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PROLOGUE
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Andreas Galanis

THE RAIN IN THESSALONIKI didn’t fall—it beat the asphalt. A cold, merciless storm coming down from the north, turning the industrial port into a postcard of grey and rust.

I liked it. The weather matched my mood.

I wiped the blade of my tactical knife on the pant leg of the man whimpering at my feet. The cheap fabric drank the dark blood, mixing it with the grease from the abandoned warehouse floor.

The guy was a low-level informant named Nikos who thought he could play both sides. He was curled up in the fetal position, clutching his left hand where a pinky finger used to be.

“Please...” he whined, stammering through the pain and the cold. “I swear on my mother... I didn’t know it was a trap.”

I crouched down to his eye level. The smell of fear was sour, cutting through the stink of rotten fish and diesel oil that soaked the place.

“You swore on your mother when you took my money last week, Nikos,” I said, my voice calm, almost bored. “And now Damon got away again. The warehouse is empty. The trail’s gone cold. What makes you think your mother wouldn’t be deeply disappointed in your incompetence?”

“He’s a ghost, Galanis!” Nikos screamed, desperate. “He changes hiding spots every twelve hours. He has eyes everywhere. They say he’s buying loyalty with ancient gold... coins that haven’t been seen in centuries.”

That got my attention.

“Ancient gold?” I pressed the cold blade against his cheek. “Explain.”

“That’s what they say down at the docks. He doesn’t pay in euros or crypto. He pays in relics. Museum pieces. He says he has access to the ‘Sea Vault.’”

I frowned. Ancient gold. Relics. That lined up with my father’s obsessions. The old man used artifact smuggling as a cover, but maybe there was more truth to the lie than we thought.

I stood, sliding the knife back into the holster strapped to my thigh.

My phone buzzed in the pocket of my wet leather jacket. It was Athan.

I answered immediately.

“Report,” my brother’s voice came through clear, cutting through the static of the rain.

“The rat sang, but the song’s old news,” I said, nudging Nikos’s leg to keep him still. “Damon cleared the place before we got here. But the informant said something interesting. Damon’s paying mercenaries with historical gold. Antique pieces.”

“The Legacy,” Athan concluded on the other end. “He’s accessing the old man’s caches.”

“Looks like it. He’s funding a war with the inheritance he stole.”

Frustration burned in my chest like acid. Two months since we buried Maria, the traitor, and discovered Damon was our bastard half-brother. For sixty days, I’d hunted this man like a rabid dog, only to find smoke.

I failed on the island. I failed to hold the perimeter. And that guilt itched under my skin worse than any scar.

“Come home, Andreas,” Athan ordered. “Alex and Spiros found something in the ring’s archives. An encrypted image that might give us the location Damon is after.”

“On my way.”

I hung up and looked at Nikos, who watched me with pathetic hope.

“Get lost,” I said, turning my back on him. “Get out of Greece. If I see your face again, I’ll take the rest of your hand.”

I walked out of the warehouse into the storm, heading for my bike. The freezing water ran down my neck, but it did nothing to cool my rage.

Damon could have the gold and the secrets. But I had the will, and I was going to tear his head off, even if I had to drain the Aegean Sea to find him.
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Chloe Stamos

THE BASEMENT OF THE National Archaeological Museum of Athens was my favorite place in the world.

Upstairs, noisy tourists snapped photos with flash (despite the warnings) and kids ran through the marble hallways, but down here time stood still. The air was conditioned, kept at a precise 20 degrees Celsius with controlled humidity, and it smelled of ancient dust, conservation chemicals, and silence.

I adjusted the lamp on my worktable and swapped out the magnifying lens on my glasses. In front of me sat a fragment of an amphora salvaged from a shipwreck off the coast of Crete.

“You’ve had a rough life, haven’t you?” I whispered to the shard of pottery, running a soft brush over an encrustation of coral. “Who held you last? A merchant? A slave? A pirate?”

“Talking to the rubble again, Chloe?”

I jumped on my stool, nearly dropping the brush.

Penelope, the restoration intern, stood in the lab doorway holding two steaming cups of coffee and an amused grin. She had purple streaks in her hair and wore a lab coat two sizes too big.

“They’re better listeners than most people, Penny,” I said, adjusting my glasses on my nose and taking the coffee cup she offered. “Thanks. You saved my life.”

“Dr. Elias is upstairs, pacing like a nervous penguin,” Penelope warned, sitting down at the next table and swinging her legs. “The investors from the Stavros Foundation are here to check on the Antikythera project. He wants you up there in ten minutes.”

I sighed, the bitter taste of coffee lingering in my mouth.

“He wants me to smile and say pretty words so rich men write checks. I’m an archaeologist, Penny, not a promo girl.”

“You’re the lead archaeologist, the expert in deciphering archaic Greek, and the only person in this building who understands the maps from that shipwreck,” she corrected. “And according to Dr. Elias, you have ‘a face that sells culture.’ Whatever that means.”

“It means he thinks my brain is an accessory,” I grumbled, pulling off my latex gloves.

I glanced at my reflection in the dark glass of the drying cabinet. Brown hair pulled into a loose bun that was already unraveling, big eyes behind thick-rimmed glasses, an oversized T-shirt stained with solvent. I didn’t look like someone who “sells culture.” I looked like someone who lived in a cave.

And I liked it that way.

My life was simple. Predictable. I lived in a small apartment in Exarchia, surrounded by books and plants I always forgot to water. My nights were spent translating Byzantine scrolls or watching documentaries.

No drama. No danger. Just the comfortable safety of the past.

“I’ll go up,” I said, defeated. “If I don’t, he’ll come down here and try to explain to me for the thousandth time how ‘networking’ is important.”

I walked through the back corridors of the museum, passing numbered crates that held incalculable treasures. I loved history because it didn’t change. The dead didn’t lie, didn’t betray, didn’t disappoint. They just waited, patient, to be understood.

When I reached the main hall, the daylight stung my eyes, used to the dimness.

Dr. Elias was near the entrance, surrounded by a group of men in suits. He waved at me impatiently.

“Ah, there she is! Our little gem from the basement. Chloe, come here.”

I forced a smile and walked toward them. As I shook sweaty hands and answered superficial questions about carbon dating, a strange chill crept up the back of my neck. A feeling of being watched.

I looked at the museum entrance.

Across the busy street, a black car was parked. Dark-tinted windows. It looked like a predator lying in wait.

I shook my head.

Cut it out, Chloe. You’ve been reading too many thrillers.

I turned my attention back to the investors, unaware that the sense of security I cherished so much was about to shatter. The past I loved so deeply was about to collide with a very violent present.
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Andreas Galanis

THE GALANIS MANSION used to be a place of silence and strategy. Lately, though, it felt... alive. And that made me nervous.

Ever since Athan got married, and ever since we almost lost everything to Maria’s betrayal, the house had changed. The security was military-grade: guards with rifles on the perimeter, motion sensors, daily electronic sweeps. It was an impenetrable fortress.

But inside... there were subtle shifts, like fresh flowers in the hall vases. The new cook, hired after a rigorous background check (I personally verified her great-grandmother’s family tree), lacked Maria’s warmth, but she followed Eleni’s instructions.

I walked into the dining room early in the morning, still wearing the clothes from my trip back from Thessaloniki. I smelled like road and exhaustion.

The scene at the table made me stop in the doorway.

Athan sat at the head, impeccable as always, reading a tablet. But he wasn’t isolated. His chair was pulled close to Eleni’s, and his hand rested protectively on her back, stroking his wife’s spine in an absent, steady rhythm.

Eleni was pale. That pregnancy glow people talked about looked more like an olive-green tint this morning. She was staring at a dry piece of toast as if it were a torture device.

“Good morning.” My voice came out as a grunt, hoarse from lack of sleep.

Athan looked up. That general’s gaze sized me up in a second.

“Nothing in Thessaloniki?”

“Nothing.” I pulled out a chair and dropped into it, making the leather creak. I set my pistol on the table, next to the silver butter dish. The contrast of the black metal against the white linen tablecloth was the definition of our lives. “The rat got away before I arrived.”

Eleni looked at the gun. She didn’t flinch. In the last two months, she’d learned to live with the violence. She’d even learned to shoot, thanks to Athan’s obsessive lessons in the basement.

“You look terrible, Andreas,” she said, her voice weak but with a hint of humor.

“And you look like you’re about to throw up on my coffee,” I shot back, without real malice. “The heir giving you trouble today?”

She grimaced, brought a hand to her mouth, and pushed her chair back with a sharp movement.

Athan dropped his tablet instantly. The cold mask fell away, replaced by that irrational panic he felt whenever she showed any discomfort.

“Eleni?” He grabbed her shoulders. “Do you want me to call the doctor? Despina, bring some water!”

I rolled my eyes. It was pathetic. The man who beheaded enemies was trembling because his wife felt nauseous.

“It’s just... the smell...” she murmured, breathing through her mouth. “Scrambled eggs.”

Athan stared at the plate of eggs as if he wanted to execute them for offending his wife.

I sighed, reaching into the inside pocket of my leather jacket.

I’d stopped by a compounding pharmacy on the way back, supposedly to buy painkillers for my shoulders. But for some stupid reason, I remembered an article I’d read while waiting in the doctor’s office when I took one of my men in after he got shot.

I pulled out a small bottle and a packet of candies. I tossed them onto the table, sliding them across the polished wood until they stopped in front of Eleni.

The noise made them both look.

“What’s that?” Athan asked, suspicious, picking up the bottle as if it were poison.

“Ginger essential oil and crystallized ginger candies,” I answered, pouring myself some black coffee and avoiding their eyes. “Supposed to cut nausea instantly. Better than chemical meds.”

The silence at the table was absolute for three seconds.

Eleni took the bottle from Athan’s hand. She opened it and sniffed. The nauseated expression softened immediately.

“Ginger...” she whispered, putting a drop on her wrist and inhaling. Color started returning to her cheeks. “Andreas... you bought this for me?”

I shrugged, aggressively biting into a piece of toast.

“I was at the pharmacy buying useful stuff. Saw it on the counter. Figured if you stopped looking like a ghost, Athan would stop walking around the house snarling at the walls. Purely selfish. I want some peace to eat.”

Athan looked at me. There was a gleam of amusement and, worse, pride in his eyes.

“You read about morning sickness, brother?”

“I read about how to solve problems,” I cut in, feeling my ears get hot. “Does it work or not?”

Eleni put one of the candies in her mouth. She closed her eyes and sighed with relief.

“It works. The taste is strong, but the nausea is gone.” She opened her eyes and smiled at me. A genuine, sweet smile. “Thank you, Andreas. Really. You’re... thoughtful.”

I snorted.

“Don’t get used to it. I’m the Executor, not the nurse.”

“You’re a teddy bear with a Glock,” Eleni teased.

Athan laughed softly, relaxing into his chair.

“And you’re late, Andreas.” The icy voice came from the opposite end of the table.

I turned. My mother was there, like a queen on her throne. She wore black silk, pearls, and an expression that could curdle the milk on the table. She didn’t look like a widow in mourning; she looked like a general in wartime.

“Good morning to you too, Mitéra,” I muttered, pouring myself coffee.

She analyzed me with those surgical blue eyes.

“You smell of dried blood and failure, my son. I take it Damon is still breathing?”

My jaw tightened.

“The rat got away. But he left clues.”

“Clues don’t pay the price for Maria’s betrayal,” she said, cutting a piece of fruit with lethal precision. “I want his head, Andreas. I don’t want reports. I don’t want ‘almost.’ That bastard tainted the memory of my marriage and threatened my grandson.”

She looked at Eleni’s belly with fierce protection, then turned her gaze back to me.

“If you can’t find him, maybe I should come out of retirement and teach you how to hunt a snake in your own garden.”

“I’ll find him,” I promised, my voice low. “Even if I have to burn down Greece.”

“Excellent.” She took a sip of tea. “Then stop playing nurse with your sister-in-law and go do your job.”

I swallowed the rest of my coffee. The teddy bear was back in his cage. The Beast was ready to work.

[image: ]

THE BASEMENT OF THE mansion was my natural habitat. Cold, artificial, and results-oriented.

When I walked into the War Room, the atmosphere was charged. Spiros was typing frantically, surrounded by energy drink cans. Alex stood in front of the main screen, arms crossed, his impeccable linen suit contrasting with the deep shadows under his eyes.

“What do we have?”

Athan came in right behind me, his presence filling the room.

“Spiros managed to crack the last encryption layer on the ‘Lineage’ folder,” Alex said, without preamble. “It wasn’t just financial or medical documents. There was a hidden image file in the source code. A massive file.”

“Compromising photos?” I asked.

“A map,” Athan replied, moving closer to the screen.

Spiros hit a key.

The giant screen on the wall lit up.

What appeared wasn’t a Google Earth map. It was a high-resolution scan of an ancient parchment, yellowed and stained with age. It looked like something out of an eighteenth-century museum. It showed a stretch of the Aegean Sea, but the coastlines were drawn by hand, with notes in an elegant cursive script and in archaic Greek.

“What the hell is that?” I frowned, moving closer. “Looks like a pirate treasure map from a movie.”

“That’s exactly what it looks like,” Alex said. “But look at the notes in the margins. That’s our father’s handwriting.”

I recognized Konstantin Galanis’s angular, aggressive script.

“‘Where silence sleeps, power awakens,’” Alex read. “And there’s a series of numerical coordinates written next to it. Modern GPS coordinates.”

“Where do they lead?” Athan asked.

Spiros switched the screen to a modern map. A red dot pulsed in the middle of the sea, south of Crete, in an area of deep blue.

“In the middle of nowhere,” the kid said. “The Hellenic Trench. Deep waters. No islands, no oil rigs. Just water.”

“Shipwreck,” I said, understanding hitting like a hammer. “It’s a shipwreck site.”

Athan nodded, his eyes fixed on the red dot.

“Father used the shipping company to traffic weapons and drugs. But he always had that... obsession. Antiquities. Artifacts. He said it was for money laundering, buying influence with museums and the government.”

“And what if it’s more than that?” Alex suggested. “Damon is desperate. He’s using ancient gold to pay mercenaries. If this map leads to a submerged deposit... a ship our father used as a secret vault...”

“There could be millions down there,” I finished. “Or something worse. Warheads. State secrets. Things worth more than money.”

“We need to know what the map says,” Athan decided, pointing at the digital parchment. “The nautical symbols, the archaic Greek text, the mythological references. It’s not an ordinary map. It’s a code. We need to decipher it before Damon does. If he has a copy, or if he knows where to look...”

“I don’t read archaic Greek,” I admitted. “I barely have the patience to read the newspaper.”

“Neither do I,” Alex said. “We need a specialist. Someone from outside who understands maritime history, ancient cartography, and doesn’t ask questions.”

Spiros raised his hand timidly.

“Um... sirs? I got ahead of myself. I cross-referenced academic and university databases. There are very few specialists at this level in Greece. Most are old university professors who’d have a heart attack if they saw a gun. But there is one name...”

He typed something, and a new window opened.

A woman’s photo appeared.

She didn’t look like a specialist in anything dangerous. She had the face of a librarian who apologized for breathing. Thick-rimmed glasses hiding half her face, brown hair tied in a messy bun that looked like it was about to fall apart, clutching an old book to her chest like a shield.

Then I looked at her eyes. They were big, intelligent, and held a quiet stubbornness.

“Chloe Stamos,” Spiros read. “Twenty-six years old. Head archaeologist in the restoration department at the National Museum. PhD in Maritime History. Her thesis was on forgotten trade routes and cryptography in old ship logs. She’s considered a prodigy at deciphering dead dialects.”

“She looks... breakable,” I commented, analyzing the photo with disdain. “A little library mouse. She’ll cry the first time I raise my voice.”

“She’s the best,” Spiros insisted. “And she works in the museum basement. A loner. No close family in Athens. The perfect profile for a... discreet consultation.”

Athan looked at the photo, then at me. His smile was cold.

“She’ll do. Bring her.”

“‘Bring her’ how?” I asked, crossing my arms. “A formal invitation for tea with the mafia?”

“We don’t have time for tea,” Athan answered, turning back to the map. “Damon might be deciphering this right now. We need her here today. Andreas, you’re going.”

“Me?” I pointed at myself. “I’m subtlety personified, Athan. I’ll scare the girl to death.”

“Exactly,” Athan stared at me. “I don’t want her to come for money. I want her to come out of fear. Fear guarantees silence. Get the girl. Bring her here. If she cooperates, we pay her and let her go afterward. If she doesn’t...”

“I’ll convince her,” I finished, feeling the familiar surge of adrenaline.

I looked at Chloe Stamos’s photo again. The archaeologist, keeper of the past. She looked safe in her world of dust and books.

Little did she know the Wolf was coming to knock on the museum door, and I wasn’t in the habit of asking permission.

“Consider it done,” I said, turning toward the exit. “I’m going to get our new ‘employee.’”

I left the room, leaving strategy behind. It was time for the hunt.

​
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Chloe Stamos

THE MUSEUM AT NIGHT had a life of its own.

Shadows stretched long between the marble statues, and the silence was so absolute I could hear the hum of the security lights in the hallway. Eight o’clock. Dr. Elias and the rest of the team had left hours ago, but I was still down in the basement lab, lost in the translation of an eighteenth-century cargo manifest that made no sense at all.

“Where silence sleeps...” I murmured, tracing my finger over the faded text on the computer screen. “What did you mean by that, Captain?”

I stretched my arms, feeling my back crack. My coffee mug was empty.

I decided it was time to go home. My eyes burned, and I was starting to see patterns where none existed.

I stood up and began packing my notes into my bag.

That’s when the lights flickered.

Once. Twice...

Then they went out completely, plunging the basement into a thick darkness broken only by the green glow of the emergency exit signs.

“Great,” I grumbled, fumbling for my phone. “This building’s wiring is as old as the mummies.”

I turned on my phone’s flashlight and walked toward the lab door.

I heard a sound.

Not a rat. Not a pipe creaking. It was the unmistakable crunch of a heavy boot stepping on broken glass in the hallway.

I froze, my heart slamming against my ribs.

“Mr. Petros?” I called out to the night guard. “Is that you?”

No answer. But the footsteps kept coming, and I realized it wasn’t just one person. Two. Maybe three...

I backed into the lab, survival instinct screaming louder than logic. Mr. Petros was a seventy-year-old man who shuffled his feet. Those steps were quick and precise.

I tried to lock the door, but my hands were shaking so badly I dropped the key.

The door flew open with a brutal kick before I could pick it up.

My flashlight beam hit two figures dressed in black, masks covering their faces. They were big, armed, and they didn’t look like they were here to steal vases.

“Chloe Stamos,” the bigger one said. It wasn’t a question.

I backed up until my spine hit the worktable.

“Who are you? What do you want?” My voice came out high and terrified. I grabbed the first thing my hand found on the table: a restoration scalpel. Ridiculous against the guns they had, but it was something.

The man laughed, the sound muffled by his mask.

“Put that down, Doctor. Damon wants you whole. The brain, at least.”

Damon? I didn’t know any Damon.

“You’ve got the wrong person... I’m just an archaeologist...”

“You’re the key.” He stepped forward.

I tried to bolt for the side exit, but the second man was faster. He grabbed my arm, twisting it behind my back hard. I screamed in pain, dropping the scalpel.

“Shut up!” he hissed, pressing a chemical-smelling cloth against my face. Chloroform? No, it was just a dirty rag to muffle my scream.

I fought. I kicked his shin and clawed at the arm covered by his tactical jacket. But I wasn’t a fighter. I spent my days dusting pottery. They were predators.

“Put her to sleep,” the first man ordered. “We need to get out before—”

The sentence died in his throat.

A thunderous crack echoed from the hallway. No... a gunshot.

The head of the man holding my arm exploded forward in a spray of dark red. His grip released instantly, and his heavy body crumpled to the floor, dragging me down with him.

I landed on my knees in warm blood, screaming, crawling away from the corpse.

“What the f—” The other man spun, raising his weapon toward the door.

A giant shadow filled the doorway.

I couldn’t see his face, just the broad, imposing silhouette against the emergency light in the hallway. And the glint of a pistol barrel.

The intruder fired. The bullet hit Damon’s man in the shoulder, making him drop his gun and roar in pain.

The shadow moved forward. He didn’t run; he charged like a tank.

The wounded man tried to pull a knife with his good hand, but the newcomer was faster. He kicked the mercenary’s knee with a sickening crack of breaking bone, and when the man fell, he struck him in the temple with the butt of the pistol.

Silence returned to the lab, heavy and damp.

I was curled up under the table, shaking violently, hugging my knees, stained with blood that wasn’t mine.

The giant man turned to face me.

He holstered his gun at the small of his back and picked up my flashlight, which had fallen to the floor. He aimed it at his own face so I could see him.

I stopped breathing.

He was the most terrifying and fascinating thing I had ever seen. Tall, very tall, with shoulders that looked like they could tear down walls. He wore a worn black leather jacket and a gray t-shirt that clung to tense muscles.

But it was his eyes that paralyzed me. Green. A stormy, wild green, framed by thick lashes and a thin scar that cut through his eyebrow.

He didn’t look like a cop. He didn’t look like a hero. He looked like... a beast.

He crouched down and extended a large, calloused hand toward me. There was blood on his knuckles.

“Are you hurt?” His voice was deep, raspy, like stones grinding together.

I shook my head, unable to speak.

“Get up,” he ordered. It wasn’t gentle... just practical.

I took his hand because I had no choice. He pulled me up with ease, like I weighed no more than one of those hollow statues.

“Thank you...” I managed to whisper, tears streaming down my face. “They were going to take me... are you police? Did Dr. Elias call security?”

The man let out a short, dry laugh. There was no humor in it.

“Police?” He shook his head, looking at the bodies on the floor with total indifference. “No, glikia mou. The police arrive too late. I arrive right on time.”

He grabbed my arm in a firm, possessive grip.

“Let’s go.”

“Where?” I asked, planting my feet. “I need to give my statement... they killed... you killed...”

He stopped and looked at me. The intensity of those green eyes made me feel small.

“You’re not giving any statement. You’re coming with me.”

“What? No!” I tried to pull my arm away. “Let go of me! I’m not going anywhere! You just killed a man!”

The stranger sighed, impatient.

“I killed the man who was about to put you in a trunk and take you to a torturer. You think you’re safe now?” He pointed at the door. “There are more of them out there. Damon wants you... and if Damon wants you, that means you’re mine.”

“Yours? I don’t belong to anyone!” I screamed, panic surging back. “Help!”

He rolled his eyes.

“Stubborn. I hate stubborn people.”

Before I could scream again, he bent down, hooked an arm under my legs, and threw me over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

“Put me down! You brute!” I pounded his back, my fists bouncing uselessly off the thick leather of his jacket.

“Keep quiet or I’ll gag you,” he warned, starting to walk out of the lab, stepping over the body of the man he had executed. “I’m saving your life, archaeologist. Try not to be ungrateful.”

“This is kidnapping!” I sobbed, watching the hallway floor blur past as he strode forward with long, powerful steps.

“Call it ‘aggressive protective custody,’” he shot back. “I’m Andreas Galanis, and you’ve just been promoted to my problem.”

The name Galanis rang a bell in my fear-fogged mind. The news... The Blood Wedding... The mafia.

I stopped struggling, terror making me go limp.

I had been saved from the wolves only to be carried off to the bear’s den.

Andreas kicked open the museum’s service door, and the cold night rain hit my face, mixing with my tears. He dumped me inside an unmarked black van and slammed the door, locking me in the darkness with him.

“Don’t make this harder than it already is,” he muttered, starting the engine.

As the van sped through the rain-slicked streets of Athens, I realized my quiet days in the basement were over. I was no longer the guardian of the past. I was a hostage of the present.
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Andreas Galanis

RAIN HAMMERED THE ROOF of the van like buckshot, a constant drumming that filled the tense silence inside the vehicle.

I drove with one hand on the wheel, the other resting on the gearshift, my eyes sweeping the mirrors every three seconds. Nobody was following us. I was sure of it because I knew the escape routes out of Athens better than I knew the lines on my own palms.

In the passenger seat, the girl, Chloe, was curled against the door, hugging herself like she was wearing a bulletproof vest.

She was shaking. I could hear her breath, short and ragged, fighting back panic. Her smell invaded the cramped space: old books, museum dust, and fear. It was a clean scent, irritatingly innocent for the world she’d just been dragged into.

“Are you going to kill me?” Her innocent voice broke the silence. Low, but steady.

I didn’t take my eyes off the wet road.

“If I wanted you dead, Doctor, I would have let those two butchers finish the job in the lab. Would have saved me the trouble of carrying you out.”

“Then what do you want? Money?” She turned her face toward me. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her glasses were crooked. There was a smear of blood on her cheek—the blood of the man I’d executed. “I don’t have any money. I’m a civil servant. My father’s a retired professor.”

I let out a dry laugh.

“I don’t want your money. I have enough to buy the entire museum and turn it into a parking lot.”

“Then why?” Her voice climbed an octave, teetering on hysteria. “Why did you take me out of there? Why throw me into a van?”

I slammed on the brakes at a red light, throwing her forward. The seat belt locked, catching her.

I turned to her. The red light illuminated the car’s interior, painting her face crimson.

“Because you’re the key,” I said flatly. “Damon, the man who sent those mercenaries, thinks you can give him what he wants.”

“I don’t know any Damon!”

“But you know history. You know dead ships.” I leaned over the center console, invading her space. She shrank back, pressing her spine into the seat. “You’re the ancient cryptography expert, aren’t you? The ‘prodigy’ who reads ship logs like yesterday’s newspaper.”

Her eyes widened behind the thick lenses.

“How do you know that?”

“I know everything that matters.” The light turned green and I hit the gas. “Damon is after something my father hid. A shipwreck he thinks you can decode the map for. If he’d gotten you, Chloe, he would have ripped the information out of your brain and dumped the rest of your body in a ditch.”

She fell silent, digesting the brutality of my words. I wasn’t going to soften this. I wasn’t here to be gentle. She needed to understand her academic world was over.

“And you?” she asked after a minute. “Are you different from him?”

I gripped the wheel. Fair question.

“I’m the lesser evil,” I said. “With me, you breathe, you eat... and if you cooperate, you might walk out of this whole.”

“This is a kidnapping.”

“Call it high-risk involuntary consultation.”

We entered the port zone of Piraeus. Not the tourist part, where the cruise ships docked, not the busy commercial part where the Galanis containers were loaded. I headed for the private dock, an isolated sector, surrounded by tall fences and protected by shadows.

I stopped the van in front of the gate. Ilias, who was on guard, recognized the vehicle and opened it immediately.

I parked near the water.

“Let’s go,” I ordered, killing the engine.

I got out and walked around to open her door. The rain had intensified, turning into a downpour.

Chloe didn’t move. She stared out at the darkness, at the black sea slapping against the pier.

“Get out of the car.”

“No,” she said, clutching the seat belt. “I’m not getting on a boat with you.”

I sighed, running a hand over my wet face. My patience, always short, was running out.

“Listen, princess of the library, I’ve had a long night. I killed two men, drove across half of Athens, and I’m soaked. I don’t have time to negotiate.”

“Then let me go!”

“If you get out of this car and walk ten meters, you’re on your own. Damon has eyes everywhere. You want to test your luck?”

She hesitated. The fear was visible, but so was the stubbornness.

“I’d rather take my chances with the police.”

“The police work for whoever pays the most, and right now, Damon is paying very well.”

Without waiting for more arguments, I leaned into the van, unbuckled her seat belt, and grabbed her arm.

“Let’s go.”

I pulled her out. She stumbled on the wet asphalt, her impractical shoes slipping. She tried to break free, hitting my hand with her canvas bag.

“Let go of me! You brute!”

I didn’t answer. I just bent down, hooked my arm under her legs, and threw her over my shoulder again.

She screamed, pounding my back. It was like being attacked by an angry kitten. Annoying, but harmless.

I walked down the wooden pier, the sound of my boots swallowed by the storm.

There it was. The Cerberus.

It wasn’t a luxury yacht like my brother’s. It was a tactical interceptor boat, matte black, with engines powerful enough to outrun the coast guard and a reinforced hull to withstand gunfire. It was a warship, not a pleasure craft.

I jumped onto the deck, landing solidly despite the extra weight on my shoulder.

I kicked open the cabin door and descended the steps inside.

The boat rocked with the rough tide.

I set Chloe down in the middle of the small main cabin. She staggered, grabbing onto a bolted-down table to keep from falling. Her hair had come loose from its bun, falling in wet, tangled strands over her face. Her glasses were fogged up. She looked like a drowned rat.

But when she lifted her chin to face me, I saw fire.

“You have no right,” she hissed.

“I have a gun,” I shot back, locking the cabin door and tossing the key into my pocket. “In my world, that’s the only right that matters.”

I walked to the small fridge, grabbed a bottle of water, and tossed it to her. She caught it in midair, surprising me with the quick reflexes.

“Drink, sit down, and try not to throw up. We’re leaving in five minutes.”

“Where to?”

“Far away,” I said, starting to check the navigation instruments. “Somewhere no one can find you. Especially Damon.”

She looked around at the cramped, functional, masculine space. There was just a pull-out couch, the navigation table, and electronic equipment.

“There’s only one bed,” she observed, her voice faltering.

I turned to her, a crooked, humorless smile on my face.

“Don’t worry, archaeologist. You’re not my type. I like my women willing and a little less... dusty.”

I saw the insult flash in her eyes, followed by relief.

“Great. Because I’d rather sleep with a mummy than with a murderer.”

I let out a low laugh. She had a sharp tongue. This was going to be interesting.

“Make yourself comfortable, Chloe. It’s going to be a long trip.”

I fired up the engines. The roar of the Cerberus vibrated through the hull. I cast off the lines and hit the throttle, leaving the port and civilization behind.

I had the key. I just needed to get it to turn in the lock. And if she thought I was a brute... she had no idea what I was capable of doing to protect my family.
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CHAPTER 5
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Chloe Stamos

THE WORLD WAS A DIZZYING smear of black and gray.

The boat wasn’t gliding over the water; it was punching through the waves. With every impact of the hull against the raging sea, my stomach tied itself into a tighter knot.

I was soaked to the bone. The cold Athenian rain had plastered my clothes to my skin, and the open-sea wind was freezing the dampness onto my flesh.

I staggered into the cabin, gripping the cold metal walls to keep from falling. The smell down there was a blend of motor oil, leather, and... man. It was a dense, closed-in smell.

“Sit over there,” Andreas’s voice came from above, shouting over the roar of the engine.

I tried to obey, walking toward the dark leather sofa. Then the boat took a violent lurch to the right.

My bile surged.

“I’m going to—” I brought my hand to my mouth, feeling cold sweat trickle down my forehead.

Andreas leaped down the stairs in a single bound. He saw my color, or the lack of it, and understood immediately.

He didn’t gag or pull away. With a speed that was impressive for a man his size, he grabbed my arm and shoved me toward a small side door.

“Bathroom. Now!”

I stumbled into the tiny cubicle and dropped to my knees in front of the metal toilet. I heaved up the little I had in my stomach, convulsing with the force of seasickness and the terror of the last few hours.

I was shaking so hard my teeth were chattering. Tears of strain and humiliation streamed down my face, mixing with the rainwater.

I felt a large hand on the back of my neck.

I flinched, bracing for a blow, but the hand just gathered my wet, heavy hair, pulling it away from my face so it wouldn’t get soiled.

I stayed there for a few minutes, breathing the stale air of the bathroom, feeling his warm palm on my back, steady as an anchor.

When the spasms stopped, I leaned against the cold wall, exhausted.

“Done?” Andreas asked, his voice rough, impatient, but not cruel.

I nodded, unable to speak.

The brute turned on the tap of the tiny sink, wet a dark washcloth, and handed it to me.

“Clean yourself up.”

I wiped the cloth over my face, getting rid of the bitter taste in my mouth and the sweat. When I tried to stand, my legs gave out. The floor of the boat seemed to move in impossible directions.

Andreas let out a huff.

“You’re a disaster, archaeologist.”

He bent down, wrapped an arm around my waist, and lifted me without effort, steering me out of the cramped bathroom and depositing me on the sofa in the main cabin.

I was trembling uncontrollably now. The cold had settled into my bones. I hugged myself, trying to stop the shaking, but it was useless. My teeth made an annoying clicking sound.

Andreas watched me for a second, hands on his hips, his leather jacket dripping onto the floor. He looked like a mountain of irritation.

“You’re going into hypothermia if you stay in those wet clothes,” he grumbled.

He turned and opened a metal cabinet built into the wall. He pulled out a black cotton t-shirt that looked normal in his hands but would be a dress on me, and tossed it onto my lap.

“Take that off. Put this on.”

I stared at the shirt, then at him.

“I’m not... taking my clothes off in front of you.”

He let out a short, dry, arrogant laugh.

“Girl, I just held your hair while you puked your guts out. You think I’m interested in seeing you naked and shivering like a wet rat?”

A flush crept up my pale cheeks.

“Turn around,” I whispered, with what little dignity I had left.

He rolled his eyes, but he turned, going to fiddle with some equipment on the navigation panel.

With numb, clumsy fingers, I pulled off my soaked blouse and damp bra. The skin on my arms was covered in goosebumps. I pulled his t-shirt over my head quickly.

The fabric was soft, worn from use, and it was warm and dry. But what hit me was the smell. The shirt smelled like him. Cedar, sea salt, and something metallic I guessed was gunpowder.

It was an intimidating scent, but strangely... safe.

The shirt reached halfway down my thighs. I peeled off my wet jeans and was left in just my underwear and his shirt, wrapping myself in a wool blanket I found on the arm of the sofa.

“You can turn around,” I murmured.

Andreas turned. His gaze fell on me, sweeping over my huddled form under the blanket and his shirt. For a fraction of a second, his green eyes darkened, and I felt a different kind of shiver at the base of my spine. Fear? Or a sudden awareness that we were alone in the middle of nowhere?

But he blinked, and the coldness returned.

“Better.”

He walked to the small, compact kitchen and came back with a bottle of water.

“Drink slowly.”

I took the bottle. Our fingers brushed. His hand was rough, calloused, covered in small scars. Hands that killed and that had also held my hair with care.

While I drank the water, I started to take in my surroundings.

The cabin wasn’t luxurious. It was functional and military. Nautical charts were spread across the table, some with aggressive notes in red ink. Monitoring screens blinked with GPS and sonar data... and guns.

A pistol lay casually on the table, next to a compass. A combat knife was strapped to a holder on the wall.

It was a predator’s den, and I was wearing his clothes.

“Where are we going?” I asked again, the historian’s curiosity warring with the victim’s dread. “You said it was far away.”

Andreas sat in the
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