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      For the ones who keep choosing the harder right,

      even when no one is watching.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        You do not lead by being loved. You lead by being right, and by being the last one standing when it matters.

        TRAINER, ISLAND BASE, YEAR ONE
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          PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      THE RECRUIT WAS going to hesitate. Shotgun could see it in the half-second before he took the shot—the tightening at the corner of his jaw, the way his weight shifted back onto his heels instead of forward onto the balls of his feet. Hesitation had a shape. She'd learned to recognize it in herself first, a long time ago, in this same underwater room with the same blue light bouncing off the same glass walls, and she'd promised herself she would never let it live in her body again.

      "Take the shot, Colt," she said, not loudly. She never needed to raise her voice anymore. That was new too.

      Colt fired half a second late. The round took the target in the shoulder instead of center mass, and the simulation chimed its soft, unforgiving failure tone. Behind the glass, a hammerhead shark drifted past without interest, the beam of an overhead light sliding along its flank.

      "Reset," Shotgun said.

      Six recruits stood at intervals along the firing line, and six pairs of eyes flicked toward her before returning to their targets, because that was the other thing she'd learned from Trainer, even if she'd hated him for it at the time: never let them see you deciding whether to be disappointed. Let the silence do the deciding for you.

      She walked the line while the simulation reset itself, hands clasped behind her back the way Trainer used to stand, though she hadn't done it on purpose the first time and now couldn't stop. Six months. Six months since the ballroom, since Sig had raised a glass and called her the new leader of Island Base, and in that time she had learned that command was not the reward for surviving training. It was a second, quieter kind of training, one with no scoreboard and no one keeping time except her.

      "Again," she said. "All of you. And this time, nobody hesitates because they're afraid of disappointing me. You hesitate because you're afraid of the person on the other side of that glass killing someone you love. That fear is useful. Mine isn't. Learn the difference."

      She caught Beretta watching her a beat too long—a compact, quick-handed woman with a shaved undercut and a habit of memorizing exits before she memorized names—and Shotgun held her gaze until the younger woman looked away first. Good. That was the other lesson. Nobody got to study her like she was still figuring herself out. She'd done enough of that on her own time, alone, at three in the morning, staring at a card with three names on it that she kept in a drawer she wasn't supposed to still be opening.

      The simulation reset. Six shots rang out in a ragged, imperfect volley, and this time five of them found center mass.

      Not bad. Not Rifle. Not Revolver. But not bad.
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      Agent Brown was waiting for her outside the training room, arms crossed, dressed in the charcoal suit she wore when she'd come from Ground Zero rather than from Island Base's smaller admin wing. Six months of rebuilding had given the compound new glass, new steel, a recruitment class assembled from scratch—and it had given Shotgun a working relationship with Agent Brown that resembled trust, if trust could survive knowing that the other person had once put a scalpel under your fingernails to see how long you'd hold out before breaking.

      "You're doing the thing where you walk like Trainer," Agent Brown said.

      "I'm aware."

      "It's unsettling."

      "Good." Shotgun fell into step beside her, wiping chalk dust from her palms. "What's this about? You don't fly out here for a status report."

      "Sig wants you at Ground Zero. Tonight, if you can manage it." Agent Brown's face didn't do much—it hadn't since the night she'd walked into the interrogation room wearing a floor-length gown, all warmth gone out of her voice like someone had thrown a switch—but there was something in the set of her mouth now that made the base's recycled air feel thinner. "Something's come up. She wants you to hear it from her, not from me, so I'm not going to pretend I know more than I do. But I know the word she used."

      "Which was?"

      "Fourth."

      Shotgun stopped walking. Somewhere behind the glass, a school of parrotfish scattered and reformed, indifferent. "Fourth what?"

      "That's the part she wants to tell you herself."
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      Ground Zero smelled the way it always did—recycled air with an undertone of ozone, like a server room that had learned to breathe—and the elevator down to Sig's private floor took longer than Shotgun remembered, or maybe she was just more aware of time passing now that she was the one who had to answer for how she spent it. She had not been back here since the ballroom. Since the memorial wall, and the two names she still couldn't look at without her chest going tight—LUCAS HERNANDEZ. ARYA SIMMONS—carved into brushed steel like the organization could file grief the same way it filed everything else.

      Sig was standing at the window when the elevator opened, looking down on a room three floors below where white-coated technicians moved between banks of servers like reef fish keeping a careful, choreographed distance from something with teeth. She was smaller than the window made her look, the way she always was, gray hair pulled back, no makeup, the kind of woman you'd walk past twice at an airport and never remember. Shotgun had learned the hard way that this was the most dangerous kind of person there was.

      "Ms. Woods." Sig didn't turn around. "Thank you for coming on short notice."

      "Agent Brown said you used the word fourth."

      "I did." Now Sig turned, and there was something in her face Shotgun had never seen there before—not fear, Sig didn't do fear, but something adjacent to it, a carefulness that felt rehearsed. "Sit down. This is going to take longer than you want it to."

      Shotgun sat. Sig didn't.

      "More than a decade ago, Horus began a defensive research initiative. Six years ago, it reached a point I could no longer justify. A contingency. If our operatives were ever compromised at scale—captured, interrogated, broken—we needed a fail-safe that didn't depend on any single agent's silence. Something that could be deployed without requiring a trigger finger. Do you understand what I'm describing?"

      "You're describing a weapon that doesn't need a soldier."

      "I'm describing three of them. Prototypes. We called them, without much imagination, the First, Second, and Third Weapons. All three were destroyed—on my order—six years ago, when the ethics of the program became impossible to justify even to people who justify quite a lot for a living." Sig finally sat, across from her, hands folded on the desk like a woman confessing to a much smaller crime than the one she was about to describe. "The research didn't die with the prototypes. Someone kept a copy. We believe it left the building during the Eagle Base attack, in the same breach that took Rifle and Revolver from you."

      The room went very quiet. Shotgun could hear the recycled air moving through the vents, could hear her own pulse doing something unhelpful in her ears.

      "You're telling me Hale stole bioweapon research the night he attacked Eagle Base?"

      "I'm telling you someone did, using access that should have died with the people who had it," Sig said. "Whether that was Hale acting alone, Hale acting for someone else, or someone who used Hale as cover—that's what you're going to find out. Because three days ago, a broker operating out of three different jurisdictions at once began quietly shopping something he's calling the Fourth Weapon. Same lineage. Different, and worse. It isn't designed to kill quickly, or visibly, or in a way that points back to whoever paid for it. It's designed to look like nature got there first."

      Shotgun thought of the card at her mother's grave. Three names. One crossed out.

      "Why me?"

      "Because you're the only operative I trust who survived the breach that put this research back into circulation," Sig said, and for the first time her voice lost its careful, curated evenness. "And because I need someone leading this who has a reason to want the truth more than she wants to protect this organization's reputation. I am telling you that Horus has a very ugly thing living in its own history, Ms. Woods, and I am asking you to go find it before someone else weaponizes our shame."
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      HALE HADN'T CHANGED in six months, which was somehow worse than if he had. He sat in the same chair, bolted to the same floor, in the same white room three levels below Ground Zero's main structure, and when the door opened, he looked up with the mild, curious expression of a man interrupted mid-crossword rather than a man who had ordered the deaths of people Shotgun had loved.

      "Ms. Woods," he said. His accent still curled unnaturally around her name, the way it had the first time he'd said it while breaking two of her fingers. "Or is it Commander Woods now? I heard about your promotion. I sent a card. They didn't let me post it, obviously, but the sentiment was there."

      "Fourth Weapon," Shotgun said, and had the small satisfaction of watching something flicker behind his eyes before he smoothed it away.

      "Ah." He leaned back as far as the restraints allowed, which was not far. "So Sig finally told you about the family embarrassment."

      "You knew."

      "I built the file, Ms. Woods. I didn't write the research—I'm not a scientist, whatever Horus's propaganda department decided to tell the new recruits about me—but I know exactly what left that building the night your friends died, because I was the one who carried it out." He said it flatly, without performance, and that was worse than if he'd bragged. "You want to know something interesting? I didn't sell it before they took me, and I haven't traded its location for leverage in the six months since. Ask yourself why a man in my position, with every incentive to buy his freedom, sat on something worth more than every other asset I ever touched for Horus, and did nothing with it."

      "Enlighten me."

      "Because the moment it's sold, it's out of everyone's control, including mine, including yours, including Sig's very tidy little conscience," Hale said. "I am a great many things, Ms. Woods, but I am not stupid enough to hand a deniable extinction-level asset to a stranger for the sake of a paycheck I could spend from a beach somewhere. Whoever is selling the Fourth Weapon now didn't get it from me. They got it from wherever I hid it, which means they know things about my operation that only a handful of people ever knew. That should frighten you considerably more than I do."

      Shotgun studied him. Six months of watching liars in a training simulator hadn't prepared her for a man who'd made lying his entire architecture.

      "Give me a name."

      "I'll give you a place to start looking, and I'll want something in return, which I suspect you already assumed." Hale's smile didn't reach his eyes; it never had. "There is a woman who calls herself the Concierge. She doesn't build weapons. She sells access to the kind of buyers who can afford deniability, and she has never, in eleven years of operating, sold anything she wasn't one hundred percent certain of the provenance of. If the Fourth Weapon is on her table, she knows exactly where it came from. Find her, and you'll find your thief."

      "And what do you want?"

      "Another conversation," Hale said. "Supervised, recorded, however Sig wants to dress it up to make herself comfortable. You bring me what you find, and I'll tell you what I know. I promise the exchange will be more useful to your investigation than it will be to my escape plans, which—let's be honest, Ms. Woods—died the day you shot me in front of witnesses."

      Shotgun stood. "I'll consider it."

      "You'll do more than consider it," Hale said, and something in his voice made her pause at the door. "Because I think, somewhere underneath all that discipline Trainer beat into you, you still want to know if the man you buried without a body is really in the ground. And I think you suspect, the way I suspect, that whoever built the Fourth Weapon is the same person who's been leaving you black envelopes."

      She didn't turn around. "How do you know about the envelope?"

      "I don't," Hale said pleasantly. "You just told me."
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      THE THREE RECRUITS Shotgun chose for the field team were not the ones with the best scores. Colt had the fastest reflexes in the class and the worst instinct for when not to use them. Beretta read a room before she read a target, which Shotgun had learned—the hard way, with Rifle, with Revolver—mattered more in the field than a perfect shooting percentage ever would. The third slot she left open for two more days than Sig's office found comfortable, because the third slot had belonged to someone who made the other two better just by being in the room, and she wasn't going to fill it with a body just to make a headcount. Sig had offered veteran operatives from Ground Zero. Shotgun chose recruits instead because Set knew Horus's established faces and methods; these three were still unknown. Agent Brown would provide the senior field oversight Shotgun refused to pretend they did not need.

      She filled it, eventually, with a recruit named Browning—nineteen years old, no family, the kind of quiet that Shotgun recognized because she'd worn it herself once, back when she was still Brooke Woods and grief was something she carried instead of something she'd learned to weaponize.

      "You understand what this assignment is," she told the three of them, in the briefing room two decks below the aquarium wall, where a projection of a woman's blurred surveillance photo hung on the far screen—dark hair, sunglasses, a European hotel lobby, the kind of image that told you nothing except that someone was careful. "This isn't a training exercise. There is no simulation floor under your feet. If you die out there, you die, and I will be the one standing at the memorial wall trying to remember whether I trained you well enough."

      Colt shifted his weight. "With respect, Commander, that's not exactly a pep talk."

      "It's not supposed to be." Shotgun tapped the screen, and the image resolved into a dossier—no name, only a designation. THE CONCIERGE. "I don't do pep talks. I do the truth, because the last time someone I cared about went into the field on morale instead of information, I buried one of them and never found the other. So here is the truth: this woman brokers deniable weapons sales to people who can afford to never be questioned about where their money went. Three days ago, she began quietly shopping something called the Fourth Weapon, built from research stolen from this organization the night I lost two of my closest friends. We are going to find her, and through her, we are going to find whoever is selling it, and we are going to stop the sale before it happens. Questions."

      Beretta raised her hand, lowered it when she realized the gesture belonged to a classroom she'd left behind. "Where do we start?"

      "Geneva," Shotgun said. "The Concierge operates through a private auction house that fronts as a fine art dealer. Agent Brown has us wheels-up in four hours. Pack light, and pack the assumption that whoever built this thing has had six months to get very, very good at hiding it."
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      She found the card again that night, the way she always did before a mission, sitting alone in the small quarters that came with commanding a base she'd once trained in as a nobody with a dead mother and nothing left to lose. Three names, one crossed through in bold red ink that had never faded no matter how many times she'd run her thumb over it as if she could rub it away and change what it meant.

      
        
        SHOTGUN RIFLE REVOLVER

      

      

      She'd told herself, for six months, that the uncrossed name meant nothing—that whoever left it at her mother's grave was cruel in a specific, surgical way, choosing to leave one wound open rather than letting both scar over clean. But Hale's voice kept circling back through her head. I think you suspect the same person who's been leaving you black envelopes is the one who built the Fourth Weapon.

      She thought of Lucas Hernandez's easy grin, the way he'd called her honey like it was a dare, the way he'd once talked about dirty martinis beneath a beach umbrella as though surviving Horus might still leave room for something ordinary.

      "I'm not giving up," she said to the empty room, to the card, to a name she still couldn't cross out herself. "I just need to know what I'm looking for first."

      Outside her window, the deep blue nothing of the aquarium wall shifted with the slow drift of something large passing just beyond the glass, there and then gone, the way everything she loved seemed to be lately.

      She packed her bag. Four hours to Geneva. Somewhere on the other side of that flight was either an answer or a worse question, and after six months of choosing not to know, Shotgun found she was finally ready for either one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Geneva in early summer smelled like cut grass and lake water, and the auction house sat on a narrow street behind the Quai du Mont-Blanc like it had been designed to be walked past rather than noticed—brushed bronze signage, a single word, MERIDIAN, and windows tinted just dark enough to make the art inside look like it was floating in its own private dusk.

      "Cameras on the door, two more covering the loading entrance around back," Beretta said, low, from the passenger seat of the rented sedan. She had a tablet balanced on her knee, feed pulled from a drone the size of a house sparrow that Colt had launched from the hotel roof twenty minutes earlier. "No visible security beyond that, which either means they're confident or the real security's somewhere I can't see yet."

      "Assume the second one," Shotgun said. "People who deal in deniability don't advertise how hard it is to rob them."

      Browning, in the back seat, hadn't said much since they'd landed. Shotgun had noticed it on the flight too—the way the girl watched everything and offered opinions on nothing, cataloguing rather than participating, and Shotgun recognized the pattern well enough to leave it alone. Some people needed to be asked. Some people needed you to wait.

      "Commander." Browning's voice, when it came, was quieter than the question deserved. "If the Concierge sells to anyone with money, why hasn't she sold this already? It's been days."

      It was the right question, and Shotgun felt something loosen slightly in her chest at hearing it asked out loud, because it was the same question she'd been circling since Hale's cell. "Because whoever's selling wants a specific kind of buyer. Something this deniable, this catastrophic—you don't sell it to the highest bidder. You sell it to someone who won't ever be traced back to the purchase, which means the auction's slower and quieter than anything else that's ever crossed her table. That works in our favor. It means we still have time. It also means whoever's running this knows exactly what they're doing."

      "So we watch the building."

      "We watch the building," Shotgun agreed, "and then, tonight, I go inside."
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      She went in alone, in a black dress Agent Brown had produced from somewhere on the flight over with the kind of foresight that suggested Sig's people had been planning this approach before Shotgun had agreed to it, which she chose, for the moment, not to think too hard about. The invitation—forged, borrowed, she didn't ask which—got her past the door under a name that wasn't hers, to a preview evening for an auction that was, on paper, entirely about a collection of mid-century Swiss watches.

      The gallery floor was warm light and quiet conversation, servers moving between clusters of very wealthy, very unbothered people, and Shotgun made herself into the kind of woman who belonged there—shoulders loose, gaze unhurried, the practiced boredom of someone who had been to a hundred rooms exactly like this one.

      She found the Concierge by the way the room moved around her.

      She was smaller than her photograph suggested, dark hair pulled into a low knot, a scar along one eyebrow that no amount of careful makeup fully hid, and she held court near the back of the gallery with three men who all stood slightly too far apart from each other to be friends. Shotgun drifted closer, took a glass of champagne from a passing tray, and let herself be seen looking at a watch case rather than at the woman six feet away from her.

      "You're not here for the Patek," the Concierge said, without turning, in accented but flawless English. "You've looked at everything in this room except the watches."

      Shotgun's pulse didn't change. She'd trained herself out of that a long time ago. "Neither are the three men doing a very bad job of standing near you like they're not with you."

      The Concierge turned then, and her eyes—dark, unhurried, amused in a way that had nothing to do with warmth—moved over Shotgun the way a jeweler examines a stone before deciding if it's worth the trouble of cutting. "Horus," she said, so quietly it barely disturbed the air between them. "I did wonder how long it would take you people to notice. Walk with me."
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      The private room at the back of the gallery had no watches in it at all. It had a single locked case, empty, and
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