
  
    [image: The Reckoning]
  


  
    
      The Reckoning

      
        The Art of Deception

        Book 2

      

    

    
      
        Ruby Scott

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: D&amp;V Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: www.rubyscott.com]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2026, Ruby Scott

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. The characters and events portrayed in the book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses and events is purely coincidental.

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission. For permissions, contact Ruby@rubyscott.com

      

        

      
        Edited by Emily Kay

        Cover Design by Lise Gold

        Published by D&V Publishing (Scotland)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Independent authors like me are completely dependent on reviews. The truth is simple:

      Good reviews = Amazon recommending this book = my ability to write more stories.

      You don’t even need to write words — just leaving a quick ★★★★★ rating is enough to make a huge difference.

      [image: backhand index pointing right] Leave your review here:

      1.  AMAZON REVIEWS

      2. APPLE REVIEWS

      2. GOODREADS REVIEWS

      3. RUBYSCOTT.SHOP REVIEWS

      Thank you, from Suzette and Ruby!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: Signed Ebooks by Ruby Scott]
          
        

      

      
        
        If you bought ebooks direct from me, you can get these signed with a personal message written just for you, along with one of my sapphic doodles.

      

        

      
        Head over to my webshop to order a signed ebook

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Thought…or two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "Before you embark on a journey of revenge, dig two graves."

      

      

      
        
        — Confucius

      

      

      

      "All cruelty springs from weakness "
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      SUZETTE

      My father taught me to catch things he threw when I was seven. Knives, mostly, aimed towards my head. Later, grenades, pins in or out, depending on how good a day he had experienced.

      Today it's just a soup spoon.

      It hits my palm before my brain registers movement. His fingerprints on my reflexes. The splash of accompanying brown, almost purple liquid tells me everything I need to know. Borscht.

      He hates beetroot. But he loves anything sweet and I know he'll be coveting the half-melted ice cream in the adjacent bowl.

      “Still fast!” he says from his chair by the window.

      “Still alive?” I ask, unable to hide the edge of disappointment. The man in front of me might be breathing but confirming Colonel-General Volkonsky's beating heart has always been a challenge and none more so than now: weathered and wizened with almost translucent skin, he is the husk of the bronzed god he once was.

      He slides the dessert bowl in front of him and looks at me expectantly.

      I set down the spoon, his only utensil, just out of his reach.

      Room 32B smells, like the rest of the home, of aged boiled cabbage and lingering death. The walls are a shade of cream that starts dingy and worsens by the pollutant breathing of its residents. Rectangular shadows line where previous occupants hung framed memories of hope and family, before my father moved in. A single bed with metal rails dominates the room next to a nightstand bolted to the wall. A television mounted too high for comfort, silenced, sends animated shadows across the room. There are no personal effects beyond a folded copy of Izvestia, an unopened letter on a small table, a photograph face-down on the windowsill.

      “I didn't want you to visit. I didn't ask you here.” He looks away, his gaze now set on the large bay window and the gardens beyond—his once larger-than-life persona now hollowed out, much like the charisma and sex appeal he used to brandish like a weapon. What remains carries the faint whiff of stale ammonia, decay dressed up in bleach. But underestimate the man at your peril. He's still as lethal. “You chose to come. Why?”

      “I don't know.”

      “Liar.” His eyes narrow, and even through the creases he still looks dangerous—pale grey, cold and murky like well-trodden slush. “You always know. You're too calculating not to know.”

      He's right.

      The last time I saw my father was the day before he signed the papers to process my elimination. Eight years ago, in a windowless room in Lubyanka. Today, in this mock Tudor mansion in the arse-end of Nasty, an aptly named Hertfordshire hamlet where the government contains intelligence liabilities by removing their walkers, I wonder if he might try to complete what he failed to do before.

      He spins his recliner, turning himself to face the small table holding his folded copy of Izvestia, and an object he palms before I can identify it.

      “They feed us well here,” he says, conversational. “Three meals. Medical care. Entertainment.” He stands, placing his hand on a cabinet for support, the wood veneer peeling at the corners like sunburned skin, and I see what he's holding.

      A letter opener. Brass. Eight inches. Sharp enough.

      The overhead light catches it as he turns it in his hand, throwing small coins of reflection against the murky walls.

      “All the retired officers together, remembering the camaraderie of the glory days.” He nods to the bed. “Sit.”

      I remain standing. Habit—never give him the high ground, even if it is symbolic.

      His mouth curves. Not quite a smile. “Still cautious. Good. I taught you that at least.”

      “You taught me many things.”

      “Yes. Most of them against your will.”

      Outside, November drizzle streaks the window. The gardens beyond are bare: pruned roses waiting for spring that may never arrive, a birdbath crusted with algae, wooden benches rotting into the lawn. Nothing grows here. Everything just waits to die with or without dignity.

      “This is prison with better food.” He moves closer, casual, testing. “But then, you understand prison. You've built your own. Marriage. Vineyard. Pretending to be French. As if new name erases who you are.”

      “It's called moving forward.”

      “It's called running.” Another step. The letter opener catches light from the window—weak, watery, English light that never quite commits to being anything. “From me. From Moscow. From everything I made you.”

      My weight shifts automatically. Left foot back, right forward, balanced. He notices and smiles—pride, almost.

      “There she is. Aleksandra. My bastard child. Trained to kill, trying to play civilian.”

      “I'm done killing.”

      “No one's done killing.” He's close enough now his smell is stronger. Wood-spiced aftershave fighting a losing battle against age and entropy, the metallic tang of medication, sour and sharp underneath. He's close enough that I could disarm him in two moves. He knows this. Wants me to know he knows. “It's in your blood. In your training. In every reflex you can't control.”

      The letter opener flicks toward my throat. He’s not testing anymore, but attacking, speed surprising for his age.

      I'm not there when the blade arrives. I'm to his left, his wrist in my grip, twisting, pressure on the nerve cluster that makes his hand spasm open. The letter opener clatters to the linoleum, cheap, institutional flooring chosen for ease of cleaning blood and other bodily fluids.

      We stand frozen, me holding him in place, his breath ragged and whistling through what might be early-stage emphysema.

      “Good,” he says softly. “Very good.”

      I release him and step back, heart pounding, rage building. “What the fuck was that?”

      “Proof you're still my daughter.” He retrieves the letter opener like nothing happened and returns it to the table, hands steadier now, as though violence has rejuvenated him. “You can change names. Countries. Identities. But when someone attacks, you respond. Without thought. That's mine. I gave you that.”

      “You gave me trauma.”

      “I gave you survival.” He sits again, suddenly looking exhausted, as though the brief surge of energy has evaporated, leaving him empty. “The world is violent. Pretending otherwise gets you killed. I prepared you.”

      “You tortured me.”

      “I trained you. There's difference.”

      I move toward the door. This was a mistake. He isn't going to give me what I want.

      His voice stops me.

      “Sit.” He sighs. “Please.”

      The please is so unexpected I turn around.

      He's not looking at me anymore. His gaze is out far past the confines of this room, through the rain-streaked window to something I can't see—Moscow perhaps, in offices where decisions were made, in rooms where men like him shaped the world by fear and coercion.

      Against better judgment, I sit on the edge of the bed. The mattress is hard, wrapped in a waterproof covering that crinkles when I shift my weight.

      Silence stretches. Outside, a crow lands on the windowsill, regards us with one black eye, like a judge weighing evidence, then loses interest.

      “I need to know where she is,” I say.

      He doesn't ask who I mean. Just reaches for his tea with hands that shake more now given his unnecessary exertion. A fine tremor, the sort that comes from age or Parkinson’s or decades of decisions that won't stay buried. The tea looks lukewarm at best, a greasy layer formed on the surface, in a chipped mug with the home's logo—a tree that's supposed to represent longevity but looks more like it's being struck by lightning.

      “You think so.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you believe I know this?”

      “I know you know. You've always known. You just chose to keep it from me.”

      He sips his tea. Sets it down with exaggerated care, as though sudden movement might shatter more than porcelain. “Why I would tell you now?”

      “Because you're dying. Because secrets die with you unless you share them. Because—” I stop. I won't beg. I've never begged him for anything and I won't start now.

      “Because you think I owe you.” He smiles. Actually smiles. Teeth yellowed by decades of cigarettes and tea, one incisor chipped from a bar fight in Berlin circa 1987. “This is sweet. Delusional, but sweet.”

      “You owe me nothing. But you have the information I need.”

      “Information.” He turns the word over like a diamond dealer searching it for defects. “So clinical. Is this what she is to you? Information to be acquired?”

      “Don't.”

      “Don't what? Point out you are treating her like intelligence objective?” He laughs—a dry, bitter sound like paper tearing, or frozen ground cracking under boots. “I taught you too well.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Why do you want to know?”

      “That's my business.”

      “No, Aleksandra. You came to me. You made it my business.” He leans forward, and for a moment I see the man the colonel-general used to be—sharp, strategic, dangerous. The man who planned operations across three continents, who decided which assets lived and which became acceptable losses. “So tell me. Why? After all these years. After walking away. After building your little life in France. Why now?”

      I could lie. Should lie. But he'll know.

      “Because I need to find her. Because I've tried everything else. Because you're the only person left who might actually know.”

      “Might.” He savours the word like expensive vodka, rolling it around his mouth. “But might is not certainty, yes? You are gambling. Coming here. Exposing yourself to me. Hoping I will be generous in old age.”

      I could point out the bridges he's burned with Moscow, the precarious situation he'd be in if the Kremlin learned of his continued existence. But getting what I want won't be born from threats. Blunt force won't work.

      “Will you?” I ask.

      “No.”

      I grind my teeth against the verbal slap.

      “Why not?”

      “Because she is better off without you.” He says it simply, with his natural casual cruelty, the same tone he'd use ordering coffee or signing execution orders. “Whatever you think you need from her, whatever closure or redemption or reconciliation you are seeking—she does not need this. She does not need you. Never did.”

      “You don't know that.”

      “I don't?” He moves to the window. The crow is still there, preening wet feathers. He taps the glass and it flies away, leaving small scratches on the sill from claws that have seen worse perches. “I know more than you think. I know where she is. What she does. Whether she is happy. Whether she thinks about you.”

      My chest tightens. “And?”

      “And nothing.” He turns, backlit by the grey early winter day filtering through clouds like old dishwater. “You're irrelevant.” He laughs. My fists tighten as I force them down by my sides. “I won't allow you to play out this ridiculous midlife crisis seeking redemption by destroying my legacy.”

      “That's not⁠⁠—”

      “This is exactly what you are doing. Selfish. Self-serving. Wrapped in pretty language about closure and truth, but you are as self-centred and pitiful as you have always been. Me, me, me…”

      I stand. “You're wrong.”

      “Am I?” He moves closer—slow, deliberate, like he's crossing a minefield he planted himself. “Then tell me. What happens if you find her? If you show up and she wants nothing to do with you? If she is happy where she is and you are reminder of things she would rather forget?”

      “Then I'll respect that. But it should be her choice. Not yours. Not Moscow's. Hers.”

      He lets out another huff of laughter. “Bold words from someone who removes others' choices without second thought.”

      I flinch. He sees it and sneers. “Besides I cannot tell you. I made promise.”

      “She asked you to hide her from me?”

      “Not her.” He sits again, skin hanging loose on his frame like a suit bought in better times. “Someone else. Someone who cared about her welfare more than they cared about your feelings.”

      “Who?”

      “This is not information you are entitled to.”

      I move toward him. Fast. He doesn't flinch.

      “Tell me.”

      “Or what? You will hurt me? Please. I am dying anyway. Save yourself effort.”

      “I could make it hurt more.”

      “You could.” He meets my eyes, his pale grey to my dark brown, winter to earth, ice to blood. “But you won't. Because you are hoping I will change my mind. Hoping if you are patient, or persuasive, or pathetic enough, I will give you what you want.”

      He's right. I hate that he's right.

      I step back.

      “I'm getting my files. All of them. Unredacted,” I tell him. “I'll find out everything I need.”

      “Then why you need me?”

      “Because the files will tell me where to hunt—you can tell me who to hunt.” As much as I hate the confession, with his help I can exact my revenge faster. I watch as smugness curls the corners of his mouth, and then I realise why. “But then the information I need never made it into the files, did it?”

      A malicious glint makes his eyes sparkle like broken glass catching light. “I could give you what you want but why I would do that? You are intent on burning down my life's work and I won't let you.”

      “Your life's work?” I pull open the wardrobe door with its full-length mirrored façade, the silver clouded with age, spotted like diseased lungs, and show him his reflection.

      Sunken eyes stare back. Grey skin stretched over bones that show too clearly. A face more gaunt than chiselled, cheekbones sharp enough to cut. The man who once commanded armies reduced to someone who needs help opening medicine bottles. His pyjamas hang off him, prison stripes in pale blue and white, generic sleepwear chosen by committee to offend no one and comfort even fewer.

      He looks away quickly, but not before I see his expression crack.

      “The only reason you're still revered in Moscow is because they think you're dead! And you might as well be.” I gesture to the room, the medicinal supplies, the call button, the wheelchair folded in the corner waiting for the day his legs give out completely so it can replace his recliner. “They've imprisoned you here, just waiting for you to die. The glorious Colonel-General Volkonsky, grateful to be hidden away in a dementia home for the all-but-dead.”

      A shudder runs through him, as though wincing at the truth, a crack in the starched uniform he's worn so long it's fused to skin. But then he rounds on me, and for a moment the dying man disappears, replaced by the soldier, the spy who took lives with the flourish of a pen.

      “And you cannot change this. MI6 will not allow you. I am an asset. I have value.”

      “For now,” I say.

      But I intend to change that.

      The rain picks up outside, drumming against the window like fingers tapping for entry. The room darkens as clouds thicken. Somewhere down the corridor, someone is crying—high, keening sound that might be pain or confusion or just the sound of realising you're still alive when you'd rather not be.

      I move to the door.

      “She does not need you,” he says to my back. “She never did. Whatever fantasy you are chasing, it ends badly. For both of you.”

      I don't turn around.

      “Maybe. But as I said, that's her decision to make. Not yours.”

      “How many choices have you made for others?”

      His laugh follows me into the corridor, dry, bitter, yet triumphant somehow. Like he's won simply by losing, forcing me to prove I'm still what he made me.

      The corridor stretches ahead. Motivational posters about dignity. Watercolour landscapes chosen to be inoffensive. A resident in a wheelchair by the window, staring at rain-soaked gardens where nothing grows.

      This is where powerful men end up when they know too much to be killed but too much to be free.

      This is the retirement plan for people like my father.

      And maybe, if I'm not careful, for people like me.

      I sign out at reception. The nurse barely glances up from her computer, already forgetting I'm here. Buckthorne Manor. A name designed to comfort families who need somewhere to warehouse the inconvenient—and a government that needs somewhere to hide the dangerous. Mock Tudor beams that have never seen real timber. Carpets worn to grey thread at the corridor's end where the overhead light flickers with an almost Soviet determination to fail without quite dying.

      Outside, the rain is cold and English and relentless. My rental sits in the visitors' car park between a Nissan whose bumper is held on with duct tape and a Volvo that's older than me.

      I sit in the driver's seat without starting the engine.

      My phone shows three missed calls from Amber. One from Phillipa. Tomorrow I'm supposed to meet with Victoria Fraser, discuss some proposition Phillipa thinks I'll find interesting.

      But tonight I'm sitting in a nursing home car park in Hertfordshire, shaking, because my father knows where she is and won't tell me, and the only weapon I have left is the one he gave me, patience, strategy, and the willingness to do what needs doing even when it costs everything.

      I start the engine and drive away from Buckthorne Manor, watching it shrink in my rearview mirror, full of people already forgotten.

      Behind one of those windows, my father is sitting in his chair, smiling, knowing he's won this round.

      But the game is far from over and it won't be until one of us is dead.
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      VICTORIA

      “Save our lives?”

      My espresso cup hits the saucer hard enough to make Suzette blink. “You evacuated us from France in the middle of the night to save our lives?”

      She doesn't flinch. Just sits there in one of the study's wingback chairs, legs crossed, hands folded like we're discussing the weather.

      “Yes.”

      “From whom?” The scenarios cascade through my mind, each more implausible than the last. Disgruntled wine competitors? Some Bordeaux syndicate they've accidentally offended?

      “People who object to what we do.” Suzette's voice carries her usual measured quality, a quality that now seems tactical. “Men, mostly. Old, white, wealthy. They value personal empires over humanity.”

      “What you do?” I lean forward. “You make wine. You donate to women's charities. Who threatens someone over Grenache and good deeds? The Bordeaux mafia?”

      Amber almost smiles from her position by the door. She hasn't sat since serving us coffee and canelés twenty minutes ago.

      “It's more complicated than that,” Suzette says.

      “Then uncomplicate it for me.” My voice sharpens. My usual calm abandoned me somewhere between the midnight evacuation and this spectacularly inadequate explanation. “Bundling us into a car at midnight, driving to Italy without explanation, putting us on a private plane is—well, it's witness protection behaviour, Suzette. Not friendship.”

      Abby's hand finds my knee. Always my anchor. But she leans forward too, legs tucked underneath her. My wife only needs popcorn to complete the picture.

      “You're right.” Suzette meets my gaze. “It was dramatic. I apologise for the fear it caused. But circumstances required⁠⁠—”

      “What circumstances?”

      Suzette glances at Amber. A look passes between them. Amber nods once.

      “Before I explain why you're here,” Suzette says, “I need to tell you who we are.”

      The shift in her tone unsettles my stomach.

      “Suzette—”

      “I'm former intelligence. Russian. FSB, now an independent contractor.” She delivers the information as though she's sharing a previous career in banking. “Recruitment. Asset management. Psychological operations.” Her eyes flick again to Amber. “Amber handled tactical operations. Extractions.”

      The room falls into silence.

      I study Amber, whose watchful stance now makes uneasy sense.

      I consider Suzette, whose careful phrasing about her past I'd never thought to question.

      Then turn my attention to this house—Obsidian Hall with its multiple exits and expensive security I'd dismissed as wealthy paranoia.

      “You're spies.”

      “Were,” Suzette corrects. “Retired.”

      “You can't just retire from espionage! Surely?”

      “Technically, yes.” Amber says. “But is complicated.”

      “Complicated how?”

      “Moscow wasn't in agreement with my departure.” Suzette's tone doesn't change. “They attempted to resolve their objection permanently. That's why we maintain security. Why we're careful about proximity. Why we evacuated you when our perimeter was compromised.”

      I stand. I need movement. The book-lined study suddenly feels like theatre set design—pretty walls hiding something much, much darker.

      “So the vineyard. The wine. The family life. That's what? Cover?”

      “No. No.” Suzette's voice firms. “That's our life. What we chose after leaving intelligence work. But the past doesn't dissolve just because we want it to. People we worked with. People we worked against. Memory is long.”

      “And you took us there.” I turn to face them both. “To your home. Knowing people might come for you. Knowing we could be collateral damage.”

      “We brought you because you're our friends,” Amber says. “Because we wanted to share that part of our life. When we learned of threat, we protected you. This is what friends do.”

      “Friends tell the truth.” Abby's voice is quiet. “They offer people informed choices. What you're telling us now is substantial truth to withhold for almost a year.”

      “Yes.” Suzette doesn't look away. “But would you have befriended us if I'd introduced myself as former Russian intelligence? Would you have trusted us?”

      She has a point. A frustrating, valid point.

      I sink back into the sofa, trying to process this recalibration of reality. My friends—our enigmatic lovers—worked for Russian intelligence. The midnight evacuation wasn't paranoia. It was how they live their lives.

      “Why tell us now?”

      “To explain what happened.” Suzette inhales like she's bracing for impact. “And because of what I'm about to ask you to be part of.” She glances again at Amber. “We're starting a private organisation. Independent. Operations that government agencies can't or won't touch.”

      I wait. Nothing comes.

      “That's deliberately vague. Given we have no intelligence background, that could mean anything from tax evasion to guerrilla warfare.”

      “True,” she concedes.

      “You'll need to do better than that,” I tell her.

      “Some of what you'll need to know requires security clearance. You've both been vetted, but⁠⁠—”

      “Vetted? Security clearance?” The words tumble out. “Work with you doing what? I have responsibilities. Phoenix Project. Remember? The organisation you've generously funded multiple times?”

      “This is different.” Suzette leans forward. “Phoenix helps victims after trauma. What we're proposing would prevent it. Or reduce it.”

      “That sounds like law enforcement.”

      “We're not law enforcement.” Amber's voice carries from the doorway. “We're what happens when law enforcement fails.”

      “Vigilantes?”

      “Operatives.” Suzette's tone isn't sharp, just firm. “With skills, resources, and willingness to work outside official channels when situations demand it.”

      “Skills you learned in intelligence.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you want to use those skills to... what? Run around saving people?”

      “Yes.” Suzette answers like I'm the one being unreasonable. “With oversight. Ethics. Someone ensuring we choose the right causes. Someone who can maintain objectivity while possessing empathy and reason. Someone with a solid moral compass and integrity who won't allow us to become the villains we're fighting.” She looks directly at me. “That someone, Victoria, is you.”

      “Me?” I blink. “I help run a nonprofit. I organise fundraisers. Before that—well, you know what I did before that.” I blow out a breath. “I'm not a spy.”

      “We don't need a spy. We need someone clients can trust.” Suzette ticks points off on her fingers. “Someone who understands trauma. Someone who can assess whether cases and the people bringing them are legitimate and worth pursuing.”

      “So I'd be what? A receptionist? You want me as a receptionist for your vigilante operation?”

      Suzette's smile is genuine. “When you phrase it that way, it sounds uninspiring.”

      “How would you phrase it?”

      “Face of the organisation. You meet people who need help. Evaluate situations. Determine if we can assist. Coordinate responses.” She continues ticking fingers. “Intake coordinator. Ethical oversight. Client liaison.”

      “That's three jobs.”

      Suzette shrugs. “We pay accordingly.”

      “I don't care about money.” I turn back. “I care about legality. Ethics. Whether what you're proposing leads to my arrest or death.” I glance at Abby, who offers nothing except wide-eyed confusion.

      “Possibly both,” Amber says. “If you're not careful.”

      I stare at her. “That's not reassuring.”

      “Is honest.” Amber pushes off from the doorframe. “This work is dangerous. People we target don't play by rules. Neither can we, not always. But we're not asking you to pull triggers or break into buildings. We're asking you to be the conscience that keeps us human.”

      A knock interrupts. The door opens before anyone responds, and a woman enters like she owns not just this room but possibly the country.

      She's my age, maybe a tad younger. Tailored suit, hair cut short enough to suggest she doesn't waste time on anything above minimum maintenance. Her handshake when she extends it is firm.

      “Victoria Fraser. Phillipa Farrier.” Suzette handles the introductions. “MI6. Although she's here representing her personal interests, not those of her employer.”

      “MI6?” I shake her hand, still processing. “British intelligence? As in government?”

      “The same.” Phillipa looks me up and down as though she's about to create a file on me. “Though in this capacity, I'm operating with considerable autonomy.” She glances at Abby. “And you must be Abigail.”

      “Just Abby.” My wife doesn't stand, doesn't offer her hand. “Are we under arrest or recruitment?”

      Phillipa laughs. Amber's raised eyebrow suggests Phillipa doesn't do this often. “Neither. Though if Suzette has her way, I'm here to facilitate the latter.” She settles into the chair opposite mine without invitation. “Has she explained what we're proposing?”

      “Vaguely. Something about private operations and saving the world.”

      “Less world-saving, more gap-filling.” Phillipa crosses her legs. “Government agencies face constraints. Political considerations. Bureaucratic delays. There are occasions when situations require faster, more creative responses than official channels permit. That's where independent operators with proper oversight become valuable.”

      “And you, where do you come into this?”

      “I provide unofficial intelligence. Resources and connections. Legal cover when plausible deniability is possible.” Her gaze sharpens. “You would provide the ethical framework. The human element that prevents this from becoming what it shouldn't be.”

      “Which is?”

      “Exactly what we're fighting against.” Suzette's voice carries weight. “Those with power and money who use both to exploit the vulnerable. We could easily become another version of that if we're not careful. That's why we need someone thinking about the people involved, the victims, not just tactical outcomes.”

      I pace to the window. The grounds of Obsidian Hall stretch out in front of me, but I see it now. The strategic sight lines, the controlled access points, cameras. This entire property is designed for maximum security.

      “You're asking me to be what? Your moral compass? The civilian who signs off and takes the fall so you can tell yourselves you're still the good guys?”

      “No.” Suzette's voice softens. “We want you to be the reason we don't stop being good guys. Someone who remembers these are people, not objectives. Someone who cares about trauma, not just tactics.”

      “You'd have full veto power.” Phillipa adds. “Any case. Any operation. If you say no, we don't take the case. No debate. You ensure we don't become puppets in someone else's game.”

      “That's considerable power to give someone with no intelligence experience.”

      “That's exactly why we're giving it to you.” Suzette stands to face me. “You don't think like an operative. We need that.”

      Abby moves to my side. “Can I ask a question?”

      “Please.” Phillipa gestures an invitation.

      “Why am I here? Victoria I understand—sort of. But why did you want me in this discussion?”

      Annoyance flickers across Phillipa's face. “I didn't. I wanted to brief Victoria alone. Suzette overruled me.”

      “Why?” My wife asks Suzette.

      “Because marriages don't survive secrets.” Suzette looks at me. “If Victoria joins us, she'll be exposed to classified information. Dangerous situations. Ethically complicated decisions. She'll need someone to talk to who understands. Someone she trusts completely. That's you.”

      “So I'm here as Victoria's support system.”

      “You're here because keeping you in the dark would be cruel,” Suzette says. “Asking Victoria to lie to you every day would destroy your marriage. We won't do that.”

      Phillipa sighs. “Can we move past the relationship counselling? We have urgent matters of security clearance and operational approval.”

      “I haven't said yes,” I point out.

      “I know. But I have a case I'd like you to consider. Time-critical. Trafficking. Every day we wait, more women suffer.”

      My chest tightens.

      “What kind of case?”

      Phillipa opens her briefcase. Withdraws a file. Sets it on the table beside the espresso cups and homemade biscuits.

      “Sign this and I'll explain.” She produces a pen, places it beside the file. “Official Secrets Act. You've both been vetted.”

      “Without our consent?” I say.

      “Sign if you want to understand what's at stake. If not, I'll be on my way.” Phillipa's finger taps the paper like a conductor keeping time. “Choose.”

      Suzette moves forward. Positions herself between Phillipa's pressure and my indecision.

      “You're not signing your life away.” Her hand finds my arm, fingers pressing just enough to anchor me. “This lets you understand what we're doing. Why it matters.”

      She holds my gaze. No pleading in her expression, just steady certainty.

      I exhale. My fingers close around Phillipa's pen.

      Trust isn't freely given but Suzette has earned it.

      What follows happens fast. Paperwork complete, Phillipa drops the information like a grenade, the pin already pulled.

      “Trafficking operation. Vulnerable women, refugees, asylum seekers, economic migrants.” She waves her hand as she lists the labels. “Promised legitimate work. Ending up in medical facilities for unauthorised drug trials.” She pauses. “Several already dead.”

      The room crackles with static.

      “How many women?” Abby's voice is tight.

      “Thirty to forty currently held across multiple facilities. One in Turkey, at least one that we know here. Essex. Connected to a pharmaceutical company with western government contracts and political protection.”

      “Why aren't police handling this?” I ask.

      “Because big pharma has deep pockets and deeper connections.” Phillipa's tone stays level. “Evidence is difficult to obtain through official channels. By the time investigations finish gathering proof these women will be dead or disappeared.” She looks at me. “Suzette and her team can move faster. Access places we can't. Take actions that would be politically difficult to authorise. But self-regulation for an organisation like this is critical. Field experience doesn't keep you on morally safe ground, quite the opposite. That's why Suzette wants you. Fresh eyes. An ethically uncompromised slate.”

      My head spins. Could I actually do this?

      Suzette must read my hesitation. “You evaluate cases. Determine legitimacy. Set ethical boundaries for how we proceed. Ensure we're helping, not playing vigilante.”

      I study the file on the table but don't touch it. Not yet.

      “If I say yes—if I agree—what does that look like practically?”

      “You'd work from here initially.” Suzette gestures to encompass Obsidian Hall. “This becomes the operations centre. You meet potential clients, people who've tried official channels and failed, or those that exist in the shadows of more official organisations. People like Phillipa. You assess situations. If you approve a case, we investigate. Gather intelligence. Plan intervention if necessary. You provide ongoing oversight. Ensure we don't cross lines we shouldn't.”

      “And if we do cross those lines?”

      “You speak up. Call out what you see. That's your power. Your purpose.”

      “What about Phoenix Project? I have responsibilities.”

      “Keep it.” Phillipa's tone suggests this isn't negotiable. “This would be part-time, ad hoc. We're not asking you to abandon your life. Just expand it.”

      Abby takes my hand, her touch bringing me back to reality. “What do you want?”

      “I don't know. This is insane.”

      “Agreed.” Her mouth quirks. “But still. You're interested aren't you?”

      “Of course I'm interested! They're talking about saving women from trafficking and medical experimentation. Actually helping instead of just picking up pieces afterward.” I look back at Phillipa. “But I'm also terrified. This sounds dangerous and illegal and completely insane.”

      “It's all of those things.” Phillipa doesn't soften it. “But it's also necessary. Systems fail. Governments prioritise politics over people. Sometimes the only way to help is working outside the rules that weren't written by the vulnerable. They're written by people holding all the cards who want to keep it that way.”

      Silence settles. Everyone watching. Waiting.

      Abby squeezes my hand again. “You can do this. Think about those women.” Her voice drops. “Think about Phoenix Project survivors. Their stories. The trauma they carry. How they always say, 'I wish someone had come sooner.' 'I wish someone had saved me when I couldn't save myself.'“ My wife takes both my hands in hers. “You'd be doing exactly that. Helping save people when they can't save themselves.”

      I shake my head. “You're asking me to commit to something outlandish.”

      “I'm asking you to commit to helping women who'll be dead or disappeared if we don't act.” Phillipa's voice stays calm but relentless. “You can walk away. Go back to grant applications. Keep picking up broken pieces. Or you can step into the darkness and be part of an organisation whose goal is to prevent trauma. Your choice.”

      Abby's hand remains in mine.

      “What do you think?” I ask her.

      “I think you already know your answer.” Her voice softens. “I think you knew it the moment Phillipa said thirty to forty women. You're just afraid of admitting it.”

      She's right.

      Again.

      “If I do this—if I say yes—I want complete transparency.” I turn to Suzette. “No secrets. About everything. Your background. Amber's. What happened in France. Everything.”

      “Agreed.”

      “And Abby knows everything I know. No secrets between us. Non-negotiable.”

      Phillipa's jaw tightens.

      “That's my condition. You want me? You get both of us. Full transparency or I walk.”

      Phillipa looks at Suzette, who nods.

      “Fine.” Phillipa produces another document. “You both get clearance. You both know everything. You both understand and will face the consequences of disclosure.”

      “What consequences?” Abby asks.

      “Prison.” Phillipa holds out the pen to her.

      “Show me where to sign.” My wife's voice doesn't waver, and I know she's thinking about the lives we might save.

      “Welcome to the team.” Suzette's smile carries relief. “Now let's talk about how we save some lives.”
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      VICTORIA

      Less than twenty-four hours have passed and yet I'm already a world away from who I was yesterday. Soft morning light, typical for this time of year, pours through sitting room sash windows, illuminating the woman perched on the edge of the cream sofa. She holds herself like someone waiting for the starting gun, or the executioner. Hard to tell which.

      Her name is Zara. No surname. When Phillipa made the introduction before leaving, the handshake lasted half a second. Then Zara folded back into herself, arms crossed, chin tucked. I've seen this posture in a hundred Phoenix Project intake meetings. The body's attempt to occupy less space, to present a smaller target.

      She's maybe thirty, though trauma has a way of aging people beyond their years. Her hair is scraped back so tight I can see the tension in her temples. It's pulled into a bun that sits at the base of her skull like a fist. The style is practical—nothing to grab, nothing to pull—but it makes her face look gaunt. Cheekbones sharp, dark circles under eyes that dart to the door every thirty seconds.

      The clothes hang wrong. A borrowed coat in charcoal wool, good quality but two sizes too large. The sleeves swallow her hands despite the rolled cuffs. Jeans turned up at the ankles, as though she's an escapee from a grunge band. Canvas trainers that have seen better days, too thin for winter. All charity shop coordinates that almost match but don't. The uniform of someone rebuilding their life from donated pieces.

      Suzette occupies the wingback chair by the window. She hasn't moved since Phillipa left us alone. Just watches Zara the way cats watch birds, still, focused.

      I take the chair across from Zara. It's upholstered in butter-soft leather that creaks when I settle. The sound makes Zara flinch. Close enough to connect. Far enough that she can breathe.

      “Phillipa said you're looking for your sister.”

      “Yes.” Her accent rises and falls like a song. “Amina. Three months she is missing.”

      Her voice is soft, barely above a whisper, the tell of a woman who has learned that being loud attracts the wrong kind of attention.

      “Tell me about her.”

      Zara's hands knot in her lap. The fingers are rough, the skin dry and cracked around the knuckles. Her thumbnail works at the cuticle of her index finger. The skin there is raw, inflamed. Old habit or new, I'm not sure, but the pain seems to bring her comfort.

      “She is twenty-six. Married four years. Her husband...” The sentence dies before it can breathe. She swallows. I watch her throat work, see the effort it takes. “He is not good man.”

      Footsteps pass in the hallway. The sound snaps Zara's head toward the door. Her shoulders bunch. Then quiet returns. It takes her five full breaths to settle again.

      I wait. Silence is important. People need space to find their words.

      “He hurt her. Many times. Our parents, they say this is marriage. This is woman's duty. To obey. To endure.” Her jaw sets, the muscle flexes. “But they are dead now. Both shot, two years. So I tell Amina—come. We leave. We make new life.”

      “Where are you from?”

      She glances at Suzette. Back to me. The movement is quick, nervous. Like she's checking for permission or something more sinister. “Chechnya.”

      I know little about Chechnya—apart from a few stories about the camps, the disappeared, the murders that never make the news because shame trumps justice.

      “I'm gay,” she admits as her shoulders curl inward. Her coat bunches around her neck. “In my country...” She searches for the English, fingers twisting together. “They kill people like me. The government. The families. Everyone. If you are gay, you are already dead. You just wait to find out when.”

      I've heard versions of this story at Phoenix Project. Different countries. Same cost for being.

      “And Amina?”

      “Amina is not gay. But her husband, he beat her. Break her arm. Break her ribs. She cover it—makeup, long sleeves. Everyone know. No one help.” Zara's fingers twist around each other like they're trying to strangle something invisible. “I tell her—England. We apply for asylum. I say I am lesbian, they cannot send me back. She say she is victim of domestic violence, they will protect her. We save money. We plan.”

      Her hands are shaking now. Small tremors that make the borrowed coat sleeves flutter.

      “How did you get here?”

      “Refugee centre in Grozny. A man comes every week. Free legal advice, he says. Help with paperwork, with applications. He say he knows lawyers in UK who work with refugees, who understand situations like ours.” She meets my eyes for the first time. Hers are dark brown, almost black, with gold flecks near the pupils. Pretty eyes. Terrified eyes. “His name is Dmitri Reznikov. Very kind. Very professional. He gives us forms, asks about our cases.”

      Cold slithers through my gut. Suzette shifts in her chair. The leather creaks. Barely audible, but I'm learning her signals. That sound means she's actively listening, filing names away for later use.

      “Did you pay him?”

      “We have no money. We tell him this. He says no worry. His organisation helps refugees for free. He just needs information. Medical tests to prove Amina's injuries, to document her case.” Zara's voice steadies, I suspect she's told this story many times in recent days. “He says UK doctors need medical records. Proof of abuse. So we go to clinic he recommends. X-rays. Blood tests. Very thorough.”

      “Where was this clinic?”

      “In Grozny. Near market.” Her forehead creases. The skin there is thin, translucent. I can see the blue trace of veins beneath. “But they say they have, ah—” she moves her hand as though flicking through an invisible dictionary before finding the word. “Partnership—with hospital in London. They say once we arrive, we go to hospital, they will have records, they will help with asylum.”

      The pieces slot together. Click. Click. Click. Like a lock opening. I glance at Suzette. Her face hasn't changed but her stillness has sharpened.

      “When did you arrive in the UK?”

      “Three months ago. We fly to Istanbul, then truck London. Dmitri arranges everything.” She swallows, audible in the quiet room. “Very helpful. Too helpful, I think now. But then, I am just grateful. Desperate.”

      “What happened when you got here?”

      “First few weeks, good. We stay in house in Newham with other refugee women. Everyone waiting for asylum. Dmitri visits every few days. Brings food. Checks on us. Then he says Amina must go to hospital for follow-up appointment. To document her injuries.”

      Her voice cracks on the last word, underlining her fragility.

      “She goes with another woman from the house—Somali girl, Faduma. They take taxi Dmitri sends. They should be back by evening.” Zara's eyes fill but the tears don't fall. She's become too good at holding it all back. “They never come back.”

      “You reported it to police?”

      “Not at first. We cannot leave the house. Doors are locked, windows covered. But after I run, yes. The police, they say many refugees go missing. They say maybe she changes her mind, goes somewhere else. I tell them she knows no one here. She has nowhere to go. So they tell me she has gone home. They say they will investigate but...” She shakes her head. The movement is sharp, almost violent. “I know they do not believe me. Or they do not care. Refugee women, they disappear, it happens. No one looks for her… For them.”

      The bitterness in her voice is corrosive. Years of being dismissed, being treated as less than human, crystallised into those few words.

      I lean forward. Not much. Just enough that the leather creaks again. “But then somebody listened?” I ask.

      She nods. “But then I tell them what happened to me…” Her eyes dart to the door, perhaps needing to sense the security of Phillipa nearby. The colour drains from her cheeks, leaving her features as dark outlines against a grey canvas.

      Suzette speaks for the first time. “You said you'd give anything to get your sister out. What exactly did you give them?”

      Zara's hand moves to her abdomen. Covers it. Protects it. The gesture is instinctive.

      “Zara,” I say. My voice sounds far away. “What did they take from you?”

      The tears she's been holding finally break. Silent tracks down her cheeks, cutting through dust and exhaustion. She doesn't wipe them away. Just lets them fall.

      “You have to understand.” Her voice fractures into pieces. “I would have done anything. Amina is all I have. Our parents are dead. Her husband would have killed her. I just want her safe. I just want her to live.”

      “What did you give them?”

      Her hands shake. The tremors are violent now, making her whole body quiver. She shrugs off her coat and reaches for the hem of her sweater, grey cotton, thin at the elbows, then lifts it.

      Her body turns and we see the diagonal line across her lower back, just above her right hip. Eight inches of raised tissue, pink and shiny. Healed but recent—the edges still carry that shine of new skin growth. Skin that's been cut and patched back together.

      I can't pull air into my lungs. The oxygen has gone, as though the entire property is vacuum-sealed.

      Suzette stands, and in a few controlled strides she crosses to Zara. “Your kidney,” she says.

      Zara nods, turning her face away. Her shoulders shake but she doesn't make a sound. Silent sobs rack her small frame. “They say it is payment for bringing Amina to UK. They say many refugees do this—donate organs to help pay for asylum. They say I will be fine with one kidney.” She turns back. Pulls her sweater down. The fabric catches on the scar. She winces. “They do surgery at private clinic. Very clean. Very professional. After, they give me medication. Tell me to rest.”

      She stops. Her breathing changes. Becomes shallow. Rapid. The kind of breathing that precedes panic attacks.

      “What else?” Suzette asks. Her tone is level but her posture has gone sharp. Predatory.

      Zara's fingers twist. The knuckles crack. “After I recover from surgery, they say there is more I can do. To help pay. Medicine testing, they call it.” Her voice drops until I have to strain to hear. “They say it is safe. Companies pay good money for volunteers. They say I do this for few months, Amina's case will be priority.”

      My stomach turns over. Bile rises in my throat. I swallow it down.

      “What kind of trials?” Suzette's voice stays level but she's coiled tighter now.

      “I do not know. They give me pills. Different colours. Different times of day. They take my blood. Sometimes every day, sometimes once, twice a week.” Zara's hand moves to her arm. Rubs at the crook of her elbow through her sleeve. “At first, okay. Tired, but okay. Then I start to feel sick. Very sick, and then they take Amina.”

      “What kind of sick?”

      “Hot. I vomit, and my skin—” She pushes up her sleeve.

      The rash covers her forearm from wrist to elbow. Red. Angry. Raised welts that look painful even from here. I don't have medical training but even I can tell when the body is rejecting something toxic. Some areas have been scratched raw. Dried blood crusts around sores.

      “They say this is normal, it will pass. But it gets worse.”

      “How much worse?” I ask, wary of her answer, but I need to know.

      “One night, I cannot breathe. My throat swells. I think I am dying.” Her voice cracks at the memory. “The woman at the house, the one who watches us, she panics. Takes me to hospital—real hospital.”

      Suzette and I look at each other. This one mistake saved her life.

      “The doctors at hospital, they ask questions. What medicines am I taking? Who is prescribing them? I am afraid to tell truth, but I am more afraid to die.” Zara's hands shake. “I show them the pills. They become very angry. They say these are experimental drugs, not approved for use. They say I could have died. They say they must report this.”

      “Did they?”

      “I do not know. Before they can do anything, I leave.” She looks down. “I am afraid. Afraid of police, afraid of immigration, afraid of people who gave me the pills. So when nurse leaves, I run.”

      “Where did you go?”

      “Nowhere. Everywhere.” Her voice hollows out. “I sleep in parks, in hostels, anywhere I can find. I have no money, no identification. Just fear.” She looks up, and the desperation in her eyes makes my chest ache. “But I cannot stop thinking about Amina. Three weeks she is missing. Three weeks and I do nothing because I am too afraid.”

      “What changed?” Suzette asks. She's moved back to her chair but remains perched on the edge. Ready.

      “I think—if I am dead from fear, Amina has no one. If I am dead from fear, these people win.” She straightens. Finds the steel that has kept her alive. “So I go to police. Different station. I tell them everything—the kidney, the pills, Amina missing. I give them Dmitri's name. Everything.”

      “What did they do?”

      Zara's face collapses. The steel evaporates. “They listen. They say they will investigate. They put me in room. Tell me to wait. Then...” She swallows. The sound is thick, wet. “Then people in suits come. Not police. Different. They go into office with the officers. I hear them talking through the door—not words, just voices. Angry voices that say immigrants lie.”

      The heating system kicks on. The radiator beneath the window ticks and groans. No one moves.

      “When was this?”

      “Three weeks ago.” Her hands clench. Knuckles white. “When they come out, the police tell me there is nothing they can do. They say I have no proof. They say asylum seekers make up stories. They say if I keep making false reports, I will be deported.”

      Suzette's jaw tightens. A flicker of muscle, barely visible.

      “The people in suits,” I say. My voice comes out hollow. “Did you see them?”

      “One man. One woman. Expensive clothes. Not suits like police wear. Real suits.” Zara's voice drops. “They think I am nothing.”

      “Did they follow you?”

      “I do not know. I do not wait to find out. I run. Find different hostel. I stay in my room. Barely leave except for food. Two weeks I am hiding. Too scared to move. Too scared to try again.” She looks at me directly now, and I see the fragile hope building there. “Then three days ago, the lady in the suit comes to my hostel. I recognise her straight away. I think—they have found me. They will take me like they took Amina.”

      “But Phillipa brought you here instead.”

      “Yes. She says she knows people who can help. People who are safe. Not police or lawyers.” Zara's gaze moves between us. Suzette in her cashmere and FSB presence and me in my jeans and borrowed confidence. “She says you are not police. Not government. She says you will believe me.”

      I glance at Suzette, suddenly unable to speak with the weight of the trust Zara is placing in us.

      “We believe you,” Suzette assures her and I nod as though rescuing people's relatives comes second nature to me.

      “Then you will help?” The hope in her voice is sharp. Demanding. “You will find Amina?”

      I don't make promises I can't keep. Phoenix Project taught me that. False hope is its own violence.

      “We'll investigate this organisation. The clinic. These trials. We'll do everything we can.” I pause. “But Zara, you need to understand that what we find might not be what you want to hear.”

      “I know.” Her voice is small, again as reality seeps back in. “I know she might be dead. But not knowing is worse. Not knowing means I cannot sleep, cannot eat, cannot breathe. Every day I think—where is she? Is she scared? Is she calling for me? Does she think I abandoned her?”

      The tears return. This time she doesn't try to stop them. They fall onto her threadbare jumper, darkening the fabric.

      “I just need to know. Even if the truth is terrible. I need to know what happened to my baby sister.”

      I stand and move to the sideboard where a box of tissues sits beside a crystal decanter. I bring them to her, and press the box into her shaking hands.

      Suzette moves toward the door. “I'll arrange secure housing. Somewhere safe. If this organisation realises you're still asking questions, you're at risk.”

      “I do not care about risk.”

      “You should.” Suzette's voice carries the weight of experience. If anyone can calculate odds of survival, it's Suzette. “Your sister might still be alive. If she is, she'll need you when we find her. You can't help her if you're dead.”

      The assessment should sound harsh. Instead it seems to ground Zara. Give her something concrete to hold.

      “Okay,” she says. Wipes her face with the expensive tissues. “I will be safe. For Amina.”

      “The pills they gave you,” Suzette says. “Do you still have them?”

      Zara shakes her head. The movement is sharp, decisive. “Hospital took them. When I escape, I leave everything.”

      “Which hospital?”

      “Royal London. Whitechapel.”

      Suzette pulls out her phone. The screen glows in the morning light. She types, makes a note.

      She opens the door and speaks briefly to someone in the hallway—too quiet for me to hear. A moment later, Rox appears. She nods to Suzette, then approaches Zara with careful gentleness.

      “I'll take you somewhere safe now,” Rox says. “You'll be comfortable there, protected while we find you answers.”

      Zara stands, and looks from me to Suzette.

      “Thank you,” she whispers. “Thank you for believing me.”

      Then she's gone, following the woman out of the sitting room, down the hallway, out of sight.

      I stay where I am, staring at the space where she sat. The sofa cushion still holds the impression of her body. Small. Light. The only sign that the last thirty minutes were real.

      Suzette remains by the door. Her hand rests on the brass handle.

      “You did well,” she says finally.

      “I didn't do anything. I just listened.”

      “That's what we need.” She moves back into the room, settles into her chair. The leather sighs beneath her weight. “Organ trafficking is nothing new, but this is the first time we've come across coerced pharmaceutical trials in this country. Refugee women make perfect test subjects. Vulnerable. Isolated. Afraid to report. And if something goes wrong...”

      “They disappear,” I finish. “No one investigates. No one knows,” I say.

      “Worse still, there are those that don't care. The suits at the police station are a problem.” Suzette's fingers drum against the armrest. “That means official protection. Someone with power making sure these people operate without interference.”

      “How do we fight that?”

      “With care.” She pulls out her phone again. “Phillipa's running background on Dmitri Reznikov and trying to locate the organ clinic, but Zara's descriptions of the facility are vague. She doesn't know London or its landmarks. I'll get Amber to pull surveillance from the Royal London. Whitechapel too. The night Zara was admitted. We'll know within forty-eight hours if anyone's been asking about her.

      The efficiency should give me confidence. Instead it highlights how far I am from my depth. I'm a board member. A fundraiser. Not a spy. Not whatever this requires.

      “This is really happening.”

      “Yes.” Suzette studies me. Those dark eyes miss nothing. “Having second thoughts?”

      “Constantly. But that woman just showed us proof that traffickers are harvesting organs from refugee women and using them as test subjects. She tried to call it out and nobody listened. I'm shocked, terrified even, but I can't back out. She needs us.”

      “Good.” Suzette stands. “We start with the medical records at Royal London. Identify the drugs they gave Zara. That will tell us which pharmaceutical company is involved. From there, we map the operation.”

      “And what do I do?”

      “You do what you just did. Listen. Evaluate. You'll be her primary contact. Phillipa's too.” She gestures to where Zara sat. The empty space. “You saw what she wasn't saying. You pushed until she showed you the truth. You made her feel safe enough to trust us with the worst parts of her story. You earned her trust. I need you to do the same with Phillipa too. Ensure we are all working objectively, compassionately, with no hidden agendas.”

      She moves to face me. We're the same height but she feels taller somehow.

      “That's your gift, Victoria. Not tactics or tradecraft. The ability to see people's pain and hold it without flinching. Someone who isn't frightened to make the difficult decisions. Now, let me show you how we bring this evil to its knees.”
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      ABBY

      Amber and I watch our wives disappear into the sitting room, following Phillipa and a woman who looks one loud noise away from running. I know I'll be told what I need to know in good time. But right now Amber is looking at me expectantly, a mischievous glint in her eye which I recognise immediately.

      “Now we start your training,” she says. Not a question. A statement. Last night's post-coital conversation between the four of us turned to the need for our security. Victoria and I refused bodyguards point blank. The intrusion into our privacy would be uncomfortable. No more spontaneous moments when we get the urge, no more leaving doors open without thought. Plus, how would we ever explain the sudden and constant presence of strangers? Too many questions we can't answer. Too many lies we'd need to fabricate. This only works if we keep things simple.

      The concession to gain their reluctant agreement was training. Hand-to-hand combat and firearms. Today we start with the latter.

      “Victoria's in there learning how to assess threats. Now we teach you how to neutralise them.” Amber turns and walks down the corridor. Doesn't check if I'm following because she knows I will. And I do.

      At the end of the hall, Amber stops at a door I'd always assumed was a closet. She slides back a small framed picture. She presses her thumb to a biometric panel. It pulses green, then the door slides back with a pneumatic hiss.

      An elevator.

      I blink. “I thought I'd already discovered all your secret passages.”

      Amber's mouth curves. The expression transforms her face from handsome to devastating. “I have so much more to show you.”

      Heat crawls up my neck. Her humour is sexy.

      She steps into the elevator. I follow. The door closes. She presses the only button, no numbers, just a symbol that looks like it belongs on a nuclear bunker.

      The space is small. Our shoulders almost touch. Amber stares straight ahead but I can feel her awareness of me. The way her breathing changes. The way she doesn't move away when the elevator jolts and my arm brushes hers.

      We descend.

      The elevator moves smoothly but I can feel it going down. Down. Down. My ears pop. We're dropping below ground level. Below the basement. Into something deeper than Obsidian Hall.

      She must see wariness in my face because she says, “Original owners built it during the Cold War. Nuclear shelter. We've repurposed it.”

      “Into what?”

      “You'll see.”

      The elevator stops. The doors open. I step out and my breath catches.

      The space spreads out like the scene from a Hollywood action movie and I half expect to see Jason Statham step out of the shadows. Steel reinforced concrete walls, she tells me. Harsh clinical fluorescent lighting flickers and then floods the space to reveal weapons. Everywhere. Weapons.

      Rifles mounted in locked cases along one wall. Handguns in illuminated displays. A launcher that looks like it belongs in a war zone sits on a table, partially disassembled. Ammunition boxes stacked in neat piles sit behind mesh-caged doors.

      “Jesus Christ,” my words coming out as little more than a whisper.

      “He doesn't come down here.” Amber moves into the space with a confidence that tells me she is far more at home around weapons than people. “Welcome to the armoury.”

      “Is this legal?”

      “It's necessary.”

      I walk along the gun displays. My face stares back from the glass cases. I look small down here. Insignificant. “I find that hard to believe.”

      “Trust me, it is.” Amber stops. Turns to face me. “Do you? Trust me?”

      I cross the distance between us. My hand finds her chest. Solid muscle beneath cotton. Her heart beats steady under my palm.

      “I've let you tie me up and do unspeakable things to me.” I hold her gaze. “Do you really need to ask that question?”

      Heat flickers in her eyes. Recognition. The memory of my wrists bound in silk rope. Her mouth on my throat. Victoria watching with that almost pained expression she gets when she's trying not to come just from watching. The way Amber's fingers know exactly where to press, where to tease, how to make me beg.

      Amber's hand covers mine. Presses it harder against her chest. Her heart rate has kicked up. I feel it accelerate under my palm. “Good. Because what I'm about to teach you could save your life. Or Victoria's. And if anything ever happened to either of you...” Her jaw tightens. “I wouldn't be able to live with that guilt.”

      The vulnerability in her voice catches me off guard. This woman who moves through the world unafraid of violence. But loss is different. Loss terrifies her.

      “Nothing's going to happen to us,” I say.

      “You can't promise that.” She steps back. My hand falls away. The warmth of her body lingers on my palm. “But you can prepare for it. Come.”

      She moves to a locked cabinet. Keys in a code. The glass front slides back. Inside, handguns rest in foam cutouts like pieces of consumer tech, but entertainment isn't the goal here.

      “Do you know anything about firearms?” she asks.

      “No.” Any other day I'd offer that answer with pride. But today, the admission feels like failure. “I've never even touched a gun, never mind fired one.”

      Amber's expression doesn't change but her posture shifts. She pulls out a pistol. Handles it with casual familiarity. “Then we start from the beginning. This is a Glock 19. Nine millimetre. Standard for a reason. Reliable. Not too heavy. Fifteen-round magazine.”

      She handles the weapon with the kind of ease that suggests it's an extension of her body. Ejects the magazine. Checks the chamber. Empty.

      “First rule,” she says. “Every gun is loaded until you've personally verified it's not. Second rule, never point it at anything you're not willing to destroy. Third rule, keep your finger off the trigger until you're ready to shoot. Fourth rule, be aware of your target and what's beyond it.”

      She sets the gun on the table. “Come here.”

      I move closer. The gun looks smaller on the table. Less threatening without her holding it.

      “Pick it up,” she says.

      I reach for it. My hand hovers.

      “It's not going to bite you.” Her voice carries amusement. “It's a tool. Like a hammer. Like a knife. It only does what you make it do.”

      I wrap my fingers around the grip. The weight surprises me. Heavier than it looks. Cold metal and textured plastic.

      “Good. Now—” Amber moves behind me. “—hold it with both hands. Support hand underneath. Dominant hand on the grip.”

      I adjust. Try to figure out where my hands should go. It feels awkward. Wrong.

      “May I?” Amber's voice is close to my ear.

      “Yes.”

      Her hands cover mine. Warm. Strong. She adjusts my grip. Her fingers press mine into position. Thumb alongside the slide. Support hand cupping the other. The correction is professional but every point where her skin touches mine burns.

      “Like this,” she murmurs. “Firm but not strangling it. The gun needs to recoil. If you're too tight, it'll fight you.”

      She's pressed against my back now. Not quite touching but close enough I can feel her heat. Her breath stirs the hair at my temple.

      “Now. See this?” Her finger traces along the side of the gun. “This is the slide. It moves back when you fire. You need to keep your thumbs down or it'll bite you
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