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Chapter 1: The Last Bullet
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The desert night was alive with the low growl of engines and the sharp, staccato crack of gunfire.

Jade Harlow moved like a ghost through the dense scrub brush along the Texas-Mexico border, her tactical vest snug against her body, fiery red hair tucked tightly beneath a dark hood. The air was thick with dust and the acrid bite of gunpowder. Five years had passed since she had walked away from Kai Zhao’s empire, since she had chosen this life over silk sheets and dangerous luxury. The Agency had kept her busy—too busy. Tonight was supposed to be a simple intercept: a drug cartel convoy smuggling fentanyl and worse across a remote stretch of desert.

It had gone sideways fast.

“Contact left!” James’s voice crackled urgently in her earpiece.

Jade dropped to one knee behind a jagged rocky outcrop, her rifle already up and steady. She exhaled, squeezed the trigger twice in rapid succession. Two clean shots. The runner who had tried to flank them crumpled into the dirt with a choked cry.

The desert exploded around her.

Muzzle flashes lit up the night like deadly fireworks. Bullets chewed into the rocks around her, sending sharp fragments flying. Jade rolled to the side, returning fire with disciplined bursts, her movements precise despite the chaos.

Then came the hit.

She felt the impact a split second before the sound registered—a brutal hammer blow to her left shoulder that spun her violently around. Jade crashed into the dirt, the breath driven from her lungs in a sharp gasp. White-hot pain erupted through her upper body, radiating down her arm like liquid fire. Warm blood immediately began soaking through her shirt and tactical vest.

“Jade!” James’s voice exploded in her ear, raw with panic. “Jade, talk to me!”

She clenched her teeth against the agony, forcing herself up into a sitting position. Her left arm hung limp and useless, burning like it was being torn apart from the inside. Another bullet whipped past her head so close she felt the hot rush of air against her cheek.

“I’m hit,” she rasped into the comms, already pushing herself up with her good arm. “Still functional. Cover me.”

Blood dripped steadily from her fingers as she rose. The world narrowed to a razor’s edge—muzzle flashes, shouting voices in Spanish, the metallic taste of blood in her mouth, and the heavy, familiar weight of pain. For one disorienting moment, it all felt far too familiar. The chaos. The adrenaline. The cold knowledge that one wrong move, one moment of weakness, would be her last.

Not tonight, she thought fiercely. Not like this.

She pushed through the pain, firing one-handed as she fell back toward the extraction point. Each step sent fresh agony lancing through her shoulder, but she kept moving—kept shooting—refusing to let the desert claim her.

James was suddenly there, laying down suppressive fire as he reached her side. He slid down beside her, pressing a field dressing hard against her wound with one hand while firing his rifle with the other.

“You’re done,” he growled, voice tight with fear and fury as he helped her toward the landing zone. “This was supposed to be easy. You’re bleeding too much, Jade.”

She didn’t argue.

The roar of the Agency helicopter grew louder overhead, its spotlight cutting through the darkness like a blade. As strong hands pulled her aboard, Jade leaned back against the cold metal interior, breathing hard, blood still dripping down her arm.

For the first time in five long years, the thought that had been whispering at the edges of her mind finally became clear:

This is the last time.



Three days later, Jade lay in a private room at an Agency-affiliated hospital on the outskirts of San Antonio, staring at the stark white ceiling tiles.

The room was quiet except for the soft, rhythmic beep of the heart monitor and the distant hum of air conditioning. Sunlight filtered through half-drawn blinds, casting long golden bars across the sterile floor. Her left shoulder was heavily bandaged, the dull throb of pain kept at bay by strong medication that left her mind foggy around the edges. Every small movement sent fresh sparks of discomfort radiating down her arm.

The surgery had gone well. The bullet had missed anything vital, but the damage was done. Another scar to add to the growing collection that mapped her body like a brutal roadmap of her choices. She ran her fingers lightly over the bandage, feeling the raised edge of fresh stitches beneath the gauze.

Her body—beautiful, strong, and resilient as it had proven to be time and again—had finally reached its limit.

Director Reyes visited on the second day. The older woman looked exhausted, the lines on her face deeper than Jade remembered. She pulled up a chair beside the bed and sat without speaking for a long moment, studying her with quiet understanding.

“You’ve given fifteen years to this life, Jade,” Reyes said finally, her voice low and heavy. “More than most agents ever manage. That shoulder’s going to need months of rehab. And...” She hesitated, choosing her words carefully. “We both know this wasn’t a one-off. You’ve been pushing harder than anyone since you came back from Hong Kong. Harder than you should have.”

Jade turned her head slowly to look out the window. The Texas sky stretched out endlessly above the low hills, vast and blue and achingly peaceful. No gunfire. No screaming. No desperate sprints through the dark.

She had survived Victor. Survived Madame Zhao—now Kai. Survived missions that should have killed her a dozen times over. She had walked through fire, silk, blood, and shadows, and somehow come out the other side still breathing.

But something inside her had finally broken in that desert.

“I’m retiring,” Jade said quietly, the words falling softly into the room like a confession.

Reyes didn’t look surprised. She simply nodded, a small, sad smile touching her lips.

“You’ve earned it. Full pension. Medical coverage for life. A new identity if you want one, though I suspect you’ll keep Jade Harlow.” Reyes reached over and gently squeezed her uninjured hand. “She’s earned her peace too.”

Jade closed her eyes, letting the weight of those words settle over her.

Five years.

Five years since she had walked away from Kai Zhao’s mountain villa and chosen this path. Five years of missions that blurred together in a haze of blood, adrenaline, and quiet grief. Five years of watching friends die, of burying pieces of herself in desert sand and foreign alleyways, of carrying the ghosts of every life she had taken and every lover she had lost.

She had survived Victor’s obsession. Survived Madame Zhao’s possessive love. Survived the transformation that had rewritten her very being. And still, she had kept going—because stopping had never felt like an option.

Until now.

At twenty-nine years old, Jade Harlow was done.

She opened her eyes and looked at Reyes, a quiet certainty settling deep in her chest.

“I’m ready to go home.”



A month later, Jade stood on the wide wooden porch of a modest but beautiful ranch-style house she had bought sight-unseen in the heart of the Texas Hill Country.

The late afternoon sun bathed the rolling hills in warm, golden light. The air was alive with the sweet scent of wildflowers and cedar, carried on a gentle breeze that rustled the live oaks surrounding the property. In the distance, a small herd of white-tailed deer moved gracefully across a meadow. Somewhere nearby, a mockingbird sang its ever-changing song.

No gunfire. No encrypted orders in her ear. No one trying to kill her.

Just quiet.

For the first time in fifteen years, the world wasn’t trying to take another piece of her.

She still wore a sling on her left arm, the fabric slightly worn from weeks of use. The sharp, burning pain from the bullet wound had faded into a deep, persistent ache — a constant reminder of that final night in the desert. But even that was getting better. The tension she had carried in her shoulders for so long, the ever-present readiness for violence, was slowly loosening its grip.

Jade leaned against the porch railing, her fiery red hair catching the golden sunlight as it moved gently in the breeze. She closed her eyes and took a slow, deep breath, filling her lungs with the clean, open air of her new home.

“Time to figure out who I am,” she whispered to the empty land around her, “when no one’s trying to kill me.”

The words felt strange on her tongue — almost foreign. For so long, her identity had been defined by survival. By missions. By the next target, the next threat, the next scar. She had been Agent Jade Harlow — weapon, survivor, seductress, ghost.

Now she was simply... Jade.

She had a generous pension from the Agency. A beautiful house with land that stretched far enough to give her breathing room. And for the first time in her adult life, a future that belonged only to her.

No more late-night extractions. No more pretending to be someone else in silk and lies. No more wondering if she would live to see another sunrise.

The next chapter was waiting.

She just had to be brave enough to live it.

Jade opened her eyes and looked out across the rolling hills, a small, tentative smile touching her lips. For the first time in years, the future didn’t feel like a battlefield.

It felt like home.
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Chapter 2: Learning to Breathe
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The first week in the Hill Country felt like stepping into someone else’s dream.

Jade woke up every morning to silence. No buzzing encrypted phone. No tactical briefing waiting in her inbox. Just birdsong outside the window and the soft rustle of wind through the live oaks. For the first few days, she found herself waking before dawn out of pure habit, heart already racing, reaching for a weapon that wasn’t there anymore.

She would lie in bed, staring at the ceiling of her new bedroom, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

It never did.

On the fifth morning, she forced herself to stay in bed until the sun was fully up. Then she did something she hadn’t done in years: she made coffee for no reason other than she wanted to. She stood barefoot in her sunlit kitchen in nothing but an oversized t-shirt and panties, watching the coffee maker drip while golden light poured through the big windows overlooking the hills.

It felt... decadent. Almost sinful.

She carried her mug out to the back porch and sat on the wooden swing, legs tucked beneath her. The sling was finally off, though her shoulder still ached when she moved it too quickly. She rolled it gently, testing the limits, and let out a long breath.

This is mine, she thought. All of it.

The house was perfect — not too big, not too small. Open living room with high ceilings, a kitchen that actually made her
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