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            THE SCHOLAR

          

          A SHORT THRILLER

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            TEA COZIES AND CODED MESSAGES

          

        

      

    

    
      Gabriel Kane believed in rituals. He told himself they were for his peace of mind, a way to keep the day structured—to keep his thoughts from wandering too far into the past. His students? They saw him as an eccentric, charming old-school teacher who knew far too much about ancient battle strategies and far too little about fitting into small-town life.

      The kettle whistled, pulling him out of his thoughts. Carefully, Gabriel poured boiling water over the tea leaves, wrapping the pot in his favorite tea cozy—a hand-knitted, dark green cover embroidered with tiny golden globes marking places he’d traveled. Each globe was a nod to the dangerous life he’d left behind.

      Golden sunlight filtered through the kitchen window, casting soft shadows over his collection of vintage globes scattered across the living room. Each one marked a place he’d been—some for work, some for pleasure, others for darker reasons. His gaze lingered on one globe, his fingers twitching toward it before he stopped himself. Don’t do this, he muttered.

      He took his tea to the living room, settling into a worn armchair, the house wrapped in a rare, quiet peace. It was Monday, and in precisely thirty-two minutes, he’d be lecturing high schoolers on the intricacies of ancient Mesopotamian trade routes. This life was safe, structured—exactly what he’d worked for.

      His eyes drifted to the window again, narrowing slightly. Was that the same sedan parked outside since last night?

      Shrugging off the thought, Gabriel sipped his tea, enjoying its warmth. It’s nothing. Just the neighbors. He muttered, “Those who ignore history…” but the words faded into the stillness.

      A knock at the door.

      Gabriel froze, the cup hovering inches from his lips. Muscle memory took over, and he set the cup down, every sense on edge. He listened. Nothing more. Standing slowly, his mind slipped into an old rhythm—the one that kept him alive when the world expected him to be dead.

      The knock wasn’t repeated. Whoever it was had left.

      Moving cautiously to the door, he cracked it open and looked down. A folded piece of paper lay on the doorstep.

      A familiar tightness formed in his chest. The handwriting on the envelope was unmistakable—precise, unmistakably Robert’s, a relic from the old days. No one in this sleepy town wrote notes like this.

      His stomach twisted, a mix of nostalgia, nerves, and something darker.

      He unfolded the paper and read: “Your past has come knocking, Gabriel. Robert needs you. Tonight. The usual place.”

      Robert. His mentor. His handler. The only man who could track Gabriel down when he didn’t want to be found. And, clearly, he had.

      A shiver ran down Gabriel’s spine, the warmth from his tea forgotten. He glanced back at the window, instincts flaring. The sedan was still there.

      Gabriel closed his eyes, taking a long, steady breath. The usual place. He knew exactly where that was. But he’d sworn off that life. He had routines now, a job, students counting on him to lecture them on wars of the past—not to drag himself into another one. But if Robert was in trouble…

      His hand shook slightly as he set the note aside, glancing at the globe on his desk—South America, where he’d once disappeared when things had gone bad. What if you ignored it? What if you let someone else handle this?

      But he knew. There was no “someone else” with Robert.

      With a resigned sigh, he reached into the drawer beneath the globe. His fingers found cold metal—his old, battered pistol. The one thing he’d sworn he’d never need again.

      “So much for quiet,” he murmured, his heartbeat quickening as the past rushed back, unwelcome yet undeniably familiar.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            THE USUAL PLACE

          

        

      

    

    
      The dive bar hadn’t changed in years. Its neon sign flickered sporadically, casting an eerie red glow on the pavement, like a beacon for those who needed to stay hidden. It was the kind of place where no one asked questions because no one wanted answers.

      Gabriel parked a few blocks away and approached on foot, his senses on high alert. That familiar tension settled over him, instincts honed by years of living in the shadows. He glanced over his shoulder. Nothing. But something felt off—a persistent itch between his shoulder blades that wouldn’t go away.

      The door creaked as he stepped inside, the familiar scent of stale beer and cigarette smoke wrapping around him like an old coat. A few patrons turned their heads, but most barely gave him a second glance. Just another face, blending into the background. Exactly the way he liked it.

      Gabriel’s gaze shifted to the corner booth—the usual place. Empty.

      He slid into the cracked leather seat, his back to the wall, eyes sweeping the room. The bartender, a grizzled man with a permanent scowl, gave him a brief nod. Gabriel raised two fingers. Moments later, a whiskey was set in front of him, no words exchanged.

      He took a sip, trying to ignore the gnawing unease. Robert was never late. Precision was his trademark, drilled into Gabriel from day one. Something was wrong.

      Half an hour passed. Then an hour. Gabriel had been trained to wait; patience was as much a weapon as a gun. But this was different. Where was he?

      His fingers tapped a quiet rhythm on the table. Just as he considered leaving, the bar’s back door creaked open. A figure slipped in, keeping to the shadows, face obscured by a hood.

      Gabriel tensed, hand instinctively drifting toward his jacket.

      The figure approached, dropped a small envelope onto the table, and disappeared into the darkness as swiftly as they’d come.

      Gabriel’s eyes tracked the retreating figure before shifting to the envelope. His name was scrawled across it in Robert’s unmistakable handwriting.

      He tore it open, his heart hammering in his chest.

      Inside was a single photograph. Robert, tied to a chair, bruised and bloodied.

      On the back, a message:

      
        
        "Trust no one. They’re coming for all of us."

      

      

      Gabriel’s jaw clenched, the room seeming to shrink around him. He downed the rest of his whiskey, the burn doing little to settle his nerves. The past, it seemed, wasn’t finished with him yet.

      With a final glance around the bar, Gabriel pocketed the photo and stood. He knew where he needed to go—there was someone who might have answers.

      But first, he’d need to dust off some of those rusty old skills.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            CALLING IN A FAVOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Gabriel drove through the stillness of the night, the road stretching out like a quiet reflection of the life he’d tried to build. His fingers drummed on the steering wheel, his mind wrestling with the unease that had taken root ever since he found Robert’s note. The wind whistled through the cracks in his old car’s windows—a reminder of how fragile his peace had always been.

      He turned onto a gravel path leading to a small farmhouse just outside town. The headlights swept over the sagging porch, casting shadows on peeling paint. Margot. The name alone stirred something deep inside him—a mix of nostalgia and regret.

      As he stepped out of the car, Gabriel hesitated. Margot wasn’t just another contact from his past. There was history here, far more complicated than he cared to revisit. But tonight, he needed her help. Whether she’d be willing to give it, that was another matter.

      The door creaked open before he even knocked. Margot stood in the doorway, cigarette dangling from her lips, her silver hair pulled back in a loose knot. Her sharp eyes scanned him with a blend of surprise and something colder.

      “Well, if it isn’t the great Gabriel Kane,” she said, voice laced with sarcasm. “Thought you’d forgotten about us old-timers.”

      Gabriel forced a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I never forget, Margot.”

      “Sure you don’t,” she muttered, stepping aside to let him in. The warmth of the house hit him immediately, the scent of old books, tobacco, and whiskey filling the air. It was like stepping back in time, into a life he’d tried hard to leave behind.

      Gabriel took a seat at the kitchen table, watching as Margot moved with the same graceful efficiency she always had. She poured two glasses of bourbon, setting one in front of him before sitting across from him. The way her fingers lingered on the glass, her eyes avoiding his, told him more than her words ever could. She wasn’t just irritated—she was hurt.

      “So, what brings you back from the dead?” she asked, lighting another cigarette. “Or should I guess?”

      Gabriel exhaled slowly, the weight of the moment pressing down on him. He slid the photo of Robert across the table, observing her face as she picked it up. Her expression didn’t change, but he caught a flicker in her eyes—recognition, then concern.

      “I can’t do this alone,” Gabriel whispered. “I need you.”

      Margot studied the photo for a long moment, then set it down with a sigh. She leaned back in her chair, taking a long drag of her cigarette. “Robert always was good at getting himself into messes. But you... I didn’t expect to see you running after him again.”

      Gabriel’s grip tightened around his glass. “It’s not just about Robert. There’s something bigger happening. Retired operatives are being targeted—Robert’s just the first. I think the Agency is cleaning house.”

      Margot’s eyes narrowed, her jaw tightening. “And you think they’re coming for us next?”

      “I know they are.”

      For a moment, the only sound was the soft crackling of the cigarette between Margot’s fingers. She held his gaze; her look piercing.

      “You left, Gabriel,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “You turned your back on this life—and on me.”

      The words hit harder than any blow. Memories clawed to the surface—the missions they’d shared, nights spent planning, the feeling that it was them against the world. And then, the day he walked away.

      “I didn’t have a choice,” Gabriel replied, his voice rough. “You know that.”

      Margot laughed, a bitter, quiet sound. “There’s always a choice, Gabriel. You just didn’t choose us.”

      Gabriel looked away, her words settling over him like a lead weight. She wasn’t wrong. He had left. And now, years later, he was back—expecting her help without question.

      “I didn’t come to drag you into this,” Gabriel said. “But I need to know what you know. If you’ve heard anything. If there’s a way to stop what’s coming.”

      Margot took another long drag of her cigarette, her eyes never leaving his. For a moment, Gabriel thought she might refuse him—let him face this alone as payback for abandoning her. But then she stubbed out the cigarette and leaned forward, her gaze hardening.

      “I’ve heard whispers,” she murmured. “Old contacts disappearing. Jobs going quiet. And then, about a month ago, someone reached out to me. Someone looking for you.”

      Gabriel’s pulse quickened. “Who?”

      Margot shook her head. “They didn’t give a name. Just said they were part of a new syndicate, cleaning up loose ends. They offered me a lot of money to tell them where you were.”

      Gabriel swallowed. “What did you tell them?”

      A bitter smile crossed her lips. “Told them you were already dead.”

      The tension shifted, the air growing heavier as silence settled between them. Gabriel knew he was asking a lot—more than he deserved.

      “I didn’t come back to hurt you, Margot,” he said. “I just need to make sure we all get out of this alive.”

      She stared at him for a long moment, then finally nodded. “I’ll help. But don’t expect any grand gestures, Kane. I’ve learned to survive on my own, and I’m not going back to being someone’s backup.”

      Gabriel smiled, though it was laced with sadness. “I wouldn’t expect anything less.”

      Margot stood, pouring herself another bourbon before pulling out a small piece of paper from a drawer. She handed it to him.

      “This is what I’ve got. It’s not much, but it’s a start.”

      Gabriel glanced at the coordinates scribbled on the paper, then folded it into his pocket. “Thank you.”

      Margot’s expression softened, if only for a moment. “Just don’t die before you fix this.”

      He nodded, standing to leave. At the door, he paused, looking back at her one last time. “I’m sorry,” he said.

      Margot didn’t respond. She simply turned away, her back to him as the door clicked shut behind him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            A VISIT TO AN OLD FRIEND

          

        

      

    

    
      Gabriel drove down the narrow coastal road, the sound of waves crashing against the shore barely audible over the hum of the engine. The sky was lightening, a pale gray creeping over the horizon, but Gabriel’s thoughts were far from calm. He couldn’t shake the image of Margot’s eyes—her bitterness, the pain lurking beneath her anger. He pushed it aside. Now wasn’t the time to dwell on the past. He needed answers, and Ivan was his best shot.

      The town appeared like a forgotten relic, quiet and unassuming. The kind people came to disappear. Gabriel parked in front of a small locksmith shop, its sign faded and crooked: Petrov’s Locksmith and Repairs. A single light flickered inside.

      Stepping out of the car, Gabriel stretched his legs, inhaling the salty air. He admired how Ivan could blend into places like this—so ordinary, so far removed from the life they once lived. But Gabriel knew better. Behind the shop’s quiet façade, Ivan was as dangerous as ever.

      He knocked twice on the door and waited. A moment later, it creaked open to reveal Ivan Petrov—broad-shouldered, thick-bearded, and grinning like a wolf.

      “Gabriel Kane,” Ivan rumbled, his voice as deep as ever. “I was starting to think you’d forgotten about me.”

      Gabriel smirked. “Hard to forget a guy who tried to break my nose the last time we sparred.”

      Ivan’s laughter boomed through the small shop as he stepped aside, motioning Gabriel in. “That’s because you were getting soft, my friend.”

      Inside, the shop was a cluttered mess of tools, locks, and half-finished wooden carvings. It smelled of sawdust and metal, the air thick with the scent of a man who spent more time with puzzles than people. Ivan moved behind the counter, cracking open a small safe and pulling out a bottle of vodka, the label long faded.

      “Still drinking that swill?” Gabriel asked, raising an eyebrow.

      Ivan shrugged, pouring two glasses. “Keeps the heart strong.”

      Gabriel accepted the glass, taking a sip that burned all the way down. Ivan grinned at his reaction, then leaned against the counter, folding his massive arms over his chest.

      “So, what brings you back into the land of the living?” Ivan asked. “Thought you were done with this life.”

      Gabriel set his glass down, his expression darkening. “I was. But Robert’s in trouble. And from what I’m gathering, we all might be.”

      Ivan’s smile faded, his nod slow. “I’ve heard whispers. Someone’s cleaning house. Targeting old operatives like us.”

      “It’s more than whispers,” Gabriel said, sliding Robert’s photo across the counter. “He’s been taken. And whoever’s behind it is going after everyone who retired. The syndicate has new players in town.”

      Ivan studied the photo, his eyes narrowing. “Robert was always too damn stubborn for his own good.”

      “That’s why I need your help,” Gabriel said, leaning in. “We have to track down the ones responsible—before it’s too late.”

      Ivan let out an inaudible sigh, setting the photo down. He glanced around his shop, as if taking in the peaceful life he’d built, then looked back at Gabriel.

      “Life was simple before you showed up,” he muttered, swirling the vodka in his glass. “Fixing locks, carving wood... not getting shot at.”

      Gabriel smirked. “You always did love a good puzzle.”

      Ivan’s grin returned, though a flicker of something darker showed in his eyes. “True. But puzzles don’t shoot back.”

      He moved to the back of the shop, motioning for Gabriel to follow. They passed through a door into a small workshop filled with tools and schematics pinned to the walls. Ivan knelt by a large safe in the corner, cracked it open with practiced ease, and pulled out a sleek black case.

      “Just in case I got bored,” Ivan said, opening the case to reveal an array of weapons, listening devices, and explosives. “I know how to keep things interesting.”

      Gabriel chuckled, shaking his head. “You always did over-prepare.”

      “You say ‘over-prepare,’ I say ‘survive,’” Ivan replied, closing the case with a satisfying click. “So, what’s the plan?”

      Gabriel leaned against the workbench, his face serious. “Margot gave me a lead. There’s someone new in the game—goes by ‘The Sparrow.’ He’s got deep connections, might know who’s pulling the strings. Last known location is an abandoned warehouse in the industrial district.”

      Ivan’s face darkened. “The Sparrow. I haven’t heard that name in years. If he’s back, it’s messier than I expected.”

      “Messier how?”

      Ivan grabbed a blueprint from the wall and laid it on the workbench, pointing to a spot marked with an X. “The Sparrow’s not just a snitch. He’s the one they send to cover things up. He doesn’t just know who’s in the game—he knows who’s running it.”

      Gabriel studied the blueprint, his mind racing. “So he’s our way in.”

      “And our way out—if he decides we’re worth more alive than dead,” Ivan said grimly. “The guy’s paranoid. We’ll need to play this carefully.”

      Gabriel straightened, grabbing his jacket. “Careful is what I do.”

      Ivan shot him a look. “Last time we did ‘careful,’ you ended up in the hospital.”

      Gabriel rolled his eyes. “And I healed, didn’t I?”

      Ivan chuckled, pulling a small duffel bag from under the workbench and filling it with gear. “Let’s just hope you don’t need to test your healing skills again.”

      They moved quickly, stepping into the cool morning air. Ivan locked the door behind them, taking a last look at his shop before turning to Gabriel.

      “You sure you’re ready for this?” Ivan asked, his tone more serious now. “We’re not the men we used to be.”

      Gabriel’s expression hardened, the familiar weight of the past settling on his shoulders. “No, we’re not. But we don’t have a choice.”

      Ivan clapped him on the shoulder, a grin breaking through the tension. “Good. Let’s go crack some heads.”

      They climbed into the car; the engine rumbling to life as they sped down the coastal road, leaving the quiet town—and the quiet life—behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 5


          

          
            A NEW ALLIANCE

          

        

      

    

    
      The early morning fog clung to the industrial district like a bad memory. Rusted warehouses stretched out in every direction, their once-busy loading docks now left to rot. It was the perfect hiding place—isolated, full of escape routes, and easy to defend if things got messy.

      Gabriel and Ivan moved in silence, navigating the crumbling structures with the practiced ease of men who had spent too many years in places like this. Gabriel glanced at the map in his hand, then at the looming warehouse ahead. This was the place.

      “You sure this Sparrow guy is still here?” Ivan whispered, his voice low but laced with humor. “Or are we just doing a nice little tour of the city’s worst real estate?”

      Gabriel shot him a look, smirking. “You could use the exercise.”

      Ivan chuckled, patting his stomach. “Quiet life’s been good to me. I’m not built for running anymore.”

      They approached the warehouse, staying low and out of sight. A single light flickered above the main entrance, casting a weak, uneven glow. Gabriel paused, scanning the area. No guards. No cameras. Too easy.

      “Something’s not right,” Gabriel muttered.

      “Yeah,” Ivan replied, pulling out a small set of lock picks from his coat. “No one’s tried to shoot us yet. Weird, right?”

      Gabriel nodded, unease prickling through him. He reached for his pistol, pulling it from its holster as Ivan worked on the door. In under ten seconds, the lock clicked open. Ivan grinned. “See? Not rusty at all.”

      “Let’s hope your luck holds,” Gabriel replied dryly, stepping inside.

      The warehouse was dark, save for a few beams of sunlight cutting through broken windows high above. Stacks of old crates and machinery littered the place, offering cover—but also the perfect setup for an ambush.

      They moved cautiously, sticking to the shadows. Silence filled the space, broken only by the distant sound of dripping water echoing through the vast room. Gabriel’s instincts screamed at him to turn back, but he pushed forward. He had to find The Sparrow.

      At the far end of the warehouse, a small office was tucked into the corner, its door slightly ajar. Gabriel signaled for Ivan to hold back, then slipped inside, pistol raised.

      The room was sparsely furnished—an old desk, a single chair, and a dim lamp that flickered weakly. Seated behind the desk, looking like a bird of prey rather than the tiny man he was, sat The Sparrow.

      “Gabriel Kane,” The Sparrow rasped, his voice like sandpaper over stone. “Figured it was only a matter of time before you came knocking.”

      Gabriel didn’t lower his gun. “I need information.”

      The Sparrow’s thin smile glinted in the dim light. “Of course you do. And I’m sure you’re willing to pay for it. But the question is, can you afford my price?”

      Before Gabriel could respond, Ivan stepped in, his presence filling the small space like a thundercloud. “Sparrow, you slimy little weasel. Still selling out your own mother for a dollar?”

      The Sparrow’s smile faltered, just for a second. “Ah, Petrov. I see you’ve brought the muscle. How charming.”

      Gabriel’s patience was thin. “Enough with the games. Robert’s been taken. You know who’s behind it.”

      The Sparrow leaned back in his chair, fingers steepled. “I might. But things have changed since you retired, Kane. The world’s more dangerous now. The people you’re dealing with... they’re not just after you. They’re after everyone. The entire network.”

      “What network?” Ivan growled.

      The Sparrow’s smile returned, sly and knowing. “The one you thought you’d left behind. The network of every assassin, every operative, every ghost who ever worked for the agency. They’re being hunted. Systematically eliminated. Your dear Robert… well, he was just the first.”

      Gabriel felt an icy knot form in his stomach. He had expected danger, but this? This was bigger than anything he’d imagined. “Why now? What are they after?”

      The Sparrow’s eyes flickered with something close to fear. “Something from the old days. Something… we were all a part of, but didn’t know it. A mission. A piece of intel. Whatever it is, they think it’s still out there. And they think one of you has it.”

      Ivan took a step forward, looming over The Sparrow. “And you don’t know what it is?”

      The Sparrow raised his hands, palms out. “I’m just the messenger, boys. But I know this—whoever’s behind this has deep pockets and deeper connections. They’re playing for keeps. And if you don’t find Robert soon, he’ll be just another name on their list.”

      Gabriel lowered his gun, mind racing. This was bigger than Robert. Bigger than any of them. He had to find the others, warn them. But first, he had to get Robert out alive.

      The Sparrow seemed to sense the shift in Gabriel’s resolve. He leaned forward, elbows on the desk. “I could help you, you know. For the right price.”

      Gabriel’s voice dropped, calm but lethal. “You think you’re in control here, Sparrow?” He leaned close, his voice a whisper. “I’ve watched men like you fall harder than you can imagine. And I’ve made sure they never got back up.”

      The Sparrow’s eyes darted around, his usual smirk faltering. “You wouldn’t dare, Kane. You’re not that man anymore.”

      Gabriel’s hand gripped the back of The Sparrow’s chair, just enough to make it creak. “That’s what you’re betting on?” He tilted his head, his voice low and cold. “You’re about to find out just how wrong you are.”

      The Sparrow swallowed hard, his gaze flitting to the door as though seeking an escape. “Alright, alright—" his voice cracked. “I get it.”

      Gabriel didn’t release his hold. “Here’s what you’re going to do. Tell me where Robert is—and fast. Or I’ll leave just enough of you for them to find and assume you betrayed them.”

      A bead of sweat rolled down The Sparrow’s temple. His voice, panicked, finally sputtered, “Alright! The old factory complex, outskirts of the city. But they’ll know you’re coming.”

      Gabriel straightened, his face unreadable. “I hope they do.”

      Ivan leaned in, flashing a grin. “Appreciate it, Birdy. Keep your beak clean, and maybe we won’t have to come back.”

      The Sparrow scribbled something on a scrap of paper and handed it to Gabriel. “There’s an old factory complex on the outskirts of the city. They’ve set up shop there, for now. But be careful. They’ll be expecting you.”

      Gabriel pocketed the note, turning to leave with Ivan close behind. Just as they reached the door, The Sparrow called out, voice edged with fear.

      “Kane… be careful. These people—they’re watching everyone. One wrong move, and they’ll know.”

      Gabriel didn’t look back. “I know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 6


          

          
            THE FACTORY COMPLEX

          

        

      

    

    
      The abandoned warehouse loomed ahead like a forgotten relic, its rusted metal beams and shattered windows casting long shadows across the cracked pavement. The faint glow of city lights in the distance barely touched this place, as if even the world outside had given up on it. Gabriel’s instincts screamed at him—this wasn’t just a hideout; it was a trap waiting to spring.

      “You sure about this?” Ivan whispered, crouching behind a stack of crates near the entrance. His sharp gaze scanned the building with the kind of wariness that came from years of knowing when things were about to go sideways.

      “No,” Gabriel muttered, his eyes fixed on the looming structure. “But it’s the only lead we’ve got.”

      They both knew this would not be easy. The Sparrow wasn’t just a snitch—he didn’t earn that name because he chirped information easily. He was slippery, dangerous, and more than likely had eyes on them long before they’d gotten close.

      Ivan checked the clip on his gun, sliding it back into the holster with a quiet click. “Got a bad feeling about this.”

      “You always have a bad feeling,” Gabriel said, glancing at the entrance for any sign of movement.

      “Yeah, but this time it’s justified,” Ivan replied, his gaze narrowing. “Feels too quiet.”

      Gabriel nodded. The silence was thick, pressing down on them—a sure sign trouble was waiting. He moved forward, keeping low as they approached the door. Its rusted hinges groaned as Gabriel carefully pushed it open, the sound cutting through the still air.

      Inside, the warehouse was a labyrinth of broken-down machinery and scattered debris. Their footsteps echoed, the floor creaking under their weight. Gabriel kept his hand close to his gun, senses sharp, waiting for the slightest hint of movement.

      “Over there,” Ivan whispered, pointing to a dimly lit office tucked into the far corner of the warehouse. A faint light flickered behind grime-covered windows.

      Gabriel nodded, motioning for Ivan to follow. They moved swiftly, sticking to the shadows. Every instinct Gabriel had screamed trap, but they couldn’t turn back now.

      As they reached the office door, Gabriel signaled for Ivan to cover him. He pressed his back against the wall, gun drawn, and listened. Muffled voices came from within. Someone was inside.

      Without hesitation, Gabriel kicked the door open, his gun aimed and steady. Inside, a wiry man with sharp, bird-like features jumped to his feet, knocking over his chair.

      “The Sparrow,” Gabriel said, his tone icy.

      The man’s eyes darted between Gabriel and Ivan, a flash of panic breaking through his practiced calm. “I—I didn’t expect you so soon.”

      “You’re lucky I didn’t expect you to pull a gun,” Gabriel replied, his gaze unyielding.

      The Sparrow raised his hands, voice trembling. “I’m not armed. I’m not stupid.”

      “No?” Ivan stepped forward, his presence filling the cramped office like a storm cloud. “Then explain why we’re standing here instead of shooting you.”

      The Sparrow’s gaze flicked to the window, as if calculating his chances of escape. Gabriel wasn’t in the mood for games.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Gabriel said, his gun unwavering. “We’re not here to play. You know why we’re here. Start talking.”

      The Sparrow hesitated, letting out a shaky breath. “Look, I don’t want any trouble. I didn’t ask for any of this.”

      “Too late for that,” Ivan growled. “You know who’s hunting us. You know who took Robert. Now, you’re going to tell us everything.”

      At the mention of Robert’s name, The Sparrow’s face turned pale. He backed up until he hit the desk, his nerves visibly shot. Gabriel could see the fear in his eyes—the kind that came from realizing he was in way too deep.
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