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​Chapter 1: The Birthday Headache
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The rain in the city did not fall so much as it materialized from the smog, a fine, pervasive mist that clung to the permacrete and turned the neon signs into bleeding, hazy smears of magenta and cyan.

Julian lay perfectly still on the gravel roof of the abandoned textile factory. He had been lying there for four hours. His heart rate was a steady, rhythmic forty-eight beats per minute, a testament to years of grueling, meticulous conditioning. The matte black stock of his Mk-14 sniper rifle was pressed firmly against his cheek. The metal was freezing, biting into his skin through the thin layer of his tactical turtleneck, but Julian did not shiver. Shivering was a waste of caloric energy. Shivering compromised the shot.

Through the thermal scope, the penthouse apartment across the street glowed in soft, neon greens and stark oranges. His target, a mid-level arms smuggler named Victor Vance, was currently a bright orange mass reclining on a dark green sofa. Vance was swirling a glass of amber liquid, likely a scotch that cost more than Julian’s first car. The man had a penchant for velvet smoking jackets and importing illegal, destabilizing weaponry into Sector Four. He was also, according to the digital clock blinking steadily in the corner of Julian's heads-up display, exactly three minutes away from his scheduled demise.

It was 11:57 PM.

Julian adjusted his grip on the rifle, his leather-clad fingers moving a fraction of an inch to find the familiar groove of the trigger guard. The wind was blowing east at five knots. The humidity was ninety-two percent. The distance was four hundred and twelve yards. The math was simple, elegant, and entirely under his control.

There was only one variable that Julian could not control, a variable that sat like a jagged stone in his esophagus.

It was his twenty-fifth birthday.

In exactly three minutes, at the stroke of midnight, Julian would officially cross the biological threshold. He would come of age. In the sprawling, messy, hopelessly romantic world below his rooftop, this was a cause for massive celebration. Twenty-five was the year the soulmate bond snapped into place. It was the year the dormant neurological tether woke up, bridging the gap between two perfectly matched minds.

Julian had read the literature. He had listened to the dizzying, nauseatingly sweet stories of his colleagues. They spoke of the bond like a religious awakening. Some people felt a sudden, overwhelming wash of profound, unconditional love. Others experienced a vivid, shimmering vision of a shared future, a flash of a smiling face, or the phantom scent of vanilla and old books. It was supposed to be the moment a person realized they were no longer alone in the universe.

Julian did not want to not be alone. Julian liked being alone. Being alone kept him alive. Love, as far as he could tell, was an operational hazard. It made people slow. It made them predictable. It made them hesitate. He had spent his entire adult life excising every soft, vulnerable part of himself, leaving behind only smooth, uncatchable glass and sharp edges. He did not have room in his meticulously structured life for the sudden, chaotic intrusion of a stranger's emotional baggage.

11:58 PM.

He took a slow, measured breath, letting the oxygen fill his lungs down to the diaphragm. He visualized the bond as a physical wire in his brain, and he visualized himself taking a pair of wire cutters to it. He would ignore it. Whatever wash of sappy, romantic nonsense flooded his system at midnight, he would compartmentalize it, shove it into a mental lockbox, and proceed with the mission. He was an elite operative. A little biological glitch was not going to make him miss his mark.

Victor Vance stood up in the penthouse. The orange thermal blob moved toward the floor-to-ceiling window, holding his glass up as if toasting the miserable, rain-soaked city. He was presenting a perfect, unobstructed silhouette.

11:59 PM.

Julian’s finger rested lightly on the trigger. He took up the slack. He exhaled, pausing his breath at the bottom of the curve. The world tunneled down to the crosshairs. The rain faded. The distant wail of sirens faded. There was only the space between his rifle and Vance’s chest.

12:00 AM.

The shot was half a millisecond from breaking when the universe decided to aggressively humble him.

There was no wash of profound love. There was no shimmering vision of a beautiful stranger. There was no phantom scent of vanilla.

Instead, there was a sudden, violent electrical shock right behind Julian's left eye. His stomach, which had been perfectly stable, abruptly plummeted into his combat boots. A wave of heat, sharp and entirely foreign, flushed up his neck and burned his cheeks. It was not the heat of passion. It was the distinct, acidic burn of pure, unadulterated mortification.

His vision flashed white. The thermal scope vanished.

Suddenly, Julian was not on a freezing gravel roof. The cold wind was gone, replaced by the suffocating, stale air of a heavily carpeted living room. The lighting was impossibly bright and overwhelmingly yellow. He felt small. Incredibly small. He looked down and realized, with a sense of rising panic, that he was wearing denim overalls adorned with a large, embroidered strawberry patch.

He was seven years old. And he was not Julian.

He was standing in front of a massive, slightly droopy potted ficus plant. The leaves were dusty.

Before Julian could process the sheer absurdity of the hallucination, his mouth opened. But it was not his mouth. A voice, high-pitched, painfully earnest, and terribly off-key, began to belt out a song.

"You are my sunshine! My only sunshine!"

The sheer volume of the singing rattled Julian's internal composure. The child he was currently inhabiting was swaying dramatically, performing a deeply uncoordinated dance routine that involved kicking one small, sneaker-clad foot into the air.

"You make me happy, when skies are grey!"

Julian tried to shut his eyes, to force himself back to the roof, but the bond had him completely paralyzed. He could feel the child's desperate, incredibly intense desire to make the plant feel loved. The child genuinely believed the ficus was depressed. The emotional weight of this belief was staggering.

The dance routine escalated. The child attempted a spin. The spin was poorly calculated.

Julian felt the sudden, terrifying sensation of lost balance. The child's foot tangled in the thick, shag carpeting. The world tilted sideways. With a high-pitched yelp, the child pitched forward, arms flailing wildly.

They crashed directly into a small side table. On that table sat a very large, very full glass of milk.

The glass tipped in what felt like agonizing slow motion. The milk cascaded over the edge, a white waterfall that splashed directly onto the child's face, soaking the strawberry overalls, and creating a massive, spreading puddle on the hideous brown carpet.

The memory ended with the sharp, panicked intake of breath from an adult standing in the doorway, and a feeling of such absolute, crushing embarrassment that Julian felt physically ill.

The white flash receded as violently as it had arrived.

Julian gasped, his eyes snapping open. The cold air hit his lungs like a physical blow. He was back on the roof. His hands were gripping the sniper rifle so hard his knuckles ached.

And his finger had jerked.

The heavy, suppressed thwip of the rifle sounded unnaturally loud in the damp air.

Julian scrambled to look through the scope. Across the street, Victor Vance was not a rapidly cooling corpse. Vance was standing perfectly still, his hands covering his head, while the expensive, crystal decanter on the table next to him exploded into a thousand glittering, jagged pieces. The amber scotch rained down over the velvet sofa.

Vance dropped to the floor, instantly scrambling behind a heavy oak desk. Seconds later, three large, heavily armed bodyguards swarmed into the room, sweeping the shattered window with submachine guns.

The mission was blown.

Julian stared through the scope, his chest heaving. His heart, previously a steady forty-eight beats per minute, was hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird. His face was entirely flushed. He could still taste the phantom flavor of two-percent milk and dust.

He had missed. He, the Ghost of Sector Four, the man who once hit a moving target from a helicopter during a sandstorm, had entirely missed a stationary target because his brain was suddenly hijacked by a seven-year-old singing to a houseplant.

"Incredible," Julian whispered, the word tasting like ash in his mouth.

He didn't have time to process the sheer, spectacular failure of it all. The bodyguards in the penthouse were already pointing toward the textile factory. Sirens would follow. He had exactly ninety seconds to break down the rifle and vanish before the rooftop was swarming with Vance’s people.

Julian moved with frantic, robotic precision. He popped the magazine out, cleared the chamber, and folded the stock. His hands were shaking. He hated that his hands were shaking. The phantom feeling of embarrassment was clinging to his skin like a rash, an oily, uncomfortable residue that he could not wipe away.

He shoved the rifle into his specialized duffel bag, zipped it tight, and slung it over his shoulder. He needed to get off the roof. He jogged toward the rusted fire escape at the back of the building, his boots crunching loudly on the gravel.

He swung his leg over the low parapet wall and grasped the iron railing of the fire escape. The metal was slick with rain and gritty with decades of rust. He began to descend, taking the metal grates two at a time, calculating his route through the labyrinthine alleys below.

He reached the first landing. He took a breath, feeling the cold air finally starting to cool the humiliating heat in his cheeks. He was fine. He had missed a shot, which was unacceptable, but he would survive. He just needed to report to his handler, take the inevitable verbal lashing, and figure out how to surgically remove the soulmate bond from his frontal lobe.

He grabbed the railing for the next flight of stairs.

And then, the universe decided it was not finished with him.

The second wave hit harder than the first. The electrical shock behind his eyes was sharp enough to make him stumble. The cold rain vanished entirely.

The smell of ozone and smog was violently replaced by the aggressive, overwhelming scent of industrial floor wax and cheap body spray.

Julian was suddenly standing on a stage. The harsh, blinding glare of a spotlight hit him directly in the eyes. He could hear the low, rumbling murmur of a hundred people shifting in uncomfortable folding chairs.

He looked down. He was no longer wearing overalls. He was wearing a sequined, violently pink leotard that rode up in places that made Julian, a twenty-five-year-old hardened assassin, feel an acute, existential dread. He was holding a metal baton with rubber ends.

He was thirteen years old. The awkward, terrible, horrifying precipice of adolescence.

The music started. It was loud, aggressively cheerful pop music that seemed entirely detached from the grim reality of human existence. The body he was inhabiting took a deep, shaky breath. The fear rolling through the bond was so palpable, so intensely thick, that Julian could barely breathe. This girl was terrified. She was absolutely, fundamentally terrified of being perceived.

She began to march in place, her knees lifting high, the sequins scratching against her arms. She forced a rigid, terrifying smile onto her face.

She tossed the baton into the air.

It was a simple trick. A single rotation. Julian watched it spin under the stage lights. The girl reached out her hand to catch it.

She missed entirely.

The metal baton struck the wooden stage floor with a loud, hollow clack that echoed through the gymnasium. The audience went dead silent.

The panic that surged through the bond was blinding. It was a suffocating, drowning sensation. The girl scrambled to pick up the baton, her face burning with the heat of a thousand suns. She grabbed it, her hands slick with nervous sweat.

She decided, in a moment of sheer, unadulterated adolescent hubris, to try the big trick to win them back.

She spun, her pink leotard catching the light, and hurled the baton as high as she possibly could.

Julian watched, trapped in the memory, as the baton soared upward. It went past the curtains. It went past the hanging banners celebrating the school's mediocre basketball team. It sailed directly into the complicated, exposed wiring of the stage’s main lighting rig.

There was a sharp, electrical pop.

A shower of orange sparks rained down from the ceiling. The sparks cascaded beautifully, tragically, directly onto the front row of the audience. Specifically, they rained down onto the balding head of an older man wearing a cheap tweed suit.

The man leaped out of his chair, slapping at his head, batting away the sparks as the auditorium erupted into chaos. The music abruptly cut out, replaced by the screech of a dying speaker.

The memory froze on the image of the girl standing on stage, her hands over her mouth, while the principal of her middle school frantically patted down a small smoldering patch on his jacket. The level of humiliation was so pure, so concentrated, that it felt like a physical weight pressing down on Julian's chest.

The memory snapped.

Julian was back on the fire escape. The transition was so violent, the visceral cringe so overpowering, that his spatial awareness entirely failed him.

He was standing on the slick, rusted metal grate. His brain was telling him he was on a stage; his feet were telling him he was suspended three stories above an alley. The cognitive dissonance was catastrophic.

His right boot slipped.

Julian, the highly trained operative who could scale a vertical glass wall without a harness, lost his footing like a drunkard leaving a tavern. He flailed his arms, an action disgustingly reminiscent of the seven-year-old falling into the side table. He grasped wildly for the railing, his leather gloves sliding uselessly over the wet iron.

He fell.

He bounced down the last five steps of the fire escape, his tactical gear providing minimal padding against the jagged metal edges. He hit the landing hard, the breath exploding from his lungs in a sharp grunt. His momentum carried him over the edge of the final drop.

He plummeted the remaining ten feet into the alleyway below.

Julian landed square in the center of a mountain of soggy, discarded cardboard boxes outside a seafood restaurant. The smell of rotting shrimp and damp paper filled his nostrils. He lay there, flat on his back, staring up at the narrow strip of rainy sky visible between the towering buildings.

His ribs throbbed. His shoulder ached. His dignity, carefully cultivated over a decade of lethal professionalism, was currently lying shattered somewhere next to a crumpled box of frozen calamari.

He lay in the trash for a long, silent minute. The cold rain steadily soaked through his clothes.

"I am going to find her," Julian whispered to the empty alley, his voice laced with a cold, terrifying promise. "I am going to find her, and I am going to ask her what on earth she was thinking with that baton."

The front for Sector Four’s local operations was a dry-cleaning establishment nestled in the garment district. It smelled aggressively of starch, chemical solvents, and old dust. The bell above the door chimed a cheerful, tinny melody as Julian pushed his way inside.

He was dripping wet. Small fragments of soggy cardboard were still clinging to his tactical pants. He favored his left side, his ribs a tight band of pain with every breath.

Sitting behind the counter, examining a perfectly pressed silk shirt under a magnifying glass, was Marcus. Marcus was Julian’s handler. He was a man who possessed no discernible sense of humor, a wardrobe that cost more than a small island nation, and a terrifyingly blank resting expression.

Marcus slowly lowered the magnifying glass. He looked at Julian. He looked at the puddle of rainwater forming around Julian’s combat boots. He looked at the piece of cardboard stuck to Julian's shoulder.

"Julian," Marcus said, his voice as smooth and cold as polished marble. "You are an hour late for your debrief. And Victor Vance was just spotted boarding a private jet, very much alive, though apparently very angry about his living room decor."

Julian walked to the counter, leaving a trail of muddy water behind him. He dropped the heavy duffel bag containing his rifle onto the linoleum floor with a dull thud.

"The shot was compromised," Julian said. He tried to maintain his usual monotone, the dead-eyed stare that usually intimidated people into silence. It was difficult to pull off when he smelled faintly of old seafood.

"Compromised," Marcus repeated softly. He carefully folded the silk shirt and set it aside. "Did Vance have counter-snipers? A localized electromagnetic shield? Did the wind shear unexpectedly alter the trajectory of a high-velocity round?"

"No," Julian said. He stared at the wall behind Marcus, focusing intensely on a poster advertising a special on winter coat steaming.

"Then explain to me," Marcus said, leaning forward, placing his perfectly manicured hands on the counter, "how my best operative missed a stationary target at four hundred yards."

Julian swallowed. The words felt like broken glass in his throat. He had to tell the truth. In their line of work, lying to a handler was a faster death sentence than a missed shot.

"It is my birthday," Julian said quietly.

Marcus blinked. It was a rare display of emotion. "Happy birthday. I was unaware we were factoring personal milestones into assassination logistics."

"It is my twenty-fifth birthday," Julian clarified, the flush of humiliation returning to his neck. "The clock struck midnight."

Marcus stared at him for a long, agonizing moment. Comprehension slowly dawned in his cold eyes. "Ah. The bond."

"Yes."

"I see." Marcus leaned back, steepling his fingers. "Many of our operatives experience the bond. Most manage to compartmentalize the sudden influx of emotional devotion long enough to pull a trigger."

"It was not emotional devotion," Julian said, his voice rising a fraction of a decibel. "I did not get a warm, fuzzy feeling. I did not get a vision of a white picket fence."

"What did you get?"

Julian closed his eyes. The memories were still there, hovering at the edges of his consciousness, waiting to ambush him. "I got a seven-year-old girl. She was singing to a plant. Off-key. And then she fell over and destroyed a glass of milk."

Marcus remained perfectly silent.

"And then," Julian continued, unable to stop the confession now that it had started, "while I was trying to exfiltrate the roof, she decided to throw a metal baton into a lighting rig at a middle school talent show and nearly immolated an old man. It was..." Julian struggled for the word. "It was profoundly awkward. The cringe was physically debilitating. I fell off the fire escape."

Marcus picked up a pen and began to tap it rhythmically against the counter. "You missed a high-value target and fell into a dumpster because your soulmate is clumsy."

"Essentially, yes."

"Julian." Marcus sighed, a sound of deep, weariness. "The organization does not care about your soulmate's lack of coordination. You are a weapon. A weapon does not get distracted by a middle school talent show."

"It will not happen again," Julian said, his jaw tight. "I know what to expect now. I will build a mental firewall. I will ignore her completely."

"You had better," Marcus said, opening a file folder on the counter. "Because Vance’s survival has complicated things. The board is moving you to a new assignment immediately. No downtime."

Julian nodded once. "Understood. Who is the target?"

"Not a target," Marcus corrected, sliding a single sheet of paper across the counter. "A protection detail. A civilian asset who accidentally stumbled into something far above her pay grade. The syndicate Vance works for is currently hunting her."

Julian frowned, picking up the paper. It was a standard dossier. Name, occupation, last known address. There was a photograph attached to the top corner.

He looked at the photo.

It was a woman, roughly his age. She had a mess of untamable brown hair pulled into a haphazard bun, a smudge of dirt on her cheek, and she was smiling widely, brightly, directly at the camera. She looked chaotic. She looked entirely too earnest.

Julian stared at her face. He noted the shape of her eyes. He noted the slight, familiar tilt of her jaw.

A cold, heavy dread settled into his stomach, far worse than the fall from the fire escape.

He recognized that face. He had just seen it, younger, rounder, and covered in spilled milk.

Julian read the name at the top of the file.

Hazel Evans. Occupation: Botanist, Royal Conservatory.

Julian slowly placed the paper back on the counter. He looked at Marcus.

"I cannot take this assignment," Julian said, his voice entirely devoid of inflection.

"You do not have a choice," Marcus replied, already turning back to his silk shirt. "You compromised the Vance hit. Consider this penance. You leave in the morning."

Julian looked back down at the smiling face of Hazel Evans. The girl with the ficus. The girl with the baton. The architect of his current humiliation.

He was going to have to protect her. He was going to have to stand next to her. And he was going to have to try, desperately, to ensure she never found out that the terrifying, lethal assassin guarding her life was intimately acquainted with her most mortifying childhood secrets.

Julian closed his eyes and wished, for the first time in his life, that he was simply someone else.
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​Chapter 2: Dirt under the Fingernails
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The air inside Greenhouse Four of the Royal Conservatory was thick enough to chew. It was a suffocating, glorious blanket of ninety-percent humidity, scented heavily with peat moss, damp loam, and the sharp, bright citrus of blooming calamondin trees. For most people, walking into the greenhouse was like stepping into a sauna fully clothed. For Hazel Evans, it was like stepping into an embrace.

Hazel was currently up to her elbows in a mixture of perlite and organic compost. She was kneeling on the slick, algae-stained concrete floor, wearing a pair of faded denim overalls that had seen far better days. Her wild, untamable brown hair was shoved into a messy knot at the top of her head, secured entirely by a single, miraculously sturdy pencil. A streak of dark potting soil was smeared across her left cheek, a badge of honor she wore entirely without realizing it.

"There you go," Hazel whispered, her voice a soft, melodic murmur. She gently tamped the soil down around the base of a particularly dramatic Calathea lutea. "I know the repotting process is stressful. I know you hate change. But look at all this room to stretch your roots. You are going to be massive. You are going to take over the whole bench, and I will be so incredibly proud of you."

The plant, naturally, did not respond, but Hazel liked to think its broad, waxy leaves perked up just a fraction of an inch.

She loved the plants because they were beautifully, refreshingly straightforward. If a fern was unhappy, it turned brown and dropped its fronds. If an orchid was pleased, it pushed out a spectacular, delicate bloom. They did not play games. They did not possess hidden motives. They simply needed water, light, and a specific pH balance in their soil to thrive.

Human beings, Hazel had found, were significantly more complicated and far more exhausting.

She rocked back on her heels, wiping her forehead with the back of her forearm and inevitably adding another smear of dirt to her brow. She looked up at the massive glass ceiling. The sky outside was a dreary, weeping gray, matching the relentless rain that drummed a soft, rhythmic staccato against the glass panes.

It was a miserable Tuesday in the city. More importantly, it was Hazel's twenty-fifth birthday.

Her coworkers had ambushed her in the breakroom at exactly eight in the morning with a lukewarm cup of coffee and a single, slightly crushed vanilla cupcake. They had sung a very quick, very off-key rendition of "Happy Birthday," watched her blow out the single trick candle that reignited three times, and then immediately began taking bets on the soulmate bond.

According to biology, folklore, and roughly ten thousand romance novels, the twenty-fifth birthday was the turning point of human existence. It was the day the neurological tether activated, bridging the vast, lonely gap between two perfectly matched individuals.

Hazel had spent her entire life dreading and anticipating this day in equal measure. She was a romantic at heart, a fact she hid beneath a layer of scientific pragmatism. She wanted the sweeping, cinematic moment. She wanted the sudden scent of pine needles or the blinding vision of a handsome stranger smiling at her across a crowded room.

But a small, anxious part of her brain—the part that always assumed she was going to trip over flat surfaces or accidentally insult her superiors—was terrified. What if her soulmate hated plants? What if her soulmate was a rigid, joyless accountant who preferred sterile, white apartments and synthetic fabrics? What if her soulmate took one look at her chaotic, dirt-smudged existence and requested a cosmic refund?

She checked her waterproof digital watch. It was 12:05 PM.

She had been twenty-five for over twelve hours. So far, the universe had provided absolutely nothing. No visions. No phantom scents. No sudden, overwhelming wash of unconditional love. Just a slight backache from hunching over the potting bench and a mild craving for a grilled cheese sandwich.

"Maybe I am broken," Hazel said aloud, addressing a row of spiky succulents. "Maybe I am the statistical anomaly. The one person whose brain simply forgot to install the romantic-connection software. It would honestly make a lot of sense."

She reached for her trowel, fully prepared to resign herself to a life of beautiful, leafy solitude.

And then, the universe finally answered her.

It did not arrive with the gentle flutter of angel wings. It arrived with the subtlety of a freight train crashing into a fireworks factory.

A sudden, sharp electrical current snapped behind Hazel's eyes. It was so intense that she physically recoiled, dropping her trowel onto the concrete with a loud clatter. Her stomach lurched violently. The humid, earthy smell of the greenhouse vanished in an instant, replaced by a scent that was both deeply familiar and utterly appalling.

It smelled like cheap aerosol body spray, the kind that promised to make the wearer irresistible but actually just smelled like aggressively angry pine cones and desperate adolescent longing.

Hazel gasped, grabbing the edge of the potting bench to steady herself. The greenhouse dissolved around her. The green canopy of leaves faded into an oppressive, suffocating darkness.

She was suddenly sitting on a bed. The mattress was lumpy. The room was illuminated only by the harsh, singular beam of a small desk lamp. The walls were covered in posters of bands with logos that looked like shattered glass and dripping blood.

She looked down at her hands. They were not her hands. They were larger, paler, and the fingernails were painted with chipped, black polish. She was wearing an oversized black hoodie that swallowed her entirely.

She was a teenage boy. And she was drowning in a sea of pure, unadulterated emotional agony.

The feeling was so thick, so heavy, that Hazel felt like she was wading through wet concrete. This boy was suffering. He was suffering from the profound, crushing weight of simply existing in a world that he felt did not understand his deep, dark, unfathomable complexity.

The boy (her soulmate, her brain unhelpfully supplied) let out a long, dramatic sigh that rattled in his chest. He picked up a small, black leather-bound notebook.

Hazel watched, paralyzed within his memory, as the boy cleared his throat. He stared intensely at the blank wall opposite the bed, adjusting his posture to achieve maximum tragic brooding.

Then, he began to speak.

"The abyss looks back," the boy intoned. His voice was entirely too deep, artificially lowered to sound menacing, but cracking slightly on the final syllable. "It stares with hollow eyes. A raven in the ribcage. Pecking. Pecking at the shards of a shattered soul."

In the greenhouse, the real Hazel clamped both of her hands over her mouth.

A bubble of pure, hysterical hysteria formed in her chest. She tried to swallow it down. She tried to respect the bond. She tried to remember that this was her fated mate, sharing a piece of his history with her. But the poetry was just so incredibly, undeniably terrible.

The boy in the memory flipped a page in his black journal, his movements sharp and violently emotional.

"Blood on the concrete," he continued, his tone shifting to a breathless, dramatic whisper. "Tears in the rain. I am a shadow, walking among the sheep. They graze. I bleed. The void is my only mother."

Hazel could not hold it in anymore.

The laugh erupted from her like a champagne cork. It was a loud, ungraceful snort that echoed through the quiet greenhouse.

The sheer force of her amusement seemed to rock the memory. The boy’s intense, brooding aura was suddenly punctured by her invading joy. The overwhelming wave of teenage angst crashed against the immovable wall of Hazel's absolute delight.

She could feel his absolute, unwavering sincerity. He truly believed he was the first person in human history to experience sadness. The sincerity was what made it so impossibly funny. He was taking himself so seriously that the cringe factor was physically debilitating.

"The void," Hazel wheezed, sitting back hard on her heels on the wet concrete floor. Tears were streaming down her face, cutting clean tracks through the potting soil on her cheeks. "Oh my god. The void is his mother."

The memory shattered like a dropped mirror.

Hazel was slammed back into her own body, back into the suffocating humidity of Greenhouse Four. The smell of angry pine cones vanished, replaced by the comforting scent of wet dirt.

She was sitting on the floor, surrounded by bags of perlite, clutching her stomach, and laughing so hard that she was entirely devoid of oxygen. Her abs ached. She squeezed her eyes shut, but every time she pictured the chipped black nail polish and the dramatic sigh, a fresh wave of uncontrollable giggles overtook her.

Her soulmate, the other half of her heart, was a recovering goth who wrote poetry about bleeding ravens. It was perfect. It was the best birthday present she had ever received.

"Hazel?"

The voice was sharp, crisp, and entirely unamused.

Hazel gasped, her eyes flying open. She scrambled to her feet, her rubber boots slipping wildly on the slick floor. She grabbed the edge of the potting bench, chest heaving, tears still standing in her eyes.

Standing at the entrance of the aisle, looking like he had just stepped out of an advertisement for bespoke tailoring, was Dr. Elias Thorne.

Dr. Thorne was the Director of the Royal Conservatory. He was a man in his late fifties with perfectly silver hair, a neatly trimmed beard, and a penchant for wearing three-piece suits in environments that clearly called for breathable cotton. He always looked immaculate. He never sweated. Hazel firmly believed he possessed an internal refrigeration unit instead of a heart.

He was currently staring at her with an expression of profound, weary confusion.

"Dr. Thorne," Hazel managed to choke out, wiping at her wet face and only succeeding in smearing the dirt directly into her eyes. "Good afternoon."

Dr. Thorne slowly took in the scene. He looked at the spilled bag of perlite. He looked at the trowel abandoned on the floor. He looked at Hazel, who was vibrating with suppressed laughter, her shoulders shaking violently.

"Are you quite alright, Miss Evans?" Dr. Thorne asked. His voice was smooth, cultured, and carried the distinct tone of a man who was very tired of dealing with eccentric botanists. "You appear to be having some sort of episode."

"I am fine," Hazel squeaked. She cleared her throat, forcing her vocal cords to lower an octave. "I am perfectly fine. I was just... thinking about a joke."

"A joke," Dr. Thorne repeated flatly.

"Yes." Hazel bit the inside of her cheek hard, welcoming the sharp sting of pain to distract her from the lingering memory of the black hoodie. "It was a very funny joke. About a raven. In a ribcage."

Dr. Thorne stared at her for a long, agonizing moment. Hazel felt a small prickle of unease beneath her amusement. There was always something slightly unsettling about the Director’s gaze. It was a little too cold, a little too calculating, like he was constantly evaluating the precise monetary value of everything he looked at.

"I see," Dr. Thorne finally said, smoothing the lapels of his charcoal suit. "Well, I would appreciate it if you could postpone your mirth for the time being. We have a situation that requires your immediate, undivided attention."

Hazel forced herself to stand up straight, wiping her soil-caked hands on her denim overalls. The mention of a 'situation' immediately cooled her blood. Dr. Thorne did not come down to the greenhouses for minor issues. He usually summoned people to his sterile, glass-walled office at the top of the administration building.

"What kind of situation?" Hazel asked, her voice finally steadying.

"A security situation," Dr. Thorne replied. He stepped further down the aisle, carefully avoiding a puddle of water with his expensive leather shoes. "As you are well aware, the research you are conducting in Sector Seven regarding the accelerated growth rates of the Aconitum variants has garnered significant attention."

Hazel nodded slowly. She had been working on a project modifying the genetic structure of Monkshood plants to extract a rare, potent medicinal compound. It was brilliant work, but it was also highly classified. The compound, if synthesized incorrectly, was incredibly toxic.

"The Ministry of Agriculture has decided to conduct an unexpected, comprehensive audit of our security protocols," Dr. Thorne continued, his lips thinning into a tight line. "They are sending a private consultant to evaluate our physical perimeters, our digital firewalls, and our personnel."

Hazel groaned internally. Security consultants were the worst. They were always ex-military men with no neck, zero personality, and a pathological hatred of open windows. They always yelled at her for leaving the greenhouse doors propped open for cross-ventilation.

"When is this audit happening?" Hazel asked, picking up her trowel and aggressively stabbing it back into the bag of soil.

"Tomorrow morning," Dr. Thorne said.

"Tomorrow?" Hazel whipped her head around, her messy bun swaying dangerously. "But my lab is a disaster zone. I have three different germination experiments running simultaneously. I have soil samples covering every available surface."

"Then I suggest you begin cleaning," Dr. Thorne said smoothly. He pulled a small, silver pocket watch from his vest, checked the time, and snapped it shut. "The consultant arrives at exactly 0800 hours. His firm has requested unfettered access to all lead researchers. That includes you, Miss Evans."

Hazel felt a headache beginning to form at the base of her skull. Her perfect, hilarious birthday was rapidly deteriorating into a stressful nightmare of bureaucratic red tape.

"I need you to be cooperative," Dr. Thorne warned, his voice dropping a fraction. The calculating look returned to his eyes. "The Ministry is looking for any excuse to pull our funding and move your research to their own centralized laboratories. We cannot give them a single reason to doubt our competence. You will be professional. You will answer his questions. And you will not, under any circumstances, make jokes about ravens."

"I understand," Hazel said, feeling properly chastened.

"Excellent." Dr. Thorne offered a thin, mechanical smile that did not reach his eyes. "Clean yourself up, Miss Evans. You currently look like you have been wrestling in a compost heap."

He turned on his heel and walked back down the aisle, his shoes clicking sharply against the concrete.

Hazel watched him go until he disappeared through the heavy glass doors of the conservatory. The moment he was gone, the oppressive atmosphere lifted. The sound of the rain against the glass ceiling returned to the forefront of her awareness.

She looked down at her hands, still covered in the dark, rich soil of the greenhouse. She let out a long, slow exhale, blowing a stray strand of hair out of her eyes.

She had a massive, terrifying security audit tomorrow with a consultant who was undoubtedly going to criticize everything from her filing system to her choice of footwear. She had to scrub her lab from top to bottom. She had to pretend to be a serious, organized professional.

But as she reached back into the pot to finish arranging the roots of the Calathea, the memory of the chipped black nail polish flared in her mind again.

"The void is my mother," Hazel whispered to the broad green leaves, a massive, uncontrollable grin breaking across her face.

She might be facing a bureaucratic nightmare tomorrow, but somewhere out there in the city, an incredibly dramatic man was walking around, completely unaware that she knew about his terrible poetry. And that, Hazel decided, made everything entirely worth it.
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​Chapter 3: The Detail
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The basement beneath the Sector Four dry-cleaning front was a masterpiece of sensory deprivation. The walls were constructed of sound-dampening concrete painted a flat, aggressive gray. The lighting consisted of fluorescent tubes that hummed at a frequency specifically designed to discourage loitering. There were no windows, no plants, and absolutely no personal effects. It was a room built entirely for the efficient distribution of lethal instructions.

Julian usually found the basement incredibly soothing. Today, it felt like a prison cell.

He sat at the long aluminum conference table, staring at the manila folder resting on the polished metal surface. The folder contained the complete dossier on Hazel Evans. He had been staring at it for exactly forty-two minutes. He had memorized every single line of text, every date of birth, every academic accolade, and every known associate.

He was currently fixated on her photograph.

She was still smiling. The dirt smudge on her cheek was still there. Her hair still looked like a complex, structural hazard that defied the laws of physics. She looked like the kind of person who would enthusiastically pet a stray dog and accidentally drop her keys down a storm drain in the process.

Julian closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. He took a slow, measured breath, attempting to manually regulate his pulse.

It was not working. Every time he closed his eyes, his treacherous brain supplied a vivid, high-definition replay of the milk glass tipping over the side table. He could still feel the sticky, phantom sensation of dairy drying on his cheeks. He could hear the high-pitched, off-key warbling of the sunshine song.

"You are overthinking the asset," a cold voice stated from the doorway.

Julian opened his eyes. Marcus stood in the frame, holding a steaming cup of black coffee. Marcus wore a pristine navy pinstripe suit that looked completely untouched by the oppressive humidity of the city above them. He walked to the table and took the seat directly across from Julian, placing the coffee down with a soft, precise click.

"I am assessing the operational liabilities," Julian corrected smoothly. His voice was a flat, emotionless drone. He had spent the last hour meticulously rebuilding his professional facade, carefully mortaring the cracks left by his disastrous twenty-fifth birthday. "The asset is a civilian. She has no tactical training. She works in a giant glass structure with thousands of sightlines. The environment is a sniper’s absolute paradise."

"Which is why you are being assigned to the interior," Marcus replied, taking a small sip of his coffee. "You will be her shadow. You will control her movements, manage her schedule, and ensure she does not wander into any open courtyards. You are going in undercover as a private security auditor."

Julian looked down at the dossier again. "A security auditor. For a botanical garden."

"The Royal Conservatory is not just a garden," Marcus said, tapping a manicured finger against the aluminum table. "It is a government-funded research facility. Miss Evans is the lead researcher on a highly classified project involving the genetic modification of the Aconitum genus. Monkshood, in layman's terms."

Julian processed the information instantly. "Monkshood is highly toxic. It contains aconitine. It causes cardiac arrest and neurological failure."

"Precisely," Marcus nodded. "Miss Evans has managed to isolate a specific, highly unstable variant of the compound. She believes she is developing a revolutionary new paralytic for emergency surgical procedures. The Blackwood Syndicate, however, believes she is developing an untraceable, aerosolized assassination tool. They want the research, Julian. And they are willing to extract it from her by whatever violent means necessary."

Julian felt a strange, cold tightness in his chest that had absolutely nothing to do with tactical analysis. It was a deeply foreign sensation. It felt dangerously like protective instinct. He immediately shoved the feeling into his mental lockbox, turning the key until it snapped.

"If Blackwood wants the compound, they will send a strike team," Julian noted, his mind shifting comfortably back to logistics. "They do not use subtle methods. They prefer overwhelming force."

"Which is why we are intercepting them," Marcus said. "Your job is not to engage the entire syndicate. Your job is to keep Hazel Evans alive long enough for our extraction teams to secure the data and relocate her to a secure facility. You arrive at the Conservatory at eight o'clock tomorrow morning. You will introduce yourself as Julian Graves, Senior Risk Analyst for Aegis Defense Solutions. You will be professional, you will be thorough, and you will not break cover."

Julian stared at his handler. "You want me to walk up to this woman, introduce myself, and spend the next seventy-two hours within a five-foot radius of her."

"That is the definition of a protection detail, yes."

"Marcus." Julian leaned forward, keeping his voice carefully level. "She is my fated mate. The bond activated last night. If I stand next to her, there is a very high probability that we will experience cross-contamination. I will see her memories. She will see mine."

Marcus raised a single, perfectly sculpted eyebrow. "I am aware. You mentioned a middle school talent show."

"It was a sequined pink leotard, Marcus," Julian said, his composure cracking just a fraction of an inch. "I threw a metal baton into a high-voltage lighting rig. I nearly incinerated a school administrator. If she looks at me and suddenly experiences that memory, my cover will be entirely destroyed. She will know exactly who I am."

"Then I suggest you practice your mental discipline," Marcus said coldly, picking up his coffee cup. "Build a wall, Julian. Compartmentalize. You are the Ghost of Sector Four. You have withstood physical torture, sleep deprivation, and advanced interrogation techniques. You can certainly withstand the mild embarrassment of a childhood memory."

Marcus stood up, smoothing a nonexistent wrinkle from his pristine trousers.

"Do not fail this assignment," Marcus warned, his voice dropping all pretense of conversational warmth. "Blackwood is ruthless. If they get to her, they will not be gentle. She is a soft target. Keep her breathing."

Marcus turned and walked out of the briefing room, his leather shoes silent against the concrete floor.

Julian was left alone with the humming fluorescent lights and the smiling photograph of Hazel Evans. He reached out and closed the manila folder. The physical action did not help. The image of her face was already permanently burned into his retinas.

He had to get his gear. He had to build the alias. He had to prepare for war.

The Sector Four armory was located behind a reinforced steel door at the end of the basement corridor. It smelled of gun oil, cold steel, and industrial cleaning solvents. For Julian, it was a sanctuary.

He moved through the aisles with practiced, mechanical efficiency. He could not bring his sniper rifle; a security auditor did not carry long guns. He had to rely on close-quarters weaponry and strict concealment.

He selected a sleek, matte black compact pistol, checking the action and loading a magazine of hollow-point rounds. He holstered it in a custom, low-profile shoulder rig that would sit invisibly beneath a suit jacket. He added two spare magazines to his belt. He selected a tactical folding knife with a three-inch carbon steel blade, slipping it into the hidden pocket of his trousers.

Next came the wardrobe.

Julian hated suits. He vastly preferred tactical gear, fabrics designed to stretch, breathe, and absorb blood without staining. Suits were rigid. They were confining. They were designed for boardrooms, not battlefields.

He pulled a dark charcoal two-piece suit from the locker. He paired it with a crisp white shirt and a subdued, slate-gray tie. He dressed methodically, checking his range of motion in the full-length mirror attached to the locker door.

The reflection staring back at him was entirely foreign. He did not look like an assassin. He looked like a man who spent his days reviewing spreadsheets and attending seminars on corporate synergy. His dark hair was combed back neatly. His jaw was locked tight. His dark eyes were flat and unreadable.

Julian Graves, Senior Risk Analyst.

He adjusted the cuffs of his shirt, ensuring the fabric covered the small, jagged scar on his left wrist. He was ready. He was fortified. He had spent the last two hours constructing a massive, impenetrable mental wall to block the soulmate bond. He visualized it as a solid titanium vault in the center of his brain. He had locked Hazel Evans, the ficus plant, and the pink leotard inside that vault.

He reached for his suit jacket.

As his fingers brushed the wool fabric, the titanium vault in his mind violently shuddered.

It did not break, but a thin, jagged crack formed in the mental metal. Through that crack leaked a sensation so sudden, so intensely foreign, that Julian dropped his jacket on the floor.

He staggered back, his shoulders hitting the cold metal of the armory lockers.

It was a feeling of pure, unadulterated joy.

It bubbled up in his chest like carbonated water. It was a bright, effervescent wave of hysterical amusement. Along with the emotion came a phantom physical sensation. He felt the distinct, gritty texture of wet potting soil coating his hands. He felt a bead of sweat roll down his forehead. He smelled the heavy, suffocating scent of wet earth and citrus.

And then, he heard the laughter.

It was not a memory. It was happening right now, in real-time. Hazel Evans was laughing.

She was not just chuckling. She was laughing with her entire body. The sheer force of her amusement was bleeding through the bond, washing over his carefully constructed defenses like a tidal wave. It was an undignified, wheezing, entirely genuine sound of absolute delight.

Julian stood frozen against the lockers, his chest heaving. His heart rate spiked to ninety beats per minute. He squeezed his eyes shut, desperately trying to reinforce the mental wall, trying to push the phantom dirt off his hands.

Why was she laughing? What could possibly be that funny?

He focused on the sensation, trying to analyze it tactically. The amusement was sharp. It had an edge to it. It was the specific kind of laughter that came from discovering something deeply, profoundly ridiculous.

A horrifying realization dawned on Julian, chilling his blood faster than a plunge into an icy river.

The bond worked both ways.

If he had seen her memories last night at the stroke of midnight, there was an incredibly high statistical probability that she had seen his.

Julian slowly opened his eyes, staring at his reflection in the armory mirror. His carefully constructed "Julian Graves" persona looked back at him, but the flat, unreadable eyes were now wide with an emotion that looked suspiciously like raw panic.

She knew.

He did not know exactly which memory the bond had selected for her, but based on the sheer, debilitating level of hysterical amusement flooding his system, it was bad. It was catastrophic. She was currently standing somewhere in a greenhouse, covered in dirt, laughing until she couldn't breathe at the expense of a hardened Sector Four operative.

"I am going to die," Julian whispered to the empty armory. "Blackwood is going to kill me, and it will be a mercy."

He grabbed his suit jacket from the floor, violently dusting off a speck of lint. He shoved his arms into the sleeves, adjusting his shoulder holster with aggressive, jerky movements. The phantom laughter slowly faded from his mind, replaced by a lingering sense of sunny, chaotic warmth that Julian found deeply, aggressively offensive.

He had to get out of the basement. He had to get to the Conservatory. He needed to look this woman in the eye and establish dominance before she could weaponize whatever embarrassing secret she had just downloaded from his brain.

The drive to the Royal Conservatory took exactly twenty-two minutes. Julian drove a nondescript, silver sedan provided by the motor pool. He drove the speed limit. He signaled every turn. He was a ghost, blending perfectly into the morning commuter traffic of the sprawling city.

The rain had finally stopped, leaving behind a thick, suffocating layer of humidity that clung to the windshield like grease. The sky was the color of a bruised plum, heavy and threatening.

Julian pulled into the sprawling, manicured grounds of the Conservatory. He parked in the designated visitor lot, turning off the engine and sitting in the sudden silence of the car.

He stared through the windshield at the massive complex ahead.

It was a tactical nightmare. The Conservatory consisted of five enormous, interconnected glass domes. The structural steel arched gracefully into the sky, creating a beautiful, delicate web of architecture. It was stunning. It was majestic. And it offered absolutely zero cover from an elevated sniper position.

If the Blackwood Syndicate decided to breach the perimeter, they could shoot through the glass from a mile away. They could drop incendiary devices directly through the roof. The entire place was a fragile, transparent death trap.

Julian checked his watch. It was 07:55 AM.

He took a final, deep breath, running through his mental checklist. Gun concealed. Knife secured. Comm-link in his right ear, currently broadcasting a steady loop of static. Mental wall heavily reinforced with imaginary steel beams.

He stepped out of the car. The humidity hit him instantly, settling over his charcoal suit like a heavy, damp blanket. He ignored the discomfort. He locked the car and began the long walk up the paved stone path toward the main administration building.

The grounds were pristine. Perfectly sculpted hedges lined the walkways. Strange, exotic flowers bloomed in carefully curated beds. Julian analyzed everything. He noted the location of the security cameras (three were painfully outdated, and one had a blind spot large enough to hide a delivery truck). He noted the structural integrity of the main doors (reinforced glass, but the hinges were exposed).

He pushed open the heavy front doors and stepped into the main lobby.

The lobby was aggressively modern. It was a vast, echoing chamber of white marble, polished chrome, and massive, leafy ferns. The air conditioning was turned up to an unnatural, freezing temperature, instantly chilling the sweat on Julian's neck.

He walked to the reception desk. A young man in a starched uniform looked up from a computer monitor, his expression pleasant and entirely unobservant.

"Good morning," the young man said cheerfully. "Welcome to the Royal Conservatory. How can I direct you?"

Julian pulled a sleek, minimalist business card from his interior jacket pocket and slid it across the marble counter.

"Julian Graves," he said, perfectly modulating his voice to sound confident, boring, and slightly impatient. "Aegis Defense Solutions. I have a scheduled meeting with Dr. Elias Thorne and a Miss Hazel Evans for an eighty-hundred hours security audit."

The receptionist glanced at the card, his eyes widening slightly at the mention of Dr. Thorne. He quickly typed something into his keyboard.

"Yes, Mr. Graves. You are expected. Dr. Thorne is currently occupied on a conference call, but he asked that you proceed directly to Greenhouse Four. Miss Evans is waiting for you there to begin the physical perimeter walkthrough."

Julian felt a distinct, unpleasant clench in his stomach. He was not going to get a buffer. He was not going to meet her in a sterile conference room with a desk between them. He was walking straight into her territory.

"Understood," Julian said smoothly. "Directions?"

"Through those double doors," the receptionist pointed toward the back of the lobby. "Follow the main corridor past the administrative offices. Greenhouse Four is the second dome on your left. You cannot miss it. It has the largest collection of tropical flora."

Julian nodded once. He retrieved his business card, slipping it back into his pocket, and turned toward the double doors.

Every step he took down the polished marble corridor felt incredibly heavy. He felt like he was walking to the gallows. He passed glass-walled offices filled with scientists analyzing soil samples and inputting data. He ignored them. His entire focus was fixed on the looming, humid dome at the end of the hall.

He reached the heavy, reinforced glass doors of Greenhouse Four.

He stopped.

Through the glass, he could see a chaotic jungle of green. Massive ferns spilled over the walkways. Vines climbed aggressively up the steel support beams. The light filtering through the dome was fractured and green, making the entire space look like an underwater





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
%SADIE MCCARTHY

=

i -





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





