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        Author's Note

      

      

      Marguerite Devereaux first appeared in my Private Sins series as a secondary character—brilliant, morally complex, and impossible to look away from. Readers kept asking about her. What's her story? Where did she come from? What did she build, and what did it cost her?

      This book is the answer.

      The Queen in the Cold is a standalone thriller-romance and the first book in the Private Vows series, set in the same world as Private Sins. You don't need to have read that series to follow Marguerite's story. If you have read it, you'll recognize the fingerprints she left on that world—and finally understand the woman behind them.

      This story deals with themes of surveillance, institutional power, moral compromise, and the long road back to being human after you've spent years being a machine. It also contains explicit sexual content and violence.

      Thank you for being here. Now—let's watch the Queen run.

      — Lola
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      The fog in Prague didn't just obscure; it claimed.

      It was a heavy, damp weight that rolled off the Vltava in the early hours, blurring the sharp gothic spires of Old Town. A city of shifting stone and narrow, winding alleys, where every archway felt like a held breath.

      I sat in the far corner of Kavárna Slavia, a position that allowed me to watch both the front entrance and the side alley. The Slavia was a temple of mahogany and green velvet, its air thick with the ghosts of poets and dissidents. Outside, the river was a black muscle, heavy with winter, moving with the sluggish power of something that had seen too much blood and still refused to stop.

      To the tourists around me—Americans in bright Gore-Tex, Japanese couples with expensive lenses—I was just another silhouette. An elegant woman of means nursing an espresso that had long since gone cold. They didn't see the way my fingers rested on the porcelain, mapping the pulse of the street through the table. I could feel the shudder of the Number 17 tram three blocks away.

      They didn't see the way I tracked the waiter's reflection in the window. I wasn't just looking at him; I was indexing the micro-adjustments in his gait, the way his tray tilted a fraction too far. He wasn't a professional. He was a placeholder.

      I wasn't a tourist. I was a survivor of a world they wouldn't believe existed.

      In another life, I had curated the silence of the globe. I hadn't built with weight and stone; I had built with light and frequency. Aegis was meant to be the invisible skeleton of global stability. I believed that absolute visibility was the only path to absolute safety. I thought if I could see every heartbeat on Earth, I could prevent every murder.

      I had been wrong.

      Systems don't save people; they just give the monsters better blueprints. I had watched the machine I built consume the very things it was meant to protect. Now, I was the one being hunted by the methods I’d perfected. The organization that once called me Sovereign now called me a liability. A fragment of legacy code to be purged.

      I shifted my gaze to the man seated three tables away.

      His name was Dušan. Six years ago, I’d hand-picked him for the Eastern European theatre. He was disciplined. He knew how to blend into the scenery of a collapsing government like he was part of the furniture. In the old days, I’d called him reliable. I’d liked the way his mind worked—a series of sharp, cold currents that never strayed.

      Today, he was my dead drop. He was supposed to bring me the encrypted key to the Labyrinth—the ledger where every person was a debt to be collected, the only leverage I had left against the Court.

      Dušan was nervous.

      It was almost imperceptible. He wasn't sweating or darting his eyes toward the door. He sat with his hands folded over his briefcase, a model of professional patience. But his left thumb was tapping a rhythmic, uneven beat against his thigh. He was wearing a tweed jacket that smelled of stale cigarettes—the scent of a man who moved too fast to have a home.

      Tap. Tap-tap. Tap.

      I felt a coldness in my chest that had nothing to do with the Prague winter.

      I had trained that habit out of him years ago. In the academy, we called it a leak. A physical tremor that revealed a mind trying to calculate an exit strategy it didn't have the stomach for. I had spent three weeks in a windowless room in Zurich making sure Dušan never did that again. I’d taught him that when the pressure rises, you don't leak. You solidify.

      Someone had broken that seal. Someone had pushed him so hard that the old, frantic rhythms were the only things left holding him together. Who had gotten to him? The Director didn't break men like Dušan; she discarded them. This was the work of someone who understood how to play the human instrument until the strings snapped.

      A phantom warmth brushed the back of my neck, the memory of hands larger than mine resting over my own on a keyboard. He used to do that. Not because he was nervous, but because he was thinking. He would tap out a rhythm that matched the heartbeat of the algorithm we were writing. I hadn't named him in my thoughts for three years, but in this cafe, in this cold, he was vividly present. I could almost hear the steady, grounding quiet of his voice, telling me that even the deepest silence has a rhythm.

      I had trained him—the man I’d lost, not the man in the cafe. I had shaped him into a partner. And then I had tried to design him into a weapon, and he had run. He had seen what I was becoming before I did, and he had vanished into the shadows I’d taught him to manage. Now, looking at Dušan’s thumb, I wondered if I was looking at yet another ghost of my own failure.

      Every time I watched a man break, I saw a piece of what I’d done to the man I lost.

      Dušan caught my eye. He gave a sharp nod. The drop was live.

      He stood up, clutching his briefcase, and moved toward the back exit. It was a standard extraction route, one I’d mapped for the Slavia myself. The hallway led to a small service lift and a secondary street exit on Na Perštýně. Clean. Professional. Predictable.

      I didn't move.

      If Dušan was tapping, the route wasn't an exit. It was a kill-box. The Court didn't want the Labyrinth; they wanted me dismantled. They wanted the Source Code back in a box where it couldn't hurt the legacy they were trying to build.

      I reached into my pocket and pulled out a localized frequency jammer—a small, brushed-aluminum cylinder. In my previous life, I would have triggered a total grid surge, causing a city-wide blackout just to clear my path. I would have plunged the National Theatre into darkness mid-performance without a second thought. That was the old me. The woman who burned cities to save them.

      Instead, I triggered a subtle disruption. One I’d written specifically for this moment—a "Shimmer" protocol.

      The cafe’s Wi-Fi flickered as if hit by a gust of wind. The smart-lighting surged once, an amber flash, then steadied. To the tourists, it was a momentary dip, a charming quirk of an old European city. To the surveillance team outside, it was a three-second blackout of their digital feed—a ghosting effect that scrambled their heat signatures and turned their facial recognition logs into a slurry of un-indexed data. Long enough for a woman to change her skin.

      I stood up, the charcoal wool of my coat settling around me. I didn't go for the back door. I walked straight toward the front entrance, passing through the crowd with the invisibility of perfect poise. I wasn't running. Running makes you a target. I was simply shifting my rhythm.

      As I stepped onto the sidewalk, I fed Dušan a false signal through the beacon in my bag—a redirection that would send him, and whoever was following him, toward a dead-end cellar three blocks away. It was a loop I’d cached in the city’s traffic control system months ago. It would buy me seventy-two hours. Not enough for a life, but enough for a regroup.

      The rain was turning into a fine, stinging sleet. The cobblestones were slick and black, reflecting the neon signs of the casinos like oil on water. The Vltava wind cut through my coat, smelling of river salt and exhaust.

      Then I saw him.

      He was across the street, leaning against the damp, soot-stained stone of the Týn Church. He wasn't moving. He wasn't checking a watch. He was just... watching.

      He wore a dark jacket, the collar turned up against the sleet. His posture was still in a way that defied the cold—a predatory stillness that made the tourists rushing past him look like panicked insects. He didn't look like a Court operative. They were interchangeable men in suits with earpieces that looked like jewelry. This man had an economy of motion that suggested something far more visceral.

      He wasn't part of the machine I’d built. He was a current I hadn't seen coming. A predator that didn't fit the map.

      I kept walking, my pulse steady, though the back of my neck was prickling. I didn't look back, but I felt the weight of his gaze on my spine like a physical pressure. It felt heavier than a tracker's observation. More personal. It felt like he was looking at the woman beneath the charcoal wool, not the target on the screen.

      Someone was tracking the tracker. Someone new. Someone who didn't play by the rules of the grid.

      As I turned the corner toward the Charles Bridge, the wind whipping the sleet against my face until my skin felt raw, a thought landed in my gut like a swallowed stone: for the first time in years, I was afraid of someone who wasn't holding an army. A man just standing in the rain. My left heel had started to blister in these shoes, and that small, stupid pain was the only thing keeping me from breaking into a run.
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      Marguerite Devereaux was the hardest target I had ever tracked.

      It wasn't that she was fast. My training had been built for speed—the ability to clear distance in a city before the sound of a shot had even settled. It wasn't that she was violent. I’d handled killers who saw the world through a permanent red mist.

      Devereaux was a ghost who understood how the machine worked. Moving through Prague behind her felt like navigating a space she was actively altering. I could feel it in the soles of my boots—the way she chose the shadows that felt cold, knowing the sensors couldn't find her in the damp.

      I’d been following her for three weeks. From the docks of Marseille to the cold, gothic skin of Prague. I’d watched her from rooftops, shivering in the pre-dawn mist, and from the back of trams packed with commuters whose umbrellas smelled of damp wool and ozone.

      She was alone. Truly, dangerously alone. It was a solitude so absolute it felt like a tactical choice.

      I sat in the damp darkness of an alcove in the Josefov district, the air smelling of resin and old varnish. The cold was a sharp pressure in my lungs. I’d been there for six hours, watching the amber glow of her windows.

      She hadn't slept. She was a silhouette against the amber glow of a terminal, her back perfectly straight. Her fingers moved with a precision that was almost terrifying—the speed of someone who spoke in code rather than words. I watched the way she tilted her head when she worked, a micro-adjustment that suggested she wasn't reading the screen; she was listening to it.

      She was the Sovereign. The woman whose signature had authorized the "Asset Development" program that broke me. I was a graduate of that program—a line item in a budget she’d likely signed during a mid-afternoon meeting twenty years ago. I was the result of her signatures, the man she'd sharpened until I was more blade than bone.

      Now, the Court had sent me to bring her back. Or to end her.

      They wanted her keys. They were like children who had inherited a fortress they didn't know how to lock, and they were terrified that the woman who built the locks was going to change them.

      The light in the window shifted. She stood up. She grabbed a heavy charcoal coat and headed for the door. I felt a spike of adrenaline, a sharp, cold heat in my stomach.

      She reached the street a minute later, the click of her boots against the wet cobblestones a steady, unhurried rhythm. She was conducting a sweep, her head barely moving. I could almost see her mind identifying the blind spots I’d spent hours finding—the places where the city’s infrared cameras were angled too low, the alleys where the Wi-Fi signal was weak.

      I didn't hide.

      I stepped out of the shadow of a medieval archway and leaned against the soot-slicked stone of the Týn Church. I wanted her to see me. I wanted to see if she could read the man, or if she only saw the Asset she’d helped manufacture. I wanted to see if the Queen could recognize a ghost.

      She didn't stop. She didn't flinch. She just kept walking, her gaze fixed on the bridge ahead, but I saw the way her hand tightened on the leather strap of her bag—a micro-tension in the knuckles that no scanner would catch.

      She'd spotted me. And she was leading me.

      I followed her through the winding lanes of the Staré Město, where woodsmoke from the chimney cake vendors hung low enough to taste. The sleet was turning the cobblestones into a mirror of the pink and neon city lights. She led me into an alley so narrow the sky was just a bruised ribbon of purple, the stone walls weeping with condensation and smelling of old iron.

      She stopped at the dead-end.

      "You're getting slow," she said. Her voice was steady, lacking the tremor of a woman trapped. She didn't turn around. "You were at the cafe. You were at the church. You've been a pressure against my spine for three weeks, Subject 17."

      I walked closer, my boots silent on the wet stone. I stopped three feet from her. I could smell the ozone of the city and a faint scent of sandalwood on her coat.

      "The Court has contracted three teams to find you, Marguerite," I said. My voice was flat, hard. "The men who trade human lives for high-frequency data aren't looking for an extraction. They're looking to kill the architect before she can burn the blueprints."

      She turned then. Her eyes were sharp, a startling green-grey that seemed to catch what little light was left in the alley. She didn't look frightened. She looked curious, as if I were a puzzle she hadn't quite solved.

      "And you?" she asked.

      "I'm the one who realizes that the Director is already tracking your frequency jammer. They're using the city's power grid as a massive antenna. You have less than ten minutes before this alley becomes a tomb."

      I watched her eyes scan the exits. She was reading me as a system—the economy of motion, the stillness of my hands. But for a heartbeat, I saw recognition. Not of a face, but of a methodology.

      "Eastern European program," she said, her voice dropping an octave. "The 2018 intake. Your thumb taps when you're calculating a strike. I approved that training manual."

      "I'm not part of that program anymore. I’m the predator you didn't see coming."

      "Nobody escapes their history," she countered, stepping closer. The sandalwood scent was stronger now. "They just give it a new name and hope the ledger doesn't find them."

      "I escaped," I said. "And I'm offering you the same thing."

      "You're here. Tracking me. Using the methods I wrote. You’re just a mirror, Subject 17." She looked at me, and for the first time, I felt seen—not as a weapon, but as a person who had survived her design. "Why offer me a deal?"

      "Because you're the one who knows how to break the system," I said. "And I'm tired of being the result. I want to see what happens when the cage door stays open."

      She didn't laugh. She just watched me with that unsettling, clinical focus. Then she offered a short, sharp nod toward the side door where Dušan had vanished.

      "Take the risk," I said, offering her my hand. It was calloused, scarred, and cold. "Take the risk. See if the world still turns when you're not the one spinning it."

      She looked at my hand. She looked at it like it was a ledge she hadn't quite decided to reach for, a structural weakness in her own logic.

      Then she took it. Her palm was cold, her grip surprisingly strong, her fingers tracing the scars on my knuckles with a healer’s curiosity.

      "You can walk beside me," she said, her voice dropping to a whisper that was lost in the wind. "But understand—I don't hire employees. If you break, I will dismantle you."

      "I don't break," I said.

      She turned and pulled me into the darkness of the Devil’s Throat, an alley so narrow our shoulders nearly brushed the weeping stone.
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