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Chapter 1

			Born a Sinner?

			
To Ton – Without you, there would be no beginning.

			


Unknown

			With my wrists shackled to the cold metal table, I sit in silence, my thoughts spiraling into the darkness. 

			Thinking became my addiction years ago when I lost everyone to share my thoughts with. The fewer words I spoke, the sharper my mind became, and with that sharpness came a dangerous edge. Years ago, when I killed for the first time with my bare hands. Ever since that day the fire within me has been burning me up from inside out. I remained too much inside my head and ended up losing my mind. I wasn’t born in this world to bring sunshine, I was born to make this world crumble under your feet, to eliminate light and consume it in darkness.

			
November 6th, 1 a.m.

			I have been sitting here for over an hour and cuffed to a table, hands and feet. These hands have shed so much blood—the blood of the innocent, the blood of the guilty. Power is something I thrive on; you feel what power is when you hold someone else’s life in your own bare hands.

			The only thing I see are the cameras and guards keeping a close eye on me. I can feel their eyes on me through the two-way mirror. Screams find their way through the hallway. This place is as dark as night, full of the worst people in the country. Name it and you can find it here; killers, rapists, human traffickers and so many more. I am supposed to be brought to the hospital department, but I don’t recall seeing any appearance of a rush. Blood stains my clothes like it stains my hands. I lead, I order, and I decide. They don’t know who I am, or what I represent. I lead, I command. I am the architect of darkness.

			
November 6th, 1:10 a.m.

			Locked in a cell.

			
Isabella

			November 6th, 1 a.m.

			I get up from under the warm sheets of my bed. It’s a gloomy midnight in New York City, cold and rainy. Shivers appear on my skin as soon as my feet touch the cold tiles of my bathroom floor. 

			I work every single moment that I can. It’s exhausting, but I need the money. I live alone, and with my parents also struggling to get by, asking them for help is not exactly an option. That along with the fact that I do not have a good relationship with them. My landlord increased the rent last week. I was already barely able to afford it before. I always knew he was a prick anyway.

			I take a hot shower and comb my hair. I grab my comfiest clothes and apply a little mascara. I love my job; I love being able to help and take care of people. I have been working as a nurse for over three years now. When I turned 21, I got my first job at a local clinic near my hometown. Now three years later, I need a new one. After the clinic shut down due to the economic crisis I got transferred. The place where I got transferred to is where I still work, the healthcare department of a maximum-security prison. I’ve been working here for about a month now, maybe even less. It’s completely different from where I used to work, but I’m still adapting to the new environment. I’m not sure yet if I am going to keep working here though, I just really need the money.

			I make a quick breakfast and a cup of coffee before heading out of the door at 2 a.m. Yes, 2 a.m. It’s pitch black outside as I get into my old Toyota car. I turn on the radio and connect my Bluetooth. It’s a 20-minute drive, and I try to stay awake with some pumping music. In the car I drink another cup of coffee, as my sleep schedule has not been the best with these midnight shifts. And with not the best…I mean that I feel like I’ve been hit by a bus.

			There’s no sign of life, no houses, no lights—just dense trees, open fields, and an occasional rustle of wind. The prison itself sits in the middle of nowhere, secluded and surrounded by miles of barren land. 

			After a solid 20-minute drive I arrive at the security gates. Tall, wrought iron bars rise from the ground, gleaming under the soft glow of perimeter lights. It’s a fortress of steel and iron. Razor wire coils along the top of the fence, glinting in the moonlight. Surveillance cameras at every corner, their lenses sweeping every inch of the perimeter. Beyond the gates, a maze of high walls stretches out before me. Slowly, the weight of the place settles over me. 

			I get checked by the many guards that guard the prison and its facilities. After the ID check, I get to my parking spot and park my car between the lines. As soon as I step outside, I’m greeted by my colleague, Lea. Her short, chestnut-brown hair is neatly tucked behind her ears. Her features are soft, kind. Red stains her cheeks from the cold. Lea has been showing me how things work around here and has been my helping hand through my entire first weeks. We don’t differ much in age; she’s just turned 25. We’ve become pretty good friends over the past few weeks. As she approaches me, she waves her hand to greet me. 

			“Good morning sunshine!” she shouts.

			“What makes you so happy at this time, crazy woman?” I ask her, laughing. 

			While walking across the parking lot, she tells me that she finally secured her new apartment. I look at her and squeak in excitement.

			“Really?! That’s amazing, I’m so happy for you. I really should come and help you with decorating the place next week!” I tell her, and she nods happily as she leads us into the front building of the prison. 

			As we walk inside, we get checked for a second time by guards, and this time they check our bags too. Once we are completely searched, they let us go through the steel doors. We walk towards the open space, which is also used for lunch breaks and presentations. Nick gives everyone the updates of every single day and tells everyone their schedule for the day. Nick is what you would call the average middle-aged man. His silver-streaked hair and the faint lines of a life well-lived are a testament to his years. Incipient smile lines and the deepening wrinkles around his eyes hint at a man who’s seen and done much yet remains grounded in the mundane routines of daily life. Lea and I take a seat as Nick starts talking. 

			“Welcome everyone, please be seated.”

			After 15 minutes, Nick finishes and walks over to us, dismissing Lea. 

			“You good Nick?” I ask as I see his distressed gaze lingering over me. 

			“I need your full attention for this conversation we are about to have,” he tells me. I stare at him while my eyebrows furrow ever so slightly.

			I walk towards the front of the room, following Nick’s movement. 

			“Take a seat and listen carefully.” I sit down across from him as tension fills the room. Nick grabs a report and places it in front of me on the table. 

			“Tonight, the NYPD arrested a man. He was arrested while driving like a maniac, under the influence of drugs and alcohol. We also discovered that he’d been in some sort of fight. So far, we only know that he is a dangerous and crazy inmate. But that is not the lingering issue here.”

			Nick’s distressed gaze meets mine as he continues, the wrinkles in his face intensifying. 

			“They ran a background check on him, but they can’t seem to find any information about him. He simply does not exist in these files.” 

			I open the file in front of me. 

			“That’s strange, shouldn’t they always be able to run a background check on anyone?” I ask Nick while closing the empty file. 

			“Yes, that was what we thought too. The fact that they are not able to find out any information on this man is worrying. They keep him in cell five and are soon to take him to the hospital department. We’ve left him in his cell for a few hours to sleep off the shit that he’d taken when they arrested him. The police have taken his prints, pictures, and statements. His statement was short since he didn’t speak a word. We honestly do not even know what languages he speaks. Tonight, we’re short on staff, so this man is your responsibility.” 

			I now share the distressed look Nick has on his face; it’s only my fourth week here…how can I handle this responsibility?

			“He’s mildly injured - hands and arms - covered in a few cuts. They need to be cleaned up. As for the rest, he might have a broken rib. You should check that out, give him painkillers, and stitch him up. You can do this Isabella, if I had anyone else up for it, I would switch you up. But I can’t because we are too understaffed.” I sigh while scratching my forehead. Great start to the night, I think. But as I look around the empty room and at Nick’s stressed expression, I finally reply:

			“It’s alright Nick, I got it.”

			I’m about to grab my belongings and go to the changing rooms when Nick stops me. 

			“Isabel, there are a few communication restrictions. You need to follow them, all of them.” 

			I frown as I turn around to face him again. 

			“You are not allowed to uncuff him in any way, even if it means that you are not fully able to stitch his cuts. Also, stick to small talk or no talk at all.”

			
Unknown

			Time is ticking, the clock ticks extra slow in hell. Almost 2.30 AM. The once-fresh blood on my hands has dried up by now. My wounds are still open, but the blood surrounding them has become a dry mess. I look down at my hands, and notice how red they are, not only from the blood. The handcuffs are so tight that they’re close to stopping any blood circulation towards my fingers.

			My once-white shirt is torn open. It is fucking freezing inside this cell. I can already feel the pain inside my head, vodka. I have been locked up and shackled like an animal for nearly two hours. I’m immobilized, and soon about to go crazy. Do they believe that cuffs will prevent me from breaking loose? As a man of 6’5 with deadly skills they should know better, but they don’t. They do not because they don’t know who I am.

			The door finally opens as two guards step in. They approach me while taking out a key to uncuff my feet, just for them to be cuffed together again but with a longer chain. The men jerk me up and push me out of the cell door towards another steel door. We move through four steel doors and one wooden door. Both men, one on each side of me, have a firm grip on my upper arms. As soon as we move through the wooden door I am met with the smell of disinfectants and an ice-cold woosh of air. They push me towards a chair in front of many bandages and such equipment. Before they turn around to leave one of them speaks up:

			“Don’t you dare try anything, there are cameras and guards positioned on every corner.” 

			My gaze meets his as I just stare into his eyes, cold and detached. I don’t bother saying anything. He gives me a dismissive look before leaving through the same door we entered.

			The steady beeping of monitors fills the room and the scent of antiseptic hangs in the air. Shoes softly squeaking against the polished floor. Behind the curtain, the sterile white walls and the soft hum of medical equipment leave no doubt that I am in the hospital department of the prison. As my eyes roam around the room I scan multiple cameras, two guards outside the door, an emergency button, one bed, and two chairs. There is no one else in the room, designed for only one prisoner. It’s not much of an upgrade from the cell I was stuck in before. Waiting is not something I am used to, and with every second passing I feel my impatience growing.

			
Isabella

			As soon as I head out of the door, I walk through the hallway towards the changing room. I open my locker and put my bag inside, grabbing the scrubs and changing into them. Hurrying, I close the locker as soon as I’m changed and walk out the door. I make my way towards the few steel doors that you must pass to get to the hospital department. At every door a guard greets me, checking my ID before opening the door. After a few minutes, I get to the final door. The guard checks my ID for the final time before unlocking the door. Honestly, I don’t think I will ever get used to this process. After being checked for what feels like a hundred times, I can finally access the hospital floor. It’s awfully quiet, just three boxes have their lights on. I make my way over and almost feel like returning my morning coffee straight back into the empty cup I am holding. 

			Standing in front of the door I debate if I should just find a new job, a job that is less stomach cramping. When I finally decide to open the door, I am met with a set of bright green eyes. Our eyes lock as I hear the door falling into the keylock behind me. The eerie feeling I had returns and spreads its way through my blood like poison. And no, I do not want to make my first impression by puking my coffee in this man’s face.

			I have no idea for how long we held this eye contact, but with every second, I felt my blood forming into ice. His presence is dark, ominous even, and his gaze is ice cold. This is not a boy, this is a man, and by the looks of it, he is way older than me. I lose track of time as these bright green eyes stare right into my soul.

			Maybe it has been ten seconds, maybe it has even been a minute before I finally speak.

			“Good morning! Well—almost morning. I’m your nurse.” 

			My words come out like a mouse, and once again I manage to humiliate myself. His eyes never leave mine as I speak, no answer in return except for his longing stare that freezes me to the bone. I feel the air grow tighter in the room and decide to try and make it a little lighter but stick to the small talk.

			“How are you feeling?” 

			Still no response. He’s clearly not feeling well, nobody would in his situation. I mentally slap myself in the face as I continue to try and fail to start a conversation. As soon as I realize that he isn’t going to answer any of my questions I decide to do my job as fast as I can and get the hell out of here. Nick warned me for a reason, sticking to small talk. 

			I take a few steps forward and observe the man’s arms, legs, and other places where there are visible cuts. I notice that the blood has dried up and conclude that the cuts are not fresh anymore. They have been making him wait to get help. His hands are blood red. He has been cuffed. But not like a normal inmate. His wrists are cuffed, and so are his ankles. His arms are covered in tattoos, one of them being a small star. The rest is written in a foreign language I can’t understand, though I assume it might be Russian from the harsh, angular script. The meaning behind them is lost on me, but they seem to tell a story, one inked into his skin like a secret I am not meant to know.

			I grab the disinfectant and sit in front of him. As he stares at my hands, his eyes move where my hands go. 

			“This might sting a little bit,” I state as I press the cotton ball with the disinfectant on the cuts located on his arms. After stitching the cuts, I stand and take one last look to make sure the stitches are secure, all while the heavy, wordless tension continues to grow between us. His presence dominates the space, filling it with a dangerous energy I can’t quite place.

			I finish cleaning his cuts and take off my gloves, as I stand at the sink, I can feel his eyes burning into me. The sensation is suffocating somehow, like a predator stalking its prey. I walk towards the door to address the guards that my job is done, but before they open the door I am met with a deep voice:

			“Spasibo, solnyshko.”

			His voice feels like an ice-cold breeze running through my blood. I don’t know what the words mean, but their weight, the way they roll off his tongue, sends a shiver down my spine. Slowly, I turn around to meet his gaze one more time. His sharp features stare back at me. His eyes bore into mine, and in that moment, it’s as though he’s memorizing me—storing away every detail of my face, my fear.

			As the guards escort him out of the room I release a breath which I don’t even realize I’m holding. His words ring through my ears. Little did I know that with these 15 minutes, I got myself a ticket into a cat-and-mouse game with a very dangerous man.

			This is just the beginning, a dangerous beginning.

		

	
		
			


Chapter 2

			Monster in His Eyes

			


Unknown

			The longer I spend here, the bigger my vengeance grows. I am almost drowning in anger, there are debts to be collected. If killing was an art, I would be some sort of artist. 

			I am starving, and when I get out, there will be a bloodbath.

			The door opens hesitantly, and I am suddenly met with dark brown eyes—a woman’s eyes. Immediately my eyes scan her; somewhere in her early twenties, with curly messy red hair, 5’6, pale skin, and a shy demeanor. As I read her body language, I notice how tense she is. What woman works in a high-security prison filled with men? The closer she comes the tighter the air grows.

			Fear. I can almost smell it, thick and suffocating, pouring off her in waves. It clings to the air between us, and I feed on it, savoring the way it twists her body, making her hands tremble as they stitch my wounds. She has no idea what’s sitting in front of her, no idea of the darkness watching her so closely. Most of these idiots think I’m just another brute who only speaks Russian. They couldn’t be more wrong. I speak many languages—languages that can seduce, manipulate, and destroy.

			When she finally reaches for the door, the guards grab me, dragging me back to my cell. But I never stop watching her. My eyes lock onto her like a predator stalking prey. Her gaze is cast downward as if she can hide from the weight of my attention. Innocent. Fragile. But not weak. 

			No, she’s something far more tempting.

			
Isabella

			I stand there, paralyzed by a feeling I’ve never experienced before. His words echo in my mind, looping endlessly. I can feel his gaze burning into my back as the guards escort him out of the room. I lean my head against the wall, trying to steady my racing heart. Why do I feel so nervous? I’ve never met this man before, yet he’s already infiltrating my thoughts.

			Minutes later, Lea walks into the room, her voice light. 

			“Wow, have you seen a ghost?” 

			I lift my head and inhale deeply, trying to calm myself. 

			“Have you heard about the man they arrested at midnight? He’s Russian—that’s all we know. No other details yet.”

			Lea takes a seat in the chair where he was sitting, crossing her legs casually. 

			“Yeah, Nick told us to be careful, but that’s about it. Why? You seem a little off. Did something happen?”

			I sigh, unsure how to put into words what I’m feeling. 

			“I just cleaned his wounds and stitched him up, but there’s something... off about him. I don’t know what it is.”

			Lea shrugs, her expression unconcerned. 

			“Maybe you’re just having a rough night. Lack of sleep, you know? If nothing happened, then you’re fine, right?”

			I glance at her, the tension still hanging in my chest. 

			“You’re probably right.”

			Lea stands up, flashing me a reassuring smile. 

			“Yeah, we deal with psychopaths all the time. Maybe he’s been in and out of prison and knows the system. Probably just another man with no conscience, like so many others here.”

			I try to smile, feeling a little lighter, but there’s still a nagging feeling deep inside. As we exit the room, I force another smile. 

			“You’re probably right. I do feel a bit less anxious.”

			But deep down, the ominous feeling lingers, refusing to let go. And little do I know, it won’t leave me, not for a long time.
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After our break, we go our separate ways to check on other inmates. By the time my shift ends at 6 AM, I’m beyond exhausted. My second job starts at noon, giving me only a few hours to sleep. How does anyone live like this? I sigh as I change out of my scrubs and into my joggers. Grabbing my bag, I wave goodbye to Nick. 

			“See you Wednesday!” 

			I try to hurry out of the building, desperate to get some sleep and avoid facing Nick about what happened. He gives me a quick smile before returning to his phone call.

			Just as I turn to leave, Nick calls me back. Of course, great.

			“Isabel, I need a quick word before you head home,” he says. I turn around, putting on a fake smile as I stand in the doorway. 

			“Sure, what’s up?”

			Nick walks over after placing his phone down on his desk.

			“How did it go? Did he show any signs of foreign behavior?”

			I twist my lips, feeling a wave of exhaustion hit me. 

			“He did, didn’t he?” Nick raises an eyebrow.

			“He spoke a couple of words,” I respond, looking anywhere but at him. “Nothing special.”

			“He spoke?” Nick’s voice sharpens. “Why didn’t you report this to me?”

			I sigh, my mind hazy from fatigue. “I didn’t think it was that important.”

			Nick tenses slightly. 

			“Isabel, he hasn’t spoken to anyone since he came in. Not a word.” 

			My heart picks up speed again as his words sink in. 

			“What did he say?” Nick probes.

			I close my eyes briefly, trying to recall. “Something in Russian. I... I don’t remember exactly.”

			A long time ago, I took a short Russian language course. It only lasted a week, maybe two—if I’m being generous—but I remember the tone, the way certain syllables are rolled. Russian has a harshness to it, an intensity in the way it sounds, and when he spoke, something in his voice struck me.

			Nick jots something down before meeting my gaze. 

			“Next time he talks, you need to inform me immediately. This is important information for the NYPD.”

			I nod, the weight of his words sinking in. “I will. Sorry.”

			Nick gives a small nod of approval. “It’s alright. Now go home and get some rest.”

			I offer a small smile, nodding in return. With that, I head toward the exit.

			As I step outside, the cool morning fog hits me, the fresh air filling my lungs. I take a deep breath, letting it steady my nerves before getting into my car. The drive home feels endless, but I’m too tired to think clearly. 

			All I want is sleep.

			
Unknown

			Four walls, four concrete walls. One toilet, more likely just a hole you can piss into, and one bed which is as hard as the concrete walls. I am building up with anger as these four walls lock me inside like a goddamn animal. I am planning, planning the right time to leave this hellhole. It is time for me to go home, to take a fucking clean shower.

			I have already set my eyes on the weak link, her. I have many allies here, which means I have eyes everywhere. All the men inside here either owe me a debt, their life, or are terrified of me.

			I was arrested on Saturday, and it’s now Tuesday, and my impatience is growing. I sit 23 hours caged like an animal in my cell and 1 hour I spent in the court outside in another fucking cage. In a slightly bigger cage outside is where I’m allowed to have my one hour of recreation. When I want to shower, I get a full body check, then I am permitted to shower. But only for 3 minutes, with ice-cold water. The food is dreadful and monotone. And as if it couldn’t get worse, I am forced to wear a prisoner’s suit and stripped of my belongings. My hands feel empty as they lack all the rings I usually wear. Now the only cold steel I feel are handcuffs. How come the room is so empty and yet my mind is still so full? Maybe because of the number of drugs I snorted a couple of days ago.

			I don’t know what time it is exactly but when I hear the keys ramming into the lock of the cell, I know it’s time for my lone hour of fresh air. The guard opens the hole in the door, I reach my hands through it, and he cuffs them, same old same old. I am brought through the steel doors towards the court outside. When we finally reach my open-air cage, I am locked inside and uncuffed. When you are locked up 23 hours a day it is important to keep your mind sane, but how can I do that when I am far from sane in any other situation? I take a deep breath of fresh air as I observe my surroundings. The man in another cage next to me is working out, but as soon as my eyes lock on his he stops immediately. He stands as he bows his head to me, out of respect or fear, I cannot tell.

			I spent my hour working out, sweating everything out. As I finish my work out my mind can’t help but to wander off, to wander off to her. Young and innocent, working in a high maximum-security prison. Put one and one together and it is not hard to realize that she is a weak link, a weak link that I am going to put to good use.

			
Isabella

			When I finally reach home after my drive, I’m extremely exhausted. I grab my bag, get out of the car and immediately take off my shoes after opening the front door. I lock the door and walk to the fridge; I decide to have a small breakfast. I grab my favorite, coconut yogurt with nuts and fruits. Once I finish making my breakfast I sit down at the dinner table. My apartment is small, but it has everything I need. I need to keep motivating myself to work harder to keep it. I hope my landlord ‘suddenly’ gets hit by a car or something.

			My mind drifts back to what happened tonight, him. I can’t stop myself from wondering about the incident. I need to shrug off this feeling I have, I know I’m just overthinking the situation. I guess that’s what you get from working in a maximum-security prison—suspicion. I decide it would be best to take a hot shower and then try to get some sleep, as I need to go my day job at the café in a few hours.

			I am woken a few hours later by the sun. The clock reads 11:30 AM. Shit, I curse to myself as I jump out of bed. I must be in town in half an hour, and I look absolutely like hell. I run towards the bathroom and try to fix my face with a tiny bit of make-up. I put on my work clothes: black skinny jeans and a black shirt. I shove my easy lunch into my mouth as I try to put my sneakers on. I collect my bag and house keys and twist the keys into the hole to open the door. Before I know it, I’m sprinting down the stairs of my apartment building. I speed down the pedestrian, almost sprinting towards the café.

			In the process of doing so I can’t help but to notice a black Mercedes with tinted windows. The man inside wears a pair of sunglasses and stares at me. And there it is again, the eerie feeling, that familiar eerie feeling I had last night. I quickly turn my heels and make a run for it; besides the eerie feeling I am almost too late to work. And somehow that bothers me more. I storm through the door as I am met with my boss. 

			“Hey, busy bee!” she smiles at me. “Another busy night shift?”

			I smile back at her as I inhale a deep breath. 

			“Yes, but I slept fine, and I’m full of energy to work again, Miss Harolds.”

			She hands me my apron. I have been working here since my 16th birthday, and I can’t be more grateful for my relationship with her. Miss Harolds has been like a mother to me and has been nothing but good to me over the years. She knows I work three jobs to keep up with my rent. She always shifts me in whenever I have time. I tie the apron together and smile at Miss Harolds. 

			“Amazing sweetheart, good luck and let me know if you need anything.”

			I give her a nod before walking off to the kitchen. While serving food to the customers, I grab a croissant for myself as well.

			My workday goes by quickly, and I am lucky with the tips today. As I’m clean up the last plates I feel a few shivers run up my back again. At this point I feel that I’m paranoid for no reason. The café is empty, and I am the only one closing it today—it’s almost 6 PM. It’s dark outside and little snowflakes are falling from the sky, the sun has set and is nowhere to be seen. I stare at my reflection in the glass as I see headlights moving. While the car passes the café, I immediately recognize the build, the same black Mercedes. Yup, I am going insane.

			
Unknown

			I’m escorted back inside after my workout session. I have men outside, loyal to me, bound by their hearts to me. Loyalty is what drives my men, an eye for an eye and respect for respect. I have eyes everywhere—not only in prison, but outside as well.

			As I’m brought back up the stairs again, I spot a pair of eyes on me, and these eyes are not from one of my men. Of course, I not only have men loyal to me, but I have many enemies too. Many men who want to take me down, take my place. The pair of eyes slowly approaches me from the back. The men dragging me back to my cell do not even notice him, but I do. I notice everyone.

			It’s to their advantage that I am a smarter person. I wait until the timing is right. I am escorted back into my cell. The loud bang of the steel door closing is the last thing I hear for the next 23 hours.

		

	
		
			


Chapter 3

			A Match Made in Hell

			


Isabella

			I lock the café and make sure to turn the lights off. I close the zipper of my coat up to my neck, it’s freezing. I tie my scarf around my neck as well before stepping outside. A small layer of snow lays upon the cars that are parked outside. I make my way towards my apartment and notice that I am looking back a couple of times, paranoid. This time, there is nothing suspicious, and I can’t spot the same car anywhere. 

			I make it home safe and make sure to lock the door. As soon as I step inside, I take off my jacket and sneakers. I fall on the couch, exhausted from a long day. The temptation of calling off work is huge, but I need the money. It’s 6:30 PM now and I have to be at work again at midnight. If I get to sleep within an hour, I’ll at least be able to sleep a little; not enough but it will have to do. My job at the prison hospital department pays the most, and I can’t lose it. 

			After my shift tonight, I will be free for an entire day. The thought is enough to keep me going, even as exhaustion weighs heavily on my shoulders. I drag myself into the bathroom, the cool tile floor a welcome relief under my aching feet. I freshen up quickly, wiping the tiredness from my face, trying to make myself feel human again.

			As I stand there, eyes glazed from the haze of fatigue, my gaze drifts to the mirror. For a moment, I catch sight of something—just a flash. A scar, faint yet unmistakable, just below my collarbone. I freeze, my fingers lingering at the edge of it as my thoughts spiral for a moment.

			I blink, pulling myself out of the trance, quickly looking away, as if the scar itself might reveal more than I want it to.

			I then make myself a quick dinner, pasta. One of my favorite methods is to throw whatever I have in the fridge in the pan, it’s almost always tasty. 

			I eat dinner while watching an episode of my favorite series ever, Friends. I have been rewatching it repeatedly about three times now.

			As I’m watching TV, my phone suddenly rings. It’s from Nadia—one of my best friends, someone I’ve known since I was four. Her family has always been there for me, stepping in when my own couldn’t. I put my empty plate down and answer the call, only for her voice to blast through the phone, already on full volume. 

			“Isabel! You won’t believe what just happened!”

			Every time Nadia calls, it’s usually because she has one of the most ridiculous ideas imaginable. 

			“What’s up, Nadia?” I say, mimicking her over-the-top excitement.

			“I’ve been asked out on a date by Jaxon!” she practically screams into my ear. I hold the phone a little farther away to save my hearing.

			I sigh, already feeling the familiar disappointment. 

			“Nadia, that sounds... fun, but Jaxon has a body count of nearly 400.”

			There’s a beat of silence before I hear her voice, now slightly annoyed, cutting through the phone. “Isabel, why can’t you just be happy for me? I still like him, and that 400 thing is a little exaggerated.”

			Rolling my eyes, I reply, “I am happy for you, but he’s not good for you. I’d be a terrible friend if I didn’t share my honest opinion. I’m just saying, don’t get your heart broken again.”

			She’s the most stubborn person I know, but I can’t help it—I want to protect her. She has a heart of gold, but Jaxon has used her before, and I don’t want to see it happen again.

			“I know, I know,” she says, sounding defensive. “But I want to take it slow, seriously, Isa.”

			I can practically hear her eyes rolling through the phone. “It’s your decision, but don’t come crying to me when you end up heartbroken. You know I’m just trying to look out for you.”

			We end up chatting for almost an hour after that. Between both of my jobs, I haven’t seen her in weeks, so I’m excited that we finally have some time to catch up. We’re both taking the day off this week to hang out, and I can’t wait to have a day to myself for once.

			I tell her about my new job at the prison and how this one inmate is seriously giving me the creeps. And, of course, her response is exactly what I expect.

			“Is he hot?” she asks, that playful tone creeping into her voice.

			I laugh, shaking my head at her. “Yes, Nadia, he’s hot. But that’s not the point—”

			She cuts me off, teasing me. “Is he though? I mean, hot enough to break your ‘I’m never dating anyone’ rule?”

			I groan. “I’m telling you about a serious issue, and you’re worried about if he’s hot? I don’t even know the guy. No one knows anything about him. As far as I can tell, he doesn’t even speak English.”

			I can practically hear her smirking through the phone. “Well, sign language exists, you know. So, what language does he speak then?”

			I roll my eyes again, even though she can’t see it. “I’m assuming Russian.”

			Nadia’s laugh is audible through the phone. “I mean, you still didn’t answer my first question.”

			I smile, shaking my head. I’ve been single my whole life, and there’s a reason for it. I’ve never had a good example of love, and I’ve heard too many stories that don’t end well.

			“Well, I’ve definitely seen uglier men,” I say, trying to steer the conversation back on track. “But I don’t have a death wish, so I’m not going anywhere near an inmate from a high-security prison where I work.”

			Nadia bursts out laughing. “You’re such a nerd, Isa.”

			I can’t help but laugh along with her, knowing I’ve just dodged another one of her attempts to make me spill my secrets.

			We keep on talking for a few more minutes but eventually, I tell her that I have to go to bed. Otherwise, I won’t be able to get up tonight for my shift. I will see her anyway tomorrow. We hang up and I brush my teeth. I make my way over to my bed and turn off the lights. I wrap myself in like a burrito and soon sleep catches up with me and I am thrown in the dark.

			
Unknown

			The clock drags toward noon, but in this forsaken place, it might as well be midnight. The cell is a relentless icebox, the chill seeping into my bones and mingling with the cacophony of maddening noises that pierce through the oppressive silence. My body is exhausted, but sleep remains a distant memory, pushed away by the relentless voices gnawing at my sanity. The darkness here is not just outside; it festers within, an ever-present, suffocating force.

			I know she’ll be working tonight, and the thought of her fuels a dangerous anticipation. It stirs something primal within me, something I can barely control. This cell, this confinement—it’s a bitter mockery of the freedom I crave. I’m trapped, a caged beast seething with rage, and I fucking hate it.

			The capture was a blunder, a grotesque error on their part. They have no inkling of who I am, no grasp of the chaos I can unleash. That night, the line between control and madness blurred—I was high on cocaine, a reckless abandon leading me into my downfall. They know nothing about the man behind the façade, just a faceless stranger with no past, no future. I’m biding my time, waiting for the moment my patience—something that rarely lasts—snaps.

			Empathy is a weakness I can’t afford. It’s a death sentence, a grave dug by your own hand. To care for another is to invite ruin. I exploit everyone who crosses my path, using them as steppingstones before erasing them from existence. This is who I was molded to be, who I was taught to be. My upbringing was a crucible of brutality.

			Here, in this frozen cell, I am a product of my past—a cold, relentless force waiting for the opportune moment to break free and reclaim my place in the world of shadows.

			
Isabella

			With roughly three hours of sleep, I am woken up by my alarm. It’s pitch-black outside and cold, that does not motivate me to get up. I drag myself out of bed and immediately put warm clothes on, I make my bag and walk over to my tiny kitchen. I seriously need to get groceries; I am out of almost everything.

			Sometimes I wonder how I am still alive with the way I barely take care of myself. The only thing left in the fridge is a little bit of leftover lasagna, and since it’s the middle of the night I decide to just snack on an apple I find. I take my vitamin pills and fill a bottle with water. I try to make myself look a little less dead, but my makeup skills are horrible, so I just put on some mascara. I then brush my hair and teeth. I check if the lights are out and lock the door, then run to my car and almost slip on some ice. I am, as usual, almost too late again. I start the car and drive off, the usual 20-minute drive.

			When I arrive, I see Lea, she arrives at the same time as me. We don’t always work shifts together at the same time, but tonight we do. 

			“Hi, Lea!” I smile and wave at her as I lock my car. She walks over to me and gives me a smile in return 

			“Hi! A long night ahead again,” she sighs as we walk inside. We chat a little bit before entering the steel doors of the prison. We are followed by a few other colleagues as we walk towards the open space, meeting Nick there. He is already standing up greeting us.

			As we all gather around Nick, he starts to explain the schedule for tonight. 

			“Good evening, ladies and gents, tonight we have a few inmates who need to be nursed. We also have one inmate whose stitches opened again; Lea you are on that.” Nick says as he points at Lea. She returns him a nod as Nick continues the explanation of tonight’s schedule.

			Nick’s gaze settles on me as he issues the evening’s instructions. 

			“Isabella, tonight you’re responsible for checking in on cell block 1, covering cells 1 through 5. Ensure that the inmates are healing properly and attend to those who are recovering in the hospital wing, as well as those who have been returned to their cells. We need to monitor their progress for about two weeks to confirm that their recovery is on track.”

			I nod, feeling the weight of the task settle on my shoulders. The responsibility is substantial, especially for someone new like me. Still, with the current understaffing, it’s clear that my efforts are essential. “Lea will join you once she’s done with her duties,” Nick adds with a reassuring smile. “I have confidence in your abilities.”

			His faith in me is encouraging, and I appreciate his trust as I prepare to tackle the evening’s duties. As Nick completes the schedule, we all head to the changing rooms. I slip into my scrubs and grab the notepad Nick has given me, a document meticulously designed with questions to assess the inmates’ well-being.

			I start with cell 1, observing Dimitri, who has been incarcerated for over a year. His file indicates that his release isn’t imminent. I complete the notepad’s queries as I peer through the small viewing hole. Each inmate has specific questions to address, and for the most part, I can fulfill these without entering their cells.

			I work my way through the first four cells with relative ease. When I reach cell 5, a wave of apprehension washes over me. The dread I feel at the thought of this particular inmate is palpable. I swallow hard, the taste of coffee from earlier still fresh on my tongue. The notepad indicates no questions for this cell—only a note: Check his wounds, do not talk.

			The sense of foreboding grows stronger as I approach cell 5. The guards offer sympathetic nods, their pity not doing much to alleviate my anxiety. One of them steps inside the cell to secure the inmate with handcuffs before unlocking the door for me.

			An icy draft greets me as the door creaks open. The cell is noticeably colder than the others, and the bed inside is as uncomfortable as it looks—an archaic relic that seems to have been salvaged from another era. The man on the bed, hunched with his elbows resting on his knees and his hands cuffed in front of him, is the embodiment of menace.

			As the guard exits and the door clangs shut behind me, the atmosphere inside the cell becomes suffocating. The only escape is the panic button at my side. I take a deep breath, attempting to quell the rising tide of fear, and address the man.

			I steel myself, knowing that the sooner I complete my task, the sooner I can leave. I approach the bed, my eyes drawn to his hands—inked with tattoos, the skin marred and raw.

			Crouching down to examine his wounds more closely, my heart sinks. The stitches have torn open, and the cuts are inflamed and festering. “Fuck,” I mutter, the expletive escaping before I can stop it.

			The moment the word leaves my lips, his piercing green eyes lock onto mine. Despite having never met him before, I feel an overwhelming chill—a primal, visceral fear that seems to confirm my darkest suspicions. The man’s gaze is as cold and unfeeling as it is intense, and in that instant, I understand that true evil is not the stuff of fairy tales but embodied in the man before me.

		

	
		
			


Chapter 4

			We Are All Sinners

			


Diable

			Eyes, eyes everywhere. I have eyes beyond these walls, eyes that watch her every move. The stitches on my wounds didn’t tear by accident; they festered of their own accord, a small advantage in my favor.

			“Isabella,” I purr her name, savoring the way it rolls off my tongue. Her face pales, a shiver of fear etching across her features. I almost smile at her discomfort. Her posture shrinks, betraying the primal terror coursing through her. Fear is palpable, but there is something else in her deep brown eyes—a flicker of curiosity, or perhaps something darker.

			“Isabella,” I repeat as my voice, thick with a Russian accent, reverberates through the cell. I feel the fire of anticipation in my chest, my heart pounding with a sinister rhythm. 

			“How?” she breathes out, her voice barely a whisper.

			“How do you know my name?” Her eyes, wide and searching, lock onto mine. She stumbles against the wall. My bright green eyes shimmer with a cruel pleasure under the moonlight filtering through the small window. I relish this moment; I savor her fear. We are well beyond the realm of small talk now, and her regret is palpable. She needs to escape, but it’s too late.

			I relish the way her brown eyes flinch as my words slice through the silence. “I know many things.” Her confidence wanes with each passing second as she realizes her peril.

			“Hands off that,” I command, my gaze locking onto the panic button she clutches with trembling fingers. I watch her throat convulse as she swallows a gulp of dread, her fingers hovering over the button. Her panic escalates, and suddenly, she slams her hand down on the button with desperate force. 

			“Plohaya devochka,” I taunt, my voice dripping with malice. 

			The guards flood the cell, their footsteps thunderous and harsh. Before I’m subdued, I catch one last glimpse of her, a pitiful, frightened figure. They force me to the ground, shackling me with practiced efficiency. As they drag me on the bed, her eyes—wide with fear—trace my every movement. My own gaze darkens, filled with a warning. 

			If you play with the devil, you will find yourself in hell.

			
Isabella

			I am drowning in my own fear. Nick rushes towards me, his face etched with alarm. I need to compose myself, but the horror lingers like a dark cloud. 

			“Isabella!” Nick’s voice cuts through the chaos, urgent and strained. His breath is ragged as he reaches me, his eyes wide with concern. “What the hell happened?”

			The question hangs in the air, heavy and accusing. I am caught between the desire to hide my terror and the undeniable truth. Nick’s eyes pierce through me, demanding honesty. The reality of the situation is overwhelming, and I know I cannot lie to him, despite his explicit instructions.

			“He just freaked me out,” I finally manage to say, my voice flat and distant. I keep my gaze fixed on the door through which they dragged the man. Nick’s sharp snap of his fingers pulls me back to the present.

			“Now, the truth,” he commands, his frustration apparent. I look like a child caught in a lie, my face flushed with embarrassment. My hands still tremble from the encounter, and I can barely keep my composure.

			“He spoke to me again, but in English this time,” I admit, running a hand through my disheveled hair. “He knew my name. I don’t understand how—I’ve never seen him before.”

			Nick’s eyes widen with a mix of concern and disbelief. “He what? Shit. So, he does speak English?”

			“Yes, at least a few words. I couldn’t utter a single response. I got freaked out and pressed the button,” I explain, my voice cracking with residual fear. 

			We continue to discuss the details, and I try to calm my racing heart as Nick attempts to reassure me. His attempts to comfort me do little to chase away the shadows of fear that cling to my mind.

			Finally, Nick decides it’s best if I take the rest of the night off. Exhausted and shaken, I agree. I need to escape this nightmare, if only for a few hours. 

			Once I get home, I take an ice-cold shower and sit on the floor. I feel overwhelmed. I feel guilty. But for what I don’t exactly know. After contemplating my life in the shower, I get up and put on pajamas. I decided to watch a movie and relax, or at least try to.
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I don’t know how late it is once I wake up. 

			I reach for my curtains and as I pull them open, I am greeted with sunlight. I slept till late apparently. The day goes by normally and in the afternoon, I meet up with my friend Nadia. We are going out for dinner and going clubbing after. Yes, clubbing with 3 hours of sleep. I told you Nadia has a bad influence on me. We eat the best pasta ever, getting our carbs in before partying. Me and Nadia rant about everything and everyone. I decided to not tell her about what happened last night. Something in me tells me it’s not necessary and I just do not want to remember it again.

			After eating out we went to the club, it’s currently 11 PM. We’re late. The night is cold as snowflakes start to fall from the sky right before we enter the hot and sweating club. It’s crowded and if I lose Nadia here, I might never find her again. We hold hands as we enter the club. We like to pretend we’re gay. No guys coming around to mess with us, honestly, it’s ideal. 

			An hour in. I’m wasted already. 

			“Issa!! Let’s do another shot!” I roll my eyes as a smile spreads across my face. 

			I don’t usually drink much, but when I do I go all in. And since I wasn’t feeling the best, alcohol works like a charm. I needed some chill time or just five more shots. I feel great now. 

			“Okay, okay!” I yell back as we reach the bar ordering another shot. I tried to say no but the tequila is 40% stronger than me. 

			The man behind the bar shoots Nadia a wink as she chugs her shot. Nadia immediately bites and starts flirting with this random dude. At least I’m still sober enough to know I won’t just hook up with any homeless-looking guy. 

			I turn around and look into the club as Nadia works her way with the barman. Sweaty bodies, loud music, and flashing lights. It’s so hot here. I can feel the heat rising to my face, staining my cheeks bright red. I need fresh air. I check on Nadia, who is already too far away. I decide it can’t harm to leave her for just a couple of minutes. 

			As I make my way outside many people push past me. I’m covered in beer and drinks once I get outside. The ice-cold air hits my face like a brick wall. I sigh, a cloud forming in the air. I wipe the sweat off my forehead as people pass me by. I feel like I can finally think more clearly as the alcohol is leaving my system. 

			I checked my phone for messages, my mom called me three times. Fuck, that can’t be good, I think to myself. She never calls me. We honestly don’t have much contact at all. As I want to press the call button, I remember that it might not be the best time now to call back. I’m drunk and too emotional. Not a good idea, I tell myself it can wait. 

			While I put my phone back into my bag a black-tinted Mercedes drives in front of me. My heart freezes. The same car I had seen a couple of nights ago. The car door opens. A tall muscular man exits, and he is coming my way. As I want to turn around back into the club another man stands behind me. I’m trapped. The man comes closer, close enough for him to blow his cigarette smoke into my face. He smells like vodka. Here comes trouble.

		

	
		
			


Chapter 5

			The Devil Comes Knocking

			


Isabella

			I’ve never seen this man before, but the moment our eyes meet, I know I have no desire to get to know him. The sharp scent of vodka fills my nostrils, and in that instant, I suddenly feel completely sober. The man tosses his cigarette to the ground, his boots crunching the embers as he steps toward me. Despite the high heels I’m wearing, he still towers over me, his presence suffocating.

			He leans in, his breath cold against my ear as he whispers, “Izmennik.” Traitor.

			His voice sends a chill down my spine—Russian. It couldn’t be. I can feel my face burn with the deepest shade of red as he pulls away. I feel dizzy, my head spinning as I try to process what just happened. The man’s gaze moves down, inspecting me like I’m nothing more than an object to be judged. If eyes could violate, his would.

			The crowd around us is thinning, and I realize no one notices what’s happening. It’s as if the world has faded, leaving only the man and me standing in this terrible silence. I glance at his jacket as he lifts it slightly, revealing the cold, dark outline of a gun tucked in the back pocket.

			“Do you know what happens to traitors, Isabella?” His voice is low, menacing. My heart sinks, turning to stone as I try to steady myself. I feel my breath catch in my throat, and tears threaten to fall.

			“Do you want a taster?” He doesn’t wait for my answer, and I quickly shake my head. I’m not just scared—I’m trapped. There’s no escape from this.

			He tilts his head slightly, as if examining my every reaction, then looks back at the man behind me. With a subtle nod, they both turn to leave. The black Mercedes waits for them, its engine growling as they walk toward it. Just before getting in, he glances back at me with a knowing look.

			I catch his lips moving, though I can’t be sure of the exact words. I think he said, Not a word. His gaze lingers a moment longer before he slips into the car, the vehicle roaring to life and speeding away into the night.

			Nadia’s voice breaks through the haze, and I look up to see her rushing toward me. A tear escapes, sliding down my cheek as I try to swallow the weight of what just happened. I want to speak, to tell her what I’ve just endured, but the words feel like they’re stuck in my throat.
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After last night I have not dared to leave my house. I pushed Nadia off with some sort of lame excuse. She was luckily too drunk to notice my poor effort. When I came home, I locked all the doors and closed every window. Terrified they would have followed me to my house. I’m currently sitting at my kitchen counter, bawling my eyes out. I haven’t been able to get one bite of food in. I have not slept one minute and now it is again almost 8 PM the following evening. And guess what, I have work. And I cannot call in sick, I’m terrified I will lose my job and become homeless too. I will be homeless and terrified, sounds bad. As I drive to the prison complex to park my car, I beg God to not get me in contact with him.

			
Diable

			Isolation is a purgatory of its own making. The sterile white walls of the cell close in, a stark and suffocating reminder of my separation from the world. It’s a place where the echoes of one’s own thoughts become deafening, where time stretches into an endless abyss. Here, the solitude serves as both torment and revelation.

			In the oppressive silence, every minute detail of my existence becomes amplified. The slow drip of the leaky faucet, the distant clamor of footsteps, and the murmurs of distant voices—all merge into a cacophony of loneliness. It’s a world stripped of distraction, a crucible where one’s mind can either break or become remarkably clear.
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One hour later, I am escorted outside to another cell to get some air.

			Even the harshest regimes recognize the need for some semblance of human decency—or at least the illusion of it. For the sake of maintaining basic physical health and psychological equilibrium, the prison system allows a brief period outside the cell. It’s a grim concession meant to prevent extreme deterioration of mental health that could result from total sensory deprivation. This “exercise quarter” is strictly regulated, providing just enough time for prisoners to stretch their limbs and receive a minimal amount of fresh air.

			The outside cell feels like a steel coffin. The walls close in, a barren expanse of white and cold, save for the iron bars of the tiny outdoor enclosure where I’m allowed a brief, tortured reprieve from the claustrophobic darkness of my cell. I move through my workout routine with grim determination, the clanking of my pull-ups reverberating off the confined space. My hands grip the rusted iron bars as I lift myself, each movement a blend of raw strength and seething frustration.

			My concentration is shattered when the main gates groan open with a familiar, ominous creak. I glance over, my movements stuttering as I catch sight of her. There she is, emerging from the secure area, the gate slamming shut behind her. Her presence stirs something dark within me—desire and fury intertwine as I watch her, the very embodiment of forbidden allure.

			Nearby, another inmate prepares to be escorted back to his cell. I wait, hand stretching through the bars, sensing that my own return to confinement is imminent. The guard arrives, cuffs clicking closed around my wrists with a practiced, indifferent efficiency. Irony laces my predicament: here I am, shackled and imprisoned, yet the mere sight of her awakens a primal, dangerous fascination.

			As the cell door swings open for the other inmate, he erupts in a frenzy of violence. A self-made knife flashes as he attacks the guard, slashing mercilessly across his face. Blood sprays, mingling with the chaos that follows. The inmate bolts toward her, a maddened figure driven by desperation.

			Panic explodes in every direction. Inmates scatter, guards shout, and the air thickens with terror. Yet she remains rooted in place, her bravery or foolishness a stark contrast to the chaos unfolding around her. I feel a twisted sense of clarity in this mayhem—her imminent danger is both a distraction and a dark opportunity.

			Seizing the moment, I overpower the nearest guard, wrenching his gun from his belt with brutal efficiency. I chase after the crazed man, the weight of the gun a grim reminder of the deadly game at play. My shot finds its mark in his leg, but he grunts in pain and continues his mad dash. I admire his tenacity even as it fuels my resolve.

			He turns, suddenly aware of the danger closing in on him, and slashes the knife across my arm. The pain ignites a feral rage within me, the world blurring as I succumb to the fury. The man’s eyes widen in terror as he realizes the depth of his mistake. He drops the knife, his pleas for help a pathetic echo in the chaos.

			I laugh—a deep, menacing sound that reverberates through the turmoil. As he stumbles in an attempt to flee, I discard the gun and retrieve his knife. Without hesitation, I drive the blade into his skull, slicing through his brain with ruthless precision. His body collapses, lifeless, before her.

			
Isabella

			I park my car in the dimly lit lot and sit there for a moment, trying to steady my breath. My mind is already whirling with the events of the day, and I need a minute before I face whatever’s next. I’m still processing the strange encounter from earlier, the lingering tension, when I finally see Lea’s car pull into the lot. She parks beside me and steps out, looking as casual as ever.

			“How’s the new apartment?” I ask, trying to push aside the knot in my stomach.

			“It’s great, honestly. Really cozy, but I swear I’m already planning to redecorate it. Can’t leave anything as it is,” Lea grins, but her usual energy doesn’t quite reach her eyes. It’s obvious that she can sense something is off about me, but she doesn’t ask.

			We start walking towards the gates together, chatting about mundane things to distract myself from the tension I can’t shake. My heels click on the pavement, the sound too sharp against the heavy silence of the night.

			Then, out of nowhere, we hear it—shouting. At first, it’s distant, but it grows louder, and more frantic, and I feel a sudden spike in my heartbeat. My stomach tightens, and I glance over at Lea, my lips parting to ask if she hears it too. Before I can, the scene unfolds so quickly that I’m not even sure if I’m seeing it all.

			A man appears out of the darkness, charging towards us with a knife clutched tightly in his hand. The glint of the blade catches the light and my mind blanks. My feet are rooted to the ground, completely still, frozen in place by sheer panic. The chaos around me swells—screams echo, people scattering, but I can’t move. It’s like I’m trapped in slow motion, waiting for the impact, the pain, the inevitable strike.

			But then... nothing.

			I don’t feel the blade, the sharp sting I expected. Instead, I feel a strange absence, a profound stillness. I blink, confusion overtaking me, and my senses snap back into place. My eyes fly open, only to find myself face to face with something far worse than I imagined—a massive shadow towering over me. The man who was rushing toward me is now frozen, facing away, but I can see him—just for a split second before he crumples to the ground, lifeless.

			The entire scene feels like it’s happening in slow motion. My heart thunders in my chest, a deafening beat I can’t escape. The man has dropped dead, and all I hear is the static hum of my own blood rushing in my ears. My limbs feel frozen, my vision blurry as I try to process the moment, trying to understand what just happened.

			I glance down, and my eyes trace the body of the man who had been coming for me, now lying motionless on the ground, a pool of dark red already beginning to spread. My breath hitches as my gaze slowly rises to meet the figure standing before me, the one who has intervened so decisively.

			It’s him.

			The one who had been shackled and restrained, his presence a constant shadow in the back of my mind. Now, he stands before me, towering and still, as if he’s always been this way. He’s at least a head taller than the man who had attacked me, his sheer size making him seem even more imposing. His posture is rigid, the slightest movement of his chest the only sign that he’s still alive.

			I can’t move, can’t breathe as his gaze locks with mine. His eyes are dark, empty—unreadable, and for a moment, I feel like the smallest creature alive. A mouse caught in a trap, frozen in place. I’m small under the weight of his stare, insignificant, yet he holds me there with nothing more than his gaze.

			The world falls silent again, my heart drumming in my chest, when suddenly the static in my ears fades. The sounds of the chaos around me come rushing back—the panicked yelling, the clatter of footsteps on concrete, the distant wail of sirens.

			Guards rush into the scene then, their faces obscured by black masks, dressed in heavy tactical gear. They swarm around the prisoner, shouting commands at him to drop the knife. He doesn’t resist, doesn’t flinch. He simply lets the shiv fall from his hand, the blade hitting the ground with a sickening clink. They swarm him, tackle him to the cold, unforgiving ground, and quickly restrain him, snapping cuffs around his wrists with practiced precision.

			But even as they drag him away, as his body is hauled off, kicking and struggling, his eyes never leave mine. His gaze is relentless, burning into my mind. It’s like he’s branding me, marking me in a way that feels impossible to shake. As he’s pulled toward the gate, the last thing I see is his unblinking stare, his expression unreadable, but somehow piercing.

			The guards usher him out of the yard, and I stand there, feeling like I’ve just been caught in a whirlwind. My pulse is still hammering in my ears, but the weight of his eyes, that cold stare, lingers.

			And even after the noise dies down and I’m left standing alone, I can’t escape it. His eyes are burned into my memory, and they will be for days, maybe longer.

			
Diable

			They return me to my isolation cell, and this time, the cuffs remain firmly locked around my wrists. The cold metal bites into my skin, a cruel reminder of my imprisonment. I’m thrust back into the stifling confines, the walls pressing in with their sterile, oppressive whiteness.

			The blood from my wounded arm seeps steadily, a dark and liquid testament to the chaos that just unfolded. Each drop is a visceral reminder of my recent violence, a macabre rhythm that echoes in the suffocating silence. I sit, shackled and drenched in the tang of my own blood; my thoughts consumed by her. She’s a tantalizing enigma, her fear a heady perfume that ignites something twisted and depraved in my core.

			I envision her coming to me, drawn into this purgatorial cell by some perverse fate. She would enter, trembling yet resolute, and I would make her crawl. Not merely in submission, but in a profound, degrading realization of her own vulnerability. The thought of her on her knees before me, a symbol of her broken resolve, stirs a deep, dark satisfaction.

		

	
		
			


Chapter 6

			To Terrify

			


Isabella

			The guards flood the yard, clearing it out quickly as blood pulses through my ears, drowning everything around me. The chaos starts to settle, but I feel stuck in place, suspended in the surreal aftermath of what I’ve just witnessed. My heart is still racing, my hands feel cold, and my mind refuses to release the image of those dark, unreadable eyes.

			“Isabella! Issa!” Lea’s voice cuts through the haze, pulling me back into the present. She’s running towards me, her frantic footsteps matching the urgency in her tone. She grabs me by the shoulders, shaking me slightly, and starts yelling, her face inches from mine. “Are you okay?!”

			I don’t respond at first. My eyes are glued to the ground, staring at the bloody knife that had been discarded in the dirt. The pool of crimson around it paints the earth in stark, unforgiving red. The body of the inmate who had been lying there is already being dragged away, his lifeless form leaving nothing but a trail of blood behind him. It’s all too much.

			“Issa!” Lea’s voice breaks through the fog again, and my head snaps up, meeting her worried gaze.

			“Gosh, all the blood is draining from your face. It’s okay, nothing happened to you. You hear me? You’re safe now.” Her voice is a lifeline, but I can’t absorb it. I can’t process anything other than the image of those eyes. They’re burned into my mind, refusing to fade.

			I nod, barely able to get the words to form. My throat feels tight, and the weight of everything that happened is too much for me to carry right now.

			Lea gently guides me inside, her arm around me for support as the snow begins to fall, the cold biting at my skin. A guard drapes a blanket over my shoulders, his expression kind but detached. As I pull the blanket tighter around me, I see Nick coming toward me from the corner of my eye. He walks slowly, purposefully, as if he’s been expecting this.

			He pulls out a chair and sits next to me, his gaze scanning me carefully. “You alright?” he asks, his voice low and steady.

			I give a small nod, but I can’t bring myself to say anything. I’m not sure if I’m okay or if I ever will be again. The memory of his eyes won’t leave me.

			“I understand if you want a couple of days off,” Nick continues, his voice softening. “I think that’s best for you.”

			I nod again, my mind too clouded to argue. “Yes, I think so too.” I finally let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding, feeling the weight of the night starting to settle in my chest.

			After a brief conversation with Nick and Lea, they both agree that I need the time off. I stand, gathering my things as best as I can. I walk toward my locker, feeling the heaviness of each step, the cold seeping into my bones. I can’t seem to shake the feeling that something is still wrong.

			I change out of my scrubs quickly, hands shaking as I pull on my regular clothes. I feel exposed, and vulnerable, like I’m walking around without a shield. The hallway feels unusually quiet, and the air feels thicker than usual. Something doesn’t sit right, but I can’t pinpoint what it is.

			I reach for my keycard and swipe it against the reader to unlock the door to the staff room. The familiar sound of the lock clicking open should be comforting, but tonight, it feels hollow. The room is empty. Normally, there’s at least one or two other staff members changing or finishing up, but tonight, it’s completely still.

			Strange.

			I glance around, the hairs on the back of my neck standing up. The silence is too perfect, too heavy. My pulse quickens as I step into the room, the feeling of unease crawling under my skin. Something is wrong—something more than just the events of the night. But I can’t place it.

			I glance over my shoulder one more time before I move forward. No one. The silence hangs thick in the air as I gather my things.

			
Diable

			The passage of time in this stifling isolation cell is a cruel torment. Each minute stretches into an eternity, festering with anticipation and frustration. When the cell door finally opens, I feel a dark spark of hope flare within me, only to be extinguished in an instant. It’s not her. It’s Lea, her hapless friend, who shuffles in under the watchful eye of the guard. The door slams shut behind her with a thunderous clang, a finality that reverberates through my confined space.

			Lea’s entrance is marked by an eerie silence. She approaches with an air of reluctant duty, her gaze intentionally avoiding mine. How droll. She’s a mere instrument in my plan, nothing more. She starts to clean and stitch the wound on my arm with cold efficiency, each motion of her hands a stark reminder of my helplessness. I had hoped for Isabella—her presence would have been a far more satisfying element in my grand design. But Lea, with her compliant demeanor and sterile indifference, will suffice.

			As she completes her task, securing the final stitch, a dark resolve coalesces within me. The moment her hand reaches for the last binding, I act. With a swift, brutal motion, I lift my cuffed hands and encircle her neck. My grip is unyielding, a cruelly deliberate act of suffocation. Her eyes widen in a silent scream, her body flailing in vain. Within seconds, her struggles cease, and she collapses, lifeless, a mere pawn removed from the board.

			The sound of footsteps and a jangle of keys heralds the arrival of another guard. I wait in the shadows, a predator poised to strike. The guard steps through the door, eyes wide with confusion, only to be met with my swift assault. A punch to his face sends him sprawling to the floor, and I seize his gun with grim satisfaction. His desperate pleas, “Please, no. I have a daughter!” ring hollow in my ears. His fear is inconsequential, a mere distraction. I let him crawl away, a pathetic creature unworthy of further notice.

			The alarm blares—a piercing wail that signals the arrival of my men. It is a cacophony of chaos and a herald of reckoning. The time has come to reclaim my dominance, to escape the suffocating confines of this cell, and to enact the revenge that has been simmering in the depths of my soul

			
Isabella

			I finish getting changed and throw my bag over my shoulder as I leave the door. I make my way back to the open courtyard space as suddenly an ear-piercing alarm goes off. I freeze in the spot where I am standing. Fuck.

			Gunshots are to be heard in the distance as I hear them moving closer to me. I mentally slap myself in the face as I realize I need to run the fuck away. I run back to the changing room as fast as I can. I fumble with my keycard; my hands are shaking like a fucking vibrator. After several tries the door finally lights up with the green light and I can step in. I lock the door behind me, breathing heavily. I lean my ear against the door, footsteps. I can feel my heartbeat almost forming a straight line. The footsteps click through the hall and as they move closer to the door, I feel like this is the end. They will burst through and shoot me. I run to the back of the room and find a locker open and empty. It is the only hiding place there is here, so I have to get in. I try to ignore my claustrophobia as I squeeze myself into the tiny cubicle. 

			I close the locker and slap my hand on my mouth as the door gets busted in. I close my eyes hoping I disappear through a hole in the ground. Two men enter. I can see them through the tiny slits of the locker. All dressed in black, wearing masks covering everything except their eyes. They check the room and as they move closer to my locker, they speak up. 

			My eyes widen as a drip of sweat rolls down my neck. I stay as still as possible until they leave the room after having a minor conversation. I cannot understand what they are saying, but one thing is sure; they were Russian.

			Once they leave, I carefully open the locker. I can hear my footsteps as to how eerie and silent it is. I carefully walked towards the door; they didn’t close it behind them. I peek my head out to look around, nothing and no one. Where the hell is everybody? 

			As I make my way down the hall, the only thing I can hear is my shoes squeaking on the floor. I reach down my foot and take both my sneakers off. My bare feet touch the ice-cold tiles, but at least there is no sound anymore. I throw my bag over my shoulder and move through the hall like a mouse. 

			Once I reach the corner I peek my head around once more. The alarm stopped, turning the prison into a graveyard. It’s so silent, eerie silent. Once I realize that there is no one around the corner I move forward. Blood rushes through my ears. I walk past a cell complex, and I can see that all the doors are closed, except for one. All the inmates are inside? Something is off, really off.

			I want and need to walk in a straight line forward, but something is pulling me towards the open cell. I cannot peek into it and of course, my curiosity gets the best of me. I turn on my heels and run to the cell, but when I open the door further, I am met with the most horrifying image. I drop my bag to the ground as I scream, immediately clasping my head onto my mouth. Tears fill my eyes, falling down my cheeks. Lea’s lifeless body is lying on the ground. No blood, just a blue neck, and a white skin tone. But she has passed away. I sneak over to her to check her pulse, but it isn’t there. Tears stream down my face as I reach for her hand. I say a mental prayer as I hear a loud bang. I flinch, turning my head towards the door. This door leads to the courtyard. I wipe my face as I take one last look at Lea, ice filling my veins. 

			I need to get out of here and that door is my escape, so I thought.

			
Diable

			My men cleared most of the place out. Since it is a maximum prison, it isn’t large and therefore easily managed. As snow falls down my coat another guard is brought outside in the courtyard. Every guard is lined up in front of me. One line with men and another with the women. The men are worthless, the women are a different story.

			I changed out of the atrocious suit into my black jeans, black shirt, and black coat. My black revolver is tucked into my pants. I put on my black mask like every one of us. It is not a surprise that there was no information to be found on me. 

			As the last guard is placed in line with his hands zip-tied behind him the snow stops falling.

			The courtyard is a hellscape of fear and desperation. Cries for salvation pierce the air, mingling with the acrid scent of gunpowder and blood. The crowd, now a throng of cowering bodies, falls silent as I step into their midst. They cling to their pleas, their eyes wide with terror, but their prayers are lost on me. I am no savior; I am the harbinger of their darkest fears.

			I approach the first man in line, his face a portrait of stark dread. He dares to lift his gaze to meet mine, but it is a fatal mistake. With a brutal motion, I grip his neck, the pressure of my hands a cold promise of death. His struggles are futile, a mere twitching against the inevitable. His eyes bulge in silent panic as I tighten my grip, relishing the moment of helplessness.

			“Motherfucker,” I hiss, my voice a rasp of cold menace. I loosen my hold just enough to give him a fleeting breath of respite, then draw my gun with a deliberate slowness. The metallic click of the chamber being readied is a cruel prelude. I aim with practiced precision, placing the barrel against his forehead, and pull the trigger. The shot echoes like a thunderclap, reverberating through the desolate space. His head snaps back violently, a spray of crimson erupting from the gaping wound. The blood splatters across the cracked concrete, painting the ground with a grim testimony to my power.

			I survey the scene with a detached coldness, my gaze sweeping over the remnants of their hope and sanity. But then, a sharp realization cuts through the haze of violence—she is not here. Isabella, the key piece in my intricate design, is conspicuously absent. The realization fuels a darker fire within me. Where is that treacherous girl hiding? My anger and frustration boil over, each pulse of fury demanding retribution. The absence of her presence ignites a sinister resolve.

			
Isabella

			I debate what to do. Where did the bang come from? I cannot think straight. And before I seal my fate my feet have already started to make their way towards the door. I reach up towards the heavy steel doorknob and twist it. I slowly push the door open, and I wish to hell and back that I never opened it.

			Once the door is fully open, I am met with an ice-cold breeze. It’s pitch-black outside, but the courtyard lights are on, revealing the horror scene in front of me. Men are lined up, kneeling with their hands tied behind their backs. Girls are the same, just another line. Everyone is held at gunpoint and one man appears to be dead, blood covering the floor where his faint body lays. The dry tears on my cheek turn into ice as the temperature drops even lower when I realize who the man is standing in the middle.

			Every one of these men is wearing a mask, but I recognize him. I feel his dangerous dominating aura radiating around the scene. His mere existence is a force that demands submission from everyone around him. 

			The low murmur of the men around fades into the background as his gaze, lethal, locks onto mine. I am frozen where I stand, as though his eyes have bound me in place. 

			His icy green eyes are as bright as the lights of the yard. He towers above all the other men with his height, his demeanor dominating the scene. He changed into different clothes, black on black. A single breath is difficult, my lungs tighten with fear. He knows, he knows that I recognize him. 

			And as I stand there, trapped in the gaze of a man who could end me with a word, a gesture. My thoughts spin wildly, clawing for an escape, a plan—anything. 

			I don’t want to die tonight, a rebellion built on hope rises in me, but it’s like a dying ember in the middle of the cold, endless winter. 

			
Diable

			My eyes slowly lift from the frozen ground beneath my boots, drawn to the figure I have been waiting for. There she is. The question I asked myself mere minutes ago, in the cold, brutal silence of the courtyard, now finds its answer. Her gaze lands on mine after a minute of wandering them around the courtyard, filled with stark fear. Her bare feet touch the ice-cold tiles, the chill of the groups creeping up her legs. Her lips are blue, kissed by the unforgiving cold of the night. 

			The courtyard is the stage, and she is the final, trembling act. The final piece to destroy. A smile, cold and without warmth, tugs at the corner of my lips, obscured by the mask. Her gaze shifts downwards, she is afraid to face me directly, and that’s wise. She stepped into my world the moment she caught my attention. 

			Isabella, if I am your salvation, welcome to hell. I call over two of my men, 

			“Privedi eye ko mne.” Bring her to me.

		

	

		

		


Chapter 7

		The First Appearance Deceives Many

		


Isabella

		The sentence leaves his mouth like a death sentence, and my body goes into survival mode before my brain can even catch up. Multiple men start moving toward me, their footsteps heavy and determined. Panic takes over, and my mind races—what do I do? Where do I go? There’s no escape, not from this place. I’m trapped in a maximum-security prison with no chance of fleeing. My only option is to hide; to pray they can’t find me.

		I don’t think, I just run. Barefoot, I sprint down the hall, my feet slapping against the cold, hard floors. The sound of their boots pounding behind me echoes, growing louder with each step. My breath comes in shallow gasps, the adrenaline pushing me forward even as my legs beg me to stop. The distance between us narrows, and I know I don’t have much time.

		I reach the end of the hall, breathless and dizzy. The physical exhaustion hits me like a punch to the gut—my lack of fitness, the years I’ve spent behind a desk, it all catches up to me now. I’m slow. I’m weak. A target.

		But I can’t stop. They’re still behind me. There’s no time to slow down, no time to think, just to keep running. I make a sharp turn, another, and then another until I’m in front of an office room. I slam the door shut behind me, my heart pounding so loudly I can barely hear anything else. I lock it, quickly and desperately, then shove the nearest piece of furniture I can move against the door, hoping it will hold.

		I collapse to the floor, my body shaking as I try to catch my breath. The tears come, hot and fast, spilling down my cheeks. My arms are scratched, my feet bruised and bleeding, my body cold from the rush of fear. I’m barely dressed for this, exposed in nothing more than a thin shirt and pants. The sobs wrack through me, but I try to keep quiet. I can’t let them hear me.

		Images flash in my mind—the blood, Lea’s face, the death I just witnessed. Why me? What did I do to deserve this? I’m not the bad guy here. I’ve never hurt anyone, never broken the law. So why is this happening to me?

		I slap myself mentally. Did I provoke him?

		Questions spiral in my mind, but there are no answers. I feel like I’m begging a god I don’t believe in, praying for a way out. And yet, the only one listening is the man outside the door. I wipe my tears with the back of my hand, my face burning with the shame of it all. But then I notice the window, small and narrow, just enough for me to peek through. I stand on my tiptoes, trying to steady myself as I press my face to the cold glass. What I see makes my stomach turn.

		They’re moving women, just like they’re cattle. They shove them into trucks, one by one, like animals being herded into pens. I watch in disbelief, my blood boiling with fury. Where the hell is security? Where are the emergency services? This can’t just happen, it shouldn’t happen.

		Before I can process any of this, I hear voices in the hall. My breath catches. Where do I go?

		I dart toward the only place left—an old closet, the smell of dust and stale air. I crouch down low, trying to bury myself under a pile of discarded police uniforms. It’s not much, but it’s all I have.

		My hands shake as I cover my mouth, trying to silence my breathing. Footsteps grow louder, the thud of heavy boots making my heart race. The door bursts open, and I hear them enter, moving swiftly, efficiently. I see the red light of a laser dot crawling across the floor near the cracks of the closet door. They have guns. I freeze, not even daring to breathe. This could be it. I could be caught right here, right now. But then, miraculously, they leave.
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