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Chapter 1: The Ride Request at 12:47 A.M.
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The rain had just stopped when Callum Rourke leaned back in his seat, his thumb hovering over the Uber driver app. Fog coiled like ghost fingers outside the window of his black SUV, blurring the sidewalks of lower Manhattan. Streetlights flickered in the wet hush, casting long, watery shadows on the pavement. The hour read 12:47 A.M. A red circle blinked on the screen. New request.

He tapped it without checking the name.

West 34th Street.

The car moved as if on instinct, gliding down silent lanes. Callum’s jaw clenched, a habitual tick, as he adjusted his rearview mirror. A face looked back at him—his own, pale and angular, dark stubble tracing along sharp cheekbones. There were shadows under his eyes, not just from fatigue, but from years of not sleeping right. This wasn’t just another late shift. Something about the air tonight had teeth.

At the curb of a dim corner store, a woman stepped out from beneath the awning. Red heels. Black coat, soaked along the hem. The moment Callum pulled up, she opened the rear door and slipped inside, her perfume sharp and cold like winter fruit.

“You’re late,” she said. Her voice was calm, precise, like someone used to being obeyed.

“I’m on time,” he said, not looking back.

She didn’t argue. Just crossed her legs and stared out the window as if the streets held secrets only she could read.

The app flashed her name: Elena Voss.

That name twisted something in Callum’s chest. He knew it. Not from driving, but from newspapers and security briefings he wasn’t supposed to still have access to. Elena Voss. Heiress to VossTech. Billion-dollar litigation pending. Mysterious disappearance in Berlin. Then silence—for two years. Now she was back, in his backseat, acting like a routine rider.

“I’ll need a quiet route,” she said. “No bridges. No tunnels. No cops.”

Callum didn’t reply. He took a right instead of the usual left, heading away from the East River. The GPS blinked red, warning of the deviation. He silenced it.

“How long have you been driving?” she asked suddenly.

“Two years,” he lied. He’d only started three weeks ago. But she didn’t seem like she was fact-checking.

“Before that?”

He glanced at her through the mirror. She met his eyes. Hers were green, cool, and unreadable. Dangerous eyes.

“Security,” he said. “Private.”

“Private?” she echoed with a trace of amusement. “Anyone I’d know?”

“Probably not.”

She leaned forward slightly, her gaze sharp. “Anyone I’d want to avoid?”

“You tell me,” he said.

They drove in silence past shuttered boutiques and the occasional flicker of a subway entrance. Callum’s fingers tapped lightly on the steering wheel, a rhythm he didn’t notice until it matched the buzz of his second phone—an older, untraceable burner stashed beneath the dash.

He didn’t answer. Not yet.

Elena shifted again, her coat parting slightly. Beneath it, something metallic glinted. A pistol in a thigh holster. Not visible to anyone without his training, but Callum had seen the shape a hundred times before. She didn’t bother to hide it well. That was a message. She wanted him to know.

“Rough night?” he asked.

“You could say that.” She didn’t elaborate. Her fingers played with the edge of her sleeve. Callum caught the tattoo on her wrist—a small viper wrapped around an hourglass.

The Serpent’s Hour.

He hadn’t heard that name in years. A syndicate whispered about in Interpol circles. Arms dealing, covert tech ops, political blackmail. The people behind them didn’t show up in ride shares. They flew private. Or disappeared entirely.

“So what’s a woman like you doing in a car like this?” he asked.

“Escaping.” Her answer was clipped. “And not in the mood for small talk.”

Fair enough.

The traffic light ahead turned red, and Callum braked softly. Across the intersection, a black sedan idled too long. Lights off. No movement.

Elena noticed it too. “Go,” she said. “Now.”

Callum ignored the light and pressed the pedal. The SUV surged through the intersection. The sedan roared to life behind them.

“Friends of yours?” he asked.

“No.” Her hand slipped beneath her coat.

The first bullet hit the rear panel. Glass shattered behind them.

Callum swerved onto 9th Avenue, tires squealing. A second shot cracked past his side mirror. He accelerated, weaving through the night as sirens wailed somewhere distant. The chase didn’t feel panicked—it felt calculated, choreographed. The men following them weren’t amateurs.

“Do you have a weapon?” Elena asked.

“Left compartment under the seat,” he said without hesitation.

She reached down and pulled out a matte black Glock. Checked it, clicked it loaded. “You’re not just a driver.”

“And you’re not just a billionaire.”

A dark smile flickered across her lips. “Looks like we’re both bad liars.”

Callum veered down a narrow street behind a row of bakeries, past steaming vents and dumpsters. The sedan followed too close.

“I need somewhere safe,” Elena said. “Not public.”

“I know a place,” he muttered.

They dipped into the lower west side, near an abandoned textile factory where Callum used to meet with operatives for off-the-book missions. The iron gate was rusted, but the lock still worked. He rammed through it without hesitation, sparks flying.

He killed the engine behind a stack of shipping crates.

The sedan didn’t follow.

“They’ll regroup,” she said.

“I know.”

Elena got out and scanned the perimeter. “You’re ex-military.”

“Intelligence.”

“Which branch?”

Callum paused. “British.”

She raised a brow. “MI6?”

“Once.”

A long silence passed. Elena paced slowly, eyes still alert. “I didn’t expect to see you again.”

Callum frowned. “We’ve met?”

“Berlin. The Winter Gala at Schloss Reinholdt. You wore a white mask.”

He froze.

That wasn’t public knowledge. That gala was covert. He’d worn a mask to stay anonymous while intercepting encrypted drives from a Saudi businessman. Only a few knew. Elena Voss had been there?

“You were on the balcony,” she said. “I saw you take the drive.”

“You were the violinist.”

“Exactly.”

Callum exhaled slowly, the realization settling like a stone in his chest. “What do you want from me?”

She looked at him for a long time, then handed over a drive—small, silver, and cold.

“This was never supposed to surface,” she said. “But someone dug it up. And they’re willing to kill everyone to bury it again.”

Callum took the drive without asking what was on it. He understood the unspoken rule: if you ask, you’re part of it. And sometimes, knowing was more dangerous than carrying.

Sirens passed in the distance.

“You’ll need to disappear,” he said. “Properly.”

“I know. I need you to get me to London. Tonight.”

“You’re out of your mind.”

“You owe me,” she said.

He stared at her, and somewhere deep in his memory, the night in Berlin played back in pieces—violin strings, gunfire in the cellar, and a white mask slipping from his face as the alarms screamed.

He didn’t know what game Elena Voss was playing. But he was already back in it.
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Chapter 2: Passenger in Red Heels
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The first thing Callum noticed when he pulled the SUV out of the alley was the silence—unnatural, absolute. Not the peace of a sleeping city, but the kind that came before something broke. Elena sat with her arms crossed, one red heel tapping lightly against the floor mat. She hadn’t spoken since they left the abandoned factory.

Her presence was sharp, even when still. Every move calculated, precise. Not the kind of passenger who made idle conversation or asked about weather. She didn’t look at the window or the glowing skyline as they curved past the edge of Midtown. She stared at the back of his head.

“What’s on the drive?” he asked finally.

She didn’t answer.

“Elena.”

“I thought we weren’t doing names,” she said, her voice flat. “Isn’t that your rule?”

“You used mine first.”

“Because I needed a driver, not a ghost.”

He gritted his teeth. The roads shimmered under orange streetlamps, each lane slick with yesterday’s storm. Traffic was almost nonexistent, save for the occasional cab or delivery truck. New York always felt bigger at night, like the buildings were waiting to breathe.

“I’ll ask again,” he said, keeping his tone level. “What’s on the drive?”

“It’s a list,” she said. “Codename: Ivory Ledger. Names, transactions, security protocols. The kind of information that doesn’t just ruin lives—it changes countries.”

“And it just showed up in your inbox?”

“Not quite. I stole it.”

Callum sighed. “From who?”

She looked out the window for a moment, then said, “LexCorp.”

He blinked. “Lex Luthor?”

She gave a dry, humorless smile. “You think the richest man in America lets VossTech breathe without a leash? I found out what he’s been hiding. Tech transfers, biological research, weaponized AI. We were never supposed to compete—we were supposed to obey.”

Callum shook his head. “So you ran.”

“I ran when I found out what happened to my brother.”

Her tone darkened. She leaned back, eyes fixed forward. “His death wasn’t a car crash. It was a message.”

They turned down 10th Avenue, heading south, toward the river. Callum drove slower now, listening for signs, watching the mirrors. The SUV’s tires hissed along the curb. It was too quiet.

“Elena, we need to talk about getting out of the country. You said London—”

“Not yet,” she cut in. “We need one more stop.”

“You’re kidding.”

“There’s a man I need to see.”

“You’re not meeting anyone tonight,” Callum snapped. “You have half of the city’s black-ops division trying to erase you, and I’m not getting caught in a crossfire over whatever revenge fantasy you’re—”

“It’s not revenge.” Her voice sliced through the air. “It’s leverage. The kind I need if we’re going to survive the next forty-eight hours.”

Callum stared at her in the rearview mirror. Her face was unreadable. Her eyes, steel.

“Who?” he asked.

“Bruce Wayne.”
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