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​CHAPTER ONE The Olive Branch (Julian)
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Peace is a lie. It is just the breath you take before the next scream.

I should have known that. I had spent thirty years learning that lesson in boardrooms and back alleys. But looking at Cleo, standing in the golden light of the Tuscan afternoon, painting on a canvas propped against an ancient olive tree, I had let myself forget.

"You're scowling," she called out, not looking away from her brush. "I can feel it from here. You're disturbing my chi."

"I don't scowl," I said, leaning against the stone railing of the terrace. I took a sip of the cheap red wine we had grown fond of. "I observe."

"You brood," she corrected, dipping her brush into a jar of water. The water turned a murky crimson. "You're thinking about the fence line again."

"The north gate hinge is rusting," I said. "And the motion sensor on the east perimeter is lagging by two seconds."

Cleo turned to look at me. Her face was smudged with vermilion paint, her dark hair tied back in a messy knot that exposed the elegant line of her neck. The neck I had kissed this morning. The neck I had marked.

"Julian," she said softy, walking toward me. She wiped her hands on her apron. "We've been here six months. No one has come. The road is empty."

She stepped between my legs where I sat on the low wall, resting her hands on my chest. I could feel the heat of her through my t-shirt. It was the only thing that grounded me.

"Relax," she whispered. "The monsters are gone."

I looked into her dark eyes. I wanted to believe her. I wanted to be the olive farmer she thought I was. I wanted to be the man who didn't check the wind direction for sniper variables every time I stepped outside.

"I know," I lied. I covered her hands with mine. "Old habits."

"Let them go," she said, leaning in to kiss me.

Her lips tasted of wine and sunlight. I closed my eyes, letting the tension drain from my shoulders. For a moment, just a moment, the silence of the valley felt like safety.

Snap.

The sound was faint. A dry twig breaking under a heavy boot.

It came from the tree line, three hundred yards out.

The kiss ended. The world slowed down.

Cleo smiled, pulling back. "See? Just the wind."

"Cleo," I said, my voice dropping to that low, metallic register I hadn't used since London. "Get down."

Her smile faltered. "What?"

"Get. Down."

I didn't wait for her to process it. I grabbed her waist and threw us both backward off the low wall, crashing onto the stone patio just as the air where her head had been hissed.

Thwip.

The sound of a suppressed high-velocity round.

The clay pot next to the easel exploded, showering the canvas in shards of terracotta and dirt.

"Julian!" she screamed.

"Crawl!" I roared, dragging her toward the heavy oak door of the farmhouse. "Keep your head down!"

Another shot chipped the stone inches from my boot.

I kicked the door open and shoved her inside, scrambling in after her. I slammed the deadbolt home.

"Kitchen," I ordered, moving instantly to the loose floorboard under the rug. "Go to the pantry. Stay away from the windows."

"They found us," she gasped, her face pale, the paint smudge now looking like a bruise. "You said we were ghosts. You said they couldn't find us."

I ripped the floorboard up. Inside, wrapped in oilcloth, was the one thing I had promised her I wouldn't keep.

A Glock 19 and two spare magazines.

I unwrapped it, the weight of the polymer familiar and sickening in my hand. I racked the slide.

"I was wrong," I said, turning to face the woman I had burned the world to save.

Outside, the silence of the hills was replaced by the roar of engines coming up the drive.

"They didn't just find us, Cleo," I said, my eyes turning into shards of ice. "They came to finish the job."
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​CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]


The Glass House (Cleo)

The sound of gunfire is different when it’s destroying your home.

In the shooting range in East London, it was a sharp, clinical pop. Here, in the echoing stone hallway of our Tuscan farmhouse, it was a roar.

Bullets shredded the heavy oak front door. Wood splinters rained down like confetti.

I scrambled backward across the terracotta tiles, my hands slipping on the rug. Julian was a blur of motion. He flipped the heavy kitchen table onto its side, creating a barricade.

"Get behind it!" he shouted.

I dove behind the thick wood. Julian slid in next to me. He wasn't looking at me; he was checking the magazine of the Glock he had pulled from the floorboards.

"You had a gun," I gasped, the betrayal hitting me harder than the fear. "You swore to me. You said there were no weapons in the house."

"I lied," he said grimly. He peeked over the edge of the table. Bang. Bang. Two controlled shots toward the window. "I’m a liar, Cleo. You knew that when you married me."

Glass shattered in the living room. A heavy boot kicked open the French doors.

" flank left!" a voice shouted. English accent. clipped. Professional.

"Mercenaries," Julian muttered. "Consortium hit squad."

He turned to me. His face was streaked with dust, his silver eyes burning with that terrifying, familiar focus I hadn't seen in six months. The farmer was gone. The King of London was back.

"Listen to me," he said, gripping my shoulder. "There are four of them. Maybe five. They’re going to breach the kitchen in ten seconds."

"What do we do?"

"We run."

"Run where? They’re outside!"

"The cellar," Julian said. "There’s a drainage tunnel that leads to the vineyard."

"You have a secret tunnel?" I stared at him. "How long have you been planning this?"

"Since the day we arrived," he said. "I never plan for peace, Cleo. I plan for the exit."

A flashbang grenade clattered across the floor, spinning toward us.

"Cover!"

Julian threw himself over me, pressing my face into the floorboards.

BOOM.

The world turned white. My ears rang with a high-pitched whine. Disoriented, I felt Julian haul me to my feet.

"Move!" he roared.

He dragged me toward the pantry door. He fired blindly behind us—suppressing fire to keep their heads down.

We crashed into the pantry. Julian kicked aside a stack of wine crates, revealing a trapdoor. He yanked it open.

"Go," he ordered. "Don't stop until you hit the vines."

I scrambled down the ladder into the dark damp earth. I heard Julian fire three more shots, then the sound of something heavy dragging across the floor above—he was blocking the door.

He dropped down beside me and slammed the trapdoor shut. He threw the deadbolt.

"It won't hold them for long," he panted. "Go."

We ran through the narrow, dirt-walled tunnel. It smelled of wet earth and roots. I was barefoot, my paint-stained apron tangling in my legs.

We burst out into the blinding sunlight of the lower vineyard, three hundred yards from the house.

I turned back.

The farmhouse—our sanctuary, with my paintings drying on the terrace and the burnt dinner stains still on the stove—was swarming with men in black tactical gear.

"Don't look at it," Julian said, grabbing my hand.

He led me toward the old stone barn where the tractor was kept.

"Julian," I whispered, pulling back. "My paintings. My sketches."

"They're just things, Cleo," he said, not breaking stride. "Things burn. People don't."

We reached the barn. But we didn't go for the tractor. Julian went to a pile of hay in the corner and ripped off a tarp.

Underneath wasn't a tractor. It was a Ducati motorcycle. Black. Sleek. Fully fueled.

"Put this on," he said, tossing me a helmet.

I caught it. I looked at the bike. I looked at the gun tucked into his waistband. I looked at the tunnel entrance we had just fled.

He hadn't just kept a gun. He had kept an entire escape pod.

"You never believed we were safe," I said, my voice hollow. "Not for one second."

Julian straddled the bike and kicked the engine to life. It roared, a mechanical beast waking up.

"I promised to keep you safe," he shouted over the engine. "I didn't promise to tell you how."

He held out his hand.

"Get on."
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