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Chapter One

The courtroom smelled like old wood polish and recycled air—a scent Mira Kapoor had come to associate with truth. Or at least, the legal version of it.

She stood before the jury box, her heels planted shoulder-width apart on the worn marble floor, and let the silence stretch. Twelve faces stared back at her. Tired faces. Skeptical faces. Faces that had spent six weeks listening to testimony about murder, extortion, and money laundering on a scale that would make most people's stomachs turn.

Mira needed them to feel it. Not just understand it—feel it.

"Viktor Kozlov wants you to believe he's a businessman." Her voice carried through the courtroom, clear and controlled. She'd practiced this moment in her apartment mirror at two in the morning, hopped up on cold coffee and adrenaline. "He wants you to see the expensive suits, the legitimate investments, the charitable donations. He's counting on you to look at the surface and ignore what's underneath."

She moved toward the evidence table, her fingers brushing the edge of a crime scene photograph. A young woman's face, frozen in death. Maria Rostova, twenty-three, who'd tried to leave Kozlov's organization.

"But you've seen underneath." Mira picked up the photograph, held it so the jury couldn't look away. "You've seen what happens to people who cross Viktor Kozlov. You've heard the witnesses—the ones brave enough to come forward, knowing what it might cost them."

The weight of eyes pressed against her back. She didn't need to turn around to know Viktor Kozlov was watching her from the defense table. She'd felt that stare for six weeks straight—cold, patient, reptilian. The kind of stare that promised consequences.

Her spine wanted to stiffen. She kept it loose, casual. Never let them see you rattled.

"The defense wants you to doubt," Mira continued, setting the photograph down and moving closer to the jury box. Close enough to see the shift in their expressions. "They've spent days poking holes, suggesting alternate theories, throwing up smoke screens. That's their job. But here's what doubt can't erase—"

She ticked off on her fingers, her nail polish chipped from nervous picking during the trial's worst moments.

"Forensic evidence placing the defendant at three separate crime scenes. Financial records showing eleven million dollars in illegal transactions. Testimony from four witnesses, corroborated by phone records, security footage, and ballistics reports." She paused, meeting the eyes of juror number seven—a middle-aged man who'd been taking notes throughout. "You don't need to guess. You don't need to theorize. You just need to look at what's right in front of you."

Mira walked back to her table, her co-counsel giving her a tight nod. She could feel her heart hammering beneath her ribs, but her hands were steady as she gripped the edge of the oak table.

"Viktor Kozlov has built an empire on fear and violence. He's counting on that fear to protect him even here, in this courtroom. He thinks he's untouchable." She turned, finally allowing herself to look directly at the defense table.

Kozlov stared back. Sixty years old, silver hair immaculately styled, eyes the color of dirty ice. He didn't blink. Didn't react. Just watched her with the patient attention of a snake watching a mouse.

Mira felt cold spread through her chest, but she didn't look away.

"Prove him wrong," she said, still holding his gaze before turning back to the jury. "Show him that in this room, justice isn't for sale. Power doesn't matter. Fear doesn't win." She let her voice drop, intimate and urgent. "You have the evidence. You have the truth. Now you have the chance to speak for everyone who's been too terrified to speak for themselves."

She took a breath. "Find Viktor Kozlov guilty. On all counts."

The walk back to her seat felt like miles. Her legs were shaking—she hoped it didn't show. As she sat down, her co-counsel, James, leaned close.

"Damn," he whispered. "You brought the fire."

Mira nodded, not trusting her voice. Now came the worst part—waiting.

The jury deliberated for seven hours.

Mira spent them pacing the prosecutor's conference room, drinking coffee that tasted like battery acid, and trying not to check her phone every thirty seconds. James tried to make small talk. She managed monosyllables.

Seven hours could mean anything. Healthy debate or one stubborn holdout. Thorough review or complete deadlock.

When her phone finally buzzed with the alert—Jury has reached a verdict—her stomach dropped so fast she thought she might be sick.

"This is it," James said, unnecessarily.

Mira grabbed her blazer from the back of a chair, shrugged it on, and headed for the courtroom. Her heels clicked against linoleum, then marble. The gallery was packed—press in the back rows, sketch artists already positioned, spectators who'd been following the trial like it was their personal Netflix drama.

She took her seat at the prosecution table. Across the aisle, Kozlov sat with his defense team, looking utterly unconcerned. Like this was a minor inconvenience in his day.

The jury filed in. Mira tried to read their faces—an old habit, mostly useless. Juror number three wouldn't meet her eyes. Bad sign? Or just exhausted?

Judge Carmichael, a stern woman in her sixties who took exactly zero shit from anyone, surveyed the room. "Has the jury reached a verdict?"

The forewoman stood—juror number seven, the note-taker. "We have, Your Honor."

The bailiff took the folded paper, delivered it to the judge. Carmichael read it, her face revealing nothing, then handed it back.

Mira's lungs felt tight. She forced herself to breathe slowly, evenly.

"On the count of murder in the first degree, how do you find?"

"We find the defendant guilty."

The word hit like a physical thing. Mira's breath released all at once.

"On the count of racketeering, how do you find?"

"Guilty."

"On the count of money laundering—"

"Guilty."

Guilty. Guilty. Guilty.

All fourteen counts, each one delivered in that same steady voice. The gallery erupted behind her—gasps, murmurs, one person openly crying. The judge's gavel cracked down, demanding order.

Mira sat frozen, her hands flat on the table. They'd done it. Six months of eighteen-hour days, witnesses who'd recanted out of fear, evidence that had nearly been suppressed, and they'd actually—

She turned, instinct making her look at Kozlov.

He was already looking at her.

Still calm. Still patient. But something had shifted in those ice-chip eyes. A promise, cold and certain.

You did this, his stare said. And you're going to regret it.

A chill walked down her spine with spider-leg delicacy.

The judge was talking, setting a sentencing date, but Mira barely heard it. She watched as bailiffs moved toward Kozlov, as his lawyers scrambled to request bail pending appeal—immediately denied. They cuffed him, and he let them, his gaze never leaving Mira's face.

"Ms. Kapoor."

She jerked her attention away. James was grinning, his hand extended for a handshake. "We won. Hell of a job."

"Yeah." Her voice came out rough. She cleared her throat, managed a smile, took his hand. "Hell of a job."

The press would want a statement. Her boss would want to glad-hand. There would be interviews, follow-up, a sentencing hearing to prepare for. But right now, watching Viktor Kozlov being led out of the courtroom in handcuffs, Mira felt the victory curdle into something that tasted like copper.

She made it through the press conference on autopilot, hitting all the right notes about justice and the rule of law. Made it through the congratulatory backslapping from her fellow prosecutors. Made it all the way to the courthouse steps before Agent Carson found her.

"Ms. Kapoor. A word."

Marcus Carson, FBI liaison for the Kozlov task force. Fifty-something, built like a boxer gone soft, with eyes that had seen too much and believed too little. He'd been professional throughout the trial, feeding her evidence and witness protection details, but they'd never been friendly.

The look on his face now made her stomach tighten.

"Agent Carson." She shifted her bag on her shoulder. "If this is about the sentencing prep, I'll have my office coordinate—"

"This is about your safety." He glanced at the press still lingering near the courthouse entrance, then guided her away with a light touch on her elbow. His voice dropped. "We need to talk. Not here."

They walked to the edge of the courthouse plaza, near a sad-looking fountain that never worked. October wind bit through Mira's blazer. She crossed her arms against the chill.

"Kozlov's people are going to retaliate," Carson said without preamble. "You know that, right?"

"I assumed there'd be threats." Mira kept her voice level. "Occupational hazard."

"Not threats. Action." Carson's jaw worked. "We've intercepted chatter. Kozlov put out orders before they even led him out of the courtroom. There's a contract on you."

The world seemed to tilt slightly. Mira locked her knees. "A contract."

"His network is still operational. Still loyal. And you just became the person who took away their god." Carson pulled out his phone, showed her a screen she couldn't quite focus on. "We can offer protection. Surveillance, maybe a safe house for a few weeks until things calm down—"

"I have a life, Agent Carson." The words came out sharper than she intended. "A job. Cases. I can't just disappear because some criminal is pissy about consequences."

"Mira." The use of her first name startled her. Carson's expression was grave. "Three people have testified against Kozlov over the years. All three died within a month of their testimony. These people are serious. Professional."

Her mouth had gone dry. "So what are you suggesting?"

"Let us keep you safe. At least for the next few days." He handed her a business card with a number scrawled on it. "Call this if anything seems off. Anything. Strange cars, unfamiliar faces, someone watching you. And watch your back going home tonight."

Mira took the card, the paper thin and flimsy between her fingers. "You're scaring me."

"Good," Carson said. "Scared keeps you alert. Alert keeps you alive."

He left her standing by the broken fountain, cold wind picking up, the card clutched in her hand.

The parking garage was three blocks away. Mira walked it with her keys laced between her knuckles—an old habit from law school in Chicago, walking home late from the library. She felt ridiculous and paranoid and also couldn't stop scanning the street for threats.

Her Honda Civic was right where she'd left it that morning, nestled between an SUV and a pickup truck on the third level. No one lurking nearby. No suspicious activity.

She unlocked the door, slid into the driver's seat, and locked it immediately behind her. Checked the back seat—empty. Felt her heart rate start to slow.

"You're being paranoid," she said out loud. Her voice sounded small in the enclosed space.

The engine turned over smoothly. She backed out, navigated down the concrete levels, paid the attendant—a bored kid who didn't look up from his phone—and pulled out into downtown traffic.

Forty-minute drive home to her apartment in Brookline. Mira turned on NPR, let the familiar voices wash over her, and tried to convince herself everything was fine.

She made it ten minutes before she noticed the black SUV.

Two cars back, staying consistent in traffic. Tinted windows. No front plate.

Could be nothing. Probably was nothing. Boston was full of black SUVs.

Mira changed lanes. Checked her rearview.

The SUV changed lanes.

Her hands tightened on the wheel. She told herself she was being irrational, that Carson had gotten in her head, that this was just coincidence.

She took the next exit—not her usual route.

The SUV followed.

Oh God.

Mira's breath came faster. She fumbled for her phone in the cupholder, trying to pull up the number Carson had given her, but her hands were shaking and the car in front of her was braking and—

She dropped the phone.

It clattered into the footwell, out of reach. The SUV was one car back now, closing distance.

Mira pressed the accelerator, weaving through traffic, her heart slamming against her ribs. She could get to the police station—that was smart, right? Public place, cops everywhere.

The SUV matched her speed.

She ran a red light, horns blaring behind her. Didn't care. Just needed to—

Her apartment complex appeared on the right. Stupid, dangerous, leading them to her home, but she wasn't thinking straight. She whipped into the parking lot, grabbed her bag, and ran for the building entrance.

Behind her, the SUV's engine purred into the lot.

Mira's hands shook so badly she could barely get her key fob to work. The door buzzed. She yanked it open, stumbled into the lobby, and—

The SUV drove past. Kept going. Disappeared around the corner.

She stood there, gasping, her back against the wall, feeling like an idiot.

Just a car. Just traffic. Just her paranoid imagination turning shadows into monsters.

But as she climbed the stairs to her third-floor apartment, legs weak and hands still trembling, Viktor Kozlov's cold stare lingered in her mind.

You're going to regret it.

Mira unlocked her door, stepped inside, and locked it behind her. She left the lights off, moved to the window, and looked down at the parking lot.

Empty. Quiet. Normal.

She exhaled slowly, set her bag down, and tried to convince herself that everything was—

A black SUV rolled into view, parking directly across from her building.

The engine cut off.

No one got out.

Mira's blood turned to ice.

The SUV just sat there, waiting in the darkness, as the last of the daylight died.


Chapter Two

DECLAN

The call came at 11:47 PM, pulling Declan Cross out of the first decent sleep he'd had in a week.

He answered before the second ring, already swinging his legs out of bed. Years of training had hardwired his nervous system—late-night calls meant someone was dead, dying, or about to be.

"Cross."

"Get to the office. Now." Assistant Director Marcus Hale's voice, clipped and urgent. No preamble, no explanation.

The line went dead.

Declan stared at his phone for three seconds, then moved. Jeans, T-shirt, shoulder holster, jacket. His go-bag stayed ready by the door—another old habit that had saved his ass more than once. He grabbed it and his keys, and was in his truck within ninety seconds of waking.

The drive to the FBI field office took twenty minutes at this hour, streets empty except for cabs and the occasional drunk stumbling out of bars. Boston's downtown glittered with lights that did nothing to warm the October cold seeping through the truck's vents.

Declan's mind cycled through possibilities. Terrorist threat. Kidnapping. Cartel action. Something big enough to haul him out of bed but not big enough to call the whole team.

He cleared security, took the elevator to the fourth floor. The operations center was half-lit, a few agents working night rotation. Marcus's office door stood open, light spilling out.

Declan knocked once and entered.

Marcus sat behind his desk, reading glasses perched on his nose, a file open in front of him. Fifty-eight years old, former Marine, with the kind of weathered face that looked like it had been carved from granite. He'd mentored Declan through his first five years at the Bureau, pushed him into the specialized protection unit, and generally kept him from self-destructing after—

Declan cut that thought off.

"Sir."

Marcus looked up, removed his glasses. "Sit."

Declan sat, his spine automatically straight, hands resting on his thighs. He could see the tension in Marcus's jaw, the way his fingers drummed once against the desk before going still.

"Viktor Kozlov was convicted today," Marcus said. "All counts."

"I heard." Everyone had heard. The Kozlov trial had been the Bureau's marquee case for six months. "Hell of a win."

"Hell of a problem." Marcus opened the file, turned it so Declan could see. Surveillance photos, intercept transcripts, intelligence reports. "Kozlov's organization is already moving. They've put out a contract—high value, open bidding. We're seeing chatter from three different networks."

Declan scanned the documents, his trained eye picking out relevant details. Contract value: half a million. Timeline: immediate. Target description—

His blood turned to ice water.

Federal prosecutor. Female. South Asian. 32 years old. Boston based.

"The lead prosecutor," Declan said, his voice coming from somewhere far away. "Mira Kapoor."

He didn't need confirmation. Didn't need to see the surveillance photo Marcus slid across the desk—Mira leaving the courthouse, her dark hair pulled back, wearing that same determined expression she'd always worn when she was fighting for something.

But he looked anyway.

Six years. It had been six years since he'd seen her face as anything other than a memory that haunted him at three in the morning.

She looked older. Sharper. Beautiful in a way that made his chest physically hurt.

"You know her." Marcus's statement, not a question.

"We worked together. Before." Declan kept his voice flat, professional. "When I was still doing joint task force operations. She was with the DA's office in New York."

That was the sanitized version. The one that left out late nights prepping witnesses, coffee at four AM, the way she'd looked at him like he was something worth believing in. The version that skipped over falling in love with her and then destroying everything because he'd been given an impossible choice.

Marcus watched him with those sharp, evaluating eyes. "Can you protect her?"

"Yes, sir." No hesitation. Whatever else was broken between them, Declan would die before he let someone hurt her.

"It's not just street-level talent bidding on this contract," Marcus continued. "We're seeing interest from serious operators. International players. Kozlov's people are motivated and they're well-funded." He paused. "The prosecutor—Kapoor—she doesn't fully understand the threat level yet. Carson briefed her this afternoon, but she thinks this is manageable. It's not."

Declan's jaw tightened. Of course she thought it was manageable. Mira had always believed the system would protect her, that doing the right thing meant being safe. She'd never seen what he'd seen—how easily people died when they became inconvenient.

"What's the protection protocol?" he asked.

"Full isolation. We've got a safe house set up, off-books, remote location. You get her there, keep her alive until we can dismantle Kozlov's network and neutralize the threat." Marcus leaned forward. "This is voluntary, Cross. Given your history with her, I can assign someone else—"

"No." The word came out harder than intended. Declan forced himself to breathe. "I'll do it."

Because the alternative—imagining Mira under someone else's protection, trusting her life to someone who might not care enough, might not see the angle, might not be willing to do whatever it took—was intolerable.

Marcus studied him for a long moment, then nodded. "Agent Carson is coordinating logistics. The safe house is stocked and secured. Your job is to get her there and keep her alive." He closed the file. "One more thing. This stays compartmentalized. Minimal personnel. There are too many leaks in this organization, too many people on Kozlov's payroll. The fewer who know where she is, the better."

"Understood." Declan stood. "When do I extract her?"

Marcus checked his watch. "You've got eight hours before we expect the first serious attempt on her life. Surveillance indicates at least one team already in the city. Professional contractors, well-equipped." His gaze hardened. "Don't let this get personal, Declan. I need you sharp, not emotional."

Too late for that. It had been personal for six years.

"I'll bring her in," Declan said, and left before Marcus could see through the lie of his composure.

He spent the next hour in the operations center, reviewing everything they had on the threat. The intercepts were damning—coded communications that the analysts had broken down, showing multiple teams mobilizing. The contract had gone out less than three hours after the verdict, which meant Kozlov had planned this in advance.

Smart. Ruthless. Exactly what Declan would have expected from someone who'd built an empire on violence.

The surveillance feed from Mira's apartment building made his stomach clench. They'd had a team watching her place since the trial started—standard protocol for high-value witnesses. The feed showed her arriving home around 6:15 PM, clearly shaken. She'd stood at her window for almost twenty minutes, looking down at the street.

Looking at something that had scared her.

Declan rewound, checked the parking lot cameras. A black SUV, no plates visible, had parked across from her building at 6:47 PM and stayed there for forty minutes before leaving.

Reconnaissance. They were already watching her, learning her patterns, planning the hit.

His hands curled into fists.

"Cross." Agent Sarah Chen appeared at his shoulder, holding a tablet. Sarah was his usual partner—sharp, competent, with a dark sense of humor that made long stakeouts bearable. "Marcus briefed me. I've got the route planned for extraction, three alternates in case of complications. Armored vehicle staged two blocks from her apartment."

Declan took the tablet, studied the routes. "What about air transport?"

"Private airfield, thirty minutes outside the city. I've got a pilot on standby." Sarah's expression softened slightly. "You okay with this one? Marcus mentioned you have history."

"I'm fine."

"Liar." But she didn't push it. "I'll be running overwatch during extraction. Comms channel seven, encrypted. You get into trouble, I'll have backup to you in under five minutes."

"Appreciate it." He handed back the tablet. "Who else knows about this op?"

"Just us, Marcus, and Carson. Like you said—compartmentalized." She paused. "You really think there's a leak?"

Declan thought about how fast Kozlov's people had moved, how they'd already positioned surveillance on Mira. "I think we don't take chances."

Sarah nodded. "Watch your six out there."

At 4:30 AM, Declan stood in the parking garage beneath Mira's building, staring at her apartment number in his phone contacts.

He hadn't deleted it. In six years, through three different phones, he'd transferred that number every time. Never called it. Never texted. Just kept it, like some kind of masochistic talisman.

His finger hovered over the call button.

This was going to go badly. Mira hated him—had every right to hate him. The last time they'd spoken, she'd looked at him with such betrayal in her eyes that the memory still felt like a knife between his ribs.

You lied about me. You destroyed my career. How could you?

And he'd stood there, unable to explain, unable to tell her that his sister's life had been the price of his silence. That he'd traded Mira's career to save Emma, and it had all been for nothing because Emma had died anyway, two years later, shot in an alley during a buy-bust that went wrong.

He'd sacrificed everything for nothing.

Declan closed his eyes, breathed through the familiar weight of that guilt, then opened them and made the call.

It rang four times. He was about to hang up when she answered, her voice thick with sleep.

"Hello?"

Every muscle in his body went rigid. Six years, and her voice still hit him like a physical thing.

"Mira Kapoor?" He kept his tone professional, official.

Silence. Then, sharper: "Who is this?"

"This is Special Agent Declan Cross, FBI. I'm in your building. I need you to open your door in the next sixty seconds."

"What—" Confusion, then recognition bleeding through. "Declan?"

"Please open the door, Ms. Kapoor. This is an emergency."

He ended the call before she could argue, before the sound of his name in her mouth could undo him.

The elevator ride to the third floor took forever. Two other agents flanked him—Matthews and Rodriguez, both solid operators. They'd sweep the apartment, secure the perimeter, cover the extraction.

Declan knocked on apartment 3C.

The door swung open.

Mira stood there in sleep pants and an old Columbia Law sweatshirt, her hair loose around her shoulders, brown eyes wide and furious.

Even terrified and angry, she was the most beautiful thing he'd ever seen.

"What the hell are you doing here?" she demanded.

Declan made himself meet her gaze, made himself not react to the way she looked at him—like he was a threat, a betrayal, something that had hurt her once and would again.

"Keeping you alive," he said. "May we come in?"

She let them in because she didn't have a choice, stepping back with her arms crossed defensively over her chest. The apartment was small but tidy—books everywhere, case files stacked on the dining table, a mug of tea abandoned on the coffee table.

It looked like her. Organized chaos, everything positioned with purpose.

Declan tried not to notice details, tried to stay professional. Matthews and Rodriguez moved through the space, checking windows, clearing the bedroom and bathroom.

Mira watched them, then turned that sharp gaze on Declan.

"Agent Carson said I'd have protection, not an invasion at four in the morning." Her voice was cold, controlled. "And he certainly didn't mention you."

"The threat level has escalated." Declan kept his distance, hands visible, non-threatening. "We have intelligence indicating an imminent attempt on your life. You need to be relocated immediately."

"Relocated." She said it like he'd suggested she fly to the moon. "I have a job. Cases. Responsibilities."

"You have a half-million-dollar contract on your head," Declan said flatly. "Professional killers are already in the city. If you stay here, you'll be dead within twenty-four hours."

He watched the words hit her, watched her process and push back the fear. She'd always been brave—too brave, sometimes. It was one of the things he'd loved about her.

"So what, I just run? Hide? For how long?"

"As long as it takes."

"And you're the one assigned to protect me." Skepticism and something darker—old hurt—threaded through her voice. "Convenient."

"I'm the best qualified for this assignment," Declan said, which was true. "Personal history aside, my job is to keep you alive. That's all."

Mira laughed, sharp and bitter. "Personal history. Is that what we're calling it?"

Matthews emerged from the bedroom. "All clear, sir. No signs of forced entry or surveillance devices."

"Good. Help Ms. Kapoor pack. Essentials only—clothes for two weeks, toiletries, any medications. Nothing electronic." Declan looked back at Mira. "You have thirty minutes."

"I haven't agreed to this."

"You don't have to agree." He kept his voice level, professional, even though everything in him wanted to close the distance between them, to shake her until she understood how serious this was. "You can refuse protective custody. I'll file the paperwork, note your decision, and leave. But those men hunting you won't care about your autonomy or your career. They'll just kill you."

The apartment fell silent except for the hum of the refrigerator.

Mira stared at him, and he could see the war happening behind her eyes—pride versus survival, anger versus fear.

"If I do this," she said finally, "I want someone else. Anyone else. Not you."

That hurt more than it should have. Declan absorbed it, nodded. "I'll make the request. But there's no guarantee—"

"Then guarantee it." Her voice shook slightly. "You destroyed me once, Declan. I won't give you the chance to do it again."

Before he could respond—before he could figure out what the hell to say to that—the window behind her exploded inward.

Glass shattered everywhere. Mira screamed.

Declan moved on pure instinct, tackling her to the ground as another window shattered, bullets punching through the walls.

"Sniper!" Rodriguez yelled, returning fire.

Declan covered Mira's body with his own, feeling her shake beneath him, hearing her gasping breaths against his chest.

"Stay down," he ordered, and reached for his gun.

The choice had just been taken out of both their hands.


Chapter Three

MIRA

The world had turned into glass and gunfire and Declan Cross's body crushing her into the carpet.

Mira couldn't breathe. Couldn't think past the animal panic screaming through her nervous system. Something hot and sharp had grazed her arm—flying glass, maybe, or worse. The apartment was full of noise: more windows breaking, men shouting, the sharp crack of returning gunfire.

"We need to move!" someone yelled. Not Declan. One of the other agents.

Declan's weight lifted off her. His hand clamped around her wrist, yanking her up. "Stay low. Eyes on me. Move when I move."

She didn't have time to argue, didn't have time to process. He was pulling her toward the door, his body between her and the windows, his gun up and ready.

Another shot punched through the wall behind them. Mira's legs were shaking so badly she could barely walk.

"I can't—"

"You can." Declan's voice, hard and certain. "Door. Now."

They burst into the hallway. The other two agents flanked them, weapons drawn. One of them—the younger one, Rodriguez maybe—had blood running down his face from a cut near his temple.

"Stairwell," Declan snapped. "Matthews, you've got point. Rodriguez, rear guard."

They moved like a unit, practiced and efficient, half-carrying Mira between them. Her bare feet slapped against the hallway floor. She'd lost her shoes somewhere in the apartment, hadn't grabbed anything, was wearing pajamas and an old sweatshirt while people tried to kill her.

The absurdity of it almost made her laugh. Hysteria, probably.

The stairwell door crashed open. Matthews went through first, gun sweeping the space. "Clear!"

Declan pushed Mira forward. "Go. Fast as you can."

Down three flights, their footsteps echoing like thunderclaps. Mira's lungs burned. The cut on her arm throbbed with each heartbeat, blood seeping through her sleeve.

They hit the ground floor. The lobby was empty—thank God, no civilians—but the front entrance was all glass, exposed, a killing field.

"Back exit," Declan said, redirecting them toward the service corridor.

They ran past the mailboxes, the storage units, out through the delivery entrance into the alley behind the building. October air hit Mira's face, shockingly cold. She was shaking, her teeth chattering.

A black SUV sat idling twenty feet away, back door already open.

"That's our ride," Declan said. "Get in. Now."

Mira ran for it, her bare feet finding every piece of broken glass and loose gravel in the alley. Pain didn't matter. Nothing mattered except the vehicle and safety and making the gunfire stop.

She dove into the backseat. Declan followed immediately, his body covering hers again as Matthews gunned the engine.

The SUV lurched forward.

Behind them, the sharp crack of gunfire echoed off brick walls.

"Contact rear!" Rodriguez yelled from the front passenger seat, twisting to return fire through the back window.

The SUV's rear window starred but didn't shatter—bulletproof glass. Mira watched the spiderweb pattern spread, almost beautiful in its symmetry, while her brain tried to process that someone had just shot at her. Again.

"Hold on!" Matthews took a corner hard enough to throw Mira against Declan.

His arm came around her automatically, steadying her, and the familiarity of it—the way her body remembered being held by him—made something crack open in her chest.

She shoved away, pressing herself against the opposite door.

Declan let her go, his face unreadable. "You're bleeding."

Mira looked down. Her sweatshirt sleeve was soaked through, blood dripping down her arm. "I'm fine."

"You're not fine." He reached for her.

She jerked back. "Don't touch me."

His jaw tightened, but he pulled back, turning instead to Rodriguez. "How bad are you hit?"

"Superficial. I'm good." Rodriguez had a field dressing pressed to his temple. "They had a team positioned across the street. Professional setup—spotter and shooter, probably using thermal imaging to track positions inside the apartment."

"They knew exactly where she was." Matthews navigated through side streets, checking mirrors constantly. "How the hell did they move that fast?"

Good question. One Mira's prosecutor brain latched onto despite the shock. "The trial ended eight hours ago. That's not enough time to plan and execute an operation like this."

"No," Declan agreed, his voice grim. "They had this set up before the verdict. Maybe before the trial even started."

The implications of that settled over Mira like ice water. Kozlov had been so confident in his reach, his power, that he'd arranged her assassination as a contingency plan.

And she'd thought putting him in prison would make her safe.

"Where are we going?" she asked, hating how small her voice sounded.

"Private airfield outside the city," Declan said. "We've got a plane waiting to take you somewhere secure."

"I don't have shoes." The words came out absurd, disconnected. "Or clothes. Or my phone. I don't have anything."

"We'll get you what you need." Declan's tone had softened slightly. "I know this is—"

"Don't." Mira cut him off. "Don't pretend you know anything about what this is for me."

He fell silent, and she was grateful. Talking to him, being near him, was almost harder than the people trying to kill her. Because at least the assassins were straightforward in their intent.

Declan was complicated in ways that still hurt.

The drive took forty minutes. Mira spent it pressed against the window, watching the city give way to suburbs give way to rural darkness. Her arm had stopped bleeding but throbbed with a deep, insistent ache. She was cold down to her bones despite the SUV's heat.

Mostly, she was numb.

The airfield appeared—a small private strip with a few hangars and a single runway. Matthews drove directly onto the tarmac, pulling up beside a sleek eight-seater plane.

"That's us," Declan said, already moving. "Let's go."

Mira climbed out on shaky legs. The tarmac was freezing against her bare feet, rough and textured. She walked toward the plane, feeling like she was watching herself from outside her body.

This was her life now. Running. Hiding. Dependent on a man who'd already proven he couldn't be trusted.

Rodriguez helped her up the stairs—her feet were bleeding now, small cuts from the alley adding to the collection—while Declan and Matthews did a security sweep of the plane.

The interior was all leather seats and polished wood, luxury that felt obscene given the circumstances. Mira sank into the nearest seat, pulled her knees to her chest, and tried to stop shaking.

Declan appeared with a first aid kit. "Let me see your arm."

"I said don't touch me."

"And I heard you." He sat across from her, not touching, keeping distance. "But that cut needs to be cleaned and dressed, or it's going to get infected. So you can let me do it, or you can do it yourself. Your choice."

Mira stared at him. Six years, and he still had that same steady calm, that same infuriating certainty. Like the world could be falling apart and he'd just handle it.

She'd loved that once. Before she learned it was a lie.

"Fine." She extended her arm, not looking at him.

His hands were careful, professional. He cut away the bloody sleeve, revealing a three-inch gash across her bicep. Not deep enough for stitches, but ugly and painful. He cleaned it with antiseptic that burned like fire, and Mira bit her lip to keep from making a sound.

"You're doing good," Declan said quietly, like he was talking to a frightened civilian. "Almost done."

"Stop it."

His hands paused. "Stop what?"

"Using that voice. The one where you pretend to care." Mira finally looked at him, met those steel-gray eyes that had once looked at her with something other than professional concern. "We're not partners. We're not friends. You're just the person stuck with the job nobody else wanted."

Something flickered across his expression—hurt, maybe, or regret. But it was gone before she could identify it.

"You're right," he said, and finished bandaging her arm in silence.

Matthews stuck his head into the cabin. "We've got a problem."

Declan was on his feet instantly. "What kind of problem?"

"The pilot. He's dead."

Mira followed them down the stairs on numb feet, her newly bandaged arm throbbing in time with her heartbeat.

The pilot was slumped in the hangar twenty feet from the plane, a dark pool spreading beneath him. Even from a distance, Mira could see the unnatural angle of his body, the stillness that meant life had left.

She'd seen crime scene photos. Testified about murders. But she'd never seen an actual body before—still warm, recently killed, dead because of her.
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