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PROLOGUE

THE MIRROR REMEMBERS
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Julian Laird

The diamond existed in two countries at once.

The woman who had certified it no longer existed in either.

Julian Laird stared at the two customs records glowing on the terminal and felt the old vault close around him by inches.


LAGOS — 02:14.

ANTWERP — 02:19.


Same rough weight. Same nitrogen signature. Same internal strain map, precise down to a feathered inclusion beneath the pavilion.

Five minutes between continents.

Impossible.

Except nothing was impossible when enough money was spent teaching the world not to look.

Above him, the Marlowe gala glittered through its opening hour. Music reached the underground records room as a faint orchestral pulse inside the concrete. Three hundred guests drank champagne beneath chandeliers while an eighty-million-dollar stone waited in the adjoining vault.

Julian had spent six months certifying that the empire above him was clean.

He had seven minutes before Grace’s private viewing brought Vincent Kade into the vault.

Cold white light washed the steel room. Shelves of analog ledgers stood behind climate glass, their leather spines stamped with dates that reached back three generations. The air smelled of paper, ozone, and the mineral chill of wealth kept underground.

His hands shook over the keyboard.

He pressed them flat against the desk until they stopped.

Numbers did not frighten Julian. Numbers confessed if he arranged them correctly. They exposed vanity, appetite, and theft with none of the sentiment people used to disguise those things.

These numbers had started disappearing whenever he touched them.

An Antwerp certificate vanished after he flagged its origin mine. A foundation transfer rewrote itself between midnight and dawn. Three shipping companies dissolved within hours of his request for their beneficial owners.

Then one phrase began appearing in the corrupted metadata.

OPERATION ICEFALL.

Not an account.

A route.

Julian had followed it from West African mines through diplomatic freight and Zurich shell banks to a private island hidden behind six corporations and a government exemption.

Everywhere Icefall passed, diamonds acquired cleaner histories.

People acquired none at all.

The Lagos certifier, Amara Okafor, had refused the duplicate record at 02:16. At 03:08, her credentials approved it. By sunrise, the photograph attached to her personnel file had been replaced by a gray square.

No resignation.

No death certificate.

No Amara.

Julian opened the last directory.

The screen went black.

For one suspended beat, he saw his own reflection in the glass: loosened tie, hollow cheeks, sweat silvering his temples. He looked less like an auditor than a man awaiting sentence.

Text appeared.

ACCESS REVOKED.

A second line formed beneath it.

MR. LAIRD, YOU WERE INSTRUCTED TO CONTAIN THE ZURICH EXPOSURE.

No sender.

None required.

Julian’s pulse struck hard against his collar.

Three weeks earlier, Vincent Kade had called his private number at 2:00 a.m. He had known which discrepancies Julian had found, which investigator Julian intended to contact, and the name of the hotel where Julian’s sister was spending her honeymoon.

He had never threatened her.

Men like Vincent did not threaten.

They demonstrated knowledge and let imagination perform the violence.

Julian had agreed to delay his report for forty-eight hours.

Then another forty-eight.

Cowardice rarely announced itself as surrender. It arrived dressed as time—one more day to secure the evidence, one more night before putting innocent people at risk, one more compromise that could be corrected when survival was less expensive.

Tonight, the bill had come due.

Julian reached beneath the terminal and found the recessed brass switch installed before Marlowe security became entirely digital.

The off-grid mirror.

It belonged to an earlier generation of paranoia: an isolated optical archive with no wireless connection, no remote erase function, and a manual sync Grace Marlowe had once called embarrassingly primitive.

Primitive systems were harder to bribe.

Until that moment, Julian had been trying to survive with the truth.

Turning the switch meant the truth might survive without him.

He turned it.

Nothing happened.

Then a small light above the records-room door changed from amber to green.

MANUAL SYNC ACTIVE.

Julian released a breath that hurt.

The mirror could not preserve what the network had already erased. It could preserve the audit index on his local machine, the duplicate certificates, the Zurich routing map, and whatever happened in this room next.

Not proof of the entire empire.

A cut deep enough to make it bleed.

He opened the directory he had concealed beneath a calibration program and dragged it into the mirror queue.

The progress bar appeared.

12%.

His phone vibrated against the steel desk.

COME OUT.

Julian did not move.

28%.

Another message.

THE MATTER HAS BEEN RESOLVED.

He almost laughed.

Amara Okafor had been resolved.

So had two freight clerks, a customs investigator, and an accountant whose car entered the Hudson three days after he requested the Kade Cay ownership file.

Julian typed with both thumbs.

I COPIED THE FILES. IF ANYTHING HAPPENS TO ME—

He stopped.

Threats depended on someone believing you possessed courage and leverage.

Julian was late to the first and uncertain of the second.

He sent the message anyway.

51%.

A different window flickered behind the progress bar.

Someone else had searched the same routing codes from inside the Marlowe network.

C. A. MARLOWE.

Celeste.

The heiress had spent six weeks reopening compromised manifests, rebuilding deleted shipping chains, and saving copies beneath innocuous appraisal files.

She had found Icefall once before someone erased the result.

Julian had dismissed her first query as a rich woman trespassing inside work she did not understand. Then she found a Belgian shell company his own team had missed.

He began following her audit trail.

She did not know anyone else had noticed.

That ignorance might be the only reason she was still alive.

68%.

The lock on the records-room door engaged with a soft metallic click.

Julian spun toward it.

He had not touched the control.

The green sync light remained steady above the frame.

Recording.

Remembering.

Footsteps entered the outer vault.

One measured pair.

Then another.

A third set moved between them, unhurried enough to be recognized.

Vincent.

Julian’s mouth went dry.

Through the narrow frosted panel beside the door, shadows crossed the vault’s white illumination. Grace Marlowe’s silhouette stopped near the records room. Another man hovered behind her—the CFO, judging by the nervous habit of touching his cuffs.

Vincent stood perfectly still.

Waiting. 

83%.

“The records aren’t clean,” Julian called through the door.

Grace’s shadow sharpened.

Vincent’s did not move.

“We will discuss your conclusions privately,” he answered.

His voice crossed steel like smoke.

Julian looked at the progress bar.

91%.

“I’m not signing the audit.”

“Lower your voice.”

The command was gentle.

Julian had never heard anything more dangerous.

95%.

The outer vault mechanism groaned.

Someone else had entered the biometric corridor.

Grace turned toward the sound.

For the first time, uncertainty altered her perfect outline.

The scanner announced the name clearly enough to penetrate both doors.

“Identity confirmed. Welcome, Ms. Marlowe.”

Celeste.

Julian stared at her initials on the terminal.

C. A. MARLOWE.

The only person inside the empire who had followed the numbers without first asking what the truth would cost her.

98%.

Vincent moved toward the records-room door.

“Do not involve her,” Julian said.

Silence.

Then Vincent laughed once, softly.

“You already did.”

The progress bar vanished.

SYNC COMPLETE.

Julian closed the directory and stood. His knees threatened to betray him, but he made them hold.

The latch began to turn from the other side.

Julian moved first.

He opened the door three inches—no farther.

The Star of Sirena burned in Celeste Marlowe’s hands.

Vincent turned toward him.

The green light above the door burned over them all.

Julian had spent six months helping powerful people hide the truth.

Now he would make Vincent answer where Celeste could hear.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE GALA THAT RUINS EVERYTHING
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Celeste

The diamonds looked better under a lie.

Celeste Marlowe had learned that before she learned long division: light could be manipulated, flaws could be buried beneath the right cut, and anything ugly enough could be made exquisite if people were paid not to look too closely.

Tonight, three hundred cameras were looking.

The main atrium of Marlowe International blazed beneath floating crystal chandeliers. Champagne moved through the crowd like liquid stars. Manhattan’s richest collectors gathered beneath the illuminated Marlowe crest while reporters called Celeste’s name from behind velvet ropes.

And somewhere below them, locked inside the old steel heart of the building, waited a diamond worth eighty million dollars.

Along with a secret someone had already killed to protect.

Celeste did not know about the body yet.

She only knew she wanted to run.

“Smile,” Harper murmured beside her. “You look like you’re calculating whether the windows open.”

“They don’t.” Celeste lifted her chin toward the cameras. “Grandmother had them sealed after the Cartier incident.”

“Then try looking less disappointed.”

Celeste arranged her mouth into the expression magazines called effortless. The flashes intensified.

Her white silk gown had been Harper’s choice—bias-cut, liquid, severe enough to look powerful and soft enough to keep the society pages happy. At her throat hung the Marlowe Cascade, thirty-two pear-shaped diamonds insured for more than most people earned in a lifetime.

Each stone felt like a cold fingertip against her pulse.

“Ms. Marlowe!” a reporter shouted. “Is the Star of Sirena already sold?”

“Not before I get to wear it once,” Celeste replied.

Laughter rippled through the press line.

Good. Easy. Human.

Performed.

“Any comment on rumors of irregularities in the Antwerp shipments?”

Her smile held.

Barely.

For six weeks, Celeste had been tracing discrepancies through Marlowe’s private ledgers—stones that crossed borders twice, shell companies that existed only long enough to accept payment, routing codes tied to sanctioned accounts. Grace had called the anomalies clerical ghosts.

Celeste had stopped believing in ghosts when she realized they all had bank accounts.

“Our sourcing practices exceed every international standard,” she said. “Tonight is about the artisans who transformed an extraordinary rough stone into something unforgettable.”

“And Vincent Kade?” another reporter called. “Is tonight about him too?”

That name slipped beneath her ribs.

Celeste’s gaze moved before she could stop it.

Vincent stood beside the champagne tower in midnight-blue tuxedo cloth, one hand resting in his pocket, the other holding a glass he had not touched. He looked less like a guest than a man inspecting a property before acquisition.

His eyes found hers across the room.

Dark. Amused. Patient.

His mouth curved.

Not a smile.

Recognition.

Her fencing instincts woke at once: measure distance, mark exits, never show the opponent which movement frightened you.

A cluster of donors swept between them, trailing perfume and laughter. When they passed, Vincent was gone. His untouched champagne remained on the tower’s mirrored ledge, and the restricted door behind it was easing shut.

Celeste’s unease sharpened. That passage led to the executive lift—an internal route controlled by Grace’s security credentials and capable of reaching the vault antechamber faster than the public biometric corridor.

“Don’t,” Harper said beneath her breath.

Celeste faced the cameras again. “Mr. Kade attends many charitable events.”

“That sounded almost civil.”

“I’m saving ‘kindly choke on your hostile takeover’ for dessert.”

Harper’s laugh burst out, real enough that Celeste nearly joined her.

Then a security guard appeared at Celeste’s elbow.

Martin Hale had worked for the Marlowes since Celeste was sixteen and foolish enough to practice fencing lunges between showroom cases. Tonight, the skin around his eyes looked tight.

“Ms. Marlowe, your grandmother needs you in the vault.”

“The unveiling is in forty minutes.”

“She said now. Alone.”

The warning inside the words was so quiet no one else would have heard it.

Celeste did.

Harper squeezed her hand. “I’ll keep the wolves entertained.”

Celeste followed Hale through a concealed door behind the champagne bar.

The gala faded one locked corridor at a time.

Music became vibration. Applause became memory. The walls narrowed around framed photographs of Marlowe triumphs: her grandfather breaking ground in Antwerp; Grace beside presidents and disgraced princes; Celeste at thirteen, wearing her first borrowed diamonds and looking terrified beneath the flashbulbs.

“Is something wrong?” she asked.

“We’re tight on timeline.”

“That isn’t what I asked.”

Hale touched the comm in his ear. “Your grandmother is waiting.”

At the corridor’s end, the outer vault door rose from the marble like a monument to paranoia. Celeste placed her palm against the biometric scanner. Green light mapped her fingerprints and capillaries.

“Identity confirmed. Welcome, Ms. Marlowe.”

The steel disc unlocked with a hydraulic groan.

Hale did not follow.

His nod looked almost like an apology.

The door sealed behind her.

Cold filtered air brushed Celeste’s skin. The vault smelled of steel, concrete, and the mineral chill of stones kept away from human hands. 

Reinforced cases formed perfect rows beneath white track lighting. At the center, three circles of security lasers surrounded an empty pedestal where the Star of Sirena would soon sit.

Grace Marlowe waited near the records-room door.

So did the company’s CFO.

And Vincent Kade.

Celeste stopped.

The abandoned champagne glass. The closing restricted door. Grace had authorized the executive lift and brought him down ahead of her.

He did not belong there.

Competitors were prohibited beyond the outer security line. Vincent was not merely a competitor. He had spent three years buying Marlowe debt through shell corporations and calling it market confidence.

“Grandmother.” Celeste kept her voice even. “You asked for me?”

Grace stood in dove-gray silk, pearls at her throat, white hair arranged in its flawless chignon. Only the extra line beside her mouth betrayed tension.

“We’re reviewing the post-unveiling plan with Mr. Kade.”

“I didn’t realize Mr. Kade was consulting.”

Vincent’s gaze traveled from the diamonds at Celeste’s throat to her face. “Our empires intersect more than they diverge.”

“Intersections usually require consent.”

The CFO looked down.

Vincent smiled. “And here I was told you were the diplomatic Marlowe.”

“I’m diplomatic when diplomacy isn’t being used as a burglary tool.”

Grace’s expression hardened. “Enough. Vincent is here as a courtesy.”

“Whose?”

Silence answered.

Vincent moved toward the central pedestal. “Before we begin the financial choreography, I requested a private viewing.”

Grace hesitated.

That frightened Celeste more than Vincent’s presence. Grace treated hesitation as a moral failure.

“Bring out the stone,” Grace said.

Celeste crossed to the secured transit cabinet. The black case inside required her code, thumbprint, and two analog keys. Her hands moved through the sequence from memory.

The lid opened with a whisper.

The Star of Sirena lay on black velvet.

Eighty million dollars of disciplined fire.

Celeste had overseen its cut for eleven months. She knew every internal feather and microscopic inclusion, every risk taken to turn rough carbon into a cushion-cut miracle. Under the vault lights, its blue-white facets looked almost alive.

“Magnifique,” Vincent said behind her.

Too close.

His breath stirred the hair at her nape. Celeste lifted the platform but did not turn.

“You may look,” she said. “You may not touch.”

“You wound me.”

“You’re not insured.”

The CFO gave a nervous laugh.

Vincent studied the stone. “You anchored the pavilion deeper than expected. More fire. Less brilliance. A dangerous choice.”

“I prefer stones that reveal themselves in motion.”

His eyes lifted to hers. “Then perhaps we are not so different.”

Her skin tightened.

Before she could answer, a latch clicked behind them.

Not the main vault door.

The inner records room.

It stood open by three inches.

It should have been sealed.

A man’s voice came through the gap, agitated and low. “You said the Zurich accounts were contained. You said—”

The voice cut off.

Grace moved first. “That area is restricted.”

Vincent caught her wrist.

Gently.

The gesture was more frightening than force.

“Allow me.”

The door opened wider and a man stumbled through.

Celeste recognized him after one disordered heartbeat: Julian Laird, the external compliance auditor who had spent six months “modernizing” Marlowe’s systems. His tie hung loose. Sweat gleamed across his face. Terror made the whites of his eyes too visible.

“Mr. Laird,” Grace snapped. “What are you doing?”

His gaze ricocheted around the vault before fastening on Vincent.

“The shell companies trace back here,” he said. “Zurich. Kade Cay. The foundation transfers. You said you would fix it.”

The CFO blanched.

Celeste’s fingers tightened around the diamond platform.

Kade Cay.

She knew the name only as a rumor—an island property hidden behind nested corporations and diplomatic exemptions.

Vincent’s face became very still.

“Enough,” he said.

Laird flinched.

“Please. I copied the files. If anything happens to me—”

Vincent adjusted his cuff.

Metal flashed between his fingers.

Celeste saw the movement because fencing had trained her to recognize the half-second before a blade struck.

“Mr. Kade,” she said.

Too late.

Vincent crossed the distance with terrible grace. One hand closed around Laird’s shoulder as if to reassure him. The other pressed something small beneath his jaw.

Laird jerked.

His eyes widened.

Then his body folded.

His skull struck the vault floor with a dull crack.

The Star of Sirena trembled in Celeste’s hands.

For one impossible moment, no one moved.

Laird clawed at his throat. A thin line of blood slipped from the corner of his mouth. His heels struck the steel floor twice.

Then stopped.

“Call medical,” Grace ordered.

The CFO fumbled for his phone.

Celeste stared at Vincent. “You killed him.”

Vincent crouched beside the body and pressed two fingers to Laird’s neck. The concern on his face was immaculate.

A performance.

For the camera.

Celeste looked up.

The red recording indicator was dark.

Someone had killed the feed before Laird entered.

“Heart attack,” Vincent said, rising. “A tragic consequence of prolonged stress.”

“You touched him.”

“So did gravity.”

Celeste’s shock burned away, leaving something cleaner.

Rage.

“I saw what you did.”

Vincent turned to her fully.

The charm left his eyes.

“People who dig where they shouldn’t often find more than they can survive.” His voice stayed soft. “You understand that, don’t you?”

He knew about her investigation.

The shell companies. The altered manifests. The nights she spent awake, pulling at threads Grace insisted were imaginary.

He knew.

And Laird’s body was the warning.

Grace stepped between them. “Whatever episode Mr. Laird suffered, we will not create a second disaster upstairs.”

Celeste looked at her grandmother. “You saw him murder a man.”

“I saw a consultant collapse.”

“The camera is off.”

Fear flickered across Grace’s face.

Gone almost before it appeared.

“You will put that stone on its pedestal,” Grace said. “Then you will go upstairs, smile, and give the speech we rehearsed.”

“There’s a body on the floor.”

“And three hundred people waiting to watch a miracle.”

The words landed harder than a slap.

Grace was not afraid of murder.

She was afraid of spectacle she did not control.

Vincent stepped close enough that only Celeste could hear him. Cedar and expensive smoke surrounded her.

“There is no advantage in hysteria. Not for you. Not for the Marlowe name.” His gaze dropped to the trembling diamond. “Let the narrative remain clean.”

The threat was wrapped in concern.

Just like everything in this family.

Celeste carried the Star of Sirena around Laird’s body. Years of etiquette took control when shock could not. She set the stone on the central pedestal and activated the security field.

Blue-white light shattered across the vault walls.

The diamond burned above the dead man like an obscenity.

Somewhere overhead, the orchestra swelled. The crowd began chanting Celeste’s name.

“Do you understand?” Grace asked.

Celeste looked at the dark camera.

Then at the discreet access panel beneath it.

The main feed was dead.

But after last year’s cyberattack, Celeste had ordered a redundant server installed off-grid. Only she and the head of security knew how to reach it. Grace had called the expense paranoid.

Perhaps paranoia was simply pattern recognition before the blood arrived.

“I understand,” Celeste said.

She understood that Grace feared scandal more than murder.

She understood that Vincent had killed Laird inside the Marlowe vault because he believed no one in the building would stop him.

She understood that the backup might contain the only proof.

And she understood that the moment she reached for it, she would become the next problem they needed to erase.

Grace and the CFO moved toward the exit.

Vincent lingered.

His fingers brushed the inside of Celeste’s wrist.

The touch was light.

Her body reacted as if a blade had kissed her skin.

“Some truths are like diamonds,” he murmured near her ear. “Cut deeply enough, and they slice the hand that holds them.”

Celeste met his gaze. “Then you should be more careful where you bleed.”

Interest flickered across his face.

Then he smiled and followed Grace out.

Celeste remained alone with the diamond and the corpse.

One breath.

Two.

She looked at the dead camera.

Then she slipped her hand beneath the pedestal and pressed the hidden manual-sync switch.

A green light blinked once against her palm.

Backup active.

Footage preserved.

Above her, the crowd chanted louder.

Ce-les-te. Ce-les-te. Ce-les-te.

The vault door began to close.

Celeste stepped into the narrowing gap, carrying no weapon and wearing eighty million dollars in diamonds.

But now she possessed something far more dangerous than either.

Evidence.

Behind her, Julian Laird lay dead beneath the Star of Sirena.

Ahead of her, Vincent Kade waited beneath the chandeliers.

And somewhere between the vault and the ballroom, Celeste understood the truth that would destroy her life.

She had not witnessed a murder.

She had been invited to one.
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CHAPTER TWO

A CONTRACT HE SHOULD REFUSE
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Jax

Jax Riker had seen buildings burn before.

They never smelled the same way twice.

Tonight it was glass and money.

Through the reinforced windows of the Alpha Shield offices, the Manhattan skyline glittered like a jewelry case after closing—untouchable, catalog-perfect. But Jax’s attention kept drifting away from the view and back to the file on his desk.

Marlowe International.

Even the name tasted expensive.

He flipped the folder open again, not because there was anything in it he hadn’t already read three times, but because sitting still made his skin itch.

Internal memo from NYPD Internal Affairs. A separate cover sheet, encrypted, bearing Detective Elias Vega’s signature and a personal note: Need a ghost on this one. Off-book. No leaks.

Below that, the sparse summary:

Target: Celeste Marlowe – key witness in potential financial crimes investigation connected to international diamond trade.

Threat level: Extreme (organized crime ties, possible contract out of London and Antwerp).

Objective: Protective detail / asset recovery. Discretion essential.

The photo clipped to the inside left pocket was the same one he’d seen splashed across business profiles and glossy magazines—Celeste Marlowe in a white suit, a cascade of diamonds at her throat, laughing with some minister of trade. All angles and polish, the embodiment of a legacy brand.

But in the candid shot beneath it—one someone had captured when she didn’t know she was being observed—she looked smaller. Tired. A woman off to the side of her own life.

Jax dragged a hand over his jaw and leaned back in his chair until the leather creaked. There was an old ache building at the base of his skull, the one he got whenever the past and present started to overlap.

“Still staring at the princess?”

Rafe’s voice floated in from the doorway a second before he stepped inside. Ex-Royal Marines, solid and lazy-eyed in a way that hid how fast he could move, Rafe made himself at home on the edge of Jax’s desk, ignoring the stack of encrypted phones and the meticulously ordered files.

“She’s not a princess,” Jax said.

Rafe eyed the Marlowe crest stamped in silver on the dossier. “Looks like royalty from here.”

Jax closed the folder. “She’s a client we haven’t taken yet.”

“Ah.” Rafe stretched his legs out, crossing them at the ankles. “So that’s why Vega’s been calling every half hour. I thought maybe you’d finally ghosted him for real.”

Jax glanced at the digital clock on the wall. Vega’s last call had been twenty-three minutes and some change ago. The detective didn’t like loose ends, which meant he didn’t like waiting. But Jax had learned a long time ago that decisions made under someone else’s timeline tended to end with blood.

“I told him I’d call back,” Jax said.

“You also told me we were done with anything that smelled like the old days.” Rafe nudged the folder with a knuckle. “This smells like the old days, boss.”

Jax didn’t answer.

The old days. The phrase skimmed across the surface of other words, the ones he didn’t say out loud unless he had to: courier runs through blown-out border towns; canvas duffels that were heavier than they should have been; the glitter of uncut stones in the dim back room of a luxury auction house in Prague.

A different life. A different Jax.

He reached for the folder again, flipping to the back. Vega’s addendum was brief, but the weight of it pressed against his fingertips.

Personal note: I trust you, Riker. I can’t say that about many people left in this city. We both know what happens when witnesses disappear.

Under that, in Vega’s tight, impatient scrawl:

I also know why you walked away from the courier business. Consider this a chance to put that ghost to bed.

Jax’s jaw tightened.

“You could say no,” Rafe said softly, reading his expression better than the file. “There are other firms Vega can tap. We’re not the only sharpshooters in town these days.”

Jax stood abruptly, the chair rolling back a few inches. The movement rattled the coffee mug on his desk, sending a dark ripple sloshing against ceramic.

“That’s the problem,” he said. “We know the other firms. Which ones leak. Which ones sell a picture to the wrong buyer. Vega isn’t wrong—if there’s a contract on this woman, she doesn’t need a security team. She needs a wall.”

“And you’re the wall,” Rafe said dryly.

Jax didn’t argue.

He walked over to the window, staring down at the flow of traffic. Yellow cabs, black cars, a white delivery truck with a cracked logo. Somewhere out there, on some penthouse level with glass walls and curated art, Celeste Marlowe was probably preparing for another event, another round of camera flashes. Another temptation for someone to take a shot.

He’d worked rooms like that before.

Not as security.

“Do you know what they called us?” he asked Rafe, not turning from the glass.

Rafe snorted. “You mean besides the charming animal nicknames?”

“Boutique logistics.” The phrase tasted bitter. “That was the term. Luxury courier, no questions asked. People heard ‘boutique’ and thought we were just upscale movers. They never thought about where the real money came from. Who we were really servicing.”

He could still see the smile on his old handler’s face, back in a smoky bar in Kiev. We move what they can’t move.

“We got out,” Rafe said. “You pulled us out. You don’t owe them anything.”

“Maybe not them.” Jax turned, resting his shoulders against the glass. “But if Vincent Kade is anywhere near the Marlowe pipeline, then someone like me helped build his road. People like him don’t just appear. They’re made. Fed.”

Rafe watched him for a long beat. “You think Vega’s right about this one?”

“I think,” Jax said slowly, “that Vega doesn’t scare easy. And he’s rattled.”

The secure line on his desk buzzed, a low, insistent hum.

Rafe lifted a brow. “Detective Charming again?”

Jax crossed the room and picked up the phone. “Riker.”

“You’ve had an hour.” Vega’s voice was gravel and caffeine, honed by too many late nights and too much bureaucracy. “Tell me you’ve read the file.”

“I’ve read it,” Jax said. “Twice.”

“And?”

“And I don’t take on clients I don’t know.” He glanced at the photo again, at Celeste’s laughing profile. “Marlowe International has more lawyers than I have bullets. You want me to step into whatever this is, you’re going to have to give me more than ‘potential financial crimes.’”

There was a pause, the faint rustle of paper on Vega’s end.

“What I’m about to say doesn’t leave this line,” Vega replied. “And if you ever quote me on it, I’ll deny we’ve met.”

“Comforting,” Jax said. “Go on.”

“The auditor your heiress is tied to didn’t die of a heart attack,” Vega said. “He died of a very specific, very fast-acting neurotoxin delivered in a way that’s going to make it impossible to prove unless someone hands us the mechanism in a gift box.”

Jax stilled. “You have proof?”

“Preliminary tox screen from a friend in the lab who shouldn’t have run it.” Vega’s tone flattened. “And before you ask why that isn’t in the file, you know exactly why. The death happened in the Marlowe vault, with one Vincent Kade present and a floor full of the city’s most powerful people upstairs. The word from above is ‘containment.’ Not ‘truth.’”

“Of course it is,” Jax said.

The old, familiar chill slid in under his ribs. Organized crime at the top levels never looked like back-alley deals. It looked like glittering events, charity galas, and accidents that weren’t.

“What makes you think she’s a witness?” he asked. “The heiress?”

“Because she was in the vault when it went down,” Vega said. “Because sources say she insisted the feed be recorded redundantly after a cyberattack last year. And because a very nervous man in security risk management told me, off the record, that there’s a hidden secondary server only she and one other person know how to access.”

“Which means,” Jax said slowly, “if that backup has anything on it, she’s the one who can pull it.”

“Exactly.” Vega’s voice dropped. “Which makes her leverage. For us. For them. For anyone with a stake in keeping certain names off certain files.”

Rafe’s gaze sharpened as he watched Jax listen. Jax angled the phone slightly, putting it on speaker.

“What do you need from me?” Jax asked.

“Eyes I can trust,” Vega said. “My badge gets me through doors, but it also paints a target. I can’t park a squad outside a Marlowe property without the press sniffing around. You and your people can disappear into a wall. I want you to build that wall around her until I can get enough on Kade and his friends to make a move.”

“You’re assuming she wants to be protected,” Jax said. “People like her, they’re trained to spin. To keep the family image clean.”

“You’re not wrong,” Vega said. “But you didn’t see her face when the coroner zipped that body bag.” Something flickered beneath the flatness of his tone. “She’s not as insulated as she looks. And somebody tried to blow her up an hour ago.”

Jax went very still.

“What?”

Rafe straightened on the desk. “What did he say?”

Vega exhaled, the sound rough. “You haven’t seen the news yet.”

“I’ve been busy reading your file.”

“Turn on a screen,” Vega said. “Any channel.”

Rafe grabbed the remote, flicking on the wall-mounted flat-screen. The logo of a twenty-four-hour news network flashed, then cut to a breaking-story banner. A familiar building filled the frame, wreathed in smoke.

The Marlowe flagship.

No—Jax realized after a beat—that wasn’t the flagship. It was the Marlowe residential tower three blocks away, the penthouse level blackened at the edges, glass blown out in jagged teeth. Fire engines crowded the streets below, lights strobing red and blue.

“...still confirming details,” the anchor was saying, her voice threaded with just the right amount of practiced concern. “What we know so far is that an explosion occurred on the top floors of the Marlowe tower approximately forty minutes ago. Marlowe representatives have released a statement calling it a ‘mechanical failure,’ but eyewitness videos obtained by our team suggest something more violent—”

The screen cut to shaky cell phone footage: a bright flare behind glass, then a bloom of fire.

Rafe swore under his breath.

“Vega,” Jax said. “Tell me you’ve got her out of there.”

There was a silence on the line that went on a fraction too long.

“First responders are still working the scene,” Vega said finally. “All I know right now is that she was scheduled to be in that penthouse.”

Cold slid down Jax’s spine. “Scheduled.”

“I’ve got units en route, but like I said—I can’t show my full hand without tipping the wrong people off. I was hoping to have you in position before things escalated.”

“They’ve already escalated,” Jax said.

He watched as the camera zoomed in on the tower, smoke curling from blown-out windows like the building was exhaling.

In another life, he would have been on the other side of that shot, watching the glow fade and calculating the payout.

Not tonight.

“Send me everything you have on her last known movements,” he said. “Entry logs, security footage, guest lists. I want names and timestamps. And I want access to whatever’s left of that building.”

“You planning to
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