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Chapter one

Geneva, Switzerland: One Week After Tenerife





Amanda floated on her back in a saltwater pool overlooking the lake, her arms stretched wide in surrender to the silence. The warmth of the water was a welcome contrast from the crisp air, steam rising slightly from the surface, the heat making her muscles let go before her mind was ready to follow. The quiet came like fog rolling in, unspoken, and strangely serene. 

She wore a black one-piece with thin, knotted straps and a plunging back. It was elegant and understated, the kind of suit that suggested she wasn’t trying to impress anyone, and yet she did. The fabric clung to her perfectly, a designer statement piece, though she hadn’t bought it herself. It was a gift from Tristan, like so many things lately—just her size and taste. She hadn’t gotten in the habit of accepting gifts rather than rewarding herself with them, but she was learning to appreciate an important aspect of Tristan’s affection.

Somewhere behind her, beyond the privacy hedges and glass walls, Tristan was on a call. She couldn’t hear his words, but the rhythm of his voice carried through the air like a pulse: strong, steady, and practiced. He spoke with the kind of oration that was constantly moving and negotiating. There were moments she still didn’t know what to make of the extremes in his personality. Shrewd businessman, soft lover, complex to the core.

She closed her eyes. For a moment, Amanda let herself pretend that this serene moment in the water was a vacation, a soft place to land. The stillness, the view, the passion between her and a man she was trying not to fall in love with. Peaceful serenity after a tumultuous storm. And maybe it was. But calm wasn’t a place she had ever known how to stay. It had always felt like the fancy dress she had to borrow from Esmé—an outfit on loan, tailored for another, and never hers to keep.

Every time Amanda’s eyes shut, she could see Katherine’s face that night on the terrace, still hear the quiet click in Julius’s voice when he said they’d been working together all along, testing her—her of all people—in the midst of some of the richest and most powerful movers and shakers in the world. 

"You're thinking again," Tristan's voice called gently from the terrace. "Come inside. I have a surprise."

Amanda didn’t move. "Is it another… robe… a dress… a cold drink?" she laughed, speaking playfully into the wind without opening her eyes. 

Tristan had already established a habit of leaving small tokens: an engraved keyring on her nightstand, a silk wrap folded with surgical precision on the bathroom counter. The kind of gestures that said she was never far from his thoughts. Sweet, yes, and also the kind of thing a man who has obsessive tendencies would do. But she wasn’t willing to entertain how that thought concerned her in the moment.

“Better than silk robes and champagne,” he smiled.

“Is that a promise?” Amanda asked, still nonchalant.

“You’ll have to come take a ride with me and see,” Tristan teased.

She turned her head just enough to see him—barefoot and wide-grinned, holding two towels like they were an incentive to get her out of the pool.

Amanda swam to the side, resting her chin on her arms, and smirked, “So you want me to take a ride with you?”

“I do,” Tristan volleyed the flirtation into her court again.

“And I suppose I should trust you for a good time?”

“Always,” Tristan said, offering her a hand as she lifted herself up. He pulled her close to his bare chest without regard for the dripping water collecting at their feet. “But I think we have a few minutes before we have to leave,” he smiled as she fully leaned into him.


      [image: ]The drive from Geneva to Interlaken unfolded like a living postcard. Amanda sat in the passenger seat, legs tucked beneath her, forehead resting briefly against the cool glass as the Swiss countryside rolled past in cinematic quiet.

Aside from the breathtaking snow-covered peaks, the lakes were the first thing she noticed—dozens of them, strung like sapphires between mountains and meadow, each one impossibly blue, as if lit from beneath. Angled surfaces shimmered even under a veil of passing clouds, mirroring sky and slope with perfect stillness.

They passed through tidy villages nestled into the folds of green hills, where terracotta roofs peeked out beneath weather-worn shutters and flower boxes spilled over with red geraniums. Some of the chalets looked centuries old, leaning slightly with time, their wood darkened to a silvery brown that blended into the land like they'd grown there.

Vineyards draped the lower slopes like patchwork, and church spires pierced the skyline in quiet, stubborn intervals. Goats and cows grazed in picturesque pastures, their bells occasionally audible even with the windows up.

As the road climbed endlessly, winding past gorges and tunnels carved through the rock, every curve revealed some new jaw-dropping vista: sheer cliffs, pine forests, waterfalls flinging themselves down from heights that defied logic. It was difficult to take in, the scenery whirring by as they drove, giving her a sense that she needed to pinch herself to see if she was dreaming.

Amanda hadn’t realized how long she’d been silent until Tristan glanced sideways and said, “Beautiful, right?”

She nodded, still watching the world blur and sharpen with each bend in the road.

“I’ve flown into Geneva a hundred times, probably. Been over these mountains, viewing them like they were hills in a diorama. And I never knew this is what exists on the ground. It doesn’t look real,” she said.

“Switzerland rarely does,” Tristan agreed.

And yet everything around her was real—the sting of pine on the wind, the way the mountains refused to apologize for their grandeur. It unsettled her, how much she wanted to place her faith in it. To believe that being here could heal her soul. Reset her mind. And maybe that was the part her brain kept circling: how could something this beautiful also be true? Beauty, to her, was always dangerous.

The landscapes that looked impossible, colors too vivid to name, air so crisp that inhalations of it went much deeper than her lungs. But what surrounded her was completely and undeniably tangible. This was the kind of place where feelings like romance, intrigue, and simple delights didn’t feel foolish. They felt invited and essential, perhaps the meaning of existence itself. She spent countless mental battles trying to stay guarded. But part of her was inching toward the edge of something she was in danger of falling into, and this backdrop did her romantic skepticism no favors.

The road narrowed as they approached, coming to stop at a small station where a hanging gondola was ready to take them up the mountain. A few cars were parked in the modest lot, but otherwise, the place felt hushed, suspended, like the air just before a storm. 

Amanda stepped out of the car and stretched, her sneakers crunching softly on the gravel. She inhaled deeply. Tristan opened the back door and pulled out a bag as he handed her a light windbreaker and a water bottle. 

“In case it gets too chilly up there. And if we’re lucky, we’ll get to fill these in the fresh stream,” he said, wagging the empty bottle back and forth.

“Drink directly from it?”

“Yeah, it’s pretty cool. Totally safe.”

“Okay,” Amanda elongated the word incredulously. “So…what’s the plan?” she asked, leaning her head back to see just how high up the mountain the gondola reached.

He smiled. “We’re tourists. And we’re going to act like it.”

The gondola rose ahead of them, encased in curved glass and steel, already beginning its slow ascent up the mountain with a group of alpine explorers. Amanda watched it glide along the wire, swaying in the wind like a dangling leaf.

“That looks... unstable,” she said, unable to hide her nervous energy.

“You climb the skies with just wings! This at least has a rope,” Tristan smirked, brushing his hand gently against her back as they reached the ticket booth. 

“A rope? And what if it gives?” Her voice sounded jovial by this point, like she was joking, but she definitely wasn’t. “Does it have any wings to save us?”

He gave a low laugh, more amused than surprised. “I don’t know, should we ask this guy how many fatalities they’ve had?”

Amanda’s eyes widened, giving him a please don’t glance without responding. She boarded the swaying cable car regardless.

As the gondola climbed steadily, its glass walls revealing layers of alpine wilderness, green pastures speckled with yellow wildflowers below, sheer rock faces streaked with snow above, and pine trees that grew in slow, stubborn spirals, Amanda stood near the edge, one hand lightly gripping the rail, the other shoved deep into the pocket of her windbreaker.

“This is unfathomably scenic,” she muttered, still in disbelief about their surroundings. “You said you were taking me on an adventure, and this seems…adventure doesn’t even begin to describe it.”

Tristan stood just behind her, watching her reflection instead of the view. “I’m sorry, were you expecting a drop zone from thirty thousand feet?”

“I’m learning that I can’t know what to expect with you,” she flirted.

“Well, it’s nothing so dangerous,” he said, “unless you count this unstable rope swing.” Tristan smiled, his delight in watching her unexpected fear come to light was too obvious to hide. “Besides, you don’t think I brought you all the way to Switzerland just to impress you with the ordinary, do you?”

She cast him a sideways glance. “With you, nothing’s ever ordinary.” She didn’t say the rest: that sometimes, that scared her. Tristan slipped his arms around her waist from behind, pressing his cheek to hers. She didn’t look at him, but the heat touched her body all the same. She hated how easily he could do that—make her deeply feel things with so little effort.

Amanda kept her eyes fixated on the tiny town, watching it shrink below them until one bend of the mountain made it disappear altogether. The cable car finally came to a stop, leaving them at the perfect drop-off spot where a once untamed meadow was now a small tourist stop with gravel roads and a cafe, rocky mountain peaks still towering ahead.

As they walked from the gondola on the path, an alpine slide glinted ahead. It was a single metal track of hammered steel embedded into the mountain, winding down the green slope like a silver ribbon cutting through clusters of wildflowers. There were no helmets. No seat belts. Just small toboggan-style sleds with hand brakes, and a row of people lining up to glide one by one into the curve of the mountain.

“Oh my gosh, you want me to actually slide down the mountain?”

“Yep,” Tristan said, gesturing toward the sleds, “You first.”

“Is that because you're a gentleman or a strategist?”

“Both. And I want the better view on the way down.”

She shot him a wide-eyed look. Trisan just smiled, bowing slightly as he pointed his palm to the empty sled on the track as if he were her host.

Amanda laughed, taking his hand and climbing in while waiting for one of the alpine slide’s teenage employees to give her a “go” signal. Another staff member counted her down as Tristan gave her a thumbs up. And then she was off—coasting forward on the smooth, rounded metal, wind catching the corners of her clothes, and the track humming beneath her like a quiet song. 

It wasn’t just a slide, it held her like a bowl, tipping her gently toward whatever came next. She leaned into each bend, braking just enough to keep her pace steady. A hearty laugh slipped out, her breath deepening further with each second she was exposed to the crisp, thin air. Out came another laugh, a shriek of sheer delight.

At the next switchback, she glanced behind her. Tristan was in place at the top of the hill, and a second later, he was plummeting down, arms out for effect, his grin wide and boyish. When she arrived at the bottom, Amanda rolled to a stop and stepped off, brushing the wind from her hair. Tristan appeared just moments later, clearly not having used the brake nearly as much as she had. He hopped off the track with a dramatic stretch.

“I think that qualifies as reckless adventure, right?” he said.

“I didn’t even use the brake much!” Amanda giggled, her hair still askew.

“You almost looked like you were flying,” Tristan said with a pause, “ironically.”

Amanda shrugged, smiling widely, suddenly aware of how close they were to each other. “Maybe I was.”

“Careful,” he whispered into her ear. “You keep letting go like that, and I’ll start to think I’m really getting to you.”

Amanda looked up at him, eyes soft, any guard she was trying to maintain slipping again. 

“You might be,” she said, flicking her head with a smile. She turned her shoulder away from him, walking toward the perfectly situated café without another word, leaving him slightly surprised, just long enough to enjoy it, before she turned back to look at him again with a wink. He hurried his pace, speeding to catch up to her.

He reached her quickly, grabbing her hand with a slight tug and intertwining their fingers seamlessly. “I know that this has been fast, and I’ve come on strong, but… there’s something about this that feels right, Amanda.” He stopped her in her tracks, placing his entire body in front of hers, leaning in with intensity. 

“I am really enjoying my time with you, Tristan, and I think you know that I do care about you. But it’s only been a few months, and I’m scared, to be honest. You don’t know me, not really. And I don’t know you…”

“Yet,” Tristan interjected, breaking any tension that threatened to derail their exciting day together, and the heat obviously pulsating between them.

“Yet,” Amanda parroted, smiling. 

She wasn’t delusional about the fact that she sometimes suspected Tristan of being more—or less—than he seemed. She knew his money and influence clouded her perception of reality, but that was only when she was analyzing things, not sitting smack dab in the middle of them. 

Her skeptical view of the world had plenty of good, solid evidence behind it, and the pretty rich boy type was always a bad bet in her experience. But she was the one currently living a double life, something she could neither reconcile with her values nor seem to walk away from. She couldn’t decide if she didn’t want to fall in love with him, or if she was desperately hoping to prevent him from falling in love with her.

“Let’s just enjoy the day, deal?” she said.

“Deal,” Tristan agreed, pulling her in for another kiss, feeling the vibration of the earth itself as they stood pressed into each other in the vast, open expanse of the most majestic nature fathomable.


      [image: ]Amanda sat at the edge of the bed, brushing her hair, the scent of fresh wildflower soap clinging faintly to her skin. The windows were cracked open enough to let the morning breeze curl around the curtains, crisp and clean. 

Tristan had invited her on this escape, not just from her job or the noise of life in general, but from the lingering imprint of loss. Geneva had offered its own kind of silence, a pristine order that made chaos feel far away. It wasn’t meant to fix anything, but it was a pause, a breath between storms. A place where the trauma of what they’d seen—of two lives lost in rapid succession—could dull at the edges, if only for a few days.

“Let’s see if the world’s still standing,” Tristan said, flicking on the television and flipping through channels. The sound of a British reporter rose softly, structured and calm.

“And in international headlines, British entrepreneur and philanthropist Vivian Cross has died following a diving mishap in the Canary Islands last week. Authorities report her oxygen regulator failed during a group excursion, and efforts to revive her were unsuccessful. Cross, known for her education initiatives and work with AI ethics coalitions, was forty-four.”

Amanda didn’t react, not visibly. But her body went still, her breath caught just behind her ribs. The broadcast played on, Vivian’s name spoken with a perfect blend of reverence and distance that only news anchors could manage, but Amanda couldn’t let her mind focus on the words, the vivid, gruesome scene pushing its way to the front of her thoughts.

“It’s crazy, isn’t it?” Tristan said, setting his phone down. “You try to get away, and life just follows you.”

“Yeah,” it came out as a whisper, “I think we’ll forever be connected to something neither of us signed up for.” Amanda met his contemplation with her own. “Did you know her well?”

“No, not really. We crossed paths a few times before Julius’s party on the island.”

Silence fell between them as a photo on the screen showed Vivian in evening wear, standing at a podium, mid-speech. The kind of image that made her look iconic. Untouchable. Not like a woman pulled from the sea, gasping for her last breath.

There was no mention of Russell. No suggestion of a pattern. Just a sealed-off tragedy, sanitized and compressed into thirty seconds of polite airtime.

Amanda kept her expression neutral as she put her hairbrush down and continued getting ready for the day. 

“Don’t you think it’s strange…how fragile life can be?” Tristan asked, breaking the quiet again, pushing the power button on the remote as if not wanting to face another moment of bad news. “Someone like Vivian, gone just like that.”

“Yeah,” Amanda said. “Strange.” She wanted to ask him exactly how strange he thought it was. How suspicious it seemed. That there’s no way she could’ve died from lack of oxygen in her tank without there being some other substance at play, in the tank, in her body…something. But the moment passed as quickly as it came, and Tristan reached for his jacket.

“Want to walk down to breakfast?”

“I’ll meet you there. I still need a few minutes to finish getting ready.”

The door clicked shut behind him, and Amanda stayed seated, eyes on the black screen as if it might flicker back to life. But it didn’t. She pulled in a slow breath and let it out just as carefully. When she joined Tristan downstairs, he was standing by a stone hearth, scrolling through something on his phone, a small morning fire crackling beside him, low and welcoming.

“I’ve been meaning to ask you,” he said without looking up. “How do you feel about Tokyo?”

Amanda paused. “In general?” She genuinely was not following his train of thought.

He smiled and glanced at her. “Yeah, you know, as a destination. I have to be there in a few days… and I’d love it if you came with me.”

Her expression tightened. She felt caught off guard, and then not at all. Tokyo? Of course, this had been Katherine’s plan. She and Julius told her that if she were to accept this mission—agree to be a spy for them, committing to a life of espionage that she had somehow inherited—she’d have to go to Tokyo. They didn’t expect her to be hired for a flight or make travel plans; they knew she would secure an invite from Tristan. Of course they did. The people pulling the strings had the power to place her exactly where they needed her, without ever having to ask. It was maddening. She let out a quick breath.

“What’s in Tokyo?”

“Everything,” Tristan said with a proud grin. “We’re debuting the Ocular Grid, finally. The team’s been prepping for over a year, and this is the global unveiling. Think LED catwalks, immersive demo rooms, simulated cities—very sci-fi, very seductive,” he winked. “Then, a grand ball after the main auction, and a slew of celebration events. Dignitaries. World leaders. Tech moguls. Every buyer with a stake in the future will be there.”

“Sounds... low-key,” she quipped.

He chuckled. “It’s a bit much, I know. But it matters. There will be a lot—like a whole lot—of press. And I want you there. With me. By my side.”

Amanda folded her arms. “Why?” she asked coyly.

She wasn’t exactly flirting, but she did want him to say it. To spell out the reason he wanted her to be standing beside him. Because she already knew why Katherine and Julius would want her to be present. Intel only. Always intel. But she didn’t know how much her heart and mind could handle, and she wanted to at least feel comfort in the fact that Tristan truly longed for her presence, her one hope of safety. 

He met her eyes with a faint tilt of the head and a soft smile. “Because it’s a part of me you haven’t seen yet. And I want you to.”

“Well, that’s a better answer than: ‘I need a plus-one,’” Amanda grinned. She held his gaze, her mind already working in angles Katherine had trained her to recognize: the timing, the players, the pressure. She could see the arc of it—how she’d been steered, positioned, and wooed. Just enough to say yes. And she couldn’t control the heat within her chest, begging her to lean into him.

Tokyo wasn’t just a trip. It was a threshold.

And Tristan, whether he knew it or not, was standing on the other side of it, hands outstretched.

“You’ll get to see Esmé again!” he continued to sell it. “You two got along so well, and I’m sure after all that went down, she’d be so happy to see your face again. So many of the people you met on the island will be there… and we’ll all be surrounded by happy circumstances this time, you know?”

“Okay,” Amanda acquiesced softly, contradicting the gravity of what she was saying. “I’ll come.”

His smile was instant and unguarded. “Good.”

But Amanda suddenly felt equal parts fear, clarity, and mystery.








  
  

Chapter two

Tokyo, Japan





Melody Drake wandered the streets of the city like a pro. She had spent enough time there to know her way around, but the truth was she had lived most of her adult life playing the part of a quiet woman at the side of a man with too many secrets. 

She wasn’t one to overload her spouse with nagging questions—her days were filled with managing schedules, school activities, and sports that didn’t always end before dinner. She had a life to live, a family to raise, and a stacked routine built to mute suspicion as they traveled the globe after each of her husband’s assignments.

Tokyo was a humming constellation of light and glass, each block folding into the next like circuitry. She didn’t need a map; she had walked with Russell through these routes a dozen times before, in this exact pattern. He never said why this particular route mattered. Just that it did. And now, in his absence, she chased his ghost like a trail.

It surprised her how natural it felt. The city’s pulse, sleek and sharp, reminded her of youthful ambitions. This was the kind of place where no one asked questions, where anonymity was stylish, not suspicious. In Tokyo, Melody could vanish into a crowd and become something else, and she wasn’t yet aware of how profound her transformation was becoming.

She passed a woman in a slate-gray business suit talking into an earpiece, a vendor selling matcha soft serve from a neon-lit cart, and a child in a school uniform dragging a suitcase adorned with cartoon eyes. None of them looked at her twice. That was the gift of this city: its ability to swallow you whole and spit you back out reassembled.

Melody slipped into an urban art gallery tucked into the corner of a quiet building behind a tea house, its entrance framed by a pale curtain and two minimalist lanterns. She stepped inside and removed her shoes, careful not to rush, her fingers brushing the wall for balance, steadying her from the trepidation she was trying to conceal. The entry opened into a long hallway with a few stairs at the end, leading to a high-ceilinged room of white walls and silent observers.

She spotted him, the man she was looking for. Lucien Beaumont stood near the center of the room, hands clasped loosely behind his back, head tilted toward a metallic sculpture shaped like a twisted coil. He seemed older than she remembered—grayer at the temples, more polished around the edges—but still unmistakable. She let a crooked smile creep across her face, feeling accomplished.

She drifted toward the far corner of the room and paused beside a large photograph of an abandoned airfield. The date at the bottom made her stomach turn. It matched one of the last timestamps Russell had ever written down. She had scoured every document and note she could find after the news of her husband's death on a so-called business retreat had reached her. She had memorized every last clue.

Lucien approached the photo display with a thoughtful gait, coming to stop beside her. She didn’t look at him. She didn’t need to.

“You’re following me?” He murmured without turning his face to see her.

They weren’t strangers. Melody had crossed paths with Lucien over the years at international galas, tech summits, and donor receptions, occasionally appearing beside Russell, who tried with varying degrees of success to make himself seem essential in circles where he was barely tolerated. Lucien had seen it all before—his forced charm, his need to be seen. Russell had a way of showing up in rooms that weren’t expecting him, clinging to connections he didn’t fully hold. 

Melody, by contrast, never tried. She stood with quiet grace, inhabiting the space rather than performing for it. Lucien had clocked her even then, not just as a wife, but as someone watching everything. It didn’t surprise him that she’d resurfaced now, no longer trailing behind her husband’s ambitions.

“I didn’t come to start a war,” she said quietly. “But I’ll finish what Russell died for.”

Lucien didn’t speak until after a pause, low and measured. “What are you doing, Melody?”

She turned slowly, meeting his eyes with a false calm that made for a convincing front. She couldn’t peg how much Lucien knew. And she couldnʼt put the pieces together yet, but she was surely going to try. “I’m here because Russell’s dead, and I think you know why.”

He exhaled, his expression unreadable. “I’m not involved if that’s what you’re insinuating. Plus, his business was never yours, Melody. Don’t get in over your head.”

She offered the faintest smile. “I’m not the shy twenty-year-old Russell married decades ago, Lucien.”

Lucien and Melody were roughly the same age—better matched, perhaps, than she and Russell had ever been. She had only now reached the age Russell had been when he married her, much to her family’s dismay at the time, but years abroad had dulled their disapproval, softened by distance and the blur of time. She had poured herself into raising their three boys, weaving her presence into their lives through schoolwork, competitions, and cross-continental moves. Kendo in Japan, tennis in Spain, soccer in Brazil—she built their foundation while Russell vanished for weeks at a time. The pride she had in her boys was enough for her, the quiet and unwavering dedication that comes with being an overly involved mother. Melody didn’t need the spotlight; she was the scaffolding holding everything in place.

She hadn’t been naïve–just in love. Blind to the subtle red flags—the absences she chalked up to work, the whispered late-night calls she told herself were just business, and the way his phone was always face down. Even now, standing in this pristine gallery, she could picture the way Russell used to run his hand through his hair when dodging her questions. She could hear the softness in his voice that made her believe everything he said. Love had distorted the edges until she could no longer see the outline of truth.

Melody let her eyes linger on the timestamp beneath the photograph, Russell’s final breadcrumb. Her chest tightened. She swallowed hard as the taste of bile began to rise, before she forced it back. Her life—her youth—had been centered around Russell. What did people expect her to do now? 

Lucien studied her face before addressing her. “I want to get—and stay—as far away as I can from the mess we all witnessed. And you should too.”

Melody’s eyes were full of pleas she didn’t have to articulate. “I can’t.”

Her world, the one she had known for so long, was gone. All she could think about was the summer between high school graduation and college, when she boarded a plane in Detroit for her first transatlantic adventure to visit a friend in Germany. Airline tickets had been cheaper to Warsaw, so, operating on a teenager’s budget, she flew there first, planning to take a simple train ride to Berlin. 

In the early 2000s, during a post-Cold War Europe, trains still buzzed with the aura of the KGB, held memories of refugees smuggling their most prized possessions, as they crossed borders to save themselves and those they loved most. They even carried the faint, lingering scent of the occasional small farm animals that were once allowed to ride. The heavy metal trudged along the same way in liberty as it had under oppression: people sitting on banquettes in small cabins with strangers, sliding doors of glass between them, and narrow hallways. Nothing was updated or fancy. Everything still bore the scars of the cost of freedom. Travel was slower, and everyone expected it to be. 

But what was supposed to be a relaxing seven hours to catch a nap or read a book became a comical fiasco when the door of the train’s cabin got stuck during boarding, locking only Russell and Melody inside for five hours before a mechanic in Berlin was able to set them free. They had talked for nearly every minute of their ride, and even though she thought he was mysterious and attractive, as an eighteen-year-old, she wasn’t looking to fall in love with an older man. But that day, something in her—something maternal and nurturing—knew her life would never be the same. And now that he was gone, she felt her world teetering on the edge of instability.

Lucien softened his gaze. “Alright. If you want to get close without suspicion, possibly get some answers, the person you need to talk to is Amanda Hopkins. She’s new to the group…Tristan Montgomery’s girlfriend. It’s the only way for you to get close. No one will question if you befriend her. And it’s the straightest line to Julius. If you ask me, he has to be the one behind it.”

“Julius?” Melody’s response came out in a staggered whisper.

“But you have to trust me when I say, I don’t know anything. Please leave me out of any vengeance mission you’re on. You must have known that Russell was at risk. He was always pushing his way in with people more powerful than him. And it cost him.”

Melody did know the danger. Every single day of her life. But sheʼd been able to dissociate from it until danger became death. 

“Give me her information. I’ll talk to anyone who will help.” Her voice sounded like a mix between excitement and fear, and she knew how to use it to her advantage. Melody already had suspicions about the newcomer in an exclusive group, and Lucien had just verified that she was on the right track.

Lucien stepped closer, voice low. “Be careful, please. You’re underestimating how fast the world can swallow people whole.”

“I’m ready for anything.” Her voice cracked slightly despite her best efforts, and she glanced away, jaw clenching as she pressed her lips together. She sucked in a sharp breath through her nose, helping her maintain control.

Lucien sighed. “Here.” He offered her his phone. “What’s your number?”

She typed it in and handed the device back to him.

“I’ll text you. I know where they’re staying. The big tech summit is this weekend. Be careful,” he said, already turning towards the next piece of art.

“Thank you,” she whispered. After taking only a few steps away, her phone buzzed in her pocket. She turned back to give Lucien a nod of gratitude, but he had already walked further into the gallery and out of sight.


      [image: ]Amanda stood still as a clothing designer adjusted the shoulder of her dress, and a tailor pinned and gathered in different places. The designer stepped back with a satisfied hum, as the tailor clipped a note to the hem. 

Sleek dressing suites were tucked into the forty-sixth floor of a high-rise tower, where one wall of glass offered sweeping views of the city far below—an endless sprawl of steel and motion softened by the filtered light pouring through sheer drapes. Each suite was partially enclosed, divided by minimalist panels and false walls that didn’t fully seal, more suggestion than separation. The air carried the scent of pressed fabric and faint perfume, punctuated by the quiet whir of tailor’s tools in motion. In the center of each room, a low, circular platform stood before tall mirrors beneath a halo of soft lighting designed to showcase and scrutinize. Multiple seamstresses moved with practiced discretion, pins on wrist cushions, voices low. 

Sound carried easily: a laugh, the rustle of silk, the whispered cadence of measurements from one suite could be heard in the next. It wasn’t quite private, but it was intentional, and in a way that only the art of illusion can do, created a sense of intimacy.

Amanda fixed her gaze not on the mirror, but on the city, an unbroken sprawl of concrete and glass. Tokyo had a way of feeling futuristic and paradoxically intimate all at once, like you could vanish or reinvent yourself entirely while in its mesmerizing embrace.

Amanda wasn’t sure which one she was doing.

Tristan’s voice drifted in from an adjoining suite. Calm, measured, charming. And on yet another call.

“We’ll arrive just before the keynote, then move to the private briefing suite... Yes, he’ll be there. But I want confirmation on the others. If Malonga’s pulling strings behind the scenes, I want to know who he’s bringing to the table.”

Amanda’s gaze dropped to her hands, clenched without realizing. Malonga. She knew the name. She had been briefed on it.

The designer fluffed the train behind her, smiling. “You’re going to make headlines in this,” she said, gently turning Amanda’s shoulders, directing her to look in the mirror. “The woman who stole the show.” She swept her hand dramatically through the air.

Amanda smiled, though it faltered at the corners. "I’m just going for the hors d’oeuvres," she said, the words dry in her throat, her eyes flicking to her own reflection—poised, elegant, and oddly remote. A version of herself she wasn’t sure even she could trust.

The staff let out a laugh and returned to their handiwork, pinning fabric until it hung flawlessly. But Amanda’s thoughts didn’t move.

She remembered the envelope in her London flat. Katherine never offered full dossiers or concrete orders, just curated fragments meant to keep Amanda aware of only snippets of her mission, as she slipped deeper into Tristan’s world. During her one-night stopover in London, just before Switzerland, the envelope had been waiting for her. Inside wasn’t a briefing in the traditional sense. It was how Katherine operated, orders masked as fate. Names. Places. Phrases. Like the one with a name she just heard from Tristan’s lips: Malonga. A stabilizer or a saboteur, depending on who’s watching. Still assessing. Even before Amanda agreed to join Tristan in Tokyo and pursue the truth she desperately wanted to find, Katherine never stopped preparing her for what she might face. Perhaps the cryptic and vague communication was a tactic to string her along, but whatever it was, Amanda continued to be treated as if she were in this for the long haul.

Tristan’s voice continued, lowering slightly as it cut through from the adjoining suite, “…if she suspects anything, I’ll handle it.”

She? Amanda took a breath. 

“This should do it,” the designer told her, “we can assist you with the change, so we can make sure all the pins stay in place, and you’re unharmed.”

“Oh, thanks,” Amanda replied as Tristan entered from behind the false wall that connected their fitting sessions.

“Babe, you’re stunning,” he said, offering a hand as she stepped off the circular platform. 

“Hey, that’s not fair. I didn’t get to see you in your fancy suit,” Amanda protested.

“Ah, if you’ve seen one, you’ve seen them all,” Tristan dismissed the notion that he could possibly have the same effect on her as she had on him. But Amanda knew that wasn’t true. She’d been breathless after seeing him in his tailored silks and sharp linens. 

But before she could comment, Tristan continued, “I have to head to Thailand for a meeting. You’ll be okay tonight? I already let the chef know that dinner's for one. He seemed a little disappointed.”

“But… what about your big launch? There are so many people coming in for the summit; you can’t miss that, right? And I’m not wearing this dress without you,” Amanda protested, and she wasn’t kidding or exaggerating one bit.

“The presentation isn’t for a couple of days. And the ball is on Sunday night, so we have plenty of time. I’ll be back within twenty-four hours.”

“Twenty-four hours?” Amanda’s expression sharpened with disbelief. “A flight from Tokyo to Bangkok is seven hours one way!”

Tristan smiled. “I love that you know that,” he winked. “All I need is an hour or two on the ground. I’m just picking up a hard drive. I’ll be back before you know it.”

“A hard drive? What? I mean, can’t someone else just bring it to you?”

“No. This is my baby. It’s what I’ve stuck my neck out for and convinced people to dump billions into developing. So, I am not going to trust anyone else to do this. We planned this whole summit knowing that we didn’t have a working system, just a prototype. But this… this is the end product, and we made it in the nick of time. We have a team in Thailand that just finished it, and I’m not risking any missteps. Everything has to be perfect for this weekend,” Tristan spoke without arrogance, just certainty. 

“Okay,” Amanda nodded with a grin. “I’ll change fast. I can ride back to the hotel with you.”

“Oh, no. I’m leaving from here. Kenji will take you back,” Tristan motioned for someone to get the man who was standing just around the corner of the large viewing area. Kenji was more of a personal guide and concierge than a driver. “You’ll be sure Miss Hopkins returns safely?” Tristan asked as he stepped into view.

“Of course, sir,” Kenji nodded with a slight bow.

“Perfect. I just got off the phone with Julius,” Tristan said, turning towards the partition that Amanda and a couple of staff members had disappeared behind to change back into her street clothes. “He’s arriving later tonight, so I’m going to hire another car to take me to the airport, then wait there for Julius. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”

Amanda’s heart sank; she wasn’t sure if she was disappointed that she’d have to see Julius again, or if she was sad that she’d be alone for the night. “Okay, babe. Be safe.”

“I will.” Tristan sounded as if he’d never seen a day of trouble in his life. “Oh, and… Amanda?” A slight nervousness flooded his tone.

“Yeah,” she called, pulling a shirt over her head.

“Erm… my family is coming for the presentation. I just heard back. I… didn’t want you to be surprised, and I wish we’d have had time for a formal meeting beforehand, but… 

“Oh… okay…” Amanda wanted to ease Tristan’s nerves, but couldn’t exactly get a handle on her own as she let the words hang in the air between them. 

“Alright. I’m gonna go then?” Tristan made the statement as if asking permission.

Amanda pulled at the thin pocket door and peeked her head through before stepping out, fully dressed. “At least I have a little time to prepare myself,” she smiled. 

Tristan took her into his arms, slipping his hands around her with a firm squeeze. “They’re gonna love you,” he said.

Amanda’s eyes did not hide her disbelief. 

“Okay, they’re only gonna be here for a few days!” Tristan showed a wide, toothy smile.

Amanda giggled, unable to help herself. “You’re impossible.”

But you love me,” Tristan said playfully.

Amanda froze. The moment stretched, suspended in what wasn’t said, barely perceptible, like a puff of breath in cold air.

“I mean…” he started, unable to finish.

“It’s okay,” she said finally, voice soft and comforting. “It’s just something people say. We don’t have to make it mean anything.”

But even as she said it, she wasn’t sure she believed it herself. Her heart thudded hard and fast, and she hated how warm she felt in the pause that followed. How much she wanted to plunge into him instead of step back.

Tristan didn’t speak. He didn’t need to. His gaze was steady, and when he reached for her, it wasn’t rushed. His fingers brushed the edge of her jaw, trailing lightly as if memorizing the shape of her hesitation. And then his mouth met hers—deliberate, gradual, the kind of kiss that pulled her under without having to use the tiniest bit of force. Her body betrayed her once again, tilting toward him with a tenderness she couldn’t resist giving.

In that moment, any practiced detachment shattered. 
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