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Shadowed Redemption





I’m not sure how this happened. 

Then again, I never am when it comes to these sorts of confusing things. Right now, I can only just be, feeling the plane's vibration beneath my fingertips, my breath steaming clouds against my mask. The distant hum of unrelenting voices made me feel like I was drowning. The flight to Italy was as awful as one would expect, especially packed in a military jet, shoulder to shoulder with my colleagues who had seen me sobbing on my knees a few days before. 

The turbulence seemed to amplify the tension in the air, and the constant drone of the engines added to the discomfort. I couldn’t shake off the memory of that humiliating moment, remembering the hellish screams as I watched my family’s house burn to the ground with my mother still inside. When I think about it, she never really had a chance, not up against Igor and Austin. Two vicious killers who used us both as nothing more than stepping stones to get to where they needed to go.

Not this time. I gritted my teeth, digging my blunt nails into the leather armrest. Natalie’s face was white beside me, her mouth pinched. She had just recovered and a part of me wondered why she wanted to come in the first place, it wasn’t like I needed the coddling. Maybe Austin’s words hit her harder than she was willing to admit, but it didn’t matter because now we were on our way to face whatever awaited us in Italy.

From one hell to the next, I thought. “You good?” I asked her.

“Yeah. I hate flying,” she said and laughed but the roar of the engines drowned out the sound. I tipped my head back and tried to let my thoughts go, but rage held me tight in its grasp. I thought of Austin, of the way he’d looked at my apartment that day, the fear in his eyes palpable and if I was close enough, I could reach out and touch it. 

The kingpin knew about us and Austin was scared he’d come to find me, which might be true, but it might also be fucking bullshit, who knew with Austin? I snorted and closed my eyes, my emotions raging like the sea. We had nothing, he was right. Austin wasn’t someone I could hold on to, no matter how desperately I wanted to. It would’ve been better if I hated him, just like he wanted me to, just like he planned for me to when he shot Natalie.

And if Natalie had died, I would’ve been gunning for his fucking head, but she didn’t. Austin didn’t kill her, he saved her from something far worse. I rubbed the bridge of my nose, feeling the tension start to mount the more I thought about it. We had limited intel on the kingpin, from what I knew, he mainly moved in the shadows and surrounded himself with the best military ops that Russia had. He was wanted in fifty countries and the UN put him on the list as one of the most wanted criminals in the world and yet, he was as elusive as the stars. 

Is that who Austin was up against? It would make sense since Austin often referred to himself as a prisoner, as if he had no free will in the matter whatsoever, if that was the case, then we were going after the wrong person. I turned to look at Michaels who was staring right back at me, his blond hair slicked back with gel and his blue eyes icy. I looked away and continued to stare out the window.

As we descended, the rumble of the engines subsided, and the aircraft touched down on Italian soil. Natalie’s face was ashen by then, but she held it together at least long enough for the plane to stop. The cargo door opened with a hydraulic hiss, revealing the blazing sun and the Italian army waiting for us in full tactical gear. Their uniforms were a striking contrast to our all-black attire, a vibrant mix of olive green and desert tan. The Italians looked prepared for the scorching heat, their uniforms made of lightweight fabrics.

Cassandra greeted them first. 

“Welcome to Italy, Sergeant Cassandra,” a man said, a trace of a sardonic smile playing on his lips.

Cassandra returned the salute, her tone businesslike as they shook hands. “General Rossi, I assume you’re here to escort us to the villa.”

“Indeed, Sergeant. The villa awaits, and we have much to discuss,” Rossi replied, motioning for her to follow. The heat was relentless, and it felt like my skin was about to melt off under the intense sun. We quickly boarded a military jeep that was waiting for us on the tarmac. The jeep took us to the Oceanic Oasis Villa, nestled beside the clear blue sea. Rossi led us inside and I should have been impressed by the floor-to-ceiling windows offering panoramic views of the azure waters. The wide-open areas allowed the sun to break through, drenching the room in gold, while the interior held marble floors, ornate chandeliers, and opulent furniture from the eighteenth century. However, all it did was make a hollow ache deeper in my chest. Everything reminded me of Austin and I hated myself even more for it. 

Rossi led us to another room, a hub of activity where our central intelligence team had set up shop. Rows of computers and high-tech equipment hummed with purpose and US agents mingled with Italian counterparts. Sullivan nodded to us, already settled in it seemed, with Mallory at his side. 

“All right, what have we got, boys?” Cassandra said, taking off her black jacket and tossing it on the nearest chair. Her curls were just as wild as ever as she braced her hands on her narrow hips, exposing her sleek gun and badge. 

“We’re about five miles out from Elysian Seabreeze Estate,” Sullivan replied, wiping the sweat from his brow. “There’s been no activity yet, but Austin was spotted a few days ago at the markets and I think he’s planning to make a move soon.”

“Where?”

“Riccardo Moretti,” Sullivan replied, handing her a sheet of paper. “He’s a seasoned intelligence diplomat, adept at espionage and international security. With a background in counter-terrorism, he played a role in fostering cooperation between Italian intelligence agencies and their international counterparts. However, it turned out that he was working with the kingpin and since Austin’s identity has been breached, he’s cleaning the house, starting with the higher-ups.”

“How much time do we have?” Cassandra demanded.

“A few days at most,” Sullivan replied. “If we can find Austin before he makes another hit then the target will be secured… the problem is…” Sullivan turned to General Rossi.

“The problem is, this isn’t your jurisdiction,” Rossi replied with his hands clasped behind his back in a standard military resting position. Up close, his face was lined with wrinkles and light stubble covered his jaw. “Don’t worry, we will work together. The loss of Riccardo Moretti would be felt in our country, we will do our best to accommodate you.”

“Thank you,” Cassandra said. “Does he have any planned trips?”

“Yes,” Rossi replied. “Palio di Siena and Festa della Rificolona otherwise known as the Lantern Festival. He will not miss either one and is considered a native among the locals.”

“Get in contact with his security, see if he’s willing to come under police protection for the time being, and if we can get him here that would be much better—”

“Ah.” Rossi laughed. “I’m sorry, but Mr. Moretti will not agree to such terms, you are Americans after all. Trust me, our national security is more than capable of dealing with such things.”

How stupid was this guy? My eyes narrowed and I turned to look at Natalie who seemed equally as confused. Didn’t they know who they were dealing with? Or they didn’t care? “Our central intelligence team is the best in the world and if Mr. Moretti is at risk, he should come to stay with us—”

“It’s fine,” Cassandra said, cutting me off. “I think that’ll be all, General Rossi.” 

He smiled again, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Same to you, Sergeant. We’ll be in touch.” They shook hands and then he was out the door, taking the remaining agents with him and leaving us alone. What the hell was that? Why the big show of working together if they were going to fuck off at the last moment? Cassandra whistled and shook her head.

“So that’s what you meant?” Cassandra asked Sullivan who nodded. “The rat bastard.”

“What? Why did he leave just like that?” Natalie asked, her eyes wide.

“He’s corrupted,” Michaels sneered. “I smelled it the moment I saw him, that politician is a sitting duck and they won’t lift a finger to save him. The order must have come from someone higher up, which means the kingpin is taking his orders from elsewhere too. This is more than just cleaning house.”

It was one thing after the next, it seemed like more and more shit was dumped on us, making it almost impossible to find the kingpin and Austin for that matter. My irritation sprang to life, and I knew the Italian military was leaving us out to dry.

“I agree,” Cassandra replied. “We’ll have to be extra careful. Sullivan, do we have eyes on Mr. Moretti?”

“Yes,” Sullivan confirmed, bringing up the security footage. Mr. Moretti was sitting on his terrace with his three younger daughters, laughing when they jumped into the pool. “We’ve got our security system installed and I’ll link it to our mainframe. We’ll know where he goes and what he’s doing, but we still need to find Austin well before the festivals. The last known sighting of him was in Elysian Seabreeze Estate and then the marketplace, I think our best bet is to start there.”

“We can move out tomorrow, until then everyone get some rest—”

“Why not now?” I demanded, causing all the heads in the room to turn to me. “If Mr. Moretti’s life is in danger we should leave as soon as possible.”

Cassandra stared at me. “We wait until tomorrow.”

“And then more people will be dead? How the fuck does that make sense? We should attack now. Or do you just want to sit back and watch the mission be blown to hell?”

“You are so far out of line, Detective Ryan, that I’m afraid we might need a search party just to locate the boundaries of acceptable behavior you seem to have left behind!” Cassandra said, her eyes flashing. “Now, I’ve just been on a thirteen-hour flight with Andres’s knee digging into my fucking back. Trust me, you do not want to see me when I get angry. Get some rest, that’s an order.” She then left the room before I could respond. Natalie shot me an apologetic look, while Michaels and Andres trailed after her. 

Fuck. I ran my hand through my hair, snatched up my duffle bag, and found the furthest room down the main halls. I threw my belongings down in frustration on the floor of the bedroom which held rich furnishings with dark wood accents. The four-poster bed was draped in luxurious fabric while gilded mirrors and tapestries adorned the walls, yet all it did was make me angrier. Austin was out there, planning his next fucking hit and we were in here getting rest? 

We didn’t need rest, we needed to fucking find him. Something was boiling beneath my skin, itching to get out, so I grabbed my gear from my bag and changed my clothes, heading straight to the workout room that I was sure was hidden somewhere in the villa. After several wrong turns, I finally found it and silently thanked Sullivan for thinking of me when I saw the small workout area designated for the agents. 

I stepped into the dimly lit gym, the scent of sweat and leather hanging in the air. The punching bag swung lazily, a tempting target in the otherwise silent room. Anger boiled within me, a product of the thirteen-hour flight that had done nothing but light my body with restless adrenaline. I needed an outlet, and the rhythmic thud of punches hitting the bag seemed like the perfect release.

Without hesitation, I approached the bag, hands wrapped tightly in worn-out gloves and my muscles bulging with the need for release. The first punch echoed through the room, a sharp crack that reverberated up my arm. The judder of impact resonated in my wrist, each hit sending a wave of power coursing through my veins. I thought of Austin, his face in the throes of ecstasy the first time he held me down on the tile floors, the water rushing into my lungs, suffocating me. I thought of how scared I’d been back then, not understanding why my red shorts were torn off and why I was suddenly entered viciously from behind. I clawed at him. That I remembered, fighting with everything in me until it bled, giving way to mind-numbing pleasure that curled my toes and had me begging for release. 

My mother and father had been out that day and it was just me and Austin for the entire night. I wondered while hitting the bag, my muscles glistening with sweat, if Igor gave me to Austin. As some kind of gift? The thought made bile surge in my stomach and I stamped down my waves of disgust. Yes, I was legal, but I never understood what was happening to me. Austin didn’t stop there, every year it was the same and I told myself I enjoyed it because I did. Perhaps that was the sick part of me, that hung on to Austin’s every word, that thought this man was God. It was bad. Fuck it was bad.

The more I thought about it, the more the flames of rage licked at the edges of reason. I needed to find him. Speak to him. Hold him. I felt unhinged by it all, especially since now I really had nothing left. Jonathan Ryan the Third was already dead, if he ever existed in the first place and I was nothing more than an empty shell. Who was the real shadow here? I thought, as the rhythm built, my strikes gained precision, each punch a controlled explosion of energy. The bag swung violently, responding to the force I unleashed upon it. Sweat dripped down my forehead, mixing with the fury that fueled each blow. Fuck Austin for making me feel this way, for worming his way into my heart and sprouting fucking roots. What did I know at that age? My parents were there, but distant. 

My father focused more on giving orders than taking the time to understand me. It often felt like I was just another one of his soldiers rather than his child.

I struck the bag harder, and snarled when the bastard’s face flashed before my eyes. What was the point of raising me all these years? What was the point of living a normal life, just to forsake it all when his master called him back like a fucking dog? Who was the kingpin? What power did he have over them? And amidst the relentless assault on the punching bag, a realization crept up on me like a spider on the wall. 

There was more than just rage festering within me; it was a gut feeling, a warning pulsating from the pit of my stomach. Austin was in trouble, and the urgency to see him gnawed at my consciousness. The room blurred as I continued to unleash a flurry of punches, my mind fixated on the impending storm. He needed me. Fuck and here I was wasting time. 

I am his prisoner. Austin wasn’t lying and perhaps, had I paid more attention, I would have fucking seen it. I would have known, except I was—“Fuck!” I hissed, reeling back as if stung as pain crackled through my knuckles, juddering up my wrist. Blood swelled before seeping through the white cloth on my hands and when I unwrapped them, my knuckles were split like the top of a loaf of bread, oozing blood. The sand was leaking from the boxing bag from a cut right down the middle.

“Shit,” I said. Cassandra was going to kill me. I rolled my shoulders and sat down on the nearest bench, hissing when I undid the cloth around my hands. There was a lot of blood and my knuckles burned from the impact. 

“Hurt yourself?” a voice said, and I nearly jumped ten feet in the air when Michaels bled from the shadows, his fists shoved deep into his slacks. He walked over to the bag and examined it. “Damn, you punched a hole through it.”

I scoffed a laugh and ran a hand through my sweaty hair. “Yeah. Sorry.”

Michaels fingered the hole and then shook his head, then took a seat beside me. “Beast mode activated, eh?”

“Something like that, or Hulk-smash? I think that’s more accurate.”

“Mhm…” Michaels rubbed the scruff on his jaw. “I wonder what’s got you so upset,” he said, turning to look at me. “I mean… aside from your mother dying, but that shit with Igor… I guess that would fuck anybody up, I mean, knowing that your dad was an international terrorist.”

There was a slight edge to his words that caught me off guard. 

I turned to stare at Michaels and noticed his face was gaunt, with heavy bags beneath his icy blue eyes. They all knew I was just as shocked as they were to learn who Igor was and how he’d pretended to be my father for years, nobody wanted the bastard brought to justice more than I did. And yet, Michaels’s words seemed to imply otherwise. “See,” he continued. “Shit just isn’t making sense and when I think hard on it, the common denominator is you, Ryan. Austin wanted only to deal with you, Jonathan Ryan the Third ended up being one of the fucking mercenaries to the kingpin, and all they have in common was that they were all connected to you—”

“Are you going to get to the fucking point? Or are you too busy wasting my time?” My nostrils flared and fury thrummed through my core. Just what the fuck was he insinuating? That I was an accomplice to the whole thing. That I knew my father was a Russian mercenary and hid it? That I helped him kill my mother? I was many things, but not that. 

Michaels laughed, but his eyes were tight. “I haven’t even begun, Ryan. I know you’re wrapped up in this, somehow, somewhere, and when I find out I won’t hesitate to fucking bury you.”

“Bring it on, asswipe,” I snarled, then stood, ready to grab my gear and get the fuck out of there. I’m sure they all had their suspicions about me, but that doesn’t mean I had to sit there and listen to it. I was here for one thing and one thing only, to find out the truth behind Igor and get Austin to safety, if that meant transporting his ass back to America in chains then so be it, nobody was above the law.

Michaels watched me gather my things, his expression darkening. “You know, I’ve been looking into you—” I stuffed my shit into my bag and swung it over my shoulder, then spun toward the door. “And I think I know why I’ve never seen you with a girlfriend.”

I froze, my chest heaving.

“Maybe… It's because you don’t like girls. I mean, not even in your teenage years… how odd.” Michaels strolled up behind me, the clicking of his dress shoes echoing off the walls. “Not even when you have a pretty little thing like Natalie by your side do you even bat an eye at her. Strange. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were fucking gay, Ryan.”

My jaw clenched. “Why? Are you asking me out on a date, Michaels?”

“No, sorry, you aren’t my type. I go for the female variety, obviously, you just don’t fit that bill,” Michaels said, causing the hair on the back of my neck to stand. He stood in front of me, blocking my exit. “So, it’s true? You aren’t straight? I must say, I am surprised, if not a little disgusted, Ryan. I thought for sure you’d knock me on my ass for suggesting otherwise.”

“Don’t tempt me,” I replied, throat working. We aren’t fags. We are men. We drink. We fuck. We have fun, Austin had once said, and I knew he would never classify himself as anything other than straight, but what did that make me? I fell in love with a man. As much as I hated Michaels, he was right. I was gay, whether or not I wanted to admit it and I didn’t want to admit it. Not now and possibly not ever. I turned to stare deep into his eyes, my lips curled into a smirk. “I’m straighter than the pole your mom dances on.” 

Fury exploded across Michaels’s face, but I nudged past him. 








  
  

two

Silent Regret





Istared up at the ceiling, watching the shadows dance on the walls, hideous grotesque creatures of the night inching closer and closer. The sweat from earlier clung to my skin, slipping into each cavern of flesh and I thought for one moment, I’d punch a hole through the ceiling just to get some fresh air inside here. The windows were open but the breeze was non-existent and the air was stifling, almost like a thick quilt being rolled over me and pressing me down into the mattress. I yawned, stretching out my long legs in the indigo silk sheets, which pooled around my naked torso, and moonlight bathed the room in a sea of white as I stared out the open window. My thoughts drifted to Austin and the horrors that would await us if we failed to bring him back. 

Mr. Moretti was the target, but was he really? Or just a decoy? I ran a hand through my thick brown hair, noticing my bangs were getting longer and falling into my eyes, the fringe obstructing my view. Austin knew we were hunting him and whatever motivations they had for killing Mr. Moretti, it would pale in comparison to having the weight of the US National Security Agency after him, and yet, here they were, trying to thwart an assassination attempt.

Then again, if the kingpin was trying to clean house, it would be best to start with the higher-ups and work their way down, but it all seemed too flashy. Too convenient. Why start with Mr. Moretti, an intelligence diplomat? Why not start with someone lesser and not so high profile? We rarely knew of the hits the kingpin made before they were made, so why was this one leaked? I swung out of bed, planting my feet on the cold tile floors.  

What does Austin plan to do? I licked my dry lips, remembering the feel and taste of him in my mouth, on my tongue. What did I want to do? Find him. Take him home and then what? Keep him prisoner? Visit him in a holding cell every few years and remember what it had felt like to have Austin be mine, even if it was for just a few days.

“Fuck,” I hissed, my hand balled into a fist. 

This fucked up thing between us had no end. I stared deep into the sky, the wispy clouds fluttering across the pale moon. It was a fantasy. A dream. Conjured by a neglected boy who saw the light only to have it snatched from his grasp. Ashton Ryan allowed it to come, playful at first, and allowed a strange man to stroke the fire until it singed them both. I knew what was right, I knew what was just, but what did it matter in the face of such wicked men? Austin wouldn’t play by the rules, he’d fight hard and fast. Dirty. I relished the pain and the thrill of it all and I knew it was only a matter of time before the farce broke and everything came crashing down around me.


      [image: ]I didn’t sleep that night. Even as the weight of exhaustion threatened to knock my legs from under me, I still walked into the main foyer with my head held high, ready to face the new day. Natalie was nursing a cup of coffee and I inhaled the essence of the mocha-infused haven.

“Move over, you’re hogging the pot,” I muttered to her and Natalie laughed, her face much brighter than the day before. Her blonde hair was pulled into a tight bun and her bright blue eyes were clear in the morning sunlight. I poured a large cup of black coffee and moaned when it hit the back of my throat. “Damn, that’s the good stuff.”

“Rough night?”

“Rough life,” I corrected, sipping my drink. “I run on coffee.”

“Same here, sometimes I go hours without coffee but I call that sleeping.”

I nudged her shoulder. “How was your night? You look… better.”

“Thanks,” she snorted. “I still feel like shit but… I’m glad I came. Have you seen Cassandra yet?” 

“Nope, but we should head to the briefing room. I’d rather not start the day with having my nuts kicked in.”

“Don’t worry, there’ll be time for that later, Ryan,” Cassandra said, walking into the kitchen and right over to the coffee maker. “Ugh,” she groaned. “There’s not enough coffee in the whole world that will make me a morning person.” 

I wholeheartedly agreed, but there wasn’t any more time for small talk. As soon as Michaels came into the room the temperature dropped to freezing and I wasn’t inclined to spend more time with the bastard than necessary. 

“What’ve you got?” Cassandra said as we all filed into the briefing room. Sullivan and Mallory were already set up and looking at the monitors, and several Italian agents stood off near the side. Cassandra flicked her curly black hair over her shoulder and leaned over Sullivan, staring at the computer screen. “Mr. Moretti is on the move?”

“Yup,” Sullivan replied. “He’s leaving his apartment complex now and has several stops in the city before his arrival to Agenzia Informazioni e Sicurezza Esterna (AISE) in Rome.”

“What are you thinking?” Cassandra asked, sipping her coffee.

“Austin. Sniper. They’ll only have one shot and that’ll be when he stops at the intersection of Via Tasso and Piazza Dante, that’s where he’ll have the lowest visibility,” Sullivan replied, pointing in between the two buildings. “We’ll need eyes everywhere. I’ve contacted General Rossi and he has his men stationed in every building but—”

“Austin will go higher,” Cassandra replied. “Okay. I’ll need everyone dressed and ready to go within the hour. He’ll strike hard today. They want Mr. Moretti dead.” 

“Wait,” Andres said, squinting at the computer screen. “Why not just change his normal route? We’re far out of the city, we might not get there in time to—”

“I’ve already spoken to General Rossi,” Cassandra interrupted him. “He won’t budge on this and neither will Mr. Moretti, they will proceed as planned, we just have to protect the diplomat at all costs and catch Austin. Understood?”

Michaels snorted. “So, they want us to do all the grunt work? Excellent,” he muttered and stormed off to the equipment room to get ready. It was clear now more than ever that we weren’t welcome here and that the Italian General was doing everything in his power to make our mission difficult. My jaw tightened, but I welcomed the challenge. Austin wouldn’t go down easy and I was looking forward to another fight. 

Natalie and I followed Michaels, we strapped on our black bulletproof vests and tactical gear, it was hot as fuck, but I’d rather be hot than dead in the grand scheme of things. I was lacing up my black boots when I saw Michaels watching me, his mouth pulled into a thin line. As tempted as I was to tell him to fuck off, I wasn’t crazy enough to start a fight before a mission. Out there, it was life or death and if Michaels was watching my six, I had to trust he would do his fucking job and not hang me out to dry. 

Michaels looked away, buckling on his weapons, and within twenty minutes we were speeding down the road in an unmarked van and heading towards the city. The high-rise skyscrapers made it almost impossible to tell which building Austin could be hiding in. My heart pounded and the familiar rush of adrenaline was coursing through my veins. Where are you? I thought, craning my head to look at each building while the van moved through the streets. The tension in the van was palpable as we sat, guns poised and ready to strike. Sullivan’s voice buzzed into my earpiece. “We’ve got movement,” Sullivan burst. “Fourth window, room 303 on Via Tasso. Move!”

We burst out of the van, our boots pounding against the pavement as we raced up the street towards the target building. Military personnel were strategically stationed around, their eyes scanning for any potential threats to Mr. Moretti’s safety. I sprinted down the long corridor of the building, the adrenaline coursing through my veins. Taking the stairs three at a time, I could feel the gravity of the mission intensifying with every step.

“Police, open up!” I shouted, the command echoing through the empty corridor. Michaels repeated it in Italian as we approached the designated room. With a swift kick, I blew open the door, and we rushed inside, only to freeze in our tracks.

There, in the center of the room, was an automatic rifle expertly set up, its barrel pointed ominously out the window but there was no one there. Confusion clouded our minds for a split second before the realization hit like a gut punch.

“What the hell?” I muttered, my eyes scanning the room for any signs of an assailant.

Then, a soft ticking sound filled the air. Time seemed to slow as I watched in horror as the gun locked into position. The room echoed with the deafening blast, and the world outside erupted into chaos.

Screams, panic, and the sickening splatter of flesh against the pavement like a crushed tomato. I raced to the shattered glass, my heart pounding, only to see Mr. Moretti’s lifeless body sprawled on the sidewalk, his once-powerful presence reduced to a gruesome display of shattered bones and splattered blood. The realization hit me like a ton of bricks—the elaborate setup had been a trap, and we had walked right into it. I checked the weapon and noticed that the bullets were blanks. What the hell? My head snapped up and next building over I saw the window curtains flutter and the tall muzzle of a gun inch deeper into the shadows.

Austin. He was next door. My heart hammered in my chest and I reached for my walkie-talkie but was shoved out of the way. “Fuck,” Michaels cursed, glaring at me. “Why didn’t you call it in? Is he still there?”

“I was just about to—” 

Michaels grabbed his walkie-talkie on his shoulder. “Austin. He’s the next building over. I repeat the next building over! All units move in!” 

Natalie and I raced out of the building, by now sirens were blaring and people were scrambling to get off the streets. We ducked into the second building, climbing the stairs four at a time. I fired my gun to blast open the door into the adjacent room only to find it empty. Austin was long gone.  

Fuck. My chest was heaving and I sprinted to the window and looked outside, surveying the vantage point from here to where Austin had carried out the shot.

“Did you get him?” Cassandra demanded.

“No. He’s gone,” Natalie replied, sounding breathless. “He’s probably still in the building somewhere, if we hunt him down—”

“Negative,” Cassandra clipped. “Too many civilians. We’ll have to catch him some other time. Our team will be in shortly to review any evidence you find there, hang tight.”

What a fucking mess? I sighed through my nose, gritting my teeth. How’d we miss this? I tore off my helmet, fury coursing through my veins and I turned away, only for something bright to catch my eye.

A petal. A rose petal to be exact. Frowning, I didn’t dare touch it, in case our forensics team wanted to take a look at it, but it sat there on the windowsill taunting me. In a matter of seconds, the room was flooded with the local forensics teams, taking pictures and collecting skin samples as evidence. We hung back, watching them work for a while and Cassandra and Sullivan came to join us. “A petal?” Cassandra asked crouched in front of the windowsill, holding it with a pair of tweezers. “Why a petal? What significance could that have? It’s not usually his style to leave parting gifts.”

“A message then,” Michaels said. “How’d we fuck it up so badly?” He turned his accusing gaze onto Sullivan who shrank beneath it.

“I—the muzzle, it was similar to his OTs-33 Pernach and I—” Sullivan stammered. “It’s my fault. I got Mr. Moretti killed and I—”

“You did your best,” Cassandra cut in. “You didn’t kill him. Austin did that.” She stood, looking at the petal. “What does this mean?”

“It’s dried,” Natalie pointed out. “Look at the edges. It’s almost about to crumble, which means he bought them and purposefully dried them out, which can symbolize a lot, but mostly dried flowers symbolize longevity or eternal love.”

Eternal love. I recalled our conversation from the last time we’d spoken.

“And… Do you care for me? Do you love me?” I had asked, the words catching in my throat.

Austin paused, and then reluctantly replied, “What is something so inconsequential as love—”

“Answer me!” I demanded.

“Would I be calling you if I didn’t?” he replied after another moment.

A thunderous heartbeat echoed in my ears, each pulse marking the realization sinking in. What the hell was going on? What message was he trying to send? What did it mean? I felt a flush crawl up my neck and it was ridiculous how fast my body reacted to the thought of Austin doing something for me, for caring for me. It was a single dried petal, brittle and thin as parchment paper, and yet—a faint whisper of a connection—of something more. Fuck, this was crazy. Austin was a wanted killer, why was he leaving me trinkets and messages? I had to find out the meaning of all of this before they did. 

Cassandra looked stumped, but they packed everything away and allowed the forensics to take it to the lab for processing. She ran a hand through her hair and her forehead creased with wrinkles. They failed this mission and now someone would have to explain to Mrs. Moretti why she was suddenly a widow. Sullivan’s face was ashen, but it was an honest mistake. How could we possibly know Austin had set up in two rooms? 

“Okay, team, let’s move out. We’ll meet in the briefing room back at the house in a few hours.” Cassandra patted Sullivan on the back and we all filed out. On the way back, hope beat its butterfly wings in the pit of my stomach, growing more insistent as time pressed on.


      [image: ]When does it end? I thought in the villa’s briefing room, the sun drenched the room in gold as the computer monitors beeped and the screens flickered. I settled at the back, wearing a snug black shirt, arms crossed. Everyone looked down, feeling the weight of our failure. Someone was dead because we couldn’t get our shit together and Austin and the kingpin would be emboldened by this victory. It made me think back to my earlier thought, that Mr. Moretti was nothing more than a decoy, someone Austin was using for something else. 

“All right, team.” Cassandra’s heels clicked on the marble floor as she came in, bringing a serious vibe. “‘We fucked up’ doesn’t even begin to cover what’s happened.” She sighed. “We were blindsided by this, but we can’t be during the next hit.”

Andres’s jaw tightened. “There’s a next hit already?”

“Yes,” Cassandra replied. “Our central intelligence says Austin will hit Senator Marco Ferrari, permanent representative of Italy to the United Nations—”

“Am I the only one who thinks this is fucking bullshit?” Agent Michaels snarled. “You put a special team together to specifically find Austin, yet so far, all we’ve done was get people killed. Why are they giving us the hits and the locations last? Who’s in charge of the route? Why was Sullivan given the wrong information?”

All eyes swung to Cassandra. “I understand your frustration, Michaels—”

“I don’t think you do,” Michaels spat. “We’ve been fucked over twice since we got here. The Italian General is not on our side. How come the bastard didn’t clear all the buildings? Why only clear a few of them? Everyone single one of them on the entire fucking block should’ve been cleared and yet it wasn’t done. Why is that? What exactly are we up against? Why aren’t you being truthful with us?” 

Truthful? I turned to stare at Cassandra, watching as anger clouded over her eyes. She was just as clueless as we were. Although she was the sergeant on an international mission, she was flying in just as blind as the rest of us. “We don’t have jurisdiction—”

“Yeah,” Michaels snorted. “Heard that one before. So, what the fuck are we doing here? Huh?”

“Hey, calm down,” Sullivan spoke up. “Look, things aren’t going smoothly with the local military. We aren’t getting the intel we need, so we’ll just have to be patient. General Rossi hasn’t been forthcoming with a lot of things, but that doesn’t mean we still can’t catch Austin. It might take longer than we expected.” 

“Longer than you expected? Wonderful,” Michaels scoffed. “Why don’t you tell that to the families of the dead bodies piling up?”

“Okay, you’ve made your point, Agent Michaels,” Cassandra replied. “I’m doing the best I can with limited resources, I’m not using that as an excuse, those are just facts. We’ll need to think outside the box to catch him.”

“Not necessarily.” Michaels sneered and then turned me out. “Why don’t you tell us what the rose petal means?”

Stunned silence enveloped me as if cold waves of shock had frozen my ability to react. He was watching me, tracking my reaction to the flower sitting on the windowsill and the hot flush that covered my cheeks. Did he know? Impossible. But it seems Michaels had come to the same conclusions I had about Mr. Moretti being a decoy, just like all the rest of the targets. Austin was gearing up to hit someone else, someone bigger. I held Michaels' gaze, trying not to show how much his assessment had unsettled me. 

“It means whatever Natalie said it means, or where you are too busy shoving your head up your ass to notice?” I quipped.

“I saw your face,” Michaels replied, his face nearly rabid. “It means something else doesn’t it? You know what it means, that’s why he left it there for you.”

Heat unlocked my limbs and I charged towards him. “Look, this is your last fucking time to imply anything—”

“All right,” Cassandra said, placing a firm hand on my chest. “Calm down, everyone. Let’s put our heads together and stop trying to cut each other’s throats.”

Michaels’s lips hooked into his cheek; his expression smug. I was breathless with rage, not because he was wrong, but because he was so quick to call me out on my bullshit—to see. Sweat dripped down my lower back like ice water and I could barely hear anything with the roaring in my ears. I was here to take down Austin. To bring him to justice, but even I knew that was a flimsy excuse. Was I a fucking traitor because I couldn’t control my heart? The way my face flushed at the thought of being near Austin again? I leaned back against the wall, crossing my arms over my chest. Cassandra looked between the two of us, her eyes narrowed. “Are you good?”

My gaze snapped to hers and I nodded.

“Fine, let’s continue,” Cassandra said. “Forensics discovered a trace residue unique to a local Italian florist. Surprisingly, the shop’s name is ‘Inverno.’ It’s owned by a Russian woman named Sokolova. It’s strange because roses are generally out of season this time of year here. Any ideas?” Cassandra looked around the room, but nobody said anything. “Okay, let’s leave it there for now. We’ll try to work with local law enforcement to see about getting more intel on Senator Ferrari’s schedule.” 

They dispersed and Natalie came up beside me. “Hey, we might go out for drinks. Want to come?”

I forced a smile. “Sure, give me a second and I’ll get ready.” I shoved off from the wall, willing my body to put one foot in front of the other. Each word Cassandra spoke made my skin crawl. Inverno. The translation of that into English was ‘Winter’ and the old Russian woman was named Sokolova which meant: Falcon. 

Winter Falcon. Christ—I ran a hand through my hair, wondering what the fuck Austin was playing at. Eventually, they’d put everything together, but the fact that he was leaving me clues made me think that perhaps he wanted us to meet privately. No. Absolutely not. It was way too risky. Things weren’t like they were before; I couldn’t just meet with Austin in private as we did during the convoy transportation. The entire Italian military was out to get him and the fucking kingpin—I couldn’t just—my breath caught. I couldn’t.

I didn’t know what the hell I was expecting when I came here. I went to my room, slamming the door shut. The air became thick with the weight of it all, leaving me suspended in a numbing chill that gripped my senses. I couldn’t meet Austin.

I’d just ignore it. Shove what I knew deep into a bottomless pit. He was the enemy, along with Igor, and it was high time I remembered that. We’re nothing. 

Austin had made sure of that.
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