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The diamonds were fake. I realized this at precisely the wrong moment, I was suspended forty feet above the Mediterranean, my fingers cramping around a baroque balcony railing while gunfire chipped marble two inches from my skull.

Of course they were fake. The whole damn thing had been too easy.

My right hand slipped. Salt air and expensive perfume twisted together as I swung outward, my body a pendulum with rapidly deteriorating odds. Below, the Monaco coastline glittered like scattered jewelry, beautiful and utterly indifferent to whether I decorated it with my internal organs or not.

“Stewart, status?” The voice crackled in my earpiece.

I didn’t answer. Marcus knew better than to expect check-ins during the operational window, but my handler had been on edge for weeks. Now I knew why.

Another shot punched through the railing. Whoever was shooting had upgraded from warning shots to a genuine murder attempt. I appreciated the clarity.

My left hand found purchase on a decorative cherub. The irony of being saved by a fat stone baby wasn’t lost on me, but I’d contemplate that later, preferably somewhere without active gunfire. I swung my legs up, muscles screaming, and hooked my ankle around the balustrade.

The penthouse suite I’d just robbed blazed with light behind me. I’d bypassed their security in eleven minutes. The safe had been almost insultingly simple. It was a Kreiger & Sons model I’d cracked a dozen times before. The diamonds had been exactly where the intelligence indicated, nestled in blue velvet like they were waiting for me.

Red flag number one: Nothing was ever where it was supposed to be.

I’d ignored it. God, I’d ignored it because I’d wanted this mission finished. I wanted to prove to Marcus, the review board and everyone else that I didn’t need the tactical support they kept pushing on me. I was fine, competent. and unbroken.

My fingers found the edge of the lower balcony. I dropped, controlled, absorbing the impact through my knees. The suite’s French doors were locked, but that had never stopped me before. I pulled the lockpick from my sleeve, the small tools arranging themselves in my grip like piano keys.

The lock clicked. I was inside.

Wrong move.

The realization hit me half a second before the bullet would have. I threw myself sideways as the shot shattered the glass door, rolled behind a leather sofa that probably cost more than my annual salary. My mind was already cataloging the room: Louis XVI furniture, abstract art that looked like a toddler’s tantrum, floor-to-ceiling windows facing the sea. Two exits, the balcony I’d just abandoned and the main door across thirty feet of exposed marble floor.

The shooter would expect me to run for the door.

I pulled the fake diamonds from my pocket instead. In the dim light filtering through sheer curtains, they looked real enough. Cubic zirconia, probably. Good quality. Someone had invested a lot in making this trap convincing.

“Patricia Stewart.” The voice came from the darkness near the bedroom. Male, American accent, and professionally calm. “You’re going to want to stand up slowly. Hands where I can see them.”

I didn’t recognize the voice, but I recognized the tone. Intelligence operative. Probably Cipher Division, given the location and the timing. My mind flipped through faces I’d memorized every active Cipher agent’s photograph two years ago and updated the catalog quarterly. I had a photographic memory for faces, but I was useless with names. The irony used to bother me.

“I’m unarmed,” I lied. The Glock pressed against my spine suggested otherwise, but he didn’t need that information yet.

“We both know that’s not true.”

Fair point.

I stood slowly, hands raised, the fake diamonds still clutched in my right palm. The room’s shadows shifted as he moved, and for a moment I caught his silhouette against the window. Tall, broad-shouldered, moving with the economy of someone who’d spent serious time in combat zones.

“The diamonds are fake,” I said, keeping my voice level. “Which you already know, since this whole thing was a setup.”

“That’s one theory.”

“It’s the only theory that explains why you’re here instead of at whatever bar Cipher agents drink at on Saturday nights.”

He stepped into the light.

Oh. Shit.

I knew him. Not from the photographs but from Bucharest. Five years ago, Ghost Protocol, the mission that had killed three agents and nearly killed me. The one where I’d made decisions I still couldn’t completely justify, even to myself.

Damien Cross.

He looked older than I remembered. Harder. The last time I’d seen him, we’d been tangled in hotel sheets, his mouth on my throat, both of us pretending the next day’s mission wouldn’t change everything. Then everything changed, and I’d left before dawn without a note because that’s what I did. That’s what I’d always done.

His gun didn’t waver. “Patricia Stewart, you’re under arrest for treason, theft of classified materials, and conspiracy to commit espionage against allied nations.”

The words should have shocked me. They didn’t. I’d known something was coming. You didn’t survive ten years in intelligence without developing instincts for when the walls were closing in. I just hadn’t expected the executioner to have eyes I’d once memorized in the candlelight.

“That’s an impressive list,” I said. “Also, complete fiction.”

“The evidence suggests otherwise.”

“Obviously, the evidence was planted.” I gestured with the fake diamonds. “This whole operation was designed to put me somewhere predictable. The Monaco Casino heist, classic high-profile target. Get me in position, frame me for whatever else has been happening, and tie it up with a bow.”

Damien’s jaw tightened. He’d always had a terrible poker face for an intelligence operative, and that hadn’t changed.

“You’re going to have to do better than I was framed,” he said.

“Give me five minutes and access to a secure terminal, I’ll do substantially better than that.”

“That’s not how this works.”

The balcony door behind me exploded.

Damien moved first, tackling me behind the sofa as bullets shredded the upholstery. My elbow cracked against marble. The fake diamonds scattered like stars across the floor. His body covered mine, heavy, solid and professionally impersonal, except for the moment his hand cupped the back of my head to keep my skull from bouncing off the tile.

“How many?” he asked, his mouth against my ear.

I’d counted the muzzle flashes. “Three. Suppressed MP7s, professional spacing. Not Cipher.”

“No.” His voice went grim. “They’re not.”

Which meant we had a mutual problem. The people shooting at us weren’t trying to arrest me, they were cleaning up loose ends. Both of us, probably.

The gunfire paused. Reloading.

Damien’s eyes met mine. Five years dissolved. For a heartbeat, we were back in Bucharest, back when I’d still believed in partnerships, before I’d learned that everyone eventually left, died or betrayed you.

“Do you trust me?” he asked.

“No.”

“Smart.” He reached into his jacket, pulled out a pair of handcuffs. “But we’re doing this anyway.”

Before I could protest, he’d cuffed his left wrist to my right. The metal clicked home with a finality that sent panic skittering up my spine. I hated restraints. I hated being tethered. I hated needing someone else to survive.

“What the hell are you doing?” I jerked against the cuff.

“Keeping you from running.” He pulled me up as the gunfire resumed. “And keeping you from getting yourself killed because you’re too stubborn to accept help. We’re leaving together or dying together. It’s your choice how this goes.”

We ran.

The suite’s main door was reinforced, which bought us maybe ten seconds. Damien moved like he’d memorized the building’s layout—probably had, the man was obsessive about preparation. We hit the hallway at a dead sprint, still cuffed together, my shorter stride forcing him to adjust his rhythm.

“Service stairs,” he said. “Thirty feet, right side.”

“I know where the damn stairs are.”

“Then stop fighting me and run.”

I bit back the retort. He was right, which I hated. My hyper independence had gotten me into this mess ... ignoring Marcus’s warnings, insisting that I could handle the Monaco operation alone. Pride, my oldest enemy.

We crashed through the stairwell door. Below, footsteps echoed. Above, more footsteps. They’d boxed us in.

Damien’s hand tightened on mine, the cuffed one, an involuntary tell. He was scared. Good. It meant that he was still thinking clearly.

“Window,” I said, spotting the narrow opening on the landing. “Third floor. We can make the kitchen awning.”

“That’s a twenty-foot drop.”

“Do you have a better idea?”

The footsteps were getting closer. He looked at me, and I saw the calculation happening behind his eyes. Weighing odds. Counting exits. Making his endless mental lists of contingencies.

“When we hit,” he said, “roll left. I’ll cover right.”

“I don’t need you to ...”

“Patricia, for once in your life, just take the help.”

The words hit harder than they should have. Maybe because they were true. Maybe because they came from him.

I nodded.

We went through the window together.

The fall seemed to last forever and no time at all. Wind, glass and the stupid handcuff jerking our wrists as we dropped. The awning sort of caught us. Industrial canvas, designed to shade the kitchen loading area, not to catch falling intelligence operatives. It tore.

We hit the ground hard.

My shoulder took most of the impact. Pain exploded white and hot, radiating down my arm. Damien rolled, pulling me with him, the handcuff keeping us tangled together. Bullets sparked off the pavement where we’d been.

“Move,” he gasped.

We scrambled behind a delivery truck. My vision swam. Something was wrong with my shoulder. It was probably dislocated, I’d had worse, so much worse.

“You’re hurt.” Damien’s hand found the injury with professional efficiency. I tried not to flinch.

“I’m fine.”

“You’re in shock. Your pupils are dilated and you’re favoring your left side.”

“Medical degree now, Cross? That’s new.”

His jaw tightened again. “I’m going to reset your shoulder. It’s going to hurt.”

“Don’t ...”

He did it anyway. Quick, brutal, efficient. The joint popped back into place and I bit through my lip to keep from screaming. Copper flooded my mouth. The world tilted.

“Breathe,” he said. His free hand, the one not cuffed to me held my face. “Patricia. Breathe.”

I breathed.

The shooting had stopped. Either they’d lost us in the service alley or they were repositioning. We had maybe two minutes.

“Why are you here?” I asked. The words came out steadier than I felt. “In Monaco or tonight. In that specific suite.”

Damien’s expression shuttered. “I was following a lead on a suspected Collective operative.”

“Bullshit. You were waiting for me.”

He didn’t deny it.

The pieces were rearranging themselves in my mind, slotting into place like the locks I picked. The setup had been elaborate. Someone had known my patterns, my capabilities, and my exact operational timeline. Someone with access to the Cipher Division’s intelligence.

“There’s a mole,” I said.

“I know.”

“You think it’s me.”

“The evidence ...”

“It’s manufactured, Jesus. Damien, use your head. If I was actually working for The Collective, would I be hanging off a balcony in a cocktail dress stealing cubic zirconia?”

“You left Bucharest without explanation.” His voice went cold, professional. “Three agents died that night. The mission files were sealed above my clearance level. You disappeared into deep cover for eighteen months. Now you resurface and suddenly classified materials are leaking, operations are compromised, and every trail leads back to you.”

My heart was a fist in my chest. “You’ve been investigating me.”

“I’ve been doing my job.”

“Which is apparently assuming that I’m a traitor based on what? The fact that I didn’t leave you a fucking love note five years ago?”

His hand dropped from my face. “This isn’t about Bucharest.”

“Everything is about Bucharest.”

We stared at each other. The handcuff between us felt like a metaphor for something I didn’t want to examine.

Sirens wailed in the distance. Monaco police. Someone probably. reported the gunfire. We needed to move.

“I have seventy-two hours,” I said quietly. “Before Cipher Division’s execution order processes. You know how this works. Suspected moles don’t get trials. They get black bag operations and unmarked graves.”

Damien’s expression didn’t change, but something flickered in his eyes. Doubt, maybe, or memory.

“Seventy-two hours to prove what?” he asked.

“That someone is setting me up. That the real mole is still active, and that everything you think you know about Bucharest is a lie.” I held his gaze. “I know you don’t trust me. I know you have every reason not to. Right now, I’m the only lead you have, and you’re the only person with clearance high enough to access the files I need to clear myself.”

“So, do you want to make a deal.”

“I want to survive.” The admission cost me. I hated needing anyone, and I hated the vulnerability. But pride was a luxury I couldn’t afford anymore. “Help me clear my name. In exchange, I’ll tell you what really happened in Bucharest.”

The sirens were getting closer. Damien’s free hand moved to his phone, then stopped. Decision point. I could see him weighing options, calculating odds, making those obsessive mental lists of his.

“If you’re lying,” he said slowly, “if this is a play to escape custody or feed me false intelligence...”

“Then you shoot me and tell Cipher Division I resisted arrest. Win-win for your career.”

His mouth twitched. Almost a smile. “You always were terrible at negotiations.”

“Is that a, yes?”

He looked at me for a long moment. I tried not to think about Bucharest, about his hands in my hair and the promises we’d made in the dark that I’d broken by dawn. Tried not to think about how much I’d missed this, the partnership, trust, and the feeling of not being completely alone.

“Seventy-two hours,” he said finally. “But we do this my way. No disappearing. No going off book. You stay where I can see you.”

The handcuff suddenly felt less like a restraint and more like a lifeline.

“Deal.”

He pulled me up. My shoulder screamed in protest, but I bit back the pain. We moved through the service alley like dancers who’d forgotten the steps but remembered the rhythm. The sirens were everywhere now, a cocoon of sound.

“There’s a safehouse,” Damien said. “Forty minutes outside the city. The Old Cipher station, off the grid.”

“Do you think it’s secure?”

“I swept it this morning. If the mole knows about it, we’re already dead anyway.”

Cheerful thought.

We emerged onto a side street. Damien’s car was parked two blocks away, of course he’d positioned an escape vehicle. The man planned for everything. It should have been annoying. Instead, it was almost comforting.

He unlocked the handcuff as we reached the car. My wrist felt strange without the metal, too light. I rubbed the red marks absently, then caught myself arranging the contents of my clutch purse, phone, lockpicks, and the Glock I’d managed to keep concealed. Lining everything up in order of size.

Damien noticed. He always noticed.

“Still do that when you’re anxious,” he said.

“I’m not anxious.”

“Patricia. You just survived an assassination attempt, you’re wanted for treason, and you’re getting into a car with someone who had orders to arrest you. If you’re not anxious, you’re a sociopath.”

“Those aren’t mutually exclusive.”

He did smile then. Small, brief, but real. “Get in the car.”

I got in the car.

He drove fast but not recklessly, taking corners with the precision of someone who’d done tactical driving training somewhere unpleasant. I watched Monaco slide past the windows—casinos and luxury yachts and people who had no idea that in the shadows, people like us were bleeding.

My phone buzzed. Marcus. I ignored it.

“Your handler?” Damien asked.

“Probably wondering why I’m not dead yet.”

“You think he’s the mole?”

“I think everyone’s the mole until proven otherwise.” I shifted in my seat, trying to find a position that didn’t make my shoulder throb. “You mentioned evidence. What do they have on me?”

“Financial records showing payments from a shell corporation linked to The Collective, communication logs with known enemy operatives, classified documents with your digital signature, and a witness who places you at a dead drop in Prague last month.”

“All of which is fabricated.”

“Probably. But it’s good fabrication. Whoever is doing this has both resources and access.”

“And a personal interest in destroying me specifically.” I closed my eyes, thinking. “The Monaco operation, how did you know I’d be there?”

“Anonymous tip.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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The gun felt heavier than it should have. I’d drawn on suspects a hundred times, probably more, if I bothered to count, which I wouldn’t because cataloging past operations was a waste of cognitive resources better spent on the present threat. But standing in that Monaco penthouse suite with my sidearm aimed at Patricia Stewart’s center mass, my hand wanted to shake.

I didn’t let it.

“Patricia Stewart,” I said, keeping my voice level, professional. “You’re under arrest for treason, theft of classified materials, and conspiracy to commit espionage against allied nations.”

She looked exactly like she had in Bucharest. That was the problem.

Five years should have changed her more. Should have added lines around her eyes or hardness to her mouth or something that made her a stranger instead of the woman I’d memorized in a hotel room before everything went to hell. But no. She had the same dark eyes that missed nothing, the same way of holding herself like she was ready to bolt or fight depending on which worked better, and the same slight position of her head when she was calculating odds.

I’d thought about this moment for years. Scripted it mentally during insomnia nights and long surveillance operations. In my version, I was cold, detached, and professional. I listed her crimes methodically and she reacted with either guilt or defiance. Either way, I had my answer about what she’d become.

Reality, as usual, ignored my script.

“That’s an impressive list,” she said. Her voice was bourbon-smooth, undercut with something sharp. “Also, complete fiction.”

“The evidence suggests otherwise.

“The evidence was obviously planted.” She held up her hand, and I saw the diamonds catch the light. Except they weren’t diamonds. My briefing had confirmed the real stones were already in route to a Collective buyer. These were decoys. “This whole operation was designed to put me somewhere predictable. The Monaco Casino heist, classic high-profile target. Get me in position, frame me for whatever else has been happening, and tie it up with a bow.”

She wasn’t wrong. I’d had the same thought when I’d reviewed the operation parameters. It was too neat. Too convenient. Patricia Stewart was a lot of things reckless, secretive, pathologically independent, but sloppy wasn’t on the list.

My jaw tightened before I could stop it. Poker face, Cross. The number of times my training officer had barked that command could probably fill a database.

“You’re going to have to do better than that.” I said.

“Give me five minutes, access to a secure terminal, and I’ll do substantially better than that.”

“Not how this works.”

I was running exit calculations even as we talked. Four potential egress routes from this suite: the balcony she’d come from (compromised by the shooters), the main door (thirty feet of exposure), the service entrance through the kitchen (locked, would take twelve seconds to breach), and the bedroom window (three-story drop to the street, survivable with proper technique). The shooters on the balcony changed the equation. They’d arrived ninety seconds after Patricia, which meant either they’d followed her or they’d been waiting in position.

The second option was more likely. This was a kill box.

The balcony door exploded.

Training overrode thought. I moved, tackling Patricia behind the sofa as suppressed gunfire chewed through Louis XVI furniture that probably cost more than my car. My elbow cracked against marble. I’d have a bruise there tomorrow, assuming there was a tomorrow. Patricia’s body was solid and warm beneath mine.

I cupped the back of her head without thinking, keeping her skull from bouncing off the tile. Her hair was shorter than I remembered. She’d cut it since Bucharest. I noticed that before I noticed we were still being shot at, which was professionally embarrassing.

“How many?” I asked, mouth against her ear. She smelled like expensive perfume and cordite.

“Three. Suppressed MP7s, professional spacing. Not Cipher.”

She’d counted the muzzle flashes during an ambush while pinned under a man who was trying to arrest her. Of course she had. Patricia’s situational awareness had always been supernatural.

“No,” I agreed. “They’re not.”

Which meant my operation had just become significantly more complicated. I was supposed to bring Patricia in for questioning, not engage unknown hostiles in a Monaco penthouse. But the hostiles weren’t giving me much choice, and the fact that they were shooting at both of us suggested that we had a mutual problem.

The gunfire paused. Reloading. I had maybe four seconds.

Patricia’s eyes met mine. Chocolate brown, wide with adrenaline but not panic. She didn’t panic. I’d seen her walk-through fire in Bucharest without her pulse rising above eighty. It was one of the things that had first attracted me to her, that absolute, unshakeable competence.

Also, one of the things that had destroyed me when she’d vanished without explanation.

“Do you trust me?” I asked.

“No.”

“Smart.” I reached for the handcuffs in my jacket. “But we’re doing this anyway.”

I cuffed my left wrist to her right before she could protest. The metal clicked home with a sound that felt final. Patricia jerked against the restraint, and I saw something flash across her face, not anger, but fear. Raw and quickly buried, but I’d seen it.

She hated being restrained. I’d learned that in Bucharest too, the night she’d asked me to hold her wrists above her head and then safe worded out after thirty seconds, breathing hard, her eyes unfocused. She’d never explained why. I’d never pushed.

“What the hell are you doing?” She pulled against the cuff.

“Keeping you from running.” I hauled us both up as the gunfire resumed. “And keeping you from getting yourself killed because you’re too stubborn to accept help. We’re leaving together or dying together. Your choice how this goes.”

We ran.

I’d memorized the casino building layout during my preliminary surveillance—floor plans, security stations, sight lines, timing of guard rotations. The information organized itself in my mind like a checklist: main door reinforced (ten seconds before breach), hallway to service stairs (thirty feet), stairs compromised (footsteps above and below), alternate exit required.

“Service stairs,” I said. “Thirty feet, right side.”

“I know where the damn stairs are.”

“Then stop fighting me and run.”

She did, finally. Our strides synced after a few stumbling steps, her shorter legs forcing me to adjust my pace. The handcuff pulled between us like a leash or a lifeline, depending on your perspective.

We hit the stairwell. Footsteps echoed from both directions, they’d positioned teams to cut off vertical movement. Good tactics. I’d have done the same.

My hand tightened on Patricia’s. Involuntary response. I was scared, which meant I was still thinking clearly. Fear kept you sharp. Overconfidence got you killed.

“Window,” Patricia said, spotting the narrow opening on the landing before I did. “Third floor. We can make the kitchen awning.”

I ran the numbers: twenty-foot drop, industrial canvas awning (weight capacity unknown), armed hostiles in pursuit, approximately eighteen seconds before they had line of sight on our position.

“That’s a twenty-foot drop.”

“Do you have a better idea?”

I counted the exits again, faster. Stairwell up (compromised), stairwell down (compromised), window (high probability of injury), stand and fight (ammunition insufficient for three hostiles, possibly more).

The footsteps were getting closer. I could hear radio chatter—they were coordinating. Professional kill team.

“When we hit,” I said, “roll left. I’ll cover right.”

“I don’t need you to...”

“Patricia. For once in your life, just take the help.”

The words came out harder than I’d intended. But watching her try to solo-operate her way through a kill box was triggering every frustration I’d cataloged over the past five years. She was brilliant, capable and so goddamn determined to do everything alone that she’d rather die than admit that she needed backup.

Like Sophia.

I shoved the thought away. Not the time. Never the time.

Patricia nodded, and we went through the window together.

The fall was three seconds of weightlessness and poor choices. The awning caught us, briefly, before tearing. We hit concrete and I tried to roll, pulling Patricia with me, the handcuff jerking our wrists at an angle that would leave spectacular bruises.

She took the impact badly. I heard her shoulder pop, dislocation, probably and I saw her face go white. But she moved, scrambling with me behind a delivery truck as bullets sparked off pavement.

“Move,” I gasped.

We got behind cover. Patricia’s breathing had gone shallow, rapid. Shock setting in. Her pupils were dilated and she was favoring her left side, cradling the injured shoulder.

“You’re hurt.” I found the injury with my free hand. Dislocated, definitely. The joint was sitting wrong under my fingers.

“I’m fine.”

Liar. But a predictable one.

“You’re in shock. Your pupils are dilated and you’re favoring your left side.”

“Medical degree now, Cross? That’s new.”

Still deflecting with sarcasm. Also, predictable. I’d documented Patricia’s behavioral patterns extensively after Bucharest, occupational hazard of obsessive personality plus unresolved trauma. I had a list somewhere. Probably several lists.

“I’m going to reset your shoulder. It’s going to hurt.”

“Don’t.”

I did it anyway. Quick reduction, the way the combat medic instructor had taught me in Year Two training. Patricia’s whole body went rigid and she bit through her lip hard enough to draw blood.

The guilt hit me immediately. I’d hurt her. Necessary, medical intervention, she’d thank me later when the joint was functional, but I’d still hurt her.

“Breathe,” I said. My free hand moved to cup her face before I could stop it. Old habit. Muscle memory from Bucharest, from nights when I’d learned the geography of her body and the sounds she made when she let herself be vulnerable. “Patricia. Breathe.”

She breathed. I felt her pulse against my palm, too fast but steadying.

The shooting had stopped. I counted four seconds of silence, then five. Either they’d lost us or they were repositioning. I gave us ninety seconds before they swept the service alley.

“Why are you here?” Patricia asked. Her voice was steadier than it should have been. “In Monaco. Tonight. In that specific suite.”

I’d known this question was coming. Had prepared three different responses depending on context. But sitting in a Monaco alley, handcuffed to the woman I’d spent five years trying to forget, with my hand still on her face—none of my prepared answers felt adequate.

“I was following a lead on a suspected Collective operative,” I said.

“Bullshit. You were waiting for me.”

I didn’t deny it. Couldn’t. She’d always been able to read me too easily.

I watched her process the implications. Her eyes went distant, unfocused. It was the expression she got when she was running calculations. Photographic memory plus tactical training made her dangerous in analysis mode.

“There’s a mole,” she said.

“I know.”

“You think it’s me.”

“The evidence ...”

“Is manufactured. Jesus, Damien, use your head. If I was actually working for The Collective, would I be hanging off a balcony in a cocktail dress stealing cubic zirconia?”

She had a point. The operation had been amateur hour, which didn’t match Patricia’s profile. But the evidence file on my tablet was thirty pages of financial records, communication logs, witness testimony. Someone had built a comprehensive case against her.

“You left Bucharest without explanation.” The words came out colder than I’d planned. Professional distance. “Three agents died that night. The mission files were sealed above my clearance level. You disappeared into deep cover for eighteen months. Now you resurface and suddenly classified materials are leaking, operations are compromised, and every trail leads back to you.”

I’d worked that investigation for two years. Built the timeline, tracked the patterns, followed the evidence wherever it led. It had led to her. Always to her.

“You’ve been investigating me.” Something flickered across her face. Hurt or betrayal.

“I’ve been doing my job.”

“Which is apparently assuming I’m a traitor based on what? The fact that I didn’t leave you a fucking love note five years ago?”

The accusation stung because it wasn’t entirely wrong. After Sophia died, I’d promised myself I’d never miss the signs again. Never let personal feelings compromise my judgment. So, when Patricia’s name appeared in the investigation, I’d pursued it with single-minded focus.

Except now, handcuffed to her in a Monaco alley with people actively trying to kill us both, the certainty I’d built felt less solid.

“This isn’t about Bucharest,” I said.

“Everything is about Bucharest.”

We stared at each other. The handcuff between us felt like an accusation or a confession. I wasn’t sure which.

Sirens wailed in the distance. Monaco police. We had maybe three minutes before this location was completely compromised.

“I have seventy-two hours,” Patricia said quietly. “Before Cipher Division’s execution order processes. You know how this works.

I did know. I’d signed off on two such operations in the past year. Both times, the evidence had been solid. Both times, I’d been certain.

I was less certain now.

“Seventy-two hours to prove what?” I asked.

“That someone is setting me up. That the real mole is still active. That everything you think you know about Bucharest is a lie.” She held my gaze, and I saw something in her eyes I’d never seen before, desperation. Patricia didn’t do desperate. “I know you don’t trust me. I know you have every reason not to. But right now, I’m the only lead you have, and you’re the only person with clearance high enough to access the files I need.”

She was right. Again. I had Level 5 clearance, access to sealed operations, relationships with analysts in three different agencies. If there was a mole in the Cipher Division, I had the resources to find them.

If Patricia was telling the truth.

If this wasn’t an elaborate play to escape custody.

If I wasn’t being manipulated the same way I’d been manipulated by Sophia.

“So, you want to make a deal,” I said.

“I want to survive.” The admission seemed to cost her something. Patricia didn’t ask for help. That was basically her defining character trait. “Help me clear my name. In exchange, I’ll tell you what really happened in Bucharest.”

The sirens were getting closer. I pulled my phone from my pocket, finger hovering over the emergency contact that would bring a Cipher extraction team. By-the-book procedure: call it in, transfer custody, and let the investigation proceed through proper channels.

Except proper channels had already tried Patricia, convicted her, and scheduled her execution. In seventy-two hours, she’d be a classified casualty. Another name in the files that nobody talked about.

Just like Sophia.

I looked at Patricia, really looked at her. Injured shoulder, blood on her lip from where she’d bitten through it, eyes that had seen too much and trusted too little. The woman I’d loved in Bucharest had been an optimistic compared to this version. Five years had carved away whatever softness she’d had left.

I’d contributed to that. My investigation, my suspicions, and my inability to just ask her directly what happened instead of building case files in the dark.

“If you’re lying,” I said slowly, “if this is a play to escape custody or feed me false intelligence ...”

“Then you shoot me and tell Cipher Division I resisted arrest. It’s a win, win for your career.”

Her mouth twitched. Almost a smile, but not quite. Gallows humor. We’d both developed that in Bucharest.

I put my phone away.

“Seventy-two hours,” I said. “But we do this my way. No disappearing. No going off book. You stay where I can see you.”

Something shifted in her expression. Relief or calculation. With Patricia, it was hard to tell.

“Deal.”

I unlocked the handcuff. Her wrist was red where the metal had rubbed, and I watched her massage it absently before she started arranging the contents of her clutch purse. Phone, lockpicks, a Glock I hadn’t known she was carrying. She lined them up by size, precise and methodical.

She always did that when she was anxious. Organized things. Created order from chaos. In Bucharest, I’d watched her rearrange an entire hotel minibar by alphabetical order after a mission brief went sideways.

“Still do that when you’re anxious,” I said.

“I’m not anxious.”

“Patricia. You just survived an assassination attempt, you’re wanted for treason, and you’re getting into a car with someone who had orders to arrest you. If you’re not anxious, you’re a sociopath.”

“Those aren’t mutually exclusive.”

I smiled before I could stop myself. There she was—the woman I remembered. Sharp edges and dark humor and absolutely zero patience for bullshit.

“Get in the car.”

She got in the car.

I drove us out of Monaco using Route 3, the secondary coastal road that tourist GPS systems never recommended. Fewer cameras. I kept my speed exactly at the limit—fast enough to clear the area, slow enough not to attract attention.

Patricia was quiet beside me, watching the city lights blur past. The anonymous tip. Someone knew my movements well enough to set Damien on my trail, and they knew Damien well enough to predict he’d come hunting. That narrowed the list considerably. Marcus? He had access to my operational details. But he was my handler, my anchor in the chaotic sea of intelligence work. The betrayal would be personal, deep. The thought slithered through my mental barriers ... someone else from Bucharest. Someone who knew exactly which buttons to push where Damien was concerned.

The car slowed as we left the glittering coastline behind, turning onto a narrow road that wound into the hills. Damien drove with intense focus, his knuckles white on the steering wheel. Every time the headlights caught his profile, I saw the tension in his jaw, the rigid set of his shoulders. He was thinking about it too. The implications. The trap closing around us.

“Do you think it was someone we know,” I said, breaking the silence. Not a question. An observation.

He didn’t look at me. “The Collective specializes in long games. Infiltrations that take decades to mature.”

“Like framing agents for treason?”

“Like turning agents.” His gaze flickered to me in the rearview mirror. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

The unspoken accusation hung between us, thick as the coastal fog now curling around the car. I turned away, staring out at the dark landscape. My shoulder throbbed in time with my heartbeat, a persistent drumbeat of pain. I shifted, trying to ease the pressure, but the movement sent fresh fire lancing down my arm. I clenched my teeth, refusing to let the discomfort show. Weakness was an invitation to abandonment. Always had been.

Damien noticed anyway. Of course he did. “How bad is it?”

“Fine.”

“You’re bleeding.”

I glanced down. A dark stain had spread across the sleeve of my cocktail dress, almost invisible against the black silk. I hadn’t even felt it. Shock or focus. Pain was an old companion. I’d learned to ignore its whispers until they became screams.

“You should have told me,” he said, his voice tight.

“And what? You’d have stopped to apply first aid while assassins were shooting at us?” I kept my tone light, dismissive. “Priorities, Cross.”

He didn’t respond, but his hands tightened on the steering wheel again. We drove in silence for several minutes, the road climbing higher, the air growing cooler. I cataloged the route automatically: three left turns, two rights, the pavement changing from smooth asphalt to rougher, older surface. A deliberate choice to avoid surveillance cameras. Damien was taking no chances.

My mind circled back to the tip. Anonymous. Untraceable, most likely. But nothing was ever truly anonymous in our world. Every action left digital footprints, physical traces, patterns. Patterns were my specialty. I closed my eyes, calling up the faces of every Cipher agent I knew. Who would benefit from setting Damien on me? Who had access to my Monaco itinerary? Marcus was the obvious choice, but it felt too obvious. A frame within a frame. The Collective loved their layers.

“What did the tip say?” I asked, opening my eyes.

“Just a time and location. Monaco Casino, penthouse level, midnight.”

“And you just happened to be in Monaco?”

“I was tracking a lead. The tip came through encrypted channels, high-level clearance. Seemed credible.”

“Convenient.” I shifted again, biting back a gasp as the movement jarred my shoulder. “They knew you’d come.”

“And they knew I’d take the bait.” He glanced at me, his eyes dark in the dashboard light. “They knew about Bucharest.”

The words landed like stones in still water. Bucharest. The ghost between us. The unspoken catalyst for everything that followed. I looked away, my fingers unconsciously straightening the edge of my torn sleeve. Aligning the frayed threads. Order from chaos. Always.

“Does anyone else know?” I asked quietly.

“About us?” He paused. “No. I kept it compartmentalized. As far as the agency is concerned, we were partners on a failed mission. Nothing more.”

“Good.” The relief was sharp, unexpected. I hadn’t realized how much I’d worried that our brief

I hadn’t realized how much I’d worried that our brief, heated history in Bucharest had evaporated entirely from his memory until I saw the flicker of recognition in his eyes back in that suite. The knowledge sat heavy in my chest, an unwelcome weight.

“Anonymous tip,” Damien repeated, his knuckles white on the steering wheel. “Call came through encrypted channels. Knew your alias, your extraction route, everything.” He took a corner too fast, tires protesting against the wet cobblestones. The Monaco lights had faded behind us, replaced by the winding darkness of coastal roads. “Hard to ignore that kind of intel when it matches the evidence stacking against you.”

“Convenient,” I muttered. My shoulder throbbed with each bump in the road, a hot pulse that echoed my racing heartbeat. I focused on the passing scenery – blurred outlines of pines and stone walls – trying to map our location. My photographic memory cataloged landmarks: a distinctive lightning-struck oak, a crumbling stone fountain shaped like a dolphin. We were heading northeast, away from the coast, into the hills. “Did the tip include proof? Or just convenient accusations?”

“Proof can be manufactured.” He sounded grim. “But motive? Means? That’s harder to fake. You had access to every system breached. You were in the right cities at the right times. Your handler vouched for operational secrecy, meaning only you could have leaked the details.” He shot me a glance, sharp and assessing. “Why would Marcus set you up?”

I stiffened. “I didn’t say it was Marcus.”

“You implied everyone’s a suspect. He tops the list.”

“He’s, my handler. He’d have to be phenomenally stupid to frame his own asset.” The defense felt hollow even to me. Betrayal rarely operated on logic. I remembered Marcus’s twitchiness in the days leading up to Monaco, his constant warnings about needing backup I’d dismissed. Had that been genuine concern, or a performance? I shoved the thought down. Paranoia was a useful tool, but it could also be a trap. “Who else knew about Prague? About the dead drop location?”

Damien was silent for a long moment. The only sounds were the engine’s growl and the rhythmic thump-thump of the windshield wipers against a sudden, light rain. “The investigation team,” he said finally. “Myself. The Director. And the source who provided the intel about the drop in the first place.”

“Which was?”

“Classified.”

“Of course it was.” I leaned my head back against the cool glass of the passenger window, closing my eyes. The motion sent a fresh wave of nausea rippling through me. The adrenaline was fading, leaving behind the raw ache of my shoulder and a deeper, creeping exhaustion. I cataloged my injuries: dislocated shoulder (reset, but ligaments screaming), bruised ribs from the fall, possible concussion from the impact. And blood loss. I could feel the damp stickiness where a bullet had grazed my thigh during the initial ambush on the balcony. I hadn’t mentioned it. Small caliber, clean through-and-through. Just a flesh wound. Nothing Damien needed to fuss over. My dress, a sleek, dark number chosen for blending, not durability, was probably ruined.

“Pull over,” I said, my voice tight.

Damien didn’t slow. “Why?”

“I need air.” The lie came easily. The confined space suddenly felt oppressive, the scent of his leather jacket and rain mixing with the coppery tang of my own blood. “Now, Damien.”

He muttered something under his breath but guided the car onto a narrow pull-off overlooking a dark, moon-silvered valley. I fumbled with the door handle, my right hand clumsy with pain and the lingering numbness from the handcuff. Cool, damp air rushed in as I showed the door open and stumbled out, bracing myself against the car’s cold metal. I sucked in deep breaths, trying to steady the world that tilted precariously. The valley below swam in and out of focus.

“Patricia.” Damien was beside me instantly, his hand on my good arm. “Talk to me. What’s wrong?”

“Just the shoulder,” I lied again, forcing a steadiness into my voice I didn’t feel. “And the fall. It rattled me.” I straightened, pulling away from his grip. The movement sent a fresh spike of agony from my thigh up my spine. I swayed.

He caught me before I hit the gravel. His hands were firm, impersonal, but his eyes scanned me with unnerving sharpness. “You’re pale. And you’re favoring your right leg.” His gaze dropped, zeroing in on the dark, damp patch high on the outside of my thigh, barely visible against the black fabric. “Jesus, Stewart. You’re bleeding.”

“Grazed me. On the balcony. It’s nothing.” I tried to push him off. “Let go. We need to keep moving.”

His grip tightened. “It’s not nothing if you’re about to pass out.” He steered me firmly back towards the passenger seat. “Sit. Now.”

The command brooked no argument. I sank into the seat, the leather cool against my skin. He knelt beside the open door, his movements efficient. He pulled a tactical knife from his boot and, before I could protest, sliced carefully through the ruined fabric of my dress, exposing the wound.

Raindrops beaded on his dark hair as he examined the injury. The bullet had indeed grazed me, leaving a furrow about three inches long across the top of my thigh. It was oozing sluggishly, staining my skin dark red.

“Clean,” he muttered, pulling a field dressing from a pouch on his belt. “But deeper than a graze. You’ve lost blood.” He glanced up, his eyes catching the dim light from the dashboard. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Didn’t seem relevant.”

His jaw clenched. “Stubborn to the point of self-destruction.” He applied the dressing with practiced speed, his fingers sure and impersonal. The pressure hurt, but it was a clean, clarifying pain. “This is exactly what got you dangling off that balcony. Exactly why people die in this job, Stewart. Because they refuse to admit they’re hurt.”

The accusation stung, partly because it was true. Admitting weakness felt like inviting disaster. Like painting a target on your back. 
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CHAPTER THREE
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I woke to the smell of antiseptic and old wood. 

My shoulder screamed first, then my thigh joined the chorus. For a disorienting moment, I couldn’t place where I was—the ceiling above me was unfamiliar, rough-hewn beams instead of the smooth plaster of my apartment. Then memory reassembled itself with the systematic efficiency of a debriefing: Monaco. Ambush. Damien. The handcuffs. The fall.

The safehouse.

I sat up slowly, cataloging damage. Someone—Damien, obviously—had changed me out of the ruined cocktail dress. I was wearing a gray t-shirt three sizes too large and a pair of tactical pants that had been rolled up at the ankles. My shoulder was properly bandaged now, the dressing tight and professional. The thigh wound had been cleaned and wrapped. I touched the gauze gingerly, feeling the sting beneath.

He’d undressed me while I was unconscious.

The thought should have triggered panic—vulnerability, exposure, all my carefully maintained defenses stripped away. Instead, I felt oddly calm. Damien had seen me naked before. Had memorized the geography of my body in that Bucharest hotel room, his hands learning the landscape of scars I’d accumulated over years of field work. This was just triage. Medical necessity.

I kept telling myself that.

The room was small, sparsely furnished. A narrow bed, a wooden chair, a single window with heavy curtains drawn tight. The walls were stone, thick enough to muffle sound. Old construction, pre-surveillance era. Smart choice for a safehouse. I swung my legs over the edge of the bed, testing my weight. The thigh protested but held.
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