
  
    
      Secret Destination Flight

    

    
      
        LUNA STORM

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Luna Storm

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Dominic

      

      
        2. Storm

      

      
        3. Dominic

      

      
        4. Storm

      

      
        5. Dominic

      

      
        6. Storm

      

      
        7. Dominic

      

      
        8. Storm

      

      
        9. Dominic

      

      
        10. Storm

      

      
        11. Dominic

      

      
        12. Storm

      

      
        13. Dominic

      

      
        14. Viktor

      

      
        15. Dominic

      

      
        16. Storm

      

      
        17. Viktor

      

      
        18. Storm

      

      
        19. Dominic

      

      
        20. Storm

      

      
        21. Alexei

      

      
        22. Storm

      

      
        23. Dominic

      

      
        24. Storm

      

      
        25. Dominic

      

      
        26. Storm

      

      
        27. Storm

      

    

    
      
        Join Luna Storm’s Newsletter

      

      
        About Luna Storm

      

      
        Also by Luna Storm

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Dominic

          

        

      

    

    
      Ten Years Ago

      The warehouse burned like penance.

      Orange, gold, and furious red, the flames licked up the corrugated steel walls, turning rust to liquid light. Smoke billowed thick and black against the midnight sky, and somewhere inside, men were screaming.

      Good.

      I adjusted my grip on the Glock, checked my six, and moved through the chaos like I’d been born in it. Maybe I had been. Twenty-six years of breathing had taught me that some men were made for boardrooms and some were made for this—for the acrid kiss of smoke in the lungs, for the weight of a weapon that felt more natural than a handshake, for the cold arithmetic of violence.

      Tonight’s math was simple: everyone dies.

      “Dom.” Marco’s voice crackled through the comm. “East entrance is blown. Bratva backup’s fifteen minutes out. We need to move.”

      “Then move faster.”

      This wasn’t a sanctioned operation. The family didn’t know I was here. My father thought I was in Milan, handling the legitimate side of our holdings—meetings with bankers, dinners with politicians, the civilized mask we wore to keep the wolves at bay.

      He didn’t know I’d spent three months tracking a ghost.

      He didn’t know that ghost had led me here, to a trafficking warehouse on the outskirts of Naples, run by our Bratva “partners”, with the kind of product that made even my blackened soul recoil.

      Girls. Women. Children.

      Cargo, they called them. Inventory.

      I called them evidence.

      Evidence that somewhere in this network, in these rotting chains of human misery, I might find a trace of her. Of what happened to her. Of who took her from me.

      Sofia.

      My sister’s name was a wound that wouldn’t close, a bullet lodged too close to the heart to remove. Three years since she vanished. Two years since they found what was left of her in a shipping container in Odessa, so decomposed they identified her by dental records and the St. Christopher medal I’d given her for her eighteenth birthday.

      She’d been twenty when she died. Twenty years old, and they’d used her until there was nothing left to use.

      I put three rounds into a guard who came around the corner, didn’t break stride, didn’t blink. He dropped, and I stepped over him like he was debris. Because that’s all he was. That’s all any of them were—obstacles between me and answers.

      The fire was spreading faster now, eating through the wooden pallets stacked against the walls, finding the accelerant someone had spilled in the initial breach. One of my men, probably. We hadn’t come here to leave evidence.

      “Dominic!” Enzo’s voice, somewhere to my left. “Second floor’s clearing out. Most of the girls are already⁠—”

      “I don’t care about most.” I kicked through a door, swept the room. Empty, save for a mattress on the floor and chains bolted to the wall. The sight of them made something twist in my chest, something I’d buried so deep I’d forgotten it could still move. “I care about all. Every room. Every corner. We don’t leave until this place is ash and everyone in it is either saved or dead.”

      “Copy.”

      The smoke was getting thicker. I pulled my shirt up over my nose, a poor filter but better than nothing. My eyes burned. My lungs burned. Everything burned tonight.

      I moved through the corridor, clearing rooms with mechanical efficiency. Part of my brain catalogued the horrors—the shackles, the buckets in corners, the scratches on walls where fingernails had clawed at concrete—while another part locked it away, filed it under Later, under Never, under whatever mental compartment that held the things that would destroy me if I let them breathe.

      Sofia had been in a place like this. Maybe this exact place, for all I knew. Maybe she’d scratched at these walls. Maybe she’d screamed in these rooms.

      I put my fist through the drywall, felt my knuckles split, welcomed the pain. It was cleaner than the grief. More honest than the rage.

      Focus. Move. Clear.

      The tactical part of my brain reasserted control—the part forged in military training and honed by years of bloody family business. Emotion was a luxury. Emotion got men killed.

      But God, tonight I wanted to burn with this building.

      I was nearing the back of the warehouse when I heard it. A sound that didn’t fit the symphony of destruction around me—not the crack of gunfire, not the roar of flames, not the distant shouts of my men, or the screaming of our enemies.

      A whimper.

      Soft. Barely there. The kind of sound that came from a throat too raw to produce anything louder.

      I stopped. Listened. Let the chaos fade to white noise while I tracked the source.

      There. Behind a stack of crates, in a space too small for a grown man, too dark to see into without a light.

      I approached carefully, weapon raised. Could be a trap. Could be one of the Bratva soldiers, hiding like the rat he was. Could be⁠—

      “Non avvicinarti.”

      The voice was smoke and sandpaper, wrecked and barely audible, but the Italian was clear. Don’t come closer.

      I angled my flashlight into the gap between the crates, and the world stopped.

      She was wedged into the corner like a wounded animal, knees drawn up, arms wrapped around them. Eighteen, maybe. Nineteen at most. Too thin—collarbone jutting, cheekbones sharp enough to cut, wrists like bird bones. Her hair was dark and matted with what looked like blood. More blood covered her arms, her chest, her bare feet.

      But her eyes.

      Cristo.

      Her eyes were the color of a storm over the Mediterranean, gray, blue, and electric, with something that had no business existing in a place like this.

      Calculation. Assessment. Threat evaluation.

      She was looking at me the way I looked at enemies. Measuring distance, angle, probability of survival. Deciding whether to fight or flee.

      In her hand, clutched with a grip that spoke of training, instinct, or both, was a knife. Eight inches, serrated edge, covered in blood that wasn’t hers.

      I knew it wasn’t hers because I’d seen what that knife had done on my way in. The guard with the slashed throat. The one with the punctured kidney. I’d assumed one of my men had gotten creative.

      I’d been wrong.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” I said. Slowly. Carefully. The way you talk to something feral.

      She laughed. It was an awful sound, cracked and hollow, and it ended in a cough that shook her whole frame.

      “Everybody hurts me.” Her Italian was precise, educated, at odds with everything else about her. “It’s what I’m for.”

      The words hit me like a bullet to the chest.

      It’s what I’m for.

      Sofia. Had Sofia thought that? In the end, when there was no hope left, had she believed it?

      I holstered my weapon. Held up my hands. The fire was getting closer—I could feel the heat against my back, hear the ceiling groaning overhead. We had minutes. Maybe less.

      “The building is coming down,” I said. “You need to come with me.”

      “No.”

      “You’ll die.”

      Those storm-gray eyes met mine, and what I saw in them carved something into my ribs, permanent and aching.

      “Maybe.”

      She wasn’t afraid of death. That’s what I was seeing. This broken, bloody girl in the corner had made peace with dying, and she was deciding—right now, in this burning moment—whether life was worth the fight.

      I’d seen that look before. In the mirror. After they found Sofia.

      “I’m Dominic Marchetti,” I said, and watched her face for recognition. Nothing. Either she didn’t know the name or she was too far gone to care. “I’m not Bratva. I’m not one of them. I came here to destroy this place and everyone who runs it.”

      “Good for you.” Another cough, wet and rattling. Smoke inhalation. She needed medical attention, probably hours ago.

      “Come with me.”

      “So you can sell me to someone else?”

      “So you can live.”

      She smiled then. It was the most terrifying thing I’d ever seen—a death’s head grin, all sharp edges and shattered hope.

      “I don’t want to live.”

      The ceiling groaned again. A beam crashed down somewhere behind me, sending a shower of sparks into the corridor. We were out of time.

      I didn’t ask again.

      I moved fast, faster than she expected, closing the distance before she could bring the knife up. She slashed—caught my arm, a line of fire across my bicep—and I didn’t care. I grabbed her wrist, twisted until her fingers loosened, and took the blade.

      Then I lifted her.

      She weighed nothing. She weighed nothing. Under the blood, the grime, and the desperate fury, she was bones, sinew, and stubborn, raging will. She fought me—elbows, knees, teeth—and I took it. Took every hit, every scratch, every bitten curse in Italian, what sounded like Russian, and something else I couldn’t place.

      “Let me go,” she snarled against my chest. “Let me go⁠—”

      “No.”

      “I’ll kill you⁠—”

      “You can try. Later. When you’re not dying.”

      She screamed then, a sound of pure rage, and her fist connected with my jaw hard enough to make me see stars. I tightened my grip, tucked her head against my shoulder, and ran.

      The corridor was an inferno. Fire on all sides, smoke so thick I could barely see. I moved on instinct, on memory, counting doorways and turns. My arm was bleeding. My lungs were failing. The girl in my arms had gone limp—unconscious or pretending, I didn’t know.

      I didn’t care.

      I was getting her out. I was saving one. I couldn’t save Sofia, but I could save this one, this feral creature with storm eyes and a knife she knew how to use.

      I could do this one thing right.

      The exit materialized through the smoke—a rectangle of black against the orange glow. Marco was there, shouting my name, reaching for me.

      “Go,” I rasped. “Go, go⁠—”

      We cleared the doorway just as the roof collapsed behind us, a cascade of steel and fire that sent a wave of heat scorching across my back. I stumbled, caught myself, kept moving. The girl coughed in my arms, a wet, choking sound, and her fingers curled into my shirt.

      Holding on. Fighting to live despite what she’d said.

      I knew that lie. I’d told it to myself a thousand times.

      The field hospital was thirty minutes away, a converted warehouse with a doctor on our payroll and no questions asked. I held her the entire drive, in the back of the SUV, her head lolling against my shoulder. She drifted in and out of consciousness, sometimes fighting, sometimes still as death.

      Once, she opened her eyes and looked at me with that devastating clarity.

      “Why?” she whispered.

      I didn’t have an answer. Or I had too many.

      Because I couldn’t save my sister.

      Because you fought.

      Because those eyes.

      Because something in the wreckage of you feels like something in the wreckage of me.

      “Because I wanted to,” I said.

      She laughed—that awful, hollow sound—and slipped back under.
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      The doctor worked for three hours.

      Smoke inhalation, dehydration, malnutrition. Lacerations on her feet from running on glass. Older injuries too—scars on her wrists, her ribs, the map of violence written on her skin. The doctor catalogued them with clinical detachment, and I memorized each one like a vow.

      I wanted to know who had done this. I wanted names, faces, addresses. I wanted to take my time.

      She was asleep—sedated, the doctor said, for her own good—when I finally left the room. Marco was waiting in the hall, a cigarette between his lips and questions in his eyes.

      “Don’t,” I said.

      “Dom—”

      “I said don’t.”

      He held up his hands, backed off. Smart man. He’d been with me long enough to know when I was beyond reason.

      I went to clean up. Changed my shirt, bandaged my arm, washed her blood off my hands. The cut she’d given me would scar. Good. I wanted it to.

      When I returned to her room two hours later, the bed was empty.

      The sheets were tangled. The IV line was ripped out, dripping saline onto the floor. The window was open, curtain shifting in the night breeze.

      And on the glass, a handprint. Perfect and stark in dried blood.

      I stood there for a long moment, staring at it. The shape of her palm. The spread of her fingers. A mark left behind like a message, a challenge, a promise.

      I lived. I left. Don’t look for me.

      But I would.

      I pressed my own hand against the glass, aligned it with hers. My palm was larger, my fingers longer, but the blood smeared against my skin like a brand.

      She’d left me the knife. I found it under the pillow—the same blade she’d used to slash her way out of hell, the same one she’d cut me with. A parting gift or a threat, I couldn’t tell.

      I picked it up. Turned it over in my hands. The handle was worn smooth from use.

      She’d killed men with this knife. Men who deserved it. Men who’d thought she was cargo, inventory, a body to be used and discarded.

      She’d proven them wrong.

      I slid the blade into my belt. It would stay there until I saw her again.

      And I would see her again. I would find her if it took me the rest of my life. Not because she owed me anything—she didn’t. Not because I thought I could save her—she’d saved herself. But because for the first time in three years, I’d felt something other than grief and rage.

      I’d felt recognition.

      She was wreckage, like me. Forged in fire, like me. A survivor of the same darkness that had swallowed my sister whole.

      And those eyes. Dio, those eyes.

      Storm-gray and calculating, already planning her next move, already fighting, already alive in a way that put every other breathing person to shame.

      I would find her. I would learn her name, her story, the shape of the damage that had made her into what she was. And then⁠—

      I didn’t know what then. I only knew the wanting, the pull, the obsession already taking root in my chest like something dark, green, and hungry.

      Marco appeared in the doorway. “She’s gone.”

      “I noticed.”

      “Want me to track her?”

      I looked at the handprint one last time. Committed it to memory. The proof that she’d existed, that she’d survived, that somewhere in this broken world there was a girl made of knives, fury, and the refusal to die.

      “No,” I said. “I’ll do it myself.”

      He knew better than to argue.

      I walked out of that field hospital with her blood on my hands, her blade against my hip, and a certainty crystallizing in my chest like ice.

      Someday, I would find her. And when I did, I wouldn’t let her disappear again.

      The burning warehouse was miles behind me, still smoldering, still sending black smoke into the sky. I’d destroyed one nest of monsters tonight, but there were more. There were always more. And somewhere in the web of violence, trafficking, and human misery, there were answers.

      Answers about Sofia. About how she’d been taken, who had profited, who had looked the other way.

      Maybe that broken girl knew something. Maybe she’d seen something, heard something, in the years she’d spent in chains.

      Or maybe I just needed an excuse.

      Because the truth was simpler, uglier, and more honest than strategy.

      I wanted to find her.

      I wanted to know what those storm-gray eyes looked like without the desperation. What her voice sounded like when it wasn’t wrecked from screaming. What her hands could do when they weren’t clutching a knife for survival.

      I wanted to understand how someone could look at me—at the monster I was, the darkness I carried—and laugh like she wasn’t afraid.

      I wanted to be the one who taught her there were things worth living for.

      Obsession. My father would call it weakness. My enemies would call it leverage. I called it a promise.

      Ten years, if it took that. Twenty. A lifetime.

      I would find her.

      I would find her,  I would keep her, and God help anyone who tried to hurt her again.

      The girl with the storm eyes. The survivor. The ghost who’d slipped through my fingers and left her blood on the glass.

      I didn’t know her name yet.

      But I would.

      I would.
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      The file is too thin.

      I hold it between two fingers like it might bite, this folder containing everything the Bratva knows about the man I’m supposed to kill. Twelve pages. A handful of photographs. Three known addresses, two of which are already marked as abandoned.

      Dominic Vance. Arms dealer. Ex-military. Owner of a private island fortress in the middle of the Pacific Ocean.

      No wife. No children. No lover on record. No vices we’ve been able to identify and exploit.

      No known weaknesses.

      I’ve killed nineteen men for Viktor Morozov. Seduced forty-three. The ones who survived the seduction were either too useful to eliminate or too pathetic to bother with—middle managers and accountants, men who wept into my hair and called me by their dead wives’ names. The ones I killed were powerful. Connected. Dangerous in the way that old money and older secrets make men dangerous.

      None of them had files this thin.

      “You seem concerned.”

      Viktor’s voice slithers across the space between us. He’s standing by the window of the Moscow safe house, backlit by the gray afternoon light so I can’t read his expression. He doesn’t need to see mine—he knows exactly what I’m thinking. He always does.

      “The intel is incomplete,” I say. Neutral. Professional. The voice of a weapon assessing its parameters.

      “The intel is what we have.” He moves toward me, and I track him the way I track all predators—without appearing to. Viktor Morozov is thirty-six years old, heir apparent to his father’s empire, and he has owned me since I was fifteen. Thirteen years. Nearly half my life.

      He stops behind my chair. Close enough that I can smell his cologne—sandalwood and something darker underneath, something that smells like the back rooms of nightclubs where girls are sold by the hour. I learned years ago not to flinch when he touches me, and I don’t flinch now when his hand lands on my shoulder. Proprietary. Familiar.

      “Dominic Vance has been disrupting our operations for almost a decade,” Viktor says. His thumb traces a small circle against my collarbone. “Supply routes. Distribution networks. Three of our trafficking partners have gone dark in the past eighteen months—all of them traced back to information leaks from his organization.”

      I turn another page in the file. A photograph of Vance at some charity gala, black tie, champagne glass in hand. He’s tall—the woman next to him barely reaches his shoulder, and she’s in heels. Broad through the chest and shoulders. Dark hair cropped short, graying at the temples. A scar through his left eyebrow, another along his jaw.

      His eyes are pale gray and absolutely empty.

      I’ve seen eyes like that before. In the mirror, mostly. In the men who taught me how to kill. In Viktor, when he’s deciding whether someone is more useful alive or dead.

      “He’s former Special Forces,” I say. “Delta, according to this. Discharged fifteen years ago, reasons classified.”

      “Is that a problem?”

      I could lie. Tell him no, I can handle anyone, I’m his perfect weapon and I’ve never failed. It’s what he wants to hear, and I’ve built a career on giving powerful men what they want to hear.

      But Viktor knows my capabilities better than I do. He designed them.

      “It’s a variable,” I say instead. “Military training means counter-surveillance awareness. Means he’ll spot a standard approach. Means the seduction window will be shorter than usual—if it exists at all.”

      Viktor’s hand tightens on my shoulder. Not painful. Just present. Reminding me who I belong to.

      “Then you’ll have to be exceptional.” His breath is warm against my ear. “You always are.”

      I close the file. Forty-three men, and I’ve never hated any of them the way I hate Viktor Morozov. I’ve also never loved any of them. Never felt anything at all, really, except the grim satisfaction of a job completed, a target eliminated, another day survived.

      Survival. That’s what this is. That’s what it’s always been.

      “When do I leave?”

      “Tonight.” Viktor finally steps back, and I allow myself one slow breath. “Private jet. You’ll land on the island tomorrow morning. Your cover is Elena Vasquez—wealthy investor interested in Vance’s security consulting business.”

      I turn the name over in my mind, fitting myself into it like a snake shedding skin. Elena Vasquez. Brazilian mother, Spanish father, educated in Switzerland and London. Old money married to new, then divorced from both. A woman who collects things—art, properties, men who interest her.

      A woman who doesn’t exist.

      I’ve been Elena before, or versions of her. The wealthy widow in Monaco. The bored heiress in Dubai. The venture capitalist in Singapore who needed access to a tech mogul’s private server. Different names, same performance. Same emptiness underneath.

      Elena. The name scrapes something raw in my chest. It was my mother’s name, before she died. Before everything.

      Viktor knows this, of course. He chose it deliberately.

      “How long do I have?”

      “As long as it takes.” He moves to his desk, retrieves a leather portfolio. “But Storm—my father is watching this one. Dominic Vance has been a thorn in our operations for too long. The Pakhan wants him removed permanently, and he wants proof.”

      The Pakhan. Alexei Morozov. Viktor’s father, my ultimate owner, the man whose word is life and death for everyone in this organization. I’ve met him exactly four times in thirteen years. Each time, I felt like a butterfly pinned to a board—still alive, still beautiful, but utterly incapable of flight.

      “Understood,” I say.

      Viktor hands me the portfolio. Passports, credit cards, background documents for Elena Vasquez. Everything I need to become someone else.

      “There’s a jet waiting at Vnukovo,” he says. “Your flight leaves in three hours.”

      Three hours. Enough time to pack. Enough time to say goodbye.

      I stand, smooth my skirt, become the woman who walks out of this room unchanged by anything that’s happened in it. I’ve been playing this role so long I sometimes forget there’s anyone else underneath.

      “Storm.”

      I stop at the door.

      “Don’t disappoint me.”

      It’s not a threat. It doesn’t need to be. Viktor has never had to threaten me—he simply removes the things I care about, one by one, until compliance is the only option left.

      “I never do,” I say, and leave.
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      The Bratva safehouse network in Moscow is extensive—fourteen properties scattered across the city, each one sterile and temporary, designed for people who don’t exist to conduct business that never happened. I’ve lived in seven of them over the years. None of them have ever felt like home.

      The one I’m heading to now isn’t in the network. It’s a cramped apartment in a crumbling Soviet-era building near the river, the kind of place the organization would never think to look because it’s too poor, too obvious, too real.

      Katya is waiting for me when I arrive.

      She opens the door before I can knock, her face pale and worried, and for a moment I let myself feel the thing I never feel anywhere else: relief. The exhaustion of constant performance lifting, just for a little while.

      “You’re leaving,” she says. Not a question.

      “How did you know?”

      “Viktor called me this morning. Reminded me to stay close to the compound while you’re gone.” Her mouth twists. “He said it was for my safety.”

      He said it was because you’re my leash, I translate silently. The one person in the world I care about. The one weakness Viktor has never had to threaten directly because we both know what would happen if I stepped out of line.

      “Come in,” Katya says. “I made tea. The good kind.”

      The apartment is small—one room, a tiny kitchen, a bathroom with a shower that only runs hot water between 6 and 8 AM. Katya has been here for two years, ever since I managed to convince Viktor that she was more useful as a honey trap than a trafficked commodity. A lateral move, but better than the alternative. At least this way she gets to keep her own name.

      She’s twenty-five now. I met her when she was nineteen, fresh from the pipeline, with the dead eyes and mechanical compliance of someone who’d already given up. Something about her reminded me of myself at that age—the way she held a knife, the way she calculated every exit in every room, the way she flinched at sudden movements but never screamed.

      She was three years behind me in the system. By the time she arrived, I was already Viktor’s prized asset—trained, tested, proven. I shouldn’t have noticed her. I shouldn’t have cared.

      But I saw her across the training facility one morning, and something in my chest cracked open. She had a bruise on her cheek and defiance in her eyes, and she reminded me so much of who I used to be that I couldn’t look away.

      I taught her. Watched over her. Claimed her as mine in the only way the Bratva understands: not love, but ownership. Protection through possession. She gets to sleep alone. Gets to wake up in the morning without screaming.

      Small mercies. In this world, they’re all we have.

      She’s the closest thing I have to family. Which means she’s the target painted on my back.

      “Where are they sending you?” she asks, setting a chipped cup in front of me. The tea is dark and strong, the way I like it, the way she remembers.

      “An island. Pacific Ocean. Private. Heavily fortified.”

      “The target?”

      “Arms dealer. American. Ex-military.” I wrap my hands around the cup, let the heat seep into my palms. “The file is almost empty. No weaknesses, no leverage, no obvious approach.”

      Katya sits across from me. She’s beautiful in a fragile way—blonde hair, blue eyes, cheekbones sharp enough to cut glass. The kind of beauty that men pay for. The kind of beauty that’s a death sentence in this world.

      “You’re worried,” she says.

      “I’m never worried.”

      “You’re worried,” she repeats, and her hand covers mine. Her fingers are cold, always cold, like she’s been dead for years and just forgot to lie down. “Storm. What aren’t you telling me?”

      I could lie to her. I’ve lied to everyone else my entire life—why should she be different?

      But Katya knows my tells. She’s the only one who does.

      “Viktor said Alexei is watching this mission personally,” I admit. “If I fail⁠—”

      “You won’t.”

      “If I fail,” I press on, “it won’t just be me who pays the price.”

      The words hang between us. We both know what I mean. Viktor has never had to hurt Katya to keep me in line, but the threat is always there, shimmering just beneath the surface of every conversation.

      “Then don’t fail,” Katya says simply.

      I laugh. It’s not a funny sound. “Just like that?”

      “Just like that.” She squeezes my hand. “You’ve never failed before. You’re Storm—the Morozov Bratva’s most valuable asset. Viktor’s favorite weapon. You’ve seduced oligarchs,  senators, and cartel kingpins. One ex-military American on a private island? That’s a vacation.”

      “Katya—”

      “Come back to me.” Her voice cracks, just slightly, on the last word. “That’s all I’m asking. Kill whoever they want you to kill, fuck whoever they want you to fuck, and come back to me. We’ll drink tea and complain about the hot water and pretend we’re just two normal women with normal lives. Okay?”

      I look at her—this girl who’s survived the same hell I have, who trusts me more than she should, who represents every vulnerability I’ve tried to carve out of myself—and I feel something dangerous stirring in my chest.

      Something like hope. Something like love.

      I bury it, the way I’ve buried everything soft and vulnerable since I was fifteen years old. Softness gets you killed. Love gets you compromised. The only way to survive is to become the weapon they designed you to be.

      “Okay,” I say.

      She hugs me before I leave. Her arms are thin but strong, and she smells like cheap soap and chamomile. I memorize it—the weight of her, the warmth, the way she holds on a moment too long.

      Just in case.
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      The private jet is sleek and white, with the Destination Island logo emblazoned on the tail—a stylized palm tree over a setting sun. The inside is all cream leather and polished wood, champagne chilling in a crystal bucket, a cashmere throw draped artfully over one of the seats.

      I settle into that seat and become Elena Vasquez.

      It’s easier than breathing, this transformation. The way I sit changes—more languid, more entitled. The way I hold my hands—loose, careless, the hands of someone who’s never had to fight for anything. The way I look at the world—through the lens of money,  boredom, and the perpetual search for something to make me feel alive.

      I’ve done it so many times that the real Storm—whoever she is, whoever she might have been—feels like a ghost. A story I tell myself in the dark hours before dawn, when the faces of dead men swim behind my eyelids and I can’t remember why I’m still alive.

      Who would I be, I wonder sometimes, if they hadn’t found me?

      The question is pointless. They did find me. When I was twelve, my foster “uncle” sold me to men, who sold me to other men, who eventually sold me to the Morozov Bratva. By the time Viktor’s people pulled me out of that pipeline, I was already broken and rebuilt. Already a weapon. They just refined me, sharpened my edges, taught me to channel all that survival instinct into something useful.

      Something profitable.

      Elena Vasquez doesn’t think about these things. She thinks about her upcoming meeting with Dominic Vance. About the way his security consulting business might complement her fictional portfolio. About whether he’ll be handsome enough to make this assignment enjoyable.

      I flip open the file again, practicing her curiosity.

      Elena is confident. Cultured. Rich enough to be careless but smart enough to know what she wants. She’s interested in Dominic Vance’s security consulting business because she has assets to protect—art, jewelry, a collection of properties scattered across three continents. She’s recently divorced from a Brazilian shipping magnate and looking for new investments.

      New entertainment.

      I review the file one more time as the jet climbs above the clouds. The photographs of Dominic Vance blur together—charity galas, business meetings, one grainy shot of him leaving what appears to be a military compound. In every single one, his expression is the same: controlled, watchful, revealing nothing.

      He’s a fortress, this man. And I’m supposed to find a way inside.

      I flip to the last page—a satellite image of Destination Island. It’s small, maybe twelve square miles, dominated by a sprawling compound on the northern shore. The rest is dense jungle and volcanic rock, ringed by white sand beaches and turquoise water.

      Beautiful. Isolated. No cell service. Satellite communications controlled by the compound.

      No escape except through Dominic Vance himself.

      The thought should unsettle me. Instead, I feel something else—a cold, familiar anticipation. The hunt is the only time I feel truly alive. The only time the numbness recedes enough for me to remember I’m human.

      I close the file and watch the clouds slide past the window. Somewhere below, Katya is probably still sitting in her cramped apartment, drinking cold tea and worrying about me. Somewhere behind, Viktor is probably already planning how to use my inevitable success to advance his position with his father.

      And somewhere ahead, Dominic Vance is waiting.

      I study his photograph one more time. The gray eyes, the scarred face, the shoulders broad enough to block a doorway. Something about him tugs at my memory—a familiarity I can’t place, like a word on the tip of my tongue.

      We’ve never met. I would remember.

      Wouldn’t I?

      I slide the photograph back into the file and close my eyes. The jet hums around me, carrying me toward an island I’ve never seen, a man I’ve never met, a mission that should be routine.

      But nothing about this feels routine.

      The file is too thin. The target is too controlled. And that face—those gray eyes⁠—

      I’ve seen them somewhere before. I know I have.

      I just can’t remember where.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I sleep. I don’t dream.

      When I wake, the sun is rising over the Pacific, painting the water gold, rose, and impossible blue. The pilot announces our descent, and I straighten in my seat, smooth my hair, check my lipstick in the compact mirror.

      Elena Vasquez looks back at me. Polished. Perfect. Ready.

      Storm is buried so deep not even I can feel her anymore.

      The island materializes out of the morning haze—a green jewel ringed with white sand, the compound visible on the northern shore. As we bank for approach, I can see the landing strip carved into the jungle, the glint of glass and steel where the main house must be.

      My new cage.

      The wheels touch down. The jet taxis to a stop. The door opens, and warm salt air floods the cabin, carrying the scent of plumeria and something else—something green, alive, and completely unlike the gray Moscow winter I left behind.

      I stand. I smooth my dress—cream silk, tasteful but fitted, the kind of thing a wealthy divorcée would wear to meet a potential business partner. I check my reflection in the darkened window: hair sleek, makeup subtle, earrings that cost more than most people’s cars.

      Elena Vasquez looks back at me. A woman who has never been hungry. Never been afraid. Never killed a man with her bare hands and felt nothing but relief.

      I become the mask.

      The flight attendant opens the door. For a moment, just a moment, something in my chest loosens. The air here is soft. Clean. It smells like a place where people come to forget.

      I’m not here to forget. I’m here to work.

      I descend the stairs, heels clicking against metal, and scan the tarmac with practiced efficiency. Landing strip carved into the jungle. Single access road disappearing into the trees. Security cameras on the hangar—three visible, probably more I can’t see. A black SUV parked at the edge of the runway, driver inside.

      And him.

      He’s waiting at the edge of the tarmac. Tall—taller than the photographs suggested—and broader, too, his white linen shirt doing nothing to disguise the muscle underneath. He stands with the stillness of someone who’s learned to wait, to watch, to strike only when the moment is right.

      Military. Every line of his body screams it.

      His hair is dark, shot through with gray at the temples. His face is hard angles and old scars—the thin white line through his eyebrow, the jagged mark along his jaw. Signs of a violent past. Signs of survival.

      His eyes are gray. Pale gray. The color of winter storms and gun metal.

      And they’re looking at me like he already knows every lie I’ve ever told.

      My heart stutters. Just once. Just for a second.

      I know you, something whispers in the back of my mind. I’ve seen you before.

      But that’s impossible. I would remember this man. I would remember those eyes, that scar, the way he holds himself like he’s ready for violence at any moment. My memory is excellent—it has to be, in my line of work. Faces, names, weaknesses, tells. I remember them all.

      So why does looking at Dominic Vance feel like looking at a photograph of someone I used to know?

      I bury the thought. I bury the uncertainty. I become Elena Vasquez completely—from the sway of my hips, to the tilt of my smile, to the way I look at him like he’s an interesting puzzle rather than a threat.

      I extend my hand. I let the sun catch my rings.

      “Mr. Vance,” I say. “Thank you for having me.”

      His hand engulfs mine. Warm. Calloused. Strong enough to break bones, but his grip is careful. Controlled. He holds me like he knows exactly how much pressure it would take to hurt me, and he’s choosing not to.

      That kind of control is more dangerous than violence.

      “Ms. Vasquez,” he says. His voice is low, rough, with the faded edges of an accent I can’t quite place. “Welcome to Destination Island.”

      He doesn’t smile. He doesn’t look away.

      His hand lingers on mine a moment too long. His thumb brushes across my knuckles—a tiny movement, almost imperceptible.

      Almost.

      And somewhere in the depths of his gray eyes, I see something that makes my blood run cold:

      Recognition.

      He knows who I am.

      He’s been waiting for me.

      The mission just got a lot more complicated.
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      Ten years.

      Three thousand, six hundred and forty-two days. I know because I counted every single one. Every morning I woke up and she was still out there—still lost, still trapped, still belonging to the men who turned her into a weapon.

      And now she’s here.

      I watch the jet descend through the security monitors, a white speck against the endless blue of the Pacific sky. The Destination Island logo gleams on the tail—my logo, my island, my trap. Everything I’ve built for the past decade has led to this moment.

      “You’re really going through with this.”

      Marcus Cole leans against the door-frame of the surveillance hub, arms crossed, expression caught somewhere between concern and resignation. He’s been with me for twelve years—longer than almost anyone else. Former Marine, decorated sniper, the only person in the world I trust with the truth.

      “The jet lands in eight minutes,” I say without turning from the monitors.

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      “I know what you asked.”

      The jet banks, catching the morning sun, and I track its descent with the same focus I once used to track enemy combatants through a rifle scope. Eight minutes. After ten years of waiting, planning, building this entire operation around the possibility of this moment—eight minutes feels like nothing.

      Eight minutes feels like forever.

      “Dom.” Marcus pushes off the door-frame and moves to stand beside me. “You’re letting an assassin onto the island. An assassin sent specifically to kill you. By the Bratva. The same organization you’ve spent a decade systematically dismantling.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “Are you? Because from where I’m standing, it looks like you’ve lost your goddamn mind.”

      I finally turn to face him. Marcus is fifty-three, scarred and graying, with the kind of eyes that have seen too much to be surprised by anything. Right now, those eyes are looking at me like I’m a stranger.

      Maybe I am. Maybe the man who walked out of that burning warehouse ten years ago died there, and what’s left is just obsession wearing human skin.

      “She’s not an assassin,” I say. “She’s a survivor. There’s a difference.”

      “The difference being?”

      “Assassins choose their targets. Survivors don’t get to choose anything.”

      Marcus is quiet for a long moment. On the monitors, the jet continues its descent, lower now, the landing strip visible through the cockpit windows.

      “You’ve had files on seven different Bratva operatives,” he says finally. “Contingency plans for each one. I’ve seen the binders, Dom. You’ve war-gamed every possible scenario—except the one where you win and then don’t know what to do with yourself.”

      “There’s a plan.”

      “There’s an obsession. Those aren’t the same thing.”

      He’s not wrong. I’ve spent ten years building Destination Island into a fortress, cultivating a reputation as an arms dealer wealthy enough to matter and isolated enough to be vulnerable. I’ve disrupted Bratva operations on four continents—supply routes in Eastern Europe, distribution networks in Southeast Asia, money laundering operations from the Caymans to Singapore. I’ve fed intel to Interpol, bribed customs officials, orchestrated “accidents” that cost the Morozov family millions.

      All of it calculated. All of it designed to make myself impossible to ignore.

      The arms dealing is real—you can’t fake that kind of reputation in this world. But every deal I’ve made, every weapon I’ve sold, every alliance I’ve forged has served a single purpose: making myself such a persistent thorn in the Bratva’s side that eventually, inevitably, they’d send someone to remove me.

      I had contingencies for seven operatives. Detailed psychological profiles. Approach strategies. Leverage points. Yuri Volkov—gambling addiction, would have been easy to compromise. Nadia Petrova—sister in a Moscow hospital, vulnerable. Ivan Sorokin—secretly skimming from his handlers, could have been turned with the right pressure.

      When the intel came back confirming they’d assigned her, I threw all of it away.

      Because she’s not an operative to be managed. She’s not a threat to be neutralized.

      She’s the girl I pulled out of the fire. The one who looked at me like I was either salvation or another kind of trap. The one who vanished before dawn, leaving nothing but a bloody handprint on a window and a hole in my chest that’s never healed.

      “I know what I’m doing,” I tell Marcus.

      “Do you? Because the Dominic Vance I know doesn’t let personal feelings compromise operational security. The Dominic Vance I know would have put a bullet in her the moment she stepped off that plane, collected proof for the Bratva that their assassin failed, and moved on to the next phase of the mission.”

      “That’s not an option.”

      “It should be.”

      I turn back to the monitors. The jet is on final approach now, wheels down, flaps extended. In three minutes, she’ll be on the ground. In five, she’ll be standing in front of me.

      “Ten years ago,” I say quietly, “I led an off-book raid on a trafficking warehouse. I was looking for information about my sister—where they’d taken her, what they’d done with her body. Instead, I found a girl.”

      Marcus doesn’t respond. He knows this story. He was there that night, covering my six while I walked into an inferno looking for ghosts.

      “She was eighteen. Maybe younger—hard to tell with the malnutrition. Covered in blood, most of it not hers. Clutching a knife like she knew exactly how to use it.” I watch the jet touch down, watch the wheels kick up dust from the runway. “The building was coming down around us—fire everywhere, structural beams groaning. And she just stood there in the middle of it, this girl, watching the flames like she was trying to decide whether to let them take her.”

      I can still see it. The way the firelight danced in her eyes. The absolute stillness of her body, coiled and ready, even as smoke filled her lungs. She wasn’t panicking. She was calculating. Even then, even at eighteen, she was deciding whether the man in front of her was a threat to be eliminated or an opportunity to be exploited.

      “She fought me when I tried to carry her out. Bit me. Stabbed me in the shoulder—still have the scar. But she let me take her, eventually. Let me get her to the field hospital. For six hours, I sat beside her bed and watched her breathe, and I thought—” I stop. Swallow. “I thought maybe I could help her. Maybe I could be something other than a soldier who couldn’t save his own sister.”

      “And then she ran.”

      “And then she ran. Back to the Bratva. Back to Viktor Morozov. Back to the people who’d turned her into a weapon because she didn’t know any other way to survive.”

      The jet taxis to a stop. Through the cockpit windows, I can see the pilot beginning shutdown procedures.

      “I’ve spent ten years trying to find her,” I continue. “Trying to understand what they did to her, who she became, whether there’s anything left of the girl who looked at me like I might be different from all the other monsters. And now she’s here. Walking into my trap. Thinking
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