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Chapter 1

Captain William Mercer studied the two Miami Police detectives sitting across from him, his expression grim. Sweat already beaded on his forehead despite the air conditioning running full blast. Detective Marcus Reed, the younger of the two, flipped through photographs in the file, paper rustling softly between his nervous fingers, while his partner, Detective Alejandro Serrano, summarized the plan for the fourth time. The office air hung thick and stifling, heavy with the smell of stale coffee and the tension of three men who knew they were playing with fire.

“I know it’s risky,” Serrano said, leaning forward, his knuckles white as he gripped the armrests of his chair. “I know we’ve already lost one officer and two informants trying to infiltrate La Organización del Alemán.”

“They vanished without a trace.” Mercer’s voice cut through the humid air like a blade through flesh. His gray eyes narrowed to slits. “And without a single usable piece of evidence. Not even a body we could identify.”

“This is our best chance to get close to the target,” Serrano countered, his voice growing more urgent. “She just has to plant the bug and get out. In, out, done.”

“How reliable is your intel?” Mercer reached for his coffee mug, the porcelain clicking against his teeth as he took a bitter sip.

“I already told you—it’s good. He’s never lied to me or held back anything useful. Not once.” Serrano’s voice gained an edge, desperation bleeding through his professional facade.

“What do you have on him?”

“Three parole violations. If we book him, he goes away for life.” Reed looked up from the photos, his eyes tired and bloodshot. “He knows that. That’s why he’s cooperating.”

“Can you vouch for him, Reed?”

“Not for his reliability, Captain, but I was the one who busted him dealing—I have no doubt about his motivation.” Reed pulled the informant’s criminal record from the file and handed it to Mercer, the paper trembling slightly in his hand. “Whether he’d lie, I don’t know. But he has every reason to cooperate.”

“I hope you realize your careers are as good as over if anything goes wrong,” Mercer said, wiping his sweaty forehead with the back of his hand. “In coastal waters, we have concurrent jurisdiction with the Feds. The Coast Guard, the FBI, the DEA, and ICE will be all over us if you screw this up. I won’t be able to save you. Hell, I won’t be able to save myself.”

“Easy, Captain,” Serrano replied, though his voice sounded strained. “We’ve got this under control.”

“I don’t like this.” Mercer wiped his forehead again, his palm coming away damp. “Does it have to be a cadet?”

“No one else would get through,” Reed answered, leaning back, the chair springs squeaking under his weight. “Every woman working for Ortega is under twenty-five, has a toned body, and looks stunning. We don’t have any officers young enough and attractive enough to get in.”

“We have over seventy female officers in this department. At least one of them has to be hot enough. Don’t tell me they all belong in the K-9 unit.”

“Captain, we have as many attractive women in the department as you could reasonably expect from an organization this size,” Reed replied, rubbing his tired eyes. “But none of them are both young enough and sexy enough. Not a single one. If we send someone who doesn’t fit the profile, she’ll be made immediately, and probably our informant too. We can’t afford that.”

“I don’t like this.” Mercer’s voice grew quieter, more dangerous.

“Just talk to her,” Serrano pleaded, his hands folding as if in prayer. “Talk first, then decide.”

“I’ll talk to her, but I can tell you right now I’m going to say no. The risk is too great.” Mercer slammed the file shut, the slap echoing through the room.

“I’ll get her.” Reed stood up, his knees cracking softly, and walked to the door. “One moment.”

Mercer reached for the file and skimmed the notes, his eyes darting over the typed lines like a hawk scanning for prey. He examined the mugshots and the informant’s criminal record, then pulled out the surveillance photos—the most recent two years old and grainy from the distance—and closed the file again. He stroked his gray goatee, the hair scratching under his fingertips, as Reed returned with a young woman in a police cadet uniform.

Despite the functional cut of her blue uniform, which should have concealed her athletic figure, the young woman looked absolutely breathtaking. Her breasts sat high and firm beneath the fabric, the telltale projection of implants creating a perfectly rounded silhouette that provocatively emphasized her femininity. The pressed pants couldn’t hide the athletic curve of her hips or her round, toned ass, while her compact, muscular legs lent every movement a commanding elegance. Her presence filled the room like an electric field.

Her dark brown hair was pinned up tight against her head, elegantly highlighting her striking features and warm, golden-brown skin tone. Her face was anything but plain: perfectly shaped dark brows and thick lash extensions framed her almond-shaped eyes, whose gaze seemed direct and challenging, as if she were sizing up everyone in the room. Her full lips gleamed with a luxurious nude gloss, and long acrylic nails flashed on her manicured hands. With her sharply defined facial structure and high cheekbones, at twenty-two she looked like a confident fitness femme fatale who knew exactly what effect she had.

“Captain Mercer,” Reed said, clearing his throat nervously, “may I introduce Cadet Thea Megan Trinidad.”

Mercer stood up and extended his hand. A low whistle escaped his lips as he looked her up and down, his eyes lingering a moment too long on her curves.

Reed turned to the young woman, his cheeks flushing slightly. “Cadet Trinidad, Captain Mercer.”

Trinidad grasped the older man's hand and shook it firmly, her grip surprisingly strong and confident. Her skin was warm and soft, but her fingers hinted at the strength beneath.

“Have a seat.” Mercer’s tone was curt, businesslike. “Let’s get to the point so I can get on with my day.”

Trinidad lowered herself gracefully into the chair, her movements fluid and controlled. She crossed her legs, and Mercer couldn’t help but notice how the fabric of her pants stretched across her thighs.

“Tell me about yourself, Trinidad.”

“Where should I start, Captain?” Her voice was deeper than expected, with a slight smoky undertone.

“Where you were born.”

“Right here in Miami, sir. I’m Cuban-American, second generation. My father’s from Havana, my mother’s American.” She spoke clearly and distinctly, each word precisely articulated.

“Continue.”

“Yes, sir. I graduated from Ransom Everglades High School, then studied criminology at Florida International University. Went straight to the academy after graduation. I want to make detective and eventually go to law school to become a prosecutor.” Her eyes sparkled with ambition and determination.

“I’m sure you look good in a bikini, Trinidad. I can see why Serrano and Reed recommended you for this assignment.” Mercer’s gaze traveled over her body again, unabashed and appraising.

“Thank you, sir.” Thea blushed slightly, but her gaze remained steady. She fought back the involuntary smile tugging at her lips, her teeth flashing white between glossy lips.

“How much do you know about the operation?”

“Not much, sir. Only that a female officer needs to work undercover in a swimsuit.” She leaned forward slightly, her uniform stretching across her chest.

“In other words, Trinidad—nothing. Serrano, explain the rest of this so-called plan to her.” Mercer sank back into his chair, the springs squeaking under his weight.

“Of course, Captain.” Serrano turned his chair toward Trinidad, his movements nervous and hasty.

“We’ve been tracking La Organización del Alemán for two years. The cartel’s leader is a German named Mark Waldhorst. His top lieutenant is Colombian—Esteban Salazar. We believe Salazar runs the Florida operations. He lives in Honduras but travels between the Del Alemán bases throughout the Caribbean. La Organización del Alemán is responsible for over seventy-five percent of the cocaine flowing through Miami-Dade County. The cartel’s also behind at least six murders that we know of—including a cop and two informants.”

Trinidad nodded slowly, her eyes narrowing in concentration. The scent of her subtle perfume—something floral with a spicy note—mixed with the stuffy office air.

“We have intel that Salazar will be hosting a party on his yacht on the twenty-third of this month. The vessel will anchor somewhere off the Florida coast, accessible to his guests and business partners.”

“Probably just inside the Gulf Stream,” Reed interjected, dabbing his forehead with a handkerchief. “Our intel says he doesn’t come any closer to shore. Too risky for him.”

“Whatever.” Mercer waved dismissively. The fluorescent light above his desk flickered briefly, casting harsh shadows across his features. “Continue, Serrano.”

“As I said, on the twenty-third at eight in the morning, a fishing boat will leave Coconut Grove Marina. On board will be two teams from Ortega’s Catering. The first group—eight women and one man—consists of the servers and the chef. The chef is our informant. He’ll get you on that boat.” Serrano’s fingers drummed an irregular rhythm on the briefcase in his lap.

“Who’s on the other team?” Trinidad asked. She felt the muscles in her neck tense.

“Prostitutes,” Serrano answered curtly. The word hung heavy in the stuffy room. “Ortega’s Catering is actually a front for an escort service owned by Waldhorst. That’s why we can get you in as a server. Ortega’s doesn’t have permanent employees, just temps who work as needed. Our guy, the chef, will drug one of the servers, and you’ll take her place.”

Trinidad nodded slowly. The coffee taste in her mouth had long since turned bitter. “Okay. And then?”

“You’ll be wearing a bug and a tracker. You need to place the tracker somewhere on deck. Doesn’t matter where, just out of sight. Then you need to plant the bug somewhere inside—the main cabin, the conference room, or the entertainment lounge. Get in, plant the bug, get out. We’ll pick you up at the dock when the boat returns.” Reed wiped his forehead again. His nervousness was contagious.

“Sounds simple enough.” Trinidad crossed her arms over her chest. “Just one question—why doesn’t the chef plant the bug himself?”

“Salazar’s people will be watching him,” Reed answered. His voice sounded strained. “A server in a bikini won’t raise any suspicion.”

Trinidad blinked. “In a bikini?”

“The servers all wear bikinis. Very small bikinis, to be precise.” Reed cleared his throat. “Do you have a problem with that?”

“Uh, no, but…” Trinidad felt heat rising to her cheeks. “Where do I carry my weapon?”

“Thank you, Trinidad.” Mercer cut her off with a sharp gesture. The chair beneath him creaked as he leaned back. “Continue, Serrano.”

“You won’t be carrying a weapon. No radio. No phone.” Serrano’s words fell like hammer blows.

“That’s why I hate this damn plan, gentlemen.” Mercer shook his head, jaw clenched. “She can’t carry a weapon and can’t contact us.”

“The cook has a pistol stashed in his supplies,” Reed said hastily. Sweat gleamed on his upper lip. “If things go sideways, she can get to the galley and grab it. And she can speak into the bug anytime.”

“You hear that, Trinidad?” Mercer leaned forward, eyes narrowing to slits. “You can go to the galley and get a weapon. Wonderful. What I want to know is what happens when she doesn’t make it to the damn galley?”

Trinidad took a deep breath. The smell of cold coffee and male sweat filled her lungs. “May I ask a question?”

“Go ahead, Trinidad.”

“Why are we taking on this operation? Why don’t we hand it over to the Feds?”

“The Feds don’t give a damn about Salazar.” Serrano threw his files onto Mercer’s desk with a dull thud. Dust swirled up. “They’re chasing Waldhorst. As far as they’re concerned, Salazar can do whatever he wants in this district, and we get to clean up the mess. Our homicides don’t matter to them. Not even our dead officer.”

Trinidad felt her hands ball into fists. “That’s why we’re not working with them?”

“Exactly. Salazar’s going to pay for Montoya.” Serrano’s voice was rough with suppressed rage.

Trinidad straightened, spine stiffening. “I understand. I’ll do it. I’m in.”

“Have you lost your mind?” Mercer thundered, his voice echoing off the bare walls. “No. We’re not doing this. The whole thing’s off the table. Dismissed, Trinidad. Serrano, Reed, you two stay.”

Cadet Trinidad rose. Her legs felt stiff. She walked to the door, her steps muffled on the worn linoleum, reached for the handle, and pulled it open. Cool air from the corridor flowed in.

“Trinidad.” Mercer’s voice stopped her like an invisible hand. “I expect a lot from you. Don’t disappoint me.”

“Yes, sir.” Her cheeks flushed. Heat crept up her neck. She stepped through the doorway and pulled the door closed behind her. The click of the lock sounded final.

“The girl’s got guts.” Mercer leaned back, his chair protesting with a squeak. “Now I see why you two thought she could pull this off.”

“Sir, this is Salazar’s first appearance in our jurisdiction since last April.” Serrano stepped forward, his shoe soles scraping across the floor. “We let him walk, it could be years before we get another shot. The Feds are leaving us high and dry. We owe it to Montoya’s widow.”

“Don’t play the grieving widow card with me.” Mercer’s eyes flashed dangerously.

“He was my partner.” Serrano’s jaw clenched, muscles tensing beneath his skin. “And I promised Verónica we’d get his killers.”

“We will, Serrano. In due time.” Mercer massaged his temples.

“Sir.” Reed stepped forward, his voice barely above a whisper. “Will you at least think about it?”

“I’ll consider it.” Mercer waved them off like annoying flies. “Now get out. I’ve got work to do.”

“Yes, sir.”

The two detectives shoved their loose papers into the files, the rustling mixing with their tense breathing. They turned toward the door.

“Serrano.” Mercer didn’t look up from the screen. The bluish light cast hard shadows under his eyes.

“Sir?”

“Give Verónica my regards.” His voice was suddenly softer, almost human.

“Yes, sir.”

“Now go.”

Serrano and Reed left the captain’s office. Their footsteps faded down the corridor until only the hum of the air conditioning and the soft tapping of Mercer’s fingers on the keyboard remained.


Chapter 2

Three nights later, Reed and Serrano met at their usual spot—Eclipse's. Serrano appreciated the place: the three-foot concrete wall around the parking lot swallowed prying eyes, the interior sat in a permanent twilight that revealed little more than silhouettes, and the bass throbbed so deep through the floor that even whispered words got lost in the noise. Over the years, he'd built a network of loose connections among the dancers—women who breathed rumors into his ear while he slipped twenties into their garter belts.

The smell of cheap perfume and cigarette smoke hung heavy in the air, mixed with the metallic taste of sweat and desire. Serrano took a deep breath, felt the familiar atmosphere settle around him like a second skin. Neon lights cast red and blue shadows across the faces of the men leaning against the stage, their eyes hungry for the writhing bodies.

Serrano ordered a draft beer for Reed and a double Scotch on the rocks for himself. The whisky burned in his throat, sharp and cleansing. When the waitress set down the glasses—a skinny redhead with tired eyes and a tattoo snaking around her upper arm—he tapped Reed's shoulder. Reed turned, studied him briefly, then leaned closer. The music almost completely swallowed their words.

“I think Salazar's moving up his party. A week earlier.”

“The cook said that?”

“Haven't talked to him yet.”

“Then how do you know?”

“A little kitten let it slip.”

Reed raised an eyebrow, his gaze drifting briefly to a dancer spinning on the pole, her hips moving in slow circles. “Salazar stocking his party with girls from Eclipse's?”

“No. The entertainment's still coming from Ortega's place, as far as I know.”

“Then what does she know?”

“Cole, the owner, was supposed to be away on the twenty-third and twenty-fourth. He rescheduled. Now it's the sixteenth and seventeenth.”

“And?”

“He's on Salazar's guest list.”

Reed let that sink in, his fingers drumming a silent rhythm on the sticky table. The wood was worn from years of spills and countless hands. “Why hasn't the cook said anything?”

“No idea. I'll find out as soon as we're out of here.”

“Damn. If that's true, we've only got ten days to get everything in position.”

Two women in nothing but bras and G-strings approached the table, their heels clicking on the concrete like a countdown. Serrano pulled the taller one toward him—a slender African American woman who called herself Black Pearl. Her skin glittered in the neon light, as if someone had sprinkled stardust over it. The smaller one, a busty blonde who worked under the name Recherché, slid onto Reed's lap. Her breasts pressed against his chest, warm and soft through the thin lace fabric.

Serrano slipped a twenty into her garter belt, felt the heat of her skin against his fingers, before his hands wandered over her dark, glitter-dusted skin. She smelled of vanilla and musk, a scent that filled his nose and lodged in his head. Reed tucked a ten into the blonde's G-string and buried his face in her neck. His lips found the spot where her pulse beat, quick and fluttering like a trapped bird.

“Hey, Reed.” Serrano called over Black Pearl's shoulder, his voice rough from the whisky. “Is your friend still in?”

“Of course,” came the answer, without Reed lifting his head. His words were muffled by the blonde's soft skin. “Without her, we'd have nothing to discuss here.”

Serrano kissed a line from Black Pearl's collarbone to her breast, tasted salt and glitter on his tongue. He took her small, soft curve into his mouth and bit gently on the nipple. The lace fabric of her bra scratched at his lips. She drew in a sharp breath, her body stiffening for a moment.

“Stop that.” Her tone sounded anything but convincing, her voice trembling slightly. “You know that gets me off.”

“Then tell me why I should stop. You sound like that's a problem.”

“It is. When other men see that, they think they can do the same.”

He released the nipple, kissed his way to the other breast, and repeated the process. Black Pearl pressed her crotch against his thigh and let out a short sound, half protest, half desire. Her fingernails dug into his shoulders, scratching through the fabric of his shirt.

“Enough.” This time it sounded firmer, but her hips were still moving against him. “That's really enough now.”

Serrano pulled away and glanced over his shoulder. Reed's face had disappeared between the blonde's full breasts, his hands kneading her bare ass. Her G-string lay crumpled on the table, a small heap of black lace next to his beer glass.

“Reed.”

“Not now, I'm busy,” came the muffled reply. The blonde threw her head back, her platinum blonde hair falling like a curtain over Reed's face.

“I just wanted to say, Thea's performance in front of the Captain was damn convincing.”

“She's good. We can count on her.”

“Make sure she's available if the date really gets moved up.”

“No stress. Thea's all in. She knows what this operation means to me. This is my best shot this year at the sergeant's badge. If we bring in Salazar, it's promotion time.”

Reed slid a long dark finger between the blonde’s legs, his wrist disappearing between her thighs. She gasped, her eyes widening. “That’s what you should be hoping for, Reed. If you don’t make it this year, guys like Doyle or Brooks are going to pass you by.”

“I know my situation. You don’t need to remind me.”

Reed stroked her slit slowly, feeling the moisture through the thin fabric. Seconds later his fingertip glistened wet in the neon light. The blonde shook her head, but Reed ignored the objection. She tried to pull back—his right arm held her tight, pressed her against him. After a long moment he withdrew his finger, held it under his nose, then in front of her mouth. The scent hit him, salty and warm. Her tongue darted out and licked it clean, her eyes locked on his. She smiled, leaned forward and kissed him, her lips soft and yielding.

“Watch out,” Serrano teased, feeling Black Pearl press tighter against him. “Once Recherché gets her hands on that black cock, she might not let go.”

“Mind your own business.” Reed sounded amused, his voice hoarse with desire. “I’ve got this under control. By the way, you still fucking Verónica?”

“Twice a week. Where do you think I go after I talk to the cook?” Serrano grinned, his hand wandering lower over Black Pearl’s back, feeling her shiver under his touch.

“Can’t blame you. Keep it wet, my friend. Keep it wet.”

* * *

Shortly after midnight, Serrano turned onto SW 55th Ave. The security light flared on the moment he steered into the driveway—a harsh cone that threw the palms along the house wall into sharp relief. The garage door slid up with a hum as he killed the engine. The ticking of the cooling engine mixed with the distant rush of the air conditioning. He climbed out, the humid night heat clinging to his skin, and stepped through the open garage into the house—the door falling shut behind him with a dull thud that cut through the silence.

Darkness enveloped him like warm water. Then a soft hand grasped his—fingers closing around his wrist, pulling him through the narrow hallway into the kitchen. The marble floor was cool under his soles. Before he could get his bearings, arms closed around him—a curvy woman in a silk negligee, the fabric gossamer-thin against his chest, her warmth bleeding through his thin shirt. She lifted her face, pressed her mouth to his, pushed her tongue deep inside without asking. The taste of red wine and something sweeter—honey, maybe—filled his mouth.

“I didn’t expect you tonight, Alejandro.” Verónica’s voice was a whisper against his lips, her breath warm and moist. “And you obviously didn’t expect me either.”

“What makes you say that?” His hands found her waist, feeling the silk slide beneath his palms.

“You smell like a whore.” Matter-of-fact, almost tender. Her fingers traced his collar, as if collecting evidence. “Cheap perfume, discount makeup, coconut oil lotion—you were at the strip club. Some island girl rubbed herself all over you. I knew that smell on Gabriel by heart.” Her voice sharpened at the mention of her dead husband, a blade slowly turning.

“When I leave, I’ll smell like you.” His voice was rough, hoarse from fatigue and the desire pulsing in his belly.

A soft laugh vibrated in her throat. “You think so, Detective Serrano?”

“Head to toe.” His lips grazed her temple, tasting the salt of her skin. “Let’s start with my face.”

He kissed her neck, let his mouth wander lower—his tongue tracing the line of her throat, over the curve of her breasts where the negligee stretched taut, down the line of her belly, until he knelt before her. He pulled her panties down in one motion, feeling the lace tear between his fingers, letting it fall to the floor, and buried his face between her thighs. She tasted warm, sharp, familiar—like salt and musk and something darker that made his tongue burn. Her fingers dug into his hair, holding him tight as her hips pressed against his mouth.

“The bedroom, Alejandro.” Her breath trembled, catching on his name. “The kids shouldn’t catch us like this.” Her voice was muffled, as if she had to drag the words from her throat.

He stood, lips still wet from her, the taste on his tongue like a promise. His knees cracked softly as he straightened. “I’m right behind you.” His eyes followed the sway of her hips as she turned, the negligee swinging around her thighs like liquid shadow.

* * *

An hour later, Serrano rose and reached for his clothes. The sheet stuck to his sweaty back as he climbed out of bed. The smell of their shared lust still hung heavy in the air—salty, musky, thick.

“That’s it? You just stop by to fuck me and now you’re already leaving?” Verónica sat up in bed, her dark hair tumbling in disarray over her bare shoulders. The sheets slipped down, exposing her heavy breasts, nipples still hard and reddened from his teeth.

“You know I can’t stay.” His voice was rough, exhausted. He pulled on his pants, still feeling the throb in his cock.

“Of course. Your wife.” She spat the word like poison. Her fingers clawed at the crumpled sheet.

“Once the divorce goes through, I can do whatever I want. Until then, I have to sleep in my own bed.” He buttoned his shirt, avoiding her gaze in the mirror across the room.

“You can fuck in my bed, but you have to sleep somewhere else? That doesn’t make any sense.” Her voice grew sharper, more cutting. She slid to the edge of the bed, her thighs still slick from him.

“She’s being difficult. And her lawyer’s a real bitch. She wants my balls mounted on her wall as a trophy.” He reached for his belt, the leather cracking in the still air.

“Tell me, Alejandro—was that all you came here for tonight? Just to fuck me? Or do you have something for me?” Verónica stood up, her bare feet meeting the cold wooden floor. She walked toward him, her hips swaying seductively with each step.

“I was actually going to wait until everything was official. But since you’re asking—yes, I have something. We’re planning an operation against Salazar.” His hands paused mid-dress. “I can’t give you details, but in two weeks, a month at most, we should have enough to put him away for the rest of his life. Maybe even more than that.”

“That’s wonderful news, Alejandro. Why didn’t you say so right away?” Her eyes lit up, a dangerous joy flashing in them. She placed her hand on his chest, feeling his heartbeat beneath the thin fabric.

“We’re still working on it. It has to go through channels, you know how it is.” His voice grew quieter, more cautious.

“If you’d told me that earlier, I probably would have let you in my ass too.” Her fingers slid over his chest, her nails scratching lightly over the fabric.

“I should have led with that.” A crooked smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.

“Come back to bed, Alejandro. I think I’m in a celebratory mood.” She pressed against him, her warm breasts soft against his chest. Her breath was hot against his neck.

“Verónica. I can’t.” But his hands were already finding their way to her hips, gripping her soft flesh.

“Where would you rather be? Here, with your cock deep in my tight round ass, or at home with that woman who’d love to castrate you?” Her hand slid down, cupping the bulge in his pants. He was already hard again.

“I can’t stay.” His voice sounded weaker, less convincing.

“I understand. Fine. Then go. I’ll take care of it myself. I’m sure I can find some big, strong man on the internet who’d love to come over and shove his hard cock in my tight little asshole. I’ll manage just fine. Good night, Alejandro.” She turned around, her perfect ass swaying before his eyes. Her voice dripped with feigned indifference.

“Verónica.” His resistance crumbled. The thought of another man between her thighs sent jealousy flaring through him.

“Lock the door when you leave.” She walked back to the bed, bent over and gave him a perfect view of her still glistening pussy between her spread legs.

“All right, you win. Get the lube.” He began unbuttoning his shirt again, his fingers trembling slightly with excitement.

“I don’t think I have any left. Use my lotion from the bathroom counter. And don’t keep me waiting.” She climbed onto the bed, got on all fours and arched her back. Her asshole was a dark, inviting ring between her ass cheeks.

“I’ll be back before you’re even in position.” He rushed to the bathroom, his cock already throbbing painfully in his tight pants.

“Hurry up. I’m so fucking horny.” Her voice followed him, rough with desire. She spread her legs wider, her fingers sliding between her thighs and beginning to rub her clit.


Chapter 3

Three days later they met at a small Jamaican restaurant in Golden Glades. The sweet smell of coconut and pungent spices hung heavy in the air, mingling with the salty aroma of jerk seasoning. Serrano ordered at the counter while Reed pulled four Red Stripe bottles and two ginger beers from the cooler. Condensation from the ice-cold bottles dripped onto his fingers. Trinidad laid out napkins and plastic utensils in the booth, her movements precise, controlled—the way they always got when she was nervous.

Reed slid the ginger beers over to her and set the Red Stripes between himself and Serrano. The glass clinked softly on the Formica table. Serrano came last with an overflowing tray—curried goat, jerk pork, meat patties, rice and peas, and coco bread, all piled high like a small feast. Steam rose in warm waves, making Trinidad swallow involuntarily.

“Don't keep us waiting, coño.” Reed shot him a sharp look, his blue eyes flashing with impatience. “What did the Captain say?”

“Green light.” Serrano lowered the tray onto the table, the plastic bending under the weight. “We're on.”

Trinidad dished out the food, her slender fingers moving deftly between the steaming plates. When she finished, the men's plates were overflowing, while hers held a single meat patty—lonely and lost on the white plastic.

“That's all?” Reed frowned, his fork already hovering over the mountain of curried meat.

“If I'm going to spend all day on a boat in a bikini, surrounded by those women…” she gestured at the men's heaping plates, her voice growing sharper, “I'm not touching that. Actually, I shouldn't even be eating this.” She stared at the patty like it was her enemy.

“Relax, baby.” Reed spooned some from his plate onto hers, the warm sauce seeping over the edge. “None of those bitches look better than you. Besides, there's still a week. Plenty of time.”

“You don't understand.” She pushed the plate an inch away, the scrape against the table like fingernails on a chalkboard. “One extra pound, and they gossip. Point fingers, giggle behind my back. Then I lose my cool and throw one of them overboard, and there goes my cover.” Her fingers gripped the ginger beer so tight her knuckles went white.

“Eyes open, mouth shut, head clear.” Reed leaned forward, his voice dropping lower, more insistent. “If something goes wrong, it'll be hard to get you out.”

The blood in her veins seemed to freeze. “What do you mean, if something goes wrong? You said nothing could go wrong.”

“Thea.” Serrano tapped his finger on the table, the rhythmic knock cutting through the sudden silence. “We always plan for the worst.”

Something inside her clenched, like an invisible fist squeezing her heart. “All of a sudden I'm not so sure about this operation. I thought you had everything figured out.” Her voice came out thinner than she wanted.

“We do, baby, we do.” Reed raised his hand, palm damp from the bottle's condensation. “But there are always factors we can't control.”

“Stop.” She set down her fork, the metal clattering against the plastic. “I don't want to do this anymore.” The words came out before she could hold them back.

“Thea, we won't let anything happen.” Serrano's voice was calm, but she could feel the tension underneath.

“Do you trust me?” Reed looked straight at her, his eyes boring into hers.

One heartbeat. Two. “Yes.”

“We'll look after you.” Serrano set his empty bottle aside, the glass clinking against the tray.

“I'll be out there alone.” The words came out quietly, almost against her will. She felt her throat tighten.

“As soon as you activate the bugs, we'll hear everything. We'll have eyes on you.” Serrano leaned back, his dark eyes resting on her face. “Don't worry.”

“Baby, I swear. We're minutes away. I'd never let anything happen to you.” Reed's voice softened, but the intensity remained.

“I know.” She swallowed, tasting the bitterness of her own fear. “I know. Sorry. I don't know what got into me. I'm sorry.” Her hands trembled slightly as she reached for the bottle.

“It's okay.” Reed threw Serrano a quick glance—a silent exchange they both understood. “Alejandro, can you give us a minute?”

“Sure.” Serrano cracked open his second bottle, the hiss of the cap cutting through the air, and strolled outside. His footsteps faded on the asphalt.

“What's going on, Thea?” Reed's voice was meant only for her now.

“Nothing now.” She exhaled, feeling her shoulders relax. “I lost my nerve for a second. I'm not really trained for this kind of thing.”

“The Captain was impressed with you. He never would've approved this if he wasn't convinced.” Reed leaned forward, his hand reaching across the table.

“You're right.” A small, tired smile flickered across her lips. “Three more weeks and I'm officially in. I'm as ready as I'll ever be.”

“We good?” His fingers touched hers, warm and firm.

“Yeah. Get Alejandro back in.” She squeezed his hand briefly before letting go.

“Be right back.” He stood, his movement making the table wobble slightly.

“I love you.” The words slipped out, spontaneous and sincere.

“I love you too, Thea.” He leaned down and kissed her forehead, his lips warm against her skin.


Chapter 4

Saturday, five in the morning. The city still lay dark as Alejandro and Thea rang Marcus's doorbell. The sound echoed through the empty streets like a heartbeat in the silence. Thea immediately commandeered the coffee machine, her fingers moving deftly over the familiar buttons while the two men spread the Salazar file across the living room floor. The paper rustled like dry leaves, each document another layer in a web of danger and deception.

She handed out mugs, the porcelain warm against her palms, then set her own on the coffee table and stirred in three heaping spoonfuls of sugar. The crystals dissolved in spirals before she added a long pour of cream that snaked through the dark coffee like a cloud. She sank to the floor, her back against a worn armchair, the old leather cool against her spine.

“Pass me the photos, Thea.”

She reached for the stack beside her feet, felt the smooth surfaces of the pictures between her fingers, and passed it over. Then she resumed her starting position—legs spread wide, thighs at a right angle to the floor, her muscles already taut in anticipation of the stretches to come.

“Everyone focus.” Alejandro's gaze swept over them both, his dark eyes serious and watchful. “One hour, then we need to be done. After that, there's no going back.”

“We've been over this a million times.” Thea rolled her eyes as she wrapped her hands around her ankles. “I could recite Alejandro's entire briefing in my sleep. Ramón the cook, no eye contact, magnetic transmitter, green bug.”

She bent her torso to the left, stretching over her extended leg, felt the pull in her hip like a hot wire, held for five seconds, straightened, switched sides. Her movements were fluid, controlled—a ritual of preparation.

“Thea.” Marcus's voice cut through the room like a blade. “This is serious. People have died.”

“I know.” A quick breath, her ribs expanding beneath the thin fabric of her top. “I'm just tense this morning. Stretching helps me think clearly.”

“The time…”

“I apologized. Move on.” Her voice carried an edge that silenced both men.

Alejandro held up a photo, the paper rustling softly in the morning stillness. A man in his mid-thirties stared back at her—unkempt black hair falling across his forehead, a bushy mustache hiding his mouth, eyes carrying the hunted look of someone who never really sleeps, who's always looking over his shoulder.

“This is Ramón, also known as 'the cook.' Your contact. No eye contact, no words, no sign of recognition—unless he speaks to you first. Understood?” Alejandro's finger tapped the photo, touching the man's face like a warning.

“Yes.”

“There can't be the slightest hint that you know each other. One wrong look, one moment of recognition, and you're both dead.”

“Understood.” Thea reached for her coffee mug—the porcelain had gone cool—and took a long sip. The sweetness burned on her tongue.

The next photo slid across the floor. An older man in an expensive jacket smiled stiffly at the camera, blond hair combed over a bald spot—an attempt that failed miserably and only underscored his desperation.

“Terrence Cole. Owns strip clubs all over South Florida. We suspect he's helping Salazar launder Waldhorst's money through his clubs. If he shows up at this party, the whole thing is legit. Keep your ears open, watch who he talks to, how he moves.” Alejandro's voice dropped lower, more insistent.

“Yes, sir.”

Next came a powerfully built Black man, the photo catching him in a moment of concentration. His bald head gleamed under neon light, a goatee and mustache framing his mouth, and his eyes were like polished stones—hard, impenetrable, dangerous.

“Victor Baptiste. Salazar's electronics expert. He can't catch you placing the transmitter or the bug. No one can—but especially not him. This man can smell a bug from a hundred yards away.”

“Got it.” Thea shifted position, pulling one knee to her chest and wrapping both arms around it.

The last photo landed in front of her like a verdict. A Latino man with short dark hair perfectly styled, a black mustache and goatee framing a mouth that never smiled, and dark eyes that revealed nothing except the certainty that he had already won.

“This is Salazar. You don't approach him. Under any circumstances. Keep as much distance as possible. He's killed cops. He'll kill you if he finds out you are one.” Alejandro's words fell like hammer blows into the silence.

“Good thing I'm not one yet.” Thea released her knee, stretched out her leg, felt the pull in her hip.

“Take this seriously, Thea.” Marcus looked at her, searching her hazel eyes as if he might find some guarantee of her safety there. “These are dangerous men. Killers.”

“I am serious, baby.” She turned to the folder, her fingers gliding over the remaining documents until she came across another photo still tucked inside. The paper felt different—older, more worn. “Who's this?”

“Montoya.” Serrano's voice faltered, breaking like a wave against rock. “Gabriel Montoya. My former partner. He was killed trying to infiltrate Salazar's organization.”

Thea took the photo with both hands, as if it were fragile. A young face looked back at her, barely older than she was. Striking features, black hair gleaming in the sun, teeth as white and straight as a movie star's. But it was the eyes that held her, that forced her to look. Ice blue. Radiant. Alive on a piece of paper showing a dead man.

“He was gorgeous.” Almost a whisper, her voice cracking. “His wife must miss him terribly.”

Reed choked back a laugh, the sound catching in his throat. Serrano reached for the photo, his fingers brushing hers before he slipped it from Thea’s grasp.

A long pause stretched between them like a taut rope. “I’m sure she does.” He turned the photo over and set it aside, as if he could bury the memory with it. “I’m sure she does.”

Alejandro unrolled two sheets of paper from a long carrying tube and spread them on the floor. The paper crackled as it unfolded, revealing technical drawings rendered in precise lines.

“The yacht’s floor plan.” He tapped the left sheet, his fingertip leaving a small smudge on the white paper. “First thing you do: find a metal surface on the exterior that’s out of sight. The top of the transmitter is magnetic. The undersides of these fighting chairs back here would be ideal.” He circled two chairs at the stern with a red pen. “Alternatively, this ladder or this railing.” Two more marks, the ink still glistening. “Neither is as good, but you take what you can reach unobserved. The ladder only if you can get a rung below eye level.”

“Got it.” Thea leaned forward, studying the drawing, committing every line to memory.

“Here’s the transmitter.” A plastic capsule appeared in his palm, barely four centimeters long, just over two and a half in diameter. The black plastic gleamed dully in the lamplight. “Open the capsule, take out the transmitter, twist it clockwise to activate, attach it to the metal surface. Toss the capsule overboard. When you hear the click, it’s active.”

“How long does the battery last?”

“Four hundred hours. More than enough.”

“Good.” She took the capsule, felt its weight in her palm, turned it between her fingers.

“Then down to the lower deck. Here’s the main cabin, here’s the lounge, here’s the conference room.” Three fingers on three rooms, his knuckles brushing the paper. “This is the bug.” A green capsule this time, slightly smaller, lighter. “Open it, take it out, turn the dial clockwise. Under a table, under a shelf, inside a lamp—somewhere no one will look. The adhesive sticks to any smooth surface. After that, back to the party. Serve drinks, smile until it’s over. Ortega’s boat will bring you back. We’ll be waiting in the marina parking lot.”

“And during the party?”

“We’ll be in a fishing boat less than a mile out. We’ll hear everything you hear.”

“We’ve got you, baby.” Marcus leaned forward, his hand briefly touching her knee. “If anything goes wrong—one word from you, and we’re coming.”

Alejandro handed her a shopping bag, the plastic rustling in the silence.

“Your uniform.”

Thea reached in and pulled out a tiny yellow bikini. The fabric was barely more than a whisper, the triangles no bigger than her palms.

“Size thirty-six? What the hell?” She held up the tiny scraps of fabric, the yellow garish under the lamplight.

“I thought... last time... the blue one...” Marcus fumbled for words, his cheeks reddening.

“Do I look fat to you? I wear a thirty-four, you idiot.” Her voice cut through the air like a whip.

“I’m sorry.”

“And I’m supposed to wear this all day? That’s it?” She let the bikini slide through her fingers, feeling the slick synthetic material.

“The cook says that’s what all the service girls wear,” Alejandro said. “Be glad you’re not one of the entertainment girls.”

“Why?” Thea paused, a sudden chill creeping up her spine.

“They don’t even get the bikini.” A short laugh that sounded like breaking glass.

“You mean...”

“Exactly. Naked. All day. For the guests’ entertainment.”

“I’ll take the bikini.” A brief pause as she stuffed the scraps of fabric back into the bag. “Just one more question: where am I supposed to hide the capsules until I need them?”

“Reed, you want to take this one?”

“Uh, sure.” Marcus turned to her, his eyes looking everywhere but at her. “Baby, I think you already know there’s really only one option here, right?”

“I was afraid you’d say that.” Thea felt her cheeks flush, a wave of shame and anger washing through her.

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine.” She looked at him, one corner of her mouth twitching into a bitter smile. “Just for next time—if I have to smuggle electronic contraband in my pussy, you could at least make sure it vibrates?”

The silence that followed was so thick it threatened to choke them. Outside, the city was beginning to wake, but in here time seemed to stand still, trapped between fear and what was coming.


Chapter 5

At ten to six, Thea pulled into the Coconut Grove Marina. A white Dodge van sat in the shade of a tree—she parked in the empty spot beside it, locked her car, and climbed into the passenger side. The smell of cold coffee and cigarettes hit her, mixed with the salty breath of the nearby bay.

“Good morning. I'm Thea.”

“No.” The man with the bushy mustache and tattooed arms studied her without smiling. His eyes were hard as stone, and his fingers drummed impatiently on the steering wheel. “You're Zelina. Got it? Zelina.”

“Zelina.” The word felt foreign on her tongue, like a shoe that didn't fit.

“Right. Zelina Cruz.”

“Zelina Cruz.” She repeated it mechanically, her stomach tightening. The name tasted of lies and danger.

“Don't forget it. Whoever asks—you're Zelina Cruz.” His voice was rough from smoking, every word a warning.

“Understood.” She nodded, her throat suddenly dry. “And you're the cook?”

“Ramón. But everyone calls me Chef.” He turned away and reached for a crumpled cigarette pack on the dashboard.

“Nice to meet you, Chef. I'm The—Zelina.” She nearly stumbled over her own name. “Who is Zelina, anyway?”

“She's sleeping right now in that Toyota by the entrance. Last night I pumped enough booze and Ambien into her that she'll be out for a few more hours. Serrano reports her before she wakes up—then she spends the weekend at Krome Detention Center, and by Monday night ICE will have shipped her back to Guatemala.” He shrugged like he was talking about the weather. “This weekend, you're Zelina.”

Thea's palms grew damp. The thought of a real Zelina lying unconscious in a car somewhere while she stole her identity made her heart beat faster. “One more thing—”

“No time.” He cut her off, his voice sharp as a razor. “Go to dock eight. The others are already there. I'll come once I've unloaded my stuff. Don't talk to anyone unless they talk to you first. And don't talk to me at all.”

She opened her mouth to protest, but Chef raised a finger to his lips—a gesture that was both paternal and threatening. He pointed at the door handle. Thea nodded, her throat tight, and got out. With each step toward the boat, she felt the lie settling around her like a second skin.

The walk was short, but every step seemed to echo in her head. At a berth where a twenty-three-foot Sea Ray was being readied for departure, nineteen young women crowded together. The deck vibrated beneath their feet from the idling engines. Seven wore yellow bikinis like the one Thea had on; the other twelve wore shorts, skirts, and tops. All of them between eighteen and twenty-five, slim, tanned, flawless. The sweet scent of sunscreen mixed with the salt smell of the water and the heavy perfume some of the women wore.

Thea studied the faces around her—some tired, others tense, all with the same hungry gleam in their eyes. She recognized the signs: women ready to do anything for the right price.

Five minutes later, Chef appeared with a cart full of coolers and supplies. Ice crackled in the containers. Two men helped him unload and stow everything in the main cabin—their movements professional, routine. Then they directed the women aboard. Most crowded into the cabin, but there wasn't room for everyone. The smell of too many bodies in a tight space—sweat, perfume, and nervousness—quickly became overwhelming.

Thea found a spot at the stern, her back against the transom. The fiberglass was already warm from the morning sun. Two brightly dressed women settled beside her—a redhead in a skimpy dress that revealed more than it hid, and a brunette with lips painted molten red. Thea knew immediately how they made their money. The way they moved, how they owned the space—pure, calculated sensuality.

“First trip?” the redhead asked, studying Thea's tense posture.

“No,” Thea lied automatically. “Just tired.”

The brunette laughed, a throaty, smoky sound. “We're all tired, sweetie. But the money wakes us right up.”

Around seven-thirty, the boat cast off. Most of the women had been dozing, their bodies relaxed against the vibrations of the hull; the roar of the engines jolted everyone awake except the deepest sleepers. Thea felt her stomach rise as the boat began to rock. The Sea Ray puttered slowly out of the marina and into the channel, flanked by tall markers on both sides. The water here was still calm, greenish and murky with harbor sediment.

Just past Stiltsville, where the bay gave way to open ocean, the driver opened up the throttle and turned southeast. The bow wave foamed white, and salty spray whipped across the deck. Thea licked her lips and tasted the sea—wild and endless.

At nine o'clock he throttled back. Thea looked up—and froze.

What lay on the water didn't look like a ship. It looked like something that had fallen from another world. At least a hundred and twenty feet of pure steel, angular and streamlined, painted metallic gray that blazed in the morning sun. Tinted glass everywhere, reflecting light like black mirrors. On the roof rose a forest of antennas and satellite dishes, as if a communications station had decided to sink itself into the sea. Against the sparkling blue water and bright sky, the vessel looked like some precious, threatening alien thing—too perfect, too cold, too powerful for this world.

“Holy shit,” the redhead murmured beside her. “That's not a boat. That's a floating fortress.”

The crew threw fenders over the port side while the captain maneuvered alongside. The rubber squeaked against the yacht's steel hull. A ladder descended from the yacht's deck to the waterline—each rung gleaming like polished silver. One by one the women climbed up to the main deck, their bare feet slipping on the wet metal. Once everyone was safely aboard, a net hoisted the supplies up after them. Thea was the last to climb, and as her feet touched the deck, she felt her life change forever.

* * *

The first thing Thea noticed when she boarded the yacht was a discrepancy. The floor plan Serrano had shown her didn’t match. Three levels instead of two, and the outer decks far too narrow for an event of this magnitude. A quiet unease crept up her back like cold fingers digging into her spine.

The twelve entertainers disappeared upstairs, their high heels clacking on the metal steps like a countdown. Thea and the other seven serving girls were led by the cook into the galley, where they were assigned tasks. His voice was rough from cigarette smoke, his eyes wandering over their bodies with the casualness of a butcher appraising meat. They spent the rest of the morning transforming the conference room, the dining salon, and two lounges, loading platters, polishing glasses. Every surface had to gleam, every corner perfectly arranged. A DJ hauled in his equipment and set it up in the conference room, the bass already vibrating through the walls as he tested it, making Thea’s chest tremble. By 1:00 p.m., preparations were complete, and the girls were given an hour to eat and freshen up.

Thea used the free time to explore the yacht. The salty sea breeze carried the smell of diesel and something else—something sweet, sticky, that she couldn’t identify. She didn’t get far. At the stairway junction to the other levels stood an armed guard, legs planted wide, his stare empty. His fingers rested loosely on his pistol grip, as if violence were as natural to him as breathing. The sleeping cabins below deck—locked. Heavy metal bolts that looked like they could have come from a prison. The entertainment salon on the upper deck—unreachable. What remained was the middle level: conference room, dining salon, two lounges, galley, a changing room, and a card room. Like a cage of polished wood and brass.

Shortly before 2:00 p.m., the first guests arrived. A brightly painted Cigarette boat pulled alongside, its engines roaring like angry beasts before falling silent. Two men and two women climbed up the ladder, their movements smooth and confident. Thea watched as their expensive suits and dresses clung to their bodies—silk that promised power and danger in equal measure. The boat roared away as soon as they were aboard, and a 57-foot Hatteras glided to the stern, deposited eight passengers, then pulled away again. The smell of burned fuel mixed with heavy perfumes and the metallic taste of fear on Thea’s tongue. An older but immaculate Donzi followed with three more guests.

For two hours it was the same routine. Speedboats and yachts pulled alongside, spat out their cargo, and disappeared like ghosts on the water. Most guests were led into the conference room, their voices a deep murmur of different languages and accents. Individual men—Thea noticed with a shiver—were discreetly led upstairs, their eyes gleaming with an intensity that turned her stomach.

The serving girls were divided up. Four for drinks, four for hors d’oeuvres. Thea grabbed a silver tray, the metal cold under her fingertips, allowing her to move unobtrusively between kitchen and salon. The weight of the glasses and carafes settled into her shoulders, her muscles already tensing after the first few rounds.

At first it was manageable. But with each hour the rooms filled, and the spacious yacht began to feel like a sardine can. The air grew thicker, heavier, saturated with alcohol fumes and the sweet smell of sweat under expensive clothing. Thea had never worked as a server before, and she was surprised to find she could only move freely when the tray was empty. Navigating through the crowd with a loaded tray demanded her full attention—every step had to be calculated, every turn deliberate—and so she missed when Terrence Cole pulled up in a gleaming Cigarette boat and was immediately escorted upstairs.

Starting at 6:00 p.m., there were rolling breaks, half an hour each, always two girls at a time. Thea had drawn the last slot—of course. Fate seemed to be mocking her. Until 7:30 p.m. she stayed on her feet, her soles throbbing in the high heels, her calves burning.

When her break finally came, she headed straight for the outer deck. The sea breeze hit her face like a slap—salt and freedom. The stern was occupied by smoking guests, their cigarettes glowing in the twilight like malevolent eyes. She circled the superstructure and reached the bow, where she found a metal railing—suitable for the transmitter—but the dark windows staring back at her in silence sent a tingle across her skin. Like black mirrors that knew her secrets. She kept going until she found a spot without windows and without witnesses.

Thea looked left, looked right. Then she crouched down on the deck, the surface rough and cold under her knees, reached between her thighs, and pulled the first capsule from her bikini. The plastic was warm from her body heat, damp from her sweat. Her fingers opened it, and the transmitter lay in her palm like a tiny promise of hope. She flicked it on, threw the empty capsule overboard, and searched for a suitable spot. A metal frame next to one of the black windows—but the window wouldn’t let her go. It stared at her like a sleeping predator. She circled the deck again, her steps quiet on the slippery metal.

Two rounds later she realized time was running out. No clock, but the feeling sat in her stomach like a cold stone. Ten more minutes, maybe less. Her palms were damp, her heart pounding in her ears. She looked around one last time, knelt down, and stuck the transmitter to the underside of a railing—a few meters from one of those black windows that watched her like sleeping eyes. The adhesive held immediately, irreversibly.

Then back through the crowd, toward the stairs. The smell of expensive perfumes and alcohol hit her like a wall. The guard blocked her path in both directions, his presence as immovable as a boulder. She retreated into the conference room, let her gaze sweep the packed space, and thought through the options. Men in tailored suits leaned over tables, their voices muted but intense. None of the locations Serrano had mentioned were accessible. The cabins—locked. The salon—locked. The conference room—full. The mission: failed. The word hammered in her head like a death sentence.

Her mouth tight, she returned to the galley, picked up a tray, and dove back into the crowd. The metal was cold and heavy in her hands, an anchor in the chaos around her. Six more hours before the party was supposed to end. Six hours to find a way. Six hours before it was all over.


Chapter 6

Shortly after 10 p.m., Thea was heading back to the galley with an empty tray when she heard the unmistakable sound—someone retching in the head. The gagging cut through the muffled drone of the engines like a knife through silk. She set the tray down, metal clattering against the counter. Her knuckles went white as she gripped the edge and listened.

She knocked. No answer. A minute later, another heave, then the rush of the flush. The sound of water splashing against porcelain mixed with a soft whimper. She thought about who to get. The cook? What could he do? Another server? A crew member? Her palms grew damp as she stood outside the locked door, letting the seconds tick by.

Just as she was about to turn away, the doorknob turned. The metal squeaked softly. The door swung open a crack, and warm, humid air rushed out—thick with the sour smell of vomit and something else, something rawer. Thea peered inside.

A naked blonde knelt in front of the toilet, face hanging over the rim. Her spine jutted sharply beneath pale skin, every vertebra visible, as if she were collapsing inward. Thea stepped inside, the cold tile burning under her bare feet. She turned the bolt—the click echoed in the cramped space—and dropped to her knees beside her. The porcelain was ice-cold against her skin.

With a steady hand, she gathered the long, sweat-damp hair and held it back as the next wave tore through the woman’s body. The strands were sticky between her fingers, laced with something she’d rather not identify.

When the spasm passed, the woman looked up. Her face was flushed, makeup smeared, black mascara streaking down both cheeks like war paint on a defeated warrior. Eyes bloodshot, lips cracked and swollen. Dried semen clung to her hair and between her thighs, white traces on bronze skin. She reeked of sex, weed, alcohol—and whatever had just gone into the bowl. A cocktail of desperation and excess.

“Thank you,” she whispered, her voice thin as cigarette paper.

Thea filled a paper cup with water from the tiny sink and held it out. The water sloshed slightly—her hand trembling, barely perceptible.

“You okay?”

“I’m… I’ll be… oh God.” The blonde jerked her head back toward the bowl, a dry heave wracking her body. Her ribs rose and fell like a hunted animal’s.

“I can’t do this anymore.” Her voice cracked, shattering into a thousand sharp splinters. “I want to go home.” The words came like a prayer, a plea to a god who’d long since stopped listening.

“That’s not an option.” Thea stroked her back, slow and steady. The skin was hot and damp, the muscles beneath knotted tight as wire. “Four more hours, at least.”

“I can’t go back up there.” The words came out choppy, broken by sobs that shook her whole body. “The men… there are so many. I’m so wasted.” She pressed her palms against her eyes, as if she could push away the images burning there.

“I have an idea. First, let’s get you cleaned up.”

Thea wrung out a towel over the sink, water dripping rhythmically onto the floor. She wiped her face—gently, methodically, like restoring a broken work of art. Then her chest, where salty sweat mingled with other fluids. Her thighs—the semen, the slime, the traces of a night that had gone too far. Finally, she rinsed gently between her legs, warm water running over swollen, irritated flesh.

When she finished, she stripped off her own bikini—the tiny fabric triangles sliding over her skin like silk—and pulled it onto the blonde. The black material stretched over unfamiliar curves, a thin layer of decency over bare skin.

“Go to the galley. Tell the cook you’re filling in for Zelina. You’ll be carrying a tray around for the rest of the night—but you won’t have to go back to the hell you just came from. Can you handle that?”

“Yes.” A nod, hesitant but firm. “I was a waitress before I became a whore.” The words came like a confession, like a memory from another life.

“Why do you do this?”

“The money. And the drugs are better.” A bitter smile flickered across her lips, then vanished.

“Okay. Give me a minute.”

Thea opened cabinets, rummaged through drawers with the efficiency of a thief. Metal scraped against metal, plastic clattered. She laid out what she found on the marble counter: an eyeliner with a broken tip, two lipsticks in different shades of red, a nearly empty bottle of foundation that barely made a sound when shaken. Plus a can of hairspray and a brush with stray hairs caught in the bristles.

She applied the foundation, spreading the thin layer with her fingertips until her natural skin tone vanished. She drew the eyeliner thick and heavy—line over line—until her eyes looked like a predator’s. Then the lipstick, dark red as dried blood. She raked her hair upward, teased it in every direction until it stood around her head like a mane. A long cloud of hairspray sealed the volume, the chemical smell burning her eyes.

She studied herself in the mirror—a stranger stared back, harder, more dangerous. She traced the eyeliner again, darkening the lines until they looked like war paint, then turned to the blonde.

“Back to work. Your name is Zelina now. Got it?”

“Yes.” Her voice already sounded firmer, as if the new name had stiffened her spine.

“Let’s go.”

She opened the door, the bolt clicking back. She sent the blonde toward the galley with a look that brooked no argument and headed the opposite way herself. Her bare feet automatically found the rhythm, the floor vibrating beneath the ship’s engines.

Her walk changed with every step: hips swaying wider, shoulders rolling smoothly, her gaze sharpening into a weapon. She was no longer the helpful server—she was predator and prey at once, dangerous and vulnerable in the same breath. She headed straight for the guard at the stairwell, her naked skin gleaming in the dim corridor light.

The man didn’t move—until her hand landed between his legs and her mouth pressed against his ear. His muscles tensed with surprise; she felt his breath catch.

“Do they ever let you guys come upstairs?” Her skin pressed against his chest—naked, warm, a living invitation. She smelled his sweat, the cheap aftershave, the arousal already rising in him.

“Not likely,” he rumbled, his voice rougher than intended.

“Shame.” A sigh that hinted at exactly the right things—disappointment mixed with promise. “I’ve been waiting all day for a real cock. You know what I mean?” Her fingers moved slightly, just enough to hold his full attention.

“Maybe next time. Tonight’s VIPs only.” His voice trembled slightly, the professional tone fighting what his body wanted.

“I think you’re a VIP.” The words were honey and poison at once, sweet and dangerous.

She kissed him on the cheek—her lips leaving a wet trail on his skin—squeezed him once firmly, felt him pulse against her hand, and climbed the stairs. Every step was a conquest, every movement a silent triumph. The darkness above waited, but she was ready.

* * *

The first impression that hit Thea when her trembling hand pushed open the door to the main salon wasn’t an image—it was a smell. Cigar and marijuana smoke had settled like a second skin over every object in the room, heavy and sweet, almost tangible. The air was so thick she could taste it, bitter and sticky like old honey. On the lower decks, guests went outside when they wanted to smoke; the aft deck with the jacuzzi was designated for that. The VIPs followed no such rules.

Thea slid along the wall, her palms damp against the cool wood, searching for a suitable spot for the transmitter. What she saw surprised her: open sex was the exception, not the rule. Almost. A tattooed blonde girl knelt on the floor, both arms and back densely covered in ink. A massive man with broad shoulders and a cock that barely fit in a mouth gripped her head with both hands and drove himself deep into her throat. The wet sound of saliva and suppressed gagging filled the air. Drool ran down her chin onto her chest; mascara drew black lines across her cheeks. Still, she didn’t complain. She swallowed, gagged, held on. A pig.

On a sofa lay an older man. Slightly stocky, blond hair already graying at the temples. A Black woman with long braids and a body like something from a dream rode him, hands on his shoulders. Her skin gleamed with sweat; every movement made her breasts bounce. He pinched her nipples, hard, without warning. She responded with her hips—faster when the pain increased, slower when it subsided. A precise, cruel game. Her breathing became ragged panting. Thea recognized him immediately: Cole. The club owner. Another pig.

At a low wooden table, four men sat around a card game, naked like the four women accompanying them. One knelt between the dealer’s legs, working him with her mouth, her movements mechanical and rhythmic; the other three sat on laps, leaned back, let themselves be touched. The clacking of poker chips mixed with muffled moaning.

The rest of the room spread across sofas, armchairs, the floor. Twelve, maybe fifteen men in various stages of undress, five more naked women, glasses in hands, voices shouting over each other. At the bar in the back of the salon, two men stood poking each other in the chest until the bartender slid them their drinks; then they laughed and left. Baptiste and Salazar are nowhere to be seen.

Along the back wall stood tables, loaded as if for a feast. Cheese, bread, crackers, sliced fruit. Spanish ham on the bone with black hoof, lamb chops, grilled beef and pork, sausages in all shapes. The smell of roasted meat and spices hit her, made her mouth water. And at the end: ice sculptures in female form, cradling stone crabs, shrimp, oysters, mussels, sushi and sashimi. The ice melted slowly, forming small puddles on the white tablecloth.

Thea’s stomach clenched. She hadn’t eaten since early afternoon, had sacrificed dinner to the mission. Now all this stood before her, and hunger was stronger than discipline. Her hands trembled slightly as she approached the buffet.

She reached for a piece of Manchego, ate it with a cracker. The salty taste exploded on her tongue. A ripe strawberry that burst in her mouth, releasing sweet juice. A small sausage—too spicy—burned in her throat. A piece of ham that melted on her tongue. Then on to the last table, a shrimp in her hand, her gaze already on the sushi.

“Have you tried the fugu yet?”

She spun around. Blood rushed to her face.

Before her stood a man she hadn’t heard coming—a massive presence that filled the space through sheer physicality alone. His skin was fair, with a slightly rosy, healthy complexion. His blond hair was short and cleanly cut, giving his square face and broad forehead a down-to-earth, serious look. A well-groomed three-day beard emphasized his taut cheeks and sharp jawline. His body was far from slender; he was extremely muscular, built like a powerlifter. His shoulders were extremely broad and so heavily rounded they dominated his entire silhouette. Under the tight white T-shirt that threatened to burst, massive pecs and a deep, broad chest strained against the fabric. His upper arms were enormous, the muscle bellies thick and heavy.

Although he wore simple jeans that sat low on his hips, the fabric could barely contain his massive thighs. His pants outlined a substantial bulge that left nothing to the imagination. Thea felt blood rush to her face and goosebumps prickle her arms; the sheer, raw mass of this 265-pound man pulled at her like gravity she couldn’t resist. Her nipples hardened as her gaze lingered on his imposing figure.

“The... what?” she managed after a moment. Her voice came out hoarse.

“Fugu. Japanese pufferfish. Properly prepared, the best fish in any ocean.” His voice was deep, velvety smooth, with an accent she couldn’t place.

“And improperly prepared?”

“Poisonous. No antidote.” He smiled, and she saw perfectly white teeth. “Death comes within minutes.”

“Why would anyone eat that?”

“Like so many things in life: great risk, great reward.” A brief pause. His eyes wandered over her face as if studying every detail. “Are you someone who takes risks—forgive me, I don’t believe I know your name yet.”

“Zelina. Zelina Cruz.” She heard herself speak as if the voice came from somewhere else. “And no. Risks aren’t my thing.”

“Strange.” His gaze traveled over her, calm and precise as a scalpel. “You strike me as someone who knows exactly what she’s risking, and what she gets in return.” He stepped closer. She could smell him—sandalwood and something darker, more dangerous.

“You’re confusing me with someone else.”

“Perhaps.” He tilted his head. “Curious, though—I don’t remember seeing you earlier today.”

Thea’s heart skipped a beat. Blood rushed in her ears.

“One of the other girls got sick. They sent me up as a replacement.”

“How unfortunate for her.” He sounded sincere. “But honestly, I’m glad. Otherwise I would have worried about my eyes. Or my memory. Someone like you doesn’t go unnoticed.”

He stepped closer and slipped his arm around her, pulling her against his chest. His skin was warm, almost hot, and she felt the hard muscles beneath the smooth surface. Then he leaned down and kissed her.

Her mouth opened before she decided. His tongue touched her lips, and she let him in—let him deeper, felt her knees go weak, felt warmth spreading through her and pooling deep between her thighs. His hand slid down her back, leaving a trail of heat on her skin. He grabbed her ass, squeezed firmly, then let her go. The loss of his touch made her sway forward.

“I... I think I’ll try the fugu.” Her voice sounded breathless, foreign. Her lips still burned from his kiss.

“You won’t be disappointed.”

He picked up a piece of the raw fish with chopsticks and held it out to her. The fillet was translucent white, almost pearlescent in the light. Thea looked at the delicate fillet, looked into his dark brown eyes, looked at the fillet again. Then she closed her eyes and opened her mouth.

The taste exploded on her tongue—complex, pure, incomparable. The flesh was firm yet tender, with a hint of ocean and something else, something dangerous. She let it sit for a moment, then chewed slowly and swallowed. A warm tingling spread through her mouth.

“That’s... incredible.” The words came before she could hold them back. “Better than sex.”

He smiled. “That depends.”

“On what?”

“Not on what—on who.” His gaze rested on her, unhurried. “I’m convinced that sex with you would put any fish in this world to shame.”

Thea’s smile froze. Reality returned like cold water.

She was a cop posing as a whore, on a ship full of men who made people disappear. And she had just started flirting. How did I get here?

“Too kind.” She forced a smile. “Words like that will get you anywhere.”

“Oh, Zelina.” He spoke her false name as if tasting it. “There are so many places I want to go with you.”

“We’ll visit them all, Señor. May I try a little more of the fugu first?”

“Eat as much as you like. Then get yourself a drink—and come to me.”

“Just a moment.”

“Not too long.” The smile he gave her had fangs. “You’ve whetted my appetite.”

Then he turned and walked away. His movements were fluid, feline. Thea watched his back muscles shift beneath the bronze skin.

Thea reached for another piece of fugu, but fear had stripped it of all taste. The flesh felt like rubber in her mouth. At the bar, she ordered a tequila and knocked it back before the glass had even settled on the black granite. The alcohol burned her throat, made her eyes water. Then a second. A third. Somewhere between the first and third, the alcohol reached her brain, and she decided she had waited long enough. Warmth spread through her stomach, relaxing her cramped muscles.

She set down the glass and scanned the room.


Chapter 7

A man in his forties sat on a long leather sofa, his presence filling the room like heavy perfume. The dark leather creaked softly under his weight as he leaned back. Beside him, a brunette had her mouth pressed to his neck, her lips moving over his tanned skin like a cat marking territory. Wet trails glistened where her tongue had touched him. He raised a crystal tumbler to his lips, the amber whiskey sloshing lazily against the glass. Then he lowered it with deliberate slowness and looked directly at Thea. His eyes bored into hers, dark and penetrating, as if he could read her thoughts like an open book.

He’s calling me over.

Thea stood, her movements strangely sluggish. Her legs felt heavy, as if she were wading through warm, viscous water. Each step seemed to take an eternity. The man patted the leather beside him, a brief, inviting sound that echoed in the muted atmosphere. The leather was warm from body heat, almost damp under her palms as she sat down. The brunette didn’t look up as Thea settled—only then did she notice why: the woman’s legs twitched almost imperceptibly, her muscles tensing rhythmically, and the man’s left hand had disappeared between her thighs. His fingers moved there slowly, methodically. The brunette’s breathing was shallow and rapid, small gasps escaping her lips. Her cheeks glowed with arousal, a rosy flush spreading down to her neck.

“Am I interrupting?” Thea let the question hang in the sultry air, watching his eyes drift lazily over the scene before him—the half-naked woman on the sofa, her chest rising and falling heavily, her skin shimmering in the dim light. “I can wait.”

“Not at all.” He withdrew his hand, unhurried. His fingers glistened in the dim light, wet from her. He regarded them for a moment, as if admiring a work of art, before casually wiping them on a cloth.

He turned to the brunette as if she were a piece of furniture he’d briefly forgotten—or a pet patiently waiting for his attention. His gaze was cool, distant.

“What was your name again?”

“Zelina,” Thea answered.

“Of course.” He smiled—cold, calculating, like a predator toying with its prey. “Zelina, this is Paloma. Paloma—Zelina.” His voice carried a trace of amusement, as if he were laughing at a private joke.

“Uh. Hello.” Thea’s voice sounded strange to her own ears, too high, too uncertain. She felt her throat tighten as she took in the scene before her—the way the brunette clung to the man, her eyes glassy with desire, her fingers clawing at the leather.

Paloma rolled her head to the side and looked up. Reddened eyes, heavy and veiled—and yet, a face that burned. Jet-black hair in wild strands stuck to her sweat-slicked shoulders. Skin several shades darker than Thea’s own, a warm caramel tone shimmering in the dim light. Legs that went on forever, and a neckline that left almost nothing to the imagination. Her heavy breasts threatened to spill from the tiny dress, dark nipples clearly outlined beneath the thin fabric.

“Hello, Zelina.” Her voice was a lazy purr, rough from too much alcohol and too little sleep. “Are you playing with us?”

The question hung between them like a noose. Thea felt her throat constrict.

“I need to take care of something.” The man stood, taking his tumbler. The ice clinked softly against the glass. “Will you two get acquainted in the meantime?”

“Of course,” Thea said. Her tongue felt thick and dry. “Take your time.”

“I’ll be right back. Paloma will make sure you’re comfortable.”

He disappeared into the crowd, his aftershave leaving a heavy trail in the air—sandalwood and dominance.

Paloma looked at Thea and smiled crookedly. Her pupils were dilated, black holes in brown eyes.

“You’re hot.”

“You’re drunk.” Thea sat carefully on the edge of the sofa, feeling the warmth of Paloma’s body through the leather.

“Kiss me.” She leaned forward, her breath heavy with gin. Thea pulled back, but Paloma simply fell further into her, her heavy breasts pressing against Thea’s arm. “Stop moving,” she murmured, her lips grazing Thea’s ear.

“I think you need some water first.” Thea tried to keep her at arm’s length, but Paloma’s skin was damp and slippery.

“You know what I think?” Paloma blinked slowly, like a cat in the sun. “That you’ve never been with a woman.”

The words hit like a blow. Thea’s cheeks burned.

“I’m not going to discuss this with you right now.”

“Do you want us both to die?” A whisper, sharp as a cut. Paloma’s fingers dug into Thea’s wrist. “He wants to see us together.”

Thea felt the ground shift beneath her. The operation, so carefully planned in Nikolai’s apartment, had transformed into something she could no longer control. The sweat between her breasts turned cold. She closed her eyes. Breathed deep. And leaned forward.

Paloma’s mouth grazed Thea’s full lower lip—barely any pressure, barely any touch, and yet it shot through her body like an electric shock. Her nipples hardened painfully beneath the thin fabric. She froze. Then she returned the kiss, her lips parting involuntarily.

“This really is your first time, isn't it?” Paloma's breath was hot against her skin.

“Yes.” Her voice trembled, her upper lip quivering. “Damn, yes.”

“Just follow my lead.” Paloma stroked her arm, her fingertips leaving trails like fire. With her mouth close to Thea's ear, she let her tongue flick briefly over the earlobe. “I'll take care of you. Trust me.”

Thea looked into Paloma's large brown eyes. Could she trust her? No idea. Would Paloma actually help her? Even less certain. But a shaky ally was still better than none. And the man would be back. Soon.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Let's do this.”

Paloma smiled and moved closer, gently pushing Thea back into the cushions. The leather was warm and soft, smelling of luxury and someone else's sweat. Thea let it happen, shifted her weight, felt the soft leather against her neck and shoulder blades, her hips instinctively turning toward Paloma. The dark-haired woman knelt over her, both hands braced against the cushions, her heavy breasts hanging like ripe fruit over Thea's chest—the stiff peaks brushing against Thea's own, which had already hardened painfully beneath the fabric.

The sensation sent a shiver down her spine. Feminine. Different. Softer yet more demanding than any man's touch.

Paloma looked into her eyes. Thea looked away, her cheeks burning with shame and unwanted arousal.

Then the kiss—long, slow, deep enough that half the room noticed. Paloma's tongue was skilled, experienced, exploring every corner of Thea's mouth. Thea tensed, but there was no going back; her head and back were pressed into the cushions, and Paloma was everywhere. Her hands, her mouth, the sweet scent of her skin. She closed her eyes. Opened her lips. Felt Paloma's tongue—and had to admit, reluctantly, that no man had ever kissed her like this. As if every touch were a question seeking an answer. She extended her own tongue, then pulled it back at the first contact with Paloma's teeth.

Paloma pulled back, brushing Thea's reddish-brown hair from her forehead. Her fingers were gentle, almost tender. She kissed both cheeks, then her forehead, then pressed her mouth to her neck.

A spark. Straight to her center.

A sound escaped Thea's throat before she could hold it back. Deep, throaty, completely uncontrolled. Paloma stroked her arms, her sides, each touch leaving trails of fire on Thea's skin. Thea—who didn't know what to do with her hands—placed them on Paloma's back and returned the touch. The skin was velvety, warm, alive beneath her palms.

Paloma sucked on her neck until Thea moaned again, then bit down lightly. Pain and pleasure mixed into an intoxicating cocktail. Thea gasped, her hips lifting involuntarily.

“I'm going to make you come,” Paloma whispered against her ear, her voice a smoky promise, “like no man ever has.”

“Do it.” The words came unbidden, rough and desperate.

Paloma left a trail of kisses down her neck and chest, her tongue painting patterns on Thea's heated skin. When she closed her lips around Thea's nipple and sucked, Thea jerked. The friction was exquisitely painful.

“Relax, sweetie.” A purr against her breast. “You have to trust me.”

“I'm trying.” But her body was a taut string, ready to snap.

“Don't try so hard. Just let it happen.”

“Okay.” One breath. Then another. Her muscles relaxed millimeter by millimeter.

Paloma alternated between both breasts, sucking and kissing, savoring the hard little peaks, while she slowly slid between Thea's thighs. Her movements were fluid, experienced. Thea tensed for a second—then opened her thighs and let her have her way. Paloma's breasts brushed her stomach, heavy and warm, her hips holding Thea's knees apart, and the line of kisses trailed from nipple to navel.

“Oh.” A strained moan.

Paloma paused, looking up at her. Her eyes glittered in the dim light. “Everything okay?”

“Yes. Keep going.”

Paloma smiled and continued her descent. By the time her mouth reached Thea's bikini line, she was kneeling on the floor, pulling Thea to the edge of the sofa. The leather was slippery beneath Thea's sweat-damp skin. She spread Thea's thighs apart and kissed the hairless triangle, everywhere, without hurry. Her tongue was hot and wet, leaving glistening trails on the smooth skin.

“Oh God.” Thea's breath came in bursts, her heart pounding so loud she was sure the whole room could hear it. “This is really happening.”

One hand on her heart, the other clutching a cushion. Eyes closed. Head back. The world reduced to the points where Paloma's mouth touched her skin.

“Trust me, sweetie. I know what I'm doing.”

“I... trust you,” Thea hissed through clenched teeth. “I do.”

Paloma placed the tip of her tongue on Thea's folds and licked downward. Slowly, deliberately, as if exploring a precious work of art. Then she pulled away, pressing kisses to her inner thighs, which trembled beneath her touch like aspen leaves. She kissed Thea's entrance, tasting the wetness that had gathered between the pink lips. Sweet and salty at once, like tears of lust. Her tongue broad and flat, gliding through the soft folds of delicate skin—but the clit remained untouched, and that was intentional.

“Oh.” A strained, small sound. Thea's hips twitched. “That's... good.”

Paloma licked her like no man ever had. Precise. Delicate as silk, electrifying as a live wire. As though she possessed a map of every nerve ending, every hidden path to pleasure. Each touch awakened a new part of Thea's body, places she hadn't known existed.

She felt the orgasm coming—a wave building on the horizon. And felt it keep slipping away. Paloma played her like an instrument, driving the melody higher and higher without ever letting it resolve. Thea couldn't understand why she hadn't come already. The goal moved with her, always one step ahead.

She didn't notice Paloma's finger teasing her ass. Just another tingle lifting her higher still. The finger circled the tight opening, never entering, pulling back. Then—two fingers deep inside her, and Thea nearly jumped off the sofa.

The sensation was overwhelming. Fullness and emptiness at once, pain and pleasure in perfect balance. Her nerve endings still hummed as though electrified.

“Wait a second.” Paloma paused.

She withdrew her fingers. And with them, the second plastic capsule.

Thea's heart stopped. The world shrank to a single point—the tiny capsule in Paloma's fingers. Her pupils dilated as adrenaline shot through her veins. Her eyes darted around—left, right, where was the nearest exit? Her mouth went dry as dust, her tongue glued to the roof of her mouth.

“You naughty thing.” Paloma grinned, holding the capsule up to the light. The yacht's dim lighting made the small device sparkle like a precious gem. “When did you stick this little thing in?”

“This afternoon. Just before the guests arrived.” The lie came automatically, smooth as oil. Thea's voice barely trembled, but her hands clenched into fists.

“No big deal. How does it work?” Paloma turned the capsule between her fingers, curious as a cat. Her eyes gleamed with interest as she examined the strange object.

“Give it here.”

Thea lunged for the capsule and tore it from Paloma's grip. Her fingers trembled as she clutched the small device. The plastic was still warm from Paloma's touch and her own body heat.

“The battery's dead,” Thea lied. Sweat gathered between her breasts, trickling in small drops down her ribs. “Oh yeah, the guy at the sex shop said it was disposable. Should've brought a second one.”

“Or spend a few more dollars on better quality,” Paloma scoffed, but her interest was already fading. She turned back to Thea's body, her fingers gliding over the damp skin.

Her heart hammered against her ribs as Thea stuffed the capsule into the sofa cushions. She pushed it as deep as possible into the gap between armrest and seat, praying no one would find it. The leather was cool against her heated skin.

“Now let's get back to what matters,” Thea said, lying back and pulling Paloma toward her. Her hands still trembled, but she forced herself to stay calm.

Paloma pressed Thea's knees against her chest, spreading her open for a relentless assault. The position was obscene, vulnerable. She pressed her mouth to Thea's pussy and sucked as if dying of thirst. Her tongue was hot and wet, relentless in its devotion.

“Mmm.” Thea's moan was barely audible, a breath against the club's muffled music. The bass vibrated through the sofa, through her bones.

“Let yourself go,” Paloma urged, her voice vibrating against Thea's sensitive skin. Each word was a touch, a vibration that traveled straight to her nerves. “Just relax and let go. I'll take care of you.”

“Mmm. That sounds tempting.” But Thea's mind was still racing, searching for escape routes, emergency plans. Her fingers dug into the sofa cushions.

Paloma licked and sucked at Thea's pussy lips, drinking in her sweet juices like water in the desert. Her tongue was skilled, relentless, finding every sensitive spot. She circled Thea's entrance, dipped inside, withdrew, teased and seduced. Thea's face burned with heat and shame as she twisted her nipple and squeezed the sofa cushion. Her silky skin was damp with sweat. She didn't know how much longer she could hold this balance at the edge of her climax, but she knew what she needed to push past it.

“Lick me,” Thea growled, her voice rough with desire. “Lick my clit.”

Paloma didn't need to hear more. She flattened her tongue and ran it one last time over Thea's dripping pussy, gathering every drop of sweet moisture, then focused on Thea's throbbing clit. She licked it up and down, then side to side. The little nub was swollen, sensitive, twitching under each touch like a nerve beneath the skin. She sucked it between her lips and squeezed it between her tongue and upper teeth.

The sensation was overwhelming. Thea spread her arms to grip the sofa cushions, arched her back, and exploded. Her entire body tensed like a bowstring.

“Mmm… mmm… mmm… mmm.”

The orgasm hit her like a wave, washing over her and sweeping all thoughts away. Thea writhed and tensed against the soft leather cushions, her muscles twitching uncontrollably. Her arms flailed wildly, slapping against the sofa back, but barely a sound escaped her lips—as if she were trying to keep everything inside, hoarding the pleasure like a precious treasure. Her toes curled, her nails dug into the leather.

“Mmm… mmm… mmm… mmm.”

Paloma kept sucking on Thea's clit as Thea rode higher on a wave of pleasure. Senses overloaded, she grabbed Paloma's hair and yanked her face away from her sex. The dark strands were silky between her fingers, damp with sweat.

“Enough,” she gasped. “I can't take anymore.” Her voice was hoarse, broken.

Paloma smiled, her face glistening with Thea's wetness. Her lips were swollen, her eyes dark with desire. “That was just the beginning, sweetie.”

“Enough! I can't take anymore.” Thea's chest heaved.

“Did you like it?” Paloma's fingers stroked Thea's trembling thighs.

“Yes! Are you kidding? Of course I liked it.” The words bubbled out, honest and unfiltered.

“Good. Think you can do that for me?”

“I'm not a lesbian, Paloma.” The words came automatically, a weak protest.

“Neither am I.” Paloma's smile widened, predatory.

“But…”

“It's a skill. Anyone can learn it.” Her fingers wandered higher, stroking Thea's stomach.

“I've never been… with a woman.” Thea's voice dropped, more uncertain.

“And now you have.” Paloma leaned forward, her breath warm against Thea's ear.

* * *

“But… I don't think I can do it with you the way you did with me.” The words came hesitantly, almost broken. Her tongue felt heavy in her mouth.

“Zelina, he expects this from you.” Paloma's voice sharpened, taking on an edge like glass. “I wouldn't disappoint him. One way or another, he always gets what he wants.” That wasn't a warning. It was a fact.

“That's the boss?” The question slipped out before she could stop it. “This is his boat? His food? His alcohol? His drugs?”

“Yes.” Paloma let the word drop like a stone into water. “And we're his girls.”

That was Salazar?

Thea's gaze slid over to him once more. The broad shoulders. The angular jaw cutting beneath the dark skin. The eyes—gray-brown, deep-set, cold as polished metal. In the photos, he'd seemed younger, more controlled, almost impassive. Here he looked like a man who had spent decades inflicting pain on others and hadn't lost a night's sleep over it.

The man was at least ten years older than in the photos. Or life had worn him harder than the pictures showed. Was their intel outdated?

She felt her stomach clench. Not from disgust. That would have been easier.

I'm not here to feel this. I'm here to do a job.

“I… understand.” Her voice barely rose above a whisper. The words tasted wrong in her mouth—too smooth, too submissive.

Paloma regarded her for a moment, dark eyes assessing, calculating. Then she stepped aside and gestured to the spot she had just vacated.

“Good. Now we switch places.”

Paloma leaned back on the sofa while Thea took her place on the floor. The wood was cool against her knees, a sharp contrast to the heat pulsing through her veins. The cold crept through the thin fabric of her stockings and made her shiver. Thea pressed Paloma's knees apart and nestled her cheek against the other woman's smooth thigh. The skin was warm and soft, smelling of expensive perfume and desire—an intoxicating mixture of jasmine and something deeper, more animal. The scent filled her nostrils and left her head swimming. She closed her eyes and extended her tongue to lick the spot just above Paloma's wet slit.

“Easy there, tiger,” Paloma teased. Her fingers slid through Thea's hair, nails scratching lightly over her scalp. “Can I get a kiss first?”

“Sorry,” Thea blushed. The heat crept up her neck like liquid fire, burning beneath her skin. Her pulse hammered in her ears. “I thought we were past that.”

“A girl still likes to be kissed, you know?” Paloma's voice was soft but firm. Her eyes glittered in the dim light, dangerous and seductive at once.

Thea stood up, her legs trembling slightly from the tension. She placed one knee on the edge of the sofa between Paloma's thighs and bent toward the brunette. The leather creaked under her weight, a deep, sensual sound that cut through the warm air. Paloma wrapped her hands around the back of Thea's head and pulled her into a firm embrace. Her fingers dug into Thea's hair, possessive and unyielding. Their lips met and Paloma thrust her tongue deep into Thea's mouth. Her tongue was skilled, demanding, exploring every corner. She pulled back, yanking Thea's head backward. The grip was firm, controlling, leaving no doubt about who was in charge.

“Kiss me like you mean it,” Paloma hissed. Her eyes glittered dangerously, dark with desire. “Kiss me like I'm the lover you've waited your whole life for.”

Her head swimming on a sea of alcohol and unfamiliar feelings, Thea bent toward Paloma and pressed her mouth to the brunette's wet lips. Her tongue snaked past Paloma's teeth and tickled her palate. She tasted of champagne and something sweet, forbidden—like ripe fruit and sin. The taste exploded on her tongue and left her craving more. She pushed her tongue as far into the other woman's mouth as she could, felt the warmth, the wetness, the way Paloma's tongue fought against hers. When Paloma's tongue slid into her mouth, Thea sucked on it with more enthusiasm than she'd expected. A soft moan escaped her before she could suppress it. Again, Paloma broke the kiss by pulling on Thea's hair.

“What do I taste like?” Paloma asked. Her lips glistened, swollen from their kisses.

“Like me,” Thea answered. Her voice was hoarse, rough with desire.

“What part of me?” Paloma’s eyes narrowed to dangerous slits.

“My... pussy.” The word felt foreign on her tongue, dirty and exciting all at once.

“Say it. What do I taste like?” The command was relentless.

“You taste like my pussy.” The words came easier this time, rolling off her lips like a confession.

“That’s secondhand pussy. Are you ready for your first taste of real pussy, straight from the source?” Paloma’s voice was a dark whisper that vibrated through Thea’s body—both threat and promise.

“Yes.” The word came without hesitation, tearing from her throat like a scream.

“Lick me, newbie. Make me come.”

Thea made her way down Paloma’s body, pausing to suck on each of the thick nipples crowning her full breasts. They were dark and hard, tasting of salt and skin and something indefinable that numbed her senses. Paloma’s hands pressing on her head made it clear she wasn’t in the mood for breast play. The pressure was relentless, guiding, forcing her downward. Thea slid to the floor, the cool wood biting into her knees. She spread Paloma’s slick lips and began to lick.

“Just like that, sweetie,” Paloma purred. Her voice was deep and throaty, vibrating through her body. “Just lick me the way you like to be licked.”

All right, here goes. Thea took a deep breath, and the scent of Paloma’s arousal filled her lungs—intense, intoxicating, completely unlike anything she’d ever known. She leaned forward and pressed her mouth to the other woman’s pussy. The smell was heady, musky, so different from her own. A wave of heat flooded through her as she realized what she was doing. She sucked on her flesh until it swelled in her mouth, warm and soft and alive. The light was too dim to see anything clearly, but based on the other woman’s black hair, darker skin, and brown nipples, Thea imagined Paloma’s inner lips were dark gray or purple, in contrast to her own pink tones.

Thea licked up and down, inside and out, fast and slow, her tongue exploring every fold, every angle. But Paloma didn’t seem to react. Her hips remained still, showing no signs of arousal. Frustrated, Thea looked up and saw Paloma taking a drag on a joint, which she then passed to a man standing behind the sofa. The sweet smoke curled between them, mingling with the smell of sweat and sex. The man took an enormous drag, held it until he started coughing, then passed it to a second man on his right. The sweet smoke hung heavy in the air, making everything blurry and unreal. The second man took a hit and passed it back to Paloma.

Paloma looked down and saw Thea staring up at her. Her eyes were glassy and relaxed, pupils dilated.

“Oh, sorry, sweetie. Take a drag.” Paloma held the joint out to Thea. The smoke curled between them, sweet and seductive.

“Uh, no thanks. I’m good.” Thea’s training screamed warnings, but her voice came out weaker than intended.

“Come on. It’s okay. This weed is incredible. I don’t know where he gets it, but it’s the best I’ve ever had. That’s one of the perks of this job, you know—really, really good drugs.” Paloma’s voice was languid, seductive, like honey dripping over warm skin.

Her training told her to say no, but she feared causing some kind of disturbance that might alert the host or his guests. Danger lurked everywhere, in every shadow, behind every smile.

“Sure. If it’s that good, I’ll take a drag.”

Thea pursed her lips as Paloma held the joint to her mouth. She inhaled quickly and exhaled even faster, hoping none of the smoke would make it into her bloodstream. But the sweet, sharp smoke burned her throat, crept into her lungs like a living thing. She lowered her head as the lights in the room seemed to dim, the music grew more intense, and the weight of her situation dissolved. Everything became softer, blurrier, as if she were looking through water. The edges of reality blurred. She looked up and saw the joint still in front of her face—or was it there again?—so she took a second drag. This time deeper, longer, letting the smoke fill her lungs until she felt dizzy.

“Lick me.” Paloma gave Thea a gentle push on the back of her head. Her fingers dug into Thea’s hair, nails scratching across her scalp. “Lick my pussy.”

Thea shook her head, her forehead throbbing dully in rhythm with her racing heartbeat. Her mouth was only inches from the gaping pussy of a woman she didn’t know, legs spread wide. The musky scent of arousal and sweat filled her nostrils, mingling with the sweet smoke still in her lungs. She raised her head and looked around the room, the lights blurring into colorful streaks before her clouded eyes. Where am I?

She saw naked men and women everywhere—drinking, smoking, some even having sex. Their skin gleamed in the muted light, bodies moving in a hypnotic dance of lust and intoxication. I’m naked too. The realization hit her like a blow, sending cold fingers of panic crawling up her spine. The music was loud and the voices even louder, a chaos of moans, laughter, and muffled conversations hammering against her temples.

She looked up at the breasts of the woman with spread legs—small, firm mounds with dark nipples still glistening wet from her saliva. She looked past them to her face. The features slowly formed into a recognizable image. Verónica? Yesenia? Paloma! Her name is Paloma!

Despite the fog pressing on her brain like a heavy blanket, in that moment everything came back. The boat. The party. Salazar. Paloma. I had sex with a woman. Correction—I’m having sex with a woman. The words echoed in her head, alien yet undeniably true.

She looked back at Paloma, then buried her face in the woman's lap. Warmth and wetness enveloped her cheeks, the salty taste exploding on her tongue. She wasn't sure why she was licking her, but there was a small comfort in making love with the only person whose face she recognized. She made me come. I have to do the same for her. Did I say that out loud? Or just think it? Her own voice sounded strange in her ears, muffled by the intoxication.

Thea looked up and saw Paloma smiling down at her, lips wet and slightly parted.

“Stop looking at me,” Thea said, her cheeks burning with shame.

“Why? You're beautiful.” Paloma's voice was husky with desire.

“You're embarrassing me. You know I've never done this before.” The words came haltingly, uncertain.

“Stop worrying—you're doing great. Just follow my lead.” Paloma's fingers stroked Thea's cheek gently, leaving a trail of warmth on her skin.

Thea's scalp tingled under Paloma's fingers, tiny electric shocks shooting through her nerve endings. The woman guided her without a word—just gentle pressure leading Thea's tongue exactly where it was needed. Thea extended her tongue and licked the sweet wetness flowing from Paloma's slit, the taste more intense and intoxicating than anything she'd ever experienced. Then she moved higher. She pressed her lips around the small, swollen pearl and let the tip of her tongue glide over it. A flick. Another. She mimicked what she did to herself with her own fingers, her movements growing more confident, hungrier. Paloma's nails dug into her scalp, pulled at her hair, pushed her deeper.

“Just like that,” Paloma breathed, her hips lifting from the sofa. “Ooh, now you've got it.”

Thea kept licking, her tongue dancing over the sensitive skin, tasting every drop of Paloma's arousal. Paloma reached behind her knees and pulled her legs all the way back—wide open, nothing in the way, her pussy completely exposed and glistening. Thea slid her hands under Paloma's ass and lifted her pelvis from the sofa, feeling the firm roundness under her palms. Paloma arched her back and pressed against Thea's mouth, her movements growing more desperate, more demanding. With every second, the friction between tongue and clit intensified.

“Mmm-hmmm. Mmm-hmmm. Keep going. You're doing it, sweetie. You're doing it.” Paloma's voice was barely a whisper, broken by small gasps.

Encouraged by her new friend's reactions, Thea slid a finger into Paloma's slit, feeling the silky walls close around it.

“Ummmm. Ooooh. Yes.” Paloma's back arched.

A second finger followed the first, stretching her further. Paloma began to twitch against her mouth, her movements growing more uncontrolled. Thea added a third finger, then a fourth, feeling Paloma's body tense around her hand. She was just wondering if she could fit her thumb in too when Paloma exploded.

“Mmmmmm. Uhn! Mmmmmm! Uhn! Mmmmmmm! Uhn! Mmmmmm!”

Her body arched up off the sofa—four long moans punctuated by three hard grunts, her thighs trembling uncontrollably around Thea's head. Then she collapsed into the cushions, her body going limp like a puppet whose strings had been cut.

“Enough. Stop. You did it. Stop.” Her voice was raw, exhausted.

Paloma pushed Thea's face away from her lap, her fingers still trembling from the aftershocks of her orgasm, then pulled her into a tight embrace. Her skin was damp with sweat, warm and soft against Thea's body.


Chapter 8

Applause erupted, a sound like rain on a tin roof. Thea looked up and saw over a dozen men circling the sofa like predators around their prey. Some were hard, their cocks jutting stiff, others soft, still others being stroked to hardness by naked girls with mouth or hand. Their eyes gleamed hungrily in the dim light. Thea felt the stares like fingertips on her skin—everywhere at once, intrusive, possessive.

“Kiss me,” Paloma whispered in Thea's ear, her breath hot against the sensitive skin. “You were wonderful.”

Thea lowered her lips to Paloma's and brushed the woman's trembling mouth, tasting the salt of her own arousal on Paloma's lips. Something in her wanted to linger, wanted to stay in this warmth, where at least the danger was familiar.

“Now you taste like me.” Paloma smiled, her eyes half-closed with satisfaction.

“True.” Thea blushed, feeling the heat rise in her cheeks.

“Aren’t I delicious?” Paloma giggled, a melodic sound that blended with the noise around them.

“No more delicious than me,” Thea purred, surprised by her own boldness. When did I start talking like this? The thought flitted through her and vanished.

“I’ll settle this question.” A male voice cut through Thea’s trance, deep and authoritative, slicing through the fog in her head like a blade through silk.

Thea looked up and saw the attractive face of the blond man hovering above her—cognac glass in one hand, a thick cigar in the other. His gaze rested on her with the patience of a man who wasn’t used to waiting.

Smoke curled around his face like a halo of sin. He wasn’t hard yet, but the bulge in his pants seemed longer, thicker, more pronounced than last time. She could make out the outline through the expensive fabric of his suit trousers, and her stomach tightened—with fear, with anticipation, with something she refused to name.

“Come with me.”

It sounded more like a command than an invitation, his voice carrying an authority that allowed no argument. Thea hesitated only a second before grasping the offered hand—his skin was warm and rough, the hand of a man used to taking what he wanted—and following him to the center of the room. Her legs trembled slightly, whether from weakness or arousal, she didn’t know. She didn’t want to know.

“Sit!” His voice echoed through the room, and all eyes turned to her like spotlights.

The only place to sit was the cocktail table where four men were playing cards. Thea perched on the edge, and the cool wood against her bare thighs made her flinch. Her presence disrupted the game, but three of the men didn’t seem to mind—their eyes slid hungrily over her legs, her breasts, her face, as if already weighing what they wanted to see. The fourth threw down his cards and stared into the distance, as if he couldn’t bear what he saw. Thea envied him for that.

Thea crossed her legs and folded her arms across her chest, an unconscious protective gesture. She turned her gaze from the gawking men, who had apparently forgotten the naked women on their laps. The women sat motionless like living dolls, their eyes empty and obedient.

The muscular man returned with two tall shot glasses and a bottle of tequila. His muscles rippled beneath his skin as he moved—a predator in his element, completely secure in his territory. He set the glasses on the table and poured, the amber liquid gleaming in the dim light like molten gold. He handed Thea a glass and raised the other in his right hand. His fingers were long and strong, the knuckles slightly scarred—scars that told stories Thea didn’t want to hear.

“To an evening of exotic beauty, immense pleasures, and unexpected gifts. Salud!”

“Salud.” Thea clinked her glass against his and swallowed the tequila in one gulp. The sharpness burned her throat, but she didn’t flinch. She let the heat sink into her chest and held his gaze.

“Good, isn’t it?” he asked. His eyes narrowed slightly, as if studying her reaction, mapping every flicker across her face.

“Very good,” Thea answered without smiling. Her voice sounded controlled, but she already felt the warmth of the alcohol in her stomach, spreading, softening the edges of her fear.

“This is an Ultra Añejo. Aged over three years.”

“Interesting.” She held his gaze, though something in his dark eyes made her nervous—a calm that didn’t soothe but warned.

“You know, I own the distillery where this is made.”

“Really?” Thea felt her tongue already growing slightly heavier. The room shimmered at its edges.

“Well, not entirely. I’m the majority shareholder with fifty-one percent. My new accountant has diversified my investments. Risk spreading, he calls it. Now I have my fingers in more businesses than I can keep track of. Money flows in from parts of the world I didn’t even know existed. I don’t know how he does it. The man is a genius.” His voice carried an undertone of pride and something else—possessiveness perhaps, or something darker that had no name.

“Is he here?”

“No. Unfortunately, he’s currently handling a rather unpleasant personal matter for me that was unavoidable.” A shadow flitted across his face, cold and dangerous. For a moment he looked like a different man. Thea decided not to ask.

“Too bad. I would have liked to meet this genius of yours.”

“Yes.” He studied her for a moment, as if weighing something. “You strike me as a woman who's interested in a certain type of man.” He stepped closer, his body radiating heat, pushing away the cool air between them.

“What type of man?”

“Successful men. Talented men. Men with power. Men with refined taste. Men who appreciate objects of rare beauty.” His eyes slid over her body like hands—slow, possessive, unhurried. He had time. That was the most unsettling part.

“This genius of yours—is he that kind of man?”

“To a certain extent. He works for me, you understand.” The emphasis on for me was a subtle reminder of hierarchies—the only language that seemed to matter here.

“Of course,” Thea said. “And you're that kind of man?”

“Absolutely.” His voice deepened, roughened. A single word that left no room for doubt.

“Impressive.” She let the word drop like a coin into a well—not knowing what she was wishing for.

“Another?” The boss reached for the tequila bottle, his movement as fluid as a cat's—one that knows the mouse isn't running anymore.

“Uh, sure.” Thea already felt slightly dizzy, but she didn't want to appear weak. Not here. Not in front of him.

The blond, attractive man filled the glasses with the amber liquid. His eyes never left her face, as if cataloging every expression, every reaction, filing it away in some internal register only he could read.

“To men of power and their beautiful women.”

“To men of power,” Thea replied. The word their made her flinch inside. She drank anyway.

Thea emptied her glass and set it on the table. The alcohol burned less this time, but her head grew lighter, the world softer at its edges. She'd barely set it down before he refilled it. The gesture was automatic, as if he'd done this a hundred times before—with a hundred other women on a hundred other nights.

“To the women who worship these men,” he said. His voice was like velvet over steel.

“To the women,” Thea slurred. The words came out heavier than she intended, rolling off her tongue like pebbles.

Thea tipped her glass back and set it on the table. She raised her hand to her chest but knocked over the shot glass in the process. It rolled off the table and fell to the floor, shattering with a sharp crack that cut through the room. Several heads turned. Thea leaned forward to pick up the shards, her movements clumsy from the alcohol, her fingers fumbling across the floor. When she straightened up, the host's pants were open and his cock hung right in front of her face—thick, already half-hard, the head glistening, the foreskin slightly retracted. The smell of him—warm, musky, unmistakably male—hit her like a wave.

“What's this?” she asked, though the answer was obvious. Her heart suddenly hammered faster, a dull pounding behind her ribs.

“You know exactly what this is, my lovely little whore.” His voice was cold, commanding. He spoke the word as if it were a title he was bestowing upon her.

“If we're going to do this, can't we go somewhere more private?” Thea glanced nervously at the other men, who had long since forgotten their card game. Their eyes hung on her like chains.

“We could, yes, but why would I deprive the guests of your exceptional beauty?” He smiled, but it didn't reach his eyes. It was the smile of a man who had already decided.

“Of course, Señor, but I could do things for you that I would never do in public.” Desperation crept into her voice, thin as a crack in porcelain.

“Anything we could do in a cabin, we can do here. And I assure you, we will do those things.” He paused, letting the silence carry the weight of his words. “All of them.” His hand moved to her hair, slowly, deliberately—as if he wanted her to see it coming.

“But…”

“Enough talking.”

The blond man placed a powerful hand on the back of her head and pushed her face toward his crotch. His fingers dug into her hair, relentless, his knuckles white with pressure. The grip was precise—not brutal, but absolute. Despite the fog clouding her mind, Thea recognized her cue. Survive, she thought. Just survive. The two words, her only anchor.

She opened her mouth and took in the swelling shaft before her. The taste was salty, musky, warm—more intense than she'd expected. She cupped the man's balls, felt their heavy weight in her palm, while the stiffening cock swelled in her mouth, expanded, filled her. Within seconds he was fully erect—long, thick, and hard, stretching her jaw and pressing against the back of her throat. Her eyes watered reflexively.

Thea closed her eyes to block out the other men and women in the room. But closing her eyes made it worse—she felt their gazes even more clearly on her skin, like physical touches on her shoulders, her back, her thighs. She wrapped her free hand around the base of the shaft and licked the tip like a popsicle, circling her tongue around the head, following the vein beneath. She squeezed his balls and stroked the shaft, using her own saliva as lubricant.

“You have a natural talent for sucking cock, Zelina. You don't suck the way you'd expect from a whore.” His voice was appreciative but possessive—as though he'd discovered something valuable and already decided to keep it.

Thea pulled the shaft from her mouth and paused before answering. Saliva glistened on her lips, a thin thread still stretching to his tip. She let it break.

“It's something I enjoy doing. I get a lot of practice.” The lie slipped from her lips too easily. Far too easily.

The man stepped out of the pants pooled around his ankles with the ease of someone who'd never known shame about his body. He cupped Thea's head with both hands, fingers splayed across her temples like a vise, then leaned in and pressed his lips to hers. This kiss was more urgent than their first—more demanding, more dominant, stripped of whatever courtesy he'd shown before.

Thea felt her nipples stiffen as his tongue slid over hers. She parted her lips to draw him deeper while he explored her mouth as if it already belonged to him. The warmth of the alcohol and the warmth of his body merged inside her into something uncontrollable.

It took several seconds to realize her tongue had pushed deep into his mouth too. A strong hand pinched her right nipple, sending a jolt straight to her swollen clit—sharp as an electric spark. Thea knew she was about to be fucked, and there was nothing she could do to stop it. Part of her felt guilty for not trying to escape. But another part—a part she didn't know, didn't want to name—had been ready for a while now. Her body had already decided without asking her. That was the most frightening thing of all.


Chapter 9

The blonde man pulled back from the kiss and laid her on the wooden table. The wood was cold against her back, rough beneath her skin—a shock that snapped her into the present. He spread her legs and pushed them back—two hands gripped her ankles and pulled them wide. Only my gynecologist has ever seen me this exposed. And he’d never looked like this.

The man lowered himself over her. His hard cock hung and swayed over her hungry pussy like an angry snake on the hunt. Thea reached for him, her fingers wrapping around the hot, throbbing length—so thick her hand could barely close around it. She guided the head to her opening, felt the heat of it against her wet flesh. He pushed forward—her lips parted as the broad head stretched her. He paused, pulled back, pushed again. On the second thrust he opened her wider. On the third he sank completely into her, and Thea clenched her teeth to keep from crying out. It was the biggest cock she’d ever had inside her. Every inch of it.

He pulled out and thrust forward again. He braced himself on his arms but let enough weight sink onto Thea’s torso to pin her against the tabletop. The wooden edge cut into her flesh. It didn’t matter that she wasn’t thinking about escape. Better to let the blonde stranger have his way, even if she still had no idea who he was. Resistance would be pointless anyway—his body alone made that clear, this mass of muscle and heat burying her beneath him. There was nothing to gain from blowing her cover and getting herself killed.

The blonde man found a rhythm—deliberate, calculated, almost cruel in its control. On the outstroke he left only the tip inside her, paused, waited several seconds. The silence was worse than the thrust. Do it. Just do it. Then he drove down with such force that an involuntary moan tore from Thea’s throat, raw and uncensored. Two quick thrusts followed before he slowly withdrew again. Her body no longer knew what to expect.

Thea gasped as his lips landed on her neck, then his teeth a second later. Gentle bites on both sides of her throat, then her mouth. His beard scraped across her skin, leaving a burn that pulled deep into her belly. When he pressed his lips to hers, she thrust her tongue as deep into his mouth as she could—a reflex, not a decision. A wave of heat rolled through her body, from her throat to the backs of her knees.

The guilt from before melted away, displaced by the rhythm of his long, thick cock igniting her pussy like never before. I shouldn’t want this. I want it anyway. The broad head and swollen shaft alternately teased and plunged into her wet channel, driving out everything inside her—every thought, every warning, every hesitation. They pushed her closer to the edge, thrust by thrust.

“Come for me.” His voice was a command, not a wish. No pleading.

His breath on her neck, his voice at her ear—she edged another step closer. The surroundings vanished. The room, the music, the club—everything dissolved into a single, pulsing point deep inside her. Her fingernails dug into his back, leaving red crescents on his skin. Somewhere in the distance she heard loud screams drowning out the music—until she realized they were coming from her own throat.

The man abandoned the rhythm. Long, hard, ruthless thrusts replaced it, each one with the full weight of his body behind it. His tongue deep in her mouth. His hips slammed against her inner thighs, the wood of the table creaking under the pressure. His speed increased, and Thea clung to him like her life depended on it.

“Ummm. Ummm! Ungh!” The sounds escaped her throat unbidden, without shame, without filter.

“Come for me,” he demanded, his voice rough with exertion, pressed between clenched teeth.

“Umm! Ungh! Ummmmm! Ahhhhh!”

“Just like that. Just like that. Come!”

“Ungh! Ummmmm! Ahhhhhhh!”

Thea melted. A glowing wave exploded in her head, every nerve ending on fire. Her nails dug deeper, her body arched on the table, her back lifting off the wood. Her legs trembled uncontrollably. One last surge—then silence, only her own breath, rough and broken, and the dull hammering of her heart in her ears.

* * *

When the twitching subsided, all Thea wanted was to curl up and sleep. Her whole body felt heavy, as if she’d fallen from a great height—every muscle a dull echo of what had come before. She opened her eyes. The blonde man’s cock was still hard, glistening with her juices, and the sight made something in her chest tighten.

“Didn’t you come?” Her voice sounded hoarse, rough as sandpaper.

“Not yet.”

“But... I thought... what happened?”

“No problem, my beauty.” He let his gaze travel over her body—slowly, possessively, like a man appraising a painting he owned. “I’m a man who savors life’s pleasures. Tonight I’m enjoying your magnificent body so much that I don’t want it to end.” His eyes glittered with something she couldn’t read—something between patience and cruelty.

“You just... stopped?”

“A brief pause, nothing more. Now that you’ve caught your breath, we continue.” He brushed a sweat-dampened strand of hair from her face. The touch was almost tender. Almost.

“May I rest for a moment?” The plea slipped weakly from her lips, barely more than a breath.

“Zelina.” He let her name drop like a stone into water. “You are without a doubt the most beautiful whore I’ve ever enjoyed—but you’re still a whore. I don’t know who trained you, but the first thing you should have learned: The word ‘no’ doesn’t exist in your vocabulary. Never. Not with me, and not with any other man on this boat.” His voice turned icy, dangerous, each word precise as a scalpel cut. His hand settled around her throat—not squeezing, but the threat pressed like a blade against her neck. Unmistakable. Non-negotiable.

Thea’s jaw dropped. The color drained from her face as if someone had pulled a plug. Her lip trembled. A tear rolled down her cheek—hot, silent, unstoppable—and seeped into the carpet beneath her.

“I’m sorry,” she managed after several panicked seconds, her voice barely more than a breath. Her mouth was dry. “How may I please you?”

“Turn around. On your hands and knees.”

She hurried into position. The onlookers stepped back to make room—no word, no sound, only the soft rustle of clothing and the muted clink of glasses somewhere at the edge of perception. The wood was rough against her knees and elbows—the cold of the surface eating through her skin like something alive. But she stayed silent.

“Not there. On the floor.”

Thea slid onto the carpet. Softer than the table, but the fibers scratched at her knees like sandpaper. How am I going to explain the scrapes to Marcus? The thought flickered briefly and died—too far away, too unreal, as if it belonged to another woman.

“Face all the way down.”

She lowered her face to the carpet. The smell of dust and foreign sweat filled her nostrils, biting, intimate in a way that turned her stomach.

“Spread your ass cheeks.”

Thea reached back, grasped one cheek in each hand, and pulled them apart. The cool air of the room hit her there—exposing, absolute, like a verdict. Shame crept up her spine like something alive, spread through her chest, settled behind her eyes. I’m not this kind of person. The thought was ridiculous. Now, in this position, in this room, she was exactly this kind of person.

“Beautiful.” His voice was deep, rich, the voice of a man who gets what he wants and knows it. “A beautiful sight, Zelina. I could look at you all night.”

He stood and moved away. Thea tried to track his feet, but he stepped out of her limited field of vision. She thought briefly about fleeing—saw the door, the men in front of it, the calm faces of the onlookers—and immediately dismissed the thought. That would be the stupidest thing I could do. She pressed her forehead against the carpet and waited. The seconds stretched.

The blond man returned a minute later. The soft gurgle of a bottle. Then—cold. Liquid ran over her sex, seeped into her slit, dripped down her inner thighs. The smell reminded her faintly of olive oil—domestic, absurd, wrong in this context. A hysterical impulse rose in her and died just as quickly.

He straddled her hips and bent his knees. She heard his calm breathing—even, controlled, as if this were nothing more than a pleasant pastime for him. Felt the warmth of his body above her, heavy as a promise she didn’t want fulfilled. He guided his cock along her slit—up and down, slowly, methodically, until it gleamed as much as she did. Then he pressed the tip against her ass and pushed forward.

“Not there!” The words shot out of her, shrill, reflexive, uncontrolled. “That’s the wrong place!”

He said nothing. Pushed further forward. Thea’s hands shot back, pressed against his torso—hard, desperate, her fingers splayed against the warmth of his skin. Two men grabbed her wrists and pinned them to the small of her back. Cold. Precise. As if they’d been waiting for this moment.

Pain exploded through her shoulders like lightning. She thought about kicking, but immediately realized: her arms would be dislocated before a kick found its target. She was motionless. Completely. The realization hit her like ice water—not panic, but something worse. Clarity.

“Please,” she whispered. The carpet swallowed her voice. “Not there. You’re too big.”

She knew from experience. Once, after an evening with too much wine, she’d tried to take Marcus that way—he hadn’t even made it past the sphincter. The first and only time she’d tried anal. Until now.

“Stop!” Thea sobbed, her voice broken, wet. “I don’t like it there!”

The blond man pushed further forward. Pain exploded through her torso—starting in her rectum, ending somewhere deep in her stomach, a tearing, burning rupture that had no language. A different pain pulsed through her shoulders. Her body was no longer a body. It was only resistance being broken—inch by inch, without haste, without mercy.

“Relax, Zelina. This doesn’t have to hurt.”

He’s getting in one way or another. The only question was how much damage would result. Resistance is pointless. The realization hit her like ice water—clear, brutal, final. No more anger. No protest. Only this one naked truth, gnawing at her insides.

“Okay.” Her voice sounded foreign. Too calm. The voice of a woman who had just stopped fighting. “Okay. Give me a second.”

He paused. Didn't push forward, but didn't pull back either. He waited—patiently, like a man who knows time is on his side. The silence around them was thick, almost physical. No one spoke. No one moved.

Thea breathed deeply. Once. Twice. The air tasted of carpet and salt and the unfamiliar smell of oil. She tried to imagine she was somewhere else. Failed.

“Let go of my arms.”

The two men looked to the blond man. He nodded—a small, confident nod. They let go.

Thea breathed again, forced herself to stay calm—forced every muscle in her back, in her hips, in her core to stillness. This is just pain. Pain passes. She'd never had to tell herself that before. Now she clung to it like a prayer.

“Okay.”

A burning tear shot through her as he pushed forward again. Despite everything, she forced herself not to clench. She felt her sphincter give way, felt it being forced open millimeter by millimeter—the broad head of his cock pushing into her rectum like something foreign, impossible, as if her body wasn't made for this.

“Unnnnngh! God, that hurts!”

She felt torn in two. Her ass burned, a stabbing, choking pain that ate through her entire insides, into the pit of her stomach, behind her eyes. She tried to breathe, but the pain clamped down like a fist, squeezing the air out of her. Just as she was about to lose consciousness—a final stab, sharp as a cut—followed by a sudden, strange release. The man stopped pushing.

“The worst is over.” Matter-of-fact. Almost friendly, as if commenting on a minor detail. “The head's in.”

Thea felt like she'd been pierced by a jagged metal crown. Her ass still burned, but the tearing pain in her belly had receded like a wave after impact. Her lungs remembered how to work. She breathed—shallow, trembling, her face still pressed into the carpet, but she breathed. That counted.

He began to push again. Slowly. Inch by inch, as if he had all the time in the world. When he was about halfway in, he pulled back and poured more oil—the gurgle of the bottle sounded in her ears like something from another world, surreal, banal. Then he pushed forward again, and the liquid ran warm down her inner thigh.

A new wave of pain and pressure rolled over her, but it was less sharp than before—duller, deeper, a throbbing instead of a tearing. Her body began to yield—not from wanting, not from desire, but from pure exhaustion, from the simple inability to keep fighting it. Inch by inch he filled her, until she finally felt his balls against her pussy lips, warm and heavy. He paused.

“Are you okay?”

The question was absurd. She almost laughed—a brief, hysterical flicker that died immediately.

“I...” Her voice broke. “I'm managing.”

He began to pump. Slowly at first, a steady glide that stretched her sphincter with each withdrawal and filled her again with each thrust. She pressed her forehead deeper into the carpet, the fibers rough against her brow.

“Slow,” she begged. “Please. Slow.”

He gripped her hips, his fingers digging into her flesh—firm, possessive, like clamps. His rhythm was controlled, but it got faster with each minute—inexorable, like tides that don't care about pleas.

“Gentle. This is my first time like this.”

Thea slid a hand between her legs, searching for her clit with trembling fingers. The burning in her ass didn't let up—but maybe, if she could force herself to orgasm, that one sensation would flood out the other. And the faster he came, the faster it would be over. This is calculation, not desire. She knew it. It didn't bother her anymore.

“Easy. Easy. Ahh—not so hard.”

He thrust into her in a steady, powerful rhythm, his thick cock stretching her ass with each stroke, filling her in a way her body wouldn't forget. Somewhere beyond the burning, the nausea began to subside—the pain became manageable, a dull throbbing instead of a tearing, a roar instead of a scream. I think... I think... I can handle this... if it doesn't get worse.

“Like that,” she murmured, half to herself. “Just like that.”

But he was hammering into her now—controlled, but with full force, each thrust a solid, dull slap that filled the room. She felt like her insides were being torn to shreds, hollowed out, reshaped to fit him. Her fingers had stopped rubbing her clit. The thought of an orgasm was far away—another world, another woman. Instead she wondered if she'd ever be able to walk normally again. If Marcus would notice. If any of it mattered.

“Mmmmmm—ungh—” A deep, rough sound from his throat, raw and uncontrolled, the first sign that he wasn't a machine either. “Ahhh—”

A different kind of warmth spread inside her—deep, foreign, unwelcome, a pulsing that didn't belong to her. His rhythm slowed. His grip on her hips loosened, his fingers releasing from her flesh. Then—a final, long glide—and his cock pulled out of her, followed by a warm, wet trickle down her inner thighs, running down her skin like something she didn't want to name.

Thea lay motionless. Her cheek against the carpet. Her arms outstretched, useless. The tequila, the weed, the pain, the exhaustion—everything closed over her like water over a stone. Voices above her, footsteps, the clink of glasses, a soft laugh somewhere at the other end of the room—everything blurred into a single distant rush, receding farther and farther away. Her last conscious thought, before the blackness caught up with her, wasn’t a thought. It was only a sensation. The cool air on her wet, bare skin. The faint rasp of the carpet beneath her cheek. And the silence afterward—complete, final, like the end of something that had no name.


Chapter 10

Serrano and Reed stood at the end of the pier, passing the binoculars back and forth. It was just after three in the morning. The salty water lapped against the wooden pilings beneath them, a rhythmic slapping that did nothing to ease the tension in Reed's jaw. They'd already left the boat—now they were waiting for Salazar's ship to come in. The air was cold and damp, carrying the smell of diesel and rotting seaweed. Reed breathed shallowly through his mouth, as if that could keep the stench from crawling into his lungs.

Reed heard the engines before he saw the lights. A deep rumble that rolled across the water and settled into his bones, a vibration he felt more than heard. They pulled back to the parking lot and watched passengers disembark from several dinghies. Reed counted every silhouette crossing the gangway—drunk women, stumbling figures clinging to each other, laughter that rang shrill and false in the night's silence.

Nineteen girls. Thea wasn't among them.

Reed's stomach clenched. His fingers clawed around the binoculars, knuckles white with tension, the metal warm from his body heat. Where the hell was she? Every passing second felt like an eternity. He lowered the binoculars and forced himself to breathe evenly, but the air refused to fill his lungs.

The cook followed several minutes later, his heavy footsteps echoing across the pier, the wet wood squeaking under each step. Reed and Serrano were already leaning against his truck, their forms blending into the shadows between the streetlights, motionless as the night itself.

“Where's Thea?” Reed's voice cut through the silence like a blade.

“No idea.” The cook raised his hands, palms glistening in the dim light. “She didn't get off the boat.”

“What the hell do you mean, she's still on board?” Reed stepped closer, close enough to smell the sweat on the man, mixed with frying oil and fear. Raw, naked fear.

“She went upstairs and didn't come back.” The cook backed away, his voice trembling, nearly breaking. “That's all I know. I swear.”

“You're pissing me off.” Serrano drew his weapon and pressed the barrel against the cook's forehead. The metal gleamed cold in the moonlight, a small hard point against soft, sweat-soaked skin. “Tell me where she is. Now.”

The cook gasped, eyes widening in panic, pupils huge and dark. “All I know—around eleven some drunk whore came into the galley and told me she was taking Zelina's place. After that, I didn't see your woman again.” His words spilled out hasty and desperate, tumbling over each other.

“Did you look for her?” Reed clenched his fists, nails digging into his palms, a small sharp pain that kept him grounded.

“Hell no. There were armed men at the stairs. I wasn't allowed to move around freely.” The cook swallowed hard, his Adam's apple bobbing nervously. “I couldn't have done anything. Not a damn thing.”

“Why did she have to go upstairs at all? She could've placed the tracker on the main deck.” Reed's gaze drifted briefly to the water, to the black nothingness that had already swallowed the ship. “What was Salazar doing up there?”

“Salazar wasn't there. It wasn't his boat.” The words came quietly, almost a whisper, as if the cook wished he could take them back.

“Whose boat then?” Serrano pressed the weapon harder against the sweat-soaked skin, jaw tense, eyes cold and narrow.

“Waldhorst's.”

“Waldhorst?” Serrano lowered his arm for a moment. The weapon trembled in his hand. “I thought Salazar was throwing the party.”

“That's what Ortega told me. When that changed—no idea.” The cook rubbed his forehead where the barrel had left a red mark, a perfect circle like a brand.

“Get lost. And not a word to anyone.”

The cook started the engine and was gone, tires squealing on the wet asphalt. The smell of burned rubber hung in the air, mingling with the salt of the sea into something bitter and final.

Reed turned to Serrano, eyes burning with rage and desperation. “What are you waiting for? Call it in. The Feds need to go after that boat.”

“We can't call anyone.” Serrano's voice sounded hollow, empty, as if someone had drained all the life from it.

“What do you mean?” Reed's stomach contracted, as if an iron fist were closing around his guts—slowly, methodically, without mercy.

“There's no backup. This operation was never authorized.” The words hung heavy between them, like poison in the salty air. Serrano stared past Reed's shoulder, unable to meet his gaze.

The words landed like a blow. “You said Mercer gave the green light.”

“I lied.” Serrano couldn't look Reed in the eye. His voice was barely a whisper, almost carried away by the wind off the water.

Reed's fist slammed into Serrano's stomach, hard and without warning, with all the force of everything he couldn't put into words. The impact sent shockwaves through his arm up to his shoulder. Serrano doubled over, a choking sound escaping his throat—and the uppercut caught him on the chin. The crack of bone on bone echoed across the empty parking lot like a gunshot. He collapsed to the ground, motionless, his body going limp like a puppet with its strings cut, and the only sound left was the slapping of water against the pilings.

“Thea!” Reed's voice tore through the silence of the early morning, raw and desperate, a sound that was no longer a word, only pain. “Thea!” The cry echoed across the water and lost itself in the darkness where the boat had already disappeared, where she had disappeared. His knees gave out, and he sank to the ground next to Serrano's unconscious body. The cold of the asphalt seeped through his clothes, crept into his bones, but he barely felt it. He pressed his palms flat against the wet ground, as if that could anchor him. All he felt was the gaping emptiness where Thea should have been—an emptiness larger than the night around him, larger than the black water that swallowed everything.

To be continued…
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