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\# STEEL & SHADOW: BOOK TWO

THE MOSCOW PROTOCOL
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CHAPTER ONE: GHOST PROTOCOL
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Six Months Later

The message arrived at 3:47 AM Los Angeles time—encrypted, scrambled through seventeen proxy servers, and bearing the digital fingerprint of a man who had been officially dead for eight years.

Marcus Cole was the first to see it. He'd been sitting at his apartment's make-shift command center, three monitors displaying news feeds from around the world, a cold cup of coffee forgotten beside his keyboard. Sleep had become a rare visitor lately.

The message was simple:

THE MOSCOW PROTOCOL IS ACTIVE. THEY ARE COMING FOR THE COLLECTION. MEET ME IN PRAGUE. BRING YOUR PEOPLE.

—A FRIEND FROM THE PAST

Marcus reread the message three times. His hand moved instinctively to the photograph taped to the edge of his monitor—a woman with kind eyes and a warm smile, taken before everything fell apart. Before his wife had been murdered and the truth buried under layers of government lies.

A friend from the past.

There was only one person who could have sent this. One man who knew about the collection, who had the technical skills to route a message through that many servers, and who had been presumed dead since a car bombing in Vienna.

"Dominik," Marcus whispered. "You're alive."

His phone buzzed. Then again. Then again.

Raven: "You see the message?"

Viktor: "Prague. I'm booking a flight."

Zero: "Already tracing the origin point. Something's wrong—this encryption shouldn't be breakable by anyone alive."

Marcus typed his response quickly: "Everyone to the safehouse. Now. We move in six hours."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO: REUNION
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Prague, Czech Republic

Forty-Eight Hours Later

The city of a hundred spires was cloaked in winter's first snowfall when Marcus's team reconvened in a rented warehouse on the outskirts of the city. The building was one of Zero's "unlisted" properties—a place that existed in no database, owned by no one, and accessible only through a series of cryptographic keys that changed daily.

Raven arrived first, her platinum blonde wig replaced by raven-black hair and a disable that made her look like a college student on semester break. Viktor came next, his arm fully healed but bearing a new scar from where the bullet had passed through. Zero最后一个 arrived, lugging a rolling case that contained more computing power than most governments possessed.

"I've got the security feeds," Zero announced, setting up his equipment on a folding table. "The city is crawling with intelligence operatives. CIA, FSB, Mossad, and at least two private military contractors I don't recognize. Someone's paying handsomely to find someone."

"Or something," Raven added. "The Moscow Protocol. What do we actually know about it?"

The question hung in the air like cigarette smoke.

Marcus pulled up a file on his tablet—a collection of documents he'd been assembling for months, each one more disturbing than the last.

"The Moscow Protocol was a Cold War-era agreement between four nations," he began. "The United States, Soviet Union, United Kingdom, and Israel. Officially, it was a treaty for the protection and sharing of recovered artifacts during and after World War II. Unofficially—"

"Unofficially, it was a cartel," Viktor interrupted, his voice hard. "A secret alliance to control the global black market in antiquities. My government—old government—was a founding member."

Marcus nodded. "The Protocol allowed these nations to coordinate thefts, cover up provenance, and sell artifacts to the highest bidder while maintaining plausible deniability. When the Soviet Union collapsed, the Protocol went dormant. But it never officially ended."

"And now someone's reactivating it," Raven said.

"Not just someone." Marcus zoomed in on a photograph in his file—a severe-faced man with iron-gray hair and eyes like frozen chips of slate. "General Arkady Volkov. Former FSB, current head of a private military organization called the Iron Circle. He's been purchasing antiquities at an unprecedented rate over the past eighteen months. Artifacts that the Protocol nations claimed had been destroyed or lost."

Zero's fingers flew across his keyboard. "According to my sources, Volkov has spent over two billion dollars acquiring stolen artifacts in the last year alone. Everything from ancient manuscripts to renaissance paintings to—"

"To the collection," Viktor finished. "He knows about the collection."

The room fell silent.

The collection was their life's work—the stolen artifacts they had rescued from corrupt collectors, shadow organizations, and criminal empires. It represented billions of dollars in cultural heritage, returned to a state of digital limbo until the day they could be safely repatriated to their rightful owners.

If Volkov had discovered its existence...

"He doesn't know where it is," Zero said, reading the fear in their faces. "But he's been interrogating everyone with knowledge of the black market. Two art dealers in Geneva. A museum curator in Moscow. A fence in Hong Kong. All of them knew pieces of the puzzle, but none of them knew the whole picture."

"So he's hunting for the complete picture," Raven said. "Which means he's hunting for us."

A knock echoed through the warehouse—three sharp raps followed by two slow ones. Their pre-arranged signal.

Marcus drew his pistol and approached the door.

"Password?" he called through the wood.

The voice that answered was hoarse, weathered, and achingly familiar.

"The password is Dominik Kovač. And I suggest you open this door before I freeze to death."

The man who stumbled into the warehouse was a ghost made flesh.

Dominik Kovač had been Marcus's handler during his final year with the LAPD—an intelligence contact who had occasionally fed him information about organized crime networks. He was supposed to have died in Vienna, a car bomb reducing his body to unrecognizable fragments.

But here he stood—thin, gray, moving with the careful deliberation of a man who had survived things that should have killed him.

"Dominik." Marcus lowered his weapon. "We thought you were dead."

"I was," Dominik replied, allowing Raven to guide him to a chair. "For three years, I was a ghost. Moving between safehouses, changing identities, always one step ahead of people who wanted me dead. Then six months ago, I heard about the theft of the Meridian Diamond. I heard about a team of thieves who were different from the rest."

"That was us," Raven said, pressing a cup of hot coffee into his trembling hands. "How did you find us?"

Dominik smiled, and the expression looked painful on his weathered face. "I've been watching Marcus for years. Even after my death, I kept track of the people I cared about. And when I saw the pattern—the artifacts being recovered, the corrupt officials being exposed, the criminals being brought to justice—I knew that someone was doing my work for me."

"The Protocol," Viktor said. "You're telling me it's been revived."

"Not just revived. Expanded." Dominik reached into his coat and produced a thin envelope, sealed with red wax. "Three weeks ago, I received this from a contact inside the FSB. It's a list of new Protocol members. Countries that have joined since the original agreement—China, Saudi Arabia, North Korea, and several others who prefer to remain anonymous."

Raven took the envelope and emptied its contents onto the table. The document inside was typed, professional, and utterly damning.

"Forty-seven nations," she breathed. "Forty-seven countries working together to control the global antiquities market."

"And they're not just stealing anymore," Dominik continued. "They're erasing. Destroying cultural heritage that doesn't belong to them. Burning libraries, smashing statues, selling everything else to the highest bidder. It's not about profit. It's about erasing history."

Marcus stared at the document, feeling a cold fury building in his
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