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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Moscow State Secondary School No. 47, November 15, 1993

      The staff room at School Forty-Seven smells of sweat and decades of state-issued despair. Snow pounds the windows, stacking up against the glass like it’s trying to block us out from the rest of the world. The creaking radiators barely manage any heat, but Anya’s skin feels like fire beneath my hands.

      Her lips taste like the strawberry balm she smuggled back from her cousin in Berlin. Her fingers tangle in my hair as I press her against the bookshelf. Pushkin and Dostoevsky watch our little rebellion from their faded spines.

      “Aleksandra,” she breathes against my mouth. “What if someone comes?”

      “School ended an hour ago.” I place rough kisses against the soft skin of her throat, making her whimper. Her scent, a mix of stale soap and teenage hormones, makes my heart beat faster. “This place is dead now. There’s no one here. You think teachers hang around here any longer than they have to?”

      She arches against me as my fingers slip beneath her uniform skirt. This is what I want. This intensity. This wildness. It fills my head and has nothing to do with politics, proper behavior, or the boys who orbit me with their pathetic devotion.

      This.

      Anya gasps as my fingers push below her underwear, past the smoothness of her skin, the soft hair, and between her lips. She’s already swollen despite her protests. I’ve touched her enough now to know how much she wants this, and she moans in my ear as I fumble with her clit, the key to opening her legs. The moment they do, I push in further to touch her properly, slide inside. Her eyes flutter shut, and I gasp too as her wet warmth grips me tight. I push my fingers in further and then back out, repeating the movement, over and over, reveling in how hot and sticky I make her. My clit throbs with excitement so hard it’s as though I’m touching myself. Last time she came over my fingers and I made her lick it, then didn’t wash my hand all day.

      Her weight under my wrist gets heavier and I know her knees are weakening. I know because she tells me that’s how it feels. Anya never touches me. Only I bring pleasure to her, then she watches as I bring pleasure to myself.

      But today I can’t wait. I reach under my skirt, past damp underwear and groan when my fingers feel how huge my clit has grown. I will come hard as I watch her face, my fingers working their magic.

      We’ll come together.

      The door creaks open behind us.

      I almost ignore it—nothing should stop us now, not when we’re this close. But Anya’s eyes snap wide with terror, and I recognize that look. That primal fear, like the deer I hunt with my grandfather. That moment when they realize the hunter has found them. I slip my hands out from under our skirts and turn slowly, keeping my body between her and whoever just walked in on us.

      Literature teacher Arkady Petrov stands in the doorway like death in a regulation cheap suit. His thin face wears a smile that makes every instinct I have scream danger. His eyes catalog what he’s seeing, taking his time, knowing he has the upper hand.

      “Well, well.” His voice is soft, almost oily. “What fascinating after-school activities we have here.”

      Anya scrambles to fix her skirt, her entire body shaking. I’m already working all the angles to get us out of this. One door. One window, three stories up. No other exits.

      “Mr. Petrov.” I keep my tone respectful. “We were just leaving.”

      “Oh, I don’t think so.” He closes the door behind him, the coffin lid sliding into place. “Sit down, both of you. We need to have a serious discussion about appropriate behavior.”

      Anya drops into a desk chair like her legs gave out. Her face has gone whiter than the snow outside. I remain standing because sitting feels like surrender, and I don’t surrender.

      “Aleksandra.” His voice sharpens. “Sit down. Now.”

      “I will continue to stand.”

      His smile gets wider, hungrier. “Of course you will. Always been difficult, haven’t you? Always thinking you’re better than the rest of us.”

      He moves closer, and I track every step. He favors his left leg—old injury, probably from the war. Weakness I can use if this goes where I think it’s going.

      “You know, I’ve been watching you two for weeks.” He backs me up against the edge of the desk, and I glance over my shoulder, looking for anything I can use to potentially fend him off. “The way you look at each other. The touching. The notes you pass. It’s disgusting.”

      “There’s nothing disgusting about⁠—”

      “Quiet!” His voice cracks like a whip. Anya flinches so hard she nearly falls out of her chair. “I’m talking. You’re listening. That’s how this works.”

      He hovers over me, a predator sizing up prey, giving occasional glances towards Anya. “Now, I could report this to your parents. To the school administration. Can you imagine what they’d think about their precious daughters engaging in such... unnatural activities?”

      The fire in my system turns to ice. Father would kill me. Not metaphorically. He’d actually put a bullet in my head before he’d let me embarrass him.

      “But,” Petrov continues, and his voice drops to something that makes my skin crawl, “we could reach a different understanding. A private arrangement between the three of us.”

      He’s close enough now that I can smell him: coffee, cigarettes, and the stench of sad desperation. Yet, he reaches toward my face with the confidence of a man who thinks he’s already won.

      “You’re a beautiful girl, Aleksandra. Beautiful girls have opportunities that others don’t.”

      His fingers brush my cheek. I let him touch me, keeping my face blank while my mind calculates the exact amount of force needed to make this stop.

      “I could teach you things,” he whispers, his breath hot against my ear. “Important things. How to please a man properly. How to show gratitude for protection and discretion.”

      His hand slides down to my shoulder, then grabs my breast roughly. I freeze as he reaches for his belt with his other hand.

      “Let’s see what that pretty mouth can do.” His fingers fumble with his trousers. “Those full lips...” Anticipation forms in beads of sweat on his forehead, and when he frees himself, I feel the gentle nudge of him press against me. “How to behave like a proper young woman should.”

      I move faster than thought.

      The letter opener I glanced at earlier screams at me—silver, sharp, probably a teacher’s inheritance from a long-dead relative. My hand closes around it in one fluid motion. No hesitation. No moral debate. Just action.

      The blade goes between his ribs in one clean thrust. He makes a sound, half gasp, half wheeze. His eyes go wide with shock, then confusion, like he can’t quite believe what just happened.

      “You—” he begins, then it chokes in his throat.

      I twist the blade and step back. He staggers, looks down at the handle protruding from his chest. His hands reach toward it. Red spills across his once-white shirt. Then he collapses like a marionette with cut strings.

      The silence that follows is complete. No sounds from outside. No heating system groaning. No breathing from Anya, who’s frozen in her chair like a statue.

      I look down at Mr. Petrov. His eyes stare at nothing. Blood spreads slowly beneath him, dark against the scuffed wooden floor.

      I feel nothing but calm.

      That should terrify me. Instead, it feels like the most natural thing in the world.

      “Aleksandra?” Anya’s voice is barely a whisper. “What did you do?”

      I turn to look at her. She’s pressed back in her chair, hands covering her mouth, tears streaming down her cheeks like she’s watching the world end.

      “I protected us.”

      “You killed him!”

      “Yes.”

      My answer is simple. True. Unchangeable. Yet it gives my actions form, a new reality, as though I had written them in chalk.

      I walk to his desk and pick up the telephone. My hands are perfectly steady as I dial the number I’ve memorized but hoped I’d never need—the emergency line that connects directly to my father’s private office.

      “Major Sokolov speaking,” the voice answers.

      “This is Aleksandra Volkonsky,” I say. “I need to speak to Colonel-General Volkonsky immediately. Tell him his bastard daughter has a situation that requires his help.”

      “One moment, Miss Volkonsky,” he replies with crisp military control. If he is surprised, he doesn’t let it leak into his voice. “If you can give me the details, I can ensure you receive assistance.”

      I explain my situation and am almost surprised to realize he seems primed to take such a call. Perhaps my father has warned his staff about me.

      I hang up and look at Anya, who’s staring at me like I’ve turned into someone or something she doesn’t recognize. Maybe I have.

      “They’ll be here in fifteen minutes,” I tell her calmly. “You need to go and act like you were never here. You went straight home after school. If anyone asks, you were with your grandmother helping her with her sewing. Do you understand?”

      She nods frantically, tears still streaming.

      “Go. Use the back stairs. Don’t let anyone see you.”

      She stumbles toward the door, then stops and looks back. “Aleksandra, I⁠—”

      “Go,” I say firmly, but my tone isn’t unkind. “And Anya? This afternoon didn’t happen, not us, or what you saw, or even this conversation. None of it.”

      She runs like the building’s on fire.

      I sit down in the largest leather chair and wait. Blood continues spreading across the floor in interesting patterns, following the natural slope of the room. Soon it will reach my shoes. I should probably move, but I don’t. There’s something about the way it flows around the desk legs that mesmerizes me.

      Fourteen minutes later, two men I don’t recognize arrive. They wear dark suits and carry bags they begin to unpack, barely glancing in my direction. A plastic body bag is unfurled, opened, and laid out. Between them, they lift Petrov, rough and fast, without checking his pulse, then my mother arrives.

      She surveys the scene with the detached interest of a scientist examining a specimen. Her eyes linger on the letter opener, still jutting from Petrov’s chest. Then she looks at me.

      “Tell me exactly what happened,” she asks as Petrov’s ashen face disappears beneath the rising zipper.

      I tell her everything: every word he said, every move he made, every decision I took in response. Mother listens without interruption, her jaw tensing—the only tell of her concern.

      “I can’t help you with this, Aleksandra,” she says, her voice measured. “You’ve gone too far this time. It will be your father who decides what happens now.”

      “And what will he do with me?”

      “I don’t know.” Her honesty is more frightening than any lie. “I honestly don’t know.”

      “I’m not sorry,” I tell her, as I tilt my chin up and meet her disappointed gaze. She lets out a huff of air and averts her eyes.

      I mean what I say. Colonel-General Volkonsky may worry my mother and even his legitimate family, but not me.

      The men mop the last of the blood from the floor, gathering cloths and gloves in a large trash bag, taping it tightly closed, and throwing it on top of the body bag now waiting by the door.

      All that remains of Arkady Petrov is a patch of worn wood, paradoxically burnished to a shine by his own blood.

      “You are too much like your father.” She drops a bag on the floor in front of me. “You are to undress. Leave everything here. There are clean clothes in there.” She nods to the bag between us. “Your father will meet us at home.”
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      Provence, Present Day

      The raspberries are overripe this year. Sun-fat and barely hanging on, their skins split at the lightest pressure, bleeding juice before I can coax them into the basket. I prefer them like this: savage with sweetness. On the edge of decay. The kind of fruit you don’t eat politely but with your fingers, staining every part of your lover’s body they touch.

      The vines stretch in disciplined rows behind me, orderly and expectant, waiting for the cool nights to finish what summer started. We grow Grenache and Mourvèdre mostly, tucked into the hills just east of Saint-Saturnin-lès-Apt, where the air tastes of limestone and lavender. From this height, you can see the ocher cliffs in the distance, glowing like embers against the sky.

      The house is older than it looks: drystone walls, blue shutters faded to gray, a tiled roof that sings when the mistral hits. We don’t advertise. We don’t host weddings. We don’t sell the wine we grow, at least not directly. This place was never meant to be shared with anyone other than my closest allies. My chosen family.

      I kneel between two raspberry canes on the north slope, where the sun softens by afternoon and the soil stays cool underfoot. A basket rests at my hip, half full of berries so dark they bleed garnet. They’ve reached the dangerous stage, where one touch too eager turns promise into pulp.

      I pluck one from the cane. It’s warm from the sun, velvet skin giving way to pulp and seed and sugar. I’m about to place it in the basket when I see her.

      A woman, walking down the cypress-lined path like she belongs here.

      She doesn’t.

      My hand tightens. The raspberry bursts between my fingers with a soft, wet squelch. Juice slides down my palm, sticky and dark. The scent rises, heady, cloying, almost obscene.

      And just like that, I’m back to where this life started.

      Anya. Thighs parted. Breath catching. My fingers buried in her soft heat. That same ripeness. That same surrender. A sweetness that clung to my skin all day, long after I’d made her taste herself.

      I blink the memory away, but the scent of fruit and long-past innocence lingers in the heat.

      The woman is closer now, but she still hasn’t seen me. She never does until it’s too late. Nothing ever changes.

      Yelena Federova. The woman who taught me that cruelty could wear Chanel and still leave fingerprints on your throat. Her hair catches the afternoon light, auburn threaded with silver she’s stopped bothering to hide. The linen of her shirt sticks to her collarbone where perspiration has begun to gather, but she hasn’t acknowledged the heat. She never acknowledges weakness, not even from the Provençal sun.

      My first mirror. My first equal, for a time. My first lesson: how hunger masquerades as strategy until it’s impossible to tell the two apart.

      We bled together at Vympel. Learned anatomy from cadavers whose skin had the same temperature as the training rooms in January. Practiced pressure points on each other until we knew precisely how much force would incapacitate, how much would maim, how much would kill, though mercifully, neither succeeded on the latter score. For three years, we existed in the space between partnership and predation, close enough to share breath during sparring, intimate enough to know exactly which nerve clusters would drop the other to her knees.

      The sex had been reconnaissance. Each touch designed to gather intelligence, every gasp cataloged for future use. We fucked the way we sparred, looking for openings, testing defenses, never quite letting our guard down, even in climax. Each encounter was a field report disguised as intimacy, intelligence gathering conducted with teeth and tongue and the kind of focused attention that could break someone’s resolve as efficiently as breaking their bones.

      There were others after Vympel. My husband, of course, poor, doomed Lev with his lithium empire and his pathetic need to be dominated by a woman who understood power. And a succession of women, before, during, and after my marriage to him. Each one selected, consumed, and ultimately discarded when she’d served her purpose. Brilliant creatures, beautiful creatures, all of them delicious in their own way. But make no mistake, every one of them served a purpose.

      But Yelena was a constant thread running through it all. Our country made that cyclical hunger inevitable. For twenty-five years, we maintained this dance, with months apart, then she’d appear with a task and a reckoning that left us both bruised and satisfied and already calculating the next encounter.

      Until I renegotiated my terms with Moscow. Until I stopped being anyone’s asset to handle.

      I watch her approach from my position among the canes. She’s scanning the vineyard with that automatic awareness that never switches off, cataloging exits, sight lines, potential threats. Old habits from a woman who’s spent decades believing she controls the uncontrollable.

      Twenty-odd years ago, this might have entertained me.

      Federova doesn’t visit without reason. Never has. Our relationship, professional, personal, and sexual, exists in carefully defined parameters we’ve negotiated over years of mutual fascination, necessity, and mistrust. She calls when Moscow needs something. I answer when it suits me. We dance around each other with the dangerous familiarity of former lovers and former enemies who know exactly where all the scars are hidden.

      But showing up unannounced and here? That’s new.

      That’s concerning.

      I stay perfectly still, watching her pause at the twisted old olive tree where the path splits toward the house and the winery. She’s older than when I last saw her eighteen months ago. The years are catching up, gravity winning its slow war against the sharp beauty that once made her so effective in the field.

      She turns toward the house, and I could let her go. I could stay with the blood of the raspberries and deal with whatever brought her here on my terms, in my time.

      But that would suggest I’m hiding from her.

      I’m not hiding from anyone.

      I stand, brushing soil from my knees. The movement catches her attention, a peripheral awareness that never fully switches off. She turns, and when she sees me, her mouth curves into what might pass for a smile if you didn’t know how to read the calculation behind it.

      “Suzette.” Her voice carries across the vineyard with that blend of assumed authority and intimacy she’s relied on for too many years. The Russian accent has been softened by decades of international work, but it’s still there in the way she shapes my new name. At least she knows better than to call me Aleksandra; that would be unforgivable. Even if I remember the way she said it during those long nights when we’d fight and fuck and fight again until neither of us could tell where the mission ended and the personal began.

      “Yelena.” I don’t move toward her. I don’t invite her closer. The same distance I’ve maintained out of respect. My wife never had to lower herself to asking me to stop seeing Yelena. She would have simply killed her. “This is unexpected.”

      “Is it?” She begins walking in my direction with unhurried confidence. “You’ve been very quiet lately. Too quiet.”

      I pick another raspberry, perfectly ripe, and place it carefully in my basket. “I’ve been busy.”

      “Growing fruit.” There’s amusement in her tone, tinged with something that might be condescension. “How… domestic.”

      She stops just outside the natural boundary of my personal space: close enough to assert familiarity, far enough to maintain respect.

      “What do you want, Yelena?”

      Her smile widens, revealing teeth that are still perfect, still white. “Direct as always. I’ve missed that about you.”

      I wait. Silence is my weapon.

      “There’s been talk,” she says finally. “In certain circles. About your… extracurricular activities.”

      My hand stills on the raspberry cane. “I’m afraid you’ll have to be more specific.”

      “Your recent investments. Your business partnerships. The people you’ve been seen with.” Her eyes are steady on mine, searching for a reaction. “Moscow is… curious.”

      Curious. Such a delicate word for what I know is really suspicion, investigation, and surveillance. The machinery of state paranoia grinds slowly but inevitably toward anyone who operates outside its direct control.

      “I’m retired,” I say mildly.

      “Are you?” She steps closer now, close enough that I can smell her perfume, expensive, French, chosen to project sophistication and power. “Because from where I sit, it looks like you’re busier than ever.”

      The raspberry in my fingers is warm and soft. I could crush it so easily. Instead, I place it gently in the basket with the others.

      “What exactly are you suggesting?”

      “I’m not suggesting anything.” Her hand moves almost imperceptibly toward her purse. Not a weapon. Federova is too smart for crude intimidation. Documents, perhaps. Photographs. Evidence of whatever suspicions have brought her here. “I’m simply observing that retirement seems to agree with you remarkably well for someone with your… background.”

      Is she really here on some sort of crude fact-finding mission? Surely she can’t have sunk to such low levels.

      But it seems someone’s been watching me. Perhaps I’ve grown too comfortable believing I’m being left alone. If there has been chatter, questions about my businesses, my associates, and my new life, then those questions Moscow won’t like, especially when they don’t have answers. Is Federova here to determine whether I’ve become a problem that needs solving?

      The interesting question is whether she’s here as a friend or an enemy.

      With her, the distinction has always been academic.

      “I appreciate your concern,” I say, my voice carrying just enough edge to remind her I’m not one of her helpless assets. “But as you can see, I’m perfectly content with my quiet life.”

      Her laugh has edges that could draw blood. “Quiet. Yes, that’s one word for it.”

      She reaches into her purse and withdraws a manila envelope. Thick. Heavy. Whatever it contains, she holds it with conviction, no doubt believing its contents will change the balance of power in this conversation.

      “Perhaps you’d like to explain these to me?”

      I take the envelope. Inside are photographs: surveillance shots taken with a long lens. Me entering a building in Geneva. Me sitting across from Giuseppe Caldado, an arms dealer with connections to nearly all conflicts in Eastern Europe. Me shaking hands with a woman who runs money-laundering operations through three different casino networks.

      All perfectly innocent meetings if you know the context.

      All perfectly damning if you don’t.

      “Interesting,” I murmur, flipping through the images with casual indifference. “Someone’s been very thorough.”

      “Someone always is.” Federova’s voice has lost its amused tone. “The question is whether that someone considers you an asset worth protecting or a threat worth eliminating.”

      And finally we reach the real conversation: the play beneath the game.

      She wants something from me. Something more than money, more than information, more than the occasional favor that defined the later years of our relationship.

      She wants control.

      And she’s prepared to use whatever leverage these photographs represent to get it.

      I close the envelope and hand it back to her. “These could be anything.”

      “They could be.” She slips the envelope back into her purse with satisfied precision. “But we both know they’re not.”

      A bee buzzes past my ear, heavy with pollen and summer heat. In the distance, I hear a tractor starting up, one of my local vintners beginning their afternoon work.

      Normal sounds. Peaceful sounds. The kind that belong to life here, far from Moscow’s paranoia and Washington’s suspicion or London’s endless bureaucratic scheming.

      “What do you want, Yelena?” I ask again, because the dance has reached its inevitable conclusion.

      Her smile falters, just for a moment, before reforming into something more honest. More desperate.

      “There’s someone we need you to reach.”

      I almost smile. Moscow has a problem, and they need the one person who’s never failed to come to their rescue: the person who could turn a priest into a smuggler, a banker into a money launderer, a politician’s wife into a blackmail operation.

      Me.

      “Someone?” I let mild curiosity color my voice, though we both know I’m already three steps ahead of wherever this conversation is going.

      “Someone important. Someone with access.” Her professional mask is slipping now, revealing the pressure she’s under. “Someone who’s proven… resistant to conventional approaches.”

      I almost laugh. Conventional approaches. As if Moscow’s idea of subtlety isn’t a polonium cocktail or a convenient fall from a high window.

      “And you thought of me.”

      “We always think of you.”

      Is she desperate? She must be, to use honesty to win me over.

      “There’s never been anyone you couldn’t turn, Aleksandra. Never been a target you couldn’t manipulate into exactly what we needed them to become, or deliver us the impossible.”

      She’s right, of course. It is my gift, seeing what people want most, what they fear most, and using that knowledge to reshape them into willing instruments. The same gift I used on her, night after night, year after year, until we both forgot whether we were fucking or fighting or simply destroying each other by degrees.

      I was very, very good at making people into toys.

      “And if I decline?”

      “Then I’m afraid your quiet retirement might become significantly less quiet… and somewhat shorter than you’d hoped it might be.” The threat returns, and this time she adds teeth. The photographs were just theater, a show of strength before getting down to the endgame.

      I look at this woman who’s haunted the edges of my life for too many years, who’s been sent here not as a hunter but as a supplicant, who’s traveled all this way to ask for the one thing I’ve always been best at.

      And I smile again.

      Because Yelena Federova has made the same mistake everyone makes with me.

      She thinks this is about leverage, threats, and compliance: how to force or coerce my cooperation.

      But I’ve been playing this game since I was sixteen years old, and I know the real negotiation isn’t whether I’ll take the job.

      It’s how much Moscow is willing to pay for it.

      And my rates have gone up considerably since retirement.

      “Well,” I say, bending to collect my basket of overripe raspberries, fruit so dark and sweet it’s guaranteed to stain everything it touches. “I suppose we’d better go inside and discuss my fee.”
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      Provence, Present Day

      I lead Yelena through the house without speaking. Past the kitchen where hanging copper pots catch the afternoon light, past the sitting room with its faded Persian rugs and up the stone steps worn smooth by centuries of past vintners.

      My study is in the southern corner of the villa. I chose this room because of the consistent soft light which flows through windows on both walls, although heavy curtains can seal it completely when privacy demands. Bookshelves crammed with publications in five different languages line the rest of the room. An eclectic mix of first editions—Voltaire, Balzac, Beauvoir—alongside my more frivolous guilty pleasures, such as those fast and dirty reads written by Anna Stone. Now there is a woman I’d like to compare strategies with one day. They sit apart from my more practical collection on viticulture, soil composition and a waterboarding-for-dummies manual. A rosewood desk dominates the center, its surface clear except for a leather blotter, a Montblanc pen and a crystal paperweight that conceals a recording device.

      This is where I conduct my real business when in Europe. From multi-million acquisitions to the orchestrated downfall of more than one government. It’s always so much easier when a head of state departs voluntarily of their own free-will rather than in uncivilized blood-shed. I smile every time I think of the unfortunate fates of the men who thought themselves untouchable.

      “Amber has gone to the village,” I say, settling into the leather chair behind my desk. I don’t mean to frighten Yelena by announcing my wife’s proximity but rather to give her the courtesy of a friendly warning. “Getting fresh bread from the boulangerie and whatever else we need for dinner. She won’t be back for an hour.”

      Yelena’s eyebrows lift with barely concealed amusement. “How... domestic. The famous Amber Kozlova, reduced to grocery shopping in provincial France.” Her smile is sharp with amused satisfaction. “Marriage has turned the wolf into a baba.”

      Yelena takes the chair across from me, crossing her legs in a single movement. The linen of her trousers pulls tight across her thighs. She knows I notice. She’s counting on it. Although she usually struggles to keep her legs closed in my presence.

      “Pity,” she says, though her tone suggests it’s anything but. “I was looking forward to reacquainting myself with the infamous Kozlova. The woman who tamed my wild, untamable Aleksandra.”

      “No one tamed me.” My voice carries just enough edge to remind her that whatever games we’re about to play, I set the rules. “I chose differently. And I was never yours.”

      “Of course.” She fixes me with a slow smile, then moves her focus to her purse and withdraws a tablet, her fingers glancing across the screen. “Shall we discuss why I’m here?”

      “By all means.”

      She turns the tablet toward me. The screen shows a photograph, a woman in her early forties, handsome, with dark hair, intelligent eyes, with a smile that’s been PR focus-grouped for maximum trustworthiness.

      “Dr. Nora Pelletier,” she says. “Forty-two years old, MIT PhD in artificial intelligence, founder and CEO of Lumithéon Technologies. Currently worth approximately twelve billion dollars and rising.”

      I study the image with professional interest. “Impressive resume. What’s she done to earn Moscow’s attention?”

      “It’s what she’s about to do.” Yelena swipes to the next image. Technical schematics that mean nothing to me but everything, Yelena explains, to someone who understands defense applications. “Lumithéon has developed an AI system called HELIOS. Heuristic Enhanced Logistics & Integrated Operations System, supposedly for predictive analytics in supply chain management.”

      “Supposedly.”

      “In reality, it’s designed to integrate with NATO’s defense networks. Missile systems, air defense, early warning protocols. The Pentagon claims they’re buying software to optimize logistics. What they’re actually getting is a backdoor into every allied defense system in the Western world.”

      I lean back in my chair, reassessing the woman on the screen. “Is either the Pentagon or Dr. Pelletier unaware of this software’s true capabilities?”

      “The Pentagon seem oblivious to the secondary capabilities.”

      “And how do we know this?”

      Yelena’s face creases into almost a smile. “You know better than to ask, Aleksandra. That’s above your pay grade.”

      I roll my eyes. “So, you don’t know.”

      Moscow doesn’t hand out information, it carves it into slithers, hands them out like favors, and ensures no one has the full picture. It’s not miscommunication. It’s design. That’s how you build a state out of secrets.

      “And Pelletier?”

      “Oh, she’s aware.” Yelena’s expression grows grave. “She designed them herself. The question is whether she’s working for Washington... or whether she could be persuaded to work for us.”

      The implications crystallize instantly. The development of an AI system with access to allied defense networks, controlled by someone Moscow could influence, or even better, control. The ability to disable air defenses, disrupt communications, create windows of vulnerability that could be exploited in any number of ways.

      It’s elegant. Seismic. And exactly the kind of operation that requires someone with my skill set.

      “What makes her resistant to conventional approaches?” I ask.

      “She’s brilliant. Paranoid. Surrounds herself with the best security money can buy.” Yelena swipes to another image— Pelletier at what appears to be a charity gala, surrounded by beautiful women and strong men built like oxen, each one a six-foot insurance policy with zero survival instinct. “More importantly, she’s completely uninterested in money, power, or ideology. Our people have tried our usual approaches, bribery, blackmail. Nothing works.”

      “Everyone wants something.”

      “That’s what we’re counting on.” She sets the tablet aside and fixes me with those pale gray eyes that once set my blood on fire. “The question is whether you’re interested in finding out what that something is.”

      I consider the woman on the screen. Brilliant but isolated. Wealthy but wanting. The kind of person who’s achieved everything she thought she wanted only to discover it wasn’t enough.

      My specialty.

      “What’s my timeline?”

      “Six weeks. HELIOS goes live with the Pentagon’s systems on December fifteenth. We need Pelletier firmly in our corner before then.”

      “And my fee?”

      Yelena’s smile falters slightly. This is the moment she’s been dreading. “Moscow is prepared to be... generous.”

      “How generous?”

      “Fifty million euros. Deposited in the account of your choice.”

      I laugh. Actually laugh. The sound echoes around the study despite the buffering of books.

      “Fifty million?” I shake my head, still smiling. “Yelena, darling, that’s insulting. My wine collection is worth more than that.”

      Her jaw tightens. “What did you have in mind?”

      I stand and move to the window, looking out over the vineyard. The sun is lower now, casting long shadows between the rows. In a few hours, this place will be bathed in golden light, utterly serene.

      “Two things,” I say without turning around. “First, I want complete lifelong protection for my family. Not physical protection but they will be considered off-limits, untouchable to coercion, manipulation or any one of the games our glorious leadership enjoy playing. I want it official, documented, and backed by consequences severe enough to make even your people think twice.”

      “That’s... complicated.”

      “You asked what I wanted. I’m telling you.” I turn back to face her, leaning against the window frame. “Second, I want my complete file from Moscow. Every page, every operation, every lie you’ve told me about my own life. No redactions. No national security exceptions. I want to know every decision maker, every influencer that played a part in my journey.” I use my therapist’s choice of wording.

      The color drains from Yelena’s face. “Aleksandra, you know I can’t⁠—”

      “You can’t authorize it,” I agree, moving back toward my desk with deliberate slowness. “But you can take my demand to them. You can make Moscow understand that this is the price of my cooperation.”

      It’s a rare thing, to be handed leverage that could tip the scales of nations. Rarer still to know exactly what to ask for in return. I can name my price—the only two things that matter to me.

      My family.

      And the knowledge I require to deliver retribution, on my own terms.

      “Those files are classified at the highest levels. Some of that information could destabilize⁠—”

      “I don’t care.” I perch on the edge of my desk, close enough that she has to tilt her head back to meet my eyes. “I’ve spent too many years being everyone’s perfect weapon. Now I want to know the details of the hands which forged me.”

      Yelena shifts in her chair, a barely perceptible movement that brings her knees together. I’ve rattled her. Good.

      “Moscow will never agree to those terms.”

      “Then Moscow will be forfeiting ready access to the greatest military advantage it’s had this side of the Tsar Bomba.” I lean forward slightly, close enough to smell her perfume, to see the pulse beating at her throat. “Or maybe they’ll find someone else who can turn a paranoid tech billionaire into a willing asset in six weeks. Good luck with that.”

      She’s breathing faster now, pupils dilated despite the bright afternoon light. Twenty-five years of history between us, and her body still responds to my proximity like frost cracking in sunlight. “You always did enjoy impossible negotiations,” she says, the tiniest quaver in her voice.

      “I enjoy winning.” I reach out and adjust the edge of her linen top, just barely grazing the skin of her throat with my fingertips. “Do you remember Prague, Yelena? That arms summit where you thought you were so clever, playing both sides against the middle?”

      Her breath catches. “Aleksandra...”

      “You wore that black dress. The one with the slit up the thigh that made every man in the room forget his wife’s name.” My fingers trace along her collarbone, barely touching. “Including that defense minister from Belgium. Poor man couldn’t take his eyes off you.”

      “We should focus on⁠—”

      “On what? The mission?” I smile, letting my hand fall away from her skin. “This is the mission, darling. Understanding what motivates people. What they want. What they fear. What makes them betray everything they thought they believed in.”

      Yelena’s hands grip the arms of her chair. “What’s your point?”

      “My point is that you wanted him. The defense minister. Wanted to see if you could make him abandon thirty years of marriage for one night with a woman he couldn’t have.” I circle behind her chair, voice dropping to barely above a whisper. “So I gave you what you wanted. Made you come so hard against the hotel bar that he heard you gasp from across the room.”

      Her knuckles are white now. “That was a long time ago.”

      “Was it?” I rest my hands on the back of her chair, leaning down until my lips are almost touching her ear. “Because you’re responding exactly the same way now. Heart racing. Breath shallow. That flush you get when you’re trying not to think about my mouth on your⁠—”

      “Stop.”

      The word is sharp, desperate. I straighten, satisfied.

      “Moscow wants something from me,” I say, returning to my chair as if nothing has happened. “I’ve told you my price. The only question is whether they want it badly enough to pay.”

      Yelena takes a shaky breath as she stands, smoothing creased linen with hands that are now less sure. “You’re playing a dangerous game.”

      “I’m playing the only game that matters.” I pick up the pen in front of me and spin it between my fingers. “Power.”

      The sound of a car in the drive interrupts whatever she might have said next. Gravel crunching under tires, the soft whisper of an expensive engine cooling. Yelena glances toward the window, and her face hardens as realization dawns.

      “Your baba returns early,” she says, her voice now cold with sarcasm.

      I check my watch and smile. “Actually, she’s exactly on time. Amber’s very precise about everything.”

      The dismissive amusement drains from Yelena’s face as footsteps approach the stairs. Not the casual pace of someone returning from errands, but the measured rhythm of a hunter who’s sensed disturbance in her territory. Familiar rhythm, measured pace. The door opens without a knock—only one person has that privilege in this house.

      Amber appears in the doorway, wearing jeans and a blue shirt, a canvas bag of groceries in one hand. Cropped dark hair, no makeup, looking like any other butch woman who’s spent the afternoon running domestic errands. Except for her eyes. Her pale blue eyes sweep the room, cataloging everything—me behind the desk, Yelena stiff in the guest chair, and the crackle of unfinished business still thick in the air.

      “Am I interrupting?” Her voice is deceptively mild, but I catch her stillness that means she’s already calculating fourteen different ways she could kill Yelena without dropping the groceries.

      Yelena straightens in her chair, her earlier amusement evaporating as she recognizes her mistake. Amber is no baba. She is a trained killer who enjoys a decent baguette.

      “Not at all.” I smile, genuinely pleased to see her as I always am. “Yelena was just leaving.”

      Yelena stands.

      “Major Kozlova… Ambra,” she adds using Amber’s given Russian name, as she meets my wife’s gaze. “Good to see you have also settled into temporary retirement.”

      “Major Federova,” Amber says, setting the grocery bag down on the edge of my desk without making a sound. Such an innocuous gesture, the placing down of some bread, wine and vegetables but as my wife turns her focus entirely on Yelena, her hands free, the vibration of the room alters to something far more sinister. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “A fleeting visit.” Yelena’s tone attempts dismissal, but there’s the tiniest of tremors beneath it now. She’s realized that underestimating my wife was a potentially fatal error. “I had business with your wife.”

      “That is nice.” Amber pushes the door closed with a thump of her foot, her eyes never leaving Yelena. The resulting soft thud as the exit is closed sucks the air from the room. “I do hope you’ll stay for dinner. I bought enough food to feed an army. Or bury one.”

      The hatred between them practically runs down the walls. Yelena has the power of Moscow behind her, the authority of a major intelligence service, the backing of a nuclear state. But she also knows that none of that would save her if Amber decided she was a threat to her family. The FSB may or may not eventually avenge her death, but they wouldn’t prevent it. And Amber would make sure she enjoyed every moment of her demise.

      I stand and make my way around to my wife’s side, placing a hand on her shoulder and allowing it to slide down her toned bicep. As much as my wife’s occasional jealous tendencies and death are weighty aphrodisiacs, Yelena could broker me a deal for something I have always wanted. My unabridged history. Besides I enjoy the way Yelena’s jaw tightens at our casual intimacy.

      “Yelena was just explaining Moscow’s latest proposition,” I say, breaking the silence before Amber decides to prove how un-civilian she remains at heart. “She needs time to consult with her superiors about my terms.”

      “Ah.” Amber’s muscles relax under my touch. “Another recruitment attempt. How... persistent.”

      “Indeed.” Yelena rises and gathers her things with dignity, each gesture controlled and deliberate, suggesting she’s choosing to believe she is leaving of her own volition rather than being driven out. “Suzette, I’ll need a few days to present your... requirements to the appropriate parties.”

      “Of course.” I step back to give her access to the door, my hand sliding away from my wife’s arm as I move around the desk. “Give my regards to Moscow. And Yelena?”

      She pauses at the door. “Yes?”

      “Next time you want to negotiate with me, I suggest you come prepared to discuss real terms. This amateur hour routine might work on your usual assets, but we both know I’m not your usual anything.”

      Her smile is genuinely amused now, a grudging respect in her eyes. “No, Suzette. You never were.”

      She leaves without another word, footsteps echoing down the stairs and out of the house, and my mind wanders back to Vienna in the fall of 1995. John Mason, first blood.

      The sound of a car engine farther down the lane shakes me from my memory, then fades into the distance.

      Amber moves to the window, ensuring she really has gone. “She’s more dangerous than she looks.”

      “They all are.” I pour myself a glass of wine from the bottle I keep in the study—a 2015 Châteauneuf-du-Pape. “What are you making for dinner?” With my forefinger I nudge the bag open and peer inside, suddenly hungry.

      “What did Moscow want this time?” she asks, ignoring my question.

      I tell her about Pelletier, about HELIOS, and Russia’s ambitions, about the timeline and the stakes. Amber listens without interruption.

      “You think the US doesn’t know what they’re buying? But Moscow does?” she asks when I finish. “And if Pelletier really had such a vital backdoor, then why not just steal the code? That would be their usual MO.”

      I shrug. Those were questions I’d asked myself. But part of setting my fee so high was to see how seriously Moscow considered this intelligence. I’d never know the source—not from the horse’s mouth, at least—but if they agreed to my fee, if they released my file to me, then I’d know they had concrete evidence. They would never pay that much without knowing exactly what they were getting in return.

      “And look how well their usual MO worked when they went after Zygna Tech,” I tell her. “They didn’t realize it had a kill switch. The operation was an international embarrassment. And nobody really believed it was just the North Koreans acting alone.”

      Zygna was a fintech firm in Zurich that had developed an AI model capable of accurately predicting crypto price swings—down to one-thousandth of one percent, six hours ahead of market movement. If Russia had acquired that AI, they could’ve covertly siphoned billions through anonymous wallets, funding black ops, evading sanctions, and fueling destabilization campaigns across Europe. The markets would never trace it, just a phantom whale riding six-hour prophecies, crashing economies while the original developers watched their company unravel and one of their own mysteriously vanish.

      But the geniuses at Zygna weren’t stupid. The kill switch obliterated the code and sent out an international alert that disclosed the user’s location: Petrovskaya Ulitsa 14, Moscow. FSB laboratories. They were left with nothing but political egg on their face, millions spent on an op that failed publicly and spectacularly.

      “No,” I say. “This time they don’t just want the code, they want the proverbial genius who built it. Brute force is being replaced by sophistication. And by that, I mean me.”

      “And if this goes wrong⁠—”

      “It won’t go wrong.” I set down my wine glass and meet her gaze. “I don’t fail at recruitment, darling. You know that.”

      “I know.” Her smile is cautious, she wants to believe me but her one weakness shows through. She cares too much for me. “But this isn’t just about recruitment anymore, is it? This is about what you asked for in return.”

      “My family’s protection and my own truth.” I nod. “Both long overdue.”

      “Moscow will never agree to those terms.”

      “Moscow will agree because they need me more than I need them.” I stand and move around the desk to where she’s sitting, leaning down to cup her face in my hands. “And because I’m very, very good at making people give me what I want.”

      Amber’s eyes darken. “Including me?”

      “Especially you.” I kiss her, slow and deliberate, tasting the faint traces of Jamaica Blue. When I pull back, her pupils are dilated. “Though with you, it was never about manipulation. It was about choice.”

      “And if I chose to tell you not to take this job?”

      “Then I wouldn’t take it.” She seems surprised. “But you won’t.”

      “Won’t I?”

      “No.” I straighten, moving back to the window where Yelena stood an hour ago. “Because you understand what those files could contain. What I might learn about my past, my training, the operations I’ve forgotten or had erased. You know how much I need those answers. You’d never stand in my way for something so important to me.”

      Amber is quiet for a long moment, considering. “And the target? Dr. Pelletier?”

      “Brilliant, paranoid, and completely isolated despite being surrounded by people who want to use her.” I turn back to face her. “My specialty.”

      “Your specialty is seeing what people really want and giving it to them.” Amber stands and moves to join me at the window. “What do you think she wants?”

      I look out over the vineyard, at the ordered rows of vines heavy with fruit. Then I think about a tech billionaire who has everything money can buy and nothing her soul actually needs.

      “Connection perhaps,” I say finally. “Maybe someone who sees her for who she actually is, not what she can provide. Someone who makes her feel understood, appreciated.”

      “Someone like you.”

      “Not someone like me. Me.” I smile, already working out my plan for getting under the skin of Dr. Nora Pelletier, transforming her from Moscow’s target into my asset. “This is going to be interesting.”

      Amber slips her arm around my waist. “I will always support you in gaining your desires… as long as you come back to me.”

      Her glimmer of uncertainty is endearing. I love her lack of entitlement when it comes to me. Deep down she knows she’ll always be mine, not exclusively, because we are realistic in our passions, but she is my chosen one, head of the pride.

      “Always.” I push my head back against my wife’s neck inhaling her scent, a subtle hint of sandalwood, but to me she always smells of arousal, my own.
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      Vienna, October 1995

      Vienna suffocates me with its perfection. Scrubbed and sanitized until it lacks the weight of real cities, the diesel-thick atmosphere that coats your throat and reminds you that survival isn’t guaranteed. Here, everything smells of roasted coffee and bourgeois propriety. It makes my skin crawl.

      I adjust the neckline of my dress—black, cut to display my legs and fitted to frame my breasts, my weapon that doesn’t require bullets. The seat I’ve chosen gives me direct sightlines to watch Mercer through the club’s smoke-hazed darkness. He’s exactly what Moscow’s intelligence suggested: mid-forties, soft around the middle where his CIA expense account has made him comfortable, and stupid enough to think with his dick when pretty girls smile at him.

      The music pounds through the speakers, some American song that’s probably topping charts back home. The bass line thrums through the floor and into my bones. Around us, Vienna’s young and wealthy gyrate against each other with desperate energy that comes from owning everything except purpose.

      Mercer’s been watching us for twenty minutes. Yelena and I make quite the picture—two brunettes in a corner booth, speaking in low whispers, eyes darting just enough to make us seem mysterious. She’s wearing deep blue silk that makes her skin look like porcelain. We’re irresistible bait, and he’s circling closer with each drink.

      “He’s moving,” Yelena murmurs against my ear, her breath warm against my skin. To anyone watching, we look like lovers sharing secrets.

      “Good. Remember, let him think he’s in control.”

      She nods. We’ve done this choreography before. Honey trap operations require perfect synchronization, and after two years of training together, we move like extensions of the same devious mind.

      Mercer slides into our booth without invitation, his aftershave preceding him. Too strong—the scent of a man trying to prove something to himself, or worse, mask something I’d rather not know about.

      “Ladies,” he says in English, then switches to heavily accented Czech. “Enjoying your evening?”

      His Czech is terrible, textbook pronunciation mixed with an American drawl that makes my teeth ache. But I smile like he’s just quoted Kafka.

      “Very much,” I reply in English, letting my accent carry that distinctive Czech musicality, with vowels that dance and consonants that whisper instead of bite. “Though it’s been rather quiet until now.”

      His eyes travel over me with the subtlety of a freight train. Typical American—everything obvious, everything graceless. He probably thinks he’s being charming.

      “Jack Mercer,” he says, extending his hand. His fingers are soft, nails manicured. The hands of someone who’s forgotten what real work feels like. “And you beautiful ladies are?”

      “Katka,” I lie smoothly, placing my hand in his. “And this is Eva.”

      Yelena inclines her head with faux shyness. She’s playing the quiet one tonight, letting me take the lead while she observes. It’s a good strategy—men like Mercer prefer to feel like they’re the most interesting person in the room.

      “Czech,” he says with satisfaction, as if he’s solved a puzzle. “I spent some time in Prague. Beautiful city.”

      “You know Prague?” I lean forward slightly, letting genuine curiosity color my voice. Men like Mercer love to talk about themselves, love to feel important. “What brought you there?”

      “Business,” he says vaguely, then leans closer. “Boring stuff. Let’s talk about more interesting things. Like what two gorgeous women are doing drinking alone in Vienna.”

      The conversation flows, and Mercer buys us drinks—expensive ones—and we let him. Yelena plays with her hair and laughs at his jokes. I touch his arm when he says something particularly clever. Basic seduction techniques that work because men like Mercer want to believe they’re irresistible.

      He tells us about his apartment in Josefstadt, about the business deal that brought him to Vienna, about how lonely it can be traveling for work. Each piece of information slots into the profile we’ve built. Divorced. No children. Few close friends. The kind of man who disappears for weeks without anyone noticing.

      “You know,” he says after his third whiskey, his hand finding my knee beneath the table, “my place isn’t far from here. Great view of the city. You ladies might enjoy seeing Vienna from a different angle.”

      I exchange a glance with Yelena. Her slight nod tells me she’s ready.

      “That sounds wonderful,” I say, covering his hand with mine. “But first, let me just…” I lean closer, ostensibly to whisper something intimate in his ear. Instead, I press the tip of the micro-needle against his neck. The paralytic enters his bloodstream with nothing more than a pinprick he’ll mistake for jewelry.

      He doesn’t even flinch.

      “What did you say?” he asks, pupils already beginning to dilate.

      “I said I’d love to see your apartment,” I repeat, louder this time. “Didn’t you hear me?”

      He blinks slowly, confused. The drug is designed to mimic alcohol intoxication—slower reflexes, impaired judgment, but still functional enough to walk and talk. In five minutes, he’ll be completely compliant.

      “‘Course I heard you,” he slurs slightly. “Thought you said something else.”

      Yelena slides out of the booth first, offering him her hand. “Come, Jack. Show us this famous view.”

      He stumbles slightly getting up, laughing at his own clumsiness. “Must be the whiskey. Good stuff here.”

      We support him between us as we make our way through the club—two concerned friends helping their drunk companion. The bouncer barely glances at us. Just another night in Vienna’s party district.

      The October air hits us, sharp and bracing. Mercer shivers, pulling his jacket tighter.

      “Cold,” he mumbles.

      “Not far now,” Yelena soothes, her arm linked through his. “Just around the corner.” It doesn’t occur to him that we already know where he lives.

      His apartment building is exactly what we expected—respectable and expensive. The lobby is marble and brass, polished to a shine that reflects our progress toward the nineteen-thirties antique elevator.

      Mercer fumbles for his key, hands shaking slightly. By the time we reach the third floor, he’s leaning heavily against the wall.

      “You okay?” I ask with false concern.

      “Fine,” he insists, though his voice is thick. “Just tired. Long day.”

      The apartment is sparse, functional. Basic furniture, generic art, nothing personal except a few clothes scattered on the bedroom chair. The space suggests someone passing through rather than living.

      Perfect for our needs. I snatch up a pile of files and reports, flicking through them before stuffing the ones we’re after inside my coat pocket.

      He collapses onto the couch, head lolling back against the cushions. His eyes are glassy now, pupils dilated to pinpricks.

      “Water,” he mumbles. “Need water.”

      “Of course,” Yelena says, moving toward the kitchen. But instead of water, she returns with a knife—eight inches of German steel that gleams in the apartment’s downlighting.

      Recognition flickers in his drug-clouded eyes. Too late, much too late, but still there.

      “You—” he tries to speak, but the paralytic has reached his vocal cords.

      “Shhh,” I say, standing behind him on the couch. “Don’t try to talk. It only makes it harder.”

      Yelena positions herself at his side, the knife steady in her grip. This is her specialty—quick, clean, minimal mess. She’s done this dozens of times, and it shows in the calm efficiency of her movements.

      “Any last words?” she asks, though we all know he can’t answer.

      His mouth moves soundlessly. Maybe he’s cursing us. Maybe he’s praying. Could be nothing at all.

      In one swift movement, she draws the blade across his throat.

      The cut opens like a smile, wide and deep. Blood flows in steady pulses, dark against his white shirt. His body jerks once, twice, then goes still. The whole thing takes less than thirty seconds.

      I watch his eyes lose focus, watch the life drain out of them like light from a dying bulb. There’s something almost peaceful about death when it comes this quickly. No prolonged suffering, no dramatic struggle. Just the transition from alive to not.

      Yelena wipes the knife clean on his jacket, movements precise and unhurried. Her pulse is elevated—I can see it jumping in her throat—but her hands are steady.

      “Time?” she asks.

      I check my watch. “Forty-three minutes since first contact.”

      “Efficient.”

      We don’t clean up. Protocol is simple: ghosts don’t leave traces, but they also don’t waste time erasing what doesn’t matter. By the time anyone finds the body, we’ll be back in Moscow, filing our reports and collecting our next assignment.

      The apartment’s back entrance leads to a service alley that runs behind the building. Vienna’s streets are quiet at this hour, most of the city tucked safely in their beds, dreaming of tomorrow’s mundane routines.

      The cold hits harder, cutting through our thin jackets. But neither of us acknowledges it. We’re both running on adrenaline now, the peculiar high that comes after successful completion of a mission. And death.
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