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​Chapter One - The Red Mask
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The gala smelled like money and secrets, which was to say it smelled like every other gala Arden Sterling had ever attended, infiltrated, or survived.

Arden stood at the second-floor balustrade of the Montclair estate, one gloved hand resting on the polished marble rail, looking down at the sea of silk and champagne below with the expression of a person who owned not just the room, but the concept of the room. The crimson Dior gown was doing exactly what it was designed to do: command space. The platinum updo was engineered to add presence to an already considerable height. The lipstick — Sterling Red, a custom shade that had appeared in exactly one fashion magazine under Arden's mother's name — was the final seal on a persona that had taken years to perfect and felt, tonight as on every other night, like wearing a cage made of glass.

No one below would guess that the socialite at the rail had spent the morning field-stripping a suppressed pistol, or that the elegant right hand was holding a champagne flute only to keep itself from reaching for the earpiece that sat, dormant and waiting, in Arden's left ear.

"Sterling." The voice in the earpiece was flat, transatlantic, clipped to its essential syllables. Arthur Penhaligon, speaking from whatever surveillance van was parked three streets over. "Target is entering from the east terrace. He will reach the central gallery in four minutes."

Arden did not move. Moving too quickly was what amateurs did.

"Acknowledged," Arden said, barely parting their lips. The couple nearest to them on the balcony noticed nothing. They never did.

Below, the Montclair gala swirled on in its expensive, oblivious orbit. Politicians recycled handshakes. Art dealers whispered valuations to people who didn't know what art was. A string quartet in the far corner performed Vivaldi with the grim precision of a firing squad. Arden tracked fourteen faces in the crowd simultaneously, the way a person tracks the weather — not with effort, but with the continuous, low-level vigilance of someone who has learned that the sky can change without warning.

The target was a man named Bellamy Duvall. Fifty-two, gray-templed, with a politician's handshake and a private collector's appetite. He carried, in the breast pocket of his dinner jacket, a data chip containing the first fragment of what Arden's family handlers were calling the Gilded Scion Index — the access architecture for a surveillance system that their dead matriarch had spent thirty years and several billion dollars building beneath the world's notice. A digital master-key. A godhead made of code.

The Inheritance.

Arden did not want the Inheritance. They had not wanted it the day their grandmother's lawyers had walked into their apartment and placed a manila folder on the kitchen counter with the kind of careful silence that precedes a sentence being handed down. They did not want it any more now than they had then. But the Sterling name came with obligations the way a knife came with an edge, and Arden had learned, very young, that the edge did not care about your preferences.

"Two minutes," said Arthur.

Arden set down the champagne flute, untouched, on the tray of a passing waiter. Turned from the balustrade with the unhurried grace of someone who moved through luxury the way water moved through stone — not fighting it, simply occupying it — and descended the curving staircase into the gallery below.

The dress moved beautifully. It was designed to. Everything Arden wore in the field was designed to move beautifully, and Arden had long since stopped taking any pleasure in that fact.

The central gallery was a cathedral of acquisition: marble columns, museum-lit canvases, the fossil record of old money dating back three generations of Montclairs who had confused possession with culture. Arden drifted through it, accepting a fresh glass from another tray, catching their own reflection in the darkened glass of an adjacent frame — the platinum hair, the composed expression, the lipstick that was and had always been a military color — and felt, as they always did in these moments, the particular dissociation of performing a version of yourself so consistently that the performance becomes indistinguishable from the person.

The question, of course, was whether there was still a person left underneath.

Arden had stopped asking that question on most days. It was unproductive. Tonight, though, there was a thread of something — not quite feeling, but the residue of it — tugging at the base of their sternum as they positioned themselves near a Flemish oil painting of a woman who looked as though she were tolerating her own portrait. Arden understood the feeling exactly.

Bellamy Duvall entered from the east passage at three minutes and forty-seven seconds. Ahead of schedule, which meant he was nervous, which meant he knew he was being watched. Interesting.

He was shorter in person than in his file photographs. They usually were. He moved through the gallery with the specific speed of a man trying to look casual while going somewhere urgently, which was a behavioral contradiction that Arden found both useful and aesthetically offensive.

Arden drifted into his path with the naturalism of a collision that had been engineered down to the inch.

The shoulder contact was light. The champagne from Duvall's glass did not spill — Arden's hand had ensured that before it could happen, a steadying touch at his elbow that looked reflexive but was a calculated physical intrusion into his personal space, calibrated to trigger the automatic recoil-and-apologize response in a man who valued social standing above self-awareness.

"Oh — forgive me," said Arden. The voice was warm, cultivated, the mid-Atlantic accent that the Sterling family had maintained for three generations like a coat of arms. "I'm absolutely hopeless in a crowd."

Duvall's expression reshuffled through irritation, recognition, and the specific recalibration that men like him performed when they realized they were speaking to someone whose name meant something. "Arden Sterling." He smiled with the practiced warmth of the professionally networked. "I don't believe we've met in person."

"I believe we haven't," Arden agreed, "which is a gap I've been meaning to address."

The conversation that followed was forty-seven seconds long. It needed to be. Arden laughed once at an observation of Duvall's that was not amusing, touched his arm twice more at intervals that felt organic, and by the time they parted with the ritual exchange of cards — Duvall's monogrammed, Arden's a clean sterling-gray with only a number — the data chip had completed its brief journey from breast pocket to the slim secondary pocket sewn into the interior seam of the Dior gown.

"Acquired," Arden said, under the sound of the Vivaldi.

"Clean," said Arthur, in the earpiece. "Exit is clear. Good work, Sterling."

Arden did not respond to that.

They moved toward the terrace exit at the unhurried pace of a socialite stepping out for air, accepted the light wrap that a coat-check attendant produced from what seemed like nowhere, and stepped out into the cold November dark of the estate's rear garden.

The night air hit like a correction.

Arden stood still for a moment on the empty terrace, the party noise a muffled, expensive blur behind the glass doors, and breathed. Just breathed. It was a thing they allowed themselves only in these transitional moments — the thirty-second gap between performance and extraction, between the mask and the vehicle, between the gallery and the surveillance van where Arthur would be waiting with a debrief and that particular brand of professional validation that sounded like approval and felt like a transaction.

They looked at their reflection in the dark glass of the terrace door. The Sterling Red lips. The platinum hair. The composed, expressionless face of someone the world had decided was a particular kind of person long before that person had any say in the matter.

Arden looked away.

The car was at the garden gate. The driver was Agency — one of Arthur's people, not Arden's, but that distinction had blurred so thoroughly over the years that Arden had mostly stopped tracking it. They got in without speaking. The estate receded in the rearview.

Forty minutes later, Arden was at the safehouse.

It was a flat in the Seventh Arrondissement, the kind of tasteful, minimal space that served as the Agency's idea of appropriate accommodation for an asset of Arden's standing: high ceilings, good bones, and the complete impersonality of a place that had never been anybody's home. Arden walked through it the way they always walked through safehouses — noting exits, checking sightlines, a procedural habit so deeply embedded it barely registered as thought — and went to the bedroom.

The jewelry came off first.

This was always first. The earrings — heavy drops, chosen for the profile, meaningless to Arden — came free with a relief so specific it was almost physical. The necklace. The ring, plain gold, worn on the fourth finger per the cover story of a recent engagement to a Viennese industrialist that the Agency had fabricated in a boardroom two months ago. Each piece went into a small leather case on the dresser with the brisk efficiency of someone disarming.

Then the updo. Seven pins, removed one by one, releasing the weight of platinum hair that fell to the shoulder blades and was immediately, instinctively, pushed back and away from the face with both hands.

The gown was last. The hidden seam gave up the data chip first — placed on the dresser, next to the jewelry case — and then the dress itself was stepped out of, hung with automatic precision, and replaced with a binder and a pair of tactical pants that had been folded on the edge of the bed since that morning. The transformation took four minutes. It felt, as it always felt, like the exhale at the end of a very long breath.

Arden stood in front of the full-length mirror in the corner of the room and looked at themselves.

The lipstick was still on. It was always the last thing.

They stood there looking at it for a moment, at the precise line of it, the deliberateness of that color against pale skin — their grandmother's shade, inherited like the name, like the estate, like the surveillance network currently sitting on the dresser in a chip the size of a thumbnail.

Arden picked up a tissue from the bedside table and held it against their mouth for a moment without wiping. Then set it down. Not yet.

There was still a briefing to receive.

The secure tablet on the desk lit up at precisely 22:00, as scheduled. Arthur Penhaligon appeared on screen in the high-contrast light of the surveillance van: gray-suited, silver-haired, with the eyes of a man who had been in the industry long enough to stop finding anything surprising and had mistaken that desensitization for wisdom.

"Good evening," he said. "First: the chip has been verified remotely. The data is intact. First fragment of the Gilded Scion Index is now in Sterling custody."

"How many fragments remain?"

"Two. The second is held by a contact in the Bellassare circuit. The third is held by a dealer in Monaco. The fourth is embedded in the Inheritance itself — in the vault." Arthur paused, and Arden recognized the pause. It was the pause before something unwelcome. "There has been a development."

Arden said nothing. They had learned, years ago, that silence was the most efficient way to accelerate a revelation.

"The Bellwright Agency has been monitoring the Inheritance," Arthur said. "They believe the vault's biometric seals can only be opened by two people simultaneously: a Sterling heir and an authorized partner."

"I'm aware of the mechanism. My grandmother was very fond of failsafes."

"Then you'll understand why the handover will require a partner." Arthur's expression did not change. It never changed. "A co-inheritor. Someone who can complete the biometric sequence at your side."

"You're proposing a joint operation."

"The Bellwright Agency has proposed it. Director Helena Vane. She has an asset she considers suitable — a field operative, young, vetted for the specific biometric profile the vault requires." Arthur's pause this time was infinitesimally shorter. "She is proposing a cover that will satisfy both the vault's requirements and the social architecture of the Montclair circle, through whom the estate's formal recognition process must pass."

Arden looked at the tablet. "What cover."

"A marriage."

The word sat in the room.

"No," said Arden.

"The vault requires it. The recognition process requires it. The biometric lock was built around—"

"I understand what it was built around," Arden said, with the flat precision of someone who had already processed the information and was refusing it on principle rather than ignorance. "My grandmother built it to ensure that the heir could not operate the key alone. She was very concerned about consolidation of power." A pause. "Ironic, given."

"Arden."

"Who is the operative?"

Arthur glanced at something off-screen. "Her name is Romy Vance. Twenty-three. Former foster-system placement, recruited by the Bellwright Agency at eighteen. Strong field record for her experience level. No family. No external ties." He looked back at the camera. "Clean."

Arden thought about that word. Clean. The way Arthur said it, it meant unencumbered. Available. Ready to be used.

"What does she know about the vault?"

"What Vane has told her. The general shape of the Inheritance. Enough to execute the cover."

"And what does she know about me?"

"Everything in your public profile. Nothing beyond it."

Which meant she knew about the Dior gowns and the engagement rumors and the Viennese industrialist. Which meant she knew about the Sterling name and the socialite persona and the crimson lipstick. Which meant she knew nothing at all.

"The joint briefing is in four days," Arthur said. "The cover will be established at a secure facility before the Montclair social calendar resumes. There is a gala at the Bellassare estate in three weeks. You will attend as a married couple."

"We'll be strangers in three weeks."

"You'll be professionals in three weeks. That will suffice."

Arden looked at the tissue on the bedside table. At the lipstick still precise on their face. At the data chip on the dresser, small and bright as a promise that had curdled somewhere in the making.

"There's something else," Arden said. It was not a question.

Arthur's expression did not change. "Protocol 6 is active. If the mission is compromised — if either party presents an unacceptable risk to the handover — the standing order is elimination. The asset responsible will be evaluated per standard criteria." He met Arden's eyes through the screen. "This applies to both parties."

Meaning: Arden was authorized to eliminate Romy Vance if necessary.

Meaning: someone, somewhere, had decided the same authorization applied in reverse.

"Understood," said Arden.

The briefing concluded. The screen went dark. Arden sat in the quiet of the safehouse and looked at the room — the jewelry on the dresser, the chip beside it, the gown on its hanger, the long mirror in the corner.

Then they picked up the tissue and, finally, wiped the lipstick off.

The color came away in a clean, decisive line across the white. Sterling Red, smearing into nothing.

Arden dropped the tissue in the bin, looked at their own face in the mirror — pale and bare and entirely themselves for approximately twelve hours before the mask would have to go back on — and thought about the word that Arthur had used.

Clean.

A twenty-three-year-old with no family and no external ties and a strong field record, being sent into a vault with the heir to a surveillance godhead, under a cover that required legal marriage, with a standing kill order attached to the assignment like a condition in a contract.

Arden picked up a small glass from the bedside table, poured two fingers of scotch from the bottle in the nightstand drawer, and drank it standing up, looking out the window at the Paris lights.

They were, they reflected, going to need to be much better at being a person than they had been in a very long time.

Or, at the very minimum, at pretending to be one.
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​Chapter Two - The Cost of a Home
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The simulation was running for the third time, and the civilian was going to die again.

Romy knew this because she had killed him twice already. Not with intention, and not with a weapon, but with the specific, surgical decision to prioritize mission objective over collateral risk, which was exactly what the drill required and exactly what her body refused to execute without a perceptible hesitation that the Agency's scoring system registered, in both previous runs, as a liability.

The training room was a white-walled construct in the basement of Bellwright Agency's London facility: low-lit, climate-controlled, and currently rendered as a Monaco street scene by the projection system lining all four walls. The detail was remarkable — cobblestones, afternoon light, a crowd of generated faces, the smell of salt-and-diesel that the environmental system piped in through the vents. The Agency's simulation architecture had been described, in the orientation materials Romy had memorized at eighteen, as "experientially indistinguishable from the field." Romy had written a note in the margin of her orientation packet at the time that said: does anyone ever relax in the field?

The target was a generated man in a gray jacket moving through the crowd toward a drop point. The civilian was a generated child, six or seven years old, positioned between Romy and a clean shot at the target, placed there by the algorithm with a precision that suggested the program had been written by someone who had very strong opinions about what agents should be willing to sacrifice.

The shot window was eleven seconds.

Romy held her position behind the simulated market stall, her training weapon — weighted and loaded with tracking ammunition — raised and steady, her eye on the target through the scope. The child moved. The window narrowed to seven seconds. The target's hand reached for the simulated drop point.

Romy lowered the weapon, stepped left, broke cover, reached the child, pulled her out of the sightline, and took the shot at four seconds.

The round hit six centimeters off-center. Target neutralized, civilian unharmed, extraction compromised because Romy had exposed her position.

The simulation froze.

"End of run," said the room.

The projection walls went white again. The Monaco light dissolved into the flat, clinical overheads. Romy stood in the empty training room, lowered her weapon, and breathed out slowly through her nose.

"Vance."

Director Helena Vane was standing at the observation window, which overlooked the training floor from a raised gallery on the room's north side. She was a tall woman, late fifties, with the posture of someone who had once had excellent posture and had decided to maintain it as a point of principle even when the rest of her had grown considerably harder and more compressed. Her suits were always gray. Her hair was always silver and sharply geometrical. Her eyes, when she turned them on you, made you feel as though you had just been added to a spreadsheet.

"Third run," Vane said. Not a question.

"Third run," Romy confirmed.

"Your shot landed."

"Late."

"Your civilian survived."

"She wasn't supposed to be my priority."

Vane considered this. She did it in the specific way of a person who had long since made up their mind about the answer but was willing to allow a pause in which the other party might arrive at the same conclusion independently, as a courtesy.

"Sit down, Vance."

There was a metal chair in the corner of the training floor, the kind of chair that existed not for comfort but for the performance of serious conversations. Romy sat. She was still holding the training weapon, which she set on the floor beside her chair with the careful deliberateness of someone who had been taught to treat even inert objects as potential liability.

She was, she was aware, still breathing slightly harder than the situation warranted. The simulation was over. The child was not real. The Monaco street was a projection. The target had been a generated model of a man whose face had been algorithmically assembled from a database of anonymized surveillance photographs.

None of this information reliably reached the part of Romy's nervous system that had spent the last four and a half years being trained, because that part still interpreted small six-year-olds in the path of rifles as problems that required immediate resolution, mission parameters be damned.

Vane descended from the gallery and walked across the training floor with the particular economy of movement that Romy had always associated with people who never wasted energy on anything. She stopped three feet in front of Romy's chair, clasped her hands behind her back, and looked at Romy the way someone looked at a piece of equipment they were uncertain was fit for purpose.

"Your emotional attachment to collateral contacts is a pattern," Vane said.

"I know."

"It is not, in itself, a fatal liability. Some of our best interrogators have it. The agency's psychological profile team calls it a 'high empathy index.' They consider it a tool." Vane's pause had a texture, like very fine-grit sandpaper. "When it is correctly applied."

"I understand."

"Do you?" Vane drew a chair of her own from against the wall, set it in front of Romy's, and sat down. This was unusual. Vane did not, typically, sit for conversations that could be conducted from a position of height. It meant something, and Romy had enough operational instinct by now to recognize the shift in register without being entirely sure what it signified.

"I want to speak to you about a field assignment," Vane said.

Romy's shoulders settled minutely. This was the conversation. She had known there was going to be a conversation — there was always a conversation that followed the third simulation failure, but this one had the specific gravity of something that was not about the simulation at all.

"I'm listening," Romy said.

Vane looked at her steadily. Her eyes, Romy had noted in their first meeting three years ago, never quite focused on the person she was speaking to — they tracked slightly to the left, as though the more important conversation was happening just beside the one she was having. It had taken Romy a full year to stop finding this unsettling and start reading it as what it probably was: a habit of peripheral surveillance so embedded it had become resting state.

"There is an operation in progress," Vane said. "Complex, long-lead, requiring a specific operational profile. The asset must be able to operate in high-society environments — European social circuit, charity galas, old-money gatherings. Must present as credible within those environments without significant preparation time." She paused. "Must have a documented empathy response that functions on a very specific target."

Romy waited.

"The target is Arden Sterling."

The name was known to her. The Sterlings had featured in the Agency's briefing materials since Romy's third year of training, appearing in the peripheral architecture of approximately six ongoing operations that she was aware of. The name represented old money, older secrets, and a family legacy that several intelligence services had been orbiting for decades without getting close enough to act on. Arden was the heir — the one they never quite got a full profile on, the one who appeared at galas in designer gowns and disappeared before anyone could attach a credible secondary identity to the photographs.

"I know the file," Romy said.

"Then you know what the Inheritance is."

"A surveillance architecture. Classified under the Gilded Scion designation. Multi-part access, biometric locks, incomplete documentation."

"What our intelligence has confirmed," Vane said, "is that the vault requires two people to open: a Sterling heir, and a designated partner. The partner's biometric data must be registered in advance, through a specific social process that the Sterling family embedded in the system as an authentication requirement." She looked at Romy with the expression of someone dealing a card they have been holding for the entire game. "That process is marriage."

Romy did not say anything for a moment.

"The Sterlings," Vane continued, "maintained a traditionalist social architecture around the estate's recognition systems. The co-inheritor must be legally bonded to the heir before the vault will register the second biometric." She uncapped a pen, which she did not appear to need, and set it on her knee. "We are proposing a joint operation with the Sterling faction. Their handlers have agreed to the structure. Arden Sterling will present as the heir. Our agent will present as their partner."

"Their spouse," Romy said.

"Their spouse." Vane's tone did not change. "For the duration of the operation. Legally documented. Socially established across the relevant circles. Convincing on a physical and behavioral level to individuals who have, in some cases, known the Sterling family for generations."

Romy looked at the training floor. At the weapons rack on the east wall. At the chair under her, which was uncomfortable in a way she was becoming more aware of the longer she sat in it.

"You want someone who can pass as Arden Sterling's wife," she said.

"I want someone who can make Arden Sterling believe in the marriage enough to open the vault," Vane said, with a precise, hairline distinction that Romy filed immediately.

"That's different."

"Yes."

"You need someone who can get past her defenses."

"They are extraordinary," Vane said. "The Sterling family spent considerable resources ensuring that the heir's social performance is impenetrable. Arden is, by every assessment, the most effectively masked operator in their family's history." She paused. "Most people bounce off them. The right person won't."

"You think I'm the right person."

Vane looked at her, and for once the peripheral tracking stilled, and Romy felt the full weight of the director's assessment landing squarely on her.

"Your empathy index," Vane said, "is the highest we've recorded in an active field agent in eleven years. You have an instinctive capacity to reach people who have fortified themselves against connection. You don't do it through deception." She paused, and something in the pause had an almost-admiring quality, which from Vane was disquieting enough that Romy noted it carefully. "You do it by being genuinely present. It is a remarkable gift and an operational liability, and in this specific case, it is exactly what is required."

Romy turned this over. She had been called a liability enough times that the word had its own groove in her awareness, a familiar low-grade friction. Being told it was an asset by Helena Vane was a specific and strange sensation.

"What's the mission objective?" she asked.

"Secure access to the Gilded Scion Index. Once the vault is open, we retrieve the surveillance architecture before the Sterling family can operationalize it." Vane's tone remained level. "The Index in private hands represents a global security threat. In Agency control, it becomes a strategic resource of incalculable value."

"And Arden Sterling?"

"Is an obstacle," Vane said, "who becomes a mechanism."

Romy looked at her hands. The training weapon was on the floor beside her. She thought about the simulated six-year-old and the shot she had taken at four seconds because she had moved the obstacle first, and about the scoring system that registered that decision as a compromise.

"What happens after?" Romy said. "After the vault."

"The operation concludes. Assets are extracted. The Sterling heir's legal standing within the cover is dissolved through standard procedure." Vane's voice did not waver. "You would receive a full field promotion, your own assigned territory, and — as discussed when you were recruited — permanent placement within the Agency's active roster."

A home.

Not in those words. Vane would never say it in those words, because Vane understood human motivation well enough to know that naming a thing too plainly made it smaller, and that Romy Vance's particular vulnerability was one that responded better to implication than to direct offer. But it was there in the architecture of the promise: promotion, territory, roster. Belonging. Permanence. The end of the particular provisional quality that had defined Romy's entire existence from the age of three, when the first foster placement had ended, through seventeen subsequent addresses, to the moment at eighteen when an Agency recruiter had sat across from her in a coffee shop and said, with the careful warmth of someone who had done this before, we can make you indispensable.

She had believed it then with the whole of her chest.

She mostly still believed it now. She was choosing to believe it now. She was aware of the distinction.

"I'll take it," Romy said.

Vane nodded once. It was the nod of someone who had expected this answer and was moving directly to the next item on a list that was very long and had no sentiment in it.

"The joint briefing is in four days. You'll be read in on the full operational parameters at the facility." She stood, replaced the pen in her jacket pocket. "There are specific protocols associated with this mission that you will be briefed on separately." She looked at Romy. "Protocol 6 is one of them. Read the file when it's sent to you."

"What's Protocol 6?"

"A contingency measure," Vane said. "Standard practice for joint operations with non-Agency partners. You'll understand it when you read it."

She walked toward the gallery stairs without looking back.

Romy stayed in the chair for a moment after the sound of Vane's footsteps had receded. The training room was very quiet. The projection walls were still white, blank and even, the Monaco street entirely dissolved. She picked up the training weapon from the floor and turned it over in her hands, a habit of tactile calibration when she was processing something.

Career-making, Vane had not said, but had communicated with the architecture of everything she had said instead.

Romy turned the weapon over one more time. Set it on the rack.

She left the training room feeling like someone who had been handed something they had always wanted and was only slightly, at the very edge of the feeling, uncertain about what they were supposed to do with both hands now that they were full.

She did not go back up to the dorms. She went to the tech lab on the fourth floor, which was theoretically closed after nineteen hundred hours but where the lights were always on because the person who occupied it had a well-documented and categorically unreasonable relationship with closing time.

Echo was at the main console, surrounded by three open laptops, a plate of something that had at some point been a sandwich, and several cables that appeared to be in open conflict with each other. Echo was twenty-four, Japanese-American, with the particular intensity of someone who was most comfortable when they were solving a problem and only slightly uncomfortable when they weren't, and they were Romy's best friend in the way that two people became best friends inside a very strange institutional context: by being the only ones willing to be honest about the fact that the context was, in fact, very strange.

"You've got your face on," Echo said, without looking up.

"What face?"

"The one that means something just happened and you need someone to tell you it's fine before you've decided whether it's fine."

Romy dropped into the spare chair. "I got assigned."

"Big assigned or routine assigned?"

"Very big assigned."

Echo pushed one of the laptops aside and looked at her. Echo had large dark eyes behind round wire-rimmed glasses, and a habit of focusing that made you feel, when they looked at you, that all the data in the room had just redirected.

"How big?" they said.

"Joint operation. Long-lead. Cover requiring legal marriage to a Sterling heir."

Echo stared at her for a long moment, then slowly reached for the sandwich.

"I'm going to need you to say that again," Echo said, "but slower."

Romy said it again, slower. Echo ate the sandwich in the specific way of someone processing information through an oral channel while their brain worked on something entirely else.

"Arden Sterling," Echo said, when Romy had finished.

"Arden Sterling."

"The one who disappeared from three operational files without leaving a trace, on three separate occasions."

"That's the one."

"The one whose cover identity changes every eighteen months and whose actual identity has not been confirmed by any agency in the Western intelligence community."

"Vane seems pretty confirmed."

Echo looked at the laptops. Then at Romy. Then at the laptops again.

"Your coffee order," Echo said. "You want the real one or the one you tell
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