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Chapter One: The Breach
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"There is no such thing as a clean operation. There are only operations that end before the mess finds you."

The van had been parked on the Quai du Port for forty minutes before anyone spoke.

Outside, the Marseille docks carried on their indifferent nocturnal business — the salt-and-diesel smell of the Mediterranean working waterfront, the distant percussion of container cranes, the occasional arc of a searchlight from the harbour authority's patrol boat crossing the black water. None of it was for them. None of it was watching.

Mark sat in the front passenger seat with the surveillance photographs folded in his jacket pocket and his eyes on the warehouse at the end of the service road — a sprawling industrial tomb crouched against the dock wall, its corrugated facade patched with rust, its loading bay doors sealed by chains whose locks he had already memorised the model numbers of. Beyond one of those walls, in conditions that the intelligence photographs could not adequately convey, were eleven people who needed to be somewhere else before morning.

"Final check," Ben said from the back. He was on the third screen, the one that showed the internal layout interpolated from the original building permits and thermal imaging. "I'm reading twenty-two heat signatures inside the primary space. Ground floor, distributed. I'm not seeing the records room occupied."

"When was the last rotation?" Mark said.

"Forty-three minutes. They're running long cycles. Either sloppy or confident."

"Confident is worse," Albert said. He was in the driver's seat with the patience of a man who had spent a great deal of his life waiting to do things. He turned a coin over and over in his left hand. "Confident means they think they've considered everything. Sloppy means they haven't considered anything. I'll take sloppy."

"You'll take whatever presents itself and be delighted," Ben said. "Mark, the southwest service entrance is clear. The lock is a Medeco. I'd give it four seconds."

"Three," Mark said. He moved his eyes from the warehouse to the service road to the perimeter fence to the secondary access point that the intelligence hadn't flagged but that he'd identified himself from the satellite imagery the week before. "Albert. I need noise on the eastern approach at mark plus six. Not before."

"Noise," Albert said, with the satisfaction of a man receiving an assignment he would enjoy. "I can do noise."

"Targeted noise. Contained."

"All my noise is targeted. It just has a wide target."

Jade, from the far rear of the van, said nothing. She had said nothing for the last twenty minutes. She was checking a weapon she had already checked twice, running her fingers across the mechanism with the deliberate attention of someone who treated every repetition as though it were the first. Her weapons were always perfect. The checking was not about the weapons.

Mark looked at the warehouse.

Somewhere in there — in the chemical fog of the lab tables, among the kilo-bricks and the heating elements and the people who had made a professional life of what happened to other people — were the records. The operational structure of the Belladonna network's European distribution arm, in physical form. Paper and drives and the specific shape of decisions made by specific people for specific amounts of money.

He wanted the records.

He needed the records.

"Mark plus six," he said. "Move."


✦ ✦ ✦



The air inside the Marseille warehouse was a stagnant soup of humidity and chemical rot. It was a sprawling industrial tomb on the edge of the Mediterranean docks, lit only by the flickering blue hiss of Bunsen burners and the occasional orange glow of a heating element. Long steel tables stretched in parallel rows across the floor, laden with the raw materials of Lisa's Belladonna empire. Glass beakers bubbled with translucent liquids, and kilo upon kilo of uncut white powder sat pressed into bricks, waiting.

Mark cleared the southwest entrance in the time he'd estimated — three seconds on the lock, one second on the door — and was inside before the chemical smell registered fully. It registered immediately after. He breathed through it, shallow, and moved left along the wall toward the staircase.

The ground floor was the lab. The second floor was administration, storage, and the records room. The eleven people who needed to be elsewhere were in the basement level, which Ben had flagged as a secondary priority and which Albert was currently standing between and exit.

"Mark! Left side! They're coming through the cooling vents!" Albert's roar shattered the hum, followed instantly by the chest-thumping percussion of his tactical shotgun. As a former Navy SEAL, Albert didn't engage the enemy — he dismantled the environment. His first shell obliterated a crate; his second sent a steel table spinning on its side like a coin.

Then the real shooting began.

A hail of return fire from Lisa's enforcers shredded the open bags lining the tables. Within seconds, the air was choked with a fine, suffocating mist of white powder. It hung between the strobing muzzle flashes like a lethal fog, turning the warehouse into a ghostly landscape where friend and foe were separated only by the silhouette of their gear and the specific quality of training that told you where to be when the ground became a theory.

Mark didn't waste breath on a reply. He was pressed against a massive chemical vat, his steel-gray eyes sharp even through the haze. Where Albert was the storm, Mark was the lightning — cold, precise, already on the next calculation before the current one was finished. Rising just enough to clear the rim of the vat, he fired two suppressed shots — pop, pop — his aim true despite the airborne dust. Two enforcers dropped before they could adjust their sights.

"Clear," Mark said. His voice was a low, commanding rasp that cut through the ringing in Albert's ears.

"Clear? My brother in arms, the building is screaming." Albert grinned, face masked in soot and sweat, already scanning for the next problem. This was Albert in his element — not happy, exactly, but absolutely at home.

From his earpiece: "Eagle, this is Ben. Second floor has two hostiles moving toward the record room. You've got about forty seconds before they sanitise it." Benjamin's dry voice carried none of the urgency the words deserved. That was Benjamin — announcing catastrophe with the energy of a man reading a weather report. It was a quality Mark had come to rely on. In a crisis, Ben's flatness was information: if Ben sounded bored, you were still in the zone where problems had solutions.

Mark moved.

He crossed the floor in a low sprint, past the smoking ruins of Albert's earlier work, past the steel tables and their ghostly chemical fog, and hit the stairs at a run. The record room was his target. Not the drugs — the drugs were recoverable. Records were not.

As he reached the first landing, a door opened.

Not the hostile. Someone else.

A woman in a tailored charcoal blazer, hair pinned neatly at the nape of her neck, who turned at his approach with a fraction of a second of something in her expression before it was replaced by absolute professional blankness. She held a tablet against her chest — held it the way someone holds something they don't want to drop, or don't want seen — and was moving with quiet purpose toward the stairwell. Away from the fight, not toward it.

Mark registered her in the half-second he had.

Secretary. Administrative. Civilian. The tablet, the blazer, the unhurried precision of her movement — this was someone who knew where everything was and what everything meant and had decided, in the half-second before he appeared on the landing, exactly where she needed to be.

Later, he would think about that decision. Later, he would understand it.

He gestured hard: down. Stay down.

She obeyed, pressing herself to the wall, and he continued past and up. In his peripheral vision he registered the clean line of her jaw, the specific composure of someone who had done difficult things before and would do difficult things again.

He did not see her smile.

The record room door was locked. He dealt with the lock in under four seconds and swept inside. Filing cabinets, a laptop, a wall safe whose dial was still warm. Someone had been here very recently.

"Ben, the laptop's alive. I'm pulling the drive."

"You've got twenty seconds before Albert does something catastrophic downstairs."

"He's always doing something catastrophic downstairs."

"He's currently explaining something to three enforcers in a way that involves a great deal of table furniture, so I'd call that a yes."

Mark extracted the drive, swept the physical files into his kit bag, and moved for the safe. The combination was three turns — he had memorised the extracted intelligence — and the door swung open to reveal a single manila envelope and a mobile phone.

No cash. No product. Just paper and a device.

He took both. He did not open the envelope. He tucked it into his jacket with the phone and felt, briefly, the specific weight of something he didn't yet understand. He would think about that weight later. He would not open the envelope for months.

He was back on the stairs when the explosion happened.

It came from the office at the far end of the upper level — a concussive blast that punched him off the landing and sent him crashing against the wall. The heat was immediate and total. Sarah. Aconite. He recognised the signature — a high-yield incendiary, designed to erase everything it touched. The ceiling above the record room buckled.

Mark pulled himself upright and ran.

He hit the ground floor and cleared the building through the loading bay in twenty seconds, Albert half a step ahead of him, the eleven people from the basement level already moving through the perimeter gap that Jade had, at some point in the chaos, created with characteristic efficiency and minimal explanation. They cleared the perimeter as the warehouse roof collapsed inward with a sound like the world ending, and the Marseille night sky turned orange.

They crouched behind a dock container, breathing hard. Albert was grinning. Albert was always grinning.

Jade was checking her weapon.

Mark looked at the burning wreckage.

He thought about the woman in the tailored blazer. The tablet pressed to her chest. The professional blankness over something else — something he had seen and not registered until now, crouched behind a shipping container with his ears ringing and the smell of burning chemicals making the Mediterranean air into something else entirely.

She had not been afraid.

People in tailored blazers in exploding warehouses were afraid. That was simply how humans were assembled. The absence of that fear was information, and he had let it go in the moment because the moment hadn't allowed for it, and now it sat in him, precise and unaccounted for.

"Good news," Ben's voice came through the earpiece, "the drive is transmitting. I've got partial files already."

"And the bad news?"

"The Belladonna records from the safe — I'm seeing a staff roster. Mark." A pause. The specific weight of Ben pausing. In three years of operations Ben had paused like this — with that particular careful density — exactly twice. Both times it had cost them something. "There's a name on the internal team list I think you need to see when you get back."

Mark said nothing. He watched the fire.

The French authorities would be here in four minutes. Albert was already preparing the cover story, which was going to be creative, because Albert's cover stories always were. The eleven people from the basement were being moved to a secondary vehicle two hundred metres down the dock road, coordinated by a contact who asked no questions and required only the specific signal that meant exactly what it meant.

All of this was the mission. He had what he came for. He repeated it.

Against the far edge of the Marseille skyline, half a heartbeat before the smoke swallowed her, he saw a silhouette.

Slender. Upright. Standing absolutely still in the chaos, at a distance that suggested she had been watching for some time. Watching him specifically. There was a quality to the stillness that was not the stillness of someone afraid or someone confused.

It was the stillness of someone who had designed what they were seeing.

She was there for one second. Then the smoke shifted and she was not.

His chest did something he had spent four years telling it not to do. He filed it away with the efficiency of a man who had become very good at filing things away. But he noted it — the involuntary thing, the specific frequency of it — the way a scientist notes an anomaly before continuing the experiment.

He had what he came for.

He was not sure, anymore, what that was.


✦ ✦ ✦



The drive back from Marseille took six hours. Ben worked for four of them. Albert drove in a silence that was for Albert essentially unprecedented. Jade watched the road.

Mark sat in the back and thought about a name on a staff roster that Ben had not yet shown him. He thought about a woman in a charcoal blazer who had not been afraid. He thought about a silhouette in the smoke.

He did not open the manila envelope.

At the edge of Geneva, the first light beginning to separate sky from mountain on the eastern horizon, Ben closed his final screen and turned
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