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The encrypted terminal in Jake Bold’s suite at the Hôtel Martinez in Cannes didn’t ring; it simply pulsed a soft, amber light against the dark mahogany desk. It was 11:42 PM. Outside, the Mediterranean tide rhythmically struck the dark shore of the Croisette, and the distant neon glow of the Palais des Festivals bled through the floor-to-ceiling French doors, casting long, bruised shadows across the Persian rugs.

Jake, twenty-seven, stood before the heavy gilt-edged mirror, his fingers methodically adjusting the silk lapels of a midnight-blue Tom Ford tuxedo. His reflection was a dense, calibrated architecture of lean muscle—six-foot-two of honed power cultivated through rigorous years of collegiate wrestling, grueling camps in Thailand, and high-stakes Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu seminars where an opponent’s limbs would snap like dry pine if you hesitated for even a single fraction of a second. A sharp jawline, piercing hazel eyes that missed nothing, and dark hair falling in artfully disheveled waves completed the picture. He looked every inch the lethal prodigy of modern intelligence.

Yet, beneath his cold operational exterior, the one thing that truly fired his blood—the absolute, unyielding hunger that drove him past the boundaries of standard field work—was the silver-haired aristocracy of the global elite. Women in their seventies. Women who had survived men’s wars, whose bodies carried the quiet, devastating ruthlessness of centuries of wielding absolute power.

He turned from the mirror and tapped the terminal’s mechanical keyboard. The screen flickered to life, transferring five million euros into an anonymous Cayman escrow account. The message beneath the confirmation was glacial and direct:

Agent 77. The Janus Protocol is live. Recover it from Claire de Montfort. Elysium Gala, Hôtel de Paris, Monaco, tonight. Do not underestimate her. She buries men who look like you for sport.

Jake let out a low whistle, a predatory grin splitting his face as he locked his gaze on the glowing monitor. “Buries them, does she? Sounds like my kind of graveyard.”

He checked his custom suppressed Walther PPK, slid a ceramic folding blade seamlessly into his cummerbund, and stepped out into the damp, salty night. An hour later, the Aston Martin V8 Vantage tore along the coastal corniche, its tires hissing against the asphalt as the cliffs dropped away into the black, glittering abyss of the sea.

The Elysium Gala inside the Hôtel de Paris was an intoxicating orgy of old money, heavy perfume, and stolen diamonds. Chandeliers dripped with cascading Bohemian crystal; men in bespoke Italian wool moved like sharks, while women were draped in emeralds and sapphires that could comfortably buy small sovereign nations.

Jake strolled past private security with a forged passport so flawless it would have fooled the Vatican. He accepted a crystal flute of Dom Pérignon from a passing waiter, his hazel eyes sweeping the opulent ballroom with the patient, unblinking stillness of a tiger tracking prey through high grass.

Then he saw her.

On the private marble terrace overlooking the sprawling casino gardens stood Claire de Montfort. Seventy-two years old, yet she was an absolute masterpiece of lethal, unyielding elegance. The backless gown of liquid gold lamé clung to her tall, statuesque frame like liquid fire, mapping every contour of her enduring physical presence. Her silver hair was swept up into a severe, regal chignon that exposed a long, aristocratic throat adorned with a choker of flawless South Sea pearls. Fine, delicate lines webbed her eyes and softened her jaw in the most breathtaking way possible—the unmistakable marks of a life lived relentlessly at the absolute edge of power. Her breasts, heavy and full even in her seventies, strained against the metallic satin, her dark, peaked nipples faintly visible through the thin, shimmering fabric. She held a crystal flute between long, manicured fingers, listening with cool, bored amusement as a terrified Swiss banker babbled nervously beside her.

Jake’s pulse slammed violently into his groin. God, she’s magnificent. Heat pooled low in his belly, instantly thickening his cock beneath the tailored tuxedo trousers until it strained hard against the fabric.

He didn’t wait for an invitation, nor did he hesitate. He walked straight through the sliding glass doors onto the terrace, stepping deliberately into their private perimeter. Claire dismissed the banker with one subtle, dismissive flick of her wrist. The man fled like a rabbit scenting a wolf.

She turned her head slowly. Dark, piercing eyes locked onto Jake. There was no surprise in her expression—only a chilling, highly analytical curiosity.

“You’re trespassing, Mr. Bold,” she said, her voice a low, gravelly alto that recalled crushed velvet and expensive bourbon. “Or are you remarkably suicidal?”

Jake leaned casually against the stone balustrade, taking a slow, measured sip of his champagne. “Depends entirely on who you ask, Claire. My mother thinks I’m an absolute delight. The triad bosses in Bangkok? Not quite so much.”

She arched a perfectly groomed, silver-dusted eyebrow. A slow, dangerous smile curved her painted lips. “Agent 77. I wondered when my little invitation would finally drag you out of the woodwork. They told me you were young... but seeing you up close... you’re practically a boy playing soldier.”

“A boy who happens to know you’re sitting on a flash drive called the Janus Protocol,” he countered, his voice dropping an octave into a low murmur. “And my clients want it back before breakfast.”

Claire chuckled, the sound rich, dark, and vibrating with suppressed amusement through the night air. She stepped closer until he could instantly smell her—vintage Chanel layered over expensive skin, carrying the faint, intoxicating musk of a woman who had come alive specifically for this confrontation. Her fingers, tipped with a massive, antique emerald ring, traced the silk lapel of his jacket in a deliberate, testing gesture.

“You have extraordinary nerve, Jake,” she whispered, her eyes burning directly into his. “Men twice your age tremble like schoolboys when I walk into a room. And you stand here, smelling of gunpowder and cheap bravado, trying to rob me.”

“I’m not trying, Claire,” he murmured, leaning down slightly to drink in the weathered beauty of her cheeks and the razor-sharp intelligence blazing in her gaze. “I’m succeeding.”

Before she could deliver her retort, the heavy terrace doors exploded open. Three armed operatives in tactical black flooded the marble balcony, silenced submachine guns raised and locked on target.

“Don’t move!” the lead operative snarled in a thick Russian accent. “De Montfort! Hand over the case!”

Jake didn’t blink. His body dropped instantly into a low, coiled posture. As the muzzle of the submachine gun swung toward his chest, he launched a devastating Muay Thai roundhouse kick that connected with sickening precision against the gunman’s jaw. Bone cracked like dry timber. The man dropped unconscious before his body even hit the mosaic floor.

The second operative fired instantly. A silenced bullet chipped the ancient marble inches from Jake’s ear, showering his shoulder with dust. Jake closed the distance in a terrifying blur, executing a textbook double-leg takedown that slammed the mercenary hard onto the stone. He transitioned instantly into a suffocating rear-naked choke, squeezing with relentless hydraulic pressure until the man’s eyes rolled back and his limbs went slack.

The third operative panicked, raising his weapon toward Claire.

Claire moved with shocking, predatory grace—seventy-two years of age or not. With fluid velocity, she swung her heavy, reinforced silver clutch bag in a vicious arc across the man’s temple. He staggered backward, stunned. Jake was already there, driving a piston-like elbow straight into the solar plexus. The mercenary collapsed like a deflated accordion, gasping for air.

Immediate silence fell across the terrace, broken only by the distant, swinging notes of jazz drifting out from the grand ballroom.

Jake stood over the three motionless bodies, breathing evenly, his tuxedo jacket slightly rumpled. He turned back to Claire.

She stood tall and unyielding, her chest heaving heavily beneath the liquid gold lamé dress, a wild, wicked gleam flashing in her dark eyes. She looked down at the unconscious men, then slowly up at Jake, her lips parted in a breathless, deeply appreciative grin.

“Well,” she whispered, running a trembling hand through her silver hair as her voice dropped to a husky, resonant purr. “It seems you are significantly more than just a pretty face, Agent 77.”

Jake methodically holstered his Walther, dusting microscopic specks of debris from his sleeve. “I told you, Claire. I always deliver.”

Claire stepped directly into his personal space, her movements deliberate and electric. Her hand slid up his chest, her long fingers tangling in his dark hair, gripping the back of his neck with absolute authority. “Come to my villa in Saint-Tropez tomorrow night,” she commanded, her breath hot and sweet against his ear. “If you want the Janus Protocol, you’ll have to take it from me yourself.”
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