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For those who choose to stay, even when leaving would be easier.
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Blurb
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Some agreements are meant to be temporary.

Until they start revealing everything you were never supposed to see.

Freya van Dijk built her career capturing the truth through her lens. Distance keeps her safe. Observation gives her control. Getting involved has never been part of the plan.

Ethan Carter has spent years working within systems most people don’t even know exist. Precision, control, and calculated decisions define everything he does. Trust is not part of his process.

When a classified assignment brings them together in Amsterdam, nothing about it feels accidental. What begins as a professional arrangement quickly turns into something far more complicated.

A hidden network.

A system designed to watch, predict, and influence.

And a truth that puts Freya at the center of it all.

As boundaries blur and control begins to slip, staying detached is no longer na option. The closer they get to the truth, the more dangerous it becomes to walk away.

Because some choices are not about safety.

They are about what you are no longer willing to lose.

And some things...

Are no longer open for negotiation.
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Chapter 1: The Assignment
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Amsterdam moved gently into morning, as if the city had no interest in rushing toward anything.

Light filtered through a thin layer of clouds, soft and diffused, turning the canals into shifting mirrors. Narrow houses leaned toward the water, their reflections bending with every ripple. Somewhere nearby, coffee beans were being ground, the scent warm against the cool air.

Freya van Dijk stood at the edge of a canal, her camera steady in her hands.

She watched.

She always watched first.

Across the water, a couple paused beside a row of bicycles. The woman laughed, her head tilting back just slightly, while the man leaned closer, drawn in without hesitation. There was no distance between them. No calculation.

Freya raised the camera.

Adjusted the focus.

Held the frame.

Her finger rested lightly against the shutter, but she didn’t press it.

Something in the image resisted her.

Not the light. Not the composition.

The ease.

Her grip loosened, and the camera lowered again.

“Not real,” she murmured.

The words came automatically, quiet and certain, like something she had stopped questioning a long time ago.

She turned away before the moment could settle into anything that asked too much of her.

Capturing truth had never been the problem.

Believing in it had always been.

Her phone vibrated inside her coat pocket, sharp against the stillness.

She slipped it free and glanced at the screen.

Unknown number.

Freya hesitated, thumb hovering for a fraction longer than necessary. Most people who needed her knew better than to call without warning.

The phone buzzed again.

Insistent.

She answered.

“Freya van Dijk.”

A brief pause followed, deliberate enough to register.

“This is Horizon Initiative.”

Something in her posture shifted, subtle but immediate.

Of course.

Freya stepped away from the canal, boots brushing damp stone as a cyclist passed behind her, the quick chime of a bell cutting cleanly through the morning quiet.

“I wasn’t expecting a call,” she said.

“You were selected for a new assignment.”

No introduction. No attempt at persuasion.

Freya’s gaze drifted back toward the water, unfocused.

“I’m listening.”

“Environmental documentation. Amsterdam sector.”

A faint line formed between her brows.

“I’m already here.”

“Yes. That is part of the reason.”

The phrasing lingered.

Freya angled slightly toward the street, scanning movement without truly seeing it.

“And the other part?”

A measured pause.

“You will not be working alone.”

That wasn’t unusual. Horizon projects often required collaboration, even when it complicated things.

Her tone remained even.

“Who’s the partner?”

“Dr. Ethan Carter.”

The name meant nothing to her.

Which, somehow, made it worse.

“What’s his field?”

“Environmental science.”

Freya exhaled, quiet but controlled.

Different priorities. Different methods. Different ways of deciding what mattered.

“Let me guess,” she said. “He collects data. I capture what people miss. And we’re expected to agree on what’s important.”

“That will be part of the evaluation.”

Of course it would.

Freya’s attention shifted back to the canal. The couple had disappeared, leaving only a faint disturbance across the surface of the water.

“Send me the details.”

“They have already been sent.”

Freya pulled the phone from her ear just enough to check her inbox.

A new message waited at the top.

Horizon Initiative.

She opened it.

At first, she scanned out of habit.

Then her pace slowed.

Then stopped.

Freya read the same line again, more carefully this time.

Her expression remained neutral.

But something inside her stilled.

“That’s not standard,” she said.

“No,” the voice replied.

Silence stretched, thin but deliberate.

Freya’s gaze sharpened slightly.

“You want us to present as a couple.”

It wasn’t a question.

“It is a requirement.”

Her fingers tightened almost imperceptibly around the phone.

“For access?” she asked.

“For credibility. Certain institutions respond differently to established personal partnerships.”

Freya didn’t answer right away.

The air felt cooler now, or maybe she was simply more aware of it.

“And if I decline?”

“You forfeit the assignment.”

A beat.

“And future consideration.”

There it was.

Freya closed her eyes briefly, just long enough to steady the shift happening beneath the surface.

When she opened them again, her voice was calm.

“When do we meet?”

“Two hours. Details are in the file.”

The line went quiet.

Freya lowered the phone slowly, her gaze returning to the canal.

Nothing had changed.

The water still moved the same way. The city carried on without hesitation.

But something had shifted.

She looked down at the email again, her attention settling on the single condition she hadn’t expected.

Not the assignment.

Not the partner.

The arrangement.

Her hand brushed against the camera at her side, grounding, familiar.

Across the canal, a man adjusted his bike, unaware of being observed.

For a moment, she considered lifting the camera again.

Then she stopped.

It wasn’t the scene that held her attention anymore.

It was the implication she couldn’t ignore.

Working with a stranger was one thing.

Pretending to trust him was another.

Freya let her hand fall away from the camera.

Some assignments demanded skill.

Others required distance.

This one would ask for something she had spent years avoiding.

Trust.
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