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    For the women who fight. Even when they're tired. Even when they're alone.

Even when it would be easier not to.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Truth doesn't need to be comfortable to be worth fighting for. Most of the time, it's exactly the opposite." - Clara Davenport

 

"I used to believe clean kills meant clean hands. Then I learned how long regret can stay under your fingernails." - Marie Fontaine
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The Girl in the Scope contains material that may be distressing to some readers. While this story handles its themes with care, it includes:


	Assassination and contract killing

	On-page violence, including firearm use and close-quarters combat

	Psychological manipulation and emotional coercion

	Child endangerment and experimentation (non-sexual, depicted as morally abhorrent)

	PTSD symptoms, emotional trauma, and dissociation

	Covert surveillance and invasion of privacy

	Grief, guilt, and references to past loss

	Moral ambiguity and ethically compromised characters

	Strong language and thematic intensity



This book features a protagonist navigating trauma, loyalty, and personal reckoning in a world that doesn't reward vulnerability—but it does explore survival, agency, and the cost of doing what’s right.

Heat Level: 🌡️ Low to Simmering

This book contains no explicit sex scenes, but there is emotional intimacy, unresolved tension, and a few moments where you might forget to breathe. The connection is real—but complicated, slow-burning, and tangled in everything Marie doesn’t say.

If you’re here for full-on steam, this one’s more gunfire and glances than clothes on the floor. But if you like your romance with unresolved longing, slow reconnection, and heat that builds under pressure?

You’re in the right crosshairs.
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T Minus 2: Cost of Doing Business
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Berlin – 2104, Local time: 23:42

Position: 47 stories up, three blocks east of the target

The rifle purred against Marie’s shoulder as she settled into position atop the rooftop parapet. Wind drifted soft across the skyline, dragging the last trails of summer rain with it. The smell of wet concrete and ozone clung to the city like regret.

She adjusted her angle, checking the uplink one final time. The scope’s AI tagged her target—Diederik Voss, mid-50s, Dutch, a corporate fixer with half a dozen syndicate laundering streams and zero known convictions. OutLook had given her the contract for the kill three days ago. The timing was hers to choose. The method had been suggested. Precision rifle, distance, public setting, medium chaos.

She didn’t ask why. They didn’t explain. That was the arrangement.

Berlin’s cityscape glowed below her in a million blinking lights—neon, biolum signage, drone traffic weaving patterns above the city’s arteries. The building across the gap was all smart glass and engineered aesthetics. Penthouse corner. Full exposure. Voss was making her job easy.

Inside, the party was a blur of velvet suits and surgical enhancements. High fashion clashed with low ethics. Through the scope, Marie tracked him weaving through it all—talking, laughing, touching shoulders like he belonged.

The scope fed her everything—distance: 312 meters, wind speed: 4.6 km/h, angle: -6.3 degrees, pulse: steady.

She steadied her breath. Slowed her thoughts.

Align. Anchor. Squeeze.

It was almost meditative. Her rituals were cleaner than OutLook’s paperwork.

She’d done this kind of job a dozen times. Maybe more. They blurred together after Caracas.

No, not they. He. Assignment D-116. Nico Alvarez.

Don’t name them, she reminded herself. That was the rule. But the rule hadn’t been working lately.

She realigned the scope slightly as Voss turned toward the window.

Then the girl stepped into frame.

It was like a slow glitch in the system. Small. Unscheduled. Human.

She couldn’t have been more than eight. Maybe nine. Barefoot, long hair swinging as she ran across the carpet and threw her arms around Voss’s waist. He laughed—real, unguarded—and scooped her up into a hug.

Marie’s finger hovered over the trigger. She could hear the faint click of the wind sensors recalibrating, the AI’s silent nudge waiting for confirmation.

Non-combatant proximity detected.

Her heart rate ticked up. The scope flagged the child and greyed the target outline.

He turned, carrying the girl, stepping out of the optimal kill zone.

Marie didn’t move. She watched.

The girl pointed at something outside the window—fireworks from another building, maybe. Or a drone light show.

And then she looked toward Marie.

The eye contact wasn’t real. It couldn’t be. The child didn’t know she was out there.

But it felt like she did.

Marie swallowed. Reset her stance.

Voss said something—lips unreadable—then set the girl down and stepped away.

He returned seconds later. Alone.

The target retagged.

Marie fired.

The silencer snapped the sound into a flat whisper, but the impact was unmistakable. Glass fractured. Voss staggered back, hand clutching the blooming red at his chest like he could deny it.

He went down fast. Not instantly. But fast enough.

Inside the penthouse, panic ignited. Screams echoed. People ducked. Security scrambled.

Marie watched the girl vanish into the crowd. Carried away by someone tall. Maybe a guard. Maybe a parent. Hard to say. The scope’s facial recognition was already clearing itself.

She stayed in position long enough to confirm no one was looking in the right direction.

Then she moved.

Rifle broken down in seven seconds. Shell casing pocketed. Pack shouldered. All surfaces wiped. No fingerprints. No DNA. No trace.

She was down the first stairwell before the building’s AI could even tell something had gone wrong.

Berlin – 00:04, post-op

Exfil route: public transit, Tiergarten loop

MARIE SLIPPED INTO the crowd at Tiergarten Station, blending into the slow tide of night travelers and drunken students. The platform buzzed with synthetic announcements and the scent of street food from a cart that probably wasn’t licensed. She kept her eyes forward, her pace casual, her profile low.

She could still feel the weight of the shot in her hands, even though the rifle was already disassembled in her bag.

The magline hummed as it pulled into the station. She boarded near the middle car, slid into a corner seat by the window, and set her bag at her feet. The lights inside the car flickered once, then steadied.

Berlin passed outside in streaks of color and motion.

She tapped her wristcomm and activated the secure channel.

“Fontaine,” she said. No emotion. No static.

The response was nearly instant. A male voice, clipped and clean: “Confirm status.”

“Target down,” she said. “Confirmed at 23:44. Single shot. Chest. Window-side exposure.”

A beat.

“Visual confirmation?”

“Yes.”

“Building security?”

“Scrambling, but not tracking. No alert protocols issued yet.”

“Contingencies engaged?”

“No.”

The voice paused. She could hear the sound of keys being tapped, someone updating a ledger in real time.

“Efficient,” he said finally. “Package confirmed. Your record updates within the hour. Standby for next assignment routing.”

Marie didn’t respond right away.

“Fontaine?”

She stared out the window. At her reflection, mostly. Cool. Composed. A woman who still looked like someone OutLook could trust.

“There was a delay,” she said finally.

Pause.

“Elaborate.”

She considered the truth: A child stepped into the line of fire. I hesitated.

She considered the lie: Wind shift. Correction needed.

She said nothing.

“Delay cleared,” she said. “Target expired. No variance.”

Another beat.

“Understood. Maintain position for next forty-eight hours. Routing en route.”

“Copy,” she said, and ended the call before he could speak again.

She sat in silence for the next three stops.

The girl’s face had already started to blur in her memory.

But not completely.

Berlin – 00:51 

Room 1803, Kaden Executive Suites

Marie unlocked the hotel room with a thumb scan and stepped inside like a ghost entering its old haunts.

Everything was as she’d left it: pristine, silent, still carrying the antiseptic hum of premium filtration and programmable scent. The lights adjusted to her biometric preferences—dim, indirect, cool. The kind of lighting that didn’t show blood if it was already dry.

She locked the door. Engaged the room’s counter-surveillance shell. Slid her bag onto the bed and began the ritual.

Unzip. Unroll. Disassemble.

The rifle came apart with the same ease as always. Carbon flecks caught the light on the interior of the suppressor—remnants of the shot. She cleaned them away with practiced hands, every motion precise. Methodical.

Barrel. Slide. Mount. Wipe.

Each piece returned to its place in the false-bottom case, nestled in molded foam like surgical tools.

The silencer last.

She held it for a moment longer than she needed to.

Then snapped it into place and closed the case.

In the bathroom, she stripped off her fieldwear. The sleek, dark fabric peeled away from her skin like memory. The adhesive sensor mesh at the base of her neck pulsed green. OutLook’s way of saying you’re still ours.

She removed it and dropped it in the sterilizer.

Her reflection in the mirror was a stranger she still mostly recognized. Tousled black hair. High cheekbones. The faintest smudge of oil at her temple. Blue eyes that once looked colder. She was tiny—barely over five feet—and her natural blonde had been dyed, cut, and camouflaged so many times she barely remembered what it looked like. This version, black and sharp, suited the job. Not the girl who’d grown up wanting to save people.

She used to look into this face and feel pride.

Now, she wasn’t sure what she saw.

She tried to sleep. Didn’t.

At 01:34 she was back at the window, a glass of whiskey in one hand, staring down at the city as it buzzed obliviously below. The penthouse was out of view now. The job was done. The file would be sealed. The body bag zipped.

And yet.

She could still see the girl’s face in the scope.

Not clearly. Not sharply. But with that strange emotional fidelity her brain liked to assign to inconvenient moments.

She didn’t see me. She couldn’t have. Three blocks. Forty-seven stories. The optics ran cold and clean. One-way vision. 

She didn’t see me.

But it felt like she did.

Marie didn’t have a word for that.

She’d watched a dozen people die. Maybe more. Had their faces committed to record, filed under names she tried not to remember. Assignment D-116. Caracas. Assignment E-023. Melbourne. She’d killed a man in Paris while he made a toast. Shot a woman in Lagos between her fifth and sixth security checks.

None of them had looked at her.

Not the way the girl had.

She blinked, and her mind tossed her backward.

Her first mission kill.

Fresh from orientation, maybe two months in. Someone else had made the decision. She’d just executed it. Close-range. Apartment hallway. Pistol with suppressor, borrowed from OutLook’s armory.

The man had opened the door holding a coffee cup.

She still remembered the pattern: red flowers on porcelain.

He’d had time to frown before she pulled the trigger.

She’d gone home afterward. Slept nine hours straight.

She remembered feeling proud. Not because she’d taken a life—but because she’d proven she could.

She was useful.

Now?

She didn’t feel useful. She felt... off.

She took a sip of the whiskey. Let it burn. Let it numb.

It wasn’t guilt. Not yet.

But it was something.

It’s not the killing that bothers her.

It’s that she used to sleep better after.
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T Minus 1: Echo Chamber
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OutLook Headquarters – New Orleans Complex

The psych wing smelled like air scrubbed too many times—mint overlaying antiseptic, as if someone had tried to make anxiety taste fresh.

Marie checked in at the desk with a retinal scan and an authorization code she hadn’t had to look up in three years. The woman behind the counter didn’t smile. Didn’t blink. Just nodded and gestured toward a row of chairs along the curved glass wall.

She took a seat.

The furniture was modern and aggressively ergonomic, designed to imply comfort without actually offering any. The light was cool and even. Calming. Calculated. No sharp edges. No shadows. The kind of space meant to make you forget you were being observed.

She didn’t forget.

Marie accepted the offered cup from a passing admin—hot, murky, claiming to be coffee. It tasted like compromise. She drank it anyway.

The intake AI pinged her wristcomm with a soft chime. “Evaluation scheduled: Dr. Harlan. Room 7. Please wait to be summoned.”

The words dissolved as soon as she read them, like sugar she didn’t want.

Across from her, another operative sat down. Mid-twenties, maybe. Cropped blond hair, smooth jaw, bright eyes that hadn’t yet dulled from too many post-op silences. The kind of recruit who still believed OutLook was the sharp end of the moral spear.

They caught her glance and gave a nod. Not respectful, not deferential. Just... recognition. Peer to peer. Killer to killer.

Marie nodded back. Brief. Impersonal.

The younger agent tapped something on their comm. Their lips quirked upward—almost a smile.

Marie didn’t ask. She didn’t want to know.

She remembered being them. Remembered the satisfaction of a clean kill. The high that came from doing it right, fast, with no mess and no second thoughts. Remembered coming into this very wing and thinking, They’re just making sure I’m sharp. That I’m still ready.

She remembered the first time she wasn’t.

The memory was dull around the edges now, softened by time and protocol. But the discomfort stayed.

She sipped her coffee. Burned her tongue.

The blond stood when their name was called, wristcomm blinking blue. They gave her a final nod—almost a salute—and disappeared through one of the seamless doors along the wall.

Marie sat alone again.

Except she wasn’t.

The camera in the upper corner didn’t blink. Neither did the one behind the abstract painting. Neither did the wall-mounted biometric scanner subtly syncing with her vitals every ten seconds.

She crossed her legs. Shifted her weight.

Acted normal.

Felt anything but.

OutLook Psych Room 7 – 10:17 AM

The room was white. Not the kind of white that evoked cleanliness or clarity. The kind of white designed to erase you.

Marie sat in the center, alone, in a chair molded for posture correction. There was a table. A blank screen. A glass of water so perfectly still she didn’t trust it.

The door opened with the faint hiss of pneumatic control.

Dr. Harlan entered without ceremony, carrying a slate and nothing else. No jacket. No pen. No folder. He didn’t need them.

“Marie Fontaine,” he said, nodding as he sat. “Three years, seven months, nine days. Operational tenure noted. Berlin report uploaded.”

He didn’t offer a greeting. She didn’t expect one.

He tapped his slate. “We’ll proceed with standard debrief and resilience calibration.”

Marie said nothing. She didn’t need to.

“Your most recent operation—how would you characterize your emotional state prior to the kill?”

“Stable,” she said.

“Post-kill?”

She let the word hang in her mind: stable. Like a shelf loaded with weight just below collapse.

“Unchanged.”

He glanced at the slate. “Efficiency logged at 96.4%. Slight drop from Lisbon.”

She tilted her head. “Longer shot. Wind adjustment.”

“No elevation flag recorded.”

“I didn’t submit one.”

Harlan’s expression didn’t change, but she felt the shift anyway—his attention tightening, even if his voice stayed loose.

“You made no note of emotional deviation in the post-op summary. Is that still accurate?”

“Yes.”

“No ethical conflict. No concern for collateral proximity?”

Her jaw ticked. The glass of water stayed perfectly still.

“No collateral.”

The girl hadn’t been in the blast radius. She hadn’t even been in the room when the shot hit. She didn’t count. Not in the numbers.

But Marie could still see her face, framed in the scope. Eyes wide. Pointing.

“You were observed?”

“No,” Marie said. Too fast.

Harlan looked up. Met her eyes.

“Clarify.”

“There were windows. Guests. Confusion. I timed the shot appropriately. No one observed me. No angles supported a trace.”

“You’re certain.”

“I’m here,” she said.

He didn’t smile. He didn’t blink.

“Operational loyalty, one to ten?”

“Eight,” she said.

He raised an eyebrow.

Marie’s voice was smooth. “I’ve been working at a nine-point-five pace for the better part of three years. I’m efficient. I’m consistent. But I’m also tired. It’s not disloyalty. It’s math.”

He tapped something into the slate. “Fair.”

Silence stretched for a breath.

“Do you feel fear in the field?”

“No.”

“Do you feel empathy for targets?”

“No.”

She thought of the coffee cup. The girl’s laughter. Voss turning into the window like it was nothing at all.

She told the truth, technically. Empathy wasn’t the word.

“Do you believe your work has value?”

“That depends on who’s assigning it.”

“Who do you believe is assigning it?”

Marie looked at the ceiling for a beat too long.

Finally: “OutLook. Still. For now.”

That earned another pause.

Harlan leaned back. Studied her like a project undergoing minor design failure.

“You’ve never missed a shot,” he said. “You’ve never requested reassignment. You’ve never flagged an op for internal review. That makes you one of our most reliable operatives. But reliability isn’t the same as permanence.”

“I never asked for permanence.”

“No,” he agreed. “You didn’t.”

He tapped a few more things into the slate.

“Operational profile remains active. Psychological markers: within acceptable range. Deviations noted. No action required.”

Marie stood without waiting to be dismissed.

As she turned to go, he said, “You haven’t asked what comes next.”

She stopped. Glanced back.

“I didn’t think I needed to,” she said.

And then she left.

OutLook Complex – 11:02 AM

Marie Fontaine: Still Active, Already Gone

THE HALLWAY OUTSIDE Room 7 was empty. Marie didn’t know why that bothered her more than the evaluation itself.

Usually, there were at least a few staffers—clipboard carriers, diagnostics techs, agents coming off missions with blood under their fingernails and expressions like cracked porcelain. But today, the hallway stretched sterile and silent, every door sealed, every echo her own.

She walked with calm, deliberate steps, passing under the bio-monitors embedded in the ceiling, each one pinging her vitals in sequence.

Heart rate: steady.

Respiration: controlled.

Adrenaline: minimal.

Performance: intact.

Still ours, the system whispered. Still functional.

She turned the corner and found the admin desk where she’d started—same chair, same glass wall, same admin with the expression of a deeply bored AI wearing a human’s face.

The woman slid a datastick across the desk without looking up.

“Psych complete. Clearance updated,” she said. “You’re back on active standby. Orders will be delivered within seventy-two hours. Travel restrictions in effect.”

Marie picked up the stick. Didn’t bother pocketing it. “You always say it like it’s a vacation itinerary.”

The woman blinked once. “Your file’s clean. That’s all that matters.”

Marie smiled. It didn’t reach her eyes.

That’s the problem, she didn’t say.

In the lobby, the sun hit her eyes like judgment. She paused just outside the double doors, blinking against the glare of New Orleans daylight. It was hot. Too bright. Too real after two hours of institutional lighting designed to make you forget what time meant.

She considered going back to the guest quarters. She had a room there. Sterile. Safe. Monitored.

Instead, she turned left.

Took the stairs down to the lower plaza, where the agents and mid-tier staff took their mandated fresh air breaks. A few sat on benches under the drone-shielded awning, eating protein wraps or chatting over silent comms.

And there, leaning against the glass railing, was the young operative from earlier. Blond. Relaxed. Still too clean.

They were laughing at something on their wristcomm, the kind of laugh Marie hadn’t heard come out of her own mouth in years. Not the bitter kind. Not the weaponized sarcasm. A real laugh.

For a second, Marie didn’t recognize the feeling curling low in her chest.

Jealousy? No. Not quite.

Nostalgia.

She remembered being that uncracked. That certain.

The operative noticed her. Straightened up. Gave a respectful nod.

“Evaluation go well?” they asked, almost friendly.

Marie considered lying. Then realized the truth was easier.

“Still active.”

“Same.”

They grinned. “God, I love it when it’s clean. You ever just feel lucky to do work that matters?”

Marie looked at them for a moment too long. Not long enough to be rude. But enough.

“Yes,” she said. “I used to.”

The grin faltered.

She turned away.

Back in her quarters, she stripped out of her OutLook jacket and laid it across the desk. The collar still held the faint scent of rain and steel from Berlin.

Her comm pinged.

STANDBY ACTIVE. ASSIGNMENT UPDATE PENDING.

Marie tapped it off.

Then opened a blank file.

Subject: Resignation Protocol Initiation – Fontaine, Marie.

She stared at the screen.

No one ever really resigned from OutLook. Not cleanly. Not quietly.

But they didn’t have a field code for "I’ve stopped being yours."

So she’d write her own.

She didn’t hit send.

Not yet.

But the file was open.

And that was enough.
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T Minus 0: Separation
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OutLook Quarters – New Orleans Complex

Marie Fontaine: Active Status – Pending

The room lights were dimmed, the default evening profile casting soft amber over cold furniture. Soft shadows clung to the corners like they were waiting for something to happen. Nothing did.

Marie sat on the edge of her bunk, legs crossed, fingers curled loosely around a ceramic cup of something pretending to be tea. It had steeped too long. She didn’t care. The bitter edge suited her mood.

Her boots were off. Her jacket hung on the back of a chair, half-slipped, as if it had tried to leave the room before she did. She hadn’t bothered to unpack her go-bag. The zipper was still halfway open, field kit peeking out like a half-forgotten confession.

The screen on the wall glowed in silence.

She stared at it, flicking through a curated datafeed with the slow disinterest of someone not looking for answers—only noise. Something to drown out the thoughts she didn’t want to name.

News from London.

Protests in Taipei.

A scandal in high orbit—orbital CEO caught with a synthetics smuggler.

Another merger, another government official found dead in their pool.

Marie kept scrolling.

The retinal tracker followed her gaze, the UI obediently surfacing stories she might be interested in. It didn’t know what to do when she wasn’t interested in anything.

It kept offering headlines like apologies.

She wasn’t angry. Not exactly. But the quiet was loud in a way that made her skin itch. OutLook had taught her how to wait—how to kill time as precisely as she killed people—but this was different. This was the kind of stillness where something inside her pressed up against the walls of its cage, slow and steady and insistent.

She was tired.

Not the kind of tired that sleep fixed.

The kind that followed you home and sat in the dark, waiting for you to break.

Then she froze.

“Davenport Targets Syndicate Ties in Live Address”

Savannah, GA – 20:42 UTC

[▶︎ Watch Clip]

The thumbnail was grainy—Clara in a dark suit, hair pulled back, chin raised, fire in her eyes. A microphone cluster in front of her. City courthouse steps behind.

Marie didn’t think. She tapped play.

“...and if this council believes that by taking Crowder’s money, they’re investing in the future, then I invite them to look a little closer at the stains on their checkbook.”

The audio was shaky—someone in the crowd had been filming from the edge—but Clara’s voice came through clear and surgical.

“This man doesn’t fund art. He launders it. He doesn’t donate to community programs. He buys silence. And if this court won’t investigate, we will. Because Savannah belongs to its people, not to the highest bidder.”

Cheering erupted behind her. A swell of noise. Microphones jostled. Clara didn’t flinch.

Marie watched the full two-minute clip.

Then she rewound it and watched again.

Clara hadn’t changed. Not in the ways that mattered. She still had that impossible clarity—the kind that made her dangerous. She didn’t speak like someone trying to win. She spoke like someone already right.

Marie could still hear her voice echoing across courtroom tiles and bedroom walls.

“You know what scares them?” Clara had once said, curled against her at three a.m., warm and righteous and impossibly stubborn. “It’s not our anger. It’s our certainty.”

Marie hadn’t understood that then. She thought she did now.

She closed the clip. Let the screen go dark.

Her pulse was higher than it should’ve been.

Not panic. Not fear.

Something worse.

Recognition.

She stared at the reflection in the dark screen. Her face, washed in shadow, eyes rimmed with the flicker of a clip she couldn’t unsee. Dim and colorless, half-real. She looked like someone watching a life she used to imagine—on the outside of the glass, always the outsider now.

Clara was still out there.

Still fighting.

Still fearless.

Still loud.

Still brilliant. 

Still herself.

Not polished. Not silent. Not rebranded and recoded into something tactical.

Marie’s throat was tight.

She ran a hand over her face like it might rub the truth away.

And she was still here.

Still quiet.

Still useful.

Still efficient.

Still killing.

Each word dropped heavier than the last. A list she used to be proud of. A list she used to cling to.

Now it read like an epitaph.

The screen was dark, but Marie didn’t move.

She sat back against the bunk’s thin mattress, the half-finished cup of tea cooling in her hand, Clara’s voice still reverberating in the hollows of her chest.

Outside the sealed window, New Orleans flickered beneath storm-scarred skies, its surviving towers dim and uneven, patched like battlefield wounds. Half the street grid was still underwater. The rest leaned on generators, goodwill, and the kind of desperation no one bothered to hide anymore. No one talked about rebuilding. They were surviving. Just surviving..

She thought of Hebert Hall.

Not the OutLook barracks. The real Hebert Hall—half-forgotten, half-reclaimed, tucked into the bones of what had once been a university. It had taken weeks to clean it out. Longer to make it livable. Even longer to make it theirs.

She, Kendra, and Rose had turned it into something wild and warm, all scuffed furniture and mismatched lights and smartglass that didn’t always obey the weather protocols. The tigers—Bonnie and Clyde and the cubs—had claimed the sunroom as their own. Marie never fought them for it. She liked watching them stretch across the floor like they owned the world.

She could still picture the way Rose used to read aloud, one arm thrown over Clyde’s massive shoulders, while Kendra stretched across the opposite couch making sarcastic commentary. Marie would sit on the floor, back against the coffee table, drink in hand, trying not to smile. Usually failing.

That place was never quiet. Even in silence, it breathed. Laughed.

God, she missed it.

They still spoke—her, Kendra, Rose. Comm calls. Encrypted bursts. The occasional message dropped between handler firewalls. But since Kendra and Rose had gone back to the California Confederacy, it hadn’t been the same.

They weren’t gone, not really.

But she hadn’t felt with them in a long time.

And there were days—like this one—when she needed them here. Not as data packets, but as people.

She wanted Kendra’s voice in the room, irreverent and fearless, calling her out with love sharpened to a point.

She wanted Rose’s calm, the way she could still a storm with three words and a glance that cut through the noise.

She wanted the tigers thudding down the hallway at midnight, knocking over priceless artifacts like they were chew toys.

She wanted to stop being a weapon and start being a person again.

Marie rubbed at her eyes, suddenly tired.

She had friends. She had people who cared if she lived or died, who would come get her if she asked.

So why was she still here?

OutLook Quarters – New Orleans Complex

Four hours after Clara lit the match

MARIE SAT AT THE TERMINAL in the corner of her quarters, staring at the login prompt like it might bite her.

Her hands rested on the desk, still, steady. The datapad to her right buzzed with passive activity—mission status unchanged. No new orders. No reassignment. The machine hadn’t caught up to her yet.

She entered her passcode. The screen blinked once, then rolled out the menu.

STATUS: ACTIVE – OPERATIONAL

CLEARANCE LEVEL: OMEGA–THREE

LOGS: FULLY SYNCED

OPTIONS:

[ ] Update Preferences

[ ] Request Reassignment

[ ] Report Asset Compromise

[ ] Submit Resignation

Her finger hovered over the last one.

OutLook didn’t talk about resignation. Not because it wasn’t allowed. Because it was rare. And messy. No one walked away clean.

The moment she clicked it, a flag would go up. Eyes would turn. Records would be duplicated. Monitors would start pulling everything with her name on it into a review queue.

But she’d already made her choice. This was after the moment of decision. This was execution.

Marie clicked.

The screen opened a blank form. Black text on white interface. No autofill. No prompts. They wanted her to mean it.

She started typing.

TO: Director of Operations, OutLook Internal Security

FROM: Fontaine, Marie

SUBJECT: Formal Resignation

Effective immediately, I am withdrawing from field service with OutLook. I have fulfilled my obligations. I have exceeded term. I have bled for this organization, and I have killed for it. I’ve done both without hesitation.

But I’ve also started asking questions you don’t want answered. And I’ve realized I’m not afraid of the answers.

This isn’t desertion. This isn’t a threat. This is a professional parting of ways.

I don’t want a commendation. I don’t want a plaque.

I want my name back.

I want out.

—Marie Fontaine

She stared at the message. Read it again. Didn’t change a word.

Before she hit send, she reached for her datapad.

Opened her secure folder.

There was one image left.

The girl.

A blurred still from the Berlin scope. Just a fragment—dark hair, hand outstretched, mouth caught mid-laugh.

Marie stared at it for a long time.

Then she deleted it.

No backup. No archive. Gone.

She turned back to the terminal and tapped SEND.

The message vanished.

Confirmation blinked: TRANSMISSION RECEIVED – LOGGED – TIMESTAMPED

Marie leaned back in the chair. Closed her eyes.

She wasn’t free yet.

But she was done.
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1: A Debt Paid in Blood
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OutLook Complex, New Orleans – 2104

Marie Fontaine. Final mission. Maybe.

The body dropped with a neat twitch of synthetic limbs, a red flare blooming just below where the left eye used to be.

“Cephalic shot confirmed,” the voice in Marie’s ear intoned. Female, British, algorithmically cheerful. “Next target: thoracic center, ten-meter offset, ninety-degree pivot.”

Marie adjusted, turned. The next dummy sprang from the wall—a human silhouette with enough detail to be unsettling. The pistol was cool and familiar in her grip. She exhaled slowly. Fired.

“Thoracic shot confirmed.”
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