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      Suzette

      My father taught me to catch things he threw when I was seven. Knives, mostly, aimed towards my head. Later, grenades, pins in or out, depending on how good a day he had experienced.

      Today it's just a soup spoon.

      It hits my palm before my brain registers movement. His fingerprints on my reflexes. The splash of accompanying brown, almost purple liquid tells me everything I need to know. Borscht.

      He hates beetroot. But he loves anything sweet and I know he'll be coveting the half-melted ice cream in the adjacent bowl.

      “Still fast!” he says from his chair by the window.

      “Still alive?” I ask, unable to hide the edge of disappointment. The man in front of me might be breathing but confirming Colonel-General Volkonsky's beating heart has always been a challenge and none more so than now: weathered and wizened with almost translucent skin, he is the husk of the bronzed god he once was.

      He slides the dessert bowl in front of him and looks at me expectantly.

      I set down the spoon, his only utensil, just out of his reach.

      Room 32B smells, like the rest of the home, of aged boiled cabbage and lingering death. The walls are a shade of cream that starts dingy and worsens by the pollutant breathing of its residents. Rectangular shadows line where previous occupants hung framed memories of hope and family, before my father moved in. A single bed with metal rails dominates the room next to a nightstand bolted to the wall. A television mounted too high for comfort, silenced, sends animated shadows across the room. There are no personal effects beyond a folded copy of Izvestia, an unopened letter on a small table, a photograph face-down on the windowsill.

      “I didn't want you to visit. I didn't ask you here.” He looks away, his gaze now set on the large bay window and the gardens beyond—his once larger-than-life persona now hollowed out, much like the charisma and sex appeal he used to brandish like a weapon. What remains carries the faint whiff of stale ammonia, decay dressed up in bleach. But underestimate the man at your peril. He's still as lethal. “You chose to come. Why?”

      “I don't know.”

      “Liar.” His eyes narrow, and even through the creases he still looks dangerous—pale grey, cold and murky like well-trodden slush. “You always know. You're too calculating not to know.”

      He's right.

      The last time I saw my father was the day before he signed the papers to process my elimination. Eight years ago, in a windowless room in Lubyanka. Today, in this mock Tudor mansion in the arse-end of Nasty, an aptly named Hertfordshire hamlet where the government contains intelligence liabilities by removing their walkers, I wonder if he might try to complete what he failed to do before.

      He spins his recliner, turning himself to face the small table holding his folded copy of Izvestia, and an object he palms before I can identify it.

      “They feed us well here,” he says, conversational. “Three meals. Medical care. Entertainment.” He stands, placing his hand on a cabinet for support, the wood veneer peeling at the corners like sunburned skin, and I see what he's holding.

      A letter opener. Brass. Eight inches. Sharp enough.

      The overhead light catches it as he turns it in his hand, throwing small coins of reflection against the murky walls.

      “All the retired officers together, remembering the camaraderie of the glory days.” He nods to the bed. “Sit.”

      I remain standing. Habit—never give him the high ground, even if it is symbolic.

      His mouth curves. Not quite a smile. “Still cautious. Good. I taught you that at least.”

      “You taught me many things.”

      “Yes. Most of them against your will.”

      Outside, November drizzle streaks the window. The gardens beyond are bare: pruned roses waiting for spring that may never arrive, a birdbath crusted with algae, wooden benches rotting into the lawn. Nothing grows here. Everything just waits to die with or without dignity.

      “This is prison with better food.” He moves closer, casual, testing. “But then, you understand prison. You've built your own. Marriage. Vineyard. Pretending to be French. As if new name erases who you are.”

      “It's called moving forward.”

      “It's called running.” Another step. The letter opener catches light from the window—weak, watery, English light that never quite commits to being anything. “From me. From Moscow. From everything I made you.”

      My weight shifts automatically. Left foot back, right forward, balanced. He notices and smiles—pride, almost.

      “There she is. Aleksandra. My bastard child. Trained to kill, trying to play civilian.”

      “I'm done killing.”

      “No one's done killing.” He's close enough now his smell is stronger. Wood-spiced aftershave fighting a losing battle against age and entropy, the metallic tang of medication, sour and sharp underneath. He's close enough that I could disarm him in two moves. He knows this. Wants me to know he knows. “It's in your blood. In your training. In every reflex you can't control.”

      The letter opener flicks toward my throat. He’s not testing anymore, but attacking, speed surprising for his age.

      I'm not there when the blade arrives. I'm to his left, his wrist in my grip, twisting, pressure on the nerve cluster that makes his hand spasm open. The letter opener clatters to the linoleum, cheap, institutional flooring chosen for ease of cleaning blood and other bodily fluids.

      We stand frozen, me holding him in place, his breath ragged and whistling through what might be early-stage emphysema.

      “Good,” he says softly. “Very good.”

      I release him and step back, heart pounding, rage building. “What the fuck was that?”

      “Proof you're still my daughter.” He retrieves the letter opener like nothing happened and returns it to the table, hands steadier now, as though violence has rejuvenated him. “You can change names. Countries. Identities. But when someone attacks, you respond. Without thought. That's mine. I gave you that.”

      “You gave me trauma.”

      “I gave you survival.” He sits again, suddenly looking exhausted, as though the brief surge of energy has evaporated, leaving him empty. “The world is violent. Pretending otherwise gets you killed. I prepared you.”

      “You tortured me.”

      “I trained you. There's difference.”

      I move toward the door. This was a mistake. He isn't going to give me what I want.

      His voice stops me.

      “Sit.” He sighs. “Please.”

      The please is so unexpected I turn around.

      He's not looking at me anymore. His gaze is out far past the confines of this room, through the rain-streaked window to something I can't see—Moscow perhaps, in offices where decisions were made, in rooms where men like him shaped the world by fear and coercion.

      Against better judgment, I sit on the edge of the bed. The mattress is hard, wrapped in a waterproof covering that crinkles when I shift my weight.

      Silence stretches. Outside, a crow lands on the windowsill, regards us with one black eye, like a judge weighing evidence, then loses interest.

      “I need to know where she is,” I say.

      He doesn't ask who I mean. Just reaches for his tea with hands that shake more now given his unnecessary exertion. A fine tremor, the sort that comes from age or Parkinson’s or decades of decisions that won't stay buried. The tea looks lukewarm at best, a greasy layer formed on the surface, in a chipped mug with the home's logo—a tree that's supposed to represent longevity but looks more like it's being struck by lightning.

      “You think so.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you believe I know this?”

      “I know you know. You've always known. You just chose to keep it from me.”

      He sips his tea. Sets it down with exaggerated care, as though sudden movement might shatter more than porcelain. “Why I would tell you now?”

      “Because you're dying. Because secrets die with you unless you share them. Because—” I stop. I won't beg. I've never begged him for anything and I won't start now.

      “Because you think I owe you.” He smiles. Actually smiles. Teeth yellowed by decades of cigarettes and tea, one incisor chipped from a bar fight in Berlin circa 1987. “This is sweet. Delusional, but sweet.”

      “You owe me nothing. But you have the information I need.”

      “Information.” He turns the word over like a diamond dealer searching it for defects. “So clinical. Is this what she is to you? Information to be acquired?”

      “Don't.”

      “Don't what? Point out you are treating her like intelligence objective?” He laughs—a dry, bitter sound like paper tearing, or frozen ground cracking under boots. “I taught you too well.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Why do you want to know?”

      “That's my business.”

      “No, Aleksandra. You came to me. You made it my business.” He leans forward, and for a moment I see the man the colonel-general used to be—sharp, strategic, dangerous. The man who planned operations across three continents, who decided which assets lived and which became acceptable losses. “So tell me. Why? After all these years. After walking away. After building your little life in France. Why now?”

      I could lie. Should lie. But he'll know.

      “Because I need to find her. Because I've tried everything else. Because you're the only person left who might actually know.”

      “Might.” He savours the word like expensive vodka, rolling it around his mouth. “But might is not certainty, yes? You are gambling. Coming here. Exposing yourself to me. Hoping I will be generous in old age.”

      I could point out the bridges he's burned with Moscow, the precarious situation he'd be in if the Kremlin learned of his continued existence. But getting what I want won't be born from threats. Blunt force won't work.

      “Will you?” I ask.

      “No.”

      I grind my teeth against the verbal slap.

      “Why not?”

      “Because she is better off without you.” He says it simply, with his natural casual cruelty, the same tone he'd use ordering coffee or signing execution orders. “Whatever you think you need from her, whatever closure or redemption or reconciliation you are seeking—she does not need this. She does not need you. Never did.”

      “You don't know that.”

      “I don't?” He moves to the window. The crow is still there, preening wet feathers. He taps the glass and it flies away, leaving small scratches on the sill from claws that have seen worse perches. “I know more than you think. I know where she is. What she does. Whether she is happy. Whether she thinks about you.”

      My chest tightens. “And?”

      “And nothing.” He turns, backlit by the grey early winter day filtering through clouds like old dishwater. “You're irrelevant.” He laughs. My fists tighten as I force them down by my sides. “I won't allow you to play out this ridiculous midlife crisis seeking redemption by destroying my legacy.”

      “That's not⁠—”

      “This is exactly what you are doing. Selfish. Self-serving. Wrapped in pretty language about closure and truth, but you are as self-centred and pitiful as you have always been. Me, me, me…”

      I stand. “You're wrong.”

      “Am I?” He moves closer—slow, deliberate, like he's crossing a minefield he planted himself. “Then tell me. What happens if you find her? If you show up and she wants nothing to do with you? If she is happy where she is and you are reminder of things she would rather forget?”

      “Then I'll respect that. But it should be her choice. Not yours. Not Moscow's. Hers.”

      He lets out another huff of laughter. “Bold words from someone who removes others' choices without second thought.”

      I flinch. He sees it and sneers. “Besides I cannot tell you. I made promise.”

      “She asked you to hide her from me?”

      “Not her.” He sits again, skin hanging loose on his frame like a suit bought in better times. “Someone else. Someone who cared about her welfare more than they cared about your feelings.”

      “Who?”

      “This is not information you are entitled to.”

      I move toward him. Fast. He doesn't flinch.

      “Tell me.”

      “Or what? You will hurt me? Please. I am dying anyway. Save yourself effort.”

      “I could make it hurt more.”

      “You could.” He meets my eyes, his pale grey to my dark brown, winter to earth, ice to blood. “But you won't. Because you are hoping I will change my mind. Hoping if you are patient, or persuasive, or pathetic enough, I will give you what you want.”

      He's right. I hate that he's right.

      I step back.

      “I'm getting my files. All of them. Unredacted,” I tell him. “I'll find out everything I need.”

      “Then why you need me?”

      “Because the files will tell me where to hunt—you can tell me who to hunt.” As much as I hate the confession, with his help I can exact my revenge faster. I watch as smugness curls the corners of his mouth, and then I realise why. “But then the information I need never made it into the files, did it?”

      A malicious glint makes his eyes sparkle like broken glass catching light. “I could give you what you want but why I would do that? You are intent on burning down my life's work and I won't let you.”

      “Your life's work?” I pull open the wardrobe door with its full-length mirrored façade, the silver clouded with age, spotted like diseased lungs, and show him his reflection.

      Sunken eyes stare back. Grey skin stretched over bones that show too clearly. A face more gaunt than chiselled, cheekbones sharp enough to cut. The man who once commanded armies reduced to someone who needs help opening medicine bottles. His pyjamas hang off him, prison stripes in pale blue and white, generic sleepwear chosen by committee to offend no one and comfort even fewer.

      He looks away quickly, but not before I see his expression crack.

      “The only reason you're still revered in Moscow is because they think you're dead! And you might as well be.” I gesture to the room, the medicinal supplies, the call button, the wheelchair folded in the corner waiting for the day his legs give out completely so it can replace his recliner. “They've imprisoned you here, just waiting for you to die. The glorious Colonel-General Volkonsky, grateful to be hidden away in a dementia home for the all-but-dead.”

      A shudder runs through him, as though wincing at the truth, a crack in the starched uniform he's worn so long it's fused to skin. But then he rounds on me, and for a moment the dying man disappears, replaced by the soldier, the spy who took lives with the flourish of a pen.

      “And you cannot change this. MI6 will not allow you. I am an asset. I have value.”

      “For now,” I say.

      But I intend to change that.

      The rain picks up outside, drumming against the window like fingers tapping for entry. The room darkens as clouds thicken. Somewhere down the corridor, someone is crying—high, keening sound that might be pain or confusion or just the sound of realising you're still alive when you'd rather not be.

      I move to the door.

      “She does not need you,” he says to my back. “She never did. Whatever fantasy you are chasing, it ends badly. For both of you.”

      I don't turn around.

      “Maybe. But as I said, that's her decision to make. Not yours.”

      “How many choices have you made for others?”

      His laugh follows me into the corridor, dry, bitter, yet triumphant somehow. Like he's won simply by losing, forcing me to prove I'm still what he made me.

      The corridor stretches ahead. Motivational posters about dignity. Watercolour landscapes chosen to be inoffensive. A resident in a wheelchair by the window, staring at rain-soaked gardens where nothing grows.

      This is where powerful men end up when they know too much to be killed but too much to be free.

      This is the retirement plan for people like my father.

      And maybe, if I'm not careful, for people like me.

      I sign out at reception. The nurse barely glances up from her computer, already forgetting I'm here. Buckthorne Manor. A name designed to comfort families who need somewhere to warehouse the inconvenient—and a government that needs somewhere to hide the dangerous. Mock Tudor beams that have never seen real timber. Carpets worn to grey thread at the corridor's end where the overhead light flickers with an almost Soviet determination to fail without quite dying.

      Outside, the rain is cold and English and relentless. My rental sits in the visitors' car park between a Nissan whose bumper is held on with duct tape and a Volvo that's older than me.

      I sit in the driver's seat without starting the engine.

      My phone shows three missed calls from Amber. One from Phillipa. Tomorrow I'm supposed to meet with Victoria Fraser, discuss some proposition Phillipa thinks I'll find interesting.

      But tonight I'm sitting in a nursing home car park in Hertfordshire, shaking, because my father knows where she is and won't tell me, and the only weapon I have left is the one he gave me, patience, strategy, and the willingness to do what needs doing even when it costs everything.

      I start the engine and drive away from Buckthorne Manor, watching it shrink in my rearview mirror, full of people already forgotten.

      Behind one of those windows, my father is sitting in his chair, smiling, knowing he's won this round.

      But the game is far from over and it won't be until one of us is dead.
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      Victoria

      “Save our lives?”

      My espresso cup hits the saucer hard enough to make Suzette blink. “You evacuated us from France in the middle of the night to save our lives?”

      She doesn't flinch. Just sits there in one of the study's wingback chairs, legs crossed, hands folded like we're discussing the weather.

      “Yes.”

      “From whom?” The scenarios cascade through my mind, each more implausible than the last. Disgruntled wine competitors? Some Bordeaux syndicate they've accidentally offended?

      “People who object to what we do.” Suzette's voice carries her usual measured quality, a quality that now seems tactical. “Men, mostly. Old, white, wealthy. They value personal empires over humanity.”

      “What you do?” I lean forward. “You make wine. You donate to women's charities. Who threatens someone over Grenache and good deeds? The Bordeaux mafia?”

      Amber almost smiles from her position by the door. She hasn't sat since serving us coffee and canelés twenty minutes ago.

      “It's more complicated than that,” Suzette says.

      “Then uncomplicate it for me.” My voice sharpens. My usual calm abandoned me somewhere between the midnight evacuation and this spectacularly inadequate explanation. “Bundling us into a car at midnight, driving to Italy without explanation, putting us on a private plane is—well, it's witness protection behaviour, Suzette. Not friendship.”

      Abby's hand finds my knee. Always my anchor. But she leans forward too, legs tucked underneath her. My wife only needs popcorn to complete the picture.

      “You're right.” Suzette meets my gaze. “It was dramatic. I apologise for the fear it caused. But circumstances required⁠—”

      “What circumstances?”

      Suzette glances at Amber. A look passes between them. Amber nods once.

      “Before I explain why you're here,” Suzette says, “I need to tell you who we are.”

      The shift in her tone unsettles my stomach.

      “Suzette—”

      “I'm former intelligence. Russian. FSB, now an independent contractor.” She delivers the information as though she's sharing a previous career in banking. “Recruitment. Asset management. Psychological operations.” Her eyes flick again to Amber. “Amber handled tactical operations. Extractions.”

      The room falls into silence.

      I study Amber, whose watchful stance now makes uneasy sense.

      I consider Suzette, whose careful phrasing about her past I'd never thought to question.

      Then turn my attention to this house—Obsidian Hall with its multiple exits and expensive security I'd dismissed as wealthy paranoia.

      “You're spies.”

      “Were,” Suzette corrects. “Retired.”

      “You can't just retire from espionage! Surely?”

      “Technically, yes.” Amber says. “But is complicated.”

      “Complicated how?”

      “Moscow wasn't in agreement with my departure.” Suzette's tone doesn't change. “They attempted to resolve their objection permanently. That's why we maintain security. Why we're careful about proximity. Why we evacuated you when our perimeter was compromised.”

      I stand. I need movement. The book-lined study suddenly feels like theatre set design—pretty walls hiding something much, much darker.

      “So the vineyard. The wine. The family life. That's what? Cover?”

      “No. No.” Suzette's voice firms. “That's our life. What we chose after leaving intelligence work. But the past doesn't dissolve just because we want it to. People we worked with. People we worked against. Memory is long.”

      “And you took us there.” I turn to face them both. “To your home. Knowing people might come for you. Knowing we could be collateral damage.”

      “We brought you because you're our friends,” Amber says. “Because we wanted to share that part of our life. When we learned of threat, we protected you. This is what friends do.”

      “Friends tell the truth.” Abby's voice is quiet. “They offer people informed choices. What you're telling us now is substantial truth to withhold for almost a year.”

      “Yes.” Suzette doesn't look away. “But would you have befriended us if I'd introduced myself as former Russian intelligence? Would you have trusted us?”

      She has a point. A frustrating, valid point.

      I sink back into the sofa, trying to process this recalibration of reality. My friends—our enigmatic lovers—worked for Russian intelligence. The midnight evacuation wasn't paranoia. It was how they live their lives.

      “Why tell us now?”

      “To explain what happened.” Suzette inhales like she's bracing for impact. “And because of what I'm about to ask you to be part of.” She glances again at Amber. “We're starting a private organisation. Independent. Operations that government agencies can't or won't touch.”

      I wait. Nothing comes.

      “That's deliberately vague. Given we have no intelligence background, that could mean anything from tax evasion to guerrilla warfare.”

      “True,” she concedes.

      “You'll need to do better than that,” I tell her.

      “Some of what you'll need to know requires security clearance. You've both been vetted, but⁠—”

      “Vetted? Security clearance?” The words tumble out. “Work with you doing what? I have responsibilities. Phoenix Project. Remember? The organisation you've generously funded multiple times?”

      “This is different.” Suzette leans forward. “Phoenix helps victims after trauma. What we're proposing would prevent it. Or reduce it.”

      “That sounds like law enforcement.”

      “We're not law enforcement.” Amber's voice carries from the doorway. “We're what happens when law enforcement fails.”

      “Vigilantes?”

      “Operatives.” Suzette's tone isn't sharp, just firm. “With skills, resources, and willingness to work outside official channels when situations demand it.”

      “Skills you learned in intelligence.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you want to use those skills to... what? Run around saving people?”

      “Yes.” Suzette answers like I'm the one being unreasonable. “With oversight. Ethics. Someone ensuring we choose the right causes. Someone who can maintain objectivity while possessing empathy and reason. Someone with a solid moral compass and integrity who won't allow us to become the villains we're fighting.” She looks directly at me. “That someone, Victoria, is you.”

      “Me?” I blink. “I help run a nonprofit. I organise fundraisers. Before that—well, you know what I did before that.” I blow out a breath. “I'm not a spy.”

      “We don't need a spy. We need someone clients can trust.” Suzette ticks points off on her fingers. “Someone who understands trauma. Someone who can assess whether cases and the people bringing them are legitimate and worth pursuing.”

      “So I'd be what? A receptionist? You want me as a receptionist for your vigilante operation?”

      Suzette's smile is genuine. “When you phrase it that way, it sounds uninspiring.”

      “How would you phrase it?”

      “Face of the organisation. You meet people who need help. Evaluate situations. Determine if we can assist. Coordinate responses.” She continues ticking fingers. “Intake coordinator. Ethical oversight. Client liaison.”

      “That's three jobs.”

      Suzette shrugs. “We pay accordingly.”

      “I don't care about money.” I turn back. “I care about legality. Ethics. Whether what you're proposing leads to my arrest or death.” I glance at Abby, who offers nothing except wide-eyed confusion.

      “Possibly both,” Amber says. “If you're not careful.”

      I stare at her. “That's not reassuring.”

      “Is honest.” Amber pushes off from the doorframe. “This work is dangerous. People we target don't play by rules. Neither can we, not always. But we're not asking you to pull triggers or break into buildings. We're asking you to be the conscience that keeps us human.”

      A knock interrupts. The door opens before anyone responds, and a woman enters like she owns not just this room but possibly the country.

      She's my age, maybe a tad younger. Tailored suit, hair cut short enough to suggest she doesn't waste time on anything above minimum maintenance. Her handshake when she extends it is firm.

      “Victoria Fraser. Phillipa Farrier.” Suzette handles the introductions. “MI6. Although she's here representing her personal interests, not those of her employer.”

      “MI6?” I shake her hand, still processing. “British intelligence? As in government?”

      “The same.” Phillipa looks me up and down as though she's about to create a file on me. “Though in this capacity, I'm operating with considerable autonomy.” She glances at Abby. “And you must be Abigail.”

      “Just Abby.” My wife doesn't stand, doesn't offer her hand. “Are we under arrest or recruitment?”

      Phillipa laughs. Amber's raised eyebrow suggests Phillipa doesn't do this often. “Neither. Though if Suzette has her way, I'm here to facilitate the latter.” She settles into the chair opposite mine without invitation. “Has she explained what we're proposing?”

      “Vaguely. Something about private operations and saving the world.”

      “Less world-saving, more gap-filling.” Phillipa crosses her legs. “Government agencies face constraints. Political considerations. Bureaucratic delays. There are occasions when situations require faster, more creative responses than official channels permit. That's where independent operators with proper oversight become valuable.”

      “And you, where do you come into this?”

      “I provide unofficial intelligence. Resources and connections. Legal cover when plausible deniability is possible.” Her gaze sharpens. “You would provide the ethical framework. The human element that prevents this from becoming what it shouldn't be.”

      “Which is?”

      “Exactly what we're fighting against.” Suzette's voice carries weight. “Those with power and money who use both to exploit the vulnerable. We could easily become another version of that if we're not careful. That's why we need someone thinking about the people involved, the victims, not just tactical outcomes.”

      I pace to the window. The grounds of Obsidian Hall stretch out in front of me, but I see it now. The strategic sight lines, the controlled access points, cameras. This entire property is designed for maximum security.

      “You're asking me to be what? Your moral compass? The civilian who signs off and takes the fall so you can tell yourselves you're still the good guys?”

      “No.” Suzette's voice softens. “We want you to be the reason we don't stop being good guys. Someone who remembers these are people, not objectives. Someone who cares about trauma, not just tactics.”

      “You'd have full veto power.” Phillipa adds. “Any case. Any operation. If you say no, we don't take the case. No debate. You ensure we don't become puppets in someone else's game.”

      “That's considerable power to give someone with no intelligence experience.”

      “That's exactly why we're giving it to you.” Suzette stands to face me. “You don't think like an operative. We need that.”

      Abby moves to my side. “Can I ask a question?”

      “Please.” Phillipa gestures an invitation.

      “Why am I here? Victoria I understand—sort of. But why did you want me in this discussion?”

      Annoyance flickers across Phillipa's face. “I didn't. I wanted to brief Victoria alone. Suzette overruled me.”

      “Why?” My wife asks Suzette.

      “Because marriages don't survive secrets.” Suzette looks at me. “If Victoria joins us, she'll be exposed to classified information. Dangerous situations. Ethically complicated decisions. She'll need someone to talk to who understands. Someone she trusts completely. That's you.”

      “So I'm here as Victoria's support system.”

      “You're here because keeping you in the dark would be cruel,” Suzette says. “Asking Victoria to lie to you every day would destroy your marriage. We won't do that.”

      Phillipa sighs. “Can we move past the relationship counselling? We have urgent matters of security clearance and operational approval.”

      “I haven't said yes,” I point out.

      “I know. But I have a case I'd like you to consider. Time-critical. Trafficking. Every day we wait, more women suffer.”

      My chest tightens.

      “What kind of case?”

      Phillipa opens her briefcase. Withdraws a file. Sets it on the table beside the espresso cups and homemade biscuits.

      “Sign this and I'll explain.” She produces a pen, places it beside the file. “Official Secrets Act. You've both been vetted.”

      “Without our consent?” I say.

      “Sign if you want to understand what's at stake. If not, I'll be on my way.” Phillipa's finger taps the paper like a conductor keeping time. “Choose.”

      Suzette moves forward. Positions herself between Phillipa's pressure and my indecision.

      “You're not signing your life away.” Her hand finds my arm, fingers pressing just enough to anchor me. “This lets you understand what we're doing. Why it matters.”

      She holds my gaze. No pleading in her expression, just steady certainty.

      I exhale. My fingers close around Phillipa's pen.

      Trust isn't freely given but Suzette has earned it.

      What follows happens fast. Paperwork complete, Phillipa drops the information like a grenade, the pin already pulled.

      “Trafficking operation. Vulnerable women, refugees, asylum seekers, economic migrants.” She waves her hand as she lists the labels. “Promised legitimate work. Ending up in medical facilities for unauthorised drug trials.” She pauses. “Several already dead.”

      The room crackles with static.

      “How many women?” Abby's voice is tight.

      “Thirty to forty currently held across multiple facilities. One in Turkey, at least one that we know here. Essex. Connected to a pharmaceutical company with western government contracts and political protection.”

      “Why aren't police handling this?” I ask.

      “Because big pharma has deep pockets and deeper connections.” Phillipa's tone stays level. “Evidence is difficult to obtain through official channels. By the time investigations finish gathering proof these women will be dead or disappeared.” She looks at me. “Suzette and her team can move faster. Access places we can't. Take actions that would be politically difficult to authorise. But self-regulation for an organisation like this is critical. Field experience doesn't keep you on morally safe ground, quite the opposite. That's why Suzette wants you. Fresh eyes. An ethically uncompromised slate.”

      My head spins. Could I actually do this?

      Suzette must read my hesitation. “You evaluate cases. Determine legitimacy. Set ethical boundaries for how we proceed. Ensure we're helping, not playing vigilante.”

      I study the file on the table but don't touch it. Not yet.

      “If I say yes—if I agree—what does that look like practically?”

      “You'd work from here initially.” Suzette gestures to encompass Obsidian Hall. “This becomes the operations centre. You meet potential clients, people who've tried official channels and failed, or those that exist in the shadows of more official organisations. People like Phillipa. You assess situations. If you approve a case, we investigate. Gather intelligence. Plan intervention if necessary. You provide ongoing oversight. Ensure we don't cross lines we shouldn't.”

      “And if we do cross those lines?”

      “You speak up. Call out what you see. That's your power. Your purpose.”

      “What about Phoenix Project? I have responsibilities.”

      “Keep it.” Phillipa's tone suggests this isn't negotiable. “This would be part-time, ad hoc. We're not asking you to abandon your life. Just expand it.”

      Abby takes my hand, her touch bringing me back to reality. “What do you want?”

      “I don't know. This is insane.”

      “Agreed.” Her mouth quirks. “But still. You're interested aren't you?”

      “Of course I'm interested! They're talking about saving women from trafficking and medical experimentation. Actually helping instead of just picking up pieces afterward.” I look back at Phillipa. “But I'm also terrified. This sounds dangerous and illegal and completely insane.”

      “It's all of those things.” Phillipa doesn't soften it. “But it's also necessary. Systems fail. Governments prioritise politics over people. Sometimes the only way to help is working outside the rules that weren't written by the vulnerable. They're written by people holding all the cards who want to keep it that way.”

      Silence settles. Everyone watching. Waiting.

      Abby squeezes my hand again. “You can do this. Think about those women.” Her voice drops. “Think about Phoenix Project survivors. Their stories. The trauma they carry. How they always say, 'I wish someone had come sooner.' 'I wish someone had saved me when I couldn't save myself.'“ My wife takes both my hands in hers. “You'd be doing exactly that. Helping save people when they can't save themselves.”

      I shake my head. “You're asking me to commit to something outlandish.”

      “I'm asking you to commit to helping women who'll be dead or disappeared if we don't act.” Phillipa's voice stays calm but relentless. “You can walk away. Go back to grant applications. Keep picking up broken pieces. Or you can step into the darkness and be part of an organisation whose goal is to prevent trauma. Your choice.”

      Abby's hand remains in mine.

      “What do you think?” I ask her.

      “I think you already know your answer.” Her voice softens. “I think you knew it the moment Phillipa said thirty to forty women. You're just afraid of admitting it.”

      She's right.

      Again.

      “If I do this—if I say yes—I want complete transparency.” I turn to Suzette. “No secrets. About everything. Your background. Amber's. What happened in France. Everything.”

      “Agreed.”

      “And Abby knows everything I know. No secrets between us. Non-negotiable.”

      Phillipa's jaw tightens.

      “That's my condition. You want me? You get both of us. Full transparency or I walk.”

      Phillipa looks at Suzette, who nods.

      “Fine.” Phillipa produces another document. “You both get clearance. You both know everything. You both understand and will face the consequences of disclosure.”

      “What consequences?” Abby asks.

      “Prison.” Phillipa holds out the pen to her.

      “Show me where to sign.” My wife's voice doesn't waver, and I know she's thinking about the lives we might save.

      “Welcome to the team.” Suzette's smile carries relief. “Now let's talk about how we save some lives.”
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      Victoria

      Less than twenty-four hours have passed and yet I'm already a world away from who I was yesterday. Soft morning light, typical for this time of year, pours through sitting room sash windows, illuminating the woman perched on the edge of the cream sofa. She holds herself like someone waiting for the starting gun, or the executioner. Hard to tell which.

      Her name is Zara. No surname. When Phillipa made the introduction before leaving, the handshake lasted half a second. Then Zara folded back into herself, arms crossed, chin tucked. I've seen this posture in a hundred Phoenix Project intake meetings. The body's attempt to occupy less space, to present a smaller target.

      She's maybe thirty, though trauma has a way of aging people beyond their years. Her hair is scraped back so tight I can see the tension in her temples. It's pulled into a bun that sits at the base of her skull like a fist. The style is practical—nothing to grab, nothing to pull—but it makes her face look gaunt. Cheekbones sharp, dark circles under eyes that dart to the door every thirty seconds.

      The clothes hang wrong. A borrowed coat in charcoal wool, good quality but two sizes too large. The sleeves swallow her hands despite the rolled cuffs. Jeans turned up at the ankles, as though she's an escapee from a grunge band. Canvas trainers that have seen better days, too thin for winter. All charity shop coordinates that almost match but don't. The uniform of someone rebuilding their life from donated pieces.

      Suzette occupies the wingback chair by the window. She hasn't moved since Phillipa left us alone. Just watches Zara the way cats watch birds, still, focused.

      I take the chair across from Zara. It's upholstered in butter-soft leather that creaks when I settle. The sound makes Zara flinch. Close enough to connect. Far enough that she can breathe.

      “Phillipa said you're looking for your sister.”

      “Yes.” Her accent rises and falls like a song. “Amina. Three months she is missing.”

      Her voice is soft, barely above a whisper, the tell of a woman who has learned that being loud attracts the wrong kind of attention.

      “Tell me about her.”

      Zara's hands knot in her lap. The fingers are rough, the skin dry and cracked around the knuckles. Her thumbnail works at the cuticle of her index finger. The skin there is raw, inflamed. Old habit or new, I'm not sure, but the pain seems to bring her comfort.

      “She is twenty-six. Married four years. Her husband...” The sentence dies before it can breathe. She swallows. I watch her throat work, see the effort it takes. “He is not good man.”

      Footsteps pass in the hallway. The sound snaps Zara's head toward the door. Her shoulders bunch. Then quiet returns. It takes her five full breaths to settle again.

      I wait. Silence is important. People need space to find their words.

      “He hurt her. Many times. Our parents, they say this is marriage. This is woman's duty. To obey. To endure.” Her jaw sets, the muscle flexes. “But they are dead now. Both shot, two years. So I tell Amina—come. We leave. We make new life.”

      “Where are you from?”

      She glances at Suzette. Back to me. The movement is quick, nervous. Like she's checking for permission or something more sinister. “Chechnya.”

      I know little about Chechnya—apart from a few stories about the camps, the disappeared, the murders that never make the news because shame trumps justice.

      “I'm gay,” she admits as her shoulders curl inward. Her coat bunches around her neck. “In my country...” She searches for the English, fingers twisting together. “They kill people like me. The government. The families. Everyone. If you are gay, you are already dead. You just wait to find out when.”

      I've heard versions of this story at Phoenix Project. Different countries. Same cost for being.

      “And Amina?”

      “Amina is not gay. But her husband, he beat her. Break her arm. Break her ribs. She cover it—makeup, long sleeves. Everyone know. No one help.” Zara's fingers twist around each other like they're trying to strangle something invisible. “I tell her—England. We apply for asylum. I say I am lesbian, they cannot send me back. She say she is victim of domestic violence, they will protect her. We save money. We plan.”

      Her hands are shaking now. Small tremors that make the borrowed coat sleeves flutter.

      “How did you get here?”

      “Refugee centre in Grozny. A man comes every week. Free legal advice, he says. Help with paperwork, with applications. He say he knows lawyers in UK who work with refugees, who understand situations like ours.” She meets my eyes for the first time. Hers are dark brown, almost black, with gold flecks near the pupils. Pretty eyes. Terrified eyes. “His name is Dmitri Reznikov. Very kind. Very professional. He gives us forms, asks about our cases.”

      Cold slithers through my gut. Suzette shifts in her chair. The leather creaks. Barely audible, but I'm learning her signals. That sound means she's actively listening, filing names away for later use.

      “Did you pay him?”

      “We have no money. We tell him this. He says no worry. His organisation helps refugees for free. He just needs information. Medical tests to prove Amina's injuries, to document her case.” Zara's voice steadies, I suspect she's told this story many times in recent days. “He says UK doctors need medical records. Proof of abuse. So we go to clinic he recommends. X-rays. Blood tests. Very thorough.”

      “Where was this clinic?”

      “In Grozny. Near market.” Her forehead creases. The skin there is thin, translucent. I can see the blue trace of veins beneath. “But they say they have, ah—” she moves her hand as though flicking through an invisible dictionary before finding the word. “Partnership—with hospital in London. They say once we arrive, we go to hospital, they will have records, they will help with asylum.”

      The pieces slot together. Click. Click. Click. Like a lock opening. I glance at Suzette. Her face hasn't changed but her stillness has sharpened.

      “When did you arrive in the UK?”

      “Three months ago. We fly to Istanbul, then truck London. Dmitri arranges everything.” She swallows, audible in the quiet room. “Very helpful. Too helpful, I think now. But then, I am just grateful. Desperate.”

      “What happened when you got here?”

      “First few weeks, good. We stay in house in Newham with other refugee women. Everyone waiting for asylum. Dmitri visits every few days. Brings food. Checks on us. Then he says Amina must go to hospital for follow-up appointment. To document her injuries.”

      Her voice cracks on the last word, underlining her fragility.

      “She goes with another woman from the house—Somali girl, Faduma. They take taxi Dmitri sends. They should be back by evening.” Zara's eyes fill but the tears don't fall. She's become too good at holding it all back. “They never come back.”

      “You reported it to police?”

      “Not at first. We cannot leave the house. Doors are locked, windows covered. But after I run, yes. The police, they say many refugees go missing. They say maybe she changes her mind, goes somewhere else. I tell them she knows no one here. She has nowhere to go. So they tell me she has gone home. They say they will investigate but...” She shakes her head. The movement is sharp, almost violent. “I know they do not believe me. Or they do not care. Refugee women, they disappear, it happens. No one looks for her… For them.”

      The bitterness in her voice is corrosive. Years of being dismissed, being treated as less than human, crystallised into those few words.

      I lean forward. Not much. Just enough that the leather creaks again. “But then somebody listened?” I ask.

      She nods. “But then I tell them what happened to me…” Her eyes dart to the door, perhaps needing to sense the security of Phillipa nearby. The colour drains from her cheeks, leaving her features as dark outlines against a grey canvas.

      Suzette speaks for the first time. “You said you'd give anything to get your sister out. What exactly did you give them?”

      Zara's hand moves to her abdomen. Covers it. Protects it. The gesture is instinctive.

      “Zara,” I say. My voice sounds far away. “What did they take from you?”

      The tears she's been holding finally break. Silent tracks down her cheeks, cutting through dust and exhaustion. She doesn't wipe them away. Just lets them fall.

      “You have to understand.” Her voice fractures into pieces. “I would have done anything. Amina is all I have. Our parents are dead. Her husband would have killed her. I just want her safe. I just want her to live.”

      “What did you give them?”

      Her hands shake. The tremors are violent now, making her whole body quiver. She shrugs off her coat and reaches for the hem of her sweater, grey cotton, thin at the elbows, then lifts it.

      Her body turns and we see the diagonal line across her lower back, just above her right hip. Eight inches of raised tissue, pink and shiny. Healed but recent—the edges still carry that shine of new skin growth. Skin that's been cut and patched back together.

      I can't pull air into my lungs. The oxygen has gone, as though the entire property is vacuum-sealed.

      Suzette stands, and in a few controlled strides she crosses to Zara. “Your kidney,” she says.

      Zara nods, turning her face away. Her shoulders shake but she doesn't make a sound. Silent sobs rack her small frame. “They say it is payment for bringing Amina to UK. They say many refugees do this—donate organs to help pay for asylum. They say I will be fine with one kidney.” She turns back. Pulls her sweater down. The fabric catches on the scar. She winces. “They do surgery at private clinic. Very clean. Very professional. After, they give me medication. Tell me to rest.”

      She stops. Her breathing changes. Becomes shallow. Rapid. The kind of breathing that precedes panic attacks.

      “What else?” Suzette asks. Her tone is level but her posture has gone sharp. Predatory.

      Zara's fingers twist. The knuckles crack. “After I recover from surgery, they say there is more I can do. To help pay. Medicine testing, they call it.” Her voice drops until I have to strain to hear. “They say it is safe. Companies pay good money for volunteers. They say I do this for few months, Amina's case will be priority.”

      My stomach turns over. Bile rises in my throat. I swallow it down.

      “What kind of trials?” Suzette's voice stays level but she's coiled tighter now.

      “I do not know. They give me pills. Different colours. Different times of day. They take my blood. Sometimes every day, sometimes once, twice a week.” Zara's hand moves to her arm. Rubs at the crook of her elbow through her sleeve. “At first, okay. Tired, but okay. Then I start to feel sick. Very sick, and then they take Amina.”

      “What kind of sick?”

      “Hot. I vomit, and my skin—” She pushes up her sleeve.

      The rash covers her forearm from wrist to elbow. Red. Angry. Raised welts that look painful even from here. I don't have medical training but even I can tell when the body is rejecting something toxic. Some areas have been scratched raw. Dried blood crusts around sores.

      “They say this is normal, it will pass. But it gets worse.”

      “How much worse?” I ask, wary of her answer, but I need to know.

      “One night, I cannot breathe. My throat swells. I think I am dying.” Her voice cracks at the memory. “The woman at the house, the one who watches us, she panics. Takes me to hospital—real hospital.”

      Suzette and I look at each other. This one mistake saved her life.

      “The doctors at hospital, they ask questions. What medicines am I taking? Who is prescribing them? I am afraid to tell truth, but I am more afraid to die.” Zara's hands shake. “I show them the pills. They become very angry. They say these are experimental drugs, not approved for use. They say I could have died. They say they must report this.”

      “Did they?”

      “I do not know. Before they can do anything, I leave.” She looks down. “I am afraid. Afraid of police, afraid of immigration, afraid of people who gave me the pills. So when nurse leaves, I run.”

      “Where did you go?”

      “Nowhere. Everywhere.” Her voice hollows out. “I sleep in parks, in hostels, anywhere I can find. I have no money, no identification. Just fear.” She looks up, and the desperation in her eyes makes my chest ache. “But I cannot stop thinking about Amina. Three weeks she is missing. Three weeks and I do nothing because I am too afraid.”

      “What changed?” Suzette asks. She's moved back to her chair but remains perched on the edge. Ready.

      “I think—if I am dead from fear, Amina has no one. If I am dead from fear, these people win.” She straightens. Finds the steel that has kept her alive. “So I go to police. Different station. I tell them everything—the kidney, the pills, Amina missing. I give them Dmitri's name. Everything.”

      “What did they do?”

      Zara's face collapses. The steel evaporates. “They listen. They say they will investigate. They put me in room. Tell me to wait. Then...” She swallows. The sound is thick, wet. “Then people in suits come. Not police. Different. They go into office with the officers. I hear them talking through the door—not words, just voices. Angry voices that say immigrants lie.”

      The heating system kicks on. The radiator beneath the window ticks and groans. No one moves.

      “When was this?”

      “Three weeks ago.” Her hands clench. Knuckles white. “When they come out, the police tell me there is nothing they can do. They say I have no proof. They say asylum seekers make up stories. They say if I keep making false reports, I will be deported.”

      Suzette's jaw tightens. A flicker of muscle, barely visible.

      “The people in suits,” I say. My voice comes out hollow. “Did you see them?”

      “One man. One woman. Expensive clothes. Not suits like police wear. Real suits.” Zara's voice drops. “They think I am nothing.”

      “Did they follow you?”

      “I do not know. I do not wait to find out. I run. Find different hostel. I stay in my room. Barely leave except for food. Two weeks I am hiding. Too scared to move. Too scared to try again.” She looks at me directly now, and I see the fragile hope building there. “Then three days ago, the lady in the suit comes to my hostel. I recognise her straight away. I think—they have found me. They will take me like they took Amina.”

      “But Phillipa brought you here instead.”

      “Yes. She says she knows people who can help. People who are safe. Not police or lawyers.” Zara's gaze moves between us. Suzette in her cashmere and FSB presence and me in my jeans and borrowed confidence. “She says you are not police. Not government. She says you will believe me.”

      I glance at Suzette, suddenly unable to speak with the weight of the trust Zara is placing in us.

      “We believe you,” Suzette assures her and I nod as though rescuing people's relatives comes second nature to me.

      “Then you will help?” The hope in her voice is sharp. Demanding. “You will find Amina?”

      I don't make promises I can't keep. Phoenix Project taught me that. False hope is its own violence.

      “We'll investigate this organisation. The clinic. These trials. We'll do everything we can.” I pause. “But Zara, you need to understand that what we find might not be what you want to hear.”

      “I know.” Her voice is small, again as reality seeps back in. “I know she might be dead. But not knowing is worse. Not knowing means I cannot sleep, cannot eat, cannot breathe. Every day I think—where is she? Is she scared? Is she calling for me? Does she think I abandoned her?”

      The tears return. This time she doesn't try to stop them. They fall onto her threadbare jumper, darkening the fabric.

      “I just need to know. Even if the truth is terrible. I need to know what happened to my baby sister.”

      I stand and move to the sideboard where a box of tissues sits beside a crystal decanter. I bring them to her, and press the box into her shaking hands.

      Suzette moves toward the door. “I'll arrange secure housing. Somewhere safe. If this organisation realises you're still asking questions, you're at risk.”

      “I do not care about risk.”

      “You should.” Suzette's voice carries the weight of experience. If anyone can calculate odds of survival, it's Suzette. “Your sister might still be alive. If she is, she'll need you when we find her. You can't help her if you're dead.”

      The assessment should sound harsh. Instead it seems to ground Zara. Give her something concrete to hold.

      “Okay,” she says. Wipes her face with the expensive tissues. “I will be safe. For Amina.”

      “The pills they gave you,” Suzette says. “Do you still have them?”

      Zara shakes her head. The movement is sharp, decisive. “Hospital took them. When I escape, I leave everything.”

      “Which hospital?”

      “Royal London. Whitechapel.”

      Suzette pulls out her phone. The screen glows in the morning light. She types, makes a note.

      She opens the door and speaks briefly to someone in the hallway—too quiet for me to hear. A moment later, Rox appears. She nods to Suzette, then approaches Zara with careful gentleness.

      “I'll take you somewhere safe now,” Rox says. “You'll be comfortable there, protected while we find you answers.”

      Zara stands, and looks from me to Suzette.

      “Thank you,” she whispers. “Thank you for believing me.”

      Then she's gone, following the woman out of the sitting room, down the hallway, out of sight.

      I stay where I am, staring at the space where she sat. The sofa cushion still holds the impression of her body. Small. Light. The only sign that the last thirty minutes were real.

      Suzette remains by the door. Her hand rests on the brass handle.

      “You did well,” she says finally.

      “I didn't do anything. I just listened.”

      “That's what we need.” She moves back into the room, settles into her chair. The leather sighs beneath her weight. “Organ trafficking is nothing new, but this is the first time we've come across coerced pharmaceutical trials in this country. Refugee women make perfect test subjects. Vulnerable. Isolated. Afraid to report. And if something goes wrong...”

      “They disappear,” I finish. “No one investigates. No one knows,” I say.

      “Worse still, there are those that don't care. The suits at the police station are a problem.” Suzette's fingers drum against the armrest. “That means official protection. Someone with power making sure these people operate without interference.”

      “How do we fight that?”

      “With care.” She pulls out her phone again. “Phillipa's running background on Dmitri Reznikov and trying to locate the organ clinic, but Zara's descriptions of the facility are vague. She doesn't know London or its landmarks. I'll get Amber to pull surveillance from the Royal London. Whitechapel too. The night Zara was admitted. We'll know within forty-eight hours if anyone's been asking about her.

      The efficiency should give me confidence. Instead it highlights how far I am from my depth. I'm a board member. A fundraiser. Not a spy. Not whatever this requires.

      “This is really happening.”

      “Yes.” Suzette studies me. Those dark eyes miss nothing. “Having second thoughts?”

      “Constantly. But that woman just showed us proof that traffickers are harvesting organs from refugee women and using them as test subjects. She tried to call it out and nobody listened. I'm shocked, terrified even, but I can't back out. She needs us.”

      “Good.” Suzette stands. “We start with the medical records at Royal London. Identify the drugs they gave Zara. That will tell us which pharmaceutical company is involved. From there, we map the operation.”

      “And what do I do?”

      “You do what you just did. Listen. Evaluate. You'll be her primary contact. Phillipa's too.” She gestures to where Zara sat. The empty space. “You saw what she wasn't saying. You pushed until she showed you the truth. You made her feel safe enough to trust us with the worst parts of her story. You earned her trust. I need you to do the same with Phillipa too. Ensure we are all working objectively, compassionately, with no hidden agendas.”

      She moves to face me. We're the same height but she feels taller somehow.

      “That's your gift, Victoria. Not tactics or tradecraft. The ability to see people's pain and hold it without flinching. Someone who isn't frightened to make the difficult decisions. Now, let me show you how we bring this evil to its knees.”
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      Abby

      Amber and I watch our wives disappear into the sitting room, following Phillipa and a woman who looks one loud noise away from running. I know I'll be told what I need to know in good time. But right now Amber is looking at me expectantly, a mischievous glint in her eye which I recognise immediately.

      “Now we start your training,” she says. Not a question. A statement. Last night's post-coital conversation between the four of us turned to the need for our security. Victoria and I refused bodyguards point blank. The intrusion into our privacy would be uncomfortable. No more spontaneous moments when we get the urge, no more leaving doors open without thought. Plus, how would we ever explain the sudden and constant presence of strangers? Too many questions we can't answer. Too many lies we'd need to fabricate. This only works if we keep things simple.

      The concession to gain their reluctant agreement was training. Hand-to-hand combat and firearms. Today we start with the latter.

      “Victoria's in there learning how to assess threats. Now we teach you how to neutralise them.” Amber turns and walks down the corridor. Doesn't check if I'm following because she knows I will. And I do.

      At the end of the hall, Amber stops at a door I'd always assumed was a closet. She slides back a small framed picture. She presses her thumb to a biometric panel. It pulses green, then the door slides back with a pneumatic hiss.

      An elevator.

      I blink. “I thought I'd already discovered all your secret passages.”

      Amber's mouth curves. The expression transforms her face from handsome to devastating. “I have so much more to show you.”

      Heat crawls up my neck. Her humour is sexy.

      She steps into the elevator. I follow. The door closes. She presses the only button, no numbers, just a symbol that looks like it belongs on a nuclear bunker.

      The space is small. Our shoulders almost touch. Amber stares straight ahead but I can feel her awareness of me. The way her breathing changes. The way she doesn't move away when the elevator jolts and my arm brushes hers.

      We descend.

      The elevator moves smoothly but I can feel it going down. Down. Down. My ears pop. We're dropping below ground level. Below the basement. Into something deeper than Obsidian Hall.

      She must see wariness in my face because she says, “Original owners built it during the Cold War. Nuclear shelter. We've repurposed it.”

      “Into what?”

      “You'll see.”

      The elevator stops. The doors open. I step out and my breath catches.

      The space spreads out like the scene from a Hollywood action movie and I half expect to see Jason Statham step out of the shadows. Steel reinforced concrete walls, she tells me. Harsh clinical fluorescent lighting flickers and then floods the space to reveal weapons. Everywhere. Weapons.

      Rifles mounted in locked cases along one wall. Handguns in illuminated displays. A launcher that looks like it belongs in a war zone sits on a table, partially disassembled. Ammunition boxes stacked in neat piles sit behind mesh-caged doors.

      “Jesus Christ,” my words coming out as little more than a whisper.

      “He doesn't come down here.” Amber moves into the space with a confidence that tells me she is far more at home around weapons than people. “Welcome to the armoury.”

      “Is this legal?”

      “It's necessary.”

      I walk along the gun displays. My face stares back from the glass cases. I look small down here. Insignificant. “I find that hard to believe.”

      “Trust me, it is.” Amber stops. Turns to face me. “Do you? Trust me?”

      I cross the distance between us. My hand finds her chest. Solid muscle beneath cotton. Her heart beats steady under my palm.

      “I've let you tie me up and do unspeakable things to me.” I hold her gaze. “Do you really need to ask that question?”

      Heat flickers in her eyes. Recognition. The memory of my wrists bound in silk rope. Her mouth on my throat. Victoria watching with that almost pained expression she gets when she's trying not to come just from watching. The way Amber's fingers know exactly where to press, where to tease, how to make me beg.

      Amber's hand covers mine. Presses it harder against her chest. Her heart rate has kicked up. I feel it accelerate under my palm. “Good. Because what I'm about to teach you could save your life. Or Victoria's. And if anything ever happened to either of you...” Her jaw tightens. “I wouldn't be able to live with that guilt.”

      The vulnerability in her voice catches me off guard. This woman who moves through the world unafraid of violence. But loss is different. Loss terrifies her.

      “Nothing's going to happen to us,” I say.

      “You can't promise that.” She steps back. My hand falls away. The warmth of her body lingers on my palm. “But you can prepare for it. Come.”

      She moves to a locked cabinet. Keys in a code. The glass front slides back. Inside, handguns rest in foam cutouts like pieces of consumer tech, but entertainment isn't the goal here.

      “Do you know anything about firearms?” she asks.

      “No.” Any other day I'd offer that answer with pride. But today, the admission feels like failure. “I've never even touched a gun, never mind fired one.”

      Amber's expression doesn't change but her posture shifts. She pulls out a pistol. Handles it with casual familiarity. “Then we start from the beginning. This is a Glock 19. Nine millimetre. Standard for a reason. Reliable. Not too heavy. Fifteen-round magazine.”

      She handles the weapon with the kind of ease that suggests it's an extension of her body. Ejects the magazine. Checks the chamber. Empty.

      “First rule,” she says. “Every gun is loaded until you've personally verified it's not. Second rule, never point it at anything you're not willing to destroy. Third rule, keep your finger off the trigger until you're ready to shoot. Fourth rule, be aware of your target and what's beyond it.”

      She sets the gun on the table. “Come here.”

      I move closer. The gun looks smaller on the table. Less threatening without her holding it.

      “Pick it up,” she says.

      I reach for it. My hand hovers.

      “It's not going to bite you.” Her voice carries amusement. “It's a tool. Like a hammer. Like a knife. It only does what you make it do.”

      I wrap my fingers around the grip. The weight surprises me. Heavier than it looks. Cold metal and textured plastic.

      “Good. Now—” Amber moves behind me. “—hold it with both hands. Support hand underneath. Dominant hand on the grip.”

      I adjust. Try to figure out where my hands should go. It feels awkward. Wrong.

      “May I?” Amber's voice is close to my ear.

      “Yes.”

      Her hands cover mine. Warm. Strong. She adjusts my grip. Her fingers press mine into position. Thumb alongside the slide. Support hand cupping the other. The correction is professional but every point where her skin touches mine burns.

      “Like this,” she murmurs. “Firm but not strangling it. The gun needs to recoil. If you're too tight, it'll fight you.”

      She's pressed against my back now. Not quite touching but close enough I can feel her heat. Her breath stirs the hair at my temple.

      “Now. See this?” Her finger traces along the side of the gun. “This is the slide. It moves back when you fire. You need to keep your thumbs down or it'll bite you. Here—” She positions my thumb. “—and here.”

      Her hand lingers on mine longer than necessary.

      “The magazine release.” Her finger guides mine to a button. “Press here. The magazine drops out.”

      She demonstrates. The magazine falls into her waiting hand. Then she shows me how to load rounds. Each one pressed into the magazine with her thumb. The spring resistance. The click when it seats properly.

      “Your turn.”

      She hands me an empty magazine and a box of ammunition. I fumble the first round. It slips from my fingers. Bounces on the concrete floor.

      “Slower,” Amber says. She's moved to stand beside me. Close. “Press down. Feel the spring. Don't fight it. Work with it.”

      I try again. This time the round seats. Then another. Another. The rhythm builds. My fingers start to understand the movement.

      “Good.” Amber watches. “Keep going. Fifteen rounds.”

      By the time the magazine is full, my thumb aches. Amber takes it from me. Shows me how to slot it into the gun, to “seat it”. The correct angle. The pressure. The satisfying click.

      “Now comes the important part,” she says. “How to hold it when you're actually going to fire.”

      She moves behind me again. This time when her body presses against mine, it's not tentative. She's solid. Present. Her thighs bracket mine.

      “Stance,” she says.

      I try to copy what I've seen in movies. Feet apart. Arms up.

      “No.” Her hands find my hips. Turn them. The motion grinds her pelvis against my backside for half a second. “Square to the target. Weight balanced. You're not posing for a photo. You're becoming a stable platform.”

      Her hands slide to my waist. Adjust me. Her thumbs press against my lower back.

      “Feet shoulder-width. Left foot slightly forward if you're right-handed, which I know you are. Knees soft. Don't lock them.”

      I adjust. She makes small corrections. Each touch deliberate. Professional. But my body doesn't care about professional. My body is rejoicing in every point of contact.

      “Now. Arms up.”

      I raise the gun. It's heavier than before with the loaded magazine.

      “Straighten your arms. Not locked. Just extended. You want to absorb the recoil through your whole body, not just your wrists.”

      Her hands run down my arms. Correcting the angle. Her touch burns through my shirt.

      “Grip tight with your dominant hand. Support hand presses in from the side. You're creating opposing pressure. It steadies the gun.”

      She demonstrates by wrapping her hands around mine. Showing me the pressure. Her fingers are strong. Calloused. They press mine into position and don't let go.

      “Feel that?” Her mouth is at my ear now. “That tension? That's what keeps you steady.”

      I feel it. The tension between our hands. Between our bodies.

      “Now sight it.” Her arms come fully around me. Caging me. “Close your left eye. Look down the barrel. See those three dots? Line them up. Front sight in the middle. The two rear sights on either side.”

      I try to focus. Try to see the sights. But Amber's body is pressed against every inch of my back. Her breasts against my shoulder blades. Her thighs against mine. The scent of her, cedar and musk, fills my lungs.

      “Breathe,” she says.

      I try. The air catches.

      “You're holding your breath. Don't. In through your nose. Out through your mouth.”

      I inhale. She moves with me. Her chest expands against my back. I can feel each breath she takes.

      “Again.”

      We breathe together. Find a rhythm. Her body follows mine. Anticipates. Matches.

      “Good.” The word brushes against my ear. “Now here's what's going to happen. When you pull that trigger, and it's squeeze, not pull, the gun is going to kick. It's going to be loud even with ear protection. It's going to surprise you. That's normal.”

      She reaches up and slides ear protection over my head. Her fingers linger at my temple. Trail down my jaw.

      “The recoil will push the gun up. Let it. Then bring it back down and line up your sights again. Don't fight the gun. Work with it.”

      Her hands tighten over mine on the grip.

      “See that target?”

      I force myself to look. Paper silhouette twenty metres away. It wavers in my vision.

      “That's someone coming for Victoria.” Her voice hardens. Drops to gravel. “Someone who thinks they can hurt her. Someone who doesn't know that her wife will put a bullet in them to keep her safe.”

      Her body presses harder against mine. I can feel every muscle. Every breath.

      “Now. Your trigger finger.” She guides my finger to rest alongside the frame. “Never on the trigger until you're ready to fire. Never. This is the difference between an accident and intentional action.”

      Her finger slides mine forward. Onto the trigger. The pad of her finger rests on top of mine.

      “Feel that?” Her voice has gone rough. “That's called the trigger wall. You press until you hit resistance. That's the wall. Beyond it, the trigger breaks and the gun fires.”

      She presses. Our fingers press together. The pressure builds.

      “When you're ready, you exhale halfway. Pause. Then squeeze through the wall. Steady. Smooth. Like you're trying to make something happen without forcing it. Like you're trying to make someone come without them realising you're in control.”

      Heat floods through me. My thighs clench. Amber's pressed so close she must feel it.

      “Squeeze,” she repeats. Her finger increases pressure on mine. “Slow. Steady. Feel where the break point is. Feel how much pressure it takes. You need to know this. Need to understand it. So when the moment comes, when you need to protect Victoria, your body knows what to do without your brain getting in the way.”

      Her mouth is at my ear. Her breath comes faster now.

      “Squeeze.”

      I do. Our fingers press together. The trigger moves. Hits the wall.

      “More,” Amber says. Her voice is wrecked. “All the way. Don't stop. Make it happen.”

      I squeeze harder. The trigger breaks.

      The gun explodes.

      The kick slams through my hands, up my arms, into my shoulders. The sound is massive, filling every part of me. The paper target jerks. A hole appears. Low. Left of centre.

      “Good.” Amber's body hasn't moved. If anything, she's pressed closer. “Again. Don't stop. Keep squeezing. Find the rhythm.”

      She resets my position. Her body melds against mine. Every curve of her fits against every hollow of me. She's taller. Broader. I feel small in her arms. Contained. Owned.

      “Breathe.”

      I breathe. Her chest expands against my back.

      “Aim.”

      I sight the target. Front sight. Focus. Her hands steady mine.

      “Squeeze.”

      I do. This time I know what's coming. This time I lean into it. Into her. Let her body absorb the recoil with mine. Let the gun do its work.

      The shot punches through the target. Closer to centre.

      “Better.” Her voice is ragged now. “Again. Don't think. Just feel. Feel my body against yours. Feel my hands on yours. Feel where you end and I begin and let that guide you.”

      We fire. Again. Again. Each shot building on the last. Her body against mine. Her breath in my ear. Her hands on my hands on the gun teaching my fingers where to press, how hard, when to squeeze.

      The heat between us builds until I'm not sure anymore if we're talking about shooting or something else entirely. Until every breath feels like sex. Until the gun in my hands becomes an extension of the tension coiling in my belly.

      “Empty the magazine,” Amber says. Her voice has gone hoarse. Raw. “Don't stop. Don't think. Just shoot.”

      I fire. The rhythm builds. Breathe. Aim. Squeeze. Her body moves with me. Absorbs the recoil. Grounds me. Steadies me for the next shot.

      The rounds come faster. My fingers find the trigger reset. Press through the wall. Break. Reset. The clusters get tighter. I empty the magazine in under twenty seconds.

      When the gun clicks empty, I'm breathing hard. Panting. My heart slams against my ribs. Amber's pressed so close I can feel her heart racing too.

      Neither of us moves.

      The silence rings. Gun smoke hangs in the air. The paper target is riddled with holes. Some centre mass. Some not. But beyond both our expectations.

      Amber's mouth is at my ear. Her breathing matches mine. Fast. Unsteady.

      “Good,” she says finally. Voice destroyed. “That's very good.”

      Her hands slide away from mine. Slowly. Like she's forcing herself. She steps back and the sudden absence of her body heat leaves me bereft. Like a lover pulling away before I've finished.

      I turn. She's flushed. Pupils blown wide. A muscle jumps in her jaw.

      We stare at each other.

      “How did I do?” I ask.

      “For your first time?” Her eyes drag down my body. Back up. “Better than expected.”

      The words hang between us. Loaded with double meaning.

      “Reload,” she says. “Again.” Amber's voice is pure command. “But this time I'm not touching you. You need to be able to do this alone.”

      She moves to stand beside me. Not behind. The loss is physical. My back feels cold where her body was.

      “Why?” The question comes out wrong. Needy.

      “Because I won't always be there.” Her eyes hold mine. “Because Victoria needs you to be capable without me. Because if you only know how to shoot when I'm pressed against you, that's not training. That's not valuable.”

      My face burns. She knows. Knows what that did to me. What it's still doing.

      “Go on then,” she says. “Show me you can do it alone.”

      I turn back to the target. Raise the gun. My stance is wrong without her to adjust it. My arms shake without her to steady them.

      I fire anyway.

      The shot goes wide. Misses the target completely.

      “Again,” Amber says. No judgment. Just instruction. “Remember what it felt like. My hands on yours. My body against yours. Remember and recreate it.”

      I close my eyes. Remember. Her chest against my back. Her hands on my hips. Her breath in my ear. The pressure of her body grounding me.

      I open my eyes. Adjust my stance. Square my hips. Breathe.

      Fire.

      Centre mass.

      “Good.” Amber's voice carries approval. Pride. “Again. Keep that feeling. Keep me with you even when I'm not.”

      I do. I fire the magazine. The shots cluster tight. Not as perfect as when she was touching me. But close.

      When the gun clicks empty, Amber nods.

      “Tomorrow we'll work on moving targets. Drills. Malfunction clearing.” She moves closer. Not touching. But close enough I can feel her heat again. “Every day until you can do this in your sleep. Until it's instinct. Until Victoria never has to worry that you can't protect yourself. Or her.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “Every day you are here.” Her eyes are dark. Unreadable. “You wanted to be part of this. This is part of it. Being ready. Being capable. Being someone Victoria never has to worry about.”

      I nod. My body is still humming. Still remembering the press of her against me.

      Amber sees it. Her jaw tightens. “I will drill this into you, as much as you can take. Do you understand?”

      I nod, desperate for her touch but she just smiles.

      “When you can give me perfect results you will be rewarded. Not before. We should go up. They will be ready for us.”

      She leads me back to the elevator. We ascend in silence. The space between us crackles with everything we're not saying. Everything we're not doing. When the doors open on the hallway, the portraits stare down at us again. Everything looks the same as when we left.

      But I'm different.

      “Welcome to the family business,” Amber says quietly.

      The sitting room door opens. Victoria emerges. She looks shaken. Pale. But determined.

      She sees us and relief floods her face. “There you are. I need to tell you—” She stops. Studies my expression. Studies Amber's. Recognition dawns in her eyes. “What happened?”

      I glance at Amber. Back to Victoria.

      “Training,” I say. “Amber was teaching me how to keep you safe.”

      Victoria's eyes move between us. She understands without being told. Understands what that means. Understands what happened down there even if I can't say it.

      She steps close. Takes my face in her hands. Kisses me. Soft. Grateful. Possessive.

      “I love you,” she whispers against my mouth.

      “I know.” I pull her against me. “I'll keep us safe. I promise.”
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      Suzette

      I lead our small contingent into the dining room where lunch is being served. I watch Victoria take in the spread and then look away, as though her appetite left with Zara. She takes her seat, straightening her cutlery several times, though never once changing the position of the silverware. There's the world people see, and the world underneath. Once you've witnessed the second, the first never quite fits anymore.

      Phillipa sits across from them, laptop closed. Wool sweater, dark jeans, expensive but quiet about it. Not her MI6 armour. She dressed to collect Zara, to look like someone safe instead of someone who runs covert operations for Her Majesty's Government. Rox's text came through ten minutes ago: Package delivered. She's settling in.

      One less variable to manage.

      “So.” Phillipa doesn't raise her voice. Doesn't need to. “Now you know what we're dealing with. The question is whether you'll take the case.”

      Amber takes the opposite end of the table to me without discussion. We settled questions of authority years ago. She leads in tactical situations. I lead in strategic ones. This conversation requires both.

      But every face turns toward Victoria who doesn't hesitate. “Yes,” she says.

      The word lands clean. No conditions, no hedging. Victoria Fraser is decisive, with full awareness of consequences. It's why I chose her. Why I brought her into this family despite Phillipa's reservations about utilising civilians.

      Phillipa nods once, satisfaction evident in the way her shoulders drop, a tiny movement as she exhales but one of her most obvious tells.

      “In that case,” I say, “we need to make plans.”

      The door opens on cue. I'd texted Yelena earlier. She enters, her pixie cut catching the afternoon light, revealing silver threads which offer a distinguished air, and she's put on a little weight, not much but it suits her. Love suits her.

      Ashley follows behind. Younger by over a decade, and a couple of inches taller. Her eyes scan the room taking in the occupants, some she knows and some she doesn't.

      “Apologies for the delay,” Yelena says. She kisses Phillipa's cheek before sitting. “We were pooling intelligence in preparation. I assume we're going ahead?”

      A nod from Phillipa is all she needs before she heads straight for the charcuterie board, specifically the fennel salami. She always was a sucker for the fuller bodied flavours.

      “Now that we're all here,” I begin, “Victoria and Abby need to understand how we work. How this family will operate going forward when we take a case.”

      I pick up my wine glass. But I don't drink yet. The ritual gives me something to do with my hands while I study their faces. Victoria's expression hasn't changed, her facial muscles are relaxed but her eyes keen. Abby's breathing has shifted though. Minimal increase, barely noticeable unless you're watching for it.

      “This is Yelena Federova,” I say, indicating the woman beside Phillipa. “Ex-FSB, and next to her, Ashley Tremblay, ex-CSIS, Canadian Intelligence.”

      Abby's posture doesn't change but I catch the micro-raise of an eyebrow. Victoria swallows. I know she can do this but she will only believe it once we get to the other side.

      “Each person brings specific skills,” I say. “Yelena?”

      Yelena sets down her fork and wipes the corners of her mouth with her napkin. “Full operative background. I specialise in handling sensitive subjects. Information extraction.”

      Her voice carries the passion of someone describing a craft. Cabinetry. Tailoring. She makes interrogation sound almost respectable. Twenty-five years ago we extracted information together in ways that still surface in my dreams some nights. Now she works alone. More efficient. Less messy. And I sleep better.

      “Ash?” I prompt my recently acquired lover.

      “Undercover work. Deep cover operations. I can become who we need to infiltrate any organisation.” Ashley's tone is matter of fact. A statement of capability. “Similar skill set to Suzette, although not as accomplished.” She dips her head toward me in acknowledgment which I don't need but appreciate.

      “Amber, as you know, will cover logistics, extraction and protection. She plans operations, manages exfiltration routes, keeps everyone alive.

      “Jo and Alex handle anything cyber,” I add. “Princess does identification, papers, anything documentation-related. Sam is operations and munitions focused. Roz is our medic. Roxy provides protection detail.”

      Abby's eyes widen. Almost imperceptible. She knows each and every one of them but in a very different context and is now mentally mapping her experienced intimacy to the new information she's been given: their operational purpose.

      “So everyone we know,” Victoria says, voice level, “is, what's the term, operational?”

      “In various capacities.” I meet her eyes without blinking. “Yes.”

      Victoria nods once. Processing what she's been told without making judgment.

      “That explains the unusually diverse skill sets for a social circle,” she says with a chuckle.

      Yelena's mouth curves. Not quite a smile. “You took that rather well.”

      “Should we have reacted differently?” Victoria asks.

      “Some civilians might get upset,” Ashley says. “Possibly even feel deceived.”

      “Were we deceived?” Victoria looks directly at me. “Or were we simply not told everything?”

      Smart woman. Asking the question that matters.

      “The latter,” I say. “You were never lied to. You simply weren't given details that weren't relevant to your relationship with this family.”

      “Until now,” Abby says.

      “Until now,” I agree. “Because now you're part of this. Not just family. Part of the work.”

      That understanding settles across the table like a humid front before a storm.

      “Don't be annoyed with anyone within the family,” I say, looking between Victoria and Abby. “They were only doing what I asked of them. What they had to do for their own safety. For yours. But now you're integral to this unit.”

      I lean back in my chair, wine glass balanced between my fingers. “Perhaps that's why we're so relaxed around each other. Why intimacy comes so easily. You never know what might be waiting for you. What tomorrow brings. You learn to cherish every minute because life is fragile. Chaotic. No matter how much we try to make sense of it, to impose order and meaning, life remains essentially random. Unfair.”

      “Camus,” Victoria murmurs.

      “Yes.” I smile. “We can't control the absurdity of existence. We can only choose how we respond to it. Whether we waste time on resentment or spend it on connection. When we're together, we live in the moment. Because the moment is all we have.”

      Phillipa clears her throat. Stands. “The world doesn't need more philosophising.”

      “You don't have a romantic bone in your body,” I tease.

      She leans down and kisses Yelena's temple with deliberate tenderness. “Ask your ex-partner if that's true.”

      Her eyebrow arches in challenge as she looks at me.

      Yelena laughs. Rich, genuine. “I'll protect your honour, darling, in your absence.”

      Phillipa's already reaching for her briefcase. “Before I forget.”

      She pulls out manila folders. Red Cyrillic stamped across them. СЕКРЕТНО. Classified.

      My chest tightens.

      USB drives follow. Small black rectangles containing God knows what.

      “Your files,” Phillipa says quietly.

      She sets them on the table. Five folders. Three drives. She has held up her end of the bargain and provided me with everything I asked for.

      Everything I've wanted for thirty years.

      Everything I've been afraid to see.

      Conversation resumes like nothing happened. Strategy, logistics, timelines. None of them see what I see: those folders holding years of truth I've begged for and dreaded in equal measure.

      I reach for them with hands that remain steady through sheer force of will. The folders are heavier than they should be. Secrets weigh more than paper.

      My eyes find Amber's. She's watching me, utterly still, as though wondering what wire I'll cut. The red or the blue. Both will have repercussions.

      “Thank you,” I manage.

      My voice sounds wrong. Too measured. Too controlled.

      Amber leans forward slightly. “Are you alright?”

      “Yes.” The lie removes my appetite. “I need everyone to meet tomorrow morning. First intelligence briefing. Ten o'clock. We'll begin planning the operation in earnest.”

      I stand. The files are burning through my skin.

      “Suzette—” Amber starts.

      “Tomorrow,” I repeat.

      I walk out before anyone can see the tremor starting in my fingers.

      The hallway stretches. Voices drift up from the dining room, Victoria asking questions, Amber answering. People moving forward while I'm about to dive backward into thirty years of pain.

      My office door closes behind me. I set the files on my desk. Step back. Stare at them.

      My past in five folders and three USB drives.

      Now I have answers.

      Footsteps in the hallway. I know that gait, measured, deliberate.

      Yelena swings open the door, her silhouette blocking the light. Doesn't knock. She never knocks.

      “Are you trying to find her again?”

      I don't pretend not to understand. There's only one “her” that matters. One absence that's haunted me for three decades.

      “I don't want to talk about it.”

      “You shouldn't try to find her.” Yelena's voice carries genuine concern. “Let it go, Aleksandra. It will destroy you.” She places a hand on my arm. “And if it doesn't,” her voice drops lower, “it will destroy others. Just ask Ryan Conner. Or Adam Wakeman, your namesakes.”
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      Aleksandra, Istanbul, Turkey, January 2014

      The Bosphorus looked like hammered steel under winter rain. From the terrace of the Four Seasons Sultanahmet, I watched ferries cut white scars across the strait, dividing continents with their wakes. Europe on one side. Asia on the other. The city that couldn't decide what it was.

      I understood the feeling.

      Lev was inside somewhere, negotiating lithium futures with men whose handshakes meant nothing and whose contracts dissolved the moment either party found a better offer. My husband treated business like seduction—all pomp, no substance. He took the same approach to our purgatory sex life, although these days even his pomp didn't show up often. Always a relief. But our mining interests in Bolivia needed Turkish refining partnerships, and I needed a reason to be in Istanbul that didn't involve the other work I did here.

      The work that didn't exist but Moscow commanded.

      The work and life I pretended to have left behind, having never missed a day of duty.

      I lifted my Turkish coffee. Thick, bitter, gritty at the bottom. The kind of coffee that left residue on your tongue long after swallowing. Like so many other parts of my life. A waiter appeared with the usual Istanbul brand of attentiveness—hovering without intrusion, present without pressure.

      “Madam requires anything else?”

      “No. Thank you.”

      He withdrew as though he were a theatrical apparition.

      The American appeared exactly three minutes later.

      I registered him before he reached my table. Tan suit, confident stride that made him stand out amongst locals. Shoulders that meant he had to turn sideways through doorways. A smile that aimed to be charming. It wasn't. Everything about him announced his nationality and probable employer as efficiently as wearing a flag.

      “Mind if I join you?” He didn't wait for permission, just pulled out the chair across from me. “Ryan Conner. I'm with the mining consultancy out of Denver.”

      “How fascinating.” I didn't offer my name.

      “Your husband—Lev Abramov, right? I hear he's looking at Turkish refining operations.”

      I sipped my coffee. Let silence do its work.

      Conner's smile widened, mistaking my quiet for shyness instead of scrutiny. Mistake number one.

      “Small world, mining industry. Everyone knows everyone.” He signalled the waiter. Ordered Turkish tea in English so butchered it hurt to hear. “I was hoping to catch him. Compare notes. Maybe collaborate on some opportunities.”

      “He's occupied.”

      “Sure, sure. Business meetings. I get it.” The tea arrived. He added three sugar cubes without tasting it first. American sweet tooth. “But maybe you and I could chat while we wait? Beautiful woman, beautiful city. Shame to drink alone.”

      I set down my cup, the porcelain yelping against marble. Deliberate.

      “Mr. Conner. I'm going to save us both considerable time.” I met his eyes. Blue. Clear. Confident. The eyes of someone who believes failure belongs to others. “Whatever you're selling, I'm not buying. Whatever you think you know about my husband's business, you don't. And whatever reason you have for approaching me specifically rather than him directly, it won't work.”

      His smile didn't falter but calculation flickered behind it. Recalibration happening in real-time.

      “I think there's been a misunderstanding⁠—”

      “There hasn't.” I stood. “Enjoy your tea.”

      I left him there, the arrogance of his confusion radiating across the terrace like heat shimmer.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The British arrived more subtly.

      Three days later, I was in Arasta Bazaar examining sixteenth-century Iznik tiles when a voice spoke behind me in perfect Turkish, then switched to English.

      “Stunning, isn't it? The way they achieved that cobalt blue. The technique's been lost for centuries.”

      I turned.

      He was older than Conner. Mid-forties, maybe. Expensive but understated suit. Greying at the temples. Manicured nails moved towards the tiles. British accent, Oxbridge polish that couldn't quite erase the regional vowels.

      “Adam Wakeman.” He offered his hand. “Art consultant. I work with private collectors, museums. Tracking down specific pieces.”

      I shook his hand briefly. His grip was measured. Not trying to dominate or seduce. Just present.

      “You have good taste.” He indicated the tile I'd been examining. “That floral pattern—tulip and carnation. Classic Süleyman period. The restoration work is exceptional.”

      He actually knew what he was talking about. Unusual for British intelligence. Most couldn't maintain deep cover knowledge. They skimmed surfaces, thin where depth mattered most.

      “Are you buying or browsing?” I asked.

      “Both. Always both.” His smile carried self-deprecation. “The hunt is often more satisfying than the acquisition. Don't you find?”

      We discussed tiles. Ottoman art. The difference between authentic period pieces and modern reproductions. He knew his subject well enough that I couldn't trip him up, which meant either he'd done extensive preparation or he actually was what he claimed.

      Neither option meant he wasn't intelligence.

      After twenty minutes, he glanced at his watch with what seemed like genuine regret.

      “I've kept you. Apologies. It's rare to find someone who actually appreciates these pieces rather than just buying them for investment.” He produced a card. Thick, cream card stock. Simple engraving. “If you're ever in London and interested in viewing some extraordinary private collections, do get in touch.”

      I took the card. Studied it. Legitimate business address in Mayfair.

      “Thank you.”

      “The pleasure was entirely mine, Mrs. Abramov.”

      He left before I could react to him using my name.
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      That night, I lay in bed beside my husband while he snored. Lev always snored after drinking—which meant always. The room smelled of his cologne and scotch and the faint medicinal scent of whatever pills he took to manage what he called “stress” but what was actually just being Lev.

      I stared at the ceiling and ran through both encounters again.

      Conner: clumsy, obvious, probably CIA. Standard recruitment approach—establish connection, build rapport, assess vulnerabilities. He'd failed at all three. His file on me must be thin or outdated if he thought playing mining consultant would work.

      Wakeman: sophisticated, patient, probably MI6. Better research. Better instincts. Genuine knowledge base to establish credibility. He'd said my name deliberately—showing me he knew exactly who I was while maintaining plausible deniability. Look, just two art enthusiasts discussing tiles. Nothing operational here.

      Both of them wanted something.

      Both of them thought they were subtle.

      Both of them were wrong.

      Lev rolled over, threw an arm across me. Dead weight. His breath was sour against my shoulder. I didn't move. Just lay there calculating their next moves.

      They'd approached separately. Not coordinated, or at least pretending not to be. That suggested either inter-agency competition or careful staging. CIA and MI6 cooperated on operations, sometimes. Especially when the target was valuable enough.

      The question was: what made me valuable enough for joint attention?

      Lev rouses hungover and amorous three minutes early. I let him have what he wanted. Easier than arguing. Faster than refusing. He finished quickly—always did—then rolled away with satisfaction he hadn't earned as the alarm went off.

      “We're staying another week,” he announced to the ceiling. “Negotiations are going well. These Turkish bastards are finally seeing reason.”

      “Fine.”

      “You could sound more enthusiastic. This deal could be worth millions.”

      “Then I'm very enthusiastic.”

      He laughed. Thought I was joking. I let him think it.

      An hour later he was gone—more meetings, more negotiations, more expensive restaurants where men lied to each other in different languages and called it business, then patted each other on the back for a job well done.

      I ordered room service. Fresh bread, cheese, olives, an early finger picnic. No cutlery or thought required. Then I made a phone call.

      It rang four times before connecting.

      “Da?”

      “Пепел.”

      “Da?”

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. Voice recognition had made passwords obsolete years ago, but Moscow loved their rituals.

      “I need a background check. Two names. American and British, probably intelligence. Operating in Istanbul currently.”

      Silence on the other end.

      Then: “Official request?”

      “Personal.”

      “Personal.” The voice, Oleg Lazar, my back-channel contact for when official channels moved too slowly, carried scepticism. “Nothing with you is ever just personal.”

      “Ryan Conner. Probably CIA. Adam Wakeman. Probably MI6. I need to know why they're here and what they want.”

      “This will cost you.”

      “Everything costs me. That's why I pay well.”

      He sighed. “Two days. Maybe three. Istanbul is complicated right now. Everyone's watching everyone since last summer. And with Ukraine...”

      “What about Ukraine?”

      “Protests. Unrest. Makes people nervous. Makes them recruit aggressively.” A pause. “Things that are not your concern. Stay careful, Aleksandra.”

      He disconnected before I could respond.

      I sat on the balcony and ate breakfast slowly as Istanbul glittered below. Mosques and minarets and then the Bosphorus cutting through it all like a blade drawn by God. Somewhere in this city, Ryan Conner was probably filing a report about his failed contact. Adam Wakeman would be doing the same, but with better syntax.

      Because men like Conner and Wakeman didn't approach oligarchs' wives for casual conversation.

      But let them file their reports. Let them believe I'm a kept woman who covets tiles and drinks overpriced coffee too naïve to recognise recruitment attempts when they happen right in front of me.

      I've spent thirty years learning how to be underestimated.

      It's one of my most valuable skills.

      But people like Conner and Wakeman approach you when they need something. Something specific.

      When they had leverage.

      When they thought they could turn you.

      I just needed to figure out what they thought they knew.

      And then I needed to make sure they learned nothing at all.
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      Amber, Present Day

      Obsidian Hall's main dining room doubles as a briefing room, crackling with productive tension. Everyone ready to work. I position myself at Suzette's right, where I've stood in countless operational briefings over the years. Close enough to support, far enough to give her space to command.

      Except today, she doesn't look like she's commanding anything.

      My wife sits at the head of the table, straight-backed, head up. To anyone else, she appears composed. But I see the shadows under her eyes. The way her left thumb worries the inside of her right palm. The micro-hesitation before she speaks.

      She didn't sleep. I know because I woke at three to find her side of the bed empty. Found her in the study, those files from Phillipa spread across her desk like evidence at a crime scene. Unopened. Just staring at them.

      When I touched her shoulder, she flinched.

      “Come to bed,” I'd said.

      “Soon.”

      She was still there at dawn.

      Phillipa clears her throat, drawing my attention back to the present. She's positioned herself adjacent to Suzette, laptop open, reading glasses perched on her nose, her voice making everyone in the room straighten. Behind her, Jo and Alex flank the screen they've set up for their presentation. Victoria and Abby sit to my left, notebooks ready. Yelena lounges near the window with deceptive casualness. Ashley leans against the wall by the door—familiar habits from both of them, always a whisper away from action. Suzette has asked Phillipa to chair this meeting, and that tells me everything.

      “Before we begin,” Phillipa says, “everything discussed in this room stays in this room. If any of this surfaces publicly, I will deny all knowledge and connection. Clear?”

      Nods around the table.

      “Good.” Phillipa taps her keyboard. “Jo, Alex—an update?”

      Jo's already halfway to the screen before Phillipa finishes saying her name. Her fingers drum against the remote while Alex pulls up the files.

      “Right, so we pulled CCTV from two locations,” Jo begins. “First, the police station in Newham where Zara filed her report three weeks ago. Second, Royal London Hospital from the night she was admitted.”

      The screen flickers to life, showing grainy footage of a police station exterior. Timestamp reads fourteen-thirty-seven.

      “We tracked all the people who went in and out of the station building, front and back entrances, and ran them through facial recognition. We saw the suits that Zara described.” Alex's eyes dart to Phillipa. “Then we ran a comparison with everyone we picked up on the hospital entrance CCTV from when she was admitted three weeks before.”

      “And?” Suzette's voice sounds normal. Almost. But I catch the fraction-of-a-second delay before she speaks.

      “About thirty minutes after Zara left the station,” Jo says, satisfaction evident, “a woman enters via the rear entrance…”

      The footage switches to the hospital exterior. Different angle, different date and timestamp.

      “Hospital the night Zara was brought in,” Alex says. “We ran facial recognition on everyone who entered in a four-hour window around her admission. This is what we found.”

      She clicks. The image freezes on a woman entering through a side door. Tall, athletic build, dark hair pulled back. Designer coat.

      “Same woman from the police station,” Jo says.

      The room goes still.

      “We almost missed her,” Alex continues, fingers still dancing across keys. “She didn't arrive until after Zara had already fled. Showed up ninety minutes post-admission. But the facial recognition kept running, and...” She shrugs. “There she was.”

      Victoria leans forward, studying the frozen image. “Who is she?”

      “That's where it gets complicated.” Jo pulls up another window—personnel files, newspaper clippings, society photos. “Meet Imogen Hartley. Thirty-two. Old money, Cheltenham Ladies' College, Oxford. No official employment. Lives in Belgravia. And according to multiple sources, she's romantically involved with Katerina Reznikov, daughter of⁠—”

      “Dmitri Reznikov,” I finish, the pieces connecting. “The trafficker who recruited Zara and Amina in Grozny.”

      “Exactly.” Alex's smile is sharp. “Katerina runs the London operations for her father's organisation. Imogen Hartley is her partner. They try to keep it quiet,” Alex’s eyes twinkle, “the Hartley family doesn't approve of the relationship, but our sources confirm they've been together for three years.”

      Suzette shifts in her chair. “The Hartley family. Where do I know that name?”

      Phillipa doesn't consult her notes. “The Right Honourable Sir Charles Hartley. Conservative MP for Surrey Heath. Minister of State for Business and Trade.” She pauses. “And, relevant to our interests, sits on the board of Walton-Ealmes Pharmaceuticals, their UK arm.”

      The temperature in the room drops five degrees.

      “That's quite the coincidence,” Yelena murmurs from her position by the window.

      “There are no coincidences.” Suzette's fingers drum once against the table. “A Cabinet minister with pharmaceutical connections whose estranged daughter is sleeping with a trafficker's daughter who happens to be monitoring refugee women being used for drug trials.” She looks at Phillipa. “Tell me Walton-Ealmes has contracts with the NHS.”

      “Multiple,” Phillipa confirms. “Including exclusive supply agreements for experimental therapeutics. And before you ask—yes, they conduct clinical trials. All aboveboard. Well, officially.”

      Victoria's pen stills on her notebook. I see her processing, connecting dots in that methodical way of hers. “But unofficially?”

      “Unofficially,” Phillipa says, “pharmaceutical companies are always looking for ways to accelerate drug development. Clinical trials are heavily regulated, time-consuming, and expensive. Especially if the results aren’t good. Vulnerable populations, refugees, migrants, people without legal recourse, all make tempting cheaper shortcuts in the initial stages, leaving free ‘test’ the ones they already know to be safe.”

      “But that's not proof,” Victoria says quietly. “A family connection. A daughter dating someone connected to someone suspected of trafficking. It's circumstantial.”

      “Correct,” Suzette agrees. “Which is why we don't move on circumstantial evidence. We gather more.”

      She turns to Sam, who's been silent in the corner, arms crossed over her chest. “I want full surveillance on Imogen Hartley. Where she goes, who she meets, everything. Can you handle that?”

      Sam nods. “When do you want me to start?”

      “Today. Now.”

      Suzette's gaze shifts to Ashley. “And I want you ready to befriend her. Get close. Find out what she knows about her girlfriend's family business, what she knows about her father's pharmaceutical board position, whether those two worlds intersect.”

      “Deep cover or casual contact?” Ashley asks.

      “Start casual. Find out where she'll be attending, public gatherings, charity functions, gym workouts.” Then she turns her attention back to our cyber duo. “Jo, can you access the woman's phone so we can see her schedule?” Jo gives her an I'm on it nod. “Ash, do what you do best. Build trust. Make her want to confide in you.”

      “Understood.”

      “We keep digging,” Suzette says. “I want phone taps on Imogen Hartley. All electronic communications, email, messaging, everything. If she's coordinating with Katerina Reznikov about these women, I want to know.”

      “That's—” Victoria glances at Phillipa. “That's quite illegal.”

      “It would be illegal if you could prove it were happening.” Suzette says, her tone anything but reassuring. “Do you want to save these women or not?”

      I watch Victoria stiffen. Not frightened. But taken aback. This isn't the patient, philosophical woman who recruited her yesterday. This is the FSB operative who doesn't have time for clarifying questions.

      Time for me to step in.

      “What Suzette means,” I say, keeping my voice level, “is that we understand the legal and ethical implications. That's why you are here. To ensure we balance operational necessity with moral boundaries.” I look at Jo directly. “Tap the phones. But everything you find gets run past Victoria for evaluation. Nothing gets acted on without her approval. Clear?”

      “Clear,” Jo says.

      Victoria glances at me. A small nod of acknowledgment. I return it.

      Suzette continues as if I hadn't spoken. “Roz, I need you to interview the nurse who treated Zara at Royal London. The one who took the experimental drugs from her. Find out what she remembers, whether anyone asked about Zara after she fled, whether the drugs were logged properly or if they disappeared.”

      Roz makes a note. “The hospital will have shift records. I'll track her down.”

      “Roxy?” Suzette doesn't wait a for response from the woman on the end of the conference call. “Status on Zara?”

      “Quiet night,” Roxy reports. “She slept. Ate breakfast. Asked about her sister. I told her we're working on it.”

      “Good. Keep her there. No contact with anyone outside unless it's cleared through Victoria or me.”

      Princess speaks up from her corner. “You'll need documentation for some of these infiltrations. Hospital access for Roz. Whatever identity Ashley needs for the Hartley approach. I'll start building backgrounds this afternoon.”

      “Do it.” Suzette turns to Victoria. The movement abrupt. “Any objections so far?”

      Victoria blinks. Her pen hovers over her notebook. I see the flash of surprise at the almost challenge in Suzette's voice, as if daring Victoria to question her authority.

      “I—no, not objections exactly,” Victoria says carefully. “But I do have questions.”

      “Such as?”

      “You mentioned surveillance on Imogen Hartley. What does that entail? Are we talking passive observation or active intrusion?”

      “Whatever's necessary.”

      “That's not an answer.” Victoria's voice firms. “Will you be entering her home? Her private spaces? Because that crosses lines that⁠—”

      “Lines that need crossing,” Suzette interrupts. “Or would you prefer we wait for more women to die while we respect property boundaries?”

      The room goes still.

      I watch Victoria's jaw tighten. See the hurt flash across her face before she schools it away. Suzette's being unfair. Pushing when she should be explaining. This isn't how she operates. This isn't how she leads.

      Those damned files are eating her alive.

      “What Suzette means—” I begin again.

      “I know what I mean, Amber.”

      The snap in her voice surprises me. Surprises everyone. Suzette doesn't snap. She dissects. She persuades. She wins people over with psychology and patience, plays the long game.

      But today, she's someone else entirely.

      Phillipa clears her throat. “Perhaps we should clarify operational parameters.”

      “Fine.” Suzette leans back in her chair. “Victoria, you want specifics. Here are specifics. Sam will conduct external surveillance only unless circumstances require entry. Ashley will build a relationship through public venues, no illegal entry. Jo and Alex will monitor electronic communications that don't require physical access to obtain. Roz will interview a nurse using cover credentials Princess creates. All within the bounds of what we've discussed.” She pauses. “Satisfied?”

      “What about the use of force?” Victoria asks quietly. “If someone resists. If things go wrong. What are the rules of engagement?”

      “Minimum necessary, and only if the situation requires it.”

      “Define minimum and requires.”

      “Enough to complete the mission without unnecessary casualties, and force only to be used in self-defence, not aggression.”

      “That's not⁠—”

      “It's the only definition that matters.” Suzette's fingers drum against the table again. Faster now. “You want guarantees, Victoria? I can't give them. You want clean lines between right and wrong? They don't exist in this work. You accepted that when you signed Phillipa's paperwork.”

      The silence that follows feels fragile. Breakable.

      Victoria sets down her pen with deliberate care. “I accepted risk. I accepted moral complexity. What I didn't accept was condescension from someone who supposedly values my input.”

      Good for you, I think. Push back. Don't let her bully you just because she's scared of her own ghosts.

      Suzette blinks. Recognition flickers behind her eyes. Or shame. “You're right. I apologise. That was inappropriate.”

      The words sound genuine. But her posture doesn't relax.

      “What will you be doing?” Victoria asks. “You've assigned everyone else. What's your role?”

      “I have other priorities to manage.”

      “What priorities?”

      “Nothing relevant to this operation.”

      Phillipa and I exchange a glance. Brief. But Victoria catches it. I see her frown, see her mind working through what that exchange means.

      “If it doesn't concern the operation,” Victoria says slowly, “then perhaps it can wait until⁠—”

      “It can't wait.” Suzette stands. “We'll reconvene tomorrow morning. Same time. Everyone should have preliminary intelligence by then.” She looks around the table. “Unless there are other concerns?”

      No one speaks.

      “Good. Then this meeting is adjourned.”

      She walks out before anyone can respond. The door thuds closed behind her.

      The silence she leaves behind is uncomfortable.

      Phillipa closes her laptop. “Well. That was productive.”

      “What's going on with her?” Yelena asks, looking directly at me.

      “She's managing multiple priorities,” I say, keeping my voice neutral, even though I suspect Yelena knows more than she admits. “It doesn't affect the operation.”

      The room empties as everyone leaves to undertake their assignments, but Victoria corners me.

      “You're telling me whatever she's doing doesn't affect the operation?” Victoria's gaze is sharp. “That didn't feel like someone managing priorities. That felt like someone barely holding it together.”

      She's right. And I can't tell her why.

      “Give her space,” I say instead. “She'll work through it.”

      “And if she doesn't?”

      “Then I'll handle it.” I turn. “Victoria, you did well. Pushing back when she overstepped. That's exactly why we need you. Don't stop asking hard questions just because she's struggling.”

      Victoria frowns, concern creasing her forehead. “Is she okay?”

      “She will be,” I say and hope it's true.

      Phillipa gathers her things. “Right. I'll coordinate with Jo and Alex on the phone taps. Sam, you're with me for the Hartley surveillance protocol. Everyone else, start your assignments. We reconvene at ten tomorrow.”

      People begin filing out. Ashley and Yelena leave together, speaking in low tones. Jo and Alex pack up their equipment. Princess stops to speak quietly with Roz about documentation needs.

      I move toward the door, intending to find Suzette. To try again, even though I know she'll push me away.

      “Amber?”

      I turn. Abby stands behind me, bouncing slightly on her toes with that enthusiasm that reminds me why teaching her is enjoyable.

      “Yes?”

      “Training? You said every day. I want to keep practicing.”

      Under normal circumstances, I'd take her down to the armoury myself. Put her through drills. Watch her improve with that satisfying progression that comes from her natural aptitude meeting my dedicated instruction.

      But these aren't normal circumstances.

      “Not this morning,” I say. “Princess will take you down. She can supervise your practice, make sure your form stays correct.”

      Disappointment flickers across Abby's face. “But you said⁠—”

      “I know what I said.” I soften my tone. “Practice the fundamentals. Stance, grip, sight picture, trigger control. If you can show me real progress this afternoon, you'll earn those rewards I promised you.”

      The disappointment transforms into something else. A flush rises in her face courtesy of the recognition of what I'm talking about.

      “How much progress?” she asks with a teasing edge.

      “Tight grouping. Centre mass. Consistent performance under pressure.”

      Abby's breathing changes. Just slightly. Just enough that I know she understands this isn't just about marksmanship anymore.

      “I'll show you progress,” she says.

      “I'm counting on it.”

      She leaves, probably to find Princess. Victoria follows, throwing one last concerned glance over her shoulder at me before she goes.

      The room empties. I'm alone with the evidence of our briefing—empty coffee cups, scattered notes, and the scent of adrenalin.

      I need to find Suzette. Need to try to reach her, even if she won't let me in. Even if those files have locked her in a place I can't follow.

      Because whatever's in them, whatever truth she's been chasing for thirty years, it's destroying her now that she finally has it.

      And I have no idea how to help. I head toward the study, knowing she'll be there. Knowing she'll turn me away. But going anyway. Because that's what you do when your wife is drowning. You keep reaching for her, even when she can't reach back.
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      Amber

      My hand is on the study door when Sam's voice cracks through the air of the corridor.

      “AMBER!”

      Not loud. Urgent. The tone that means danger.

      I spin. Sprint back. Sam's in the entrance to the dining room, phone pressed to her ear, her face the colour of a London winter sky.

      “Say that again.” Sam's free hand grips the doorframe hard enough that her knuckles go white. “Roxy, say that again⁠—”

      Static. A wet cough through the speaker. The sound of lungs struggling.

      “—took her. They fucking took⁠—”

      The line cuts. Dead air hisses around us like a serpent.

      Sam stares at the phone, mouth open.

      “What happened?” Phillipa's already moving, her reading glasses clutched in her hand.

      “Roxy.” Sam's voice is flat. Shock smoothing out every inflection. “She's been shot. They took Zara.”

      The house detonates. Chairs scrape against hardwood. People surge into the corridor like a riptide. Victoria goes white, colour draining from her face in one second. The reality of our world hits hard.

      “Where's Suzette?” Phillipa scans the room, head swivelling, counting bodies.

      Heads turn. Empty spaces where my wife should be. The chair at the head of the table still pushed back from where she left.

      “Suzette!” Yelena moves toward the door, boots hammering marble. “SUZETTE!”

      Nothing. Just the echo of her voice bouncing off overpriced art.

      The silence stretches three seconds. Four. Everyone looking at each other, then at me. Waiting.

      My pulse kicks up a beat, then instinct takes over.

      “Alex, dial emergency services, use the secure phone. It's untraceable. Give them the safe house address. Get Rox help.” Alex jolts into motion.

      “Roz.” My voice is firm, not raised. “Get to Roxy. Now. Follow our standard protocol with first responders. This is a tragic accident. Innocent woman caught in gangland crossfire.”

      Roz is already grabbing her kit from the corner. Anything less than a gunshot we could have dealt with in-house, but I won't risk the life of a family member. Not now, not ever.

      Sam's fingers fly across her phone, the screen reflecting blue light across her jaw. “Roz, I'm sending coordinates of the safe house.”

      “I'm coming with you.” Sam pockets her phone, checks her weapon in one smooth motion. Metal slides, clicks into place. The sound sharp in the tense air.

      “Go.” I point at Princess. “Activate the tracker on Zara's clothing. Jo, Alex, get me every piece of data from that location in the last hour.”

      All three nod, laptops opening as the dining room becomes a crisis centre.

      “Find her,” Phillipa says. Her voice could draw blood. “I gave that girl my word she'd be safe with us.”

      Victoria's still white, breath coming too fast, shallow. “How did they find her?”

      The question stops everyone. Bodies freeze mid-motion. The only sound is Princess typing and the longcase clock ticking.

      “We'll figure that out.” I turn to Jo and Alex. “Check every system. Every communication. Every device. We have a leak and I want to know where it is.”

      “On it.” Alex is already typing, her screen split into windows, code scrolling green on black.

      “Who knew that address?” Yelena asks as she leans against the wall by the window. Rain streaks the glass behind her. “Who in this room?”

      The accusation lands. I don't look at Yelena. Can't afford doubt right now.

      “We need full background checks on those that knew.” Yelena continues.

      “Alex and Jo are covering that off.” I stare at her until she looks away. “Post-mortems will come. First we attend to Rox, and secure our network. Then we get Zara back.”

      People move. Roz and Sam out the door at a run, their footsteps thundering down the corridor. Princess and the tech team cluster around laptops, faces illuminated blue-white.

      Victoria hasn't moved. She's processing, hands gripping the edge of the table, wood pressing crescents into her palms. First operation. First casualty.

      “These are operational risks we run,” I tell her.

      “But how did they find her this fast?” Victoria's voice almost shakes. Not from fear. From thinking, mind racing through scenarios. “Either they're watching us, or someone told them.”

      Smart. She's thinking tactically despite the shock, despite the guilt at being part of this operation. A guilt we all carry when one of our own is injured.

      “We'll know soon,” I say. “Jo and Alex are good. If there's a leak, they'll find it.”

      Abby's hand finds Victoria's. Holds tight. I can't tell who's steadying who.

      Phillipa moves beside me, her scent filling the air. “Suzette should be here. Overseeing if nothing else. Either you get her or I will.”

      I agree and leave them to their immediate tasks, heading for the study.

      “Suzette?” I say as I push open the door.

      No answer. Just the tick of the clock behind me, each second carrying Zara further away.

      I step inside.

      Empty.

      Suzette's chair is pushed back at an angle, leather still holding the impression of her body. It's warm to the touch.

      Two files spread open across the desk.

      My stomach drops. Goes hollow.

      The first file: CONNER, Ryan. CIA. A surveillance photo paperclipped to the folder: American, mid-thirties, confident smile that's all teeth.

      The second file: WAKEMAN, Adam. MI6. Another photo: British, older, distinguished.

      My hands are numb. Cold spreading up my arms. I flip through pages, paper whispering against paper. Recruitment attempts. Contact reports. Psychological assessments. Suzette's name appears throughout. A target of interest. Asset potential. High-value recruitment opportunity.

      They were trying to turn her.
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      Aleksandra, Istanbul, Turkey, January 2014

      Lazar's intelligence package arrived five days after my call, delivered by courier to my hotel room. I was beginning to wonder if it would ever arrive. Lev was in perpetual meetings, but to be safe, I took it to the bathroom and locked the door before opening the sealed envelope.

      Ryan Conner. Thirty-four. CIA recruitment specialist with an impressive success rate turning Russian assets. His file cited three confirmed recruitments in the past eighteen months alone. No names provided, which explained the current witch hunts back home. Personal life: divorced, no children, parents dead, one sibling—a sister in Idaho. Posted to Istanbul six months ago. Cover: English teacher at an international school. Hardly convincing given the file suggested aggressive tactics and overconfidence. Psychological profile noted narcissistic tendencies and poor impulse control when frustrated.

      Amateur.

      Adam Wakeman. Forty-two. MI6 asset handler, fifteen years in the field. More sophisticated than Conner. Patient. Methodical. Married, two children back in Hampshire. Posted to Istanbul two years ago running cultural attaché cover. Successful long-term recruitments across Eastern Europe. Psychological profile indicated high intelligence, strategic thinking, but tendency toward complacency when he believed he'd established rapport.

      Better. But not good enough.

      I studied their photos, memorising the faces I already knew. Conner with his American confidence. Wakeman with his British reserve. Both of them circling me like sharks who'd smelled blood but hadn't yet realised they were swimming with something bigger.

      This was their fifth approach in ten days.

      The first three had been recruitment theatrics: establishing connection, demonstrating knowledge, offering vague incentives. Standard tradecraft. I'd played along, let them think I was considering their overtures while cataloguing their patterns, their tells, their operational rhythms.

      But Lazar's notes indicated both agencies were growing impatient. The Istanbul station chiefs wanted results which meant more recruits, more intelligence and time for more aggressive tactics.

      That fated afternoon I wore a navy Armani suit, cream silk blouse, pearl studs. Hair in a low chignon. Wedding ring on. The epitome of an oligarch's wife meeting friends for coffee. Nothing about me suggested I knew what was coming.

      The Saat Kulesi Kafe in the Dolmabahçe Palace was where Conner chose to make his move. Thick with tourists, which provided him with cover and plausible deniability, but not so crowded we couldn't speak privately. I arrived fifteen minutes early to meet friends and claimed the table I kept reserved on the terrace.

      Waterside, slightly elevated, with an unobstructed view of the Bosphorus Strait. The passing boats drifted by close enough to read their names. Most tourists jostled for position at the railing or settled for interior tables. This one stayed empty, waiting. The staff knew better than to seat anyone else here.

      From this vantage point, I could see every entrance, every approach, every potential threat before it reached me. The water at my back meant no one could surprise me from behind.

      It wasn't just the best table in the restaurant.

      It was the only table that mattered.

      I sipped my Turkish coffee and watched him approach. His stride carried what I now saw as his signature American swagger. The confidence of someone who'd grown up believing the world owed him success. His suit was expensive but poorly fitted across the shoulders. Vanity purchase. He'd bought it to impress rather than for function.

      “Mrs. Abramov.” He didn't ask permission before sitting. That was just rude, especially as we were still in Europe.

      “Mr. Conner.” My cup met the saucer without sound. “Why this intrusion on such a beautiful morning?”

      “Because you haven't reached out to me like you should have.” He leaned forward across the table, close enough his shadow fell over my plate. “I don't know if you're playing games. Being coy. But we're past that now.”

      I tilted my head slightly. Studied him the way an entomologist studies a particularly uninteresting beetle. “Are we?”

      “Let's cut the shit, Aleksandra. We know who you are.” His voice dropped to a theatrical whisper meant to convey gravity. “Not just Lev's wife. We know about your real work. Your connections to Moscow. Your training.”

      “Fascinating.” I lifted my coffee cup again. “Do go on.”

      My composure seemed to unsettle him. He'd expected fear. Denial. Some reaction he could leverage.

      “You're FSB,” he said flatly. “Asset placement. Long-term deep cover. You've been running intelligence operations through your husband's business for years.”

      “Is that what you believe?”

      “It's what we know.” He pulled out folded typed pages from his inside pocket. Set it on the table between us. “We have documentation. Communications. Proof.”

      I didn't reach for it. “If you had proof, Mr. Conner, you wouldn't need to convince me of anything. You'd simply expose me and let the consequences unfold.”

      His jaw tightened. Red crept up his neck. Anger. Frustration. He wasn't accustomed to targets who refused to be cowed.

      “Here's what's going to happen,” he said, voice hardening. “You're going to start feeding us intelligence. Real intelligence. About Russian operations in Ukraine. About your husband's connections to Moscow. About the oligarch networks funding the invasion⁠—”

      “And why would I do that?”

      “Because we know about Irina.”

      The world contracted. Sounds dimmed. My pulse remained steady through sheer force of will. Years of training compressed into maintaining perfect stillness while my mind raced, assessed the threat level, ran through scenarios at speeds that would've made IBM's super-computers jealous.

      He saw it. A micro-expression I couldn't quite suppress. His smile widened.

      “That got your attention,” he said with satisfaction that would've been pathetic if it weren't so dangerous. “Irina. Sweet name. Russian. Old-fashioned.”

      I set down my cup. Folded my hands. Waited.

      “We know you send money every month,” Conner continued. “Substantial amounts. Routed through three different banks to hide the trail. You take so much care to cover your tracks.” He leaned closer still. “And yet we found it.”

      “Interesting theory.”

      “It's not a theory.” He tapped the papers. “We know where the money goes. We know who receives it. And we know you've been careful to keep this hidden from Moscow.” His voice dropped to mock sympathy. “Makes me wonder what Moscow would do if they found out. If they learned you had a vulnerability. Someone you care about. Someone who could be used against you.”

      There it was. The core of his leverage. Not just knowledge, but the threat to deploy it.

      “Or,” he continued, “you could work with us. Feed us intelligence. And we ensure Irina stays safe. Protected. No one in Moscow needs to know we're having these conversations.”

      I studied him across the table. Watched him radiate confidence. Certainty. The absolute conviction that he'd won.

      He had no idea what he'd just done.

      “I'll need time to consider,” I said, my tone, like my breathing, measured.

      “Twenty-four hours.” He stood. “After that, I start making phone calls. To Moscow. To people who'd be very interested in what I have to tell them.”

      He walked away with that American stride, already mentally composing the success for his report.

      I waited five minutes. Finished my coffee. Paid and left before my friends arrived, requesting the waiter to pass on my apologies and covering the bill.
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      Wakeman's approach came that evening. More sophisticated. More dangerous.

      He found me in the hotel library, reading in one of the leather chairs near the fireplace. Lev was dining with his Turkish partners, another night of expensive restaurants and profitable lies.

      “Mrs. Abramov.” Wakeman appeared beside my chair with a drink in each hand. “Forgive the intrusion, but I thought you might enjoy a glass of wine. The hotel's selection is quite good.”

      I glanced up from my book. “Mr. Wakeman. What a coincidence.”

      “Isn't it?” He gestured to the empty chair. “May I?”

      I nodded. Accepted the wine glass. Noted the choice: a Bordeaux, expensive, well-selected. He'd done his homework about my preferences.

      “I understand you had coffee with my American colleague earlier today,” Wakeman said, settling into his chair. “I hope he wasn't too... direct. Too clumsy.”

      “Mr. Conner uses words the way a blind caveman uses a club.”

      Wakeman chuckled and sipped his wine. “Ryan's talents lie elsewhere. Enthusiasm. Persistence. But subtlety, or panache for that matter, has never been his strength.” He smiled. “Which is why I thought perhaps we should have a conversation. One professional to another.”

      Professional. The word hung between us, no additional explanation required. But I refused to play.

      “I'm not sure what profession you're referring to.”

      “Of course not.” His smile widened slightly. “Let's speak hypothetically then. Let's imagine a woman—brilliant, capable, trapped in circumstances not of her choosing. Serving masters who view her as an asset rather than a person. Living a life built on lies, unable to protect the people she cares about.”

      He set down his wine glass. Met my eyes directly.

      “Such a woman might want options,” he continued. “Alternatives to the path she's on. Protection for those she loves. MI6 understands complexity, Mrs. Abramov. We understand that intelligence work isn't binary. That people can serve multiple interests without betraying their core values.”

      “A compelling speech.”

      “It's meant to be.” He pulled out his phone. Showed me a photograph.

      My breath stopped.

      A bank transfer receipt. My routing codes. The amount in crystal clear lettering but the destination account visible. And handwritten at the bottom: Irina.

      “Irina,” Wakeman said softly. “Beautiful name. Someone you've gone to extraordinary lengths to protect. Monthly transfers. Three different routing banks. Very sophisticated.” He studied my face. “She must be terribly important to you.”

      I couldn't speak. Couldn't move. My body had locked into perfect stillness.

      They weren’t bluffing.

      “We understand protecting the people we love,” he continued, putting away the phone. His tone suggested he knew everything. “The sacrifices we make. The risks we take. All to keep them safe from the people who would use them against us.”

      The ambiguity was deliberate. Making me wonder exactly how much MI6 had uncovered.

      “We're not your enemy, Aleksandra.” First time he'd used my real name. “We could be your salvation. Work with us. Feed us intelligence. And we ensure Irina stays protected. Safe. Moscow never learns what we know. Your father never discovers that you've been hiding her all these years.”

      His expression carried genuine sympathy. Almost verging on kindness. Which made him far more dangerous than Conner's crude threats.

      “Think about it,” he said, standing. “You have twenty-four hours in which to call me.” He slipped out a card from his pocket, the same one he'd given me before, and placed it on my table next to my wine glass. “After that I can't guarantee the action Conner will take. He can be a wild card. The only thing I can promise you is that a refusal won't end well. For anyone.”

      I watched him walk out, staring at the door he went through for nearly an hour after he left. Running through my options.

      Later in our suite, as Lev snored, I sat by the window and watched Istanbul's lights spread below like scattered diamonds.

      Two men. Two agencies. Same leverage. Same timeline.

      Different levels of sophistication, but ultimately the same mistake.

      They thought I was cornered. They thought knowledge of Irina made them powerful. They thought they understood the situation.

      They didn't.

      Conner had revealed his impatience, his arrogance, his need for quick victories. He'd approached too quickly, his delivery too blunt.

      Wakeman had been given no choice but to follow in his wake, smooth over the turbulence from his counterpart's crudeness. He'd done so with preparation, strategic thinking, genuine intelligence. But he'd also revealed his complacency. His certainty that empathy and sophistication would succeed where threats failed. That I'd see him as a friend rather than an enemy.

      Both of them had made the same critical error: they'd shown me their hand before securing commitment.

      Amateur mistakes from professionals who should have known better.

      I pulled out my phone. Composed a message in the coded language Yelena and I had used for years.

      Need assistance. Istanbul. Time-sensitive.

      The reply came in under three minutes.

      How permanent?

      I stared at the message. This was the moment. The decision point. Once made, there would be no walking back.

      Option one: Report to Moscow. Confess that CIA and MI6 had discovered Irina's existence. Moscow would either eliminate me as a compromised asset, or—worse—use Irina as permanent leverage. Every operation for the rest of my life would carry the implicit threat: perform or she dies. She, nor I, would ever be free.

      Option two: Accept recruitment. Become a double agent. Feed intelligence to Western agencies while trying to protect Irina and maintain my cover with Moscow. A razor's edge existence that would inevitably fail. Triple agents always get caught. Always get killed. Worse still Irina would be exposed.

      Option three: Eliminate the threat.

      My father's words echoed in my memory. The world is violent, Aleksandra. Kill or be killed. That is the only real choice we ever have.
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      Amber, Present Day

      The M25 is gridlocked but I take the hard shoulder, no blue lights in sight to stop me. My phone rings through the car speakers, Roz's name flashing on the display.

      “Speak,” I say.

      “She's alive.” Roz's voice carries exhaustion and relief in equal measure. “Surgery will take four hours but they are optimistic. X-rays show the bullet missed her heart by two centimetres. Two. Fucking. Centimetres.”

      My hands tighten on the wheel. “Prognosis?”

      “She'll live. If all goes well she can expect a full recovery. But she's out of action for months. Phillipa's handling the police—spinning some story about gang violence, wrong place, wrong time. The officers are dubious but they're backing off. She isn't giving them a choice.”

      “Good.”

      “Amber, where's Suzette? Phillipa's asking. She said she—disappeared?”

      “I can't talk now.”

      “What? Where are⁠—”

      I disconnect. Take the exit for Nasty doing ninety. The Audi's engine screams but holds.

      Twenty minutes earlier, I'd stood in Suzette's study staring at those open files. Ryan Conner. Adam Wakeman.

      Then I'd seen the notation in the margin. Handwritten. Someone's scrawl I didn't recognise. Financial details and name supplied. Irina. Source: Volkonsky, V. – Moscow verification 07/02/14.

      Volkonsky. Her father.

      The bastard had leaked Irina's importance to Suzette to Western intelligence. Had told CIA and MI6 exactly where to apply pressure. Had gift-wrapped his own daughter's vulnerability and handed it to her enemies. But how had he known?

      Suzette would be asking that exact question.

      And I know exactly where she's gone.

      Buckthorne Manor rises ahead, mock Tudor beams and manicured lawns hiding what it really is: a prison for intelligence liabilities too valuable to kill, too dangerous to free. The car park is nearly empty. Probably always is. People here don't get visitors unless they're coming with a gun. Loaded.

      Suzette's Porsche sits in the corner. Engine cold.

      Blyat.

      The reception sits empty. Shift change, probably, or dinner rounds. A catering clipboard lies on the counter, today's meal deliveries listed by room.

      I scan down: Volkonsky - Pea and Ham Soup, jelly and ice cream. - Room 32B

      Almost as though he was expecting a party.

      Signage tells me third floor. East wing.

      I take the stairs instead of the elevator. Quieter. No chimes announcing arrival. My boots sound too loud against carpeted treads but there's no helping it.

      Third floor corridor stretches ahead. Watercolour landscapes. The smell of overcooked vegetables and industrial disinfectant.

      Room 32B is straight ahead.

      The door stands half open. No sounds from inside.

      I push through.

      The scene freezes me for half a second, long enough to assess, short enough that I'm already moving.

      Suzette stands behind her father's recliner. His head yanked back by her grip in his thinning hair. A paring knife pressed against the creped skin of his throat. Not breaking skin. Not yet. But the blade dimples flesh with enough pressure that movement would open him.

      A half-sliced apple lies on the linoleum. The knife she's holding still has bits of peel stuck to the blade.

      Opportune weapon. Reassuring to know he is getting his five a day.

      Her father's eyes find mine. Pale grey, watery with age but still sharp. Still predatory. A smile curves his mouth despite the blade.

      “Amber,” Suzette says without looking at me. Her voice is flat. Dead. The voice she uses when she's already committed to violence and is just waiting for the right moment to execute. “This doesn't concern you.”

      “Everything you do concerns me.”

      I move closer. Slow. Hands visible. “Put down the knife, Suzette.”

      “He told them.” Each word falls like a stone into still water. “2014. He told his MI6 connection. Gave them her name. Told them where I was sending money. He's the reason Conner and Wakeman found her. He's the reason⁠—”

      “I know.” I'm close enough now to see the tremor in her hand. Rage barely contained. “I saw the file.”

      “Then you know why I have to do this.”

      “No.” I stop three feet away. Any closer and she might react instinctively. “You want to do this. But you don't have to.”

      “He sold her!” The knife presses harder. A bead of blood appears. “He gave her to them like—like she was currency. Like she meant nothing.”

      Her father laughs. The sound is wet, rattling. “She was nothing. Less than nothing. A weakness that needed removing for your own good. I gave you the opportunity to prove yourself. To choose duty over sentiment.” His smile widens. “You always choose poorly.”

      The old man looks me over, disgust leaking almost as fast as urine.

      Suzette's hand is steady. I see the decision forming. See her muscles tensing for the cut.

      “Roxy's been shot,” I say.

      The words slam into her resolve. Her hand stills.

      “What?”

      “This morning. At the safe house. They took Zara. Roxy's in surgery. Roz just called. The bullet missed her heart by two centimetres.”

      I watch information process across Suzette's face. Watch operational mind reassert itself over rage.

      “Will she⁠—”

      “She's alive. In surgery. Critical but fighting. But we need you. The team needs you. Victoria needs you.” I take another step closer. “This is about family. Our family. Not this piece of shit who's already dead, but hasn't had the decency to stop breathing.”

      Her resolve shifts. Not weakened, just reprioritised.

      “We'll come back for him,” I promise. “After we get Zara. After we ensure everyone is safe. Then you can decide what to do with him. But right now, we have people who need us.”

      Her grip on the knife loosens. Just slightly.

      Her father wheezes another laugh. “Family? You call that family?” His voice rises, brittle with contempt. “That freak parade of misfits and deviants? That collection of broken toys you've surrounded yourself with? You think they're family?”

      “Shut up,” I say.

      “They're nothing!” He's working himself up, rage fuelled maybe, or just cruelty. “Damaged goods. Every one of them. Just like you. Just like⁠—”

      Suzette releases him. Steps back. The knife clatters to the floor.

      Her father sags into his chair, still laughing. The laugh turns into coughing. He wipes blood from his throat with one trembling hand.

      I move to Suzette's side. Touch her elbow. “Let's go.”

      She nods. Doesn't speak. We're almost to the door when his voice stops us.

      “MI6 didn't take her, Aleksandra.”

      We both freeze.

      “What?” Suzette's voice is barely audible.

      “Irina.” He pronounces the name with deliberate care. Savouring each syllable. “They killed her. Used her exactly the way I told them to.”

      The silence that follows is absolute.

      “You're lying,” Suzette whispers.

      “Am I?” His smile is terrible. Triumphant even in his frailty. “Her fate was always blood on your hands.”

      Suzette doesn't move. Doesn't breathe. Doesn't react at all.

      I grab her arm. Pull her toward the door. She comes mechanically, body moving while her mind stays locked in that moment.

      In the corridor, I keep pulling. Past rooms where other geriatric liabilities watch television or stare at walls. Past the nurse's station where someone calls after us. Down the stairs. Out to the car park where the acrid air tastes of cut grass and diesel. The last cut of the year.

      Suzette stops beside her Porsche. Stands there like she's forgotten how to move.

      “He's lying,” I say. Even though I don't know if he is.

      She doesn't respond. Just stares at nothing, seeing something I can't.

      “Suzette—” I cut through her haze. My phone buzzes.

      Text from Phillipa: Where the hell are you both? We have a situation.

      “We have to go,” I say. “The situation is escalating.”

      “I need to find her.”

      “After.” I put both hands on her shoulders. Force her to look at me. “After we handle this. After we get Zara back. After we ensure everyone we're responsible for right now is safe.” I squeeze. “Then we find out what happened to Irina. Together. We find her and we bring her home. No matter if she's⁠—”

      She nods.

      “I'm driving,” I say, pocketing her keys. “You're in no state.”

      She doesn't argue. Just gets in the passenger seat of the Audi and stares out the window.

      Some debts can only be paid in blood. Volkonsky will pay with every drop he has left.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Suzette

      The words won't stop repeating. They killed her. They killed her. They killed her. Each repetition arrives with the thump of Amber's windscreen wipers against glass.

      The tenses won't align. My brain keeps trying different configurations, running linguistic permutations like code that won't compile. Present. Past. Present perfect. None of them work. They all end the same way.

      “Pull over.” My voice comes out flat. Mechanical. Wrong.

      “We need to get back. Roxy⁠—”

      “Pull over. Now.”

      Amber swerves onto the hard shoulder without argument. She knows that tone. The one that means I'm three seconds from losing control.

      I'm out before the car stops completely. Three steps. Five. Then my knees hit gravel and everything comes up. Coffee. The nothing I've eaten today. Three decades of holding it together.

      Amber's hands gather my hair. She doesn't speak. Doesn't offer comfort or platitudes or any of the useless things people say when they don't understand. Just holds my hair like I'm a drunk teenager, waiting for it to pass.

      But this won't pass.

      This is permanent.

      I heave again. Nothing left. My throat burns. Good. Physical pain I can process. Physical pain has a cause and effect. This other thing, this void opening in my chest where hope used to be, I don't have tools for that.

      “Breathe,” Amber says finally.

      I can't. The air won't go in properly. My chest won't expand. Everything's locked down, years of training kicking in even as my body tries to tear itself apart. Don't feel. Don't break. Don't let them see. Don't⁠—

      “Suzette. Breathe with me.”

      Her hand presses against my back. Solid. Warm. Real. The rhythm of her breathing transfers through her palm into my spine.

      In. Out. In. Out.

      My mother used to count my breaths when I had nightmares as a child. One, two, three, four. Her fingers tracing circles on my chest. Five, six, seven, eight. Her voice in the dark turning panic into calm.

      You're safe now, she'd whisper. I have you. Just breathe.

      But she wasn't safe either. None of us were. Not in that house. Not with him.

      “She's dead.” The words scrape out like broken glass. “Amber, she's⁠—”

      “I know.”

      “All these fucking years.” My hands claw at gravel, fingers finding purchase in stone. “I thought I could find her. I thought if I just worked hard enough, was smart enough, if I could just get to the truth⁠—”

      My voice fractures. Splinters into pieces that won't reassemble correctly.

      “I never even got to—” I stop. Can't finish. Can't breathe.

      The files sitting on my desk back at Obsidian Hall. Thirty years of answers I begged for. And now I know why Moscow agreed so quickly. Because some of those answers would destroy me. Because my father made sure of it.

      He told them where to find her. How to use her.

      And then he told them exactly what to do when she became inconvenient.

      “You didn't kill her.” Amber's voice carries absolute certainty. “Your father did. Or whoever pulled the trigger. You loved someone. That's not a crime.”

      “It is when your father is Colonel-General Volkonsky.” I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. The acidic burn on my tongue makes everything taste spoiled. “Love is always a crime in that world. A weakness to exploit.”

      A lorry screams past on the motorway. The Audi rocks in its wake. Rain starts to fall. Not hard. Just English drizzle that wets everything slowly without the drama of a real storm.

      Amber pulls me up. Walks me to the passenger side. Opens the door and guides me in like I'm fragile. Like I might shatter.

      Maybe I will.

      She gets in the driver's side. Starts the engine. Adjusts the heat. Small mechanical tasks that occupy her hands while I sit here drowning.

      We drive in silence. The windscreen wipers beat steady rhythm. Swipe. Swipe. Swipe. Measuring time in mechanical increments.

      My hands are shaking. I press them against my thighs. Will them to stop. They don't.

      I can see her face. Not now, not whatever she looked like at the end, but before. When things were different. When I still believed I could protect people from him. From that world.

      I was wrong.

      “He could be lying,” Amber says finally.

      “Could he?” I turn to look at her. Rain streams down the passenger window, blurring the world outside into watercolour. “Everything else he told me was true. The recruitment attempts. The leverage. Why lie about this?”

      “To hurt you. To make you believe the worst when the truth might be different.”

      “The truth is she's gone. And I spent years hunting for someone who was already dead while pretending I'd left this life behind.” I pull my hands from my thighs. Press both palms against my eyes. “I'm so fucking tired.”

      The Audi slows. Amber's pulling over again. We're somewhere south of London now. The M25 stretching ahead.

      “We can stop,” she says. “Call the team. Tell them you need time. They can handle⁠—”

      “No.” I drop my hands. “Roxy's in surgery. Zara's been taken. Victoria and Abby are waiting for leadership. I don't get to fall apart just because⁠—”

      “Just because someone you loved is dead?”

      The bluntness is intentional. Amber using shock to cut through my spiral.

      “Yes,” I say. “Exactly that. This is the life. The work. People die. They've always died. The only difference is this time it's personal.”

      “It's always been personal.”

      Maybe. But I've gotten very good at pretending it isn't.

      I straighten in my seat. Roll my shoulders back. The operational mask starts to reconstruct itself. Piece by piece. Block out emotion. Focus on the mission. The team needs leadership, not breakdown.

      “I'm fine,” I say.

      “You're not fine. You're pretending to be fine. There's a difference.”

      “Is there?” I check my reflection in the visor mirror. Face pale. Eyes red. But that could be stress, exhaustion, the normal wear of crisis management. “I can function. That's what matters.”

      “For how long?”

      “As long as it takes.” I flip the visor up. Turn to face her. “Roxy could die because I didn't see this coming. Because I was so focused on getting those files, on finding answers, that I missed the actual threat right in front of us. I don't get to grieve right now. I get to fix this.”

      “And after?”

      After. What a luxurious concept. As if there's ever an after in this life.

      “After we get Zara back. After we ensure everyone's safe. After we figure out who's actually running this operation.” I hear myself listing objectives like mission parameters. Clean. Measurable. Achievable. “Then I'll deal with the rest. I'll find out what really happened. I'll⁠—”

      “Grieve?”

      The word sits between us like unexploded ordnance.

      “Maybe,” I say. Because I don't know how to grieve someone who's been dead for years without my knowing. How do you mourn a ghost that was already a ghost?

      Amber studies my face. Looking for cracks in the reconstruction. She finds them, she always does, but she also knows when to push and when to let me have the lie I need.

      “Okay,” she says finally. “But I'm driving. And you're going to drink this.”

      She reaches into the back seat. Produces a bottle of water. Forces it into my hands.

      I drink mechanically. The water tastes of nothing. Sits in my stomach like concrete.

      “Better?” Amber asks.

      “No. But functional.”

      “Close enough.” She pulls back onto the motorway.

      The skyline rises ahead. Grey and vast and indifferent to the small dramas of people like me who think they matter.

      Obsidian Hall appears twenty minutes later. Floodlit against gathering dark. Home. Fortress. Prison. All three depending on the day.

      Amber pulls into the drive. Kills the engine. Neither of us moves.

      “They're going to see,” I say quietly. “Victoria especially. She'll know something's wrong.”

      “So tell her.”

      “I can't. Not yet. If I tell her, I have to explain everything. The files. My father. How deep this goes.” I turn to Amber. “And I don't even know what's true anymore. He could be lying. The files could be lying. I need to verify before I⁠—”

      Before I let myself believe it.

      Before I accept that she's really gone.

      “You think the files are compromised,” Amber says.

      “I think they came from Moscow. And Moscow has never given me anything without expecting payment.” I open my door. Cold air rushes in. “So I carry on. I lead. I make decisions like I'm certain even though I'm not certain of anything anymore.”

      “That's called command.”

      “That's called lying.”

      “Maybe it’s both.” Amber gets out. Comes around to my side. Stands close enough I can see the concern etched in the lines around her eyes. “But you're not doing this alone. If you break, I'll hold you together. If you doubt, I'll be certain. That's what this is. That's what we are.”

      I want to believe her.

      Instead I step back. Put space between us. Because if I let her hold me now, I won't be able to let go. And I need to be the woman who walks through those doors with answers, not questions. With strength, not grief.

      “How do I look?” I ask.

      Amber tilts her head. Assessing. “Like you've been crying.”

      “Fuck.”

      “But also like you'd rip someone's throat out for looking at you wrong. That works too.”

      I almost laugh. Almost.

      “Let's go,” I say.

      We walk toward the house. Gravel crunches under our boots. Light spills from windows. Voices carry from inside, urgent, alive.

      My family. My team. My responsibility.

      I reach for the door handle. My hand is steady. My composure is in place. Operational Suzette reporting for duty.

      Behind me, Amber says quietly, “You don't have to be her all the time.”

      “Yes,” I say. “I do.”

      I open the door and step into crisis I can manage, leaving the grief I can't for some future version of myself who has the luxury of falling apart.

      But as I cross the threshold, one thought circles through my mind like a vulture:

      They killed her exactly the way I told them to.

      My father's words. And the worst part is, I believe him.
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      Suzette

      Two faces washed in blue peer up from screens when we enter. Half-empty pizza boxes lie open beside laptops, grease congealing on cardboard. The dining room has transformed into an operations centre. Cables snaking across the floor, multiple monitors casting their glow across stacks of notes and coffee cups.

      “Where have you been?” Jo asks, not looking up from her screen. “We've been trying to reach⁠—”

      “Roxy's status?” I settle into my chair at the head of the table. The operational persona clicks into place. Function over feeling. The chair feels too large. Too much responsibility sitting in its leather embrace.

      “Still in surgery,” Alex reports, finally glancing up. Dark circles under her eyes suggest she hasn't slept. None of them have. “No updates in the last hour. They said it could be another three hours minimum.”

      “And Zara?”

      “The tracker in her clothing is dead. Probably found it and killed it. Sam and Ashley are working leads,” Jo says, fingers still moving across her keyboard. “CCTV from the street. Tracking the vehicle that took her. But it's not fast.” She exchanges a glance with Alex. “But we found something else. Something you need to see.”

      Amber positions herself at my shoulder. Solid. Present. The only reason I'm still vertical after what happened at Buckthorne Manor.

      “Show me.”

      Alex's fingers fly across keys. The main screen flickers to life, displaying phone records, message logs, metadata trails spreading like infection across the display.

      “We traced every communication in and out of this house for the past seventy-two hours,” she begins, her tone carrying the emptiness of someone delivering bad news. “Looking for how they found the safe house address. The search parameters were broad but the pattern was clear once we isolated the timeline.”

      The screen shifts. A text message. Timestamp: yesterday, 14:37.

      I think they've gone to 47 Chelmer Road, Walthamstow. E17 4PJ.

      Sent from a mobile number I recognise immediately.

      Abby's phone.

      The room temperature drops. Amber's hand finds my shoulder, fingers pressing through fabric. Grounding me.

      “That can't be right,” I say. Even though the evidence is sitting right there in blue light and damning metadata.

      “The metadata doesn't lie,” Jo says quietly. “The message originated from Abigail Fraser's device. Sent to a device we've traced to East London. Twenty minutes later, the kidnapping team hit the safe house.”

      “Who received it?”

      “Unknown. Presumably a burner, probably destroyed immediately after. But the timing—” Jo stops. Looks at Alex again. Both of them uncomfortable with what they're presenting. “The timing is too precise to be coincidence.”

      The door slams open. Phillipa strides in, fresh from the hospital, coat unbuttoned, face tight with barely contained fury. Her hair is dishevelled. Unusual for her. The control she normally maintains has fractured.

      “Finally,” she snaps. “Do you have any idea how many laws I've broken today keeping police away from Roxy? How many favours I've called in?” She holds out an evidence bag containing a gun. Roxy's gun. “Dispose of this. Now.”

      She drops the offending item into Amber's hand. Then her gaze sweeps the room, lands on the screen. Her expression hardens. Jaw sets. Satisfaction flickers across her face before she can hide it.

      “What's this?”

      Alex's eyes dart from her screen to me, then she clears her throat. “We've found some evidence related to how the attackers got the address of the safe house.” The smallest twitch creases the skin at the side of her eyes. Fleeting, but enough to tell me that my cyber expert doesn't believe what she has seen.

      Phillipa moves closer, studying the screen. Her jaw sets. “Abigail Fraser. Of course.”

      “We don't know that she—” Amber begins.

      “The evidence is right there.” Phillipa turns on us. “This is exactly why civilians don't belong in operational environments. They don't understand security protocols. Don't grasp the stakes. One careless conversation, one misplaced phone call, and people die.”

      “Abby wouldn't—” My wife defends Abby again but Phillipa isn't interested.

      “Wouldn't what? Make a mistake?” The MI6 director's voice could strip paint. “She's a photographer, Suzette. She has no training for this. No background. No business being anywhere near classified operations.” She pulls out her phone. “I'm bringing her in. Now.”

      “Phillipa, wait—” I say. She's moving too fast, making swift judgments without validating the information.

      But she's already dialling. The call connects. “Victoria? We need you in here now. Bring Abby. No, I don't care what you're doing. This is urgent.”

      She disconnects. Pockets her phone. Turns back to us with grim satisfaction. “Now we're going to sort this mess out properly. Civilians don't have a place here, Suzette, for exactly this reason. Roxy could be dead thanks to her actions. You're one woman down and one woman dead for all we know.”

      Phillipa likes the sound of her own voice even on a good day, but now she has the bit between her teeth, there is no stopping her.

      “When I proposed your team for this operation, covert operation, may I add, I thought I was getting professionals. Not amateurs!”

      The door opens as Phillipa delivers her verdict on our newest members.

      Victoria enters first. Abby behind her, hand gripping hers. She reads the room in seconds: our expressions, Phillipa's stance, the laptop angled away. Her body shifts. Barrier between Abby and whatever's coming.

      “Sit,” Phillipa orders, gesturing to chairs across from us.

      They sit. Victoria keeps her chin up, meeting Phillipa's stare. Abby's eyes dart between faces, trying to fathom what's happening.

      “We have a problem,” Phillipa begins without preamble. “Someone leaked the safe house location to the people who kidnapped Zara. Because of that leak, Roxy may die on an operating table.” She turns the laptop toward them. “Care to explain this?”

      Abby leans forward, squinting at the screen. The colour drains from her face. “That's... that's my number. But I didn't—I would never⁠—”

      “The metadata says otherwise.”

      “I don't care what the metadata says!” Abby's voice rises, panic bleeding through. “I didn't send that message. I didn't even know the safe house address.”

      “Victoria knew,” Phillipa counters. “You had access to Victoria's files, her notes. You share everything.” Her voice carries an edge. “Not everything in life is better shared.”

      I catch the judgment. The subtle dig at how I've built my family. At the relationships we've chosen. At the life we've made that doesn't fit her narrow definition of operational security.

      “I didn't do this.” Abby turns to Victoria, desperate. “Tell them. You know I wouldn't⁠—”

      “Of course you wouldn't.” Victoria's voice carries steel wrapped in silk. “This is ridiculous. Abby has no motive, no reason to⁠—”

      “Motive?” Phillipa's laugh is bitter. Sharp. “Money. Coercion. Blackmail. Take your pick. Or maybe just carelessness. A phone call overheard in a café. A note left visible on a desk. Civilians make these mistakes, Victoria. Fatal ones. This is exactly why intelligence work requires training. Discipline. Understanding of operational security that can't be taught in a weekend workshop.”

      “That's enough,” I say.

      Everyone looks at me.

      “Phillipa, leave.”

      Silence crashes down like a physical weight. Phillipa's eyes narrow. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me. Get out.”

      “Suzette, I understand you're protective of your recruits. But sentimentality doesn't change facts. The evidence is clear. Abigail Fraser compromised operational security, and now we have casualties.”

      “We agreed I would lead operations.” I stand, placing both palms flat on the table. The wood is cool under my hands. Solid. Real. The only thing that feels certain right now. “You provide intelligence. Resources. Support. But operational decisions are mine. Command is mine. And I'm telling you to leave this room. Now.”

      “This is a mistake.”

      “Then it's my mistake to make.”

      Phillipa's jaw works. Professional pride wars with pragmatism across her face. Push back or acquiesce. Assert authority or maintain the working relationship.

      “Fine.” She gathers her laptop with sharp, angry movements. Each gesture precise. Controlled. But the fury underneath bleeds through. “But when this blows up—and it will—don't expect me to clean up the mess you've made. You're letting personal feelings compromise operational integrity. That's how people die, Suzette.”

      “Sam and Ashley are working leads on Zara,” I say, keeping my voice level even though my chest is tight. “They'll report back when they have something concrete. We'll find her and bring her home. We're not abandoning her or the operation.”

      “I hope that's enough.” Phillipa moves toward the door, heels clicking against hardwood like a countdown clock. She pauses at the threshold. Looks back. “You've built something remarkable here. A family. A team. Don't destroy it by protecting the person who just got Roxy shot.”

      The door slams behind her.

      The sound echoes in the sudden quiet. Phillipa's verdict delivered and the room left to absorb the impact.

      Victoria and Abby remain frozen in their chairs. Abby's crying now. Silent tears tracking down her cheeks. Victoria's arm is around her shoulders, protective despite her own apprehension.

      I study them across the table. See genuine confusion. Genuine terror. Not someone caught in a lie, but the raw panic of innocence accused. The body language is all wrong for guilt. Abby's collapsed inward, making herself smaller. Victoria's jaw is set but her eyes keep darting to Abby, checking, reassuring.

      Either they're both brilliant actors, or something else is happening here.

      Amber moves to close the blinds. Each slat falls into place with soft clicks, cutting out the afternoon light filtering through parting clouds. When she returns to my side, her hand finds the small of my back. Steady. Certain. She doesn't believe the metadata either.

      The weight of everything presses down. My father's revelation still echoing through my skull. They killed her. Used her exactly the way I told them to. Roxy in surgery fighting for her life because I didn't see this coming. Zara somewhere out there, taken because we failed to protect her. And now this, my family tearing apart under accusations and fear.

      “I didn't do it,” Abby whispers into the silence. “I swear on everything I love, I didn't send that message.”

      The words are fragile. Desperate. True.

      But the question remains: if not Abby, then who?
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      Suzette

      The silence after Phillipa leaves stretches thin. Fragile. One wrong word could shatter whatever trust remains. Victoria stays quiet, watching, assessing. I can almost see her mind working through scenarios, testing theories against what she knows.

      “Jo,” I say, keeping my tone measured. “Walk me through exactly what you found.”

      Jo glances at Alex. A question, an answer, permission to reveal what they've been holding back. Alex nods. Jo pulls her laptop closer and gives a resigned sigh.

      “Right. So we traced all communications from this location over the past seventy-two hours. Every phone. Every device.” She turns to Victoria and Abby. “When anyone enters the grounds, we can trace the device, the network, access all data.”

      Victoria pulls back in her chair. Her eyebrows lift a fraction before she schools her expression.

      “We don't read the communications,” Jo continues quickly. “That data stays encrypted unless a flagged number is contacted, or we have reason to query—like now. We searched on Zara's name and the safehouse address.”

      “And you found the message from Abby's phone,” I finish.

      “We found a message that appeared to come from Abby's phone,” Alex corrects. “There's a difference.”

      “Show me again.”

      Alex turns her screen so everyone can see. The text message fills the display. Timestamp. Phone number. Address. All the metadata lined up like evidence in a courtroom.

      Safe house location: 47 Chelmer Road, Walthamstow. E17 4PJ.

      Sent yesterday at 14:37. From Abigail Fraser's mobile.

      “Can I see your phone, Abby?”

      Abby fumbles in her pocket with shaking hands. Victoria helps her, steadying her fingers until the phone emerges. She passes it across the table like she's handling explosives.

      I unlock it. Navigate to messages. Scroll through conversations with clients about upcoming shoots, exchanges with Olivia, another with Matt. Nothing unusual. Nothing suspicious.

      Then I find it.

      The outgoing message. Same timestamp. Same address. Sitting in her sent folder like evidence planted at a crime scene. I turn the phone toward her and show her the screen.

      “I didn't send that.” Abby's voice breaks. “I swear I didn't. I don't even know how it got—Victoria, please, tell them I would never⁠—”

      “She wouldn't.” Victoria's tone is absolute. Her arm tightens around Abby's shoulders. “I know she wouldn't. And so do you.”

      I set the phone down in front of me. Victoria's statement is bold. Unequivocal. I meet Abby's terrified eyes across the table.

      “We know you didn't do it.”

      The words land like stones in still water. Ripples of confusion spread across Abby's face.

      “You... you believe me?”

      “Yes.” I lean forward, elbows on the table. “Because anyone with the right skills can make a message look like it came from your device.”

      “How do you know that?” Victoria asks.

      Alex shifts in her seat. Won't meet anyone's eyes. “Because I've done it.”

      The room goes quiet.

      “Alex?” Jo stares at her partner. “What are you talking about?”

      “My ex.” Alex's face flushes. “Claire. She cheated on me with this woman from her gym. Sarah. I was twenty-three and angry and...” She stops. Takes a breath. “I made it look like Sarah was sending horrible messages to Claire's family. About me. About our relationship. Things Sarah would never say.”

      Princess speaks up from her perch on the windowsill. “Remind me not to cross you.”

      “It was years ago.” Alex's chin lifts. “Before I joined the family. Before I learned to control my anger.”

      She looks at Abby. “But the point is—it's not hard. A little technical knowledge. Access to certain tools. You can make any message appear to come from any number.”

      “Show us,” I say.

      Alex blinks. “What?”

      “Demonstrate. Right now. Show us how it works.”

      Alex exchanges a glance with Jo, then turns back to her laptop. Her fingers fly across keys. Code scrolls down the screen. Numbers change. She types again.

      My phone buzzes.

      I pull it out. Text message from Amber: Meet me in the bedroom. Now.

      I glance up. Amber's across the room, leaning against the wall by the door. Nowhere near her phone.

      “I didn't send that,” Amber says.

      “I know.” Alex grins. “I did. From my laptop. Took about thirty seconds. To anyone checking your phone, it looks like Amber sent it. The metadata, the timestamp, everything.”

      She turns her screen so we can see. Code scrolling. Numbers changing. My message thread with Amber showing the fake text nestled among our real conversations.

      “Now watch this.”

      She types again. The message disappears from my phone.

      “Gone. Like it never existed. But I could leave it there. Could plant evidence. Could make your entire message history say whatever I wanted it to say.” Alex's expression turns serious. “It's not hard if you know what you're doing. Script kiddies can do basic spoofing. But making it undetectable? Making the metadata perfect? That takes skill.”

      “Could you tell if someone did this to Abby's phone?” Victoria asks.

      “Maybe. If they were sloppy. But if they were good?” Alex shakes her head. “The message would look completely legitimate. The only way to know would be if Abby swore she didn't send it, and we believed her.”

      “So someone did this to frame Abby,” Victoria says. “Made it look like she leaked the address.”

      “But I didn't even know the address,” Abby protests. “How could I send something I don't have?”

      “You didn't,” Amber says. “But Victoria did.”

      Victoria goes still. Understanding dawns across her face.

      “You received the secure message when Roxy reported Zara settled,” Amber continues. “Standard protocol for operational oversight. You knew the exact address.”

      “Which makes framing Abby perfect,” I finish. “Destroy both your credibilities in one move. Makes Victoria's judgment look compromised by personal relationships. Suggests civilians are security risks. Brings my recruitment decisions into question.”

      I pause. Let the implications settle. But my mind is already working through the logic.

      The spoofed message is the mechanism. We know the “how.” Someone with technical capability created a fake message from Abby's phone. That narrows the field considerably. Not many people can make metadata that convincing.

      The question is motive. What's the actual objective?

      Frame Abby and Victoria. Discredit civilians in operational roles. Make my recruitment decisions look compromised. All of that creates internal paranoia. Makes us turn on each other instead of looking outward.

      Classic misdirection.

      Which means the leak itself isn't the operation. It's a cover for a larger purpose.

      But what?

      “But who benefits from that?” Jo asks. “Who gains by making us look incompetent or compromised?”

      Victoria's eyes narrow. That slight tilt of her head that means her analytical mind is working through the problem.

      “Phillipa came in ready to accuse,” she says, the words forming as she thinks. “Didn't she? She walked through that door already knowing what she'd find.”

      “She was angry about Roxy,” Amber says.

      “Was she angry? Or was she acting?” Victoria stops. “She didn't ask questions. Didn't investigate alternatives. Just pointed at Abby and declared the case closed before we could even process what we were seeing.”

      “That's—” Jo hesitates. “That's suggesting she wanted us to find this. Wanted us focused on Abby.”

      “Didn’t she?” Victoria continues, voice firming. “The timing is convenient. Too convenient.” She looks at me. “And for a trained professional who knows how to validate evidence, she was only too eager to accept what she was given at face value.”

      My chest tightens. The pieces are there. I've been seeing them but refusing to connect them. Refusing to believe that someone I trusted, someone Yelena trusted, could be running an operation against us.

      My father's words echo: MI6. They killed her. Used her exactly the way I told them to.

      Phillipa appeared in Yelena's life with convenient timing. Perfect timing. Her involvement in the HELIOS affair that backfired on us so spectacularly. Her encouragement to set up this organisation. Her connections. Her resources. And then the first case we take comes directly from her.

      “You're suggesting Phillipa set this up,” I say carefully. Testing the theory aloud. Hearing how it sounds outside my own head.

      “I'm suggesting someone wants us to look incompetent. Wants us fighting each other instead of looking at the actual operation.” Victoria's voice carries more weight now. “And Phillipa is the only person who benefits from that.”

      “We don't know that,” Jo cautions. “It's speculation.”

      “Then we gather evidence,” I say. “Jo, I want everything on Zara and Amina Ahmadi. Full backgrounds. Not what they told us or what Phillipa provided. Independent verification. Birth records. School history. Every traceable detail of their lives before they showed up in the UK.”

      Jo turns to her laptop, already shaking her head. “Chechen records are a nightmare. Russia withdrew from the European Convention on Human Rights last year, cut off most cooperation with Western governments. They're not responding to verification requests anymore.”

      “Try anyway.”

      “I will. But you need to understand what we're working with.” Jo pulls up several windows. Maps. Database interfaces. Government portals with error messages. “Most Chechen refugees arrive with no documentation. Papers destroyed fleeing Grozny, confiscated at borders, or they never had them to begin with. The UK asylum system is built around that reality. They assess claims based on testimony and country conditions reports, not by calling Chechnya to verify someone went to school there.”

      “So if someone wanted to create a fake Chechen refugee identity⁠—”

      “It'd be nearly impossible to disprove,” Alex finishes. “That's the point. Birth records in Grozny? Half the city's been destroyed twice. School records? Most educational institutions don't keep digital archives, and good luck getting access even if they did. Medical records, employment history, family connections—all of it could be real or none of it could be real, and we'd have no way to know.”

      Victoria leans forward. “You're saying these could be completely manufactured identities.”

      “I'm saying Chechen refugees are the perfect cover because verification is impossible by design,” Jo replies carefully. “You craft a story that matches the country reports, include the right details about persecution under Kadyrov, mention the right checkpoints and detention centres, and there's no way to independently verify any of it.”

      The room goes quiet. Everyone processing what this means.

      Victoria breaks the silence. “What if...” She stops. Starts again. “What if Zara wasn't running from traffickers at all?”

      We all turn to look at her.

      “What about Zara?” I ask.

      “She came to us out of nowhere. Desperate refugee with a story that hit every emotional button.” Victoria's face has gone pale. “But what if that's exactly what it was designed to do? What if she was sent to us?”

      “That's paranoid,” Jo says. But her voice wavers.

      “Is it?” Victoria stands. Starts pacing. The movement helps her think. I recognise it from Phoenix Project board meetings when she's working through complex problems. “Perfect victim. Sympathetic background. Story designed to pull us in.” She stops. “But I'm making assumptions. Let me think this through properly.”

      She starts again, slower this time. More methodical. “Zara appears. We take the case. Immediately things go wrong. That could be coincidence.”

      “Could be,” Amber agrees, giving her space to work.

      “Except Phillipa's reaction bothers me. She came in ready to blame Abby. Didn't investigate. Didn't question. Just pointed and declared guilt.” Victoria stops pacing. Turns to face us. “Why? She's MI6. Trained to verify intelligence before acting. But she didn't verify anything.”

      “She was angry,” Abby offers. “Roxy was shot.”

      “Exactly. Which is the perfect emotional cover for skipping proper procedure.” Victoria's eyes narrow. “What if that was intentional? What if she wanted us focused on Abby so we wouldn't look elsewhere?”

      “At what?” Jo asks.

      “At her.” Victoria resumes pacing. “But that doesn't work either. If Phillipa wanted to sabotage us, there are easier ways. She has access to everything. She could simply feed bad intelligence. Compromise operations subtly. Why this dramatic public betrayal?”

      She stops. Her face shifts. Recognition lands behind her eyes.

      “Unless the betrayal itself is the point. Unless someone wants us to know we've been compromised. Wants us paranoid. Wants us⁠—”

      She looks directly at me.

      “Wants you distracted, Suzette. Wants you chasing threats inside the house while a larger game unfolds outside.”

      The analysis is sound. Victoria's connected dots I've been deliberately avoiding. Dots I didn't want to see because seeing them means accepting that I've been played. Again. That I brought danger into my family because I was too focused on my own agenda to see the trap closing around us.

      “Roxy was shot,” Abby says again, voice small but insistent. “That's not fake. The bullet was real.”

      “I'm not saying Roxy wasn't shot,” Victoria says, her tone softening. “I'm saying maybe the whole thing was engineered. Set in motion. Controlled chaos designed to look authentic while serving someone else's agenda.”

      My mind races through the variables. Through the mathematics of deception.

      If Zara was sent to us. If the trafficking story was cover. If Phillipa orchestrated this from the beginning...

      Then everything we've done has been reactive. Responding to moves we didn't see coming from an opponent we didn't know we had.

      But there are other variables. Other possibilities I need to consider before we commit to a course of action.

      “Jo, Alex—I want our entire communications infrastructure audited,” I say. “If someone spoofed Abby's phone, they have deeper access than one message. Burn it down if you have to. Rebuild from scratch.”

      “That'll take us offline for⁠—”

      “I don't care. Do it.” I turn to Amber. “Ashley. When did she join the family?”

      Amber's face doesn't change but I see the calculation happening behind her eyes. “Two years ago. Phillipa facilitated the introduction.”

      “Vet her again. Independently. Not through Phillipa's channels.”

      “You think⁠—”

      “I think we can't afford assumptions.” I look at Victoria. “The pharmaceutical angle. What if that's not the cover story? What if that's the actual target? What if we're being neutralised specifically because we're about to expose what certain people need buried?”

      Victoria nods. “That would explain the timing. Why hit us now, at the start of this particular investigation.”

      “It would explain a lot.” I stand. Move to the window. Obsidian Hall's grounds spread below. Manicured lawns. Stone walls. Security that suddenly feels inadequate. How many eyes are watching us right now? How long have they been watching?

      “We assume we're under physical surveillance from this point forward. We assume every movement is tracked. We assume—” I stop. Turn back. “We assume the worst of everyone until proven otherwise.”

      The words taste like ash. Like betrayal. Like my father's training reasserting itself.

      This is what they do. Whoever they are. They don't just attack. They make you doubt everything. Everyone. Turn safety into paranoia. Turn family into potential threats.

      “The files,” I say. “The FSB files Phillipa provided. We treat those as potentially compromised. Everything in them gets independently verified before we act on it.”

      “Including the information about Irina,” Amber says.

      “Especially that.”

      The room goes still. I've revealed too much. But there's no taking it back now. No pretending I'm not compromised by personal agenda.

      “Who's Irina?” Victoria asks, her voice careful.

      “Someone my father used against me.” I keep my voice level. Clinical. “Someone MI6 used against me. Someone who might be dead because I made the mistake of caring about her.” I meet Victoria's eyes. “And the only proof I have comes through Phillipa's channels. Which means I don't know what's true anymore.”

      Victoria's expression shifts. Understanding mixed with compassion but not pity. Never pity. Just recognition of pain she can't fix.

      “Then we find out,” she says. “We verify everything. We trust nothing. And we keep moving forward until we know what's real.”

      I nod. Once.

      “Jo, how long to search what's available on Zara and Amina?”

      “I can pull their asylum applications, UK entry records, anything Phillipa submitted to immigration. Maybe cross-reference names against international databases.” Jo's fingers are already moving across her keyboard. “But if they're ghosts, all I'll find is the story someone wanted us to believe.”

      “We don't just need to find information,” Amber adds. “We need to find Zara herself. Whether she's a genuine victim or MI6 asset, she needs to be located.”

      “Amber's right,” I say. “We move forward on the working assumption that this trafficking ring is genuine. That the illegal medical trials are happening. That Zara, her sister, and all the other women are in danger.”

      I look around the table. At my family. At the people who've trusted me to keep them safe while the stability of our world dissolves beneath us. At the faces watching me, waiting for answers I don't have.

      “We need to get word to Sam and Ashley. Let them know what's happening. Jo, make sure they have every bit of intelligence they need to keep them safe. Amber, I want them to have backup. I'm not having anyone else get hurt.”

      My wife nods. She knows what to do. We protect our family, no matter what.

      “And Phillipa?” Victoria asks. “What do we do about her?”

      “Nothing,” I say. “Yet. We play along. Act like we believe the frame-up. Act like we're chastened by her professionalism.” I meet Victoria's eyes. “Can you do that? Pretend to be the civilian who learned her lesson?”

      Victoria glances at Abby. Back to me. A look passes between them. Silent communication. Decision made.

      “Yes.”

      “Abby, I need you to appear to take a step back. As though we're excluding you from sharing intelligence.” I watch her process the request. She bites her bottom lip. Glances at Victoria. Then nods.

      “Good.” I look around the table. “No one discusses this outside this room. As far as anyone knows, we're investigating the leak. Following proper protocols. Being good little soldiers.”

      “And if we find proof Phillipa's running us?” Victoria asks.

      “Then we respond accordingly.” I meet her gaze and hold it. “We won't require oversight if that proves to be the case.”

      My father made me a weapon. Moscow honed that weapon to perfection. And now, if MI6 thinks they can use me against my own family...

      They're about to learn what happens when you corner something that was never meant to be tamed.

      “There is just one more thing,” Amber says. “Yelena.”

      I shake my head. “She can't know. Her emotions compromise her ability to be objective. We keep her in the dark. She sees only Phillipa's truth until we know what or who we're up against.”

      “Victoria, I need you to run point on this with me. We need oversight more now than ever.” I don't pause for her agreement. I don't need to. I know I have it. “Right. Get to work. The minute we have anything, anything at all, I want to know.”

      I stand as Jo, Alex and Princess turn back to their laptops. Everything is digital these days, all smoke and mirrors. Amber stands too but even the scrape of her chair against wood doesn't rouse Victoria.

      My wife glances at me. “I need to update Sam and Roz. I'll assess the risk level and if we are still within parameters they can stay in the field. If not⁠—”

      “Then come and find me. I'll be here,” I assure her, as much as everyone else.

      She pauses for a moment and glances at Abby, then Victoria. “After that, I'd like to continue Abby's training. Now more than ever it's imperative that you both have the ability to defend yourselves. I won't have anything happen to either of you.”

      The shift in her tone is subtle. We all hear it.

      She clears her throat. “Range work. We'll see if she can replicate her earlier performance. Consistently.”

      Abby's breathing changes. Just slightly.

      Amber's gaze stays on Abby for a beat before returning to Victoria. “If her groupings are as tight as before, if she demonstrates proper control under pressure...” She pauses. “I told her good performance earns rewards. I'd like to deliver on that promise. If she earns it. If she wants it.”

      I let out a huff of air. Even as the ground dissolves beneath us my wife's libido doesn't go unchecked... And I love her for it.

      Abby's flush spreads from her cheeks down her throat. But she meets Victoria's eyes steadily.

      “If she's earned it. If she wants it. My wife is her own person, Amber. Just keep your promise. Don't ever let anyone hurt her.”

      Amber nods once, her face now solemn, then Victoria turns her attention to me.

      “You promised transparency,” Victoria says.

      The words land like carefully placed grenades.

      “I have been transparent.”

      “Have you?” Her tone stays gentle but firm. “You disappeared this morning. Came back looking obviously upset. Now you're talking about someone named Irina who might be dead, files that might be compromised, your father using you.” She pauses. “I deserve an explanation.”

      My chest tightens. She's right. I've been performing leadership while falling apart internally, and she's calling me on it.

      Amber clears her throat. “Abby, I need about thirty minutes to brief Sam and Roz. Princess, add Abby's biometrics to the armoury system—thumbprint, retinal scan, full access.”

      Princess looks up, a thin vertical line appearing between her brows. “You want me to drop this to put her biometrics⁠—”

      “Princess,” I say her name in a tone firm enough to counter further discussion, not loud, but her head snaps towards me. “We all need to be able to defend ourselves. Never question an order.” Jealousy is never an attractive trait.

      “Fine. On it.” Surliness is another unattractive trait.

      While Princess may not understand my wife's motives, I do. Nothing says I trust you like handing over access to an armoury. I sit watching our family dynamics play out. Everyone has their place.

      My wife moves closer to Abby. Not touching. Just close enough that Abby has to tilt her head back to maintain eye contact.

      “Once Princess has you in the system, take yourself down to the range. Wait for me there.” Amber's voice drops lower. “Can you follow those instructions?”

      “Yes.” Abby swallows.

      “Yes what?”

      “Yes, I can follow your instructions.”

      “And you want to?”

      “Yes.”

      I avert my gaze, leaving them to their moment, and address my issue at hand. “You're right,” I tell Victoria. “You deserve to know as much as I can tell you. But I ask you not to judge.”

      “Agreed.” Victoria stands. “Because I can't do this job if I'm only getting pieces of truth. And you can't lead effectively if you're carrying everything alone.”

      She's not wrong.

      About any of it.
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      Ashley

      The sculpture looks like something a drunk toddler made during an earthquake. Twisted metal. Vague curves that might be a bird or a question mark or someone's expensive midlife crisis cast in bronze. The placard says it represents “humanity's struggle with industrial alienation.”

      I just paid forty-eight thousand pounds for it. Scratch that. Suzette just paid forty-eight thousand pounds for it.

      Imogen Hartley's eyebrows rise as my paddle comes down. The auctioneer's gavel follows, and I smile like I've just won something that matters instead of future landfill with a certificate of authenticity.

      “That's...” She searches for words. Settles on, “a bold purchase.”

      “I have a space that needs filling.” I keep my accent soft. Montreal inflected with years abroad. Affluent. Educated. Honed through moving in upwardly mobile social circles. “Besides, the cause matters. Youth literacy programs deserve support.”

      “Still. Forty-eight thousand for that? Do you know the artist?” Her smile carries amusement. Not mockery. Curiosity mixed with what might be respect. “You must really believe in the cause. Or have terrible taste in art.”

      “Both, probably.” I smile. Self-deprecating. Aware of the absurdity. “Though between us, I'm hoping it looks better in my flat than it does under these lights.”

      She laughs.

      This is working.

      Twenty minutes ago I walked into this gallery as Emma Carlisle: art consultant, recent transplant from Toronto via Paris. Princess built the legend in under a day. Bare minimum for credibility but enough to pass surface scrutiny.

      I engineered a collision at the champagne table. Spilled her drink with apologetic clumsiness. Offered to buy her another. Then, as the waiter replaced her glass, I tilted my head slightly, studying her face.

      “Wait—have we met before?” I let uncertainty colour my voice. “You look so familiar. Did you... did you ever go out with Bethany Rhodes?”

      The effect was immediate. Imogen's eyes widened. Colour flooded her cheeks. Not embarrassment exactly, but recognition tinged with nostalgia.

      “Bethany Rhodes,” she breathed. “Oh my god. I haven't heard that name in years. How do you⁠—”

      “I dated her. Briefly. Years ago.” The lie rolled smooth. Princess had done her research. Bethany Rhodes: real person, Cheltenham Ladies' College, Imogen's year. And according to the alumni gossip Princess had excavated, Bethany had been the “it girl.” The one everyone wanted. The one most girls at that school lost their virginity to, in fumbling dorm room encounters or stolen weekends when parents thought they were studying. “No, wait, I'm sure it was your party. Your twenty-first. Mahiki's in Mayfair, right?”

      “Uh-huh.” The blush deepened. Imogen took a long sip of champagne, buying time to compose herself. “That's... yes. That's right. God, Bethany Rhodes. I haven't thought about her in—an age. How is she? I mean are you⁠—”

      The way she said the name, careful, weighted with history, told me everything. Bethany had been her first too. The memory was written all over her face.

      “God, no. I mean she was lovely, but—” I offered an awkward shrug. “Well, you know…”

      Imogen nodded as though we were sharing an unspoken secret.

      “She lives in Bhutan now. Found the light and formed a silent meditation retreat with her wife.” I laughed and gave an if you can believe that raise of my eyebrows. It was the truth. They'd converted a datshi factory in the Paro Valley. An old yak cheese production facility from the 1970s. Very rustic. Very aromatic. Apparently the smell never quite leaves the stone walls.

      “That sounds exactly like Bethany.” Imogen's smile turned wistful. “She was always so... intense. When she wanted something, she went after it completely. No half measures.”

      The weight she put on “wanted something” confirmed it. Bethany Rhodes had wanted Imogen Hartley. And from the look on Imogen's face, she'd gotten her.

      Good work, Princess.

      “She was,” I agreed, letting my own smile carry shared understanding. “Is. Some things don't change.”

      Imogen and I have been talking ever since, and she's looking at me like I'm fascinating instead of rich and insane.

      My phone vibrates. Three short pulses. Emergency protocol. Amber or Suzette only.

      Fuck.

      “I'm so sorry.” I pull it out with apologetic reluctance. “I need to take this. A call from a client I've been waiting on.”

      “Of course.” Imogen gestures toward the bar area. “I'll be here. Not going anywhere until they serve dinner.”

      I weave through clusters of people wielding champagne flutes and auction catalogues. The gallery's rear corridor is quieter, as is the service entrance beyond. I push through double doors into night air that carries a faint haze of drizzle.

      “Here.”

      “Ashley.” Amber's voice is calm but I catch the underlying tension. “I'm conferencing Sam in.”

      A click. Then Sam's voice. “Here.”

      “Quick brief,” Amber says. “There's a developing situation. Roxy's been shot. She's in surgery. But the expected outcome is optimistic.”

      The words land like ice water. My hand tightens on the phone. “When?”

      “This morning. Safe house was compromised. They took Zara.”

      I lean against the brick wall. Cold seeps through the sheer of my dress. “Fuck.”

      “Yeah.” Sam's voice is tight. “Is Roxy going to⁠—”

      “Surgeons are hopeful, but it was close. Two centimetres from her heart.” Amber pauses. “We've been compromised. Someone knew the address. We're working to identify source and method. Until we do, operational security has to be considered compromised.”

      My mind cycles through implications.

      “Are we pulling out?” Sam asks.

      “That's your call. Both of you.” Amber's tone shifts. Command to request. Rare for her. “If you feel exposed, compromised, uncomfortable—abort. No judgment. No consequences. Your safety matters more than the operation.”

      I consider. Run through my position. Twenty minutes with Imogen Hartley. First contact barely established. Cover holding but untested. No signs of surveillance beyond Sam's team. No indication anyone's interested in Emma Carlisle beyond polite society conversation.

      “I'm clean,” I say. “No heat. No tail. Target's engaged and responsive. I can continue.”

      “Sam?”

      “Surveillance is solid. Both targets mobile but predictable. External team is tight. No counter-surveillance detected.” Sam pauses. “But if there's a leak...”

      “If you get contact from anyone except me or Suzette, don't act on it,” Amber says. “Call us first. Verify directly. No exceptions. Understood?”

      “Understood,” we say together.

      “Sam, maintain external surveillance only. No close approach. No risks. Ashley, you're cleared to continue contact but be aware—if this operation was compromised deliberately, if someone wanted us distracted...” She doesn't finish. Doesn't need to.

      “We could be bait,” I finish.

      “Possible. We don't know yet. But until we do, I want both of you hyper-aware. First sign of trouble, you extract. No heroes. Don't try to salvage the operation. Just get out.”

      “Roger that,” Sam says.

      “How bad is Roxy?” I ask. Because operational protocol matters but so does family. “Really.”

      Amber's silence stretches three seconds. “Bad enough that I won't risk anyone else. Bad enough that we're rebuilding our entire security infrastructure. Bad enough that...” She stops. “Just be careful. Please.”

      Amber doesn't plead. Doesn't show vulnerability unless the situation demands it.

      “We will,” I promise. Mean it.

      “Report in twelve hours. Encrypted channel. Don't deviate.” Amber's voice hardens back to command. “And Ashley? If Hartley makes you—if there's even a whisper of suspicion—you burn the operation and disappear. Clear?”

      “Clear.”

      The line goes dead.

      I stand in the alley breathing London night air. Rain dampens my bare shoulders. Inside, a string quartet plays Mozart while people pretend to care. Good music is like good wine: about enjoyment, not impressing strangers. Give me Brandi Carlile and a Molson any day.

      Roxy's in surgery.

      The safe house was compromised.

      Someone leaked the information or our security was breached.

      And I'm standing in a five-thousand-pound dress pretending to be an art consultant while my family bleeds.

      But I'm not going home. I can't.

      I'm going back inside. Back to Imogen Hartley. Because this is what I do. What I've always done. Become whoever I need to become. Bury Ashley Tremblay so deep that Emma Carlisle can breathe.

      I check my reflection in my phone's black screen. Makeup intact. Hair slightly mussed but nothing that won't pass for artful disarray. Expression neutral. Professional. The face of someone who just handled a minor work crisis, not someone whose teammate is fighting for her life.

      The mask slides into place.

      I push back through the double doors. String quartet swells as I enter. Imogen sees me. Waves from her position near the bar. Champagne flute in hand. Smile curious but not suspicious.

      “Everything alright?” she asks as I approach.

      “Client panic.” I roll my eyes with practiced exasperation. “Someone convinced themselves the Matisse they bought last month is a forgery. It's not. But they need reassurance.”

      “Sounds exhausting.”

      “It pays the bills.” I accept a fresh champagne flute from a passing waiter. “Did I miss anything?”

      She shakes her head, and just like that, we're back in conversation. Easy. Natural. Like the interruption never happened.

      I listen. Laugh at the right moments. Ask follow-up questions. All while monitoring her answers. Watching for signs she knows more than she's showing.

      But there's nothing. Just genuine warmth. Genuine interest.

      Twenty minutes becomes forty. The master of ceremonies announces dinner service.

      “I should probably find my assigned seat,” Imogen says. “But this was lovely. Really.”

      “It was.” I mean it. “We should do this again. Coffee maybe? Or more champagne?”

      “I'd like that.” She pulls out her phone. “What's your number?”

      I recite Emma Carlisle's mobile. She types it in. Sends a test message that buzzes in my clutch.

      “There. Now you have mine too.” She smiles. “Call me. Or I'll call you.”

      “Either way,” I agree.

      She disappears into the crowd.

      First contact established and I've just blown forty-eight thousand on a sculpture that should never see the light of day.

      But this is how it works.

      One champagne conversation at a time.

      Until we bring the whole fucking house down.
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      Aleksandra, Istanbul, Turkey, January 2014

      Yelena arrives on the afternoon ferry from Kadıköy. I watch her disembark from my position at a café across from the terminal: cream coat, leather bag, tourist sunglasses despite January clouds. She moves through the crowd like any other visitor. Just another Russian woman in Istanbul for shopping and sightseeing.

      She spots me. Doesn't acknowledge. Walks past and into the crowded lane leading to the Grand Bazaar's main entrance.

      I wait five minutes. Pay for my tea. Follow.

      The bazaar swallows me. Thousands of tourists and locals pack into covered streets lined with shops selling carpets, lamps, jewellery, spices. The air smells of coffee and cardamom and human sweat. Voices echo off vaulted ceilings: Turkish, English, Arabic, Russian, German all blending into white noise.

      Yelena stands at a spice stall, examining genuine Iranian saffron threads as though she's considering purchasing a Maserati. I stop beside her. Pick up a bag of sumac.

      “Two problems,” I say quietly in Russian. “American and British. Both intelligence. Both pressuring recruitment. Twenty-four hour deadline expires tonight.”

      “Solutions?”

      “Permanent.”

      She sets down the saffron. Moves to the next stall. I follow.

      “Timing?”

      “Soon. Before they report up their chains. Before Moscow learns they've identified leverage.”

      “What leverage?”

      I hesitate. Yelena notices.

      “Aleksandra. I can't help if I don't know what they're using.”

      “A name. Someone I send money to. Someone Moscow doesn't know about.”

      Yelena's expression doesn't change but recognition flickers behind her eyes. Understanding of what this means. What I'm risking.

      “How did they find out?”

      “Doesn't matter. What matters is they have it and they'll use it.”

      “Moscow—”

      “Can never know.” My voice drops lower. “If Moscow finds out, they'll use it too. Or eliminate the vulnerability. Either way...” I stop. “Either way, I lose.”

      Yelena studies my face. We've worked together for years. Trained together. Fucked together. Killed together. But this is different. This is personal in ways that violate every rule we've been taught.

      “I can't afford for my father to ever find them. Never.”

      She sighs, as though she thinks I'm foolhardy. “Operatives' names,” she says finally. “Locations. Patterns. Everything you know.”

      We walk deeper into the bazaar. Find a carpet shop near the back. The owner knows me, or knows the generous Russian woman who buys expensive rugs without haggling and occasionally needs his back room for private meetings or discreet storage. He steps out, closing the door behind him when I give him the signal.

      I spread everything I've been gathering across the stock table. Photos. Hotel information. Daily routines. Vulnerabilities.

      “Ryan Conner. CIA. Thirty-four. Stays at a serviced apartment in Beyoğlu. Drinks at a rooftop bar in Cihangir most evenings.”

      “How do you know?” Yelena asks.

      “How do you think?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Could anyone have seen you follow him?”

      I shake my head, confident no one else was following either of us. But this doesn't seem to offer her reassurance.

      “If you're wrong, the CIA will fight with teeth. The consequences will crush you.”

      “I know what I'm doing,” I tell her and hope I'm right. Before she can make me doubt my conviction, I move on. “He's married to his work. Narcissistic. Impulsive. Doesn't believe women hold any threats.”

      Yelena lets out a huff of disgust as she studies his photo. “Easy target.”

      “Too easy. Arrogance of that magnitude makes me suspicious.”

      She lays down Conner's photograph and picks up Wakeman's. “What about the British?”

      “Adam Wakeman. MI6. Forty-two. Rents a flat in Taksim. More careful. Patient. Actually good at his job.” I pull out his information. “Married. Two kids back in Hampshire. Travels light. Varies his routes. But he has a weakness.”

      “What?”

      “He thinks he's intellectually smarter than everyone else. That his preparation makes him untouchable.”

      Yelena smiles. Not warmth. Anticipation. “The ones who think they're smart are always the easiest.”

      “We can't make it look like assassination. Too many consequences.”

      “Agreed.” She arranges the photos. Conner on the left. Wakeman on the right. “The American first. Tonight. Something that looks like an accident or random violence.”

      “Robbery gone wrong?”

      “Istanbul has crime. Tourists get mugged. Sometimes they fight back and get hurt.” She taps Conner's photo. “He drinks. Gets confident. Walks back to his hotel alone through streets he doesn't know.”

      “And the British?”

      “Tomorrow. Different method. Something that points away from us.” Yelena's finger traces the route between Wakeman's flat and the British Consulate. “Heart attack maybe. Stroke. Medical emergency that happens to men his age.”

      “And you can arrange that?”

      “I can arrange many things.” Her smile shows teeth. “We'll need to gain access to his flat but that should be easy enough if it's a serviced apartment as you say.”

      I nod. Don't ask what she'll do with those thirty minutes. Some things are better left unspecified.

      We spend two hours planning. Entry points. Exit routes. Timing. Contingencies. The meticulous choreography of making two intelligence officers disappear without anyone connecting their deaths to the Russian woman they've both tried to recruit.

      The carpet shop owner returns. We buy a rug: expensive, ornate, the kind of thing Lev would approve of for our Moscow flat. He arranges delivery. We leave separately.

      Yelena is the only woman I know who would kill for me.
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      Abby, Present Day

      The Glock kicks. Again. I've fired two hundred rounds in the past fifty minutes, learning the weight of refusing to be a victim. Of being someone who can stand beside Victoria instead of behind her.

      Princess set up my biometrics before disappearing back upstairs. Thumb scan. Retinal scan. Full access. Most people get a house key when they join a family. I get an arsenal.

      I load the magazine. Fifteen rounds. My fingers know the motion now: press down, feel the spring, click into place. Rote repetition building what should take months.

      Stance. Feet shoulder-width. Left foot slightly forward. Weight balanced. I've been running through Amber's instructions like a mantra, playing her voice in my head, feeling phantom pressure where her hands corrected my grip.

      Breathe. Sight the target. Front sight focus. The three dots line up.

      Breathe. Squeeze.

      The gun kicks. The shot punches through paper. Not centre mass, but close. Upper chest. I reset. Breathe. Squeeze again.

      Better.

      By the time I empty the magazine, my grouping is tight. Not perfect. But consistent. The cluster of holes sits just left of the bullseye, maybe a hand's width across.

      I reload. Fire again. Adjust slightly right. The next bullet lands closer to the mark. I empty the rest of the magazine. Each shot deliberate. Controlled.

      When the slide locks back, I follow the protocol Amber drilled into me. Magazine out. Rack the slide. Visual inspection of the chamber. Physical confirmation with my finger. Empty. Gun down, muzzle downrange. The routine is second nature now. Amber's training: safety first, shooting second, ego never.

      “Better.”

      The single word from behind makes me jump. I spin around.

      Amber leans against the doorframe. Arms crossed. She's changed into black tactical pants that hug her hips, fitted grey t-shirt that clings to the definition of her shoulders and biceps. Her hair is damp. She's showered after briefing Sam and Roz.

      She doesn't speak. Just watches me with eyes that travel from my face down my body and back up. Slowly. Deliberately. My skin prickles under her gaze.

      My pulse kicks up. Heat spreads across my chest.

      “How long have you been standing there?” I ask.

      “Long enough.” She pushes off the frame. Walks toward me with that predatory stride that makes the concrete floor feel like it's tilting beneath my feet. “Show me your target.”

      I press the button. The target motor whirs, bringing the paper silhouette back to us. Amber moves close. Close enough that I can feel warmth radiating from her body. She examines the paper. Counts holes. Studies the grouping.

      Her finger traces the cluster of shots. “Tight. Consistent.” She glances at me. “You've been practicing.”

      “Yes.”

      “I can see that.” She returns her focus to the target. “Still pulling slightly left. But your fundamentals are solid.” She looks up. Holds my gaze. “This is good work, Abby.”

      The praise shouldn't affect me this much. But my face flushes. My thighs press together involuntarily.

      “So I've earned it?” The words come out breathy.

      Amber's expression shifts. Her pupils dilate. “Earned what?”

      “You said good performance earns rewards.”

      “I did.” She sets down the target. Takes a single step closer. Now there's maybe six inches between us. “What kind of reward were you hoping for?”

      My throat tightens. I can smell her now: soap and the musky scent she always carries, the one that makes my stomach clench.

      “I don't know,” I lie.

      “Yes, you do.” Her voice drops lower. Rougher. “You've been thinking about it since I mentioned it. Since Victoria gave permission. Since you came down here alone to practice. To prove yourself.”

      She's right. I have been thinking about it. About her hands on me. About the way her body pressed against mine during that first lesson. About how completely she commanded my attention, my breath, my focus. About what those hands would feel like without the excuse of firearms instruction between us.

      “Tell me what you want,” Amber says.

      The direct question scatters my thoughts. Victoria and I have rules. Boundaries. Communication before anything happens. But this feels different. More intense. Like standing at a precipice I can't return from. And Victoria did give her consent. All that is needed now is mine.

      “I want...” I stop. Swallow hard. Start again. “The way you touched me before. I want more of that.”

      “More of what?” She tilts her head. “Say it.”

      “More of you.” The words rush out. “Your hands. Your control. I want—I want to know what happens when I've earned your attention.”

      Amber's jaw tightens. Her eyes darken further. When she speaks, her voice carries an edge I haven't heard before. “Victoria said if you'd earned it. If you wanted it.” She pauses. “Have you earned it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you want it?”

      “Yes.”

      “And what about what I want?” Her hand lifts. Hovers near my face without touching. “What if I want to see how much you can take? How far you'll go to prove yourself?”

      My breath catches. Between my legs, arousal pulses. “Then I want that too.”

      She studies me for a long moment. Searching for hesitation. For uncertainty. Her finger finally makes contact. One fingertip tracing my jawline. The touch is featherlight but it sends electricity straight down my spine.

      “Strip,” she says.

      I blink. “What?”

      “You heard me.” Her tone hasn't changed. Still calm. Still controlled. But there's an energy now that doesn't welcome questions. “Strip. Everything. Now.”

      My hands move to my shirt before my brain catches up. Buttons slip through holes. The fabric falls away. Sports bra next. I hesitate for half a second before pulling it over my head.

      The cold air hits my skin. My nipples tighten immediately. Amber's eyes track the movement. Her tongue touches her top lip. Just for a second.

      “Keep going.”

      Shoes. Socks. Jeans. I peel everything off until I'm standing in just my underwear. Black cotton. Nothing special. Practical. Already damp.

      “I said everything.”

      I hook my thumbs in the waistband. Slide them down. Step out of them. Now I'm completely naked in the middle of the armoury while Amber stands fully clothed, watching me. The power imbalance makes my pulse hammer in my throat.

      “Good.” She walks a slow circle around me. Her boots echo on concrete.

      Her hand brushes my shoulder blade. Just fingertips. Barely touching. But the contact sends heat straight to my core. I bite my lip to keep from making a sound.

      “Do you know why I'm doing this?” she asks from behind me.

      “To test me.”

      “More than that.” She completes the circle. Faces me. “In the field, vulnerability isn't optional. Someone strips you for interrogation. For humiliation. To make you feel powerless before they hurt you.” Her finger traces my collarbone. “The ones who survive are the ones who can stay focused when every instinct screams run. Hide. Fight.”

      I shiver. Not from cold.

      “If you can shoot accurately while exposed, while knowing what I'm going to do to you, while your body is screaming with need—” Her eyes lock on mine. “Then you can hold your nerve through almost anything.”

      “This is training?”

      “This is everything.” Her hand drops. “Discipline. Control. Trust. The ability to function when you're at your most vulnerable.” She pauses. “And yes, it is your reward. Because you've earned it.”

      My breath comes faster.

      “Do you trust me?” she asks.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you trust I won't hurt you? That I'll stop if you ask?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then here are the rules.” She steps close enough that I can feel her breath. “You stay quiet unless I ask you a question. You don't move unless I tell you to. You don't come until I give permission. Understood?”

      I nod.

      “Use your words.”

      “Yes. Understood.”

      “Good.” She gestures toward the table where the Glock and ammunition sit. “Now reload your weapon. Fire exactly ten rounds. Centre mass. All of them. Then make the weapon safe and return here. Stand ready. Legs apart. Waiting. Do it!”

      My throat constricts. She's making me shoot while knowing what comes after. Making me prove competence while completely exposed. While arousal coats my inner thighs.

      “Do it,” she repeats.

      I move to the table. Pick up the Glock. My hands shake slightly as I load the magazine. Fifteen rounds. But she only wants ten.

      Amber moves behind me. Steps close. Presses against my back.

      I feel it immediately. The hard ridge in her trousers. Unmistakable.

      My breath catches. My knees almost buckle.

      “Problem?” Her voice carries dark amusement.

      “No.”

      “Then shoot.” Her hands settle on my hips. Grip firmly. “Ten rounds. Centre mass. Prove you can focus even when you know exactly what's waiting for you.”

      I raise the weapon. Try to sight the target. Her body is flush against mine now. The pressure between us, that hard length pressing into my lower back, makes it impossible to think about anything else. She shifts her hips forward slightly. Deliberately. Making sure I feel every inch.

      Wetness slides down my inner thigh.

      Stance. Breathe. Sight.

      Fire.

      The first shot punches through paper. Centre mass. I reset. Her hands tighten on my hips. Pull me back against her.

      Fire again.

      And again.

      Each shot is deliberate. Focused. Proving I can follow instructions even when my entire body is screaming with need. Even when every nerve ending is hyperaware of what she's wearing. What she's planning to do with it.

      “Good.” Her voice is rough now. Her breath hot against my neck. “Keep going.”

      Ten shots in total. Tight grouping. All on target despite the distraction. Despite knowing.

      I drop the magazine. Rack the slide twice. Check the chamber: look, then touch. Clear. Set the weapon down, muzzle downrange.

      Then I stand. Stock still. Legs apart. Hands at my sides. Waiting. Exposed. Wet.

      She hits the button. The target moves toward us. I sense her eyes on my body.

      “Perfect.” She reaches over my shoulder, her breath whispering against my skin. “Good girl.”

      Heat floods my face. My core clenches.

      “Safe word?”

      I nod.

      “Say it.”

      “Frey Bentos.”

      I hear her step back. “Stay exactly where you are. Don't move.”

      Behind me, fabric shifts: slow, deliberate. The metallic whisper of a zipper. The low rustle as she peels down her trousers. I breathe in, catching the scent of her soap mingling with something earthier.

      “Turn around.”

      I obey. My limbs feel shaky, not quite my own. Amber stands there, boots planted wide, tactical pants slung low on her hips, harness buckled tight. The dildo juts from her body: thick, curved, intimidating. My mouth floods with saliva. I can barely look away from it, but when I do, her eyes are nearly black with intent.

      “Now let's see if you can follow instructions as well with your mouth as you do with your hands.” Her hand lifts. Cups my face. Thumb traces my bottom lip.

      “Kneel.”

      The concrete bites my knees, cold yet smooth. She's impossibly tall from down here, and in complete control. Adrenaline and arousal mix, sharp and shivery in my veins. My nipples ache. The throb between my legs intensifies, hot, insistent, almost painful.

      Amber steps forward, the tip of the dildo brushing my cheek. Her hand finds the back of my head, threading through my hair, not gentle, not cruel, just unyielding. “Show your gratitude,” she murmurs. “Show me you understand what it means to earn.”

      I don't hesitate. My lips part, tongue darting out to taste the tip. Silicone, yes, but also her, the heat and scent of her body behind it. I swirl my tongue around the head, slow and deliberate, watching her for reaction. Amber's jaw clenches. Her gaze grows hungrier, if that's possible. The harness shifts as I take more in, my lips stretching, my jaw opening to accommodate her.

      I move instinctively. I curl my hand around the base, guiding it, sucking harder, letting the shaft slide deeper into my mouth until the harness presses flush against Amber's clit. She hisses, low and sharp, her hips rolling forward. I feel the tension in her thighs, the tremor in her hand as she tightens her grip in my hair.

      “That's it,” Amber growls. “Good. You learn fast. My best student.” The words make my stomach drop, my core clench. She switches to Russian, guttural syllables tumbling out between bitten-off moans. I don't understand, but I don't need to: the tone is enough. Commanding. Desperate.

      I focus on her, trying to give her everything, my tongue swirling, cheeks hollowing, sucking her in as deep as I can. She rocks against my mouth, the harness grinding against her, and I feel her hips shudder, the sting of her short nails against my scalp. I moan around her, hungry for her praise, her approval, the raw edge of her need.

      Suddenly Amber pulls me off her with a rough tug. My lips part, gasping. “Up.” Her voice is raw, trembling with restraint. She drags me to my feet, palms flat and hot on my bare skin. My head spins. Every place her body could touch mine burns.

      She lifts me, hauls me onto the gun ledge as if I weigh nothing. My arse hits cold steel. My legs tremble as she spreads them wide, pushing my knees apart until I'm open, exposed. The air against my wetness is electric. I clutch at the edge to maintain my balance, knuckles white.

      Amber kneels. Her hands press my thighs wider, and then her mouth is on me, hot, relentless, her tongue everywhere at once. She licks up the wetness, circles my clit, her tongue everywhere but where I need it most. My head drops back, eyes fluttering shut. I want to scream. Every muscle strains not to. I grip her hair, desperate for anchor.

      I'm shaking, thighs quivering. Then her lips close over my clit and I see stars. I've barely a moment to recalibrate before a finger slides inside me, then another, her tongue never letting up, thrusting and curling and driving me to the edge. My hips buck. I'm so close. So close I barely hear the click of the lube container, my breath catching, body strung wire tight.

      “Please,” I gasp a second before she pulls back. I whimper, frustration and need lighting up every nerve. She's on her feet, looming over me, the head of the dildo slick with lube and my saliva.

      She meets my eyes, searching, making sure I'm still here. “Eyes on me,” she commands, voice low, rough. I hold her gaze, trembling.

      She lines up and pushes in, slow at first, easing in, then a sudden deep thrust that punches the air from my lungs. Full. Filled. I cry out, grabbing for her biceps, digging my fingers into muscle.

      Amber's hand slides to my throat, thumb resting just under my jaw, grounding me as she starts to move. Deep, hard, the rhythm unrelenting. Her hips snap forward over and over, the harness grinding against her clit, making her groan, Russian curses falling from her lips.

      She leans in, forehead to mine, breath mingling. “You're mine, Abby. Right now, you belong to me.”

      “Yes,” I gasp, pleasure spiralling, building, cresting.

      She snaps her hips harder. “Come for me,” she growls.

      I shatter. The orgasm rips through me, violent and complete. I convulse around her, body arching, mouth open in a silent scream. She keeps moving, fucking me through it, eyes never leaving mine.

      When I come down, I'm boneless, breathing hard, held up only by Amber's hands on my hips. She leans in, presses her lips to my forehead, soft and reverent.

      “You earned every second,” she murmurs.

      I believe it.
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      Suzette

      The study feels smaller with Victoria in it. She occupies space the way a body of water does. Not through volume but through a solemn, still depth that demands acknowledgment. Right now she's fixed on the window, shoulders soft yet firm beneath cashmere in an elegant shade of pink-grey that illuminates her skin, evident in her reflection.

      “My wife is learning to kill someone.” Victoria's voice carries no inflection.

      I don't insult her intelligence with denial. I saw my wife heading down to our shooting range twenty minutes ago. By now they'll be through safety protocols, stance corrections, the careful placement of hands. But I'm fairly sure killing isn't their only focus.

      “Abby could never actually do it.” Victoria turns from the window, arms crossed over her chest. Defence sits wrong on someone who carries authority like bone. “Some people aren't built for violence.”

      “Everyone's built for it.” I pour two glasses of Lagavulin: the sixteen-year with enough smoke to match whatever conversation comes next. “The wiring just needs the right voltage.”

      “No.”

      “Yes.” I slide one glass across the desk. She doesn't touch it. “You've spoken to women who have killed. Seen their pain first hand. They all have one thing in common, the moment when a part of them breaks or finally coheres. They know what it takes to be pushed past the membrane of civilisation into pure survival.”

      “Every one of them was an act of defence.”

      “Exactly. Sometimes of themselves, but more often in defence of those they love.” My mind wanders to our wives below. I imagine what Amber would do to someone who threatened my very existence. “You talked to forensic psychologists, interviewed women who'd crossed that line. You understand the mechanism even if you've never engaged it yourself.”

      She picks up the glass. Doesn't drink. Just holds it like she's weighing evidence. “Understanding violence isn't the same as committing it.”

      “No, but the gap between theory and practice is narrower than people want to believe.” I settle into the leather chair. Cross my legs. “Everyone has a threshold they'd cross if the alternative was worse. The trick isn't creating that capacity—evolution already did that work. The trick is identifying what matters enough to flip the switch.”

      Victoria's eyes narrow. She's assembling narrative from fragments. “And how does one identify that threshold?”

      “Conversation.” I take a sip. Smoke and peat, the burn clean and purposeful. “People reveal everything if you create the right environment. Not interrogation—that triggers defence. You ask about what they love. Watch what makes their eyes soften. Make them examine their own vulnerabilities until exposure feels like connection.”

      “Manipulation.”

      “Psychology.” I set the glass down. “A therapist helps you understand your patterns so you can change them. I help you understand what you're capable of when those patterns are threatened. The difference is motivation, not method.”

      She swirls the scotch in her glass. Wondering if I'm doing that very thing to her now.

      I am.

      “So you'd convince Abby someone threatens what she loves.” Victoria drinks finally. Her throat contracts once, twice. “Engineer a scenario where killing becomes the logical response to an intolerable problem.”

      “I'd help her recognise the response already exists in her behavioural repertoire.” I lean forward. “Because it does, Victoria. In you, in Abby, in every socialised human who's convinced themselves they're fundamentally different from our ancestors who brained each other with rocks over far less than love. We're not different. We've just developed better justifications.”

      “Bleak.”

      “Accurate.”

      She studies me over the rim of her glass. “You're very good at this.”

      “I know but then I've had extensive practice.”

      “Convincing people they're capable of murder?”

      “Helping people recognise capabilities they already possess.” The distinction matters to me, though I'm not certain why. “No convincing required. Just acknowledgment.”

      Victoria stands and moves to the bookshelf, fingers trailing spines without reading titles. Energy looking for outlet.

      “Abby didn't grow up in systems that taught violence.” Her voice carries an edge of regret. “She came from stability. Safety. A family who loved her without condition.” She pauses for a second and I know what she's about to say before the words come out. “I don't want her to lose that.”

      And I'd love to give her that but I can't. From the moment I set my sights on the redhead standing in front of me I stole that privilege from them. But regret isn't a valuable emotion.

      “And you?” I ask, watching her hand still on a Beauvoir first edition. “You seldom speak of your background. Happy or otherwise.”

      She turns. A flicker of pain crosses her face. I have her dossier but before music school the information is scant. “You're deflecting.”

      “As are you.”

      “Because you promised to answer my questions, that was our deal.” She gives a triumphant raise of her eyebrow, and glass in my direction.

      “Touché.” I take a sip of my whisky, glad I didn't add water.

      “How many, Suzette? How many successful conversions?” Her voice stays level but acquires an edge sharp enough to draw blood. Victoria isn't a woman I want to disappoint, yet I have.

      “Enough to recognise the pattern.”

      “And it always works? This psychological surgery disguised as self-awareness?”

      “Usually.”

      “What about failures?” She moves closer. Glass dangling from fingers with calculated casualness. “What happens when someone sees the mechanism? Recognises the gears turning underneath the conversation?”

      I meet her gaze. “Then you recalibrate. Find different leverage. Everyone has pressure points. It's just a matter of mapping which ones produce desired results.”

      “Understanding what they want and giving it to them.” She's quoting me back to myself, words I must have said earlier. “Making them believe it's their choice while you orchestrate the outcome.”

      “Yes.”

      “Becoming their friend. Their confidant. The singular person who truly comprehends them.” Another step closer. “Building trust specifically so you can weaponise it when the mission requires.”

      The air in the study changes texture. This isn't philosophical debate anymore. This is an accusation.

      “One interpretation,” I say carefully, aware the ground is thinning beneath me.

      “The correct interpretation.” Victoria sets her glass down. The controlled movement suggests restraint rather than calm. “Because that's what you did with Ash wasn't it. You found her pressure points. Made her feel understood. Provided her with exactly what she'd been starving for.”

      “Yes.” I sigh. “But as you are already aware I wasn't the only one playing the game.”

      Victoria nods slowly. Processing. Then she asks the question that detonates everything.

      “So who's pushing your buttons right now?”

      My glass stops mid-arc.

      “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me.” She leans against the desk. Arms crossed but the posture reads differently now. Not defensive—challenging. “You're very articulate about manipulation mechanics. Very confident about identifying triggers.” She pauses. “So I'll ask again: who's pushing your buttons?”

      My hands stay steady on the whisky glass through discipline alone. My pulse drums in my throat. My skin feels too warm despite the study's regulated temperature.

      Because she's right.

      Maybe I'm not the hunter.

      Maybe I'm the round being chambered.

      Victoria watches me arrive at this conclusion. Sympathy crosses her face.

      “What do you think they want?” I ask as she seems to have all the answers.

      “Power and control. Isn't that what the games you play are always about?” She meets my eyes. “The question is whether you'll identify who the players are before it's too late.”

      Footsteps sound from the hallway. Footsteps, family chatter. Normal sounds in a house that is suddenly anything but normal.

      Victoria swallows the remainder of her whisky in one, places the glass down in front of me and moves toward the door. She pauses with her hand on the frame. “We should sleep on it, when you're ready.”

      She walks out the room leaving the door ajar waiting for me to follow.

      I sit alone with whisky and Victoria's question reverberating through my skull: Who's pushing your buttons?

      And for the second time since Yelena appeared at the vineyard with raspberries bleeding between my fingers, I'm not certain I know the answer.

      The memory surfaces without permission, pulling me back toward Istanbul where I learned exactly what it feels like to have your buttons pushed by someone who's studied your wiring more thoroughly than you've studied it yourself.
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      Yelena, Istanbul, Turkey, January 2014

      That night I found Conner at the Pera Palace rooftop bar, exactly where Aleksandra told me he'd be. Three bourbons in. Confident. Relaxed. Celebrating, perhaps reporting to Langley that recruitment was progressing.

      I sat two tables away. Far enough for deniability. Close enough to monitor.

      He noticed. Men like Conner always notice attractive women. His eyes found mine across the bar. Held. I looked away. Not interested. Just another hotel guest enjoying the view.

      Looking away made him more interested.

      He stood. Walked over. “Mind if I join you?”

      “Actually—”

      “Come on. You're drinking alone. I'm drinking alone. We're both staying in an overpriced hotel in a city that's better with company.”

      His presumption was staggering. Like my presence here was invitation. Like looking away meant try harder.

      “I was just leaving,” I said.

      “One drink.” He sat without permission. Signalled the waiter. “On me. To apologise for being pushy.”

      The waiter appeared. Conner ordered another whiskey and pointed at my half-full wine glass. “Whatever she's having.”

      “One drink,” I agreed, not overplaying my reluctance.

      He smiled. Victory. “Ryan Conner.” He held out his hand.

      “Carmen.” I lied, the contacts making my eyes dark enough to pass myself off as Spanish. I took his hand but he didn't shake it. Just held it, like he'd snared me.

      “Carmen. Beautiful name. Are you here for business or pleasure?”

      “Both. My wife conducts business. I conduct pleasure.” The words carried just enough suggestion to feed his ego without promising anything.

      His eyes lit up as though he'd found a rare delicacy on tonight's menu. “Smart woman. Istanbul's wasted on business meetings. The history. The culture. The food.” He leaned closer. “Have you been to the Basilica Cistern? It's stunning after dark.”

      “No.”

      The waiter returned with our drinks. I watched Conner's attention follow a woman crossing the terrace: tight dress, confident stride. His type. The moment his eyes tracked her movement, I reached across the table. Picked up his fresh whiskey as though examining the colour in the light. The capsule dissolved before I set it back down, leaving nothing but bourbon and ice and twenty minutes until his legs stopped working.

      “You should go,” he insisted, still watching the woman. “I could show you. Tonight, even. It's a quick walk from here.”

      “My wife⁠—”

      “Is conducting business, you said. What she doesn't know won't hurt her, right?”

      The presumption. The casual dismissal of my stated boundaries. The absolute certainty that charm and persistence would overcome my clear disinterest.

      I'd planned to let my hired muscle handle him somewhere between the bar and his hotel room.

      But watching him lean back with satisfied confidence, whiskey in hand, smile that said he'd already won something he hadn't earned—I changed my mind.

      “Maybe another time,” I said. Stood. “Enjoy your evening, Mr. Conner.”

      His smile faltered. “Wait—Carmen⁠—”

      I was already walking away. Toward the elevator. Not looking back.

      He followed. Of course he followed.

      “Carmen, come on. Did I say something wrong?”

      I pressed the elevator button. “You didn't say anything wrong. I'm simply not interested.”

      “Not interested in what? Conversation? I thought we were having a nice⁠—”

      “You thought wrong.”

      The elevator arrived. I stepped inside. He stepped in with me.

      “Which floor?” He stood too close. Crowding my space.

      “Fourth floor.” I moved to the opposite corner. Put maximum distance between us.

      He didn't take the hint. Moved closer. “Look, I'm sorry if I came on too strong. That wasn't my intention. I just thought—attractive woman, attractive man, beautiful city—why not make a connection?”

      “I'm married.”

      “So? Plenty of married people make connections.”

      “To a woman.”

      The elevator stopped. Fourth floor. I stepped out.

      He stepped out with me.

      “Mr. Conner, you need to get back in the elevator.”

      “Just let me walk you to your room. Make sure you get there safely.”

      “I don't need⁠—”

      “It's late. You're alone. A gentleman makes sure a lady gets home safe.”

      He wasn't going to leave. Wasn't going to back off. Wasn't going to accept no as a complete sentence.

      Good.

      “Room 412,” I said. Walked down the corridor. He followed at my shoulder. Still too close. Still presuming intimacy he hadn't earned.

      I stopped at the door. Pulled out my key card. “Thank you for the escort. Goodnight.”

      “Carmen—” His hand caught my wrist. Not hard. Not violent. Just presumptuous. “I know you felt it too. That connection. That chemistry.”

      I looked at his hand on my wrist. Looked at his face. Saw the absolute certainty that persistence would pay off. That no meant keep trying.

      “Would you like to come in?” I asked.

      His smile spread. “I thought you'd never ask.”

      I unlocked the door. Stepped inside. He followed. Closed the door behind him.

      The room was generic hotel luxury. King bed. Sitting area. Minibar. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the Bosphorus. A laptop, papers, and general detritus had been strategically placed around the room. This was always my plan B.

      “Your wife's stuff?” Conner gestured at the mess.

      “Yes.”

      “When's she back?”

      “Not for hours.”

      “Then we have time.” He moved closer. Hands finding my waist. “See? This is better. More private. More⁠—”

      I drove my knee into his groin.

      He doubled over. Gasped. Hands dropping to clutch himself.

      I grabbed his hair. Yanked his head up. Looked into his eyes—pain and confusion and dawning recognition that he'd badly miscalculated.

      “Here's what's going to happen,” I said quietly. “You're going to remember this feeling—powerless, trapped, at someone else's mercy. That's what you did to me tonight. Sat down without permission. Chose to ignore my boundaries as an inconvenience to be ignored. Treated my refusal as foreplay. Women aren't your toys, Mr. Conner. And tonight, you're mine.”

      “You—fucking—bitch⁠—”

      I drove my knee up again. Harder.

      He went down completely. Knees hitting carpet. Curled around his pain.

      I removed a zip-tie from my pocket and slid it around his wrists. The plastic bit as I pulled it tight. He jerked back—adrenaline overriding paralysis—and the tie cut deeper before his momentum ripped his hands free. Blood welled where plastic met skin. He lunged, swinging wild. His fist cut air where my face had been a second ago. I stepped left. His momentum carried him into the dresser. Glass shattered. The water carafe was gone.

      “Bitch!” He rounded on me, pupils blown wide. “You fucking⁠—”

      Another swing. I sidestepped. Watched him stumble, overcorrect, knock the lamp off the nightstand. The shade rolled across carpet in lazy circles.

      “How far would you have gone tonight?” I asked, voice level. “If I'd refused you entry?”

      He charged. I moved. He hit the wall where I'd stood.

      “If I'd kept saying no.” I watched him fight his own legs now, knees wanting to fold. “Would you have stopped? Or just stopped asking?”

      “I wasn't—” His words slurred. He blinked hard, trying to clear vision. Good luck with that. “I was being nice⁠—”

      “You sat down without invitation. Ordered my drink. Suggested I deceive my wife.” Each point landed while he swayed. “That's not nice, Mr. Conner. That's the preamble.”

      He lunged again. Slower now. His arms moved through treacle. I didn't bother stepping aside—just leaned back slightly and watched him fall past.

      “The drug in your system?” I circled him as he tried to find his feet. “Rohypnol. You're aware of everything. Can't move. Can't fight. Can't stop what's happening.” I crouched to his eye level. “That's how I felt at your table. Trapped by politeness while you took what you decided was yours.”

      Sweat poured down his face. He was trying to speak but his tongue wouldn't cooperate.

      “Every woman knows this feeling. The man who sits too close on the train. Who walks too close behind us down dark streets. Who won't accept 'no' because to him it means 'convince me.'“ I stood. “You assumed I'd be grateful for your attention. That persistence was romance. That my body was territory you could claim with enough charm.”

      He managed to get one arm under himself. Pushed. Collapsed.

      “Tonight you're learning.” I watched him struggle. “What it feels like to have someone else decide what happens to your body.”

      He tried again. Made it to his knees before his legs gave out. Fell backward onto the bed, arms splayed, chest heaving.

      The position was almost considerate.

      I started with his shoes. Leather oxfords, expensive. The laces resisted briefly before giving way. His socks followed: one navy, one black. He'd dressed in the dark, or didn't care.

      His belt buckle clicked open with little resistance. I pulled it free from the loops in one smooth motion, leather whimpering against fabric. Or was that him? I wasn't sure. His hands twitched, trying to stop me. But couldn't.

      Perhaps this was why men were so adamant women should never get a level playing field? But the longer they left it the more deadly the repercussions would be.

      “You're wondering what I want from you.” I unbuttoned his trousers. “What this is about.”

      The zipper slid down. I worked the pants over his hips, down his useless legs. White boxer briefs. Predictable.

      His eyes tracked my movements, wide with understanding that had arrived too late. Rohypnol didn't stop thought. Just action. He knew exactly what was happening. Couldn't prevent it.

      I pulled out my phone.

      First message to the hired muscle: Stand down. Paid through agency. Services no longer required.

      The response came immediately: Confirmed.

      Second message. Different number.

      Need you. Pera Palace. Room 412.

      I set the phone on the nightstand and returned to Conner, who was trying to form words through a mouth that wouldn't cooperate. Only animal sounds emerged. Panic given voice.

      I reached for his shirt buttons. “The irony is that if we let you live you'd remember all of this—such a shame because living with the memory would be a much sweeter torture. It is sad. You'll never fully appreciate the gift of rohypnol—perfect recall trapped in a body that won't obey.”

      His shirt opened to reveal pale chest, dark hair.

      “Every boundary you crossed. Every assumption you made. Every time you heard 'no' and chose to hear 'maybe.'“ I slid the shirt off his shoulders, leaving him in nothing but fear and briefs and drugged immobility.

      “This is your education, Mr. Conner.”

      His breath came in rapid gasps. Eyes wet. Body betraying him the way women's bodies betrayed them when men decided politeness was consent.

      I sat in the chair across from the bed and waited for Suzette.
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      Aleksandra

      The night porter accepted two hundred lira without question. Pointed me toward the service entrance near the kitchen. Staff used it during shift changes. No cameras. No lobby. No record I was ever here.

      The back stairs smelled of industrial cleaner and cigarette smoke someone had tried to hide. Fourth floor. Room 412.

      I knocked twice. The door opened immediately.

      Yelena stood there in black, hair pulled back, looking like she'd just returned from the opera.

      “Come in.”

      I stepped inside and stopped.

      Ryan Conner lay on the bed. Naked except for white briefs. Eyes half-open, tracking movement but not processing it. His chest rose and fell in shallow rhythm. Sweat darkened the sheets beneath him.

      “I thought he was getting mugged,” I said quietly.

      “Plan B.” Yelena closed the door, engaged the deadbolt. She walked to the side of the bed and retrieved a black duffel bag, tossed it onto the chair near me.

      I unzipped it.

      Gimp masks. Leather restraints. Ball gags. A chastity cage. Bondage rope.

      “For now or are we celebrating when we are done here?”

      Yelena snorted. “His legacy will be humiliation.” She moved to the minibar, and using her gloved hands she removed two whisky miniatures and threw one to me. “The CIA operative found dead in autoerotic asphyxiation gone wrong. Colleagues will whisper. His family will bury him quickly. No one will dig too deep.”

      “Doing this might bolster his image,” I countered, knocking back the shot of alcohol and pulling out a leather mask. “He was such a bland man.”

      A grunt from the bed. Conner's eyes focused briefly on us, then drifted. More aware than he was letting on.

      Yelena set down her glass and passed me a handful of blue latex. “Gloves. We leave no trace.”

      “No fingerprints will look equally suspicious.”

      She laughed. “The kit belonged to Michael fucking Davies. MI6. I lifted it from his flat in Berlin six months ago.” She pulled her gloves higher, snapping them into place. “He was drunk. Boasting about his private collection to impress me. Men are so predictable when they think you're interested.”

      I processed the implications. British intelligence fingerprints all over an American operative's death scene. The diplomatic firestorm. CIA suspicion. NATO tensions. Or just allies being allies in their special friendship.

      “Where is Davies now?” I asked.

      “Istanbul.” Yelena shrugged. “It's all about timing. Isn't that what you used to say?”

      “That's brilliant.” I said the words without thought because it was true.

      “Not usually my style, I know.” She moved to Conner, began arranging items on the bed beside him. He grunted.

      “You've said as much—that I'm more blunt instrument than scalpel.”

      My throat tightened. She was right. Although I didn't remember saying the words, it sounded like something I would say, or at the very least have thought.

      “Your father. He told me what you think of me. Told me many years ago.”

      My mouth opened and time stood still, for a moment, until I comprehended what she was telling me. My father.

      “Yelena, I⁠—”

      She held up her hand. “You don't need to speak. I knew what he was doing. He was jealous. Jealous of how close we had become. Of what you meant to me—what I meant to you.” She didn't look up. Took the shears and moved them toward Conner's now less than white briefs. “Why do men always think themselves as the more intelligent of the species, when so clearly they are not. The lion with the loudest roar is rarely ever the most deadly.”

      I winced as the blades cut through cotton. Even in his addled state, his undercurrent of panic was palpable.

      “But when someone threatens those I love.” Her voice carried an edge I recognised. The one that appeared before violence. “They deserve brute force.” She roughly pulled the urine soaked fabric from under him leaving him completely exposed. For a second I wondered what made him so cocky when there was clearly no evidence.

      “Conner was using you. Would have used you until you broke. Then moved to the next asset. It was unacceptable.”

      I pulled on gloves, two pairs, double gloving for safety. Mine not his.

      In her hand she had oil in a plastic bottle, label removed. Yelena poured it into her palm, rubbed her hands together. The scent rose—coconut, artificial sweetness that made my stomach turn.

      “Like preparing a chicken for roasting,” I muttered, watching the oil catch light.

      “Except chickens don't deserve what they get.”

      We worked in silence. My hands slid over skin that felt like uncooked dough—soft, cool, yielding in ways that made my flesh crawl. Conner's breath quickened. His body responding despite the Rohypnol shutting down voluntary movement.

      An erection began. Partial, confused.

      Yelena noticed. Raised an eyebrow.

      It faded almost immediately. Biology attempting function before the drugs reasserted control.

      “Typical,” I said.

      “Be grateful it cannot sustain itself.” Yelena's mouth curved. “Or how do the English say—for small mercies?”

      “Close enough. But yes, we should be grateful even for this.”

      The gimp mask went on first. Black leather that erased his face, left only mouth and nostrils exposed. The zipper at the back caught on hair. I worked it free, pulled it closed. Conner's breathing turned ragged—panic meeting chemical paralysis.

      The chastity device next. Steel cage that fitted over thankfully flaccid flesh, locked at the base. If arousal returned, the metal would restrict, would punish, would make biology a weapon against itself.

      We stepped back. Assessed.

      He looked like someone's private shame made public. The kind of image that destroyed careers, ruined families, followed names into obituaries. Funny how society punished pleasure but rewarded manipulation. My father would have made an excellent car salesman.

      “Now we rig the ropes,” Yelena said, moving to the bag.

      “How long have you been planning this?”

      “Since I stole Davies' kit.” She pulled out braided nylon, began fashioning a slipknot with a speed that suggested she'd done this before. “Собаку съела—eaten a dog on it, as we Russians say.”

      The rope anchored to the bed's headboard. She tested the knot, satisfied with its hold. But she didn't slip the loop over his head. Not yet.

      “Now we clean.” Yelena surveyed the room. “Remove all evidence we were here.”

      We worked methodically. Wiped surfaces. Collected stray hairs. Removed any and all trace. The room transformed back into generic hotel neutrality—nothing but a man and his private proclivities.

      Yelena checked her watch. “Another two hours. We wait four hours for the drug to metabolise enough that tox screens won't flag it immediately. Then we position him forward, rope around his neck, let restricted airflow and chemical paralysis do the rest. He'll die slowly.”

      She smiled when she said it. Genuine pleasure in the architecture of suffering.

      We settled into chairs positioned where we wouldn't disturb the scene. Waiting felt interminable. Conner's breathing continued its shallow rhythm. Time stretched.

      At three-forty-seven AM, Yelena rose.

      “Almost,” she said. Moved to the bag again.

      Pulled out a small clear bag, a pair of tweezers and a butt plug. Massive. Black silicone that caught lamplight obscenely.

      She coated it in lubricant as though cleaning her weapon. I supposed she was.

      “Hold this,” she said. I took it from her, my fingers stretched wide to hold it. Yelena was ambitious.

      “Now the icing.” I watched as she, using the tweezers, pulled out something so small and thin it took me a moment to focus. A hair. Wiry. Curly. Greying.

      “Is that a⁠—”

      “Pubic, yes.” Her tongue pushed against her bottom lip as she stuck the offending strand to the tip of the plug.

      “Davies?” I asked. She nodded. “Will one be⁠—”

      “I have several.”

      “How—?”

      “Not important.” Her brow furrowed as she pulled out a second hair, again complete with follicle. “One day, over Pshenichnaya, I will tell you. Now we need to focus.”

      I stayed quiet allowing her to precisely place the remaining evidence. She stood back and surveyed her work giving a nod of satisfaction.

      “Help me,” she said, taking the silicon object from me and placing it on the nightstand.

      I moved to Conner, held his hips steady while Yelena worked. His body resisted initially—involuntary muscle response—then gave way. The plug seated with finality.

      “Was that necessary?” I asked quietly.

      “I'm doing it for every woman diminished by his entitlement.” Yelena removed her gloves, dropped them in the bag with the others. “Every boundary he crossed. Every 'no' he chose to interpret as negotiation.”

      The loop went over his head. She positioned Conner forward. The rope tightened around his throat. Not enough to kill immediately—just enough to make every breath work, to make survival a slowly losing battle.

      We collected the bag. Wiped the door handle. Stepped into the corridor that remained blessedly empty.

      The stairs took us down to the third floor, where we parted ways. Different exits. Different alibis. Different cities by morning. No Vienna alley. Not tonight.

      I didn't look back.

      Behind us, Ryan Conner began the last minutes of his life—alone, impotent, humiliated, struggling for air that wouldn't come quite fast enough.

      Sometimes justice looked like this.

      And sometimes, walking away felt exactly right.
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      Suzette, Present Day

      The study door stands ajar. Victoria's invitation. When you're ready.

      I sit alone with the files and the weight of everything I've been carrying. My father's words echo: They killed her exactly the way I told them to. The files Phillipa provided might contain truth or curated lies designed to destroy me. Roxy's in surgery. Zara's missing. My team is looking to me for leadership while I'm barely holding myself together.

      Victoria asked the question that detonated everything: Who's pushing your buttons?

      And I still don't know the answer.

      But I know where I need to be.

      I gather the thin file, marked with my birth name, and walk up the stairs. Each step feels heavier than the last. The house is quiet but blue glow spills from the dining room: the team working through the night.

      What I'm about to do seems frivolous by comparison. Selfish when my team needs leadership.

      But I need this. Need her. Because I can't lead anyone when I'm barely holding myself together.

      Victoria's door is open. Lamplight spills onto the landing hallway.

      I push it wide and enter without knocking.

      She's sitting up in bed, reading glasses on, a MacBook on her lap. She looks up when I enter. Doesn't speak. Just watches as I close the door behind me.

      “I don't know how to do this,” I say quietly.

      “Do what?”

      “Let the boxes open.” I stop. Search for better words. “I've spent my entire life partitioning. Isolating affect from understanding, cognition. I never had choices, not real ones. I had a path to follow or face the consequences: pain if I was lucky or secure my own demise. I had to learn to play the game. Work within the system until I could beat it. I put everything into neatly stacked boxes hoping one day I'd be able to deal with it.” I meet her eyes. “But now I need the truth that's been hidden. Part by me and part by others. And I don't know what happens when I stop partitioning. When I let it all bleed together.”

      I set the file on her nightstand.

      Victoria sets down her laptop. Removes her glasses. Pats the bed beside her.

      I cross to her. Sit so our thighs touch. My hands shake slightly. Victoria covers them with her own, stilling the tremor.

      “The boxes don't have to stay closed with me,” she says, her voice soft, reassuring. “You can let them open. I'll help you sort through what's inside.”

      She reaches for me. Pulls me toward her. Her mouth finds mine, tender, tentative, waiting for me to respond. And I do.

      I kiss her back desperately. Need overwhelming technique. My hands find her face, her throat, pulling her closer. Needing her warmth. Her solidness. Her reality.

      Victoria responds. Her fingers work the buttons of my shirt with steady purpose. Each one opening. Each layer of defence falling away.

      “Let me,” she whispers against my mouth.

      I do. I let her undress me with care that makes my throat tight. Let her lay me back against cool sheets. Let her hands, her lips map my body.

      She wants to see me. The woman behind the names, behind the pain. The raw, the vulnerable, the broken.

      Her mouth moves down my throat. Slow. Deliberate. Each kiss a promise I'm terrified to believe. My body responds before my mind catches up: back arching, breath catching, hands reaching for something solid in a world that won't stop tilting.

      “Victoria—”

      “Shh.” Her lips find my nipple. Tongue circles. Teeth graze. The sensation shoots straight through me, lands somewhere behind my sternum where I've been storing thirty years of grief in airtight containers.

      A sound escapes. Not quite a moan. More primal.

      Her hands map my ribs. My stomach. Every scar and imperfection I've judged as tactical weakness. But under her touch they become something else. Evidence. Proof I survived when survival seemed impossible.

      She lifts her head. Meets my eyes. “You're safe.”

      The words hit like a bullet. Clean entry wound. Catastrophic internal damage.

      Because I'm not safe. I've never been safe. Safety is a luxury people like me don't get.

      But her hands are steady on my skin. Her weight real and warm above me. And for this moment, just this moment, I let myself believe the lie.

      I pull her up. Kiss her hard enough to bruise. Taste salt. Don't know if it's sweat or tears or both. My fingers find her shoulders. Dig in. Holding or drowning. I can't tell the difference anymore.

      She lets me grip her. Lets me need without making me ask.

      “I want to see you,” I manage.

      She nods. Sits back. I reach for her shirt with hands that won't stop shaking. Buttons slip through my fingers twice before I get them open. The fabric slides away. Her bra follows.

      She's flawless. Unmarked skin that's never known violence. The light aging around her eyes, the first silver threads through her hair: they don't diminish her beauty. They amplify it. Make her more remarkable. More real.

      The contrast between us tightens my chest.

      She chose this. Chose me. Not because she understands through shared trauma but because she looked at all my damage and decided it didn't matter.

      I trace the smooth plane of her stomach. The elegant line of her collarbone. A precious gift I'm not sure I deserve.

      She lies beside me. Skin against skin. Her hand cups my face: palm warm, fingers steady. “We don't have to⁠—”

      “I want to.” The words come out desperate. “I need you.”

      Because this isn't about sex. This is about being seen. Being known. Being touched by someone who understands that broken doesn't mean useless.

      I pull her over me. Guide her hips between my thighs. The ache that opens isn't just physical. It's deeper. Older. The kind of wound that never healed because I never stopped long enough to let it.

      Her mouth finds mine. Different now. Not claiming. Asking.

      I answer by opening my legs wider. By letting her settle there. By allowing myself to be vulnerable.

      Her hand slides between us. Fingers part me. Find wetness that has nothing to do with arousal and everything to do with finally, finally, letting someone in.

      “Is this⁠—”

      “Yes.” My voice breaks. “Please.”

      She touches me like I'm worthy. Like I matter beyond utility. Each stroke deliberate. Patient. Reaching depths I didn't know existed beneath the vulnerability I already allow with those closest to me.

      My hips move. Chasing sensation. Greedy for more even as my chest tightens with the weight of allowing this.

      Victoria watches my face. Reads every tell I can't hide. “You're so beautiful like this.”

      I want to argue. Want to list all the ways I'm damaged goods. But her finger slides inside me, slow, careful, waiting for permission and the words die.

      Another finger. Deeper. Her thumb finds my clit. Circles with maddening precision.

      The sounds I make are animal. Uncontrolled. I try to swallow them but she kisses them free. Tells me it's okay. Tells me she wants to hear what I've been silencing.

      She shifts. Her thigh presses where her hand was. Solid. Real. I wrap my legs around her. Pull her closer. Need her weight. Need proof this is happening.

      My hands find her back. Trace spine. Count vertebrae. Map the architecture that keeps her upright when everything else collapses.

      The orgasm builds. Not pleasure exactly. More like pressure. Like every sealed container finally rupturing at once.

      She feels me getting close. Slows. Holds me on the edge. “Let go.”

      Two words. Simple instruction.

      Impossible request.

      Because letting go means losing control. Means trusting someone else to hold the pieces. Means admitting I can't do this alone anymore.

      Her lips brush my ear. “I've got you.”

      The lie is kind enough that I believe it.

      I shatter.

      The orgasm rips through me but it brings everything else with it. Grief. Rage. Terror. Relief. Decades of carefully partitioned emotion flooding the system all at once.

      I'm sobbing. Can't stop. Can't breathe. Can't do anything except cling to Victoria while my body convulses around her fingers.

      She holds me. Doesn't try to fix it. Doesn't offer platitudes. Just breathes with me until the storm passes.

      When I can finally focus, she's stroking my hair. Whispering my name as though I'm someone worth saving.

      I need to reciprocate. Need to prove I'm not just taking. I roll her onto her back with more force than finesse. Kiss down her body. Find every place that makes her gasp.

      “No.” With a tender tug she pulls me down beside her to lie against her chest. “Tonight is about you. About letting someone take care of you for once.”

      I want to argue. Want to reciprocate. Want to maintain some semblance of balance.

      But her arms are around me. Her heartbeat steady beneath my ear.

      And right now, just for right now, I need to exist in the aftermath without compartmentalising it.

      I need to let the box stay open.

      No matter the pain.

      “Look at me,” she says.

      I do. Her face hovers above mine. Flushed. Beautiful. Utterly present.

      “You're safe,” she whispers. “With me, you're safe.”

      The words undo me.

      The tears come without permission.

      Silent at first. Then harder. My body shaking with sobs I've been holding back for days. Weeks. Years.

      Victoria doesn't try to stop them. Doesn't offer platitudes. Just holds me. Strokes my hair. Lets me break apart in her arms.

      When the storm finally passes, I'm exhausted. Hollowed out. But lighter somehow.

      “Tell me,” Victoria says softly. “Tell me everything.”

      So I do.
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      Suzette

      I take the brown manila file from the bedside and pass it to Victoria. She eyes me curiously, her gaze falling to the Cyrillic.

      “Will I be able to read this?” she asks.

      “The first page is MI6's summary translation of my file,” I tell her. “Courtesy of Phillipa.”

      She opens it as though it might explode.

      The first page contains basic identification information. Birth certificate. School records. Training assessments.

      I read aloud what she's seeing: “Aleksandra Volkonsky. Father: Colonel-General Volkonsky. Mother: Irina Dmitrievna Sokolova.”

      Victoria's fingers still in my hair. “Your mother's patronymic. Daughter of Dmitri.”

      “Yes. Common enough name. Common enough woman, according to my father.” I close my eyes. “But she tried. Within the constraints of her prison, she tried to protect me. To give me something beyond his training.”

      Her expression is confused and I realise how alien my reality must be to her. “I was born out of wedlock,” I begin, my voice still rough from tears. “My mother was the nanny for my father's legitimate children. Colonel-General Volkonsky's brood of five.”

      My eyes fall back again to the page following Victoria's gaze. To my mother's photo. “She was beautiful. Educated. Powerless.”

      Victoria pulls me to her side, her fingers reestablish their gentle movement through my hair with one hand, the other clutching the page between thumb and forefinger. Not interrupting. Just listening.

      “My father's wife hated me. Hated my mother even more. But in Russia, in that world, what could either of them do?” I shift slightly. Pull the bed sheet higher. “Misogyny there isn't just cultural. It's structural. Institutional. My mother couldn't just leave. She had no money. No family. No options. Leaving meant poverty. Starvation. Or worse.” I let out a huff of air. “Nobody leaves the Colonel-General.”

      “So she stayed.”

      “She had no choice. And I became my father's project from the moment I could walk.” The bitterness that coats my words tastes all too familiar, to the point of being comfortable. “An asset to be weaponised. Trained. Moulded into whatever tool he needed to further his own position in our great country.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “I don't know.” The admission tastes like failure. “I was sent away at sixteen. An unfortunate incident with a school teacher.”

      Victoria's eyebrows rise.

      “Not like that.” I shake my head. “I was wilful. My father decided I needed discipline—as though his iron fist wasn't enough. So he sent me to Vympel. Special operations training facility. Where they break you into pieces and reassemble them into something Moscow can use.”

      I close my eyes. See my mother's face. The way she tried not to cry.

      “I only saw her once after that. One visit. Three years later.” My throat tightens. “But I sent her money. Every month. Everything I could. Even found her a place to live. Somewhere she could run to. Be free of him.”

      “Did she go?”

      “I don't know. I thought that meant she was alive. Safe.” I open my eyes. Meet Victoria's gaze. “But⁠—”

      Victoria's hand finds mine. Squeezes.

      “SUZETTE!”

      The shout comes from downstairs. Alex's voice. Panicked. Urgent.

      Footsteps hammer up the stairs. Fast. Too fast.

      “SUZETTE!” Alex’s shouts again, her voice moving down the corridor.

      The bedroom door bursts open.

      Alex stands there, eyes wild, laptop clutched to her chest. Words tumble out at machine-gun speed: “We found her—Jo tracked the vehicle—warehouse at the docks in Purfleet.”

      She stops. Her brain catches up to her eyes.

      We're both naked. In bed. The file spread between us.

      “Oh. Oh fuck. I'm so—” Her face goes scarlet. “Sorry. Jesus. I'm sorry. But we found Zara. If we don't go now, they might move her. We could lose her again.”

      She backs out. Slams the door.

      Victoria and I stare at each other for half a second.

      Then we're moving. Throwing on clothes. Jeans. Shirts. Boots. Crisis mode.

      I grab the file. Shove it in the nightstand drawer.

      Victoria's already at the door. Hand on the handle. Then she stops. Turns.

      “None of that tells me how you went from Aleksandra Volkonsky to Suzette Conner-Wakeman.”

      I meet her eyes. “I will tell you everything. I promise.” I move to her. Cup her face. “There are many things for which I hold shame. Many versions of myself I've been. Many boxes I've kept sealed.”

      I kiss her. Hard. Fast. Everything I can't say yet.

      “But they're all opening now,” I whisper against her mouth. “Every compartment. Every separated piece of who I've been.”

      I pull back. See the trust in her eyes. The belief that whatever I reveal, will make our family stronger.

      She doesn't know that when those compartments merge—every version, every betrayal, every kill—the sum might be infinitely more lethal than the separated pieces ever were.
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      Victoria

      The footage is crystal clear. Two figures drag a third between them. Head lolling. Feet scraping on concrete.

      Zara.

      “Timestamp 9:47 this morning,” Jo says. “We've tracked the vehicle to Purfleet docks. Building 7C. They're still there.”

      My stomach drops. Eleven hours. She's been in that building for eleven hours while we've been...

      The door opens behind us. Amber and Abby step out. Both flushed. Both rumpled. I don't have time to care.

      “We've found her,” I say.

      Amber crosses the room in four strides. Abby follows. Whatever happened between them downstairs evaporates as Amber leans over Jo's shoulder, eyes locked on the screen.

      “Run it again.”

      Jo rewinds. The figures move backward, deposit Zara into the van, walk away in reverse. Then forward again. Dragging her out. Carrying her inside.

      “They know exactly what they are doing,” Amber says. “Weight distribution suggests sedation.”

      She's reading their bodies like text. Extracting information I wouldn't think to look for.

      Suzette stands beside me. I glance at her. The woman I held twenty minutes ago is gone. Jaw tight. Spine straight. A gear has shifted behind her eyes, one I've never seen.

      “Show me the building,” she says.

      Alex pulls up satellite imagery. Industrial structure. Forty metres by sixty. Gutted top floor. Loading dock gaping like a wound.

      “Shell company ownership,” Alex adds. “Three layers deep of bureaucratic hiding but we cracked it. Registered to Katerina Reznikov.”

      The same name we were told about earlier. The woman Sam has had under surveillance. Dmitri Reznikov's daughter. This isn't files and speculation anymore. This is a physical link. A building.

      “Access points?” Amber asks. Out of the corner of my eye I see Suzette register my confusion.

      “Amber leads tactical,” she says quietly. An explanation and a transfer of command in three words.

      “Three entrances.” Alex highlights them. “Main loading dock, side door, roof ladder.”

      “You've got their camera feed?”

      “We're in the network. Multiple buildings. All derelict.”

      Amber studies the screen. Her eyes narrow. “That's expensive security for property worth nothing.”

      Her observation is unsettling. The picture doesn't add up.

      “Latest software,” Alex agrees. “Military-grade night vision. Took me hours to crack.” She switches to another view from the same camera. “If you thought that was good, check this out.” Orange shapes against blue. Thermal imaging. “Four contacts. Three clustered on main floor. One walking perimeter.”

      Four people. One of them is Zara. Unless she isn't.

      I push the thought down.

      “Sam and Ashley,” Suzette says. “We call them in for this.”

      Amber's already dialling. “Strike before dawn. Four-thirty. Human response time is slowest.”

      She speaks into the phone. Coordinates. Tactical gear. Staging point. A language still alien to me. One straight out of Hollywood movies. Violence made ordinary.

      I listen and understand this is routine for them. I'm not sure it will be for me.

      “They'll meet us at the perimeter,” Amber says. She disconnects. Looks at Suzette. “Who else?”

      “Princess. Roz.” Suzette's gaze sweeps the room. Lands on Abby. “Everyone who's trained.”

      The correction is gentle. It still lands.

      “You two stay here,” Suzette says to us, my wife and me.

      “No.” The word comes out harder than I intend. “You said I'm operational oversight. I need to understand what happens when theory becomes real.”

      “From safe distance,” Amber cuts in. “Mobile command. Van with comms three blocks out. You monitor. Abby protects you.”

      “Protects me,” I repeat.

      “Keeps you alive,” Amber says. “If this goes wrong.” Her gaze shifts to Abby. “She can do it.”

      Abby opens her mouth. I know she wants to help. To be part of the solution but I can't let her. My hand finds her arm. “Protecting me is what you're training for,” I tell her. “It matters more than you know.”

      She wants to argue. I see it. But she nods.

      “Rules of engagement,” I say.

      Everyone turns.

      My heart hammers. But this is the job I agreed to do.

      “Minimum necessary force. We retrieve Zara and anyone else in that building. We do not execute anyone. Are we agreed?” I look at Amber. Then Suzette. “We are not judge and jury.”

      “Unless they engage first,” Amber says.

      “Then you call it in. I authorise it.” I hold her gaze. “Clear?”

      She doesn't answer, just stares. Silence. I've just told trained killers to hesitate. I see the resistance in Amber's eyes. The professional disagreement she's choosing not to voice.

      Suzette puts her hand on my arm. “Victoria, when a gun is raised towards you, when a knife has your name on the blade—waiting for your authorisation would mean certain death. We are trained for this. Trained to only take a life when all other options have been eliminated. You have to trust us to make the right decision, to save ourselves, or others in the heat of the moment.”

      Heat rises in my face. She's right. My civilian sensibilities, my moral high ground and naivety have no place here. I have never had someone put a gun to my head, to have my very existence in jeopardy.

      “You're right.” I meet Amber's eyes, a silent apology. She grunts in acceptance.

      “Gear up,” Amber says. “We leave in ninety minutes.”

      Over the next hour, I watch a woman I thought I knew become someone I've never met.

      Not fracture. Transform.

      Suzette moves through the house with a focus that steals my breath. Every gesture is economical. Every decision immediate. The woman who wept in my arms must still be in there. Has to be. But she's put herself away. Locked everything down. Become function devoid of emotion.

      I've run Phoenix Project for years. I've sat with women who survived horrors I can't imagine.

      I've never seen anything like this. She doesn't suppress the emotion. She channels it. Lets it fuel her instead of consume her.

      I follow her to her study. Watch from the doorway.

      She picks up her Glock. Checks magazine. Chamber. Safety. Hands that held my face now handling a weapon like an extension of her body.

      Black tactical gear transforms her silhouette. Holster on thigh. Knife at ankle. She looks every inch a killer.

      The thought terrifies me. But a different response coils beneath the fear. I watch her move with a grace that borders on beautiful. A woman in complete command of herself. Using everything she's been made into, every brutal lesson, every scar, to save someone she's never met.

      Because I asked her to.

      Amber appears beside her. Same gear. Same weapons. Same shift that says they've left behind whoever they are to us.

      “This could go wrong,” I say.

      “It could.” Suzette adjusts her vest.

      “You're walking into incomplete intelligence. Unknown hostiles. You don't know if this is rescue or trap.” I say, my fears finding their voice.

      “I know.”

      Two words. No reassurance.

      She knows. But she is going anyway.

      I cross the room. Stand in front of them. Both armed. Both about to walk into darkness I can't follow.

      “Promise me you'll bring everyone back.”

      “I can't promise that.” Amber's voice is quiet. “But I would rather die than lose anyone.”

      “That's hardly comforting,” I say watching her slide her sidearm into its holster.

      “No.” Suzette looks up. Our eyes meet. “It's not. But it's true.”

      I hold her gaze. Search for the woman who fell apart in my arms. She's in there. Buried deep.

      I want to kiss her, to bring some of that vulnerability to the fore. But I can't. She is who she needs to be.

      “Go bring Zara to safety,” I say.

      She nods. They turn, and I watch them walk out. Awe tinging the thick core of fear that has settled in me.

      At the door, Suzette stops. Her hand finds the frame. She doesn't look back, but her posture shifts. A stillness that suggests she's somewhere else entirely.

      “Suzette?” I ask.

      She doesn't answer. Just stands there, fingers pressing into wood, breathing slow and deliberate, like she's steadying herself for a reckoning that has nothing to do with tonight.

      Then she's gone. Following Amber into darkness.

      And I'm left wondering which ghosts she's carrying with her.
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      Aleksandra, Istanbul, Turkey, January 2014

      The next afternoon I met Adam Wakeman at a café in Beyoğlu. I'd passed the Pera Palace Hotel on the way. Police tape was strung across the entrance, news vans clustered outside like carrion. The scandal was everywhere. Turkish media loved nothing more than a foreigner's sordid death.

      Wakeman had chosen a café two streets over. Close enough he couldn't miss the implication. Far enough for his own plausible deniability.

      “Mrs. Abramov.” He stood when I approached. Pulled out my chair. Impeccable manners masking self-preservation. His voice carried less self-assurance than I remembered. “Thank you for agreeing to meet.”

      “Of course.” I settled into the chair, arranged my coat. “Though I almost didn't make it. Terrible commotion near the Pera Palace. Police everywhere. Some sort of incident.” I let concern colour my voice. “Nothing tragic I hope.”

      His jaw tightened. He knew. Knew I'd walked past the scene deliberately. Knew the innocence was feigned.

      But he couldn't prove anything.

      “Ryan Conner is dead,” he said quietly.

      I let appropriate shock register. Hand to throat. Eyes widening. “The American? Oh my! What happened?”

      A small twitch at the side of his eye quivered. “I believe the details are still being investigated although on the face of it, it would appear to be a tragic accident.”

      “How awful.” I shook my head. “He seemed so full of life. So confident.”

      “Yes. Confident.” His eyes met mine. Searching.

      “So young,” I said, then ordered tea from a passing waiter. I asked Wakeman if he would like anything but he declined. “Statistically, for men deciding to take your own life is they say the largest cause of death in men.”

      I glanced up and watched his brow lower.

      “That is what happened?” My eyes widened, waiting for him to enlighten me. But he stared at me, silent. “I'm assuming that's the case… If no one else was involved?”

      He tucked his forefinger into his collar and tugged to loosen the restriction. The way the subconscious worked was fascinating.

      “Turkish police are very thorough with these cases. Forensics. Interviews. Background checks.” I let sympathy soften my expression. “And I'm sure his employer will want to understand what happened. For his family's sake.”

      “Of course.” Wakeman's coffee cup trembled slightly in his hand.

      “It's reassuring, really. That they take such care. Leave no stone unturned.” I offered a gentle smile. “I know I'd want that if it were my relative. To know the truth, no matter how difficult.”

      Wakeman studied me, searching for the blade hidden in my concern.

      I maintained the smile, built on human understanding, or at least what passed for it.

      “Yes. I'm sure they do.” He lifted his coffee, studied what was left of the grainy sludge and seemed held in thought as though either it, or perhaps I, was a conundrum he was struggling to solve. “Though between us, Ryan could be careless. Too confident. Too convinced of his own invincibility.” Wakeman's voice carried something akin to regret. Perhaps. “Still, it makes one think about vulnerability. About how quickly situations can turn dangerous.”

      “I imagine your work involves considerable danger.”

      “It does.” He leaned forward slightly. “That's why I wanted to meet. To discuss the offer I made before. The protection MI6 can provide.”

      Did he really not understand the game we were playing? “Protection from what?”

      “From people who'd use your vulnerabilities against you. From circumstances beyond your control.” His voice dropped. “From Moscow, if it comes to that.”

      “Why would my country want to harm me?” I let disbelief colour my tone. “Mr. Wakeman, I am married to one of the wealthiest people alive. Russia cannot touch Lev Abramov or me, as long as I am married to him.”

      He leaned back in his chair. The pose may have been relaxed but the flex of his jaw, the tapping of his foot suggested otherwise. He'd been forced to make his move.

      I waited.

      His chin rose. He met my gaze, unblinking. “Would Russia, or your husband, still afford you that protection if they knew about Irina?”

      Bold.

      Either he thought I was a naive housewife he could leverage, or he knew exactly what I was and he was sitting here anyway. Two streets from where Conner died. Making the same pitch. He was either spectacularly arrogant or he was testing me.

      “You're suggesting I betray my country.”

      “I'm suggesting you protect yourself and the people you care about. There's a difference.”

      His posture shifted. A drop in his shoulders. Relief. Satisfaction. He thought he was winning.

      “I need time,” I told him, allowing a tremor of uncertainty to gild my voice. “Assurances. Guarantees that if I provide information, certain people remain untouched. Be left alone.”

      “That can be arranged.” Relief flickered across his face. “But time is unfortunately limited. The situation in Ukraine is escalating. London wants intelligence on Russian positioning. Oligarch networks. Your husband's connections. His potential new mining interests in the affected region.” He paused. “They want it soon.”

      “How soon?”

      “End of the week. Friday. Can you provide something by then? Even small intelligence. Proof of cooperation.”

      Friday. Three days. A timeline designed to pressure quick decision. To prevent thorough consideration. Classic recruitment acceleration.

      “I'll try,” I said.

      “That's all I ask.” He pulled out a phone. Not his regular mobile. A burner. “This is for you. Encrypted. Pre-programmed with a single contact. Mine. When you're ready, you call. We arrange handoff. Simple. Clean. Safe.”

      He slid it across the table.

      I took it. Pocketed it. “And if I can't deliver by Friday?”

      “Then we reassess. But Aleksandra—” He said, and I didn't miss the intimacy he attempted to generate by using my first name. “—I hope you do. For your sake. For Irina's sake. The alternative is significantly less pleasant for everyone involved.”

      There it was. The threat wrapped in concern. The step too far.

      “I understand,” I said, but I needed one more thing. “But how do I know you will keep your word? How do I know Irina will be safe?”

      “Because the only people who knew about Irina is Conner and I. As long as you deliver for me nobody else needs ever know.” He finished his coffee in one large mouthful and grimaced. “I should go. Meetings this afternoon. But I'm glad we talked. Glad you're being sensible about this.”

      He stood. Extended his hand. I shook it.

      “Until Friday then,” he said.

      “Friday.”

      He walked out certain he'd won.

      I waited fifteen minutes. Paid for both teas. Left.

      Found Yelena three blocks away in a used bookshop. She was browsing poetry. Akhmatova. Tsvetaeva. The Russians who wrote about love and loss and the price of survival.

      “He took the bait?” she asked without looking up.

      “Yes. Thinks I'm cooperating. Gave me a burner phone. Expects intelligence by Friday.”

      “And his patterns?”

      “Runs every morning. Same route. His home to Galata Tower to Karaköy pier and back. Six am. Exactly. Sets his watch by it.”

      Yelena turned a page. “Those steep streets near Galata. Crumbling stonework. Loose cobbles. Tragic how one misstep early in the morning can send someone tumbling down a hundred stairs.”

      “Can you make that happen?”

      “For you? Of course.”

      “That simple?”

      “Death is always simple. It's the living that's complicated.” She closed the book. Returned it to the shelf. “Are you certain about this? He's not Conner. He has family. Children.”

      “He threatened someone I care about.” I met her eyes.

      She held my gaze.

      “This I understand.”

      We left the bookshop separately. Her first. Me five minutes later.
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      Aleksandra

      Lev's voice carried from the bathroom, off-key but enthusiastic. Tom Petty. “Free Fallin'.” He always sang in the shower. Always American classics. Always terrible.

      “And I'm freeee, free fallin'—”

      My phone vibrated against the nightstand. Unknown number.

      I answered quietly.

      “It's done.” Yelena's voice. Deadly calm. No elaboration needed. “You're safe. You're both safe.”

      The line went dead.

      In the bathroom, Lev reached the chorus again. Belting it out with the confidence of someone who'd never been told he couldn't carry a tune.

      “She's a good girl, loves her mama⁠—”

      I set the phone down. Stared at the ceiling. Listened to my husband massacre Tom Petty while somewhere in Istanbul, Adam Wakeman's body lay at the bottom of stone steps near Galata Tower.

      An early morning run. Steep streets. Crumbling Ottoman stonework. One misstep in the darkness before dawn.

      Tragic.

      The water shut off. Lev emerged wrapped in a towel, hair wet, face flushed from steam and exertion.

      “Good shower?” I asked.

      “Excellent water pressure. Turkish hotels know what they're doing.” He moved to the closet, started pulling out clothes. “I have meetings until six. Boring contract negotiations. You should explore the city. See the sights.”

      “I might do that.”

      He stopped. Looked at me with sudden concern. “Are you alright? You seem... quiet.”

      “Just tired. Didn't sleep well.”

      “The bed?” He frowned. “I can ask them to⁠—”

      “No. The bed's fine. Just restless.”

      He nodded. Accepted it. Returned to dressing. “Well, get some rest. Or go shopping. Whatever you want. We're celebrating tonight. The Turkish bastards finally agreed to my terms.”

      “Congratulations.”

      He beamed. Kissed my forehead. Smelled of expensive cologne and hotel soap and complete oblivion.

      “Back by six,” he said again. Then he was gone.

      I lay in bed listening to the door close. His footsteps faded down the corridor.

      Somewhere in the city, police were cordoning off a scene. Photographing the body. Taking statements from the shopkeeper who found him. Everyone in Istanbul is a shopkeeper. The British Consulate was being notified. Forms were being filled out.

      Cultural attaché. Forty-two years old. Keen runner. Tragic accident.

      No one would question it. No one would connect it to Ryan Conner's death three days ago. Two foreign nationals. Two different causes. Two separate investigations.

      Just Istanbul being Istanbul. A city where East meets West and sometimes people die in unremarkable ways.

      I reached for my phone. The burner Wakeman gave me sat in my purse. Pre-programmed with his number. Encrypted. Useless now.

      I should destroy it. But not yet. Not until enough time passed that its disappearance wouldn't be noted.

      For now, I dressed. Ordered room service. Tea and bread and cheese with a small bottle of kefir on the side. The waiter laid it all out neatly and I sat by the window watching the Bosphorus while Lev's celebration dinner approached and Adam Wakeman grew cold on a morgue table.

      The numbers spoke for themselves. Two men tried to control me. Two men were dead.

      And no one would ever connect me to either death.
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      Suzette, Present Day

      The air breathes rot through my open window. Salt, diesel, decay—the Thames at its most useful. Water that keeps secrets.

      “Two hundred metres,” Amber's voice in my ear. Static-clean. “All teams report.”

      “Alpha in position.” Sam. North approach.

      “Bravo holding.” Ashley. East perimeter.

      “Ready when you are.” Princess. Waiting at entry point.

      “Standing by.” Roz says, positioned to the west.

      I check my Glock. Magazine seated. Round chambered. Safety off. The weight feels right. Familiar. The weight of what I've always been, no matter what names I wear.

      “Command receiving,” Victoria says through comms. “Jo's got thermal imaging live. Five signatures. Four ground floor, one elevated.”

      “Confirming five heat sources,” Jo adds. “We've a new body but nobody has entered the premises which means we have a blind spot. Alex is monitoring all frequencies. We'll catch any chatter.”

      “Jo, where's the fifth?” I ask.

      Silence. Then: “Ground floor. Unable to determine whether we have another hostile or victim. Could be⁠—”

      “Could be anything,” Amber finishes. I can hear her jaw tighten.

      Unknown variables kill.

      Amber glances at me, her face shadowed. “Ready?”

      “Yes.”

      The word is a lie I have to believe. I haven't been ready since I read my father's name in those files. Since Victoria asked who's pushing my buttons and I couldn't answer.

      But lie or truth is irrelevant. Zara is in that building. That's all that matters.

      A gust of cold air bites through my tactical gear. Ahead, Building 7C hulks against pre-dawn grey—corrugated metal, broken windows, loading dock roller doors hanging slack on rusted tracks.

      “Moving to entry point,” I say.

      We cross open ground. Amber takes point because this is her territory. I follow three metres back. Professional distance. The distance that keeps two operators from dying to the same bullet.

      Gravel crunches beneath my boots. Too loud. Every sound amplified by adrenaline.

      “Contact.” Sam's voice. Flat. “Single hostile. North approach. Neutralised.”

      Not first blood. We're using tranquilisers. Our concession to Victoria. Backup weapons carry real bullets, but by the time you switch, you're already behind.

      My pulse doesn't change. This is the job.

      “Copy,” Amber responds. “Continuing primary approach.”

      Loading dock's useless—those doors haven't closed in a decade. We take the side entrance. Steel door, new deadbolt. Princess picks it in nineteen seconds. Fresh hardware on a rotting frame. Someone wants access.

      Why maintain a door you're not using?

      Inside, darkness swallows us. Chemical smell hits first: chloroform, antiseptic, the smell of fear. Then the silence. Five people inside and I hear nothing.

      “Too quiet,” Amber murmurs.

      She feels it too. The wrongness threading through this operation like rot through fruit.

      We move deeper. High ceilings. Support columns. Stacked pallets creating blind corners, ambush points, killing fields. Every tactical instinct I possess screams warning.

      But no ambush comes.

      “Ground floor clear so far,” Ashley reports. “No resistance.”

      No resistance. Five signatures and one neutralised hostile.

      The picture is wrong. All of it.

      “Thermal's showing movement,” Jo cuts through comms. “Four signatures clustering. Southeast quadrant. Could be defensive position. Could be⁠—”

      Gunfire.

      The sound rips through the warehouse. Not single shots—automatic. Multiple weapons. The clustered signatures weren't defensive position.

      They were waiting.

      “Contact!” Sam's voice loses its calm. “Heavy contact! Multiple hostiles⁠—”

      More gunfire. Closer. Muzzle flash strobes through the darkness ahead, illuminating figures moving between pallets.

      “Down!” Amber shoves me behind a support column. Concrete chips explode where my head was.

      I return fire. Two shots. Controlled. The figure drops.

      “Alpha taking fire!” Ashley's voice now. Tight. Urgent. “Sam's hit⁠—”

      My stomach clenches.

      “How bad?” Amber demands.

      “It's a graze.” Sam cuts in. Irritated rather than pained. “I'm mobile. But we're pinned⁠—”

      “Bravo, can you provide covering fire?” I'm moving before I finish the question. Circling left. Flanking position.

      “Negative.” Ashley again. “Two hostiles blocking our egress. We need support.”

      “En route,” Amber says. “Suzette⁠—”

      “I'll find Zara. Go.”

      She doesn't argue. Just moves, silent, lethal. Disappearing toward the north approach while I continue southeast.

      Toward whatever's waiting.

      I move through shadow. Body low. Weapon up. Every doorway a potential threat. Every corner a place to die.

      The chemical smell intensifies. Chloroform and metal. Blood.

      Another figure appears. Male. Raising a weapon.

      I fire first. Centre mass. He drops.

      Keep moving.

      “Suzette, thermal's going crazy,” Jo's voice carries urgency I've never heard from her. “The signatures are—they're not matching what we're seeing. The signal's blocked⁠—”

      “Blocked by what?”

      “I don't know. Metal maybe. Lead. You're flying blind.”

      Flying blind.

      I reach a door. Steel. Heavy. Designed to contain.

      Or conceal.

      I try the handle. Locked.

      From inside: a sound. Faint. Could be machinery. Could be breathing.

      Could be Zara.

      I step back. Aim at the lock mechanism. Fire twice. The door swings inward.

      It's a renovated shipping container. Internal walls lined with coated lead sheeting. That's why thermal couldn't see through.

      And on the floor⁠—

      Zara.

      Curled on concrete. Hands bound. Face swollen. Blood dried on her temple, her lip, her chin. One eye won't open. The other finds me and fills with tears that cut tracks through the dirt on her cheeks.

      “Help me,” she breathes.

      I move to her. Kneel. My knife cuts the zip ties on her wrists. She collapses against me—weight nothing, bones sharp through her clothes. Trembling so hard I feel it in my own chest.

      “I've got you,” I tell her. “You're safe now.”

      The words come automatically. Strategic reassurance. But holding her, aware of how small she is, how broken, a crack opens in my compartmentalisation.

      This woman came to us for help. We were supposed to protect her.

      “Can you walk?” I ask.

      She tries to stand. Her legs buckle. I catch her, take her weight against my side.

      “Command, I have the package,” I say into comms. “She's injured but mobile with support. Heading to extraction point.”

      “Copy,” Victoria responds. “Amber reports Alpha and Bravo are clear. Three hostiles down. Sam's wound is superficial. Teams converging on your position.”

      Three hostiles down. One when we entered. Five total. One victim.

      Thermal showed five signatures before we entered.

      “Jo, how many signatures remaining?”

      Silence. Then: “Seven total. I'm unable to confirm friendly or hostile. One is standing out. To the south of your extraction point. You won't make it without going past them.”

      Seven total. We've neutralised three. Minus our team that leaves one.

      “Move,” I tell Zara. “Now.”

      We exit the container room. Back into the warehouse's main space. Emergency lighting casts everything in red—warning colour, blood colour. Ahead I see figures. Familiar silhouettes.

      Amber. Ash. Roz. Sam with a field dressing on her upper arm, already bloodied through. Princess covering the entrance. Roz moves to take Zara's weight from me.

      Together we exit the building. Defensive extraction formation. Zara and I circled by the team on every flank.

      We're almost at the perimeter. Safety. Twenty metres. Fifteen.

      A shot cracks from behind us.

      Pain detonates through my shoulder. The impact spins me. My legs tangle. Concrete rushes up and I'm down, cheek against cold ground, weapon skittering from my grip.

      “Suzette!” Amber's voice. Far away. Underwater.

      Return fire erupts around me. The team engaging the elevated signature. Muzzle flash strobing from the second-floor window.

      I try to push myself up. My left arm won't take weight. Collapses under me. Warm wetness spreading across my chest, down my side. Too much. Too fast.

      “She's hit!” Roz. Dropping beside me. Hands finding the wound. Pressing. The pressure sends white lightning through my vision.

      In the strobe of gunfire I see her. The shooter. Second-floor window. Dark hair. Female. Face caught for half a second before she pulls back into shadow.

      “We need to move.” Amber's over me now. Hauling me up. My legs feel disconnected from my body. “Roz, can she⁠—”

      “Through and through. Shoulder. Missed the artery but she's losing blood fast.” Roz's voice is clipped. Professional. The voice of someone assessing whether I'll make it. “We need to get her to the van. Now.”

      They half-carry me. My boots drag. The world tilts and sways.

      “Stay with me.” Amber's mouth is at my ear. “Suzette. Stay with me.”

      I try to speak. Nothing comes. Just copper taste flooding my mouth.

      We reach the van. Hands pulling me in. Victoria's face appears above me—oddly pale. Her mouth moving, but I can't hear the words over the roaring in my ears.

      Roz is cutting away my tactical vest. The blade cold against my skin. Then pressure again. Agony blooming fresh.

      “Drive!” Someone shouts. Amber. “Now!”

      The Sprinter lurches. Acceleration pressing me into whoever's holding me. Victoria. Her hands on my face. Her eyes locked on mine like she can keep me conscious through sheer will.

      “How bad?” Victoria's voice cracks. “Roz, how bad?”

      “I need to stop the bleeding. Hold this. Press hard. Don't let up.”

      Victoria's hands replace Roz's on my shoulder. The pressure makes me cry out—or try to. Just a wet gasp.

      “You're not dying.” Victoria's face hovers above mine. Tears cutting tracks down her cheeks. “You hear me? You're not allowed to die. Not after—not after everything you just⁠—”

      Her voice fractures. Falls apart.

      I want to tell her I'm fine. Want to tell her this is nothing. I've survived worse. But the grey is closing in. Narrowing my vision to a pinprick.

      “Suzette!” Amber shouts, her words bringing me back. “Talk to me!”

      “Still here.” The words come out slurred. Wrong. “The shooter. Female. Dark hair. I saw her⁠—”

      “We'll find her. Just stay conscious. That's an order.”

      An order. I'd have laughed… If I could have.

      The van takes a corner hard. Pain spikes fresh. Victoria's hands slip, re-establish pressure. Her face swims above me.

      “Roz, she's—” Victoria's voice pitches higher. “She's fading. She's⁠—”

      “Keep pressure on the wound. Talk to her. Keep her here.”

      “Suzette.” Victoria's forehead presses against mine. Skin to skin. “Stay with me. Please. I can't⁠—”

      The grey swallows her voice.

      Then—

      My phone.

      The sound cuts through the static in my head. Distant. Tinny. But there.

      Ringing.

      Victoria pulls back. Looks down at my vest where Roz cut it away. The phone in my pocket, screen glowing.

      Her face changes. Hardens.

      “It's Phillipa,” she says.

      The name lands like a second bullet.

      And then the dark takes me.
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      Victoria

      Blood pools beneath Suzette faster than Roz can contain it.

      The Sprinter lurches through a turn and I brace against the wall, one hand pressing gauze to the wound, the other gripping the cold metal of the vehicle. Suzette's face is the colour of melted candle wax. Her eyes are closed. Her chest rises in shallow, uneven hitches.

      “Pressure,” Roz orders. “Don't let up.”

      I press harder. The gauze soaks through. Warm. Viscous. The smell fills the confined space: blood and panic.

      “She's losing too much,” I say, hearing the tremor in my voice. Not helpful.

      “I know.” Roz works with brutal speed, cutting away tactical fabric, exposing the wound. Entry point below the left clavicle. “Exit wound in the back which is why she's losing so much blood.” It's a through and through she tells me. “Missed the subclavian artery or she'd already be dead. But she's got tissue damage and probable pneumothorax.”

      I don't know what that means. I know it's bad.

      Amber drives. I can't see her face from here but through the small aperture into the cab I can see her hands on the wheel, knuckles bloodless, tendons standing out like cables. She takes another corner too fast. The tyres scream.

      “Where are we going?” I ask.

      “Safe house. Twelve minutes.” Amber's voice is flat. Controlled. She's holding herself together through sheer force of will. “Roz has surgical capability there.”

      “She needs a hospital⁠—”

      Roz cuts me off. “She needs to not be in a system.” I stare as she pulls out an IV kit. Finds a vein on the first try despite the movement, despite the blood, despite everything. “Hospital means questions. Police. Records. We handle this ourselves or we don't handle it at all.”

      I can only stare. This is their world. Bullet wounds treated in back rooms. No official records. No paper trail. The shadow life Suzette has been living for decades.

      A phone rings.

      Not the team comms. A mobile. The sound cuts through the engine noise, the ragged breathing, the controlled chaos of emergency medicine.

      Suzette's phone. Still in her tactical vest where Roz cut it away.

      The screen glows in the dim interior of the van.

      PHILLIPA.

      My stomach drops. “It's Phillipa,” I say loud enough for everyone to hear.

      “Don't answer that.” Amber's eyes find mine in the rearview mirror. “Victoria. Do not answer that phone.”

      The ringing continues. Insistent. Demanding.

      I stare at the screen. Phillipa Farrier. MI6. The woman who brought us this case. Who provided the files that are tearing Suzette apart. The same woman who arrived ready to accuse Abby. Who has had her fingers in every aspect of this operation from the beginning.

      The woman Suzette and I both suspect of orchestrating this entire disaster.

      “She'll know something's wrong if we don't answer,” I say.

      “She'll know something's wrong if we do.” Amber takes another turn. “Your voice. My voice. Either one tells her Suzette's compromised.”

      The phone stops ringing.

      Silence rushes in. Heavier than the noise.

      “She'll call back,” I say.

      “Let her.” Amber's tone is resolute.

      Roz adjusts the IV drip. Checks Suzette's pulse. Her jaw tightens—the only indication that what she's finding concerns her.

      “Roz, what's her vitals?” Amber says without turning around.

      “Pulse is thready. BP dropping. She needs blood and I can't give it to her in a moving vehicle.” Roz meets my eyes. “Keep that pressure on. Don't think about anything else. Just pressure.”

      I press harder. Feel the wound give beneath my hands. Suzette makes a sound—not quite a moan, more like air escaping—and her eyes flutter.

      “Suzette.” I lean closer. “Stay with us. We're almost there.”

      Her lips move. No sound.

      “What? I can't⁠—”

      Her hand finds my wrist. Grip weak but intentional. She's trying to tell me something.

      I lower my ear to her mouth.

      “The shooter.” Barely a whisper. “I saw her face.”

      “Who? Suzette, who was it?”

      Her eyes close again. Her hand falls away.

      “Suzette!”

      “She's out.” Roz checks her pupils with a penlight. “Shock and blood loss. But she's still fighting.”

      The phone rings again.

      PHILLIPA.

      I reach for it before Amber can object.

      “Victoria, don't⁠—”

      I answer.

      “Suzette?” Phillipa's voice. Clipped. Professional. “I need to speak with you immediately. We have a situation.”

      I don't respond. Let the silence stretch.

      “Suzette? Are you there?”

      “It's Victoria.”

      A pause. Recalibration happening on the other end. “Victoria. Where is Suzette? Put her on the line.”

      “She's unavailable.”

      “Unavailable?” The word comes back with inflection. “Why are you answering her phone?”

      “She's occupied.” I keep my voice level. Channel every board meeting, every difficult conversation, every moment I've had to project calm while falling apart inside. “What do you need?”

      “I need to speak with Suzette. Now. It's urgent.”

      “Then speak with me.”

      Another pause. I can almost hear her recalibrating. What do I know. What am I not saying. Whether she thinks I'm a threat or merely an inconvenience.

      “Immigration recovered intelligence from a warehouse,” Phillipa says finally. “An unconnected raid seven days ago but nobody bothered to put the pieces together. Documents connecting Walton-Ealmes to three additional trial sites. This is bigger than we thought. I need the team mobilised within the hour.”

      “That won't be possible.”

      “Why not?”

      Because we're already ahead of you. Because Suzette has been shot. Because Zara is traumatised. Because someone on your side of this equation is potentially trying to destroy us.

      “Operational constraints,” I say. “We'll contact you when we're able to proceed.”

      “Victoria.” Her tone sharpens. “I don't know what's happening over there, but I need assets in the field. Lives are at stake. Every hour we delay⁠—”

      “I understand urgency.” I cut her off. “I also understand operational security. We'll be in touch.”

      I disconnect before she can respond. A move which I'm sure doesn't happen to her often, if at all.

      The van goes quiet again. Just the engine. The IV drip. Suzette's laboured breathing.

      “Now, she'll come looking,” Amber says.

      “I know.”

      “And when she finds out what happened⁠—”

      “She'll either help or she'll reveal herself.” I set the phone down. Return my hands to the wound. The bleeding has slowed but not stopped. “Either way, we'll know.”

      Amber meets my eyes in the mirror. Holds them. Then nods. Not quite respect, too early for that. But recognition. Acknowledgment that I've stopped being a passenger.

      “Four minutes,” she says.

      The longest four minutes of my life.
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      The safe house is a converted barn in rural Essex. Stone walls. Steel doors. No windows on the ground floor. From the road in the morning's grey light it looks abandoned, revealing nothing until you are inside.

      Amber and I carry Suzette up the stairs while Roz races ahead to prep. She's heavier than she looks—dense muscle, tactical gear, dead weight of unconsciousness. Her head lolls against my shoulder. Her blood soaks through my shirt, warm and then cold as it spreads.

      Medical equipment fills one corner of the hayloft. A surgical table. Monitors. Cabinets stocked with supplies that would be hard to explain if anyone stumbled across the setup. Given its location, the chances are slim. This is where the family handles what hospitals can't know about.

      “On the table. Careful.”

      We transfer her. Roz is already cutting away the rest of her clothing, exposing the full extent of the damage. The wound looks worse under proper lighting. Ragged entry. Worse exit. The flesh around it has gone dark with bruising.

      “I need to operate,” Roz says. “Now. You two need to leave.”

      “I'm not⁠—”

      “Victoria.” Roz looks up. Her face carries none of the warmth I've seen before. Just clinical focus. “I need sterile conditions and zero distractions. You want to help her? Go downstairs. Coordinate the team. Let me work.”

      Amber's hand finds my arm. “She's right. Come on.”

      I don't want to go. Every instinct screams to stay. To watch. To will her through this with the force of my attention.

      But Roz has already turned away. Already working in silent tandem with Sam. Dismissing us as irrelevant to the task at hand.

      Amber pulls me toward the stairs.

      I go.

      The ground floor is sparse. Table. Chairs. Emergency supplies. A single laptop connected to the house's secure network. Cold seeps through the stone walls despite the portable heaters running in every corner.

      Amber stands at the table, hands flat on the surface, head bowed. She hasn't spoken since we came downstairs. Hasn't moved. Just stands there breathing in measured counts, holding herself together through rhythm and discipline.

      I should give her space. Allow her time to process.

      Instead I say: “She told me she saw the shooter's face.”

      Amber's head comes up.

      “Female. Dark hair. That's all she managed before she went out.”

      Amber's jaw works. I can see her running through possibilities. Female shooter. Dark hair. Someone Suzette didn't recognise—which narrows nothing and widens everything.

      “Katerina Reznikov,” she says.

      “Dmitri's daughter?”

      “Who else fits? She runs the London operations. She'd have reason to protect the warehouse. To eliminate threats personally.”

      It makes sense. Too much sense, maybe. The obvious answer sitting right there waiting to be picked up.

      “Or someone wants us to think it was Katerina,” I say.

      Amber's eyes narrow.

      “We assumed the spoofed message from Abby's phone was meant to frame her,” I continue. “Create paranoia. Make us turn on each other. What if this is more of the same? Give us an obvious villain so we stop looking for the real one.”

      She cocks her eyebrow, evidently sceptical.

      “Suzette has seen Katerina Reznikov's photo. If it was her, and she did recognise her, she wouldn't have given me a description. It's safe to assume she'd have given me a name. Her name.”

      “That's a lot of assumptions.”

      “This whole operation has been assumptions. We assumed Phillipa's case was legitimate. Assumed Zara was a genuine victim. Assumed our security was intact.” I move to the laptop. Hit the space bar to wake it. “We've been reactive from the beginning. Responding to moves we didn't see coming. It's time to stop assuming and start verifying before we take another step.”

      Amber watches me. That same look from the van—recognition without quite reaching respect.

      “What do you want to verify?”

      “Everything.” I pull up the secure communication channel. “Jo and Alex are returning to Obsidian Hall. They have the files Phillipa provided. All the intelligence we've been operating on. Then there's the files from Moscow she gave Suzette. I think we should⁠—”

      “No!” Amber's eyes stare into me like she's Medusa ready to turn me to stone. “Nobody touches Suzette's files. Nobody!”

      I hold her gaze, stopped in my tracks, like everyone in the room, by the severity of her response. I want to tell her I've seen at least one of the files, but it strikes me that Suzette may not have shared them with her wife or alternatively they may contain information not just about Suzette. I've still never been told how they actually met.

      “Audit intelligence that relates directly to this case. But not the files which were given to Suzette. They belong to her. No one else.”

      “I understand,” I say, choosing to believe she is protecting her wife's privacy rather than her own.

      If the intelligence we have is compromised, then we've been running an operation based on lies. Every decision, every move, every risk, all of it built on foundations someone else designed.

      Including the decision to trust Phillipa in the first place.

      “How did Phillipa become involved with the family?” It's strange I've never thought to ask the question before but I suppose I assumed they were all part of the same intelligence family. Another assumption…

      “Yelena.” Amber's tone tells of their strained relationship. Wife versus former lover, or does it run deeper than that?

      “She'll find out,” Amber says. “If we start pulling at threads, she'll know. They both will. Neither are stupid.”

      “Then they'll know.”

      I type the message. Direct line to Jo. Encrypted. Untraceable—at least by anyone outside the family.

      Full audit. All Phillipa-sourced intelligence. Cross-reference against independent verification. Priority: Zara and Amina Ahmadi backgrounds. Walton-Ealmes corporate structure. Any connection between Phillipa and the Reznikov organisation.

      This must be kept within the family.

      Victoria.

      I send it.

      The cursor blinks. The message disappears into the ether.

      “You've just accused an MI6 director of conspiracy,” Amber says quietly.

      “I doubt she'll see it as conspiracy.”

      “I've asked questions that need answers.” I close the laptop. “If she's clean, we'll know. If she's not⁠—”

      “Then we have a much bigger problem than a gunshot wound.”

      Her words chill the already cold room.

      Upstairs, Roz is cutting into Suzette's shoulder, Sam with her, trying to repair damage that shouldn't have happened. In London, Phillipa is wondering why I hung up on her. At Obsidian Hall, Jo and Alex are about to discover whether our entire operation was a trap. Abby is with them.

      And somewhere out there, a dark-haired woman is probably disposing of the weapon she used to put a bullet in Suzette.

      “What do we do now?” I ask.

      “We wait,” she says. “For Roz to finish. For Jo's report. For Suzette to wake up and tell us what she saw.” She turns back. “And we prepare for the possibility that when she does wake up, everything we thought we knew will be wrong.”

      I sink into one of the chairs. The adrenaline is fading. What's left is exhaustion and fear and the sick weight of uncertainty.

      Three hours ago I was in bed with Suzette. Holding her. Listening to her finally let go. Watching her cry for the first time since I've known her.

      Now she's upstairs with a hole in her shoulder and I'm down here trying to figure out which of our allies is actually our enemy.

      This is the life she's been living. The life I agreed to join.

      “I should call Abby,” I say.

      “She's with Princess. Secure location. Armed.” Amber pauses. “She handled herself well tonight. During the extraction.”

      “She's not a soldier.”

      “Neither are you.” Amber's voice carries a trace of gentleness. “But you're both still here. Still standing. That counts for more than training.”

      Maybe.

      Or maybe we just haven't faced the test that breaks us yet.

      The laptop chimes. Incoming message.

      I open it. Jo's response.

      Audit initiated. Preliminary findings in 2 hours.

      Also: Ashley reports successful contact with Hartley. Dinner invitation accepted. She's in.

      Be advised: Phillipa called Obsidian Hall 3 minutes after she called Suzette. Asked for team status. We told her operations continuing as planned. Doubtful she believed us.

      She's demanding your location.

      I read it twice.

      Then I look at Amber.

      “Phillipa wants to come here. Is there any way she could know about this safe house? Know the address?” I ask.

      Amber's expression doesn't change. She crosses to a cabinet, unlocks it. Inside: weapons.

      She pulls out a handgun. Checks the magazine. Chambers a round.

      “Unlikely, but not impossible, so we should be ready to receive her.”

      She holds out a second weapon.

      I take it.

      The grip is cold in my palm. Heavier than I expected. Real in a way that makes everything else, the uncertainty, the suspicion, the theoretical questions of loyalty and betrayal, suddenly very concrete.

      Phillipa could be coming.

      And I have no idea whether she's arriving as ally or enemy.
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      The surgery takes three hours, longer, Roz admits, than would have been the case under normal circumstances, but performing surgery in a converted barn in the countryside of Essex is hardly normal.

      I've spent the time at the laptop, cross-referencing intelligence while Amber paced the perimeter outside. Her boots crunch gravel in rhythmic patterns. Restless energy disguised as guard duty.

      When Roz finally descends the stairs, her scrubs are bloodstained. Suzette's blood. The sight makes my stomach clench.

      “She'll live.” Roz drops the gloves in a biohazard bag at her feet. “Bullet missed the subclavian artery. Tore through muscle, just nicked bone. She'll need physio but she'll make a full recovery.”

      “When will she wake?”

      “Hours. Maybe less.” Roz sinks into the chair next to me. “I've sedated her. Body needs rest more than consciousness right now. Sam's sitting with her.”

      “Where did you learn to operate?” I ask, painfully aware she was supposed to be considering becoming a GP when we first met her, a far cry from surgery.

      Roz huffs out a humourless breath. “Army paid for med school. Then they realised I was good with a knife and kept posting me to trauma units.” Her gaze drifts to the stairs, to where Suzette is sleeping off the anaesthetic. “My consultant was also my commanding officer. Senior. Untouchable. He decided my career and my body were part of the same package.”

      My chest tightens. “Roz⁠—”

      “I knew exactly what he was, so I put my phone in my tunic pocket before I went into his office. No video, but the audio was enough. Every word.” She leans back. “Service police, statements, investigations. They never said the word rape out loud, not to my face. But they offered me compassionate discharge, a very generous settlement, and a confidentiality agreement instead of making me keep working under him.”

      “So you left.”

      “I left. Retrained in the NHS. Still trauma, but civvy side.” Her gaze drops back to me, steady again. “Shorter lists, fewer helicopters, no one who can ruin your life with a single report. One deployment was enough.” She pauses. “After that, a bullet in a barn feels almost straightforward.”

      Amber appears in the doorway. “Complications?”

      “Blood loss. Tissue damage. Pain management.” Roz stands. “Nothing we can't handle. She's tough.”

      The understatement of the century.

      “Sam's with her,” Roz continues. “Monitoring vitals. She's stable.”

      Stable. The word should comfort. Instead it highlights how close we came to losing her.

      Amber nods once. Turns. Disappears back outside. Roz closes her eyes for some much needed sleep.

      I return to the laptop. The cursor blinks. Waiting.

      Jo's encrypted message arrives twenty minutes later.

      Audit complete. Findings attached.

      I open the file.

      Page after page of verification. Zara Ahmadi - asylum application filed six months ago, case pending. Medical records from Royal London Hospital match her account. Pharmaceutical trials - three documented sites linked to Walton-Ealmes, match the dates she has given in her witness statement.

      Dmitri Reznikov - Interpol file confirms investigation into trafficking operation. Katerina Reznikov - his daughter, multiple properties in London, suspected involvement but no charges.

      Social media photographs verify Imogen Hartley and Katerina Reznikov move in overlapping social circles although, if they are an item, they have been careful not to be caught on camera together.

      Phillipa Farrier - MI6 service record impeccable. Fifteen years. Multiple commendations. Security clearance at highest level. No financial irregularities. No suspicious contacts. Exemplary leader.

      Everything checks out, as much as we can check it out. As we've established, records on Zara prior to entry into the UK are impossible to confirm. But every detail Phillipa provided verifies against independent sources.

      The trafficking ring exists. The medical trials are real. Zara's story holds.

      Relief floods through me. We might not be able to verify the links between each of the players with hard evidence but the intelligence verifies each silo. We haven't been chasing ghosts. The case is legitimate. The women we're trying to save actually need saving.

      But a detail nags at the edge of my awareness. Small. Persistent.

      I scroll back through the files. Read again. Search for what feels wrong.

      Nothing.

      Everything fits. Too well, maybe. But that's paranoia talking. Sometimes intelligence just checks out. I almost laugh at myself, sounding like I've been doing this for years, not days.

      I close the laptop. Stand. My spine cracks from sitting too long.

      I open the door, allowing my eyes to adjust to natural light again. Daylight has swept over Essex fields. Grey light. Cold. As though winter had settled in with the intention of staying. For good.

      Amber stands at the tree line. Phone to her ear. Her posture makes me think the conversation isn't going well.

      I should eat. Should rest. Should do any of the things people do after watching someone nearly bleed out in front of them. But I'm not sure what they are. I'm in an alien land.

      Instead I think about Zara.

      We extracted her from that warehouse. Brought her here. She's upstairs in one of the secure rooms, sedated like Suzette. Traumatised. Beaten. Still waiting for answers about her sister.

      And I haven't spoken to her since before the operation.

      I need to. Not as an interrogation. But as one human being to another. As someone who understands their stories.

      Because data can be manufactured. Files can be falsified. But trauma? Trauma has a signature that can't be faked.

      I close the door and head back inside. Silently climbing the stairs, I find Sam sitting outside the door. Weapon holstered but accessible. She nods as I approach.

      “Suzette?” I ask. She lifts a finger to her lips and approaches me.

      “Sleeping.”

      “Zara?”

      “Just woken up. I've taken her in some water. She just needs rest.” Sam pauses. “She's been asking about her sister.”

      The last part lands heavy.

      “I need to talk to her. Alone.”

      Sam's eyebrow rises. “Alone?”

      “Yes.”

      “That's not protocol. It might be better to have Amber with you?” she suggests but that isn't how I want this to play out.

      “I'm operational oversight. It's my call.”

      Sam studies me. Weighs command structure against tactical sense. Decides I've earned the right to make stupid decisions.

      “Door stays unlocked. I'm right outside.”

      “She's hardly going to attack me. Not in her condition.” I watch as she raises an eyebrow which causes me to sigh. “Agreed.”

      I knock twice. Wait.

      “Come in.” Zara's voice. Small. Careful.

      She sits on the bed, knees pulled to chest. Sam has given her clean clothes - joggers, sweatshirt, thick socks. Her face is less swollen than before but bruises have darkened overnight. One eye still won't open fully.

      She watches me with the other. Wary. Assessing whether I'm here to help or hurt.

      “I'm Victoria,” I say. “We met at Obsidian Hall. Before.”

      “I remember.” She doesn't move. “Where is Suzette? The woman who found me. Is she⁠—”

      “She's alive. Recovering.”

      Zara's face crumples. “She was shot because of me.”

      “Because someone shot her. Not because of you.”

      “They were waiting. I heard them talking. They knew you were coming.” Her voice cracks. “They said they would send message. Make example.”

      I pull the room's single chair closer to the bed. Not too close. Giving her space. Matching the approach we take at the Phoenix Project. Create safety through distance and choice.

      “Can I sit?”

      She nods.

      I sit. Keep my posture open. Hands visible. Everything I've learned.

      “Zara, I need to ask you some questions. Not because I don't believe you. But because I need to understand everything that happened. Can you do that?”

      “Will you find Amina?” Direct. Desperate. My heart tightens. “You promised you would find her.”

      “We're looking. My team is very good at what they do.” I lean forward slightly. “But I need you to help me understand. Everything you told us before - about Dmitri Reznikov, about coming to the UK, about the medical trials. I need you to tell me again.”

      “Why? You think I lied?”

      “No. I think you told the truth under circumstances designed to make you afraid. I want to hear it again now. When you're safe. When you can think clearly.”

      She searches my face. Looking for the trap. The moment the kindness drops.

      I wait.

      “Okay,” she says finally. “What do you want to know?”

      “Start with Grozny. How did Dmitri Reznikov find you?”

      She takes a breath. Steadies herself.

      Then she talks.

      For thirty minutes, I listen.

      She describes the refugee center. Dmitri's visits. His promises of help. The clinic where they took blood, did X-rays, documented her sister's injuries from domestic violence.

      The journey to Turkey, then London. The house in Newham where other refugee women waited. All of them promised asylum. All of them trapped.

      The day Amina disappeared. Zara's frantic search. The police who didn't care. The people in suits who made her feel small.

      Her voice remains steady. No embellishment. No dramatic flourishes. Just facts delivered by someone who's told this story so many times it's lost emotional colour.

      That's the signature I'm looking for. Real trauma doesn't embellish. It recites.

      When she finishes, I ask follow-up questions. Specific details. Names. Dates. The kind of information that someone inventing a story would struggle to maintain consistency on.

      She answers everything. Never hesitates. Never contradicts herself.

      Either she's telling the truth or she's been trained to this level of consistency. And nothing about Zara suggests training.

      “The people in suits,” I say. “At the police station. Describe them again.”

      “Man and woman. Expensive clothes. They went into office with police. When they came out, police said there was nothing they could do.” Her jaw tightens. “The woman looked at me like I was dirt. Like I was wasting their time.”

      “Would you recognise them again?”

      “The woman, yes. I remember her face. The way she smiled when the police sent me away. Like she had won.”

      My stomach tightens. “What did she look like?”

      “Tall. Brown hair. Maybe thirty, forty. English accent. Very...” Zara searches for the word. “Proper. Like she was used to people doing what she said.”

      The description could fit thousands of women. But it nags at me.

      “If I showed you photos, could you identify her?”

      “Maybe. If it was clear photo.”

      I make a mental note. We have surveillance footage. Building security. We might be able to pull images.

      “One more question,” I say. “When they took you from the first safe house. The men who grabbed you. Did they say anything?”

      Her face goes pale. “Yes.”

      “What?”

      “They said...” She swallows. “They said, 'Tell your friends this is what happens when they interfere.' Then they laughed. Said another word I didn't understand. Another language.”

      “Do you remember what it was?”

      She shakes her head. “I don't speak their language.”

      “Zara.” I keep my voice calm. “You did everything exactly right. Everything you've told me helps. Thank you.”

      “You believe me now?” Her eye fills. “Everyone else—police, immigration, everyone—they think I am lying. Making up stories. But you believe me?”

      “Yes.” I meet her gaze. Hold it. “I believe you. And we will find your sister.”

      The words should feel like overreach. Like a promise I can't guarantee.

      Instead they feel like duty.

      She nods. Wipes her face with her sleeve. “Thank you.”

      I stand, move to the door.

      “Victoria?”

      I turn.

      “Suzette. When she wakes. Tell her thank you. For coming for me.”

      “I will.”

      I step into the hallway. Sam straightens.

      “Well?”

      “She's telling the truth.” I head for the stairs. “Every detail checks out. Her trauma appears authentic and that's difficult to fake.”

      “Good.”

      But it's not good. It's complicated.

      Because if Zara's telling the truth, then everything else is true too. The trafficking. The medical trials. The systematic abuse of vulnerable women.

      Which means the case is real.

      Which means Phillipa's intelligence was accurate.

      Which means my lingering unease is just paranoia born from spending too much time around people who see conspiracy in everything.

      I return to the main room. The laptop sits where I left it. Files still open. Everything verified. Everything confirmed.

      I should feel relieved. Should feel confident we're on the right path.

      Instead I feel like I'm missing a piece. A detail that doesn't fit. A pattern I should recognise.

      My instincts scream warning while data says everything's fine.

      I hate that. Hate not trusting my own analysis. Hate feeling like I'm inventing problems where none exist.

      Maybe this is what happens when you're new to intelligence work. You second-guess everything. See threats that aren't there.

      Or maybe⁠—

      “Victoria.”

      Amber's voice from the doorway. Sharp. Urgent.

      “She's waking up.”

      I take the stairs two at a time.

      Sam has already moved aside. The door to Suzette's room stands open.

      Inside, Roz checks monitors. Adjusts IV drip. Suzette's eyes are open. Unfocused but conscious.

      Her hand moves. Reaches for a weapon that isn't there.

      I cross to the bed.

      “Suzette. You're safe. You're at the Essex safe house. Surgery went well,” Roz tells her.

      “Rodnaya, ne smey bol'she,” Amber says, clutching her wife's hand, her voice cracking.

      Her voice is hoarse. Damaged. “The shooter.”

      “We know. Dark hair. Female. Victoria is investigating.”

      “No.” She tries to sit up. Roz pushes her back down gently. “Not just that.”

      She stops. Her eyes go distant. Processing.

      “What about the shooter?” I ask.

      Her gaze sharpens. Locks on mine.

      “She could have killed me. Or Zara, but she didn't.” Each word costs her. “Could have killed Zara. But she didn't.”

      The room goes cold.

      “You can't be sure,” Amber says, squeezing her hand.

      “No.” Suzette's voice carries absolute certainty despite the weakness. “She knew what she was doing. They were toying with us.”
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      Aleksandra, Istanbul, Turkey, January 2014

      The summons came less than twenty-four hours after Wakeman's body was discovered.

      Not a phone call. Not a text. A courier arrived at the hotel with an envelope bearing the Russian consulate's seal. Inside, a single line in Cyrillic:

      Явка. Четверг. 14:00. Aksaray, Millet Caddesi 47, apartment 3B.

      I was to report in today at fourteen hundred hours.

      No signature. No explanation. None needed.

      Lev had flown to Ankara finalising contracts. We were leaving for London tomorrow.

      I sat in our hotel room watching the Bosphorus and calculating odds.

      Two Western intelligence officers dead within three days. Different methods. Different apparent causes. But both had approached me. Both had identified Irina as leverage. Both were now corpses.

      Moscow wasn't stupid.

      The question was whether they could prove anything beyond coincidence.

      I dressed in a conservative suit. Minimal jewellery. Hair pulled back. Neat but not severe. Nothing to draw attention and nothing to hide.

      Aksaray sprawls across Istanbul's southwest like a transplanted Soviet neighbourhood. Russian signs. Georgian restaurants. Ukrainian grocery stores. The kind of district where Moscow's reach extends without official paperwork.

      The address led me to a six-storey apartment block. Crumbling concrete. Laundry hanging from balconies. Satellite dishes clustered like metal flowers.

      No doorman. No security. Just a buzzer panel with half the buttons missing.

      I climbed the stairs. The stairwell smelled stale, a mixture of cigarettes, sweat and boiled cabbage. Graffiti in Cyrillic covered the walls: football teams, political slogans, crude drawings that suggested the anatomy of the building's primary demographic was more impressive than reality.

      Third floor. The corridor stretched in both directions. Dim lighting. Doors painted identical brown. Numbers crudely hand-painted in white.

      3B was at the end.

      No peephole. No nameplate. Just a door that could belong to anyone.

      I knocked.

      “Enter.”

      I stepped through into an apartment stripped of personality. Cheap furniture that probably came with the lease. Curtains drawn despite afternoon light. A table. Four chairs. Nothing on the walls.

      And Colonel Petrov. Strategic operations. The man who signed off on long-term placements and permanent solutions.

      He sat at the table. Behind him, the covered window blocked any view of the street below. No escape route except back through the door I had just entered.

      The door clicked shut behind me. I turned.

      Another man. Younger. Built like he spent mornings building bodies and evenings breaking them. He didn't speak. Just positioned himself between me and the exit.

      “Volkonsky.” Petrov used my surname. Formal. Distancing. “Sit.”

      The last time I had seen him, he sat behind a desk that was too large for the room, too large for him. Some things never changed.

      I sat.

      “You've heard about the unfortunate incidents.”

      A direct opening move.

      “The American and the British operative,” I said. “Yes. Terrible accidents.”

      “Accidents.” He repeated the word like it was a piece of pistachio lodged between his teeth. “Two intelligence officers. Both stationed in Istanbul. Both dead within seventy-two hours.”

      “Istanbul is dangerous. Tourists die here regularly.”

      “These men were not tourists.” His fingers drummed against the table. Once. Twice. “They were intelligence officers. Somewhat trained.”

      I met his gaze. Held it. “Then perhaps our counterparts should increase their training.”

      Silence stretched. He studied me. Searching for the tell that would confirm suspicion.

      I gave him nothing.

      “You met with both of them,” he said finally.

      “They met with me. There is a difference,” I said as he looked away in mild disgust. “Ryan Conner approached me at the Pera Palace. Clumsy recruitment attempt. I reported it immediately through proper channels.”

      “And Wakeman?”

      “He invited me for coffee. Another recruitment attempt. More sophisticated than the American but equally unsuccessful.” I paused. “I reported that as well.”

      “Yes. Your reports were very thorough. Very detailed.” Another pause. “Convenient.”

      I refused to flinch.

      “Convenient how?”

      “Convenient timing. You report two recruitment attempts. Both operatives die before Moscow can make our own assessments of their intent.” I wondered if a smile had ever graced his face. “Some might say suspiciously convenient.”

      “Some might say Moscow's security was compromised. That someone leaked my identity to Western intelligence and put me at risk.” I leaned forward slightly. “I reported the approaches. Followed protocol. Did exactly what I was trained to do. If they found me, then there is a high chance they also approached others. Perhaps assets less loyal to the motherland, less willing to follow protocol.”

      His jaw tightened. I'd pushed back. Operatives weren't supposed to push back.

      But he also knew my record. Knew my value. Knew that eliminating a useful asset over suspicion would be wasteful. Especially one married to one of Russia's wealthiest men.

      “If there is any suggestion you acted without authority…” His jaw twitched.

      “Of course.” I stood, unwilling for this lecture to continue, and turned to retrieve my jacket.

      “Aleksandra.”

      I turned.

      “We both know you're capable of eliminating threats. That's why we trained you.” His voice carried no inflection, just simple fact. “The question isn't whether you could have done this. The question is whether you did.”

      “And if I did?”

      The silence that followed was colder than Russian winter.

      “Then you're far more dangerous than we realised. And far too valuable to waste on something as stupid as revenge.” He moved to the window. Looked out at the narrow grimy street below. “But if you didn't—if this is coincidence—then someone else is hunting our assets. Either way, we have a problem.”

      He dismissed me with a gesture.

      I took the stairs. Safer.

      Moscow suspected. But they couldn't prove.

      Which meant I lived. For now.

      But it also meant going back to Russia just now would be foolish. Not until things calmed down. It was my good fortune that Lev preferred London to Moscow. But there remained one thing I had to do. Irina.

      I'd sent money for years. Routed through banks. Anonymous. Untraceable to me specifically. The money arrived. The account remained active.

      That was the only proof I had that she was alive. That she was safe.

      And now I understood with absolute clarity: I could never check. Could never visit. Could never know for certain.

      Because the moment I tried to verify, Moscow would have confirmation. Would know Irina mattered enough to risk everything for.

      And then they'd use her. Would threaten her. Would make me choose between her life and my compliance.

      The only way to protect her was to continue to do what I'd sworn to do—never see her again.

      I walked along the Bosphorus. Watched ferries cut between continents. The city that wanted to be everything. But like life, that was never possible.

      Ryan Conner had been American. Arrogant. Impulsive. Everything that made his culture both powerful and weak.

      Adam Wakeman had been British. Sophisticated. Patient. A man who planned three moves ahead... Just not the correct play.

      I was Russian. Trained to think in terms of decades. To play games that wouldn't conclude in my lifetime.

      I stopped walking. Looked across the water at the sprawl of a city that had survived empires and wars and occupation by being adaptable. By transforming. By becoming whatever it needed to be to survive.

      I could do that too. It was the only way I'd ever survive. Be free.

      But I had been foolish enough to love someone so fiercely it made me vulnerable.

      I couldn't make that mistake again.

      Or so I told myself.

      As though love were something you could unlearn through force of will.

      As though the money I sent every month wasn't evidence that some vulnerabilities couldn't be erased, only hidden better.

      I knew against all instincts my next move would be foolish but I had no choice.

      The café I selected sat in Tarlabaşı, where tourists didn't venture and locals minded their business. Grease-stained windows. Burnt coffee. Men playing backgammon who didn't look up when I entered.

      The pay phone was in the back. Grimy receiver. Scarred metal cord.

      I'd memorised the number for years. Never called. Never risked it.

      But I needed to know.

      My hands shook as I fed coins into the slot. The sound echoed too loud in the small space.

      The line connected. Rang once. Twice.

      “Dom Nadezhdy.” A woman's voice. Bored. Administrative. The House of Hope for Children.

      My throat closed. I forced words out.

      “I'm calling to inquire about a resident. Irina Valentin.”

      Silence. Then: “One moment.”

      Typing. Computer keys clicking. The woman hummed tunelessly while she searched.

      My pulse hammered. This was a mistake. Moscow could have this place monitored. Could be tracing the call right now.

      “I'm sorry, we have no resident by that name.”

      “She may have moved on. I just need a forwarding address. Please, check again. Irina Valentin.” Her papers had been falsified, her surname changed. “She arrived in—” I stopped. Couldn't say how long. Couldn't reveal how much I knew.

      More typing. A pause.

      “Hold please.”

      The line clicked. Muzak played. Russian folk song corrupted into synthesised melody.

      My fingers gripped the receiver until they hurt.

      Click.

      “This is Ludmila Petrovna. I'm the director. You're asking about Irina Valentin?”

      “Yes.”

      “May I ask your relationship?”

      I hesitated. Truth was too dangerous. Lie might end the conversation.

      “Family friend. I've been sending money. Monthly. I need to know she's being cared for.”

      “Money.” The woman's tone shifted. “To what account?”

      I recited the numbers. The routing information. Everything I'd been using for years.

      Silence.

      “We stopped drawing from that account in 1999.”

      The café tilted.

      “What?”

      “We stopped drawing funds from the account after Irina was removed from our care.” Papers rustled in the background. Nothing was digital back then. “I tried to contact the person who established the payments but it was impossible. They left no details.”

      “Removed.” The word stuck in my throat. “Removed when? By whom?”

      “One moment.” More papers shuffled. “Here. April 1999. The paperwork was sufficient. Everything in order.”

      She'd been gone for almost fifteen years and I didn't know.

      “Who?” My voice broke. “Who took her?”

      “The paperwork shows...” A pause. “I can't give you more details without proper authorisation.”

      “I need⁠—”

      “If you are family, you can request records through official channels. Submit identification. Proof of relationship.” The director's voice softened slightly. “I'm sorry. I remember Irina. Sweet child. But we had no choice.”

      “How can a few pieces of paper be sufficient to let someone remove someone from your care?” I wanted to scream, to rage but I knew better. I hung up before she could respond.

      The café spun. I gripped the wall. Forced air into my lungs.

      Fifteen years.

      I'd been sending money into a void for fifteen years. Believing she was safe. Believing distance kept her protected.

      She'd been gone the entire time.

      And there was only one person who could have taken her. Who would have the authority. The connections. The paperwork.

      My hands found the phone again. Different number. This one I hadn't used in longer.

      It rang six times before connecting.

      “Da?”

      His voice. Gravelly. Annoyed at being disturbed.

      “Where is she?” The words tore out. “Where the fuck is she?”

      Silence. Then: “Aleksandra?”

      “Don't play games. Where. Is. She.”

      “I don't know what⁠—”

      “You took her. Where is she?”

      A pause. I heard him thinking. Calculating.

      “Who?”

      The word was like a blade slicing through me.

      “Don't you dare—” I shouted and watched the woman behind the counter stop what she was doing, her attention now focused on me. I lowered my voice. “Tell me what you have done with her?”

      His voice carried mild confusion. “Are you drinking again? Have you been compromised?”

      “You lying piece of⁠—”

      “Wait.” He stopped. “Is this about your mother?”

      The misdirection was elegant. Brutal. A question designed to make me reveal what I knew. How much I remembered. What leverage he still had.

      If I answered, I confirmed connections I'd spent years hiding. If I denied, I revealed ignorance he could exploit. If I pressed about Irina specifically, I exposed her importance.

      Every response was a trap.

      “Never mind,” I said.

      “Aleksandra, if something's wrong⁠—”

      I slammed the receiver down.

      My forehead pressed against the wall. Cold tiles. Grease-stained grout.

      He knew. Of course he knew.

      He'd always known.

      And now he knew I knew he knew.

      The game had shifted. Hadn't it?

      But what if he wasn't bluffing. He had no way of knowing… He couldn't have.

      But if not him then who?

      I left the café. Walked without direction. Let Istanbul swallow me in its chaos.
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      Suzette, Present Day

      Pain wakes me before consciousness does. A hot wire threaded through my shoulder, pulling tight with each breath. My mouth is dry as a Moscow winter. As welcoming too. I try to separate my tongue from the roof of my mouth, but it feels swollen, foreign.

      I try to take in my surroundings without moving. Pale light filters through what must be a small window. The air smells of antiseptic. Somewhere below, pipes groan. The Essex safe house, then. The converted barn that locals think was an Airbnb investment renovation the owners couldn't afford to finish.

      I try to move and my body vetoes the decision.

      “Don't.” Amber's hand finds mine. Her palm is warm, slightly rough. “You'll tear the stitches.”

      I open my eyes. She sits in a wooden chair that's too upright to be comfortable. I can see it in how she holds herself, too straight, compensating. The shadows under her eyes are the colour of old bruises.

      “Water,” I manage.

      She lifts a stainless steel cup, positions the straw at my lips. The water is room temperature, slightly metallic. I drain half before she pulls it away.

      “Slow. Roz said you'd be nauseous.”

      Roz. Surgery. The warehouse. The pieces slot into place with aching clarity.

      “Zara?”

      “Alive. Traumatised but physically intact.” Amber settles back into the chair. It creaks under her weight. “Victoria interviewed her. Story holds.”

      “And the team?”

      “Sam's shoulder is superficial. She helped Roz operate on you with the aid of an Elastoplast.” My wife grins. She has always admired Sam's grit. “Everyone else walked out.” Her jaw tightens. The muscle there jumps once. “You didn't.”

      “But I'm walking out now.”

      “In a few days, maybe. Roz says⁠—”

      “I don't care what Roz says.” I push myself up. The room tilts. My stomach threatens revolt, bile rising sharp and acidic. “Help me sit.”

      She doesn't argue. Just slides her arm behind me and lifts while I bite down on sounds that would reveal exactly how much this costs me. Her hand is steady at the small of my back. Solid.

      When I'm upright, propped against pillows, I take inventory. My left arm is immobilised in a sling, medical canvas, not the fashionable kind. Bandages wrap my shoulder in layers of white gauze already spotted with seepage that's gone rust-coloured at the edges. An IV feeds clear liquid into my right arm. The drainage tube shifts under bandages when I move.

      I'm alive. That's more than many can say after the choices I've made.

      “Brief me,” I say.

      Amber does. The extraction. The surgery. Victoria's interrogation of Zara. Jo's intelligence audit that verified every detail of Phillipa's case.

      “So we were chasing real ghosts,” I say.

      “Apparently.”

      Her tone makes me look closer. She's giving me facts without interpretation. Professional distance when we're alone. Her hands rest on her thighs, fingers splayed. Not touching me.

      “What aren't you telling me?”

      “Victoria thinks we're missing a piece. Says her instincts are screaming but the data says everything's fine.” Amber pauses. “She wants to trust the data. Doesn't want to be the paranoid civilian inventing conspiracies.”

      “But?”

      “She has good instincts. You were right to choose her.”

      My wife doesn't hand out compliments lightly. This has weight.

      I close my eyes. Let my head rest against the pillow while I think. The material is smooth, and my head slides against it. This is what happens when you let a doctor choose the bedding. Everything is wipe-down surfaces.

      The face of the shooter appears in my memories. Female. Dark hair. The way she moved. The way she aimed.

      A professional who chose not to kill.

      “I need to speak with Zara,” I say. “Alone.”

      

      She sits in the chair Amber just vacated. The wood is probably still warm from my wife's body heat. Zara's hands fold in her lap, fingers interlaced, knuckles showing white through skin that's gone translucent from stress and poor nutrition. One eye is still swollen shut, the lid purple-black, grotesque against the rest of her face. The other watches me with gratitude and fear in equal measure.

      Up close, she appears younger than her years. Someone's daughter. Someone's sister. A person who should be living a life instead of surviving one.

      “You should be resting,” she says. Her voice is hoarse. They probably made her scream.

      “So should you.”

      A faint smile crosses her face. Then fades like it was never there.

      “I wanted to thank you,” she continues. “For coming. For saving me. When you were shot I thought—” Her voice catches on a sharp edge. “I thought you were dead because of me.”

      “I'm not dead. And it wasn't because of you.” I shift slightly, testing my range of motion. The pain spikes white-hot then settles into manageable agony. My toes curl involuntarily in response. “The people who took you, who held you in that warehouse. Tell me about them.”

      “I told Victoria⁠—”

      “Tell me.”

      She swallows. The movement is visible in her throat. She looks down at her hands.

      “Mostly men. Five, maybe six. They kept changing shifts. Russian speakers, all of them. Sometimes Georgian too, I think. Or maybe Armenian. I couldn't tell the difference.” She picks at her thumbnail. The cuticle is already raw. “They didn't talk to me. Only when they wanted me to do things. Just...” She stops. “They hurt me. To make me afraid. So I would tell them what they wanted to know.”

      “What did they want to know?”

      “Who helped me. About you. The people who help you.” Her fingers twist together. The joints crack quietly. “I didn't tell them. Not at first. But then⁠—”

      “It's alright. You told them what you needed to tell them.” I lean forward despite the protest from my shoulder. The IV line pulls taut. “Were there women? Among the people holding you?”

      She nods. The movement is quick, birdlike.

      “Two. Near the end. The day you came.”

      “Describe them.”

      “One was older. Fifties maybe. Grey hair pulled back tight, straining her skin taut.” Zara's good eye finds mine. “She spoke Russian to the men. They listened when she gave orders. Straightened up when she walked in.”

      “And the other?”

      “Younger. Maybe thirty, maybe younger. Dark hair. She watched me but didn't speak. Just stood there in the corner. Like she was waiting for an opening.” Zara's hands still. “She made me more afraid than the men did. The men wanted information. She wanted... I don't know. Something else.”

      The room temperature drops. Or maybe that's just my body deciding it's had enough of being upright.

      “The younger one. What else do you remember?”

      “Taller than me. Maybe your height. Very fit—like she worked out. Solid muscles, you know?” Zara's good eye narrows, remembering. “She stared like she knew how to hurt people. Like she might enjoy it. I know people like her.”

      “Did you see her face clearly?”

      “Not really. She stayed back. Kept to the edge of the room.” Zara pauses. Her breath hitches. “But when the shooting started, she ran. I heard boots on metal stairs. Very fast. Then you came. She is the one who shot you.”

      My pulse kicks despite the sedatives still dulling my system. I feel it in my throat, in the wound itself.

      “You're certain it was her?”

      “Yes. The men were on the ground floor, shouting, shooting at your team. She was the only one who went up to that floor.” Zara leans forward. The chair creaks. “Did you see her? When she shot you?”

      I did. One second. Flash of muzzle fire illuminating a face for less time than a heartbeat. Dark hair. Pale skin. Cheekbones that caught light even in shadow. Eyes that⁠—

      The memory stutters. Skips like damaged film.

      Familiar. Or I thought they were familiar.

      But I'd been flooded with adrenaline. Seen what I expected to see rather than what was actually there, perhaps.

      Hadn't I?

      “Thank you,” I tell Zara. “You've been very helpful.”

      “Will you find Amina? Now that you've found me?”

      The hope in her voice cuts deeper than the bullet wound. It's raw. Naked. The kind of hope that gets people killed.

      “We're looking. My team is very good at what they do.” I reach for her hand. She falters before allowing me to take it. “I'm going to ask them to move you to my home. It'll be safer. For both of us.”

      “But if they're looking for me⁠—”

      “They'll expect you in a safe house. Some anonymous location we use for witnesses and assets.” I meet her eye. “No one will think to look for you in our home. It's the safest place we own.”

      The door opens. Sam appears. She's changed clothes since the warehouse but the bandage on her arm is visible beneath her t-shirt sleeve. Nothing stops her. I can't say the same.

      “Take Zara back to her room,” I say. “Then I need to speak with you.”

      Sam nods. Helps Zara stand. The younger woman is unsteady on her feet. Sam takes her weight without comment. Kindness runs through her core.

      When they're gone, I count to thirty. Long enough for them to be out of earshot. Long enough for my heart rate to settle back toward normal. The monitor beside my bed beeps in rhythm with my pulse.

      Then I count to thirty again.

      Sam returns. Closes the door without being asked.

      “I need surveillance on Phillipa Farrier,” I say. “Fresh team. Not anyone who knows her or who she is. Discretion is everything. I want to know where she goes. Who she speaks to. Everything.”

      Sam's expression doesn't change but a flicker shifts behind her eyes as she processes my request.

      “That's going to be complicated. MI6 director. She'll have countersurveillance protocols. She'll notice.”

      “Then don't get noticed.”

      “What are we looking for?”

      “I don't know,” I admit. “Contact with the Reznikov organisation. Financial irregularities. Anything that doesn't fit the profile of an exemplary intelligence officer.”

      “Jo and Alex verified her background. It's clean.”

      “I know. Verify it again anyway.” I pause. “And get Alex to access any personal devices. Not her MI6 equipment. Her private phones. Burner accounts. Anything she thinks is secure. What I'm looking for, if it's there, will live in the smallest details. The things we'd overlook.”

      Sam studies me for a long moment. Her eyes are the colour of slate. They miss nothing.

      “You think she's compromised.”

      “I think I saw a face in that warehouse that I can't explain.” I look away. Focus on the window where pale grey light filters through blinds, dappling the linoleum flooring. “This stays between us. Amber doesn't know. Victoria doesn't know. No one knows until we have concrete evidence.” I turn back. “Understood?”

      “Understood.”

      She leaves. I rest back against the scratch of the pillows and stare at the ceiling while my shoulder throbs in time with my pulse. The ceiling tiles are water-stained, painted over but you can still see the ghost of previous leaks. Containment is never perfect.

      The woman in the warehouse. Dark hair. Familiar cheekbones. The way she held herself.

      Or was that just blood loss playing tricks? Adrenaline painting recognition onto a stranger's face?

      I've been shot before. Twice. Both times my memory of the moments immediately after proved unreliable. The brain does strange things when the body is busy trying not to die. It fills in gaps. Creates narrative where there's only chaos.

      But both times I'd also trusted my operational instincts over my conscious recollection. And both times I'd been right.

      The door opens again. Amber. She takes one look at my face and crosses to the bed. Her boots are silent on the hard floor.

      “What happened?”

      “Nothing. I spoke with Zara. Confirmed details.”

      “Suzette.” She sits. Takes my hand. Her thumb finds my pulse point at the wrist. Checking. “Don't lie to me.”

      I want to tell her. Want to share the doubt crawling through my consciousness like infection through tissue. Want to lay it all out and let her tactical mind sort through what my compromised brain can't trust.

      But I could be wrong, and if I am I've just turned our team against one of our most valuable allies. Alienated my oldest friend, Yelena. If I'm right, then we all need to be protected from what is coming.

      “I'm tired,” I say instead. “The surgery. The sedatives. I need to rest.”

      She doesn't believe me. I see it in the way her jaw tightens. The way her eyes narrow fractionally. But she also knows when to push and when to let me have the lie I need.

      “Sleep,” she says. “I'll be here when you wake up.”

      I close my eyes and wait for her to leave but sleep won't come. Just the image of that face. Dark hair catching strobe light. Pale skin.

      And the growing certainty that I know her already.
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      Ashley

      The restaurant doesn't list prices on the menu. Nor on any of the forty pages that make up the extensive wine list. The oldest bottle on offer has been gathering dust since before man landed on the moon. The wallpaper is silk, and the candles are scented with oud and ambergris, possibly the most expensive things you can set on fire, and this place does it willingly.

      I'm wearing a dress Princess sourced from one of her contacts. A Haider Ackermann in charcoal silk that fits like it was made for me. It probably was. She has contacts I don't ask about and collects favours from people like a child collects candy. It was, as she told me, à la pointe de la mode. Whatever it is, it has certainly caught Imogen's attention.

      Imogen sits across the table in Demna red that had every head turn as she made her way to our table. The pearls I'm sure belonged to her grandmother, a countess no less, thanks to her lifetime peerage for self-serving acts of political back-patting. They're real. The kind that don't shine too bright. Unlike Imogen.

      A sommelier who appeared the moment Imogen glanced at the wine list gives me a curt smile and fawns over my dinner date. She appears to have some sort of telekinesis with the staff. She orders. Three different wines. A different bottle for each course.

      “I'm so glad you called,” she says, and holds up her empty wine glass by the stem, rotating it, inspecting the polish. “After the auction I wasn't sure I'd see you again. You left so abruptly.”

      “Client emergency.” I smile. Keep it light. “Occupational hazard when you work with collectors. They panic at odd hours.”

      “Must be exhausting. Being on call for other people's anxiety.”

      “Sometimes. But it pays for dinners like this.”

      She laughs. Sets down her glass, satisfied with the shine. “I'm paying for this dinner.”

      “I was trying to be polite.”

      “Don't be. I invited you.” She leans forward. The candlelight catches the hollow of her throat. “Besides, I have money I didn't earn and you have taste I don't possess. Seems like a fair trade.”

      The honesty surprises me. Most people with inherited wealth pretend they worked for it. Imogen just names it and moves on.

      “Your family?” I ask.

      “Father's side. Politics and banking. Very boring. But they make the most wonderful bedfellows. Very lucrative.” She wiggles her eyebrows then picks up her menu. “He keeps trying to get me involved. Offering me board positions with this company or that. Advisory roles. Things that sound important but mostly involve showing up and not having opinions about quarterly reports.”

      “You're not interested?”

      “I'm interested in not being decorative.” She glances at me over the menu. “The women in my father's world are meant to marry well and sit on charity boards. Smile at donors. Look good in photographs. I've never been particularly good at smiling on command.”

      The waiter appears. Imogen orders in French without looking at him. I order in English and watch her register that I understood what she said.

      “Your French is Parisian,” she observes.

      “Canadian French but I lived there for a few years. After university.” The legend Princess built is solid but I still test the weight of each sentence before speaking the words. “Working for a gallery in the Marais.”

      “Which one?”

      Fuck. She knows Paris. Of course she knows Paris. I double down on my legend.

      “Galerie Thaddaeus Ropac.” It's big enough she won't know everyone who worked there but prestigious enough to be believable. “I was barely more than an intern. Answering phones. Updating databases. Very glamorous.”

      “But you learned.”

      “I learned that art is mostly about money. And money is mostly about who you know.” I meet her eyes. “Which is probably why your father wants you on his boards. You know everyone.”

      The side of her mouth curls into a smile. “Is that why you're having dinner with me? Because I know people?”

      The question should feel like an attack. Instead it lands soft. Curious.

      Despite myself, I feel drawn to this woman. She has hidden depth. Not just a spoilt Chelsea brat living off her father's corrupt scheming.

      “I'm having dinner with you because you're the first person I've met in London who talks about your family's wealth like it's an obligation instead of an achievement.” I pause. “And because you didn't buy that horrible sculpture at the auction.”

      She laughs and throws her head back. I imagine kissing the skin of her exposed slender neck.

      “I considered it. Just to see if you'd try to talk me out of it.”

      “I wouldn't have.”

      “No?”

      “I'm an art consultant. If you want to spend money badly, that's not my problem.” I lift my wine. “But I might have quietly judged you.”

      “You're judging me now. I can tell.”

      “Everyone judges everyone. I just don't pretend I'm not doing it.”

      The sommelier returns with the wine. The waiter brings appetisers. Scallops, microgreens and enough foam that rabies would be a fair diagnosis. Imogen picks up her fork but doesn't eat. I look for the tweezers.

      She moves food around while she watches me. “What about you?” she asks. “What are you running from?”

      I keep my face neutral. She has no way of knowing my truth. “What makes you think I'm running?”

      “You're Canadian. Living in London. Working as a freelance consultant which means no fixed address. No boss. Maximum mobility.” She sets down her fork. “And you went very still, just for a tiny moment, when I asked. People who aren't running don't have tiny micro reactions like that.”

      Shit.

      I should redirect. Change subject. But the way she's looking at me makes deflection feel dishonest. And if she is that good at spotting leakage then I need some semblance of truth to buy my way through this.

      “I made some choices I'm not proud of,” I say. “Decided distance might help.” Not untrue. Although suggesting they were choices is being generous.

      “Did it?”

      “I'm having dinner with a beautiful woman in an overpriced restaurant. So maybe.”

      She picks up her wine. Finally drinks. I watch her throat move as she swallows. Flawless, tanned, kissable skin.

      “That's deflection,” she says. “But I'll allow it.”

      We eat. The conversation shifts to safer ground. Art. Travel. The cruel violence of London property prices. She's easy to talk to once her shield comes down. Sharp without being cruel. Funny in ways that suggest she's spent time with people who weren't.

      I'm three-quarters through my main course when her phone vibrates. She glances at the screen. Her face doesn't change but her shoulders tighten. She isn't the only one who can read micro-expressions.

      “I'm sorry. I need to take this.”

      She stands. Walks toward the restrooms. I watch her go.

      Her bag sits against the table leg. Abandoned in her hurry. I drop my napkin, bend to retrieve it, and my fingers find the zipper of her Louis Vuitton in the same motion. A second phone. Burner, from the weight of it. I palm it against my thigh as I straighten, slip Alex's cloning device from my clutch and press it to the case. The magnet catches with a soft click that sounds deafening to me but registers nowhere else.

      The sommelier refills a glass three tables over. A woman laughs at her date's joke. Nobody looks my way.

      Three minutes. Alex promised three minutes for a full clone. I count seconds in my head while my pulse tries to outrun them.

      A single pulse against my palm. Complete.

      The burner slides back into her bag with the ease of long practice. I adjust her Louis Vuitton to its original angle (details matter when you're robbing someone in plain sight) and tuck Alex's device into my clutch alongside lipstick and lies.

      I count to ten. Force my shoulders down. Then head toward the restrooms.

      The corridor swallows restaurant noise like a held breath. The silk wallpaper here is burgundy, absorbing the recessed lighting that flatters everyone and illuminates nothing. I squint, waiting for my eyes to adjust. Imogen stands near the bathroom entrance, her back to me, phone pressed to her ear.

      “I told you not to call me on this number,” she says. Low. Sharp. “No. I don't care. You need to handle it.”

      I duck into an alcove designed for coat storage. A sodden trench coat attaches itself to the silk covering my hip. But I don't move. Here, I'm close enough to hear. Far enough to avoid detection.

      “The board are asking questions.” A beat of silence follows. “Yes, about the verification of the trial subjects. I told you they need to have identities validated, to stand up to audit scrutiny.” A further pause. “Have they found her yet?”

      My pulse kicks.

      “I know what's at stake. I'm the one who'll lose everything if this falls apart.” Her voice drops lower. “I've a reputation to protect. Just find her!”

      Zara. She's talking about Zara.

      “Just handle it. I need to go.”

      She disconnects. I press myself against the wall, sliding silently between coats, and pray she doesn't glance to her right as she passes.

      Footsteps. A fleeting shimmer of her shoulder. Then she is gone. Back toward the dining room.

      I wait thirty seconds. Long enough for my heart to stop trying to escape my chest. Then I return to the table.

      Imogen is already seated. Smiling. Like the conversation never happened.

      “Everything alright?” I ask.

      “Family business. My father. He forgets I have a life outside his empire.” She picks up her fork. “You?”

      An eye roll and mention of a needy client from me is enough to close any further questions. But for me to push for information from her now would be foolhardy.

      “Where were we?” I say instead. “Oh, yes. You were telling me about not smiling on command.”

      Her eyes find mine. She holds my gaze. A flicker of arousal ignites low in my belly.

      “Would you like to come back to mine?” she asks. “For coffee. Or stronger.”

      I should say no. Extract myself, especially given the increased threat level.

      “Yes,” I say. “I'd love to.”
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      Ashley

      Imogen's home is in Chelsea. Modernised Victorian. High ceilings, original cornices fighting for survival against polished concrete floors. The concrete won.

      “Coffee or whisky?” she asks. She's already moving toward the open-plan kitchen.

      “Whisky.”

      She pours two glasses. Neat. Hands me one. Our fingers brush.

      “Interesting taste,” I say. Looking around. “The cornices versus concrete thing. It works.”

      “It doesn't.” She grimaces. “Previous owner's vision. I inherited the crime scene.” She settles onto the sofa. I stay standing. The illusion of safety. “The decorator has been hired. Come back in two months and the magic will have happened.” She gives a chuckle and then looks at me. “Sit. You're making me nervous.”

      I sit. Not next to her. In the chair across. Professional distance.

      “Why did you really leave Canada?” she asks.

      “I told you⁠—”

      “You gave me a version. I'm asking for the truth.”

      I should lie. Stick to the legend. But the way she's looking at me makes careful deception feel impossible.

      “Someone I worked for turned out to be someone I shouldn't have trusted,” I say. “By the time I figured it out, I was in too deep. So I left.”

      “Were you sleeping with them?”

      The question is direct. Her gaze holds steady as she waits for my answer.

      “Does it matter?”

      “It matters if you're trying to figure out whether you can trust me.” She sets down her glass. “Because I'm not sure I can trust you.”

      My stomach drops. “What do you mean?”

      “You showed up at that auction. Paid forty-eight thousand pounds for a sculpture you don't want, mentioned Bethany Rhodes, my first girlfriend—who, for the record, didn't invite you to my twenty-first.” I open my mouth to object but she stands and shakes her head. “Her date that night was a blonde called Serena. I know because I took her home.”

      Silence stretches. My mind races through recovery options. Finds none that work.

      “You're my present, aren't you?” She moves toward me. “My gift from Katerina.”

      Instinctively I make to stand but she pushes me back down. Her palm flat against my sternum. Heat bleeding through my blouse.

      She stares hard at me, then laughs. “That's right. I nearly forgot. You aren't allowed to tell me.”

      “Imogen—”

      Her hand stays where it is. Pressing. “I don't think you're an art consultant. You paid forty-eight thousand pounds for that monstrosity to get close to me. And you're very good at making people feel like they're the only person in the room.” Her eyes drop to my mouth. Back up. “Katerina told me to trust the process. Go with the flow.” Another chuckle, darker this time. “I just didn't expect the ruse to be quite so elaborate.”

      My mind races. The mention of Katerina means I'm going nowhere. So I play along.

      “Tell me what you did expect.” I flash her a smile that suggests I know what the hell she's talking about.

      “I'm not sure. When Katerina suggested we bring in someone new to spice things up, I refused point blank for it to be someone we knew. Hence the reason she organised someone through the agency.”

      “And you got me.” I let my voice drop half an octave. “Did Katerina handpick me?”

      Confusion clouds her face.

      “I mean, we never get told.” I try to make my enquiry appear innocent. Openings like this are rare as minor miracles. “I'm always curious.”

      “She didn't say.” Her hand relaxes on my chest. Shifts to my shoulder. Fingers brushing the hollow of my collarbone. “Just that she'd found someone through Luxe Encounters. Said they were very... thorough.”

      Luxe Encounters. I file the name.

      “We aim to please.” I keep my voice light. Playful. “So. How am I doing so far?”

      “The auction was inspired. The sculpture—” She wrinkles her nose. “Less so. But the rest? The conversation. The eye contact. Making me feel like I'm the only person in the room.” Her fingers trail up my neck. Find the pulse point beneath my jaw. “Top marks.”

      “I'm a professional.”

      “Clearly.” She leans closer. Whisky on her breath. A floral scent underneath. Expensive. “So what happens now?”

      Her thigh presses against mine. The fabric of her dress rides up. I catch a glimpse of bare skin above her stocking.

      My body responds before my brain can intervene. Heat pooling low. Pulse climbing.

      “Now,” I say, catching her wrist before her hand can travel further, “we wait.”

      Her eyebrow rises. “Wait?”

      “Katerina's instructions were very specific.” I keep my grip gentle but firm. Feel her pulse jump beneath my fingers. “Nothing physical until all three of us are together. That's the package she paid for.”

      Imogen pulls back. Frustration flickers across her face. And intrigue.

      “That sounds like Katerina. Always wanting to control everything.”

      “She's paying. She gets to set the terms.”

      “She's in Amsterdam until tomorrow night.”

      I already know this. Sam's surveillance confirmed Katerina boarded a flight eight hours ago.

      “Then we have time.” I release her wrist. My thumb brushes across her pulse point as I let go. Deliberate. “Call her. Confirm. She'll tell you the same thing.”

      Imogen reaches for her phone. Hesitates. “She hates being interrupted when she's working.”

      “Your call.” I shrug. “But I'm not risking my reputation because we got impatient. No matter how much I'm tempted.” I let my hand brush up the soft skin of her outer thigh. She shudders. I smile and retract my hand. “The agency has very strict protocols. Client satisfaction depends on following the brief.”

      The lie lands clean. Imogen gives a sigh.

      “Fine.” She picks up her whisky instead. Takes a long sip. Her throat works as she swallows. I watch. She notices me watching. “But you're staying for another drink. I didn't get dressed up for nothing.”

      “I can do that.”

      She settles back into the sofa. Crosses her legs. The movement deliberate. Designed to draw my attention to what she's offering. This could be a fun assignment.

      “So what do I call you? Emma? Or is that part of the act too?”

      “Emma works.”

      “And when the three of us are together? Do you have a stage name?”

      “Whatever you want me to have.”

      She laughs. Genuine this time. The tension in her posture loosens. “God, Katerina really did find a good one.”

      I smile. Sip my whisky. Let her talk.

      Over the next hour, she gives me more than any surveillance could provide. Katerina travels frequently: Amsterdam, Geneva, sometimes further. Separate phones for family business and personal. Possessive. Jealous. Controlling.

      Imogen loves her anyway. Or thinks she does. I'm not qualified to know the difference anymore.

      “This isn't our first time doing this,” Imogen says. She's on her third whisky now. Feet tucked beneath her. “But it is the first time Katerina's orchestrated such an elaborate introduction.”

      “Why the production?”

      “She said she wanted it to feel real.” Imogen studies me over the rim of her glass. “The last time was a mutual friend. God, that was disastrous. So we wanted someone neither of us knew, but not like a transaction. Like a genuine connection that just... happened.”

      “And does it? Feel real?”

      Imogen considers. Her gaze travels over my face. Down. Back up.

      “It did. At the auction. At dinner.” She meets my eyes. “I actually thought you liked me.”

      The honesty catches me off guard.

      “I do like you,” I say.

      And I'm not lying.

      

      I leave at midnight. Imogen walks me to the door. Blocks my exit with her body.

      “Thursday,” she says. “Katerina gets back around eight. Come for dinner. Nine o'clock.”

      “I'll be there.”

      “And Emma?” She catches my arm. Steps closer. Close enough that I can feel her breath on my throat. “Whatever happens Thursday... tonight was nice. Just talking. It's been a while since someone actually listened.”

      I pause for a beat, meet her eyes and hold her gaze.

      “I'll see you Thursday,” I say.

      She kisses my cheek. Lets her lips linger at the corner of my mouth. Not quite innocent. Not quite a promise. Either way it leaves my skin burning after she pulls away.

      “Don't be late.”

      The night air hits cold and sharp. I walk two blocks before pulling out my phone.

      Alex answers on the first ring.

      “I need everything you can find on an escort agency called Luxe Encounters. High end. London based. Katerina Reznikov is a client.”

      “Time frame?”

      “I need to know who she booked, what the brief was, what agency protocols look like. Everything. And I need it like yesterday.”

      “What happened?”

      “Imogen thinks I'm an escort Katerina hired for a threesome. She's booked an escort to make contact with Imogen. Some sort of three-way play thing. She thinks the whole thing—auction, dinner, all of it—was an elaborate seduction orchestrated by her girlfriend.”

      Silence. Then a long low whistle. “That's actually kind of perfect.”

      “It's perfect if I can make it stick. I need a legend that matches whatever Katerina arranged. If the real escort shows up between now and Thursday night⁠—”

      “You're fucked.”

      “In the wrong way. Yes.”

      Alex snorts. “Give me two hours. I'll have everything.”

      “Make it one. And Alex? This stays between us until I know what I'm dealing with.”

      “Understood.”

      The line goes dead.

      I keep walking. I hail a cab. Give an address three streets from where I'm actually staying.

      Somewhere in Amsterdam, Katerina Reznikov is having a high time. Unaware her surprise is about to be hijacked. And somewhere in my chest, that inconvenient sensation stirs again. The one that noticed how lonely she sounded when she said it's been a while since someone actually listened.

      She's not the target. Katerina is.

      But Imogen's the one who's going to get hurt when this falls apart.

      The city stretches out around me, indifferent to whatever disaster is building in Chelsea. Fifteen minutes through Fulham's backstreets. When we hit Putney Bridge the cabbie slows.

      “This do ya, love? Roadworks are bloody murder up ahead.”

      I pay him, get out, and watch him disappear into the night. Two streets away I hail another cab and head for the safe house.

      Some habits keep you alive.

      Others just keep you awake at night.
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      Suzette

      Roz plumps my pillows in the converted barn's makeshift hospital room, sitting me at the correct height to view the laptop.

      “You should really be resting,” she tells me, knowing full well I won't. I can't.

      Sam leans against the doorframe, arms crossed, attention split between me, the screen and the stairway leading up to where Zara rests. The connection holds despite our rural location.

      On screen, Amber's face fills the left panel. Jo and Alex occupy the centre, the dining room, their workspace at Obsidian Hall visible behind them. Victoria appears in the final panel, Abby just visible at the edge of frame.

      My shoulder burns. The wound isn't infected, Roz checked an hour ago, but the tissue protests every movement. I've positioned myself to hide the tremor in my left hand.

      “I don't want to waste time with small talk, we've more important matters at hand,” I say, deflecting from everyone asking how do you feel? They can see for themselves. “Where are we?”

      Jo speaks first. “Full audit complete. Everything Phillipa provided checks out. Zara's asylum application, the medical records, the pharmaceutical trials. Independent verification confirms all of it. The only thing we can't confirm with absolute certainty is Zara herself but we have to accept that.”

      “If we are working on the assumption that Zara is who she claims to be then the trafficking operation is real,” Alex adds. “Walton-Ealmes has documented connections to three trial sites that match descriptions Zara has given us, right down to the clinic blueprints. And we've managed to trace a phone registered to Katerina Reznikov to the vicinity of the clinics at least three times in as many months. And we've found reported cases of a number of women in Chechnya simply disappearing. Statistically we expect the number of women to be higher than those we can verify.”

      “And the leak?” I ask. “The safe house address. How did they find it?”

      Jo and Alex exchange a glance. The sort of look that precedes bad news.

      “We traced the spoofed message from Abby's phone,” Jo says. “The technical signature is sophisticated. Military-grade encryption masking the origin point. Whoever did this had access to tools that aren't commercially available.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning state-level capability.” Alex pulls up data on her screen, though I can't see the details from this angle. “We've ruled out external network breach. Our systems weren't compromised from outside. The address was leaked by someone who already had legitimate access to it.”

      “How many people knew that address?” Victoria asks, finally.

      “Limited distribution.” I run through the list mentally. “Sam arranged the location. Roz knew because she was providing medical oversight. Amber and I approved it. Jo and Alex had it in the operational database.” I pause. “And Phillipa. She requested confirmation of Zara's placement as part of her oversight role.”

      “So seven people,” Victoria says. “All of us on this call, plus Phillipa.”

      “Eight if you count Roxy,” Sam adds from the doorframe. “She was stationed there.”

      “Roxy didn't leak her own location,” Amber says, tone flat.

      “No.” I study the faces on screen. Looking for tells. Finding none. “But someone did. And they used tools that suggest intelligence agency resources.”

      The silence stretches. Everyone processing what I'm not quite saying aloud.

      “The spoofing software,” Jo continues, her voice careful. “We can't trace the exact origin, but we can identify the toolkit. It's consistent with what MI6 uses for covert communications. Same encryption protocols. Same metadata scrubbing.”

      “That doesn't prove anything,” Amber says. “Other agencies use similar tools. Russia. China. Even a select few private contractors with enough funding.”

      “True.” Jo nods. “Even we don't have it, but that combined with the fact that the leak came from someone with legitimate access to the address...”

      She doesn't finish the sentence. She doesn't need to.

      Victoria's face remains impassive on screen, but I catch the slight tightening around her eyes. She's holding back.

      “Victoria?”

      She hesitates. A beat too long.

      “The data supports everything,” she says carefully, as though measuring each word. “Phillipa's intelligence checks out. The trafficking operation appears to be real. But the leak investigation points inward, not outward. And that troubles me.”

      “Instinct isn't evidence,” Amber says from her panel. Her voice carries an edge I recognise. She hasn't slept either.

      “No,” Victoria agrees. “But someone in this circle betrayed Roxy's location. Someone with access to our systems and intelligence-grade tools. That's not instinct. That's fact.”

      Amber's jaw tightens. I watch my wife's reflection in the screen, the way her shoulders have gone rigid, the deliberate stillness that masks frustration.

      She's angry. Not at Victoria. At me. She knows I'm hiding information, has known since I came back from Buckthorne Manor with shaking hands and no explanation. The distance between us grows wider with every compartment I refuse to open, to share with her.

      I haven't told her about the surveillance on Phillipa. Haven't shared what I saw at the warehouse, the woman's face. Haven't opened any of the compartments that are threatening to rupture.

      I return my attention to the screen. “Alex. Update on Ashley's operation.”

      “Ashley reported successful contact with Imogen Hartley.” Alex's voice is unsteady. Her eyes flick away from the camera, choosing to focus on her keyboard. “Dinner invitation accepted. She's in.”

      “That's the summary I already have.” I watch her face. The micro-movements around her eyes. The way her fingers hover over the keyboard without actually typing. “What else?”

      “Nothing significant. She's maintaining cover. Building rapport.”

      There. The slight upward inflection at the end. The fractional pause before 'nothing.' Alex is many things, brilliant, loyal, meticulous, but she's never been a skilled liar. It's one of the reasons I trust her.

      “Roz. Can you check on Zara? Make sure she's comfortable.”

      Zara is safe and probably sleeping, we both know it, but my instruction is a dismissal dressed as concern. Roz recognises it, I see the flicker of understanding cross her face.

      “I'll report back if anything changes.”

      She leaves and I hear her footsteps on the stairs.

      “Jo, Amber, Victoria.” I keep my voice level. “I need to speak with Alex privately. Give us five minutes.”

      Confusion ripples across the screens. Jo glances at Alex, eyebrows raised. Amber's expression sharpens with suspicion. Victoria watches me with that analytical gaze that sees too much.

      “Is everything—” Jo starts.

      “Five minutes. I'll reconnect when I'm ready.”

      The authority in my voice leaves no room for negotiation. One by one, the panels minimise. Jo first, muttering about grabbing coffee. Amber's face lingers longest, a silent question I don't answer, before her screen goes dark. Victoria nods once and disconnects.

      Only Alex remains. Her face fills the laptop screen, suddenly too close, too exposed.

      “Sam, you stay,” I say before she turns to leave. “Now, Alex. Tell me what you're holding back.”

      Alex's composure cracks. Just slightly. A tremor in her jaw. A rapid blink.

      “I don't know what you⁠—”

      “Alex.” I lean forward despite the protest from my shoulder. “I've been reading people since before you learned to write code, before you were born. The pause before your answer. The upward inflection suggesting uncertainty you're trying to mask. The way your fingers stopped moving the moment I asked for details.” I let the silence stretch. “You're protecting Ashley. Which means Ashley asked you to. Which means something happened that she doesn't want me to know about.”

      The colour drains from Alex's face. Out the corner of my eye I'm aware of Sam taking a step forward. Unsurprising as she has a vested interest. Ashley's safety in the field comes down to Sam having her back.

      “She said it was operational security. That she needed time to verify before escalating⁠—”

      “What happened?”

      Alex closes her eyes. When she opens them, resignation has replaced resistance.

      “Imogen thinks Ashley is an escort.”

      I draw back, the movement sending pain through my shoulder. “Explain.”

      The story emerges in fragments. The dinner at the restaurant. Imogen catching Ashley in the Bethany Rhodes lie. The phone call she overheard making the risk-reward pay-off more important. And finally, with her legend blown, the decision to play along.

      “She cloned Imogen's burner phone,” Alex finishes. “I have the data. We're still decrypting but there's regular contact with numbers connected to Walton-Ealmes.”

      I let the information settle. Process the implications.

      “How long have you known?”

      “Since last night. She called after she left Imogen's house. Asked me to keep it contained until she understood the situation better.”

      “And you agreed.”

      It isn't a question. Alex's silence confirms.

      “Let me be very clear.” I keep my voice low. The tone I use when I need people to understand that consequences exist. “This family operates on transparency. Not because transparency is comfortable—it rarely is—but because gaps in shared knowledge create the spaces enemies exploit. When Ashley withholds from you, and you withhold from me, we create blind spots. Blind spots become vulnerabilities. Vulnerabilities become casualties.”

      Alex swallows. “I understand.”

      “Do you? Because Roxy is recovering from a bullet wound she received because someone knew things they shouldn't have. Because our security was compromised by someone with intelligence-grade tools and legitimate access to our operations.” I pause. Let the full impact land. “We still don't know who leaked that address. Until we do, every piece of withheld information is a potential death sentence.”

      “I'm sorry.” The words come out small. Genuine. “She seemed so certain that telling you would complicate things. That you'd pull her out before she could leverage the opportunity.”

      “That's my decision to make. Not hers. Not yours.” I exhale. Some of the tension releases from my shoulders. “Get Ashley on the line. I need to speak with her directly. And Alex?”

      “Yes?”

      “The leak investigation. Keep digging. I want to know exactly which toolkit was used for that spoofing software. If it's an exact match to MI6 protocols I need confirmation. Not assumption. Confirmation.”

      “Understood.”

      “Good. Bring the others back in ten minutes. I need to make this call first.”

      Alex's screen minimises.

      Sam shifts at the doorframe. I'd almost forgotten she was there.

      “That was... direct,” she says.

      “That was necessary.” I reach for the secure phone. “Ashley made a tactical decision without strategic oversight. In the field, that gets people killed.”

      “And the surveillance on Phillipa?” Sam's eyebrow rises. The gesture carries weight I can't ignore. “That's strategic oversight? Or is that a tactical decision you're making without informing the rest of the team?”

      The hypocrisy slaps me across the face.

      I set down the phone. Meet Sam's gaze.

      “That's different.”

      “Is it?” She pushes off from the doorframe. Moves closer. “You just lectured Alex about how withholding information creates blind spots, vulnerabilities.” She stops beside the table. Close enough that I can see the challenge in her eyes. “Amber doesn't know about the Phillipa surveillance. Victoria doesn't know. Neither do Jo or Alex. You've got me running a shadow operation against an MI6 director, and nobody in this family knows, except the two of us.”

      “The situations aren't comparable.”

      “They're exactly comparable.” Sam's voice doesn't rise, but the intensity increases. “You're asking everyone else to operate with full transparency while you maintain your own rules. That's not leadership. That's control.”

      Anger swells inside me, because she's right.

      “If Phillipa is clean,” Sam continues, “we've wasted resources and risked exposure for nothing. If she's compromised, we need the whole team prepared for that reality. Either way, keeping them in the dark serves your need for control, not the family's need for security.”

      I stare at her. This woman I recruited three years ago, ex-gymnast turned military intelligence. Who has never once questioned my judgment until now.

      “What would you have me do?”

      “Tell them. Perhaps not every detail but tell them enough to understand you have suspicions, and you're concerned enough to investigate. Tell them their instincts about a missing piece aren't paranoia.” Sam pauses. “Victoria's already suspicious. Amber knows you're hiding something, you can tell by the way she's looking at you. Jo just told us the leak came from someone with MI6-level tools. The longer you keep them out, the more damage you'll do when they finally find out.”

      The laptop sits between us. Dark screen reflecting my face back at me. I look tired. Wounded. Older than I remember being.

      “The surveillance,” I say finally. “What's the status?”

      Sam's expression shifts. She recognises the deflection but accepts it. For now.

      “Assets in position since oh-six-hundred. Phillipa left her flat at seven-fifteen, arrived at Thames House at eight-forty. Standard pattern for a weekday. She made two personal calls during her commute: one to a florist, one to a restaurant. Booking dinner reservations for tomorrow night.”

      “With whom?”

      “Unknown. The reservation is for two.”

      “Yelena?”

      “Possibly. We're monitoring.”

      I process the information. Nothing unusual. Nothing that confirms or denies my suspicions.

      “Continue surveillance. But Sam?” I meet her eyes. “After I speak with Ashley, we'll bring the others in. Cautious disclosure. We tell them we're running surveillance but neither Yelena nor Phillipa can know.”

      “And Amber?”

      The question cuts deeper than intended.

      “That's enough. Don't push beyond acceptable boundaries.”

      Sam nods. Moves back toward the doorframe. “I'll give you privacy for the call with Ashley.”

      “Sam.”

      She pauses.

      “Thank you. For pushing back.”

      “That's what family does.” She doesn't smile, but her posture softens. “Even when it's uncomfortable. Maybe especially then.”

      She leaves. The door closes.

      I dial Ashley's encrypted line and wait for the connection to establish.

      Three rings. Four.

      “This isn't protocol—” Ashley's voice, hushed, guarded.

      “Neither is keeping information from me.” I cut across her. “You have thirty seconds to explain why I'm learning about your situation from Alex instead of directly from you.”

      A pause. I hear her breath catch.

      “The situation evolved faster than I anticipated. I needed time to assess⁠—”

      “You needed to report. Immediately. The moment your cover shifted, the moment you became other than an art consultant pursuing casual contact, I should have known.”

      “I understand.” She pauses for a beat. “I'm sorry. I⁠—”

      “Sorry isn't useful. Information is useful.” I force my voice level despite the pain radiating through my shoulder. “Tell me everything. Now.”

      She does. The dinner at the restaurant. The exposure of the lie about being Bethany Rhodes plus one. The decision to play along.

      “She mentioned the board asking questions,” Ashley says. “And she asked if 'they' had found someone. The way she said it, urgent, worried, she was talking about Zara. I'm certain.”

      “Thursday. The dinner with both of them. You understand what you're walking into?”

      “A potential threesome with a trafficker's girlfriend and a politician's daughter.” Ashley's voice carries grim humour. “Not my first complicated assignment.”

      “This isn't a joke.”

      “I know.” The humour drains away. “I know it's not.”

      “Katerina Reznikov isn't just playing at business. She's running an operation sophisticated enough to move refugee women through multiple facilities without triggering official attention. The woman who shot me at that warehouse could have killed me. She didn't. They're strategic, patient, and they're watching us as closely as we're watching them. Maybe more.”

      “You think they know about me?”

      “I think we always have to consider they might. Which means Thursday could be an opportunity, or a trap. I need you prepared for both.”

      “I will be. But honestly, I don't think⁠—”

      “Ashley?” I pause. Let the weight gather. “No more assumptions. No more independent assessments. No more waiting to verify before reporting. From now on, I know what you know, when you know it. If your cover shifts again, if Katerina looks at you wrong, if anything feels off, you get out and contact me. Immediately. Not Alex. Not Jo. Me. Understood?”

      “Understood.”

      “Stay dark until Thursday unless circumstances require contact. And be careful. These people have already shown they're willing to shoot to send a message.”

      “I won't give them the opportunity.”

      The line disconnects.

      I set down the phone. Stare at it for a long moment.

      Sam's words echo in my skull. That's not leadership. That's control.

      She's right. About Phillipa. About transparency. About my hypocrisy.

      But some compartments can't be opened yet. Some truths are too volatile to share before I understand what they mean. The face in the warehouse. Dark hair. Familiar cheekbones.

      I reach for the laptop. Time to bring the others back in.

      Time to start being the leader Sam thinks I should be. Or at least to try.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Victoria

      The screen flickers back to life. Suzette's face fills the frame, but the dynamic has shifted in the ten minutes we were away. The rigid control is still there, but cracks have appeared in the facade. She looks not defeated, but exhausted in a way that goes deeper than physical injury.

      “Everyone back?” she asks.

      Confirmations come from each of us. Jo and Alex. Amber. Me. Abby hovers behind my shoulder.

      “First, I need to tell you that I have asked Sam to place Phillipa under surveillance.”

      Silence. Jo glances at Alex. Amber's face goes still.

      “Starting from when?” Amber asks.

      “Yesterday morning.”

      Amber looks away from the screen. The muscle in her jaw jumps twice before she speaks again. “And you're only telling us now?”

      “Perhaps I should have shared this sooner. But I had misgivings, and I needed to act on them before I could articulate why.” Suzette pauses. “Someone on the inside with access to MI6-grade tools leaked our safe house location. We need to verify every source of intelligence we're operating on. Including internal sources. Caution is required.”

      “So cautious you couldn't trust us with the fact you'd asked Sam to follow Phillipa?” I keep my voice neutral, but Amber's hurt sits heavy in the room.

      “I'm not suggesting anything about Phillipa specifically. I'm presenting facts that require investigation.”

      The implication lands, sending ripples across the face of each person watching.

      “Internal sources,” Jo repeats slowly. “You mean us?”

      “I mean everyone. No exceptions.”

      “Including Phillipa?” The question comes from Amber. Direct. Challenging.

      Suzette doesn't flinch. “Including Phillipa.”

      Silence stretches. Abby's hand finds my shoulder, grounding me.

      “You think she's compromised,” I say. Not a question. A confirmation of what I've been circling for days.

      “I think we can't afford assumptions in any direction. The intelligence she provided checks out. Every piece of it. But the leak investigation points toward someone with MI6 access, and my instincts are saying we need to look closer.” Suzette's voice drops. Hardens. “Clean intelligence that verifies too cleanly, too accurately, is sometimes the most dangerous kind. Because it's designed to be believed.”

      “And if Phillipa is clean?” Amber asks. “If we're wasting resources while our real culprit laughs?”

      “Then we've been thorough and cautious, and we move forward with confidence.” Suzette meets her wife's eyes through the screen. “But if she's not, if someone is positioning the information in such a way to make it look like her when it isn't, then we'll know and we need to know before tomorrow night. Before Ashley walks into whatever's waiting for her.”

      I watch Amber's face. The emotions playing across it, frustration, concern, something that looks almost like grief. She's realising the same thing I am: Suzette has been carrying this alone. Making decisions in isolation, decisions that affect all of us.

      “Second update,” Suzette continues. “Ashley's situation has evolved. Imogen Hartley believes she's an escort hired by Katerina Reznikov.”

      Stunned silence follows as we exchange glances. Quite the update given the shortness of the interlude. But Suzette barely draws breath and ploughs on regardless of everyone's obvious shock.

      “Ashley improvised, played along with the assumption. She has a dinner invitation for Thursday night with both women.”

      Jo lets out a low whistle. Alex stays silent, her face flushed, and I can't help but wonder what went down between her and Suzette when we walked away.

      “The reason to continue despite the increased risk is due to an overheard conversation during dinner last night. Ashley overheard Imogen talk about validating identities and asking if they had found 'her' yet. She believes the 'her' being referred to was Zara.”

      “So Imogen is directly involved,” Amber says. Not a question.

      “Potentially. But it appears she is more than a girlfriend being kept in the dark. We are now viewing her as someone who may well have operational input on some level.”

      I process this. The woman Ashley described, old money, father in parliament, bored aristocrat playing at rebellion, reframed into a strategic player. Recast as something more sinister.

      “Her father,” I say. “Sir Charles Hartley. He sits on Walton-Ealmes' board.”

      “Yes.” Suzette meets my eyes through the screen. “Which creates a direct line between the trafficking operation, the pharmaceutical trials, and British government oversight.”

      “That's significant,” Amber says. “If Hartley senior is complicit⁠—”

      “We don't know that yet. His daughter's involvement doesn't automatically implicate him.” Suzette shifts, wincing slightly at the movement of her shoulder. “But it raises questions we need to answer.”

      “What's Ashley's plan for Thursday?” Jo asks.

      “She'll maintain the escort cover. Use the intimacy of the situation to extract intelligence. Katerina is careful, but people let their guard down in bed.” A pause. “Ashley's good at this. We trust her to navigate it.”

      “Why didn't you tell us?” Amber's voice holds steady despite her pained expression. “When you started suspecting Phillipa. Why keep it hidden? Why keep Ashley's change of circumstances from us?”

      “I have only just found out about Ashley and the escort development. I was as in the dark as you until ten minutes ago.” Suzette looks at Alex, and the younger woman averts her gaze, her cheeks colouring. “As for instructing Sam to have Phillipa followed, because I wasn't certain and suspecting an MI6 director of conspiracy isn't something you share lightly. Because—” Suzette stops. Swallows. The effort visible. “Because I was wrong.”

      The admission hangs in the digital space between us.

      It's not an apology but it is an admission.

      “What do you need from us?” I ask, steering from the awkward to more practical ground.

      Suzette seems to shake herself. Refocus. “Continue the intelligence analysis. Cross-reference everything Alex decrypted from Imogen's phone with Phillipa's known contacts. If there's overlap, any overlap, I want to know immediately. And keep digging on that spoofing toolkit. I want definitive proof of its origin.”

      “And Zara?” Abby speaks for the first time, her voice carrying concern I share.

      “Zara will be moved to Obsidian Hall today, and I will follow later.” Suzette's expression softens fractionally. “Zara's been through enough. Whatever games are being played around her, she doesn't deserve to be caught in the crossfire again. We owe it to her to keep her safe.”

      Agreement murmurs from each panel.

      “One more thing.” Suzette's voice drops again. A commanding tone that makes people pay attention. “From this point forward, we operate on the assumption that we're being watched. Every communication. Every movement. Every decision. We proceed with the case, rescue the women, expose the operation, but we stay alert. We trust each other.” Her gaze finds Amber's. Holds it. “And we don't keep secrets. Not anymore.”

      The irony of that statement, coming after what she's just admitted, doesn't escape any of us.

      Concession doesn't come naturally to women like Suzette. This is as close as she gets. To acknowledge the contradiction. To try, even imperfectly, to do better.

      “Reconvene in twelve hours,” Suzette continues. “Sam will coordinate field operations from here. Jo and Alex continue analysis from Obsidian Hall. Victoria, you're operational oversight. If anything feels wrong, trust your gut. Don't wait for evidence.”

      “And you?” Amber asks.

      “I'll be back at Obsidian Hall tonight. We need to talk.” The words are directed at Amber specifically. Private. Heavy with implication.

      “Yes,” Amber says. “We do.”

      The screens begin to darken as people sign off. Jo and Alex first, already turning back to their workstations. Amber's face lingers, expression unreadable, before she too disconnects.

      Only my screen remains.

      “Victoria.” Suzette's voice is quieter now.

      “Yes?”

      “You asked earlier what was wrong. Why everything felt off even though the data checked out.” She pauses. “The leak investigation gives us something concrete now. MI6 tools. Limited access pool. But I trust your instincts beyond even that. More than I trust the data.”

      The admission surprises me.

      “That's a significant statement from someone who's spent her life manipulating information.”

      “Maybe.” A hint of a smile crosses her face. Gone before it fully forms. “Or maybe it's taken me too long to learn that some things are intuitive. Some patterns can only be felt.”

      “And what do you feel?”

      She considers the question. I watch her weigh honesty against self-protection. See the moment she chooses vulnerability.

      “I feel like we're inside a maze someone else designed. Like every turn we take has been anticipated. Every move we make has been accounted for.” Her eyes meet mine through the screen. “And I feel like the only way out is through. Even if through leads somewhere we're not prepared for.”

      The screen goes dark before I can respond.

      I sit in the silence that follows.

      Abby's hand is still on my shoulder. Solid. Present.

      “She's scared,” Abby says quietly. “I've never seen her scared before.”

      “She's carrying a lot of questions, a lot of responsibility with no answers. But what worries me is that obvious suspects are sometimes obvious for a reason. And sometimes they're obvious because someone wants us looking at them instead of somewhere else.”
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      Suzette

      The gate camera tracks me like a slow-blinking eye. Amber's Land Rover sits in the drive, the ground beneath it dry despite the rain that's darkened everything else. She's been here waiting. She has the patience of a sniper and the self-containment of one too. Everything held. Everything measured. Nothing wasted.

      Obsidian Hall rises against the evening sky, windows lit like watchful eyes. I've called this place home for seven years but tonight it feels like a courtroom I'm about to enter without counsel.

      Sam pulls the car to a stop. She doesn't offer to help me out. She knows better.

      “I'll check in with the team,” she says. “Give you space.”

      Space. As though that's what Amber and I need. What we need is a time machine and better judgment. Mine, specifically.

      I manage the car door with my good arm. The sling holds the other immobile against my chest, a constant reminder that someone put a bullet through me and chose not to kill me. That understanding haunts me more than the wound itself.

      The front door opens before I reach it. Not Amber. Roz, her expression professionally neutral.

      “I want to check the dressing before you do anything stupid,” she says.

      “Define stupid.”

      “Exerting yourself. Doing anything that will raise your blood pressure.” She steps aside to let me pass. “Amber's in the study. She's been there since you told her you were coming back.”

      “How is she?”

      Roz gives me a look that says I should know better than to ask questions I don't want answered. “She's Amber. Which means she's fine until she's not, and by the time she's not, someone usually ends up unconscious.”

      “So she hasn't taken news of my clandestine surveillance well then?”

      “Mm.” Roz steers me toward the medical room. “That's quite the understatement but dressing first. Domestic warfare second.”

      I let her lead. The postponement is cowardice, and I'm too tired to pretend otherwise.

      Roz leads me to the kitchen where she already has her kit laid out. The chair she directs me to is cold through my clothes but I say nothing and let her work in silence: peeling back gauze, inspecting sutures, all the time making small sounds that could mean anything.

      “Healing well,” she says finally. “No infection. Keep the sling on for another week minimum.”

      “Noted.”

      “I mean it, Suzette. You take that sling off to prove something to Amber, or the rest of the family, and I'll sedate you and put it back on myself.”

      “Is that your professional medical opinion?”

      “That's my I've-known-you-too-long opinion.” She tapes fresh gauze into place with more force than strictly necessary. The girl has a way of making her point. Standing back and admiring her work, she continues. “She's scared. Under the anger, she's terrified. You almost died in that van.”

      “I've almost died before.”

      “Oh, well then...” she says, rolling her eyes. “Don't you just hate it when people you love overreact?”

      I choose to ignore her sarcasm but that doesn't seem to stop her. “You were bleeding out in the back of the van and all she could do was keep her foot on the accelerator.” Roz strips off her gloves. “Whatever you're planning to say to her, lead with some understanding of how scary that must have been for her. Don't try to justify keeping her in the dark.”

      I meet her eyes. She's not wrong. She rarely is, and certainly not about the emotional landscape of this family. Her trauma training extends beyond physical wounds.

      “Thank you,” I say.

      “Don't thank me. Fix it, for all our sakes.”

      She leaves. I sit for a moment longer, gathering whatever passes for courage these days before facing the inevitable.

      The study door is closed. Light bleeds from underneath. I could knock. We've been married long enough that knocking feels hollow. But barging in feels presumptuous given the circumstances.

      I knock.

      “Come in.” Her voice carries no inflection, making my entry more ominous.

      The study is warm. Fire crackling in the grate despite the season. Amber stands at the window, her back to me, watching darkness settle over the grounds. She's changed since this morning's video call. Cashmere joggers. Silk tee. What I privately call her Kremlin athleisure, the clothes she defaults to when she's not planning to leave the house. When she's settling in for something that requires endurance.

      “You're upright,” she says without turning. “Roz must be satisfied.”

      “She threatened sedation if I don't follow orders.”

      “Smart woman.”

      Silence stretches. The fire pops. Settles.

      I move further into the room, aiming for the armchair near the fire. The walk from the car to here has left me weakened. And I have no strength for what is about to come.

      “I should have told you,” I say, cutting to the chase. The quicker this is over the faster I can lie down.

      “Yes.” Still not turning. “You should have.”

      “I wasn't certain. About Phillipa. About any of it. I didn't want to⁠—”

      “You told Sam.” Now she turns. Her face is stone. Her eyes are not. “Before the warehouse. Before you were shot. You told Sam to surveil Phillipa, and you didn't tell me.”

      “It was operational—” My response is born of instinct, and out before I can stop myself.

      “Don't.” The word cuts clean. “Don't give me excuses. I'm your wife. I'm your tactical lead. I'm the person who drove that van while Roz tried to keep you from bleeding out on the floor.” Her voice doesn't rise but the intensity increases with each sentence. “You don't get to handle me.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you?” She crosses toward me. Stops close enough that I can see the exhaustion etched around her eyes. “Because that is exactly what you've been doing since you came back from Buckthorne Manor. Since before that, probably. What happened with your father that you haven't told me. What is in those files that's eating you alive?”

      My throat tightens. She's right. About all of it.

      “Enough games, Suzette. You owe me more than this.”

      “I'm scared,” I say.

      The admission stops her. Her expression shifts.

      “Of what?”

      In all the years I've known Amber, I've never been this direct with my emotions. Everything in my psyche is screaming to deflect, run, sidestep my moment of madness. But I can't stop what I've started. Not without losing what matters to me.

      “Of being wrong. Of being right.” I sink into the armchair because my legs won't hold me anymore. The wound throbs in time with my pulse. “The shooter, Amber. The woman at the warehouse. I saw her face.”

      “You said. Dark hair. Female.”

      “No. More than that.” I close my eyes. Try to call up the image without the adrenaline distortion. The strobe of muzzle flash. The half-second of illumination. “Something about her... The cheekbones.”

      Amber is quiet for a long moment. I feel her weight settle onto the arm of my chair. Her hand finds my good shoulder. Rests there.

      “Trauma distorts memory,” she says. Her voice has softened. “Adrenaline creates patterns that don't exist. You were shot. Blood loss, shock, your brain was trying to make sense of chaos.”

      “I know.”

      “But you don't believe that's what happened.”

      “No.” I open my eyes. Look up at her. “I think I know her but I can't… It's not possible. But until I can figure it out I can't trust anything about this operation.”

      My wife's thumb moves in slow circles against my collarbone. Grounding. Present.

      “You think you know her?” Her eyes narrow, checking to see if she understands me.

      “Logically, I know it can't be her, but…”

      Amber's face softens. “You are under a great deal of stress. We know more than anyone, the mind can play games with us that we don't ask for. We exploit that very weakness. Create scenarios that have people doubting their reality.” She quietens for a moment, her thumb brushing my cheek. “But that is why you had Sam watching Phillipa,” she says. “You think because of what you saw they're connected.”

      “I know I sound crazy, but they must be. Someone put us on this case for reasons we don't understand yet. Someone knew the safe house location who shouldn't have. Someone shot me and chose not to kill me, which makes no tactical sense unless the goal wasn't elimination.” I shake my head. “We're inside something, Amber. And I can't figure out if we're the hunters or the prey.”

      She doesn't answer immediately. Just sits with me, her hand steady, the fire warming the room around us.

      “You still should have told me,” she says finally.

      “I know.”

      “But I understand why you didn't.” She shifts. Her fingers move to my jaw. Turn my face toward her. “You weren't protecting operations. You were protecting me from watching you spiral while you couldn't prove anything.”

      The accuracy of her assessment makes me flinch.

      “Partly.”

      “And the other part?”

      “The other part is that if I said it out loud, it became real. And if it's real—” I stop. Force the words past the constriction in my throat. “Then Phillipa has been running Yelena this whole time. And I don't know how to tell her that without destroying her.”

      Amber's expression shifts. Understanding settling into place.

      “You can't protect Yelena.”

      “I'm trying to protect everyone. And failing spectacularly, apparently.”

      She leans down. Presses her forehead against mine. The intimacy is careful, mindful of my shoulder, but the gesture carries more weight than any embrace.

      “Don't protect me from the truth,” she says quietly. “I'd rather we face it together than have you carry it alone.”

      “Even if the truth tears this family apart?”

      “Nothing can tear our family apart.” She pulls back. Meets my eyes. “We survived Moscow. Survived your father. We'll survive this too. But not if you disappear into your own head.”

      I want to believe her. Want to trust that whatever's coming, we can face it as we've faced everything else.

      But the face at the warehouse won't leave me. That split-second of recognition I can't verify.

      “Help me,” I say. “Help me figure this out.”

      “How?”

      “I don't know yet. But we start with what we have. The surveillance footage. Anything Alex pulled from the warehouse cameras. Maybe if I see her again, in better light, without a bullet in my shoulder⁠—”

      “Tomorrow.” Amber's voice carries command. “Tonight, you rest. We both rest. Whatever's waiting for us will still be waiting in the morning.”

      She helps me stand. The movement drains the last of my energy, pain radiating through my shoulder despite the medication, but her hands are sure. Steady.

      In the bedroom, she helps me undress. The sling comes off briefly so she can ease me out of my shirt. Her fingers pause at the edge of the fresh dressing Roz applied this morning, white gauze stark against my skin, medical tape pulling slightly with each breath. The bruising has bloomed beyond the bandage now, purple and yellow spreading across my collarbone like spilled ink.

      “Two centimetres,” she says.

      “What?”

      “From your heart. Roz told me. Two centimetres.” Her voice is rough. “If that bullet had been two centimetres to the right⁠—”

      “But it wasn't.”

      “But it could have been.” She pulls a soft shirt over my head. Replaces the sling. “And you'd be gone. And I'd be standing over your body trying to figure out how to tell our family why you are no longer here.”

      I catch her hand. Hold it.

      “I'm not dead.”

      “This time.” She meets my eyes. “Don't make me bury you, Suzette. I've buried enough people I love.”
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      Ashley

      The dress is another Haider Ackermann, according to the label. A second dubious acquisition via Princess and her network of contacts. For her it's never a matter of cost, with Suzette's wealth, how could it be? It's about being able to acquire whatever is needed almost at will. The cut of the dress is skin-tight, leaving me nowhere to hide. But skin-tight also means no one believes you're hiding anything. Funny how that works.

      You want attention on the body, not on what the body might be concealing. And this works.

      I check myself in the mirror. The woman looking back is Emma, art consultant, escort, whatever fiction this evening requires. Ashley Tremblay is dead.

      The thought twists in my chest.

      Focus.

      Weapons. The question isn't what to carry but what I can conceal in a dress designed to reveal. The answer is: almost nothing. A blade strapped to my inner thigh, thin enough not to show through the silk. Alex's cloning device in my clutch, disguised as a lipstick case. No gun. Too bulky, too obvious, too likely to end with me dead if they search me.

      My phone buzzes. Alex.

      “Final check,” she says when I answer. “Backup protocols confirmed. I'm monitoring the street cameras outside Imogen's residence. If anything goes sideways, I'll see it.”

      “And do what? Send concerned emojis?”

      “I've got Sam on standby minutes out. Suzette's orders. You get in trouble, you get out.”

      “I won't get in trouble.”

      “Famous last words.” A pause. Her voice softens. “Be careful, Ash. Katerina Reznikov isn't someone who plays games she doesn't win.”

      “Neither am I.”

      I disconnect before she can say anything else. Sentiment is dangerous. It makes you hesitate.

      The mirror shows me Emma again. Confident. Seductive. A woman who knows exactly what she's walking into.

      Except I don't. Not really. I know Katerina runs her father's London operations. I know Imogen is more involved than anyone suspected. I know the trafficking is real, the medical trials are real, the women being used and discarded are real.

      What I don't know is whether they know about me.

      Imogen believed the escort story. Bought it completely. But Katerina is a different animal. She orchestrated the arrangement. If the real escort has surfaced, if she's asked questions Alex couldn't anticipate⁠—

      Stop.

      I apply lipstick. The colour is called “Blood Orange.” Someone in marketing thought that was clever.

      The cab ride through London feels longer than usual. The city passes in streaks of light and shadow. Thursday evening traffic. People heading to restaurants, to bars, to homes where nobody's waiting to betray them.

      I think about Imogen. Her voice in the restaurant: “It's been a while since someone actually listened.”

      The loneliness beneath the privilege. The isolation of being someone's accessory instead of someone's equal. That loneliness is my way in. The connection she thought was real, that's just the lock I've already picked.

      The guilt surfaces. I shove it down.

      Mission first. Always mission first.

      Chelsea appears outside the window. Georgian facades and expensive cars and the silence that only money can buy in a city this busy.

      Imogen's house glows against the evening darkness. Lights in the front window. Two figures visible through the glass.

      Katerina has arrived.

      The cab stops. I pay with cash.

      Breathe.

      Alex's voice echoes in my memory from this afternoon's briefing: The profile is live. Visible only when Katerina's credentials access the Luxe Encounters system. Everyone else sees standard listings. She sees Emma Carlisle, art consultant by day, exclusive companion by arrangement. Three years of fabricated booking history. Glowing reviews from clients who don't exist.

      The hack was elegant. Alex found a vulnerability in the agency's authentication system and created a shadow profile that only materialised for specific users. Katerina would have checked. Would have verified the agency, the booking, the reviews. Would have found exactly what she expected to find.

      The real escort is providing two other women entertainment tonight and the agency is none the wiser.

      The door opens before I reach it.

      Imogen stands in the entrance, red dress catching the hall light, pearls luminous against her throat. Her smile is one of genuine pleasure, which makes what I'm about to do worse.

      “Emma. You came.”

      “I keep my appointments.”

      She pulls me into a kiss. Brief. Public-appropriate. Her lips taste of champagne.

      Behind her, a figure descends the stairs.

      Katerina Reznikov is not what I expected.

      The photographs we have show a sharp-featured woman with her father's colouring. Dark hair, pale skin, the aesthetic of selective Eastern European breeding.

      In person, she's smaller. More contained. She moves like a dancer, each step deliberate, economical. Her dress is black, simple, the cut expensive.

      But it's her eyes that stop me.

      Pale grey. Almost colourless in the hall light. They sweep over me, assessing every detail.

      “So this is Emma.” Her voice carries the slightest hint of an accent. Russian underneath, but smoothed by years of international education. “Imogen has told me a great deal about you.”

      “All good things, I hope.”

      “All interesting things.” She extends her hand. Her grip is cool, dry, precise. “Katerina. But you knew that already.”

      I keep my expression warm yet neutral.

      “Imogen mentioned you,” I say. “I wasn't sure what to expect.”

      “And now that you see me?”

      “I think this will be an interesting evening.”

      Her lips curve. Not quite a smile. “I think so too.”

      She releases my hand. Turns. Walks back toward the living room with the assumption that we'll follow.

      We do. Imogen's hand finds mine, squeezes.

      The living room is transformed. Candles everywhere. Wine breathing on the sideboard. The concrete floors that Imogen complained about somehow work in this light, industrial chic instead of renovation crime scene.

      Katerina pours three glasses. Hands one to each of us.

      “To new connections,” she says.

      I hesitate. The wine could be tainted. But I watch them drink and know I have to join them.

      “You don't drink wine?” Katerina asks, her eyes narrowing.

      “I do, but I want to give my best tonight. No holding back.” I smile, then sip from my glass.

      Katerina steps towards me. When she speaks her voice is lower, a seductive edge. “I can guarantee you won't hold anything back when I get my hands on you.”

      I raise the glass to my lips and take a larger gulp. I suspect she's right.

      “Katerina is very good with her—” Imogen glances sideways. Whatever passes between them finishes the sentence for her.

      Katerina moves past me. Her hand brushes my hip, casual, proprietary. She lifts the bottle of Masseto 2018 and refills our glasses.

      “To new experiences,” she says, lifting her glass a fraction. Her eyes hold mine over the rim. Assessing.

      I drink. Hesitation now would only raise suspicions.

      “Imogen tells me you met at an auction.” Katerina settles onto the sofa, pulls Imogen down beside her. Leaves me standing. The positioning is deliberate. Triangle. Interview formation. “That you paid forty-eight thousand pounds for a sculpture even she thinks is hideous.”

      “Taste is subjective.”

      “Taste is expensive.” Katerina's smile doesn't reach her eyes. Not quite. “But then, you understand that. You trade in beautiful things. Art. Experiences.” Her gaze travels down my body. Slow. Appreciative. “People.”

      “I facilitate connections. There's a difference.”

      “Is there?” She leans back. One arm drapes along the sofa behind Imogen's shoulders. “I paid for a specific experience tonight. A specific type of woman. Imogen has particular tastes. So do I.”

      “And what are your tastes, Katerina?”

      “I like control.” Simple. Direct. No pretence. “I like watching. I like knowing exactly what's going to happen before it happens.” Her fingers play with Imogen's hair. Possessive. “I like beautiful women who know how to follow instructions.”

      Imogen's breath catches. Barely audible. But I've been trained to notice.

      “Instructions can be limiting,” I say. “Sometimes the best experiences happen when you let go of the script.”

      “That sounds like something a woman says when she wants to take control herself.”

      “Maybe.” I set down my glass. The silk dress whispers against my thighs. “Or maybe it's something a woman says when she knows how to read a room. When she can see what you really want, even if you haven't admitted it to yourself yet.”

      I cross to them. Stand in front of the sofa. Looking down at two beautiful women who think they know what they're getting tonight.

      “You wanted someone who would make Imogen feel special. Someone who would seduce her properly, not just show up and play a part.” I hold Katerina's gaze. “But you also wanted to test her. To see if she could be tempted. If she'd let herself want something you didn't explicitly permit.”

      Katerina's expression doesn't change, but interest shifts behind her eyes. Recognition.

      “And now you're wondering,” I continue, “whether I'm going to follow your script or write my own. Whether I'm the professional you paid for or something more... unpredictable.”

      Silence stretches. The air thickens.

      Then Katerina laughs.

      “Imogen was right about you.” She rises in one fluid motion. Steps close enough that I can smell her perfume. I've no idea what it is apart from expensive and heady. “You're not what I expected.”

      “I rarely am.”

      Her hand finds my chin. Tilts my face up to meet hers. She's only an inch taller, at most, but she holds herself like someone accustomed to looking down.

      “Let's see if you're as good as you think you are.”

      She kisses me.

      Not gentle. A kiss that claims territory. Her mouth is warm, demanding, skilled in ways that suggest considerable experience. I respond in kind, meeting her intensity, matching her pressure, refusing to yield.

      Behind us, I hear Imogen's sharp intake of breath.

      Katerina pulls back. Her lipstick has smeared slightly. The imperfection makes her look human for the first time tonight.

      “Imogen.” Her voice carries command. “Come here.”

      Imogen rises.

      Katerina turns her. Positions her between us. Back against my front. Facing Katerina.

      “Kiss her,” Katerina tells me. “Show me what you do.”

      I brush Imogen's hair aside. Expose the curve of her neck. My lips find the spot just below her ear, tender, soft.

      She shivers.

      I work my way down. Throat. Shoulder. The strap of her dress sliding beneath my fingers. Katerina watches with those pale eyes, missing nothing. Every response, every tremor, every sound Imogen tries to suppress.

      “She's responsive,” I murmur against Imogen's skin. “You've trained her well.”

      “She's naturally eager.” Katerina's hand cups Imogen's face. Thumb tracing her lower lip. “But she holds back with others. Afraid of wanting too much.”

      “Everyone's afraid of that.”

      “Are you?”

      I lift my head. Meet Katerina's gaze over Imogen's shoulder.

      “Not tonight.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Ashley

      The bedroom is colourless. As though The White Company has thrown up, drowning any hint of personality. Pristine sheets, pristine walls, pristine carpet that shows every footprint. The only colour comes from the city light bleeding through translucent voile covering the window.

      Katerina undresses Imogen first. Slow. Deliberate. Each piece of clothing removed like unwrapping a gift she's opened many times but never tires of. I use the distraction to slide my hand under my dress and remove the blade, allowing it to fall silently onto the rug by my feet, and give a small kick. The metal slides under the bed.

      All eyes remain on Imogen, her skin pale and freckled, eyes closed as she soaks in Katerina's small appreciative noises. Oddly, she seems more vulnerable without the shield of expensive fabric.

      “Your turn,” Katerina says to me.

      I reach for my zipper, safe in the knowledge I've managed to dispose of the blade. She stops me.

      “Let Imogen.”

      Imogen's fingers tremble slightly as she finds the zip at my back. The dress drops, pooling around my feet. I step out of it. Stand before them in midnight-blue lingerie that leaves little to imagination.

      Katerina circles me. Taking her time. Her fingers trail across my shoulders, down my spine, over the curve of my hip.

      “You work out,” she observes.

      “My body is part of my brand.”

      “It shows.” She stops in front of me. One finger hooks beneath the front clasp of my bra. “May I?”

      The courtesy surprises me. “Yes.”

      The clasp releases. The fabric falls away.

      Imogen makes a small sound. Almost a moan.

      Katerina smiles. “I think she likes what she sees.”

      The Russian takes the lead, her movements deliberate and commanding. She positions Imogen on the bed first, guiding her with a gentle but firm touch. Imogen's eyes flutter closed as she settles onto the cool sheets, her body already responding to the subtle cues of Katerina's direction. I watch, fascinated by the dynamic between them, the way Katerina's confidence seems to anchor Imogen, making her more present, more alive.

      “Come here,” Katerina says to me, her voice low and inviting. “Undress me.”

      I step in close, hands steady as I reach for the zipper at the back of Katerina's dress. I draw it down slowly, the soft rasp of metal loud in the hush of the room. The fabric parts, black slipping away from white, and I slide the dress from her shoulders, letting it skim the length of her body before it hits the ground.

      She stands before me, breathtaking in her bareness, a study in contrasts. Her skin is almost luminous, stretched tight across sharp collarbones and strong, sinewy arms. Scars, silver and faint, map the pale landscape of her back, crossing her shoulder blade, curling toward her ribs. Her breasts are small, high, tipped dusky rose, rising with each measured breath. Her waist is narrow, the flare of her hips sudden, the muscles of her thighs clear beneath the surface, shaped by control and discipline. A mole sits prominently on one hip, disappearing beneath the sleek black of her underwear.

      My breath stutters. I drink in every detail: the lines of tension in her stomach, the faint downy hair on her forearms, the strength and vulnerability twined together in her stance. Heat rushes through me, my own body responding helplessly to the sight of hers. She catches my eye, satisfaction flickering across her face, then steps closer. With a slow, assured motion, Katerina slides one cool finger between my lips, parting them, testing, finding the slick proof of my arousal. Her eyes glitter, dangerous and pleased.

      “You like what you see,” she murmurs, voice dark, then swats my butt cheek with a sharp slap. I gasp. “On the bed now.”

      I move, don't wait to question or falter, feeling the soft give of the mattress beneath my knees. Katerina's hands are on me, a finger dipping in and out of my folds as she guides me to straddle Imogen's hips. The sensation of Imogen's body beneath mine is electric. Her warmth, the slight tremble of her muscles, the way her breath hitches as I settle wet against her.

      Katerina leans in, her lips brushing my ear. “Touch her,” she whispers, her breath hot against my skin. I reach out, my fingers tracing the curve of Imogen's collarbone, the dip of her throat. Her skin is soft, impossibly soft, and I can feel the pulse of her heartbeat beneath my touch.

      Imogen responds to tenderness. To whispered words and gentle hands. Her body arches toward softness, toward connection, toward the feeling that she matters beyond her usefulness.

      The difference between the two of them strikes me. With Katerina it is all about intensity, control. The challenge. The friction of two wills meeting and neither yielding, and then her finally breaking them. I suspect she likes to hear her partners beg.

      I lean down, my lips meeting Imogen's in a soft kiss. She tastes of sweetness and warmth, her mouth opening to mine with a soft sigh. Katerina's hands are on my back, tracing the line of my spine, her touch firm and possessive. I can feel her eyes on us, watching, assessing, her breath quickening as she takes in the scene.

      Imogen's hands come up to frame my face, her touch gentle, reverent. She kisses me back with a quiet desperation, as if she's been starving for this connection, this tenderness. I deepen the exchange, my tongue sliding against hers, my body pressing closer, wanting to give her more, to fill that emptiness she's been carrying.

      Katerina's hands move to my hips, her grip tightening as she guides me to rock against Imogen. The friction is exquisite, the sensation of Imogen's body against mine, the pressure building with each slow roll of my hips. Imogen gasps into my mouth, her fingers tangling in my hair, her body arching up to meet mine.

      I break the kiss, trailing my lips down Imogen's neck, feeling the flutter of her pulse against my tongue. Katerina's hands are still on me, her touch growing more insistent, more demanding. She leans in, her mouth finding the curve of my shoulder, her teeth grazing my skin in a sharp, possessive bite.

      I gasp, the sensation sending a jolt of pleasure through me. Katerina smiles against my skin, her tongue soothing the sting of her bite. “That's it,” she murmurs, her voice a low purr. “Give her what she needs. Give us both what we need.”

      I turn my attention back to Imogen, my hands sliding down her body, tracing the curve of her breasts, the dip of her waist. Her skin is flushed, her breath coming in quick, shallow gasps. I can see the need in her eyes, the desperation for connection, for intimacy.

      I lean down, my mouth finding her breast, my tongue circling her nipple. She cries out, her back arching, her hands gripping the sheets. Katerina's hands are on me again, her touch urgent, her body pressing against mine from behind. I can feel the heat of her, the slickness of her desire as she grinds against me, her breath hot and ragged in my ear.

      The room fills with the sound of our breaths, the wet sounds of our bodies moving together. The scent of sex and sweat hangs thick in the air. I lose myself in the feel of Imogen's body beneath mine, the press of Katerina's body against my back.

      Imogen's hands find my hips, her grip urgent. She guides me faster, harder, her body writhing beneath mine. I can feel her pleasure building, slick against my skin. Her body tensing, her breath coming in short gasps.

      Katerina's hands are on my breasts, her touch demanding. She pinches my nipples and I cry out, my body bucking against Imogen, the friction making her moan. Then in one swift movement Katerina pulls me back, an arm across my upper chest, our bodies melded together. Her hand slips down my front, two fingers easing either side of my clit, exposing me. Imogen is moving too, changing position, wriggling beneath me. I'm vulnerable as hell, but the sensation coursing through my body is overwhelming. A control I'm happy to give away in exchange for this.

      A second later Imogen's mouth is on me, teasing before sucking me in, and sensation explodes through my body. A momentary thought, I could die right now and that would be okay, flits through my brain before pleasure makes me gasp, then moan, and it's like listening to someone else. I'm both in and out of my body but I no longer care. I'm high on the impending rush about to obliterate everything.

      My cry fills the room as I come, but they don't let up. Either of them. Seconds later and the rush is building again, ripping me apart, hollowing me out until there is little left.

      “I'm in charge.” Katerina's hot breath whispers against my ear. “You'd do well to remember that.” She drops my spent body onto the bed unceremoniously. “Imogen darling, now we have our toy warmed up I think we should get her ready for the main event.”

      I hear her words, the change in tone, the alarms that should have me taking action, but my body is sated in a way that makes anything but pleasure seem impossible. Her words come again as though through a dream.

      “The silk should do it. She seems compliant enough.”

      Imogen's scent fills the air around me as she lifts my arms, rolling me onto my back. “Just close your eyes and let me please you,” she whispers. Her voice is sweet, melodic as she wraps the cool material around my wrists, then pulls, raising my arms above my head towards the corners of the bed. I have an odd sensation of flying. Light and free.

      There are clicks, the soft thud of things moving, the warmth of Imogen's body against mine, and then light. Excruciating bright light.

      “Try not to squint,” she whispers. “You'll ruin the shot and she won't like that.”

      Questions… it occurs to me I should have questions, like what is the faint background noise? I turn my head towards it and see Katerina… not all of her, just her body. She's naked now and wearing a harness, the attached dildo jutting out from her body. But I can't see her face. Why can't I see her face?

      “I love your body,” Imogen whispers. Her mouth places soft kisses on my breasts. I moan, so sensitive to her touch. “I want to make you come again,” she tells me as the heat of her mouth moves down my body.

      My legs are wide now as she delights in taking me apart: with her tongue, with her lips, with her fingers. It's not until I make to reach for her head that my body stutters. My head swings towards my wrists, and the soft material that anchors them in place. Panic should be rising, a flicker of rational screams, alerting me to my vulnerability, but just as quickly it is gone. Lost to the rhythm of Imogen's tongue, warm and soft, always moving. She's inside me now, and my eyes close, unable to fight against the bliss she creates.

      “Do you want Katerina to fuck you now?” she asks when she comes up for air.

      I don't answer her immediately, not even sure if it is me she has spoken to. The tip of her tongue brings me back to the present in hard little flicks. I groan and arch my back.

      “Tell Katerina what you want,” she says, her tone changed. There is an insistency now. My answer matters.

      “Fuck me.” I say the words and I know the voice I hear is mine. I know they speak the truth but at the same time I'm here and I'm not.

      “Say it again.” Imogen's fingers tease me as she speaks. “If you want it then she has to hear it.”

      “I want her to fuck me.” My tongue is thick, words mumbled.

      “Good girl.” I can hear the smile in Imogen's words. I've done well and she's pleased with me, but my reasoning doesn't go much beyond that and doing whatever I need to do to chase my next orgasm.

      Her hand caresses my cheek, turning my face towards her. “I knew you were special the moment I met you.” There's a pause as I try to focus on her face, trying hard to lose the blurring.

      “Can we keep her?” she asks, but as my vision clears around the edges I understand she isn't talking to me. Her face is turned towards Katerina. Or who I think is Katerina. There is a large camera in front of her face so I can't be sure.

      The bed moves and they swap places. Katerina guides me to face her, eyes locked on mine. The intensity of her gaze is overwhelming, the raw need and desire in her eyes sending a shiver down my spine. She leans in, her hand whispering against my centre. “I need to know you want this. Consent is important.”

      I have to think hard because thought isn't coming easily. Do I want this? I stare into her, allow her touch to coax an answer from me… And there it is. Yes, I do want her. I want her very much. I nod.

      “Tell me,” she says.

      “I want you.”

      Her mouth finds mine in a fierce, demanding kiss, hands everywhere, possessive. She guides me to straddle her thigh, the pressure of her muscle against my clit sending a jolt of pleasure through me. I grind against her, my body moving with a desperation I can't control, my need for release overwhelming.

      Katerina's hands are on my breasts, her touch rough, demanding. She pinches my nipples, the sensation sending a shockwave of pleasure through me. I cry out, my body bucking against her, the friction sending me closer to the edge.

      Her mouth finds my neck, her teeth grazing my skin in a sharp, possessive bite. I gasp. As though the sharpness of desire she sparks in me brings a new clarity. She grinds against me harder, her hands gripping my hips tight, then she pushes my legs apart and enters me. Tentative at first but the next thrust is deeper. I'm already so close, the pleasure so intense…

      “Come for me,” she commands, her voice low and rough. “Come for me now.”

      I can't resist the demand in her voice, the need in her eyes. My body responds to her, my pleasure cresting, my orgasm crashing over me, an intense, overwhelming sensation.

      Katerina follows me over the edge, her body convulsing against mine, her cry of release echoing in the room. We ride out our climax together, our bodies moving in sync, our breaths mingling, our hearts pounding as one.

      After, we collapse onto the bed, our bodies tangled, our skin slick with sweat. Katerina pulls me close, her arm wrapping around my waist, her breath hot against my neck. Imogen curls up against my other side, her head resting on my shoulder, her hand finding mine, her fingers twining with mine.

      The room is quiet, the only sound the soft, steady rhythm of our breaths. Sex coats the air.

      “Stay,” Katerina says eventually, her voice low and rough. “Stay the night. We can drink some more… sex is so much better when we are loosened up.”

      I nod again, as though it is all I have left in me.

      Imogen's breathing has steadied, her body soft and open against me. Unguarded, almost innocent. Katerina, though, has her arm draped possessively over my waist, every inch of her skin humming with unspent energy. I'm not sure what has just happened, other than I know I enjoyed it.

      I study their faces in the muted city light, sharper now: Imogen with her flushed cheeks, her hair pasted damply to her temples; Katerina's sharp, feline eyes glittering, even now, with challenge and want. It's as if she's daring me to break the spell, to pull away first. I don't. I let myself stay tangled with them, my body cooling in the aftermath but my mind burning with questions.

      The biggest one: what is in the wine?

      Katerina's fingers slide lower, tracing idle patterns on my hipbone, her nails scraping, possessive, a warning. She is not finished with me, not by a long stretch. Her hand slips between my thighs, stroking the sensitive post-climax skin, coaxing another jolt of sensation out of me. I gasp, my hips shifting, trying to process the pleasure and the ache at once.

      Imogen stirs, her lips brushing my jaw, soft as a petal. “Are you okay?” she whispers.

      I nod, though I'm not sure I am. My mind is a tangle of desire and uncertainty. I feel split open, raw, the lines I've drawn between myself and others blurred beyond recognition. Is this what I wanted? Or is this just the cost of the intimacy I sell?

      Katerina takes my chin between her fingers, turning my face to hers. Her kiss is rough, her tongue sliding against mine with a hunger that never seems to end. I taste her want, her need to dominate, to possess. I answer, matching her intensity, my energy and focus returning.

      Imogen's hand finds my breast, her touch feather-light, almost reverent. She draws slow circles around my nipple, her gaze soft, full of wonder and longing. I let myself be pulled between them, Katerina's fire and Imogen's sweetness, the duality of their touch making my body sing.

      Katerina pulls back, her breath rough. “You're holding back,” she accuses, her eyes sharp.

      I hesitate. Am I? Maybe I am. A lifetime of boundaries and bargains, of acting a role, of never letting myself want too much, it's hard to drop the mask. I want to confess this to her, but the words stick in my throat.

      She doesn't wait for an answer. She pushes me back onto the bed, her body covering mine. Imogen shifts, curling up beside me, her hand finding mine. Katerina's mouth is everywhere: my throat, my collarbone, the soft swell of my breast. Her teeth scrape, her tongue soothes, her hands grip and mark and claim.

      I shut my eyes and let go. I let her use me, shape me, draw every last bit of resistance out of my bones. It's not submission, exactly, more a surrender to sensation, to the power of being wanted this much. My mind blurs at the edges again, my body reduced to nerve endings and longing.

      Imogen is beside us, watching. Her eyes are wide, her lips parted, her hand trailing down her own stomach, mirroring Katerina's movements on me. There's awe in her gaze.

      I reach for her, threading my fingers through hers. She squeezes, her small, grateful noise nearly lost in the hush of the room. I guide her hand to my breast, inviting her into the heat and the mess. She blushes, but she doesn't pull away.

      Katerina grins, a wild, proud flash of teeth. “See what we can do when you stop pretending?” she murmurs, her voice dark. She takes the tip of the dildo she is still wearing and positions herself, ready to enter me, steady and unyielding.

      Imogen's hand cups my face, her thumb on my cheek. “Let her make you hers, please.”

      Before I can wrap my head around her words, Katerina slides inside in one long fluid movement that makes me gasp. She forces my legs wider, thrusts deeper until all I can think of is her. This time I am being claimed, taken, possessed, and I want it.

      I come again, wracked and sobbing, my body shaking beneath them. It's not just pleasure, it's a kind of breaking. A release of everything I've kept locked away since my untimely death.

      When it's over, I don't know if I'm relieved or terrified.

      Katerina withdraws, her smile wicked. “Beautiful,” she says, as if she's won top prize.

      Imogen presses her lips to my temple, whispering, “Thank you.”

      Katerina stretches, languid as a satisfied cat. “Imogen,” she says, “your turn.”

      Imogen looks at me, uncertain, as if asking permission. I nod. I want her to have this, too.

      Katerina positions us again: Imogen lying back, me between her legs, Katerina at her side. I take my time, kissing along Imogen's thighs, tasting the sweetness of her skin. She shivers, her hips tilting up, her hand in my hair urging me closer. I bury my face in her, letting her whimpers and moans guide me, trusting my instincts.

      Katerina pinches Imogen's nipples, rolling them between her fingers, coaxing gasps and cries. Imogen twists beneath us, torn between too much and not enough. Her thighs clamp around my head and I let myself drown in her, in the slick heat, in the way she falls apart when she's desired like this.

      Katerina kisses her, hard, swallowing her cries. I feel the tension build in Imogen's body, the tremor that means she's close. I don't stop.

      She comes with a broken sound, her back arching, her hand fisting in the sheets. I ride out her pleasure, kissing her thighs as she trembles and sighs.

      We collapse together, a heap of tangled limbs and sweat. Katerina strokes my back, her movements slow, almost gentle now. Imogen curls into me, her body warm and pliant.

      For a long time, we just breathe, the silence thick with all the things we cannot say. I feel changed, emptied and filled up at once. I don't know what comes next. I only know I want to stay in this moment, suspended between before and after, between who I was and who I might become.

      Katerina is the first to move. She rises, moving to the window, letting the city light paint her naked skin in silver and shadow. She turns off the camera and looks back at me, something soft and wary in her eyes.

      Imogen curls into my body. “Thank you, Ashley,” she says, a slow smile curling the corners of her mouth.

      My mouth opens, and I see the moment the shock of her words registers on my face, because she laughs.

      “It suits you much better than Emma.”
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      Suzette

      The photograph is smaller than I remember. Three inches by four. Edges soft from handling, from years of being carried in wallets and hidden in books.

      Irina.

      I trace the outline of her face without touching the surface. I learned that lesson decades ago: the oils from fingertips degrade photographs. Smudge them. Erase them slowly, touch by touch, until nothing remains but a blur where a person used to be.

      I've touched this photograph more times than I ever touched her.

      The files Phillipa delivered sit open on my desk. Thirty years of classified intelligence spread across rosewood like an autopsy. Birth certificates. School records. Medical files stamped with Cyrillic abbreviations I haven't seen since Moscow. Each page another piece of a puzzle I've been assembling blind.

      But I keep returning to the photograph.

      She's laughing in this one. Head thrown back, throat exposed, caught mid-joy by whoever held the camera. I don't know what made her laugh. Don't know where she was or who she was with or what happened five minutes later. The image exists outside of context, a single frame extracted from a life I wasn't permitted to witness.

      My chest constricts. Familiar now, that tightening. I've stopped trying to name it.

      I should read the files. Should absorb every detail, map every location, identify every name. That's why I asked for them. That's why I traded favours I'll be paying off for years. But Irina was the one piece of information that never appeared in any file. This secret was mine, or so I thought, until Ryan Conner.

      So I sit here, holding a photograph, wondering if she still laughs like that.

      A knock. Two sharp raps against the study door.

      I close the file. Slide the photograph beneath it. The movement is automatic.

      “Come.”

      Alex enters. Her face tells me everything before she speaks. The tension around her mouth. The way her eyes don't quite meet mine.

      “You wanted to be told if we heard anything from Ashley.”

      “Yes.”

      “We haven't.”

      I check my watch. 9:47. Ashley's last contact was over twelve hours ago, a brief text confirming she was meeting the targets. Nothing since.

      “She's an escort,” Alex says, anticipating my calculation. “Staying the night would be expected. Normal, even. Maybe?”

      “But?”

      “We sent her in without a weapon. No comms. No extraction protocol beyond her own judgement.” Alex shifts her weight. “She might be fine. But Amber's concerned. Victoria's...” She pauses, searching for the diplomatic word.

      “Agitated?”

      “Vocal.”

      I stand. The files can wait. Retribution for Irina has waited for too many years. She can wait another hour.

      The dining room is three doors down the corridor, but I hear them before I reach it. Victoria's voice carries, not volume, but an edge I haven't heard before. Each word lands with the precision of someone who's stopped caring whether the cuts leave marks. “—compromised from the start. Rox took a bullet. We should never have⁠—”

      She stops when I enter.

      The assembled faces confirm Alex's assessment. Amber sits at the head of the table, expression dark. Victoria paces near the window, Abby watching her from a chair with the focused attention of someone preparing to intervene. Jo hunches over a laptop, fingers still on the keys, caught mid-search.

      “Suzette.” Victoria turns toward me. “Ashley hasn't checked in.”

      “I'm aware.”

      “It's been over twelve hours.”

      “I can count.”

      Her jaw tightens. I've miscalculated. She's not in the mood for deflection. Fair enough. Neither am I.

      “Tell me what we know,” I say, taking my position at the opposite end of the table from Amber. The choreography is unconscious. We bracket the room, contain it between us.

      Jo speaks first. “Last confirmed contact was 9:08pm yesterday. Text message to the operation phone. 'Proceeding to agreed location.' That's the Knightsbridge address.”

      “Nothing since?”

      “Nothing. We have a team on the street watching the property, and no one has been seen coming or going since.” Jo glances at her screen. “But we don't have eyes inside, so that's not conclusive.”

      “So Ashley could still be there.”

      “She could be anywhere,” Victoria cuts in. “That's the problem. We have no way of knowing if she's compromised, detained, or—” She stops herself. Takes a breath. “We need to send someone in.”

      Amber speaks for the first time. “Ashley's a professional. She knows the protocols.”

      “The protocols assumed Sam would be providing overwatch. But with Rox in hospital with a gunshot wound, Sam is stretched.” Victoria's voice sharpens. “The protocols assumed we'd have comms. We don't. The protocols⁠—”

      “Were the best we could manage given the circumstances.” Amber's tone doesn't change, but something in her posture does. A subtle squaring of the shoulders. “Ashley understood the risks. She accepted them.”

      “She accepted them because we asked her to.”

      The accusation lands. I watch Amber absorb it without flinching. I know her well enough though to see the impact. The flicker behind her eyes.

      The truth is we didn't have to ask Ashley to take the risk. She knew as well as we did that the benefit outweighed the risk. But if something has happened to her, that weight is mine to carry.

      “What do you propose?” I ask Victoria.

      “Someone goes in. Knocks on the door. Plausible reason, delivery perhaps? We need eyes in that flat. We need to know if Ashley's still there. Or what about thermal imaging?”

      “And if she's not?”

      “Then we know we have a problem.”

      “Where was Phillipa last night?” Abby's voice is quiet, but it cuts through. Everyone turns. She's been so still I'd almost forgotten she was there. “Has anyone heard from her? Has Sam still got her under surveillance?”

      The question detonates in the silence.

      Jo's fingers move across her keyboard. “Last contact from Phillipa was... twenty-two hours ago. Checking in, nothing of any significance to report.”

      “That's not unusual,” I say. “Phillipa operates on her own schedule. Her own agenda.”

      “Phillipa operates on her own schedule when she's running her own operations,” Victoria counters. “But she's supposed to be coordinating with us. She brought Zara to our door. And now, when one of our people might be compromised, do we know what her movements were?”

      I see where this is heading. The logic has its own momentum.

      “Victoria—”

      “What if we're the operation?” Victoria doesn't raise her voice, but intensity saturates every syllable. “What if this whole thing, Phoenix involvement, the trafficking case, Ashley's assignment, what if it's all been orchestrated? Phillipa's MI6. She has access to everything. She knows our capabilities, our weaknesses, our people.” Victoria's hands grip the back of a chair. “Rox gets shot. Ashley goes dark. We have questions over Phillipa. What if she's picking us off one by one?”

      The accusation hangs in the air, ugly and impossible to ignore.

      I should dismiss it.

      But I don't.

      Because some part of me, the part that was trained in the same rooms where Phillipa learned her craft, knows that Victoria's question isn't unreasonable. In our world, betrayal wears familiar faces. The knife in your back often belongs to the hand you trusted most.

      “Why would my partner be picking you off one by one?” Yelena stands in the doorway.

      She's dressed in a wool coat, leather gloves, a small overnight bag slung over one shoulder. Her cheeks carry the flush of cold air.

      Her eyes move across the room. Take in the assembled faces. The tension.

      Land on Victoria.

      “I'm sorry,” Yelena says, her accent sharpening the consonants. “I thought I heard my partner's name. Perhaps I misheard. Perhaps someone was not just suggesting that Phillipa, the woman who has bled for this family, who risks her career, her freedom, her life to protect people in this room, is now, what? Betraying us? Hunting us?”

      Victoria doesn't back down. “I asked a question.”

      “It sounded more like accusation.” Yelena steps into the room. Closes the door behind her. “I know the difference.”

      “It is a question that needs to be answered,” Victoria says, refusing to give an inch.

      “I understand why frightened people say frightened things.” Yelena removes her gloves and sets her bag down. “What I do not understand is why room full of professionals,” she nods toward Victoria, “I exclude you and your wife from that description, would turn on someone who has helped us. Saved both my life and yours.” Her gaze whips from Amber to me. “None of us would have made it out of France without Phillipa.”

      I could disagree. Yelena is correct, Phillipa did offer assistance. But I am never without options. Not anymore. That happened once.

      “Rox was shot. Could have been killed, because someone leaked the address of the safe house.”

      “Yes,” Yelena fires back. “Your wife.”

      Victoria's eyes narrow and I interject before this escalates any further.

      “Alex has already established Abby did not send the message. It was a spoof, designed to shift suspicion onto Abby and away from the person we should be looking at, someone with access to sophisticated software, most likely state-issued.” From the corner of my eye, I catch Alex's eager gaze. “Are we any further forward?” I ask, knowing she's desperate to share.

      But Yelena speaks first.

      “Are you suggesting Phillipa arranged for Zara to be taken? For Rox to be shot?” My oldest friend is barely containing her anger. “You might as well accuse her of pulling trigger herself.”

      Victoria's jaw tightens, but she doesn't respond.

      “Alex, do you have the update we were waiting for?” I ask her, hoping against hope I've read her eagerness with accuracy.

      “I do. We've found a profile match for the software…”

      The pause which follows is worthy of a game show, or a weekday soap cliffhanger. But less welcome here, now.

      “And?” I prompt.

      “It's a match for MI6. With more time I should be able to narrow down to a specific user. That way we can know for certain that Phillipa⁠—”

      “Enough.” Yelena holds up her hand. “The woman I love would never betray us… betray me.” Her words convey strength in her conviction but I don't miss the tell in her eyes. That momentary flicker as she asks herself if there could be any truth in our suspicions.

      “Yelena. Where is Phillipa?” I ask.

      Yelena turns to me. Her expression shifts, still defensive, but acknowledging the legitimacy of the question coming from me.

      “She contacted me last night. Secure line. She's following lead on pharmaceutical company. The one connected to Zara's case.” Yelena glances around the room. “She said she'd be out of contact for twelve to eighteen hours. But that's not unusual when approaching sensitive source.”

      “And you didn't think to tell us?” Victoria asks.

      “I was not aware I needed to report my partner's movements to committee.” The edge in her voice slices through skin. “I've been travelling since last night. Following my own leads. I came here to share intelligence, not to defend Phillipa against accusations from people who should know better.”

      The rebuke is aimed squarely at Victoria, who absorbs it without flinching.

      “I know her enough to know she's capable,” Victoria says quietly.

      Yelena lets out a disgusted huff. “Capable, yes. Treacherous, no.” She picks up her bag. “If Ashley is missing, your focus should be on her, not Phillipa. You sort out issues at hand, leave me to prove you wrong.”

      Before we can protest, Yelena turns and leaves.

      “What if she warns her?” Victoria asks. “Destroys any evidence that might help us prove it was her?”

      “It's a myth to think you can delete your system history. It makes it harder to track, sure, but you can't outrun it,” Alex assures her. “If it's there I'll find it. But she'll know that. Phillipa isn't stupid.”

      “Confirm Ashley's location.” I direct my instruction to Amber. “I need to talk to Yelena.”
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      Ashley

      “It suits you much better than Emma.”

      The blow lands without her lifting a hand. My brain scrambles for traction, fighting through whatever chemical fog they've pumped into me. Imogen's face swims above me, still flushed, still soft from sex, still smiling like she's paid me a compliment.

      She knows.

      They both know.

      I try to sit up. My arms don't cooperate. I glance up, over my head. Silk bindings anchor my wrists to the bed frame. I pull against them and the fabric tightens, unforgiving.

      Katerina moves into my field of vision. She's dressed now, black silk robe, loosely tied, her body still visible beneath it. The camera is gone.

      “Don't struggle.” Her voice carries the same commanding tone she used during sex, but the context has shifted. “You'll only hurt yourself.”

      “Why are you doing this?” My head spins but I fight to remain in character. “Who are you?”

      “I think the more relevant question is who are you.” Katerina laughs as she sits on the edge of the bed. Her hand finds my hip, traces the curve of bone beneath skin. Almost possessive. “Now Ashley, we can offer more pleasure,” her fingers stray to the soft skin of my inner thigh and I flinch. “Or not… I'll have fun either way.”

      I don't answer. Until I know how much they know, answering is dangerous.

      “And the answer I'm more interested in is…” Katerina's fingers stroke higher. “How much do you know about our operation?”

      Imogen curls against my other side. Her touch is gentle, almost tender, as she strokes my arm. “We're not going to hurt you,” she says. “You have to understand that. We just can't let you leave.”

      I stare at her. Try to reconcile the woman who kissed me so tenderly with the one discussing my captivity.

      “Besides,” Imogen continues, her hand moving to my breast, thumb circling my nipple, “we were having such a good time with you.”

      My body responds despite myself. Nerve endings that don't care about context. The ultimate betrayal.

      “We could keep her.” Imogen looks past me to Katerina. Her voice carries a childlike hope that makes my skin crawl. “She's so much nicer than the last one. So much more responsive.”

      The last one.

      The words echo in my skull. How many women have been in this bed? How many have been lured here and taken?

      Imogen has lost her mind. That's the only explanation. Stockholm syndrome or genuine psychopathy or some cocktail of both that's turned her into this: a woman who participates in her own captivity so thoroughly she's become its instrument.

      Katerina considers the suggestion. Actually considers it, head tilted, eyes moving over my body like she's assessing merchandise.

      “Perhaps,” she says. “But now we have to move her. Stick to our part of the plan. Get her out before they come looking.”

      The shift is immediate. Playtime over. Katerina stands, predator replacing lover.

      “Give her more wine,” she tells Imogen. “Then get her dressed.”

      Imogen reaches for the glass on the nightstand. The same wine from earlier. She brings it to my lips with the same gentleness she used when kissing me.

      I turn my head away.

      “Ashley.” Her voice carries disappointment. “Don't make this difficult.”

      “Fuck you.”

      The words come out clearer than I expected. Whatever they gave me is metabolising. My thoughts are sharpening at the edges. I yank at the silk around my wrists, wince in pain.

      Imogen sighs. Looks to Katerina for guidance.

      Katerina doesn't hesitate. She moves to the wardrobe, drops the robe, pulls on clothes: black trousers, cashmere sweater, boots. The party is over.

      “Get dressed,” she tells Imogen. “I'll handle her.”

      Imogen sets down the wine glass and slips from the bed. I watch her pull on clothes, practical choices for whatever they have planned.

      Katerina approaches me, straddles me. One hand tangles in my hair, pulling my head back. The other grabs the wine glass.

      “Open your mouth.”

      I keep it closed. Clench my jaw.

      Releasing my hair she moves to my nose. Pinches it shut. Blocking all air.

      I hold out for eight seconds. Ten. Fifteen.

      My lungs start to burn.

      Twenty seconds.

      My mouth opens involuntarily, gasping for air, and she pours. The wine floods my tongue, my throat. I choke, splutter, but she forces my jaw closed, forces me to swallow.

      The taste is sweet. Too sweet.

      “Good girl,” she murmurs against my ear. “See how easy it is when you cooperate?”

      I want to spit in her face. Instead I feel the warmth spreading through my chest, my limbs. The fog rolling back in, softer this time but no less insistent.

      They dress me like a doll in clothes that don't quite fit. Imogen handles my limbs while Katerina watches. Sweat pants and an expensive jumper, soft against my skin.

      When they're finished, I look like them. No visible signs of coercion.

      Katerina pulls out her phone. Dials.

      “Bring the car around. Rear entrance. Five minutes.”

      She ends the call. Looks at me with something that might be satisfaction or anticipation. Hard to tell through the fresh haze clouding my vision.

      “Can you walk?”

      I try to stand. My legs hold, barely. The room tilts but doesn't spin.

      “Good enough.” She takes one arm. Imogen takes the other. To anyone watching, they're helping a drunk friend.

      We move through the flat, then out into a service corridor to a lift that descends to underground parking. A black Range Rover waits, engine running. Tinted windows. No visible plates.

      Katerina opens the rear door. Guides me inside with a hand on my head. Imogen slides in beside me. Katerina takes the front passenger seat.

      The driver doesn't turn around. Doesn't speak. Just pulls out of the garage and into London’s darkness.

      I watch the city pass through tinted glass. Streets I know. Streets I've walked. All of it impossibly distant now, separated from me by glass and drugs and the woman sitting close enough that her thigh presses against mine.

      Katerina adjusts the rearview mirror. Catches my eye. Smiles.

      “Now the fun begins,” she says. “Let's see who they send to rescue you this time.”

      This time.

      My chest tightens. They know who I am, my history, but more than that... This isn't capture.

      It's bait.

      And I'm on the hook.
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      Suzette

      I catch her in the entrance hall. She's pulling on her gloves with the sharp movements that scream of her internal rage.

      “Yelena. Wait.”

      She doesn't turn. “I have nothing more to say.”

      “Then don't say anything. Just listen.”

      Her shoulders tense. But she stops.

      The entrance hall is empty. Morning light falls through the fanlight above the door, casting long rectangles across the marble floor. Somewhere deeper in the house, I can hear Amber's voice, giving instructions, coordinating the search for Ashley. The urgency of life continuing while Yelena and I stand frozen in this moment.

      “Victoria asked a question that needed asking,” I say. “That's her role. That's why I brought her in.”

      “Her role is to accuse my partner of betrayal? And based on what? Potential access to unspecified software?”

      “Her role is to question everything. Everyone. Including me. Including Amber. Including you.” I take a step closer. “Including Phillipa.”

      Yelena turns. Her eyes are bright with fury, but underneath it I see it. Fear. The terror of having made yourself vulnerable by loving someone in this twisted world we inhabit. Betrayal is always possible.

      “After everything that Phillipa has given to this family,” Yelena says. “Everything. And this is how you repay her? With suspicion? Knowing how paranoid you are you'll probably put her under surveillance!”

      I hesitate. For the thousandth of a millisecond but for Yelena it is enough.

      “Bozhe moy, Syuzett!”

      She shakes her head and turns to leave, anger coursing out of her in waves. I make to grab her arm, my fingers grasping at the wool of her coat. “If she's innocent, the surveillance will prove it.”

      “If?” Yelena's laugh is bitter but she stops moving. “You've already decided.”

      “I've decided nothing. That's the point.” I hold her gaze. “In our world, love is not evidence. You know this. You learned those lessons the hard way. The same as I did.”

      I watch my words hit, watch Yelena absorb the bitter echo of our history.

      “This is different,” she says quietly.

      “Is it?”

      Silence stretches. Thirty years of shared pain compressed into the space of a few feet. We've stood like this before, in Moscow, in Vienna, in a dozen cities where our paths crossed, tangled and separated again. Always circling back. Always finding each other again. But this time is more fragile. This time I'm not certain we'll find our way back.

      Yelena exhales. Some of the tension leaves her shoulders.

      “I didn't come here just to defend Phillipa.” She reaches into her bag. Pulls out a folder. “I came to give you this.”

      She holds it out.

      I take it. Open it.

      The first page stops me cold. An organisational chart. At the top, a name I recognise: Viktor Laskin. Former FSB. Now officially a “private investor” with interests in biotech, and what the intelligence community politely calls “logistics.” Unofficially, one of the most connected men in Moscow's criminal ecosystem.

      “Laskin,” I say.

      Yelena nods. “As Americans say, the shit is very real. Laskin is dangerous. We've not known of any official links between him and Reznikov family, until now.”

      “I know of him,” I say, but everyone from the old world knows of Laskin. The man who built an empire by understanding that the line between state power and organised crime isn't a line at all, it's a revolving door. “He's running this?”

      “Financing it. Operational layer is Chechen.” Yelena moves beside me, points to the chart. “Grozny-based network. They handle recruitment, transport, documentation. Laskin provides money, protection, and end buyer. They ship out any women that can't be controlled. Sometimes at family's request.”

      I flip to the next page. Shipping manifests. Travel documents. A route map marked in red: Grozny to Moscow, Moscow to Warsaw, Warsaw to Rotterdam, Rotterdam to Tilbury. The geography of exploitation laid out in neat red lines.

      “They're using established smuggling routes,” Yelena continues. “Same ones that move weapons, drugs, counterfeit goods. But documentation is what makes this stand out. Schengen visas that pass inspection. UK entry permits that don't trigger flags. This is quality work. Someone with access to state-level resources is producing these papers.”

      “FSB?”

      “Possibly. Or someone who has access.” Yelena's mouth thins. “Laskin's network has deep ties to security services. Always has, and for obvious reasons. Kremlin looks the other way because he's useful, and because operation provides plausible deniability. If it ever surfaces, it's Chechen criminals. Nothing to do with Moscow.”

      I turn to the photographs. Women's faces. Every one of them guilty of the same crime: wanting something other than a wedding ring and a nursery. The state has no use for wombs that won't cooperate.

      “They're targeting Chechen women specifically?”

      “Primarily. War has created generation of widows, orphans, women with no family protection and no economic prospects. Easy to recruit with promises of legitimate work. Domestic service, they tell them. Hospitality. Nursing.” Yelena's voice hardens. “By the time they understand truth, they're already in UK with no papers, no money, no language, and no one looking for them.”

      One photograph shows a girl who can't be older than nineteen. Dark circles beneath her eyes. A bandage on her arm, presumably where blood has been drawn, or she's been pumped with some new drug. Behind her, institutional walls. Medical equipment.

      “The clinical trials,” I say.

      “Meridian BioTech. Shell company registered in Turkey, parent company traces back through four layers of holding companies to subsidiary of Laskin's investment group.” Yelena produces another document. Corporate filings. Financial transfers. A legitimate business paper trail hiding the dark truths of human trafficking. The cost of getting new drugs to market regardless of human cost. “They're testing compounds that would never pass ethical review. Experimental immunosuppressants. Gene therapies. Drugs that Western regulators won't touch because side effects include organ failure and potential death.”

      “And if the test subjects die?”

      “Distance. Deniability.” Yelena ticks off the reasons it can be brushed under the carpet. “If trials go wrong with women who understand their rights, with families that care, there are questions. Investigations that might reach uncomfortable places. But here, with these women, stripped of all support?” She gestures vaguely toward the window, toward England beyond. “Different jurisdiction. Different oversight. And if bodies surface, they're foreign nationals with no legal status. Invisibles. Some might say there are those within UK government who have no appetite to investigate crimes against people they'd rather didn't exist.”

      She pauses, something bitter crossing her face.

      “But real reason is simpler. Buyers are here. Western pharmaceutical companies that need data they can't ethically obtain, either because of risk or money. They aren't interested in anything that will eat into their profit margins. They won't run these trials themselves, too much exposure, too many regulators watching. They subcontract. Outsource regulatory requirements to network, where one company transfers risk to another until it's impossible to see where culpability ends. Deniability is paramount. Laskin provides subjects, Meridian's subcontractors thrice removed run the trials, and in the city, a boardroom full of executives reviews findings without looking too closely at where they came from. Due diligence only goes two layers deep.” Her mouth twists. “London has always been good at not asking questions when Russian money is involved. Why should this be different?”

      I flip through more photographs. Building schematics. Security assessments. A facility in Essex, industrial and anonymous, surrounded by chain-link and cameras.

      “The facility is operational?”

      “As of three days ago, yes. Security is private contractor, they use former military personnel, variety of nationalities. Anyone willing to look the other way for price. Eight to twelve personnel on rotation. Cameras, motion sensors, reinforced entry points.” Yelena taps one of the schematics. “But there's weakness. Delivery entrance on east side. Shift change at 6am and 6pm. Fifteen-minute window where coverage is minimal but also closed to all outsiders during that time period.”

      I study the schematic: approaches, blind spots, extraction routes. The tactical part of my brain engages automatically, even as another part is still processing the scale of what I'm seeing.

      Laskin. The name echoes through decades of intelligence briefings, whispered warnings, the kind of enemy you don't engage unless you're prepared to lose everything. He has protection at the highest levels. Friends in the Kremlin. Resources that dwarf anything we can muster.

      “And on this side?” I ask. “Laskin can't operate in the UK without local protection.”

      “He has it.” Yelena flips to another page. A photograph. Middle-aged man, silver hair, the polished smile of someone who's spent decades in front of cameras. “Charles Hartley. MP for Surrey Heath.”

      The face that appears on Sunday morning political programmes, speaking gravely about border security and the immigration crisis. The voice of reasonable concern.

      “Hartley's on Laskin's payroll?”

      “Not directly. Too obvious. But his campaigns have received substantial donations from consultancy firm that traces back to same Turkish shell company.” Yelena's finger moves across the page, connecting dots. “In return, Hartley and his associates ensure that any investigation into irregular activity at Essex facility gets quietly buried. Police enquiries redirected. Border Force alerts flagged as low priority. Freedom of Information requests denied on grounds of national security.”

      “The suits at the police station,” I say, remembering Zara's account. “When she tried to report what happened.”

      “Almost certainly Hartley's people. But then you have to factor in fact that Hartley's step-brother is local Chief Constable. He has contacts throughout Home Office, National Crime Agency, even some regional police forces.” Yelena's expression sours. “Irony is exquisite. Man who built his career claiming asylum seekers are rapists, profiting from trafficking of women they supposedly threaten. But that's English establishment for you. Principles are negotiable when money is right.”

      “If we move on this facility, we're not just hitting a trafficking ring,” I say. “We're taking on a sitting Member of Parliament with friends in high places. And poking a very large, dangerous Russian bear. This is why MI6 wanted this farmed out.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Laskin won't let this go. He'll come for us. For everyone connected to us.”

      “Obviously.” Yelena's chin lifts. “But according to my sources there are at least twelve women in that building. Probably more. Women who were promised safety and given slavery instead. Women who could die in those trials if no one stops it. These are companies that claim they don't test on animals. Drugs that aren't ready to go anywhere near living creatures… and these women are being forcibly injected.” She pauses. “You told me once that some things are worth the cost. Were those just words?”

      I close the folder. Hold it against my chest.

      “This is excellent work,” I say.

      Yelena's expression flickers. “I know. I came today to show you, then I walked into that room and heard—” She stops. Composes herself. “It doesn't matter. You have it now. Use it to find Ashley. Use it to shut down these people. That's what matters.”

      “We don't know she is in trouble yet.” I pause for a second. “But if she is, you think there's a chance she's there? At the facility?”

      “If Katerina Reznikov is connected to this network, and evidence suggests she is, then it's logical destination. Secure. Isolated. Equipped to hold people who don't want to be held, away from prying eyes.” Yelena's jaw tightens. “And if they know Ashley is one of ours, she has value. Leverage. They won't kill her. Not yet. But if she's lucky enough to be alive but they don't trust her…”

      Yelena doesn't finish. She doesn't need to. We both know time isn't on our side.

      “Yelena.”

      She's already turning toward the door.

      “If they do know about Ashley, the same way they knew about Zara and the safe house, then the information has to have come from the inside. Our systems weren't breached.”

      “Don't.” The word cuts sharp. “Phillipa wouldn't.”

      “We have to ask difficult questions.”

      “You permitted civilian to voice suspicions you were too cowardly to speak yourself.” Yelena pulls open the front door. Grey morning light floods the hall. “Find Ashley. Stop the trafficking. Do what you do best, Suzette. Save strangers while people closest to you burn.”

      She's gone before I can respond.

      The door closes and I'm left in the silence, holding a folder full of evidence, listening to the sound of her car starting, pulling away, disappearing down the drive.

      Save strangers while the people closest to you burn. And from the woman who has always been the one to save me. To put her own life in jeopardy to ensure my safety.

      The accusation burrows into my chest. Finds the hollow space where the photograph of Irina lives. Makes itself at home.

      She's not wrong. She's never been wrong about me.
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      Suzette

      The dining room has become a war room.

      Yelena's folder lies open on the table, photographs and schematics spread across the polished wood. Jo has her laptop connected to the wall-mounted screen, cycling through satellite imagery. Alex works a second laptop, fingers moving across keys with the focus of a concert pianist.

      Victoria sits at the far end, watching. Learning.

      Amber stands at the window, phone pressed to her ear. Sam's voice crackles through, tinny with distance.

      “Thermal imaging's complete,” Sam says. “No heat signatures in the property. Either they're not home or they're not alive.”

      “When was the sweep?”

      “Ten minutes ago. We did three passes to be certain.”

      Amber looks at me. I nod.

      “What about the CCTV?” she asks.

      “That's where it gets interesting.” Sam's voice carries a grim satisfaction. “The property's system is air-gapped. Military-grade encryption. We can't touch it remotely. But the neighbour in the property directly behind has a Ring system with cloud backup. Standard residential security. Child's play.”

      Alex's screen flickers. A grainy image appears: the rear of the townhouse, timestamp in the corner reading 05:47.

      “Footage from this morning,” Sam continues. “Watch the windows and then the garage door.”

      We watch. For a moment, nothing. Then movement: three dark silhouettes move past the large landing window. Exactly three minutes later a black Range Rover pulls up outside the garage door, and three figures emerge. Two women flanking a third, supporting her between them.

      The third woman is Ashley.

      Her head lolls. Her feet barely find the ground. They bundle her, without ceremony, into the back seat.

      “She's drugged,” Amber says. Nods go around the table like a Mexican wave. We're all thinking the same thing.

      The Range Rover pulls away. The timestamp reads 05:52. Five minutes before I checked my watch in this very room.

      We missed her by minutes.

      “Can we track the vehicle?” I ask.

      “Working on it,” Alex says. “No visible plates in this footage, but I'm pulling traffic camera data from the surrounding area. If they stay on main roads, we'll find them.”

      “They won't have stayed on main roads,” Amber says. “Not if they know what they're doing.”

      “They know what they're doing.” I stare at the frozen image on screen. Ashley's slack face. The casual grip of her captors. “But they also think they're untouchable. That alone will make them sloppy.”

      Jo looks up from her laptop. “The Range Rover's registered to a shell company. Same Turkish incorporation as Meridian BioTech.”

      The connection clicks into place. Ashley could be on her way to the facility. The facility Yelena mapped. The facility we now have schematics for.

      “We need to get inside that flat,” I say. “Whatever they used to drug her, there may be traces. Evidence. Something that tells us what we're dealing with. Sam, do a final sweep. Make sure the property is empty and then gain entry. We're on our way.”

      Amber stops me. A hand on my good shoulder. “You'll stay here. You're not operationally fit and I won't have you in danger, or have the team at risk because you are with us.”

      The second part of my wife's reasoning I can't argue with. I would slow them down. But more than that, if someone was using Ashley to lure me out then my presence would put everyone at risk.

      “When we confirm Ashley's location, and we will, we wait. We plan. We don't move until we're ready.” I hold Amber's gaze. “Katerina expects us to come running. We won't give her what she expects.”
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      Amber

      Chelsea gleams with wealth as though immune to city grime. Townhouses sit in terraces: white stucco facades, black iron railings, window boxes with trailing ivy, seasonal blooms long vanquished to autumn.

      I park two streets away, then approach on foot, meeting Sam at the rear of the property. The building's service entrance. The lock takes me forty seconds. Slow. I'm out of practice, or my hands aren't steady. Neither option acceptable.

      Inside, silence. No hum of electronics, no creak of floorboards, no breath of occupation.

      We move through ground floor. Kitchen: marble countertops, copper pans hanging from rack, bowl of lemons turning brown. Living room: cream sofas, abstract art, cashmere throw draped with designed absent quality. The staging of a life rather than the living of one.

      No sign of disturbance. No sign of Ashley.

      My chest tightens. I don't let it show.

      “Upstairs,” I say.

      The main bedroom is different.

      Bed unmade, sheets tangled, pillows scattered. Air carries traces of perfume, sweat, sex. Three bodies, if I'm reading it right. Katerina and Imogen, and Ashley caught between them.

      And underneath those human scents, tell-tale chemical odour.

      On nightstand: three glasses. Two empty. One still holding inch of deep red liquid.

      Sam leans close without touching. Inhales.

      “That's not just wine,” she says, wincing.

      I'm already moving to en-suite. Crouch beside sink. Small glass vial wedged behind pedestal catches light. I nearly missed it. Label partially scratched off, but fragments remain. Cyrillic lettering. Serial number.

      “Pharmaceutical grade,” I say when Sam appears in doorway. “Not street.”

      She takes the vial. Turns it in light. We both gaze at the remaining: —ОЗАПАМ.

      “Roz will be able to confirm but I'm fairly certain it's Flunitrazepam,” she says. “Or derivative. Fast-acting. Memory disruption.” Her voice flattens. “Russia developed enhanced versions for interrogation work in eighties.”

      “They wanted her compliant,” Sam continues. “Controllable. But maybe it's blessing she'll forget. Whatever happened in this room, or what she's about to witness, they didn't want her able to testify.”

      I stand. Jaw tight. Muscle working beneath skin that I can't control.

      “I'd doubt they have any intention of letting her live, never mind testifying.”

      My eyes catch the contraption before I can make sense of what I'm seeing. Corner of room. Tripod, folded, leaning against wall. Small LED light panel. Remote trigger for camera no longer present.

      “They filmed her,” I say.

      Sam's face doesn't change but something shifts behind her eyes. Recognition. We've both seen this methodology before. Been on other side of it.

      Kompromat. Leverage. Not just capture, documentation. Recording of Ashley, drugged and compromised, doing whatever they directed. With whoever they chose.

      “Do you think this is why they let her live?” Sam's voice carries clinical detachment, the tone that tells me she is furious. “More valuable as leverage than corpse.”

      “For now,” I agree. Until they can get their hands on my wife, the thought stays with me. No need to burden team with details. I need them focussed.

      My phone vibrates. Alex.

      “Tell me you have something.”

      “Traffic cameras picked up Range Rover heading east on A13. Lost them near Rainham, but trajectory's consistent. They're heading for the facility.”

      “You're certain?”

      “Ninety percent. Nothing else out there worth driving to.”

      I end call. Look at Sam.

      “Essex facility.”

      She nods. Already calculating my next instruction. I see it in way her weight shifts, the way her eyes go distant then sharp. It's same faraway look Suzette gets. The look of someone running scenarios, assigning probabilities, deciding what will be acceptable casualty levels before they happen.

      “We need to regroup.” We head for stairs, taking them two, then three at a time. Haste over speed.

      “What's that?” she asks as we move out of property and into the cold. “There.” Sam points to something bright at edge of path. She crouches, picking it up. “An old school mobile.”

      Before I can stop her she flips it open. There's moment of silence followed by Yelena's voice. “Who is this?”

      On impulse Sam snaps it shut, her eyes wide.

      “That was—” She doesn't say her name. Doesn't need to.

      “I know who it was.” I snatch the phone.

      “We go tonight,” I say. “Six pm shift change. Intel gives us fifteen-minute window.”

      “You still trust that intel?” she asks, glancing at phone.

      I grunt. Unable to form reply through anger. How many times did I warn Suzette about her? How many times?

      I am only certain of one thing. Tonight, we bring Ashley home. And I will kill anyone who stands in my way.
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      Ashley

      The drugs make time slippery.

      London bleeds into suburbs. Suburbs into industrial estates. Warehouses and distribution centres, the anonymous infrastructure that keeps the city fed and clothed and medicated. I try to track the route but the landmarks blur, smear, reform into shapes I can't hold onto.

      Imogen's thigh stays pressed against mine. Her hand finds my knee at some point, rests there with casual possession. I don't have the coordination to push it away.

      “Almost there,” she murmurs. As though we're arriving at a spa retreat for a girls' weekend. As though I should be excited.

      The Range Rover slows. Turns. Tarmac gives way to potholes, dirt tracks, grit crunches beneath the tyres.

      I force my eyes to focus. Chain-link fence topped with razor wire. A gate sliding open on automated tracks. Beyond it, a building that could be anything: warehouse, factory, who knows.

      No signage. No company logo. Just grey corrugated walls and small windows set too high to see through.

      The gate closes behind us.

      Katerina speaks to the driver in Russian. Too fast for me to catch, though my comprehension is basic at best. He responds with a single word and pulls the vehicle around to the side of the building. A loading bay. Roller doors. Quiet, discreet, out of sight from the only road.

      “Can she walk?” Katerina asks Imogen, turning in her seat.

      “Can you?” Imogen asks me, her voice more encouraging than fearful.

      I don't know. My legs feel distant, theoretical.

      “She'll need help,” Imogen says. Already moving, already opening the door, positioning herself to guide me out.

      The cold hits. Essex in winter, the damp chill seeps into my body, clothes offering no resistance. My breath fogs. My feet find concrete that disappears almost immediately.

      Katerina takes my other arm. Between them, I'm upright. Mobile. A puppet with two handlers. Feet floating over cold ground.

      We move toward a door beside the loading bay. Standard security keypad, camera, reinforced frame. I see it, recognise it, watch the numbers being punched. Katerina keys in a code without bothering to shield it. 7-4-9-2. And then it's gone, as though I'm watching my mind being erased.

      The door opens onto a corridor. Fluorescent lights. Linoleum floor. The smell hits me: antiseptic layered over something organic, something human. Sweat. Fear. The odour of human terror held in small unventilated spaces.

      “Welcome to Meridian,” Katerina says. Her tone makes it sound like she's Mickey welcoming me to Disney. I hope it's the drugs, but there is an unsettling edge of glee as she speaks.

      We pass doors. All closed. Small windows reinforced with wire mesh. I catch glimpses through one: a room like a hospital ward, beds arranged in rows, figures lying motionless beneath thin blankets.

      My stomach turns.

      “The residential wing,” Imogen offers. Tour guide cheerful. “Most of our guests stay there. But you're special. You get private accommodation.”

      Special. The word scrapes against my skull.

      We turn left. Another corridor. More doors. A man in tactical gear passes us, nods to Katerina, doesn't look at me. Security. His posture screams former military, spine straight, shoulders back, eyes that assess threat levels on instinct.

      I count doors. Count steps. Count cameras. The information may be useless but gathering it is instinct. A thread to hold onto when everything else is sliding away, even if my memory is little more than a sieve.

      We stop at a door near the end of the corridor. Katerina produces a key card. The lock beeps green.

      The room beyond is small, windowless. Bed with a metal frame. Toilet and sink in the corner, no privacy screen. A hatch in the door signifies what it is: a cell with walls of institutional dirty cream.

      “Home sweet home,” Katerina says.

      They guide me to the concrete platform covered by a thin vinyl mattress that acts as a bed. Lower me onto it. The mattress is thin, the sheets rough. I sink into it anyway, my body grateful for horizontal.

      Imogen brushes hair from my face. The gesture is tender. As ridiculous as it is obscene.

      “Rest now,” she says. “We'll talk more when you're feeling better. The healthier the bait the better the catch!”

      Katerina stands by the door, watching.

      “Who are you expecting?” I manage. The words come out thick, clumsy. “Who am I bait for?”

      Katerina smiles. “Rest now, Ashley. Or whatever your real name is. We have plenty of time to get acquainted.”

      She steps back. Imogen follows. The door closes. I hear the lock engage. Electronic. No handle on the inside.

      For a long moment I just lie still. Stunned.

      Then I force myself to move.

      Sitting up takes three attempts. Standing takes two more. I lean against the wall, wait for the room to stop spinning, then shuffle to the door. Solid. No gaps, no weaknesses. The lock mechanism is embedded in the frame: no way to access it from this side.

      The toilet and sink are single-piece stainless steel units. No loose parts, nothing that could be improvised into a weapon.

      I'm thorough because training demands it. But I already know the answer.

      There's no way out.

      I return to the covered platform. Sit on the edge. Try to think through the chemical fog still wrapped around my neurons.

      They know who I am. They knew my name.

      A sound cuts through my thoughts. Distant but distinct. A woman's voice, raised in protest. Then silence.

      I strain to hear more. Nothing.

      The facility settles around me. Humming lights. Distant footsteps. The white noise of imprisonment.

      I lie back on the bed. Close my eyes.

      Katerina wants to see who they send. She's expecting a rescue attempt. Which means this is a trap, and I'm the bait, and somewhere my team is walking into exactly what she's prepared for them.

      I need to warn them.

      I need to escape.

      I need to do something.

      But the drugs are still heavy in my blood, and the door is locked, and I don't even know where I am.

      How will they find me? But if I'm bait they must have given them clues.

      They might already be coming.

      The thought should comfort me. Instead it terrifies me.

      Because Katerina is ready for them. And I don't know what she's planned.

      I close my eyes. Count my breaths. Wait for the drugs to clear.

      This is where they hold the women. Where they test the experimental drugs. Zara's sister might be lying in one of those beds, wondering if anyone is coming for her.

      I think of Suzette. Amber. The family I've only just joined.

      If they come for me, they're walking into a trap.

      If they don't, I'm already dead.

      Either way, Katerina wins.

      Unless I find a way to change the game.
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      Suzette

      The phone vibrates against my hip. I check the screen. Yelena.

      After this morning's confrontation, I let it ring twice before answering.

      “Where are you?” Her voice carries an edge I haven't heard since Moscow. Since the night she pulled me out of Lubyanka with two bullets in her vest and blood on her hands.

      “Obsidian Hall. Where else would I be?”

      “Get here. Now.”

      “Here being where exactly?”

      “Phillipa's flat.” A pause. Porcelain crashes in the background. Glass. “You want to be here for this.”

      “For what?”

      The line goes dead.

      I stare at the phone. The screen fades to black, my reflection staring back: drawn, pale, the bruising around my collarbone visible above my shirt collar.

      Victoria appears in the doorway. She reads my face before I speak.

      “What's happened?”

      “I don't know.” I'm already moving toward the hall, toward the coat rack, toward the car keys on the hall table. “Yelena. She wants me at Phillipa's.”

      “Now? In your condition?”

      “Apparently.”

      Victoria follows. Her footsteps match mine, then overtake, then she's standing between me and the front door with her arms crossed.

      “Suzette. You were shot three days ago. You can barely lift your arm. Whatever Yelena needs, she can come here.”

      “She wouldn't ask if it wasn't important.”

      “Then take someone with you. Amber's on her way back. Wait for her.”

      “I can't.”

      “Why not?”

      Because Yelena's voice carried something I haven't heard in thirty years. Because she said you want to be here for this, not I need backup. Because whatever she's found, she found it at Phillipa's flat, and it could change everything I think I understand about where the leak originated.

      “I can't explain. Not yet.”

      Victoria's jaw tightens. The expression reminds me why I chose her, the strength beneath the warmth, the refusal to be dismissed. “This is exactly how people get killed. Running off alone based on cryptic phone calls when they're already compromised.”

      “I'm not compromised.”

      “You're injured. You're emotional. And you're about to drive into London without telling anyone where you're going or why.” She doesn't move from the doorway. “At least let me come with you.”

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you're needed here. Jo and Alex can't leave their systems. Abby isn't trained for fieldwork, besides she needs to protect you. If something happens while I'm gone⁠—”

      “What could happen? We're inside a fortress.”

      The words land wrong. I hear them echo, hear their arrogance, and cold spreads through my chest. We've grown complacent. Comfortable behind our walls and cameras and biometric locks. Believing that money and technology can substitute for vigilance.

      “Humour me.”

      “I'm not humouring you. I'm trying to stop you from doing something stupid.”

      “Then you'll fail.” I reach past her for the door handle. She doesn't step aside, but she doesn't stop me either. “Victoria. I trust Yelena with my life. I've trusted her with my life for longer than I've known anyone in this house. If she says I need to be there, I need to be there.”

      “And if it's a trap?”

      “Then I'll have walked into it with my eyes open.”

      Victoria's hand finds my arm. Not restraining. Connecting. Her fingers press against the fabric of my coat, and I feel the warmth through layers of wool and silk.

      “Promise me you'll call. The moment you know anything. The moment you're in trouble. The moment⁠—”

      “I promise.”

      I don't know if I'm lying. Right now, with Yelena's voice still ringing in my ears and the weight of Phillipa's possible betrayal settling into my bones, I don't know what I'm capable of promising.

      Victoria must see it. She releases my arm. Steps aside.

      “If you're not back in two hours, I'm sending everyone after you.”

      “Understood.”

      I open the door. Grey afternoon light spills across the threshold. The November chill carries wet leaves and distant smoke, someone burning garden waste, the last clearing before winter truly sets in.

      “Suzette.”

      I turn.

      Victoria stands framed in the doorway, arms wrapped around herself. Behind her, Obsidian Hall rises in its splendour, the house I chose because it reminded me of fortresses, of places designed to withstand siege.

      “Come back,” she says. “That's an order.”

      “Since when do I take orders from you?”

      “Since I became your moral compass.” The hint of a smile crosses her face. “Which means I get to worry. It's in my job description.”

      I nod. Words fail me. So I turn and walk toward the car, gravel crunching beneath my boots, and I don't look back because looking back would mean acknowledging that I might not return.

      The R8 starts on the first try. I pull through the gates, watch them close in the rearview mirror, and point the car toward London.

      My phone sits in the passenger seat. Silent.

      Amber will be angry. When she finds out I've gone alone, when she learns I've walked into something without backup or exit strategy or any of the protocols we've spent years establishing, she'll be furious.

      But Yelena called. Yelena, who has never asked for anything. Who walked away this morning with Phillipa's name still hanging between us. Who went looking for answers when I couldn't.

      Whatever she found, I need to see it myself.

      The M25 swallows me into its circling embrace. I merge with traffic, anonymous among thousands, just another expensive car carrying someone toward a destination they can't explain.

      But some part of me already knows what I'll find.
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      Amber

      The phone sits in my pocket like a grenade with the pin half-pulled.

      Sam drives. I don't trust my hands right now. They want to do things: dial numbers, send warnings, take action. But action requires certainty, and certainty died the moment Yelena's voice came through that burner.

      Who is this?

      Three words. Enough to unravel everything.

      “You're quiet,” Sam says. Her eyes stay on the road, but I feel her attention. She's been watching me since we left Chelsea, cataloguing my breathing, my posture, the way my jaw won't unclench.

      “Thinking.”

      “About the phone?”

      I don't answer. The phone is only part of it. The phone is the symptom, not disease.

      Behind us, Sam's team follows in the second vehicle. Standard protocol: never travel in single convoy when returning from potential compromise. Split the team. Reduce the loss if one car is hit.

      If one car is hit. Three days ago, that phrase was theoretical. Now Ashley is being held somewhere, drugged and waiting, and I'm calculating acceptable casualties like ordering takeaway.

      “It could be coincidence,” Sam offers. “Yelena having a burner phone. Could be operational. Something she didn't tell us about.”

      “She would have told Suzette.”

      “Maybe she did.”

      “Suzette would have told me.”

      Sam's silence acknowledges what we both know. Suzette tells me everything. Has told me everything for eight years: operations, assets, the names of people she's killed and the names of people she's failed to save. Our marriage runs on transparency the way other marriages run on trust. Same thing, different currency. And the recent blip regarding the surveillance has only left us stronger.

      If Yelena had a burner phone for legitimate reasons, I would know about it.

      Which means the reasons aren't legitimate.

      The M25 stretches ahead, grey ribbon of tarmac under grey November sky. Traffic moves in sluggish clumps, brake lights flaring and fading. Normal. Ordinary. The infrastructure of a country that doesn't know what moves beneath its surface.

      “The Range Rover,” I say. “They let us trace it.”

      “What?”

      “Chelsea flat. The Ring footage. They didn't disable the neighbour's camera. Didn't cover plates when loading Ashley.” I turn the facts over, looking for the flaw in my logic. “They wanted us to see. Wanted us to follow.”

      “Trap.”

      “Has to be.” The Essex facility sits in my mind like a chess piece I can't quite read. “They take Ashley. They leave a trail. They wait for us to come running.”

      “So we don't run.”

      “We have to.” My fist hits my thigh, the impact grounding. “Twelve women in that facility. Maybe more. Ashley among them. We can't leave them because extraction might be compromised.”

      “Then we go in smart. Different angle. Something they don't expect.”

      Smart. The word tastes bitter. Smart would have been seeing this coming. Smart would have been questioning Yelena months ago, when the intelligence started flowing too easily, when every lead panned out and every operation succeeded. Consistent success is its own warning sign.

      I was too comfortable. Too happy.

      Happiness makes you stupid.

      “Can't call ahead,” I say. “If communications are compromised⁠—”

      “They'll know we know.”

      “They know our plans before we make them.”

      Sam nods. Takes the exit for the A3. We're thirty minutes from Obsidian Hall, maybe less if traffic stays light. Surrey's stockbroker belt slides past the windows: mock-Tudor mansions behind high hedges, Range Rovers in circular drives, the manicured wealth of people who've made enough money to pretend they've always had it.

      “What do we tell Suzette?”

      The question I've been avoiding. Suzette and Yelena have history that predates me, predates the vineyard, predates everything I understand about my wife's life. They survived things together that Suzette still won't discuss. Yelena was there when Suzette's world collapsed the first time, when they took everything she held precious, replacing it with a life that wasn't hers. Then again when her father signed her death warrant, when he tried to tear down everything she'd built.

      Telling Suzette that Yelena might be compromised isn't delivering intelligence.

      It's asking her to amputate part of herself.

      “Truth,” I say. “We tell her truth. Show her phone. Let her decide what it means.”

      “And if she doesn't believe us?”

      “Then we have a bigger problem than Yelena.”

      My mind keeps circling back to the bedroom in Chelsea. The filming equipment. The vial of Russian pharmaceuticals. Ashley's slack face in the footage, held upright by women who handled her like cargo.

      Kompromat. The old playbook. Film someone doing things they'd never consent to while conscious, then use the footage as leverage. It works because shame is universal, because people will do almost anything to prevent certain images from reaching certain eyes.

      But kompromat only works if you intend to let the subject live.

      If you're planning to kill them anyway, why bother filming?

      Unless the footage isn't meant for Ashley.

      Unless it's meant for Suzette. Goading her: look what we do to the people you love...

      “Turn here,” I tell Sam. The familiar route, the back roads that avoid the village, the approach that lets us see the property before the property sees us.

      Obsidian Hall appears through the trees. I thought it was paranoid when she insisted on the security upgrades: reinforced doors, blast-resistant windows, the underground bunker that became our armoury.

      I don't think it's paranoid anymore.

      “Sam.”

      She's already slowing. Already seeing what I'm seeing.

      The gates hang open. Not open. Broken. Iron bars twisted off their hinges, lying in the gravel like bodies after a battle. The electronic housing that controlled them is blackened, melted, the aftermath of something more than simple force.

      “Explosive breach,” Sam says. Her voice has gone flat. Operational.

      Mine does the same. “Go.”

      The car surges forward. Gravel sprays. We cover the distance to the house in seconds, and with every metre the damage becomes clearer.

      Front door. Oak and iron, reinforced to withstand battering rams.

      Gone.

      Not opened. Not forced. Blown inward, fragments scattered across the entrance hall like wooden shrapnel. Scorch marks radiate from the frame. The smell hits me even before I'm out of the car: cordite, smoke, the chemical stink of military-grade breaching charges.

      “Suzette.” Her name comes out before I can stop it. Before I can be tactical, be smart, be anything other than a woman whose wife might be dead in that house.

      I'm moving. Sam's voice behind me: “Amber, wait, we need to clear⁠—”

      I don't wait. I can't.
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      Amber

      The entrance hall is destroyed. Bullet holes stitch across the walls in controlled bursts. Professional. The grandfather clock that survived two world wars lies on its side, face shattered, hands frozen at 2:47. Paintings hang crooked or fallen. Glass from the chandelier carpets the marble like frozen tears.

      “Suzette!”

      My voice echoes. Returns empty.

      Sam is behind me, weapon drawn. The team has joined us from the second vehicle, their breathing controlled despite the sprint from the drive. We move as a unit even though my brain is screaming at me to go faster, faster, find them, find her.

      Living room. Overturned furniture. More bullet holes. A spray of blood across the cream sofa, not arterial, not enough to be fatal, but enough. Someone was hit here. Someone bled.

      “SUZETTE!”

      The study is overturned but empty.

      Then I hear it. Muffled. Coming from the dining room.

      Banging. Thumping. Chair legs against hardwood.

      I run.

      The dining room door hangs off one hinge. I shoulder through and stop dead.

      Jo. Alex. Abby. Bound to chairs with zip ties, mouths covered with duct tape. The hardwood table has been shoved aside, one leg splintered. Laptops lie in pieces across the floor: shot through, screens shattered, hard drives ripped out. The wall-mounted screen hangs at an angle, cracked down the centre like a broken mirror.

      My family are here, alive. But not all of them.

      I cross to Abby first. Rip the tape from her mouth as gently as speed allows. She gasps, chokes, tries to speak and produces only sounds, high and keening, the noise of someone whose world has ended and whose body hasn't caught up.

      “Abby. Abby, look at me.” I take her face in my hands. Her skin is clammy, shock setting in. “Where is Suzette?”

      She shakes her head. Tears cut tracks through the grime on her cheeks.

      “She left.” Alex's voice, muffled by tape. Sam frees her while I work on Abby's restraints. “Before they came. She left.”

      The zip ties are industrial grade. I pull my knife, slice through them, catch Abby as she slumps forward. She's shaking. Whole body tremors that have nothing to do with cold.

      “Who came?” I ask. “How many?”

      “Twelve. Maybe fifteen. They've taken Victoria.” Alex rubs her wrists where the plastic bit in. Blood returns to her fingers in painful increments. “They came from all sides at once, over the walls, through the gates. We had seconds before they breached the front door.”

      “Security shutters?”

      “Couldn't get them down in time. They had jammers. Electromagnetic. Killed our remote systems before we could activate lockdown.” She looks at Jo, still bound, and moves to help. “Jo tried to fight back. They pistol-whipped her.”

      Jo's face confirms it. Nose broken, blood crusted down her chin and soaking into her shirt. A gash above her eyebrow still seeping. When Sam removes her gag, she spits blood onto the Persian rug.

      “Fucking amateurs,” Jo mutters. “Broke my nose and still couldn't shut me up.”

      “They were looking for Suzette.” Alex stands, steadies herself against the ransacked sideboard. “That's what they kept asking. Where is she? Where is she?” She meets my gaze. “But she was already gone.”

      “Gone where?”

      “Phillipa's. Yelena called her. Maybe twenty minutes before they hit us. Yelena called, and Suzette left alone. Against Victoria's advice. Against everyone's advice. And then they came.”

      “They took Victoria.”

      The words don't come from Alex. They come from Abby.

      She's stopped shaking. The tremors have calcified into something rigid and cold that I recognise because I've felt it myself. The moment when fear transmutes into rage. When grief becomes purpose.

      “They took her.” Abby's voice is hollow. Scraped clean of usual softness. They have taken part of her. “I tried to stop them. I tried—” Her hands come up, and I see the bruising across her knuckles, the split skin. She fought. Without enough training, without weapons, she fought. “There were too many. They hit me and when I woke up I was tied to this chair and Victoria was gone.”

      The dining room falls silent. The smell of gunpowder hangs in the air, mixing with the copper tang of blood and the sharp chemical bite of accelerant. They were prepared to burn the place if needed.

      I look around the space. Every piece of technology destroyed. The servers in the study will be the same. I know it without checking. They didn't just hit us. They tried to gut us.

      Alex moves to the head of the table where a piece of paper lies weighted down by a shell casing. Deliberate. Theatrical. “They left this.”

      She hands it to me.

      The paper is plain. White. Standard printer stock. The message is typed, centred, unsigned:

      We have Victoria Fraser.

      Aleksandra Volkonsky has 24 hours to present herself at the coordinates which will follow.

      She comes alone. Unarmed. No communication with authorities.

      Failure to comply will result in Mrs Fraser's death.

      Compliance will result in Mrs Fraser's release.

      I read it twice. Three times. The words don't change.

      “They want Suzette,” Sam says. She's read over my shoulder. “Victoria is leverage.”

      “Victoria is bait.” My voice sounds distant. Someone else speaking through my mouth. “Same as Ashley. They're collecting hostages. Building pressure.”

      “She won't do it.” Abby stands. Sways. Steadies. “Suzette won't trade herself. Not even for Victoria. She's too smart for that.”

      “She might.” The admission pains me. “For Victoria. For Ashley. For all of us. If she believes surrendering will save the people she loves⁠—”

      “Then we don't give her the choice.” Abby's jaw sets. The transformation is visible: the Phoenix Project director, the charity fundraiser, the civilian who'd never touched a weapon, all of it burned away. What remains is rawer. More dangerous. “We get Victoria back before Suzette does something noble and stupid.”

      “We don't know where they've taken her.”

      “Essex.” Alex is already thinking tactically, despite her injuries. “Has to be. Same facility. They're consolidating.”

      “Can you confirm? The equipment⁠—”

      “Backup systems.” Alex gestures toward the door. “Basement. Air-gapped. They couldn't touch them remotely. If the lift still works we can get down there, I can pull traffic camera footage, trace the vehicles.”

      Sam catches my arm. Pulls me aside. Her voice drops.

      “Yelena called Suzette away. Twenty minutes before the attack.”

      “I know.”

      “The burner phone at the flat. Her voice.”

      “I know.”

      “Could be⁠—”

      “Don't.” I cut her off. “Not yet. We deal with what's in front of us first. Victoria. Ashley. The facility.” I meet her eyes. “Yelena comes later.”

      Sam nods. Doesn't push.

      I pull out my phone. Stare at the screen. Suzette is somewhere in London, and our communications might be compromised, and I have no way to warn her that doesn't potentially warn our enemies too.

      I dial anyway.

      It rings. And rings. And rings.

      Voicemail.

      “We move,” I say. “Basement. Now. I want locations, routes, and a plan within the hour. Sam, get this place swept. Every surface. We can't afford a fire.”

      Abby is already heading for the lift door. Her stride carries a new purpose. When she reaches the threshold, she turns.

      “I'm coming with you. To the facility. Non-negotiable.”

      I should refuse. She's a liability. Untrained. Emotional.

      But I look at her face and see myself thirty years ago. The first time someone took something that belonged to me. The first time I learned what I was capable of when pushed.

      “You're coming,” I say. “But you follow orders. Every order. Without question.”

      “Agreed.”

      They want Suzette. I'm going to make sure they get more than they bargained for.
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      Suzette

      Third floor. Phillipa's door. Ajar.

      I've been here a dozen times and never once has she left it unlocked, let alone open. The woman triple-checks deadbolts. Sets her alarm when she's home, not just when she leaves. Paranoia is her lifestyle, an occupational hazard we share.

      My hand finds the doorframe. I listen.

      Voices. Muffled. Yelena, her accent thickening the way it does under pressure. The other is Phillipa, words indistinct but tone unmistakable. She has the cadence of someone trying to talk their way out, of what I don't yet know, but I'm about to find out.

      I push the door open with my foot, keeping my body to the side.

      The flat has been taken apart.

      Not burgled, but searched. There's a difference I learned in Yasenevo, when teaching new recruits how to toss a room without leaving traces. Burglars grab and go. This is methodical. Drawers removed entirely, contents sorted. Sofa cushions unzipped and checked, then replaced. Books pulled from shelves, spines examined, pages fanned for hidden papers. Whoever did this knew what they were looking for and where people like us tend to hide things.

      Yelena did this.

      I move through the debris. Glass crunches beneath my boots, a picture frame, face down, Phillipa and Yelena smiling at some function I don't remember. The glass has splintered across their faces, fracturing the image into something Cubist. Unintentional art. Or perhaps entirely intentional. Perhaps Yelena stood here and looked at that photograph and brought her heel down on it with every ounce of rage her body could produce.

      The living room opens onto the kitchen. Beyond that, the hallway. I round the corner and stop.

      Yelena stands with her back to the window. Grey afternoon light flattens her into silhouette, erases her features, turns her into an archetype rather than a person. In her right hand, her trusty companion, the Makarov she's carried since before I knew her. She calls it her retirement policy. A dark joke that isn't really a joke.

      The barrel is pressed to Phillipa's temple.

      Phillipa kneels on the hardwood. Hands raised, palms forward, the universal posture of surrender. Her appearance has unravelled: blouse untucked, hair escaping its clip, mascara tracking down her cheeks in grey tributaries. She looks up when I enter and relief floods her face, naked and desperate.

      “Suzette. Thank God.” The words tumble out. “She's lost her mind. The trauma from being shot, must've affected her judgment. You have to help me. You have to make her understand⁠—”

      “Quiet.” Yelena's voice carries no heat. Worse, it carries nothing at all. The flat affect of someone who has passed through anger and out the other side into a much colder space. A space where emotion is a hindrance to function. “You talked enough. Now she hears what I heard.”

      I don't move closer. Don't move at all. The geometry of the room is delicate: Yelena by the window, Phillipa on the floor between us, me in the doorway. A triangle with a gun at its apex.

      But it's Yelena I'm watching. Not Phillipa. Yelena, whose hand is steady because she's trained it to be steady, but whose jaw is set so tight I can see the muscle jumping beneath the skin. Yelena, who gave up everything, her career, her country, her entire identity, for a chance at something real. Who walked away from the FSB because the alternative was losing herself completely. Who found Phillipa when she had no one else, when even I had failed her, and allowed herself to believe that love might actually exist outside the transactional mathematics of intelligence work.

      “Yelena.” I keep my voice neutral. “Tell me what's happening.”

      “What's happening is I found proof.” Her eyes don't leave Phillipa. The Makarov doesn't waver. “I came here to search. To find something concrete. Something I could show you that would make you believe you were wrong. That I was wrong. That I had been wrong to think she could betray me. That my own suspicions, suspicions you echoed, were wrong.”

      “Suspected how long?”

      “Long enough.” A muscle moves in her jaw. “Small things. Inconsistencies. The way information moved through channels it shouldn't have. The way certain operations went wrong at exactly the wrong moments, while others succeeded too easily.” She pauses. “I told myself I was being paranoid. That loving someone makes you suspicious because you have something to lose. I wanted to be wrong.”

      Her voice cracks on the last word. Hairline fracture, barely audible. But I've known Yelena for thirty years. I've seen her take a bullet without flinching. I've watched her kill men twice her size with nothing but her hands and her training. I've never heard her voice crack.

      “She is wrong.” Phillipa's voice pitches upward. “Suzette, you know me. I would never⁠—”

      “I said quiet.”

      The Makarov shifts. A centimetre. Maybe two. But Phillipa flinches as though the bullet has already found her, and her mouth snaps shut.

      “Show me,” I say.

      Yelena's left hand dips into her jacket pocket. Produces something small, holds it up for me to see.

      A phone. Cheap. Disposable. The kind you buy with cash from a corner shop and throw away after a single use. I've used dozens like it over the years. So has everyone in our line of work.

      “Taped to the back of a drawer in the bathroom,” Yelena says. “Behind the vanity unit. Hidden where someone who wasn't looking would never find it.” Her mouth twists. Not quite a smile. Harder. “The hazard of dating a fellow spy. We know all the hiding places. We know because we've used them ourselves.”

      I stare at the phone. Then at Phillipa. Then back at the phone.

      “It could be operational,” I say, though my words are hollow. “MI6 requires⁠—”

      “MI6 doesn't require contact numbers for FSB handlers operating in London.” Yelena cuts through my excuse before it can fully form. “I checked the call history before she arrived. Before she started spinning stories about trauma and paranoia. Three numbers. All traced to Russian intelligence assets. All active within the last month.”

      The room seems to contract. I've been betrayed before. It comes with the territory. But not like this. Not by someone who sat at my table, who helped build something I believed in, who held my closest friend in her arms and whispered words that were weapons disguised as love.

      “Phillipa.” My voice comes out steadier than I feel. “Is it true?”

      She doesn't answer. Her head drops, chin to chest, and her shoulders curve inward.

      “She already admitted it,” Yelena says. “Before you arrived. I gave her a choice, talk or die. She chose talking.” The Makarov doesn't move. “Now she's going to tell you everything she told me. From the beginning.”

      “Yelena—” Phillipa's voice breaks. “Please. I know you can't forgive me. I'm not asking you to forgive me. But please believe that what I felt, what I feel⁠—”

      “Don't.” The word comes out strangled. For a moment Yelena's composure slips and I see what's beneath. Not rage, not the cold efficiency of a trained operative, but something raw and wounded. The face of a woman whose heart has been pulled from her chest and shown to her still beating. “Don't you dare talk to me about feelings. Not now. Not after⁠—”

      She stops. Breathes. The Makarov trembles once, then steadies.

      “I gave up everything.” Yelena's voice drops to something barely above a whisper. “Everything. My career. My country. My name. I walked away from the only life I knew because I couldn't be that person anymore. Because I wanted something real. Something clean.” She laughs, and the sound is fine broken glass. “And then I found you. And I thought, finally. Finally something that isn't a lie. Finally someone who sees me. The real me. Not the operative. Not the asset. Me.”

      Phillipa's shoulders shake. Silent sobs that rack her whole frame.

      “Eighteen months.” Yelena continues as though Phillipa hasn't moved. “Eighteen months I have loved you. Eighteen months I have told you things I have never told anyone. Things about my past. Things about what I've done. Things that could destroy me if they reached the wrong ears.” Her voice hardens. “And the whole time you were recording. Reporting. Turning everything I gave you into intelligence for the people I escaped.”

      “I didn't tell them everything.” Phillipa looks up, face wrecked, mascara and tears and snot combining into something almost inhuman. “I swear to you, Yelena. I protected you. The things you told me, the private things, I never⁠—”

      “You expect me to believe that?”

      “I expect nothing. I deserve nothing.” Phillipa's voice steadies, even as tears continue tracking down her cheeks. “But it's the truth. I know you have no reason to believe me. I know I've destroyed any trust that existed between us. But I loved you. I love you still. And there were lines I wouldn't cross. Not for them. Not for anyone.”

      Yelena's hand shakes again. The tremor moves up her arm, into her shoulder. Her whole body vibrating with the effort of holding herself together.

      I should intervene. Should say something. But I'm frozen in the doorway, watching two women I care about destroy each other, and I don't have words for any of it.

      “Start talking,” I manage finally. “Every detail. From the beginning. And understand that how much you tell me determines whether you leave this flat alive.”

      Phillipa's gaze moves from Yelena to me and back again. The pleading is gone, replaced by resignation. Exhaustion. The look of someone who has been carrying a weight for so long that its removal brings grief rather than relief.

      “It started twelve years ago,” she says. “Berlin. A woman I met at a conference reception. She was beautiful. Charming. Interested in me.” Phillipa's laugh is hollow. “I was lonely. I was ambitious. But more than any of that I was stupid. I slept with her without asking the questions I should have asked.”

      She pauses. Her hands settle in her lap. Yelena lets them. Perhaps because she needs to hear this. Perhaps because she can't bear to look at those hands without remembering how they felt against her skin.

      “I didn't know she was FSB. Not then. Not until she showed me the photographs three months later and explained exactly what they would do to my career, my reputation, my life.” She swallows. The sound is loud in the silent flat. “She gave me a choice. Work for them, feed them information, and the photographs disappear. Refuse, and they go to my superiors, my family, the press.”

      “You could have come forward,” I say. “Reported the approach. MI6 has protocols⁠—”

      “MI6 has protocols for officers who haven't already compromised themselves.” Phillipa's voice sharpens. “I'd slept with a foreign intelligence operative. I'd told her things I shouldn't have, pillow talk, nothing operational, but enough. Coming forward would have ended my career. Everything I'd worked for, gone. So I made a different choice.”

      “You chose to betray your country.”

      “I chose to survive.” She meets my eyes. “They were careful at first. Small requests. Low-level intelligence. Nothing that would get anyone killed. I told myself it was manageable. Containable. That I could feed them scraps and keep the important things safe.”

      “And then?”

      “And then I started to rise. Promotions. Access. Responsibility. For a time I thought it had ended. There was no contact.” She pauses. “But they were patient. They let me climb. Let me accumulate accolades, turn assets, make a name for myself as someone who could be trusted. They were playing a long game, and I was too arrogant to see it.”

      “What game?” I ask.

      Phillipa looks at me. Then at Yelena, a long look, filled with grief, or apology, or the anguish of someone who has found love and knows they've already lost it.

      “You,” she says to me. “It was always about you.”

      It takes me a moment to understand what she is saying. Whoever was running her had me in their sights.

      “Go on.”

      “The assets I turned. The intelligence coups that made my reputation. The promotions that gave me access to the most sensitive files.” Phillipa's voice flattens. “None of it was real. They fed me everything. Sacrificed their own people to build my credibility. Made me look like a star so I'd be positioned exactly where they needed me.”

      “Where?”

      “Close enough to the top to have information that mattered. Including our complete intelligence on you and every member of your family. Yelena included.” She glances at Yelena, her cheeks reddening. “Then eighteen months ago I was instructed to accidentally bump into Yelena. To get close to you.” She pauses, a single tear rolling down her cheek. “I wasn't supposed to fall for you, but I did.” She turns her gaze towards Yelena but any softness in my friend's face has gone. “They knew when they pushed your loyalty between country and Suzette, Suzette would win, that you'd compromise your position, out of loyalty. And that when your back was against the wall you'd have nowhere else to turn to than me. They used all of us. I thought I could protect you...”

      “But you couldn't.” Yelena's voice is ice.

      “No.” Phillipa's head drops again. “They wanted more. Always more. Setting up this organisation was their idea. I thought maybe we could do some good, but they never wanted you to succeed.”

      “The trafficking case,” I say. The realisation moves through me like cold water. “Zara. The Essex facility. You brought us that intelligence.”

      “Yes.”

      “Was any of it real?”

      “All of it was real.” Phillipa looks up, defiance moving behind her eyes. “That's the worst part. The trafficking is real. The women are real. The facility, Meridian BioTech, Laskin, all of it exists exactly as I described. When I realised they wanted to discredit you, to bring you down I thought perhaps if you could bring them down first. Dmitri Reznikov is state sponsored. They're cleansing the area of women who won't toe the line. I didn't know what to do, I couldn't stop them and they're protected here. Money makes things invisible. If the women were to have any chance it had to be through you, but then I understood... They wanted you to find it. Wanted you to go after it. Because⁠—”

      She stops. Her mouth works but nothing comes out.

      “Because what?” I demand.

      “Because it's a trap.” Her voice drops to a whisper. “The whole thing. From the beginning. Designed to draw you out. To isolate you. To⁠—”

      “They have Ashley.” The words leave my mouth before I can stop them. “They took her this morning.”

      Phillipa's face goes white. Whatever colour remained drains away, leaving her grey and hollow.

      “I didn't know.” Her voice shakes. “Suzette, I swear to you, I didn't know they would—I thought it was surveillance only. Intelligence gathering. I never thought⁠—”

      “You never thought.” Yelena's laugh is brutal. “You never thought. That's your defence? You sold us to people who traffic women, who test drugs on refugees, who would kill us all without hesitation, and you never thought they might actually hurt someone?”

      “I tried to protect you.” Phillipa is crying openly now. “I tried to feed them just enough. I tried to keep you safe. I thought if I could control the flow of information⁠—”

      “You controlled nothing.” Yelena moves closer. The Makarov presses harder against Phillipa's temple. “You were never in control. You were a puppet and they were pulling your strings and you were too arrogant to see it.”

      “I know.” The words come out broken. “I know. And I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. Not for me, I deserve whatever happens to me, but for you. For what I've done to you. For making you believe that what we had was real when I was lying to you every single day.”

      “Was any of it real?” Yelena's voice cracks again. “Any of it? The nights we spent talking until dawn? The plans we made? The things you said when you thought I was asleep?” Her hand trembles. The Makarov shakes against Phillipa's skin. “Was any of it you, or was all of it for them?”

      Phillipa looks up. Meets Yelena's eyes. Holds them.

      “It was real.” Her voice is quiet but steady. “Every word. Every moment. Every time I told you I loved you, I meant it. That's what makes this so unforgivable. I wasn't pretending to love you, I was loving you while betraying you. I was holding you in my arms and feeling my heart break because I knew what I was doing and I couldn't stop.”

      “Why couldn't you stop?”

      “Because they would have killed you.” The words come out torn from somewhere deep. “Not me. You. They made that very clear. If I stopped cooperating, if I tried to come clean, they wouldn't touch me. They'd go after you. Make it look like an accident. A robbery gone wrong. A car crash. And I would have to live knowing that my attempt at honesty had cost you your life.”

      Silence.

      Yelena's arm drops. Not completely, the Makarov still points at Phillipa, but the pressure against her temple eases. A shift in Yelena's face. Not forgiveness. Nothing so simple as that. But perhaps a glimmer of understanding. The recognition that the situation is more complicated than pure betrayal.

      “You should have told me.” Yelena's voice is hoarse. “You should have trusted me. We could have found another way.”

      “There was no other way.” Phillipa's tears have slowed. Her voice carries the exhausted calm of confession. “I ran every scenario. Every possibility. They had people inside MI6. Inside the Met Police. Inside—” She stops. Shakes her head. “You don't understand how deep this goes. How long they've been planning.”

      “Who are they, Phillipa?” I ask. If Moscow wanted me dead, I'd have been taken out in a hit and run, poisoned over lunch, died a hundred deaths in a thousand different ways, but nothing this elaborate. This is personal.

      Phillipa looks at me. Really looks, as though seeing me for the first time and I ask again. “Who are they?”

      “You have to understand I thought his defection was real. It was a massive coup for me. Being personally responsible for turning a Colonel-General within the FSB. Nobody had turned anyone that senior before... Never.”

      My blood goes cold. “You're talking about my father?”

      “It was a double bluff.” Phillipa's voice drops. “He never defected. The intelligence he provided was real but calculated, enough truth to establish credibility, enough misdirection to protect what mattered. He's been Moscow's man the whole time. Playing both sides. Feeding MI6 exactly what Moscow wanted them to believe, on the understanding he could run his own agenda alongside Moscow's.”

      The room tilts. I put my hand against the wall to steady myself.

      “You vetted him—MI6 has kept him safe, hidden him away from Moscow.”

      “I thought it was real. We vetted him, not just me. He gave us information that checked out. We protected him, ran daily then weekly debriefs. Then he asked for me to be his primary contact. He felt the agent assigned was too junior...” She shakes her head. “And that's when he showed his teeth. I was caught between a rock and a hard place.” She shakes her head, as though genuine remorse for her out-of-control ego is enough. It isn't.

      “You are working for my father—against me!” I step across the room and grab for Yelena's gun but she pulls back her hand. “Give it to me,” I demand but she shakes her head.

      “If she's dying, we make it slow and meaningful!”

      “I'm sorry! Truly I am! He told me he just wanted to understand you, make sure the people around you were looking out for you and I thought it was true but he's better than anyone gave him credit for. Better than you gave him credit for. And everything, everything that's happening now, it comes back to him.”

      I think of the nursing home. The letter opener flashing toward my throat. The smile on his face when he refused to tell me what I needed to know.

      I could give you what you want but why would I do that? You are intent on burning down my life's work.

      “The attack on my vineyard,” I say slowly. “Rox's shooting. Ashley. All of it⁠—”

      “He is pulling the strings. He controls Dmitri Reznikov.” Phillipa nods. “All of it designed to bring you here. To this moment. To whatever comes next.”

      “And what comes next?”

      Phillipa opens her mouth to answer.

      My phone vibrates. I ignore it. It vibrates again. And again. Insistent. Urgent.

      I pull it from my pocket. The screen shows seventeen missed calls. All from Amber.

      The room goes still.

      “Answer it,” Yelena says.

      I do.

      “Suzette.” Amber's voice is wrong. Flat. Controlled. The voice she uses when everything has gone to hell and she needs to function anyway. “Where are you?”

      “Phillipa's flat. With Yelena. There's been⁠—”

      “They hit Obsidian Hall.” The words cut through whatever I was going to say. “Twenty minutes ago. A professional hit. They took Victoria.”

      The floor drops away beneath me.

      “Victoria.” I hear myself speak but the voice sounds distant. “They took Victoria?”

      “They left a message. Twenty-four hours. You surrender yourself at coordinates to follow, Victoria lives. You don't, she dies.” Amber pauses. “Same play as Ashley. They're collecting hostages. Building leverage.”

      I look at Phillipa. At Yelena. At the ruins of everything I thought I understood.

      “Phillipa—” I say, trying to find the words to describe this new level of hell. “She's been compromised. Working for Moscow. The whole operation, Essex, the trafficking, all of it, it's a trap.”

      Silence on the line. Then: “Yelena?”

      “Yelena's clean.” I meet Yelena's eyes. “She's the one who found the proof.”

      More silence. I can almost hear Amber recalculating, adjusting her understanding of the situation, filing away the betrayal for later processing.

      “Who in Moscow wants to hurt you so badly, and why?” Amber asks.

      “There is only one man,” I tell her. I don't have to say anything else. She understands. “You should have let me kill him when I had the chance.”

      Silence fills the phone line.

      Finally, when she speaks her words are decisive. “Six o'clock. Shift change. It's a trap but we're going anyway. Ashley's there. Victoria might be there. We don't have another option.”

      “I'm coming.”

      “You're not fit⁠—”

      “I'm coming.” I cut her off. “And I'm bringing Yelena. And Phillipa.”

      “Phillipa?” Amber's voice sharpens. “She's compromised. She's a liability. She's⁠—”

      “She's the only one who knows how they think. What they've planned. Where the weaknesses are.” I look at Phillipa, still kneeling on the floor, tears drying on her face. “She owes us. And she's going to pay that debt whether she wants to or not.”

      Phillipa meets my gaze. Nods once.

      “Fine.” Amber doesn't sound fine. She sounds like she wants to put a bullet in Phillipa herself. “Get here as fast as you can. We'll brief when you arrive.”

      The line goes dead.

      I pocket the phone. Look at Yelena.

      “We're leaving. Now. All three of us.”

      Yelena stares at Phillipa for a long moment. The Makarov is still pointed, still ready. I can see the appeal of pulling the trigger. The satisfaction it would provide. The justice.

      Then she lowers the weapon. Tucks it into her waistband.

      “Get up,” she says to Phillipa. Her voice carries no warmth. No forgiveness. But no immediate threat of violence either. “You're going to help us fix what you broke. And then—” She stops. Swallows. “And then we'll see what's left.”

      Phillipa rises slowly. Her legs shake beneath her. She doesn't reach for Yelena, doesn't try to touch her, to comfort her, to bridge the distance that has opened between them. She knows better.

      “I'll tell you everything,” she says quietly. “Everything I know. Every name, every plan, every piece of intelligence they've given me. Whatever it takes to help you get them back.”

      “It won't be enough.” Yelena's voice is flat. “Nothing will be enough. But it's a start.”

      We move toward the door. Three women walking out of wreckage into something far worse.

      Behind us, the photograph lies shattered on the floor. Two smiling faces, frozen in a moment that no longer exists.
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      Abby

      The lift descends and I feel nothing.

      That's wrong. I should feel something. Terror. Grief. The shaking that comes after violence, when adrenaline fades and the body remembers it's human. Victoria is gone. Victoria is in the hands of people who hurt women for profit. My wife could be dead already.

      I feel nothing.

      The others talk around me. Amber giving orders, Sam responding, Jo making sounds of pain she's trying to swallow. Their voices reach me through water, muffled and distant. I watch my hands hang at my sides. Bruised knuckles. Split skin. Evidence that I fought.

      But not hard enough.

      The doors open. Cold air. The smell of gun oil and concrete. The armoury spreads out before me, weapons lining the walls in their glass-fronted cabinets, everything labelled and organised and ready for use.

      Once my training ground, this is now my ground zero. When this was theoretical, a skill I might need someday, the dangers felt abstract. Now they have names and faces and they have my wife.

      “Backup systems are in the server room.” Alex's voice, somewhere to my left. “Air-gapped. We'll have footage of everything.”

      Footage won't bring their faces to life. They are already burned into my brain, branded on my soul waiting for vengeance to eradicate them. They came through our gates and our front door and they took Victoria while I was unconscious on the floor of the dining room, my hands still burning from hitting someone who didn't go down.

      I move toward the weapons lockers. My feet know where to go even if my brain hasn't caught up. Glass-fronted cabinets. Handguns on the left. I watched Amber open these a dozen times. I know the code.

      My fingers punch it in. The lock clicks. The door swings open.

      Shoulder holster. Black nylon and leather, adjustable straps, the kind Amber wears under her jacket. I pull it from the rack and thread my arms through. The buckles resist, fighting my shaking hands, and I make sounds I don't recognise, frustration, rage, something between the two.

      The Glock 19 feels different now. Heavier. More real. I check the magazine the way Amber taught me, slide it into the holster, feel the weight settle against my ribs. Then I reach for another. Tuck it into the back of my jeans, barrel cold against my spine.

      Still not enough.

      Behind me, someone says my name. I don't turn.

      The rifle cabinet has a different code. I watched Amber enter it once, memorised it without meaning to, the way I memorise things that might matter later. The lock accepts my input. The door opens.

      Inside: weapons designed for war. Sleek black shapes with names I don't know and purposes I now understand with certainty. I reach for the smallest one. Compact. Angular. A magazine that holds more bullets than I can count.

      “Abby, stop.”

      My hand closes around the grip. I pull it from the rack. Turn it over in my hands, looking for the safety, the charging handle, the things Amber hasn't taught me yet. We were supposed to have more time. We were supposed to work up to this gradually.

      Time ran out.

      Hands on my shoulders. Amber's face in front of mine, blocking my view of the cabinet, forcing me to focus on her instead of the weapon.

      “How hard can it be?” The words come out flat. Calm. Not my voice. “Point. Shoot. They took Victoria.”

      “Not like this.”

      “Then how?” The numbness fractures and beneath it there's heat, pressure, a scream that wants to escape but can't find its way out. “What's the worst that can happen? They kill me? The worst has already happened. They have Victoria and I didn't stop them. I was right there⁠—”

      “You couldn't have stopped them.”

      “I should have⁠—”

      “No.” Amber's grip tightens. Her eyes bore into mine. “Fifteen trained operatives. Automatic weapons. Breaching charges. You couldn't have stopped them. Nobody could. They came prepared to kill anyone who resisted.”

      “Then why didn't they kill me?”

      The question tastes like the blood I spat onto the Persian rug when they hit me. Like the blood still crusted in my hair from where my head struck the floor.

      “Because you're not the target.” Amber's voice softens. Barely. “Victoria's not the target. They want Suzette. Everyone else is leverage.”

      Leverage. The word sits in my stomach like a stone. My wife reduced to a bargaining chip. A pawn in someone else's game.

      “Running in with emotion is what they want,” Amber continues. “It gives them the advantage. They're expecting us to panic. To make mistakes.”

      “I am panicking.”

      “I know. So am I.” Vulnerability flickers in her expression, as though the admission could only ever be made to me. “But panicking and stupid gets people killed. Panicking and smart brings them home.”

      The rifle hangs at my side. I look at it. Look at my hands wrapped around it. Hands that held Victoria last night, that traced the curve of her hip, that woke tangled in her hair.

      “I want to kill them.” The words come from somewhere deep. Somewhere I didn't know existed until today. “Whoever took her. I want to kill them.”

      Amber doesn't flinch. Doesn't try to talk me down.

      “You might get that chance.”

      From behind us, Jo's voice cuts through the haze. “Got it! Three vehicles. Two Range Rovers, one Transit van.”

      Amber releases my shoulders. Turns toward the screen. I follow, still holding the rifle, unable to let go.

      The footage plays in silence. Grainy but clear enough. Vehicles moving in formation, stopping at our gates. A figure emerges from the lead car. Approaches the security panel.

      A woman. Dark hair. Angular face.

      “Freeze that.” Amber's voice has changed. Gone cold. “Enhance.”

      The image sharpens. The woman's face fills the screen. Sharp jaw. Eyes that look like they've never held warmth.

      “I know her.” Amber's hand finds the cabinet beside her. Steadies herself. “Oksana Titova. FSB. Special operations.”

      “Titova?” Sam's eyebrow rises.

      “Never underestimate Oksana Titova. She enjoys it too much, always has.”

      “Enjoys what?”

      “Killing.”

      The word drops into the silence. I look at the face on the screen. At the woman who walked into my home, took my wife, left me bleeding on the floor.

      The woman I'm going to kill.

      The certainty settles into me with the same surety the Glock slid into its holster. No rage, just certainty.

      “She's the one.” I hear myself say. “She took Victoria.”

      “She commanded the team.” Amber's eyes don't leave the screen. “She would have given the orders.”

      “Then she's mine.”

      Amber turns. Looks at me. I don't know what she sees. I'm not sure I want to know.

      “Abby—”

      “Promise me.” The rifle is heavy in my hands. Solid and real. “When we find them. When we get Victoria back. I need it to be me.”

      Silence stretches. Behind us, Jo types one-handed. Alex murmurs something about ANPR cameras; Sam checks weapons; the war is about to start.

      Amber holds my gaze.

      “We do whatever is necessary,” she says finally. “Whatever it takes to bring our family home. And if that means Oksana doesn't walk away—” She pauses. “Then she doesn't walk away.”

      I nod at the recognition of being heard, that what I'm becoming isn't being dismissed as civilian hysteria.

      I set the rifle back in the rack. Adjust the shoulder holster. Check the Glock at my back. The movements are almost natural now. I'm learning faster than I should. Trauma is an excellent teacher.

      “ANPR's got them heading east on the A3.” Jo's voice drifts from the terminal. “Lost them near Guildford, reacquired on the A31. They're heading for Essex.”

      “The facility,” Amber says.

      “Has to be. Nothing else out there.”

      Essex. Where they're holding Ashley. Where they're probably holding Victoria now. Where this ends, one way or another.

      Amber's phone buzzes. She answers, listens, and her expression shifts. Hardens.

      It must be Suzette. She brings her up to speed with the afternoon's events. A long silence follows. Then: “Yelena?”

      Amber takes in a long breath, obviously not liking whatever she is hearing. “Who in Moscow wants to hurt you so badly, and why?” she asks.

      My agitation is growing. We can't stand around here while they are doing god knows what to Victoria.

      Finally, she speaks again and her words are decisive. “Six o'clock. Shift change. It's a trap but we're going anyway. Ashley's there. Victoria might be there. We don't have another option.”

      I pull my jumper over my waistband. Doing is what counts now. Not talking.

      “You're not fit—” she says as I glance towards the door. “Phillipa?” Her voice sharpens. “She's compromised. She's a liability. She's—” There's a long pause. “Fine.” Amber doesn't sound fine.

      If Phillipa has anything to do with what happened to Victoria, I'll take her out straight after Titywhatshername!

      “We'll meet you there.” Amber glances in my direction and sees my inability to stand still. “I'll brief you en route.”

      “Suzette's with Yelena and Phillipa.” Her eyes sweep the room, taking in our broken, bleeding, furious team. “We move now. Set ourselves up ready for the shift change at six. We're not losing our window because we get snarled up in traffic.”

      Three hours until I find out if Victoria is at this facility everyone is talking about.

      “Three hours to get it right.” Amber's voice carries the weight of experience I don't have. “Rushing in gets people killed. Including the people we're trying to save.”

      I nod. Force myself to accept it. Force myself to think like someone who's done this before, even though I haven't, even though just days ago my biggest concern was whether Victoria would be safe if she said yes to this new job. Now I know the answer.

      Then I had a wife and a life and a future I could see clearly.

      Now I have two guns and a target and three hours to become someone capable of using them.

      “What do I do?” I ask.

      “Stay close. Listen. Learn.” Amber moves toward the weapons lockers, begins pulling out weapons, ammunition. “When we breach that facility, you'll be with me. You do exactly what I tell you, when I tell you. No hesitation.”

      “And if we find Titywhatshername?”

      Amber pauses. Looks at me over her shoulder.

      “Then you'll get your chance. But your focus needs to be on Victoria for now. No one else.”

      I think about Victoria. About the life we've built together.

      I think about the woman on the screen. The cold eyes. The angular face. The hands that gave the order to take my wife.

      When I find her, and I will find her, I won't hesitate.

      I've never killed anyone before. I've never even wanted to hurt someone, not really, not beyond the abstract words said in anger, and not even then.

      But I want this. I want her blood on my hands. I want to be the last thing she sees.

      The reckoning is coming.
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      Suzette

      The M25 crawls with late afternoon traffic. Brake lights bloom and fade in the grey drizzle, a thousand small emergencies masquerading as normal life. Beside me, Yelena stares out the passenger window at nothing. In the back seat, Phillipa sits with her hands folded in her lap, a penitent awaiting judgment.

      No one has spoken since we left the flat.

      The silence is its own violence. It presses against the windows, fills the spaces between us, makes the air thick and difficult to breathe. I should break it. Should demand answers, explanations, the full accounting Phillipa owes us. But part of me doesn't want to hear it. Part of me wants to preserve the fiction that the woman in my back seat is still the woman I trusted.

      That fiction died an hour ago.

      “The woman in Berlin.” Yelena's voice cuts through the quiet. She doesn't turn from the window. “The one who compromised you. What was her name?”

      Phillipa's reflection shifts in the rearview mirror. Pale. Drawn. The mascara has dried in grey tracks down her cheeks and she hasn't bothered to wipe them away, or the cable ties binding her hands make it impossible.

      “I only knew her as Natasha. I assume that wasn't real.”

      “Describe her.”

      “Dark hair. Angular features. Athletic build. She was young. That in itself should have been a red flag, but my ego...” Her voice drifts off for a beat or two as though she were lost in memories. Possibly memories of where it had all gone so horribly wrong. “She was interested in me and I wanted to impress her—too much. Said things I shouldn't have said. Secrets I shouldn't have shared.” Phillipa's voice fades to almost an echo with different words. “I thought it was attraction. It was ego... all ego.”

      “Height?”

      “Tall. Five-ten, maybe. Why does it⁠—”

      “Eyes?”

      “Grey. Light grey, almost colourless. Cold, when I think about it now. But at the time⁠—”

      “Oksana Titova.” Yelena says the name like a curse. “FSB. Directorate S. Specialises in honey traps and wet work.”

      The name means nothing to me. But Yelena's tone suggests it should.

      “You know her?” I ask.

      “I trained her.” Yelena's jaw tightens. “Twelve years ago. One of my best students. Ruthless. Patient. No conscience to speak of, which made her perfect for the work.” She finally turns from the window, looks at Phillipa with something that might be pity if it weren't wrapped in so much contempt. “You never stood a chance. Oksana doesn't fail. If she targeted you, you were already compromised before you knew what was happening.”

      “That's supposed to make me feel better?”

      “Nothing is supposed to make you feel better.” Yelena's voice hardens. “You betrayed us. You betrayed me. Understanding how it happened doesn't change what you did.”

      Phillipa looks away. Her hands twist in her lap, fingers interlocking and releasing in a rhythm that suggests prayer but more likely panic. I double-check the door locks. There is nothing worse than having to explain to local police why a restrained passenger jumped from the rear of our vehicle on the M25.

      “If Oksana is part of your father's network,” Yelena continues, “this is worse than I thought. She's not a strategist. She's an executioner. Moscow sends her when they want something ended. Permanently.”

      The implication settles over me. “What exactly does my father want?” I ask Phillipa. “The real version. Not whatever lie he's told himself.”

      Phillipa is quiet for a long moment. When she speaks, her voice carries the exhausted calm of someone who has stopped protecting herself.

      “I wasn't important enough to know the details. Just one of his pawns. But my guess? He wants to destroy you. Completely. Not just kill you—that would be too quick. Too merciful. He wants to burn everything you've built. Everyone you love.” She meets my eyes in the rearview mirror. “He wants you to watch your family die. He wants you broken, begging, crawling back to him for forgiveness. He wants you to admit that everything you chose—leaving Moscow, building a life without him, believing you could be something other than what he made you—was wrong.”

      “And then?”

      “He'll kill you anyway. But only after you've acknowledged he was right. That you were nothing without him. That your entire existence since leaving was a delusion he's finally corrected.”

      The car feels smaller. The air thicker.

      “The message they left at Obsidian Hall,” I say slowly. “Surrender myself in exchange for Victoria. For Ashley.”

      “I wouldn't trust a word of that. Another of his lies.” Phillipa's voice is certain. “If you surrender, he won't release them. He'll make you watch while he kills them. Then he'll kill you. That's what he enjoys. Not the killing itself. The taking. The breaking.”

      Yelena makes a sound. Low. Dangerous.

      “You're certain?” I ask.

      “Nothing is certain with that man. He isn't a friend of truth.”

      “But the women at the facility? The trafficking victims? What's that to him?”

      “Pocket money. A way to amuse himself while he waited for you to enter his game. He didn't know I'd saved Zara. But he found out. I had to choose. Hand over the safe house address so they could deal with her or they'd eliminate Yelena.”

      A car cuts us up on the inside lane. Yelena draws her gun. I grab her wrist, forcing the weapon down. “Not now. Maybe later once we've got them back.”

      “I couldn't let them kill you Yelena,” Phillipa whispers.

      “You think Zara was in a better position to save herself than I was?” Scorn edges Yelena's voice. “They say you can judge a person by how they treat those who can do nothing for them.”

      Gandhi, I think. Or someone like him. Strange wisdom from a woman who's killed more people than she can count. But the point lands and Phillipa falls silent.

      Traffic thins as we leave the M25 for the A12. Essex spreads ahead, flat and grey. The silence in the car has shifted—less charged, more exhausted. Everything that needed saying has been said. What remains is the doing.

      The barn appears through a gap in the hedgerow. Grey wood weathered to silver, half its roof collapsed. Vehicles cluster beside it. Amber's convoy.

      I pull in. Kill the engine.

      Amber walks toward us before I've opened my door. Abby follows a step behind, and something in her movement stops me. The shoulder holster visible beneath her jacket. The flatness in her eyes.

      She looks like one of us now.

      “Inside,” Amber says. “We've got the facility mapped. Shift change is still six.”

      We follow. Jo sits propped against a hay bale, shoulder bandaged, laptop open. Alex beside her. Sam watching the road. They clock Phillipa's bound wrists, say nothing. The contempt is loud enough without words.

      “Gather everyone,” I say. “It's time to plan how we tear my father's operation apart.”
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      Victoria

      I wake in pieces.

      Sound first, engine noise, tyres on tarmac, the hum of a vehicle moving at speed. Then sensation: my cheek pressed against leather, cold seeping through my clothes, something tight cutting into my wrists. Finally, awareness—fragmented, swimming up through fog like a diver fighting toward light that keeps receding.

      My eyes won't open properly. Or they do, and there's nothing to see. Darkness. The smell of new car and sweat, fear, the metallic tang of blood. Mine, probably. I remember being hit. Remember falling.

      Remember Abby screaming my name.

      The vehicle slows. Turns. The smoothness of road gives way to rougher ground, and my body shifts against the seat, or the floor, wherever they've put me. I try to move my hands but the restraints bite further into my skin and I make a sound, half gasp, half moan, that I don't recognise as my own voice.

      “She's waking up.” A woman's voice. Accented. Russian, maybe. Her voice is so calm it makes my skin crawl.

      “Give her another dose.”

      “No. He wants her lucid when she arrives. His orders.”

      Lucid. The word echoes. Someone wants me awake for whatever comes next. That can't be good. In all the survivor stories I've heard through Phoenix Project, being wanted awake is never good.

      The vehicle stops. Doors open. Cold air rushes in, carrying the smell of damp earth and petrol. A peculiar smell I've always loved. Although, less now. Why?

      A flash of memory fills my head. Men dressed in black, canisters lifted above heads... Petrol. Dousing Obsidian Hall. They were going to burn everything, us included. They wanted Suzette.

      Abby!

      Hands grab me. Haul me upright. My legs don't work properly and I sag between two bodies, feet dragging on concrete. I try to focus, try to see where I am, but the world keeps sliding sideways... Abby.

      Grey walls. Fluorescent lights. A corridor that smells of antiseptic and beneath that, something organic. Human. The smell of fear held in enclosed spaces.

      “Move.”

      They half-carry, half-drag me. Doors pass. Some closed, some open enough that I catch glimpses—a room with beds arranged in rows, figures lying motionless beneath thin blankets. A woman in a wheelchair, head lolling. Medical equipment I don't recognise.

      This is the facility. The one Suzette was planning to raid. The one holding the trafficked women.

      I'm with the trafficked women. The abused.

      I'm one of them now.

      The thought cuts through the chemical haze with terrible clarity. I'm not a rescuer. Not a coordinator. Not the moral compass Suzette joked about. I'm cargo. Another body to be processed.

      They stop at a door. Someone produces a keycard. The lock beeps green.

      The room beyond is small. Windowless. A concrete plinth, covered by a shiny blue mattress. Washable. Easy to remove—what? Blood? The glint of silver draws my attention. Toilet in the corner. Sink embedded in the wall.

      They release me. I collapse onto the bed, the thin mattress doing nothing to cushion the impact. The door closes behind me. Lock engaging. An electronic beep. Final.

      I lie there. Staring at the ceiling. Watching the fluorescent light flicker, as though it is some form of repetitive torture.

      Abby.

      Her face when I last saw it—terrified, fighting, being held back by people with guns. Did they take her too? Is she somewhere in this building, in another cell, waiting for someone to come?

      Or did they leave her behind? Did they ignite the liquid they'd poured? Is she⁠—?

      My mind blanks the possibilities.

      Time passes. Minutes or hours—impossible to tell without windows, without a watch, without anything to anchor me to the world outside these walls. The drug clears slowly, leaving a headache that pulses behind my eyes and a nausea that rises every time I move.

      I make myself sit up. Make myself look around. Make myself think.

      The door has a small hatch at eye level. Closed now, but I can see the outline of it. The walls are solid—no vents, no weak points, nothing I could use to escape even if I knew how. The toilet is stainless steel, sealed to the floor.

      I've heard stories like this. Trafficking survivors who came to the Phoenix Project. They described rooms they'd been held in. At least the ones that got out told us what they endured. The ones that didn't⁠—

      I push that thought away. Can't afford it. Can't let myself spiral into the horror of what might happen because if I do, I'll fall apart, and falling apart won't help anyone.

      What would Suzette do?

      The question almost makes me laugh. Suzette would have disabled her captors before they got her in the vehicle. Would have escaped three times by now. Would be halfway to dismantling this entire operation with her bare hands.

      I'm not Suzette. I'm not Amber. I'm not any of the people who know how to survive situations like this.

      But I've worked with survivors. Learned how they endured. How they hold onto themselves when everything is designed to break them.

      Small anchors. That's what they always say. Find something real. Something true. Something that belongs to you and can't be taken.

      Abby's face. The way she looked at me the first time we met: shocked, curious, delighted. The way she looked at me this morning: open, trusting, full of a love I still can't quite believe I deserve.

      I hold onto that. My anchor.

      A sound. From somewhere close. Not in my room—adjacent. A cough, followed by movement. Someone else is here.

      “Hello?” My voice comes out cracked. Barely audible. I try again. “Hello? Is someone there?”

      Silence. Then, muffled through the wall: “Victoria?”

      The voice is familiar. Wrong context, but familiar. It takes my fog-addled brain a moment to place it. The accent.

      “Ashley?”

      “Oh thank God.” Relief floods through the wall, almost palpable. “Are you hurt? Did they⁠—”

      “I don't think so. I don't know. They drugged me.” I move toward the wall, press my palms against the cold concrete as though I could reach through it. “Where are we?”

      “Some kind of holding facility. I think this is where they're running the medical trials. There are women here. I saw them as I was brought in.” Ashley's voice drops. “Victoria, listen to me. This is a trap. They took us to draw the others in. Suzette, Amber—they'll come for us, try to rescue us and these people are expecting them.”

      The words filter through the headache, rearranging themselves into meaning I don't want to accept.

      “A trap.”

      “They knew I was undercover. They knew about you, about Obsidian Hall. Someone's been feeding them information.” A pause. “They wanted this. Wanted us here. We're bait.”

      Bait. A rush of nausea rises in me and I lurch to the toilet, collapsing to my knees before emptying my stomach.

      “Victoria! Are you okay?” A pause. “Victoria?”

      I brace my hands against the stainless steel and push myself to my feet, unable to decide which part of me is screaming the loudest.

      “Can we warn them?” I ask, wiping strands of cold saliva from my face.

      “I've been trying to think of a way. There's nothing in these cells. No way to get a message out. And even if we could...” Ashley trails off. “They'll come anyway. You know they will. Suzette won't leave either of us.”

      She's right. I know she's right. Abby won't rest until she finds me. She'll walk into whatever trap these people have set. She's no match for these people, but her love will make her desperate. Desperate enough to give her life.

      My eyes burn with tears, but I can't let these thoughts take over. Not now. Not ever.

      “How long do we have?” I ask, pressed against the wall again.

      “I don't know. They're expecting something to happen sooner rather than later. The guards were talking about it.”

      I look around my cell. Bare walls. Locked door. No weapons. No tools. No way to help the people who will be risking their lives to reach us.

      “Ashley.” I press closer to the wall. “If they come—when they come—what can we do? From in here?”

      Silence. Then: “Stay ready. When the breach happens, there'll be chaos. If we get a chance to move, we take it. Don't wait for rescue. If a door opens, run. Find each other if we can. Get out. Get to safety.”

      “What about the other women? The ones in the trials?”

      Another pause. Longer this time. “Victoria... we might not be able to save everyone. We might not be able to save ourselves.”

      I close my eyes. Think of Abby. Think of the Phoenix Project survivors who sat across from me and told me stories of endurance that defied comprehension. Women who found strength they didn't know they had. Women who survived because they refused to stop fighting.

      “I'm not dying in here,” I say. “And neither are you. Whatever happens, we stay alive. We stay ready. And when the moment comes, we help however we can.”

      “You sound like Suzette.”

      “God, I hope not. One of her is enough.”

      Ashley laughs. The sound is thin, strained, but real. Human.

      “Victoria.” Her voice sobers. “The woman running this place.... The others. The muscle. They're not just traffickers. They're intelligence. Russian. I've heard them talking. This isn't just about the trials or the money.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They keep mentioning someone. A man. They call him the Colonel-General.” Ashley's voice drops lower. “From what I've pieced together, this whole operation—the trafficking, the facility, taking us—it's personal. Someone's vendetta. Suzette seems to be their focus.”

      My stomach tightens. “How do you know it's about Suzette?”

      “Because they said her name. Said she'd come for us. Said that's what he's counting on.” A pause. “Victoria, we're bait. They want her to walk into a trap.”

      The fluorescent light flickers overhead. Shadows dance across the ceiling. In the corridor outside, footsteps pass, heavy, deliberate, the tread of guards making rounds.

      “Ashley?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Whatever happens. Whatever they do. Don't let them break you. That's what they want. That's what he wants. Don't give it to them.”

      A pause. When Ashley speaks again, her voice is heavy, earnest. The acknowledgment of one woman telling another: we're in this together.

      “Same goes for you,” she says. “We survive this. We survive, and then we make them pay.”
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      Abby

      The facility looks like nothing special. Grey concrete, chain-link fence, the kind of anonymous industrial building you'd drive past without a second glance. Hard to believe it holds the woman I love.

      Hard to believe it holds dozens of women who've been treated like lab rats.

      I check my weapon for the fourth time in ten minutes. Amber notices. Doesn't comment. She's crouched beside Suzette at the treeline, studying the perimeter through compact binoculars, but I catch her glance. The slight nod. You're okay. You're ready.

      I don't feel ready. I feel like a fraud wearing dress-up—tactical vest, shoulder holster, the weight of two Glocks and enough ammunition to start a small war. Less than a week ago I'd never fired a gun. Now I'm about to breach a building full of armed hostiles. I'm even thinking in their language now.

      But Victoria's in there.

      That's the only thought that matters. The only thing keeping my hands steady.

      “Shift change in fifteen minutes,” Sam murmurs. “That's our window.”

      Amber runs through the plan one more time. Two teams, simultaneous breach, converge on the holding area. Primary objective: extraction. Secondary: evidence from their servers. Simple. Clean.

      Except nothing about this feels simple or clean. Alex stands to my side. She'll breach with us. Access the servers. Send whatever she finds to Jo who is waiting for us in the van. Phillipa is strapped to a chair beside her. One wrong move from Phillipa and Jo has instructions to put a bullet in her head. Yelena's decision.

      “Remember,” Amber says into comms, “no heroics. No revenge. Not until our people are safe.”

      A chorus of acknowledgments. Mine is half a second late. She notices that too.

      The shift change at the delivery gate happens exactly as predicted. Vehicles arriving, departing, guards distracted by the handover. Amber gives the signal and we move.

      The fence is easier than I expected. Sam's team cuts through on the east side while we slip under a gap on the west—drainage erosion they should have fixed. I'm third through, rolling to my feet the way Amber taught me, weapon up, scanning for threats.

      My heart is trying to escape through my throat. I swallow it back down.

      The first guard goes down silently. Amber takes him from behind—arm around the throat, controlled descent. That's how you do it. Fast. Quiet. Final.

      “West clear,” Amber breathes into the comms.

      “East clear.” Sam's voice. A pause. “Too clear. Minimal resistance.”

      Amber's jaw tightens. She doesn't like it either. But we keep moving.

      We're inside within two minutes. The corridor smells like a hospital basement—antiseptic over human decay.

      Victoria is somewhere in this building, breathing this air. The thought makes my jaw clench.

      Amber signals. We move in formation through the corridor, past a junction, toward a guard station at the far end. Two men inside, focused on monitors.

      Yelena handles them. I don't see exactly what she does—one moment they're seated, the next they're on the ground and she's stepping over them like they're furniture.

      The facility is quieter than it should be. A skeleton crew at best. The shift change should have brought eight new bodies into this building. Where are they?

      “Something's wrong,” Suzette murmurs. “This is too easy.”

      “You want to complain about easy?” Sam's voice crackles through comms.

      “I want to know why it's easy.”

      No one has an answer. We keep moving anyway. Because Victoria is here. Because we don't have a choice.

      The guard station has a display panel. Cell assignments. My eyes scan faster than my brain can process.

      Cell 7: Fraser, V.

      Found her.

      Amber's already moving. I follow, checking corners, covering angles, doing everything she taught me while my pulse pounds in my ears like gunfire.

      Cell 7. Keycard. Green light.

      The door opens.

      Victoria.

      She's sitting on a thin blue mattress, pale and bruised, dried blood above her eyebrow. But alive. Breathing. Looking at me like I'm something she dreamed into existence.

      “Abby.” Her voice cracks on my name.

      I'm across the cell before I know I'm moving. My arms wrap around her. She's shaking, or I'm shaking, or we both are. Her face presses into my neck and I feel wetness there—tears, hers or mine, impossible to tell.

      “I've got you.” The words come out rough. “I've got you. We're leaving.”

      “Abby, how did you⁠—”

      “Later. Can you walk?”

      She nods. I help her stand. Her legs are unsteady but she's moving, she's alive, she's here in my arms and I'm never letting go.

      Suzette has Ashley out of the next cell. She looks exhausted but functional, leaning on the wall for support. Our eyes meet. She nods once. Thank you.

      “Move,” Amber orders. “We're extracting now.”

      We retreat through the residential wing. Yelena opens cell doors as we pass—more women emerging, confused, frightened, some too broken to understand what's happening. They join our ragged procession toward the loading bay.

      I keep Victoria close. Her hand grips mine hard enough to hurt. I grip back harder.

      “Sam, we have the packages plus civilians. Heading to extraction point.”

      “Copy. I'm with Alex. We're retrieving data. Jo make sure the team have the vehicles ready.”

      The loading bay stretches ahead. Cold air rushes in through the open doors. Two vehicles wait, engines running at the far side of the perimeter.

      We're going to make it.

      We run like rats across the grass, making for the breaches in the fence.

      “Keep moving,” Amber calls. “We need to move.”

      I'm counting heads, helping Victoria toward the vehicle, daren't look behind us. Then I see the red dot.

      “Amber!” I shout in a panicked whisper. She turns. The red dot shifts from her back to her front as she stares at me, eyes wide.

      “Stay very still,” she says, breathing out one last time. My eyes dart to Victoria. She's turning. Looking behind. Back to the facility, to the source of the red beam that now decorates her forehead.

      This has all been too easy.

      And suddenly I understand. Why the corridors were empty. Why the guards were a skeleton crew.

      They let us in. Let us find them. Let us think we'd won.

      So they could take it all away. Brutal beyond human.

      The voice comes from behind me, accented, female, almost amused. I don't have to see her face to know who it is. The woman from Obsidian Hall. The one who took Victoria.

      “Nobody move.”

      The gun presses against the back of my skull.

      Cold metal. Steady pressure. The unmistakable geometry of a barrel positioned to end my life.

      Titywhatshername. The name I gave her to make her less terrifying.

      She's not less terrifying now.

      “Weapons down. All of them. Or I redecorate with this one's skull.”

      Victoria makes a sound—half gasp, half sob. I want to tell her it's okay. I want to tell her I have a plan. But I don't have a plan. I have a gun to my head.

      Weapons clatter to grass around me. The team surrendering. For me. Because of me.

      “Good.” Oksana's voice curls with satisfaction. “Now we wait. The Colonel-General is on his way. He wants to speak with his daughter personally.”

      Time stretches. I feel Victoria's eyes on me. Feel the team watching. We are all waiting for that single moment. The opportunity. If not, this is how it ends. Not in a heroic rescue, but as a hostage. Leverage. Something to be traded or disposed of. Oksana's men surround us. Weapons raised but waning, no longer seeing us as a credible threat.

      Amber's training plays through my head. When someone has a weapon on you, they're in control. Your job is to change that. Wait for the moment. It will come.

      Oksana shifts her weight. The barrel moves fractionally—not away from my skull, but adjusting. Her grip changing.

      The moment.

      I don't think. Thinking is too slow. My body moves the way Amber taught it—twist left, duck under the weapon, drive my heel into her wrist with every ounce of force I can generate.

      The gun skitters across open ground. Everyone is moving now. Everyone.

      “Get down!” I scream at my wife, who hits the dirt.

      I spin, dive for my Glock several feet from where I'm standing. I bring it up, my barrel aimed at the space between Oksana's grey eyes.

      My finger is on the trigger. She is dead in my sights.

      “Weapons down!” Amber shouts, her own weapon now steady in her hand. They made one mistake. Never underestimate a pissed off queer woman.

      Oksana smiles. She doesn't think I'll kill her. It's written all over her face.

      Pull it. Just pull it. She took Victoria. She hurt her. She would have killed all of us. She deserves to die.

      Pull the fucking trigger.

      My hand won't obey.

      Oksana sees it. I watch the recognition bloom in those colourless eyes. She knows. She knows I can't do it.

      “You've never killed anyone.” Her voice is soft. Almost kind. “You shake. You want to pull trigger. But you can't.” She laughs.

      “Shut up.”

      “It's too hard for you I think.” She takes a step forward. I don't shoot. My finger won't move. “Boo!”

      “I said shut up.”

      “Put gun down little girl.” Another step. She's close now. Too close. “I kill you!”

      She moves.

      A blur of motion, hands reaching for my weapon, grey eyes locked on mine⁠—

      The gunshot is deafening.

      For one eternal second, I think I did it. Think my finger finally obeyed. Think I killed her.

      Then I see the hole between her eyes. Small, dark, perfectly centred. Her head snapped back from an angle that doesn't match my barrel.

      Oksana hangs suspended, mouth still open around words she'll never finish. Then she drops.

      I'm still standing with my gun raised. Still pointing at empty space. Still shaking.

      I turn.

      Amber stands behind me, backup pistol in her hand. The air smells of cordite. Her face is calm. Steady. She saved me.

      She killed for me. Because I couldn't.

      “Abby.” Her voice cuts through the ringing in my ears. “Look at me.”

      I can't move. Can't speak. Can only stare at the body on the concrete, at the blood spreading beneath the ruined skull, at the woman who almost killed me lying in the dark.

      Amber crosses to me. Gently pushes my gun down. Takes my face in her hands and turns it toward hers.

      “Hey. Look at me. Right here.”

      Her eyes find mine. Dark brown, warm despite everything.

      “I couldn't.” My voice is thin. Distant. “I wanted to. I wanted to kill her. But I couldn't—she was going to—and I just froze⁠—”

      “I know.”

      “I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. You trained me and I couldn't⁠—”

      “You're too cute to be a killer.” She wipes a tear from my cheek with her thumb. Her smile is soft. “And I want you to stay that way.”

      A sob cracks in my chest. The wall I've been building since they took Victoria, the armour I've been wearing since I first picked up a gun. It all falls apart at once. Victoria pulls me into her arms and I'm sobbing against her shoulder, weapon dangling from my hand, body shaking with everything I've held together.

      Amber lays a hand on my shoulder. Lets me break. Doesn't tell me to be strong or pull myself together or any of the things people say when they're uncomfortable with grief.

      She just lets me be.

      “Amber.” Sam's voice. “We need to go.”

      I pull back. Wipe my face. Victoria is here, bruised, exhausted but alive. Looking at me with an expression I've never seen before. Not fear or pity, but wonder.

      “You came for me,” she says.

      “Of course I did.” I take her hand. Squeeze hard enough to feel her bones. “I'll always come for you.”

      But this is no poignant moment. The crack of a bullet makes me jump. Victoria too.

      One of the men tries to run.

      He won't be moving again.

      His comrades lie face down on the ground. Zip tied. Sam and her team move fast.

      Now they gather weapons. Usher the last of the freed women toward our vehicles.

      I glance back.

      Oksana Titova lies cooling on the grass, her grey eyes staring at nothing.

      “We need to move,” Sam says. “If your father's coming⁠—”

      “He is.” Suzette's voice is calm. Too calm. She's looking down the road, toward the facility gates. Toward whatever's approaching. “And I'm done running.”

      Amber goes still. “Suzette. No.”

      “Take them. All of them. Get them to safety.” Suzette checks her weapon. Chambers a round. “I'll finish this.”

      “You're not staying here alone⁠—”

      “I won't be alone.” Suzette's eyes move to Yelena. A look passes between them. Both have been betrayed. “Yelena stays.”

      “Suzette—”

      “Amber.” Suzette crosses to her wife. Takes her face in her hands. The gesture is tender. Intimate. “Someone needs to protect them. Victoria. Abby. Ashley. The women we just freed. They need you.”

      “They need both of us.”

      “No.” Suzette's voice doesn't waver. “Right now they need the person who will get them home no matter what. That's you. That's always been you.” She presses her forehead to Amber's. Eyes closed. Breathing the same air. “I need you to trust me.”

      “I trust you.” Amber's voice cracks. Just barely. “I don't trust him. I don't trust what he'll do to you.”

      “Then trust that I'll come back.” Suzette pulls back. Meets her wife's eyes. “I always come back to you.”

      The moment stretches. Then Amber nods. Once. It looks like it might kill her.

      “If you die,” Amber says quietly, “I'll never forgive you.”

      “I know.” Suzette almost smiles. “Extra incentive to survive.”

      Movement from the van. Jo appears, pushing Phillipa ahead of her. Hands still bound. Face pale in the facility lights.

      “What do you want done with this one?” Jo asks.

      Suzette studies Phillipa for a long moment. The woman who betrayed them. The woman whose weakness started all of this. The woman who handed Zara's location to the enemy because she couldn't bear to lose Yelena.

      “Cut her loose,” Suzette says.

      Jo blinks. “What?”

      “Cut her loose. She stays with us.”

      “Suzette.” Yelena's voice is sharp. “You can't be serious.”

      “She knows him. She's worked for him. She knows how he thinks.” Suzette doesn't look away from Phillipa. “And she owes us. Don't you, Phillipa?”

      Phillipa's throat works, her voice emerges raw. “Yes.”

      “You could be walking me into another trap. You could be planning to hand me over the moment he arrives. That's what Yelena thinks. It's what Amber thinks too.” Suzette steps closer. “But I don't think that's what's going to happen. I think you're going to help us stop him. Because it's the only way you ever get free. The only way any of us get free.”

      Phillipa meets her eyes. There's a glint there. Not hope. Resolve.

      “I'll help you,” she says. “Whatever it costs.”

      “It might cost everything you have.”

      “I know.”

      Suzette nods to Jo. “Cut her loose.”

      The zip ties fall away. Phillipa rubs her wrists. Doesn't run. Doesn't speak. Just waits.

      Yelena makes a sound of disgust. “If she betrays us again⁠—”

      “Then you can kill her yourself.” Suzette picks up one of the captured weapons. Tosses it to Phillipa. “But not until then.”

      Phillipa catches the gun. Checks the magazine. Whatever else she is, she's trained.

      “Sam.” Amber's voice is steady now. Back in command. “You're with me. We get everyone to the secondary location. Protect the civilians. Wait for contact.”

      “And if contact doesn't come?”

      A beat. “Then we come back with everything we have.”

      “Abby.” Suzette turns to me. Her eyes are steady. Resolved. “Get Victoria out of here. Keep her safe. Whatever happens—don't look back.”

      “But—”

      “This isn't your fight.” Her voice softens. “You did what you came to do. You saved her. Now let us do what we have to do.”

      Victoria's hand tightens on mine. I want to argue. Want to stay.

      But I look at Victoria. Bruised, exhausted, alive, and I know where I belong.

      “Come back,” I say. To all of them. Even Phillipa. “Whatever you do. Come back.”

      Amber pulls Suzette into one last embrace. Fierce. Desperate. The kind of kiss that says everything words can't.

      Then she lets go.

      “I love you,” Amber says.

      “I know.” Suzette's smile is sad. Real. “I love you too.”

      The three of them stand together as we load into the vehicles. Suzette. Yelena. Phillipa. An ex-FSB operative, her former partner, and the woman who betrayed them both. United by nothing except a common enemy.

      As we pull away, headlights off, I look through the rear window.

      They don't watch us leave. They're already moving back toward the facility. Already taking positions.

      Headlights appear in the distance. Multiple vehicles. Coming fast. Amber orders our convoy off the road, into the darkness. We'll be gone before they arrive.

      Victoria's hand finds mine.

      “They'll be okay,” she whispers.

      Amber sits rigid in the front seat. She doesn't speak. Doesn't move. I don't have words for her. Don't have comfort to offer. I just hold my wife's hand and watch the lights grow smaller until they vanish entirely.
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      Suzette

      The headlights grow larger. Three vehicles. Maybe four.

      “Positions,” I say quietly.

      Yelena melts into the shadows beside the loading bay door. Phillipa takes cover behind a concrete pillar twenty metres to my left. I stay where I am, crouched behind the rusted shell of a forklift that hasn't moved in years.

      We've had seven minutes to prepare. Not enough time to plan anything elegant. Enough time to find cover, check ammunition, and accept that we're probably going to die.

      But not before he does.

      The convoy pulls through the facility gates. Black SUVs, government plates, tinted windows. The kind of vehicles that say important people inside, don't ask questions. My father always did love his theatre.

      They stop in the loading bay. Engines idle. Doors don't open.

      He's waiting. Assessing. Looking for Oksana, probably. Wondering why she hasn't reported in.

      I could call out. Announce myself. Tell him my would-be executioner is cooling on the grass fifty metres away with a hole between her eyes.

      Instead, I wait.

      The passenger door of the lead vehicle opens. A guard steps out. Tactical gear, automatic weapon, his posture suggests he expects to kill again. He scans the perimeter. Sees nothing. Signals to the others.

      Three more guards emerge. They fan out in a standard protection pattern—two forward, two flanking. Exactly what I'd expect from close protection FSB-trained operatives.

      The rear door of the middle vehicle opens.

      My father steps out.

      He's dressed for the occasion. Dark suit, no tie, a dark wool coat. He moves slowly, age has stolen the grace he once had, but his eyes are the same. Pale grey. Cold. Scanning the darkness like he can see through it.

      “Aleksandra.” His voice carries across the empty space. Conversational. Almost warm. “I know you are here. Oksana was supposed to check in twenty minutes ago. She did not. Which means either you killed her or she is playing her own game.” He pauses. Smiles. “Knowing Oksana, she is dead. She never could resist showboating.”

      I don't respond. Neither do Yelena or Phillipa. We wait.

      “Come out. Let us talk like civilised people.” He spreads his hands. The gesture is almost paternal. “I did not come all this way to shout at shadows.”

      One of the guards moves toward our position. He's methodical. Checking shadows. His torch beam sweeps across the forklift, missing me by inches.

      Yelena takes him.

      I don't see her move. One moment the guard is walking, the next he's on the ground with her knife in his throat. She's already gone before he stops twitching, melted back into darkness.

      The other guards react. Weapons up, torches sweeping. “Contact! Contact!”

      “West side,” one shouts in Russian. “Movement west side.”

      They're wrong. Yelena's already circled east.

      Phillipa's shot takes the second guard in the knee. He goes down screaming. The third spins toward the muzzle flash, and Yelena is there, rising from behind a pallet of rotting cardboard, two rounds centre mass.

      The fourth guard grabs my father. Tries to drag him back to the vehicle. I step out of cover.

      “Stop.”

      The guard freezes. My weapon is aimed at my father's head. At this range, I don't miss.

      “Aleksandra.” My father sounds almost pleased. “There you are.”

      “Tell him to drop his weapon.”

      “Or what? You will shoot me?” He laughs. The sound scrapes across my nerves. “You have had thirty years to shoot me. You never have. You never will.”

      “Things change.”

      “People do not.” He nods to the guard. “Do as she says. Put it down.”

      The guard hesitates. Looks at my father. At me. At the bodies of his colleagues bleeding out on the concrete.

      “Down,” I repeat. “Now.”

      The weapon clatters to the ground. Yelena emerges from the shadows, retrieves and disarms it before kicking it away. Phillipa approaches from the left, her gun trained on the guard's head.

      “On your knees,” Yelena tells him. “Hands behind your head.”

      He complies. She zip-ties his wrists with a brutal tug, then steps back and looks at me. Waiting.

      My father stands alone now. No guards. No protection. Just an old man in an expensive coat, surrounded by the wreckage of his ambush.

      “Disappointing,” he says, surveying the carnage. “I expected better from them. Although—” his eyes move to Phillipa, “—I suppose I should not be surprised you switched sides. You always did lack conviction.”

      Phillipa's jaw tightens but she doesn't respond.

      “Inside.” I gesture with my weapon toward the facility doors. “Move.”

      “You are going to interrogate me? Torture me?” He sounds amused. “I taught you everything you know about interrogation, Aleksandra. You will not break me.”

      “I'm not going to break you.” I step closer. Close enough to smell the cologne he's worn since I was a child. Close enough to see the liver spots on his hands, the way age has hollowed his cheeks. “I'm going to show you something.”

      “Show me what?”

      “What you built.”

      I push him toward the doors. He stumbles slightly. His balance isn't what it was, but he recovers with dignity intact. Always dignified. Even when he was signing death warrants. Even when he was beating his wife, if not my mother.

      The corridor stretches ahead. We pass the empty cells, doors still hanging open from our extraction. Past the guard station where Yelena left two men unconscious, unlikely to breathe again. Past the residential wing where thirty women were held like livestock.

      “Impressive operation,” my father says, looking around. “Dmitri always was efficient. Is shame about mess you have made.”

      “The mess we've made?” I stop. Turn. “These women were being used as test subjects. Pumped full of experimental drugs. Watched to see which ones survived. For what? A little extra loose change in your pocket?”

      “They were refugees. Illegals. Women no one would miss.” He shrugs. “At least we used their lives to serve purpose.”

      Yelena gives a grunt of disapproval. Her hand moves toward her weapon. She's itching to kill him. We all are.

      “Not yet,” I tell her. “We're not done.”

      We reach the medical wing. Rows of beds, monitoring equipment, IV stands still holding half-empty bags of chemicals. Charts on the walls tracking dosages, reactions, deaths. Clinical documentation of human experimentation.

      “Sit.” I push him into a chair. The plastic creaks under his weight. “Phillipa. The cabinet.”

      Phillipa opens the pharmaceutical storage. Vials line the shelves—different colours, different compounds, each one tested on women who had no choice in the matter.

      “Do you know what these are?” I ask.

      “Medicine.” His tone is dismissive. “Potential cures for diseases that kill millions.”

      “Tested on women who came here thinking they'd find safety.” I pick up a vial at random. Amber liquid. No label I can read. “Should we see what this one does? Maybe we inject you with every drug on these shelves. See how many you survive.”

      For the first time, something flickers in his eyes. Not fear. My father doesn't fear death. But discomfort, perhaps. The realisation that he's not in control.

      “You would not dare.”

      “Wouldn't I?” I set the vial down. Pick up another. “It would be justice.” I lean close. “Women have only ever been currency to you. Things to be traded. Not human. That's what you believe.”

      “I believe in strength.” His voice hardens. “In power. In natural order of things. Men lead. Women serve. Is how civilisations are built. Is how⁠—”

      “That's how you justify selling human beings.” I straighten. “That's how you sleep at night. By telling yourself they don't matter. That their pain doesn't count because they're not really people.”

      “They are not.” He says it simply. Without shame. “Not in any way that matters. Women are vessels. Incubators. Useful for breeding and pleasure and not much else. They lack discipline.” His eyes move to Yelena. To Phillipa. Back to me. “You three are perfect examples. All your training, all your skills, and what have you done with them? Built little families. Played house. Wasted your potential on domesticity and sentiment.”

      “We've built something real,” Yelena says. “Something you'll never understand.”

      “I understand perfectly. You are weak. All of you. Slaves to your emotions. To your attachments.” He looks at me with something like pity. “I tried to make you strong, Aleksandra. I gave you everything you needed. Training. Discipline. Purpose. But you were always weak. Just like your mother.”

      “Don't.”

      “Irina.” He savours my mother's name. “Beautiful woman. Talented. But sentimental. Soft.” His mouth twists. “Too many of her genes in your body. I saw it from beginning. The weakness. The tendency toward attachment with that stupid little girl at your school. I tried to breed it out of you, but⁠—”

      “Don't speak my mother's name.” My voice shakes. I hate that it shakes. “You're not fit to speak her name.”

      “And you, Aleksandra, were never fit to carry name Volkonsky.” He leans forward. The fear is gone now, replaced by something cruel. Triumphant. “Your mother died knowing you were not enough. You could not save her. Could not protect her. Just stood there while I⁠—”

      The crack of metal against bone cuts him off.

      Yelena stands over him, the butt of her gun bloody. My father slumps in the chair, blood and spittle spraying across his expensive coat. His lip is split. Maybe his cheekbone too.

      “She is a thousand times the person you will ever be,” Yelena says. Cold. Steady. “You're nothing. A relic. A monster who outlived his usefulness.”

      My father laughs.

      The sound bubbles through blood and broken teeth, but it's still a laugh. Still that same contemptuous amusement he's carried his whole life.

      “We are making resurgence, us old monsters, have you not heard?” He spits blood onto the floor. Looks up at Yelena with something like fondness. “You think you can hurt me? You think anything you do matters? I have been tortured by professionals. Real professionals. Not failed operatives playing at revenge.”

      “This isn't revenge,” I say. “This is your end.”

      “You cannot end me.” He straightens in the chair. Blood runs down his chin but his eyes are bright. Feverish. “I will always win, Aleksandra. Men always do. True Volkonskys always do. And I have something you never will.” He sneers. “Legacy.”

      I raise my weapon. Press the barrel against his forehead. Click off the safety.

      “Any last words?”

      He smiles. Blood stains his teeth.

      “Сейчас самое время,” he says softly. Now would be the perfect time.

      The words are barely out of his mouth when I hear it.

      Click. Click. Click.

      Safeties disengaging. Multiple weapons. Behind us.

      Yelena spins. Phillipa gasps.

      Cold metal presses against the back of my skull.

      “Weapons down.” The voice is female. Accent Russian. Young but commanding. “All of them. Now.”

      Figures emerge from the shadows. Three of them. Two take positions behind Yelena and Phillipa, guns to their heads. The third moves between us, collecting our weapons.

      The woman behind me steps forward. Into the light.

      I recognise her immediately. The woman from the warehouse. Dark hair pulled back. Angular cheekbones. Eyes that are⁠—

      My eyes. Looking back at me from a face I don't recognise.

      A face I've never seen.

      A face I've imagined a thousand times.

      “Irina.”

      The name falls from my mouth. A wound exposed for twenty-five years bleeds again.

      My father laughs again. This time, there's genuine joy in it.

      “Allow me to introduce my greatest achievement. My legacy,” he says. “Your replacement, Aleksandra. One who did not disappoint me.”
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      Amber

      The barn smells of antiseptic, courtesy of the triage station set up by Roz in what used to be a milking parlour. Folding tables covered in medical supplies. A field hospital jumbled together from whatever's available and held together by her sheer willpower.

      Twelve women. That's what we got out. Twelve out of God knows how many who've passed through that facility since Laskin started his experiments. Not counting those who never left.

      They huddle together on blankets Roz provides. Some cry quietly. Others stare at nothing. A few watch us with the wary eyes of animals who've learned that kindness comes with conditions.

      I should be here. Should be helping. Should be doing something useful instead of calculating how long it will take me to get back to that loading bay where I left my wife standing in the path of her father's convoy.

      Sam appears at my shoulder. “She'll be okay.”

      “You don't know that.”

      “No. But I know Suzette.” She holds out a cardboard box filled with pill bottles, vials, packaging. “Grabbed everything I could from the medical wing. Should help Roz figure out what they've been given.”

      I take the box. Pass it to Roz without really seeing it. She nods, already sorting through contents, reading labels, making notes.

      Victoria is sitting on an upturned crate near the door. Abby crouches in front of her, pressing gauze to a cut above her eyebrow. The blood has crusted in Victoria's hair, darkened the collar of her shirt. She looks like she's been through a war. She has.

      But she's not looking at Abby. She's looking at the women.

      “We need to move them somewhere safe,” Victoria says. Her voice is hoarse. Probably from screaming, or crying, or both. “Somewhere with proper facilities. Counselling. Medical care that isn't—” She gestures at the makeshift triage. “This is temporary. They need more than temporary.”

      “Victoria.” Abby's voice carries that particular mixture of tenderness and frustration that comes from loving someone who won't sit still. “Let me finish with your head. You're still bleeding.”

      “It's a scratch.”

      “It's a two-inch gash that probably needs stitches. Roz? Does Victoria need stitches?”

      “Later.” Victoria pushes Abby's hand away. Gently, but firmly. “Where's my phone?”

      “You don't have a phone. They took everything.”

      “Then I need to borrow one.” Victoria stands. Sways slightly. Abby catches her elbow but Victoria's already moving toward me. “Amber. I need your phone.”

      I hand it over without asking why. Some things don't need questions.

      Victoria dials from memory. Waits. I watch her face transform as the call connects—the fear and exhaustion giving way to determination.

      “Alison.” Her voice steadies. “We have a—situation.” A pause. She listens. Nods at something I can't hear. “No, I'm fine. But we need to make space for twelve at the project. Possibly more.” Another pause. “Yes, twelve. Trafficking victims. They've been used in illegal drug trials. Some of them are in bad shape. They'll need medical assessment, counselling, immigration support—the works.” She closes her eyes. “I know it's a lot. I know we're already stretched. But Alison, these women have nowhere else to go.”

      I stop listening. My attention has drifted to the barn door, to the darkness beyond, to the road that leads back to that facility where Suzette is facing down the man who taught her to catch knives at seven years old.

      Every second I stand here is a second she might be dying.

      “—tomorrow morning. Early. I'll call ahead.” Victoria ends the call. Hands me back the phone. “Phoenix Project will take them. Alison's making arrangements now.”

      “Good.”

      “It's not good. It's barely adequate.” Victoria's jaw tightens. “These women have been trafficked, experimented on, treated like lab animals. They need years of support, not a charity running on grants and good intentions.” She stops. Takes a breath. “Sorry. You're worried about Suzette. Go. Get Suzette. Bring her back safe.”

      “The women⁠—”

      “Are not your responsibility right now. We've got Roz. Sam. Abby.” She reaches out. Squeezes my arm. “Your wife is your responsibility. Go.”

      I look at her. This woman who was locked in a cell hours ago, who has blood in her hair and terror still shadowing her eyes, telling me to go save someone else.

      “You're remarkable,” I tell her. “You know that?”

      “I'm tired and angry and probably concussed.” She releases my arm. “But thank you. Now go.”

      I go.
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      Suzette

      My daughter.

      The words won't form properly in my mind. They scatter like mercury, impossible to hold.

      She stands before me, this woman with my eyes in a stranger's face, and I can't breathe. Can't think. Can't do anything except stare at the ghost of every choice I've ever regretted.

      “Irina.” My father's voice cuts through the silence. He's enjoying this. “Meet your mother. Woman who abandoned you.”

      Yelena goes rigid beside me. I feel her gaze move from Irina to me. Back again. Calculating. Understanding.

      “Your daughter,” she breathes.

      My daughter. The baby I held for three hours before I fled. The child I hid with people I trusted, people I paid to disappear, people who promised to keep her safe from everything I was. Everything he was.

      “So.” Irina's voice is flat. Bored, almost. “You are famous Aleksandra. Traitor. Defector. Mother of year.”

      “Irina, I⁠—”

      “Please.” She holds up a hand. “I am not needing tearful reunion speech. Is embarrassing for everyone.”

      My father laughs. Delighted.

      “You see? This is proper Volkonsky. No sentiment. No weakness.” He rises from his chair, blood still dripping from his split lip. “Twenty-five years I am shaping her. Training her. Building her into weapon you were refusing to become.”

      “I was trying to protect you,” I say to Irina. “If I'd kept you, he would have taken you. Used you. I tried to hide you somewhere he couldn't⁠—”

      “Да, да. Very noble. Very heroic.” Irina examines her fingernails with exaggerated disinterest. “And yet. Here I am. So. Protection not working so well.”

      “I didn't know. I couldn't risk checking on you. I thought⁠—”

      “You are thinking I am safe.” She shrugs. “I am seven when they are coming. Men in suits. Black car. Very dramatic. Very Russian.” Her tone doesn't change, still that same flat delivery. “They are telling me I am going to live with grandfather now. Real family.”

      Seven. She was seven.

      The age I was when he started throwing knives at my head.

      “You went through training,” I say. Not a question.

      “I am Volkonsky. Training is—how he is always saying—” she mimics his voice with cruel accuracy, “—birthright. Purpose. Destiny.” She rolls her eyes. “Very inspiring. Very tedious.”

      My father moves between us. Proprietary. Showing off his prize.

      “She is everything you refused to be, Aleksandra. Strong. Disciplined. Obedient.”

      “Obedient.” Irina's mouth curves. Something cold in it. “Yes. Very obedient.”

      “Speaking of disappointments—” My father's gaze slides to Phillipa. “You. I am having such hopes for you once. Rising star in British intelligence, completely under my control. And what are you doing? Falling in love.” He spits the word. “Pathetic. Useless.”

      Phillipa doesn't respond. Her face is pale but her jaw is set.

      “You are having one job. Feeding me intelligence. Maintaining my position.” He shakes his head. “Instead you are getting sentimental. Starting to question my orders. Developing conscience.” He laughs. “As if conscience is ever mattering to people like us.”

      “I'm nothing like you,” Phillipa says quietly.

      “No. You are not.” He turns away dismissively. “You are nothing at all. Failed asset. Broken tool. Useless. When this is over, Moscow will not even bother to eliminate you. You are not worth bullet.”

      His attention shifts to Yelena. Something darker enters his expression.

      “And you.” He circles her slowly. “Yelena Federova. One of our best assets. How is it feeling to know you killed your own protégé? Titova is dead, is she not?” He pauses. “Tell me—how is it feeling knowing your star pupil is dead? That my bastard daughter and her little family killed her?”

      Yelena says nothing. Her eyes track him like a predator watching prey.

      “You were good once. Exceptional, even. But you are having that defective female gene.” He stops in front of her. “You allowed yourself to care. About Aleksandra. About that—” he gestures at Phillipa with contempt, “—creature who is only lying to you.”

      Still Yelena doesn't respond.

      “You are not even proper operative anymore. Just sad, ageing woman playing house with people who betray her.” His lip curls. “Poor excuse for agent. Disgrace to your training.”

      “You didn't train me,” Yelena says. Her voice is ice. “I am my own maker.”

      His hand moves fast. The slap catches her across the face, snapping her head sideways. She doesn't make a sound. Just turns back to face him, a red mark blooming on her cheek.

      “But you still have some spirit.” He sounds almost approving. “Good. Will make killing you more satisfying.”

      He turns to face me fully.

      “And you, Aleksandra. My greatest failure. My deepest shame.” He shakes his head slowly. “You had everything. Talent. Training. Volkonsky name. And you threw it all away for what? Farm? Wife?” He spits the word. “You cannot even call what you have family. There is no man as head of household. Just women playing pretend. Deviants. Aberrations.”

      “It's a vineyard and we're more of a family than you ever gave me.”

      “Family.” He laughs. “You are responsible for their deaths, you know. Every one of them. Victoria. Abigail. Ashley. I know all their names. When Irina is finishing here, she will hunt them down. One by one. And I will savour every moment of suffering, knowing you caused it. Your weakness, your sentiment, your pathetic need for—whatever it is—that is what is killing them.”

      “Irina—”

      “Irina is doing exactly as she is told.” He looks at his granddaughter with something close to warmth. “Yes, my dear?”

      Irina tilts her head. Studies him like a specimen. “Of course.”

      “You see? Discipline. Obedience. Traits you never possessed.” He gestures expansively. “End this. Kill them. Start with traitor.”

      He means Phillipa.

      Irina raises her weapon. Points it at Phillipa's head. Her expression doesn't flicker.

      Phillipa doesn't flinch. Doesn't beg. Instead, she turns to Yelena.

      “I'm sorry,” she says. Her voice is steady. Clear. “For everything. For the lies. For not being strong enough to tell you the truth.” She swallows. “I love you. I've loved you from the moment we met. My love for you was my one truth.”

      Yelena's jaw tightens. She doesn't speak. But her eyes soften. Grief? Or forgiveness? Maybe a little of both.

      “How touching.” My father's voice drips contempt. “Declarations of love in face of death. Laughable.”

      “Is very touching,” Irina agrees. Her tone is unreadable. “Very dramatic.”

      “Enough drama. Shoot her.”

      Irina's finger rests on the trigger. But she doesn't fire.

      “Irina.” My father's voice sharpens. “I am giving you order.”

      Still nothing.

      I watch my daughter's face. Nothing moves. Nothing changes. She's a statue with a gun.

      “Irina.” More insistent now. “Kill her. Now.”

      “Irina, please.” The word escapes me. “You don't have to do this. You don't have to be what he made you.”

      “Silence.” My father rounds on me. “You have not earned right to speak to her. You have no claim⁠—”

      “I'm her mother.”

      “You are nothing.” His voice rises. Control slipping. “You are traitor, deviant, and I am not letting you poison her the way you are poisoning everything else.”

      Irina still hasn't fired.

      My father sees it. His face darkens. Patience evaporating.

      “Enough.” He moves toward one of Irina's men. Grabs the gun from his hand. “Enough of this sentimental rubbish.”

      He points the weapon at Yelena's head.

      “If you are not doing it, I am. Starting with this one. Watch and learn.”

      Time slows.

      I see Yelena's face. Calm. Accepting. The face of a woman who's made peace with death.

      I see Phillipa. Pale. Stricken. Reaching for Yelena's hand even with a gun at her own head.

      I see my father. Finger tightening on trigger. Satisfaction in his eyes.

      I see my daughter. Still as stone. Watching.

      “Goodbye, Yelena,” my father says. “You were almost worth something. Once.”

      The gunshot is deafening.

      A body hits the floor.
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      Suzette

      The body on the floor is not Yelena.

      It takes me a moment to understand. The ringing in my ears. The smoke in the air. The spray of blood across my face.

      Then I see him.

      My father lies crumpled on the linoleum, a hole where the side of his head used to be, where Irina's bullet entered. His eyes are open. Surprised. For the first time in his life, genuinely surprised.

      He didn't see it coming.

      None of us did.

      Irina's men react. Weapons swing toward her⁠—

      She's faster.

      Three shots. Three bullets. Three bodies. Each one drops with a precise hole between the eyes. The last man is still falling when she lowers her weapon.

      Silence.

      “Finally.” Irina rolls her eyes. Holsters her gun like she's just finished a tedious chore. “You are having no idea how long I am waiting for this.”

      I stare at her. At my father's body. At the three operatives bleeding out on the floor.

      “You—”

      “Killed him. Yes. Also them.” She gestures dismissively at the bodies. “They were his, not mine. Loyal to him. Loose ends.” She steps over my father's corpse without looking down. “We should go.”

      Yelena finds her voice first. “You planned this.”

      “Of course I am planning this.” Irina looks at her like she's simple. “You think I am waiting years, exposed to that—” she jerks her chin towards her grandfather's body, “—and not having plan? Please.”

      “But you pointed the gun at us,” Phillipa says. “You would have⁠—”

      “Would have what? Shot you?” Irina snorts. “If I am wanting you dead, you are dead. I am very good at killing. Best he ever trained.” A pause. “Better than Oksana. She was sloppy. Too much theatre.”

      She says it matter-of-factly. No boasting. Just assessment.

      “Why?” The word comes out of me hoarse. Broken. “Why did you⁠—”

      “Why am I killing him?” Irina raises an eyebrow. “You are wanting list? Alphabetical or chronological?”

      “Why did you save us?”

      She stops. Turns. Looks at me properly for the first time. Not through a scope, not as a target, but as something else. Her eyes are mine. The resemblance is unsettling.

      “You are my mother.” She says it simply. Like discussing the weather. Today is sunny. “He is taking me from you. Lying about you my whole life.” She shrugs. “Is seeming rude to kill you before I say hello.”

      “Rude,” Yelena repeats flatly.

      “Also boring. His plan was boring. Kill you, kill her, kill everyone, watch Aleksandra suffer, then kill Aleksandra.” Irina waves her hand. “Same thing he is always doing. No imagination. I am listening to this plan for six months. Six months.” She looks aggrieved. “You are knowing how tedious it is, pretending to care about old man's dreams?”

      I don't know whether to laugh or cry. This woman, my daughter, just executed four people and is complaining about being bored.

      “You've been playing him,” I say. “This whole time.”

      “Since I am fifteen.” Irina examines her nails. Finds blood. Wipes it on her tactical vest. “That is when I am finding old files. Real files. Not propaganda he is feeding me about traitor mother who abandoned her child.” Her eyes harden. “He was careless. Thinking I am good soldier. Never thinking I am having intelligence of my own.”

      Phillipa and Yelena exchange glances. Neither seems to know what to make of her.

      “The warehouse,” I say. “You shot me.”

      “In shoulder. On purpose.” Irina sounds almost offended. “If I am wanting to kill you, I am not missing. I am needing him to trust me. Needing to be here, tonight, when he is thinking he has won.” She smiles. The coldness makes me shiver. “Surprise!”

      “You could have contacted us. Found another way⁠—”

      “How?” She cuts me off. “Walking up to front door? Hello, I am daughter you are thinking is dead?” She snorts. “He would be shooting me. But now I shoot him.” She gives a shrug.

      “Besides,” she continues, “this way is better. He is very dead. His men are dead. And I am having, how you say, plausible deniability with Moscow.” She taps her temple. “Daughter of defector is going rogue, killing Colonel-General in fit of rage after discovering truth about mother. Very dramatic. Very sympathetic. They are believing.”

      “You're going back to Moscow?”

      “Of course.” She looks at me like I've suggested something absurd. “I am FSB. I am having position. Contacts. Resources.” A pause. “Also apartment. Very nice apartment. I am not giving up apartment.”

      Yelena laughs. The sound is sharp, startled out of her. “She is definitely yours, Suzette.”

      “What is that supposed to be meaning?” Irina demands.

      “Nothing.” Yelena's mouth twitches. “Just—family resemblance is strong.”

      Irina narrows her eyes but doesn't pursue it. Instead, she turns back to me.

      “You are having questions. Many questions. I am seeing them—” she gestures at her own face, “—here. In your expression. You are wanting to know about childhood. About training. About whether I am hating you for leaving me.”

      “Do you?”

      “No.” She says it without hesitation. “I am hating him. For lying. For using me. For making me into this.” She gestures at herself—the tactical gear, the holstered weapons, the casual comfort with violence. “You are doing what you are thinking is right. He is finding me anyway.” She shrugs again. “This is not your fault. This is his fault. And now he is dead. So.”

      So.

      Twenty-five years of grief. And my daughter stands in front of me, matter-of-fact, pragmatic, treating our reunion like a business transaction.

      I don't know what I expected. Tears, maybe. Embraces. The dramatic reconciliation of long-lost family.

      Instead, I get a sardonic Russian operative who just killed her grandfather because he had grown tedious.

      “We should go,” Irina says again.

      Maybe my daughter is correct.
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      Amber

      The roads are empty. Just me and my headlights and the darkness pressing in from both sides. I push the speedometer past seventy. Past eighty. The SUV isn't built for this kind of speed on these kinds of roads, too heavy, too high, corners coming too fast, but I don't care.

      Every minute is a minute Suzette might not have.

      I think about the last thing she said to me. In the loading bay. Before I drove away with the women and she stayed behind with Yelena and Phillipa.

      “Someone has to protect them. They need you more than I do.”

      Nonsense. Complete and utter nonsense. The women needed transport, not me specifically. Sam could have driven them. Anyone could have driven them. But Suzette wanted me gone. Wanted me safe. Wanted to face her father without worrying about me catching a bullet meant for her.

      Eight years together, four years of marriage, and she still thinks she can protect me by pushing me away.

      The road curves. I take it too fast, feel the tyres lose grip for a heartbeat, correct and accelerate out of the skid. My hands are steady on the wheel. The body doing what needs doing while the mind spirals.

      She's not dead. I would know if she was dead. I would feel it. Some cosmic disruption, some fundamental wrongness in the fabric of reality. You don't spend years tangled up in someone so intensely and not know when they stop existing.

      That's what I tell myself.

      That's the lie that keeps my foot on the accelerator.

      The facility appears in my headlights. Dark. Silent. Three black SUVs in the loading bay.

      I kill the headlights. Coast the last hundred metres on momentum.

      Silence.

      I check my weapon. Chambered. Safety off. Then I move.

      The facility door hangs open. Emergency lighting casts red shadows down the corridor. I clear each corner on instinct, sweeping the space, listening for movement.

      Nothing.

      Then voices. Distant. Coming from the medical wing.

      I move toward them.

      Ready for anything except what I actually find.

      Four bodies on the floor. Three men in tactical gear. One older man in a suit, half his head missing, blood pooling beneath him in a dark mirror that reflects the emergency lights.

      Suzette's father. I'd know that monster anywhere, with or without a head.

      And standing in the middle of the carnage, talking like nothing's happened, are Suzette, Yelena, Phillipa and a younger woman I've never seen before.

      The woman is young. Dark hair. High cheekbones. She holds a gun with such ease it's as though she's forgotten it's in her hand. Her posture is bored. Like she's waiting for a bus that's running late.

      Then Suzette sees me.

      Her face transforms. Relief floods across her features. Raw and overwhelming and everything I've been feeling for the last hour reflected back at me.

      “Amber.”

      I cross to her. Step over bodies. Don't care about anything except getting my hands on her, confirming she's real, she's whole, she's alive.

      “Your shoulder's bleeding again.”

      “Is nothing.”

      “Durochka.” I mutter it against her hair. “Reckless, stubborn durochka.”

      “Your durochka.”

      “Yes. This is my problem.”

      “Disgusting,” says the woman with the gun. “Truly. I am feeling nauseous.”

      I turn. Look at her properly for the first time. Those eyes. Dark. Familiar.

      “Amber,” Suzette says. “This is Irina. My daughter.”

      The woman, Irina, raises an eyebrow. Doesn't offer her hand. Doesn't smile.

      “So,” she says. “You are wife. I am hearing many things about you. How you were sent to kill her. How you failed. Now I see this—” she waves the gun vaguely, “—very sweet. Very boring.”

      “Irina—” Suzette starts.

      “What? I am being polite.” Irina holsters her weapon.

      “Wait.” I step toward her. She doesn't step back, but something in her posture shifts. Wary. “I need to—I want to⁠—”

      “Want to what? Hug?” She raises an eyebrow. “We are not knowing each other. You are stranger who is married to woman giving birth to me. I am stranger who is just killing four people in front of you. Perhaps we are skipping awkward physical contact.”

      “Irina—”

      “No. He would be enjoying watching us be emotional. Thinking he was correct.” She nods to her grandfather's corpse. “I am refusing to give him satisfaction, even dead.”

      Fair enough.

      “Then what happens now?”

      “Now you are going back to your family.” She pulls keys from her pocket. “I am cleaning this up.”

      “And then?”

      “Then...” She hesitates. First sign of uncertainty I've seen. “Then perhaps we are talking. Properly. Without dead bodies.”

      “I'd like that.”

      “Do not be getting sentimental.” But there's something in her voice. Something that might be warmth, buried deep beneath the ice. “I am not doing sentimental.”

      “Clearly.”

      “Also I am not doing hugging. Or crying. Or...” she waves vaguely, “...whatever it is normal families are doing.”

      “We're not a normal family,” Yelena says drily. “You'll fit right in.”

      Irina considers this. Nods once.

      “Fine. I am being in touch.” She pauses for a moment. “Aleksandra.”

      “Yes?” Suzette's voice is quiet.

      “You should know. I am reading files. All of them. Everything he is having on you.” Her expression doesn't change but something shifts behind her eyes. “You are not what he said. Not weak. Not failure.”

      “But now. We are needing to decide on cleanup. Four bodies. One is Colonel-General. Ded.” She rolls her eyes, then looks from me to Suzette. Her mother. “You are going with wife. Resting. You are tired and your complaining is—how you say—doing my head in.”

      “I am not complaining,” Suzette says.

      “You are. About shoulder. About father. Complain, complain, complain.” Irina rolls her eyes again. “Twenty-five years I am waiting to meet you and already I am needing break.”

      I look at Suzette. At this woman who just appeared. At the bodies on the floor.

      “Later,” Suzette says quietly. “I will explain everything later.”

      “Blyad. You will tell me everything, Suzette.”

      “Such language.” Irina sounds almost approving. “I am liking her already. Perhaps we are keeping this one.”

      “She's my wife. We're already keeping her.”

      “Good. Then is settled.” Irina turns to Yelena, who's been watching this exchange with an expression I can't read. “We are starting with men. Ded last,” she says, using the Russian word for Grandfather once again. “I am wanting him to wait. Symbolic, yes?”

      “Symbolic,” Yelena agrees. Her voice is flat. Tired. Broken.

      Phillipa. Where's Phillipa?

      I scan the room. Find her in the corner. Sitting on the floor with her back against the wall, knees drawn up, staring at nothing. Not injured. Not restrained. Just empty.

      “She is not being problem,” Irina says, following my gaze. “She is having crisis. Timing not good, but—” She shrugs. “She is your problem. I am dealing with bodies.” Her eyes dart to me. “You are dealing with her.” She nods toward Suzette. Doesn't say mother. “Is efficient division of labour, yes?”

      “Efficient,” I repeat.

      “Good. Then everyone is knowing their job.” Irina makes a shooing motion. “Go. Take her. I am calling when cleanup is finished. Maybe tomorrow. Maybe day after. Depends on how much paperwork ded is leaving.” She glances at the body. No emotion. “Probably much paperwork. He is liking paperwork.”

      Not anymore.

      Suzette touches Irina's arm. “No. No clean-up.” She shakes her head. “If we want to bring down Charles Hartley we have to show the link between him and this. The bodies do that. This—” She gestures to the facility. “—does that. They need to ratify the women's statements against the physical evidence they find here.”

      She's right. A cleanup would absolve Hartley. Allow him to walk away and start again. Another scheme. More abuse of power, of position. Of women.

      “They stay. We close the gates behind us. Let them be found.” Suzette is pale. Swaying slightly. The shoulder is worse than she's admitting. It's always worse than she admits.

      Irina grunts. “Fire is needing to remove us.” She pulls a Zippo from her pocket and flicks it open.

      The flame illuminates her face. Suzette's cheekbones. Her grandfather's cold eyes.
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      Suzette

      The M11 unspools ahead of us. Empty at this hour. Just headlights cutting through the grey half-light of almost-dawn and the hum of tyres on wet tarmac.

      Amber drives. I watch her profile, the set of her jaw, the tension in her shoulders that hasn't eased since she found me standing over my father's body. Her hands grip the wheel like she's afraid the car might try to escape.

      We dropped Yelena and Phillipa at Phillipa's flat twenty minutes ago. Neither of them spoke during the drive from the facility. Just sat in the back seat like strangers on a night bus, careful not to touch. When we pulled up outside the flat, Yelena got out first. Didn't look back. Phillipa followed, keys already in her hand.

      I watched them disappear through the front door. Two women about to have a conversation that will either save them or destroy them.

      “What do you think she'll do?” Amber asks now. “Yelena.”

      “I don't know.” I lean my head against the window. The glass is cold. Grounding. “She feels so betrayed. Loyalty is everything to her. Always has been. And Phillipa—” I shake my head. “Phillipa made a fool of her. For eighteen months.”

      “But you didn't stop them. Going into that flat together.”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      I watch a service station slide past. Garish lights. A lorry refuelling. Ordinary life continuing while ours tears itself apart.

      “You have to trust people to do the right thing. Even when you don't know what the right thing is. Even if they don't know. You give them space to figure it out. You hope.”

      “That's very philosophical for someone who just watched her daughter kill four people, one of them her grandfather. Your father.”

      Irina.

      The word still doesn't fit. Daughter. This woman who drove away in her own vehicle without saying goodbye, without promising to call, without giving me any indication that I would ever see her again.

      “Maybe it's because of that,” I say. “I don't know her, Amber. Who Irina is? What she wants? Whether she's capable of—” I stop. Don't know how to finish.

      “Capable of what?”

      “Of being a daughter. Of wanting a mother. Of anything beyond surviving.” I close my eyes. “She's had the compassion trained out of her since she was seven. That's all she knows. And now he's gone and she's⁠—”

      “Free?”

      “Unmoored. There's a difference.”

      Amber is quiet for a moment. The windscreen wipers beat a steady rhythm. When did it start raining?

      “Will you tell me?” she asks. “About what happened. Back then. How she—how you⁠—”

      “Yes.” I open my eyes. Look at her. “I'll tell you everything. But not now. That's a story for later.”

      “When?”

      “When we have space. When I can—” I stop. Something builds within me. A primal urge I haven't felt like this in years.

      “Suzette?”

      “Pull over.”

      She glances at me. “What?”

      “Pull over. Now.”

      She doesn't argue. Just slows. Pulls the SUV onto a farm track that leads nowhere, just a gate and a field and darkness pressing in on all sides.

      The engine dies. Silence floods in. Just our breathing and the tick of cooling metal and the rain drumming softly on the roof.

      “What's wrong?” Amber turns in her seat. “Are you⁠—”

      I kiss her.

      I devour her. A kiss that claims. My good hand fisting in her hair, pulling her closer, my mouth opening against hers with a desperation that borders on violence.

      She responds immediately.

      Death, murder, is an aphrodisiac. Possibly the strongest of all. Yelena taught me that, back when we were young and stupid and thought we'd live forever. After every operation, every close call, every moment when the bullet missed by inches, our bodies would demand this. Would demand proof that we were still breathing, still capable of pleasure, still alive.

      The first time it happened, I didn't understand. An extraction gone sideways. Three men dead. Yelena and I covered in blood that wasn't ours. We barely made it out before she shoved me against the wall and kissed me like she was trying to climb inside my skin.

      “What are you doing?” I'd asked, even as my body responded, even as heat pooled between my legs.

      “Living,” she'd said. And then her hand was inside my trousers and I stopped asking questions.

      Afterward, she'd explained. The body doesn't distinguish between types of adrenaline. Fear and arousal light up the same pathways. Proximity to death makes you desperate to feel alive. And the only way to discharge that energy, that animal need to prove you're still breathing, is through touch. Through taste. Through fucking until you can't remember what you were afraid of.

      I haven't felt it this strongly in years. Domesticity dulled the edge. But tonight, with my father's blood drying on concrete and my daughter's flat eyes burned into my memory, my body remembers. Remembers exactly what it needs.

      “Suzette—” Amber pulls back. Breathing hard. “Your shoulder⁠—”

      “Fuck my shoulder.”

      “I'm trying to be⁠—”

      “Don't.” I grab her jacket. Pull her toward me. “Don't be careful. Don't be gentle. I need—” The words tangle in my throat. “I need to feel something that isn't death. I need you to make me feel alive. I need you to fuck me until I forget what his skull looked like when it⁠—”

      She kisses me. Hard. Swallowing the rest of the sentence.

      “Back seat,” she says against my mouth.

      We scramble over the centre console like teenagers. Graceless. Desperate. I crack my shoulder against the headrest and the pain lances through me, sharp and bright, and I don't care, don't stop, can't stop. The need is too big. Too urgent. A wave building that will drown me if I don't find release.

      Amber pushes me down onto the seat. The leather is cold against my back through my shirt. She's above me, around me, her weight pressing me into the upholstery. Her thigh shoves between mine and I grind against it, shameless, chasing friction.

      “Tell me what you need,” she says. Her voice is rough. Wrecked already.

      “You. Hard and rough. Make me come until I can't think.”

      She doesn't make me ask twice.

      Her hands are efficient. She doesn't bother with buttons, just shoves my shirt up, pushes my bra aside, takes my nipple into her mouth and bites down hard enough to make me gasp. The pain is good. Clarifying. Reminds me I'm still capable of feeling.

      Her hand moves lower. Yanks at my trousers, my underwear, shoving fabric down my thighs just far enough to get access. No finesse. No seduction. Just need meeting need.

      When her fingers slide through my folds, I'm drenched. Have been since the kiss. Since before. Since I watched Irina pull the trigger again and again and again, and something dark and hungry woke in my centre.

      “Jesus.” Amber's breath catches. “You're⁠—”

      “I know. Stop talking. Just⁠—”

      She pushes two fingers inside me. No preamble. No slow build. Just the stretch and the fullness and the perfect brutal relief of being filled.

      I cry out. Can't help it. The sound bounces off the windows, obscene in the small space. I don't care. Don't care about anything except her fingers curling inside me, finding that spot, pressing hard.

      “More,” I gasp. “Harder.”

      She adds a third finger. The stretch borders on too much. I want too much. Want to feel this tomorrow. Want bruises and aches and evidence that this happened, that I survived, that I'm still here.

      Her thumb finds my clit. Presses down. Circles roughly as her fingers pump in and out of me. The wet sounds fill the car, obscene, animal, everything I need.

      “Look at me,” she says.

      I open my eyes. Didn't realise I'd closed them. Her face is inches from mine. Flushed. Intense. Watching me fall apart with the focus of someone memorising every detail.

      “You're alive,” she says. Each word punctuated by a thrust. “You survived. He's dead. And you're here. With me. Coming on my fingers in the back of a fucking car.”

      The words push me over the edge.

      The orgasm tears through me, violent. Like a bullet leaving a chamber. Like a scream I've been holding for years finally ripping free. My whole body clenches around her fingers, against her weight, every muscle locking tight as the wave crashes and crashes and refuses to stop.

      She doesn't ease off. Keeps fucking me through it. Keeps her thumb grinding against my clit, drawing the pleasure out until it tips into something sharper. Until I'm shaking, sobbing, clawing at her back hard enough to leave marks through her jacket.

      “Again,” she says. Not a question. A command.

      “I can't⁠—”

      “You can.” She shifts her angle. Presses deeper. Her palm grinds against my clit with every thrust. “Give me more. I want to feel you come again.”

      The second orgasm builds faster than the first. My body is oversensitised, every nerve ending screaming. Her fingers inside me, the press of her body, the smell of sex filling the car—it all blurs together into one overwhelming sensation.

      When I come again, it's almost painful. Too much pleasure compressed into too small a space. I bite down on her shoulder to muffle the scream, taste leather and sweat, feel her groan against my ear.

      “One more,” she says.

      “Amber—I can't⁠—”

      “One more.” Her voice drops. Softens. “For me. Show me you're alive.”

      She changes her rhythm. Slower now. Deeper. Each thrust deliberate, calculated, hitting that spot inside me that makes my vision blur. Her thumb eases off my clit, circles lighter, gentler, building instead of demanding.

      The third orgasm is different. Slower. A wave that builds and builds until I'm suspended at the crest, unable to fall, unable to breathe. And then she presses down hard and I shatter.

      I come with tears streaming down my face. Come saying her name with her fingers buried inside me and her body anchoring me to this moment, this life I almost lost.

      When it finally subsides, I'm trembling. Wrung out. Something broken open in my chest that's been sealed shut for longer than I can remember.

      Amber eases her fingers out. Gentle now. The storm has passed. She brings her hand to her mouth and licks her fingers clean, a gesture so casually obscene it makes my stomach clench.

      “Better?” she asks.

      “I don't know.” My voice is wrecked. Hoarse. “I'm not dead. That's something.”

      “That's everything.”

      She shifts off me. Helps me pull up my underwear, my trousers. I'm still shaking. Still crying, maybe. Hard to tell where one kind of release ends and another begins.

      “He's really gone,” I say after a while. The rain has picked up. Drumming harder. Cocooning us in sound. “I've spent so long running. And now⁠—”

      “Now you can stop running.”

      “I don't know how.” I look at her. In the grey light her face is awash with shadows. “What if I've been running so long I don't know how to stand still?”

      “Then we'll learn.” She kisses my forehead. “We've got time now.”

      Time. Such a strange concept. My father thought he had time until my daughter took that from him. Now he's dead and time stretches ahead, unmapped, with terrifying amounts of possibility.

      “I want to go home,” I say. “To France. To the vineyard. I want to sleep in our bed and drink our wine and pretend none of this happened.”

      “We can do that. After.”

      “Always after.”

      “One thing at a time.” Amber reaches for the ignition. Pauses. Looks at me with something dancing in her eyes. “One question first.”

      “Yes?”

      “Does this make me a stepmum now?”

      I stare at her. The absurdity of it, lying dishevelled in the back of an SUV, soaked with sweat and come, having just had the most cathartic sex of my life, and she's asking about parental titles.

      I start laughing. Can't stop. The laughter turns into not quite crying, not quite hysteria, just release. Everything I've been holding spilling out in great gasping waves.
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      Yelena

      The flat is too quiet.

      I stand in the centre of Phillipa's living room, the living room I have slept above for months, the living room where we have drunk wine and argued about politics and made love on that sofa when we couldn't be bothered climbing the stairs, and I feel nothing.

      No. That's not true. I feel too much. So much that it cancels itself out. Love and rage and grief and desire, all tangled together until I cannot tell where one ends and the next begins.

      Phillipa closes the door behind us. I hear the yale lock click into its housing. Such a small sound. Such a final one.

      “Can I get you something?” Her voice is wrong. Too bright yet awkward. “Tea? Something stronger?”

      I don't answer. Can't. If I open my mouth, I don't know what will come out. Words or screaming or something worse.

      “Yelena—”

      “Don't. Don't say my name like you have a right to say it.”

      I stare out the window. The street below is empty. Orange streetlights. Parked cars. An ordinary London night. As if the world hasn't just collapsed around us.

      Suzette could have died.

      The thought keeps circling. Won't stop. Suzette, my oldest friend, my first lover, the woman who pulled me out of Moscow when I had nothing left to live for, could have been dead right now. Because of the woman standing behind me.

      And it wouldn't have been just Suzette. Amber. Victoria. Abby. Ashley. Roz. Me.

      “I know you're angry⁠—”

      “Angry.” I turn. Face her. Make myself look at the woman I've shared a bed with. “You think I am angry? Angry is for small betrayals. Forgetting anniversaries. Flirting with waitresses.” My voice doesn't sound like mine. Too cold. Too controlled. “What you have done does not make me angry. What you have done is make me question everything I know about myself.”

      She presses her back against the door. Good. She should want distance. Should recognise the danger in this room.

      “Yelena, please⁠—”

      “Eighteen months.” I move toward her. Slowly. The way I move toward targets. “Eighteen months you were lying to me. Every morning you'd wake up next to me and choose to lie. Every time you touched me, kissed me, told me you loved me—lies. All of it.”

      “No. I loved you. I do love you.”

      “Do not.” I stop in front of her. Close enough to inhale her fear. “Do not tell me your feelings are real. You do not know what real is.”

      I think about Suzette in that facility. Facing her father. The man who made her, who broke her, who tried to destroy her. I think about Roz trying to save Zara, shot because Phillipa led enemies straight to our door.

      “Roz could have died.”

      The words drop into the silence. I watch them land. Watch Phillipa flinch.

      “In the raid. When they came for Zara. Roz was almost dying.” My voice cracks on her name. I let it. “She was innocent. And you almost had her killed.”

      “I didn't know.” Phillipa's face has gone pale. “I swear to you, I didn't know they were going to⁠—”

      “You didn't know.” I repeat it back. Flat. Dead. “This is your defence? You are MI6. Knowing is your job.”

      No answer. No defence. Good. There is none.

      I think about the family I have found. The family Suzette built from nothing. From broken people and second chances and the stubborn refusal to accept that love is weakness. Thirty years in the FSB had stripped everything soft from my bones. And they took me in. Made me one of them.

      Phillipa put all of that at risk. Every person I care about. Every fragile, precious thing I never thought I'd have again.

      “I wasn't supposed to know about the women.” Her voice is smaller now. Cracking. “The trials. The trafficking. The intelligence came in and someone tried to smother it. Bury it.”

      “But you didn't let it disappear.”

      “No.” She meets my eyes. Forces herself to hold my gaze. “I couldn't. That's why I got Zara out. That's why I brought Suzette in. I thought—” A broken laugh. “I thought I was being clever.”

      “And instead?”

      “Instead I was being played.” The admission is sincere. I see it in the way her shoulders cave. “They fed me the intelligence. Knew exactly what I would do with it. Knew I would bring Suzette in, expose myself, give them everything they needed to destroy her.”

      Destroy her. Destroy all of them. All of us. Ashley, held captive for days. Victoria, locked in a cell. Amber, leaving not knowing if her wife was alive or dead.

      Because of this woman. This woman I love. This woman I hate. This woman I don't know how to stop wanting.

      “I'm a dangerous fool,” Phillipa says. Her voice has gone raw. Unguarded. “A woman who thinks she's smarter than she is. If I were actually clever, if I were half as intelligent as I pretend to be, I would never have jeopardised what we have.” Her eyes fill. “The only good thing I have ever had.”

      My hand moves to my hip. To the gun holstered there. I feel my fingers close around the grip. The weight is familiar. Comforting in a way nothing else is right now.

      “In my world,” I say softly, “there is only one answer for such betrayal.”

      I draw the weapon. Raise it. Press the barrel against her forehead.

      She should beg. Should bargain. Should offer me anything—information, money, her body—in exchange for another hour of breath. That is what survival demands.

      Instead, she reaches up. Wraps her fingers around the barrel. Holds it steady against her skull.

      “Okay,” she says.

      I don't understand. This is not how targets behave. This is not how anyone behaves when death is seconds away, cold metal promising oblivion.

      She leans forward. Closes the distance between us. And kisses me.

      Soft. Desperate. A goodbye. Her lips move against mine and I taste the salt of her tears, or mine, impossible to tell, and a sob breaks from my chest. A sob so raw I've been holding it since she confessed, since the world flew off its axis and revealed itself to be built on lies.

      She pulls back. Those eyes. God. Those eyes that looked at me across the bar that first night, that made me believe in things I'd sworn were never mine to own.

      “Make it fast,” she whispers. “Please. I don't want to feel it.”

      I stare at her. The gun wavers. I hate that it wavers.

      “You are not begging.” My voice comes out wrong. Ragged. “Why are you not begging?”

      “What would be the point?” She keeps her hand on the barrel. Keeps it pressed to her head. “You're right. About all of it. I betrayed you. I betrayed everyone.” Her voice breaks. Keeps going anyway. “You deserve someone who chooses you. Every time. Without hesitation. I couldn't be that person. I wanted to be. God, I wanted to be. But I was already broken when you found me. Already owned.”

      I think about the first night we spent together. Here. The way she trembled when I touched her, like she'd forgotten what gentleness felt like. The way she laughed afterward, like it was a wonderful new sensation inhabiting her body.

      Was that real? Any of it?

      Or was I just another asset she was managing?

      “I am looking at you,” I say, “and I am seeing two people. The woman I love. The woman who betrayed me. And I do not know which is real.”

      “Both.” She swallows. “Both are real. I know that doesn't make sense. I know you can't forgive someone who⁠—”

      “Be quiet.”

      She falls silent.

      The gun is still against her temple. My finger is still on the trigger. All I have to do is squeeze. Half a pound of pressure. Less than the weight of her hand in mine. And then she's gone and I never have to look at her again and this terrible wanting in my chest finally stops.

      But.

      Suzette's voice in my head. From years ago, back when we were young and stupid and thought we were invincible. We'd been arguing about something, a target, I think. Someone I wanted to eliminate and she wanted to spare.

      “Killing is easy,” she'd said. “Anyone can kill. The hard thing is choosing not to. The hard thing is finding another way.”

      I lower the gun.

      Trail it down slowly. Across her cheek. Over her lips—they part slightly, breath catching. Down her chin. Her throat. The hollow between her collarbones.

      She watches me. Confusion, fear and that glimmer that is the one thing which will kill us all in the end. Hope.

      “Strip,” I say.

      “What?”

      “You heard me.” The gun continues its journey. Between her breasts. “Take off your clothes.”

      “Yelena—”

      “Now.”

      She doesn't understand. Neither do I, entirely. But I know I'm not ready to kill her. Know I'm not ready to let her go. Know I need something—proof of life, proof of feeling, proof that something between us was real.

      Her hands move to her blouse. Buttons unfastening one by one.

      “If this is supposed to look like suicide,” she says, “everyone knows victims are never naked. No one believed Marilyn Monroe was⁠—”

      I almost smile. Almost. Even now, facing death, she makes jokes. It's one of the things I love about her. Loved. Love. The tense keeps shifting and I can't make it stay still.

      The blouse falls. The bra follows. She stands before me in just trousers and that expensive underwear she favours, breathing hard, nipples stiff from cold or fear or want.

      “Continue.”

      She unfastens her trousers. Steps out of them. Hesitates at the underwear.

      “Everything,” I tell her.

      She strips them off. Stands naked in her own living room, completely at my mercy, and I look at her the way I looked at her that first night. Breathing her in. Memorising. Every curve and hollow and secret place I've learned by heart.

      “Beautiful,” I say. The word escapes before I can stop it. “You are still so beautiful. Even knowing what I know.”

      “Yelena—”

      “I am not finished.” I step closer. Press the gun between her breasts. Feel her heart pounding against the barrel. “I look at you and want to destroy you and want to worship you and I know both things cannot be true.”

      “But they are.” Her voice is barely a whisper. “I've been at war with myself since we met.”

      The gun trails lower. Down her stomach. Over her hip. Between her thighs.

      She gasps when the cold metal slides through her folds. So do I. My sharp intake of breath at the way her hips twitch toward the sensation even as her mind rebels against it.

      “Wet,” I observe. “Already wet.”

      “I always want you. That was never a lie.”

      I withdraw the gun. Raise it to my mouth. Taste her on the barrel—familiar, intoxicating, the flavour I crave even as I plan her death.

      Then I set the weapon aside and close the distance between us.

      The kiss is violent. I taste her tears. Taste the blood where my teeth catch her lip. Taste everything we've been and everything we might never be again.

      “Bed,” I growl against her mouth.

      She stumbles backward. I follow. Press her into the hallway wall, my thigh between her legs, grinding against her cunt while she moans into my mouth.

      This is wrong. I know it's wrong. She betrayed me. Betrayed Suzette. Almost got Roz killed. I should be walking away. Should be putting a bullet between her eyes and disappearing into the night.

      Instead I'm pulling her toward the bedroom. Toward the bed we've shared. Toward the last place on earth I should want to be.

      She falls onto the mattress. I strip off my own clothes, fast, and climb over her. Pin her wrists above her head. Look down at her face in the darkness.

      “I want to hate you,” I tell her.

      “I know.”

      “I should kill you and walk away and never think about you again.”

      “I know.”

      “But I am looking at you—” My voice breaks. “I am looking at you and all I am seeing is the woman who made me believe I could be someone good. The woman who held me when I woke up screaming from nightmares I still can't speak about. The woman who⁠—”

      “Yelena.”

      “—the woman I love. Even now. Even knowing everything. I love you and I hate myself for loving you, for not knowing how to stop.”

      She strains upward. Kisses me. Soft this time. Achingly soft.

      “Then don't stop,” she whispers. “Not yet. Just—be with me. One more time. And then if you have to kill me, at least I'll die with this. With you.”

      I release her wrists. Cup her face in my hands. Look at her, really look, and let her see me. All of me. The rage and the grief and the terrible, shameful wanting.

      “I am not killing you tonight,” I tell her. “But I am not forgiving you either. I don't know what this is. What we are. Only that I am not ready for it to be over.”

      “That's enough.” Tears stream down her temples. “That's more than I deserve.”

      I kiss her again. Slower this time. Deeper. Let myself feel it—the softness of her mouth, the warmth of her skin, the way her body arches into mine like it belongs there.

      My hand slides down her body. Over her breast—she shivers when I thumb her nipple—down her stomach, between her thighs. She's soaked. Has been since the gun, probably. Since before. The body doesn't care about betrayal. The body just wants.

      I enter her slowly. One finger first. Watching her face as I fill her. She bites her lip. Closes her eyes.

      “Look at me,” I tell her. “I want you to look at me.”

      Her eyes open. Dark. Wet. Filled with everything she'll never be able to say.

      “I am sorry.” The words spill out of her. “I am so sorry, Yelena. For everything. For every lie. For every morning I woke up next to you and didn't tell you the truth.”

      “I know.” I add a second finger. Curl them. “I know you are sorry. I just don't know if that matters.”

      “It doesn't have to matter. Not tonight. Tonight I just want—” She breaks off as I press deeper. “I just want you. Whatever you'll give me. However you want to give it.”

      I start to move. Slow at first. Deep strokes that reach something beyond the physical. She feels different tonight. Or maybe I feel different. Like we're both new to this. Like we're learning each other all over again.

      “You are only woman,” I tell her, “who I have ever given my heart to.”

      She sobs. The sound tears through the darkness.

      “I know. And I broke it. I broke everything.”

      “Yes.” I add a third finger. Feel her stretch around me. “But we are still here. Both of us. Maybe that means something.”

      “It means everything.” She's crying openly now. Tears streaming into her hair. “You mean everything.”

      I lower my mouth to her breast. Take her nipple between my teeth. Bite down as my fingers continue their rhythm inside her. The combination of pleasure and pain makes her cry out—loud, shameless, the way she only gets when we're alone.

      “I am thinking about it,” I tell her, mouth moving against her skin. “When Suzette said it could only be you... I thought: It can't be. How could Phillipa bring this into our lives. How could Phillipa put everyone at risk.”

      “I know⁠—”

      “And then I am thinking: but she is also the person who held me when I couldn't stop shaking. Who made me laugh harder than I ever have. Who told me I was worth more. Worth keeping.” I lift my head. Meet her eyes. “Both things are true but I cannot make them fit.”

      “They don't fit.” She reaches up. Touches my face. “They're just both true at the same time. Like loving you and lying to you. Like wanting to be good and doing terrible things. Nothing fits. Everything is just—broken pieces that somehow make a life.”

      My thumb finds her clit. Circles roughly. Her hips buck against my hand.

      “I want to forgive you,” I admit. The words feel like surrender. “I want to believe we are possible.”

      “Maybe we are?”

      “I don't know.” I increase my pace. Feel her tightening around my fingers. “But I am not ready to give up yet. Not ready to let you go.”

      “Then don't.” She's panting now. Close. I can feel it in the flutter of her muscles, the desperation in her movements. “Don't let me go. I'll spend the rest of my life earning your trust back. I'll do anything. Be anything. Just—please—don't give up on me. On us.”

      I kiss her. Swallow her cries as she comes apart. Her whole body shakes. Clenches. Waves of pleasure that carry with them all the grief and fear and love we've been drowning in.

      But I don't stop.

      Keep moving. Keep pressing. Keep drawing sensation from her body until she's begging, sobbing, saying my name over and over again.

      “Again,” I tell her. “I am wanting to feel you come again.”

      “I can't⁠—”

      “You can.” I press deeper. “Give me this.”

      The second orgasm comes in a rush. She's exhausted, overwhelmed, tears still streaming. But her body responds anyway. Responds to my fingers inside her, my thumb on her clit, my body pushing her into the mattress.

      “I love you.” She says it in a whisper. “I love you, I love you, I love you⁠—”

      I hold her through the waves. Through the aftershocks. Through the tears that follow. My own eyes are wet. When did that happen? When did I stop being the cold operative they made me in Moscow?

      When I fell in love with her. That's when. That's the answer I've been avoiding.

      “What happens now?” she asks eventually. Her voice is wrecked. Barely audible.

      “I don't know.” I ease my fingers out. Gather her against me. “I don't know how to forgive you. Or if I can.”

      “I understand.”

      She holds onto me. Tightly. Like I might disappear if she lets go.

      “Sleep,” I tell her. “Tomorrow is tomorrow. Tonight is just us.”

      She settles against me. Closes her eyes. Within minutes, her breathing evens out.

      I stay awake. Watching the shadows on the ceiling. Thinking about Suzette and the family I almost lost. Thinking about the woman in my arms and everything she's cost me.

      Thinking about forgiveness. Whether it's possible. Whether I'm capable.

      I don't have answers. Only questions. Only the terrible certainty that I love her still, despite everything, and that love has never been enough to save anyone.
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      Phillipa

      I leave before she wakes.

      It's cowardly. I know it's cowardly. But I stand in the bedroom doorway watching Yelena sleep, her face slack, unguarded, younger somehow without the weight of consciousness, and I can't bring myself to say goodbye.

      If I wake her, she'll try to stop me. Or worse, she'll come with me. And what I'm about to do, I need to do alone.

      I dress in the dark. Find my good suit, the Armani, charcoal grey, the one I wear when I need armour. Brush my teeth. Apply minimal makeup. Go through the motions of being a person when I feel like nothing more than a collection of bad decisions held together by overpriced tailoring.

      The note I leave is inadequate. I need to do the right thing. I do this because I love you, Yelena. I always will. P x

      She'll understand. Or she won't. Either way, I can't stay in this flat pretending we have a future when I don't know if I'll see the outside of a prison cell again.

      The Tube is quiet at this hour. A few early commuters. A cleaner with tired eyes. I sit in the corner of the carriage and watch my reflection in the black window and wonder if this is the last time I'll travel like a free person. Anonymous. Unremarkable. Just another woman in a suit heading to work.

      Vauxhall Cross looks the same as always. That ridiculous building, with its glass and concrete, like something a child designed after watching too many Bond films. I've walked through those doors a thousand times but today will be the last.

      Security waves me through. My pass still works. Of course it does—they don't know yet what I am. What I've done.

      I take the lift to the fourth floor. Walk the familiar corridor. Past offices of people I've worked with for years. People who are settling in for another boring day, checking emails, complaining about the coffee machine. None of them look up. Why would they? I'm just Phillipa. Reliable, competent, slightly dull Phillipa who never misses a deadline and always remembers birthdays.

      The Director's office is at the end of the hall. Margaret Olstenhoff. Fifty-three. Cambridge. Recruited straight from her PhD in International Relations. We've had drinks together more often than I can count. She came to my flat for dinner once. Yelena cooked and Mary spent the evening asking about Russian literature. She knew about Yelena, who she was. Is. She was worried about her background. What she might do. She saw so little of the truth.

      I knock.

      “Come.”

      She's behind her desk. Reading glasses perched on her nose. A cup of tea steaming beside a monitor scrolling the service updates. She looks up and smiles.

      “Phillipa. Early bird. What can I do for you?”

      I close the door.

      Margaret's smile fades as she takes in my expression. She removes her glasses. Sets them down.

      “Phillipa?”

      “I need to make a confession.”

      Silence. Then: “I think you'd better sit down.”

      I don't sit. Can't. If I sit, I might not be able to get the words out.

      “I've been compromised. For eighteen years. Since I was twenty-eight.” The words come out flat. Rehearsed. I've been practising them in my head since I left the flat. “I was recruited by Russian intelligence during my time in Berlin. A woman named Natasha. I thought it was a love affair. It wasn't. It was a honey trap.”

      Margaret doesn't move. Doesn't react. Just watches me with sharp eyes that miss nothing.

      “They had photographs. Recordings. Pillow talk. I told her things I shouldn't have. Inconsequential things now but at the time—I was young and stupid and terrified of what would happen to me, what my family would think. So when they asked for small things, information about our processes, our vetting, new recruits, I gave it to them.”

      “And the small things became larger things.”

      “Yes.” I force myself to meet her gaze. “Over eighteen years. Personnel files. Operation details. Asset identities. Whatever they asked for, I provided.”

      “Who was your handler?”

      “Initially Natasha. Then another woman before they left me alone for a while. But later—Colonel-General Volkonsky.”

      The name of the trophy defector causes her eyes to widen. Before she can ask the questions I can see forming, there is a knock on the glass of her door.

      She waves them away. But the knock comes again, and this time the door opens and I witness her open irritation.

      “Not now!”

      It's Matthews. The longest serving member of my team.

      “I'm sorry Ma'am,” he says, a little unsure of which one of us he is addressing. As if to offer him a degree of protection he repeats himself with a nod. “Ma'am. This can't wait. Volkonsky is dead. Colonel-General Volkonsky is dead. His body has been found at the remains of what seems to have been an arson attack at a facility in Essex.”

      She takes a moment to look at me. A long stare.

      “Bring me the details,” she tells Matthews, then turns her attention to me. “You'd better start talking.”
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      Phillipa

      The interrogation room is exactly what you'd expect. In the basement. Grey walls. Metal table. Two chairs bolted to the floor. A camera in the corner with its red light blinking.

      The man across from me is someone I don't recognise. Deliberately, I'm sure. They wouldn't send anyone I know. Anyone who might feel sympathy or loyalty or any of the other emotions that compromise clean intelligence gathering.

      “Let's start from the beginning,” he says. His voice is mild. Pleasant, even. The voice of a man who has all the time in the world. “Tell me about Natasha.”

      I tell him. All of it. Where we met. The way she laughed at my terrible Russian. The first kiss, in her tiny flat overlooking the river. The photographs I didn't know were being taken until she showed them to me, spread across her kitchen table like a winning flush of cards.

      “And you didn't think to report this when it happened?”

      “I thought I could manage it. Contain it.” I hear how pathetic that sounds. “I was twenty-eight. I thought I was smarter than everyone else.”

      “Clearly you weren't.”

      “No. I wasn't.”

      He takes me through the years. Each piece of intelligence I provided. Each betrayal, large and small. I hold nothing back. There's no point now. Whatever deal I might have hoped for depends on complete transparency.

      “Tell me about Volkonsky,” he says eventually.

      “I thought he was genuine. At first. A reformer within the FSB. Someone who wanted better relations with the West.” I laugh. It sounds bitter even to me. “I was an idiot. He was playing a long game I didn't understand until it was too late.”

      “When did you realise?”

      “When he asked for all the intelligence we had on Lev Abramov's widow.” I deliberately avoid saying Suzette's name. Her new name. I've brought enough misery to these women's lives. “Then he started asking for favours. Paperwork for friends. Small things, at first. But the requests kept growing, and that's when I found out about the women. The trafficking. The trials.” My hands clench on the table. “That intelligence came across my desk and someone tried to bury it. I didn't know who, but I knew it wasn't right. So I started digging.”

      “And what did you find?”

      “That MI6 knew.” The words hang in the air. “Not everything, but enough. Enough to act. And instead, someone made the decision to look away. People in this organisation, in our government, made the decision to look away while women were trafficked into this country and used as guinea pigs to line the pockets of the already wealthy.” I raise my voice, knowing this charade is being watched. “Because they have the right connections. Because money talks louder than conscience.”

      His expression doesn't change. “That's a serious accusation.”

      “It's the truth. Truth that I have evidence to support. Including evidence that this agency had hands on it more than three months ago but didn't act. The intelligence about Hartley's involvement, about the pharmaceutical company, the facilities—it was flagged and dismissed. Someone high up decided it wasn't to be pursued. Can you imagine why that might be?”

      “That's not for me to answer. Are you telling me you took matters into your own hands?”

      “I got Zara out, the woman who went to the police. I took her to people she'd be safe with.”

      “And the agents at the facility in Essex? The four dead bodies?”

      “I can't tell you anything other than he obviously upset many people.”

      “Can't or won't?”

      “If I were you I'd be looking at the Russians. He'd become little more than a liability.”

      He makes a note. The scratch of his pen is loud.

      “You're aware that Katerina Reznikov and her father Dmitri have fled to Russia?”

      “I am now.”

      “And the MP? Hartley?”

      “I have no information relating to him.”

      “Is he being talked to?”

      I lean forward. “There are twelve women ready to make statements. Twelve women who were trafficked, experimented on, treated like laboratory animals. Whatever happens to me, that can't be buried. Not again.”

      “Is that a threat, Ms Farrier?”

      “It's a promise.” I hold his gaze. “I've done wrong. I know that. I'm prepared to face the consequences. But what Hartley did, what he might well still be doing, that's barbaric. I own my mistakes. Make him own his.”

      The door opens. A young woman I don't recognise whispers something in my interrogator's ear. His eyebrows rise slightly. Then he stands.

      “Wait here.”

      He leaves. The door closes. I sit alone in the grey room and wait for what seems the longest time.

      When the door opens again, it's not him.

      Director Hannah Miller. Deputy Chief of the shit-has-just-hit-the-fan division. I've met her perhaps three times in my entire career. She exists mostly in rumours and classified briefings.

      She sits across from me. Folds her hands on the table. Studies me for a lifetime before speaking.

      “Ms Farrier.”

      “Director Miller.”

      “You've had quite a morning.”

      “You could say that.”

      She's silent for a moment. Then: “There's been a development. A call came in about an hour ago. A former FSB agent who claims she's willing to provide comprehensive intelligence on Russian operations in the UK and Europe.”

      I don't understand what this has to do with me. “That's... good news?”

      “In exchange for this intelligence, she's made a single demand.” Miller's eyes don't leave my face. “Leniency in your case. Specifically, she wants assurance that you won't face prosecution.”

      Everything stops.

      Yelena.

      “The agent in question,” Miller continues, “identified herself as Yelena Fedorova. Former FSB Colonel. Currently residing in the UK under a French identity. She walked into Charing Cross Police Station this morning and asked to speak with someone from the Security Services.”

      I can't breathe. Can't think. Yelena walked into a police station and handed herself over. For me.

      “She's quite something, your Ms Fedorova.” Miller sounds almost impressed. “The preliminary assessment suggests her information is genuine. Extensive. She's offered us intelligence that could take years to gather through conventional means.”

      “What—” My voice cracks. “What happens to her?”

      “That depends on the quality of her information.” Miller tilts her head. “But I suspect it will be valuable. She strikes me as someone who doesn't do anything by halves.”

      I'm crying. When did I start crying? Tears streaming down my face while this immaculate woman watches me fall apart.

      “As for you.” Miller leans back in her chair. “Let me be candid, Ms Farrier. It's not in our interest to have the public embarrassment of someone at your level being exposed as a Russian asset. The press would have a field day. Parliamentary inquiries. Royal commissions. Quite frankly, it would have suited us better if Volkonsky had simply taken you out, but here we are.”

      She says it so casually. Would have suited us better if you'd died.

      “Ms Fedorova's offer will be accepted,” she continues. “In exchange for her cooperation, you'll be quietly retired from the Service. No prosecution. No public acknowledgment. You'll sign the appropriate documentation, surrender your security clearances, and disappear into whatever life you can build for yourself.” She pauses. “You will, of course, never work in intelligence again. Never travel to certain countries. Never speak publicly about any aspect of your work here. The usual terms.”

      “And Yelena?”

      “Will be processed according to standard protocols for defectors providing intelligence of this magnitude.” Miller stands. “I suspect she'll be spending quite a lot of time in debriefing rooms over the coming months. But assuming her information proves as valuable as preliminary assessments suggest, she should eventually be free to resume her life. Whatever that looks like. And that is of course if her former handlers don't arrange a speedier demise.”

      “I need to see her.”

      “That won't be possible. Not for some time.” Miller moves toward the door. “We'll be in touch about the paperwork. In the meantime, I suggest you go home. Get some rest.” She pauses with her hand on the handle. “And Ms Farrier? Consider yourself fortunate. Most people in your position don't get second chances.”

      She leaves. The door closes.

      I sit alone in the grey room with tears drying on my face and one thought burning through everything else:

      I have to tell Suzette.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Phillipa

      They release me through the front entrance. Standard procedure—less conspicuous than bundling me out a service exit. I walk through the lobby like I've walked through it a thousand times before. Nod to the security guard. Push through the glass doors into weak afternoon sunshine.

      Report back tomorrow. Nine o'clock sharp. They have Yelena to deal with first. Yelena, who walked into a police station and traded years of secrets for my freedom. Yelena, who I left sleeping in our bed without saying goodbye.

      The tail picks me up before I reach the pavement. Two of them. Man in a grey jacket, pretending to check his phone. Woman with her iPhone, settling onto a bench with a clear sightline to the building's entrance. Textbook surveillance. Competent but predictable.

      I head toward Vauxhall station. Walk at normal pace. Don't look back. Give them nothing to work with.

      They expect me to go home. To sit in my flat and wait like a good little traitor while they decide my fate. That's what the coward version of me would do. The version who spent eighteen years being someone else's puppet and called it staying alive. But that version died somewhere between the cold metal of Yelena's gun against my skull and the sound of her name torn from my throat as I came for the final time.

      The station is busy enough to provide cover. I tap my Oyster card, push through the barrier, and head down to the Victoria line platform. The male tail follows. The woman stays topside. She'll pick me up at whatever station I exit. Leapfrog pattern, constant communication.

      I board a northbound train. Take a seat near the middle of the carriage. Grey jacket gets on three doors down, positions himself where he can watch me in the reflection of the windows.

      Victoria station. The doors open. I don't move. Grey jacket shifts his weight, ready to follow if I exit. The doors close. We continue north.

      Green Park. Same routine. I stay seated. He stays watching.

      Oxford Circus. The platform is heaving with tourists and shoppers. Perfect.

      I stand as the doors open. Move toward the exit with the crowd. Grey jacket follows, keeping three bodies between us. I climb the escalator at normal pace, tap out through the barrier, and emerge into the chaos of Oxford Street.

      The woman is already there. Blue coat now. Smart. But I've been doing this longer than she's been alive.

      I turn left toward Selfridges. Walk past the window displays without looking. Cross the street at the lights, weaving between black cabs and delivery vans. The crowds thicken as I approach the department store's main entrance.

      I go in through the front doors. Past the perfume counters with their aggressive sales assistants. Past the handbags and the scarves and the jewellery displays. I don't run. Don't hurry. Just another woman browsing.

      The lifts are at the back. I take one to the third floor. Womenswear. Racks of clothes stretching in every direction. I grab a coat off a display, navy blue, completely different from what I'm wearing, and shrug off my Armani jacket as I walk, draping it over a mannequin like I'm comparing styles. Anyone watching the CCTV will see a woman in charcoal grey enter and a woman in navy blue exit.

      The changing rooms are busy. I bypass them entirely, heading instead for the staff door marked “Authorised Personnel Only.” I push through with the confidence of store management. A stock boy glances up from his phone but doesn't challenge me. I walk like I own the place, and that's usually enough.

      The service corridor is utilitarian. Concrete floors. Strip lighting. Fire exit signs pointing the way. I follow them to a door that opens onto a service alley off Duke Street.

      I check both directions. No grey jacket. No blue coat.

      But they'll have called it in by now. More teams en route. CCTV being pulled. My photo circulating to every officer in central London.

      I need to move faster.

      The nearest Tube entrance is fifty metres away. I descend into Bond Street station, tap through the barrier with my Oyster card—they'll track that, but by the time they do I'll be gone—and board a Jubilee line train heading east.

      Two stops. Westminster. I exit, cross the platform, and board a train going west. Get off at Green Park. Walk through the tunnels to the Victoria line. Board a southbound train. Ride to Stockwell. Change to the Northern line. Ride north to Bank.

      At Bank, I remove my Oyster card from my wallet and drop it into the handbag of a woman rushing for the Central line. She doesn't notice. The card will ping at every station she passes through, leading them on a merry chase across east London while I go in the opposite direction.

      I exit the station on foot and walk. No more public transport. Everything from here is analogue.

      The garage is twenty minutes away, on a side street in Shoreditch. Kev's Motors. The sign is hand-painted, the forecourt cluttered with vehicles in various states of decay. Not the sort of place that asks too many questions or has sophisticated security systems.

      The bell above the door chimes as I enter. A man in oil-stained overalls looks up from behind a counter covered in invoices and spark plugs.

      “Help you?”

      “I hope so.” I soften my voice. Worried woman. Car trouble. Nothing threatening. “My Golf's making the most awful noise when I brake. Sort of grinding? I was hoping you might be able to fit me in.”

      “Bit backed up at the moment.” He gestures at the chaos around him. “When were you thinking?”

      “Monday? I know it's short notice, but I'm meant to drive to see my mother this weekend and I'm terrified the whole thing's going to fall apart on the M1.”

      He consults a diary that looks like it's been through a war. “Monday morning, maybe. Eight o'clock? Before the rush.”

      “That would be wonderful. Thank you so much.”

      He takes down my details—fake name, fake number, fake registration plate. That's the thing: you can be the most honest person on a regular day, but when your back is against the wall and you're trying to protect the people you love, lies come easy. Perhaps easier for me than most.

      “Anything else I can help with?”

      “Actually—” I let my eyes drift around the office. “—could I possibly use your loo? I've been running around all morning and I'm absolutely desperate.”

      “Through the back. Door on your left.”

      I thank him profusely and head through the door he indicates. The corridor beyond is narrow, lined with shelves of engine parts and cleaning supplies. The toilet is exactly where he said.

      But I'm not interested in the toilet.

      The key rack is on the wall beside the back door. Hooks labelled with registration numbers, each holding a set of keys for vehicles currently in for service. I scan them quickly. Select a set marked with a number I spotted in the forecourt—a silver Ford Focus, anonymous enough to disappear into traffic.

      The keys slide into my pocket.

      I flush the toilet. Run the tap. Walk back through the corridor and thank the man again for his help.

      “See you Monday,” he calls as I leave.

      He won't.

      The Focus starts on the first try. I pull out of the forecourt without rushing, indicate properly at the junction, and merge into traffic like any other driver on any other afternoon.

      My hands are shaking. I grip the wheel harder and force them to stop. It'll be hours before they notice the car is gone.

      St George's Hill is an hour southwest. Maybe longer if the A3 is against me. An hour to figure out what I'm going to say to Suzette. How I'm going to explain that Yelena, her oldest friend, her first lover, the woman who's been part of her life for thirty years, just traded everything for me.

      I take the back roads through Wandsworth and Putney. Avoid the A3 completely. Too many cameras, too predictable. The smaller roads are slower but safer. Surrey suburbs give way to greener spaces. Golf courses and private estates and the kind of wealth that doesn't advertise itself.

      I should feel guilty about the car, but I don't. I don't feel much of anything except the urgent need to reach Suzette before it's too late.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Suzette

      The study door flies open without a knock. I look up, ready to snap at whoever's interrupting, and find Phillipa.

      She looks like hell. Mud on her heels. A navy coat that doesn't match the charcoal trousers. Face blotchy, eyes red-rimmed. She's shaking. I can see it from here, the fine tremor in her hands, her jaw.

      “Phillipa.” I don't bother hiding my surprise. Not much point when the FSB have taken out your entire security system. “I wasn't expecting you.”

      “It's about Yelena.” She closes the door behind her. Leans against it like she needs the support.

      Everything in me goes still. Cold.

      “What about Yelena?”

      “I handed myself in this morning. To MI6. Confessed everything—the recruitment, Volkonsky, all of it. They interrogated me for hours.” She swallows. The trembling is worse now. “And then they told me Yelena had walked into Charing Cross Police Station and offered them everything she knows. Every secret she has.”

      The words land like bullets, each one finding its mark.

      “Why?” I ask, already knowing the answer.

      “In exchange for leniency. For me.” Phillipa's voice cracks. Splinters. “She traded herself for my freedom, Suzette. She's giving them everything. Moscow will kill her. Here, they'll just use her.”

      The clock on the mantle ticks as though time stretches on forever.

      “She did this in exchange for my freedom.”

      I've stopped listening. Yelena. My oldest friend. The woman who has saved my life more times than I can count. The woman who never asks for anything. In a room somewhere, being picked apart by people who will take everything she has and give nothing in return, while Moscow work out a way to minimise exposure.

      “Where is she now?” I ask, holding back my rage.

      “They'll collect her from Charing Cross Station later today. She'll be in debriefing for months, they said. Maybe longer.” Phillipa steps forward. “I tried to see her. They wouldn't let me. They told me to go home and report back tomorrow, but I couldn't. I couldn't just sit there knowing what she'd done. You needed to know. You need to do something.”

      I stare at her and wonder if she can hear herself.

      “I didn't ask her to⁠—”

      “No. You did not ask.” I turn. Let her see my eyes. Wet, but steady. “You just made choices that led to this. And Yelena, being Yelena, made her own choice to save you from the consequences.”

      “I'm sorry.”

      “Sorry.” The word is empty. Useless. “What good is sorry? Sorry does not get her out of whatever room they are keeping her in. Sorry does not undo the fate she's now unable to escape.”

      “I know.” Tears stream down her face. “I know, and I don't know how to fix it, but I had to tell you. I had to make sure you knew what she'd done. What she sacrificed.”

      The clock ticks. The house moves around us—footsteps in the corridor, a door closing somewhere. Life continuing. Indifferent.

      Yelena. What have you done?

      “You need to go,” I say finally. “Before they realise you have slipped their surveillance. Before you make this worse.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I don't know.” I turn back to the window. “But whatever it is, I will do it without you. You have done enough.”

      Silence. I can feel her wanting to argue. Wanting to defend herself. But even Phillipa knows when she's lost the right.

      “Tell her—” she starts.

      “I will tell her nothing from you.” Ice in my voice. Ice in my chest. “If I see her again. If she survives this. Whatever I tell her will be from me. Not from the woman who put her in this position.”

      I hear her leave. Reluctant footsteps retreating down the corridor.

      I pull out my phone and scroll to a number I saved three days ago.

      A number that belonged to my father.

      It rings twice.

      “Da?”

      Irina's voice. Bored.

      “It's me.”

      A pause. “Aleksandra.” She doesn't sound surprised. “I am wondering when you would call. Is it dinner you want or cocktails?”

      “I need a favour.”

      “Of course. No one is calling just to chat. Very disappointing. I am thinking maybe mother wants to know about my childhood. My hobbies. Whether I am eating enough vegetables.”

      “Yelena has been taken. She handed herself in to British intelligence this morning. They're holding her somewhere—debriefing, they call it. She traded everything she knows for Phillipa's freedom.”

      Silence on the line. I hear traffic in the background. A siren, distant.

      “This is very stupid thing to do,” Irina says finally.

      “Yes.”

      “And you are wanting me to get her out.”

      “Yes.”

      “This is big favour. Very big. I am not even knowing where they are keeping her.”

      “They will move her from Charing Cross Police Station this evening. You have your grandfather's phone. His contacts. His leverage.” I grip my own phone tighter. “You have access to things I don't.”

      “True.” A sound that might be a laugh. “Is funny. Three days ago you are not knowing I exist. Now you are asking me to compromise my position with Russian intelligence to rescue your ex-lover from British intelligence.” Another pause. “You are having very large balls, Aleksandra. I am respecting this.”

      “Can you do it?”

      “Can I?” The boredom drops from her voice. Something sharper underneath. “Yes. I am having contacts in London. People who owe grandfather favours they are now owing me. Question is not can I. Question is why I should.”

      “Because I'm asking.”

      “You are stranger who gave birth to me. This is not compelling argument.”

      “Because Yelena is family. Because she's been part of my life for thirty years. Because—” I stop. Start again. “Because I have no right to ask. I know that. But I'm asking anyway.”

      Irina is quiet for a long moment. I hear her breathing. Hear the traffic sounds shift as though she's moving.

      “You are knowing,” she says slowly, “that if I do this, you are owing me. Big. Not small favour you can repay with nice dinner and awkward conversation about feelings. Big favour. The kind that comes with no questions asked.”

      “I understand.”

      “Do you?” Something almost warm creeps into her voice. Almost. “I am not sure you do. But okay. I am doing this. For Yelena, who I am not knowing. For you, who I am barely knowing. Because—” She stops. When she speaks again, the warmth is gone, replaced by that familiar flatness. “Because family is helping family. Even when family is being very stupid.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Do not thank me yet. Thank me when she is out. When she is safe. When British intelligence is very confused about how their prize defector is disappearing from secure facility.” A pause. “I am calling you when is done. Do not call this number again.”

      The line goes dead.

      I stand in the study, phone in hand, and wait.
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      Victoria

      Twelve women stand in the reception area of the Phoenix Project offices, clutching paper cups of tea like lifelines. Some of them haven't let go of each other since we arrived. Hands clasped, shoulders pressed together. A closeness developed through understanding. Understanding that is the only thing left to keep the darkness at bay.

      The offices have never looked so small. Or so bright. Someone, Olivia probably, has put flowers on the reception desk. Poinsettia. A plant that requires hours, weeks of darkness before it bursts into bloom. Fitting.

      Olivia herself appears from the corridor, wearing the yellow cardigan Alison bought her last Christmas. There are shadows under her eyes that suggest she hasn't slept much since my call yesterday. But when she sees the women, something in her face softens. Opens.

      “Hello.” Her voice carries across the room without effort. “I'm Olivia.” A reminder there are no formal titles here at the Phoenix. No barriers. She pauses. Smiles. Lets them look at her. Lets them see she's just a woman in a cardigan with a warm smile. Nothing threatening. Nothing to fear. “You're safe here.”

      Her words are translated into their language. A previous resident now works as an interpreter. Another face the women can relate to, trust.

      Simple words. But I watch them land. Watch shoulders drop, just slightly. Watch eyes that have been darting toward exits finally settle on her face and stay there.

      Abby appears at my elbow, and I lean into her without thinking. There's a bruise yellowing on her jaw and a cut above her eyebrow that's starting to scab over. She looks exhausted. Beautiful. Alive.

      “The back room's set up,” she murmurs. “Roz is already here with medical supplies. The immigration lawyer is coming tomorrow.”

      I nod, but my attention is on the women. On the way they're watching Olivia. On the fragile hope flickering in some of their faces.

      “Come through,” Alison is saying, gesturing toward the corridor. “We've got rooms ready. Nothing fancy, but clean and warm and yours for as long as you need them. There's food in the kitchen—real food, not just tea and biscuits, though we've got plenty of those too. And there are people here who want to help. Doctors. Lawyers. Counsellors.” She smiles. “People who will listen for as long as you need to talk, and who won't push you to talk before you're ready.”

      The women move as a group. No one wants to be separated. No one wants to be alone. I understand that. After everything they've been through, the thought of being alone might be the most terrifying thing of all.

      But as they file down the corridor, I notice something that makes my throat tighten.

      Zara and Amina.

      They're walking together, pressed so close they might be one person. Amina's hand is wrapped around Zara's arm, and Zara's other hand covers it, holding on. They haven't been apart since we found Amina in that facility, haven't let more than a few inches of space open between them. Even now, moving through an unfamiliar building surrounded by strangers, they lean into each other like two plants growing toward the same sun.

      Three months. Amina thought her sister was dead for three months. And Zara spent those same three months tearing herself apart with guilt and fear and the terrible not-knowing that's worse than any certainty.

      Now they're together. Battered and traumatised and carrying wounds that won't show up on any medical examination, but together.

      That's everything.

      Alison catches my eye and tilts her head toward her office. I follow, leaving Abby to help settle the women into the back rooms.

      The office is cluttered with files and coffee cups and the chaos that comes with doing too much with too little for too long. Alison clears a stack of folders from the chair across from her desk and gestures for me to sit.

      “Talk to me,” she says.

      So I do. I tell her about the trafficking, the trials, the pharmaceutical company using refugee women as test subjects because they were vulnerable and isolated and no one would ask questions if they disappeared. I tell her about the facility in Essex, the cells, the medical equipment that looked like something from a nightmare. I tell her about the rescue—edited for content, leaving out the parts that would give her nightmares of her own.

      When I finish, she's quiet for a long moment. Her hands are wrapped around a mug that's probably gone cold, her reading glasses perched on her head making her short blonde hair stick up at odd angles.

      “Twelve women,” she says finally.

      “Yes.”

      “And they're going to need everything. Medical care. Psychological support. Legal representation. Housing. Language services. Immigration lawyers to fight whatever deportation orders might be raised.” She exhales, but it's not a sigh of defeat. More like a runner catching her breath before the next mile. “It's going to take years, Victoria. Years of therapy, years of legal battles, years of rebuilding lives so painfully pulled apart.”

      “I know. And we have the resources to see it through. Suzette's donation will cover everything, for as long as it takes.”

      Alison's eyebrows rise, but she doesn't question it. She accepts now that miracles come from unexpected directions.

      “What about you? How did you get involved in all of this?” Her voice softens. “What do you need?”

      Her questions catch me off guard. I censor myself before I speak, selecting the only question I can answer with information I am free to disclose.

      “I need to know they're going to be okay,” I say. “That's all.”

      Alison reaches across the desk and takes my hand. Her fingers are warm, steady.

      “However this came about, I sense these women are alive because of what you did. Even if you can't share the details.” She squeezes once, then releases me and reaches for her notepad, all business again. “Now. I've got three psychologists who specialise in trauma—they can start assessments over the next few days or whenever the women feel ready. We work to their timetable. Not ours. The immigration lawyer coming in tomorrow is apparently excellent.”

      She keeps talking, outlining plans and resources and the intricate logistics of rebuilding twelve shattered lives, and I feel my shoulders drop. This is the beginning of a path forward. The first steps of a journey that these women won't have to walk alone.

      When we've covered the essentials, I leave Alison to her phone calls and her notepad and go looking for Abby.

      I find her in the back room with Zara and Amina.

      They're sitting on one of the small sofas we use for intake interviews, and Abby is crouched in front of them, holding Zara's hands while she talks in that low, calm voice she uses when she's trying to make someone feel safe. I hang back in the doorway, not wanting to interrupt.

      “They told her I was dead,” Zara is saying, her voice hoarse. “The people at the facility. When Amina asked about me. They said I had died during the surgery. Complications.” Her hand tightens on her sister's waist. “She thought I was dead for almost two months.”

      “I believed them.” Amina's English is hesitant, heavily accented, but the emotion underneath is clear enough. “Why would they lie? They had already taken so much.”

      Abby doesn't offer platitudes. Doesn't try to minimise or explain away. She just holds Zara's hands and listens, and I love her for it. My wife, who can now handle a Glock as well as she handles grief.

      “But you're together now,” she says finally. “And you're going to stay together. We're going to make sure of that.”

      Zara lifts her head. Her dark eyes find me in the doorway. She nods. Recognition, maybe. Or perhaps gratitude.

      “You came for us,” she says. “When no one else would. When the police said we were lying and did nothing.” Her voice cracks, but she keeps going. “You came. We were the lucky, not like some.”

      Zara leans in closer to her sister.

      “Faduma, not lucky,” Amina says her voice little more than a whisper. A single tear rolls down her cheek.

      I move into the room. Sit in the chair across from them.

      “We're going to help you,” I tell them both. “There are lawyers who will fight for your immigration status. Doctors who will treat whatever they did to you. Counsellors who will listen for as long as you need.” I pause. “It won't be quick, or easy. But you won't be alone.”

      Amina says something in Chechen, and Zara responds in the same language before translating.

      “She says she thought there were no more kind eyes left in the world.” A faint smile crosses Zara's face. “She is wrong, I think. There are kind eyes everywhere. You just have to know where to look.”

      Amina leans her head on Zara's shoulder. Zara wraps her arm around her sister's waist. They breathe together, in sync, the way people do when they've known each other their whole lives and never expected to be separated.

      I think about everything they've been through. The trafficking. The lies. The months of not knowing if the other was alive or dead. The facility, the trials, the slow systematic destruction of everything that made them human.

      And I think about what comes next. The therapy sessions and legal battles and long slow process of rebuilding. The nightmares that will wake them in the dark. The triggers they'll discover in unexpected places—a smell, a sound.

      It won't be easy. Recovery never is.

      But they have each other. They have us. They have a whole network of people who are going to fight for them, advocate for them, refuse to let them be forgotten.
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      Imogen

      The heavy odour of ten-day-old bacon grease seeps into the fabric of my coat. Everything in this godforsaken place reeks of disappointment. But I chose it for exactly that reason.

      No one looks twice at anyone in a place like this. The regulars are too focused on their fry-ups and their racing pages to notice two women having a quiet conversation in a back booth. The staff are too underpaid to give a shit.

      The Sunday Sport lies open on the table in front of me, discarded by a previous patron. Though the headline does bring a certain satisfaction.

      SICKO MP BANGED UP OVER DODGY BIRD EXPERIMENTS: Women Used as “Human Guinea Pigs” in Drug Scandal

      The accompanying image: my father, jacket over his head, being led to a waiting car. The line underneath claiming to have found a mass grave on-site seems a little unfair.

      Regardless, it is the beginning of the end for a man who thought himself untouchable.

      Not my problem.

      My phone doesn't buzz anymore. No teasing messages from Katerina to keep me on my toes. She fled. A private charter flight out of Blyth Airfield this morning. Her cleaner broke the news to me when I arrived in a panic earlier. She accompanied her father. They'll be in Russia by now. Not a second thought given to me. No offer to take me with them.

      The bell above the door chimes. I look up.

      She's exactly what I expected. Mid-forties. Blonde hair cut sharp at the jaw. Grey eyes that scan the room like she's expecting to be ambushed at any moment. Out of the two of us, I should be the one to be jumpy.

      She slides into the booth across from me. Doesn't order anything. Just folds her hands on the sticky Formica and waits.

      “You're Imogen,” she says. Not a question.

      “Uh-huh. Seems we have a mutual friend.” I already know the answer. “I was starting to think you weren't interested.”

      “I was vetting you.” Her accent is American. Flat. Midwestern, maybe. “Making sure this wasn't a trap.”

      “It's not a trap. It's a transaction.”

      “So you said in your message.” She tilts her head. “You have information about the whereabouts of Ashley Tremblay. Former CSIS?”

      “I have more than information.” I reach into my bag. Pull out a phone. Set it on the table between us. “I have proof of life.”

      Her expression doesn't change, but something shifts in her eyes. Interest. Hunger. The particular sharpness of a predator who's just caught a scent.

      I tap the screen. A video starts playing.

      Ashley, or Emma as I prefer to call her. Tied to Katerina's bed as my girlfriend—ex-girlfriend now—roughly services her. Her moans are delicious. Such a shame we couldn't keep her. That I couldn't keep any of it.

      “Recorded two days ago,” I say. I pause the video on a clear shot of Ashley's face—flushed, eyes closed, lips parted. She was such a good fuck. “I can tell you where to find her. For a price.”

      The blonde's jaw tightens.

      “How did you get this?”

      “How do you think?” I slip the phone back into my bag. “All that matters, Monica—you don't mind if I call you Monica, do you? Or would you prefer Agent Garrison?”

      She waves off the question. Americans can be so rude.

      “Well, Monica, as I was saying, all that matters is I know where she is. Where she sleeps.”

      “And you're willing to sell that information.”

      “For the right price.”

      Garrison is quiet for a long moment. Outside, rain streaks down windows that haven't been cleaned since the Thatcher era. A lorry rumbles past, shaking the glass.

      “Two thousand,” she says eventually.

      “Two thousand pounds?” My disgust comes out at increased volume and a few heads turn towards us.

      The corners of her eyes crease. “Two thousand dollars. Take it or leave it.” She smiles now, the bitch. “I know who you are. How desperate you are. Two thousand. First and final offer.”

      “Fine.” It is far from fine but she has me over a proverbial barrel. “Just give me my money.”
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      Victoria

      The sheets are Frette & Pratesi. Bespoke, Suzette said, as though thread count matters when you're recovering from kidnapping and psychological torture. But I have to admit, they feel extraordinary against bare skin.

      Soft light filters through the curtains of the master suite at Obsidian Hall. Abby is curled against my left side, her breath warm on my shoulder. Across the bed, Suzette lies propped against the headboard, Amber's head in her lap, fingers absently stroking through her wife's hair.

      We've been here three days. Reconnecting. Pretending that the world outside these walls doesn't exist. The family come and go at will, sometimes joining us and then leaving again.

      “How is Yelena?” I ask.

      Suzette's hand pauses in Amber's hair. “Terrified to leave the house, if you can believe it.”

      “After everything she's been through?”

      “After Irina had to snatch her.” Suzette's mouth twists. “Stupid woman. Walks into Charing Cross Police Station, trades herself for Phillipa's freedom, and then has to be extracted by my twenty-five-year-old daughter who she'd never even met. The indignity alone will keep her from showing her face.”

      Amber snorts. “The irony is Phillipa would have walked free anyway. MI6 couldn't stomach the embarrassment of admitting someone at her level had been compromised. They were going to bury the whole thing.”

      “So Yelena's sacrifice would have been for nothing?”

      “Not nothing.” Suzette resumes her stroking. “She and Phillipa fell more in love. As if that was possible. The question for me was whether that woman has a heart worthy of being won twice. Only time will tell.”

      “Where are they now?”

      “The Faroe Islands.” Suzette smiles at my expression. “I suggested somewhere warmer. The Algarve. The Canaries. Somewhere with decent wine and sunshine. But apparently Yelena's hot flushes make tropical climates unbearable, and Phillipa claims she's always wanted to see puffins.”

      “Puffins.”

      “Puffins.” Suzette shakes her head. “They'll be fine. It's remote enough that no one will find them, and neutral enough that neither MI6 nor Moscow can touch them without creating an international incident. I've bought them a cottage on the coast. Or one of my shell companies has. Phillipa is learning to fish. Yelena is learning to forgive.”

      “And Irina?” I ask.

      Suzette's expression shifts. Softer. More uncertain.

      “Early days,” she says. “Pinning her down is the hard part. One moment she's here, eating toast and criticising my coffee. The next she's vanished for weeks without a word.”

      “She's so...” Abby searches for the word.

      “Blunt?” Amber offers.

      “I was going to say feral. But blunt works too.”

      “She's what my father made her.” Suzette's voice carries no bitterness. Just acceptance. “Years of FSB training doesn't disappear because you've killed the man responsible. She's learning. We're all learning.”

      “And her father?” Abby asks.

      “Is a story for another day, my darling.” Suzette waves off the question.

      Silence settles. Comfortable, easy quiet. Abby shifts against me. Her hand finds my hip under the sheets, thumb tracing slow circles on bare skin.

      “I've been thinking,” she says.

      “Dangerous.”

      “Shut up.” But she's smiling. “About what you said. When they had you. When you didn't know if you'd see me again.”

      I go still. We haven't talked about this. I haven't found the words.

      “I thought about you every second.” My voice comes out rougher than I expected. “Every moment in that cell. Your face. Your laugh. The way you steal the covers and deny it.” I turn my head. Meet her eyes. “You kept me alive, Abby. The thought of coming back to you.”

      Her eyes glisten. “I thought I'd lost you. When they took you. When we didn't know where you were or if you were—” She stops. Swallows. “I've never been that scared. Not ever.”

      “But you came.” I cup her face. “You came for me. All of you.”

      “We always will.” Suzette's voice is quiet. “That's what family does.”

      Family. Not the family I was born into—distant, disapproving, confused by the life I've chosen. But the family I've found. This strange, dangerous, unconventional collection of women who would kill for each other. Who have killed for each other.

      Abby leans in and kisses me. Soft at first. Then deeper. Her hand slides from my hip to my waist, pulling me closer.

      I'm aware of movement across the bed. Suzette shifting. Amber turning.

      When Abby breaks the kiss, I open my eyes to find Suzette watching us. That hungry look she gets, both appraising and appreciative.

      “Don't stop on our account,” she murmurs.

      Amber has rolled onto her stomach, chin propped on her hands. “Please. Continue.”

      Heat floods through me. We've been challenged but never beaten, and we're not broken. We're here. We're alive.

      Abby kisses me again. Harder this time. Her tongue slides against mine as her hand moves up my ribcage, cupping my breast, thumb circling my nipple until it stiffens.

      I hear Suzette whisper something to Amber. Russian. I don't understand the words, but I understand the tone.

      The mattress dips as they move closer. Then Suzette's hand is on my thigh, warm and certain, and Amber is pressed against Abby's back, mouth on her shoulder.

      “Is this okay?” Suzette's breath ghosts across my ear. “We can stop.”

      “Don't you dare stop.”

      Her laugh is low. Dark. “Good.”

      Her hand slides higher. Parts my thighs. I'm already wet and Suzette hums approval when her fingers find the evidence.

      “She's ready,” she tells Amber. Conversational. As though discussing the weather.

      “So is this one.” Amber's voice is muffled against Abby's neck. “Dripping.”

      Abby moans. The sound vibrates through me.

      Suzette's fingers stroke through my folds. Light. Teasing. Not enough.

      “I like that,” I manage.

      “More?”

      “Yes. Touch me. Properly.”

      “I am touching you.”

      “Suzette—”

      She silences me with a kiss. Different from Abby's—more controlled, more deliberate. Her tongue maps my mouth while her fingers continue their maddening exploration, circling my clit without quite making contact.

      Beside us, Amber has flipped Abby onto her back. I catch glimpses between kisses—Amber's dark head between my wife's thighs, Abby's fingers fisted in the sheets, her back arching off the mattress.

      “Watch me,” Suzette commands.

      I watch. Watch her hand disappear between my legs. Watch her expression as she slides two fingers inside me.

      I gasp. She smiles.

      “I love how you respond to my touch.”

      She starts to move. Slow, deep strokes. Her palm grinds against my clit with every thrust. Her mouth finds my throat, teeth grazing the sensitive skin behind my ear.

      “You're so tight.” Her voice is rough now. Less controlled. “So wet. Is this for me? For all of us?”

      “Yes.” The word comes out broken. “All of you.”

      “Good girl.”

      She adds a third finger. The stretch burns for a moment, then dissolves into pleasure so intense my vision blurs. Beside me, Abby cries out—Amber's done something with her tongue that makes her whole body shake.

      “I want to taste her.” Suzette's voice, directed at Amber. “Switch.”

      Suddenly Amber is above me, those dark eyes burning down, and Suzette is settling between Abby's thighs, and the geometry of four bodies rearranges into something new.

      Amber doesn't hesitate. Her mouth descends on mine as her fingers replace Suzette's, finding the same rhythm but deeper. She tastes delicious—sweet, sharp, intoxicating.

      I reach for her. Find her breasts, her nipples, rolling them between my fingers until she groans into my mouth.

      “Fuck,” she breathes. “Yes. Just like that.”

      We touch each other. Pleasure each other. Her fingers inside me, my fingers teasing her, our mouths moving together in a rhythm that builds and builds.

      Beside us, Abby is moaning, pleading, with Suzette's head buried between her legs. My wife grips the low headboard as though it's the only thing keeping her on the bed.

      “She's close,” Amber observes, fingers curling inside me, hitting the spot that wipes me out in seconds rather than minutes. “Listen to her.”

      I listen. Listen to my wife fall apart under Suzette's mouth. Listen to her cry out as she comes, hips bucking, thighs clamping around Suzette's head.

      The sight pushes me closer. Amber feels it—the flutter of my muscles around her fingers, the way my hips start to chase her hand.

      “Not yet.” She slows down. “Together.”

      “I can't⁠—”

      “You can.” She eases back. Withdraws her fingers completely. I whimper at the loss.

      Then she's moving. Rearranging us again. Suddenly I'm on top of her, straddling her, her cock pressed against the entrance of my cunt. The sensation is electric.

      “Move,” she commands.

      I move. Roll my hips down and feel her slide deep inside me. I gasp and start to ride her.

      Suzette appears beside us. Abby too, flushed and trembling from her orgasm. They watch us move together, their hands on each other, on us, touching everywhere they can reach.

      Suzette's fingers find my arse, slick with my own arousal, pressing against the tight ring of muscle. Abby's mouth closes around my nipple, sucking hard. Amber's hands grip my hips, controlling the rhythm, setting the pace.

      Four women. Eight hands. Mouths everywhere.

      I'm drowning in sensation. Can't tell anymore where I end and they begin. Everything is heat and pressure and the obscene wet sounds of our bodies moving together.

      “Now,” Amber says. “Come now.”

      I do. The orgasm tears through me—violent, devastating, endless. I feel Amber shatter beneath me at the same moment, her muscles clenching, her cry mixing with mine.

      Suzette's fingers slip inside me from behind, prolonging it, drawing out every last wave until I'm sobbing, shaking, collapsed on top of Amber with no idea which way is up.

      Someone moves. Someone adjusts. I end up on my back, Abby pressed against one side, Amber against the other. Suzette drapes herself across our legs, breathing hard, a satisfied smile on her face.

      We lie like that for a long time. Four heartbeats gradually slowing. Four bodies tangled together in sheets that will definitely need changing.

      “So,” Suzette says eventually. Her voice is hoarse. “Any regrets?”

      I think about everything that's happened. The trafficking. The trials. The facility. Being kidnapped, held captive, not knowing if I'd ever see my wife again.

      I think about Zara and Amina, holding each other in the Phoenix Project offices. About twelve women who are alive and free because we refused to look away.

      “No regrets.” I mean it. “There are twelve women rebuilding their lives because of what we did. Countless more saved from a similar fate.”

      “And if you had to choose again? Knowing what you know now?”

      I meet Suzette's eyes.

      “I would choose the same. Every time.”

      Suzette smiles. That dangerous, knowing smile I've come to recognise.

      “Good,” she says. “Because I think I might have a new case.”
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