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To those who believed the storm had passed —

only to discover that the darkest shadows

are not cast by war, but by those who survive it.

To the hearts that love fiercely in impossible times,

and the hands that fight long after the world has called it peace.

This is for you.

Cast of Characters

Returning

Nolana — 25. Resistance leader. A woman of fierce courage and hidden wounds. The war made her a hero. The peace will make her something more dangerous.

Alaric — 28. Her partner, her compass, the one man she trusts completely — until trust itself becomes the battlefield.

Lyra — 26. The team's fiercest operative. Betrayal hardened her in Book One. Book Two will test whether some choices can be undone.

Mireille — 24. Quiet, moral, irreplaceable. Her secret romance becomes the team's most dangerous liability.

Ava — 27. Strategist and conscience. Her missing brother resurfaces inside the enemy's network.

New

Viktor Krane — 55. Former German intelligence architect, presumed dead since 1944. Patient, brilliant, and capable of extraordinary violence.

Isolde Vance — 30. Dangerous, beautiful, and impossible to read. She arrives with intelligence that is exactly what the team needs. That is the problem.

General Casimir Holt — 61. Decorated, powerful, politically untouchable. The respectable face of the criminal empire Viktor built.

Emil Breuer — 55. A ghost from Nolana's past. He has been watching her for years. He knows what happened to her parents.

Stefan — 25. Ava's missing brother. Not as missing as everyone believed.

A Note on History

This novel is a work of fiction. However, its world is built upon historical truth.

Vienna, after May 8, 1945 — the day Germany surrendered — was divided into four occupation zones: American, British, French, and Soviet. The historic city centre became an international zone where no single authority fully controlled it. In that political fracture, the black market thrived with astonishing speed.

Berlin was similarly divided. The Tiergarten black market, active by summer 1945, was one of the largest in occupied Europe.

Prague came under Soviet-influenced liberation in May 1945, quickly becoming a corridor between East and West for intelligence operatives and displaced persons.

Zurich, neutral throughout the war, served as a primary financial haven. Swiss banks held accounts connected to various wartime actors — a matter investigated by Allied authorities from 1946 onward.

Istanbul, neutral wartime, became one of the primary escape routes for underground operatives after 1945, its ancient 

––––––––
[image: ]


geography bridging Europe and Asia in ways that made sustained surveillance nearly impossible.

The characters in this novel are fictional. The world they inhabit is not.

— Sirk Mis

Before the Ashes Cool

A Preface

You have been here before.

You stood in the ruins of Vienna as the resistance lit its first flame. You watched Nolana lead her team through impossible nights when courage was the only weapon that mattered. You saw love flicker and hold in the darkest of places. And you were there when the war ended — when the people of that broken city tilted their faces toward a fragile, burning dawn.

But peace, as any survivor will tell you, is not the end of the story. Peace is the most dangerous chapter. Because when the enemy is wearing a uniform, you can identify them. When the gunfire stops and the ruins begin to rebuild themselves, the enemy learns to wear a different face — a kind face, a powerful face, a face that offers a handshake before it reaches for your throat.

Nolana knows this. She has always known that the battle for Vienna was only the beginning.

What follows is darker than what came before. The romance is deeper, the betrayals more precise, the danger more intimate. Viktor Krane does not fight with armies. He fights with secrets, with money, with the patient architecture of a man who has been planning his empire since before the war gave him cover to build it.

This is a story of six cities, each one carrying its own shadow. Of a team tested beyond the limits of loyalty. Of a love that survives jealousy, doubt, and the weight of impossible choices.

And it is a story of a woman who discovers that the greatest mystery she has ever faced is the truth about her own blood.

The ashes of the old war are still warm. The new one has already begun.

— Author
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Part One 
The City of Masks
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Vienna, Austria

June – July 1945
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Chapter 1
THE PEACE THAT LIES
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Vienna, June 1945

The bunting had gone up on the Ringstrasse overnight.

Red, white, and blue streamers — the colours of liberation — hung from every lamppost that still stood, fluttering against the June morning sky like cheerful lies. Somewhere in the second district, a military band played a march that echoed off broken buildings as though the rubble itself were applauding. Flowers had appeared on window ledges that had not held flowers since 1938. Children ran in the streets with small flags they did not entirely understand, waving them with the indiscriminate joy of creatures responding to an atmosphere rather than a meaning.

Vienna was celebrating. Vienna believed the worst was over.

Nolana watched from the shadow of a collapsed archway and felt nothing like celebration.

She was twenty-five years old, standing in the ruins of a city she had spent three years defending, and the thing she felt was not relief or joy or the particular lightness that people described as what liberation felt like. The thing she felt was the cold, patient alertness that had kept her alive through thirty-one months of resistance work — the vigilance that did not respond to military bands or coloured streamers with any adjustment in its watchfulness.

War did not end when someone signed a document. She had learned this. War ended when the last person who profited from it decided to stop. She had not yet met that person.

"You're doing it again," said Alaric, appearing at her shoulder with the quiet ease that still, after everything they had survived together, made her breath catch in ways she had long since stopped fighting.

"What am I doing?" she asked, without taking her eyes from the crowd below.

"Looking at a celebration as though it owes you a confession."

She almost smiled. Almost. "Vienna is flying Allied flags and calling it victory. Two weeks ago there were black market operations running out of every cellar between here and the Prater. The week before that, a resistance fighter I knew — Benedikt Hess, thirty-one years old, father of two daughters — was found floating in the Danube. Staged as a drowning." She turned to look at him. "Does that sound like victory to you?"

His jaw tightened. Below them, a woman in a red dress danced alone on the cobblestones while three Allied soldiers clapped rhythm for her, and the scene was so thoroughly joyful that Nolana felt it as a kind of pressure against her own more complicated relationship with the morning.

"Benedikt worked supply routes," she continued. "Nothing sensitive. Nothing that should have made him a target. Except he had started asking questions about where certain medical supplies were going. Who was receiving them. Who was not." She paused. "Someone decided that question was too dangerous to let live."

"The authorities ruled it accidental," Alaric said.

"Of course they did." The word carried the quiet contempt she reserved for official conclusions designed to prevent inquiry. "No investigation. No follow-up. A man with two children and three years of resistance work behind him, and he is a footnote in a drowning report." She straightened. "Someone with significant operational capability killed Benedikt Hess within the first week of liberation. That is the peace we have won."

"What do you want to do?" Alaric asked.

"I want to find out who killed him," she said. "And I want to find out what he found. Because he found something — I am certain of that. You don't kill a supply-route courier unless he has seen something that matters." She picked up her satchel. "Call the team. Tonight."

His hand caught hers before she moved. Not restraining — simply catching, with the specific warmth and certainty that she had spent a year pretending not to need.

"Nolana."

She stopped. Looked at him.

In the June morning, with the sounds of celebration rising around them, his face was the face he kept for her specifically — open, entirely present, the face he withheld from everyone else and gave to her without appearing to notice the enormity of the giving.

"The war is over," he said quietly. "We survived it. Both of us. All five of us." A pause. "Does any part of you want to feel that? Even for a moment?"

She looked at him. Looked at the morning. Looked at the woman still dancing below, at the children with their incomprehensible flags, at the broken beautiful Vienna celebrating its imperfect peace.

She lifted onto her toes and pressed her lips to his cheek, close to the corner of his mouth, in the way that was theirs alone — not quite a kiss and entirely one.

"Ask me again tonight," she said, "after I know what happened to Benedikt Hess."

She stepped into the brightness of the liberated street. The crowd absorbed her. She moved through it with the particular focused certainty of a woman who already understood that the story everyone around her believed had ended was, in fact, in the opening pages of something entirely new.

She was right. She was almost always right. The city did not yet know what it had inherited with its peace. Nolana was beginning to understand. And understanding, in her experience, was always the beginning of work.

* * *
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Chapter 2
HIS ARMS, HER SILENCE
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Vienna, Mariahilfer Strasse Safehouse — June 1945

The safehouse smelled of old stone and ersatz coffee, and Nolana had never in her life loved a smell more completely.

After thirty-one months of cellars that smelled of mildew and fear, of rooftops that smelled of cold stone and anxious smoke, of the particular acrid quality of buildings that had been on fire recently enough to still carry it in their walls — after all of that, the ordinary smell of a room with a working stove and an intact ceiling was the most extraordinary sensory experience she could recall.

She woke before dawn. She always woke before dawn. Three years of resistance work had rewritten her relationship with sleep — had installed in her a vigilance that did not fully release even in unconsciousness, so that she surfaced into wakefulness at four or five in the morning with the complete and immediate alertness of someone who had learned that the most dangerous hours were the ones spent assuming safety.

She lay still in the half-dark and listened to the city.

The artillery silence was the strangest thing. She had grown so accustomed to calibrating the soundscape against the distant percussion of warfare — the way the air moved differently when explosions were happening somewhere, the way certain qualities of quiet meant certain qualities of danger — that the complete absence of it felt like a missing note. Not peaceful. Strange. A held breath.

Alaric's arm was around her.

This was new. New enough that she had not yet learned to wake without the brief and disorienting heartbeat of surprise — the adjustment to a reality that her sleeping self had apparently not yet fully incorporated. They had been moving toward this for two years. Every stolen moment in dangerous places, every charged silence in stairwells and doorways, every almost and not-yet — all of it had been moving toward this with the specific inevitability of things that are true before they are said. And then the war had ended and the urgency that had compressed everything had released and the thing that had always existed between them had simply, without ceremony, become this.

She had not told him how extraordinary she found it. She was working on it.

She was still watching the ceiling when he stirred.

"Forty minutes," he said, without opening his eyes.

"I've been awake for forty minutes," she agreed. "The ceiling is unremarkable. I've assessed it thoroughly."

A sound from him that was almost a laugh, contained into a breath by the early morning. He opened his eyes and turned his head to look at her — the morning version of his gaze, which was different from the operational version in ways she was still cataloguing. More unguarded. More entirely itself. She found it harder to receive, in certain ways, than the version she was accustomed to.

"What are you thinking about?" he asked.

"Benedikt Hess," she said.

"And?"

"And the black market intelligence Lyra brought last week. Operations that have tripled since V-E Day, running the same routes as under occupation but with different goods and different destinations. Someone reorganized them within days of the surrender." She looked at the ceiling. "That is not improvisation. That is a prepared transition. Someone who expected the war to end and had built the next structure before the current one became inoperative."

"Someone who saw it coming," he said.

"Someone who planned for it years in advance," she said. "Which requires a very specific kind of mind." A pause. "Alaric."

"Mm."

"I don't know how to do this." The plainness of it surprised her. She had intended something more precise, more controlled.

He turned onto his elbow and looked at her properly. "Tell me what you mean."

"This." The gesture she made was helpless in a way she recognised as unfamiliar — the kind of helplessness that emerged only when she had no operational framework to apply to a situation. "The mornings. The waking up together. The — not having something that needs doing at every hour." She stopped. "I have spent three years knowing exactly what every hour required. Every decision had a context. Every action had a weight that explained what to do with it. And now there's—"

"Time," he said.

"Which is completely terrifying."

His mouth curved. "You faced down armed checkpoints without flinching. But peacetime terrifies you."

"Armed checkpoints have predictable variables," she said. "Time does not."

"Then we'll learn it together," he said simply. "How to do peacetime. Whatever that turns out to look like for people like us." He sat up and reached for his clothes. "Which, I suspect, will look like what it already looks like — important work, difficult situations, Vienna at odd hours. Just without anyone actively trying to kill us."

"And without the certainty," she said.

"And with this," he said, and the gesture he made was quiet, indicating the room, the morning, the space between them. "Which I find, for the record, considerably better than certainty."

She looked at him for a long moment. Outside, Vienna was beginning to wake into its second week of peace. The city was breathing, imperfectly, in the particular way that cities breathe when they are still not entirely sure the worst is behind them.

"Make the coffee," she said.

He made the coffee. It was terrible. She drank it in the morning light and found it, in the specific way that terrible things in the right context become perfect, exactly right.

* * *
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Chapter 3
BLACK MARKET BLOOD
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Vienna, Naschmarkt — June 1945

Lyra had always understood that her most useful professional asset was her face.

Not because it was beautiful — it was handsome rather than beautiful, angular and decisive, the face of someone who had been making quick assessments since childhood. But because it communicated, in the precise proportion each situation required, exactly the thing that would cause the person looking at it to relax their guard by the specific percentage needed to make the next thirty seconds possible.

In the Naschmarkt on a grey Tuesday morning in June 1945, what her face communicated was the mild, distracted attention of a woman shopping for vegetables who had not yet decided what she wanted to cook. She moved through the market with the unhurried purposelessness of her cover and the complete focused alertness of her actual purpose, and what she saw confirmed what Nolana had asked her to confirm.

The Naschmarkt in June 1945 had mutated. What had been, under occupation, a collection of individual opportunists working gaps in the supply system had become something different — something that operated with the efficiency of a system designed rather than evolved. The produce stalls were thin but present. The salvaged goods, the clothing, the household items. And underneath all of it, in looks exchanged between certain vendors and certain customers, in packages changing hands with practiced speed, the other market. The one that existed in the spaces between the legitimate commerce.

Penicillin — certainly, the small dark bottles moving between specific pairs of hands with the speed of high-value transactions. Identity documents — the man at the third table had conducted four brief coat-pocket exchanges in twenty minutes. Children's medicines.

The children's medicines were the thing that required her to stop for a moment and manage herself. Three years of resistance work had given her a thorough education in how badly people could behave, but children's medicines moving for profit while somewhere a child waited for them required a specific internal management before she could continue. She managed it. She filed it. She kept moving.

At the southern edge, behind a stall of salvaged kitchen goods, she found Petra Helm — fifty-three years old, most reliable intelligence vendor in the third district, and consistently alive, which in their mutual profession was the credential above all others.

Lyra picked up a dented soup pot. "Too heavy for what you'd get out of it," Petra said, without looking up from her knitting.

"I'll manage," Lyra said.

The silence of two people conducting two conversations simultaneously settled between them.

"Prices are different since the peace," Petra said. Her needles clicked steadily.

"Everything is different," Lyra said.

"Some things were different before the peace was official." The needles continued. "The supply routes. The old operators — the ones who ran channels between the sectors, who kept things moving under occupation. Three of them are dead since V-E Day. Two accidents, one officially a heart attack." Her voice was entirely neutral. "The other two have moved cities. Very sudden decisions."

"The routes themselves?" Lyra asked, examining a ladle.

"Running. Same routes, new management. Very different management." Petra wound her wool with deliberate care. "Where the old operators were flexible — creative, willing to negotiate — the new management is structured. Disciplined. The drivers follow precise instructions and precise timing. They are employees of something, not independent operators."

"What do they carry?"

"That is the interesting thing." A pause. "The selection is specific. Medical supplies at the top of the priority list. A children's hospital in the ninth district has not received its penicillin allocation in eleven days. The supply exists — I know because I know where it went instead. A private clinic in the fourth district whose patient list contains no children." She paused again. "Whoever manages this is not simply profiteering. They are building something. Redirecting supply chains at this scale requires institutional access, requires knowledge of the legitimate distribution system, requires someone inside the system itself."

Lyra filed every word. "The management. A name."

Petra's needles paused for the fraction of a second. "I have heard a name three times in the last two weeks," she said carefully. "Each time from a different source. Each time spoken with the specific quality of a name you are careful about saying." She resumed her rhythm. "Viktor Krane."

The name meant nothing to Lyra. She committed it entirely.

"One other thing," Petra said, very quietly. "There is a man who meets people at the Riesenrad. The old Ferris wheel in the Prater. Older man. Very well dressed. Meets contacts at the top, in the open air, where no surveillance device can be hidden and no approach can be made without being visible from above." She paused. "Three people I know have tried to learn more about him. One stopped asking after a conversation he will not discuss. The other two are no longer in a position to ask anything."

Lyra paid for the ladle. She walked back through the market with the mild distracted face of a woman who hadn't found what she needed. Under it, her mind was moving at the speed she used for things that were genuinely important.

She found a telephone on Mariahilfer Strasse and called the number she had memorised in 1943.

Alaric answered on the third ring.

"It's me," Lyra said. "Tell Nolana the name is Viktor Krane. Tell her the operation is bigger and older than we thought. And tell her—" She paused. "Tell her Petra Helm is afraid. She has never been afraid of anything in three years of this. Nolana needs to know that specifically."

* * *
[image: ]


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE SHADOW SERIES BOOK 2

SHADOW QVEEN NOLANA

SOME WARS END.
'SOME SHADOV_VS SURV]

Thank You
for Your Support

Every copy creates hope.
‘The author's net royalties
help support education
and the fight against
poverty.
=





d2d_images/image001.png
THE SHADOW SERIES - BOOK 2

§HADOW QEEN NOLANA






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





