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Chapter One – Whispers in the Envelope
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London, Present Day

The sky was that moody sort of grey—the kind of grey that settled over the city like a thick wool blanket. Dampness hung in the air, seeping into bones, whispering through coat sleeves and scarf ends. Trafalgar Square was alive with motion: the chatter of tourists, the flap of pigeons’ wings, the occasional sound of a violinist playing under a stone arch. The city moved as it always did—unbothered by secrets, but bursting with them.

Bexiey Hartwell adjusted the strap of her leather satchel, her gloved fingers tightening around the clipboard in her hand. Her bright red tourist guide jacket clashed starkly against the washed-out background, which, of course, was the point. Blending in wasn’t part of her job—not today. Today she had to stand out. Be visible. Be ordinary. Just another cheerful London tour guide.

But she was anything but ordinary.

Behind the wide smile and friendly wave was a trained mind, sharp as a scalpel. Bexiey was a government agent working undercover—tracking down whispers of something far larger than herself. There were talks of a man. A tourist, they said. A foreigner no one really knew. A face that had somehow slipped through countless security nets and left no trace. And yet, the entire international criminal network and every major intelligence bureau had eyes on him.

And just as the tour group began to form a loose circle around her, he appeared.

Not dramatically. Not with a bang. No sirens or flashes or gunfire. Just a quiet sort of presence that pulled her gaze like gravity.

He moved through the crowd with the relaxed ease of someone who belonged everywhere. His coat was long and dark, the kind that could pass for stylish or functional, depending on the weather. A dark scarf hid most of his throat, and the scruff lining his jaw made him look older than his papers would claim. He had a certain confidence about him—unhurried, composed, like a man who knew all his exits.

He walked with purpose but not urgency.

And when their eyes met, Bexiey felt it.

That jolt. The kind that wasn't quite fear, but not safety either. Like standing too close to the edge of a rooftop. Like hearing your name whispered in a crowded room.

“You must be James Whitlock,” she said with a voice that carried, crisp and calm.

He stopped directly in front of her, just a bit too close for comfort, and gave a casual smile. “I am. Unless you were expecting someone else?”

She gave a quick glance down at her clipboard, then back at him. “Tourist from New York. One-week package. No allergies. Doesn’t like rain.”

He chuckled softly, adjusting the strap of his bag. “I lied about the rain. I actually hate the sun.”

Bexiey raised a brow. “Fascinating. You’ll fit in brilliantly here.”

The rest of the group hadn’t even noticed. They were too busy taking selfies or feeding the pigeons. But Bexiey’s mind was ticking like a metronome. There was something off about him—something too controlled. She’d seen thousands of tourists come through these routes. James Whitlock wasn’t one of them. Or at least, not the real kind.

Still, she smiled politely. “Right then, James. Welcome to the Classic London Walking Tour. Stick close, don’t wander off, and if you happen to spot any stolen art or mafia goons, do let me know.”

His eyes twinkled—sharp, knowing, unreadable. “I'll be sure to keep an eye out.”

They walked.

Through alleys and monuments, pubs and palaces. And with each step, Bexiey studied him from the corner of her eye.

He never looked lost. Never looked bored. He asked just enough questions to pass for curious, but none that gave him away. And when the tour was done and the group dispersed, a convenient error in the hotel booking left one room with two names.

Bexiey eyed the receptionist like she wanted to burn a hole through the desk. “You’re telling me there’s only one room left?”

The woman looked apologetic, but not very helpful. “Afraid so. Something about the computer system crashing. We’re overbooked.”

James leaned against the counter, far too relaxed. “Not a problem. I don’t snore. Much.”

Bexiey shot him a glare. “I’ll sleep on the floor.”

“Suit yourself,” he replied with a smirk. “I’m partial to the left side of the bed, anyway.”

The room was small, clean, and unfortunately intimate. One bed, one window, one night of uneasy silence between two people pretending to be what they weren’t.

Bexiey sat on the window ledge, staring out at the foggy skyline, her thoughts tangled like the wires in her earpiece. Somewhere out there, the world was hunting the man who just stepped out of the shower and tossed her a towel like they were old mates.

And maybe... just maybe... the game had already begun.
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Chapter Two – The Tourist’s Shadow
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Night draped itself over London like a cloak stitched in silence. The city outside buzzed in its usual, distant hum—black cabs weaving between red buses, and streetlights flickering like old cinema reels. Inside Room 214, however, it was quiet. Too quiet.

Bexiey sat curled on the armchair by the small round table, still in her jeans and jumper, hair tied up lazily with a pencil sticking through it. James had claimed the bed without argument, lying on top of the covers like he owned the place—hands folded behind his head, eyes half-lidded but far from asleep.

Neither spoke for a while.

She tried to read. He pretended not to watch her. But the air between them was full of questions neither had the nerve to voice yet.

“You always this quiet?” she asked, eyes never leaving the book in her lap.

James shifted slightly. “Only when I’m thinking.”

“What about?”

He smirked faintly. “The usual. Weather. Pigeons. Global conspiracies.”

Bexiey chuckled under her breath, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Right. Sounds completely normal.”

A pause. Then—

“You don’t trust me,” James said, his voice low and oddly calm.

She looked up, caught off guard by the bluntness. “Why would I? You gave a fake passport, a half-baked story, and not even one photo on your travel records. You’re practically a ghost.”

He sat up now, resting his elbows on his knees. “Maybe I like the mystery.”

“Or maybe you’re hiding something.”

He tilted his head, amused. “Aren’t we all?”

There was a glint in his eyes. Dangerous. Not in a knife-to-the-throat sort of way—but the kind that makes you question the truth in every word. Like he could be anyone. Do anything.

Bexiey dropped her book. “I’ve been doing this a long time, James. I know when someone’s lying.”

“Then you also know that sometimes the truth can get you killed,” he said simply.

Silence returned, thick and uneasy. The old radiator let out a hiss as if sighing at their tension.

Then he stood. Quietly, slowly. Walked over to the mini-fridge, pulled out a bottle of water, and leaned against the wall near her.

“You want to know what I’m running from?” he asked suddenly.

She looked up. “You’re saying you are running?”

“Of course I am,” he whispered. “You don’t fake a name and cross three countries if you’re not.”

Bexiey’s chest tightened. “Then tell me. Who’s chasing you?”

James took a breath. “People who don’t forgive. People with long memories and longer pockets.”

“You stole from them?”

“Something like that.”

Her mind raced. She’d heard whispers. About a man who disappeared after a massive international heist. Someone who had swindled billions from cartels, mafias, and dirty businessmen. But that man was supposed to be dead.

She studied his face.

Sharp cheekbones. Slight scar beneath the jawline. Like a map rewritten.

And then it clicked.

“You had surgery,” she whispered.

He didn’t deny it.

“Your real face—what did it look like?”

He looked away. “Less charming. More wanted.”

Bexiey rose slowly, walking toward him. She stopped inches away. “Why come here, James? Why London? Why me?”

He looked down at her, something unreadable in his expression. “Because you’re the only person who hasn’t tried to kill me yet.”

And then he handed her a folded piece of paper.

She opened it slowly, heart thudding in her chest.

It was a letter. Handwritten. Brief.

Bexiey,
If you’re reading this, I’ve already left the country. Burn this after you finish.
Don’t trust anyone—not even your own side. They’re not all clean.
If anything happens to me, the floorboards under the third room in the villa—they hold the truth. And the money.
—J
Her hands trembled slightly. “When did you write this?”

James just looked at her.

“I didn’t,” he said softly. “Not yet.”
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Chapter Three – A New Face, A New Life
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The morning crept in quietly, painting the sky with a reluctant shade of grey. Rain tapped softly against the windows of Room 214, a rhythmic whisper like the city was trying to keep secrets too.

James stood before the bathroom mirror, his shirt halfway buttoned, hair still damp from a rushed shower. He stared at the reflection that wasn’t quite his, yet was all he had now. A stranger’s jawline. A crooked smile that didn’t belong to the boy he once was. Skin stretched over old bones with a new name—James Rowen.

The name was smooth, safe. Forgettable.

Exactly what he needed.

He brushed a hand over the faint scar behind his left ear—the only remaining sign of the surgery. No one had recognised him since. Not even the people meant to.

Not even himself, sometimes.

Behind him, Bexiey stirred under the covers. She had stayed up longer than she’d admit, probably rereading that letter he gave her a dozen times. She had burnt it, though. He’d watched her do it. Flames licking away his truths. Ashes floating like forgotten promises.

Bexiey sat up, tousled hair falling around her shoulders, her eyes still sharp despite the sleep. “You look different this morning.”

He chuckled lightly. “New face, same insomnia.”

She stood, wrapped the hotel robe around herself, and crossed the room. “Tell me about the old one.”

James turned back to the mirror, his smile fading. “The old one got people killed.”

There was no drama in his voice. Just a truth too heavy to dress up.

Bexiey leaned against the doorframe, watching him. “Is that why you changed it? To run from guilt?”

He shrugged. “From the guilt, the guns, and the grave they’d dug for me. Yeah.”

She stepped closer, eyes not leaving his. “So who were you before James Rowen?”

He hesitated.

Then finally, in a whisper that sounded like it was being spoken for the first time in years, he said, “Elliot Fraser.”

The name hung in the air like dust caught in sunlight—familiar, but forgotten by most.

Bexiey’s eyes widened. “Elliot Fraser? The Elliot Fraser?”

He turned to her, almost amused by her reaction. “Depends on who’s asking.”

“You robbed one of the most powerful crime families in Europe. Faked a car crash in Croatia. Vanished into thin air.”

James—no, Elliot—gave a half-smile. “Looks like I didn’t vanish quite far enough.”

Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Do you realise every agency, every mafia syndicate, and every tabloid junkie is after your head?”

“That’s why I need you to stop calling me Elliot.”

She nodded slowly, absorbing the truth like cold water down her spine. “Right. James it is.”

A knock on the door startled them both.

Three short taps. Then silence.

Bexiey’s instincts kicked in. She rushed to the peephole. “Housekeeping.”

James rolled his eyes. “That’s never actually housekeeping, is it?”

She opened the drawer, pulled out her concealed weapon, and handed it to him. “Better safe than dead.”

James sighed but accepted it. “It’s a strange life,” he murmured, “where the woman with the gun is the only person I trust.”

“And you shouldn’t,” Bexiey muttered as she opened the door slowly, revealing a timid elderly woman holding a tray of breakfast and towels. “Just breakfast. I swear.”

James lowered the weapon, exhaling.

Once the woman was gone, Bexiey turned to him again. “So, what’s the plan now?”

He moved toward the small table, poured himself a cup of tea, and answered as if discussing the weather.

“We find out who sold me out. Who told the mafia I was still alive. And then we find the truth beneath that villa floor.”

Bexiey raised a brow. “You sure it’s still there?”

James glanced at her. “It better be. Or we’re both dead.”

She smirked faintly. “Well, I didn’t wake up today planning to die.”

“Neither did I.” He sipped the tea. “But then again, I didn’t wake up planning to share a hotel room with an undercover agent either.”

She rolled her eyes. “You’re welcome.”
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