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\# STEEL & SHADOW: BOOK TWO

THE MOSCOW PROTOCOL
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CHAPTER ONE: GHOST PROTOCOL
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Six Months Later

The message arrived at 3:47 AM Los Angeles time—encrypted, scrambled through seventeen proxy servers, and bearing the digital fingerprint of a man who had been officially dead for eight years.

Marcus Cole was the first to see it. He'd been sitting at his apartment's make-shift command center, three monitors displaying news feeds from around the world, a cold cup of coffee forgotten beside his keyboard. Sleep had become a rare visitor lately.

The message was simple:

THE MOSCOW PROTOCOL IS ACTIVE. THEY ARE COMING FOR THE COLLECTION. MEET ME IN PRAGUE. BRING YOUR PEOPLE.

—A FRIEND FROM THE PAST

Marcus reread the message three times. His hand moved instinctively to the photograph taped to the edge of his monitor—a woman with kind eyes and a warm smile, taken before everything fell apart. Before his wife had been murdered and the truth buried under layers of government lies.

A friend from the past.

There was only one person who could have sent this. One man who knew about the collection, who had the technical skills to route a message through that many servers, and who had been presumed dead since a car bombing in Vienna.

"Dominik," Marcus whispered. "You're alive."

His phone buzzed. Then again. Then again.

Raven: "You see the message?"

Viktor: "Prague. I'm booking a flight."

Zero: "Already tracing the origin point. Something's wrong—this encryption shouldn't be breakable by anyone alive."

Marcus typed his response quickly: "Everyone to the safehouse. Now. We move in six hours."
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CHAPTER TWO: REUNION
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Prague, Czech Republic

Forty-Eight Hours Later

The city of a hundred spires was cloaked in winter's first snowfall when Marcus's team reconvened in a rented warehouse on the outskirts of the city. The building was one of Zero's "unlisted" properties—a place that existed in no database, owned by no one, and accessible only through a series of cryptographic keys that changed daily.

Raven arrived first, her platinum blonde wig replaced by raven-black hair and a disable that made her look like a college student on semester break. Viktor came next, his arm fully healed but bearing a new scar from where the bullet had passed through. Zero最后一个 arrived, lugging a rolling case that contained more computing power than most governments possessed.

"I've got the security feeds," Zero announced, setting up his equipment on a folding table. "The city is crawling with intelligence operatives. CIA, FSB, Mossad, and at least two private military contractors I don't recognize. Someone's paying handsomely to find someone."

"Or something," Raven added. "The Moscow Protocol. What do we actually know about it?"

The question hung in the air like cigarette smoke.

Marcus pulled up a file on his tablet—a collection of documents he'd been assembling for months, each one more disturbing than the last.
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