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Prologue
The fluorescent lights in the small office hum. It is a constant noise that makes the back of my neck ache. I sit in a chair made of hard plastic. Across from me, a man in a green uniform watches my hands. He does not move. He does not blink. His name is Colonel Silas Thorne.

On the table between us lies a single document. The header reads 'Black Canopy Protocol.' It is a legal contract. If I sign my name on the line at the bottom, I will be married to the man sitting three feet away from me. I will also be under the protection of the military. The civilian police will not be able to arrest me. The men in the black SUVs outside will not be able to touch me.

I look at the pen next to the paper. It is a cheap plastic pen with blue ink. My fingers are stained with dirt and dried blood. I have a scar on my left palm from a glass shard. I got it two hours ago when I jumped through a window to escape the office where Marcus died.

I can still see Marcus. I can see the way he looked when the bullet hit him. He was my mentor. He was a good journalist. Now he is a body on a floor in a building that the Trident Group owns. I am the only one who saw the person who pulled the trigger.

"The clock is moving, Elara," Silas says.

His voice is low. It is a sound that carries weight. He has a scar that starts at his collarbone and goes down into his shirt. His eyes are gray. They do not show any emotion. He looks at me like I am a map he is studying.

"I know what time it is," I say.

I try to keep my voice steady. I do not want him to see that my legs are shaking under the table. I am thirty-one years old. I have won awards for my writing. I have spent my life looking for the truth. Now, the truth is that I am going to die if I do not sign this paper.

"The men outside are from Trident," Silas says. "They have a warrant. It is a fake warrant, but the local police will honor it. They will take you. You will not make it to the station."

He is telling the truth. I saw the cars follow me from the alley. I saw the way they blocked the street. I only got into this building because Silas Thorne was waiting for me at the side entrance.

"Why are you doing this?" I ask. "You do not know me. We have never met."

Silas leans forward. He puts his hands on the table. They are large hands. They are steady.

"I need a reason to be in the Mediterranean for the next six months," he says. "A wealthy privateer with a new wife does not attract attention. A lone colonel on a black-ops mission does. You need a shield. I need a ghost. This marriage provides both."

It is a business deal. There is no romance in this room. There are no flowers. There is only the smell of old coffee and the sound of the rain hitting the window behind him.

"I will not be a quiet wife," I tell him. "I am going to finish the story Marcus started. I am going to find out who killed him. I am going to find out why Trident Group has a list of names that includes mine."

Silas reaches into his pocket. He pulls out a small gold band. He sets it on top of the contract. The metal reflects the harsh light from the ceiling.

"You can do whatever you want once we are out of this city," Silas says. "But if you sign that paper, you belong to the Aegis-7 jurisdiction. You follow my orders when I give them. You stay where I tell you to stay. You do not talk to anyone without my permission."

I look at the ring. Then I look at him. He is not a hero. I can see the anger in the way he holds his jaw. He is a man who wants something. I am the tool he is using to get it.

"I am not a piece of equipment, Colonel," I say.

"In this room, you are a target," he replies. "Once you sign, you are a spouse. Those are your only two options. Pick one."

I think about the files in my bag. I think about my father. I think about the logistics office where he used to work. I think about the equipment he signed for that never reached the soldiers who needed it. I think about the brother Silas lost because of that equipment.

I do not know if Silas knows about my father yet. If he does, he is not saying it. If he finds out, this marriage will become a prison.

I pick up the pen. The plastic is cold. I put the tip of the pen on the line next to the 'X'.

"If I do this, I want my identity back," I say. "I want to be able to use my name again."

"Sign the paper, Elara," Silas says.

I write my name. The ink is dark against the white paper. It looks permanent.

As soon as the last letter is finished, Silas takes the paper. He signs his own name under mine. He does it quickly. He does not look at the words. He looks at me.

He stands up. He is much taller than I thought. He takes the gold ring and holds it out to me.

"Put it on," he says.

I take the ring. My hand brushes against his fingers. His skin is warm. It is the first time I have touched another person in forty-eight hours. I slide the ring onto my finger. It is a bit too large. It feels heavy.

Silas turns to the door. He pulls a radio from his belt.

"Package is secure," he says into the device. "The marriage is recorded. Move the units to the perimeter. We are leaving now."

He looks back at me. He does not offer to help me stand. He does not smile.

"Welcome to the family, Elara," he says.

His voice is flat. There is no welcome in it. There is only the sound of a door closing.

I stand up. My legs feel like they might give out. I follow him out of the room. We walk down a long hallway with gray walls. At the end of the hallway is a heavy door. Two men in tactical gear stand there. They have rifles. They see Silas and step aside.

We walk out into the rain. The air is cold. The black SUVs are still there. They are parked across the street. Men are standing next to them. They see us. One of them reaches for his jacket.

Silas puts his arm around my shoulders. He pulls me close to his side. It is not a gesture of affection. It is a show of force. He is telling the men across the street that I am his.

I smell the wet fabric of his uniform. I feel the hard muscle of his arm. I am a journalist who just married a man I do not know. I am a fugitive who just became a military asset.

We reach a black truck. Silas opens the door and waits for me to get in. I look back at the men in the SUVs. They are not moving. They are watching us leave.

I get into the truck. Silas climbs in after me and closes the door. The interior is dark. The windows are thick and tinted.

"Where are we going?" I ask.

Silas looks at the driver. He does not look at me.

"To the airport," he says. "We have a flight to Malta in one hour."

I look at the ring on my finger. My life is gone. Everything I was is buried under this new name. I am married to a ghost, and the war is only beginning.

1. The Witness and the Ghost
Miller’s head snapped back before the sound of the shot reached us.

He didn't scream. He didn't even have time to look surprised. He just hit the wet asphalt of the pier with a heavy thud, the manila envelope he’d been holding sliding across the grease-stained ground.

I didn't move for three seconds. My brain was still trying to process the small, dark hole that had appeared in the center of his forehead. The Pulitzer-nominee part of me wanted to reach for my camera. The part of me that wanted to live told me to run.

I chose to live.

I lunged for the envelope, my fingers grazing the rough paper just as a second bullet sparked against the metal shipping container behind me. The sound was a sharp metallic ping. I grabbed the folder and scrambled behind a stack of rusted crates.

My breath was loud in the silence of the docks. I looked at my left palm. The old scar from the glass shard was white against my skin, which was now shaking. I gripped the envelope tight against my chest.

Footsteps approached. They weren't fast. They were rhythmic, heavy, and deliberate. Each one echoed off the metal walls of the warehouse district.

I looked for an exit. The pier ended in a drop to the black water of the harbor. The only way out was back through the maze of containers, right toward the person who had just turned Miller into a corpse.

"Elara Vance."

The voice didn't come from the direction of the footsteps. It was right behind me.

I spun around, my back hitting the cold steel of the crate. A man stood there. He was tall, wearing a charcoal tactical jacket that made him almost invisible in the shadows. He didn't have a gun drawn, but his presence felt more dangerous than a weapon.

He had eyes the color of cold flint. A faint scar traced a line across his collarbone, visible where his shirt was unbuttoned at the top. He didn't look like a hitman. He looked like an army.

"Get away from me," I said. My voice was thinner than I wanted it to be.

"If I wanted you dead, you’d be lying next to your source," he said. His voice was flat. "The men coming for you don't care about the story. They care about the drive in that envelope."

"Who are you?" I asked, moving my hand toward the heavy flashlight in my pocket.

"Your only chance of seeing tomorrow," he said. He stepped closer. He moved with an efficiency that made my skin go tight. "My name is Colonel Silas Thorne. You’re coming with me."

"I don't go anywhere with people who lurk in shipyards," I said. I tried to push past him, but he stepped into my path. He didn't touch me, but he blocked the way like a stone wall.

"The Trident Group has a clean-up crew two minutes away," Silas said. He checked a watch on his wrist. "They don't take prisoners. They don't leave witnesses. If you stay here, you’re a headline. If you come with me, you’re a ghost."

A black SUV drifted around the corner of the warehouse, its headlights off. It slowed as it approached Miller’s body.

I looked at the car, then back at the man in front of me. I didn't trust him. I didn't trust anyone anymore. But he wasn't pointing a suppressed pistol at my head.

"Fine," I whispered.

He didn't wait for a second confirmation. He grabbed my upper arm. His grip was firm, bordering on painful, and he pulled me toward a motorcycle parked in the deep shadows of a crane. It was matte black, no chrome, no license plate.

"Get on," he ordered.

I climbed onto the back. He kicked the engine over. It didn't roar; it hummed with a low, expensive vibration. We moved before I could even get my feet on the pegs, weaving through the containers as the doors of the SUV opened behind us.

We drove for twenty minutes through the industrial outskirts of the city. He didn't speak. He didn't check to see if I was okay. He just drove with a focused intensity that kept my heart hitting my ribs.

We stopped at a nondescript government building. It was grey concrete with no windows on the first floor and a heavy steel door. He led me inside, through a series of security checkpoints where guards in unmarked uniforms nodded to him but didn't ask for ID.

He took me into an office that smelled of ozone and floor wax. It was sterile. A single desk, two chairs, and a man in a suit waiting for us.

Silas pointed to the chair. "Sit."

I sat. I placed the bloody envelope on the desk. "I want to call my editor."

"You don't have an editor," Silas said, standing by the door with his arms crossed. "You were blacklisted six months ago. Your former boss won't even take your calls."

I flinched. The truth of it still felt like a physical weight. "I still have the evidence. This drive proves Trident was funneling money into the defense appropriations committee."

"It doesn't matter what it proves if you’re dead," Silas said. He walked over to the desk and looked down at me. He was close enough that I could see the hardness in his features. He looked tired, but it was a functional kind of exhaustion.

"The Trident Group has influence in the DOJ, the police, and the senate," he continued. "They’ll have a warrant for your arrest by morning. They’ll claim you killed Miller. Once you’re in the system, you’ll have an accident in a holding cell."

I looked at the man in the suit. He remained silent, holding a stack of papers.

"Why do you care?" I asked Silas. "You’re a Colonel. This is civilian corporate corruption."

"Trident killed people I cared about," Silas said. His jaw tightened for a fraction of a second. "And I need what’s on that drive to burn them down. But I can't protect a civilian. Not legally. Not from the people they have on their payroll."

"So what now?" I asked. "A safe house? Witness protection?"

"No," Silas said. He reached onto the desk and picked up a pen. "Witness protection is compromised. We’re using the Black Canopy protocol."

I frowned. "I’ve never heard of it."

"It’s a loophole," the man in the suit spoke up for the first time. "Under military law, the spouse of an active-duty officer in a Tier One unit falls under the exclusive jurisdiction of military intelligence. You wouldn't be subject to civilian warrants. You wouldn't be extraditable. You would be, for all intents and purposes, military property."

I felt the air leave my lungs. "Spouse?"

"We’re getting married, Elara," Silas said. It wasn't a proposal. It was a tactical directive. "Right now. In this room."

I stood up so fast my chair scraped against the floor. "You’re insane. I don't even know your middle name."

"It’s James," he said, his voice dropping an octave. He stepped into my space, forcing me to look up at him. "And I don't care if you like me. I don't care if you want this. I’m giving you a choice between a wedding ring and a toe tag. Choose."

I looked at the door. I thought about the SUV at the docks. I thought about the career I’d lost and the truth I was trying to claw back. If I went back out there, I was a victim. If I stayed here, I was a prisoner with a different name.

But I would be alive.

"Does it have to be him?" I asked, gesturing to Silas.

"I’m the only one with the clearance to make the protocol stick," Silas said. He didn't sound offended. He sounded bored.

I looked at the papers on the desk. They were already filled out with my name and his. There was a space at the bottom for my signature. My hands were still shaking, but I picked up the pen.

"This is a business arrangement," I said, my voice steadying. "Nothing else."

"It’s a mission," Silas corrected. "Nothing else."

I signed my name. The ink was black and thick.

Silas took the pen from my hand and signed his name next to mine. He didn't hesitate. His signature was a series of sharp, jagged lines.

The man in the suit stamped the document with a heavy seal. "Congratulations, Colonel Thorne. Mrs. Thorne."

I felt a sick lurch in my stomach at the sound of the name.

Silas didn't look at me. He picked up the envelope from the desk and tucked it into his jacket. "Pack whatever you can fit in a single bag. We leave for the Mediterranean in four hours."

"The Mediterranean?" I asked. "I thought I was being protected."

"You are," Silas said, finally meeting my eyes. There was something dark and possessive in his gaze that hadn't been there before. "But from now on, you go where I go. You stay where I stay. You are under my command. Do you understand?"

I didn't answer. I couldn't.

He grabbed my hand, his thumb brushing over the scar on my palm. It wasn't a romantic gesture. It felt like he was checking a serial number on a piece of equipment.

"Welcome to the unit, Elara," he said. "Try not to make me regret this."
2. Forty-Eight Hour Vows
I pulled my hand back. The contact of his skin against the scar on my palm felt like an intrusion. I looked at the man in the suit. He was already stacking the documents. He didn't look at me. He didn't look at Silas. He acted as if we had just signed a standard shipping invoice instead of a marriage license.

Silas turned toward the door. He didn't wait for me to process what had happened. He walked with a limp that was so slight I only noticed it because I was trained to watch for tells. It was in his right leg. A relic of whatever mission had almost killed him.

"Move, Elara," Silas said over his shoulder. "We have two hundred and forty minutes. My men are already at your apartment. They are clearing your essentials."

I hurried to keep up with his long strides. We exited the office and entered a hallway with no windows. The walls were painted a flat, hospital beige. Two men in tactical vests stood by the exit. They didn't have name tags. They didn't have unit patches. They just had rifles and the kind of posture that suggested they were waiting for a reason to use them.

"What do you mean they're clearing my essentials?" I asked. My voice echoed in the narrow space. "I didn't give anyone permission to enter my home."

Silas pushed through the heavy steel door at the end of the hall. The sudden shift from the cooled
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