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The yacht shimmered under the French Riviera moonlight, a floating palace of glass and gold. Inside, chandeliers swayed gently above tuxedos and sequins, the air thick with champagne bubbles and dangerous secrets.

Arthur adjusted his cufflinks, the engraved “A” catching the fractured light. He hated parties. Too loud, too slow, and always too many people pretending not to notice the man with the perfect jawline and the imperfect past.

Still, if one had to hunt an arms dealer, one might as well do it while sipping good champagne.

Arthur raised his glass in a mock toast, grinning at the poker table he’d already cleaned out. “Gentlemen, and the occasional scoundrel—please don’t take this winning streak personally. It’s not luck. It’s brilliance.”

The men scowled. One muttered in Russian. Another slammed back his drink hard enough to rattle the chips. Arthur, delighted, leaned back in his chair and hummed tunelessly.

From his earpiece, Jane’s calm voice cut through:

“Focus, Arthur. You’re not here to bankrupt arms dealers. Vargas in the v.i.p lounge. Quit showing off.”

Arthur smiled into his champagne. “Showing off is how I blend in.”

He rose, sweeping his winnings into a glass as though that were the most natural thing in the world. “Luck calls me elsewhere, gentlemen. Do save me a seat at dessert.”

Two guards moved to block him.

Arthur sighed, adjusting his bow tie. “Really? I was hoping for slice of cheesecake before the fistfight.”

The first guard grabbed his arm. Arthur twisted, sending the man sprawling across the poker table in a shower of chips. The second swung a fist. Arthur ducked, head-butted him squarely in the gut, and shoved him into a champagne tower. Glass shattered, guests screamed, and the orchestra faltered into chaos.

Jane again: “You promised me no chaos this time.”

Arthur, running now: “I lied.”

He darted through corridors, tuxedo flapping, pulling a compact camera disguised as a cigarette case. Three quick shots of the auction below—rows of missiles and enough firepower to flatten Monaco. He snapped the case shut.

“Mission accomplished,” he whispered. Then, with a grin: “Sort of.”

Boots thundered behind him. Arthur burst onto the deck and found himself surrounded, sea shimmering black and endless.

One thug sneered. “End of the line, Mr. Gentleman.”

Arthur adjusted his cuffs and points in the direction of the sea. “Quite right. About thirty feet that way.”

And with that, he sprinted forward, and dove clean off the yacht, slicing into the moonlit water in perfect form. Bullets snapped the waves behind him.

A speedboat roared out of the dark. Jane stood at the helm, sunglasses at night, utterly unimpressed.

“You always ruin the party,” she said.

Arthur hauled himself aboard, dripping and grinning. “Yes, but admit it—I make a splash.”

From the yacht’s upper deck, a woman in red watched silently. Her lips, the colour of betrayal, curved into the faintest smile.

At home base, Arthur’s shoes left wet prints across the polished floor of the little London bookshop — the one that never sold books. The bell above the door jingled politely, as if nothing unusual were happening. In reality, Arthur was dripping seawater onto antique hardwood and smelling faintly of salt and gunpowder.

“Good evening,” he called, peeling off his soaked tuxedo jacket. “I need a towel. And possibly a raise.”

From behind a shelf labeled Espionage for Beginners, Jane emerged, immaculate as ever, holding a towel in one hand and a look of long-suffering patience in the other.

“You ruined another suit,” she said.

Arthur caught the towel with a grin. “The suit sacrificed itself nobly. For the swan.”

Jane raised an eyebrow. “What?”

“The dive i did... Never mind.”

A hidden door swung open, revealing the stairwell down to headquarters. Arthur descended, wringing seawater from his hair as he went. Below, the hum of the agency filled the air — glowing monitors, muted phone calls, the hiss of espresso machines. The scent of burnt coffee and secrets.

Inside the operations room, the usual suspects awaited him.

Sarah — arms folded, gaze sharp as a scalpel.

James — sprawled in his chair, whiskey in hand, grinning like mischief personified.

Steven — hunched over a laptop, muttering to himself about “probability models” and “statistical inevitabilities.”

Arthur strolled in like a man arriving fashionably late to his own party.

“Mission complete,” he announced, collapsing into a chair. “Got the photos, dodged bullets, dove heroically into the sea. A triumph, if slightly damp.”

Sarah’s eyes narrowed. “And how many minutes before your cover was blown?”

Arthur hesitated. “Define minutes.”

Groans all around.

James raised his glass. “To Arthur. Living proof that you can survive anything except subtlety.”

Steven muttered without looking up, “He statistically shouldn’t be alive.”

Arthur smirked. “And yet here I am. Statistically delightful.”

Before Sarah could retort, Jane clicked a remote. The screen behind her lit up with a grainy surveillance image: a woman in a red dress, half-turned, lips vivid even in the blurred monochrome.

The room quieted.

Jane spoke evenly. “Codename: Red Lips. Three high-value targets dead in the last month. Politicians, crime bosses, smugglers. Always the same signature.”

The image shifted — crime scene photos, each with a crimson smear like a kiss of death.

Arthur leaned forward, curiosity gleaming. “I must say, if one has to be murdered, that’s a rather stylish calling card.”

Sarah glared at him. “You think everything’s charming until it kills you.”

Arthur grinned. “Yes, well. That’s part of my charm.”

Jane ignored the banter. “She’s precise. She’s ruthless. And she’s escalated. We believe she’s coming after a political figure in Monaco.”

Steven slid a silver case across the table. “Updated field tech. Try not to destroy it this time.”

Arthur flipped it open, admiring the gadgets inside. “A watch with a hidden mic, a pen that shoots tranquillisers, and — Steven, is this cufflink a laser?”

Steven muttered, “Not a toy.”

Arthur snapped it shut with a flourish. “Everything’s a toy if you’re imaginative enough.”

Jane’s voice sharpened. “Arthur — this isn’t a game. If you underestimate her—”

Arthur cut her off with a lopsided smile. “When have I ever underestimated a beautiful woman?”

Sarah groaned. “Do you want that alphabetically or chronologically?”

The team erupted with grumbles and sarcasm, but Jane didn’t join in. She just looked at Arthur with the calm weight of someone who’d stitched him back together too many times before.

“Be careful,” she said quietly.

Arthur stood, adjusting his damp shirt as if heading to a gala, not a hunt. “Careful,” he replied, “is my middle name.”

James raised a brow. “Pretty sure it’s Catastrophe.”

Arthur winked and strolled out, humming to himself.

Next stop: Monaco. And a woman who left ghosts behind.
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The briefing room smelled faintly of burnt coffee and ink — the perfume of long nights and too many secrets.

Sarah stood at the head of the table, arms folded, gaze locked on the projected photo: a woman in a red dress, half-turned, lips the only vivid thing in the grainy image.

“Codename: Red Lips,” Sarah said flatly. “She’s resurfaced. Three dead in Prague. One in Lisbon. All traced back to her.”

The photos shifted on the screen — men of power, sprawled lifeless, each marked by the same crimson stain.

Arthur leaned back in his chair, steeping his fingers like a smug professor. “If one must die, at least she makes it look glamorous. I’d almost volunteer.”

Sarah’s glare could have peeled paint. “You think everything’s a joke.”

Arthur grinned. “Not everything. Just mortality.”

Jane ignored them both. “No fingerprints. No consistent witness reports. No digital trace. She’s a ghost — and she’s escalating.”

James swirled his whiskey lazily, smirking. “A ghost with lipstick. At least she’s got style.”

Steven tapped frantically on his tablet, bringing up a glowing map of Europe speckled with pins. “She kills, then vanishes for weeks. Each reappearance is in a major city — glamorous locations, high society. It’s a pattern. A deliberate one.”

Arthur rose, strolling to the screen, studying the blurred silhouette. Her figure framed by firelight, lips like a signature written in blood.

“Still no name?” he asked quietly.

Jane hesitated. “One alias. Claire Duvall. Art dealer. Currently staying at the Belladonna Casino in Monaco. High-end clientele, private suite, enough contacts to make Interpol cry. We have someone close to her ready to leak information.”

Arthur’s smile was slow, wicked. “An art dealer. How... poetic.”

Sarah cut in sharply. “You’re compromised. She saw you on the yacht.”

Arthur turned, eyes glinting. “Then she’ll remember me. Which makes things easier.”

Sarah’s arms tightened across her chest. “This is not a seduction mission.”

Arthur flashed his signature grin. “It never is. Until it is.”

Silence. The tension thickened, like a rope ready to snap.

Steven broke it, sliding a folder across the table. “Casino schematics. Surveillance blind spots. Also, your spotter, Clara Sinclair. Also... uh, gadgets.”

Arthur opened the folder, scanning Clara’s photo. Elegant. Amused. Dangerous. “I don’t need a spotter.”

“I know, but it’s all part of the partnership with the government. If we want to continue our work, then they give us a spotter. It’s a just in case things go down, they have someone from their end.” 

Jane’s gaze pinned him. “Arthur. Don’t underestimate her. If you let your ego, get in the way—”

Arthur snapped the folder shut, already moving toward the door. “Darling, my ego is the way.”

James raised his glass. “God help us all.”

Arthur glanced back, voice smooth. “No need. I already have divine lips guiding me.”

Sarah muttered, “You’re going to get yourself killed.”

Arthur winked. “Yes. But won’t it be beautiful?”

The door slid closed behind him, leaving the team staring at the red-lipped ghost glowing on the wall.

The Belladonna Casino glittered like a cathedral of excess — velvet walls, gold trim, chandeliers shaped like falling stars. Every surface gleamed with the kind of wealth that pretended it wasn’t laundering blood.

Arthur adjusted his cufflinks; tuxedo tailored to perfection and stepped through the revolving doors as if the place had been built for him. Which, in a way, it had. The predators inside thrived on arrogance. Arthur could out arrogant them all.

At the baccarat table, he slipped into a chair with a smile sharp enough to wound. He ordered a martini with a lazy wave, then set about charming half the players and infuriating the rest. His laugh was a fraction too loud, his wins just a shade too flamboyant. A distraction, perfectly rehearsed.

But his eyes — his real weapons — scanned the room, cataloguing details. Wealthy brokers, politicians’ aides, men who thought bodyguards were a substitute for a soul. And then he saw her.

Clara.

She appeared as if the casino itself had conjured her: a dress the colour of midnight, sequins catching the light like distant stars. Elegant. Poised. Her eyes glittered with secrets, and her smile — faint, unreadable — cut sharper than any blade.

Arthur’s grin faltered for half a second. Then it returned, brighter.

She sat opposite him, not sparing him a glance. Her champagne arrived. She raised the stakes without blinking. She played as though fate itself answered to her.

Arthur leaned forward, voice pitched just enough to carry.

“You play like someone who enjoys risk.”

Finally, she looked at him. Her gaze was cool, assessing — not admiring.

“And you talk like someone who mistakes noise for wit.”

Arthur laughed, delighted. “Touché.”

The dealer revealed the cards. Clara won. She gathered her chips with the elegance of inevitability. Arthur applauded, ignoring the groans of other players.

“Magnificent,” he said. “Allow me to lose more money in your honour.”

For the first time, her lips curved. The faintest smile.

“Do you flirt with all your opponents, or only the ones you want to impress?”
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