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For the ones who break rules to fix what’s broken.
“In a world of masks, the truth is the most dangerous thing you can wear.”  

— Anonymous
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Chapter 1: 72 Hours Before  
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Prague, Czech Republic  

Day -3, 14:23 hrs

The rain hit Charles Bridge like it had something to prove.  

Adrian Volkov pulled his collar higher and watched the tourists scatter. He didn’t belong with them. Not anymore.  

“Table for one?” the café host asked.  

He slid a 500 crown note across the counter. “Table where I can see everyone.”  

That’s when she walked in.  

Elena Moretti didn’t look like Europol. No earpiece, no suit, no gun bulge under her jacket. Just a red scarf, tired eyes, and a file under her arm that had Prague Police stamped across it in red.  

She sat two tables down. Not close enough to talk. Close enough to watch.  

Adrian’s phone vibrated once.  

Viper: She’s yours. Don’t mess it up.  

He didn’t mess things up. That was the problem.  

He ordered coffee he wouldn’t drink. She opened the file and didn’t read it. For ten minutes, neither of them moved. Two predators in a room full of pigeons.  

When she finally spoke, it wasn’t to him.  

“Do you always sit with your back to the door?”  

Adrian smiled without turning. “Only when I want to get shot.”  

She closed the file. “We’re going to meet again, Mr. Volkov. And next time, I won’t be having coffee.”  

He knew.  

That was the thing about Elena. She never lied.  

Outside, thunder rolled over the Vltava.  

In 72 hours, Prague would have a new problem.  

And she’d be chasing his shadow.
He left before his coffee cooled.  

Prague in October was cold enough to make your bones remember every mistake you’d made. Adrian kept his hands in his pockets and his pace steady. He’d learned early: run and you look guilty. Walk and you look like you own the place.  

The address Viper sent him was a basement jazz club in Malá Strana. The Hollow Note. No website, no sign outside. Just a black door with a red mask painted on it, chipped at the edges.  

He knocked twice, paused, knocked once more.  

The door opened to a man who looked like he’d been carved out of old oak. Scar across his nose, eyes that didn’t blink enough.  

“Password?” the man grunted.  

Adrian stepped close, low voice. “The house always loses.”  

The door opened wider.  

Inside, the air smelled of old smoke, cheap whiskey, and ambition. The club was half-empty at this hour. Musicians testing notes on stage, a bartender polishing glasses like it mattered.  

At the back, a private booth.  

Viper was already there.  

Real name: Marcus Rook. Former Interpol cyber unit. Now he sold secrets to the highest bidder and called it “consulting.” He wore a tailored suit and a smile that never reached his eyes.  

“Sit,” Viper said. “We’re on a clock.”  

Adrian slid into the booth. “Elena Moretti’s in Prague.”  

Viper’s jaw tightened for half a second. “I know. That’s why we’re moving the timeline up.”  

“The job was supposed to be in 96 hours.”  

“It’s now 72.” Viper slid a tablet across the table. “National Bank of Bohemia. Main vault. Unbreachable. That’s why we’re going to breach it.”  

Adrian didn’t touch the tablet. “Why?”  

Viper leaned forward. “Because inside that vault is a ledger. Every offshore account, every bribe, every dirty deal between Eastern European politicians and the Bratva for the last 20 years. Worth billions. And worth more if it leaks.”  

“So we’re stealing it to sell it back?”  

“We’re stealing it to burn it.” Viper’s voice dropped. “Unless someone pays us 200 million euros to keep it quiet.”  

Adrian exhaled. “That’s not a heist. That’s a war.”  

“That’s why I need you, Adrian.” Viper tapped the screen. Photos started scrolling. “Team assembly starts tonight. You’re point man. If anyone can get us in and out clean, it’s the guy they call Red Mask.”  

Adrian hated that name. It was from Berlin, three years ago. A red mask, 18 million euros, no bodies, no trace. He’d retired after that.  

Or tried to.  

He looked at the tablet. First photo: a woman in her late 20s, short black hair, scar on her eyebrow. Nina Kaur. Ex-sapper. British Army EOD. Left after her unit was blown up on bad intel.  

Second photo: a guy with a shaved head and tattoos up his neck. Dmitri “Wrench” Petrov. Locksmith. Can open anything mechanical in under 4 minutes. Served 5 years in Lefortovo for breaking into the FSB evidence room. Just for fun.  

Third photo: a kid who looked 19, but wasn’t. Leo Chen. Hacker. Took down the Singapore stock exchange for 11 minutes at age 16. Now he works for crypto cartels.  

Viper said, “They’re all in Prague already. You meet them at 2200. Hollow Note, downstairs.”  

“And if I say no?”  

Viper smiled. “You don’t. Because if you don’t do this, Elena will find you anyway. And when she does, she won’t ask questions.”  

Adrian stared at Elena’s photo on the tablet. The one from the café. Caught mid-motion, reaching for her coffee.  

He remembered Berlin. The way she’d almost had him. One wrong step, one hesitation.  

“Fine,” he said. “But I run point. My rules.”  

“Your rules,” Viper agreed. “Rule one: No one dies unless they have to. Rule two: If it goes sideways, we scatter. No heroes.”  

“And rule three?”  

Viper’s eyes went cold. “Rule three: If any of you betray me, I’ll make sure you wish you’d died in the vault.”  

Adrian stood. “Charming. I’ll see you at 2200.”  

He left the booth and walked past the stage. The pianist started a slow, minor key piece. Something mournful. Fitting.  

On his way out, he passed the bathroom. The mirror was cracked down the middle.  

His reflection split in two.  

Adrian Volkov. Ex-thief. Retired.  

And Red Mask. The ghost Prague wasn’t ready for.
Europol Headquarters, Prague  

Same time, 15:01 hrs

Elena Moretti closed the file on Adrian Volkov and stared at the wall.  

The photo was 3 years old. Berlin. A bank lobby filled with smoke, security cameras blinded, and a single red mask lying on the marble floor. No fingerprints. No DNA. No face.  

She’d been 48 hours behind him then.  

Now he was here.  

“Agent Moretti?”  

She didn’t turn. “Report, Novak.”  

Inspector Lukas Novak stepped into her office. Young, sharp, too eager. “We have a hit. The Hollow Note. Financial transactions spiked there in the last 6 hours. Offshore transfers, crypto swaps. Someone’s moving money.”  

Elena finally looked at him. “Adrian Volkov?”  

“No direct link yet. But the pattern matches Berlin. Vienna. Zurich.”  

“Prep a surveillance team. 24/7. I want every person who walks into that club logged.”  

Novak hesitated. “Ma’am, we don’t have a warrant.”  

Elena stood. She was 5’7”, but she made the room feel smaller.  

“We don’t need a warrant to watch a jazz club. We need a warrant to stop a man who’s about to rob the National Bank.”  

Novak blinked. “You think he’s going for the National Bank?”  

Elena picked up the file. Tapped it against her palm.  

“I know he is. And I know he has 72 hours.”  

She walked past him. “Get me Viper’s last known location. And pull every file on Nina Kaur, Dmitri Petrov, and Leo Chen. If Volkov’s building a team, those are his first calls.”  

Novak followed. “Ma’am, if we move too early, we blow it.”  

Elena stopped at the door.  

“If we move too late, we bury it.”  

The door closed behind her.  

Outside, Prague was getting ready for night.  

Inside, two people were planning a war.  

And only one of them knew the other was watching.
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