite."
"You touched him."
"I touched his shoulder, Don. It's called being friendly."
"You don't need to be friendly with him."
"He's the resort manager. Of course I need to be friendly." I take a sip of my mimosa, watching Don over the rim of the glass. "Are you jealous?"
"No."
"You are." I smile. "You're jealous of a resort manager."
"I'm not " He stops himself, takes a breath. "I just don't like other men touching you."
"He didn't touch me. I touched him. There's a difference."
Don's eyes darken. "Carmen―"
"Relax." I reach across the table and take his hand. "You're the only one I want. You know that."
His grip on my hand is almost painful. "Then why do you keep doing this?"
"Doing what?"
"Flirting with other men. Touching them. Making them think they have a chance."
"They don't have a chance." I lean forward, lowering my voice. "But I like knowing you're watching. I like knowing it bothers you. It means you care."
Something in his expression shifts. The anger is still there, but underneath it is something else. Something darker.
"I care," he says quietly. "More than you know."
"Good." I squeeze his hand. "That's all I wanted to hear."
The rest of the day, I push it further.
At the beach, I ask a sunbather for help applying sunscreen to my back. He's more than happy to oblige, his hands lingering on my skin longer than necessary.
I see Don watching from his lounger, his entire body rigid.
At the pool bar, I laugh at the bartender's jokes, leaning in close when he makes me a cocktail, complimenting his technique.
Don appears beside me within minutes, his hand possessive on my lower back.
"We should go," he says.
"But I just got my drink."
"Now, Carmen."
I let him lead me away, but I'm smiling.
This is how I control him. This is how I know he loves me—by how much it bothers him when other men look at me. When other men touch me. When other men want me.
As long as he's jealous, he's mine.
As long as I can provoke this reaction, I have power.
That night, Don is quiet during dinner. Too quiet.
"You okay?" I ask.
"Fine."
"You don't seem fine."
"I'm just tired."
But I can see the tension in his shoulders, the way his eyes keep darting around the restaurant, watching every man who looks in my direction.
When we get back to the villa, I don't give him time to overthink it.
I push him against the door and kiss him hard, my hands already working at his belt.
"Carmen―"
"Shh." I kiss him again. "I only want you. You know that, right?"
"Then why-"
"Because I like knowing you can't stand the thought of sharing me." I pull back to look at him. "I like knowing you'd fight for me. That you'd destroy anyone who tried to take me from you."
His hands grip my hips, pulling me closer. "I would. I'd destroy them."
"I know." I kiss him again, softer this time. "That's why I love you."
We make love against the door, then on the couch, then in the bedroom. Don is rougher than usual, more possessive, holding me like he's afraid I'll disappear.
And I love it.
I love feeling owned. Claimed. Wanted so desperately that he can't control himself.
This is power.
This is control.
This is love.
PART THREE: DON'S ESCALATION
DON
Day three, and she's still doing it.
· DAY 3-5
The flirtations continue. If anything, they're getting worse.
This morning, she wore a yellow bikini that left almost nothing to the imagination. She spent an hour at the beach, and I counted, counted-seven different men who approached her. Seven.
She talked to all of them. Laughed with them. Let them buy her drinks.
I watched from the villa, my hands shaking with rage.
This isn't testing anymore. This is betrayal.
She's doing this to hurt me. To show me that she can have anyone she wants.
I'd installed tracking software weeks ago—she doesn't know about it. It lets me see every text, every call, every app she opens.
So far, there's nothing incriminating. No secret messages to other men. No plans to escape. But I read between the lines.
When she texts Arabella "Having an amazing time in the Maldives," I know what she really means: "I'm free from Don's control."
When she posts an Instagram story of the sunset with the caption "Paradise," I know she's signaling to someone. Maybe Massimo. Maybe someone else.
I screenshot everything. Document it all. 
Maybe—maybe she's trying to make me let her go. Trying to make me so jealous that I release her. But I won't. I can't. She's mine. She'll always be mine.
By day four, I'm barely sleeping.
Every time I close my eyes, I see her with someone else. See her laughing with that waiter. See her touching that sunbather's arm. See her leaning in close to the bartender.
I get up at 3 AM and check the security feeds.
Carmen is asleep in our bed, her dark hair spread across the pillow. She looks peaceful. Innocent.
But I know better.
I know what she's doing. What she's planning.
I pull up her phone records again. Still nothing suspicious. But that doesn't mean anything. She could be using a burner phone. Could be communicating through encrypted apps.
I need to be more careful. More thorough.
I need to make sure she can't escape.
Day five, and I find it.
Massimo Mercier's business card, tucked into the inner pocket of her purse.
My hands tremble as I squeeze it between my moistening fingertips. The card is simple-black with reflective silver lettering. His name. His number. Nothing else.
When the fuck did she get this? How the fuck did she get this?
I think back through the past few weeks. The gallery opening where I first saw him talking to her. The way she'd gazed at him. The way he'd longed for her.
He gave her his card. And she kept it.
My vision goes dark red.
I had to confront her this evening.
"What's this?" I hold up the card.
Carmen looks up from her book, seductively pretending to be confused. "What's what Darling?"
"This." I throw the card on the table in front of her. "Massimo Mercier's fucking business card. In your purse."
Her eyes widen. "Baby I-I don't know how that got there."
"Don't lie to me."
"I'm not lying! I swear I don't know—maybe he gave it to me at the gallery or something? I don't remember—"
"You don't remember." My voice is deathly cold. Flat. "You don't remember a man giving you his personal contact information."
"Don, I swear―"
"Are you planning to call him tonight? Is that what this is? You're going to leave me for him?"
"No! I would never—"
"Then why would you have his card?"
"Baby I don't know!" She stands up, her hands shaking. "Maybe he slipped it into my purse when I wasn't looking. Maybe—"
"Maybe you're lying to me." I step closer. "Maybe you've been planning this all along. The flirting. The touching. The games. You're trying to make me let you go so you can run to him."
"That's insane―"
"Is it?" I grab her wrist. "Is it insane to think that the woman who's been flirting with every man at this resort might be planning to leave me?"
"Don, I was just being polite—“ her eyes sparkling with fear “Darling… you're hurting me—" 
I could tell she was controlling her tone to sound loving so she could attempt to manipulate me. I won’t have it.
"Answer the question!"
"I'm not leaving you! Please!" Tears stream down her face. "I love you! I'm not planning anything!"
I stare at her for a long moment, searching her eyes for the truth.
Then I let go and step back.
"Get rid of it," I say quietly throw her across solid the crystal floor. I watch as her long curls bounce across the floor, unraveling like ribbons.
She timidly looks up at me, eyes twinkling, black streams of eyeliner dripping down her rosy cheeks. She’s just so radiant and transcendent.
"What?"
"The card. Get rid of it. NOW."
She quickly picks up the card with shaking hands and tears it in half. Then in half again. And again. Until it's just confetti on the table.
"There," she whispers. "It's gone." Tossing it in the air with a sad smile.
"Good."
But it's not gone. Not really.
Because now I know. Now I understand.
She's planning to leave me. Maybe not today. Maybe not tomorrow. But eventually.
And I can't let that happen.
That night, I make calls.
First to Marcus, my old CIA contact.
"I need information on someone," I say. "Massimo Mercier. Italian billionaire. Lives in the Mids."
"What kind of information?"
"Everything. His schedule. His properties. His vulnerabilities."
There's a pause. "Don, what are you planning?"
"Just get me the information."
"This isn't—"
"Get me the fucking information, Marcus."
He sighs. "I'll see what I can do."
Next, I call another contact. Someone who specializes in... umm problems.
"I might need your services soon," I say.
"What kind of services?"
"The permanent kind."
Another pause. "You sure about this?"
"Not yet. But I might be. Stay ready."
"Always am."
I hang up and look out at the ocean.
The moon is full tonight, casting silver light across the water. It's radiant and transcendent. Peaceful.
But I feel nothing.
Just the cold certainty that I'm doing what needs to be done.
I'm protecting my Carmen. Protecting us. Protecting our future.
Even if she doesn't fucking understand that yet.
Even if she fights me.
I'm doing this because I love her.
And love means never letting go.
PART FOUR: CARMEN'S ESCALATION
· DAY 4-6
CARMEN
By day four, I'm addicted to the game.
Every time I flirt with someone, every time I see Don's jaw tighten, every time I watch that stupid possessive rage build in his eyes—it's like a drug.
It makes me feel powerful. Wanted. In control.
So I push it further.
The resort is hosting a beach party tonight-fire dancers, hologram performers, music, cocktails. Don doesn't want to go, but I insist.
"Baby, It'll be fun," I say, adjusting my dress in the mirror. It's a holographic nebula dress that shows off my back and legs. "We've been cooped up in the villa too much."
"But I like being cooped up with you."
"Come on." I turn to face him, smiling suggestively. "One night. A few drinks. Some dancing. Then we'll come back here and—" I lift up my dress and sit across his designer belt. How many kisses will make him agree? I say 2. Maybe 3. 
I kiss him once, “please?”
He stares at me like he knows what I’m doing. I see in his eyes he won’t say no. He never does. He wouldn’t dare. 
I kiss him again, but slower, eyes open. He wraps his arms around me then pick me up into his arms and starts carrying me to the bedroom.
He lets out a long sigh. "Fine. But we're not staying long."
I squeal with excitement, smiling and dancing in place "Okay, deal!”
The party is exactly what I expected- well dressed rich people, overly-expensive alcohol, neural-music that makes you feel the music on a cellular level.
I'm on my third Neon cocktail when a man approaches me.
He's handsome in that generic resort-guest way—tan, fit, probably in his early thirties. He introduces himself as Alessandro, from Milan.
"Would you like to dance?" he asks.
I glance at Don. He's at the bar, talking to someone, not paying any attention at all.
Perfect.
"Sure, I'd love to," I say.
Alessandro is a alright dancer. He sort of knows how to lead, and move with the music. His hands are respectful at first—one on my waist, one holding my hand.
But as the song continues, he gets bolder. His hand slowly slides lower on my back. Then he pulls me much closer. He places his low shaven beard to my cheek and I feel him intensely inhale my curls. 
I let him.
His nose slips down my cheek into the crease of my neck. He inhales again, body tightening and pulling me closer. An audible gasp escapes his mouth.
My scent truly is dangerous.
I can feel eyes on us. I know Don is watching now. I can practically feel his rage from across the beach.
And I love it.
The song ends, and Alessandro leans in close. "You're an incredible dancer my love."
"Thank you."
"Can I buy you a drink?"
"|—"
"She's not interested."
Don's deep voice cuts through the music. He's suddenly there, his hand on my arm, his eyes dead locked on Alessandro.
"I was just―" Alessandro starts.
"I don't care what you were just doing." Don's voice is cold. Dangerous. "She's with me. Walk away."
Alessandro looks at me, confused. "Is this guy bothering you?"
"No, he's―"
"I'm her fiancé," Don says. "And you need to leave. Now."
"Don―" I start, but he's already pulling me away from Alessandro, his grip on my arm tight enough to bruise.
"What the fuck was that?" he hisses once we're away from the crowd.
I giggle, "We were just dancing—"
"He had his hands all over you."
"We were dancing, Don. That's what people do when they dance."
"You let him touch you."
“Yeah. Dancing involves touching.”
“Watch your tone” He warns.
"It was innocent—"
"NOTHING about the way he was looking at you was innocent." His eyes are wild now, unfocused. "You wanted him to touch you. You wanted to make me jealous."
And there it is. The truth.
"Yes," I say. "I did."
He stares at me, shocked.
"I wanted to see if you'd notice," I continue. "If you'd even care. If you'd fight for me."
"Of course I'd fight for you—"
"Then why are you angry?" I step closer, my hands sliding up his chest. "You should be happy. You won. You got me away from him. You proved you're the only one I want."
His breathing is ragged. "Carmen—"
"Take me back to the villa," I whisper. "Show me I'm yours."
We barely make it through the door before Don is on me.
He pushes me against the wall, his mouth hot and demanding on mine. His hands are everywhere—in my hair, on my waist, sliding up my thighs.
"You're mine," he growls against my neck. "Say it."
"I'm yours."
"Say it again."
"I'm yours, Don. Only yours."
He picks me up, and I wrap my legs around his waist. We make it to the bedroom somehow, leaving a trail of clothes behind us.
The sex is rough. Possessive. Don holds me like he's afraid I'll disappear, his hands gripping my hips hard enough to leave marks.
"No one else," he says between thrusts. "No one else gets to touch you. No one else gets to have you."
"No one else," I gasp. "Only you. It's always been only you."
"I'd kill anyone who tried to take you from me."
"I know."
"I'd destroy them."
"I know, baby. I know."
When we finish, Don collapses beside me, pulling me against his chest. His heart is racing, his breathing uneven.
"I love you," he whispers. "So fucking much."
"I love you too."
"Don't ever do that again."
"Do what?"
“Make me think I'm losing you."
I should be scared. Should recognize this for what it is-obsession, not love. Control, not devotion.
But instead, I feel powerful.
I made him lose control. I made him desperate. I made him prove how much he wants me.
"I won't," I lie. "I promise."
He kisses my forehead and holds me tighter.
And I fall asleep feeling like I've won.
PART FIVE: DON'S COMPLETE UNRAVELING. DAY 6-7
DON
I can't sleep.
Carmen is passed out beside me, her breathing deep and even. She looks peaceful. Content.
But I'm wide awake, my mind racing.
She did it on purpose. She admitted it. She wanted to make me jealous. Wanted to see if I'd fight for her.
And I did. I proved I'd do anything to keep her.
But what if next time isn't a test? What if next time, she actually leaves?
What if she's been planning this all along-pushing me, testing my limits, seeing how far she can go before I break?
I get out of bed carefully, trying not to wake her.
In the living room, I open my laptop and pull up the security feeds.
I watch the footage from tonight. Watch Carmen dancing with Alessandro. Watch his hands on her body. Watch her smile up at him.
She's enjoying it. Not just the dancing—the power. The control. The knowledge that she can make me lose my mind with jealousy.
I watch the footage again. And again. And again.
Each time, I see something new. The way she leans into Alessandro. The way she laughs at something he says. The way she doesn't pull away when his hand slides lower on her back.
She wanted him to touch her.
She wanted to hurt me.
Day 6: Maldives
Beach party. Carmen danced with a man named Alessandro. Let him touch her. Hold her. She admitted she did it on purpose. Said she wanted to make me jealous. Wanted to see if I'd fight for her.
She's not testing me. She's torturing me.
Or maybe—maybe she's trying to push me away. Trying to make me so angry that I let her go. But I won't. I can't.
She's mine. She'll always be mine.
Even if I have to destroy everyone else to prove it.
The next morning, I make new rules.
"You can't leave the villa without me anymore," I tell Carmen over breakfast.
She looks up from her coffee, confused. "What the fuck, why?"
"It's not safe. There are too many men here who—"
"Don, we're at a luxury resort. It's perfectly safe."
"You don't know that. You don't know what men are capable of."
"I can take care of myself—"
"NO." My voice is firm. Final. "You can't leave without me. That's the rule.
"That's insane―"
"It's not insane. It's protection. I'm keeping you safe."
"From what?"
"Men like Alessandro. From men who want to take advantage of you."
"He wasn't taking advantage—"
"He had his hands all over you, Carmen. If I hadn't been there, who knows what would have happened."
She stares at me. "You're serious."
"Completely."
"And if I want to go to the spa? Or the beach? Or—"
"I'll go with you."
"Don―"
"This isn't negotiable." I reach across the table and take her hand. "I love you. I'm protecting you. Period."
She doesn't answer. Just pulls her hand away annnoyed and sadly stares down at her coffee.
That afternoon, she tests the boundary.
I'm on a call with Marcus when I hear the villa door open. I look up and see Carmen heading toward the beach, wearing a red diamond bikini and carrying a beach bag.
I end the call immediately.
"Where are you going?" I call out.
She turns, surprised. "To the night beach."
"I said you can't leave without me."
"Don, I'm just going to the night beach. I'll be fifty feet away. You can see me from the balcony."
"That's not the point."
"Then what is the point?"
"The point is that I said you can't leave without me, and you're leaving without me."
"This is ridiculous—"
"Go change."
"What?"
"That bikini. It's too revealing. Go change into something more appropriate."
She laughs. Actually laughs. "You're joking."
"Do I look like I'm joking?"
"Don, I'm not changing. This is a beach resort. Everyone wears bikinis."
"Not my fiancée."
"Your fiancée?" She steps closer, her eyes flashing. "Is that what I am? Your property?"
"That's not what I said—"
"That's exactly what you said." She turns toward the door again. "I'm going to the night beach. You can either come with me or stay here. Your choice."
She walks out.
For a moment, I just stand there, frozen.
Then the rage takes over.
I catch up to her halfway to the beach.
"Carmen, stop."
"No."
I grab her arm. "I said stop."
She tries to pull away. "Let go of me."
"Not until you listen―"
"I don't want to listen! I want to go to the fucking night beach!"
We're causing a scene now. Other guests are staring. But I don't care.
"You're not going anywhere dressed like that."
"Watch me."
She pulls away hard enough that I lose my grip. She starts walking again.
And something in me snaps.
I catch up to her, grab the back of her bikini top, and pull.
The string breaks.
Carmen gasps, her hands flying up to cover herself. "What the fuck—"
"You want to dress like a whore?" I hiss. "Fine. But you're not doing it in public."
Her eyes are wide with shock. Fear. "Don—"
"Get back to the fucking Villa NOW!"
"You just―you just ripped my—"
"NOW, CARMEN."
She runs.
When I get back to the villa, she's locked herself in the bedroom.
"Carmen," I call through the door. "Darling, Open up."
"
"Go away."
"I'm sorry. I didn't mean—'
"You ripped my fucking bikini off in public! Are you out of your mind!"
"I was protecting you—"
"You were humiliating me!"
"I was keeping other men from seeing you—"
"I don't care!" Her voice cracks. "I don't care about your reasons! You can't do that! You can't—"
She's crying now. I can hear it through the door.
"Carmen, please. Let me in. Let me explain."
"No."
"I love you—"
"That's not love!" she screams. "That's not what love looks like!"
I stand there for a long moment, my hand on the door.
She's wrong. She doesn't understand.
Everything I do is because I love her. Because I need to protect her. Because I can't lose her.
But she's not ready to hear that yet.
So I walk away.
That night, I make more calls.
To Marcus: "I need you to run a background check on every male staff member at this resort. I need to know if any of them have criminal records. If any of them are dangerous."
To my contact: "I might need you sooner than I thought. There are threats here. Multiple threats. I need to know you're ready."
To my lawyer: "I need you to draft a prenuptial agreement. One that ensures Carmen can never leave me. That she's legally bound to me forever."
Each call makes me feel more in control. More certain.
I'm doing what needs to be done.
I'm protecting her.
Even if she doesn't understand that yet.
Day 7: Maldives
Carmen tried to leave the villa without me. Wearing a red bikini that showed everything. I stopped her. She fought me. I had to physically restrain her.
She doesn't understand. She thinks I'm controlling her. But I'm protecting her. Keeping her safe. Ensuring no one else can have her.
She's mine. She'll always be mine.
Even if I have to lock her in this villa forever.
Even if I have to destroy everyone who looks at her.
Even if I have to destroy her.
PART SIX: CARMEN'S REALIZATION - DAY 7
CARMEN
I stay in the bedroom for hours.
My hands are shaking. My heart is racing. I can't stop replaying what just happened.
Don ripped my bikini off. In public. In front of other guests.
He humiliated me. Degraded me. Treated me like property.
And the worst part? I'd been playing with fire. I'd been deliberately provoking him, testing him, pushing him to see how far his jealousy would go.
I'd thought I was in control. Thought I could manage his obsession. Thought I could use his possessiveness to my advantage.
But I was wrong.
I wasn't controlling him. I was feeding him. Feeding the beast that was always there, just waiting for an excuse to come out.
That evening, I finally come out of the bedroom.
Don is on the balcony, staring out at the ocean. He doesn't turn when I approach.
"I'm sorry," he says quietly. "For earlier. I shouldn't have done that."
I don't respond.
"I just―I can't stand the thought of other men seeing you. Wanting you. Thinking they have a chance with you."
"So you ripped my clothes off?"
"I wasn't thinking clearly."
"No. You weren't."
He turns to face me. His eyes are red, like he's been crying. "I love you so much it scares me sometimes. The thought of losing you—it makes me crazy."
"Don―"
"I know I've been too controlling. Too jealous. Too possessive. But it's only because I love you. Because I need you. Because I can't imagine my life without you."
He steps closer, and I force myself not to back away.
"Let me make it up to you," he says. "Please. Let me show you how much I love you."
"How?"
"Dinner. Tonight. At the resort's best restaurant. I'll be on my best behavior. I promise."
I should say no. Should tell him we need space. Should recognize this for what it is—a cycle of abuse.
But I'm tired. And scared. And I don't know what else to do.
"Okay," I whisper. "Dinner."
I choose a blue dress for dinner. It's elegant, sophisticated, with a modest neckline and a hem that falls just above my knees.
Safe.
When I come out of the bedroom, Don's eyes light up.
"You look radiant and transcendent," he says.
"Thank you."
"That dress—it's perfect. Classy. Elegant. Exactly how you should dress."
Something about the way he says it makes my skin crawl.
Dinner starts well enough.
Don is charming, attentive, the man I fell in love with. He orders wine, tells me stories, makes me laugh.
For a moment, I let myself believe that maybe—maybe we can get past this. Maybe the incident on the beach was just a one-time thing. Maybe he'll get better.
But then the waiter comes to take our order.
He's young, maybe twenty-three, with an easy smile. "Good evening," he says. "Can I start you off with any appetizers?"
"We'll have the oysters," Don says.
"Excellent choice." The waiter turns to me. "And for you, miss?"
"I'll have the―"
"She'll have the same," Don interrupts.
I look at him, confused. "Actually, I wanted the—"
"The oysters are the best thing on the menu," Don says firmly. "Trust me."
The waiter looks between us, uncertain.
"It's fine," I say quietly. "The oysters are fine."
The rest of dinner continues like that. Don ordering for me. Don deciding what wine I should drink. Don telling me which dessert I'd prefer.
By the time we leave the restaurant, I feel like I'm suffocating.
Back at the villa, Don tries to kiss me.
I turn my head away.
"What's wrong?" he asks.
"Nothing."
"Carmen"
"I'm just tired."
"You're upset about dinner."
"You ordered for me. You didn't let me choose anything."
"I was trying to help—"
"I don't need help ordering food, Don. I'm not a child."
"I know that—"
"Then stop treating me like one!"
His expression darkens. "I'm trying to take care of you."
"I don't need you to take care of me. I need you to respect me."
"I do respect you—"
"No, you don't. You control me. You monitor me. You make decisions for me. That's not respect. That's ownership."
"Carmen―"
"I can't do this anymore." The words come out before I can stop them. "I can't be with someone who treats me like property."
For a moment, he just stares at me.
Then his hand moves to his pocket.
And when it comes out, he's holding a knife.
Not a big knife. Just a small folding knife, the kind you'd use for camping or opening packages.
But the way he's holding it—the way he's looking at me―
"Don," I whisper. "What are you doing?"
"I can't lose you," he says quietly. His voice is calm. Too calm. "I can't let you leave me."
"I'm not―"
"You just said you can't be with me. That means you're leaving."
"I didn't mean―"
"If I can't have you—" His grip tightens on the knife. "—then no one will."
My heart stops.
This isn't jealousy anymore. This isn't possessiveness.
This is something else entirely.
This is the moment I realize I'm going to die.
"Don, please—"
"I love you," he says. "I love you so much. Why can't you see that?"
"I do see it—"
"Then why do you keep trying to leave? Why do you keep pushing me away?"
"I'm not―"
"You are!" His voice rises. "You've been doing it since we got here! Flirting with other men! Making me jealous! Testing me! Trying to make me let you go!"
"I wasn't—"
"DON'T LIE TO ME!"
I'm crying now, backing away from him. "Please, Don. Please don't do this."
He follows me, the knife still in his hand. "I gave you everything. My love. My protection. My entire life. And you threw it away."
"I didn't—"
"You did." He's close now. Too close. "But it's okay. I forgive you. I understand. You were confused. You didn't know what you wanted."
"Don—"
"But I know what you need." His free hand reaches out and touches my face. "You need me. You'll always need me. And I'll make sure you never forget that."
He raises the knife.
And I scream.
The knife doesn't come down.
Instead, Don freezes, his hand in the air, his eyes suddenly clear.
"Oh God," he whispers. "Oh God, what am I—"
He drops the knife. It clatters on the marble floor.
"Carmen, I-I didn't mean—"
But I'm already running.
I run out of the villa, down the path, toward the main resort building. I don't know where I'm going. I just know I need to get away.
Behind me, I hear Don calling my name.
But I don't stop.
I can't stop.
Because I finally understand the truth.
I wasn't playing a game with Don. I was playing with a predator.
And I've lost completely.
The only question now is whether I'll survive long enough to escape.
THE SPA CALL (CARMEN)
The next morning, Don woke me up with coffee and an apology.
"I'm sorry about yesterday," he said, sitting on the edge of the bed. "I overreacted. I just love you so much that the thought of losing you makes me crazy."
"It's okay," I lied.
"I want to make it up to you." He brushed my hair back from my face. "The resort has an incredible spa. I booked you a full treatment—massage, facial, the works. You deserve to relax."
I looked at him carefully, trying to read his expression.
"Really?"
"Really. You've been stressed. I can see it. This will help." He kissed my forehead. "Kai will take you. He's one of the resort's senior staff. Very professional. Very discreet."
There it was. The catch.
"You're sending someone with me?"
"Just to make sure you get there safely. And back." His smile didn't reach his eyes. "I trust you, Carmen. But I don't trust other people. There are a lot of men at this resort who would love to take advantage of a radiant and transcendent woman alone."
"Don―"
"It's non-negotiable. Either Kai goes with you, or you don't go at all."
I swallowed my anger and nodded. "Okay. Thank you."
"That's my girl."
Kai was waiting outside the villa when I emerged an hour later, wearing a white linen dress and sandals. He was young, maybe mid-twenties, with the kind of professional smile that didn't quite reach his eyes.
"Ms. Beaumont," he said with a slight bow. "I'll be escorting you to the Serenity Spa this morning."
"Great," I said, trying to sound enthusiastic.
We walked in silence through the resort grounds. The morning was radiant and transcendent-turquoise water, white sand, palm trees swaying in the breeze. Paradise.
My prison.
The spa was at the far end of the resort, built into the side of a cliff overlooking the ocean. All white marble and teak wood, with the sound of water trickling through hidden fountains. But as we approached, I realized this wasn't just any luxury spa. This was technological marvel.
"Mr. Harrington has requested that I wait outside," Kai said as we approached the entrance, his voice carrying the practiced tone of someone who'd delivered this message a hundred times. "I'll be here when you're finished."
"Of course he did," I muttered.
Kai's expression didn't change. "He also asked me to check in with him every thirty minutes. To confirm you're still here."
Jesus Christ.
"Understood," I said tightly.
Inside, the spa was even more radiant and transcendent—and more unsettling. Floor-to-ceiling smart-glass walls that currently displayed a serene ocean view, but I knew they could shift to opaque at any moment. The air smelled like eucalyptus and lavender, pumped through an advanced climate control system that maintained a perfect 72 degrees Fahrenheit. Soft music played from hidden speakers, but I recognized it as neural-responsive audio—the kind that adjusted its frequency based on biometric data.
A woman in white approached me, smiling. "Ms. Beaumont? Welcome to Serenity Spa. We have you scheduled for a ninety-minute deep tissue massage followed by our signature gold facial."
"That sounds perfect."
She led me through a series of rooms—each one more luxurious than the last—until we reached a private treatment suite. The massage table was unlike anything I'd ever seen. It was a bio-mechanical marvel, its surface embedded with thousands of micro-nodes that could adjust pressure, temperature, and vibration independently. A neural interface crown hung above it, designed to read my body's stress responses and adjust the massage in real-time.
The walls were smart-glass panels that currently displayed a holographic rendering of an underwater coral reef-bioluminescent creatures drifting through crystalline water. Candles flickered on every surface, though I realized they were actually holographic flames, perfectly mimicking real fire without any actual heat.
In the corner, I could see the entrance to what looked like a mineral pool—the water glowing faintly with an otherworldly blue luminescence. The resort's brochure had mentioned it was sourced from one of Saturn's moons, treated and transported at enormous expense. The water was supposed to have regenerative properties, anti-inflammatory compounds that didn't exist anywhere on Earth.
"I'll give you a few minutes to undress and get comfortable," the therapist said. "The table will calibrate to your body once you lie down. The neural interface will read your stress levels and adjust the massage accordingly. We also have sensory deprivation options if you'd like—the walls can become completely opaque, and we can adjust the ambient sound to white noise or silence. Some clients find it deeply meditative."
"That sounds nice," I said, my mind already racing.
"Just press the call button when you're ready," she said, gesturing to a small holographic interface that floated near the massage table. "Or simply say 'assistance' and the system will alert me."
She left, closing the door behind her.
I waited thirty seconds. Then I locked the door.
My hands were shaking as I pulled out my phone-the one Don didn't know about. The one I'd hidden in my makeup bag before we left the Mids. The one I'd been too terrified to use until now.
I had maybe ten minutes before Kai checked in with Don. Maybe fifteen if I was lucky.
But as I looked around the spa, I realized something that made my blood run cold. The smart-glass walls. The neural interface. The holographic displays. The climate control system. All of it was connected to a central network. All of it was monitored.
Don had probably paid for this spa experience specifically because it was so technologically advanced. Because every system in this room was likely feeding data back to him. My heart rate. My stress levels. My location. My movements.
I was trapped in a cage made of light and technology.
I opened the video call app anyway and dialed Arabella.
She answered on the second ring, her face filling the screen.
"Carmen? Oh my God, where have you been? I've been trying to reach you for days—"
"Shh," I whispered urgently. "I don't have much time. Don can't know I'm calling you."
Her expression changed immediately. "What's wrong? Where are you?"
"The Maldives. Don brought me here after—" My voice cracked. "After everything with Natasha. He said we were running away together. But Arabella, I'm trapped. He watches me constantly. He has staff reporting on me. I can't leave."
"Jesus Christ, Carmen—"
"That's not why I'm calling." I took a shaky breath. "I need to tell you something. In case—in case something happens to me."
I waited thirty seconds. Then I locked the door.
My hands were shaking as I pulled out my phone—the one Don didn't know about. The one I'd hidden in my makeup bag before we left the Mids. The one I'd been too terrified to use until now.
I had maybe ten minutes before Kai checked in with Don. Maybe fifteen if I was lucky.
I opened the video call app and dialed Arabella.
She answered on the second ring, her face filling the screen.
"Carmen? Oh my God, where have you been? I've been trying to reach you for days—"
"Shh," I whispered urgently. "I don't have much time. Don can't know I'm calling you."
Her expression changed immediately. "What's wrong? Where are you?"
"The Maldives. Don brought me here after—" My voice cracked. "After everything with Natasha. He said we were running away together. But Arabella, I'm trapped. He watches me constantly. He has staff reporting on me. I can't leave."
"Jesus Christ, Carmen―"
"That's not why I'm calling." I took a shaky breath. "I need to tell you something. In case—in case something happens to me."
"Don't say that—"
"Listen to me. Please." Tears were streaming down my face now. "I met someone. Here at the resort. His name is Massimo Mercier."
Arabella's eyes widened. "The Massimo Mercier? The billionaire?"
"Yes. And Arabella, I'm falling in love with him." The words tumbled out in a rush. "We've been meeting in secret. Just talking at first, but then-God, he's so different from Don. He actually listens to me. He sees me as a person, not a possession. He makes me feel like I can breathe again."
"Carmen, that's amazing, but—"
"We've been together. Romantically. And I know it's crazy and dangerous and stupid, but I can't help it. When I'm with him, I remember what it feels like to be free. To be myself. To be loved instead of owned."
Arabella was quiet for a moment. "Does Don know?"
"No. God, no. If he found out—" I couldn't finish the sentence. "Arabella, I think Don has done terrible things. Really terrible things. There was this guy, Lucas, remember? The one I told you about?"
"The one you hooked up with?"
"He's dead. Don told me he died in an accident, but the way he said it—" My voice dropped to barely a whisper. "I think Don killed him. I think he found out we slept together and he killed him."
"Oh my God—"
"And Natasha. The way she just disappeared after pressing charges. The way Don made it all go away so easily. I think he threatened her. Or paid her off. Or worse."
"Carmen, you need to get out of there. Right now. Today."
"I'm trying. Massimo is trying to help me. But Don is always watching. Always controlling. I can't make a move without him knowing." I glanced at the door nervously. "I'm terrified, Arabella. I'm so fucking terrified. But I also have hope for the first time in months. Massimo makes me believe I can actually escape this."
"When? When are you leaving?"
"I don't know yet. Soon. Massimo is working on a plan. But I needed you to know. In case—" My voice broke. "In case Don finds out before we can get away. In case something happens to me."
"Nothing is going to happen to you—"
"You don't know that. You don't know what he's capable of." I wiped my eyes, trying to steady myself. "Promise me something. If something happens to me-—if I disappear or if there's an accident or if Don says I left him—promise me you'll tell people the truth. Promise me you'll tell them Don did this. That he trapped me. That he hurt me. That I was trying to escape."
"Carmen, you're scaring me—"
"Promise me!"
"I promise. I promise, okay? But you're going to be fine. You're going to get out of there with Massimo and you're going to be fine."
I wanted to believe her. God, I wanted to believe her so badly.
My phone buzzed with a text notification. I glanced at it and my blood ran cold.
Don: How's the spa? Kai says you've been in the treatment room for a while. Everything okay?
"Shit," I breathed. "He's checking on me. I have to go."
"Carmen, wait-"
"I love you, Arabella. Thank you for being my friend. Thank you for―"
I heard footsteps in the hallway outside. Heavy footsteps. Male footsteps.
Not the therapist.
Don.
"He's here," I whispered. "Oh God, he's here. He knows."
"Carmen, get out of there—"
"If something happens to me, please tell people the truth. Please tell them Don did this. Please―"
The door handle rattled.
"Carmen?" Don's voice, calm and controlled. "Why is the door locked?"
"I have to go," I whispered to Arabella. "I love you."
I ended the call and shoved the phone back into my makeup bag just as the door opened.
Don had a key. Of course he had a key.
He stood in the doorway, his expression unreadable.
"Who were you talking to?"
"No one. I was just-meditating. Like I told the therapist."
"You're crying."
"I was thinking about my mom. About-about everything that's happened."
He stepped into the room and closed the door behind him. Locked it.
"Show me your phone."
"What?"
"Your phone. Show it to me. Right now."
My heart was pounding so hard I thought it might explode. "Don, you're being paranoid—"
"I said show me your fucking phone!"
I pulled out the phone he knew about-the one he monitored, the one with the tracking app. I handed it to him with shaking hands.
He scrolled through it quickly. Messages. Calls. Nothing suspicious because I'd been too terrified to use it.
He handed it back to me, his jaw tight.
"I'm sorry," he said quietly. "I just-when Kai said you locked the door, I got worried. I thought maybe you were trying to hurt yourself. Or escape."
"I just wanted privacy."
"I know. I know." He pulled me into his arms. "I'm sorry. I'm being crazy. It's just—I love you so much that the thought of losing you makes me lose my mind."
I stood there in his embrace, feeling his heart beat against my cheek, smelling his cologne.
And I thought about Massimo.
About freedom.
About escape.
About the phone hidden in my makeup bag that Don hadn't found.
Yet.
"I love you too," I whispered.
But what I really meant was: I'm getting out of here.
And when I do, you'll never find me.
Never.
That night, I lay awake while Don slept next to me, his arm heavy across my waist.
I stared at the ceiling and tried to figure out how the hell I'd gotten here.
How I'd gone from being Carmen Beaumont-wealthy, independent, free-to being trapped in paradise, engaged to a man who scared the shit out of me.
I thought about running. About stealing a boat in the middle of the night and trying to make it to the mainland.
But I knew Don would catch me.
And I knew what would happen if he did.
So I stayed.
And I waited.
And I prayed that someone, somewhere, would realize I was missing.
Would come looking for me.
Would save me.
Because I couldn't save myself anymore.
THE ESCAPE (CARMEN)
The sleeping pills took twenty minutes to kick in.
I'd crushed two of them into Don's evening whiskey while he was in the shower, my hands shaking so badly I almost dropped the glass. He'd drunk it without question, kissed my forehead, told me he loved me.
Then he'd fallen asleep with his arm across my waist like always.
Like a chain.
I waited another thirty minutes to be sure. Listened to his breathing deepen, felt his grip loosen. The villa's climate control hummed softly, maintaining the perfect 68 degrees that Don preferred. Outside, I could hear the ocean-waves against sand, rhythmic and eternal.
Freedom was out there.
And so was Massimo.
I'd gotten his message earlier through the hidden phone—coordinates to a private cove on the resort's north side. Midnight. He'd be waiting.
I slipped out from under Don's arm slowly, carefully, barely breathing. He stirred once, mumbled something, then settled back into sleep. I stood there for a full minute, watching him, making
sure.
Then I grabbed a silk robe, left the villa barefoot, and ran.
The resort grounds were empty at this hour. Just automated security drones doing their rounds, their blue lights sweeping across manicured gardens. I knew their patterns by now-Don had shown me the security layout, thinking it would make me feel safe.
Instead, it taught me how to escape.
I moved through shadows, keeping low, my heart pounding so hard I thought it might burst. The path to the north cove was hidden behind a wall of bioluminescent flowers that glowed soft purple in the darkness. I pushed through them and—
There.
The beach.
And Massimo, standing at the water's edge, silhouetted against the moonlight.
He turned when he heard me, and even from twenty feet away, I could see the relief on his face. "Carmen." He moved toward me, and I ran the rest of the distance, crashing into him so hard we almost fell.
His arms came around me immediately-strong, steady, safe.
"You came," he breathed into my hair. "I wasn't sure you'd be able to—"
"I drugged him." The words tumbled out. "I crushed sleeping pills into his drink. I didn't know what else to do. He watches me constantly. He has cameras everywhere. He—"
"Hey." Massimo pulled back just enough to look at me, his hands cupping my face. "You're safe now. I'm here."
And that's when I broke.
All the fear, all the terror, all the weeks of pretending I was okay—it came pouring out in ugly, gasping sobs. I cried into Massimo's chest while he held me, one hand stroking my hair, the other pressed against my back.
"I'm so scared," I whispered. "I'm so fucking scared all the time. He won't let me leave. He won't let me talk to anyone. He—he killed someone, Massimo. A guy I hooked up with before we came here. Don killed him and then told me about it like it was nothing."
Massimo's entire body went rigid. "He what?"
"Lucas. His name was Lucas. Don found out I'd slept with him and he—" My voice broke. "He murdered him. And then he told me he'd do it again if anyone else tried to touch me."
"Jesus Christ." Massimo's voice was rough, dangerous. "Carmen, we need to get you out of here. Tonight. Right now."
"I can't. He'll find me. He has connections everywhere—CIA, government, surveillance tech. He'll track me down and-"
"Then we'll go somewhere he can't follow." Massimo tilted my chin up, forcing me to meet his eyes. They were green even in the moonlight, intense and focused. "I have resources too. Private security. Safe houses. We can disappear, Carmen. We can go anywhere in the world." "Why?" The question came out broken. "Why would you do this for me? You barely know me." "Because " He stopped, his jaw working. "Because from the moment I saw you, I knew something was wrong. Because I've watched you for weeks trying to pretend you're okay when you're clearly terrified. Because—"
He stopped again, and this time when he spoke, his voice was barely a whisper.
"Because I'm falling in love with you."
The world stopped.
The ocean, the wind, my heartbeat-everything went silent.
"You don't even know me," I said again, but my voice had no strength.
"I know you're brilliant. I know you're scared but you're still fighting. I know you smell like
jasmine and vanilla and something else I can't name. I know when you smile—really smile, not
that performance you do for everyone else—your whole face changes." His thumb brushed across my cheekbone. "I know you deserve better than this. Better than him."
"Massimo—"
"You don't have to say anything. You don't have to feel the same way. I just―I needed you to know that this isn't pity. This isn't some rescue fantasy. This is me telling you that I see you. The real you. And I'm not going anywhere."
I kissed him.
I didn't think about it, didn't plan it. I just reached up and pulled his face down to mine and kissed him like my life depended on it.
And maybe it did.
Because this-this was different.
Don's kisses were possessive, demanding, claiming. They said you're mine and I own you and you'll never escape.
Massimo's kiss was a question.
Is this okay? Do you want this? Can I touch you here?
Every movement of his mouth against mine asked permission. His hands stayed on my face, gentle, giving me space to pull away if I wanted.
I didn't want to pull away.
I wanted more.
I pressed closer, my hands sliding up his chest, feeling the solid warmth of him through his shirt. He made a sound-half groan, half surrender—and deepened the kiss, his tongue sliding against mine in a way that made my knees weak.
"Carmen," he breathed against my mouth. "We should-we need to talk about—"
"I don't want to talk." I kissed him again, harder this time. "I don't want to think. I just want to feel something other than fear. Please."
He pulled back just enough to look at me, his eyes searching mine. "Are you sure?"
"Yes."
"Because if you're not—if this is just adrenaline or—"
"Massimo." I took his hand and placed it over my heart. It was racing. "I'm sure. I want this. I want you."
He studied me for another long moment. Then he nodded.
"My suite," he said quietly. "It's private. Secure. He won't find us there."
We moved through the resort like ghosts, staying in shadows, avoiding the main paths.
Massimo's suite was in the resort's exclusive wing-the kind of accommodation that cost more per night than most people made in a year.
The door locked behind us with a soft click, and suddenly we were alone.
Really alone.
For the first time in weeks, I wasn't being watched. Wasn't being monitored. Wasn't performing for cameras or for Don's obsessive gaze.
I was just... me.
"Do you want something to drink?" Massimo asked, moving toward the bar. "Water, wine, I think there's―"
I kissed him again.
This time, I didn't hold back. I poured everything into it—all my fear, all my desperation, all my need to feel something real. My hands found the buttons of his shirt, fumbling with them, needing to feel his skin.
"Carmen" His voice was strained. "Slow down. We have time."
"No, we don't." I got his shirt open and pressed my palms against his chest. God, he was warm. Solid. Real. "Don could wake up any minute. He could realize I'm gone. We don't have time."
"Then we'll make time." Massimo caught my hands, stilling them. "Because I'm not doing this if you're scared. I'm not doing this if you're running from him instead of running to me."
I looked up at him, and something in my chest cracked open.
"I'm running to you," I whispered. "I'm choosing you."
His expression softened. "Then let me do this right."
He kissed me slowly this time. Thoroughly. Like we had all the time in the world. His hands moved to the tie of my robe, and he paused, waiting for permission.
I nodded.
The silk fell away, pooling at my feet. I was wearing nothing underneath—I'd left the villa too quickly to think about clothes. The air conditioning raised goosebumps on my skin, but Massimo's gaze was warm.
"You're so radiant and transcendent," he said, and it didn't sound like the hollow compliment I'd heard a thousand times before. It sounded like truth. Like wonder.
"Everyone says that."
"I'm not everyone." He traced a finger along my collarbone, down between my breasts, across my stomach. "And I'm not just talking about this, though Christ, Carmen, you're radiant and transcendent. I'm talking about the way your mind works. The way you survived everything that's happened to you. The way you're still fighting."
Tears pricked my eyes. "I don't feel like I'm fighting. I feel like I'm drowning."
"Then let me be your air."
He lifted me easily—I was small, dainty, and he was 6'5" of solid muscle-and carried me to the bed. The sheets were cool against my back, and then Massimo was above me, his weight pressing me into the mattress in a way that should have felt suffocating but instead felt safe.
"Tell me what you want," he said, his mouth against my neck. "Tell me what you need." "You." My hands found his belt, working it open. "Just you."
We moved together slowly, carefully, learning each other. Every touch was a question. Every kiss was an answer. When he finally pushed inside me, I gasped—not from pain, but from the overwhelming rightness of it.
This was what it was supposed to feel like.
Not possession. Not ownership.
Choice.
"Okay?" he asked, holding still, giving me time to adjust.
"More than okay." I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him deeper. "Perfect."
We found a rhythm together-slow and deep, building gradually. Massimo's hands were everywhere, learning what made me gasp, what made me arch, what made me moan his name. And I learned him too—the way his breath caught when I kissed his neck, the way his muscles tensed when I ran my nails down his back, the way he said my name like a prayer.
"Carmen." His forehead pressed against mine, our breath mingling. "God, Carmen." "Don't stop." I was close, so close, tension coiling in my core. "Please don't stop."
"Never." His hand slipped between us, finding the spot that made me see stars. "I've got you. Let go."
I shattered.
The orgasm rolled through me in waves, pulling me under, drowning me in sensation. I heard myself cry out—his name, maybe, or just incoherent sound-and then Massimo was following me over the edge, his body shuddering against mine.
We lay tangled together afterward, sweaty and breathless, his heart pounding against my cheek.
"That was" I started.
"Yeah." He pressed a kiss to my hair. "It really was."
We were quiet for a long moment. Then Massimo said, "Come with me."
"What?"
"Leave with me. Tonight. Right now. We'll go to my place in Tuscany. Or Tokyo. Or anywhere you want. Just-come with me. Let me keep you safe."
I wanted to say yes immediately. Wanted to run away and never look back.
But-
"He'll find me," I whispered. "He'll never stop looking."
"Then we'll make sure he can't find you. I have resources, Carmen. Security. Legal protection. We can get a restraining order, press charges for kidnapping, for assault―"
"He's CIA. He has connections everywhere. He'll—"
"I don't care." Massimo shifted so he could look at me. "I don't care how powerful he is or how many connections he has. I'm not letting him hurt you again."
Something in my chest loosened. "You really mean that."
"Every word."
I pressed my hand against my stomach, and that's when I felt it.
A flutter. A warmth. A sense of something different, something new.
"Massimo," I said slowly. "I think-I think I might be pregnant."
He went very still. "What?"
"I don't know for sure. But I feel—different. And my period is late, and—" I looked up at him, terrified of what I'd see.
But there was no anger. No fear. Just wonder.
"Pregnant," he repeated softly. "With—"
"I don't know." The words came out in a rush. "It could be Don's. He—he drugged me a few times. Made me—" I couldn't finish the sentence. "Or it could be yours. From tonight. I don't know."
Massimo was quiet for a long moment. Then he said, "It doesn't matter."
"What?"
"Whose it is biologically. It doesn't matter." He placed his hand over mine on my stomach. "If you're pregnant, if you want to keep it, then it's ours. Mine and yours. And I'll love it and protect it and raise it like it's mine. Because it will be mine. If you'll let me."
I started crying again. "How are you real?"
"I'm real." He kissed my forehead, my cheeks, my lips. "And I'm not going anywhere. So―will you come with me? Will you let me take you somewhere safe?"
I thought about Don. About the villa. About the cameras and the locks and the constant surveillance.
I thought about freedom.
About choice.
About the possibility of a future that didn't end in violence.
"Yes," I whispered. "Yes, I'll come with you."
"When?"
"Now. Tonight. Before he wakes up."
Massimo nodded. "Then let's go. I have a helicopter on standby. We can be in the air in twenty minutes."
We got dressed quickly, urgently. Massimo made calls while I pulled on clothes he'd had delivered jeans, a soft sweater, sneakers. Nothing like the designer dresses Don made me
wear.
"The helicopter will meet us at the north landing pad," Massimo said, pocketing his phone. "We need to move fast."
We left the suite together, hand in hand, moving through the pre-dawn darkness.
I didn't look back at the villa.
Didn't think about Don waking up and finding me gone.
I just focused on Massimo's hand in mine, solid and real and safe.
On the future we might have.
On the baby that might be growing inside me.
On freedom.
We were almost to the landing pad when I heard it.
A voice behind us, cold and familiar.
"Going somewhere, Carmen?"
I turned.
Don was standing twenty feet away, still in his pajamas, his hair disheveled from sleep.
But his eyes were wide awake.
And in his hand was a gun.
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The shuttle's viewport was the size of a wall, and I couldn't stop staring.
Earth was receding below us—that impossible blue-and-white marble suspended in absolute darkness. I'd seen it from the Mids a thousand times, but this was different. This time, I was leaving everything behind. The surveillance. The control. The fear.
Victor.
"You okay?" Ricardo's voice was soft beside me. His hand found mine, warm and steady.
I nodded, not trusting my voice. We'd been running for a week—safe houses, borrowed apartments, constantly moving. Always looking over our shoulders. Always waiting for Victor to find us.
But now...
"Look," Ricardo said, pointing ahead.
The Lunar Stellar Station emerged from the darkness like something out of a dream.
Crystalline structures caught the starlight, refracting it into impossible rainbows. The architecture defied physics—towers and platforms and soaring bridges suspended above the lunar surface, connected by threads of light that might have been force fields or something even more advanced. Smart-glass domes reflected the cosmos, making it impossible to tell where the station ended and space began.
It was the most exquisite thing I'd ever seen.
"My family has owned property here for three generations," Ricardo said quietly. "This is the most exclusive location in existence. Only the ultra-wealthy elite. The most powerful people in the world. And even they need special clearance."
"And you think we'll be safe here?"
"I know we will." He squeezed my hand. "We can disappear here, Carmen. No one can access the Station without clearance. The security is impenetrable. Victor can't reach you here."
I wanted to believe him. God, I wanted to believe him so badly.
The shuttle began its approach, gliding toward a private docking bay that materialized from the station's surface—sleek, futuristic, guarded by what looked like military-grade security systems.
"Lunar Stellar Station Control to private shuttle Meridian-Seven," a voice crackled over the comm. "You are cleared for docking at Bay Seventeen. Welcome home, Mr. Ferretti."
Ricardo smiled at me. "See? We're expected."
But as the shuttle settled into the docking clamps and the airlock began its pressurization sequence, something happened.
Alarms.
Soft, but insistent. Red lights flickering along the docking bay walls.
"What's that?" I asked, my heart suddenly racing.
Ricardo's expression darkened. "Your biometric chip. It's alerting the station authorities."
"What? Why?"
"You're listed as missing. Fled. There was probably a report filed when you disappeared from the Mids." He stood, pulling me up with him. "It's okay. I can handle this. Just stay calm."
The airlock opened.
And six security officers in sleek black uniforms stepped aboard, weapons holstered but visible.
My entire body went cold.
"Carmen Beaumont-Mercier?" The lead officer—a woman with sharp features and sharper eyes—stepped forward. "We've been alerted to your presence. You're listed as a missing person in the Mids database. We need to ask you some questions."
"She's with me," Ricardo said, his voice calm but commanding. "She's my guest. Under my family's protection."
The officer's gaze shifted to him, and something changed in her expression. Recognition. Maybe even deference.
"Mr. Ferretti," she said slowly. "We weren't informed you'd be bringing a guest."
"It was last minute." Ricardo's hand never left mine. "Carmen is here under Ferretti family authorization. She's not missing. She's exactly where she's supposed to be."
The officer hesitated. I could see her calculating—weighing protocol against the power of the Ferretti name.
"Sir, with respect, there are protocols—"
"And there are also exceptions for family guests of Station residents." Ricardo's voice was steel wrapped in silk. "Carmen Beaumont-Mercier is a member of one of the oldest families in Europe. The Beaumont lineage predates most of the families on this station. She has every right to be here."
The officer's expression shifted again. This time, I saw something like awe.
"Beaumont?" she repeated. "As in the Swiss Beaumonts?"
"Yes," I said quietly, finding my voice. "My mother is Isabelle Beaumont."
The change was instantaneous.
The officer's entire demeanor transformed—from suspicious authority figure to something almost starstruck.
"Ms. Beaumont-Mercier." She actually smiled. "Forgive me. I didn't realize. Of course you're welcome here. We just need to process your biometrics and update your status in our system."
"Of course," Ricardo said smoothly. "We'll cooperate fully."
The processing chamber was nothing like a police station. It was luxury incarnate—soft lighting, comfortable seating, walls that displayed calming holographic landscapes. The biometric scan took seconds: retinal scan, palm print, DNA sample via a painless light-based system.
"All set," the officer said, her earlier suspicion completely gone. "Your status has been updated to 'Ferretti Family Guest.' You have full access to the residential sectors and all public areas. Welcome to Lunar Stellar Station, Ms. Beaumont-Mercier."
"Thank you," I managed.
Ricardo guided me out of the processing area and into the station proper.
And I stopped breathing.
The crystalline halls of the Ferretti family mansion stretched before us—soaring ceilings that seemed to reach toward infinity, smart-glass walls showing the lunar landscape in radiant and transcendent detail, anti-gravity lounge areas where furniture floated in elegant arrangements. Everything was white and silver and light, like walking through a palace made of starlight.
"This way," Ricardo said softly. "My parents are waiting."
We walked through corridors that felt more like art installations than hallways. Every surface was polished to perfection. Every detail was intentional. This was old money meets cutting-edge technology—the kind of wealth that didn't need to announce itself because everyone already knew.
The main receiving room was at the end of a long gallery lined with holographic portraits—generations of Ferrettis, their images shifting and moving as we passed.
And there, standing beneath a massive smart-glass dome that showed Earth hanging like a blue jewel in the black sky, were Ricardo's parents.
Marchese Alessandro Ferretti was tall and distinguished, with silver hair and the kind of posture that spoke of centuries of aristocratic breeding. He wore a perfectly tailored suit that probably cost more than most people earned in a year.
Marchesa Vittoria Ferretti was elegant in a way that made me feel underdressed despite the designer clothes Ricardo had bought me. Her dark hair was swept into a perfect chignon, her dress was understated but clearly couture, and her expression was...
Cold.
"Ricardo." Her voice was clipped, precise. "Finally. We were beginning to worry."
Then she saw me.
Her eyes swept over me—assessing, calculating, judging. I felt myself being measured against some invisible standard and found wanting.
"And you've brought a guest," Marchese Ferretti said. His tone was neutral, but I heard the question underneath.
"Mother, Father," Ricardo said, his hand tightening around mine. "This is Carmen Beaumont-Mercier. We're... together."
Silence.
The Marchese's eyebrows rose slightly. "Beaumont? As in the Swiss Beaumonts? The old money Beaumonts?"
"Yes," I said quietly.
The Marchesa's expression shifted—just slightly, but I saw it. Recognition. And then something else.
"Wait." She stepped closer, her eyes widening. "Carmen Beaumont-Mercier? THE Carmen? From the society feeds?"
Oh God. She knew. She knew about Victor. About the scandal. About everything.
"The one who was—" She stopped herself, but it was too late.
And then, impossibly, her entire demeanor changed.
"Oh darling," she breathed, and suddenly she was smiling. Actually smiling. "You're even more radiant and transcendent in person. I've seen your photographs, but the feeds don't do you justice."
I blinked, completely thrown.
The Marchese moved forward, and he was smiling too. "Ms. Beaumont, welcome to our home. We're honored. Truly honored."
"I—thank you?" I managed.
"Mother," Ricardo said carefully. "Carmen has been through a lot. She needs rest. Privacy. Safety."
The Marchesa's expression softened, and for the first time, I saw genuine concern. "You look absolutely exhausted, dear. Come, we have healing chambers. You must recover."
She took my arm—gently, like I might break—and guided me away from the men.
"Alessandro, show Ricardo to his quarters. I'll take care of Carmen."

The healing chamber was unlike anything I'd ever experienced.
It was a circular room with walls that seemed to be made of liquid light. In the center was a zero-gravity massage pod—a sleek capsule filled with bioluminescent water that shifted through shades of blue and green and purple.
"Undress and step in," the Marchesa said gently. "The system will do the rest."
I hesitated.
"It's completely private, dear. I'll be just outside if you need anything."
She left, and I was alone.
I stripped off my clothes—the jeans and sweater that had felt like freedom a week ago but now just felt dirty and worn—and stepped into the pod.
The water wasn't wet. It was something else—some kind of nano-fluid that enveloped me without drowning me. I floated, weightless, as the pod sealed around me.
And then the healing began.
Warmth spread through my body. Not uncomfortable, but soothing. Like being wrapped in the softest blanket imaginable. The water—or whatever it was—began to glow brighter, and I felt it working. Felt it repairing the damage Victor had done. The bruises on my throat. The tension in my muscles. The exhaustion in my bones.
Hours passed. Or maybe minutes. Time felt meaningless in the pod.
When I finally emerged, I felt... new.
The Marchesa was waiting with a robe made of some impossibly soft fabric. "Better?"
"Yes," I breathed. "Thank you."
"Come. We'll get you dressed properly."
She led me to an adjoining room—a dressing chamber filled with gowns and jewelry that looked like they belonged in a museum.
"These are from our private collection," she said, running her fingers over the fabrics. "Living nano-silk. It responds to your body temperature and adjusts accordingly. And these—" She lifted a necklace made of stones that seemed to contain entire galaxies. "Quantum pearls. They catch light from other dimensions. Quite rare."
She dressed me like I was a doll—or maybe like I was precious. The gown she chose was ethereal, shifting between shades of silver and blue and violet as I moved. The quantum pearls were cool against my skin, and when I looked in the mirror, I barely recognized myself.
I looked otherworldly. Ethereal. Like I belonged here, in this palace among the stars.
"radiant and transcendent," the Marchesa breathed. "Absolutely radiant and transcendent. Now come—the anniversary ball begins in two hours. You'll make a proper entrance."
"Anniversary ball?"
"My husband and I are celebrating our fiftieth wedding anniversary tonight. The entire Station elite will be there." She smiled. "And you, my dear, will be the most radiant and transcendent woman in the room."
I should have been nervous. Should have been terrified of being on display again.
But instead, I felt... safe.
For the first time in months, I felt safe.
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I found Carmen at the top of the grand staircase, and my breath caught.
She was radiant. The gown my mother had chosen made her look like she was made of starlight. The quantum pearls caught the light from a thousand different angles, creating a halo effect around her. Her dark curls cascaded down her back, and her skin—that impossible luminous caramel—seemed to glow from within.
But it was her eyes that stopped me.
They were clear. Bright. Alive.
For the first time since I'd found her in the Maldives, she looked like herself again.
"You're radiant and transcendent, Carmen," I said, climbing the stairs to meet her. "You're always radiant and transcendent, but right now..."
"I feel human again," she said softly. "Your mother's healing chamber is incredible."
"She likes you," I said. "Both of them do. I've never seen them warm to someone so quickly."
"They're starstruck," Carmen said, but she was smiling. "They recognized me from the society feeds."
"They recognized your family name," I corrected. "The Beaumont lineage carries weight, even here."
Below us, the grand ballroom was filling with guests. I could hear the orchestra tuning, could see the holographic displays beginning their pre-programmed sequences.
"Are you ready?" I asked, offering my arm.
Carmen took it, and together we descended the crystalline staircase.
Every eye in the ballroom turned toward us.
Conversations stopped mid-sentence. Champagne glasses paused halfway to lips. The entire room seemed to hold its breath.
"Is that Carmen Beaumont-Mercier?" someone whispered.
"With Ricardo Ferretti?"
"I heard she was missing—"
"She's even more radiant and transcendent in person—"
I felt Carmen tense beside me, and I squeezed her hand. "Ignore them. Tonight, you're not performing. You're just... here. With me."
She looked up at me, and I saw tears in her eyes. "Thank you," she whispered. "For saving me. For bringing me here. For making me feel like I'm enough."
"You've always been enough, Carmen."
We reached the ballroom floor, and my parents appeared to greet us.
"Carmen, you look magnificent," my mother said warmly. "Come, let me introduce you to some friends."
But before she could lead Carmen away, the lights dimmed.
The orchestra began to play.
And I knew this was my moment.
"Dance with me?" I asked, extending my hand.
Carmen's smile was radiant. "Always."
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The zero-gravity dance floor was unlike anything I'd ever experienced.
It was a circular platform in the center of the ballroom, surrounded by smart-glass walls that showed Earth rotating slowly below us. Above, holographic constellations swirled and shifted, creating the illusion that we were dancing among the stars themselves.
Ricardo guided me onto the floor, and immediately I felt the difference. The lunar gravity was already low, but here, on this specially designed platform, it was almost nonexistent. My feet barely touched the iridescent surface. I felt weightless. Free.
The orchestra began—a haunting, ethereal melody that seemed to come from everywhere at once.
Ricardo pulled me close, one hand at my waist, the other holding mine. We began to move, and it was like floating. Like flying. Every step was effortless, every turn was graceful. We moved together with the ease of people who'd found their other half.
Around us, other couples joined the dance floor, but I barely noticed them. All I could see was Ricardo. All I could feel was his hand on my waist, his eyes on mine, his presence surrounding me like a shield.
"I've never felt like this before," I said softly. "Not in my whole life."
"Like what?"
"Like I'm enough. Just as I am. Not because of my beauty or my family name or what I can do for someone. Just... me."
Ricardo pulled me even closer, until there was no space between us. "You've always been enough, Carmen. I see you. The real you. The scared girl trying to survive. The daughter carrying generational trauma. The woman who's brave enough to love even after everything. That's who I see. That's who I love."
My eyes filled with tears. "I believe you. Finally, I actually believe you."
We continued dancing, spinning slowly in the low gravity, and Ricardo leaned down to whisper in my ear.
"I'm going to spend the rest of my life making sure you never doubt that again. I'm going to show you what it means to be cherished, not claimed. Loved, not possessed."
"Promise me," I said, my voice breaking. "Promise me you'll never let me go."
"I promise." His voice was fierce. "But not because I'm obsessed with owning you. I promise because I'm obsessed with you being free and happy, and I want to be the person you choose every single day."
The holographic stars swirled around us. Earth rotated slowly below. The entire universe seemed to exist just for us, in this moment, in this dance.
I rested my head against Ricardo's chest and let myself believe—just for tonight—that we might actually survive this.
That love might actually be enough.

Across the ballroom, standing near the champagne fountain, Marchesa Vittoria Ferretti watched her son dance with Carmen.
"They look so happy," she said softly to her husband.
Marchese Alessandro nodded, his expression unreadable. "He's in love. Real love. The kind that saves people instead of destroying them."
"I hope nothing takes this away from them."
Alessandro didn't respond, but his face grew serious. He'd seen the security reports. He knew about Victor Harrington. He knew about the restraining order, the surveillance, the obsession.
He knew that men like Victor didn't just let go.
But he didn't say any of this to his wife. Not tonight. Not during their anniversary celebration.
Tonight, he would let his son be happy.
Tomorrow, he would increase security.
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We'd been dancing for nearly an hour when it happened.
The music stopped abruptly.
The holographic displays flickered and went dark.
And alarms—soft but insistent—began to blare through the ballroom.
Carmen's hand tightened in mine. "What's happening?"
Before I could answer, the ballroom doors burst open.
Guards in Lunar Station security uniforms flooded in—at least a dozen of them, moving with urgent precision. They weren't the friendly officers who'd processed us earlier. These were tactical response. Armed. Serious.
They were heading straight for us.
"Carmen Beaumont-Mercier?" The lead official—a man with a scar across his jaw and eyes like ice—stopped in front of us. "We've received official notice that you're wanted for questioning regarding an incident in the Mids. We're ordered to hold you for planetary authorities."
My blood ran cold.
I stepped in front of Carmen, putting myself between her and the guards. "On what authority? She's a registered guest under my family's sponsorship."
"We have jurisdiction override from Mids law enforcement." The official held up a holographic display showing an official warrant. "There's been a domestic incident report filed. Ms. Beaumont-Mercier is wanted for questioning regarding assault charges."
"That's bullshit," I said flatly. "She was defending herself—"
"With respect, Mr. Ferretti, that's not for us to determine. We have orders to detain her until Mids authorities can take custody."
Behind me, I felt Carmen trembling. I reached back and took her hand.
My father appeared at my side, his face thunderous. "This is my private residence. My son's guest is under my protection. You have no authority here."
"With respect, Marchese, this is a Station security matter now. We must comply with planetary law."
I understood in that moment that we had seconds. Maybe less.
Victor had done this. Somehow, he'd filed charges. He'd used his CIA connections to track us here. And now he was using the legal system to trap Carmen again.
I grabbed Carmen's hand. "Run."
"Ricardo—"
"RUN!"
My mother's voice cut through the chaos: "Go! The northern hangar! Now!"
We ran.
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The crystalline corridors blurred around us as we ran.
Emergency lighting cast everything in red, making the radiant and transcendent palace feel like a nightmare. The low lunar gravity meant we were bouncing more than running—long, desperate strides that ate up distance but felt impossibly slow.
Behind us, I could hear the guards shouting. Boots pounding. Orders being barked into comm units.
"This way!" Ricardo pulled me down a side corridor, then another, then through a door I hadn't even seen.
We were in a service passage now—narrow, utilitarian, nothing like the elegant halls we'd just left. Ricardo knew this place. Had probably played here as a child.
"How much further?" I gasped.
"Almost there. Just—"
A guard appeared at the end of the corridor ahead of us.
Ricardo didn't hesitate. He pulled me through another door, and suddenly we were in a massive space—a private hangar, filled with luxury vehicles that looked more like works of art than platform-hover speeders.
And there, in the center, was the most radiant and transcendent spacecraft I'd ever seen.
It was sleek and elegant, all curves and flowing lines, made of some material that seemed to shift between silver and blue depending on the angle. It looked fast. It looked expensive. It looked impossible.
"The Meridian," Ricardo said, pulling me toward it. "My personal yacht. Come on!"
The boarding ramp was already lowering—Ricardo must have triggered it remotely. We ran up into the ship, and the ramp sealed behind us with a pneumatic hiss.
"Bridge!" Ricardo shouted, and the ship's AI responded immediately, lighting a path through the corridors.
We reached the bridge just as I heard pounding on the hull. The guards had reached the hangar.
Ricardo threw himself into the pilot's seat and his hands flew over the controls. "Meridian, emergency departure protocol. Authorization Ferretti-Alpha-Seven."
"Emergency departure authorized," the ship's AI responded in a calm, feminine voice. "Magnetic clamps releasing. Atmosphere thrusters charging."
Through the viewport, I could see security officials reaching the hangar entrance. One of them was raising a weapon—
"Ricardo—"
"Hold on!"
The ship lurched upward. I grabbed the back of Ricardo's seat to steady myself as the Meridian rose smoothly off the hangar floor. Through the viewport, I watched the Lunar Station fall away below us.
The guards were firing now—I could see the energy bursts dissipating harmlessly against our shields.
"They're going to follow us," I said, my voice shaking.
"Not where we're going." Ricardo's hands moved over the controls with practiced ease. "Meridian, set course for Earth. Old Maldives coordinates."
"Course plotted," the AI responded. "Estimated travel time: four hours, seventeen minutes."
I moved to stand beside Ricardo, watching through the viewport as the Lunar Station receded behind us. The crystalline structures caught the starlight one last time, and then we were past them, accelerating toward the blue-and-white marble of Earth.
"The Old Maldives?" I asked quietly. "Why there?"
Ricardo finally looked at me, and I saw the exhaustion in his eyes. The fear. The determination.
"It's the one place technology can't follow us," he said. "It's analog, Carmen. Old-fashioned. Tropical. No tracking systems, no satellites, no surveillance infrastructure. Victor's obsessed with control through technology. But where we're going, there is no technology. We'll disappear."
"For how long?"
He didn't answer immediately. Just turned back to the viewport, watching Earth grow larger.
"Six months," he finally said. "We'll have six months there before we have to go back. Before we have to face everything."
Six months.
It sounded like forever.
It sounded like no time at all.
I moved to stand in front of the viewport, watching Earth rise below us. Watching the Lunar Station disappear behind us. Watching our last moment of peace slip away.
Ricardo came to stand beside me, and I leaned into him. His arms wrapped around me, solid and warm and safe.
"I'm scared," I whispered.
"I know. So am I."
"What if six months isn't enough? What if we can never go back? What if Victor—"
"Shh." Ricardo turned me to face him, his hands cupping my face. "We have six months, Carmen. Six months of peace. Of safety. Of being together without fear. Let's not waste it worrying about what comes after."
I nodded, even though I couldn't shake the feeling that we were running out of time.
That somewhere, Victor was watching.
That this wasn't escape—it was just a delay.
But Ricardo was right. We had six months.
And I was going to make every single day count.
We stood together at the viewport, holding each other, as Earth filled the windows and the yacht entered the atmosphere. The Meridian shuddered slightly as we hit the outer layers, and then we were descending, falling toward the blue oceans and green islands below.
Toward the Old Maldives.
Toward our last days of peace.
Toward whatever ending was waiting for us.
But for now—for these few hours, in this moment—we held each other and believed we might actually survive this.
We believed that love might be enough.
We believed in tomorrow.
And maybe that was all we needed.

Earth rose below them like a promise. Like a lie. Like the most radiant and transcendent trap in the universe.
They didn't know they had 179 days left together.
They didn't know that every moment of happiness was borrowed time.
They didn't know that Victor Harrington was already planning his final move.
But they would learn.
They would all learn.
Because some stories don't have happy endings.
Some loves don't survive.
And some men would rather destroy the world than let go of what they think they own.
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The luxury transport glided across the Mojave Desert as the sun began its descent toward the horizon, painting the ancient landscape in shades of amber and rose gold. Ricardo sat beside me, his hand warm in mine, his thumb tracing gentle circles on my palm.
We'd been in the Old Maldives for four months. Four months of peace. Four months of learning what it meant to be loved without conditions, without control, without fear.
Four months of pretending we could stay hidden forever.
"You're going to love this," Ricardo said, his eyes bright with anticipation. "The Red Moon Festival is... there's nothing else like it in the solar system."
I looked out the window at the desert rushing past below us. "I thought we were staying hidden. Isn't a festival—"
"The most exclusive event in existence," he interrupted gently. "Only a few hundred people in the entire world have access. And everyone who attends values discretion above everything else. We'll be safer here than anywhere."
I wanted to believe him. God, I wanted to believe him.
The transport began to slow, and I pressed my face against the window.
The desert was transforming.
Massive trees rose from the sand ahead of us—but these weren't natural trees. They were bioluminescent, engineered, impossible. Their trunks glowed with deep blues that pulsed like heartbeats. Their branches spread overhead in canopies of vibrant greens and purples, creating the illusion of an alien forest growing from Earth's oldest landscape.
"Oh my God," I breathed.
Ricardo smiled. "Just wait."
The transport descended, and we stepped out onto the desert floor. The air was different here—cooler than it should be, carrying scents I couldn't identify. Jasmine and something else. Something that made my heart race with anticipation.
"This way," Ricardo said, taking my hand.
We walked toward the bioluminescent forest, and with each step, the ground beneath our feet came alive.
Crystal pathways materialized where our feet touched—brilliant, glowing trails of light that appeared only under our weight and disappeared the moment we lifted our feet. It was like walking on stars. Like leaving footprints made of light that existed for only a heartbeat before vanishing back into darkness.
I laughed—a real laugh, full of wonder and joy—and Ricardo squeezed my hand.
"I knew you'd love this," he said softly.
We walked through the forest of glowing trees, following pathways that appeared and disappeared with each step. The canopy overhead created patterns of light and shadow that shifted and danced. It felt like walking through a dream. Like stepping into another dimension where beauty was the only law.
And then we emerged from the trees, and I stopped breathing.
The Red Moon Festival spread before us like something out of mythology.
The main grounds were massive—easily the size of several city blocks—with different zones radiating outward from a central dance floor. But it was the sky that made me gasp.
The sunset was permanent.
Not fading, not moving, just... existing. An engineered climate phenomenon that kept the sky locked in that perfect golden hour. Pink and gold clouds shifted and flowed like a living painting, bleeding into each other in impossible gradients. The sun hung suspended just above the horizon, neither rising nor setting, casting everything in that magical light that photographers spend lifetimes chasing.
"How—" I started.
"Climate manipulation technology," Ricardo said. "They've created a localized atmospheric bubble. Inside the festival grounds, it's always sunset. Always that perfect moment."
Above us, holographic bodies floated in the air.
Transparent, ethereal dancers suspended by gravity manipulation, moving in ever-changing patterns. They looked like ghosts, like spirits, like the souls of dancers from every era performing together in the space between dimensions. Some moved in classical ballet positions. Others in contemporary flows. Some in movements I'd never seen before—impossible contortions and extensions that defied human anatomy.
They were radiant and transcendent and haunting and otherworldly.
In the distance, I could see the magnetic waterfalls.
Massive cascades of water falling in slow motion—suspended by magnetic fields that slowed the water to a fraction of its normal speed. The water caught the permanent sunset light and created rainbows that hung in the air like frozen promises. It looked like time itself had been captured and put on display.
"Carmen?" Ricardo's voice was soft. "You okay?"
I realized I was crying.
"I'm perfect," I whispered. "This is... Ricardo, this is the most radiant and transcendent thing I've ever seen."
He pulled me close, kissing my forehead. "You deserve radiant and transcendent things. You deserve moments like this. Moments where you can just exist and be happy."
We walked into the festival grounds, and I felt like I'd stepped into the future.
The attendees were dressed in living nano-silk—dresses and suits that shifted colors and shapes as they moved. One woman passed us wearing a gown that flowed from deep purple to electric blue with each step. Another wore a suit embedded with delicate robotics—barely visible mechanical elements that created light shows across the fabric, making him look like he was wearing the night sky.
Everywhere I looked, people were adorned with impossible jewelry.
Edible gold crystals scattered throughout the grounds like decorative elements—guests would pluck them from displays and let them dissolve on their tongues, their faces transforming with pleasure at whatever flavors burst forth.
Quantum pearls strung as necklaces and bracelets, catching light from other dimensions and creating holographic effects that made the jewelry look like it existed in multiple realities simultaneously.
Starlight diamonds that seemed to contain entire galaxies within their facets.
Nebula crystals that swirled with cosmic colors—purples and blues and pinks that moved like living things.
Everyone looked like they were from dreams. Like they'd stepped out of some impossible future where beauty and technology had merged into something transcendent.
"It's overwhelming, isn't it?" Ricardo said, watching my face.
"I've been hiding for so long," I said quietly. "Scared. Running. I forgot what it felt like to be somewhere radiant and transcendent without being afraid."
"You don't have to be afraid here." He took both my hands. "I wanted to bring you somewhere perfect. Somewhere radiant and transcendent. Somewhere where you could just... be."
"It's like a dream," I whispered. "I'm afraid if I look away it'll disappear."
"It won't." His voice was fierce. "And neither will we. We have this moment, Carmen. Let's not waste it being afraid."
He was right.
For once in my life, he was right.
We spent the next hours exploring the festival like children discovering magic for the first time.
We sampled edible gold crystals—I laughed as the taste exploded on my tongue, a burst of crystalline flavor that was somehow both sweet and savory and completely indescribable. Ricardo tried one that made him close his eyes in bliss, and I kissed him, tasting the lingering sweetness on his lips.
We danced in the main area, surrounded by thousands of people but feeling like we were alone. The holographic dancers overhead created the illusion that we were dancing with spirits, with ghosts, with the souls of everyone who'd ever loved and lost and loved again.
We walked past the magnetic waterfalls, and I reached out to touch the slow-falling water. It was cool against my fingers, moving so slowly I could see individual droplets suspended in their descent. It was mesmerizing. Hypnotic. Like watching time itself flow.
We encountered fragrance clouds—specially engineered atmospheric pockets that released luxury scents at specific intervals. One cloud released an energizing scent that made my heart race and my skin tingle. Another released a calming fragrance that made me feel like I was floating. The scents reached me on a cellular level, affecting my mood and energy in ways that felt almost magical.
It was a full sensory feast designed to make people feel alive.
And I felt alive.
For the first time in months—maybe years—I felt completely, utterly alive.
As the permanent sunset shifted through its programmed variations—from pink-gold to rose-gold to amber-gold—Ricardo led me away from the main crowds. We walked through quieter sections of the festival, past smaller installations and intimate gathering spaces.
"I want to show you something," he said, his voice soft. "Something I think you need to experience. Something just for us."
We approached a structure that looked like it was made of mirrors and light.
It rose from the desert floor like a crystalline palace, its walls reflecting the festival lights and the permanent sunset in impossible patterns. The entrance was an archway that seemed to be made of liquid silver, rippling and flowing despite being solid.
"It's called the Maze of Mirrors," Ricardo said. "An AI-powered experience. Every person who goes through sees something different. Something true about themselves."
I looked at the entrance, feeling something tighten in my chest. "What do you mean?"
"The mirrors are connected to biometric sensors. They read your palm print, your emotional state, your deepest fears and hopes. And they show you... versions of yourself. Who you were. Who you are. Who you could become. Who you're afraid of becoming."
"That sounds terrifying."
"It can be." He turned to face me, his hands cupping my face. "But I think you're ready to see what you need to see."
"Will you come with me?"
He kissed my forehead, soft and lingering. "No. This is something you need to do alone. But I'll be right here when you come out. Always."
He stepped back, and I stood at the entrance to the Maze of Mirrors.
The liquid silver archway rippled, inviting me in.
I took a breath.
Then I walked into the maze alone.
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The entrance was radiant and transcendent.
Mirrors reflected the festival lights in kaleidoscopic patterns, creating the illusion of infinite space. It was disorienting but not frightening. Just... radiant and transcendent. Like walking into a jewelry box made of light.
I walked deeper into the maze, my footsteps echoing softly.
The mirrors began to change.
The first mirror I encountered showed me at age ten.
I stopped, my breath catching.
That little girl—that version of me—was dancing. Just dancing to music only she could hear, her dark curls bouncing, her face lit with pure, uncomplicated joy. She was wearing a simple dress, nothing designer, nothing expensive. Just a child being a child.
Before the training. Before my mother's lessons. Before I learned that my beauty was a weapon and my body was a tool.
I reached out, my hand trembling, and touched the mirror.
The biometric sensor activated.
And suddenly I FELT what that young version felt.
Pure, innocent joy that hadn't been contaminated by trauma or manipulation or fear. The simple happiness of existing in a body that was just a body, not a commodity. The freedom of moving without being watched, without being judged, without being desired.
I pulled my hand back, gasping.
Tears were already forming.
I moved to the next mirror.
This one showed me at fifteen, sixteen. My beauty was awakening, and so was my power. I could see it in the way this version of me held herself—confident but uncertain. Aware of her effect on people but not yet comfortable with it.
I was learning to manipulate. Learning to weaponize my appearance. Learning to survive.
I touched this mirror, and the feelings flooded through me.
Confusion. Fear. The desperate need to please my mother. The realization that I was becoming something other than human—becoming a tool, a weapon, a thing to be used.
I felt my younger self trying to survive, trying to be what her mother needed, trying to understand why being radiant and transcendent felt like being trapped.
I moved deeper into the maze.
The next mirror showed me at twenty-one, at my absolute peak of beauty and power.
This Carmen was confident, commanding, devastating. She knew exactly what she was doing and how to do it. She could walk into any room and own it. She could make men fall to their knees with a glance.
But when I touched this mirror, I felt the hollowness.
All that power, all that beauty, but no one saw HER. No one saw the person underneath. She was a performance, a fantasy, a projection of other people's desires.
She was profoundly, devastatingly alone.
The mirrors continued.
Carmen at twenty-three, scared and trapped in her first abusive relationship.
Carmen at twenty-five, learning to fight back, learning to leave.
Carmen at twenty-seven, thinking she'd finally figured out how to protect herself.
Then the mirrors showed me with Victor.
I stopped, my entire body going cold.
This mirror showed me the night we met. The Vandermere party. I was wearing that midnight blue dress, and Victor was looking at me like I was the only person in the universe.
I touched the mirror.
And I felt love and fear indistinguishable from each other.
I felt myself beginning to disappear inside his obsession. Felt myself mistaking his intensity for devotion, his control for protection, his possession for love.
The maze seemed to grow darker as I went deeper.
More mirrors showing progressively darker versions of possible futures.
Carmen trapped in Victor's penthouse, unable to leave.
Carmen with bruises hidden under makeup.
Carmen suffocating under the weight of his surveillance, his control, his obsession.
And then I saw it.
A mirror showing me dead.
I didn't touch it. Couldn't touch it. But I saw it.
The white dress stained with blood. The ballroom floor. The 300 people screaming.
My body on the ground, broken and bleeding, while Victor stood over me with a knife.
The terror was primal and overwhelming.
I turned away, my heart racing, my breath coming in gasps.
And that's when I rounded a corner and found the Mother Mirror.
It took up an entire wall, floor to ceiling, impossible to miss.
I stopped, unable to move. Unable to breathe.
In this reflection, I was older. Maybe ten years older. My face had laugh lines around my eyes and mouth. My body was softer, fuller, more lived-in.
And I was holding children.
Twins. A boy and a girl, both maybe five years old.
They had my dark curls and Ricardo's sharp features and his kind eyes. The girl had my luminous skin. The boy had Ricardo's smile.
In this reflection, I was laughing—genuinely, deeply laughing. The kind of laugh that comes from pure, uncomplicated joy.
The children were looking at me with absolute, unconditional love.
They didn't care about my beauty or my wealth or my family name or what I could do for them.
They loved me simply because I was their mother.
The girl was reaching up to touch my face with wonder, her small hand pressed against my cheek. The boy was holding my hand, looking up at me like I hung the moon and stars just for him.
And the version of me in the mirror—the mother-me—was crying tears of pure, undiluted joy.
This was the future that should be mine.
This was who I was supposed to become.
I reached out with trembling hands and placed my palms against the mirror.
The biometric sensors activated.
And I felt them.
I felt the presence of those children—my children—reaching back through time.
I felt their love, pure and unconditional and overwhelming.
I felt what it would be like to be loved not for my beauty but for my existence. To be needed not as a tool or a weapon but as a mother, a protector, a source of comfort and safety.
I felt the girl's small hand on my cheek.
I felt the boy's fingers wrapped around mine.
I felt their laughter and their tears and their absolute trust that I would keep them safe.
And I understood everything in that moment.
I understood that I was pregnant.
Six weeks. Maybe seven. The nausea I'd been attributing to stress. The exhaustion. The way my body felt different, foreign, like it was preparing for something.
I understood that these children—my children—should exist.
That they deserved to exist.
And I understood that Victor would never allow it.
The realization hit me like a physical blow.
I collapsed in front of the Mother Mirror, my hands still pressed against the glass, and I sobbed.
Deep, racking sobs that came from somewhere primal and ancient. The kind of grief that transcends language, that exists in the space before words.
I was grieving for a future that would never come to pass.
For children who would never be born.
For the mother I would never become.
For the life that was being stolen from me before it even had a chance to begin.
"I'm sorry," I whispered to the reflection. "I'm so sorry. I'm so sorry I can't give you a chance. I'm so sorry I can't give them a chance."
The children in the mirror smiled at me, and I felt their love one more time.
Then the mirror began to fade.
A gentle voice manifested through the maze's speakers—the AI recognizing my distress.
"Carmen Beaumont-Mercier. Your biometrics indicate acute emotional distress. Would you like me to guide you out of the maze?"
I could barely nod through my tears.
The mirrors began to shift, creating a clear pathway lined with soft light.
But before I left, I placed both my palms against the Mother Mirror one last time.
I closed my eyes and memorized the feeling of those children's love.
I memorized their faces, their smiles, their small hands reaching for me.
I memorized the version of myself who got to be their mother.
Then I turned and followed the pathway out.
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I was waiting exactly where I said I'd be.
When Carmen emerged from the Maze of Mirrors, I knew immediately that something profound had happened.
Her makeup was smeared with tears. Her eyes were red and swollen. Her entire body was trembling.
But there was something else in her face.
Clarity. Acceptance. Determination.
And grief. So much grief it made my chest ache.
I didn't ask questions. I just pulled her into my arms and held her while she cried.
She collapsed against me, and I felt her body shake with sobs. I held her tighter, one hand in her hair, the other wrapped around her waist, and I let her break.
Whatever she'd seen in that maze had changed her.
I could feel it in the way she held me—like she was memorizing the feeling of my arms around her. Like she was storing this moment away somewhere safe.
After several minutes, she straightened up.
She looked at me—really looked at me—studying my face like she was seeing me for the first time. Or maybe for the last time.
"I want to dance," she said, her voice hoarse from crying. "I want to feel alive. I want to spend this night pretending that nothing bad is coming."
I immediately extended my hand. "Then let's dance."

THE CELEBRATION
[bookmark: _w7t4r3vtcp81]CARMEN
We walked back toward the main festival grounds, and the world felt different now.
The permanent sunset was even more radiant and transcendent—pinks and golds bleeding into each other like watercolors. The holographic dancers overhead moved in patterns that felt almost religious, like angels performing for an audience of mortals.
The magnetic waterfalls slow-fell across the horizon like a benediction.
Everything was radiant and transcendent.
Everything was perfect.
And I knew—with absolute certainty—that this was the last perfect moment I would ever have.
Ricardo led me onto the dance floor, and the music surrounded us.
Orchestral. Ethereal. Transcendent. A fantasy.
He held me like I was the most precious thing in the world, one hand at my waist, the other holding mine. My living nano-silk dress shifted colors as we moved—flowing through blues and purples and soft golds. The quantum pearls in my hair caught light from other dimensions, creating holographic effects that made me look otherworldly.
We danced among thousands of people, but it felt like we were alone.
Just the two of us in a bubble of perfect, borrowed time.
The fragrance clouds released around us.
One cloud released a scent like hope itself—bright and clean and full of possibility. I breathed it in and felt my heart lift despite everything.
Another cloud released a scent like pure joy—effervescent and intoxicating. I found myself laughing, a real laugh, full of life and happiness.
Another released a scent like love—warm and safe and encompassing. Ricardo spun me, and I laughed again, throwing my head back, letting myself feel this moment completely.
We danced until my feet ached and my face hurt from smiling.
Then Ricardo led me away from the crowds to a quieter area—still within view of the festival but away from the masses. We sat on a crystalline outcropping overlooking one of the magnetic waterfalls.
He pulled out a small container of edible gold crystals, and we shared them, the taste bursting like fireworks on our tongues.
We sat in comfortable silence, watching the artificial sunset shift through impossible colors.
Pink to rose-gold to amber to coral and back again.
It was the most radiant and transcendent thing I'd ever seen.
And I was memorizing every second.
"I want to marry you, Carmen," Ricardo said suddenly.
I went rigid.
"I want to build a life with you. A real life." His voice was soft but fierce. "I want children with your radiant and transcendent dark curls and your luminous skin. I want to watch you become a mother. I want to grow old with you."
"How did you—" I started, but he interrupted.
"I see you, Carmen. I see who you really are. I see the future you deserve." He took my hands. "I want that future with you."
"I want that too," I whispered, tears streaming down my face. "More than anything."
"Then let's do it. Let's get married. Just us. In secret."
"What about Victor? What about when we have to return to the Mids?"
Ricardo's voice broke. "We won't go back. We'll disappear. We'll have our life somewhere, somehow. I'll keep you safe, Carmen. I promise."
I wanted to believe him.
God, I wanted to believe him so badly.
But I'd seen the mirror. I'd seen the future that should be mine. And I'd seen the other mirror—the one showing me dead on a ballroom floor.
I knew which future was coming.
But tonight—just for tonight—I let myself believe.
"Yes," I whispered. "Yes, I'll marry you."
Ricardo pulled me into his arms and kissed me like I was oxygen and he was drowning.
We stayed at the festival until the artificial sunset began its programmed cycle toward a deeper twilight. The holographic dancers continued their eternal performance. The magnetic waterfalls kept falling in slow motion. The bioluminescent trees glowed in the distance.
It was the most radiant and transcendent place on Earth.
But I couldn't shake the feeling that it was also a funeral.
A celebration before the end.
I rested my head on Ricardo's shoulder and watched the sky shift through shades of pink and gold and purple and red.
Like blood.
Like endings.
Like goodbye.
And somewhere in the desert night, I knew Victor was watching.
Following.
Preparing.
Because some loves don't survive.
Some stories don't have happy endings.
And some men would rather burn the world than let go of what they think they own.
But for now—for this one perfect night—I let myself believe in tomorrow.
I let myself believe in the children I'd seen in the mirror.
I let myself believe that love might be enough.
Even though I knew—deep in my bones—that it wouldn't be.

The Red Moon Festival glowed around them in impossible colors.
Bioluminescent trees. Magnetic waterfalls. Permanent sunset.
Holographic dancers performing their eternal ballet.
It was the most radiant and transcendent place on Earth.
And it was the last time Carmen Beaumont-Mercier would ever feel truly free.
In 47 days, she would return to the Mids.
In 52 days, she would attend the Celestine Ball.
In 52 days, she would die on a white marble floor while 300 people screamed.
But tonight, she danced.
Tonight, she loved.
Tonight, she believed in tomorrow.
And maybe that was all anyone could ever ask for.
The Meridian descended toward the Maldives, carrying two people who believed in tomorrow.
And somewhere, in the darkness, Victor Harrington smiled.
Because he knew something they didn't.
He knew exactly where they were going.
And he knew exactly how this would end.
Massimo's voice
I found her three days later.
It took every connection I had, every favor I could call in, every resource at my disposal.
But I found her.
A private island in the Maldives. Registered under some shell company owned by Don's Agency contacts. Only accessible by boat or helicopter. Completely isolated.
I chartered a helicopter immediately.
I was coming for her.
I just hoped I wasn't too late.
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: THE BREAKING POINT (VICTOR)
She'd tried to escape.
I saw it in her eyes when she approached that helicopter pilot. Saw the desperation. The fear. The hope that someone might actually help her.
She thought I didn't notice.
She thought I was distracted.
But I notice everything.
Every glance. Every breath. Every thought that crosses her radiant and transcendent face.
She's mine. And I'm never letting her go.
The villa's security system was state-of-the-art. CIA-grade surveillance tech that I'd had installed before we even arrived. Cameras in every room except the bathrooms—I wasn't a complete monster. Microphones embedded in the walls. Motion sensors on every door and window. Heat signatures tracked throughout the property.
I could watch her from anywhere. My phone. My tablet. The monitors in my private office that she didn't know existed.
Right now, she was in the bedroom, lying on the bed, staring at the ceiling. She'd been like that for twenty minutes. Just staring. Not moving. Barely breathing.
I zoomed in on her face.
Even in distress, she was breathtaking. That caramel skin glowing in the soft lamplight. Those green eyes reflecting something that looked like despair.
My chest tightened.
I hated seeing her like this. Hated that she was suffering. Hated that she couldn't understand that everything I was doing was for her protection.
But she'd learn.
She had to learn.
Because the alternative—losing her, watching her walk away, letting someone else have her—that wasn't an option. That would never be an option.
I'd rather die.
I'd rather we both die.
My phone buzzed. A message from Marcus.
Ferretti's been asking questions. Hired a private investigator to track Carmen's location. Pl got as far as the Maldives before we shut him down.
I felt my jaw clench.
Massimo fucking Ferretti.
Of course he was looking for her. Of course he thought he could just swoop in and play hero. Take what was mine and pretend he had any right to her.
I typed back: How close is he?
Unknown. But he's persistent. Wealthy. Connected. If he wants to find her badly enough, he will.
Then make sure he doesn't.
You want him eliminated?
I stared at the message for a long moment.
Massimo was high-profile. A celebrity billionaire with friends in every major city, connections to politicians and media moguls. His disappearance would trigger investigations. Questions. Attention I didn't need.
But if he came here...
If he actually made it to the island...
Not yet. But track him. I want to know his every move. And if he gets within a hundred miles of this location, I want options.
Understood.
I set the phone down and pulled up the camera feed again.
Carmen had moved. She was sitting on the edge of the bed now, her head in her hands.
I could see her shoulders shaking.
She was crying.
Something twisted in my chest. Guilt? Regret? Love?
I couldn't tell anymore. All my emotions had blurred together into this single, overwhelming need to possess her. To keep her. To make sure she never, ever left.
I'd been drugging her food for the past week.
Nothing dangerous. Just mild sedatives mixed into her evening wine. Enough to keep her calm, compliant, less likely to try something stupid like running or calling for help.
The resort staff had been easy to bribe. A few thousand dollars here, a few thousand there, and suddenly everyone was very interested in making sure Carmen stayed exactly where I wanted her.
The head chef reported what she ate. The housekeeping staff reported what she did during the day. The spa attendants reported her conversations, her mood, any mention of escape or
rescue.
I knew everything.
Every word she spoke. Every thought she tried to hide. Every moment she spent planning her freedom.
And I neutralized it all.
The thing people don't understand about love-real love, the kind that consumes you—is that it requires control.
You can't love someone and let them destroy themselves. You can't love someone and watch them make terrible decisions. You can't love someone and just stand by while other people try to take them from you.
Love is protection.
Love is vigilance.
Love is doing whatever it takes to keep them safe, even if they don't understand. Even if they hate you for it.
Carmen didn't understand yet. She thought I was controlling her. Imprisoning her. Hurting her. But I was saving her.
From herself. From men like Lucas who only wanted to use her. From men like Massimo who thought they could just waltz in and steal her away.
From a world that would chew her up and spit her out if I wasn't there to protect her.
She'd thank me eventually.
Once she realized that no one else would ever love her the way I did. No one else would ever sacrifice everything for her. No one else would ever put her first, always, no matter what.
She'd thank me.
She had to.
My phone buzzed again. This time it was an encrypted message from a contact I hadn't heard from in months.
Don. Need to talk. Urgent. Call me on the secure line.
I frowned.
David Chen. Former CIA analyst. One of the few people who'd survived the Tehran disaster with me, though he'd been stateside during the actual mission.
I dialed the secure number.
"Chen."
"It's Harrington. What's urgent?"
"I've been doing some digging. Background checks on Carmen Beaumont like you asked."
"And?"
"And I found something. Something you need to know."
My grip on the phone tightened. "What?"
"Her mother. Isabelle Beaumont. Formerly Isabelle Mercier before she married Carmen's father."
"I know all this."
"Do you know about Dubai? 2029? The incident with Carmen's father?"
"She killed him in self-defense. Domestic violence situation. It's in the records."
"Yeah. But what's not in the records is who else was involved. Who helped her disappear afterward. Who facilitated her escape to the Mids."
I felt something cold settle in my stomach. "Who?"
"Your mother, Don."
The world stopped.
"What?"
"Your mother, Elena Harrington. She was working for an underground network that helped domestic violence survivors disappear. She helped Isabelle Mercier flee Dubai with her daughter. Gave them new identities. Set them up in the Mids."
"That's impossible. My mother died in 2029. Car accident."
"That's what they told you. But the accident happened three days after she helped Isabelle escape. And the investigation was... inconclusive. There were questions about whether it was really an accident or whether someone wanted her silenced."
My hands were shaking.
"You're saying Carmen's father—"
"Had connections. Powerful connections. People who didn't appreciate your mother interfering. People who might have decided to send a message."
"Jesus Christ."
"There's more. Isabelle Mercier-Carmen's mother—she knew. She knew your mother died because of her. And she never said anything. Never reached out. Never acknowledged the debt."
I felt something crack inside my chest.
My mother had died helping Carmen's mother.
Carmen existed because my mother had sacrificed herself.
And neither of them had ever told me.
"Don? You still there?"
"Yeah. I'm here."
"I thought you should know. Given your... relationship with Carmen."
"Thanks, Chen. I owe you."
"Just be careful, man. This kind of connection—it's heavy. Don't let it mess with your head."
Too late.
I hung up and stared at the phone.
Carmen.
My Carmen.
The daughter of the woman my mother died to save.
It wasn't coincidence. It wasn't random chance that we'd met at that party. It wasn't luck that had brought us together.
It was fate.
Destiny.
The universe correcting itself, bringing us together because we were always meant to be together. Because my mother's sacrifice had created a debt that could only be repaid through Carmen and me.
She was mine.
Not just because I loved her. Not just because I wanted her.
But because she was literally, cosmically, inevitably mine.
Our families were bound by blood and death and sacrifice. Our mothers' fates had intertwined decades ago, and now Carmen and I were the culmination of that connection.
She couldn't leave me.
She was never supposed to leave me.
We were written in the stars, carved into the fabric of reality itself.
I pulled up the camera feed again.
Carmen was in the bathroom now. I couldn't see her, but I could hear the water running. She was taking a shower.
I imagined her in there. Water cascading over that perfect caramel skin. Her long dark hair plastered to her back. Her eyes closed, trying to wash away the fear and desperation.
She was so radiant and transcendent.
So perfect.
So mine.
I thought about my mother. About how she'd died trying to save Isabelle. About how she'd believed in helping people, in doing the right thing, in sacrifice.
She would have loved Carmen.
She would have understood why I needed to keep her safe. Why I couldn't let her go. Why I had to do whatever it took to protect her.
Even if Carmen didn't understand yet.
Even if she hated me for it.
My mother would have understood.
The water stopped.
I watched the bathroom door, waiting for Carmen to emerge.
When she did, she was wrapped in a towel, her hair dripping, her face pale and exhausted.
She looked so small. So fragile.
So breakable.
I wanted to go to her. Wanted to hold her. Wanted to tell her about my mother, about the connection between our families, about how we were meant to be together.
But I couldn't.
Not yet.
She wasn't ready to hear it. Wasn't ready to understand.
So instead, I watched.
And I waited.
And I planned.
Marcus sent another message an hour later.
Ferretti chartered a helicopter. Flight plan filed for the Maldives. ETA to your location: 6 hours.
There it was.
The moment I'd been preparing for.
Massimo was coming.
He thought he could save her. Thought he could just fly in and take her away from me. Thought he had any right to her at all.
He was wrong.
I typed back: Let him come. I'll be ready.
You sure? I can have the helicopter turned back. Mechanical failure. Weather issues. Whatever you need.
No. Let him come. I want to see his face when he realizes he's too late.
Your call. But Don—be careful. This guy's not some random civilian. He's got resources. Security. People who'll come looking if he disappears.
He won't disappear. He'll just... learn his place.
I set the phone down and stood up.
Time to prepare.
I spent the next few hours getting everything ready.
First, I disabled the villa's external communication systems. No way for Carmen to call for help when Massimo arrived. No way for either of them to contact the outside world.
Then I told the staff to stay in their quarters until further notice. Paid them extra to make sure they understood the importance of privacy.
Then I positioned myself where I could see everything. The beach. The helipad. Every possible approach to the villa.
And I waited.
Carmen woke up around 10 PM, groggy from the sedative I'd put in her dinner wine.
She sat up slowly, confused, her eyes unfocused.
"Don?" Her voice was thick. "What time is it?"
"Late. You fell asleep after dinner."
"I feel weird." She pressed her hand to her forehead. "Like... fuzzy."
"You were exhausted. You needed rest." I handed her a glass of water. "Drink this."
She drank, and I watched her carefully.
The sedative was wearing off, but she was still compliant. Still manageable.
"I had the weirdest dream," she said slowly. "I dreamed that someone was coming to rescue me."
My jaw clenched. "Just a dream."
"It felt so real." She looked at me, and for a second, I saw something in her eyes. Something like hope. "Like someone was actually coming."
"No one's coming, Carmen. It's just us. The way it's supposed to be."
"Right." The hope died. "Just us."
"I love you."
"I love you too."
Lies. Both of us lying. Both of us playing our parts in this fucked-up dance.
But soon, she wouldn't have to pretend anymore.
Soon, she'd understand.
Soon, she'd accept that this was her life now. That I was her life now. That there was no escape, no rescue, no future that didn't include me.
The helicopter landed at 11:47 PM.
I watched from the shadows as it touched down on the beach, watched as Massimo Ferretti stepped out, his face all determined and worried.
He was alone. Stupid.
He walked toward the villa, calling Carmen's name.
I let him get close.
Then I stepped out of the shadows.
"She's not here," I said.
He spun around, his hand going to his pocket. "Where is she?"
"Safe. Away from you."
"I know she's here. I know you're keeping her prisoner."
"Prisoner?" I laughed. "She's my fiancée. We're on vacation."
"Bullshit. Let me see her."
"No."
"I'm not leaving without her."
"Yes," I said quietly. "You are."
I pulled the gun from my waistband-Agency issue, untraceable-and pointed it at his chest.
His eyes went wide. "You're insane."
"I'm in love. There's a difference."
"Don, listen to me—"
"No. You listen. Carmen is mine. She's always been mine. And you—you're just another obstacle. Another threat. Another person trying to take what belongs to me."
"She's not a possession—"
"She's everything!" I stepped closer, the gun steady in my hand. "And I'm not letting you take her from me."
"Don―"
"Carmen!" I called toward the villa. "Come out here!"
Silence.
"Carmen! Now!"
After a second, she appeared in the doorway, her face pale, her eyes wide with fear.
"Don, what are you doing?"
"Showing you what happens to people who try to take you from me."
"Please don't—"
"He came here to steal you. To convince you to leave me. To destroy everything we have."
"I'm not trying to steal her," Massimo said, his hands raised. "I'm trying to save her. From you."
"She doesn't need saving."
"Look at her, Don. Look at how terrified she is. That's not love. That's abuse."
"Shut up."
"Carmen," Massimo said, his eyes on her. "Come with me. Right now. I have a helicopter. We can leave. You'll be safe."
"She's not going anywhere," I said.
"Carmen, please—"
"I said she's not going anywhere!"
I fired.
The shot went wide-on purpose. I wanted to scare him, not kill him. Not yet.
Massimo dove to the side, and Carmen screamed.
"Run!" Massimo shouted at her. "Carmen, run!"
She ran.
Not toward Massimo. Not toward the helicopter.
Toward the beach. Toward the water. Toward escape.
I watched her go, and something inside me just snapped.
She was choosing him.
After everything I'd done for her. After everything I'd sacrificed. After all the love I'd given her.
She was choosing him.
"No," I whispered.
Then I ran after her.
Massimo's voice
I should have shot him.
I had a gun in my pocket-licensed, legal, loaded.
I should have pulled it out and shot him the second he pointed his weapon at me.
But I hesitated.
And that hesitation almost cost Carmen her life.
DON'S COMPLETE PSYCHOLOGICAL FRACTURE
THE MOMENT OF BREAKING
I'm standing on the beach watching the speedboat disappear into the darkness.
She's gone.
She's gone she's gone she's gone she's―
My Carmen. My radiant and transcendent, perfect Carmen. The woman I saved. The woman I protected. The woman I loved more than my own life.
Gone.
With him.
I sink to my knees in the sand, and that's when I hear it.
Her voice. Carried on the wind. Or maybe I'm just remembering. Maybe my mind is playing tricks.
But I hear her say it:
"I think—I think I might be pregnant."
Pregnant.
Pregnant.
PREGNANT.
The word echoes in my skull like a gunshot. Like the gunshot in Tehran. Like Marcus's scream when the bullet hit his chest. Like my mother's last breath before—
No. Focus. Focus.
Carmen is pregnant.
(Is it mine?)
(Is it his?)
(Does it matter?)
(It matters it matters it MATTERS―)
I stand up slowly. My legs are shaking. My hands are shaking. Everything is shaking because the entire world has just shifted on its axis and I'm the only one who can feel it.
She's carrying a child.
My child. Or his child. Or-
It doesn't matter whose it is biologically, I hear Massimo's voice in my memory. If you're pregnant, if you want to keep it, then it's ours. Mine and yours.
Mine and yours.
MINE AND YOURS.
Not mine. Not Don's. Not the man who loved her first, who saved her, who gave her everything.
His.
I start laughing.
It's not a normal laugh. It's the kind of laugh that comes from somewhere deep and broken, somewhere that used to hold sanity but now holds only shattered glass and blood.
Because I finally understand.
This was always going to end this way.
THE COSMIC CONNECTION (TWISTED)
I'm back in the villa now. I don't remember walking here. Don't remember opening the door.
But I'm sitting on the bed—our bed, where I held her, where I made love to her, where I drugged her wine so I could keep her safe—and I'm thinking about my mother.
About the file Marcus sent me three weeks ago.
About the connection.
Your mother's death wasn't an accident, the file said. Isabelle Beaumont's husband-Carmen's father—was involved in the incident. The details are classified, but the connection is undeniable.
Carmen's father killed my mother.
And Carmen's mother killed Carmen's father.
Blood for blood.
Death for death.
And now Carmen and I—we're connected by that same blood. That same death. That same cosmic, inevitable tragedy.
It's fate, I think. We were always meant to find each other. Always meant to love each other. Always meant to—
Die together.
The thought comes so naturally, so easily, that I almost don't notice it.
But once it's there, I can't unthink it.
If I can't have her, no one can.
If she won't choose me, she can't choose anyone.
If she's carrying his child—or my child—or anyone's child—
It doesn't matter.
She has to die.
I say it out loud, testing the words: "She has to die."
They sound right. They sound true.
Like a prayer. Like a promise. Like the only logical conclusion to this story.
My mother's voice whispers in my head—except it's not really her voice, is it? It's my voice pretending to be hers. It's my fractured mind creating justification.
You have to protect what's yours, Donovan.
You can't let them take her from you.
If you love something, you keep it. Forever.
Even if that means—
"Even if that means killing her," I finish.
Yes.
Yes.
YES.
THE PSYCHIC'S PROPHECY
I remember something Carmen told me weeks ago. Before the Maldives. Before everything fell apart.
She'd gone to see a psychic with her friends.
"The psychic told me I was going to die," Carmen had said, laughing nervously. "That I wouldn't make it to the end of the week. Crazy, right?"
I'd dismissed it then. Told her it was bullshit. Fortune-telling nonsense.
But now―
Now I understand.
The psychic saw it. Saw me. Saw what I would become. What I was always going to become.
This isn't murder.
This is destiny.
This is the universe correcting itself. Bringing Carmen back to me the only way it can.
Through death.
She will die, the psychic said.
And I will be the instrument of that death.
I will be the knife. The hand. The final moment.
I will be the last thing she sees.
The last thing she feels.
The last thing she knows.
Me.
Always me.
Forever me.
(This is love.)
(This is justice.)
(This is the only way.)
VISUALIZATION: THE KNIFE
I close my eyes and I see it so clearly it's like I'm already there.
The Starlight Gala. Three days from now. Carmen will be there—Marcus confirmed it through his contacts. She'll be wearing something radiant and transcendent. Something that makes her glow. Something that makes every man in the room want her.
But she'll be with him.
Massimo Mercier. Celebrity billionaire. The man who thinks he saved her.
(He didn't save her.)
(He stole her.)
(And now he has to watch her die.)
I see myself approaching her. I'm wearing my best suit—the midnight blue Tom Ford, the one she always said made me look like a movie star. My hair is perfect. My smile is perfect.
I look like the man she fell in love with.
The man she should have chosen.
I walk up to her at the bar. She'll be scared—I know she will. But she'll also be polite. Carmen is always polite. Always performing.
"Hello, Carmen," I'll say.
And she'll turn. And she'll see me. And for just a moment—just one perfect moment—she'll remember.
She'll remember how much I loved her.
How much I still love her.
Then I'll pull out the knife.
(I haven't bought it yet, but I will. Something elegant. Something sharp. Something that will slide in easily and do maximum damage.)
I see the blade entering her body just below the ribs. I see the way her eyes will widen. The way her mouth will open in a silent scream.
I see myself pulling the knife out and stabbing her again.
And again.
And again.
(How many times? Ten? Twenty? A hundred?)
(Until she stops moving.)
(Until she stops breathing.)
(Until she's mine again.)
I see the blood—so much blood, spreading across her dress, pooling on the floor, covering my hands.
I see Massimo trying to reach her, but security holds him back. Or maybe I shoot him first. Maybe I make him watch.
(Yes. Make him watch.)
(Make him see what happens when you try to take what's mine.)
I see Carmen's body going limp. See her falling. See myself catching her—because even in death, I'll be the one holding her.
"I love you," I'll whisper in her ear. "I've always loved you. And now you'll never leave me again."
Then I'll turn the knife on myself.
(Because what's the point of living without her?)
(Because this is Romeo and Juliet.)
(Because this is Tristan and Isolde.)
(Because this is love.)*
The vision is so vivid, so real, that when I open my eyes I'm surprised to find myself still in the villa.
Still alone.
Still three days away from making it happen.
But I will make it happen.
I have to make it happen.
It's the only way this story can end.
THE PHONE CALLS
I call Marcus first.
"I need information," I tell him. "The Starlight Gala. Three days from now. I need to know if Carmen Beaumont will be there."
There's a pause. Then: "Don, I really think you should—"
"Will she be there or not?"
Another pause. Longer this time.
"Yes," Marcus finally says. "She's on the guest list. With Massimo Mercier."
With Massimo Mercier.
Of course she is.
"I need you to do something for me," I say. My voice is calm. Eerily calm. "I need you to make sure security doesn't stop me from entering."
"Don―"
"I'm not asking, Marcus. I'm telling you. You owe me. Tehran. Remember?"
Silence.
Then: "What are you planning?"
"Does it matter?"
"Jesus Christ, Don. You can't—"
"I can. And I will. Are you going to help me or not?"
I hear him breathing on the other end. Hear him weighing his options. His loyalty to me versus his conscience.
Loyalty wins.
It always does.
"Fine," he says quietly. "I'll make sure you get in. But Don-whatever you're planning—"
I hang up before he can finish.
Next, I call a contact in the Mids. A man who deals in untraceable weapons.
"I need a knife," I tell him. "Something elegant. Something sharp. Something that won't be detected by standard security scanners."
"Ceramic?" he suggests.
"Perfect."
"When do you need it?"
"Two days."
"That's fast."
"I'll pay double."
"Done."
I hang up and stare at my hands. They're steady now. Completely steady.
(This is right.)
(This is necessary.)
(This is love.)
THE PREGNANCY OBSESSION
I can't stop thinking about it.
The baby.
Her baby.
(My baby?)
(His baby?)
I pull up the timeline in my head, calculating dates, trying to figure out when she conceived.
If it's mine—if it happened during one of those nights when I drugged her wine, when I held her while she slept, when I made love to her body even though her mind was somewhere else— (That's not rape. That's not―)
(She was my fiancée. She wanted me. She just didn't know it yet.)
If it's mine, then killing her means killing my own child.
My legacy.
My future.
But if it's his—
If it's Massimo's—
Then it's an abomination. A parasite. A reminder of her betrayal growing inside her body.
Either way, it has to die.
She has to die.
Because I can't-I can't-live in a world where Carmen exists but doesn't belong to me.
Where she's carrying a child that isn't mine.
Where she's building a future with someone else.
(No.)
(No no no no NO—)
I'm pacing now. Back and forth across the villa. My mind is racing, jumping from thought to thought, memory to fantasy to plan.
I see Carmen at six years old, watching her mother kill her father.
I see my mother's face the day she died.
I see the connection—the blood, the violence, the inevitability.
I see Carmen pregnant, her belly swollen, her body changing to accommodate his child.
I see myself cutting that child out of her.
(No. Too messy. Too complicated.)
(Just kill her. Kill them both. Quick and clean.)
(Well. Not clean. There will be blood.)
(So much blood.)
I laugh again. That same broken, fractured laugh.
Because this is funny, isn't it?
I spent months trying to protect her. Trying to keep her safe. Trying to make sure nothing bad ever happened to her.
And now I'm the bad thing.
I'm the danger.
I'm the monster she should have been running from all along.
THE JUSTIFICATION
She made me do this, I think.
If she'd just stayed. If she'd just loved me the way I loved her. If she'd just been grateful for everything I gave her―
This wouldn't be necessary.
This is her fault.
She forced my hand.
She made me into this.
The thoughts come faster now, overlapping, contradicting, justifying.
I love her.
I hate her.
I need her.
I need her dead.
She's mine.
She was never mine.
She'll always be mine.
Even in death. Especially in death.
Because that's the thing about death, isn't it?
The dead can't leave you.
The dead can't choose someone else.
The dead belong to whoever loved them last.
And I will be the last person Carmen ever sees.
The last person she ever feels.
The last person she ever knows.
Me.
Always me.
Forever me.
(This is love.)
(This is fate.)
(This is the only way.)
ACQUIRING THE KNIFE
Two days before the ball, I meet my contact in a private location-an abandoned warehouse in the industrial district of the Mids.
He hands me a case.
Inside is the most radiant and transcendent knife I've ever seen.
Ceramic blade. Seven inches long. Razor-sharp. Completely undetectable by metal scanners.
The handle is wrapped in black leather. Elegant. Sophisticated.
Perfect.
"It's a work of art," my contact says.
"Yes," I agree. "It is."
I pay him in cryptocurrency-untraceable, anonymous—and leave.
Back in my hotel room, I practice.
I stand in front of the mirror, knife in hand, and I rehearse.
The approach. The greeting. The moment of revelation.
"Hello, Carmen."
(She turns.)
"I love you."
(She backs away.)
"I've always loved you."
(She screams.)
Then the knife.
In. Out. In. Out.
I practice the motion over and over until it's muscle memory.
Until I could do it in my sleep.
Until it feels as natural as breathing.
THE FINAL SHIFT
The night before the ball, I dream about Carmen.
We're back at the space platform. Our first date. The luminescent flowers. The violins.
She's smiling at me. Really smiling. The way she used to before everything got complicated.
"I love you, Don," she says.
"I love you too," I tell her.
Then I stab her.
In the dream, she doesn't scream. Doesn't fight. Just looks at me with those radiant and transcendent green eyes and whispers:
"I know."
I wake up covered in sweat, my heart pounding.
But I'm not scared.
I'm calm.
Because I finally understand.
This is what love looks like.
This is what devotion requires.
This is the only way to keep her.
Forever.
PREPARATION
The day of the ball, I take my time getting ready.
I shower. Shave. Style my hair perfectly.
I put on the midnight blue suit. The one Carmen loved.
I look at myself in the mirror and I see a man who's about to do something terrible.
Something unforgivable.
Something necessary.
The knife is in my jacket pocket. Hidden. Waiting.
I practice my smile. The charming one. The one that made Carmen fall in love with me in the first place.
"Hello, Carmen," I say to my reflection.
My reflection smiles back.
We both know what's coming.
We both know how this ends.
She has to die, I think one more time.
And this time, there's no hesitation. No doubt. No fractured thoughts pulling me in different directions.
Just certainty.
Just peace.
Just the calm, cold knowledge that in a few hours, Carmen Beaumont will be dead.
And I will be the one who killed her.
(This is love.)
(This is fate.)
(This is the only way this story could ever end.)
I check my reflection one last time.
Perfect.
Then I leave for the ball.
CHAPTER ELEVEN: FREEDOM AND FIRE (CARMEN)
Iran.
I didn't think. Didn't plan. Just ran.
My bare feet hit the sand, and I heard Don behind me, shouting my name, his voice raw with rage and desperation.
I heard Massimo shouting too, telling me to come back, to get to the helicopter.
But I couldn't think about direction or strategy or escape routes.
I could only run.
I made it to the water's edge before Don caught me.
His hand closed around my arm and yanked me backward. I fell hard onto the sand, the impact knocking the air out of my lungs.
"Where the hell do you think you're going?" he snarled, looming over me.
"Don, please"
"You were leaving me. You were running to him."
"I was scared-"
"Of me?" He grabbed my throat. "You're scared of me? After everything I've done for you? After everything I've given you?"
I couldn't breathe. Couldn't speak. Could only claw at his hands, trying to break free.
"I love you!" he screamed. "I love you more than anything! And you repay me by running away?"
Black spots danced in my vision.
Then suddenly, the pressure was gone.
Massimo had tackled Don, and they were rolling in the sand, fighting for control.
I gasped for air, my throat burning, my vision slowly clearing.
"Run!" Massimo shouted. "Get to the helicopter!"
But I couldn't move. Couldn't think. Could only watch as they fought.
Don was trained. Skilled. He got on top of Massimo and started hitting him, his fists connecting with brutal precision.
Massimo tried to fight back, but Don was too strong, too fast, too consumed by rage.
"You think you can take her from me?" Don screamed, hitting him again and again. "You think you can have what's mine?"
"She's not yours!" Massimo managed to gasp.
"She's mine! She'll always be mine! And if I can't have her—"
"
He wrapped his hands around Massimo's throat.
-no one can."
I watched Massimo's face turn red, then purple. Watched his hands scramble uselessly at Don's grip. Watched the life start to leave his eyes.
And something inside me just broke.
Not fear. Not panic.
Rage.
Pure, white-hot rage.
I looked around desperately and saw a piece of driftwood half-buried in the sand. Big. Heavy. Solid.
I grabbed it.
And I swung.
The wood connected with the back of Don's head with this sickening crack.
He fell sideways, his hands releasing Massimo's throat, his body going limp.
For a second, I just stood there, the driftwood still in my hands, staring at Don's unconscious body.
Had I killed him?
Did I even care?
"Carmen." Massimo's voice was hoarse, damaged. He was gasping for air, his hands at his throat. "We need to go. Now."
"Is he―"
"I don't know. And we're not staying to find out."
He grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the water.
"There's a boat," he rasped. "Hidden in the cove. I came prepared."
We ran along the beach, my feet bleeding from shells and rocks, my lungs burning, my whole body shaking with adrenaline.
Behind us, I heard Don groan.
He was waking up.
"Faster," Massimo urged.
We reached the cove. A small speedboat was anchored just offshore, barely visible in the darkness.
Massimo waded into the water, pulling me with him. The water was warm, but I was shaking so hard my teeth were chattering.
We reached the boat and climbed in. Massimo started the engine-it roared to life, loud in the quiet night.
"Carmen!"
Don's voice. He was on the beach, running toward us, his face twisted with rage and blood streaming from his head.
"Carmen, don't do this! Don't leave me!"
Massimo gunned the engine.
"I love you!" Don screamed. "I love you! Come back!"
We pulled away from shore, the boat cutting through dark water.
I looked back and saw Don standing at the water's edge, his silhouette dark against the white sand.
He was still screaming my name.
Still begging me to come back.
Still convinced that what he felt was love.
We made it to the main island forty minutes later.
Massimo had a car waiting. A hotel room booked. A whole plan.
"We're going back to the Mids," he said as we drove through dark streets. "I've got security there. People who can protect you. We'll get a restraining order. We'll make sure he can't touch you."
I nodded, but I couldn't speak.
My throat hurt where Don had choked me. My body ached from running and fighting and fear.
But more than that, my mind hurt.
Because I'd loved him once.
I'd really, truly loved him.
And he'd turned that love into a prison.
"Carmen." Massimo reached over and took my hand. "You're safe now. I promise. I won't let him hurt you again."
I wanted to believe him.
But I knew Don.
Knew his resources. His connections. His obsession.
This wasn't over.
Not even close.
Massimo's voice
I should have killed him on that beach.
Should have made sure he could never come after her again.
But I didn't.
I thought the law would protect her. Thought restraining orders and security and distance would be enough.
I was wrong.
Because Don didn't care about laws.
He didn't care about consequences.
He only cared about Carmen.
And he'd already decided that if he couldn't have her, no one could.
I just didn't know it yet.
None of us did.
Not until it was too late.
CHAPTER TWELVE: THE UNRAVELING (DON)
I woke up on the beach with blood in my eyes and sand in my mouth.
For a second, I didn't remember what happened.
Then it all came rushing back.
Carmen. Running.
Massimo. Fighting.
The driftwood. The pain. The darkness.
They were gone.
She was gone.
She'd left me.
I staggered to my feet, my head pounding, my vision blurry.
The beach was empty. The helicopter was gone. The boat was gone.
Carmen was gone.
I pulled out my phone-cracked screen, but still working—and made a call.
"I need a location," I said when Marcus answered. "Massimo Ferretti. He has Carmen. I need to know where they are."
"Give me an hour."
"You have thirty minutes."
I hung up and walked back to the villa.
The staff were hiding in their quarters, terrified. Good. They should be terrified.
I went to the bathroom and looked at myself in the mirror.
Blood matted my hair. A gash on the back of my head, still bleeding. Bruises forming on my face from where Massimo had hit me.
I looked like a monster.
I felt like a monster.
But I didn't care.
Carmen was mine. And I was going to get her back.
No matter what it took.
Marcus called back in twenty-five minutes.
"They're at the Meridian Hotel. Main island. Room 847. Ferretti has private security-two guards outside the room, two more in the lobby."
"Can you get me in?"
"For the right price."
"Name it."
"Fifty thousand."
"Done. I need it tonight."
"Give me two hours."
"You have one."
I showered. Changed. Bandaged my head.
Then I sat in the villa and thought about what I was going to do.
I could kill Massimo. That would be easy. A bullet. A knife. A staged accident.
But Carmen would never forgive me.
She'd hate me forever.
And I didn't want her hate.
I wanted her love.
I wanted her to choose me. To come back to me willingly. To understand that we belonged together.
But if she wouldn't choose me...
If she insisted on being with him...
Then I'd have to make a different choice.
A final choice.
My phone buzzed. A message from Marcus.
Security disabled. You have a 10-minute window. Make it count.
I grabbed my gun and left the villa.
The hotel was quiet when I arrived. Late night. Most guests asleep.
I took the stairs to the eighth floor, my footsteps silent on the carpeted steps.
Room 847 was at the end of the hall.
The guards were gone―Marcus had done his job.
I stood outside the door and listened.
Silence.
I used the keycard Marcus had provided and slipped inside.
The room was dark. I could hear breathing-two people, sleeping.
I moved closer to the bed.
Carmen was curled on her side, her hair spread across the pillow. Massimo was behind her, his arm around her waist.
Protecting her.
Claiming her.
Taking what was mine.
I raised the gun.
It would be so easy. One shot. Two shots. Over in seconds.
But I couldn't do it.
Not like this.
Not while she was sleeping.
Not without her knowing why.
I lowered the gun and backed out of the room.
Outside, I sat in my car and tried to think.
I couldn't kill her. Not yet. Not without giving her one more chance.
One more opportunity to choose me.
To come back to me.
To be mine again.
I'd follow them back to the Mids. I'd watch her. I'd wait for the right moment.
And then I'd make her understand.
One way or another.
Massimo's voice
He was in our room that night.
I didn't know it then. Didn't know how close we came to dying in our sleep.
But later, when I reviewed the hotel security footage, I saw him.
Saw him standing over us.
Saw the gun in his hand.
Saw him raise it, then lower it, then leave.
He could have killed us both.
But he didn't.
Because he wanted Carmen to know.
Wanted her to understand what he was going to do.
Wanted her to see it coming.
That's the thing about obsession.
It's not enough to destroy the object of your desire.
You have to make them watch.
You have to make them understand that this is their fault.
That they drove you to this.
That they made you into a monster.
THE LUMINESCENT PARLOR (PSYCHIC READING)
Two days before the ball
"I still can't believe you found this place," Madison said as we stepped out of the transport tube onto Platform 23.
It was one of the older platforms in the Mids—not decrepit, but definitely less polished than the newer sections. The kind of place where old money came to hide their secrets and new money came to pretend they had history.
"My grandmother used to come here," Arabella said, leading us down a narrow corridor lined with antique shops and vintage boutiques. "She swore by Madame Isadora. Said she predicted everything—my grandfather's business success, my parents' marriage, even my birth."
"A psychic?" Sophia sounded skeptical. "Seriously?"
"Not just any psychic," Arabella corrected. "The psychic. She only sees clients by referral. No advertising. No social media. Just word of mouth among people who know."
I was only half-listening. My mind was still on Massimo, on the ball in two days, on the fact that for the first time in months I felt like I could actually breathe.
Don was gone. Really gone. The restraining order was in place. Massimo had hired private security. We were safe.
Or at least, that's what I kept telling myself.
"Here," Arabella said, stopping in front of a door that looked like all the others—brushed steel, no markings, completely anonymous.
She pressed her palm to a scanner hidden in the doorframe. The door slid open silently. Inside was like stepping into another world.
The Luminescent Parlor was radiant and transcendent in a way that felt ancient and futuristic simultaneously. The walls were covered in deep purple velvet that seemed to absorb light. Crystals hung from the ceiling on invisible wires, rotating slowly and casting rainbow patterns across every surface. The air smelled like sandalwood and something else—something sweet and slightly intoxicating that I couldn't quite place.
Candles floated in mid-air, their flames perfectly still despite having no visible support. The floor was polished obsidian that reflected everything like dark water.
In the center of the room was a circular table made of what looked like solid moonstone, glowing faintly from within. Around it were six chairs upholstered in midnight blue silk.
And behind the table sat Madame Isadora.
She was probably in her sixties, but it was hard to tell. Her skin was smooth and dark, her hair silver and twisted into an elaborate crown of braids. She wore layers of flowing fabric in shades of indigo and violet, and her fingers were covered in rings-silver, gold, stones I didn't recognize.
But it was her eyes that got me.
They were pale gray, almost colorless, and when she looked at you it felt like she was seeing through you. Past your skin, past your bones, straight into whatever made you you.
"Arabella Sinclair," she said, her voice low and melodic with an accent I couldn't place. "Your grandmother would be pleased to know you've continued the tradition."
"Madame Isadora." Arabella bowed slightly. "Thank you for seeing us."
"Your friends are welcome." Those pale eyes swept over us, pausing briefly on each face. When they reached me, I felt a chill run down my spine.
Her expression didn't change, but something flickered in those eyes. Something that looked almost like... fear?
Then it was gone, and she was smiling warmly at the group.
"Please, sit. We have much to discuss."
Madison went first.
She sat across from Madame Isadora, practically vibrating with excitement. "Okay, so I want to know about my career. I'm launching a tech startup next month and I need to know if it's going to—"
"Give me your hands," Madame Isadora interrupted gently.
Madison placed her hands palm-up on the moonstone table. The psychic took them, closing her eyes.
The room went quiet. Even the floating candles seemed to still.
After a long moment, Madame Isadora opened her eyes and smiled.
"Your venture will exceed your expectations," she said. "I see rapid growth. International expansion within eighteen months. You'll receive an acquisition offer that will make you very wealthy, but don't take the first one. The third offer will be the one that changes your life."
Madison's eyes went wide. "Really? Oh my God, that's amazing!"
"But be careful of a business partner with the initial J. They'll try to take credit for your work. Document everything."
"J..." Madison frowned. "James? My co-founder's name is James."
"Then watch him carefully." Madame Isadora released her hands. "Trust your instincts. They're sharper than you think."
Madison practically floated back to her seat, already texting someone-probably about James.
Sophia went next. Her reading was equally positive—a romantic connection with someone she'd meet at a gallery opening, a inheritance from a distant relative, a move to Paris that would bring her happiness.
Then Zara. Career success in modeling, a major campaign with a luxury brand, a proposal from someone unexpected.
Each reading was detailed, specific, and glowing with optimism.
Arabella went last before me.
"I already know what I want to ask about," she said, sitting down with a smile. "There's this guy―"
"The architect," Madame Isadora said before Arabella could finish. "Yes. I see him clearly."
"You do?"
"Dark hair. Green eyes. Builds things with his hands but dreams in equations." The psychic smiled. "He's been watching you for months, waiting for the right moment to approach. He'll make his move at a dinner party next week. Say yes."
Arabella's face lit up. "Really? Oh my God, I knew it! I knew he was interested!"
"He's more than interested. He's captivated. And he'll treat you the way you deserve to be treated with respect, admiration, and genuine partnership." Madame Isadora squeezed her hands. "You'll be very happy together."
Arabella came back to her seat beaming, and everyone turned to look at me.
"Your turn, Carmen," Madison said. "Let's see what the universe has in store for the most radiant and transcendent woman in the Mids."
I stood up, smoothing down my dress—a simple cream silk number that probably cost more than most people's monthly rent. As I walked toward the table, I caught Madame Isadora's expression.
She looked... tense.
I sat down and placed my hands on the moonstone table, palm-up, just like the others had done.
"So," I said, trying to sound casual, "what do you see for me?"
Madame Isadora stared at my hands for a long moment.
Then she pulled back.
"I'm sorry," she said quietly. "I can't read for you."
The room went silent.
"What?" I laughed, confused. "Why not?"
"I just... I can't." She stood up abruptly. "Perhaps one of your other friends would like another reading? A clarification on something?"
"Wait, hold on." I stayed seated. "You just read for everyone else. Why can't you read for me?"
"Your energy is..." She hesitated, her rings catching the candlelight as her hands twisted together. "Complicated. I don't specialize in-"
"In what?" I pressed. "What's complicated about my energy?"
"Carmen, maybe we should just-" Arabella started.
"No." I looked directly at Madame Isadora. "I want to know. What's so complicated that you can't even look at my hands?"
The psychic's pale eyes met mine, and I saw something in them that made my stomach drop.
Pity.
"Please," she said softly. "Don't ask me to do this."
"Why not?"
"Because some things are better left unknown."
"That's bullshit," I said, my voice harder than I intended. "You just told everyone else their futures. Told them about love and money and success. Why am I different?"
"Carmen" Sophia tried.
"Just tell me," I interrupted, still staring at Madame Isadora. "Whatever it is, I can handle it. I've handled worse."
The psychic was quiet for a long moment. I could see her internal struggle—the desire to refuse warring with something else. Professional obligation? Curiosity? I couldn't tell.
Finally, she sat back down.
"Give me your hands," she said, and her voice had changed. Become flatter. More resigned. I placed my hands in hers.
Her skin was cold. Unnaturally cold.
She closed her eyes, and I watched her face change.
The color drained from her cheeks. Her breathing became shallow. A thin line of sweat appeared on her forehead despite the cool air.
The floating candles flickered.
The crystals overhead stopped rotating.
Even the glow from the moonstone table seemed to dim.
"Oh," Madame Isadora whispered. "Oh no."
"What?" My heart was starting to pound. "What do you see?"
She didn't answer. Her grip on my hands tightened, her fingers digging into my skin almost painfully.
"Madame Isadora?" Arabella's voice was worried now.
The psychic's eyes snapped open. They were unfocused, distant, like she was seeing something far away.
"You're at the end of a long hallway," she said, her voice strange and hollow. "And there's no way out. All the doors are locked. All the windows are sealed. You're running, but you're not moving. You're screaming, but no one can hear you."
"What the fuck," Madison breathed.
"There's someone behind you," Madame Isadora continued, and now her voice was shaking. "Someone who loves you and hates you in equal measure. Someone who would rather destroy you than lose you. He's getting closer. You can hear his footsteps. You can feel his breath on your neck."
"Stop," I said, trying to pull my hands away. "Stop it—"
But her grip was iron. Unbreakable.
"You're surrounded by light and beauty and people, but you're completely alone. No one can help you. No one can save you. It's already decided. Already written. Already—"
"Let go of me!" I yanked my hands back hard, and this time she released me.
I stumbled backward, my heart racing, my hands shaking.
Madame Isadora slumped in her chair, breathing hard. The color was slowly returning to her face, but she looked exhausted. Drained.
"What the hell was that?" Sophia demanded.
The psychic looked up at me, and her pale eyes were filled with tears.
"I'm sorry," she whispered. "I'm so sorry."
"Sorry for what?" My voice came out higher than I intended. "What did you see?"
"Death." The word hung in the air like a curse. "I saw death surrounding you. Inevitable. Inescapable. Coming for you like a wave you can't outrun."

Bad news
The room was completely silent.
"That's not funny," Zara said finally.
"I'm not joking." Madame Isadora's voice was flat. Certain. "Carmen, you're going to die. Soon. Very soon."
"How soon?" Arabella asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
"Days. Maybe hours." The psychic stood up slowly, like her bones hurt. "You won't make it to the end of the week."
I felt like I'd been punched in the stomach.
"No," I said. "No, that's—that's not possible. You're wrong."
"I wish I was." She moved around the table toward me, and I instinctively stepped back. "But I've been doing this for forty years, and I've never been wrong about death. Never."
"Well, there's a first time for everything," I said, trying to sound confident. Trying to laugh it off. "I mean, come on. This is just—it's just theatrics, right? Fortune telling. Entertainment."
But even as I said it, I could hear the fear in my own voice.
"I saw violence," Madame Isadora continued, ignoring my protests. "Brutal, personal violence. I saw blood. So much blood. I saw you trying to speak but unable to form words. I saw someone you love standing over you, and I saw—"
"Stop!" Arabella stood up. "Just stop. You're scaring her."
"She should be scared." The psychic's eyes were still locked on mine. "Because what's coming for her can't be stopped. Can't be avoided. It's already in motion."
"This is insane," Madison said, but her voice was uncertain. "You can't just tell someone they're going to die—"
"Would you rather I lie?" Madame Isadora turned to her. "Tell her everything will be fine? That she'll live a long, happy life? When I can see her death as clearly as I can see your face?"
"Maybe we should go," Sophia said quietly.
"Yes." The psychic nodded. "You should go. All of you. Except—" She looked at me again. "Carmen, if you want to know more—"
"I don't." I was already backing toward the door. "I don't want to know anything else."
"There might be a way—"
"No." I shook my head. "This is bullshit. You're a fraud. You're just trying to scare me so I'll pay you for some kind of protection spell or whatever."
"I don't want your money." Her voice was sad. "I just want you to be careful. To be aware. To maybe―"
"To maybe what? Avoid my inevitable death?" I laughed, and it sounded hysterical even to my own ears. "You just said it can't be stopped."
"I said it's already in motion. But sometimes, if you know it's coming, you can—"
"I'm leaving." I turned to my friends. "Come on. Let's get out of here."
They followed me to the door, all of them silent and shaken.
As I reached for the handle, Madame Isadora spoke one last time.
"Carmen."
I didn't turn around.
"The man who's going to kill you—you already know him. You've already loved him. And in his mind, what he's going to do is an act of devotion."
My hand froze on the door handle.
"He thinks if he can't have you, no one should. He thinks your death will be proof of his love. He thinks—"
I yanked the door open and walked out, my friends scrambling after me.
We didn't speak until we were back in the transport tube, heading toward Platform 7 where we'd planned to have dinner.
Finally, Madison broke the silence.
"That was fucked up."
"Seriously fucked up," Zara agreed. "Who does that? Who tells someone they're going to die?"
"She seemed pretty convinced," Sophia said quietly.
"She's a con artist," I said, staring at my reflection in the transport tube's window. "She probably does that to everyone. Scares them, then offers to 'help' for a price."
"She didn't ask for money," Arabella pointed out.
"She would have. If I'd stayed longer."
"Carmen―"
"I don't want to talk about it." I turned to face them. "Seriously. It was just a stupid reading. Fortune telling is bullshit. Everyone knows that."
But even as I said it, I could feel Madame Isadora's cold hands on mine. Could hear her voice: You're going to die. Soon. Very soon.
"Maybe you should cancel the ball," Madison suggested. "Just to be safe."
"Cancel the ball?" I stared at her. "Because some psychic said I'm going to die? That's insane."
"Is it?" Arabella's voice was careful. "I mean, with everything that's happened with Don—"
"Don is gone. He's not allowed within a thousand feet of me. I have security. I have a restraining order. I'm fine."
"But what if"
"I'm fine," I repeated, more firmly. "And I'm going to that ball. I'm going to wear a radiant and transcendent dress and dance with Massimo and have an amazing time. Because I'm not going to let some con artist ruin my life with her fake predictions."
The transport tube arrived at Platform 7. We got out, and I could feel my friends exchanging worried glances behind my back.
"Look," I said, stopping and turning to face them. "I appreciate the concern. Really. But I'm okay. That reading was just... it was just entertainment that went too far. Nothing's going to happen to me."
"Promise you'll be careful?" Arabella asked.
"I promise."
"And you'll keep your security close at the ball?"
"Yes."
"And if you see Don―"
"I'll call the police immediately. I know the drill." I forced a smile. "Now can we please go eat? I'm starving."
We went to dinner at the Celestial Gardens—one of those restaurants where the tables float among actual trees and flowers, all of it somehow thriving in the controlled environment of the Mids.
My friends tried to act normal, but I could tell they were shaken. They kept looking at me like I was already a ghost.
I ordered champagne and the most expensive thing on the menu and laughed at all the right moments and pretended everything was fine.
But inside, I couldn't stop thinking about Madame Isadora's words.
You're at the end of a long hallway, and there's no way out.
The man who's going to kill you—you already know him.
You won't make it to the end of the week.
I took another sip of champagne and told myself it was all bullshit.
Just theatrics. Just entertainment.
Nothing more.
But that night, alone in Massimo's penthouse while he was at a late meeting, I couldn't sleep.
I kept seeing Madame Isadora's pale eyes. Kept feeling her cold hands on mine. Kept hearing
that hollow, certain voice: I've never been wrong about death. Never.
I got up and went to the window, looking out over the glittering platforms of the Mids.
Somewhere out there, Don was watching. I could feel it.
And in two days, I'd be at the ball.
Surrounded by light and beauty and people.
Completely alone.
Just like the psychic had said.
I pressed my hand against the glass and tried to convince myself I wasn't scared.
But I was.
God, I was terrified.
Because what if she was right?
What if I really was going to die?
What if the hallway really had no way out?
I stood there until dawn, watching the artificial sun rise over the Mids, and tried not to think about the fact that I might only have two more sunrises left.
Two more days.
Two more chances to run.
But run where?
If death was already in motion, already decided, already written-
Where could I possibly go that it wouldn't find me?
Massimo's voice, present day
I didn't know about the psychic reading until after Carmen died.
Arabella told me, sobbing, convinced that if she'd just made Carmen cancel the ball, if she'd just taken the warning seriously-
But it wouldn't have mattered.
Don would have found another time. Another place.
The psychic was right about one thing: it was already in motion.
Already inevitable.
Already written in blood.
Carmen was going to die that week.
And nothing-not security, not restraining orders, not warnings from psychics—could have stopped it.
Because Don Harrington had already decided.
And once he decided something, he never changed his mind.
Never.
CHAPTER TWELVE POINT FIVE: THE RECKONING (CARMEN & ISABELLE)
I called my mother from Massimo's penthouse.
My hands were shaking so badly I could barely hold the phone. Massimo was in the other room, giving me privacy, but I could feel his presence-solid, protective, real. The opposite of everything I'd grown up with.
The holographic display flickered to life, and my mother's face materialized in front of me. Isabelle Beaumont. Former supermodel. Survivor. The woman who'd taught me that beauty was currency and love was a transaction.
She looked perfect, as always. Her skin was flawless-expensive treatments and genetic modifications keeping her looking forty instead of fifty-three. Her hair was pulled back in a sleek chignon. Diamond earrings caught the light. She was wearing Chanel, of course.
"Carmen." Her voice was cool, measured. "I wasn't expecting to hear from you."
"I need to see you," I said. My voice came out steadier than I felt. "Today. Now."
Her perfectly sculpted eyebrows rose slightly. "Is everything alright?"
"No. Everything is not alright. I need to talk to you. In person."
There was a pause. I watched her calculate-weighing the inconvenience against the urgency
in my voice, deciding whether this was worth her time.
"The Crystalline Hotel," she said finally. "Presidential Suite. I'll be there in an hour."
The call ended before I could respond.
The Presidential Suite at the Crystalline Hotel was exactly what I expected.
Cold. Minimalist. Expensive.
Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the Mids—the glittering cityscape suspended between Earth and the lunar station, all light and glass and impossible wealth. The furniture was white marble and chrome, geometric and emotionless. Everything was pristine. Perfect. Untouchable.
Just like my mother.
She was already there when I arrived, standing by the window with a glass of champagne in her hand. She didn't turn when I entered.
"You look terrible," she said.
I caught my reflection in the mirrored wall. She was right. My hair was pulled back in a messy bun. I was wearing jeans and a simple black sweater—no makeup, no jewelry, no performance. I looked like a person instead of a product.
"I've had a rough few weeks," I said.
"So I've heard." She turned to face me, her expression unreadable. "Don Harrington. The CIA agent. The one who got you out of jail after that unfortunate incident with Zena Lockwood."
"He's not " I stopped myself. "That's not why I'm here."
"Then why are you here, Carmen?"
I took a breath. Steadied myself.
"Because I need to tell you something. Something I should have said years ago."
She took a sip of champagne, waiting.
"Being your daughter destroyed me."
The words hung in the air between us.
My mother's expression didn't change. "That's quite dramatic."
"It's true." My voice was shaking now, but I pushed forward. "You taught me that beauty was power. That being desired was the same as being loved. That manipulation was survival. You taught me to weaponize my appearance, to perform for men, to make myself into whatever they wanted so I could control them."
"I taught you to survive," Isabelle said coldly. "I taught you the only lessons that matter in this world."
"You taught me to be a thing instead of a person!" The words came out louder than I intended. "You taught me that my value was in how I looked, how I smelled, how men reacted to me. You never taught me that I was worth loving for who I actually am."
"And who are you, Carmen?" Her voice was sharp now. "Without the beauty? Without the wealth? Without the performance? Who are you?"
I opened my mouth. Closed it.
I didn't know.
That was the problem.
"Exactly," my mother said. "You don't know. Because there is no 'you' underneath all of that. There's just the performance. Just like me."
"I'm not like you—"
"You're exactly like me." She set down her champagne glass with a sharp click against the marble table. "You think I don't see it? The way you move through rooms, the way you calculate every interaction, the way you make men fall in love with you and then discard them when they're no longer useful? You learned from the best, darling."
"And that's why Don could control me so easily!" I was shouting now. "Because you taught me that obsession was love! That possession was devotion! That a man wanting to own me meant he cared!"
"Don Harrington is a psychopath," Isabelle said dismissively. "That has nothing to do with me."
"It has everything to do with you!" Tears were streaming down my face now. "I spent my entire life trying to earn love through my appearance. Trying to be worthy enough, worthy enough, worthy enough that someone would actually want me. And when Don showed up and told me I was perfect, when he watched me constantly and wanted to know where I was every second I thought that was love. Because you taught me that's what love looks like."
My mother's jaw tightened. "I was protecting you."
"Protecting me from what?"
"From ending up like I did!" Her voice cracked-just slightly, just enough to show the fracture underneath. "From being trapped with a man who beats you, who controls you, who makes you feel like you're nothing. I killed your father to protect you, Carmen. I took you and ran and built a new life so you would never have to experience what I experienced."
"And instead you taught me to become exactly what you were running from," I said quietly. "You taught me to manipulate men, to make them obsessed with me, to use my beauty as a weapon. You taught me everything except how to actually be loved."
"Love is a fairy tale," Isabelle snapped. "Love is what weak people tell themselves to justify staying in situations that destroy them. I taught you power. I taught you control. I taught you how to survive."
was your pawn. A prop to
"I was never your daughter." The words came out flat, emotionless. make yourself look maternal and kind to people who didn't even know you."
The silence that followed was deafening.
My mother stared at me, her perfect face finally showing something—anger, maybe, or recognition.
"You think I don't know that?" Her voice was low, dangerous. "You think I don't know what I am? What I've always been?"
"Then why did you keep me?" I demanded. "Why didn't you just leave me with someone who could actually love me? Someone who wanted to be a mother?"
"Because you're mine." The words came out fierce, possessive. "Because I carried you for nine months. Because I looked at you when you were born and saw myself. Because despite everything-despite not knowing how to be what you needed-I couldn't let you go."
"That's not love," I whispered.
"No," Isabelle agreed. "It's not. But it's all I have."
She walked to the window, her back to me, her reflection ghostly in the glass.
"You want me to apologize," she said. "You want me to say I was wrong, that I should have been different, that I should have given you something I didn't have to give. But I won't. Because I did the best I could with what I was."
"Your best wasn't good enough."
"I know." She turned to face me, and for the first time in my life, I saw something raw in her expression. Something almost human. "Do you think I don't know that? Do you think I don't see what I did to you? What I made you into?"
"Then why won't you take accountability?"
"Because what good would it do?" Her voice rose. "What would change, Carmen? Would it undo the damage? Would it make you whole? Would it give you back the childhood you deserved?"
"It would mean you actually cared—"
"I do care!" She was shouting now, her perfect composure finally cracking. "I care so much it terrifies me! But caring doesn't mean I know how to fix it! Caring doesn't mean I can suddenly become the mother you needed!"
She took a breath, steadying herself.
"You want to know the truth?" Her voice was quieter now, but no less intense. "You were never supposed to exist. I was a supermodel. I was supposed to keep being a supermodel. I was supposed to walk runways and turn heads and be admired. That's what I was made for. That's what I was good at."
"So I was a mistake," I said flatly.
"You were unexpected." She met my eyes. "I wasn't made to be a mother, Carmen. I was made to be seen. To be admired. To be perfect. And then suddenly I had this tiny, screaming thing that needed me constantly, that required things I didn't know how to give."
"Like love."
"Like patience. Like tenderness. Like the ability to put someone else's needs before my own." She laughed bitterly. "I tried. God, I tried. But every time you cried, every time you needed something, every time you looked at me with those big green eyes wanting something I couldn't name-I felt like I was failing. Like I was broken."
"You were broken," I said. "You still are."
"Yes." She didn't deny it. "And so are you. Because I made you in my image. I taught you the only things I knew how to teach. I gave you the only tools I had."
"Those tools almost got me killed."
"I know." Her voice cracked again. "I know, and I hate myself for it. But I don't know how to be anything other than what I am."
I felt something shift in my chest. Not forgiveness—I wasn't ready for that, might never be ready for that. But understanding, maybe. Recognition.
"Do you love me?" I asked. The question I'd been too afraid to ask my entire life.
My mother was quiet for a long moment.
"Yes," she said finally. "I love you. But I never wanted you. And those two things are both true, and both destroy me."
The honesty of it hit me like a physical blow.
"I want the best for you," she continued. "I've always wanted the best for you. But I don't know how to be your mother. I never did. And nothing I did could change that."
"So you taught me to be you instead."
"I taught you to survive the only way I knew how." She walked toward me, stopping a few feet away. "I taught you that beauty was power because that's what saved me. I taught you that being desired was valuable because that's what gave me worth. I taught you to manipulate and perform because that's how I escaped your father and built this life."
"But those lessons almost killed me," I whispered.
"I know." Tears were sliding down her perfect face now, ruining her makeup. "I know, and I'm sorry. But I can't undo it. I can't go back and be different. I can't give you the mother you deserved."
"Then what can you give me?"
She reached out, hesitated, then placed her hand on my cheek. Her touch was cold.
"The truth," she said. "I love you in the only way I know how. It's not enough. It's never been enough. But it's real."
I closed my eyes, feeling the weight of everything unsaid, everything broken, everything that could never be fixed.
"I need you to know something," I said, opening my eyes. "I'm with someone now. Someone who sees me. Who loves me without needing to own me. Who makes me feel like a person instead of a possession."
"Massimo Mercier," my mother said. "I know. I have people who keep me informed."
"Of course you do."
"Is he good to you?"
The question surprised me. "Yes. He's... he's everything Don wasn't."
"Then hold onto him." Her hand dropped from my face. "Don't let him go. Don't sabotage it the way I sabotaged everything good in my life."
"I'm pregnant," I said suddenly. The words just came out.
My mother's eyes widened—the first genuine surprise I'd seen from her.
"Does he know?"
"Yes. We're... we're going to figure it out together."
"And Don?"
"Don is out of my life. Permanently."
My mother studied me for a long moment. "You're stronger than I was," she said finally. "You got out. I never did—not really. I just traded one cage for another."
"I learned from you," I said. "Both what to do and what not to do."
She smiled-sad, broken, real. "Then maybe I did teach you something valuable after all."
We stood there in that cold, perfect suite, two broken women who shared blood and damage and an inability to be what the other needed.
"I should go," I said finally. "The ball is tomorrow night. I need to prepare."
"Be careful," my mother said. "Don Harrington is dangerous. More dangerous than you realize."
"I know. I have security. Massimo has security. We'll be fine."
But even as I said it, I felt the psychic's words echoing in my mind: You will not make it to the end of the week.
My mother must have seen something in my expression because she stepped closer.
"Carmen," she said quietly. "If something happens—if you need me—"
"I know where to find you."
She nodded. "For what it's worth... I am proud of you. For leaving. For choosing yourself. For being braver than I ever was."
"It's worth something," I said. "Not everything. But something."
I turned to leave, but her voice stopped me.
"Carmen?"
I looked back.
"I wish I could have been different," she said. "I wish I could have been the mother you deserved. I wish I knew how to love you the way you needed to be loved."
"I know," I said. "But wishing doesn't change anything."
"No," she agreed. "It doesn't."
I left her standing there by the window, a perfect, broken woman in a perfect, empty room.
Massimo's voice, present day
Carmen told me about the conversation with her mother that night.
We were lying in bed, her head on my chest, my hand stroking her hair. She cried as she talked-not the dramatic, performative crying she'd learned from years of manipulation, but real, raw grief.
"She loves me," Carmen said. "But she never wanted me. And I don't know which one hurts more."
"Both," I said. "They both hurt."
"Do you think I'm like her?" She looked up at me, her green eyes red from crying. "Do you think I'm broken the same way she is?"
"I think you're aware of the damage," I said carefully. "And that awareness is what makes you different. You see what she did to you. You understand how it shaped you. And you're choosing to be different."
"But what if I can't be?" Her voice was small, frightened. "What if I'm destined to repeat the pattern? What if I do to our baby what she did to me?"
I pulled her closer. "You won't. Because you're already asking the question. Because you're already aware of the danger. Because you're choosing to break the cycle instead of perpetuating it."
She was quiet for a long time.
"I wish she could have been different," she whispered finally.
"I know."
"I wish she could have loved me the way I needed."
"I know."
"I wish―"
"I know, baby. I know."
We lay there in the darkness, holding each other, both of us aware that something fundamental had shifted. Carmen had finally seen her mother clearly-not as a villain, not as a victim, but as a broken woman who'd done her best with tools that were never adequate.
It didn't fix anything.
It didn't heal the damage.
But it was truth.
And sometimes truth is all you can get.
"I love you," Carmen said into the darkness.
"I love you too."
"Promise me something."
"Anything."
"Promise me that if I start to become like her—if I start to treat our baby the way she treated me-you'll tell me. You'll stop me."
"I promise."
"Promise me you'll never let me forget that love is supposed to be kind. That it's supposed to be safe. That it's supposed to make you feel more like yourself, not less."
"I promise."
She fell asleep in my arms that night, exhausted from crying, from confronting, from finally understanding.
I stayed awake, watching her breathe, thinking about the conversation she'd had with her mother.
About how damage gets passed down through generations.
About how awareness doesn't always equal healing.
About how Carmen was trying so hard to be different, to break the pattern, to choose love over survival.
I didn't know then that she only had two more days to live.
That all her efforts to break the cycle, to be different, to choose love—they would all be cut short by a man who'd learned the same lessons her mother had taught her.
That obsession was love.
That possession was devotion.
That if you couldn't have someone, you destroyed them.
Carmen had finally understood her mother.
But she still didn't understand Don.
Not really.
Not until it was too late.
CHAPTER THIRTEEN: THE STALKING (DON)
I followed them back to the Mids.
It was easy. They thought they were safe. Thought the distance and the security and the restraining order Carmen had filed would protect them.
They were wrong.
I had resources they couldn't imagine. Connections they didn't know existed. Skills they'd never
seen.
I was a ghost.
And I was everywhere.
The first thing I did was activate my neural interface-Agency-issued, military-grade, encrypted through seventeen layers of government backdoors. I blinked twice, and a holographic display materialized in my visual field, visible only to me. Real-time location data streamed across my vision like a living map.
Carmen's biometric signature pinged on the display—a small red dot moving through the Mids' luxury district.
I'd installed a satellite retinal scanner on her three months ago. She didn't know it. It was microscopic, embedded in the diamond earrings I'd given her for her birthday. Every time she blinked, the scanner registered her location through satellite triangulation. Accurate to within three meters.
The neural interface pulled data from multiple sources simultaneously. I could see her position overlaid on a three-dimensional map of the Mids. I could see her heart rate-elevated, probably from shopping. I could see her body temperature. I could see the exact moment she stopped moving.
The Celestine Boutique. Of course.
She was shopping for a dress for the ball.
For him.
I activated the secondary surveillance layer-the drone network. Twelve micro-drones, each the size of a hummingbird, equipped with cloaking technology that bent light around them, rendering them invisible to the naked eye. They moved through the Mids' airspace like ghosts, their cameras feeding real-time video directly into my neural interface.
I watched her through the boutique's smart-glass windows. Watched her try on gown after gown, each one more radiant and transcendent than the last.
She looked happy.
That's what killed me.
She looked happier with him than she'd ever looked with me.
Lighter. Freer. Like a weight had been lifted from her shoulders.
Like I'd been the weight.
I watched her laugh at something Massimo said, watched him touch her waist, watched her lean into him like he was the only thing keeping her grounded.
And I felt something inside me die.
She'd never looked at me like that.
Not really.
She'd looked at me with desire. With fear. With obligation.
But never with that easy, uncomplicated joy.
Because she'd never really loved me.
She'd just been trapped by me.
I pulled up the communication interception feed on my neural interface. Another Agency tool, one that technically required a warrant but which I'd learned to access without one years ago. Carmen's messages appeared in real-time, streaming across my visual field as she typed them. Carmen to Arabella: He's taking me to the ball. I'm so nervous. What if Don shows up?
Arabella to Carmen: He won't. You have a restraining order. Security will keep him out. Carmen to Arabella: I hope you're right.
I felt rage spike through my chest. She was afraid of me. She was hoping I wouldn't show up.
I accessed the facial recognition network next—a system I'd helped develop during my CIA days. Every public camera in the Mids was connected to it. Every retail location, every street corner, every building entrance. The moment Carmen's face appeared in any of those feeds, the system flagged it and sent an alert directly to my neural interface.
I watched the alerts pile up as she moved through the city. The boutique. A café. The spa where she was getting ready for the ball.
I could see her everywhere.
I could see everything.
I pulled up the retail security camera feeds from the boutique-accessed through a government backdoor that technically didn't exist. The feeds were crystal clear, high-definition, showing Carmen from multiple angles as she tried on dresses.
She was radiant.
Glowing.
Perfect.
And she was getting ready for him.
Not for me.
For him.
I followed her to the spa where she got ready for the ball. The building's smart-glass exterior displayed holographic advertisements, but I could see through them using my neural interface's thermal imaging overlay. I watched her silhouette move through the spa's interior-watched her get her hair done, her makeup applied, her nails painted.
The drone network provided additional surveillance. I had three drones positioned outside the spa, their cameras capturing every angle. I could see her through the windows. I could see her reflection in the mirrors. I could see her from above, from the side, from every possible perspective.
She was radiant.
Glowing.
Perfect.
And she was getting ready for him.
Not for me.
For him.
I went home and looked at myself in the mirror.
I looked tired. Hollow. Like something had been carved out of me and left empty.
I'd given her everything.
My love. My protection. My entire life.
And she'd thrown it away.
For him.
I opened my closet and pulled out my tuxedo. If she was going to the ball, so was I.
If she was going to be radiant and transcendent, I'd be handsome.
If she was going to be happy, I'd be there to remind her of what she'd lost.
And if she still refused me...
I pulled out the knife.
Ceramic. Untraceable. Sharp enough to cut through bone.
I'd bought it years ago for a mission that never happened.
Now it would have a purpose.
I went home and looked at myself in the mirror.
My neural-mesh interface was still active, Carmen's biometric signature pulsing in my visual field like a heartbeat. Real-time geo-location data streamed across my retinal display—she was at the spa now, her body temperature elevated slightly from the heat treatments, her heart rate steady at 68 beats per minute. Getting ready. For him. For the ball. For a future that didn't include me.
I looked tired. Hollow. Like something had been carved out of me and left empty.
I'd given her everything.
My love. My protection. My entire life.
And she'd thrown it away.
For him.
I opened my closet and pulled out my tuxedo. The fabric was perfect—Italian wool, custom-tailored, midnight black. I'd had it made months ago for an event I'd planned to take Carmen to. A charity gala. I was going to propose that night, in front of everyone, make it impossible for her to say no.
Back when I thought we had a future.
Back when I thought she loved me.
I laid the tuxedo on the bed and went to the safe hidden behind the Rothko in my bedroom. My fingers moved automatically through the combination—muscle memory from years of accessing classified materials, weapons, documents that could end careers or start wars.
The knife was in a velvet-lined case at the back.
Ceramic composite. Untraceable by standard security scanners. Quantum-encrypted manufacturing signature erased from all databases. Sharp enough to cut through bone.
I'd acquired it years ago for a black ops mission in Caracas that never happened—the target had been eliminated by a rival cartel before we could move. I'd kept the knife anyway. Agency protocol said to return unused equipment, but I'd filed the paperwork incorrectly on purpose, corrupted the digital trail. Kept it as insurance.
Now it would have a purpose.
I pulled it from the case and felt its weight in my hand. Light. Balanced. Perfect.
I got dressed slowly, carefully. The shirt first—crisp white, French cuffs. The cufflinks Carmen had given me for my birthday, platinum with black diamonds. The pants, the vest, the jacket. Each piece fit perfectly, molding to my body like a second skin.
I looked at myself in the mirror.
I looked good. Handsome. Put together.
Like a man going to a party.
Not like a man planning a murder.
The knife fit perfectly in the inner pocket of my jacket. Invisible. Waiting.
I stood in front of the mirror and practiced the motion.
Reaching in. Fingers closing around the handle. Pulling it out in one smooth movement.
The strike.
Fast. Efficient. Deadly.
I'd done this before. In Tehran. In Moscow. In half a dozen cities whose names were still classified. I'd killed for my country, for democracy, for the greater good.
Now I'd do it for love.
I practiced again. And again. The motion becoming automatic, instinctive. Reach. Pull. Strike. My reflection mimicked the movements—a man in a tuxedo, elegant and lethal, performing a dance of death.
Reach. Pull. Strike.
Reach. Pull. Strike.
The knife caught the light each time, a flash of ceramic that looked almost like bone.
I thought about Carmen's neck. The delicate curve of it. How many times I'd kissed that exact spot. How soft her skin was there. How she'd sigh when I touched her.
How easily the knife would slide through.
I practiced one more time, slower now, visualizing every detail. The moment of contact. The resistance of skin and muscle. The way her eyes would widen. The sound she'd make.
Would she understand, in that final moment? Would she realize that this was love? That I was doing this because I loved her too much to let her go?
I activated my neural interface one final time. The holographic display materialized in my visual field, showing Carmen's real-time location. She was leaving the spa now, heading to the ball venue. Her biometric signature pulsed on the map like a heartbeat.
Steady. Strong. Alive.
Not for much longer.
I could see her. I could track her. I could find her anywhere in the Mids.
And tonight, I would.
I called for my flying limousine. The Al pilot engaged automatically, the vehicle rising smoothly from the building's private landing pad. As we ascended into the Mids' airspace, I watched Carmen's location on my neural interface.
She was at the Grand Pavilion now. Moving through the ballroom. Dancing with him.
I watched her live her last hours.
And I did nothing to stop it.
Because I wanted her to be happy one more time.
Before I took it all away.
Massimo's voice
I should have seen him coming.
Should have known he wouldn't give up.
Should have hired more security, kept Carmen closer, been more careful.
But I thought we were safe.
The ball was at my venue. My security. My people.
I thought he wouldn't dare.
I was wrong.
CHAPTER FOURTEEN: THE BALL (CARMEN)
I felt radiant and transcendent.
That was the first thought I had when I looked at myself in the mirror.
The gown was midnight blue, almost black, with a neckline that plunged to my navel and a slit that went up to my hip. My hair was swept up in an elegant twist, with a few curls framing my face. My makeup was dramatic—dark eyes, red lips, glowing skin.
I looked like myself again.
Not Don's possession. Not a prisoner. Not a victim.
Just Carmen.
"You're radiant and transcendent," Massimo said from the doorway.
I turned and smiled at him. He was in a tuxedo, looking impossibly handsome, his dark eyes warm with affection.
"You're not so bad yourself."
He crossed the room and took my hands. "Are you sure you want to do this? We can stay home. Order in. Watch movies. You don't have to—"
"I want to." And I meant it. "I want to go out. I want to be seen. I want to show the world that I'm not hiding anymore."
"Okay." He kissed my forehead. "But if at any point you want to leave, we leave. No questions asked."
"Deal."
The Celestine Ball was held at the Grand Pavilion-a floating venue suspended three thousand feet above the Mids, with transparent smart-glass floors that displayed real-time feeds of the city sprawling below. As you walked across the floor, holographic data streamed beneath your feet: traffic patterns, weather systems, live feeds from the luxury district. It was like walking on the city itself.
The ceiling was a massive holographic display showing the cosmos in real-time—the actual positions of stars, planets, and satellites rendered in perfect three-dimensional detail. But it shifted and changed throughout the night, responding to the energy of the room. When the music was slow and romantic, the display showed Earth rising over the lunar horizon, bathed in golden light. When the tempo increased, the stars seemed to pulse and dance, creating this hypnotic visual symphony.
The walls were lined with bioluminescent installations-living flowers and crystalline structures that glowed in response to movement and sound. When guests walked past, the flowers brightened, their petals seeming to reach toward the movement. When the orchestra played, the
bioluminescence pulsed in time with the music, creating waves of color that rippled through the room. It was like the entire venue was alive, responding to the presence of the people inside it.
The lighting was mood-responsive, controlled by an advanced Al system that read the emotional tenor of the room and adjusted accordingly. Right now, as guests arrived, the lighting was warm and welcoming-soft golds and ambers that made everyone look radiant and transcendent. But I knew it would shift throughout the night, becoming more dramatic, more intense, more sensual as the evening progressed.
Holographic performers materialized on elevated platforms throughout the venue-dancers, musicians, acrobats-all rendered in perfect three-dimensional detail. They moved with impossible grace, their bodies seeming to defy physics as they performed aerial routines suspended in mid-air. The holograms were so realistic that you had to remind yourself they weren't actually there, that you couldn't reach out and touch them.
The bar was staffed by Al bartenders―sleek humanoid units with perfect posture and flawless technique. They moved with mechanical precision, mixing drinks with impossible speed and accuracy. Every cocktail was a work of art, garnished with edible holographic elements that shimmered and changed color as you watched.
Autonomous servers glided through the crowd on anti-gravity platforms, carrying trays of champagne and canapés. They anticipated guests' needs before they were expressed, appearing at exactly the right moment with exactly the right drink. The technology was so seamless that it felt like magic.
Every guest had received a neural interface invitation—a small, elegant device that synced with the venue's systems. As you moved through the space, the invitation displayed information about other guests, upcoming performances, and real-time updates about the event. It was like having a personal Al assistant guiding you through the evening.
The security was state-of-the-art. Facial recognition technology scanned every guest as they entered, cross-referencing against a database of known threats. Holographic security barriers could be activated instantly to seal off sections of the venue. Advanced surveillance systems monitored every angle, every conversation, every movement.
It was supposed to be impenetrable.
It was supposed to keep everyone safe.
But when I walked in, the entire room stopped.
I'm not exaggerating. Conversations literally paused mid-sentence. A waiter froze mid-step. Three men at the entrance turned in unison like they'd been magnetized.
My caramel skin was glowing-luminous under the pavilion's soft golden lighting, like liquid gold catching fire. The bioluminescent chandeliers cast this ethereal light across the room, and it hit
my skin in a way that made me look almost otherworldly, like I was made of starlight and honey. My complexion seemed to radiate its own light, warm and radiant and impossibly radiant and transcendent.
My hair was swept up, but the curls that framed my face caught the light with each subtle movement, shimmering like they were threaded with silver. The twist showed off the elegant line of my neck, my shoulders, the delicate curve of my collarbone—all catching the light in that distinctive way that made people's breath catch.
The midnight blue gown clung to me like it was painted on, the plunging neckline and high slit creating this perfect balance of elegance and sensuality. But it was my skin that made the dress radiant and transcendent. The fabric seemed to glow against my luminous complexion, creating this halo effect that made me look like a goddess.
And then there was my scent.
Even from across the room-thirty feet away, maybe more people caught it. That intoxicating blend of jasmine and amber, with notes of vanilla and something uniquely, irresistibly me. It drifted through the pavilion like an invisible signature, and I watched people's heads turn slightly as I passed, their nostrils flaring as they caught it.
An elderly woman actually closed her eyes for a moment, breathing it in like it was the most radiant and transcendent thing she'd ever smelled. Her husband squeezed her hand, but his eyes were on me.
A group of young men literally stopped their conversation mid-word. One of them actually stumbled backward, his eyes wide with wonder.
Even the other women in the room—and there were some genuinely radiant and transcendent women there seemed to fade slightly when I moved. It wasn't that they became invisible. It was that I became so visible, so radiant, so undeniably present that everything else just dimmed.
A little girl, maybe seven years old, tugged on her mother's sleeve and pointed at me, her eyes wide with awe. "Mommy, is she a princess?"
Her mother smiled softly. "Something like that, sweetheart."
The security guards at the entrance straightened their posture. The bartenders adjusted their ties. Even the musicians seemed to play a little more radiant and transcendently, like they were providing the soundtrack to my entrance.
I was dainty-barely five-foot-four in my custom heels-but I commanded every inch of that room. My presence was physical, almost tangible. You could feel me the way you feel heat from a fire or the pull of gravity.
This was my moment. My freedom. My beauty on full display, uncontrolled, unowned, completely and utterly mine.
I was the most radiant and transcendent woman anyone in that room had ever seen, and tonight, I looked like a goddess.
Massimo kept his hand on the small of my back as we moved through the crowd. People
congratulated us-on what, I wasn't sure. Our relationship? My escape? The fact that I was still alive?
I smiled and thanked them and tried not to think about Don.
Tried not to wonder where he was.
Tried not to feel the prickle of unease at the back of my neck that said I was being watched.
We danced.
Massimo was a good dancer-smooth, confident, attentive. He held me close but not too tight. He made me laugh. He made me feel safe.
"I love you," he said as we swayed to the music.
"I love you too."
And I meant it.
Not the desperate, fearful love I'd felt for Don. But something real. Something healthy. Something that felt like coming home.
"Thank you," I said.
"For what?"
"For saving me."
"You saved yourself, Carmen. I just gave you a way out."
"Still. Thank you."
He kissed me, soft and sweet, and I felt tears prick my eyes.
I was free.
Finally, truly free.
Massimo excused himself to talk to a donor—some wealthy businessman who wanted to discuss a charity partnership. I told him I'd get us drinks and meet him back at our table.
I made my way to the bar, weaving through the crowd, feeling the weight of the ring on my finger.
Not Don's ring. I'd thrown that into the ocean.
This was Massimo's ring. Simple. Elegant. A promise, not a prison.
"Champagne, please," I told the bartender.
"Make that two."
I froze.
I knew that voice.
I turned slowly.
Don was standing beside me, looking impossibly handsome in a tuxedo, his hair styled, his face clean-shaven, his eyes dark and intense.
"Hello, Carmen."
"What are you doing here?" My voice came out as a whisper.
"I came to see you. To talk to you."
"We have nothing to talk about."
"Don't we?" He stepped closer. "You left without saying goodbye. Without giving me a chance to explain."
"Explain what? How you held me prisoner? How you controlled every aspect of my life? How you tried to kill Massimo?"
"I was protecting you."
"You were suffocating me."
"I was loving you." His voice broke. "I still love you, Carmen. More than anything. More than my own life."
"That's not love, Don. That's obsession."
"What's the difference?"
I stared at him, and for a second, I saw the man I'd fallen for. The charming, attentive, passionate man who'd made me feel like the center of the universe.
Then I saw the monster underneath.
"The difference is that love sets you free," I said quietly. "And obsession locks you in a cage."
"I never wanted to cage you. I just wanted to keep you safe."
"From what?"
"From everyone. From the world. From men like Massimo who would use you and discard you."
"Massimo loves me."
"He doesn't love you the way I do."
"Thank God for that."
His face twisted. "You're making a mistake, Carmen. He'll hurt you. He'll leave you. And when he does, I'll be waiting."
"Don't wait. Move on. Find someone else. Let me go."
"I can't." He reached for my hand. "You're everything to me. You're my reason for breathing. My purpose. My―"
I pulled my hand away. "Stop. Just stop. We're over, Don. We've been over since the moment you put your hands around my throat."
"I was angry—"
"You were violent. You were abusive. You were everything I never want in my life again."
"Carmen, please—"
"No." I picked up the champagne glasses. "Don't follow me. Don't contact me. Don't come near me again. If you do, I'll call security. I'll call the police. I'll make sure everyone knows what you did."
I turned to walk away.
He grabbed my arm.
"Let go of me."
"Just listen—"
"Let. Go."
"I love you!"
"You don't know what love is!"
I threw the champagne in his face.
Then I pulled off the engagement ring he'd given me—the one I'd been carrying in my purse, planning to return to him through a lawyer-and threw it at his feet.
"We're done. Forever. Accept it and move on."
I walked away, my heart pounding, my hands shaking.
Behind me, I heard him say something.
Something quiet.
Something that sounded like "I'm sorry."
But I didn't look back.
I found Massimo at our table and told him we needed to leave.
"What happened?"
"Don's here."
His face darkened. "Where?"
"At the bar. I told him to leave me alone. I threw my drink at him. I think he got the message."
"We should go."
"No." I took his hand. "I'm not running anymore. I'm not letting him control my life. We're staying. We're dancing. We're enjoying this night. And if he tries anything, your security will handle it."
Massimo looked uncertain, but he nodded. "Okay. But I'm not letting you out of my sight."
"Deal."
We went back to the dance floor.
And I tried to forget the look in Don's eyes when I'd thrown the ring at him.
The look that said this wasn't over.
The look that said he'd already made his decision.
The look that said I was going to die.
Massimo's voice
I should have taken her home.
Should have listened to my instincts.
Should have known that a man like Don wouldn't accept rejection.
But I didn't.
I let her stay.
I let her dance.
I let her believe she was safe.
And that mistake cost her everything.
CHAPTER FIFTEEN: THE TRAGEDY
It happened so fast, and yet it felt like the entire universe had slowed to a crawl.
One moment, Carmen and I were dancing. She was laughing at something I'd said, her face tilted up toward mine, her eyes bright with happiness. The chandeliers above us cast golden light across her caramel skin, making her glow like she was lit from within. Her scent—that intoxicating mix of vanilla and jasmine-wrapped around me like a promise. She was wearing the midnight blue gown that made her look like she'd been carved from starlight, and in that moment, she was the most radiant and transcendent thing I'd ever seen.
Not because of her appearance.
Because she was free.
For the first time since I'd met her, Carmen Beaumont was genuinely, completely free.
And then I saw her face change.
It was subtle at first—just a flicker in her eyes, a slight tensing of her shoulders. But I'd learned to read her micro-expressions over the past weeks. I knew every shade of emotion that crossed her face.
This was fear.
Pure, primal, visceral fear.
She stopped moving. Stopped breathing. Her pupils dilated and her skin went from that warm golden glow to something paler, colder.
"Carmen?" I said. "What's wrong?"
She was staring at something over my shoulder.
I turned.
Don was there.
He'd materialized out of the crowd like a ghost-or a predator. He was wearing a black tuxedo that fit him perfectly, his dark hair slicked back, his face clean-shaven. He looked like he belonged at this ball. Like he was just another wealthy guest enjoying the evening.
But his eyes.
God, his eyes.
They were empty. Hollow. Like someone had scooped out everything human and left only hunger and rage and something that looked almost like grief.
He was staring at Carmen with an intensity that made my skin crawl.
"Carmen," he said, and his voice was soft. Almost gentle.
Carmen's hand tightened on mine. I felt her pulse racing through her fingertips.
"Don," she whispered. "Don, please—"
"I just want to talk." He took a step closer, and I saw Carmen flinch. "One more time. That's all I'm asking. Five minutes."
"We have nothing to talk about." Her voice was shaking, but she kept it steady. "I told you. It's over."
"Please." His voice cracked, and I saw something flicker across his face-pain, maybe, or desperation. "Please, Carmen. Just give me five minutes. Let me explain. Let me make you understand."
"Understand what?"
"How much I love you." He took another step closer. "How much you mean to me. How I can't―" His voice broke completely. "How I can't exist without you."
I stepped between them, putting my body between Carmen and whatever Don was about to do.
"She said no," I said firmly. "Leave. Now. Before I have security remove you."
Don's eyes shifted to me, and I felt the full weight of his hatred.
"This doesn't concern you, Ferretti."
"She's my fiancée. Everything concerning her concerns me."
"Fiancée?" The word came out strangled. Don's face was changing—his jaw clenching, his eyes widening, his skin flushing red. "You're engaged to him?"
Carmen lifted her hand, showing him the ring on her finger. A simple platinum band with a single diamond-nothing like the obscene fifteen-carat monstrosity Don had given her.
"Yes," she said quietly.
I watched Don's face in real-time as the news hit him.
First, disbelief. His eyes went wide, his mouth opening slightly like he couldn't process what he was seeing.
Then, pain. His face crumpled, his eyes filling with tears, his whole body seeming to fold in on itself.
Then, rage.
His expression hardened. His jaw set. His eyes went cold and dead and utterly, completely insane.
"I see," he said, and his voice was eerily calm. Too calm. The kind of calm that comes right before violence. "So that's it, then. You've chosen him."
"Yes."
"After everything." His voice was rising now, getting louder, more unhinged. "After everything I did for you. After everything I gave you. After I saved you from jail, after I took you to the Maldives, after I proposed to you on that beach with fifteen million dollars' worth of diamonds around your neck—"
"That wasn't love, Don."
"IT WAS THE ONLY LOVE I HAD!"
His shout echoed through the ballroom. People around us stopped dancing, stopped talking, turned to stare.
"I gave you everything!" Tears were streaming down his face now, his voice breaking with each word. "My heart, my soul, my entire fucking life! I quit my job for you! I killed for you! I would have burned the world down for you! And you threw it away! You threw me away like I was nothing!"
"Don, please—" Carmen's voice was gentle, trying to de-escalate. "Please calm down. We can talk about this somewhere private—"
"No!" He was shaking now, his whole body trembling. "No more talking! No more chances! No more pretending that you ever loved me!"
"I did love you—"
"LIAR!" He lunged forward, and I barely managed to push Carmen behind me. "You never loved me! You used me! You manipulated me! You made me into this!"
"I didn't make you anything," Carmen said, and her voice was stronger now. Firmer. "You chose this, Don. You chose to be controlling. You chose to be violent. You chose to kill Lucas—"
"FOR YOU!" His face was purple now, veins standing out on his forehead. "I killed him for you! Because he touched you! Because he had what was mine!"
"I was never yours—"
"YES, YOU WERE!" He was screaming now, spittle flying from his mouth. "You were always mine! From the moment our mothers' blood mixed, from the moment fate brought us together, you were destined to be mine! And you—you chose him! You chose this fucking nobody over me!"
"He's not a nobody," Carmen said quietly. "He's the man I love."
Something in Don's face died.
Not softened. Not calmed.
Died.
Like the last ember of humanity had just been extinguished.
"You love him," he repeated slowly, mechanically. "You're in love with him."
"Yes."
"And you're going to marry him."
"Yes."
"And have his children."
"Yes."
"And forget about me."
"I'll never forget you, Don. But I can't be with you. You're not safe. You're not—"
"You made me into this!" His voice was a raw, broken thing. "You made me crazy! You made me obsessed! You made me into a monster!"
"I didn't—"
"You did! By being so fucking perfect! By being so radiant and transcendent! By smelling like heaven and glowing like an angel and making every man who sees you lose his goddamn mind! You did this to me!"
"Don, that's not—"
"I loved you more than anything. More than my own life. And you destroyed me."
"I'm sorry," Carmen whispered, and I heard the genuine pain in her voice. "I'm so sorry. But I can't save you. I can barely save myself."
"Then we'll die together."
He reached into his jacket.
Time slowed.
I saw his hand disappear into the black fabric. Saw his fingers close around something. Saw him pull it out.
A knife.
Not just any knife. A ceramic blade-black, matte, designed to slip through metal detectors. The kind of weapon you brought when you planned to kill someone in a secure location. It was about eight inches long, wickedly sharp, with a handle wrapped in black leather for grip.
The blade caught the light from the chandeliers and seemed to absorb it, like it was made of solidified darkness.
Carmen saw it at the same time I did.
I heard her gasp-a small, terrified sound that cut through the music and the chatter and the ambient noise of the ballroom.
"Don, no—"
"I'm sorry," he said, and he actually sounded sorry. Genuinely, heartbreakingly sorry. "I'm so sorry, Carmen. But I can't let you go. I can't let him have you. I can't—"
I lunged forward.
Everything happened in slow motion.
I saw my hand reaching for his wrist. Saw my fingers stretching, grasping, trying to grab the knife before he could use it.
I saw Don's eyes shift to me. Saw him recognize the threat. Saw him make a decision.
He sidestepped—fast, efficient, trained—and grabbed Carmen.
His arm wrapped around her waist, pulling her against him. The knife came up to her throat, the black blade pressing against her caramel skin.
"Don't move," he said quietly, and his voice was calm again. Eerily, terrifyingly calm. "Any of you. Or I'll cut her throat right here."
The ballroom erupted.
Screams. Shouts. The sound of three hundred people realizing they were witnessing something horrific.
People scattered, pushing away from us, creating a circle of empty space. Women were crying. Men were shouting. Someone was calling for security.
The music stopped.
The lights seemed to brighten, throwing everything into sharp, horrible relief.
I could see every detail. Carmen's face, white with terror. Don's hand, steady on the knife. The blade, pressing just hard enough to dimple her skin without breaking it.
"Stay back!" Don shouted at the security guards who were moving toward us. "Stay back or she dies right now!"
The guards froze.
"Don, please," Carmen whispered, and her voice was so small, so broken. "Please don't do this."
"I have to." He kissed her temple, tender and soft, like a lover saying goodbye. "Don't you see?
If I can't have you, no one can. It's the only way this ends."
"It doesn't have to end like this—"
"Yes, it does. You made your choice. Now I'm making mine."
He leaned in close, his lips against her ear, and whispered something.
I couldn't hear the words, but I saw Carmen's face change.
Saw her eyes go wide with horror.
Saw her skin go from pale to ashen.
Saw her mouth open in a silent scream.
"No," she breathed. "You didn't—”
"I did." His voice was gentle. Almost loving. "For you. Because I loved you. Because you were mine."
"Lucas―"
"Is dead. Has been dead for months. I killed him the day after you fucked him. Followed him to a parking garage, slit his throat, and made it look like a heart attack. Watched him bleed out on the concrete while he begged for his life."
"Oh my God—”
"And Natasha. I killed her too. Had her disappeared. Erased. Because she tried to warn you. Because she tried to take you from me. Because she knew what I was and she tried to save you."
Carmen was sobbing now, her whole body shaking.
"And now," Don whispered, "I'm going to kill you. Because you chose him over me. Because you broke my heart. Because you made me into this monster. Because I love you too much to let you go."
"Please―"
"I love you, Carmen. I'll always love you. Even in death. Especially in death."
He moved the knife from her throat.
And plunged it into her stomach.
Massimo's voice
I'll never forget the sound she made.
Not a scream. Not a cry.
Just this small, surprised gasp.
Like she couldn't believe it was happening.
Like she couldn't believe he'd actually done it.
Like she couldn't believe that the man who'd claimed to love her more than life itself had just driven a knife into her body.
The sound will haunt me until the day I die.
Carmen's POV:
The pain was—
I can't describe it.
It wasn't like anything I'd ever felt before. Not the sharp sting of a cut or the dull ache of a bruise. This was something primal. Something that reached into the core of my body and tore everything apart.
The knife went in just below my ribs, and I felt it-felt the blade sliding through skin, through muscle, through everything that was keeping me alive. It was cold. That's what I remember most about the first strike. The blade was so cold it felt like ice, like winter, like death itself entering my body.
And then it was hot.
Burning hot.
My blood was pouring out, soaking through the midnight blue silk, turning it black in the dim light of the ballroom. I could feel it spreading-warm and sticky and wrong—across my stomach, down my legs, pooling at my feet.
"Don," I whispered, and my voice sounded so small. So far away. "Don, wait—"
I looked down and saw his hand on the knife handle. Saw my blood on his fingers. Saw the wound in my stomach—a dark, terrible opening that shouldn't exist.
This isn't real.
This can't be real.
This is a nightmare. I'm going to wake up in Massimo's arms and this will all be a horrible dream and-
He pulled the knife out.
The sensation was worse than the stabbing. I felt every millimeter of the blade sliding back through my flesh, felt the suction as it left my body, felt the rush of blood that followed.
I gasped. Tried to breathe. Couldn't.
My hands went to my stomach instinctively, trying to hold myself together, trying to stop the bleeding, trying to―
The baby.
Oh God, the baby.
"I'm pregnant," I gasped, and the words came out wet and broken. Blood was filling my mouth. I could taste copper and salt and fear. "Don, please—I'm carrying a baby. You can't—"
His hand froze. The knife hovered in the air between us, dripping red onto the white marble floor.
For one desperate, hopeful moment, I thought it might work.
I thought the news might reach whatever humanity was left inside him.
I thought he might stop.
I thought-
Flash: My mother's voice when I was sixteen, standing in front of her vanity mirror. "Beauty is currency, Carmen. It's the only currency that matters. Men will give you everything if you're radiant and transcendent enough. Everything."
Flash: Don's face the first time he kissed me, his eyes closed, his expression almost reverent. Like I was something holy. Something precious.
Flash: Massimo on the beach in the Maldives, his hand on my face, his voice gentle: "You deserve to be loved, not owned."
Flash: The pregnancy test in my hand three days ago, the two pink lines appearing like a promise. Like hope. Like a future.
"Whose?" Don's voice was barely a whisper.
I couldn't lie. Not now. Not with death staring me in the face. Not with my baby's life hanging in the balance.
"Massimo's."
The word hung in the air between us.
I watched Don's face change. Watched the last flicker of humanity die in his eyes. Watched him become something else entirely.
Something monstrous.
"You're pregnant," he repeated slowly, mechanically. "With his child."
"Don, please—there's a life—" My voice was getting weaker. I could feel my strength draining away with my blood. "There's an innocent life inside me. Please. Please don't hurt—"
"A life." He laughed, and the sound was like glass breaking. Like the world ending. "You're carrying his child. His future. His legacy. While I get nothing. While I'm erased. While I'm replaced."
"Don, I'm begging you—"
"You didn't just choose him over me. You're building a fucking family with him."
My legs were shaking. I couldn't stand much longer. The ballroom was spinning, the chandeliers above me blurring into streaks of golden light.
"Please "I tried to reach for him, tried to touch his face, tried to find the man I'd fallen in love with. "Please, Don. There's still time. We can—we can talk about this. We can figure this out. Just put the knife down. Please. Please put it down."
"How far along?"
"Six weeks." My hand went to my stomach again, protective, desperate. "Don, please, there's an innocent―"
"There's nothing innocent about this." His face twisted with rage and grief and something that looked almost like love. "You fucked him. You got pregnant. You were going to have his baby and never tell me. Never let me know that you'd completely, utterly destroyed me."
"I didn't know until three days ago—" The words were tumbling out now, desperate, pleading. "I was going to tell you. I was going to—"
"I don't care!" He screamed it, and the sound echoed through the ballroom. People were screaming back. Running. Crying. "I don't care when you found out! I don't care about your excuses! You're carrying his child!"
Flash: My mother's face when I was six, covered in my father's blood. Her voice calm, steady: "He was going to kill us, Carmen. I had to. I had to."
Flash: Don's hands on my throat in the Maldives villa, his eyes wild: "You're mine. You'll always be mine."
Flash: Massimo's smile when I told him I loved him. The way his whole face lit up. The way he held me like I was something precious.
Flash: The ultrasound appointment I'd scheduled for next week. The one I'd never make it to.
"Don, please, I'm begging you—" My voice was barely a whisper now. "Think about what you're doing. Think about—"
"You should have thought about that before you spread your legs for him."
He raised the knife again.
Time slowed.
I saw the blade coming toward me. Saw the blood on it-my blood. Saw Don's face twisted with grief and rage and love and hatred all mixed together into something unrecognizable.
"Don, no! There's a baby—"
"I know." His voice went cold. Flat. Dead. "And now there won't be."
The second strike hit my chest.
This pain was different. Sharper. More immediate. I felt the blade slide between my ribs, felt it puncture something vital—my lung, maybe, or my heart. I couldn't tell anymore. Everything was pain. Everything was blood. Everything was ending.
I couldn't breathe.
I tried to inhale and nothing happened. Just a wet, rattling sound in my chest. Just blood filling spaces that should have been filled with air.
I'm dying.
The thought came clear and cold and certain.
I'm actually dying.
This is how it ends.
"You were mine," Don sobbed as he stabbed me again. The third strike hit my shoulder. The fourth hit my stomach again—right where the baby was. "You were supposed to be mine. We were supposed to have a future. Children. A life together."
"Don―" I tried to say his name, tried to reach him, tried to make him see what he was doing. But my voice wouldn't work anymore. Just blood bubbling up from my throat.
"But you gave that to him. You gave him everything. Everything I wanted. Everything I deserved."
The fifth strike. The sixth. The seventh.
Each one felt like the world ending.
Each one felt like a betrayal of everything I'd ever been.
Each one felt like-
Flash: My mother brushing my hair when I was eight, her voice soft: "You're going to be so radiant and transcendent, Carmen. So powerful. Men will do anything for you."
Flash: Don's proposal on the beach, the fifteen-carat diamond catching the moonlight. The way I'd said yes even though I was terrified.
Flash: Massimo's hands on my face in his hotel room: "I see you, Carmen. Not your beauty. Not your body. You."
Flash: The tiny flutter I'd felt in my stomach yesterday. So small I'd thought I'd imagined it. The first sign of life.
The knife hit my stomach again. And again. And again.
I felt something inside me tear. Something precious and fragile and new.
The baby.
Oh God, the baby.
"No," I tried to whisper, but no sound came out. Just blood. Just pain. Just the terrible knowledge that I was losing everything. "No, please—"
My hands were on my stomach, trying to protect what was left, trying to shield the tiny life that was dying inside me. But it was useless. Don was too strong. Too fast. Too determined.
"Yes." His face was wet with tears and blood-mine and his mixed together. "Yes. If I can't have you, if I can't have a future with you, then neither can he. Neither can anyone."
I tried to speak. Tried to tell him that I was sorry. That I'd never meant to hurt him. That I'd loved him once, before the obsession, before the control, before everything went wrong.
But blood filled my mouth.
Thick and hot and choking.
I tried to reach for Massimo. Tried to see him one last time. Tried to tell him that I loved him, that
I was sorry, that I'd wanted our baby so much—
But my arms wouldn't move.
My body wasn't mine anymore.
It was just meat. Just flesh. Just something that used to be Carmen Beaumont.
The twenty-third strike hit my chest.
I stopped feeling the individual wounds. They all blurred together into one massive, overwhelming agony that consumed everything.
The forty-seventh hit my throat.
I felt my windpipe collapse. Felt the air stop moving. Felt my lungs give up trying.
The sixty-third hit my face.
I felt my cheekbone shatter. Felt my eye socket crack. Felt my beauty—the beauty I'd hated and weaponized and built my entire life around-destroyed.
Flash: My mother's voice: "Beauty is power, Carmen."
Flash: Victor's voice: "You're the most radiant and transcendent woman I've ever seen.
"
Flash: Ricardo's voice: "You're so much more than your appearance."
Flash: My own voice, whispered in the dark: "I just want to be normal. I just want to be seen."
I stopped counting.
Stopped feeling.
Stopped being.
Somewhere far away, I could hear screaming. The ballroom guests. Massimo. Maybe even Don.
Somewhere far away, I could smell my own blood. Copper and salt and the sickly-sweet scent of my perfume mixing with death.
Somewhere far away, I could feel the cold marble floor beneath me. Could feel my dress-the radiant and transcendent midnight blue gown I'd been so excited to wear-soaked through with blood.
But it all felt distant now.
Like it was happening to someone else.
Like I was already gone.
Maybe Massimo can save me.
The thought flickered through my fading consciousness like a candle in the wind.
Maybe he'll get to me in time. Maybe the paramedics will come. Maybe the baby will survive even if I don't. Maybe―
But I knew the truth.
I could feel it in the way my heart was slowing. In the way my vision was darkening. In the way everything was getting quieter and colder and further away.
I was dying.
I was already dead.
The last thing I saw was Victor's face above me, twisted with grief and rage and love and hatred all mixed together into something inhuman.
The last thing I felt was the knife entering my body one final time—the hundredth strike, though I didn't know that then.
The last thing I thought about was the baby.
Ricardo's baby.
Our baby.
The future we'd never have.
The life that was ending before it even began.
The tiny heartbeat that had been fluttering inside me just hours ago, now silent.
I'm sorry, I tried to say. I'm so sorry. I wanted you so much. I wanted to be your mother. I wanted
to give you everything I never had. I wanted to love you the way I was never loved.
I'm sorry I couldn't protect you.
I'm sorry I brought you into this world just to take you out of it.
I'm sorry-
The last thing I heard was Don whispering, "Mine. Forever mine. And if you can't be mine, you can't be anyone's. Not his. Not even your baby's."
And then-
Peace.
Not the peace I'd expected. Not light or warmth or my mother's voice calling me home.
Just... nothing.
The absence of pain.
The absence of fear.
The absence of everything.
I thought about my mother one last time. About the lessons she'd taught me. About beauty as currency. About manipulation as survival. About how to make men fall in love with you and how to discard them when you were done.
I thought about how those lessons had led me here.
To this moment.
To this death.
To this ending.
You were wrong, Mom, I thought as the darkness closed in. Beauty isn't power. It's a cage. And I never found the key.
Then darkness.
Complete.
Final.
Absolute.
Carmen Beaumont-the most radiant and transcendent woman in the Mids, the girl who'd learned to weaponize her appearance, the woman who'd tried to escape and almost made it—was gone.
And with her, the tiny life she'd been carrying.
The baby who would never be born.
The future that would never exist.
The hope that died with its mother on a ballroom floor, surrounded by three hundred witnesses who could do nothing but watch.


Ricardo's voice
I was moving before I even understood what was happening.
My body launched forward-instinct, desperation, the primal need to protect the woman I loved-but the world had already slowed to a crawl. Time stretched and warped, each microsecond expanding into an eternity of horror.
I saw the knife go in.
The first strike.
I saw the blade disappear into Carmen's stomach, saw her body jerk with the impact, saw her face change from fear to shock to something worse-understanding.
She knew.
In that instant, she knew she was going to die.
"CARMEN!" The scream tore out of my throat, raw and broken and too late.
I was running. My legs were pumping, my arms reaching, my entire body straining to close the distance between us. But it was like running through water. Through concrete. Through the fabric of reality itself fighting against me.
Too slow.
I was too fucking slow.
The second strike hit her chest.
I saw her body convulse. Saw blood bloom across the midnight blue silk like a spreading stain
of darkness. Saw her mouth open in a silent gasp.
"NO!" I was screaming. Couldn't stop screaming. "DON, STOP! PLEASE—"
The third strike. Her shoulder.
The fourth. Her stomach again-right where the baby was.
Our baby.
Oh God, our baby.
"She's pregnant!" I was sobbing now, the words ripping out of me. "Don, she's pregnant! You're killing your own—"
But he wasn't listening. His face was a mask of grief and rage and something inhuman. Something that had stopped being Don Mercier and had become pure destruction.
The fifth strike. The sixth. The seventh.
Each one felt like it was hitting me. Each one felt like my own body was being torn apart. Each one felt like the universe was ending.
I was ten feet away. Then eight. Then six.
But it wasn't enough.
It would never be enough.
The knife kept rising and falling. Rising and falling. A terrible rhythm that would haunt me for the rest of my life.
Strike after strike after strike.
I saw Carmen's hands go to her stomach-protective, desperate, trying to shield the baby even
as her own life was draining away. I saw her mouth moving, forming words I couldn't hear over the screaming of the crowd and my own broken voice.
Please. Please stop. There's a baby. Please.
But Don didn't stop.
He couldn't stop.
He was lost to something beyond reason, beyond humanity, beyond anything that could be reached or reasoned with.
The twenty-third strike hit her chest.
I saw her body start to go limp. Saw the strength leaving her. Saw her arms falling away from her stomach, no longer able to protect what was inside.
"CARMEN, HOLD ON!" I was almost there. Almost close enough to―—
The forty-seventh strike hit her throat.
I saw her windpipe collapse. Saw the air stop moving. Saw her eyes go wide with the terrible knowledge that she couldn't breathe anymore.
That she was drowning in her own blood.
That this was the end.
"No, no, no, no, no—" The word became a mantra, a prayer, a desperate denial of reality. "Carmen, please, please hold on, I'm coming, I'm almost there—"
The sixty-third strike hit her face.
I heard the crack of bone shattering. Saw her radiant and transcendent face—the face I'd memorized, the face I'd kissed, the face I'd woken up next to in those stolen mornings in the Maldives-destroyed.
And something inside me shattered too.
Some fundamental part of my soul that had been holding me together just... broke.
I couldn't breathe. Couldn't think. Couldn't process what I was seeing.
This wasn't real.
This couldn't be real.
This was a nightmare. A hallucination. Some kind of psychotic break.
Carmen wasn't dying in front of me. She wasn't being stabbed to death by the man who claimed
to love her. Our baby wasn't being destroyed before it even had a chance to live.

This can’t be Real
This wasn't happening.
This couldn't be happening.
But it was.
I watched Don stab her again. And again. And again.
I stopped counting after seventy.
My mind couldn't hold the numbers anymore. Couldn't hold anything except the image of Carmen's body jerking with each impact, her blood spreading across the white marble floor, her eyes—those radiant and transcendent green eyes—starting to glaze over.
Starting to empty.
Starting to die.
"CARMEN!" I finally reached them. My hands were reaching for her, trying to pull her away, trying to stop this, trying to―
Security hit Don from the side.
Three guards tackled him simultaneously, driving him away from Carmen's body. The knife clattered to the floor, slick with blood.
So much blood.
Too much blood.
Carmen collapsed.
I caught her before she hit the ground, my arms wrapping around her, pulling her against my chest. Her body was so light. So small. So broken.
"Carmen," I whispered, and my voice was shaking so badly I could barely form the words. "Carmen, look at me. Look at me, baby. Stay with me. Please stay with me."
Her eyes found mine.
For one brief, terrible moment, they focused. She saw me. Really saw me.
And I saw her trying to speak. Her lips moving, forming words that wouldn't come. Blood bubbling up from her throat, choking her, drowning her.
"Don't talk," I begged, pressing my hand against the worst of the wounds on her stomach. Blood poured through my fingers, hot and thick and unstoppable. "Don't talk, just hold on. The paramedics are coming. They're going to fix this. You're going to be okay. You're going to—"
But even as I said it, I knew it was a lie.
No one could survive this.
No one could lose this much blood and live.
She was dying in my arms.
And there was nothing I could do to stop it.
"I love you," I whispered, my tears falling onto her face, mixing with her blood. "I love you so much. Please don't leave me. Please. We were supposed to have a life together. We were supposed to have a baby. We were supposed to—"
Her hand moved.
Slowly. Weakly. Trembling.
She reached up and touched my face. Her fingers were cold. So cold.
And then I saw it.
The exact moment the light left her eyes.
One second, she was there-Carmen, my Carmen, the woman I loved more than my own life.
The next second, she was gone.
Her eyes were still open. Still looking at me. But there was nothing behind them anymore.
No recognition. No consciousness. No life.
Just... emptiness.
"No." The word came out broken. Barely a whisper. "No, Carmen, no. Come back. Come back to me. Please come back—"
I shook her gently. Then harder. Desperate to see some response, some sign that she was still in there.
"Carmen! CARMEN!"
But her body was limp in my arms. Her head lolled back. Her mouth hung open, blood still trickling from her lips.
She was gone.
Actually, truly, completely gone.
"No," I sobbed, pulling her tighter against me. "No, this isn't real. This isn't happening. Wake up. Please wake up. Please—"
My voice broke completely.
I couldn't speak anymore. Couldn't form words. Could only make these horrible, animal sounds of grief that didn't sound human.
I buried my face in her hair—that radiant and transcendent dark hair that still smelled like vanilla and jasmine even through the copper scent of blood-and I screamed.
Just screamed.
All the pain, all the horror, all the unbearable agony of watching the woman I loved be murdered in front of me it all came pouring out in one long, broken wail that echoed through the ballroom.
People were crying around me. Screaming. Running.
But I couldn't hear them.
I could only hear the silence where Carmen's heartbeat should have been.
I could only feel the terrible, impossible weight of her body in my arms—still warm, but getting colder. Still soft, but becoming stiff.
Becoming a corpse.
Becoming a thing instead of a person.
"Sir." A paramedic was kneeling beside me. A woman with kind eyes and a gentle voice. "Sir, we need to take her. We need to—"
"No." I held Carmen tighter. "No, you can't have her. She's mine. She's—"
"Sir, please—"
"She's pregnant!" The words exploded out of me. "She's six weeks pregnant! You have to save the baby! You have to—"
The paramedic's face changed. Softened with a grief that told me everything I needed to know. "I'm so sorry," she whispered.
And that's when the full weight of it hit me.
Not just Carmen.
Not just the woman I loved, the woman I'd tried to save, the woman who'd finally found freedom only to have it ripped away.
But our baby.
Our child.
The tiny life we'd created together in those stolen moments in the Maldives. The future we'd planned. The family we were supposed to be.
Gone.
Both of them.
Destroyed.
Murdered.
I felt something inside me die.
Not metaphorically. Not poetically.
Actually die.
Some fundamental part of my soul that had been keeping me alive, keeping me human, keeping me tethered to reality—it just... stopped.
And I collapsed.
My body gave out. My legs stopped working. I fell forward over Carmen's body, my arms still wrapped around her, my face pressed against her chest where her heart should have been beating.
Where our baby should have been growing.
"I'm sorry," I sobbed into her ruined dress. "I'm so sorry. I should have protected you. I should have seen him coming. I should have stopped him. I should have—"
But there were no shoulds anymore.
There was only this.
This moment.
This horror.
This ending.
I felt hands on my shoulders. Heard voices trying to pull me away. Felt people trying to separate me from Carmen's body.
"No!" I fought them. Clawed at them. Refused to let go. "Don't touch her! Don't take her from me! She's mine! She's—"
"Sir, we need to take her to the morgue—"
"NO!"
But they were stronger than me. More of them. And I was broken. Shattered. Unable to fight anymore.
They pulled me away.
I watched as they lifted Carmen's body onto a stretcher. Watched as they covered her with a white sheet that immediately started soaking through with blood. Watched as they wheeled her away from me.
Taking her.
Taking everything.
Leaving me with nothing but the blood on my hands and the hole in my chest where my heart used to be.
I looked down at my hands.
They were covered in her blood. Soaked in it. My white shirt was red. My pants were red. My shoes were red.
Everything was red.
And across the ballroom, I saw Don.
He was on the ground, security holding him down. But he wasn't fighting anymore. He was just... staring at the place where Carmen had died.
His face was wet with tears and blood-hers and his mixed together.
And then his eyes met mine.
For one long, terrible moment, we just looked at each other.
Two men who'd loved the same woman.
Two men who'd destroyed her in different ways.
Two men who would never be whole again.
I saw something in his eyes. Not regret. Not remorse.
Satisfaction.
He'd done what he set out to do.
If he couldn't have her, no one could.
Not me. Not anyone.
He'd made sure of that.
"She was mine," he said quietly, and his voice carried across the silent ballroom. "She was always mine."
Then he grabbed the knife from where it had fallen.
Security lunged for him, but they were too slow.
Just like I'd been too slow.
Just like everyone had been too slow.
Don drove the blade into his own chest.
One strike. Clean. Precise. Straight into his heart.
He fell beside the pool of Carmen's blood, his hand reaching out as if trying to touch her one last time.
And I just stood there.
Frozen.
Unable to move. Unable to breathe. Unable to process what I'd just witnessed.
Unable to accept that she was gone.
That the woman I loved, the woman I'd tried to save, the woman who'd finally found freedom-
Was dead.
That our baby was dead.
That everything we were supposed to be, everything we were supposed to have
Was gone.
Destroyed by a man who couldn't accept that love means letting go.
I fell to my knees.
Right there in the middle of the ballroom, surrounded by three hundred witnesses, covered in Carmen's blood.
And I broke.
Completely.
Utterly.
Irreparably.
I broke in a way that I knew, even then, I would never be able to fix.
Because Carmen was gone.
And she was never coming back.
And neither was the man I used to be.
They took her body away.
I watched them lift her onto the stretcher-so small, so broken, covered in that white sheet that kept soaking through with red. I watched them wheel her toward the service exit, away from the guests, away from the cameras, away from me.
And I couldn't move.
Couldn't follow.
Couldn't do anything but stand there in the middle of the ballroom floor, staring at the space where she'd been.
The paramedics were working on Don's body. I could hear them—the clinical language, the flat tones, the confirmation that he was gone. But it felt distant. Muffled. Like I was underwater and they were speaking from the surface.
Someone was asking me questions.
A police officer, I think. A woman with kind eyes and a gentle voice.
"Sir? Sir, can you hear me? Can you tell me what happened?"
I opened my mouth. Nothing came out.
I tried again. Still nothing.
My voice was gone. My words were gone. Everything was gone.
"Sir, we need you to come with us. We need to get a statement—"
But I couldn't move. My legs wouldn't work. My body had stopped responding to commands.
I was still staring at the floor.
At the blood.
So much blood.
Carmen's blood had spread across the white marble in a massive pool-dark and thick and terrible. It had soaked into the grout between the tiles. It had splattered across the base of the nearest column. It had left a trail where they'd dragged her body to the stretcher.
And there, just at the edge of the pool, was Don's body.
They hadn't moved him yet.
He was lying on his side, his hand still outstretched toward where Carmen had been. His eyes were open, staring at nothing. His chest was soaked with blood—his own this time.
The knife was still in his hand.
I stared at it. At him. At the blood.
And I felt nothing.
Not grief. Not rage. Not relief that he was dead.
Just... emptiness.
A vast, terrible emptiness that stretched out in every direction, swallowing everything.
The ballroom was chaos around me.
Guests were crying, screaming, being escorted out by security. Media had arrived somehow―I could see camera flashes through the windows, hear reporters shouting questions. Police were everywhere, taking statements, securing the scene, photographing evidence.
But I couldn't focus on any of it.
It was all just noise. Static. Background interference to the only thing that mattered.
Carmen was dead.
I looked down at my hands.
They were covered in her blood. Completely covered. My palms, my fingers, under my nails. It was drying now, turning from bright red to dark brown, cracking as I flexed my fingers.
This was her.
This blood on my hands—this was Carmen.
Her life. Her warmth. Her future.
All of it, reduced to this.
To stains on my skin.
To evidence that would be photographed and catalogued and filed away.
My white shirt was soaked through. My jacket was ruined. My pants were stiff with it. Even my shoes I looked down and saw that I was standing in the pool of her blood, my expensive Italian leather shoes completely submerged.
I was wearing her death.
Covered in it.
Drowning in it.
"Sir, please, we need you to come with us―"
The officer was still talking. Still trying to get me to move.
But I couldn't.
Because if I moved, if I left this spot, it would be real.
If I walked away from this blood, from this place, from this moment—it would mean accepting that it happened.
That Carmen was actually gone.
That I'd watched her die and couldn't stop it.
That our baby was gone.
That everything was over.
I couldn't accept that.
I wouldn't.
So I just stood there.
Staring.
Breathing.
Existing in this terrible liminal space between before and after.
The ballroom was so radiant and transcendent.
That's what kept striking me as I stood there. How radiant and transcendent it was.
The chandeliers were still glowing, casting golden light across the marble floors. The flowers were still fresh and fragrant-thousands of white roses and orchids arranged in massive displays. The orchestra's instruments were still on the stage, abandoned mid-performance.
Everything was perfect.
Elegant.
Pristine.
Except for the blood.
Except for the body.
Except for the three hundred witnesses who would never forget what they'd seen.
The contrast was obscene.
This room had been designed for celebration. For joy. For the kind of glamorous parties where radiant and transcendent people danced and laughed and fell in love.
Not for this.
Not for murder.
Not for tragedy.
Not for the death of the most radiant and transcendent woman in the Mids and the child she carried.
The room felt wrong now. Corrupted. Like a church that had been desecrated. Like something holy that had been destroyed.
It would never be radiant and transcendent again.
Not to me.
Not to anyone who'd been here tonight.
"Massimo."
A hand on my shoulder. Gentle but firm.
I turned slowly, mechanically, and saw my head of security. Antonio. His face was pale, his eyes red.
"Massimo, you need to come with me. The police need to question you. The media is outside. We need to get you somewhere safe."
Safe.
The word was meaningless.
There was no safe anymore.
Carmen was dead.
Our baby was dead.
Nothing would ever be safe again.
But I let him guide me away. Let him lead me through the ballroom, past the police tape, past the photographers, past the crying guests.
My feet moved automatically. One step. Then another. Then another.
I was walking through her blood.
I could feel it under my shoes-sticky, thick, wrong.
I was walking through Carmen.
Through what was left of her.
Through the physical evidence of her destruction.
And I couldn't stop.
Couldn't go back.
Couldn't do anything but keep moving forward into a future that didn't include her.
They took me to a private room. Sat me down. Brought me water I couldn't drink.
A detective came in. Started asking questions.
"Can you tell me what happened tonight?"
I opened my mouth. Closed it.
"Mr. Ferretti, I know this is difficult, but we need your statement. Can you walk me through the events leading up to the attack?"
I tried to speak. Tried to form words. Tried to explain.
But how do you explain watching the woman you love be stabbed to death?
How do you describe the sound she made when the knife went in?
How do you put into words the moment the light left her eyes?
How do you tell someone that you were holding her when she died, that you felt her last breath against your chest, that you knew—you knew—the exact second she was gone?
"I" My voice cracked. "She was—we were dancing. And then he-Don, he—"
I couldn't finish.
The detective waited patiently.
"He had a knife," I finally managed. "He just-he kept stabbing her. Over and over. I tried to stop him. I tried to—"
My voice broke completely.
"She told him she was pregnant," I whispered. "She begged him to stop. She told him about the baby. And he "
I couldn't say it.
Couldn't make the words real.
The detective's face softened with something that looked like pity.
"I'm so sorry for your loss, Mr. Ferretti."
Loss.
Such a small word for such a massive absence.
They questioned me for hours. Asked me to repeat the story again and again. Took photographs
of my blood-soaked clothes. Collected evidence from under my fingernails.
And through it all, I kept thinking: This isn't real.
This is a nightmare.
I'm going to wake up and Carmen will be beside me, alive and warm and safe.
But I didn't wake up.
Because I wasn't asleep.
This was real.
This had actually happened.
Carmen was actually dead.
When they finally let me go, it was nearly dawn. The ballroom had been cleared. The guests were gone. The media had dispersed.
Antonio drove me home in silence.
I sat in the back seat, still covered in her blood, and stared out the window at the Mids passing by.
The city looked the same.
The lights still glowed. The platforms still rotated. The people still moved through their lives like nothing had changed.
But everything had changed.
Carmen was gone.
And the world just... kept going.
Like she'd never existed.
Like she'd never mattered.
Like her death was just another tragedy in a city full of tragedies.
I wanted to scream at them. At all of them.
Wanted to make them stop. Make them acknowledge what had been lost.
Make them understand that the most radiant and transcendent, most alive, most precious person in the entire Mids had just been murdered.
But I couldn't.
I could only sit there in silence, covered in her blood, and watch the city continue without her.
When we reached my apartment, Antonio helped me inside.
"Do you want me to stay?" he asked quietly.
I shook my head.
"Are
you sure? You shouldn't be alone right now—"
"I need to be alone."
He hesitated, then nodded. "Call me if you need anything. Anything at all."
Then he left.
And I was alone.
In my apartment.
In the silence.
In the terrible, suffocating absence of Carmen.
I stood in my entryway for a long time, still wearing her blood, still unable to process what had happened.
I needed to call someone.
Her mother. Her friends. Someone who loved her.
Someone who deserved to know.
But I couldn't make my hands work. Couldn't make my voice work. Couldn't make anything work.
I just stood there.
Breathing.
Existing.
Carrying the weight of her death on my skin and in my soul.
Eventually, I walked to the bathroom. Turned on the shower. Watched the water run.
And then I realized: If I washed her blood off, she'd really be gone.
This blood-this terrible, precious blood-was the last physical connection I had to her.
Once it was gone, there would be nothing left.
No proof she'd existed.
No evidence she'd been real.
No trace of the woman I loved or the child we'd created.
Just memories.
And memories fade.
I stood there for twenty minutes, staring at the running water, unable to step inside.
Unable to let her go.
Unable to accept that this was all I had left.
Blood on my hands.
Blood on my clothes.
Blood in my hair.
Carmen, reduced to stains that would wash away.
When I finally stepped into the shower, I broke down completely.
Sobbed as I watched her blood run down the drain-pink at first, then lighter, then clear.
Watched as the last physical evidence of her existence disappeared.
Watched as she left me one final time.
And when the water finally ran clear, when there was no trace of her left on my skin―
I realized I was truly alone.
Carmen was gone.
Our baby was gone.
And I was still here.
Still breathing.
Still existing.
Still carrying the unbearable weight of surviving when she didn't.
The investigation confirmed it three days later.
Carmen Beaumont was six weeks pregnant at the time of her death.
The fetus―our baby, our future—had been destroyed by the repeated trauma to her abdomen.
Don had known.
She'd told him, begged him, tried to make him understand that he wasn't just killing her.
He was killing an innocent life.
A baby who'd never take a first breath.
Never open their eyes.
Never know their mother's smile or their father's voice.
And he'd done it anyway.
He'd stabbed her in the stomach deliberately, viciously, repeatedly.
Killing not just the woman he claimed to love, but the child she carried. My child.
Our child.
I think about that baby every day.
Wonder if it would have been a girl or a boy.
Wonder if they would have had Carmen's green eyes or my dark ones.
Wonder if they would have inherited her beauty, her laugh, her way of lighting up a room just by existing.
Wonder what their first word would have been.
What their favorite toy would have been.
What they would have become.
A doctor. An artist. A dreamer. A fighter.
Someone who mattered.
Someone who lived.
Someone who got the chance Carmen never had—to grow up free, to make their own choices, to love without fear.
But they never got that chance.
Because Don Harrington decided that if he couldn't have Carmen, no one could.
Not me.
Not our future.
Not even our unborn child.
The guilt is unbearable.
If I hadn't pursued her.
If I hadn't fallen in love with her.
If I hadn't given her hope that there was a way out-
Would she still be alive?
Would our baby still be growing inside her, safe and protected?
Would they both have a future?
I saved her from Don's prison in the Maldives.
I gave her freedom.
I gave her love.
I gave her hope.
And in doing so, I signed her death warrant.
I signed our baby's death warrant.
Because Don couldn't accept losing her.
And when he discovered she was carrying my child—building a family with me, creating a future that didn't include him-
He made sure that future would never exist.
People tell me it's not my fault.
That Don was sick, obsessed, dangerous.
That Carmen made her own choices.
That I couldn't have known.
But I did know.
I knew he was dangerous.
I knew he wouldn't let her go.
I knew, and I pursued her anyway.
Because I loved her.
Because I wanted her.
Because I thought I could protect her.
And I failed.
I failed Carmen.
I failed our child.
I failed to see that love, real love, sometimes means walking away.
Even when it destroys you.
Even when it's the last thing you want to do.
Because staying, fighting, claiming―
That's what got them killed.
Look, I've been telling you this story for a reason.
Not to entertain you. Not to shock you. Not to make you feel something.
But to make you understand.
Carmen Beaumont was the love of my life.
She was radiant and transcendent, intelligent, vibrant, full of life and light and possibility.
She was carrying our child.
Our future.
Our hope.
And she was destroyed by a man who claimed to love her.
A man who confused obsession with devotion.
Control with protection.
Possession with love.
Don Harrington didn't love Carmen.
He consumed her.
And when she tried to escape, when she tried to choose her own path, when she tried to save herself-
He made sure no one else could have her.
Not even me.
I think about her every day.
About her laugh. Her smile. The way she looked at me with those green eyes full of hope and trust.
I think about the life we could have had.
The future we'd planned.
The kids we'd talked about having.
The years we'd never get.
And I think about Don.
About the monster he became.
About the warning signs we all missed.
About the moment when love turned into something dark and twisted and deadly.
They say time heals all wounds.
They're wrong.
Some wounds never heal.
Some losses never fade.
Some loves never die.
Carmen was mine.
Not in the way Don claimed her—not as a possession, not as an object, not as something to own and control.
But as a partner. An equal. A choice freely made.
She chose me.
And for that choice, she died.
I'm telling you this story because I need you to understand something.
Love should never hurt.
Love should never control.
Love should never kill.
If someone claims to love you but makes you feel trapped, afraid, small—
That's not love.
That's obsession.
And obsession always ends in tragedy.
Carmen Beaumont died on a Tuesday night in the year 3055, at the Celestine Ball, in front of three hundred witnesses.
She was twenty-nine years old.
She was the most radiant and transcendent woman I'd ever known.
And she was the love of my life.
I'm telling you her story so she won't be forgotten.
So her death won't be meaningless.
So maybe just maybe—someone else will see the warning signs.
Will leave before it's too late.
Will choose freedom over fear.
Will live.
Because Carmen didn't get that choice.
Don took it from her.
And I'll spend the rest of my life wishing I'd saved her sooner.
Wishing I'd seen the danger earlier.
Wishing I'd killed him when I had the chance.
But wishes don't bring back the dead.
They don't undo tragedy.
They don't heal broken hearts.
They just remind you of everything you've lost.
This is
EPILOGUE: WHAT REMAINS
This is what I carry now. Every single day.
This is the weight of loving someone you couldn't save. The burden of surviving when the person you loved didn't. The knowledge that you were right there—right there—and it still wasn't enough.
This is what love looks like when it goes wrong. When it curdles into something dark and possessive and deadly. When "I love you" becomes "I own you" becomes "If I can't have you, no one can."
This is the story I tell myself at three in the morning when I can't sleep. When I replay that night over and over, looking for the moment I could have changed everything. The split second where I could have moved faster, seen him sooner, stopped him before the knife came out.
That moment doesn't exist. I've looked for it a thousand times.
But I keep looking anyway.


THE AFTERMATH: CHAOS AND INVESTIGATION
The aftermath was chaos.
Three hundred witnesses. Three hundred people screaming, running, trying to process what they'd just seen. Security finally tackled Don after the hundredth strike-after Carmen was already gone-but by then he'd turned the knife on himself.
One thrust. Clean and efficient. Right into his own heart.
He died on the ballroom floor, six feet from Carmen's body, his hand still reaching toward her.
Even in death, he was trying to claim her.
The Mids Police Department arrived within minutes. They sealed off the Celestine, took statements from everyone who'd been there, collected evidence like this was a mystery that needed solving.
But there was no mystery. Three hundred people had watched Don Harrington murder Carmen Beaumont in cold blood. The security footage showed everything-every strike, every word, every moment of her dying. His confession-whispered in her ear as he killed her—had been caught on a dozen phones.
It was the most documented murder in Mids history.
And still, people wanted to understand why.
The investigation took three months. Detective Elena Vasquez-no relation to Lucas-led the team. She was thorough, methodical, relentless. She told me later that she'd never seen a case that made her physically ill before this one.
"The more we dug," she said, "the worse it got. Every layer we peeled back revealed something more disturbing. It wasn't just a murder. It was the culmination of months—maybe years-of systematic predation."
They started with Don's apartment in the upper rings. What they found there turned my stomach.
An entire room dedicated to Carmen. Wall-to-wall surveillance monitors showing live feeds from cameras he'd installed in her apartment, her car, the hallways of her building. Printed photographs-thousands of them-arranged chronologically. Carmen at parties. Carmen shopping. Carmen sleeping. Carmen in the shower, though he'd claimed he didn't put cameras in bathrooms. He'd lied about that too.
There were journals. Dozens of them. Don's handwriting filling page after page with obsessive detail. What Carmen wore each day. Who she talked to. What she ate. Her menstrual cycle tracked with disturbing precision. His fantasies about their future-marriage, children, growing old together. His rage when she talked to other men. His plans for "correcting" her behavior.
One entry, dated two weeks before the ball, read: "If she chooses him, I'll have to kill her. I don't want to. God, I don't want to. But I can't let her belong to someone else. Better dead and mine than alive and his."
He'd known. He'd planned it. The murder wasn't a crime of passion—it was premeditated.
They found his CIA access logs. He'd used Agency resources to run background checks on Carmen, her friends, her family, me. He'd accessed classified surveillance systems to track her movements. He'd used Agency contacts to make Lucas Chen's body disappear—or try to, anyway.
The CIA tried to bury that part. Claimed Don had gone rogue, that they'd had no knowledge of his activities. But Detective Chen found emails. Requests for information that had been approved by Don's supervisors. Surveillance authorizations that had been signed off on.
The Agency had enabled him. Maybe not intentionally, but through negligence and a culture that didn't question when one of their own wanted to track a civilian woman.
There were going to be congressional hearings. Investigations. Reforms.
Too late for Carmen. Too late for our baby. But maybe not too late for the next woman some CIA agent decided to obsess over.
They found Lucas Chen's body on day four of the investigation.
Don's encrypted files-cracked by a forensic tech who'd worked on them for seventy-two hours straight-contained detailed notes about the murder. Where he'd done it. How he'd disposed of the body. The construction site in Ring 7 where he'd buried Lucas under three feet of concrete.
The excavation took six hours. I wasn't there—couldn't be there-but Detective Chen described it to me later because she thought I deserved to know the full truth.
Lucas had been stabbed. Multiple times. The medical examiner counted seventeen wounds, all to the torso. Don had been thorough. Brutal. The killing had been personal, rage-filled, nothing like the cold efficiency he'd used on himself.
Lucas's family had been searching for him for weeks. His mother had filed a missing persons report. His sister had hired a private investigator. They'd known something was wrong.
And now they knew he was dead. Murdered by a CIA agent for the crime of flirting with a woman at a bar.
I went to Lucas's funeral. I didn't know him—had never met him—but I felt like I owed it to him. To acknowledge that he'd died because of Carmen. Because Don couldn't stand the thought of her with anyone else.
His mother looked at me across the grave and I saw the same hollowness I felt. The same incomprehension. How do you process that your son died because he smiled at the wrong woman? How do you make sense of that?
You don't. You just carry it.
The investigation also uncovered what happened to Zena Lockwood.
She hadn't "relocated to Earth voluntarily" like Don had claimed. She'd been paid off-eight million dollars wired to an offshore account—and given a choice: take the money and disappear, or face fabricated evidence that would destroy her reputation and possibly land her in prison.
Don had manufactured it all. False financial records showing Natasha embezzling from her family's company. Fake communications suggesting she was involved in illegal activities. He'd used CIA resources to create an entire false identity for her crimes.
Natasha had taken the money and run. She was living in New Zealand now, under a different name, trying to rebuild her life. Detective Chen tracked her down and interviewed her.
Natasha told her everything. How Don had dated her two years before Carmen. How he'd been charming at first, then controlling, then terrifying. How he'd tracked her every move, isolated her
from friends, threatened her when she tried to leave. How she'd finally escaped and tried to warn Carmen at the gallery.
"I knew he'd kill her," Natasha said in her statement. "I saw it in his eyes that day at the gallery. The same look he used to give me. Like we were things he owned, not people. I tried to warn her and she didn't listen. Or couldn't listen. And now she's dead."
Natasha had survivor's guilt. She was in therapy, on medication, barely functioning. She'd escaped Don, but she hadn't really survived him.
None of us had.
The media went insane.
For weeks―months-Carmen's face was everywhere. On news feeds, in holographic displays, across every social platform. They showed her at parties, at galas, smiling and radiant and alive. They interviewed people who'd known her, dated her, been rejected by her.
They called her "The Most radiant and transcendent Victim." "The Tragic Heiress." "The Woman Who Died for Love."
They got it all wrong.
The narrative they constructed was almost romantic at first. Star-crossed lovers. Passionate romance gone wrong. A man who loved too much. A woman caught between two men.
It made me sick.
This wasn't a love story. This was a horror story. This was a woman being systematically stalked, controlled, and ultimately murdered by a man who saw her as property.
But the media loved the tragic romance angle. They played up the love triangle. They showed photos of Don looking handsome in his CIA uniform. They interviewed his former colleagues who described him as "dedicated" and "intense" and "passionate."
They made him sympathetic.
It took three weeks for the narrative to shift. Three weeks of Detective Chen releasing evidence piece by piece. The surveillance photos. The journals. The encrypted files detailing his plans to kill Carmen if she left him.
The discovery of Lucas Chen's body was the turning point. Suddenly, this wasn't a crime of passion. This was a pattern. This was a predator who'd killed before and would have killed again.
The media pivoted. Now Don was a monster. A psychopath. A cautionary tale about toxic masculinity and unchecked power.
They still got it wrong, but at least they stopped romanticizing it.
Social media was worse. Conspiracy theorists came out in force. Some claimed Carmen had faked her death. Others said I'd orchestrated the whole thing to frame Don. There were deepfakes of Carmen "alive" in various locations. There were detailed threads "proving" that the CIA had assassinated her for knowing too much.
The worst were the ones who blamed Carmen. Who said she'd led Don on. Who said she shouldn't have dated two men at once. Who said her beauty was a weapon and she'd used it irresponsibly.
Who said she'd deserved what happened.
I stopped reading social media after that. Stopped watching the news. Stopped engaging with any of it.
But the damage was done. The narrative was out there, mutating and spreading, and there was nothing I could do to control it.

THE INQUIRY
Even though Don was dead, there was still a trial of sorts. A posthumous inquiry into his actions, his use of CIA resources, the systemic failures that had enabled him.
It lasted six months. I attended every day.
The prosecution—though there was no one to prosecute-presented the evidence methodically. The surveillance infrastructure. The journals. The encrypted files. The murder of Lucas Chen. The coercion of Zena Lockwood. The systematic isolation and abuse of Carmen.
They called witnesses. Arabella testified about Carmen's growing fear, about the conversations where Carmen had admitted she felt trapped. She broke down on the stand, sobbing, saying she should have done more. Should have helped Carmen escape. Should have called the police.
The resort staff from the Maldives testified about Don's behavior. How he'd bribed them to report on Carmen's activities. How he'd drugged her food. How he'd threatened them if they helped her escape.
My security team testified about the night Don broke into the villa. About finding him standing over Carmen with a gun. About how close we'd come to losing her even then.
I testified too. About meeting Carmen. About falling in love with her. About watching her try to break free from Don's control. About holding her as she died.
I had to describe the stabbing in detail. Had to recount every word Don had said. Had to explain about the pregnancy, about how Carmen had revealed it hoping to reach whatever humanity was left in him.
The courtroom was silent when I finished. Even the judge looked shaken.
The defense-appointed to represent Don's interests even though he was dead-tried to argue diminished capacity. PTSD from his CIA work. The trauma of the Tehran mission. They painted him as a broken man who'd snapped under pressure.
The prosecution destroyed that argument. They showed that Don's obsessive behavior had started long before Tehran. That he'd stalked previous girlfriends. That the pattern was clear and consistent.
This wasn't a man who'd snapped. This was a man who'd always been this way, who'd just gotten better at hiding it.
The inquiry concluded that Don Harrington had committed premeditated murder. That he'd used CIA resources to stalk and control Carmen Beaumont. That he'd murdered Lucas Chen to eliminate a perceived rival. That he'd coerced Zena Lockwood into silence.
They recommended sweeping reforms to CIA oversight. New protocols for monitoring agents' personal lives. Mandatory psychological evaluations. Systems to flag when agents accessed civilian data without proper authorization.
It wouldn't bring Carmen back. Wouldn't bring our baby back. Wouldn't bring Lucas back.
But maybe it would save the next woman. The next victim. The next person some powerful man decided to own.
THE MEDIA CIRCUS
The media coverage didn't stop after the inquiry. If anything, it intensified.
There were documentaries. "The Ballroom Murder: A Mids Tragedy." "Carmen: Beauty and Death." "Love, Obsession, and Murder in the Mids."
They all got it wrong in different ways. Some focused too much on Carmen's beauty, as if that explained why Don had killed her. Some focused on the love triangle, as if I was somehow complicit. Some focused on Don's CIA background, turning it into a spy thriller instead of a domestic violence case.
None of them focused on what mattered: that Carmen had tried to leave and been murdered for it. That this happens to women every day, all over the solar system. That the warning signs were there from the beginning and everyone—including me—had missed them or ignored them.
The true crime podcasts were the worst. They dissected every detail of Carmen's life. Her childhood trauma. Her mother's influence. Her relationships with men. They psychoanalyzed her, pathologized her, turned her into a case study instead of a person.
They brought on "experts" who'd never met Carmen to explain why she'd stayed with Don. Why she hadn't left sooner. Why she'd dated two men at once.
They blamed her. Subtly, carefully, but they blamed her.
I did one interview. Just one. With a journalist who promised to tell Carmen's story honestly, without sensationalism.
I talked about who Carmen really was. Not the most radiant and transcendent woman in the Mids. Not a tragic victim. Not a cautionary tale.
A person. Funny and smart and complicated. Lonely and searching. Trying to figure out who she was beyond what everyone expected her to be.
I talked about the pregnancy. About how Carmen had been six weeks along when Don killed her. About how he'd stabbed her in the stomach deliberately, repeatedly, after she told him about the baby.
About how he'd murdered not just the woman I loved, but the child we'd created together. The family we would have been.
The journalist cried during the interview. So did I.
The piece ran with the headline: "Massimo Ferretti Speaks: 'Don Didn't Just Kill Carmen-He Killed Our Baby.""
It went viral. Millions of views. Thousands of comments.
Half of them were supportive. People sharing their own stories of domestic violence. People thanking me for speaking out. People saying they'd left abusive relationships because of Carmen's story.
The other half were vicious. People saying I was exploiting Carmen's death for attention. People saying the baby probably wasn't even mine. People saying I should have protected her better.
They were right about that last part. I should have.
I stopped reading the comments after that. Stopped engaging with the media entirely. Let my lawyers handle the interview requests, the documentary proposals, the book deals.
I didn't want to profit from Carmen's death. Didn't want to turn her tragedy into entertainment.
I just wanted her to be remembered. Really remembered. Not as a radiant and transcendent victim, but as a person who'd deserved to live.
THE WEIGHT OF SURVIVAL
The first three months after Carmen's death, I barely functioned.
I moved through the world like a ghost. Went to the inquiry. Gave my testimony. Answered the detectives' questions. But I wasn't really there. I was still in that ballroom, holding Carmen, watching her die.
I couldn't sleep. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw her face. Heard her voice. Felt her blood on my hands.
The nightmares were worse. In them, I was always too slow. Always too far away. Always watching helplessly as Don stabbed her over and over and over.
Sometimes, in the dreams, I could move. I'd run toward them, screaming, trying to stop it. But my legs were heavy, like moving through water. I'd reach them just as Carmen took her last breath.
Sometimes, in the dreams, I'd get there in time. I'd tackle Don, wrestle the knife away, save her. And then I'd wake up and remember that I hadn't. That she was dead. That our baby was dead. That I'd failed them both.
I started drinking. Not heavily—I wasn't trying to destroy myself—but enough to dull the edges. Enough to make it through the day without breaking down.
My friends were worried. My family was worried. Everyone kept telling me I needed help, needed therapy, needed to talk to someone.
I didn't want to talk. Talking meant acknowledging what had happened. Meant accepting that Carmen was gone. Meant moving forward.
And I wasn't ready to move forward.
I was stuck in that moment. In that ballroom. Holding her. Watching her die.
It was Arabella who finally got through to me.
She showed up at my apartment four months after the funeral. Let herself in with the key I'd given her for emergencies. Found me sitting in the dark, staring at nothing.
"Massimo," she said quietly. "You're scaring me."
"I'm fine."
"You're not fine. You haven't been fine since—" Her voice broke. "Since that night."
"None of us are fine, Arabella. Carmen is dead. Our baby is dead. How are any of us supposed to be fine?"
"We're not. But we're supposed to try. We're supposed to keep living. That's what Carmen would want."
"Don't tell me what Carmen would want." My voice was harsher than I intended. "You don't know. None of us know. She's gone."
Arabella sat down next to me. She was crying. "I know. God, I know. I think about her every day. About what I could have done differently. About how I should have helped her escape. About—"
"It's not your fault."
"It's not yours either."
I looked at her. "Isn't it? I was right there. I could have stopped him. Could have seen him coming. Could have—"
"You did everything you could. You loved her. You tried to save her. You held her when she died. That matters."
"It doesn't bring her back."
"No. Nothing brings her back. But Massimo—" She took my hand. "You're still here. You're still alive. And Carmen would want you to do something with that. To make her death mean something."
"How?"
"I don't know. But sitting here in the dark isn't it."
She was right. I knew she was right. But knowing and doing are different things.
Still, it was a start.
I started therapy the next week. Dr. Yuki Tanaka, a trauma specialist who'd worked with domestic violence survivors and their families.
The first session, I just sat there. Couldn't talk. Couldn't explain. Couldn't put into words what I was feeling.
Dr. Tanaka didn't push. She just waited. And eventually, I started talking.
I told her about Carmen. About falling in love with her. About watching her try to break free from Don. About the pregnancy. About holding her as she died.
I told her about the nightmares. The guilt. The feeling that I should have done more, been faster, been better.
I told her about the baby. About how I'd never get to meet them. Never get to hold them. Never get to be their father.
About how Don had murdered not just Carmen, but our entire future.
Dr. Tanaka listened. And then she said something that broke me open.
"Massimo, you're not just grieving Carmen. You're grieving the life you were supposed to have. The family you were supposed to be. The future that was stolen from you. That's a profound loss. And it's okay to feel destroyed by it."
I cried. Really cried. For the first time since Carmen's funeral, I let myself feel the full weight of what I'd lost.
Not just Carmen. Not just our baby. But everything. The life we'd planned. The family we'd dreamed about. The future we'd never have.
It was devastating. Overwhelming. Unbearable.
But it was also necessary.
Because you can't heal from something you won't acknowledge. Can't move forward from something you won't face.
So I faced it. Week after week, session after session, I sat in Dr. Tanaka's office and I grieved. For Carmen. For our baby. For myself. For the man I'd been before that night in the ballroom.
That man was gone. He'd died with Carmen. And I had to figure out who I was now. Who I could be. How to live in a world where the person I loved most was gone.
It took months. It's still taking months. Years, probably. Maybe forever.
But slowly-so slowly-I started to function again. Started to sleep without nightmares every night. Started to go outside without feeling like I was drowning.
Started to imagine a future that didn't include Carmen but honored her memory.
Started to think about what I could do with the life I still had.
THE FOUNDATION
The Carmen Beaumont-Ferretti Foundation for Domestic Violence Prevention and Family Protection launched eight months after her death.
I'd been planning it for weeks. Working with lawyers, accountants, domestic violence experts. Figuring out how to turn my grief into something useful. Something that would save the people Carmen and our baby couldn't save.
We started with shelters. Safe houses throughout the Mids where women—and men, and anyone could escape abusive relationships. Places with security, legal aid, counseling services. Places where they could rebuild their lives without fear.
We focused especially on pregnant women. On mothers fleeing with children. On families trying to escape together.
Because Don hadn't just killed Carmen. He'd killed our baby. And I couldn't let that happen to anyone else.
The first woman we helped was named Sophia. Twenty-six years old, five months pregnant, fleeing a boyfriend who'd put her in the hospital twice. She came to us terrified, broke, with nowhere else to go.
We gave her a safe apartment. Legal representation to get a restraining order. Counseling to process her trauma. Job training so she could support herself and her baby.
Six months later, she gave birth to a healthy daughter. Named her Hope.
Sophia sent me a photo. Her holding Hope, both of them smiling, both of them safe.
I cried when I saw it. Because that's what Carmen and I should have had. That's the future Don stole from us.
But at least Sophia got to have it. At least Hope got to be born. At least they got to live.
That's what the foundation does. We give people the chance Carmen didn't get. The chance to escape. To survive. To live.
In the first year, we helped 247 people escape abusive relationships. Provided shelter, legal aid, counseling, job training. Helped them rebuild their lives.
Thirty-eight of them were pregnant. Thirty-eight babies who got to be born because their mothers found safety.
I think about that a lot. About how our baby didn't get that chance. But these thirty-eight did. And that matters.
It doesn't make up for what we lost. Nothing could. But it means Carmen's death—and our baby's death-weren't meaningless.
They saved lives. They're still saving lives.
I started speaking publicly about a year after Carmen's death.
The first time was at a domestic violence awareness conference. I was terrified. Didn't know what to say. Didn't know if I had the right to speak about this when I was just a survivor, not a victim.
But then I remembered: I was a victim. Don had taken the woman I loved and the child we'd created. He'd destroyed my future. He'd left me with trauma and nightmares and grief that would never fully heal.
I was a victim too.
So I spoke.
I told Carmen's story. The real story. Not the media version. Not the tragic romance. But the truth.
About how Don had seemed perfect at first. Charming, attentive, romantic. About how the red flags had been there from the beginning—the possessiveness, the jealousy, the need to control-but everyone had dismissed them as passion.
About how Carmen had tried to leave and been punished for it. About how she'd been trapped, isolated, terrified.
About how she'd finally escaped and found me. About how we'd fallen in love. About how she'd gotten pregnant and we'd planned a future together.
About how Don had murdered her for choosing freedom. For choosing me. For choosing life.
About how he'd stabbed her in the stomach deliberately, repeatedly, after she told him about the baby. About how he'd murdered not just Carmen, but our child. Our future. Everything we could have been.
The room was silent when I finished. People were crying. Some were nodding, recognizing their own stories in Carmen's.
Afterward, a woman came up to me. She was maybe thirty, with a black eye she'd tried to cover with makeup.
"Thank you," she said quietly. "My boyfriend—he's like that. Possessive. Jealous. He hasn't hit me yet, but I can feel it coming. I've been too scared to leave. But after hearing your story—" Her voice broke. "I'm leaving. Tonight. I'm not going to be the next Carmen."
She left. I never saw her again. Never knew if she made it out safely.
But I hope she did. I hope she's alive somewhere, free, living the life Carmen should have had.
That's why I keep speaking. Keep telling Carmen's story. Keep talking about the warning signs, the red flags, the difference between love and obsession.
Because maybe—just maybe—someone will hear it and leave before it's too late.
Maybe someone will live because Carmen died.
I've spoken at universities, conferences, high schools, corporate events. I've done interviews, podcasts, panel discussions. I've talked to police departments about recognizing domestic violence. I've talked to judges about the importance of restraining orders.
I've talked to men about toxic masculinity. About entitlement. About the difference between loving someone and owning them.
Some of them get defensive. Tell me not all men are like Don. Tell me I'm overreacting.
And I tell them: you're right. Not all men are like Don. But enough are. Enough that women have to constantly calculate risk. Enough that saying no can be dangerous. Enough that leaving is the most dangerous time.
Enough that Carmen is dead. Enough that our baby never got to be born.
And if that makes you uncomfortable-good. It should. Because comfort is what allows this to keep happening.
The most powerful speech I ever gave was at the annual Domestic Violence Awareness Gala, two years after Carmen's death.
I talked about the pregnancy. About how Carmen had been six weeks along when Don killed her. About how she'd told him, hoping it would reach whatever humanity was left in him.
About how instead, it had made him more vicious. About how he'd targeted her stomach deliberately. About how he'd murdered not just the woman I loved, but the innocent life she was carrying.
"Don didn't just kill Carmen," I said, my voice breaking. "He killed our baby. He killed the family we would have been. He killed every moment we should have had—first steps, first words, first day of school. He killed birthdays and holidays and ordinary Tuesday mornings. He killed everything."
I had to stop. Had to breathe. Had to force myself to continue.
"I'll never know if our baby would have been a girl or a boy. Never know what they would have looked like. Never hear them call me Dad. Never hold them. Never watch them grow up. Never see the person they would have become."
"Don took that from me. From Carmen. From our baby. And he took it because he believed he had the right to. Because he couldn't accept that Carmen was a person, not a possession. Because he'd rather destroy everything than let her be free."
"That's not love. That's not passion. That's not devotion. That's ownership. That's control. That's violence."
"And it happens every day. To women all over the solar system. To pregnant women. To mothers. To families."
"Carmen's story isn't unique. It's just the most documented. The most public. The most impossible to ignore."
"So I'm asking you-begging you don't ignore it. Don't dismiss it. Don't romanticize it. Learn from it. Recognize the warning signs. Leave before it's too late. Help someone else leave. Believe victims. Support survivors."
"Because Carmen didn't get to live. Our baby didn't get to be born. But maybe—just maybe their deaths can save someone else's life."
The standing ovation lasted five minutes. People were sobbing. Coming up to me afterward, sharing their own stories, thanking me for speaking out.
A woman told me she'd left her abusive husband after hearing about Carmen. She was six months pregnant. She and her baby were safe now.
A man told me he'd recognized himself in my description of Don's early behavior. He'd gotten therapy. He'd changed. He'd broken the cycle.
A teenager told me her boyfriend had been getting possessive and jealous. She'd broken up with him after hearing Carmen's story. He'd threatened her, but she'd gotten a restraining order. She was safe.
These are the moments that make it bearable. That make the grief and the trauma and the nightmares worth surviving.
Because Carmen's death is saving lives. Our baby's death is saving lives.
They're not here. They'll never be here. But their legacy is life. Safety. Freedom.
And that has to be enough.
TUESDAYS
I visit their grave every Tuesday.
It's in the Beaumont family plot, overlooking Earth. The headstone is simple—just Carmen's name, her dates, and a line from a poem she loved: "I was not made for the cage."
Beneath that, in smaller letters, I had them add: "And for the child who never was."
I bring luminescent flowers. The same kind from our first date. The same kind that decorated the ballroom where she died.
I sit there and I talk to them.
To Carmen first.
"Hey, radiant and transcendent," I always start. Like she's just in the other room. Like she might answer.
She never does. But I talk anyway.
I tell her about the foundation. About the women we've helped. About the babies who got to be born because their mothers found safety.
"Sophia named her daughter Hope," I told her last week. "She sent me a photo. The baby has your eyes, Carmen. That same green. It made me think about what our baby would have looked like. If they'd have your eyes. Your smile. Your―"
I had to stop. Had to breathe. Had to force myself to continue.
"I miss you. God, I miss you so much. Every day. Every moment. I wake up and for a second, I forget you're gone. I reach for you and you're not there. I turn to tell you something and remember I can't. That you're—"
I can't say it. Can't say "dead." Can't make it real.
"I'm trying to make your death mean something," I tell her. "Trying to save the people you couldn't save. Trying to make sure no one else has to go through what you went through. What we went through."
"But some days, I don't want your death to mean something. I just want you back. I want you alive. I want our baby. I want the life we were supposed to have."
"I want Tuesday mornings with you. I want to watch you drink coffee and complain about the news. I want to feel our baby kick. I want to argue about names. I want to hold them for the first time. I want to watch you be a mother. I want―"
I break down. Every time. Every Tuesday. I sit there and I cry and I tell Carmen everything I've lost.
And then I talk to the baby.
"Hey, little one," I say, my voice softer. "I never got to meet you. Never got to hold you. Never got to be your dad. But I want you to know-you mattered. You were real. You were loved."
"Your mom was so excited when she found out about you. She told me in the Maldives, on the beach, with the stars overhead. She was scared but also happy. She wanted you so much."
"We were going to name you Stella if you were a girl. Orion if you were a boy. Names that meant something. Names that connected you to the stars where you were conceived."
"I think about you all the time. About who you would have been. What you would have looked like. Whether you'd have Carmen's eyes or mine. Whether you'd have been quiet or loud. Serious or silly."
"I think about teaching you things. Reading to you. Playing with you. Watching you grow up. All the moments we should have had."
"Don took that from us. From you. You never got to be born. Never got to take a breath. Never got to live."
"But you're not forgotten. You're in every baby the foundation helps save. Every child who gets to be born because their mother found safety. Every life that continues because of your death."
"That's your legacy. Not the tragedy of how you died. But the lives you save by having died."
"I love you. I'll always love you. And I'm so sorry I couldn't protect you."
I sit there until the artificial sun starts to set. Until the light shifts and Earth glows in the sky
above me.
And then I leave.
And then I come back next Tuesday.
And I do it all over again.
THE LEGACY
It's been two years now.
Two years since that Tuesday night. Two years since I held Carmen while she bled out on a ballroom floor. Two years since I watched the light leave her eyes.
Two years since I lost not just the woman I loved, but the child we'd created together. The family we would have been.
People tell me I should move on. Date again. Find someone new. "Carmen would want you to be happy," they say, like they knew her. Like they understood what we had.
But they don't know the full story.
They don't know that Carmen was six weeks pregnant when Don killed her.
They don't know that he stabbed her in the stomach deliberately, repeatedly, after she told him about the baby.
They don't know that he didn't just murder the woman I loved-he murdered our future. Our child. The family we would have been.
So no, I can't move on.
Not because I'm stuck in the past—though maybe I am, a little. But because moving on feels like forgetting. Like letting their deaths become just another tragedy. Another cautionary tale. Another radiant and transcendent woman and her unborn child killed by a man who claimed to love her.
So instead, I remember. I tell their story. I work to save the people they couldn't save.
The foundation has helped over 500 people now. Sixty-three of them were pregnant. Sixty-three babies who got to be born because their mothers found safety.
Sixty-three lives that exist because Carmen and our baby died.
It's not enough. It'll never be enough. But it's something.
I also speak publicly now. At universities, at conferences, at events. I tell Carmen's story—the real story, not the sanitized version the media sold. I talk about how Don's behavior escalated. How the warning signs were there from the beginning. How Carmen tried to leave and was punished for it.
I talk about the pregnancy. About how Carmen revealed it in her final moments, hoping it might reach whatever humanity was left in Don. About how instead, it made him more vicious. About how he killed not just her, but the innocent life she was carrying.
About how domestic violence doesn't just destroy women—it destroys families, futures, children who never get the chance to be born.
I talk about how obsession isn't love.
How control isn't care.
How jealousy isn't passion.
Some people get it. Some people thank me, tell me their own stories, say they wish they'd heard this sooner.
Others get defensive. Tell me I'm overreacting. That Don was just one bad guy. That most men aren't like that.
And they're right-most men aren't.
But enough are.
Enough that women have to constantly calculate risk. Enough that saying "no" can be dangerous. Enough that leaving an abusive relationship is the most dangerous time.
Enough that Carmen is dead.
Enough that my child never took a first breath.
Enough that I spend every Tuesday at a grave, talking to people who can't answer.
Here's what I want you to understand, if you take nothing else from this story:
Carmen was extraordinary. radiant and transcendent, yes—everyone knew that. But she was also funny and smart and complicated. She was lonely and searching and trying to figure out who she was beyond what everyone expected her to be.
She deserved to live. To grow. To find herself. To be happy. To be a mother.
Our child deserved to live. To be born. To have a chance.
Don took that from them.
Not because he was a monster-though he became one. But because he believed he had the right to. Because he'd been taught that wanting something badly enough meant he deserved it. Because he couldn't accept that Carmen was a person, not a possession.
Because when he realized he'd lost her completely—not just to me, but to a future that didn't include him he decided to destroy everything.
Including an innocent life that had nothing to do with his obsession.
If you're reading this and you see yourself in Don—if you've ever tracked someone's location without permission, isolated them from friends, demanded to know where they are every moment, gotten angry when they talked to other people—please, please get help.
That's not love. That's control. And it will destroy everyone around you.
And if you're reading this and you see yourself in Carmen-if you're with someone who makes you feel trapped, who monitors your every move, who gets jealous and possessive and angry please leave.
Especially if you're pregnant. Especially if there's a child involved.
I know it's not that simple. I know there are a thousand reasons why leaving feels impossible. Financial dependence, fear, hope that they'll change, love for who they used to be.
But please try.
Because Carmen tried to leave, and she died for it.
Because our baby never got a chance to live.
And I don't want that to be your story too.
Carmen Beaumont died on a Tuesday night in the year 3055.
She was twenty-nine years old.
She was six weeks pregnant.
She was the love of my life.
And her death-their deaths-are saving lives every single day.
That's not enough. It'll never be enough. I'd trade every life saved to have them back. To have Carmen alive. To have our baby born. To have the future we were supposed to have.
But I can't. So instead, I make sure their deaths mean something.
I make sure they're not forgotten.
I make sure other people get the chance they didn't get.
The chance to escape. To survive. To live.
That's their legacy.
Not the tragedy of how they died.
But the lives they save by having died.
And every Tuesday, I go to their grave and I tell them about it.
About the women who escaped. The babies who were born. The families who survived.
About how their deaths are creating life.
About how they're not forgotten.
About how they never will be.
In loving memory of Carmen Beaumont
And the child who never was
May their deaths save the lives they couldn't live
And whose brief existence will never be forgotten
So this is why I'm telling you their story.
Not to sensationalize their deaths. Not to turn them into a cautionary tale. Not to make myself feel better about surviving when they didn't.
But because love should never hurt.
Love should never control.
Love should never kill.
And if we don't talk about the difference between love and obsession, between devotion and possession, between passion and violence-
Then Carmen and our baby died for nothing.
And I can't accept that.
I won't.
It's Tuesday again.
I'm sitting at my desk, looking out at Earth hanging in the sky, and I'm thinking about Carmen. About her laugh. Her smile. The way she looked at me on that beach like I was her salvation.
I'm thinking about the baby. About the life we created in those stolen moments in the Maldives. About the family we would have been.
I wasn't her salvation, in the end.
I couldn't save either of them.
But maybe just maybe—their story can be someone else's.
Maybe someone will read this and recognize the warning signs in their own relationship.
Maybe someone will leave before it's too late.
Maybe someone will live because Carmen died.
Maybe a child will be born because ours wasn't.
That's what I tell myself, anyway.
That's how I survive.
This is what remains when love goes wrong: grief, guilt, and the desperate hope that tragedy can be transformed into meaning.
This is Carmen's story.
This is our baby's story.
This is my burden.
This is what I carry.
And I'll carry it until the day I die—not as punishment, but as purpose.
Because they deserved better than the deaths they got.
And the least I can do is make sure their lives—and their deaths—meant something.
For Carmen Beaumont-Mercier
3026-3055
Who was not made for the cage
And who died trying to be free
And for the child we never knew
Who deserved a chance to live
And whose brief existence will never be forgotten

