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  Chapter one

The grip tightened on Kat's arm as they marched her through the ornate entrance of Samir Khan's Mediterranean-style villa in Riyadh. She was barefoot and wore only a dirty blanket. Her captors flanked her on either side, their fingers digging into her flesh with unnecessary force, a physical reminder of how thoroughly her escape attempt had failed. Ahmed Bakir was on her left, two hundred pounds and over six feet tall, the capable bodyguard and chief of staff for Samir Khan. On her right was the imposing figure of Ali Hadid, who was bigger, heavier, and rougher than Ahmed, his suit and dress shirt spotted with blood from the men he had killed an hour earlier. The cool air inside the marble foyer hit her skin, raising goosebumps along her arms despite the Saudi heat outside, still intense despite it being the middle of the night. Every step forward felt like another step away from freedom, another nail in the coffin of the life she'd once known. 
"Move," Ali growled, shoving her forward when she hesitated at the threshold of the inner courtyard.
Kat stumbled, catching herself before she fell. She'd been a professional cat burglar for years and her balance was impeccable, but days of rough handling, minimal food, and sporadic sleep had taken their toll. Her legs trembled beneath her, betraying a weakness she couldn't afford to show.
The courtyard opened before her like a mirage, a desert oasis of impossible beauty. Polished stone fountains burbled softly, their water catching the moonlight and fracturing it into countless sparkling fragments. Date palms and meticulously trimmed ornamental trees dotted the courtyard, surrounded by intricate mosaic tiles. The air smelled of jasmine and water—clean, refreshing scents that seemed to mock her current state. The splashing of the water echoed from high white walls that surrounded the courtyard. On the far side, the front entry to the house beckoned.
In another life, Kat might have admired the craftsmanship, might have calculated what it would take to scale those walls, to slip through those high windows. Now, she merely noted potential escape routes out of habit, knowing they were unlikely to bear fruit any time soon. Her gaze swept the perimeter, noting security cameras nestled discreetly among the landscaping. The courtyard was a gilded cage, every bit as secure as a prison cell despite its beauty.
A memory flashed unbidden—the raid on Rafiq's residence. The four men had caught her on the street as she tried to escape from Ahmed and Ali, then taken her to Rafiq’s place and used her for hours. She remembered the thunderous crash of the door being kicked in and Rafiq's shocked expression as the bullet tore through his skull.
The heavy weight of failure pressed down on her. There would be no escape from Samir Khan or the life he had chosen for her in this foreign land.
"Sheikh Khan is waiting for you," Ahmed said. "You have displeased him."
Kat suppressed a shudder. She'd heard rumors about what happened to women who displeased Samir Khan.
"And you disappointed the prince," Ali said. "Very bad. He paid much for your company. He was to be your first here."
The implication was clear—her punishment would be severe. Not just for attempting to escape, but for costing Samir money, the one thing he valued above all else.
They guided her across the courtyard toward a set of glass doors that led deeper into the villa. Kat tried to slow her breathing, to center herself. Panic would serve no purpose now. She needed to be clear-headed to watch for opportunities, no matter how slim.
The doors slid open silently, revealing a spacious sitting room decorated in creams and golds with couches and chairs arranged into seating islands. A fountain gurgled in one corner. The opulence was overwhelming—crystal chandeliers, hand-woven rugs, artwork that belonged in museums rather than private residences. And there, seated in a high-backed leather chair like a king on his throne, was Samir Khan wearing a tailored white dress shirt and slacks.
He didn't look up when they entered, his attention fixed on a tablet computer in his hands. The deliberate indifference was calculated, another power play in a game where he held all the cards. Kat was made to stand before him, her arms still restrained by the guards, while he continued to scroll through whatever held his interest.
The silence stretched thin, tension building with each passing second. Kat refused to fidget, refused to show discomfort despite the ache in her shoulders and the cramping in her legs. Finally, after what seemed an eternity, Samir set aside the tablet and looked up.
His eyes were black as night, cold and flat as a shark's. They swept over her, taking inventory of her appearance—the dirty blanket, the bruises on her arms, the defiance in her stance. His expression revealed nothing, but something in those eyes made her pulse quicken, made her throat go dry with instinctive fear.
"Katherine," he said. "You disturb me. You are an inconvenience."
His voice was soft, cultured, with just the faintest hint of an accent. It was the voice of a man educated in the finest Western schools, a man comfortable in boardrooms and palaces alike. It was also the voice of someone who ordered executions with the same casual ease as ordering dinner.
“I thought the Jensens had trained you better, but I can see that you have much more to learn. That’s something we can fix. You’ll just need to be drugged more than the other girls. The bigger problem is your tendency to think you can escape from me. This is foolish on your part.”
Kat met his gaze, refusing to look away despite every instinct screaming at her to submit, to lower her eyes, to do anything to appease this man who held her life in his hands. "If you're expecting an apology from me, you'll be waiting a long time."
Ali tensed, his hand tightening on her arm in warning, but Samir merely smiled—a small, tight expression that never reached his eyes.
"No, Katherine, I don't expect apologies from property." He rose from his chair with fluid grace. "I expect obedience. When that fails, I employ correction."
He stepped closer, close enough that she could smell his expensive cologne and feel the heat radiating from his body. Every muscle in her body coiled tight, ready to strike despite the futility of such an action. Samir noticed, his smile widening a bit.
"Still so spirited," he murmured, reaching out to brush a strand of hair from her face. Kat jerked away from his touch, and his hand froze in midair. Something dark flashed across his features before his expression smoothed once more into practiced neutrality. "This is good. Some clients prefer fire to submission, at least at first."
Images flashed behind Kat's eyes—memories of her capture and brutal training by Magnus and Julia Jensen in California, an ordeal that had lasted over a month. Then the local men who had used her after her escape attempt in Riyadh. The remembered sensations of strange hands on her body, of powerlessness and violation, threatened to overwhelm her. She pushed them away, locking them behind a mental door. Not now. She couldn't afford to break now.
Samir was already turning away, dismissing her as though she were of no more consequence than a piece of furniture. "Ali, you will get her ready. Make sure she’s clean, drugged, and restrained. Ahmed, come with me.”
Ali pulled her toward another doorway, and Kat went without resistance, saving her strength for battles she might actually win. He led her deeper into the villa, each step taking her farther from freedom. Kat pushed away the echoes of violence and fear, focusing instead on survival. She'd escaped once. She would do so again. She had to.
The alternative was unthinkable.

      ***The halogen lights of the bathroom hit Kat like a physical blow, their harsh glare reflecting off the flowing patterns of the polished granite walls and floor and the gold fixtures at the sinks. Ali's grip remained bruising on her upper arm as he shoved her inside, the door clicking shut behind them with the finality of a prison cell. The space was opulent to the point of absurdity—it might as well be papered with money. Along the far wall, a sunken tub large enough for four people sat beside a walk-in shower—all of it spotless, sterile, and utterly threatening in its perfection.
"Strip," Ali ordered, his voice echoing against the hard surfaces.
Kat stood motionless, her eyes meeting his in the massive mirror that covered one wall. In the harsh lighting, every bruise on her arms and legs stood out in stark relief, purple and yellow markers of her failed escape and subsequent capture.
Ali's patience lasted exactly three seconds before he reached for her, thick fingers ripping the blanket from her grasp. "You think I haven't seen everything already?" he sneered, reaching over to turn the water on in the tub. "You think there's anything to hide?"
The words hit harder than they should have. Kat had been naked before men like this before, had endured their touches and violations. Yet, somehow, this felt different—more personal, more deliberately humiliating. This wasn't business any more. This was punishment.
She remained passive as Ali turned her around to face the tub. He stood close behind her, his hands lingering on her breasts and her hips. His breath came faster, hot against her neck as he pressed himself against her back, letting her feel his erection through his pants.
"Sheikh Khan said to clean you," he whispered, his lips brushing her ear. "He didn't say how."
He guided her toward the tub, which was already filled with clear steaming water. The heat rose in translucent waves, carrying the scent of some expensive oil that couldn't quite mask the clinical undertone of antiseptic. Kat's muscles tensed as Ali's hand pressed between her shoulder blades, forcing her to bend over the edge of the tub.
"In," he commanded, releasing her only to deliver a sharp slap to her exposed backside.
The water enveloped her as she stepped in, too hot against her skin, but she refused to show discomfort. She sank down slowly, the liquid rising to just above her breasts. Ali took off his suit coat and rolled up his sleeves methodically, his eyes never leaving her body, a predatory anticipation in his gaze that made her stomach clench.
"Hands on the sides," he instructed, kneeling beside the tub. When she complied, he reached for a washcloth and a bar of soap, working up a lather with deliberate slowness.
The first touch of the cloth against her shoulder was almost gentle, a deceptive prelude to what followed. Ali worked his way down her body, the rough fabric scraping across her skin as he applied unnecessary pressure. He lingered over her breasts, soap-slick hands replacing the cloth as he kneaded and pinched, his breathing growing heavier.
"Need to make sure you're clean for Sheikh Khan," he said, voice thick with arousal. 
Kat fixed her gaze on a pattern in the stone of the far wall, attempting to disconnect from what was happening to her body. It was a skill she'd developed during her weeks in captivity—the ability to retreat into her mind, to separate herself from the physical violations. But Ali seemed determined to keep her present, delivering sharp pinches to her nipples whenever her attention appeared to wander.
"You're enjoying this," he taunted, one hand sliding beneath the water to push her legs apart. "All you Western whores do."
His fingers probed between her legs, rough and invasive, scrubbing with punishing strokes that were clearly meant to hurt as much as clean. Kat bit the inside of her cheek until she tasted blood, refusing to give him the satisfaction of her pain. The violation continued as he pushed two thick fingers inside her, ostensibly to clean her there as well, his movements becoming increasingly sexual rather than functional as they slid in and out.
"Maybe the sheikh will let me have you when he's done," Ali said, his free hand squeezing her breast painfully. "After you've learned your lesson."
Kat remained silent, her mind retreating to a place where Ali's invasive touches couldn't reach. She thought of her apartment back in Los Angeles, of her books lined up neatly on shelves, of the security system she'd installed herself. She thought of Ray, the man she'd met in captivity, the man who wanted to rescue her, whose gentle touch had been so different from the men who'd handled her since.
The bath continued, Ali's hands violating every part of her body under the guise of cleanliness. He made her stand, water streaming down her skin, as he washed her back, her buttocks, between her legs from behind, and fingering her ass with deep strokes that made her yelp. His breathing grew increasingly labored, and she could feel him pressing against her as he pulled her close, using the excuse of the bath to gratify himself through his clothes.
Finally, he pulled her from the tub, water splashing across the granite floor. He didn't bother with gentleness as he toweled her dry, her breasts bobbing, the plush fabric rough in his aggressive hands. Kat swayed a little, exhaustion threatening to overtake her, but she remained upright through sheer force of will.
"Now this," Ali said, reaching for something on the counter. The syringe glinted under the bright lights, the liquid inside clear and innocent-looking.
Kat's eyes fixed on the needle, calculation replacing fear. She knew what it probably was—the same drug the Jensens had used when she was their captive. It dulled pain, increased sensitivity in certain areas, made her crave sex, and most importantly, made resistance nearly impossible as muscles weakened and coordination failed. Under normal circumstances, she would have fought against it with everything she had. But these weren't normal circumstances. Pain awaited her—she had no illusions about that. Samir Khan's reputation for cruelty to those who defied him was legendary. If the drug would help her endure what was coming, perhaps it was better to accept it.
So, when Ali approached with the syringe, Kat extended her arm without prompting, surprising him. His eyes narrowed with suspicion before a smirk spread across his face.
"Smart girl," he said, sliding the needle into her vein with practiced ease. "This to make you enjoy what's coming."
The effect wasn't immediate, but Kat could feel it beginning to work as Ali guided her from the bathroom, his hand firm on her upper arm. The edges of her vision softened, colors becoming more vibrant even as her limbs grew heavy. By the time they reached Samir's bedroom, walking was becoming difficult, her steps uneven and uncertain.
The bedroom was exactly what she would have expected from a man like Samir Khan—massive and imposing, dominated by a super-king-sized bed with black silk sheets. The walls were dark, the lighting low and intimate, creating pools of shadow in the corners. The highly polished black granite floor made Kat feel like she was walking on darkness until she reached the island of white carpet where the bed was located. A large window overlooked the courtyard, though heavy curtains were drawn across it.
Ali positioned Kat beside the bed, forcing her down to her knees with a heavy hand on her shoulder. The plush carpet cushioned her knees, but the position itself was deliberately degrading. He produced a length of nylon rope, binding her wrists together before securing them to one of the ornate bedposts.
"Sheikh Khan will be here soon," Ali told her, giving her bound wrists a final tug to ensure they were secure. "Obey and it may not hurt so much." His hand stroked her damp hair almost affectionately before he stepped away. "But I hope you don’t."
Then he was gone, the door closing behind him with a soft click. Kat tugged experimentally at her bonds, but the rope held firm, and the drug made her movements clumsy and ineffective. She rested her forehead against the cool wood of the bedpost, trying to gather her strength for what would come next.
Time stretched and compressed under the influence of the drug. It could have been minutes or hours before the door opened again. Kat raised her head with effort, her vision swimming for a moment before focusing on the figure that entered.
Samir Khan stood naked in the doorway, his body lean and muscular, looking more like thirty rather than forty years old. He held a flogger in his hand—multiple leather straps attached to a polished handle. He approached with unhurried steps, each one bringing him closer until he loomed over her kneeling body.
"You must understand," he said. "You are my property, and my property must obey me. I do not wish to lower your value by marking your beauty, but you force my hand. My hope is that you will learn. I do not think you are stupid. I think you still retain the illusion of free will. But property has no free will."
He walked around her in a slow circle, the flogger swinging gently from his hand. Kat tracked his movement as best she could, the drug making it difficult to turn her head without making it spin.
"Do you know how much money you cost me?" he asked conversationally. "The prince was most displeased by your absence. He requested you specifically. Your unique background as an American criminal intrigued him, and he was captivated by your photo. You’re lucky he hasn’t decided to treat you as a thief and cut off your hands."
Samir stopped in front of her, reaching down to tilt her chin up, forcing her to meet his gaze. "I had to offer him three other girls as compensation. Three girls who could have been earning me money elsewhere. Even so, he was not satisfied." His fingers tightened on her jaw. "Bad for business, Katherine. Very bad for business."
He released her abruptly, stepping back. "On the bed," he commanded. "Face down, ass up, toes on the floor."
The position he wanted was clear—her upper body on the bed, her lower half exposed and vulnerable. With her wrists still bound to the bedpost, it required an awkward shuffling on her knees, the drug making her movements ungainly and slow. Finally, she managed to position herself as demanded, face pressed against the silk sheets, buttocks available.
"Better," Samir approved, running a hand lightly down her spine, giving her goosebumps. "Now, let's discuss your punishment."
The first strike of the flogger came without warning, leather straps landing across her buttocks with a crack that seemed to split the air. Kat jerked against her bonds, a gasp escaping her lips before she could suppress it. The drug dulled the pain somewhat, transforming it into a burning sensation that spread across her skin like wildfire.
"One," Samir counted calmly. "For the money you cost me."
The second strike landed across the backs of her upper thighs, harder than the first. This time, Kat couldn't contain the small cry that escaped her.
"Two, for the inconvenience to the prince."
The third blow crossed over the first, intensifying the burning sensation. "Three, for the resources I wasted in finding you."
Samir continued methodically, each strike accompanied by another transgression, real or imagined. The flogger fell in a steady rhythm—across her buttocks, her thighs, occasionally reaching higher to stripe her lower back. The drug in her system created a bizarre disconnect, where she could feel every lash with heightened sensitivity yet the pain remained somewhat distant, as though happening to someone else.
By the tenth strike, tears were streaming down Kat's face, her body trembling with each impact. The burning had intensified to an unbearable level, yet Samir showed no sign of stopping. His breathing had quickened, the only indication that the punishment was affecting him as well, though in an entirely different way.
"Beg," he ordered suddenly, pausing with the flogger raised. "Beg me to stop."
Pride warred with self-preservation in Kat's drug-addled mind. She had survived worse than this, had endured pain and humiliation without breaking. But the strategic part of her brain—the part that had kept her alive as a professional thief, that had helped her navigate dangerous situations—recognized that this was a battle she couldn't win through defiance.
"Please," she whispered, the word catching in her throat. "Please stop."
"Louder," Samir demanded, bringing the flogger down with renewed force. "I want to hear you beg properly. And call me master."
The strike landed directly across her most sensitive areas, and Kat cried out, the pain cutting through the drug's buffer. "Please stop, master! I'm sorry! Please, I beg you!"
Samir nodded with satisfaction as he continued, forcing increasingly desperate pleas from her with each blow. The humiliation of begging burned almost as much as the physical pain, but Kat surrendered to it, giving him what he wanted in hopes that it would end sooner.
Finally, after what seemed an eternity, the whipping stopped. Kat lay trembling on the bed, her skin on fire, tears soaking into the silk beneath her face. Behind her, she could hear Samir's heavy breathing, could sense him standing close, admiring his handiwork.
His hand came to rest on her lower back, fingers tracing the welts that had formed on her skin. The touch was almost gentle, a deceptive tenderness that made Kat tense in anticipation of further pain. Instead, his hand moved lower, caressing the reddened flesh of her buttocks, dipping between her legs.
"The drug is working well," he observed, his fingers exploring the wetness he found there. "Or is it the drug? Your body betrays you, Katherine. You're quite aroused despite your punishment. Or perhaps because of it?"
Kat squeezed her eyes shut, shame coursing through her. It was the drug, she knew—designed to create arousal regardless of circumstances, to make the body responsive even when the mind was unwilling. Knowing that didn't make it any less humiliating.
Samir's hand withdrew, and there was a moment of shifting behind her before she felt him positioning himself, the head of his cock pressing against her smallest and most intimate opening. Panic flared through the drug-induced haze.
"No, master," she gasped, trying to pull away despite her bonds. "Not there. Please, no."
"Your punishment isn't over," Samir replied, his voice thick with arousal. "You don't get to dictate terms."
With one brutal thrust, he forced himself into her ass, tearing a scream from her throat. The drug might have dulled some pain, but this violation was too intense, too invasive to be masked as his cock filled her tunnel, pounding deep inside her. Samir gripped her hips tightly, holding her in place as he established a rough rhythm, each thrust sending fresh waves of agony through her body.
"This is what happens to property that misbehaves," he grunted, driving deeper. "Remember this feeling the next time you consider running."
Kat bit into the silk sheets, trying to muffle her groans as Samir continued his assault. The drug was creating a bizarre duality in her body—pain and unwanted pleasure intertwining until she could no longer distinguish between them. Her traitorous body responded to the stimulation despite the brutality, nerve endings firing signals of arousal alongside pain, her pussy wet enough to drip down her thighs, craving more.
Samir's pace increased, his breathing becoming ragged as he approached climax. With a final, punishing thrust, he came inside her, his fingers digging into her hips. Kat felt the hot pulse of his release, another humiliation to add to the growing list.
He remained inside her for several long moments, catching his breath, before withdrawing abruptly. The sudden emptiness was almost as jarring as the initial penetration had been.
"Sit up," he commanded, moving to stand beside the bed. "Clean me."
With trembling arms, Kat pushed herself upright, awkwardly maneuvering to sit on the edge of the bed, her bound wrists still attached to the bedpost. The movement sent fresh pain radiating from her abused flesh, and she couldn't suppress a whimper as her weight settled on her welted skin.
Samir stood before her, his semi-erect cock still glistening with the evidence of what he'd done to her. The implication was clear, and Kat felt bile rise in her throat, but refusal wasn't an option. Not if she wanted to survive.
With her bound hands limiting her movement, she leaned forward as best she could, taking him into her mouth. The taste was foul—a combination of himself and her own body—but she forced herself to continue, using her tongue to clean him as thoroughly as possible, his musky scent filling her nostrils. Above her, Samir sighed with pleasure, one hand coming to rest on her head, guiding her movements.
The drug in her system was reaching its peak now, and despite the pain and degradation, Kat felt an insistent throbbing between her legs, a desperate need for release that horrified her even as it consumed her. Her body moved of its own accord, pressing her thighs together, seeking friction.
Samir noticed, a smile spreading across his face as he pulled away from her mouth. "Look at you," he taunted. "So desperate for it now. Is this what you need?" His hand dipped between her legs, fingers brushing against her most sensitive spot, sending electric jolts of pleasure through her drug-enhanced system.
"Please," Kat heard herself saying, the word escaping before she could stop it. "Please, master, make me come."
The request hung in the air between them, her ultimate humiliation laid bare. Samir's smile widened as he deliberately withdrew his hand, leaving her aching and unfulfilled.
"No," he said simply. "That would be a reward, and you've done nothing to deserve rewards."
He stepped back, reaching for a black silk robe that hung on a nearby chair and slipping it on. "Besides," he continued, tying the sash around his waist, "your punishment is far from over."
Kat stared at him, confusion warring with the desperate arousal that clouded her thoughts.
"My men were frustrated because of your escape," Samir explained, moving to the door. "They've been looking forward to getting to know you."
Understanding dawned with sickening clarity. What Samir had done was just the beginning.
"Ali!" Samir called, opening the door. The burly man appeared almost instantly, as though he'd been waiting just outside. "She's ready for more. Make sure everyone gets a turn. I want her to understand the consequences of her actions."
Ali's gaze swept over Kat's naked, marked body, lingering on the welts and reddened skin with obvious appreciation. "Yes, Mister Khan," he replied, moving to untie her wrists from the bedpost while keeping them bound together.
As Ali pulled Kat to her feet, her legs nearly gave way beneath her, a combination of the drug, fatigue, and the abuse her body had already endured. He supported her with a rough grip on her arm, leading her toward the door on shaking legs.
The last thing Kat saw as she was led from the room was Samir's satisfied expression, the look of a man who had reclaimed what he considered his property, now extracting payment for its temporary loss.






  
  Chapter two

The room they brought her to was unlike anything Kat had seen before in Samir's compound—a space designed entirely for punishment and pleasure, with no pretense of any other purpose. The walls were covered in sound-dampening padding in a deep burgundy color that would hide bloodstains, while the floor featured the same material, soft beneath her bare feet as Ali shoved her forward. Various pieces of equipment dotted the space: a padded spanking bench in the center, wall-mounted restraints at strategic intervals, and an ornate cabinet standing open to reveal an assortment of whips, crops, restraints, and sex toys arranged with care. A padded bench ran along one wall. Without any windows, the only illumination came from the glaring overhead lights. 
"Welcome to your new home," Ali said.
Kat's drugged gaze swept the room, cataloging details through the haze. No windows. A single door—heavy, reinforced. Cameras mounted in the corners, their red lights blinking steadily. Escape would be nearly impossible, especially in her current state.
Men were already waiting inside—four of them, lounging against the walls or sitting on the bench, examining the equipment with casual interest. They straightened as Ali pushed her into the center of the room, their eyes lighting up with anticipation. Kat recognized two of them as guards who had watched the exterior of Rafiq’s home during her recapture, the others unfamiliar but bearing the same hardened expressions.
"Sheikh Khan says we all get a turn," Ali announced, circling around to face her. "As many times as we want, however we want. The one rule is that she stays conscious and undamaged. When we finish, the staff can have her."
The men exchanged glances, smirks spreading across their faces. One of them—tall, with a scar running from his eyebrow to his jawline—stepped forward first, already unbuckling his belt.
"I've waited for this since she kicked me," he said, his accent thick. "Time to return the favor."
“You can go first, Jamal, but I’m next,” Ali said, releasing Kat’s bound wrists, only to shove her toward the spanking bench. "Tie her to the bench first. Everyone gets a better view."
Hands grabbed her from all sides, positioning her over the padded spanking bench, securing her wrists and ankles to the built-in restraints on the floor until she was immobilized, bent over with her buttocks raised and exposed, her hair dragging the ground. The position stretched her sore muscles, putting pressure on already welted skin, but the drug continued to dull the worst of the pain while heightening every touch.
“You should have told me she was ready,” said a familiar voice.
The men turned and stepped back at attention as Ahmed Bakir entered the room wearing only his pants, which he was already removing.
“Sorry, Abu Ahmed,” Ali said, nodding and stepping out of his way. “Of course. I apologize.”
Kat turned her head enough to look up at Ahmed’s tight, muscular body as his pants dropped to the floor, and the sight of his large cock almost made her gasp. He stepped up behind her and rubbed his fingers up and down her already moist folds, sliding two fingers inside her and giving her a moment to adjust before his fingers were replaced by his cock. He entered her slowly, letting her feel his thickness and length, until it felt like his cock could go no farther. Kat realized she was breathing faster now, her body tingling, hoping this would also be her chance to come, and the thought combined with his thrusting caused waves of pleasure to start building inside of her. Her head was already spinning from the drugs, but now her head bounced with each impact against her pussy, making her dizzy.
When Ahmed came inside of her, he moaned softly, then pulled out and walked around to the front of her bench. She felt his semen starting to drip down her inner thighs as Jamal moved into position behind her, chuckling as he ran his rough hands over the marks Samir had left on her butt. As he did that, Ahmed knelt in front of her and lifted her head by the hair.
“Look at me, whore,” Ahmed said.
Kat looked at him.
“Open your mouth.”
Kat opened her mouth and found it quickly filled with Ahmed’s cock. He held her head while he gently thrust into her mouth and deep into her throat, nearly making her gag, tasting her own juices along with his as he pumped, cleaning himself and forcing the last of the semen out of his cock as she sucked on him. While he did that, Jamal entered her pussy and slid one of his fingers into her ass. The combination made her moan, and it only took a moment before the thrusting behind her and in her mouth made her come with a scream that was muffled by Ahmed’s cock. Ahmed laughed, backing up and letting go of her head, then standing and putting on his pants as Jamal continued thrusting into her, getting rougher and rougher with each stroke.
Jamal slammed his finger into her ass as he continued with a punishing rhythm that jolted her entire body with each thrust.
"Not so tough now, are you?" Jamal grunted. "Not so quick to fight back. Just another whore like the others."
Around her, the other men watched, some stroking themselves through their pants, others making crude comments about what they planned to do when their turns came. As Ahmed left the room, Ali positioned himself in front of her, unfastening his pants and gripping her hair to raise her head, but this time she kept her mouth shut.
"Open," he demanded, pressing himself against her lips. When she hesitated, his grip tightened painfully in her hair. "Open or I'll make you wish you had."
Kat complied, allowing Ali to push into her mouth even as Jamal continued his assault from behind. Trapped between them, she could barely breathe, could barely think beyond the immediate sensations of invasion and pressure. The drug in her system created a surreal disconnect, where she was simultaneously present in her body and floating somewhere above it, observing what was happening with a strange detachment.
In that dissociative state, her mind reached for something to anchor itself, something beyond the present horror. The image of Ray Cooper rose unbidden—the American she'd met just days before her flight to Saudi Arabia, whose gentle eyes had seemed to see beyond her carefully constructed facade. He was the one bright light during her captivity, sharing comfort and deep secrets with her while their cages were side by side in the Jensen’s basement dungeon.
Perhaps it was the way he'd listened when she spoke, as though her words actually mattered. Or how he'd held her hand when she had fallen asleep, a gesture of comfort, the contact warm and respectful rather than demanding. In the few hours they'd spent together, he'd treated her like a person, not an object to be used or a body to be consumed. They’d had sex every day for a week, but it was a forced performance for the benefit of Julia Jensen’s camera—a tool for blackmail to keep Ray in line once they let him go. Even so, she remembered how he felt, how his cock felt, and how he made her feel, and their relationship had developed quickly over just a few days. If only they’d had more time together, or had met under different circumstances, it could have been something real, and perhaps something permanent.
Ali’s thrusting into her mouth suddenly became more urgent, pounding into her face hard enough that she thought he might snap her neck in her awkward position, but he finally groaned and came, his earthy semen flooding into her mouth, and his cock slid out slowly so he could then rub his juices all over her face. Then he stood and walked around behind her.
"Fucking whore loves it," Ali said, the words penetrating her mental sanctuary. "Look how wet she is. Someone else go next, then I want her ass."
The fantasy of Ray provided a temporary escape as the men continued to use her body, taking turns or sometimes working in pairs to ensure no opening remained unfilled. Kat retreated deeper into her mind, imagining Ray's hands on her instead—gentle caresses that sought her pleasure rather than her pain, touches that asked permission rather than taking by force.
Hands gripped her breasts roughly, pinching and twisting her nipples until she gasped. Someone else was pushing into her from behind now, his strokes more measured but no less invasive. The spanking bench beneath her hips was slick with sweat and other fluids, the padding stuck to her skin as she was rocked back and forth between her assailants.
Time lost all meaning. Men came and went, sometimes leaving the room only to be replaced by others. The drug kept her responsive, her body betraying her again and again with unwanted pleasure even as her mind screamed in protest. Occasionally, one of them would force her to climax, treating her involuntary response as proof that she enjoyed her degradation.
"See? She's coming again," Ali's voice cut through the haze at one point, his fingers skilled despite their cruelty. "American slut can't get enough."
Kat's body convulsed under his ministrations, the drug-enhanced orgasm washing over her in waves that left her gasping and disoriented. Shame followed immediately after, burning through her like acid, but she pushed it away, retreating once more into fantasy.
In her mind, she was with Ray somewhere far from here—a hotel room in Los Angeles perhaps, with soft sheets and sunlight filtering through curtains. His touch was reverent in her imagination, his lips gentle against her skin. He whispered her name—her real name, not the degrading epithets the men in the room used—and looked into her eyes as though seeing something valuable, something worth protecting.
"You're safe," the Ray in her mind promised, his hands cradling her face. "I won't let anyone hurt you."
The contrast between fantasy and reality grew more stark as the assault continued. Time passed, marked only by the changing of positions, the rotation of men, the brief periods of respite when they discussed what to do next. Kat's body ached, her muscles trembling with exhaustion, her skin slick with sweat and bodily fluids. Even with the drug dulling her pain receptors, the cumulative effect of the prolonged abuse was taking its toll.
At some point, they removed her from the bench, only to position her on the floor, surrounded on all sides. Hands gripped her everywhere—her hair, her breasts, her waist, her thighs—as bodies pressed against her from every direction. On her side, she was penetrated simultaneously in three places, filled beyond capacity, each thrust from one man pushing her against another in a grotesque choreography of violation.
"Look at me," Ali demanded, gripping her chin as he used her mouth. "I want your eyes when you realize we own you."
Kat forced her heavy eyelids open, meeting his gaze with whatever defiance she could still muster. It wasn't much—her resources were depleted, her resistance worn down by so much abuse and the relentless effect of the drugs—but she refused to give him the satisfaction of seeing her completely broken.
Ali's expression darkened. "Still fighting," he observed, increasing the brutality of his movements. "We will fix."
The assault intensified, if that was even possible, the men seeming to feed off her remaining resistance, determined to extinguish it entirely. They used her in ways she hadn't known were possible, positioning her body like a doll, commenting on her responses with clinical detachment or crude humor.
"Put her on her back," someone suggested after what seemed like an eternity. "I will see her face when I come."
Hands maneuvered her onto her back, spreading her limbs wide on the padded floor. The man positioned himself between her legs, pushing into her with deliberate slowness, watching her expression as he filled her completely. Kat tried to retreat into her mental sanctuary, to conjure Ray's face, his touch, but exhaustion was making it difficult to maintain the fantasy.
Reality and imagination began to blur, the boundaries dissolving under the influence of fatigue and drugs. Sometimes the man above her would morph briefly into Ray in her mind, his cruel grip becoming a tender caress, only to snap back to harsh reality when he would slap her or squeeze her throat. Kat's consciousness began to waver, her eyes closing for longer periods despite the continued stimulation of her body. The drug was wearing off, allowing more pain to seep through, though her nerve endings were so overwhelmed that even the pain was becoming distant, muted.
"She's fading," someone observed, his voice seeming to come from very far away.
"Few more minutes," another replied, grunting as he thrust into her ass. 
Hands lifted her again, positioning her on her knees. She swayed dangerously, unable to support herself, until someone gripped her hair, holding her upright. Through heavy eyelids, she could see blurry forms surrounding her, could feel the press of flesh against her lips, her cheeks, her breasts.
In her mind, Ray was reaching for her, his expression concerned, his hand extended as though to help her up from where she'd fallen. "Hang on," he seemed to say, though she couldn't hear his voice over the grunts and crude commentary of the men using her. "Don't give up."
Warmth splashed across her face, her chest, her back—the men coming all over her skin in a final act of degradation. Kat barely registered it, her consciousness slipping further away with each passing second. When the last man stepped back, there was nothing left to hold her upright, and she collapsed onto the padded floor, her body curling instinctively into a protective ball.
Through the encroaching darkness, she heard voices discussing her as though she were an object rather than a person lying broken at their feet.
"Leave her," Ali said. "Give her a few hours, then feed her well. After she eats, I give her another bath. She likes baths," Ali said with a slight chuckle. “And I like to give them.”
"When do we start again?" someone asked, zipping up his pants.
"That’s up to Sheikh Khan."
Kat opened her eyes part way as a big hand gripped her sticky breast. Ali was crouched beside her with a smile. “Sleep well, American slut. You’ll need your strength. We’re not done with you yet.”
Ali gave her breast a squeeze before he stood up. Her body registered the movement dimly, pain flaring briefly before subsiding into the general discomfort that had become her constant companion.
As consciousness slipped away entirely, Kat's mind made one final retreat to the fantasy that had sustained her. Ray's face appeared before her, concerned and gentle, so different from the men who had just used her body for their pleasure. In her imagination, he reached out, brushing hair from her face with a tender touch.
"I miss you," she whispered, the words barely audible even to herself, a confession spoken to the empty air as darkness claimed her. "I miss you, Ray."
She didn't know if she meant the Ray she'd barely known or the idea of him she'd created—the promise of gentleness in a world of cruelty, of respect in a place of degradation. Perhaps it didn't matter. In the darkness of unconsciousness, she clung to the image, a talisman against the horror of her reality, even as her body surrendered to exhaustion on the padded floor of her new prison.






  
  Chapter three

Kat's consciousness returned in slow, painful waves, each one washing away a little more of the drug-induced fog that had enveloped her mind. The cool leather seat beneath her registered first, followed by the gentle hum of an engine and the artificial chill of air conditioning against her skin. Her eyes fluttered open to reveal the interior of a stretch limousine, the world outside the tinted windows a blur of ochre and bronze as the desert landscape streaked past. The metallic bite of handcuffs around her wrists brought reality crashing back; this wasn't a nightmare, but the continuation of a waking hell that had begun with her capture in California, back where she had made her first and last mistake as a cat burglar by breaking into the home of Magnus and Julia Jensen. 
She shifted her position, the baggy black dress they'd forced her into bunching uncomfortably beneath her thighs. The garment hung from her athletic shape like a shroud, concealing every curve of her body beneath layers of shapeless fabric. Her head throbbed, a dull, persistent ache that pulsed in time with her heartbeat, the aftermath of whatever they'd drugged her with still lingering in her system.
Across from her sat Ahmed Bakir, his posture rigid and professional, eyes dark and unreadable as he looked up from reading on his cell phone and assessed her. In the driver's seat, visible through a partially open partition, was the larger man, Ali, his broad shoulders shifting slightly as he drove the vehicle down the highway.
"Where are you taking me?" Kat's voice emerged as a rasp, her throat dry and scratchy from disuse and dehydration. She winced at the sound of her own words.
Ahmed reached into a small compartment beside him and withdrew a cold bottle of water, twisting off the cap before extending it toward her. "Drink."
Kat's handcuffed hands fumbled with the bottle, pride momentarily warring with necessity before thirst won out. She drank deeply, the cool liquid soothing her parched throat.
"You are going to Sheikh Khan's establishment in Mecca," Ahmed continued, his tone matter-of-fact. "Your new home." The words were delivered without emotion, as though he were simply stating that the sky was blue or the desert was hot. "It is approximately a nine-hour drive from Riyadh."
Kat lowered the water bottle, her stomach clenching at his words. Mecca. A holy city, yet she was being transported there for the most unholy of purposes. The irony wasn't lost on her.
"Nine hours," she repeated, trying to process what that meant for her chances of escape or rescue. Nine hours meant they were already deep into Saudi Arabia, far from any embassy or authority that might help her.
Ahmed nodded once, reaching beside him again to produce a bottle of water and a small container of food—some kind of flatbread and dried fruit. "You should eat. Sheikh Khan prefers his property to arrive in good condition."
The casual cruelty of his words disgusted Kat, but she accepted the food without comment. If she was going to survive this—to escape or be rescued—she needed her strength. Each bite stuck in her throat, but she forced herself to swallow, to nourish the body that had always been her greatest asset.
Outside the window, the landscape shifted and changed as they drove. The modern highway cut straight through the desert like a knife, engineered for speed and efficiency, carrying them ever closer to her dreaded destination. They occasionally passed clusters of dilapidated mud brick buildings that seemed to rise organically from the sand, echoes of an ancient past that persisted despite the encroachment of glass and steel modernity. The fading desert sun painted everything in shades of amber and gold, casting long shadows across the barren terrain.
Kat pressed her face to the cool glass, allowing herself to be mesmerized by the passing scenery. It was easier than dwelling on what awaited her at the journey's end. The vast emptiness outside reminded her of how small and insignificant she was in this moment—a single woman against the machinery of power and corruption that had ensnared her.
In the stillness of her mind, Ray's voice emerged, gentle and reassuring: "I'll find you. Whatever happens, I'll find you." The memory of his words, spoken during one of their late-night conversations in their cages, brought a momentary softness to her expression. It was a promise she clung to now, when all other hopes seemed to have abandoned her.
Ahmed noticed the change in her demeanor. "The first few days will be difficult," he said, misinterpreting her expression as fear rather than the flicker of hope it truly was. "But you will adapt. All the women do, eventually."
Kat's green eyes hardened as they met his. "I'm not like the other women," she said, her voice low but steady.
A brief smile, cold and without humor, touched Ahmed's lips. "That is what they all say."
Silence fell between them, broken only by the hum of the engine as Ali texted someone on his phone. Kat returned her gaze to the window, her mind turning inward as the kilometers rolled away beneath them.
After a month of captivity, during which the Jensens had kept her in a cage and “trained” her to be a submissive sex slave, they had thrown a party to introduce Kat to their friends and allow them to have sex with her however they wanted. Ray Cooper had been among them, a recent addition to the group, and had been reluctant to have sex with Kat until he was prompted by Magnus and Julia, who seemed suspicious of him. Ray had then asked Kat to give him a blow job. When they were done, Ray had whispered to Kat that he was there to rescue her, but then he ended up getting captured himself. During the next several days they spent together, Ray had charmed her and given her a reason for hope, and now her main hope was that she would see him again, and that he would actually find a way to rescue her.
The limousine slowed as they approached a checkpoint, and Kat's heart rate accelerated. Ahmed's posture shifted subtly, becoming more alert as Ali rolled down his window to speak with uniformed guards. Papers exchanged hands, there was a brief conversation in Arabic, and then they were moving again, the moment of potential intervention passing as quickly as it had arisen.
Kat's shoulders slumped slightly, tension momentarily draining from her body only to rebuild as the reality of her situation reasserted itself. The handcuffs bit into her wrists as she adjusted her position, a physical reminder of her captivity.
"How much farther?" she asked, needing to break the oppressive silence.
Ahmed checked his watch. "Several more hours. You should rest if you can. The journey is long, and you will need your strength when we arrive."
The implication behind his words hung in the air between them, unspoken but understood. What awaited her at Khan's establishment would require all her resilience and cunning to survive. On the other hand, it might better than the punishing experience with Khan’s staff that she had just endured.
Kat leaned her head back against the seat, closing her eyes not because she intended to sleep but because she needed the privacy of darkness to think, to plan. Ray was the only person who might know where she'd gone, the only one who might be looking for her now. Since her father's death ten years ago, men had been a series of disappointments and betrayals in her life—convenient marks, frequent casual lovers, but never someone to depend on. Ray was different. He'd seen her, really seen her, not just the skilled thief or the attractive woman, but the person beneath all her carefully constructed layers.
"He'll come," she thought, the words a silent mantra that steadied her racing pulse. "Trust Ray. He said he'd rescue me." The thought anchored her in a fragile hope even as the limousine carried her deeper into a land where women like her disappeared without a trace.
The rhythm of the engine and the distant murmur of the road combined with her exhaustion, pulling her toward unwanted sleep despite her determination to remain alert and the awareness of her sore body. The drugs lingering in her system made her eyelids heavy, her thoughts increasingly disjointed as she fought against the encroaching darkness. Her last conscious thought before sleep claimed her was of Ray's face, his gray eyes intense as he promised to find her. Kat then slipped into uneasy dreams, the desert night deepening around the limousine that carried her toward a fate she was determined to escape.

      ***The limousine wove through the narrow, winding streets of Al-Hindawiyah district in Mecca, or Makkah as the local signs said in English, and the transition from the open desert highway to the congested urban sprawl jarred Kat out of her fitful sleep. Night had fallen completely, the darkness broken by the warm glow of occasional streetlights and the neon flicker of signs in Arabic and English. Men in traditional white thobes walked alongside others in Western attire, the crowds thinning as Ali navigated them deeper into a section of the district where anonymous buildings stood shoulder to shoulder, their sand-colored facades revealing little of what lay within.
The vehicle slowed and then stopped before a ten-story building that could have been anything—an office complex, an apartment building, a hotel. Its exterior was deliberately unremarkable, a plain, sand-colored structure with an austere presence, its windows dark rectangles that revealed nothing of the activities inside. No sign proclaimed its true purpose, no indication that it was anything other than one more nondescript building in a city full of them. Only the discreet security cameras positioned at the entrance and the well-dressed doorman suggested that something of value might be housed within.
Ali cut the engine and exited the driver's seat with surprising grace for a man of his size. He moved around to Kat's door and pulled it open, the interior light briefly illuminating his broad face with its short beard as he gestured for her to step out. 
Kat slid across the leather seat, her handcuffed wrists and the baggy long dress making the simple action awkward. The night air hit her as she emerged from the air-conditioned interior, hot and heavy despite the late hour, carrying the scents of dust and distant spices. Her legs, stiff from hours of sitting, threatened to buckle beneath her as she stood.
Ahmed exited the vehicle behind her, his eyes quickly checking their surroundings. He gripped her upper arm, not roughly but with enough pressure to communicate that resistance would be unwise. "This way," he said, steering her toward the building's entrance.
The building doorman, wearing a suit, inclined his head respectfully as they approached, opening the door without a word. Inside, the lobby was cool and unremarkable—beige marble floors, simple furniture, recessed lighting that cast soft pools of illumination. Ahmed guided Kat toward an elevator at the back of the lobby, pressing the button for the tenth floor. As the doors closed, sealing them in the confined space, Kat felt her heart rate speed up and she took a few deep breaths to calm herself. The elevator hummed as it ascended, floor numbers lighting up in silence as they passed each level. 
The doors slid open to reveal a short hallway with the same marble flooring as the lobby, though here the lighting was more decorative—ornate sconces that cast a golden glow over the walls. Ahmed led her along the corridor to a simple door that looked like it could lead into an office or a modest apartment. He produced a key card, swiped it through a reader beside the door, and pushed it open, gesturing for Kat to enter ahead of him.
She hesitated as she stepped beyond the threshold and saw what lay on the other side.
The plain door opened not into an office but into an elaborately decorated lobby that served as a transition between the outside world and the fantasy within. Rich red carpeting cushioned their footsteps, and the lighting dimmed to a soft, golden haze that cast everything in a dreamlike glow. From here, an arched doorway led into a much larger space that seemed to have been transported directly from a movie set depicting 1001 Arabian Nights. It was a vast area where reality seemed suspended, replaced by a carefully curated fantasy of the exotic East as if it were an adult-oriented Disneyland. Colorful cushions and pillows were scattered across low couches and on the floor, creating intimate seating areas separated by colorful gauzy curtains that provided the illusion of privacy while allowing glimpses of movement beyond.
Candles provided much of the dim lighting, their flames casting shadows that flickered across the walls and ceiling, where colorful veils and plumes of silky material hung in graceful swags. Tapestries depicting desert scenes and stylized figures adorned the walls, their rich colors glowing in the candlelight. Brightly patterned rugs covered portions of the marble floor, creating islands of warmth amidst the cool stone. The air was heavy with the sweet scent of incense, light clouds of fragrant smoke drifting through the space like ephemeral ghosts. Somewhere, hidden speakers played soft music—the sinuous melody of an oud accompanied by the gentle rhythm of finger cymbals.
From deeper within the space came a man's moan of pleasure, the sound cutting through the music and bringing a flush of heat to Kat's face as the reality of where she was and what purpose she was meant to serve crystallized in her mind.
A man sitting in a chair near them rose to his feet—tall and broad-shouldered with a military bearing, his close-cropped graying black hair and trimmed black beard framing deep-set dark eyes that assessed Kat with clinical interest. His face had a prominent ratlike quality. A thick scar ran along his right cheek, a pale line against his tanned skin that spoke of violence in his past.
"Abu Bakir," he said, his voice carrying the clipped tones of someone accustomed to giving and receiving orders. He offered a small salute, a gesture that confirmed Kat's impression of his military background.
"Kareem," Ahmed acknowledged with a nod. "This is the new girl. She requires orientation and training."
Kareem's gaze swept over Kat, taking in her disheveled appearance with a slight curl of his lip. "She does not look like much right now."
"The journey was long," Ahmed replied. "Once she is cleaned up and properly attired, she will meet the Sheikh's standards."
Kareem nodded and pressed a button on the wall beside him. "The women will take care of her preparation."
Ahmed turned to Kat, his expression stern. "This is where I leave you. Remember that you are the property of Sheikh Khan now. Any attempt to escape or cause trouble will be severely punished." He spoke as if delivering a weather report, the threat all the more chilling for its matter-of-fact delivery. "Kareem will be watching you closely."
“Very closely,” Kareem said.
Kat glanced at Kareem, then met Ahmed’s gaze, the defiance that had sustained her throughout the journey still flickering in her green eyes despite her fear. "I understand," she said, the words costing her pride but buying her time. Time to observe, to plan, to wait for Ray's promised rescue.
Ahmed seemed satisfied with her response. He exchanged a few quiet words in Arabic with Kareem, then turned back toward the entrance, leaving Kat standing alone with her new jailer.
Kareem took a step closer, invading her personal space with deliberate intimidation, or at least that’s how it felt, but she knew that Arabs tended to stand closer together than Americans. They had a different idea of personal space. He was taller than Ahmed, his bulk making her feel small despite her own athletic build. Up close, she could smell the faint scent of tobacco on his breath.
"You Americans think you are special," he said, his accented English carrying a note of contempt. "But here, you are just another woman for men's pleasure." His gaze traveled down her body as if he could see through her baggy dress. "You will not go anywhere. Not with me watching."
Kat held her ground, refusing to shrink away despite the impulse to recoil from his proximity. "I wouldn't dream of it," she replied, injecting a confidence into her voice that she didn't entirely feel.
Kareem's hand shot out, gripping her chin with unexpected speed, forcing her to meet his gaze. "The pretty ones always think they are clever," he said, his thumb pressing into the soft flesh beneath her jaw. "They think they can manipulate me. But in the end, all of you learn your place."
A gentle cough interrupted whatever else he might have said. Kareem released her with a small push, turning toward the sound. "Ah, your guides have arrived. They will show you what is expected of a woman in Sheikh Khan's house."
Two women had appeared like mirages from behind the gauzy curtains. Her new reality was about to begin, and as Kareem stepped back to allow them to approach, the weight of her captivity pressed down on her with renewed force. The fortress-like building, the isolation of the top floor, the watchful eyes of men like Kareem—every aspect of her situation had been designed to prevent exactly what she was determined to accomplish: escape.
The two women who approached Kat moved with a fluid grace that seemed to match the fantasy environment around them, their bodies adorned in transparent belly dancer outfits that concealed nothing while suggesting everything. Tiny bells jingled with every step they took. The taller one, a striking Latina with long, curly black hair that cascaded past her shoulders, offered a smile that didn't quite reach her dark, expressive eyes. The blonde, her generous breasts barely contained by the sheer fabric, extended her hands in welcome, her warm smile carrying a hint of genuine sympathy that caught Kat off guard.
"I'm Amy," the blonde said, her voice soft with an American accent. She gestured to her companion. "This is Isabella. We're going to take care of you now."
Isabella inclined her head. "Hola," she said, her mild Mexican accent confirming what her features had suggested. "Come with us."
Amy gently took Kat's arm, careful to avoid touching the raw skin around her handcuffs. "This way," she instructed, her tone carrying none of the coldness that had characterized Ahmed's directions.
Both women wore high heels that accentuated their shapely legs, the click of them against the marble floor creating a rhythm that seemed to match the distant music. Their makeup was applied with expert hands—smoky eyes lined with kohl that made their gazes seem both seductive and mysterious, lips painted in deep reds that glistened in the candlelight. Gold and silver glitter dusted their exposed skin, catching the light as they moved. Their outfits flowed with their motions.
As they left the lobby, Kareem watched them with narrowed eyes. "I will see you later," he called after Kat, the promise in his words unmistakable.
Isabella led the way, guiding them through the main space of the brothel. They passed several veiled sitting areas, some with shadowy figures lounging on cushions, the translucent fabric providing just enough concealment to obscure details while hinting at the activities beyond. Men's voices murmured in various languages—Arabic, English, French—punctuated occasionally by the musical laughter of women that sounded rehearsed to Kat's ears.
"These are the greeting areas," Amy said in a low voice. "Where clients make their selections and negotiate terms."
They continued past a hallway lined with doors, some closed, others slightly ajar to reveal glimpses of the small private rooms beyond. Each was decorated in the same Arabian fantasy style as the main area—plush cushions, gauzy curtains, colorful hangings, dim lighting that flattered skin and concealed flaws. As they passed one room, a rhythmic thumping accompanied by the unmistakable sounds of sexual pleasure filtered through the partially open door—a man's deep groans interspersed with a woman's theatrical moans.
Kat felt her face flush despite herself, the reality of what was expected of her becoming increasingly concrete with each step. Isabella noticed her reaction and squeezed her arm gently. "Don't worry," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "We help each other here. It is not so bad when you learn the ways. There are much worse places."
The platitude did little to comfort Kat, but she appreciated the attempt at kindness. They turned down another corridor, moving deeper into the labyrinthine structure until they reached a door marked with Arabic script.
Amy pushed it open to reveal an opulent bathroom that seemed more suited to a luxury spa than a brothel. The room was large and dominated by two sunken marble tubs large enough to accommodate several people comfortably. Steam rose from one of them, the water's surface scattered with floating flower petals that released their fragrance into the humid air. A bubbling spa occupied one corner, its jets creating a gentle, constant sound that merged with the soft music playing from hidden speakers. Two walk-in showers lined another wall, their glass doors etched with intricate patterns that matched the mosaic tiles covering the floor.
"This is where all the new girls begin," Amy said, her tone taking on a professional quality as she closed and locked the door behind them. "We'll help you get cleaned up and explain how things work here."
Isabella approached Kat, her hands moving to the handcuffs. She produced a small key from a concealed pocket in her outfit, unlocking the metal restraints and gently removing them from Kat's wrists. Her wrists were raw and chafed. The relief of having the cuffs removed was immediate, yet the absence of physical restraints did little to change the reality of her captivity.
"Thank you," she said, rubbing her wrists as she assessed the two women more carefully. Despite their cooperation with the brothel's operations, there was something in both their manners that suggested they were as much prisoners as she was—their compliance born of necessity rather than choice.
"The dress next," Amy said, approaching Kat with hands already reaching for the fastenings of the baggy black garment. "You won't need this ugly thing any more."
Kat hesitated, instinctively reluctant to surrender the last barrier between her body and the world. 
Isabella noticed her tension and offered another of her gentle smiles. "It is okay," she soothed. "We are all women here. And we have all been where you are now."
There was a profound understanding in her eyes that resonated with Kat, a shared experience that created an unexpected bond between them. With a slight nod, Kat allowed them to proceed.
Amy's hands moved to the ties at the back of the dress, loosening them with practiced efficiency. The garment slipped from Kat's shoulders, the fabric sliding down her body to pool around her feet. Isabella helped her step out of it, steadying her with a gentle hand as she did so. The cool air of the bathroom caressed Kat's naked skin, raising goosebumps along her arms and legs.
"You have a beautiful body," Amy observed, her tone appreciative rather than leering. "Athletic. Strong. Large breasts. The clients will like that, and if you’re popular enough, Khan will reward you."
Isabella nodded in agreement as she gathered the discarded dress and set it aside. "Nice proportions. And your skin is good, despite the bruises." Her fingers ghosted over a dark mark on Kat's ribs. "We help these heal faster."
Kat stood still under their assessment, feeling oddly detached from the moment, as though she were watching it happen to someone else. The situation—standing naked before two strangers who discussed her physical attributes in terms of their appeal to future clients—was so far removed from her normal reality that it took on a dreamlike quality.
Amy guided her toward the steaming bath. "Come, the water will help you relax. You must be sore from your journey."
That wasn’t the only reason she was sore, inside and out, but she knew she didn’t have to explain. These women had probably had similar experiences when they arrived. As Kat approached the sunken tub, Amy continued speaking, her voice calm and matter-of-fact. "We're going to teach you how to dance for the men," she explained. "You are going to dress like a fantasy harem girl. Belly dancers haven’t been common in Saudi Arabia for a long time. Under Islam, it’s considered inappropriate or forbidden in public or professional places, but it's one of the favorite fantasies of the clients."
Isabella nodded in agreement, her dancer's posture evident even in this simple gesture. "The men come here to escape reality," she added. "We create the illusion they desire."
Kat descended the marble steps into the bath, the warm water rising around her legs, then hips, then torso as she sank deeper. The heat penetrated her sore muscles, bringing an involuntary sigh of relief.
"The dancing is not so difficult," Isabella continued, kneeling at the edge of the bath. She reached for a crystal bottle of oil, pouring a measure into the water. The scent of jasmine and something deeper, muskier, rose with the steam. "I will teach you basic movements. Your body will learn quickly, I think."
Amy joined Isabella at the bath's edge, both women now removing their high heels and clothing and dipping their legs into the water on either side of Kat. She noticed that both women had their pubic areas shaved, although hers had been growing out for the last two weeks. They reached for soft cloths and began to wash her, their movements gentle but thorough, removing the grime of travel and the lingering sense of her captors' hands on her skin.
"How long have you been here?" Kat asked, needing information more than conversation.
A shadow passed across Amy's face. "Three years for me. I was at Stanford before—" She trailed off, clearly unwilling to revisit the details of her abduction. "Isabella has been here longer."
"Over five years," Isabella confirmed, her hands working soap into a rich lather that she applied to Kat's shoulders. "I was a dancer in Mexico City before I was … taken."
Their gentle ministrations continued, washing away the physical evidence of Kat's journey while offering glimpses into their own stories. When they reached her bruises, their touches became even more delicate, tender in a way that brought unexpected tears to Kat's eyes.
"These will fade," Amy assured her, applying some kind of ointment to a particularly dark mark on Kat's hip. "The clients don't like to see bruises unless they put them there themselves.”
Isabella nodded. “You also don’t have any tattoos, so that’s good. We get many traditional men here who believe tattoos are haram—forbidden. But some of them like the whips."
The casual horror of the statement hung in the steamy air between them. Kat swallowed hard, forcing herself to remain calm, to gather information. "And Khan—he owns all of you?"
Isabella's hands paused briefly in their work before continuing. "Yes. Sheikh Samir Khan owns this place and everyone in it. He comes here sometimes to inspect his property." The bitterness in her voice was carefully controlled but unmistakable. "Other times, he sends important clients. Men with money and power. They are often the most difficult, with more extreme tastes, but they can afford to pay more. I’m sure you will meet them."
Amy moved behind Kat, her hands gently urging her to lean back until her long, dark hair floated in the water. "You have beautiful hair," she commented, reaching for a bottle of shampoo. "So thick and healthy. We'll make sure it stays that way."
As Amy began to work the shampoo into Kat's scalp, her fingers massaging with just the right pressure to release tension, Kat was startled as Isabella shaved her pubic hair while continuing the orientation. "We will take good care of you, help you adjust. The first days are the hardest, but it gets … not better, but more bearable."
Kat closed her eyes as Amy rinsed her hair, the warm water cascading over her head in a sensation that would have been pleasant under any other circumstances. "I won't be staying that long," she said quietly, the words meant as much for herself as for them.
Neither woman contradicted her directly, but their exchanged glance spoke volumes about what they thought of her chances. They had likely heard similar declarations from other women who had ultimately been broken by the system that held them.
"Your hair really is gorgeous," Amy said, changing the subject as she worked conditioner through the long strands. "We'll style it tomorrow. The men love to run their fingers through long hair while you pleasure them."
“They also like when you drag it across their skin,” Isabella said.
“And some like to pull it,” Amy said.
The reminder of what awaited her sent a fresh wave of revulsion through Kat, but she kept her expression neutral. These women were trying to help in the only way they could—by preparing her for the reality she faced. Antagonizing them would serve no purpose.
As they continued bathing her, Kat's mind drifted to Ray. His face appeared in her thoughts, those intense gray eyes that seemed to see through her carefully constructed defenses. He'd promised to find her. Did he even know she'd been taken to Saudi Arabia? Was he looking for her now, or was she truly on her own?
The rhythmic motion of Amy's hands in her hair and Isabella's gentle washing of her body created a hypnotic effect, enhanced by the warm water and the fragrant steam that filled the room. Kat found her eyelids growing heavy, a drowsiness settling over her that seemed disproportionate to her fatigue.
"What did you put in the water?"
“Nothing. The warm water is helping the stress leave your muscles,” Amy said. “Just relax so you can sleep. No drugs for you right now.”
Kat tried to resist the pulling darkness, but exhaustion and the warm water conspired against her. She also felt a measure of safety with these women. Her last conscious thought was of Ray—his promise to find her, to rescue her—as she dozed off in the midst of her new captivity, the brothel's fantasy world closing around her like an ornate cage.






  
  Chapter four

The wall mirror in the little hair and makeup studio reflected a stranger back at Kat—a naked woman with haunted green eyes who sat perfectly still as gentle hands worked through her long dark hair. Amy's fingers moved with precision through her tangled waves. The brush glided from scalp to ends in hypnotic strokes, each pass a reminder of the intimacy forced upon captives who had no choice but to care for one another in this elegant hell. 
"You have beautiful hair," Amy said. "So thick and healthy."
Kat didn't respond. She'd quickly learned that silence was another form of armor, one of the few defenses left to her in this place. The well-stocked little studio, with its marble counter lined with expensive cosmetics, might have been luxurious under different circumstances. Now, its bright lighting and mirrored walls only amplified her vulnerability—naked and exposed on the cushioned stool, awaiting preparation like a doll to be dressed and displayed.
Isabella stepped into view, her own long curly black hair cascading over bare shoulders. Like Amy, she wore only a wisp of translucent fabric that hung from her shoulders and did nothing to conceal her breasts or the smooth skin between her thighs. She carried a leather case of makeup brushes, setting them carefully on the counter before Kat.
"Eyes closed," Isabella instructed, her accent warming the words. "We will make you beautiful tonight."
Kat's lids fell shut, not in compliance but in retreat. The soft brush of eye shadow against her skin was gentle, almost tender—a cruel mockery of the violence that would come later.
"You are fortunate," Isabella continued as she worked, her breath warm against Kat's face. "Your first client tonight is one who appreciates the dance. Some only want to skip straight to the fucking. And some do not even talk, although that can be a blessing."
Amy's hands stilled momentarily in Kat's hair. "Bella, don't scare her."
"Truth is better than surprise," Isabella said firmly. "Our Kat is strong. I see it in her eyes."
Kat felt the cool sweep of liquid liner being drawn along her lash line. The careful precision reminded her of cracking safes, of the focused attention required when infiltrating high-security buildings. Her fingers twitched with muscle memory.
"Open," Isabella commanded, and Kat obeyed, finding herself captured in the dark gaze of the other woman. "Yes. These eyes will entrance your clients."
The makeup continued in layers—primer, foundation, contour, highlight—a ritualistic transformation that Kat watched unfold in the mirror. Isabella's fingers were skilled, building depth and mystery around Kat's eyes with smoky shadow and kohl that made the green of her irises appear almost unnaturally bright. Her lips were painted a deep, blood red that emphasized their fullness.
"The trick," Amy whispered close to Kat's ear as she sectioned another piece of hair, "is to be present but absent. You understand? Your body performs, but your mind can hide. Most guys won’t even notice."
"Unless they give you extra drugs," Isabella cautioned, her eyes briefly meeting Kat's in the mirror. "Then there is nowhere to hide, but it will seem to be over sooner."
The scent of perfume filled the air as Isabella spritzed a crystal atomizer, the mist settling across Kat's collarbones and between her breasts. It was a rich, heady fragrance—amber and musk with undertones of something darker.
"For the nipples," Isabella explained, uncapping a small bottle of tint. Kat remembered seeing the Benefit Benetint being applied to her before the Jensen party in California. The applicator brush slid over Kat's right nipple, painting it with a deep rose color that made it look perpetually aroused. "The men like to see them this way. Like ripe berries ready to be plucked."
Kat flinched at the intimate touch that made her nipples harden, but kept her expression neutral. She'd been a thief long enough to know when to play along, when to wait for opportunity. Every interaction was intelligence gathering, every conversation a possible path to freedom.
Amy's fingers worked nimbly, gathering sections of Kat's hair into an intricate half-up style that left most of it flowing down her back while accentuating her face. "There," she said, stepping back to admire her work. "Exotic and mysterious. Perfect for a first dance."
"Now for the costume," Isabella said, retrieving a garment bag from a nearby rack.
The tepid air of the studio kissed Kat's bare skin as she stood, her body already accustomed to the casual nudity that was enforced in this place. She watched as Isabella unzipped the bag, revealing a wisp of shimmering fabric in jewel tones of deep purple and midnight blue with sections of red.
"Arms up," Amy instructed, pulling on a gauzy top that settled just below Kat's breasts, leaving them exposed. The material was nearly transparent, giving the illusion of modesty while concealing nothing.
Isabella knelt, sliding wide-legged pants up Kat's legs. They sat low on her hips, the waistband just barely covering her pubic area. "These are designed to be removed easily," she explained, demonstrating how a single pull at a hidden string, or a tug on the waist, would cause them to fall away. “These were originally designed for strippers.”
The costume was completed with an array of jewelry—silver bangles with bells that clinked softly around Kat's wrists, matching anklets, and most distinctively, a delicate gold waist chain fitted with tiny bells that chimed with every movement of her hips.
"The bells are important," Amy explained, adjusting the chain so it rested perfectly across Kat's lower abdomen. "They guide your movements, force you to be deliberate. The clients find it arousing."
Kat allowed herself to speak for the first time. "And if I refuse to dance?"
The question hung in the air between them. Isabella and Amy exchanged a glance that communicated volumes.
"Then Kareem comes," Isabella finally answered, her voice dropping lower. "And that is much worse than dancing."
Amy's hand found Kat's, squeezing gently. "We'll show you the basics. It's not difficult, and you're clearly athletic. Focus on survival first."
Kat nodded, understanding the subtext. These women weren't her enemies—they were fellow captives navigating the same treacherous waters.
Isabella helped Kat step into a pair of strappy high-heeled shoes, the final touch that transformed her into the fantasy figure she was meant to embody. Standing to her full height, Kat felt the weight of the jewelry, the constriction of the heels, the exposure of her painted flesh. 
"Come," Amy said, leading the way out of the studio.
They walked through dim corridors, the plush rugs muffling their footsteps while the bells at Kat's waist announced her presence with each step. The brothel's design was opulent yet tasteful, but it still looked like a fantasy Arabian nights film set. It could have been mistaken for an exclusive club if not for the occasional sounds that escaped from behind closed doors—moans of pleasure, sometimes cries of pain.
Isabella opened a door to reveal a private room decorated in the same lush style as the rest of the establishment. A large bed dominated one wall, covered in silk sheets and an abundance of pillows, and Kat immediately noticed the wall-mounted rings for restraints at the head of the bed. The opposite wall featured a circular area with a small raised platform, clearly designed for performances. Pillows were grouped around the floor on patterned rugs. Colorful silk veils decorated the walls and hung from the ceiling.
"This is is your room where you’ll sleep and entertain," Amy explained, guiding Kat to the platform. "And this is where you’ll dance. Begin with simple movements. The bells will create the rhythm."
Isabella demonstrated, her hips swaying in gentle figure eights that caused the bells at her own waist to create a soft, hypnotic tinkling. "Like this. Feel it in your body."
Kat mirrored the movement, her body adapting quickly thanks to years of physical training. The bells at her waist responded, creating a delicate music that accompanied her motion.
"Good," Amy encouraged, stepping behind Kat to guide her arms into a flowing position. "Let your arms tell a story. Seduction, submission, desire. Then undulate with your torso to entice with your breasts, then your belly, then your pussy. We’ll also show you how to rapidly shake your hips."
For the next hour, they worked together in that room, Isabella and Amy patiently guiding Kat through the fundamentals of a dance designed to entice and arouse. They showed her how to use the veils that hung from the ceiling, how to make her body appear to undulate like a serpent, how to use her eyes to create connection while keeping her true self hidden.
"When the drugs come," Isabella warned as they practiced, "your body will respond differently. You will feel … everything. Too much." Her dark eyes were serious. "Try to remember it is not you who feels these things. It is only the chemicals."
Amy nodded in agreement. "The first time is the hardest. After that, you learn to separate."
Kat absorbed their advice, filing away each piece of information like a tool that might someday aid her escape. She observed the tight bond between these two women, forged in circumstances she was only beginning to understand. Their hands touched often—brief, reassuring contacts that spoke of a deeper connection.
"What happens if the clients don’t want me?" Kat asked during a brief rest, breathing quickly from the exertion of the dance.
Isabella’s eyes clouded. “If the clients like you, Sheikh Khan will keep you here a long time, and that’s what you want. If not, you will be punished as a warning, and if you don’t improve, there are other places. Bad places.”
"Enough talk," Amy interrupted, helping Kat to her feet once more. "Let's try the full sequence again."
As they resumed the practice, Kat found herself drawn into the rhythm of the movement, the physical demands of the dance providing a temporary respite from the horror of her situation. In these moments with Amy and Isabella, there existed a fragile bubble of solidarity—women teaching another woman how to survive in a world controlled by men who saw them as nothing more than flesh to be bought and sold.
The bells jingled at Kat's waist, keeping time with her heartbeat. Soon, she knew, those bells would announce her to a stranger who had purchased the right to use her body. But for now, in this room with these women, she allowed herself to be taught, to be touched with kindness, to gather strength from their resilience.
And beneath it all, behind her kohled eyes and painted lips, Kat's mind worked ceaselessly—observing, calculating, waiting for the opportunity that would inevitably come. She had not survived as a thief by surrendering to circumstance, and she would not begin now.

      ***Amy and Isabella had left her to practice on her own in her room. The high heels forced Kat's body into an unnatural arch, accentuating curves she'd normally disguise during a job. She practiced the movements Isabella had taught her, watching her reflection in the full-length mirror as the tiny bells at her waist, wrists, and ankles created a delicate soundtrack for her reluctant dance. Three hours of practice had left her muscles warm and responsive, her body learning what her mind rejected. 
The door behind her crashed open without warning, the heavy sound shattering the hypnotic rhythm she'd established. In the mirror, she saw him enter—Kareem, his broad shoulders filling the doorframe, eyes already darkening with an intent that made her stomach clench in immediate dread.
"Still practicing?" His voice carried the edge of mockery beneath its authoritative tone. "Your first client arrives in two hours. Time for preparation."
Kat turned slowly, the bells at her waist tinkling with the movement. The scar across Kareem’s right cheek pulled his expression into a permanent half-sneer, and his close-cropped black hair accentuated the hardness of his features.
"I don't need preparation. I've learned the dance."
Kareem's laugh was a dry, humorless bark as he closed the door behind him, turning the lock. "Not that kind of preparation." From his pocket, he produced a syringe filled with a clear liquid. "You will get this every day for many weeks. Khan insists for all new girls."
Kat took an instinctive step backward, her heel catching on the plush carpet. "I don't need drugs."
"Hold out your arm or I make it worse for you."
Years of surviving dangerous situations had taught Kat when to fight and when to strategically submit. With nowhere to run, this was a moment for the latter. Still, her body tensed as she extended her arm, every muscle coiled with the instinct to strike.
Kareem gripped her wrist hard enough to bruise, his thick fingers digging into her flesh. Without ceremony, he jabbed the needle into her arm, the sharp pain causing her to hiss through clenched teeth. The liquid burned as it entered her bloodstream, an immediate fire spreading up from the injection site.
"What is that?" she demanded, her voice already thickening as the drug began to take effect.
"Special blend," Kareem answered, pocketing the empty syringe. "Makes you hurt less, feel more, want more. Clients like responsive whores."
The initial pain radiated outward from her arm, transforming into waves of heat that crashed through her body. Kat's breath quickened as nausea rolled through her stomach, followed by a dizzying surge of heightened awareness. Every sensation amplified—the silk of her costume against her skin, the pressure of the heels beneath her feet, even the air brushing across her exposed breasts felt like deliberate caresses.
"The first hit is always fun to watch," Kareem observed, his eyes tracking the visible changes in her body—the flush creeping across her chest, the sudden hardening of her nipples, the subtle trembling of her thighs.
Kat's thoughts scattered like startled birds, her trained focus disintegrating under the chemical assault. Pain and pleasure twisted together in bewildering proximity. She reached for the wall to steady herself, the bells at her wrist jingling traitorously.
"Strip," Kareem ordered, his voice dropping into a lower register. "Keep the shoes on."
"No." The word came out slurred but defiant. "That's not … part of my … job."
He slapped her face with enough force to snap her head to the side. The blow should have hurt sharply, but instead, it sent a disturbing ripple of confused sensation through her body, pain blurring with a flash of unwanted arousal that made her gasp.
"Your job is whatever I say it is." Kareem gripped the gauzy top and plucked it from her body with a single violent motion. She noticed it didn’t tear because it was made to come off easily. "The drugs are already working. You'll soon be begging for it."
Kat's mind screamed in outrage even as her body betrayed her, responding to the chemical cocktail pumping through her veins. She felt the material of her pants sliding down her legs as Kareem yanked the release cord Isabella had demonstrated earlier. The cool air against her now-exposed lower body sent another wave of conflicted sensation across her skin.
"Much better," Kareem murmured, circling her like an appraiser. The only items remaining on her body were the high heels and the jewelry—the bangles, anklets, and waist chain with their tiny, traitorous bells that seemed to mock her with every trembling movement.
Through the haze of the drug, Kat watched as Kareem began methodically removing his own clothes. First the jacket, then the shirt, revealing a torso covered in dark hair and old scars. His movements were unhurried, confident in his control of the situation. He kept his eyes locked on her naked body as he unbuckled his belt and stepped out of his trousers. She had hoped he’d have a small cock, but that wasn’t the case—quite the opposite.
Kat's vision swam, the room seeming to undulate around her. Her skin felt electrified, hypersensitive to the slightest change in temperature or air current. Between her legs, a mortifying wetness gathered as she stared at his cock—her body's chemical response to the drug rather than any genuine desire. The disconnect between her mind's revulsion and her body's reaction created a nauseating confusion.
"On your hands and knees," Kareem commanded, now fully nude, his erection jutting forward obscenely. When she hesitated, he grabbed a handful of her carefully styled hair and forced her down. "Now."
The carpet burned against Kat's palms and knees as she fell forward, the bells at her waist jangling in a delicate counterpoint to the brutality of the moment. Her arms trembled with the effort to support herself as the drug continued its insidious work, turning her muscles to water while simultaneously heightening every sensation to an almost unbearable degree.
Kareem positioned himself behind her, his hands roughly spreading her thighs wider. "The first time is always special," he said, his accent thickening with arousal. "You are lucky to have me. I sample all new whores before clients."
Kat tried to crawl forward, away from his touch, but his hand clamped onto the back of her neck, holding her in place. She felt his fingers probing between her legs, investigating the wetness there.
"See? Your body knows what it wants, even if you fight it." His fingers pushed inside her without warning, the intrusion causing Kat to cry out—a sound of pain that the drug transformed into something disturbingly like pleasure.
Her mind recoiled in horror at her body's response. This wasn't her—this was chemicals forcing reactions she couldn't control. Through the fog of sensation, she clung to that knowledge, separating her core self from the physical responses being wrung from her flesh.
Without preparation or gentleness, Kareem positioned himself and thrust forward, entering her pussy with a brutal force that tore another cry from her throat. The pain was immediate and sharp, cutting through the drug's effects. Yet, in its wake came a wave of confused arousal as the chemicals in her system transformed the violation into signals her body interpreted as pleasure.
"Tight," Kareem grunted with approval, his hands gripping her hips as he established a punishing rhythm. 
Each thrust pushed Kat forward on the carpet, the friction burning her knees and palms. The bells at her waist chimed a constant, delicate melody that provided a surreal soundtrack to her degradation. Her breasts swung beneath her, heavy and sensitized, the painted nipples almost painfully tight.
Kat heard herself moan as if it were coming from another woman. The room spun around her as Kareem pounded into her body, his harsh breathing mixing with the obscene sounds of flesh meeting flesh. Inside her mind, Kat retreated to a corner where she could observe rather than experience, remembering Amy's advice about being present but absent.
Just as her body began to adjust to the invasion, Kareem abruptly withdrew. Before Kat could process the momentary relief, his hands pushed her flat, face down onto the rug. The impact forced the air from her lungs in a whoosh, and the rough texture of the rug abraded her sensitive nipples.
"Now for the real test," Kareem muttered, his weight pressing down on her back as he straddled her thighs. His hands roughly spread her buttocks. "This is how we know if the drugs are working properly."
Kat tried to scream as he forced his large cock into her unprepared ass, but only a choked gasp emerged. The searing pain of the penetration was a white-hot knife of agony that seemed to split her in two. Her painted fingernails clawed at the rug, seeking purchase, seeking escape.
Then came the most horrifying part—as the drug surged through her system in response to the pain, it began transforming this violation into a confused tangle of sensation. The burning agony remained, but underneath it grew an insidious thread of pleasure that made her want to vomit. Her body betrayed her utterly, responding to stimuli it should have rejected, creating a hellish paradox of simultaneous suffering and arousal.
Kareem's thrusts became more violent, each impact forcing small sounds from Kat's throat that she couldn't control as his pubic area slapped against her butt. The bells at her waist created a rhythmic, delicate tinkling that seemed to mock the brutality of what was happening above them.
"You feel it now, yes?" Kareem panted against her ear, his weight crushing her into the carpet. "Your body learns its purpose. American sluts always learn fast what they were made for."
Kat's consciousness fractured, her mind desperately trying to separate from what was happening to her physical form. Yet, the drugs kept dragging her back, forcing her to experience every second of the violation with heightened awareness. Most disturbing of all was the building pressure between her legs, a perverse arousal that had nothing to do with desire and everything to do with the chemicals.
She tried to think of Ray, of having sex with Ray as if this were her choice, but she couldn’t focus on his image or the feeling in her head. Then she tried to concentrate on the hiss of the cool air coming from the vent high on the wall above a cabinet, but she couldn’t maintain focus on that, either.
After what seemed like hours but might have been minutes, Kareem's rhythm became erratic. His breathing harsh against her neck, he drove into her with several final punishing thrusts before she felt the warm pulse of his release inside her ass. The sensation sent a confused shudder through her drug-addled body—revulsion mingling with an unwanted spark of pleasure that brought her perilously close to her own climax.
As suddenly as it had begun, it was over. Kareem's weight lifted from her back as he withdrew, leaving a burning emptiness in his wake. She wanted to come, and she started to grind her pubic area against the rug with small movements she hoped Kareem wouldn’t see. Kat’s breath came in ragged gasps, her mind struggling to process what had just happened through the haze of the drug.
"Up," Kareem commanded, already pulling his trousers back on. "Look at me."
When Kat didn't immediately respond, his hand tangled in her hair again, roughly flipping her over on her back. Her body felt like a foreign entity, simultaneously numb and hypersensitive. Between her legs, a confusing ache pulsed, her body still seeking the release the drug had primed it to expect.
Fully dressed now, Kareem knelt beside her. His hand reached out to grip one of her breasts, fingers digging painfully into the soft flesh. Before she could turn away, his mouth descended on hers in a deep, invasive kiss that tasted of cigarettes. His tongue pushed past her lips, exploring her mouth with the same entitlement with which he'd taken the rest of her body.
When he finally pulled back, he licked a slow, deliberate path up her cheek, tasting the salt of her tears. "Good little whore," he murmured, his breath hot against her skin. "The clients will love you."
He stood, adjusting his clothes and looking down at her with clinical satisfaction. "Clean yourself and fix your makeup. Your first real client arrives in ninety minutes." With those words, he turned and left, the door closing with finality behind him.
Alone now, Kat curled into herself on the carpet, the bells at her wrists and waist creating a soft cascade of sound with every trembling movement. The drug continued its work, keeping her body in a state of confused arousal even as her mind processed the violation she'd endured. Every breath carried the scent of Kareem—a mixture of sweat, cologne, and the unique musk of his skin that seemed to have imprinted itself on her.
Between her legs, both her pussy and ass throbbed with pain, yet simultaneously ached with an unsatisfied need that disgusted her. This wasn't desire—it was chemistry, manipulation, control. Knowing the difference didn't stop her body from responding, but it allowed her to maintain that critical separation between what was happening to her flesh and who she truly was. Without being consciously aware of it, she slid two fingers into her pussy, moaning softly, then put her thumb on her clit and began to masturbate. She needed it, and she was going to take it for herself in this brief moment of privacy.
Her climax was intense, almost making her scream, but she still felt the need for more.
Ignoring her body’s demands, she slowly pushed herself up onto her hands and knees, Kat focused on who she was. They could force her body to respond, they could violate her physically, but they couldn't touch the core of her identity—the calculating thief who had escaped impossible situations before. This was just another job, another lock to pick, another security system to bypass. Somewhere in this gilded prison was a way out, and she would find it.
The rest of the night's torment was yet to come, but as Kat struggled to her feet, bells tinkling with each painful movement, she gathered her fractured strength around her like armor. They had taken her body, but her mind remained her own—and it was already plotting her revenge.






  
  Chapter five

Now that it was early evening and more clients were arriving, the sounds of the brothel increased, filtering through the walls as Kat sat rigid on the edge of the bed in her costume. Rhythmic thumping and muffled moans from the adjacent room formed a soundtrack to her rising dread. The luxurious prison that held her—all silks and satins in deep crimsons—felt suffocating as evening shadows extinguished the light from the sealed window. She ran her fingers over the tiny brass bells attached to the delicate gold chains around her wrists, their soft tinkling a reminder of her new status as a slave rather than a person. The sheer filmy fabric she wore over her naked body did nothing to preserve her dignity. It was meant to entice, not to cover—another detail designed to strip away her humanity. 
Kat had been told to expect a man named Fahd and his bodyguard, Ayan, but she knew nothing else about them except that Fahd was very wealthy.
The sounds from next door intensified—a woman's voice rising in what could have been pleasure or pain—before subsiding into rhythmic grunts. Kat's stomach tightened. Those sounds would soon be coming from her own room. She would soon be the one making them. 
The door swung open without warning. Two men entered—one short and fat wearing a traditional white thobe, the other tall and muscular in a tight-fitting black suit. The first man, who must be Fahd, surveyed her with the casual interest of someone inspecting a new appliance. His graying beard was neatly trimmed against his jowly face, his eyes small and dark beneath heavy brows. The second man, Ayan, closed the door and took up a guard position beside it, his bald head gleaming in the room's soft lighting, his expression impassive.
"Stand," Fahd commanded, his voice carrying the casual authority of a man accustomed to immediate obedience.
Kat rose slowly, the bells at her wrists and ankles jingling softly with the movement. 
"Turn." Another command, equally terse.
She complied, rotating slowly to give him a full view of her body through the transparent fabric. The humiliation burned deep, but she kept her expression neutral. Survival first. Everything else later.
"Strip her," Fahd told Ayan, already removing his thobe. "And hold her properly."
Ayan moved with unexpected speed for his size. Before Kat could react, his large hands gripped her upper arms, fingers digging into her flesh. He pulled the flimsy top from her body with a single efficient motion, then her harem pants, leaving her completely exposed. The cool air raised goosebumps across her skin as Ayan forced her down to her knees.
"On the floor," Ayan growled, his first words since entering.
Kat struggled instinctively, but his grip was unbreakable. He forced her down until her cheek pressed against the plush carpet, her arms held against the floor, her ass elevated. The position left her completely vulnerable, exposed in the most degrading way possible. This seemed to be the favorite position of her captors and clients, perhaps because it was so humiliating.
Fahd moved to a cabinet against the wall and withdrew a leather flogger. The sight of it made Kat's blood run cold. He was unhurried, methodical, his erection already forming beneath his massive belly.
"Hold her steady."
The first strike landed without warning across Kat's bare buttocks. The sting was immediate, sharp, radiating outward in waves of heat. She gasped, the brass bells at her wrists and waist jingling as her body jerked involuntarily. The second strike followed quickly, then a third. Each impact sent shockwaves through her flesh, each one slightly more intense than the last.
"Count them," Fahd demanded, pausing after the fifth strike.
"Five," Kat managed, her voice strained.
The flogger whistled through the air, landing with precision. The leather tails bit into her flesh, leaving trails of fire across her skin.
"Six," she counted, teeth clenched.
The pattern continued—strike, count, strike, count—until she reached fifteen. By then, her buttocks and upper thighs burned as if scalded. The tiny bells on her body rang with each impact, creating a perverse musical accompaniment to her punishment. The rhythmic sound of the flogger cutting through air, the impact on flesh, and her subdued gasps blended into a musical nightmare.
What horrified Kat most wasn't the pain—she'd endured physical pain before. It was the unmistakable warmth building between her legs, the moisture gathering there despite her revulsion. Her body was responding to the stimulation even as her mind recoiled from it. The betrayal of flesh against will.
"She's getting wet," Fahd said with amusement, dropping to his knees behind her. "She’s attracted to me."
Kat's identity felt fragile, hanging by a thread. She was Katherine Weaver—cat burglar, athlete, independent woman. Not this. Never this. Yet, here she was, her body responding to abuse in ways that made her want to scream.
Ayan adjusted his grip, maintaining control of her wrists with one massive hand while using the other to push her head down, arching her back further. The position emphasized the redness of her abused buttocks, presenting her for Fahd's use.
"Now we fuck," Fahd said, positioning himself behind her. 
Without preamble or preparation, he thrust into her. The abrupt penetration was painful, her body not ready despite the unwanted arousal. Kat cried out, the sound muffled against the rug. Fahd established a brutal rhythm, each forward movement causing his belly to slap against her burning buttocks, intensifying the sting.
"Open your mouth," Ayan commanded, his voice flat as he released her wrists to unzip his pants. 
Before she could process the command, his fingers tangled in her hair, yanking her head up. His erection jutted from his pants, and he guided it toward her lips. When she hesitated, his grip tightened painfully.
"Open," he repeated, "or it gets worse."
Survival instinct took over. Kat parted her lips, and Ayan thrust forward, filling her mouth. The violation was complete now—taken from both ends, used as nothing more than a receptacle for their pleasure. The bells on her wrists and ankles jingled with each movement.
Fahd's pace increased, his breathing growing labored. Each thrust sent conflicting signals through Kat's body—pain from her abused flesh mingling with unwanted spikes of pleasure as he hit sensitive spots inside her. She hated her body's response, hated the warmth spreading through her lower belly, hated the building tension that signaled her own approaching orgasm.
Ayan came first, his release sudden and without warning. His semen filled her mouth, overflowing past her lips, running down her chin to drip onto the floor. He didn't withdraw immediately, keeping himself lodged in her mouth, forcing her to taste him as he kept her pinned in place.
Behind her, Fahd's movements became erratic. His fingers dug into her hips, pulling her back against him as he drove deeper. With a guttural moan, he climaxed, his body shuddering against hers.
The sensation of him pulsing inside her triggered Kat's own unwilling release. Her hips bucked against him, her inner muscles clenching as waves of pleasure crashed through her body. The orgasm felt like another violation, her body's final betrayal as it responded to her abusers with pleasure.
Fahd withdrew, breathing heavily. "Look at that," he chuckled, slapping her reddened buttock. "The whore came. Maybe you should be paying me, whore."
Ayan finally pulled out of her mouth, leaving her gasping for air. Her face felt sticky with his release, her dignity in tatters. As Fahd retrieved his thobe and began dressing, Ayan gripped her hair again.
"Lick me," he said, pushing his softening member toward her face.
Kat complied, too broken in the moment to resist. Her tongue moved mechanically over him, tasting the bitter remnants of his pleasure until he seemed satisfied and tucked himself away.
The two men left without another word, the door closing behind them with a soft click that somehow sounded like finality. Kat remained on the floor, her body aching, fluids leaking from her onto the plush rug. The tiny bells on her wrists tinkled softly as she took deep breaths to calm herself.
Minutes passed before she could summon the strength to move. Her muscles protested as she pushed herself upright, her skin hypersensitive where the flogger had marked her. The physical pain was nothing compared to the hollow feeling inside her. With shaky legs, she made her way to the adjoining bathroom, desperate to wash away the evidence of what had just happened, knowing it was only the beginning.
The woman who stared back at her from the mirror was a stranger—eyes haunted, lips swollen, a smear of semen still glistening on her chin. Kat turned away from her reflection and started the shower, letting the water run hot enough to scald. Perhaps if she scrubbed hard enough, she could wash away the memory.

      ***Night had fully descended by the time Kat was prepared for her second client. She had bathed and reapplied her makeup. Her skin still burned from Fahd's attentions, the welts on her buttocks and thighs hidden beneath the diaphanous skirt that revealed more than it concealed. They'd instructed her to dance for this one—Malik Badawi liked his women to perform before he took them. The music player was cued with something Eastern and hypnotic, waiting for her to press play when he arrived. She stood in the center of the room, the high heels they'd forced onto her feet making her calves ache, and waited for the next chapter in her degradation.
The room had been refreshed in her absence—new silk sheets on the unused bed, scented candles casting flickering shadows across the walls, stains removed from the rug, rose petals scattered across the floor in a macabre parody of romance. 
When the door opened, Kat expected another brute like Fahd—another monster in human form. Instead, Malik Badawi surprised her. He was short, bald, dressed in an impeccably tailored suit that spoke of wealth and refinement. His black beard was meticulously groomed, framing a face that might have been handsome if not for the calculating coldness in his eyes, visible despite his pleasant smile.
"Good evening," he greeted her in accented but fluent English, closing the door behind him. He moved to the velvet armchair positioned at the foot of the bed, settling into it with the ease of a man accustomed to being catered to. "I am Malik. You are new here."
It wasn't a question, but Kat nodded anyway, her throat dry. This man was different—there was something in his studied casualness that unnerved her more than Fahd's overt brutality.
"Dance for me," he instructed, gesturing toward the music player. "Show me what they have taught you."
Kat pressed play, and the sinuous notes filled the room. Isabella had drilled the movements into her that afternoon—how to move her hips, how to use her arms, how to make the bells sing with each motion. She began to dance, feeling Malik's eyes track every movement of her body through the translucent fabric.
The tiny brass bells at her wrists and ankles jingled with each step, each turn, each undulation of her hips. The high heels forced her calves to flex, accentuating her legs as she moved in slow circles before him. She kept her gaze lowered, partly from the instruction she'd received, partly to hide the hatred she felt.
"Very nice," Malik commented, his tone appreciative but detached, like a connoisseur evaluating a painting. "You move well for an American. Smooth. Not trained as a dancer, I think, but athletic in other ways."
The music built to a crescendo, and Kat turned her back to him, rolling her hips as she'd been shown, revealing her still-reddened buttocks. The movement sent fresh waves of pain through her abused flesh, a reminder of her earlier violation.
"Beautiful," Malik murmured as the music faded. He gestured for her to approach. "Come. Tell me about yourself."
Kat hesitated before sitting on the edge of the bed by his chair, the bells on her body tinkling softly with the movement. This deviation from the brutality she'd expected left her uncertain, suspicious.
"What would you like to know?" she asked, her voice hoarse from screaming earlier.
"Where are you from? How did you come to be here?" Malik leaned forward, his expression suggesting genuine interest. "Your accent—West Coast? California?"
The question threw her. It had been so long since anyone had asked about her, treated her as a person rather than an object. 
"Los Angeles mostly," she answered, the word feeling strange on her tongue, as if it belonged to another lifetime. "And Silicon Valley. I was working there for a while."
"Ah, the City of Angels," Malik smiled. "I studied at UCLA for my business degree. Beautiful campus. What kind of work did you do?"
Kat's mind raced. The truth would sound absurd here. "Security consulting," she said, the half-lie coming easily. After all, she'd known the security systems she bypassed better than the people who installed them.
"Interesting transition," Malik observed, his eyes crinkling with amusement. "From security to this." He gestured at her scantily clad form.
"Not by choice," Kat said, a flash of genuine anger breaking through her performance.
Malik studied her, his expression unreadable. "Few come to places like this by choice. Tell me more about Los Angeles. I miss American cities sometimes."
The conversation continued, surreal in its normalcy. Malik asked questions about her life, seeming to drink in her halting responses. He spoke of his own business, his travels, his education in America. With each exchange, Kat felt something dangerous building inside her—hope.
"You speak English very well," she ventured after a while, testing the waters.
"Four years at UCLA, two more at Chicago for my MBA," he said. "I understand the Western mind better than most of my countrymen."
The opening she'd been waiting for presented itself. Kat leaned forward slightly, the bells at her wrists jingling softly with the movement. "Then you understand I don't belong here," she whispered, her voice urgent but quiet. "I was taken, drugged. I would do anything—"
"Shh," Malik said, placing a finger against her lips. His touch was gentle, his expression sympathetic. "These walls have ears."
Her heart raced. Was it possible? Could this man help her? The faint ember of hope flared brighter.
"Please," she continued, her voice barely audible. "I can make it worth your while. Right now." Her hand settled on his thigh, her meaning clear.
Malik's smile widened. "An interesting proposition," he said. He appeared to consider it, his eyes traveling over her body. "Stand up."
Kat obeyed instantly, hope making her movements eager where before they had been reluctant. Malik rose as well, circling her slowly, his gaze appreciative.
"You would do anything to leave this place?" 
"Yes," she breathed, desperation edging her tone. "Anything."
Malik nodded, as if coming to a decision. "Then show me," he said, his tone suddenly harder. "On your knees."
The abrupt command caught her off guard, but she complied, sinking to her knees before him. This was a small price to pay for freedom. Her fingers moved to his belt buckle, but Malik's hand shot out, gripping her hair painfully.
"No," he said, his voice transformed from the pleasant conversationalist to something cold and controlled. "You misunderstand the nature of our arrangement."
In one fluid motion, Malik yanked her head back, forcing her to look up at him. Gone was the friendly businessman—in his place stood a predator, his eyes glittering with malice.
"Did you really think it would be so easy?" he asked, his voice silky with mockery. "That I would risk my business relationships, my standing, for a quick fuck and the gratitude of a lost American whore? I’ve already paid for you."
The hope that had been building inside Kat collapsed, leaving a hollowness in its wake. She'd been played, expertly manipulated by a man who clearly enjoyed the game.
"On the floor," Malik said, his grip tightening in her hair. "Hands and knees."
When she hesitated, stunned by the transformation, his other hand struck her across the face—not hard enough to mark her, but with enough force to make his intentions clear.
"Now," he hissed.
Kat found herself on all fours, the tiny bells she wore jingling with her movements. The plush rug pressed against her palms and knees as Malik circled behind her, removing his jacket and carefully draping it over the armchair. The methodical way he undressed—folding each item, placing it precisely—spoke of the control he exerted in all aspects of his life.
"I enjoy this part," he said, as if they were still having their pleasant chat. "The moment when hope dies and reality sets in. Whores are so gullible. Your eyes just now—perfect."
He knelt behind her, pulling her harem pants down to expose her still-reddened buttocks. His hands explored the welts left by Fahd's flogger, pressing deliberately against the most tender spots.
"I see someone has already enjoyed you today," he observed. "Good. I prefer when my whores are more sensitive."
Without warning, Malik's hand came down hard on one tender welt, causing Kat to cry out. The sound seemed to please him. He delivered another slap to the opposite cheek, then reached between her legs, his fingers probing invasively.
"Already wet," he said with satisfaction. "I knew you would be. The body knows what it wants, even when the mind resists."
Kat's face burned with humiliation. It was true—despite her revulsion, despite the pain, her body was responding. The earlier violations had somehow primed her, left her sensitive and responsive even to this monster's touch.
She heard Malik unbuckling his belt, the whisper of fabric as he lowered his trousers. His hand gripped her hip, positioning her more to his liking. Instead of entering her pussy from behind as Fahd had done, she felt the blunt pressure of his erection against her anus.
"No," she gasped, instinctively trying to pull away. "Please, not there—"
"Begging already?" Malik chuckled, his grip tightening painfully on her hip. "Good. I enjoy that, too."
Without preparation or gentleness, he pushed forward. The pain was immediate and intense—burning, tearing, stretching. Kat yelped and her back arched involuntarily as she tried to escape the intrusion, but Malik's grip was implacable. He forced himself deeper, each inch a fresh violation.
"Yes," he grunted appreciatively, watching her squirm. 
Tears sprang to Kat's eyes as Malik established a brutal rhythm. Each thrust sent shockwaves of pain radiating outward from her core. The bells on her body jingled in a perverse counterpoint to her suffering, creating a soundtrack to her violation.
"This is what you are now," Malik whispered, leaning forward to speak directly into her ear. "Not a security consultant, not an American with a family—just a hole to be used. The sooner you accept that, the easier your life will become. And we could be good friends."
His pace increased, the pain intensifying with each thrust. And yet, horrifyingly, beneath the pain something else was building—a twisted,  pleasure that made Kat hate herself even more than she hated him. Her body was betraying her again, finding stimulation even in this brutal act.
"See?" Malik panted, one hand reaching around to press against her clit. "Your body knows the truth even if your mind resists. It’s not so bad, is it? Many would love to know their purpose, their place in life. Yours is to be fucked, to bring pleasure."
The dual stimulation—his fingers expertly circling her most sensitive spot while he continued to abuse her from behind—created an unbearable tension. Kat tried to fight it, tried to focus on the pain rather than the building pleasure, but her body had its own agenda.
When the orgasm hit, it was violent and unwelcome, tearing through her with an intensity that made her cry out and left her gasping. Her inner muscles contracted rhythmically, intensifying both the pain and the pleasure in a feedback loop of sensation.
With a final brutal thrust, Malik came, filling her with warmth as he groaned his pleasure. The sensation triggered another wave of pleasure in Kat, her body milking his cock with contractions she couldn't control.
As the sensations subsided, leaving only pain and emptiness in their wake, Kat's mind finally accepted what her heart had been denying. There would be no escape. No rescue. No return to her former life. This was her reality now—to be used, to be violated, to be nothing more than property.
Malik withdrew, still breathing hard, leaving her feeling hollow and used. She remained on her hands and knees, the position now one of defeat rather than forced submission. Behind her, she heard him cleaning himself with a tissue before methodically redressing.
"You have potential," he said casually, as if discussing a business prospect. "With proper training, you might even become valuable. I will see you again, but I won’t be so gentle next time."
Kat said nothing, her silence more eloquent than any words could have been. The tiny bells at her wrists jingled softly as she trembled, her body processing the aftermath of violation and unwanted pleasure. She felt his juices leaking out of her ass and down her inner thighs.
Malik buttoned his jacket, once again the polished businessman. "Don't waste your time thinking about escape. Everyone does at first. No one succeeds. Better to accept your new reality and find what pleasures you can within it. If it were me, I would love to spend all my time having orgasms."
He moved to the door, pausing with his hand on the knob. "I'll be sure to request you again. Next time, perhaps you'll dance with more enthusiasm."
The door closed behind him with a soft click, leaving Kat alone with the knowledge that had finally sunk in: this was her life now. There was no way out.






  
  Chapter six

Consciousness returned to Kat in fragments—the whisper of fabric against skin, the softness of satin sheets, a voice penetrating the haze of sleep. For a moment, she hovered between dreams and reality, her body heavy with the residue of whatever they'd given her the day before. The voice came again, closer now, a gentle but insistent presence at the edge of her awareness. A girl's voice, young and hesitant, speaking broken English in a thick accent that seemed to catch on every syllable. 
"Miss … lunch ready."
Kat's eyelids fluttered open to meet large, dark eyes watching her with nervous caution. A girl stood beside the bed, petite and slender, clothed in a black minidress that barely covered her butt. A leather collar encircled her neck like a brand of ownership. She couldn't have been more than eighteen.
"Lunch ready," the girl repeated, her voice dropping to a near-whisper as she stepped back, giving Kat space to rise.
Kat pushed herself upright, wincing as her muscles protested the movement. She glanced around the small room—no clocks, no phone, nothing to connect her to the outside world. Time did not exist for her here.
The girl moved across the room. She wiped down surfaces with a damp cloth she pulled from a pocket, her movements quick and practiced, as though trying to complete her task before she could be noticed.
"Thank you," Kat said, her voice rough from sleep and the previous night's activities that she preferred not to recall.
The girl froze, looking up with surprise etched across her delicate features. Her lips parted slightly, as though Kat had spoken in a language she didn't understand. Then, hesitantly, she offered a shy smile that transformed her face, making her appear even younger.
"I'm Kat," she said, watching the girl's reaction.
"Lina," the girl replied softly, ducking her head as she resumed her cleaning, but the small smile remained, a fragile thing in this place of broken souls.
Swinging her legs over the edge of the bed, Kat became acutely aware of her nakedness. She stood, letting the sheet fall away, and walked to a  cabinet in the corner. Inside hung several garments, all designed to reveal rather than conceal. She sorted through them, settling on a silk robe in deep burgundy. The fabric was so thin it was nearly transparent, shorter than she would have liked, but it was the most modest option available. The rest of the clothes were all various colors of the belly dancer outfit that the women wore as a uniform here.
She slipped it on, tying the sash at her waist. The silk whispered against her skin, cool and sensuous, a constant reminder of what she was meant to be in this place. The robe barely covered her essentials, probably with the idea of keeping her always on display.
Lina gestured toward the door, indicating that Kat should follow. As they stepped into the narrow hallway, the scent of spices grew stronger, rich and unfamiliar. Kat's stomach responded with a low growl, reminding her that she couldn't remember when she'd last eaten. Time had become fluid since her capture—days bleeding into nights, marked only by the men who visited her room, but Lina had said lunch was ready, so she assumed it was early afternoon. They let the women sleep late since they were busy most nights, unless an eager client showed up early in the day.
The hallway opened into a common area, furnished with low couches and cushions. Beyond it lay a kitchen where the aroma originated, drawing Kat forward like a physical force. The spices wove together into something both foreign and enticing.
An Arab woman stood at the stove, her back to the entrance. Her movements were sharp and deliberate as she stirred whatever simmered in the pot before her. Another Arab woman sat at a small table nearby, picking at a plate of food with delicate fingers, her eyes flicking up to assess Kat with cool disdain. Both women wore short robes similar to hers, and both appeared to be in their early twenties.
The standing woman turned, revealing sharp features framed by precisely applied makeup that accentuated her dark, wary eyes. She carried herself like someone constantly prepared to defend her territory, her gaze sweeping over Kat with undisguised hostility. She guessed that this was Maryam since Amy had told Kat she was often their cook. Gamila was likely the other woman.
The seated Gamila was smaller, with features that gave her a deceptively innocent appearance. Despite her diminutive stature, there was nothing childlike in the calculating look she gave Kat, her large eyes taking in every detail before dismissing her with a slight curl of her lip.
"Hello," Kat said, her voice sounding unnaturally loud in the tense silence. "I'm Katherine. Kat."
Neither woman responded verbally. Maryam offered a curt nod before turning back to her cooking. Gamila merely continued eating, though her eyes never left Kat, watching her as one might watch a potential threat.
Lina touched Kat's arm lightly, guiding her to a seat at the table opposite Gamila. "They speak Arabic," she explained in her halting English. "Not much English." She poured a cup of fragrant tea from a small pot on the table and placed it in front of Kat before slipping away, her role as guide apparently complete.
Maryam approached the table with a plate of steaming rice topped with tender pieces of chicken. The colors were vibrant—the yellow of the rice, the rich brown of the meat, specks of red and green from vegetables and garnishes. She set it before Kat without a word, then turned back to the counter. Kat guessed that it was chicken kabsa. She saw raisins and detected the smells of nutmeg, cinnamon, and allspice.
Kat watched as Maryam reached into a high cabinet, extracting a small container. Without looking at Kat, she returned to the table, unscrewed the container's lid, and shook an unknown spice over Kat's plate. The red-brown powder settled on the food like a delicate dust.
"Thank you," Kat said.
Maryam made a sound somewhere between acknowledgment and dismissal before returning to her position by the stove.
The fragrant dish before her made Kat's mouth water. She suddenly realized how little she'd eaten in the days since her capture. Food had been brought to her room at irregular intervals, but anxiety and drugs had robbed her of appetite. Now, her body demanded sustenance despite her wariness, and apparently she was expected to eat with the rest of them.
As she lifted her fork, Kat's gaze drifted to the window beyond the table. It offered a view of low buildings pressed close together, their flat roofs creating a patchwork of sun-bleached surfaces. Beyond them, in the far distance, taller structures rose against a pale sky. The window itself looked like it could open enough that a person could fit through it if the light decorative metalwork were removed, but the drop beyond appeared to be at least ten stories—a fall no one would survive. There was another window near the sink, smaller but similarly accessible. Both were closed since the air conditioner was always running.
After she ate a few bites of her tasty food, Kat glanced up as Amy entered the kitchen, her blond hair loose around her shoulders, wearing a robe similar to Kat's though in a pale blue that complemented her fair coloring. Unlike the other women, Amy's face broke into a smile when she saw Kat.
"You're up," she said, crossing to the counter where she poured herself a cup of tea. Maryam handed her a plate without being asked, and Amy accepted it with a nod of thanks before joining Kat at the table. Finished eating, Gamila got up, put her plate in the sink, and left the room.
"How did last night go?" Amy asked.
Kat set down her fork, the memory of rough hands on her body making her stomach clench. "Fahd was rough, along with his bodyguard," she replied, keeping her voice equally soft. "And then there was Malik. He was much worse."
Amy nodded knowingly as she sipped her tea, her expression a mixture of sympathy and resignation. "Malik can be deceptive. He starts out charming and attentive, then once you start to trust him he turns into a monster."
"He likes to create hope before he crushes it," Kat agreed, remembering the way the man's smile had transformed into something cruel after she danced for him.
Amy sighed, taking a small bite of her food. "Omar came to see me last night. He's one of my regulars. Prefers blondes."
"Is he better than the others?" Kat asked, still eating her food, the spices burning pleasantly on her tongue.
Amy tilted her head, considering. "Omar has his routines. He likes to tie me up on the bed and suck on my breasts for a while before fucking me. In every hole. Several times." She spoke matter-of-factly, as though describing a mundane task rather than sexual servitude. "He can go on for two hours before he comes, so he's very exhausting. But he usually makes me come at least once as well, so he's not so bad compared to some others."
Kat absorbed this information, noting the way Amy had adapted to her circumstances, finding relative positives in a situation with few choices. She wondered how long it had taken for that adaptation to occur, and whether the same fate awaited her if she couldn't find a way out.
"How do you handle it so well?" 
Amy shrugged. "You learn to survive. To find small mercies where you can."
Kat opened her mouth to respond but was stopped by a sudden wave of nausea that rose from her stomach. The spices that had seemed pleasant moments ago now burned her throat with acid intensity. Her stomach contracted painfully, and a cold sweat broke out across her forehead.
"I need to—" She didn't finish the sentence, pushing away from the table so abruptly that her chair scraped loudly against the floor. Without another word, she hurried from the kitchen, one hand pressed against her mouth, the other clutching at her roiling stomach as she fled toward the sanctuary of her small bathroom.
Behind her, she thought she heard Maryam laugh, a sound as sharp and cruel as broken glass.

      ***Kat's world narrowed to the cold tile beneath her knees and the porcelain rim of the toilet she clung to. Her body rebelled against her, muscles contracting violently as she retched, bringing up the few bites of food she'd managed to consume. Sweat beaded on her forehead and the rest of her body, the robe sticking to her, her skin alternating between burning heat and icy chill. The spices that had seemed so enticing now scorched her throat as they returned, mixed in with her bile.
Another wave of nausea crashed over her, and Kat closed her eyes as her stomach heaved. Her knuckles whitened around the toilet bowl, the only anchor in a world that seemed to spin and tilt beneath her. So focused was she on the misery of her body that she didn't register the soft footfalls behind her until gentle hands gathered her hair, pulling it back from her face as she vomited again.
Kat tried to turn her head, to see who had come to witness her humiliation, but another spasm ripped through her before she could. The hands holding her hair remained steady, a small kindness in the midst of her suffering. When the heaving finally subsided for a moment, she managed to look up through watery eyes.
Lina stood beside her, her young face pinched with concern. She held Kat's dark hair carefully away from her face and neck, her touch so gentle it was barely perceptible. In her other hand, she clutched a damp washcloth.
"Thank you," Kat managed between ragged breaths, her voice rough and strained.
Lina nodded, her eyes darting nervously toward the bathroom door as though expecting someone to appear and punish her for this act of compassion. When no one came, she pressed the cool cloth to Kat's forehead. The sensation was blissful against her feverish skin, and Kat closed her eyes for a moment, allowing herself this small comfort.
The respite was short-lived. Her stomach clenched again, and she bent over the toilet, her body shaking with the force of her retching. Lina maintained her position, steady and silent, her presence unexpectedly soothing despite the circumstance.
Amy appeared in the doorway, her blue eyes widening at the scene before her. Without hesitation, she crossed the small bathroom and knelt on Kat's other side, her hand coming to rest on Kat's back, rubbing small circles between her shoulder blades.
"What happened?" Amy asked, her voice low and urgent. "You were fine a few minutes ago."
Kat drew a shuddering breath, trying to find her voice. "I think … the food … didn’t agree with—" She couldn't finish the sentence as another wave of nausea overtook her.
Amy's hand stilled on her back. "The food Maryam gave you?"
Kat managed a weak nod.
Amy's expression darkened. "Maryam may have tampered with it."
Kat nodded again, remembering the red-brown powder Maryam had shaken over her plate. At the time, she'd assumed it was a spice, a normal part of the dish. Now, with her insides burning and her body rejecting everything she'd consumed, the truth seemed painfully obvious.
"That bitch," Amy said, her normally gentle features hardening with anger. "Did you eat much of it?"
"Maybe half," Kat gasped, her forehead resting against the cool porcelain as she waited for the next wave of sickness to hit. 
Amy sighed heavily, exchanging a look with Lina that Kat couldn't interpret through her misery. "You'll probably be okay," she said, resuming the gentle circles on Kat's back. "If she wanted to kill you, you'd already be dead. This is just a warning."
"Warning?" Kat managed, turning her head slightly to look at Amy through the curtain of hair that had fallen forward again despite Lina's efforts.
"You're drawing attention. The clients are asking for you. Malik was one of her regulars. You're new, you're beautiful, and you're different from the rest of us. Maryam sees you as competition, and she doesn’t want to fall out of favor. Girls who fall out of favor are moved elsewhere."
Kat would have laughed if her stomach hadn't been trying to turn itself inside out. Competition—as though any of them had chosen to be here, as though being desired by the men who visited this place was some sort of prize to be won rather than a fate to be endured.
“She can have Malik. I don’t want him.”
"We’re not the ones who choose. Sheikh Khan's men brought five new Western girls in the last year," Amy continued, her gaze distant as though recalling unpleasant memories. "Two of them didn't last a month. Accidents happen to the popular ones, especially if they're white. The men here … they pay extra for us."
The implications of Amy's words sank into Kat's consciousness despite her physical distress. This wasn't just about jealousy or territorial behavior—it was survival. The women here were pitted against each other by design, competing for favors and better treatment in a system that benefited from their division.
"Look on the bright side," Amy said, her tone forcibly lighter. "You'll probably be excused from working tonight. They don't want the clients to see you like this. It would be bad for business."
A bitter laugh escaped Kat's lips, quickly turning into a groan as her stomach protested the movement. "Lucky me," she whispered, closing her eyes against a fresh wave of dizziness. "Maybe I'd be better off if the food had killed me."
The words hung in the air between them, stark and raw. For a moment, neither Amy nor Lina responded, and only the sound of Kat's labored breathing filled the small bathroom.
Amy's hand tightened slightly on her shoulder. "Don't say that. Don't even think it. The moment you start believing death is better than survival is the moment they've truly won. And I won't let them win, not over me, and not over you."
There was a fierceness in Amy's tone that Kat hadn't heard before, a determination that cut through the fog of her misery. She felt Lina's hand squeeze her arm gently, another small gesture of solidarity in this place where kindness was as rare as freedom. She might not know what they were saying, but she understood how Kat felt.
"Besides, you're stronger than you think. We all are. We have to be."
Kat wanted to believe her, wanted to find that reservoir of strength Amy seemed so certain existed within her. But with her body betraying her, poisoned by one of the very women she was imprisoned with, that strength felt distant and inaccessible.
Another spasm gripped her, though there was little left in her stomach to expel. She retched painfully, bringing up only bitter bile that burned her throat. Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes, whether from the physical strain or the weight of her situation, she couldn't tell.
"It’ll pass," Amy said, continuing the soothing motion of her hand on Kat's back. "The worst should be over soon. Whatever Maryam gave you, it's designed to make you suffer, not to cause lasting harm. She wouldn't risk Khan's anger by seriously damaging his property if she knew she could be caught."
Property. The word echoed in Kat's mind, a stark reminder of what she had become in this place. Not a person with hopes and dreams and a life beyond these walls, but a possession to be used and traded and evaluated for profit. The thought made her stomach clench again, though there was nothing left to purge.
"Rest. Lina and I will take turns checking on you. If it gets worse, we'll get help, but I think you just need to let it run its course."
Kat nodded weakly, too exhausted to respond verbally. The cool cloth returned to her forehead, Lina's touch light as a whisper. Despite the continued churning of her stomach and the unpleasant taste in her mouth, Kat felt a flicker of something unexpected—gratitude for these small gestures of kindness, and perhaps the faintest spark of hope that such kindness could even exist here.
She had not been in this gilded prison for long, but it was already changing her, teaching her to find value in things she would have once taken for granted. A damp cloth, a gentle touch, a sympathetic word—these were currency now, small treasures to be hoarded against the darkness of her captivity.
As another wave of nausea washed over her, Kat clung not just to the toilet bowl but to the presence of the two women beside her. Their support wouldn't free her from this place, wouldn't undo the damage already inflicted on her body and spirit, but it was something to hold onto. And in this moment, as her body and mind reeled from the casual cruelty of her fellow captive, something to hold onto was all she could ask for.






  
  Chapter seven

The morning light cast a pale glow across Kat's bed. Her muscles ached less today, the fog in her mind slightly clearer than it had been since her arrival. Food held no appeal, but the prospect of a shower drove her toward the big bathroom with singular focus. She tested her legs, cautiously pleased to find them steady enough to carry her. 
Kat paused at the bathroom doorway, taking time to admire its opulence even though she’d been in there several times now. Two enormous marble showers stood opposite twin sunken tubs, with a hot tub large enough for six people dominating the center of the room. Gold fixtures gleamed beneath recessed lighting, and the marble floor felt cool against her bare feet. She assumed the clients sometimes used this bathroom with their women, otherwise Samir Khan would not have bothered with such luxury for his whores. In another life, she might have appreciated the luxury—now it struck her as obscene, another reminder of the wealth built on women's bodies.
She padded toward the nearest shower, noting the expensive toiletries arranged in crystal containers. For all the horror of her circumstances, at least she could get properly clean. Kat stepped into the shower enclosure and turned the dial, closing her eyes as water cascaded over her, hot enough to sting but not quite burn. She tipped her head back, letting it soak her long dark hair, sluicing away accumulated grime and unwanted touches.
The soap smelled of jasmine and sandalwood, exotic and rich. Kat worked it into a lather, scrubbing her skin with methodical intensity. She'd pulled off heists in places with bathrooms like this, slipping through billionaires' penthouses while they attended galas, relieving them of items they'd barely notice were missing. The familiarity of luxury surroundings offered a strange comfort—this was territory she knew how to navigate, even if her current role was drastically different.
Steam billowed around her as she reached for the shampoo, working it into her scalp with firm circles of her fingertips. With her eyes closed and her face tilted up into the spray, she failed to notice the soft pad of bare feet approaching the shower.
The hard shove between her shoulder blades came without warning. Kat stumbled forward, her hands reflexively flying out to catch herself against the slick marble wall. Whipping around, she found herself facing Gamila, the petite Egyptian woman from the day before. Naked and dripping, Gamila's delicate features were twisted with rage, her small hands curled into fists.
"Bitch," Gamila hissed in her thick accent, lunging forward.
Kat dodged sideways, her feet sliding dangerously on the wet surface. Shampoo ran into her eyes, stinging and blurring her vision. She blinked rapidly, trying to clear her sight as Gamila charged again, this time catching Kat around the waist and driving her back against the shower controls. The hot water sputtered, suddenly turning icy cold.
"What the hell?" Kat gasped, pushing back against the smaller woman.
Gamila answered in a stream of furious Arabic, each syllable dripping with venom. Her nails raked down Kat's arm, leaving thin red welts in their wake. Kat twisted, breaking Gamila's grip and shoving her away with enough force to make the woman stumble.
Despite her recent imprisonment and the lingering effects of the drugs, Kat's physical training gave her an edge. But Gamila fought with the desperate fury of someone protecting her territory, lunging back toward Kat with a shriek.
This time, Gamila grabbed a fistful of Kat's wet hair, yanking hard enough to wrench her neck painfully to the side. Pain lanced through Kat's scalp as she clawed at Gamila's wrist, trying to break her grip without tearing out her own hair. Water sprayed around them, the floor treacherously slick as they grappled against the shower wall.
"Let go!" Kat snarled, finally managing to pry Gamila's fingers loose.
The moment her hair was free, Kat pivoted, catching Gamila's shoulders and using her superior strength to pin the smaller woman against the marble out of the cold spray of the water. Gamila thrashed beneath her grip, spitting Arabic curses that needed no translation. The fury in her eyes transcended language—pure, territorial hatred.
Kat knew this wasn't about her specifically; she was just the newest threat in an environment where status and survival were precariously balanced. Understanding didn't make the attack any less dangerous, but it helped Kat gauge her response. She needed to establish dominance without doing permanent damage.
"I'm not your enemy," Kat said, maintaining her grip despite Gamila's struggles.
Gamila responded by spitting directly in Kat's face. The gesture startled Kat enough that her grip loosened momentarily, giving Gamila the opening to bring her knee up hard between Kat's legs. Even for a woman, the blow was painful enough to make Kat gasp and stagger backward. Taking advantage of Kat's momentary weakness, Gamila launched herself forward, small fists pummeling against Kat's ribs and breasts. The blows weren't particularly powerful, but the sheer fury behind them made them effective. Water continued to spray around them, the cold stream adding to the disorientation of the fight.
Kat regained her balance, catching one of Gamila's wrists and twisting it behind her back. She pushed Gamila face-first against the shower wall, using her body weight to immobilize the thrashing woman.
"Stop," Kat said, tightening her grip just enough to make Gamila wince. "I don't want to hurt you."
Gamila's response was a stream of Arabic that sounded distinctly like she had no such reservations about hurting Kat. She continued to struggle, though with less effectiveness now that Kat had her properly restrained. 
Kat was so focused on subduing Gamila without causing serious injury, as well as the sound of running water and Gamila's continued verbal assault, that she failed to notice more footsteps approaching.
The impact came suddenly—a hard shove from behind that sent Kat stumbling forward. Her feet slipped on the wet marble, and as she pitched forward, her grip on Gamila loosened entirely. Kat twisted as she fell, catching a glimpse of Maryam's fierce expression before her head struck the marble with stunning force.
Pain exploded behind her eyes, white-hot and disorienting. The world tilted sickeningly as water continued to rain down on her face. Kat tried to push herself up, but her limbs refused to cooperate properly, responding with sluggish discoordination. Through blurred vision, she saw Gamila and Maryam standing over her, their naked bodies wavering like mirages through the shower spray.
Maryam said something to Gamila, her tone sharp and commanding. The smaller woman nodded, her delicate features still twisted with hatred as she glared down at Kat. The last thing Kat saw before she passed out was Maryam's satisfied smile, cold and triumphant as she reached toward the shower controls.
Then there was nothing.

      ***Consciousness returned in fragments—first pain, throbbing at the base of her skull, then the weight of a body pressing down on her with her legs spread wide, then the unmistakable sensation of a cock thrusting in and out of her pussy. Kat's eyes fluttered open, her vision swimming into focus to find Kareem on top of her, his face contorted in pleasure as he continued thrusting, over and over. The shock of waking to violation sent a jolt of adrenaline through her system, but her limbs felt leaden, responding with maddening slowness to her brain's frantic commands.
Kareem's eyes locked with hers, his pupils dilating with excitement when he realized she was conscious. His rhythm didn't falter; if anything, her awareness seemed to intensify his pleasure. He smiled at her, breathing hard.
"Ah, American whore is awake," he said, his accented English deliberate and mocking. "You like fight in shower? Now, you fight me."
Kat tried to push against his chest, but her arms felt disconnected from her body, moving with drugged ineffectiveness. The effort made the room spin around her, the pain in her head intensifying with every attempted movement. Kareem laughed at her weakness, grabbing her wrists and pinning them above her head with one large hand.
"Better with you awake to see," he grunted, thrusting harder.
Kat turned her head away, focusing on a point on the wall, mentally removing herself from what was happening to her body. She'd survived worse, she told herself. She would survive this, too.
Without warning, Kareem pulled out of her. For one blessed moment, Kat thought it was over—until she felt his weight shift higher on the bed and he straddled her breasts. His hand tangled in her hair, wrenching her face back toward him as he positioned himself over her.
"Open eyes," he commanded.
When she refused, he slapped her hard across the cheek. The shock of it made her eyes fly open, just in time to see him stroking himself rapidly, his face twisted in cruel pleasure. A moment later, he came with a loud, guttural moan while aiming at her face. Warm, sticky fluid splashed across her cheeks, lips, and forehead as Kareem made sure to mark her thoroughly with his humiliation.
"Pretty," he said, releasing her hair and sitting back to admire his handiwork. "American girls look better like this."
Kat's gaze drifted to the bedside table, where an empty syringe lay carelessly discarded. Understanding bloomed through her fog of pain and humiliation—he had drugged her again while she was unconscious, which explained the leaden feeling in her limbs and the disconnection between her mind's commands and her body's responses. Underneath all that, she was also becoming aroused.
Kareem followed her gaze and chuckled, reaching for the syringe. "Yes, you like drug. Makes you want fuck, makes you easy for control." He tucked the empty syringe into his pocket as he stood, adjusting his clothes with casual indifference. "Later you feel good. Very good. All women here love drug after small time, then will not need any more."
He left without a backward glance, closing the door firmly behind him. The moment he was gone, Kat tried to sit up, fighting against the waves of dizziness that threatened to pull her back under. It took three attempts before she managed to swing her legs over the side of the bed, and even then she had to pause, head hanging, as the room tilted around her.
The trip to the bathroom was a journey measured in painful inches, her hand trailing along the wall for support. Once inside, she avoided her reflection in the mirror, turning on the tap and splashing cold water over her face with trembling hands. She scrubbed at her skin, trying to wash away Kareem's degradation along with the physical evidence of it. The water in the sink ran cloudy, then clear.
Only when her face felt raw from scrubbing did Kat finally raise her eyes to the mirror. A stranger looked back at her—pale, with a darkening bruise at her temple where her head had struck the shower floor. Her pupils were unnaturally dilated, further evidence of the drugs coursing through her system. But beneath the physical signs of her ordeal, she could still see herself—the stubborn set of her jaw, the calculating intelligence in her eyes. They hadn't taken that from her yet.
The journey back to bed was a little easier than the trip to the bathroom had been. Kat pulled the sheets up to her chin despite the room's warmth, creating a flimsy barrier between herself and the world. Her head throbbed in time with her heartbeat, but at least the dizziness was subsiding to manageable levels.
She must have drifted into a light doze, because the soft click of the door opening startled her back to awareness. Kat tensed, prepared for another assault—but it was Isabella who entered, looking beautiful in her short robe, carrying a small tray with a steaming cup.
"You are awake," Isabella said softly, setting the tray on the bedside table. "I brought tea with herbs. Good for head pain." She perched on the edge of the bed, her expression gentle with concern. "The girls, they hurt you badly?"
Kat eyed the tea warily. "How do I know it's not drugged?"
Isabella's smile was sad but understanding. "If I want to drug you, I don’t need to hide it. Kareem already give you injection, no?" She picked up the cup and took a small sip herself, then offered it to Kat. "See? Just tea."
The simple gesture of trust—or perhaps just the throbbing in her skull—convinced Kat to accept the cup. The tea was bitter but soothing, warmth spreading through her chest as she drank. Isabella watched her with those expressive dark eyes, waiting until Kat had finished half the cup before speaking again.
"May I?" she asked, gesturing toward the empty space beside Kat on the bed.
Kat nodded, shifting slightly to make room. Isabella slid beneath the sheet, her body radiating warmth as she settled beside Kat, close but not touching, making Kat feel safe.
"Why do they hate me so much?" Kat asked after a moment of silence. "Gamila and Maryam. I've done nothing to them."
Isabella sighed, tucking a strand of her curly black hair behind her ear. "Is not personal. Is about survival." She seemed to search for the right words. "Maryam is here the longest. She makes place for herself, small power with guards, with clients. Gamila came later. They fight at first, then make friends."
"And I'm a threat to them?"
"New girls always a threat," Isabella explained. "Especially beautiful ones, especially American. Clients pay more for American girls, for novelty. More attention from Khan means less attention for others."
Kat considered this, seeing the situation through new eyes and remembering what Amy had told her. "So they’re afraid of being sent away and replaced."
Isabella nodded, her expression approving. "Yes. Exactly this. Maryam, she is favorite of important Saudi men. They give her gifts, sometimes small freedoms. Gamila is clever, learns what men want before they know themselves. Together, they have … stability? Safety in this place where nothing is safe."
"And then I show up.”
"Yes. You are beautiful, you are new, you are—"
"A new toy that threatens their value.”
Isabella nodded again, her gaze sympathetic. "I warned them to leave you alone. That you are different, that you might help us some day. But they see only threat, not a potential ally."
"Why would you think I could help? You don't know me."
"I watch people. This is how I survive. You have something in your eyes. Something different from other new girls. You look for ways out, not just ways to survive."
The observation was uncomfortably accurate. Kat had indeed been mentally mapping the brothel's layout and looking for vulnerabilities. It was second nature to her—the professional thief always planning her exit strategy.
"What about you? Where do you fit in their hierarchy?"
"Nowhere. Everywhere." Isabella shrugged, the movement causing the thin fabric of her robe to slip off one shoulder, revealing her breast. "I was dancer before. I teach other girls to move, to please clients with dance. I have value not competing with theirs."
Kat felt a strange warmth spreading through her limbs that had nothing to do with the tea. The drug was taking stronger hold now, making her skin hypersensitive, her thoughts increasingly unfocused. Isabella's proximity—the scent of her skin, the glimpse of her breast—suddenly seemed achingly important.
"The injection," Kat said, fighting to keep her thoughts clear. "It's getting stronger."
Isabella's expression softened with understanding. "Yes. First comes pain, then pleasure. This is why men like it. Makes girls forget pain, makes them want sex even after they hurt."
The honesty was both brutal and kind. Kat felt a rush of gratitude for Isabella's straightforward explanation, for treating her like someone who deserved the truth rather than pretty lies.
"Thank you," Kat said, finding herself drawn to Isabella's warmth. "For the tea. For talking to me. For helping me understand."
Kat rolled on her side and leaned forward, intending only to express her gratitude, but the movement brought her closer to Isabella's face. The other woman smelled of jasmine and soap. Surprising herself, Kat brushed her lips against Isabella's cheek, then, when Isabella didn't pull away, against the corner of her mouth.
"The drug," Isabella whispered, but there was no judgment in her voice, only gentle recognition.
"Partly," Kat admitted, her hand drifting to Isabella's exposed shoulder, fingertips tracing the smooth skin, then lower to circle her nipple with her fingers. "But also … touch … connection. I need that right now."
Isabella's expression softened further. Rather than pulling away, she shifted closer, allowing Kat's touch. "This is okay. We all need connection here. We help each other."
The permission—freely given, without coercion—broke something open inside Kat. She leaned down, her mouth drawn to Isabella's dark nipple. It hardened under her touch as she circled it with her tongue, then she took it into her mouth. Isabella sighed, her hand coming up to stroke Kat's hair gently.
"Beautiful," Isabella said, the single word somehow conveying both approval and compassion.
The drug pulsed through Kat's system, heightening every sensation—the texture of Isabella's nipple against her tongue, the silky feel of her hair between Kat's fingers, the growing heat between her own legs. Part of her mind recognized the chemical manipulation of her desires, but another part simply surrendered to the momentary comfort of human touch without violence attached.
Isabella continued to stroke Kat's hair as Kat suckled at her breast, offering no resistance but making no demands. It was Kat who moved her hand between her own legs, seeking relief from the building pressure there. The first touch against her sensitive flesh made her gasp against Isabella's breast.
"Yes," Isabella encouraged softly, reaching out to circle one of Kat’s nipples with her finger. "Make you feel good. This is okay."
The permission—the normalization of seeking pleasure in this place designed to commodify it—felt unexpectedly liberating. Kat's fingers moved with increasing urgency against her clit, then sliding in and out of her wet pussy and back to her clit, her mind floating on the combined sensations of drug-enhanced arousal and genuine human connection.
As the tension built within her, Kat's thoughts drifted unexpectedly to Ray—his quiet confidence, the intensity in his gray eyes when he spoke to her, his deep voice. In her drug-hazed mind, it was his hands touching her now, his voice murmuring encouragement in her ear.
The fantasy intensified her arousal, pushing her closer to the edge. Isabella seemed to sense the shift, continuing to stroke Kat's hair and nipple but remaining silent, allowing her the privacy of her thoughts even in this intimate moment.
When release finally came, it crashed through Kat in waves that left her trembling and breathless, her forehead pressed against Isabella's chest. The aftermath brought unexpected tears to her eyes—not from pleasure but from the strange intimacy of the moment, the small rebellion of finding connection in a place designed to destroy it.
Isabella's arms encircled her, holding Kat as the tears flowed silently down her cheeks. No words passed between them—none were necessary. In the quiet aftermath, with the drugs still flowing through her and pain still throbbing at the base of her skull, Kat clung to this fragment of humanity like a shield against the darkness. 
She knew it wouldn’t last long.






  
  Chapter eight

The drugs made the bedroom swim before Kat's eyes, the dim light fracturing into soft-edged patterns that drifted across her vision like smoke. She sat perched on the edge of the silk-covered bed, her fingers tracing the intricate beadwork on her belly dancer costume, each tiny glass bead catching what little light there was and throwing it back in miniature rainbows. The sensation of the cool beads against her fingertips helped anchor her to reality, even as her mind floated on a chemical tide she couldn't control. 
Her costume hugged her body—the jewel-encrusted bra pushing her breasts up and together, creating a deep valley of shadow between them. The low-slung belt with its dangling coins and beads sat just below her navel, the gauzy material of her skirt revealing more than it concealed with each subtle shift of her body. Everything in her cabinet was a variation on the same fantasy belly dancer costume. Amy and Lina had styled her long, dark hair in loose waves cascading down her back, and applied makeup with an expert hand—smoky kohl around her green eyes, lips painted a deep, inviting red.
In one corner, a low table held an ornate brass hookah beside a tray of candied fruits and sugared nuts that Kat hadn't touched. The air hung heavy with incense—sandalwood and something muskier designed to heighten the senses while dulling inhibitions. Somewhere, hidden speakers played soft music, the haunting notes of an oud  accompanied by the gentle chiming of finger cymbals.
The sound of the door opening sent a jolt of adrenaline through Kat's system, momentarily clearing the fog in her brain. She straightened her spine, trying to appear composed.
Malik entered first, his diminutive stature somehow failing to diminish the authority he projected. His bald head gleamed in the low light, his black beard meticulously trimmed to frame rather than hide the smile that never touched his dark eyes. He wore an expensive suit, the fabric so fine it seemed to absorb rather than reflect the ambient light.
Behind him came an Arab woman, about thirty, tall and striking in a conservative black abaya that covered her from neck to floor, the fabric flowing around her as she moved, making her appear to float as she walked because Kat couldn’t see her feet. Her dramatic brown eyes, enhanced by dark shadow and precise liner, surveyed the room with interest before settling on Kat with unmistakable hunger.
"Ah, our dancer is ready for us," Malik said, his English perfect but touched with an Arabic accent that gave his words a musical quality. "How lovely she looks."
The woman studied her with a slight smile. “This is the one you had before? I’m glad you left some for me.”
Malik looked at Kat and gestured at his partner. “Kat, this is Asma. I told her all about your special talents, so now she wants a taste of you as well. This is a great honor for you.”
Kat looked at Asma and nodded politely.
Without ceremony, Asma reached for the fastenings of her abaya and slid it off her shoulders, allowing it to pool at her feet like a shadow escaping its owner. Beneath, she wore a miniskirt so tiny it barely covered the essentials, and a low-cut top, probably two sizes too small, stretched to its limits across her large breasts. Even her stiletto heels had been hidden by the long dress. The transformation was startling—from modest to provocative in one fluid motion. Kat was impressed by her beauty.
"Such a lovely package, all gift wrapped," Asma said, her voice low and seductive as she stepped forward, leaving the discarded abaya behind. 
"Why don't you get better acquainted?" Malik moved to a velvet-upholstered chair positioned to provide an unobstructed view of the bed. He sat with the casual entitlement of a man accustomed to being catered to, legs spread wide, hands resting on his knees. 
Asma's smile was all predator as she approached the bed. She moved with deliberate grace, each step calculated to show off her muscular legs and the sway of her hips. When she reached Kat, she didn't immediately touch her, circling slowly instead, examining her from every angle with the critical eye of a connoisseur.
"You are quite beautiful," Asma said, finally extending a hand to trace the curve of Kat's jawline. Her fingertips were cool against Kat's flushed skin, trailing down her neck to the hollow of her throat where her pulse jumped visibly. "And nervous, like a little bird in a cage. I like that."
Kat's throat tightened, trapped between the desire to recoil from the touch and the drug-induced pliancy of her muscles. "Thank you," she said, unable to think of anything clever to say, the words coming out huskier than intended.
"Oh, she speaks," Asma said, her hand continuing its journey downward, skimming over the swell of Kat's breast, pausing to trace the edge of the jeweled bra. "Stand so I can get a better look at you."
Malik removed his jacket, draping it carefully over the back of his chair. His movements were unhurried, deliberate, as he loosened his tie and began working on the buttons of his shirt. His eyes never left the women, watching their interaction with clinical interest.
Asma reached for the clasp of Kat's ornate bra. Kat's hand moved instinctively to stop her, but Asma caught her wrist, her grip surprisingly strong. "No, no," she chided, her tone gentle but with steel underneath. "That's not how this works. You are here for our pleasure. Do you understand?"
A wave of conflicting emotions surged through Kat—anger, fear, and beneath it all, an unwanted curl of arousal that she attributed to the drugs but feared might be something more primitive. Years of self-reliance and survival instincts warred with her current powerlessness.
"Yes," Kat answered, letting her hand fall back to her side, hating the surrender but recognizing the reality of her situation. This was neither the time nor the place for resistance—not with the drugs handicapping her reflexes and two predators circling.
"This is coming off," Asma said, returning to the clasp and deftly releasing it. The jewel-encrusted bra loosened, and Asma slowly pulled it away, revealing Kat's breasts to the cool air of the room. Her nipples hardened immediately, a reaction that drew an appreciative sound from Asma.
"Lovely breasts," she murmured, running her fingertips lightly over the exposed skin, circling but not yet touching the sensitive peaks.
The sound of Malik's belt being unbuckled punctuated the moment, the soft clink of metal against metal a reminder of his presence. He had removed his shirt, revealing a stocky torso covered in dark hair, his movements methodical as he continued to undress.
Asma's hands moved to the jeweled belt at Kat's hips, finding the hidden clasp that secured it. With a soft click, it came loose and she lifted it away, the attached skirt whispering down Kat's legs to join the bra on the floor, leaving her naked except for her high heels. 
Asma circled her again, this time allowing her hands to trace Kat's curves—the slope of her shoulders, the arch of her back, the flare of her hips. When she came full circle, she stepped in close, her breath warm against Kat's ear.
"You're trembling," she said, her voice dropping to a whisper. "Is it fear or anticipation? Perhaps a bit of both? I think you want me."
Before Kat could formulate a response, Asma's fingers began circling her nipples, setting off fireworks in Kat’s nervous sytem.
Malik now sat in his underwear, his arousal evident, his dark eyes gleaming with anticipation as he watched Asma's hands explore Kat's naked body.
Asma's touch was expert, finding the places that made Kat's breath catch—the sensitive spot at the base of her spine, the curve where her waist flared to hip, the underside of her breasts. Each contact sent tiny sparks through Kat, her body betraying her need with its responses despite the alarm bells ringing in her mind.
"She likes to be touched," Asma told Malik over Kat's shoulder. "See how her skin flushes? How her nipples have hardened?" Her fingers demonstrated, brushing over the tightened peaks once more, drawing an involuntary gasp from Kat's lips. "We'll have fun with this one."
Asma's hand slid between Kat's thighs, her fingers encountering unexpected wetness. She smiled against Kat's shoulder, teeth grazing the skin there. "Oh, yes," she said. "She needs a good hard fuck."
Asma stepped back from Kat and began to peel off her own tight clothing, each movement a performance designed to entice. Her large breasts spilled free from the constraining top, nipples already hard and pointing. Unlike the disorientation Kat felt, Asma's movements were calculated, revealing her muscular body with practiced seduction. She reached for Kat's head, fingers tangling in her dark hair, and pulled her forward with surprising strength.
"Show me how skilled that pretty mouth is," Asma said, guiding Kat's face to her breast. "Lick my nipples. Make them feel good."
Kat's drugged state left her compliant, even as her mind rebelled against the situation. Her tongue darted out, tentatively at first, tasting the salt of Asma's skin. Behind her, she heard the soft rustle of fabric as Malik finished undressing, his presence a distinct threat even outside her line of vision. After his previous visit, she didn’t trust him to treat her well.
"Not like that," Asma chided. "Use your tongue flat against it. Circle it. Then suck."
Following the instructions, Kat flattened her tongue against the stiff peak, drawing a soft moan from Asma. The sound was genuine pleasure, and somehow that made everything worse—that these people were truly enjoying using her body for their entertainment. She didn’t know if she’d ever get used to that, drugs or not.
"Better," Asma said, arching her back to press her breast more firmly against Kat's mouth. "Much better."
Malik silently moved behind Kat. His hands clamped around her upper arms, fingers digging into her flesh with bruising force as he pulled her back against his naked body, his firm erection pressing against her butt.
"Keep her busy," he instructed Asma as he grabbed Kat’s hair and pulled her head back enough to see her expression. "I want to watch her face while you touch her."
Asma smiled, then trailed her fingers down her body. When she reached between Kat's thighs, there was no hesitation, no gentle exploration. Two fingers thrust roughly inside her, the sudden intrusion making Kat gasp against Asma's breast.
"She's wet," Asma said, her fingers beginning a relentless rhythm, pushing in and out with mechanical efficiency. 
Kat's body responded to the stimulation despite her mental revulsion, moisture gathering to ease the friction of Asma's invasive fingers. A moan escaped her lips—part pain, part unwilling pleasure—the sound muffled against Asma's flesh.
Malik's grip tightened, keeping Kat immobile as her body began to tremble from Asma's ministrations. His breath came faster against Kat's ear, his arousal evident in the hardening pressure against her back. "Turn her around. I want her on all fours."
Together, they maneuvered Kat's unresisting body, arranging her on hands and knees in the center of the silk-covered bed. The position left her feeling vulnerable in a way that sent cold fear sliding down her spine despite the heat building between her legs. She didn’t know what Malik might do. Asma's fingers had left her wet and wanting, her body betraying her mind's resistance.
Asma positioned herself in front of Kat, sitting back against the ornate headboard with her legs spread wide. Without the need for words, she guided Kat's face between her thighs, making her intentions clear. "Please me," she said, her voice husky with desire. "And perhaps I'll hurt you less later."
The lie was evident in her tone, but Kat had no choice. With Malik's hands gripping her hips from behind, she lowered her mouth to Asma's pussy, her tongue finding the sensitive bud hidden in the folds. Above her, Asma sighed with pleasure, her hands returning to Kat's hair to control the pressure and rhythm.
"Good sharmota, good," she murmured, her thighs tensing on either side of Kat's head. "Just like that."
Kat knew sharmota was an Arabic word for “whore.”
Behind her, Malik positioned himself, the blunt head of his cock pressing against her folds. She was wet enough that he slid in without resistance, filling her in one powerful thrust that drove her face harder against Asma's center. The twin invasions—Malik behind her, Asma controlling her mouth—left Kat with no autonomy, her body merely a vessel for their pleasure. And her own body responded.
Malik established a punishing rhythm, each thrust pushing Kat forward and then pulling her back. The force of his movements controlled her interaction with Asma as well, her tongue pressed hard against the other woman's clit with each forward motion.
"She has skill," Asma said, her voice tightening as pleasure built within her. "Or perhaps just desperation. Either way, I approve."
Kat closed her eyes, trying to disconnect from what was happening to her body, trying to think of Ray and his lovely body. But the sensations were too intense to ignore—the fullness of Malik inside her, the taste of Asma on her tongue, the building pressure in her own core that she despised yet couldn't deny. The drugs in her system undermined her physical discipline, leaving her vulnerable to physical responses she would otherwise suppress.
Asma's thighs began to tremble, her breathing accelerating as Kat's tongue worked against her most sensitive spot. "Don't stop," she said, her voice tight with approaching climax. "Right there. Just like that."
Malik increased his pace behind Kat, his fingers digging bruises into her hips as he pounded into her. The bed creaked beneath them, the only sound besides their labored breathing and the wet slapping sounds of their coupling.
Suddenly, Asma tensed, her back arching as the orgasm washed over her. Her hands fisted in Kat's hair, holding her face firmly in place as she rode out the waves of pleasure. The sight excited Malik further, his thrusts becoming even more forceful, driving Kat's mouth against Asma's still-sensitive flesh.
As Asma's climax subsided, she pushed Kat's head away, too sensitive now for continued stimulation. She slid from beneath Kat and moved to the room's cabinet, returning with a large vibrator that she switched on, the low hum adding to the sounds in the room.
"Move her," she said.
With practiced coordination that spoke of having done this many times before, they repositioned Kat. Asma lay on her back on the bed, sliding beneath Kat so they faced each other, their breasts nearly touching. With a wicked smile, she reached between them, guiding the vibrator to Kat's pussy.
"Now," she said to Malik, who had knelt behind Kat again.
Asma pushed the vibrator into Kat. The powerful vibrations shot through Kat's body, a jolt of pleasure so intense she cried out. Using the distraction, Malik positioned himself at her other entrance, the head of his cock pressing against the tight ring of muscle.
"No," Kat said, the first word she'd spoken since they'd begun. "Not there. Not now."
Her protest went ignored. Malik pressed forward, the initial pain sharp and burning. Kat bit her lip to keep from screaming. Beneath her, Asma watched her face with fascination, drinking in every flicker of pain and reluctant pleasure.
"Relax," Asma advised, her free hand coming up to pinch Kat's nipple hard enough to make her gasp. "It hurts less if you don't fight it."
Kat had no choice but to follow the advice, consciously relaxing muscles that wanted to clench in protest. Malik continued his invasion, pressing in deeper until he was fully seated inside her. The dual sensations—his cock stretching her from behind, the vibrator buzzing relentlessly against her most sensitive spot—created a confusing riot of signals in her drugged brain.
"There we go," Malik grunted, beginning to move in slow, deliberate strokes. “That’s a good slut.”
"She was born for this," Asma replied, her eyes never leaving Kat's face as she worked the vibrator in counterpoint to Malik's thrusts.
The pain gradually transformed into a burning pleasure that Kat couldn't deny, no matter how much she hated herself for it. Her body responded to the stimulation despite her mind's protests, building toward a climax she couldn't prevent.
When it hit, it crashed through Kat with devastating force, her muscles clenching around both intrusions as waves of pleasure washed over her. Her vision blurred, spots dancing before her eyes as her body convulsed in release. Above the roaring in her ears, she heard Asma's delighted laugh.
"She's coming," Asma said unnecessarily, increasing the vibrator's intensity to prolong the sensation past the point of pleasure into oversensitivity. 
Kat's climax triggered Malik's, his rhythm faltering as he drove deep and held himself there, emptying himself with a guttural groan. For a moment, the three of them remained frozen in that pose—Malik buried inside her, Asma beneath her, Kat caught between them, her body trembling with aftershocks.
But this was only the beginning. As Kat discovered over the next two relentless hours, Malik and Asma had only begun to explore the depths of their appetites. They repositioned her countless times, using her body in every way imaginable, never allowing her a moment's rest.
Malik retrieved a flogger from the cabinet and demonstrated his skill with it across Kat's buttocks, back, and thighs. Each strike left behind a line of fire that blossomed into burning pain, the marks overlapping until her skin felt flayed. Asma watched this new torment with glittering eyes, her hand between her own legs as she pleasured herself to the rhythm of Kat's punishment.
"Ten more," Malik said after countless strikes had already fallen. "Count them."
Kat's voice was hoarse from earlier cries, but she managed to count each stinging blow, knowing defiance would only prolong the torment. By the final strike, tears streamed down her face, mingling with the sweat that covered her body.
"Now," Malik said, tossing the flogger aside and moving to the head of the bed. "You'll finish me with your mouth. And if you use your teeth, I'll knock them out. Understand?"
Kat nodded, beyond words now. He grasped her hair, positioning her face before his renewed erection. Without delay, he thrust into her mouth, the taste of herself on his cock making her gag. He ignored her distress, using her mouth with the same brutal efficiency he'd used the rest of her body.
Asma watched, her eyes heavy-lidded with satisfaction, occasionally reaching out to stroke Kat's hair in a perverse parody of comfort. "Such a good little slut," she said. "Taking everything we give her."
Malik's thrusts grew erratic, his breathing harsh as he approached his climax. With a final, brutal push, he held Kat's head in place, spilling himself down her throat with a loud grunt of satisfaction. "Swallow," he said, not releasing her until she had complied, the bitter and earthy taste coating her tongue and throat.
Only then did he step back, using a corner of the silk sheet to clean himself with casual disregard for her presence. Asma rose from the bed as well, gathering her discarded clothing with leisurely movements that emphasized her satisfaction with the evening's entertainment.
"You were excellent," Malik informed Kat as he dressed, his tone businesslike, as if complimenting a service provider. "We'll be back soon. Maybe tomorrow? I think we'll bring some friends next time."
"Perhaps my brother," Asma suggested, sliding back into her revealing outfit before covering it with the modest abaya. "He has particular tastes that our little Kat could accommodate nicely." She winked at Kat. “He’s also unusually large.”
The transformation was remarkable—within minutes, they had reverted to their public personas, all traces of the sadistic couple hidden beneath proper clothing and polite smiles. Only the evidence left on Kat's body told the truth of what had transpired.
“Illa liquaa,” Malik said, nodding to Kat as if they had just concluded a business meeting rather than hours of sexual torture. "Rest well. You'll need your strength."
The door closed behind them with a soft click, leaving Kat alone in the aftermath of their visit. She lay on her stomach, unable to bear the touch of the sheets against her welted back and thighs. Every part of her ached—her jaw, her throat, her pussy, her ass, her muscles, even her bones seemed to throb with a pain that went beyond the physical.
The drug effects were not as intense now, allowing some clarity that was almost worse than the fog had been. With it came the full weight of what had happened—and what would continue to happen if she remained in this place.
Kat turned her head to the side, her gaze moving restlessly around the room. Then, near the ceiling, she saw it—the metal grate of an air conditioning vent. Not large by normal standards, but potentially big enough for someone with her slim, athletic build and experience maneuvering in confined spaces.
The vent was positioned just above the top of the cabinet that held the sex toys and tools of torture. If she could climb the cabinet, she would be able to reach the vent.
For the first time since her capture, Kat saw a potential path to freedom, or a possible way to trap herself inside the walls.






  
  Chapter nine

After resting on her stomach for a few minutes, Kat checked her body as she stood before the full-length mirror. Purple and yellow blooms decorated her ribs, thighs, and shoulder blades—a colorful atlas of pain mapped across her body by Malik and Asma's violent hands. Her back was streaked with red welts and stripes from the whipping Malik had given her. And if she didn’t manage to escape soon, more clients might show up tonight who could do further damage. 
Her gaze drifted upward to the air conditioning vent fixed high on the wall, directly above the toy cabinet. It was a desperate idea for a possible escape route, but it was all she had.
The cabinet door opened with a soft creak. The shelves looked sturdy enough to support her weight, though climbing would stretch her bruised muscles painfully. The constant ache in her body had become background noise, something to acknowledge and then dismiss. Pain was temporary; captivity could be permanent if she didn't act.
Kat placed one foot on the bottom shelf, testing its strength before hoisting herself up. The wood creaked but held as she climbed higher, each movement sending jolts of pain through her battered body. She gritted her teeth, refusing to let weakness stop her. Reaching the top shelf, she steadied herself with one hand against the wall and examined the vent cover.
Two screws secured the metal grill to the wall. Standard Phillips-head screws, nothing fancy. In her former cat burglar life, she'd have had her professional kit with screwdrivers and every tool imaginable. Now, she had nothing but her wits and whatever she could scavenge. The screws weren't particularly tight, but she couldn't remove them with her fingernails. She needed something to use in place of a screwdriver.
Kat climbed back down, her muscles protesting every movement. Once on the floor, she scanned the room with a critical eye, but there was no loose metal, no sharp edges, nothing shaped like a screwdriver. Then she checked the bathroom. Kat rifled through the drawers, finding nothing but makeup, hair accessories, sanitary supplies, and toiletries. Nothing sturdy enough to turn screws.
Her eyes darted to the bottles of expensive lotions and perfumes. Could she break one and use a glass shard? Too risky—the noise might attract attention, and a cut hand would only make her escape more difficult.
She opened her clothes cabinet. The belly dancer outfits didn’t have any screwdrivers attached. Then she checked the shoes in the bottom of the cabinet and decided to use the buckle from one of her high heels.
Returning to the cabinet, Kat began her ascent once more, this time with a shoe clutched tightly in her right hand. The climb was harder one-handed, forcing her to rely more on her legs and core strength. She was sweating by the time she reached the top shelf again, her muscles trembling with the effort.
Balancing precariously, she reached for the first screw with her makeshift tool. The buckle's edge slipped against the screw head once, twice, before catching in the groove. Kat bit her lower lip in concentration, applying pressure and turning. The screw resisted at first, then gradually began to rotate. The screw turned slowly, the makeshift tool slipping and scraping her fingers. She persisted, ignoring the discomfort, focusing only on the task. After what felt like hours but could only have been minutes, the first screw came loose enough for her to remove it with her fingers.
The second screw proved more stubborn, refusing to budge under her initial attempts. Sweat dripped into her eyes, and she blinked it away, adjusting her grip on the buckle. Her left arm, supporting her weight, began to tremble with fatigue.
She drove the makeshift tool harder against the screw, ignoring the pain in her fingers. With a sudden give, the screw turned, and relief washed through her. Working faster now, she rotated the buckle, feeling the screw loosen with each turn until it could be removed with her fingers.
The vent grill came away from the wall with surprising ease. Balancing the metal grate awkwardly in one hand, she set it atop the cabinet with a soft clatter that sounded like thunder in the quiet room. Peering into the dark opening of the air duct, she could make out the rectangular shaft extending horizontally before disappearing into darkness. It would be a tight fit—tighter than she'd hoped.
Kat paused, catching her breath and assessing her next move. Her years as a cat burglar had taught her to evaluate every scenario before committing. The duct looked barely wide enough for her shoulders and hips. If she got stuck halfway through, there would be no one to help her, and she'd be caught in an even worse position than before.
But the alternative was waiting for clients like Malik and Asma to return. Waiting for the drugs to eventually erode her mind beyond recovery. Waiting for Gamila or Maryam to set up a fatal accident for her.
No choice at all, really.
Kat studied the opening. It would be tight—painfully so—but possible. She'd squeezed through narrower gaps in her criminal career. The real question was where the duct led and whether she could navigate the system well enough to find an exit.
The reality of what she was about to attempt settled over Kat like a cold shadow. She stepped down from the cabinet. First, she needed to clean up and find something to wear that wouldn't immediately tear in the narrow confines of the air ducts. 
Kat cupped her hands under the cool water and brought it to her face, washing away the sweat and grime from her exertions. Her reflection in the mirror looked almost unfamiliar—gaunt cheeks, dark circles beneath her eyes, and she'd lost weight during her captivity.
She flexed her fingers and watched the muscles in her forearms respond. She'd maintained as much of her physical conditioning as possible, doing push-ups and core exercises whenever she was left alone, preparing for this moment.
She cleaned herself methodically, using a damp washcloth to wipe away the lingering scent of incense, sweat, cologne, and semen that seemed to permeate her skin. The cool water soothed her bruises momentarily, though nothing could erase the deeper aches. When she finished, she dried herself with a plush towel and moved to the clothes cabinet.
The wardrobe provided for her was both extensive and useless—gauzy harem pants, transparent silks, and various belly dancer costumes designed to fulfill every exotic fantasy, but none made for practicality or escape. Kat sorted through the hangers, looking for anything that might survive the journey through the ventilation shaft. Most of the fabrics were deliberately flimsy, designed to tear away at the slightest pressure. Her fingers paused on a small black leather miniskirt, so absurdly short that it almost looked like a belt, but it was the only item that seemed remotely durable.
Finding a suitable top proved more challenging. Everything was designed for display rather than function. After going through the small selection, she settled on a cropped top from one of her belly dancer costumes. The fabric was studier than most, with a small amount of beadwork that might provide some minimal protection against the metal edges of the duct. It would likely tear, but it was the best option available.
Kat slipped the clothing on quickly, grimacing at how exposed she felt. The miniskirt barely covered her ass, and the top left her midriff completely bare. At least the leather would provide some protection for her butt, which had taken the worst of Malik and Asma's attentions.
She glanced at the array of high-heeled shoes lined up neatly at the bottom of the wardrobe. Useless for climbing. Barefoot was better—she'd scaled buildings without shoes before, and her toes would give her better grip in any vertical sections of the duct.
Just as she turned back toward the cabinet, preparing to begin her ascent again, a light knock sounded at the door. Kat froze, her heart rate spiking. Whether it was Kareem or some new clients, it wouldn’t be good news.
The door opened slowly, and Lina slipped inside, closing it quietly behind her. The young woman's eyes widened at the sight of Kat standing there in her strange outfit, barefoot, with a determined expression.
"Sorry to disturb," Lina said softly, her English halting but clear enough. Her eyes darted nervously around the room, taking in Kat's strange attire and the open cabinet doors. "You are okay?"
Kat relaxed slightly but positioned herself to block Lina's view of the open vent. "I'm fine, Lina," Kat said, softening her voice. "Thank you for checking on me."
Lina stepped closer, her large eyes fixing on the fading bruises visible on Kat's exposed skin. "Malik and his woman are rough. Always rough."
"I've had worse," Kat lied, offering a reassuring smile. 
Lina nodded, but her eyes remained troubled. "You are different tonight. Not like before."
The observation was dangerously perceptive. Kat needed to redirect the conversation before Lina noticed too much. The younger woman wasn't a threat—Kat was certain of that—but the fewer people who knew of her escape plans, the better. Not just for Kat’s safety, but for theirs.
"How are you doing? Has Kareem been leaving you alone?"
Lina's gaze dropped to the floor, her fingers unconsciously touching the collar around her neck. "He say he breaks me in. More interest in you."
"Lina," Kat said suddenly, the words spilling out before she could stop them, "whatever happens, I'm going to try to help you escape."
The young woman's head snapped up, her eyes wide with alarm rather than hope. "No, no, you must not say such things."
Kat reached out, squeezing Lina's shoulder gently. "I mean it. I won't leave you here."
Lina shook her head with a sad smile. "The drugs confuse you. Not possible. No escape."
"Have hope," Kat said.
The certainty in her voice caused Lina to study her more carefully, her gaze traveling from Kat's face to her unusual attire. For a moment, Kat thought she would ask questions that couldn't be safely answered.
Instead, Lina simply nodded, her expression unreadable. "Two new men come soon. One hour. Special clients."
"Special clients?"
"Kareem tells guard. They pay extra. To hurt." Lina said.
The news wasn't surprising—Kat had become something of a featured attraction. 
"Thank you for warning me," Kat said, her resolve hardening. One hour. She had one hour to escape before these "special clients" arrived.
Lina nodded, then moved toward the door. "Must go. Kareem looks for me if I go too long." She paused with her hand on the doorknob, turning back to offer one last smile. "Thank you. For kind to me."
The simple gratitude pierced Kat's heart. In this place of cruelty and exploitation, even basic kindness was remarkable. "Stay strong, Lina. Things will change."
The young woman slipped out as quietly as she'd entered, leaving Kat alone with her thoughts. One hour. The deadline meant there was no more time for careful planning or hesitation.
Kat moved quickly back to the cabinet, climbing the shelves with renewed urgency. The screws and vent grill remained where she'd left them, her secret still secure. She paused at the top, looking down at the plush prison room. If—when—she escaped, what would happen to Lina and the others? The question nagged at her, threatening to undermine her resolve. But she couldn't help anyone if she remained trapped here, broken down by drugs and abuse until nothing remained of the woman she'd been.
First escape. Then find help. Then return for the others.
Kat positioned herself in front of the open vent, gauging the narrow rectangular opening one final time. It would be a tight fit—painfully tight—but her life as a cat burglar had taught her to navigate spaces that would trap most people. She drew a deep breath, steadying her nerves. The prospect of getting stuck in the wall, trapped like an animal awaiting slaughter, made her shudder.
One hour. The deadline pulsed in her mind like a heartbeat.
She hoisted herself up, gripping the edge of the duct with both hands. The metal was cool against her palms as she pulled her upper body into the opening. The shaft was even narrower than it had appeared from outside, its metal edges pressing against her shoulders as she wedged herself forward.
Darkness enveloped her immediately, the only light coming from the room behind. Kat pushed with her toes against the cabinet's edge, propelling herself deeper into the duct. The beaded top scraped against the metal ceiling, several beads popping loose and rolling behind her with tiny clicks that sounded thunderous in the confined space.
"Fuck," she whispered, freezing in place and listening for any reaction from outside. Nothing. She resumed her slow crawl forward, using her forearms and elbows to pull herself deeper into the ventilation system as she pushed with her toes.
The air inside the duct was stale and tinged with dust. Five feet in, she was navigating almost entirely by touch, the darkness complete except for faint strips of light filtering through occasional seams in the metal.
Her progress was agonizingly slow. The duct had been designed for air movement, not human passage. If the duct narrowed, she’d have to go back, but that might be more of a problem than moving forward. She worked out a system of lifting her body slightly to drag herself forward. It helped that she was sweating because it made her body more slippery. The beaded top snagged repeatedly on unseen protrusions, the delicate fabric straining and tearing with each movement, more beads rolling around.
"Just a little farther," she encouraged herself, though in truth she had no idea how far she needed to go. Her only hope was that this horizontal shaft would eventually connect to a larger vertical one leading to the roof. If not—if this passage merely circled the building or led to a dead end—she would have no choice but to retreat and face whatever awaited her in the brothel.
A sharp edge caught her arm, slicing a thin line across her bicep. Kat bit back a curse, feeling warm blood trickle down her skin. The wound wasn't serious, but it was a stark reminder of how vulnerable she was in this metal tunnel.
The vent was getting stuffy, but the air conditioning snapped on and cold air began blowing into her face, chilling her body and giving her goosebumps.
After what felt like hours but could only have been minutes, her questing fingers found a junction where the duct bent upward at a sharp angle. Kat wriggled forward until she could see the vertical shaft stretching above her—a rectangular column of darkness extending upward for at least twenty feet to a rectangle with dim light beyond it.
This presented a new challenge. The horizontal crawling had been difficult but straightforward. Climbing vertically through a slightly wider space would require all of her technical skill.
She took a moment to rest, her chest pressed against the cool metal floor of the duct, catching her breath. The beaded top was in tatters now, multiple tears exposing most of her back and sides. As she began to maneuver her body around the tight bend, the remaining intact sections caught on a jagged seam in the metal.
"Come on," she muttered, twisting awkwardly to free the fabric. The movement only caused more tears, and with a final wrench, the top gave way completely, the remnants hanging uselessly from her shoulders. Kat paused only long enough to shrug off the torn fabric, leaving her upper body bare. The rough metal would scratch her skin, but the clothing had become more hindrance than help. Her leather skirt still protected her sore butt.
Now she faced the vertical shaft, her nude torso already collecting scratches from the metal edges. Kat studied the space with professional eyes, noting the corner seams that ran the length of the shaft. They would provide minimal finger and toe holds—not ideal, but workable.
She positioned herself at the base of the vertical duct, her back pressed against one wall, feet braced against the opposite side. This technique, known as "chimneying" in rock climbing circles, would allow her to ascend by applying opposing pressure with her limbs. It wasn't elegant, but it was effective, as long as the tired muscles in her legs held out. The cool air flowing past her had also dried her sweat, which would help with her grip.
Pressing her bare back firmly against one cold wall, she walked her feet up the opposite surface, creating tension that held her in place. Then, maintaining that tension, she shifted her upper body higher and repeated the process. Inch by painful inch, she ascended the shaft, the metal walls scraping against her exposed skin.
The exertion was immense, each movement requiring precise control of muscles weakened by weeks of captivity and abuse. Sweat beaded on her forehead and ran down between her shoulder blades, making her grip more precarious. Her thighs burned with the effort of maintaining constant pressure against the wall. If she fell now, head down, she’d probably break her neck if she were lucky.
Ten feet up, she paused to rest, her body trembling with fatigue. Looking down into the darkness beneath her only intensified the sense of being trapped, so she focused upward instead. There, a faint outline of a square—another vent cover, the gateway to the roof and freedom.
"Almost there," she whispered, though her muscles screamed in protest. The final ten feet stretched before her like miles. Kat grimaced and resumed her ascent, forcing her exhausted body to continue the grueling climb.
The skin on her back was raw now, abraded by repeated contact with the textured surface of the metal. Her feet weren't faring much better. Each movement sent fresh jolts of pain through her already battered body.
After what seemed an eternity, her head finally reached the underside of the roof vent. Unlike the one in her room, this grill appeared to be secured with simpler clips rather than screws—designed for easy maintenance access from the top. Kat said a silent prayer of thanks for this small mercy as she braced herself with one hand and pushed at the grill with the other.
The metal resisted at first, likely held in place by years of accumulated dirt and rust. Kat shifted position slightly, finding a more stable brace for her feet, then pushed again with more force. She banged against it with the heel of her hand, each impact echoing loudly in the confined space.
With a sudden give, the vent cover popped free, clattering onto the roof above. Cool night air rushed into the shaft, carrying with it the distant sounds of the city and the faint scent of car exhaust and spices. Kat closed her eyes briefly, savoring that first taste of freedom.
Bracing herself one final time, she pushed upward, her hands gripping the edge of the opening as she pulled herself onto the roof. The effort required the last reserves of her strength, but finally—finally—she rolled onto the flat surface, her chest heaving as she gulped down the fresh air.
She simply lay there for several moments, staring up at the star-filled sky and the full moon casting its silver light across the rooftop. The night air caressed her skin, soothing the raw abrasions that covered her back and sides. The simple pleasure of lying under an open sky after weeks of confinement brought tears to her eyes.
But Kat wasn't free yet. She had only minutes—perhaps less—before someone discovered her absence. She forced herself to sit up, scanning her surroundings.
The rooftop was flat, typical of buildings in this part of the world, with a low parapet running around its perimeter. Air conditioning units hummed nearby, their mechanical drone providing useful cover for any noise she might make. A small structure housed the stairwell door.
Moonlight illuminated the entire space, revealing scattered equipment that suggested recent maintenance work. Kat rose to her feet, moving quickly toward a collection of tools and painting supplies stacked near one of the AC units. Her bare feet made no sound on the rough surface as she picked her way across the roof.
The tools were a treasure trove for someone in her position—a coil of rope, several cans of paint, a crowbar, and several rolls of duct tape. Kat's heart leapt at the sight. She lifted the coil of rope first, quickly estimating its length. Not enough to reach the ground, but perhaps enough to get her close enough to jump to a neighboring building’s rooftop.
She grabbed the crowbar next, its solid weight reassuring in her hand. After weeks of helplessness, holding a potential weapon sent a surge of confidence through her. The duct tape would allow her to secure the crowbar to her body for the climb down, leaving her hands free.
Kat surveyed the edges of the roof, looking for the best escape route. The building appeared to be surrounded by others of varying heights with narrow alleys between them. If she could cross to one of those rooftops, she might find another way down—a fire escape, perhaps, or a service ladder.
She moved to the edge, peering down at the dimly lit street below. From this height, the few late-night pedestrians looked small. The brothel was located in a busy commercial district, which meant possible witnesses—both a potential help and a hindrance. However, she knew from experience that most pedestrians didn’t look up.
Returning to the supplies, Kat tore off a length of duct tape, preparing to secure the crowbar against her stomach. The tool was heavy and awkward, but she couldn't risk leaving it behind. As a weapon and a tool, it might be the difference between escape and recapture. Just as she pressed the tape against her skin, the sound of a door opening startled her. Kat dropped to a crouch behind one of the AC units, her heart hammering in her chest. The crowbar clutched in one hand, the roll of duct tape in the other, she peered around the edge of the machine.
Kareem stepped onto the roof, his broad silhouette unmistakable in the moonlight. He pulled the door closed behind him, then reached into his pocket for a pack of cigarettes. The flame from his lighter briefly illuminated his face—the close-cropped hair, the trimmed beard, the scar along his right cheek that Kat had come to dread the sight of.
She pressed herself tighter against the AC unit, willing her breathing to remain silent. Kareem took a long drag from his cigarette, the ember glowing bright in the darkness, then began a slow circuit of the roof's perimeter, looking out at the city lights.
Kat calculated his path with mounting dread. The route he'd chosen would take him directly past her hiding place. There was nowhere else to move without being exposed on the open rooftop. She gripped the crowbar tighter, its metal cold against her palm.
Kareem walked unhurriedly, savoring his cigarette and the night air, completely unaware that the woman he'd tormented was crouched just yards away, clutching a weapon and desperate for freedom. His footsteps drew closer, the sound of his boots mixing with the hum of the air conditioner that concealed her.
Kat held her breath, calculating the distance between them and the seconds remaining before discovery became inevitable. The moonlight cast Kareem's long shadow across the roof, reaching toward her like a dark premonition. Her muscles tensed, ready to fight or flee—whichever became necessary in the next crucial moments. 
When he was close enough, he would get a crowbar in the face.






  
  Chapter ten

The moonlight bathed the Mecca rooftop in cold, unforgiving light, casting sharp shadows between the mechanical units and pipes that adorned the flat surface. Kat pressed her bare back against the cool metal of the air conditioning unit, her skin prickling with goosebumps that had nothing to do with the night air. The sound of Kareem's boots scraping against the rough rooftop surface grew closer, each step a threat that echoed in the quiet night. She controlled her breathing—slow, silent, measured—her eyes fixed on the long shadow that preceded the guard's arrival. 
Her days in Sheikh Samir Khan's custody had stripped her of more than just her clothes. The indignities had been calculated, each one designed to break her will a little bit more, but they had underestimated the woman they'd captured. Years of professional burglary had taught Kat patience and persistence—virtues that now kept her alive and clinging to hope.
Kareem's shadow lengthened across the roof's surface as he approached her hiding spot. The guard moved with the casual confidence of a man who believed himself alone, the glowing ember of his cigarette tracing lazy arcs in the darkness as he gestured to himself while muttering under his breath. Kat pressed herself deeper into the shadows behind the AC unit, willing herself to become one with the darkness. Her bare skin scraped against the rough metal, but she didn't flinch.
His footsteps slowed as he neared her position. Kat held her breath, counting the seconds in her head. The ritual calmed her, focusing her mind away from her vulnerability, away from the fact that she wore nothing but a leather miniskirt. 
Kareem's boots came to a halt just on the other side of the AC unit. So close that Kat could smell the sour mixture of sweat and cologne that emanated from him. He exhaled slowly, a cloud of smoke drifting over the AC unit and into Kat's hiding place. She fought the urge to cough as the acrid smoke invaded her lungs, burning her throat. The slightest sound would give her away, and she knew what would happen then. Kareem had made his intentions clear enough during her captivity.
Kareem shifted his weight, taking another deep pull from his cigarette. The ember glowed brighter for a moment, illuminating his thick fingers. Kat watched the cherry-red tip move through the darkness as Kareem turned, preparing to discard it. With a casual flick, he tossed the still-burning cigarette over the AC unit. The trajectory seemed almost deliberate—as if some sixth sense had alerted him to her presence. The cigarette arced through the air, trailing smoke and sparks, before bouncing off of Kat's bare back.
Kareem's boots scraped against the rooftop as he turned away from the AC unit, moving toward the edge of the building. The sound grew fainter as he walked to the eastern side, where the neighboring building was somewhat shorter. Kat allowed herself a small, controlled breath, relief washing through her as the distance between them increased.
The relief was short-lived. The unmistakable sound of a zipper being lowered caught her attention. Kareem grunted with satisfaction as he positioned himself at the roof's edge and released a steady stream over the side of the building. Kat remained frozen, listening as he finished his business and zipped his pants closed again. His footsteps moved away, toward the stairwell door. The metallic squeal of hinges announced his departure, followed by the solid thunk of the door closing behind him.
Thirty seconds passed, then a minute. Only when she was certain he wouldn't return did she finally allow herself to emerge from behind the AC unit, her muscles stiff from maintaining the same position for so long.
Moonlight silvered her skin as she moved quietly across the rooftop, her bare feet silent on the rough surface. Dragging the big coil of rope with her, Kat approached the service pipe she'd spotted earlier, testing it with a firm pull. It held fast—sturdy enough to support her weight, at least for the descent she had planned. Her fingers worked quickly, securing one end of the rope to the pipe with a series of complex knots—the same knots that had served her well in countless dangerous climbs. She pulled on the rope, testing the strength of both it and the pipe. Both held firm. Then she tossed the rope coil over the side of the building and looked down. It wasn’t long enough to reach the ground
Next came the crowbar—a heavy, solid piece of metal that represented both utility and a weapon if needed. Kat considered her options for carrying the tool during her descent. It was too large to hold between her teeth, and she needed both hands free for climbing. After a moment's thought, she tore a length of duct tape from the roll she'd found. She stretched the long piece across her abdomen, then pressed the crowbar against it, securing it with several more strips. The cold metal pressed uncomfortably against her flesh, but it would stay in place during her descent.
Kat moved to the edge of the roof, peering down at the dizzying drop below. Ten stories separated her from the ground—a fall that would certainly be fatal. But she wasn't planning to reach the ground this way. Her gaze shifted to the neighboring building, measuring the gap between them. It was wide—wider than she liked—but not impossible. The rope would get her partway down the exterior wall. From there, she would need to generate enough momentum to swing across to the adjacent rooftop. A dangerous maneuver under the best circumstances, let alone half-naked and weakened by days of captivity.
Kat took a deep breath, centering herself. The cool night air filled her lungs, clearing her head somewhat despite the drugs that remained in her system. Every sense seemed heightened—the rough texture of the roof beneath her bare feet, the distant sounds of the city at night, the faint smell of spices and smoke that permeated the air of Mecca.
She tested the rope one final time, feeling the fibers bite into her palms. It would hold. It had to hold.
The moon hung above her like a silent witness as she prepared for the descent that would either lead to her escape or her death. In that moment, with the night spread out before her and the memory of captivity behind, Kat felt a fierce surge of determination. She would not become another woman lost in Samir Khan's collection of broken souls. She would escape, survive, and—someday—return to ensure he paid for his crimes.
Kat coiled the rope around her body twice so she could rappel, then swung her body over the edge of the roof, the rope biting into her palms as she began her descent. The rough surface of the building's exterior scraped against the soles of her bare feet as she hung at a ninety-degree angle to the wall, seeking purchase with her toes in the minute cracks and seams on the rough surface of the building. Her miniskirt rode up immediately, bunching around her waist and leaving her lower half as exposed as her top, but modesty was a luxury she couldn't afford. 
The first few feet were the most treacherous. Her muscles, weakened from days of captivity, trembled with the effort of supporting her weight. The crowbar taped to her stomach pressed uncomfortably against her abdomen, the cold metal warming against her skin as she worked her way down the building's face. Her breath came in controlled, measured intervals—a technique she'd learned years ago during her first climbing lessons with her father.
Moonlight illuminated her pale skin, making her feel dangerously visible against the dark building. If anyone looked up from the street or out from one of the windows, they would spot her immediately—a half-naked woman clinging to the side of the building like some strange, fleshy spider. The thought almost made her smile, despite the gravity of her situation.
Twenty feet down, Kat paused to rest and catch her breath. To her left, a brightly lit window caught her attention. Inside was a bedroom decorated just like hers had been, and at the center was a large bed with posts carved to resemble twisted columns, draped with sheer fabrics that did nothing to conceal what was happening upon it. Kat recognized Maryam immediately—the Arab woman who had brought her food laced with poison. 
Maryam was naked on the bed, positioned on her hands and knees as a grotesquely fat, bald man thrust into her ass from behind, her breasts bouncing with each impact. Even from outside, Kat could see the grimace of pain on Maryam's face with each brutal thrust, could hear her grunts and groans through the partially open window. The man's enormous hands gripped Maryam's hips with bruising force as he pounded relentlessly. Despite her pain, her eyes were distant, focused on the wall ahead of her. It was a look Kat recognized.
The sight should have repulsed her, but Kat felt a complex surge of emotions as she watched. There was a grim satisfaction, yes—a dark, vengeful pleasure in seeing the woman who had tried to poison her subjected to such degradation. But beneath it lay something unexpected: empathy. Maryam was as much a prisoner as she had been, perhaps more so. Who knew what journey had brought her to this place, what choices—or lack of choices—had led to this moment?
The thought propelled her downward with renewed purpose, her movements quicker and more assured despite the growing fatigue in her muscles. The rope slipped through her hands, controlled but steady, as she rappelled farther down the building.
Fifty feet down, she reached a critical juncture. The rope, not long enough for a complete descent, was running out. Below her stretched another five stories of sheer wall, with no realistic handholds for a free climb. To her right, across a gap of perhaps fifteen feet, stood the neighboring building—slightly shorter, its flat rooftop within reach if she could generate enough momentum.
Kat paused, assessing the distance with professional calculation. The jump was doable—she'd made similar leaps during jobs—but those had been with proper equipment, not barefoot and naked with a crowbar taped to her stomach and weakened muscles. Still, the alternative was capture.
She pulled herself up slightly on the rope, then let her body swing out from the wall, beginning the pendulum motion she would need. Back and forth she swung, each arc taking her farther from the wall, generating the momentum required for the leap. The motion pulled at her shoulder muscles, threatening to tear them with each swing, but she gritted her teeth against the pain.
On the fifth swing, as she reached the apex of her arc away from the wall, Kat made her decision. Releasing the rope at the right moment, she launched herself toward the adjacent rooftop, her body stretched horizontal in the air, doing a slow flip like she would on a parkour course, arms outstretched toward the safety of the neighboring building.
For one heart-stopping moment, she was suspended in space, neither here nor there, the ground dizzyingly far below. The cool night air rushed past her naked skin, her hair streaming behind her like a dark banner. In that moment, time seemed to slow, and Kat experienced a strange moment of perfect clarity—if she missed, at least her death would be quick, her fate decided by physics rather than by men like Samir Khan.
Then gravity reasserted itself, pulling her down in an arc toward the adjacent rooftop. She had misjudged slightly—not enough to miss completely, but enough that her landing would be rougher than intended. She curled her body so that her feet would strike the flat edge of the roof rather than her head.
Her feet and legs took part of the shock, but she didn’t want to break them so she allowed momentum to carry her forward in an ungraceful tumble across the rooftop. She rolled once, twice, the crowbar taped to her stomach digging painfully into her flesh with each revolution. The rough surface of the roof scraped against her bare skin, leaving stinging abrasions across her breasts, shoulders, and thighs.
She finally came to rest on her back, staring up at the night sky, her chest heaving with exertion. Every muscle in her body screamed in protest, and she could feel warm trickles of blood from a dozen minor cuts and scrapes. But she was alive. She had made it.
For several long moments, Kat simply lay there, allowing her racing heart to slow, feeling the cool night air against her overheated skin. The stars above seemed impossibly bright, the moon a silent witness to her escape. She lifted one hand, examining the torn fingernails and scraped palm—minor injuries in the grand scheme of things, easily healed with time.
Slowly, carefully, she pushed herself into a sitting position, wincing as fresh pain radiated from various parts of her body. The crowbar pressed uncomfortably against her abdominal muscles, the duct tape pulling at her skin. With gentle fingers, she began to peel away the tape, hissing as it took small patches of skin with it. The tool was intact—heavy and solid, a reassuring weight in her hand. It could serve as both tool and weapon for the next stage of her escape.
Kat rose to her feet, swaying slightly as her body adjusted to the vertical position. She glanced back at the building she'd descended, at the rope still dangling against its side—evidence of her escape that might be discovered come morning. By then, she needed to be far away, lost in the confusion of the city.
She turned toward the rooftop stairwell door, crowbar in hand, a grim determination settling over her features. Her legs trembled slightly as she approached it, a combination of exertion and adrenaline making her movements less graceful than usual.
Naturally, the stairwell door was locked.
The stairwell door yielded with a reluctant groan as Kat applied pressure with the crowbar, metal scraping against metal before the lock finally gave way. She winced at the noise, freezing in place to listen for any response from within the building. Hearing nothing, she eased the door open just enough to slip through. The stale smell of cigarettes and cooking oil permeated the space, a stark contrast to the clean night air she'd left behind.
Concrete steps descended in tight spirals before her, illuminated by a single bare bulb at each landing. Kat paused at the top of the stairs, listening intently for any sound that might indicate other occupants, as she pulled her miniskirt down as much as she could. The building hummed with the quiet noises of habitation—distant television sounds, the occasional door closing—but the stairwell itself seemed deserted at this late hour.
She began her descent, wincing as her bare feet made contact with the cold concrete steps. Each footfall sent little shocks of pain through her already abused soles, but she forced herself to continue, keeping close to the wall where her movements would make less noise. 
Five flights of stairs later, Kat reached the ground floor. The door to the main hallway had a small window set into it, allowing her to peer cautiously into the corridor beyond. Unlike the utilitarian stairwell, the hallway showed signs of modest prosperity—laminate flooring that mimicked wood, walls painted a soft cream, doors with brass numbers affixed to them. It looked like any apartment building anywhere in the world, which made her current state of undress all the more incongruous.
Kat scanned the hallway for security cameras, relieved to find none. This was just an ordinary residential building. That knowledge provided a small measure of comfort as she eased the door open and slipped into the corridor, the crowbar partially concealed against her leg.
The hallway stretched before her, deserted and lit by wall sconces spaced at regular intervals. To her right lay what appeared to be the main entrance of the building, to her left a corridor that presumably led to a service or fire exit. Kat turned left, guided by instinct and years of experience finding alternative routes in and out of buildings.
She had walked half the length of the hallway when a door just ahead to her right suddenly swung open, flooding the hallway with light and the unmistakable sweet, pungent smell of cannabis. Kat froze, her muscles tensing as a figure appeared in the doorway in a smoky haze.
A young man, perhaps in his early twenties, stood blinking in the doorframe. He wore only a pair of loose shorts, his lean chest bare, his hair disheveled. In one hand, he held a plastic garbage bag; in the other, what appeared to be a half-eaten sandwich. His eyes, red-rimmed and heavy-lidded from the effects of whatever he'd been smoking, widened comically as they focused on the topless, beautiful woman standing in the hallway.
For a long, suspended moment, they stared at each other—the half-naked woman with the crowbar and the stoned young man with his garbage bag. Kat's mind worked through options, calculating risks and potential responses. Running would draw attention. Attacking him would create noise and leave evidence. That left manipulation as her best strategy.
The young man shook his head as if trying to clear it, blinking repeatedly as his gaze traveled from Kat's face to her bare breasts. His mouth opened and closed several times before he finally managed to speak.
“Ya Allah,” he said. He then continued in rapid Arabic that Kat couldn't understand. His expression shifted from shock to confusion to an uncertain smile, as though he'd decided she might be a particularly vivid hallucination.
Kat made her decision in an instant. She tucked the crowbar under her arm and stepped forward with a confidence she didn't feel, a smile spreading across her face. Years of breaking and entering had taught her that sometimes the best disguise was audacity—act like you belong, and people will often assume you do.
"Hey," she said softly, pointing to the garbage bag in his hand. 
The young man followed her gesture, glancing down at the bag as if surprised to find it in his grip. “Na'am?”
Since she’d heard it a few times, Kat thought he’d said yes. She stepped closer and reached for the bag. "I'll take that for you," she said, her tone casual as though her appearance was perfectly normal. She gestured toward the end of the hallway, then back to the garbage bag, pantomiming her intention.
The young man's confusion melted into a slow, appreciative grin as his eyes once again traveled over her breasts. He nodded enthusiastically, willingly surrendering the garbage bag to her outstretched hand. In exchange, he offered her his half-eaten sandwich with a gallant flourish, as though presenting a gift.
Kat shook her head at the sandwich, maintaining her smile even as anxiety curled in her stomach. The longer this interaction lasted, the greater the risk of discovery. She took the garbage bag and made a shooing motion toward his apartment door, then pointed down the hall, trying to convey that she would handle this task for him.
He nodded vigorously, then offered her an exaggerated wink of complicity. "Shukran, habibti," he said, his voice dropping to what he clearly thought was a seductive register. He leaned against his doorframe, making no move to return to his apartment, apparently content to watch her walk away.
Kat turned and began walking down the hallway, forcing herself to move at a measured pace despite the urge to run. She could feel the young man's eyes on her back. The weight of the garbage bag provided a strange sense of normalcy, as though carrying out this mundane task somehow legitimized her presence in the building.
She reached the end of the corridor, finding exactly what she'd hoped for—a service exit leading to an alleyway. The door had a push bar, and she said a silent prayer of thanks that it wasn't alarmed as she pressed against it. The mechanism gave way smoothly, and Kat slipped outside into the narrow space between buildings, the cool night air a welcome relief after the stuffiness of the hallway.
Two dumpsters stood against the wall to her left, their metal surfaces reflecting the dim light from a single bulb mounted above the service door. Kat deposited the garbage bag in the nearest dumpster, then paused to assess her surroundings. The alley opened onto a street at either end, both relatively quiet at this late hour. She had no way of knowing which direction offered the safest path, no map of the city beyond the vague mental image she'd formed during her transport to Khan's brothel.
Choosing the right exit at random, Kat crept toward the street, keeping to the shadows as much as possible. The crowbar in her hand provided some reassurance, though she knew its value as a weapon was limited against the resources Khan would deploy once her escape was discovered.
The street beyond the alley was narrow, lined with shops now closed for the night, their metal shutters drawn down like sleeping eyelids. Kat emerged cautiously, glancing in both directions before stepping fully into the open. A few pedestrians moved along the sidewalk on the opposite side—men in traditional white thobes who paid her no attention as she pressed herself into the shadows beside a shuttered storefront.
For the next half hour, Kat moved through the unfamiliar streets of Mecca like a ghost, ducking into alleys whenever she spotted other night wanderers, keeping to the darkest parts of each street. The city was quieter than she'd expected, though occasionally cars passed by, their headlights sending her scrambling for cover.
The absurdity of her situation wasn't lost on her—a half-naked American woman carrying a crowbar through the streets of one of Islam's holiest cities. If she were discovered, best case scenario would be arrest by the Saudi authorities. Worst case would be recapture by Khan's men. Neither option was acceptable.
Her bare feet ached from contact with the rough pavement, small cuts and abrasions making each step painful. The night air, which had been pleasantly cool on the rooftop, now felt uncomfortably chill against her exposed skin. She needed shelter, clothing, and a plan—in that order.
After what felt like hours but was likely less than forty-five minutes, Kat found herself in what appeared to be an industrial district. Warehouses and small factories lined the streets, most dark and silent at this hour. A few showed signs of night shifts in progress—lights burning behind windows, the occasional truck parked in a loading bay.
An alley between two warehouse buildings offered potential shelter. Kat slipped into the narrow space, alert for any sign of habitation or surveillance. The alley was littered with debris—empty crates, discarded packaging, the odd piece of machinery too worn or broken to be salvaged. Among this detritus, she spotted what looked like a large wooden crate, roughly the size of a refrigerator, its open side facing the wall.
Approaching with caution, crowbar at the ready, Kat circled the crate. It appeared to be abandoned, probably used to ship some piece of equipment that had long since been installed in one of the surrounding businesses. The interior was empty except for some packing material—shredded paper and foam padding that might provide a modicum of comfort.
Kat turned the crate so that its opening faced away from the alley entrance, creating a small, concealed space that would hide her from casual observation. She cleared out some of the dirtier packing materials, arranging what remained into a makeshift bed. It wasn't comfortable by any stretch of the imagination, but it would provide shelter for what remained of the night.
As she settled into the confined space, using foam padding as a blanket, knees drawn up to her chest to conserve warmth, the full reality of her situation crashed over her like a wave. She was alone in a foreign country where she didn't speak the language, half-naked, without identification or money, and being hunted by a man with seemingly limitless resources. She had been in this situation once before and it had not gone well. The American Embassy was in Riyadh, not Mecca, and even if she could reach it, explaining her situation without being arrested for any number of infractions would be nearly impossible. They might think she was a sex worker, and she wouldn’t even be able to deny it.
Kat rested her forehead against her knees, allowing herself a moment of despair. The enormity of the challenges ahead seemed insurmountable. Even if she escaped immediate recapture, how would she get out of Saudi Arabia? How would she find clothes, food, shelter? The questions piled up like stones, weighing her down with their unanswerable mass.
Kat decided to focus on one step at a time—surviving the night, finding clothes and food in the morning, then finding a better hiding place. She would leave the daunting prospect of international escape for later.
She placed the crowbar within easy reach and shifted to find a slightly more comfortable position among the packing materials. Sleep would be difficult, but she needed to rest if she was to have any hope of navigating the challenges that awaited her come daylight.
As her eyes grew heavy, her thoughts turned to her capture in Riyadh. She had underestimated Samir Khan and his ability to hunt her down in a big city. It was a mistake she wouldn't make again. She needed to be smarter about planning her movements.
The crate offered some insulation against the night chill, but Kat shivered as her body temperature dropped. She curled tighter into herself, trying to preserve what warmth she could. Tomorrow would bring new challenges, new dangers, but also new opportunities. As sleep finally claimed her, Kat's last conscious thought was a promise to herself: she would not only escape Samir Khan's reach, but someday, somehow, she would make him pay for what he had done to her—and to all the women like her in the brothel, trapped in a nightmare from which they could not wake.






  
  Chapter eleven

The resonant Muslim call to prayer woke Kat from her fitful sleep, the melodic Arabic phrases floating above the narrow alley between warehouses where she had found temporary refuge. Her eyes snapped open to darkness, her body aching from a night spent curled in a discarded wooden crate, foam padding covering her like a blanket. The man's chanting voice continued its haunting summons, echoing between the close-set buildings as Kat pushed herself upright, her muscles protesting every movement. 
She blinked away exhaustion, her senses trying to catalog her surroundings. The crate that had served as her shelter sat wedged between a dumpster and the rough stone wall of a building, hidden from casual observation by a stack of empty produce boxes. The air carried the mingled scents of rotting vegetables, dust, and the faint trace of spices from nearby restaurants. Somewhere, water dripped steadily into a puddle. A warm breeze rustled the shredded packing paper that had piled up against the side of her crate like a snow drift during the night.
Kat stretched cautiously, wincing as her stiff muscles complained. She still wore her leather miniskirt but nothing else. Her bare feet were less swollen now, but still cut and bruised from the previous night’s escape from the brothel.
A sudden noise at the alley's entrance sent her pressing deeper into the shadows. She watched through narrowed eyes as a stray cat darted past, chasing some unseen prey. Exhaling slowly, Kat reached for the small bundle she had used for a pillow—a short section of bubble wrap she'd found beside the crate. It wasn't clothing, but it would provide temporary coverage.
She stood and unfolded the bubble wrap, wrapping it around her torso to cover what remained of her dignity. Holding it tightly closed with one hand, she used her free hand to gather her long dark hair, twisting it into a makeshift knot at the nape of her neck. Without a mirror, she could only imagine how wild she looked—a far cry from the polished professional cat burglar who had arrived in Saudi Arabia, or even the carefully made up sex worker she had become in the brothel.
The call to prayer faded as she emerged cautiously from her hiding place. The sky had lightened to a deep blue, streaked with the first hints of gold. In another hour, the streets would fill with people, and her bizarre appearance would draw unwanted attention. She needed to find proper clothing, water, and food.
Kat moved with practiced silence despite her exhaustion, keeping to the shadows as she navigated the warren of narrow streets. Her training as a cat burglar served her well now—allowing her to move through the awakening city like a ghost. Each intersection required careful reconnaissance, her green eyes scanning for any sign of Kareem or the other men who worked for Samir Khan.
A shiver ran through her. The memory of Khan's brothel rose unbidden—the ornate furnishings, the heavily perfumed air, the sensation of being displayed like merchandise and used like a whore. She forced the thoughts away, focusing instead on her immediate surroundings. The past couldn't be changed, but survival depended on staying sharp in the present.
The streets began to widen as she approached what appeared to be a commercial district. The bubble wrap crinkled softly with each movement, an unwelcome sound in the quiet dawn. Kat paused at a corner, peering around to see a small open-air market taking shape. Vendors were setting up shaded stalls, arranging produce and goods for the day's business.
Her stomach clenched painfully at the sight of food being unpacked. How long had it been since she'd eaten? A day? More? The emptiness inside her had become a constant companion, simultaneously sharp and dull in its persistence. She licked dry lips, calculating the risks of approaching the market in her current state.
A delivery van caught her attention—parked casually with its rear doors ajar while the driver carried packages to one of the stalls. From her vantage point, Kat could see the driver—a heavyset man in a white thobe—gesturing animatedly as he spoke to a merchant who was arranging his goods. Neither man was paying attention to the van or its contents. Kat's eyes fixed on a stack of foil-wrapped flatbread and a large package of dates visible just inside the van's doors. The sight sent a wave of desperate hunger through her body, momentarily overwhelming her caution. Food meant energy. Energy meant a better chance of escape and survival.
She waited, counting her heartbeats, watching the rhythm of the delivery man's work. He would unload a package, stop to chat, then return for another. The pattern created predictable windows of opportunity—up to a minute when neither the driver nor the merchant would have a clear view of the van's contents.
Slipping from shadow to shadow, Kat approached from the blind side of the vehicle. Her bare feet made no sound on the dusty pavement as she crouched behind a stack of empty crates, waiting for her moment. The driver returned to his van, extracted another package, and turned his back.
Kat moved.
Releasing her bubble wrap for a moment, her hands darted into the van, fingers closing around the warm package of bread and the plastic container of dates. In one fluid motion, she withdrew her prize and melted back into the shadows between buildings. The entire theft had taken less than fifteen seconds.
Heart pounding, she retreated deeper into the maze of alleys, clutching her stolen breakfast to her chest, the bubble wrap trailing behind her. Only when she was several blocks away did she allow herself to tear open the foil. The aroma of fresh Tamees flatbread—warm, yeasty, and impossibly tempting—enveloped her. She tore off a piece and stuffed it into her mouth, the simple pleasure of food overwhelming her senses.
Kat forced herself to slow down, to chew methodically despite the urge to devour everything at once. Too much too quickly would make her sick, and she couldn't afford that weakness. Between bites of the soft bread, she popped dates into her mouth, the sweet stickiness a stark contrast to the bland flatbread.
As she ate, she kept moving, knowing that staying in one place too long invited discovery. The streets were becoming more populated, increasing both the risk of detection and the cover of crowds. She needed to find a more secure hiding place before full daylight exposed her. Stopping for a moment, she set her packages down on a cardboard box and slid the bubble wrap around her torso again, holding it with one hand while she scooped up food with the other. She’d finish eating later.
A distant shout turned her blood cold. Male voices, angry and urgent, carried from several blocks away. She figured her theft had been discovered. Though she couldn't make out the words, the tone was unmistakable. Kat quickened her pace, forcing herself to breathe evenly despite the surge of adrenaline. She couldn't be certain the men would look for her, but the possibility was enough to drive her deeper into the labyrinth of side streets and alleys. The bubble wrap rustled with each step, a maddening reminder of her vulnerability.
Hunger partially satisfied, her mind now turned to her next priorities: proper clothing and a safer place to hide.
The thought of Kareem finding her sent a chill through her body. Among Khan's men, he had been the most sadistic, taking pleasure in the fear and suffering of the women kept in the brothel. During her brief captivity, she'd witnessed his casual cruelty enough times to know that if he caught her, death might be the most merciful outcome, but he would immerse himself in his perversions with her before that.
A flash of movement ahead caused her to freeze mid-step where there was no place to hide. A small group of figures dressed entirely in black appeared at the intersection ahead, walking toward her, their forms unmistakably female despite being covered from head to toe. Kat retreated a step, calculating whether to turn back or find another route.
Before she could decide, one of the women turned, her veiled face looking directly at Kat. The bubble wrap suddenly seemed absurdly inadequate as Kat pressed herself against the rough stone wall, wondering if these women would raise an alarm. Instead, the woman nudged her companions, and the small group changed direction, moving toward Kat with purposeful steps.
Kat stood still as the women approached, their black abayas flowing around their bodies like liquid shadow. Bubble wrap crinkled beneath her grip as she prepared to run, every instinct screaming danger. The tallest woman stepped forward, her kind brown eyes—the only visible part of her face—creased with what might have been concern. When she spoke, her voice emerged soft and melodic from behind her niqab, the Arabic words incomprehensible but the tone unmistakably gentle. Kat took an automatic step backward, her shoulders bumping against the rough stone wall behind her as she glanced at the narrow alley that might offer escape.
The woman paused, sensing Kat's fear. She raised her hands, palms outward in the universal gesture of peace. Behind her, the other women—three of them, all similarly shrouded in black from head to foot—remained still, their eyes watchful above their face coverings. The early morning light caught the subtle movements of their breathing, the only indication that these dark figures were living, breathing women rather than wraiths.
"American?" the tall woman asked, the single English word heavily accented but clear.
Kat hesitated, calculating the risks of answering truthfully. Her appearance already marked her as foreign—admitting her nationality wouldn't reveal much more than was already obvious. She nodded once, still poised for flight.
The woman's eyes softened further. She touched her chest lightly with her right hand. "Fatimah," she said, then gestured toward Kat with an open palm, inviting a response.
"Kat," she answered, her voice barely above a whisper.
Fatimah nodded, then turned to her companions, speaking rapidly in Arabic. The women exchanged glances, their eyes expressive above their veils. One of them gestured emphatically, her hands moving in quick, sharp motions. Another nodded, then looked toward the brightening sky with evident concern.
Fatimah turned back to Kat and spoke again in Arabic, then, seeing the lack of comprehension, switched to simple English phrases. "Come." She made a beckoning gesture, then pointed down a side street. "Help."
Kat's professional paranoia warred with her desperate circumstances. These women could be leading her into a trap—back to Khan or to authorities who would arrest her for indecent exposure and lack of documentation. Yet they might also represent her only chance at temporary sanctuary. She would have to trust them. Kat abandoned caution and stepped forward, allowing the women to form a tight circle around her as they began walking. 
They moved as a unit, navigating a complex network of increasingly narrow streets, moving away from the commercial district and into an area of modest homes. The architecture changed—simpler buildings of mud brick and concrete replacing the more ornate structures of the city center. Washing hung from lines stretched between buildings, and the occasional pot of herbs decorated a doorstep or window ledge. Despite her exhaustion, Kat maintained a mental map of their route, noting landmarks and potential escape routes. Two right turns, a left past a small mosque, through a covered passage where the buildings nearly touched overhead, then right again into a residential square where children's toys lay abandoned from the previous day's play.
Fatimah led them to a small mud-brick house set slightly apart from its neighbors. A high wall surrounded a tiny courtyard, accessed through a wooden gate that one of the women unlatched with practiced ease. Once inside the yard, the women's postures relaxed slightly. Kat noted a small vegetable garden, a clothesline, and a shed-like structure at the rear of the property.
Fatimah gestured toward the shed, then made a sleeping motion with her hands pressed together against her tilted head. "Safe." She pointed to the main house, then to herself. "Me."
The other women were already removing their face coverings as they entered the main house. Fatimah guided Kat to the shed, opening its wooden door to reveal a simple space that appeared to serve as both storage and occasional workshop. Rolls of fabric leaned against one wall, and a table held an old sewing machine. Boxes were stacked neatly in corners, and a small window high on one wall admitted thin streams of morning light.
"Wait," Fatimah said, making a staying gesture before disappearing and closing the door behind her.
Alone for the first time since their encounter, Kat surveyed her temporary sanctuary. The shed was clean and dry, if somewhat dusty. It offered concealment and, with its single door and small window, was defensible in a way her alley hideout had not been, even though there was only one way out. Still, she checked the window—too small for escape but providing a view of the courtyard—and positioned herself where she could monitor the door while remaining partially hidden behind a stack of fabric bolts. The shed smelled of cotton, dust, and the faint chemical scent of fabric dyes.
Five minutes passed, measured by Kat's internal clock rather than any timepiece. She heard soft voices from the main house but couldn't make out words. Finally, the door opened once more, and Fatimah entered carrying several items in her arms. She closed the door carefully behind her.
Fatimah laid her burdens on the small table: a neatly folded black abaya, a hijab headscarf, and a niqab face covering. Kat couldn’t think of a better disguise. Beside these, Fatimah placed a tray bearing a clay bowl of yogurt, a plate of sliced fruit, several pieces of flatbread, and a clear glass of water. The sight of the food sent a renewed wave of hunger through Kat's body despite the bread and dates she'd consumed earlier.
"You," Fatimah said, gesturing to the clothing and food. She moved to the corner of the shed and pulled out what appeared to be an old folding cot. She set it up, then disappeared briefly only to return with a thin mattress, sheets, and a blanket. These she arranged on the cot with efficient motions, creating a simple but comfortable-looking bed.
When the bed was prepared, Fatimah turned back to Kat, her eyes crinkling with what appeared to be a smile behind her veil. She pointed to the food. "Eat." Then to the bed. "Sleep." Kat felt an unexpected surge of emotion at this simple kindness. "Thank you," she said, the words inadequate for the depth of her gratitude.
Fatimah seemed to understand both the words and the sentiment behind them. She reached out slowly and patted Kat's arm, a gesture so normal and human that it made the strangeness of everything else—the country, the language barrier, Kat's precarious situation—momentarily recede.
"Safe," Fatimah said, her accent thick but her meaning clear. She moved toward the door, then paused and smiled before she slipped out, closing the door with a soft click.
The sudden silence felt both comforting and isolating. Kat stood motionless for several seconds, processing what had just happened. After days of danger and desperation, this unexpected sanctuary seemed almost too good to be true. Her professional paranoia whispered caution, but the evidence of simple human kindness was undeniable.
Moving to the table, Kat lowered herself onto the wooden stool beside it. The yogurt was cool and tangy on her tongue, a sharp contrast to the sweet dates that had been her only sustenance earlier. She ate methodically, forcing herself to take small bites and chew thoroughly despite her body's demand for fast consumption. The water, when she sipped it, tasted impossibly fresh and clean.
As she ate, she examined the clothing Fatimah had provided. The abaya was new but simply made, lacking the embellishments she'd seen on some garments in the city. The headscarf and face covering were similarly plain—perfect for blending into crowds without drawing attention. The disguise would allow her to move freely through the streets, invisible in the way only a fully covered woman could be in Saudi Arabia.
The irony wasn't lost on Kat. In Western countries, such covering would make her conspicuous. Here, it rendered her anonymous, providing the perfect disguise for a fugitive. She finished the last of the yogurt and placed the spoon carefully on the tray, conscious of the need to leave as little evidence of her presence as possible.
She moved to the cot, testing its sturdiness with one hand. It creaked slightly but held firm. After sleeping in a wooden crate, the simple bed looked like luxury beyond imagining. Fatigue washed over her in a sudden wave, her body recognizing safety and responding with demands for rest that could no longer be denied.
Instead of yielding immediately, Kat moved to the small window. Standing on tiptoe, she could just see through the dusty glass to the courtyard beyond. The main house was modest but well-maintained, its mud-brick walls decorated with simple painted designs near the door. A woman—not Fatimah but one of her companions—hung washing on the line, her movements unhurried and domestic. The ordinariness of the scene struck Kat forcefully. Somewhere in this city, Kareem and Khan's other men were hunting for her. The brothel continued its business, women trapped inside its exotic fantasy facade. And here, in this humble courtyard, life proceeded with gentle rhythms untouched by that darkness.
Her thoughts turned to Ray Cooper. Where was he now? Had he been able to track her from California to Saudi Arabia? Was he, too, searching for her through the streets of Mecca? Without any papers, without an identity, without friends, he could be her only hope of getting back home, but she had no way to contact him and he must have no idea as to where Samir Khan would have taken her. Since the Jensens had blackmail material they could use against him if he tried to expose their trafficking business, maybe he had just given up, although that didn’t really seem like him based on their time together in captivity. And even if she knew he was in Mecca, locating one American man in a city of millions, without exposing herself to capture, presented a challenge that would test even her considerable skills. As she understood it, non-Muslims like Ray, and like herself, weren’t even supposed to be allowed in Mecca.
She also had to admit it was more than just wanting Ray to get her out of this country. She wanted more time to explore the relationship that had bloomed when they were in cages together. She wanted Ray all to herself. 
Kat turned from the window and surveyed the shed once more. For now, at least, she had shelter, food, and clothing that would allow her to blend in. She had the unexpected kindness of Fatimah and her companions—women who had understood her plight at a glance and offered help without hesitation. It wasn't much, but it was more than she'd had an hour ago. And for a professional thief who had spent her life taking what she needed from others, the freely given assistance felt strangely like redemption. 
Maybe she had earned it. Maybe some kind of karmic scale had been rebalanced.
She lowered herself onto the cot, the frame protesting slightly under her weight. The mattress felt decadently comfortable. Kat stretched out, keeping her borrowed abaya wrapped around her, and allowed her eyelids to drift closed.
Through the small window, sunlight strengthened as morning fully arrived, casting a narrow beam across the dirt floor as the air in the shed heated up. Outside, life in Mecca continued its daily rhythms. Inside the shed, Kat balanced on the knife-edge between exhaustion and vigilance, trying to relax, her last conscious thought a mixture of gratitude for her temporary sanctuary and her new goal of finding Ray Cooper.






  
  Chapter twelve

The early morning air was warming up fast as Kat followed Fatimah from the small shed to the main house. Kat still wore the abaya that Fatimah had given her, along with sandals, because it was a great disguise with the head and face coverings at any time of day in case they had surprise visitors. After three weeks of living in the shed, Kat had relaxed into their daily routine—breakfast in the main house with the sisters, then cleaning the house, taking a shower, having lunch, then helping them with their home business making souvenirs for Muslim tourists—mostly for the Hajj and Umrah pilgrimages. These women had risked a lot to hide her, and she wanted to help them as much as she could in return. 
The rear door to the house opened to a wave of warmth and the rich, earthy aroma of foul mudammas—fava beans simmered with olive oil, lemon juice, and cumin. The scent made Kat's stomach grumble with hunger. The kitchen was small but immaculate, with worn but polished surfaces and simple wooden cabinets. A large pot bubbled quietly on the stove while the four sisters moved around the space in a practiced dance of domestic coordination.
The sisters stopped briefly and smiled when Kat entered. Unlike Fatimah, who now wore a traditional housedress, the younger women were dressed in bright Western-style clothing—flowing tunics in vibrant blues and purples over fitted jeans, their uncovered hair falling in glossy waves or pulled back in practical ponytails. In the privacy of their home, they embraced a freedom of expression that disappeared beneath abayas, hijabs, and face-covering niqabs the moment they stepped outside.
"Sabah al-khair," the youngest sister, Dalia, said, her voice musical as she smiled shyly at Kat.
“Sabah al-noor,” Kat responded, using the traditional response to “good morning” with “morning of light.”
The sisters only spoke Arabic, but Kat was able to have simple conversations with Fatimah, who knew a little English, while Kat picked up a few words of Arabic. She gestured at the pot. "Smells wonderful."
Dalia nodded and returned to stirring the pot with a long wooden spoon. Her slender hands moved with purpose, adding a sprinkle of spice, a squeeze of lemon. The second sister, Halima, barely out of her teens, arranged warm flatbread on a large platter, while Basma set small bowls of olives, pickled vegetables, and white cheese on the low table in the adjoining room.
Fatimah gestured for Kat to join them as they settled around the table. Dalia, no more than sixteen, poured steaming tea into small glass cups, the amber liquid catching the morning light filtering through the narrow windows.
The conversation ebbed and flowed in Arabic, the cadence soothing despite Kat's inability to understand. Occasionally, Fatimah would turn to her with halting English words—"eat," and "more?"—accompanied by expressive gestures that bridged the language gap. The quiet domesticity felt surreal after the horrors Kat had endured, like she had stumbled into a parallel universe where women could simply exist without fear.
Kat dipped a piece of bread into the fava bean mixture, savoring the rich, garlicky taste. It was humble food but prepared with care. The women ate with delicate movements, their conversation punctuated by the soft clink of spoons against bowls and the occasional burst of muted laughter. Through gestures and smiles, they encouraged Kat to eat more, their eyes conveying what words could not.
"You," Fatimah said, pointing at Kat and then pressing her hands together to indicate narrowness. "Eat."
Kat nodded gratefully and took another helping. Her body needed the strength. She still wasn't sure what her next move would be, but she needed to build herself up again. 
When the meal ended, Kat automatically began gathering dishes. The sisters exchanged glances but didn't stop her. They had incorporated her into their routine, showing her where to place the dirty bowls, how they washed and dried each item before returning it to its precise location in the cabinets. There was comfort in the mundane task, a reminder of normalcy. Halima handed Kat a worn dish towel, their fingers brushing briefly. The woman smiled—a genuine smile that reached her dark eyes—and for a moment, Kat felt warm and happy.
After the kitchen was restored to its pristine state, Fatimah led Kat to a small workroom off the main living area. Each day, the sisters arranged themselves around a low table covered with materials: fragments of dark, fragrant wood, sharp little knives, decorative paper, and little zip-seal plastic packets.
"Work," Fatimah said, patting the cushion beside her. "You help."
Fatimah demonstrated, taking a piece of oud wood and carefully shaving thin curls from its surface. The aromatic scent filled the room—rich, complex, slightly sweet. She collected the shavings in a small bowl and pointed at it while she looked at Kat. “Bakhoor.” Kat assumed she meant it was for incense. Dalia worked on creating small packets of the incense by putting shavings into the little plastic packets, then wrapping the packets in decorative paper and tying each with a thread. Basma and Halima were also cutting shavings and bagging them.
With cautious hands, Kat attempted to mimic their movements without cutting herself. Her first attempts were clumsy, but the sisters nodded encouragingly. The repetitive task was soothing, allowing her mind to drift while her hands worked and she inhaled the pleasant fragrance. This was their livelihood, she realized—crafting souvenirs for the pilgrims who flooded Mecca. Tourist trinkets that smelled of ancient traditions.
As they worked, Kat observed the easy camaraderie between the women. They moved in sync, anticipating each other's needs, sharing quick words or glances that spoke volumes. Despite the language barrier, Kat found herself drawn into their orbit, included through small gestures—a passed tool, a gentle correction when her technique faltered, a shared smile.
Fatimah spoke to Kat occasionally, her words clearly chosen from her limited English vocabulary. "Abbas—husband," she said, placing her hand over her heart. "Sell rugs. Souq. Market." She mimicked the action of spreading fabric. "And brother."
The morning stretched into afternoon, the light shifting through the narrow windows as they completed dozens of souvenir items. Kat's fingers grew more confident with the materials, finding satisfaction in the simple productivity after days of helplessness. Her mind kept circling back to the problem of escape—how to get to Riyadh, to the American Embassy, without papers or money or language—but for these hours, at least, she could pretend to belong in this quiet domestic scene.
The peace shattered at the sound of male voices outside. Fatimah's head snapped up, her eyes suddenly alert. She made a quick motion at Kat with her hand and gestured sharply toward the back door.
"Abbas comes," she whispered urgently. "Go."
Dalia hurriedly gathered Kat's work into a basket while the others began rearranging the workspace, erasing evidence of an extra pair of hands. Kat understood immediately—Abbas didn't know she was here, even after three weeks. Fatimah had taken this risk without telling the men of the household.
Heart pounding, Kat slipped through the back door, the women's soft farewells following her like shadows. The brief security of the day evaporated as she hurried across the small yard to her shed in the gathering darkness, glancing nervously over her shoulder. 
The shed door closed behind her with a soft click, leaving her alone in the dim space that had become her sanctuary and prison. Kat sank onto the mattress, drawing her knees to her chest. The simple domesticity of the morning had been a cruel reminder of everything she'd lost—freedom, security, control over her own fate.
Tears pricked at her eyes, but she blinked them away. Crying wouldn't help. Nothing would help except getting out of this country, away from Samir Khan and his reach. She needed a plan, resources, connections. The embassy in Riyadh was her best hope, but it might as well have been on another planet given her current circumstances.

      ***The oil lamp cast long shadows across the shed's walls, its flickering light barely pushing back the darkness that enveloped Kat. She sat cross-legged on her mattress staring out the little window at nothing. The small space that had been her refuge for the past three weeks now felt like a prison—safe, yes, but still a cage. She still had no practical means of leaving here without getting caught by the police or by Khan’s men. The American Embassy in Riyadh remained her goal, but the journey might as well have been across oceans rather than mere hundreds of miles. She didn’t even know enough Arabic to ask Fatimah if she knew someone who could drive her there since the family didn’t own a car.
The lamp's flame wavered. The shed smelled of dust and old wood, with lingering notes of the oud  she had worked with earlier. Her few possessions—the clothes Fatimah had given her, a water jug, a small knife she'd managed to take from the kitchen, and her crowbar—were arranged in a tidy row against one wall. Organization was a small act of control in a situation where she controlled nothing else.
Memories pressed in on her like physical weight—the cold metal of handcuffs biting into her wrists, the effects of drugs forced into her system, being tied to beds, whippings from various men and women, Khan's appraising eyes as he examined her naked body. She shuddered, trying to push those thoughts out of her mind. She should never have broken into the Jensen mansion in California, unaware that they had set a trap for her, and certainly ignorant of the fact that they were involved in sex trafficking. They had been clever about the whole thing, but she still blamed herself for not doing enough research before the burglary, thinking it would be her last before she went straight as a security consultant.
Kat touched her throat, remembering the collar they'd locked around her neck, the weeks of degradation and “training” by the Jensens, of being purchased by Samir Khan and transported like cargo to Saudi Arabia. She owed Fatimah more than she could ever repay. She had found her half-naked near the marketplace after her escape, starving and desperate, and brought her here without question. But kindness had its limits. How long before Fatimah's husband or brother-in-law discovered her? How long before Khan's men traced her to Fatimah’s home?
Hope was a luxury she couldn't afford, yet the alternative was unthinkable. Surrender meant returning to the brothel, to a life where her body was no longer her own. She would rather die. The crowbar lay beneath her mattress, a cold comfort against the worst possibilities.
A soft knock at the door sent her pulse racing. Fatimah never came after dark—the women of the household were carefully monitored once their male relatives returned home. Kat's hand slid beneath the mattress, fingers closing around the cool metal of the crowbar. She rose silently to her feet, keeping the weapon hidden behind her back.
"Yes?" she called softly, her voice barely audible.
The door creaked open slowly, revealing Fatimah's familiar figure silhouetted against the night. But she wasn't alone. Behind her loomed a taller shape—a man in traditional Saudi dress, his features obscured in the darkness beyond the lamp's reach. Kat's grip tightened on the crowbar, her mind calculating distances, angles of attack, escape routes.
Fatimah stepped inside, gesturing for the man to follow. "Friend," she said urgently in English. "American. For you."
The man ducked his head to enter the low doorway. He appeared to be in his early thirties and was dressed in a pristine white thobe, his face partially obscured by a neatly trimmed beard. But his eyes—those gray eyes were not Arab. They scanned the small space before settling on Kat with an intensity that made her breath catch.
Something in those eyes sparked recognition, a flicker of memory from another life. Impulsively, recklessly, Kat reached up and pulled away the hijab covering her hair, then the niqab that concealed her face. The fabric fell away, revealing her features in the dim lamplight—her green eyes wide with hope and fear, her dark hair tumbling free around her shoulders.
The man's cautious expression transformed into one of profound relief. "Katherine," he breathed, the name like a prayer on his lips.
The crowbar clattered to the floor behind her. In three quick strides, Kat closed the distance between them and threw herself into his arms. His body was solid, real, the first truly safe thing she'd felt since her capture. She buried her face against his chest, inhaling his scent—clean cotton, a hint of sandalwood, and beneath it all, something uniquely familiar.
"Ray," she whispered against the fabric of his thobe. "How did you—" But the questions could wait. Acting on pure instinct, Kat tilted her face up to his and pressed her lips against his mouth in a desperate, hungry kiss.
For a heartbeat, Ray froze in surprise. Then his arms tightened around her waist, pulling her firmly against him as he returned the kiss with equal fervor. His beard was softer than she expected, tickling her skin as their mouths moved together. The kiss deepened, months of fear and longing transmuting into raw passion as his tongue slid against hers, tasting, claiming.
Somewhere behind them, Fatimah cleared her throat softly. They broke apart, both breathing heavily, though Ray kept one arm securely around Kat's waist. Fatimah's eyes crinkled with quiet amusement as she backed toward the door.
"I go," she said. "Safe." With one last meaningful look, she slipped outside, pulling the door closed behind her.
Alone now, Kat and Ray regarded each other in the flickering lamplight. His eyes traced her face as if memorizing each feature, his hand coming up to brush a strand of hair from her cheek with aching tenderness.
"I've been searching for you since the day you disappeared from the Jensen house," he said, his voice low and intense. "But you were very hard to find. Samir Khan is very good at what he does."
"How did you find me?" Kat asked, still not entirely convinced he was real. Her hands remained on his chest, feeling his heartbeat beneath her palms.
Ray guided her to sit on the mattress, keeping her hand in his as he explained. "You remember I work for the Diplomatic Security Service at the State Department. The Jensens were already on our radar for suspected human trafficking. When you vanished, I pulled every string I could. We finally got access to FAA records to trace Khan's private flight to Riyadh, but by then you'd already been moved, and he has many brothels here. It was Fatimah who got word to one of our assets at the embassy—a rumor about an American woman who had escaped from a brothel in Mecca."
"Fatimah did that?" Kat's eyes widened with newfound appreciation for her quiet friend.
Ray nodded. “These are good people here. When I got the message, I came immediately. I couldn't believe it when she told me you'd managed to escape on your own."
"I didn't have a choice," Kat said with a shrug. The full story of her captivity and escape would come later. For now, all that mattered was his presence, solid and real beside her.
Ray's eyes darkened as they traveled over her face. "I thought I'd lost you.”
His voice trailed off, his gaze dropping to her lips. The air between them thickened with unspoken desire, the brief kiss they'd shared only igniting a deeper hunger. Kat felt her body responding to his proximity—heart racing, skin warming, a liquid heat pooling low in her belly. After weeks of being treated like an object, the genuine want in his eyes made her feel human again, desirable on her own terms.
“I knew you’d find me. You promised.” She leaned forward, erasing the small space between them, and captured his mouth with hers once more. This time, there was no hesitation. Ray's arms encircled her waist, drawing her onto his lap as their kiss deepened into something urgent. His hands roamed her back, tangling in her hair, tracing the curve of her spine through the fabric of her dress.
"I promised when we were both trapped in cages in the Jensen house" he confessed against her lips. "I wanted to find you. I needed to find you. But nobody that Khan has taken has ever been recovered."
“Until now.” Kat smiled, her first genuine smile in weeks. "I'm alive. You're here. That's all that matters now."
Her hands moved to the buttons of his thobe collar, unfastening them with deliberate slowness. Ray watched her face as she bent to press her lips to his collarbone, tracing the ridge with her tongue, savoring the salt taste of his skin. A soft groan escaped him as her teeth grazed a sensitive spot on his neck. His hands then lifted her long skirt, sliding beneath to caress the bare skin of her thighs. The sensation of his calloused fingertips against her flesh sent shivers of pleasure up her spine.
"Are you sure?" he whispered, his voice rough with desire but his eyes searching hers for genuine consent.
Kat answered by pulling her dress over her head in one fluid motion, revealing her naked body to his gaze. Her wounds and bruises had all healed. In the golden lamplight, her skin glowed like honey, the curves and valleys of her athletic shape casting subtle shadows. Ray's breath caught audibly, his hands hovering reverently before cupping her breasts with exquisite gentleness.
"You're magnificent," he breathed, thumbs brushing over her nipples until they hardened beneath his touch.
Kat helped him pull the thobe over his head, both of them pausing to admire each newly revealed expanse of skin. When they were both naked, she guided him to lie back on the narrow cot, then straddled his hips, the evidence of his desire pressing insistently against her. For a suspended moment, she savored the power of her position—the freedom to choose, to want, to take pleasure rather than have it taken from her. She wasn’t just on top of Ray—she was on top of the world.
Then she lowered herself onto him, the exquisite fullness drawing a gasp from her lips. Ray's hands gripped her hips, guiding her movements as they established a rhythm that built steadily in intensity. Their bodies spoke a language more eloquent than words—each thrust, each caress, each shared breath a declaration of desire and relief and homecoming.
When it came, the climax washed through Kat like a cleansing fire, burning away the shadows of her captivity if only for these few transcendent moments. Ray followed soon after, his body tensing beneath hers as he pulsed inside her, her name a reverent whisper on his lips.
Afterward, they lay tangled together on the narrow cot, her head pillowed on his chest, his fingers tracing idle patterns on her bare shoulder. The lamp had burned lower, casting the shed in a warm amber glow that softened its rough edges. For the first time in weeks, Kat felt something close to peace.
“There’s something we have to discuss, and we don’t have a lot of time.”
With her ear pressed against his chest, Kat heard his heart beating a little faster. “Whatever you want.”
"I can get you out of Saudi Arabia tomorrow," Ray said softly, breaking the comfortable silence. "I have diplomatic credentials and emergency papers. We could be on a plane to California within twenty-four hours."
Kat raised her head to look at him, sensing there was more to his offer.
"Or?" she prompted.
Ray's expression grew serious. "Or you could stay and help me bring down Khan's entire operation. The DSS has been building a case against him for years, but we needed someone on the inside—someone who's been in his brothels who can identify victims and testify about his methods." His hand cupped her cheek gently. "It would be dangerous. I can't guarantee your safety. But we could save dozens of women like you."
Kat absorbed his words, weighing the longing for home against the faces of the women she'd seen in Khan's brothel—blank-eyed, drugged, their spirits broken by systematic abuse.
"What exactly would I have to do?" she asked, already sensing her decision taking shape.
"Work with me and our Saudi contacts to gather evidence, identify key players in Khan's organization, arrest Samir Khan, and eventually testify against him," Ray explained. "It might take weeks, even months. But with your skills and what you already know about his operation, we could finally shut him down permanently."
His arms tightened around her, his eyes reflecting both concern and admiration. "It's your choice, Kat. No one would blame you for going home after what you've been through. But I know the kind of woman you are."
Kat rested her head on his chest again, listening to the steady rhythm of his heartbeat. Home called to her with its promise of safety and normalcy, but another voice spoke more insistently—the voice of the woman she'd become through pain and survival. On the other hand, letting Ray stay here without her might increase the threat to his life if he didn’t have her insider information. 
"I need to think," she said finally, knowing that her decision would reshape not just her future, but potentially Ray's as well. The weight of choice—real choice, not the illusion of it—was both terrifying and exhilarating after weeks of powerlessness. 
Whatever she decided, she would be the one deciding. That alone was a victory Khan could never take from her.






  
  Chapter thirteen

The night cloaked Mecca in shadows, the Muslim calls to prayer long silent as Kat Weaver pressed her body against the exterior wall of the building where Samir Khan's brothel was located on the tenth floor. Her fingers found the first handhold, testing it before committing her weight. The irony wasn't lost on her—scaling the walls to break back into the very place where she'd once been held captive, forced to perform for men whose faces blurred together in her nightmares. Her stretchy black clothing clung to her body like a second skin, the thin material chosen to allow maximum movement while keeping her nearly invisible against the darkness. As she lifted herself upward, she thought of her goal to rescue the women held captive inside the building. 
The rough surface bit into her fingertips as she climbed past the first floor, each movement calculated and planned. Sweat beaded along her hairline despite the cool night air, trailing down her temple in a single, glistening path. Kat paused, hanging by her left hand and both feet as she reached for the hammer strapped to her climbing harness. She drove a piton into a narrow crevice, the muffled ring of metal against metal sending vibrations up her arm. Within seconds, she had attached a carabiner and fed the nylon rope through it, creating her first safety anchor. The familiarity of the process calmed her thoughts, focusing her mind on the immediate physical challenge rather than what awaited her inside.
The ascent continued in a rhythm she had perfected over years of practice—find hold, test weight, secure position, repeat. Her muscles burned with the exertion, but she welcomed the pain, using it to sharpen her attention. Halfway up the wall, she paused again, wedging her foot into a secure crevice and leaning back slightly to survey her progress.
Below her, the city sprawled in a web of lights and shadowed buildings. Above, the stars punctured the darkness. Breaking into a building in Saudi Arabia carried risks she didn't care to contemplate fully. If caught by the police without documentation, she’d have to hope Ray could get her out of jail soon enough to avoid the harsh justice meted out by a system that viewed women as possessions.
Kat's jaw tightened as memories flashed unbidden through her mind—her first days in Samir Khan's brothel after being drugged and kidnapped during what should have been a routine jewel heist. The haze of chemicals they'd kept her on, the hands of strangers exploring and whipping her body as if they owned it, the gradual, horrifying realization that she had become property rather than a person.
She had escaped almost a month ago, but she hadn't been able to forget the women left behind. Their faces haunted her dreams—Amy with her gentle encouragement during Kat's darkest moments; Isabella teaching her to dance to please their captors while secretly helping her maintain her sanity; even Maryam and Gamila, whose hostility stemmed from their own broken spirits and fear of change. And quiet Lina, barely more than a girl, treated as furniture rather than a human being.
The wall grew more challenging as she climbed higher, the natural handholds becoming scarcer. Her fingertips scraped against the rough surface, searching for purchase as she angled for window ledges that offered more grip. A light wind had picked up, causing her body to sway slightly against the vertical face. Kat's breathing grew more labored as she forced herself to maintain her methodical pace, fighting against the urge to rush.
A thin sheen of perspiration covered her body now, making the stretchy fabric cling even more tightly to her curves. She could feel a droplet of sweat meandering down her spine, a ticklish sensation she forced herself to ignore. Her world narrowed to the few square inches directly in front of her—the next handhold, the next foothold, the next few inches of progress.
Three-quarters of the way up, her left foot slipped unexpectedly from its perch. For one heart-stopping moment, she dangled by her hands and right foot, her body swinging away from the wall. The rope and harness caught her weight, the safety system performing its function, but the sudden jerk sent a bolt of pain through her shoulder.
"Fuck," she hissed through clenched teeth, forcing her breathing to remain steady as she regained her position. Her heartbeat thundered in her ears, drowning out the distant sounds of the city. She closed her eyes briefly, centering herself before continuing the ascent.
The final stretch proved the most challenging, the wall smoother near the top where decorative stonework replaced the rougher texture below. Kat's fingers sought out the narrowest of cracks, her muscles trembling with fatigue as she pulled herself upward. The rope trailed beneath her, passing through the series of pitons that marked her path like breadcrumbs. When her hand finally grasped the edge of the roof, Kat allowed herself a moment of quiet triumph. She hauled herself over the ledge with a final surge of strength, rolling onto her back on the flat surface. The night sky wheeled above her as she lay still for several seconds, allowing her racing pulse to slow and her breathing to regulate.
The roof stretched before her, a dark expanse punctuated by air conditioning units, vent pipes, rope, and painting supplies. She figured the coil of rope was the same one she had used for her escape. Kat rose to a crouch, unclipping her own nylon rope from her harness and coiling it. The TASER in its little holster felt solid against her hip. She had chosen it over a firearm on Ray’s advice—she needed to incapacitate, not kill. Deaths would bring investigations she couldn't afford. Besides which, she didn’t usually carry guns when she was on a job.
She moved silently across the roof, her footfalls muffled by the soft-soled climbing shoes she wore. The narrow staircase appeared exactly where she remembered it. The metal door at the top stood slightly ajar, creaking faintly in the night breeze.
Kat withdrew the TASER from its holster. The weapon offered limited protection against multiple attackers, but surprise was on her side. If everything went according to plan, they would be in and out before Kareem realized anything was wrong.
The steep stairwell plunged downward, dimly lit by emergency bulbs. Kat descended swiftly, counting floors by the numbered markings on each landing. When she reached the door marked "10," she paused, pressing her ear against the metal surface.
Silence.
She eased the door open, wincing at the slight squeal of the hinges. The service corridor stretched before her, its walls painted an institutional beige that stood in stark contrast to the opulent décor she knew waited beyond. The faint scent of spices drifted from the kitchen area—cinnamon, cardamom, and cloves mingling with something richer and more savory.
Kat slipped through the brothel door, keeping close to the wall as she moved toward the kitchen. The layout was etched in her memory, a mental map formed during her captivity when she'd seized every opportunity to memorize escape routes and hiding places. The kitchen would probably be empty at this hour while the women were with their clients.
As she passed the kitchen, other scents began to permeate the air—heavy incense meant to add to the exotic harem atmosphere, and expensive perfumes chosen to please male clients.
Kat's stomach clenched, the sensory memories threatening to overwhelm her. Her mind screamed in protest, a visceral rejection of everything this place represented, but outwardly she remained steady, her grip on the TASER unwavering. Then a wave of something between rage and determination hit her, and she would have frozen completely if her focus hadn't kept her moving forward.
From the hallway doors came the intermittent sounds of the brothel's nightly business—a man's guttural moan, the rhythmic creaking of furniture, a woman's voice making the practiced sounds of pleasure that Kat knew could be entirely divorced from actual feeling. Each noise scraped against her nerves like fingernails on glass.
Farther down, the hallway was dimly lit with ornate sconces that cast pools of amber light at regular intervals. Plush rugs muffled footsteps on the marble floor, and colorful gauzy draperies adorned the walls and hung in clusters from the ceiling. The brothel was designed to evoke the fantasy of an exotic harem, a place where wealthy men could indulge their fantasies far from the eyes of the world.
Drawing a deep breath, Kat continued on into the lion's den, her TASER held at the ready. The peril that awaited her was far greater than the physical challenge of the climb—human predators more dangerous than any vertical ascent. But she had made a promise to herself and to the women she'd left behind. Tonight, that promise would be kept, or she would die trying.
She had taken three silent steps toward Amy's room when a shadow detached itself from an alcove. Kat whirled, weapon raised, only to find herself staring into Lina's wide, frightened eyes. The girl's thin frame trembled beneath the sheer black minidress, the leather collar around her neck a stark reminder of her status here.
"Kat?" Lina's voice was barely audible, disbelief etched across her delicate features. "You back?"
Kat lowered the TASER and closed the distance between them in two quick strides, wrapping her free arm around Lina's slender shoulders. The girl's body felt fragile against hers, bird-boned and tense. "I promised I would," she whispered into Lina's ear, feeling the girl's surprised intake of breath against her chest.
When she pulled back, Lina's eyes glistened with unshed tears, a tentative smile lifting the corners of her mouth. It was the first real smile Kat had ever seen on her face, transforming her from a frightened servant into something closer to the teenager she actually was.
"We need to move quickly," Kat urged, her voice low and urgent. "Where are the others?"
Lina's gaze darted nervously down the hallway. "Amy waits on Malik. He come late, always." Her English was hesitant but clear. "Isabella in shower. Gamila and Maryam with men." She swallowed hard. "Kareem at front. He watches."
Kat nodded, processing the information. "Take me to Amy first."
Lina led the way, her bare feet silent on the floor. They moved like shadows along the wall, pausing at each intersection to listen for sounds of approach. 
Amy's door was marked with a small crescent moon, a subtle code to indicate her availability. Lina knocked twice, then once more—a signal between the women. When no one responded, she pushed the door open gently, revealing the opulent interior.
The room smelled of sandalwood and rose oil, illuminated by the soft glow of copper lanterns that cast dancing patterns across the silk-draped walls. Amy lay sprawled on her back on the enormous bed, her wrists bound to the ornate headboard with red silk scarves. Her belly dancer outfit was partially removed, the top pulled down to expose her large breasts, the bottom half a sheer, flowing skirt that concealed nothing. Her eyes widened in shock when she saw Kat.
"Oh my God," she breathed, her body tensing against the restraints. "Is this real?"
Kat rushed to the bed, quickly working to untie the silk bindings. "It's real. I'm getting you out of here—all of you." Her fingers fumbled with the knots, urgency making her usually deft movements clumsy. "Can you walk? Are you drugged?"
"Light drugs today. I'm supposed to be alert for Malik." Amy's voice trembled as the first wrist came free. She immediately helped Kat with the second knot. "They've been saving me for him since you left. He pays extra for special things."
Kat nodded, knowing full well what those special things were. The memory made bile rise in her throat.
As soon as she was free, Amy launched herself at Kat, wrapping her arms around her in a fierce embrace. "You came back for us," she whispered, her voice breaking. "You actually came back."
"Of course," Kat repeated, the words feeling inadequate against the weight of what she was attempting. "But we need to move now. Do you have anything else you can wear?"
“No.” Amy shook her head, pulling her top back up and securing it with trembling fingers. "What's the plan?"
"Get everyone out, find the car waiting down the street, and go to the American Embassy in Riyadh." Kat checked the doorway where Lina hovered anxiously. "Let's find Isabella next."
The three women slipped back into the corridor, moving quickly toward the sounds of running water. The bathroom was a marvel of excess—a vast space lined with marble and gold fixtures, steam billowing from one of the oversized shower stalls. Isabella stood with her back to them, water cascading down her naked body as she rinsed shampoo from her long, dark hair.
When the door clicked shut behind them, she turned, automatically reaching for a towel to cover herself. Recognition dawned in her eyes a moment later, her mouth forming a perfect circle of surprise.
"¿Cómo es posible?" she gasped, clutching the towel to her chest. Water dripped from her hair, forming small puddles on the marble floor as she stepped out of the shower. "How did you—"
"No time to explain," Kat interrupted, handing her the clothing draped on a bench nearby—another belly dancer outfit similar to Amy's. "We're leaving. All of us. Right now."
Isabella didn't hesitate, dropping the towel and quickly pulling on the clothing. "All of us? Maryam and Gamila?" she asked, her accent thickening with emotion.
"We're getting them, too," Kat said, though uncertainty gnawed at her. Those two would be the most difficult—not because of their clients, but because of their own resistance.
Isabella's hands paused in the act of arranging her top. "They not come willingly. You know this."
"I can't leave them here." Kat's voice hardened. "I won't leave anyone in Khan's hands."
"After what they did to you?" Amy's voice rose slightly before she caught herself. "Maryam tried to poison you. She put something in your food that made you sick. And Gamila—she attacked you in the shower."
"It doesn't matter," she said firmly. "They're victims, too, just like us. I'm not leaving them behind."
Isabella finished dressing and squeezed Kat's arm, her dark eyes filled with a mixture of admiration and concern. "You are a good heart. Too good, perhaps."
"Let's go," Kat said, avoiding her gaze. "Lina, which room is Gamila in?"
"Her bedroom," Lina whispered. "With the small man who comes on Thursdays."
They moved through the corridors with greater urgency now, aware that each passing minute increased their chances of discovery. 
Kat pushed Gamila’s bedroom door open without knocking, the element of surprise essential to their plan. The scene that greeted them was exactly as Lina had described—Gamila on her hands and knees on the bed, a short, balding man gripping her hips as he thrust into her from behind. Both turned at the intrusion, their expressions frozen.
"Lematha anta huna?" the man demanded in Arabic. He remained inside Gamila, seemingly too shocked to move.
"Gamila, we're leaving," Kat announced, ignoring the man completely as she gestured toward the door, then at Gamila. "All of us. Right now."
For a moment, confusion clouded Gamila's features. Then understanding dawned, followed immediately by something like panic. She opened her mouth and screamed, "Kareem! Kareem!"
The man finally withdrew from her, fumbling to cover himself with his hands as the women looked at each other in dismay. Kat slammed the door shut, blocking their view of Gamila, and turned to her friends in the hallway.
"Change of plans. We head for the front door now. I'll handle Kareem."
"Kareem kill you," Lina whispered, her face ashen.
"Not if I get to him first." Kat raised the TASER, checking that it was ready to fire. "Stay behind me. When he goes down, you all run for the elevator. No stopping, no looking back."
They had barely taken three steps when heavy footfalls thundered down the hallway toward them, blocking their path to freedom. When Kareem spotted Kat, his angry expression turned into an evil smile. His hand moved toward the weapon at his hip, but Kat was faster.
She squeezed the trigger of the TASER, sending the electrodes flying toward him. They struck his chest, delivering their paralyzing current. Kareem's body went rigid, a strangled sound escaping his throat as he toppled forward, hitting the floor with a heavy thud.
Lina clapped her hands as she hopped up and down, then kicked Kareem in the head twice.
"Go!" Kat shouted, moving forward to keep the TASER aimed at the twitching guard.
Before they could get past Kareem, a door on their right flew open. Maryam emerged, her eyes wild, wearing nothing. Beyond her, a startled man sat on her bed. She took in the scene in an instant—Kareem on the floor, Kat standing over him, the other women poised to flee.
"Alkaliba!" she hissed, lunging for Kat with unexpected speed.
Maryam’s hand closed around the TASER, yanking it violently from Kat's grasp. The wires connecting the electrodes to the weapon snapped, rendering it useless. Kareem groaned on the floor, still twitching but already beginning to recover from the temporary paralysis.
Kat shoved Maryam backwards, creating space between them. "Run!" she shouted to the others. "Get to the front! Now!"
The women hesitated only briefly before rushing past Kareem's still-prone form toward the reception area. Maryam launched herself at Kat again, fingernails aimed at her face, but only drawing blood from Kat’s arm when she dodged. Kat grabbed Maryam’s wrists, using the woman's momentum to swing her into the wall. Maryam recovered quickly, fury giving her strength as she tackled Kat around the waist.
They crashed into the client reception area together, a tangle of limbs and rage. The space was designed to impress clients—plush couches circling a central fountain, silk hangings adorning the walls, ornate lanterns casting a golden glow over everything. It became their battlefield.
Kat rolled, pinning Maryam beneath her, only to feel her own shirt tear as the woman ripped at the fabric with both hands. The stretchy material gave way easily, splitting down the middle and exposing Kat's breasts beneath. Maryam's knee came up, catching Kat in the stomach and forcing the air from her lungs.
Across the room, Gamila had appeared, launching herself at Isabella with a shriek of betrayal. The two women crashed into a small table, sending glasses and a hookah pipe shattering to the floor. Amy and Lina rushed to help, grabbing Gamila's flailing arms as she spat curses in Arabic.
Maryam clawed at Kat's face again, but Kat caught her wrist, twisting until the woman cried out. "We're trying to save you!" Kat growled through clenched teeth.
Maryam laughed, the sound brittle and unhinged. She brought her knee up again, but Kat anticipated the move, shifting to avoid it. They grappled across the floor, knocking over a standing lamp that crashed to the carpet, its light extinguished. Maryam's hand found Kat's hair, yanking her head back painfully. Kat drove her elbow into Maryam's ribs, feeling the woman's grip loosen. She seized the advantage, flipping their positions and pinning Maryam's arms above her head. 
"I’m trying to help you!" Kat panted, sweat dripping from her face onto Maryam's. 
Maryam answered by sinking her teeth into Kat's forearm. Pain lanced through her, but she maintained her grip. Across the room, a loud crash announced that Amy and Isabella had subdued Gamila, who now lay motionless beneath an overturned couch, her eyes closed.
Maryam bucked beneath her, nearly dislodging Kat's hold. They rolled again, crashing into the base of the fountain. Cool water splashed over them, soaking into Kat's torn shirt. With a surge of desperate strength, Kat slammed Maryam's head against the fountain—not hard enough to cause serious damage, but sufficient to stun her.
Maryam's eyes rolled back, her body going limp beneath Kat's. The sudden silence felt deafening after the chaos of their struggle.
The quiet was broken almost immediately by a guttural roar behind Kat. Kareem was on his hands and knees behind her, his face contorted with rage. He grabbed Kat's ankle as she tried to rise, yanking her back down to the floor with brutal force. She landed hard, the impact driving the breath from her lungs. Kareem rolled her on her back and was on her in an instant, his weight pinning her down as his hands found her throat. His thumbs pressed into her windpipe, cutting off her air.
"You think you take Khan's property?" he snarled, spittle flying from his lips. "I kill you."
Kat clawed at his hands, her vision beginning to darken at the edges. Kareem shifted his weight, one hand leaving her throat to tear at her already damaged shirt, ripping it completely off. He grabbed her breast roughly, squeezing until she cried out in pain.
"First I enjoy you," he growled, his eyes glazed with a mixture of rage and lust.
The crack of breaking clay was the only warning before Kareem's grip suddenly loosened. His eyes widened in surprise, then rolled back in their sockets as he collapsed forward onto Kat. Behind him stood Lina, the shattered remains of a large lamp clutched in her trembling hands.
"I hit Kareem," she whispered, sounding shocked at her own actions. 
Kat squirmed out from beneath the unconscious guard's weight, gasping for air. Her throat burned, and she could feel bruises forming where his fingers had dug into her flesh. She staggered to her feet, reaching for Lina. The girl dropped the broken lamp and fell into Kat's embrace, her entire body shaking with silent sobs. "Thank you," Kat whispered hoarsely, holding her close. "You saved my life."
Amy and Isabella approached, supporting each other, their clothing torn and disheveled. Both wore expressions of stunned disbelief mixed with growing triumph.
"We need to lock them up," Kat said, her voice raspy from Kareem's assault. "Help me get them into one of the rooms."
Working together, the four women dragged the unconscious forms of Kareem, Maryam, and Gamila into the nearest bedroom. Kat took Kareem's keys from his belt, locking the door from the outside.
"That won't hold them long once they wake up," she warned, "so we need to move now."
She looked at her small group of escapees—Lina clutching a torn cushion to her chest like a shield; Amy with a bruise blooming on her cheek; Isabella with her costume hanging in tatters from one shoulder; and herself, her climbing shirt completely gone, topless once again. They were battered, disheveled, and utterly magnificent in their defiance.
"This way," Kat said, leading them toward the front entrance. No one spoke as they quickly walked down the hall and filed into the elevator, the reality of what they were doing—what they had done—beginning to sink in. When the doors slid open on the ground floor, Kat checked the lobby before motioning them forward.
"Stay close," she instructed as they approached the glass doors leading to the street. "The car is just down the block. Black sedan with a man named Ray inside. He'll take us to the embassy."
The night air hit them like a blessing as they stumbled out of the building, the relative coolness a stark contrast to the perfumed warmth of the brothel. Kat led them at a quick pace, constantly scanning for threats, until she spotted the vehicle waiting exactly where Ray had promised.
As they approached, the driver's door opened, and Ray Cooper stepped out, his gray eyes widening briefly at their appearance before his face settled back into professional composure.
"Ladies," he said simply, opening the rear doors for them. "Please get in quickly."
Amy was the first to break, tears streaming down her face as she practically fell into the back seat. Isabella followed, murmuring prayers in Spanish, her hand clutching Amy's in a white-knuckled grip. Lina hesitated at the door, her eyes darting back toward the brothel.
"It's okay," Kat assured her gently. "He's with the American government. You're safe now."
Lina nodded once, then slipped into the car beside the others. Kat took the front passenger seat, her body suddenly feeling every bruise and scratch as the adrenaline began to fade.
Ray slid behind the wheel and pulled smoothly away from the curb, his movements unhurried despite the urgency of their situation. "Everyone accounted for?" he asked quietly. Kat saw he was trying not to stare at her breasts.
Kat glanced back at the three women huddled together in the rear seat, their faces reflecting a complex mixture of shock, relief, and dawning hope. "Not everyone," she replied, thinking of Maryam and Gamila locked in the bedroom. "But everyone who wanted to be saved."
In the back seat, Amy began to sob in earnest, the sound somewhere between grief and joy. Isabella wrapped an arm around her shoulders, her own tears falling silently. Lina sat rigidly beside them, her eyes fixed on the passing buildings as if she couldn't quite believe what she was seeing.
"Thank you," Isabella said suddenly, her voice breaking. "Thank you for coming back."
Kat met her gaze in the rearview mirror, unable to form words past the lump in her throat. Ray's hand found hers briefly, squeezing once before returning to the wheel.
"The embassy is expecting us," he said, his voice steady and reassuring. "You're all going home."
Home. The word hung in the air like a promise as they drove through the darkened streets of Mecca, leaving Samir Khan's brothel—and the nightmares it contained—behind them.






  
  Chapter fourteen

The call to prayer echoed across Mecca's skyline, marking the transition to night, a haunting melody that filtered through the window of their hotel suite. Kat's body still hummed with pleasure, her skin glowing with a fine sheen of sweat in the dim light. Beside her, Ray's chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm, his muscled arm wrapped possessively around her waist as they lay naked atop the tangled sheets. The digital clock on the nightstand cast red numerals across the darkness, an insistent reminder that their stolen moment of intimacy was drawing to a close. 
Through the expansive windows of the Copthorne Makkah Al Naseem Hotel room, the illuminated dome of the Al Rajhi Mosque gleamed against the night sky. Its golden minarets punctured the darkness like elegant spears, casting long shadows across the cityscape below. The cool breeze from the air conditioning raised goosebumps along Kat's exposed flesh, yet she made no move to retrieve the blankets that had been kicked to the floor during their passionate encounter.
Ray shifted beside her, his gray eyes now open and alert as he glanced at the bedside clock. "It's almost time to go," he murmured, his voice low and husky against her ear.
Kat turned into him, her dark hair spilling across the pristine white pillowcase. Her green eyes, heavy-lidded with satisfaction, studied his face in the half-light. Her fingertips traced lazy patterns across his chest, lingering over the raised scar near his collarbone.
"Can't we wait a little longer? I'm still enjoying the afterglow." She stretched like a contented cat, her lithe body pressing against his side, a deliberate reminder of what they'd shared just minutes before.
Ray caught her wandering hand, bringing her fingers to his lips to kiss them. "We've spent most of the week holed up in this room," he reminded her, though his eyes still traced the curves of her body with appreciation. "Time to get to work."
He sat up, revealing the defined muscles of his back. Kat admired the view as he reached for his watch on the nightstand, checking it against the room's clock. The faint light from the window carved shadows beneath his shoulder blades, accentuating every movement.
"Do you remember the plan?" he asked, his tone shifting subtly from lover to professional.
Kat sighed and pushed herself up against the headboard, not bothering to cover her nakedness. The cool air kissed her exposed breasts, hardening her nipples. "Yes, we'll go to Khan's shabby brothel," she recited, her voice dropping the sultry tone and matching his businesslike tone. "You go in as a client, and I'll infiltrate from the roof. Khan's accountant, Omar, should be there with one of the women unless he's in the reception area counting money before he returns to Riyadh."
Ray nodded, satisfaction evident in his expression. He moved to the edge of the bed, his back still to her as he reached for his underwear. "And you're really going to wear the belly dancer costume Amy left for you?"
Kat slid off the bed, stretching her arms above her head in a deliberate display. "Yes, I'll blend in better at the brothel that way." She padded naked across the plush carpet to where a garment bag hung on the closet door. "I'll wear a long dress over it on the way there. No one will see me until I'm inside."
She unzipped the bag, revealing a shimmering costume of midnight blue fabric adorned with silver beading. The top was little more than a bedazzled bra, the bottom a flowing skirt with slits that would reveal her legs up to her hips when she moved. Transparent panels of gauzy material connected the pieces, concealing nothing.
Ray watched her as she held it against her body, his expression unreadable. "It's not too late to back out," he said quietly. "Khan's operation is dangerous. The fact that he's even running multiple brothels in Mecca, of all places, shows how connected he must be." 
Kat turned to face him, the costume still held against her. "Is that concern I hear, Raymond Cooper?" she teased, though her eyes were serious. "I thought we agreed—I'm the best at what I do and now I’m an insider. You need someone who can move silently, climb anything, and pick any lock. That's me."
"It's not your skills I doubt," Ray said, standing and pulling on his underwear in a fluid motion. "It's just that if something goes wrong in there, I won’t be able to help you.”
"Nothing will go wrong," she interrupted, hanging the costume back on the closet door. "We've spent days planning this. Omar can help us figure out where to arrest Khan. He also has the access codes to Khan's network. Once we have those, we can track every girl he's moved through his operation." She paused, watching Ray's face carefully. "That's what you want, isn't it? To find out what happened to your sister?"
A shadow passed over Ray's features, a glimpse of the pain he usually kept carefully hidden. "Jenny was just one of many," he said, his voice tight. "And that was years ago. Khan's human trafficking operation stretches across three continents. But yes, I want to know what happened to her if it’s possible. And I want to shut him down."
Kat nodded, moving to him and placing her hands on his bare chest. "Then let me help you. This is what I do—I get into places where I'm not supposed to be and take things that don't belong to me." She smirked. "Usually it's diamonds and artwork, not information, but the principle is the same."
He studied her for a long moment before releasing her hands with a nod. "We should get ready. This brothel is Khan’s smaller operation in Mecca where he sends the women who weren’t good enough for the high-class brothel you were in, but he doesn't skimp on security."
“I’m well aware of that.” Kat moved to the bathroom, pausing in the doorway to look back at him over her shoulder. "I'll shower first. Care to join me? Might be our last chance for a while."
Ray smiled. "If I join you, we'll never make our window. Omar only visits the brothel on specific nights, and tonight's our best chance."
She shrugged, feigning disappointment. "Your loss." The bathroom door closed behind her, and moments later, the sound of running water filled the suite.

      ***By the time Ray emerged from his shower, a towel wrapped around his waist, Kat was already wearing the belly dancer costume. The deep blue fabric shimmered in the light, the silver beading catching and reflecting the glow from the table lamps. The top pushed her breasts up and together, creating a deep cleavage that drew the eye. The flowing skirt hung low on her hips, revealing her toned midriff and the small jewel piercing her navel. Her hair was perfect and her makeup was already done.
She turned slowly, allowing him to see the full effect. "What do you think?"
Ray's eyes darkened as they traveled the length of her body. "Too sexy," he said grimly. "Let's hope you don't have to play the part for long."
Kat turned and deliberately bent over to put her sandals on, giving Ray a good view from behind.
Ray cleared his throat. “Seeing you like that, you’re making me think we should get back in bed and stay there.”
Maintaining her position, her hair dragging on the floor, Kat turned her head to look at him and smiled. “I’m up for it if you are.” She saw the glazed look in his eyes as he stared at her butt. 
Ray sighed and shook his head. “Later. After the job.” 
Kat reached for the long black abaya hanging in the closet. "Don't worry. I'm just there to blend in while I get the information. No one's buying me tonight." She slipped the baggy dress on, instantly transforming from exotic dancer to anonymous figure.
Ray dressed quickly in a well-cut suit that marked him as a wealthy visitor, the kind of man who might seek entertainment at an exclusive establishment but was choosing something different this time. 
Kat moved to the desk where an array of small tools was laid out. She selected several slim metal picks, a tiny flashlight, and what looked like a credit card but was actually a lock-bypass tool. These disappeared into a backpack that contained a coil of nylon rope, a grappling hook, and various other tools she might need for a climb if Plan A didn’t work out.
Ray watched her, his expression thoughtful. "You look well prepared."
It wasn't a question, but Kat answered anyway. "Breaking and entering is my specialty. Usually for profit, not rescue, but the skills translate." She checked her reflection in the mirror, adjusting a strand of hair. "Ready?"
Ray nodded, sliding his gun into the shoulder holster beneath his jacket. "Remember, once we're in, we stick to the plan. No improvising unless absolutely necessary."
Kat's lips curved into a mischievous smile. "Spoilsport." She moved to the door, her hand on the knob. "Shall we?"
Ray joined her, his hand briefly covering hers on the doorknob. For a moment, they stood there, the weight of what lay ahead settling between them. Then he leaned down and pressed his lips to hers, a kiss that was both tender and fierce.
When he pulled back, Kat's green eyes were wide with surprise. "What was that for?"
"Luck," he said simply, then opened the door, gesturing for her to precede him into the hallway.
The door closed behind them with a soft click, sealing away the nest they had created. Ahead lay Khan's brothel and all the dangers it contained.

      ***Kat crouched on the edge of a rooftop across from Khan's brothel, her binoculars looking down on the modest three-story building. Despite Samir Khan's immense wealth, this establishment in a rough Mecca neighborhood was deliberately unremarkable—a plain facade with barred windows and a single red light above the door marking it for those who knew what to look for. The third-floor rooms had balconies, and that was where the brothel was located, while the lower two floors were office spaces occupied by various small businesses owned by Samir Khan, mostly as front companies for money laundering. The moon slipped behind clouds, casting the alley in deeper shadow as Kat catalogued each detail: the burly doorman checking IDs, the security camera above the entrance, the shadows moving behind the third-floor balcony windows. Her long black dress concealed the shimmering costume beneath, but she was anxious to get out of all these clothes because they reminded her of her captivity.
The streets below were nearly deserted at this hour, the occasional passing car illuminating the cracked pavement before vanishing around corners. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked, the sound echoing between the tightly packed buildings. Kat adjusted the focus on her binoculars, zooming in on the entrance. The guard—Hassan, according to their intelligence—stood with his legs spread and arms crossed, his bulky frame blocking most of the doorway. A cigarette dangled from his lips, the ember glowing bright with each inhalation.
Ray appeared at the corner of the building, his stride confident as he approached the brothel. His suit marked him as a wealthy visitor, his posture conveying entitlement. Hassan straightened as Ray approached, dropping his cigarette and grinding it beneath his heel.
Kat watched as the two men exchanged words, Ray slipping something into Hassan's palm—likely a generous tip. The guard nodded and stepped aside, allowing Ray to enter. As the door swung closed behind him, Kat took a deep breath. Now it was her turn.
Her building was a little higher than its neighbor, and that one was higher than the brothel across the street from it. She rose from her crouch, muscles warming as she gauged the distance between buildings. The alleys below were narrow, perhaps eight feet wide—a challenging jump, but one she'd made many times in her career. The height difference between the buildings would make the jump and the landing easier.
Backing up several paces to gain momentum, Kat inhaled deeply, then sprinted forward. As she reached the edge of the roof, she pushed off with her right foot, her body launching into the air. For a breathless moment, she was suspended over the alley, the drop below just yawning darkness. Then her feet connected with the neighboring roof, and she rolled forward to absorb the impact, coming up in a crouch.
Silent and steady, she moved across this second roof toward her target. The brothel was now on a different side, separated by another narrow alley. She could see the nylon rope she had thrown across the gap earlier with its grappling hook, nearly invisible in the darkness, extending from a ventilation pipe on her current rooftop across to the third-floor balcony of the brothel. She had secured and tested it with several sharp tugs to ensure it would hold her weight.
At the edge of the roof, Kat paused to shed her long dress. The night air kissed her exposed skin, raising goosebumps along her arms and midriff. The belly dancer costume felt suddenly insubstantial, the cool breeze finding its way through the gauzy panels and causing the beads to click softly against one another. She folded the black dress and tucked it into her pack, ensuring it wouldn't hinder her movements.
The rope stretched taut across the gap. Kat tested it once more, then gripped it firmly with both hands. In a practiced movement, she curled her body upward, hooking her crossed ankles over the rope. Then, using her arms and legs to control her descent, she began to work her way along the rope toward the brothel balcony, her body suspended upside down over the alley below.
The rough nylon bit into her hands, but she maintained her grip, moving steadily hand over hand. Her core muscles strained with the effort of keeping her body stable as she traversed the gap. Halfway across, the rope swayed slightly in a passing breeze, and Kat froze, her heart pounding as she waited for stability to return. Her straining muscles caused her beaded top, meant to be easily removed, to pop open and hang loose over her breasts.
After what felt like an eternity but was likely only seconds, she resumed her progress. Finally, her outstretched hands found the wrought iron of the balcony railing. With a controlled swing of her body, she brought her legs over the railing and dropped silently onto the balcony floor.
Crouching in the shadows, Kat took a moment to catch her breath and listen as she refastened her top around her breasts. No sounds came from the room beyond the French doors, but the faint strains of music and muffled voices drifted up from neighboring rooms. She moved to the doors, examining the lock with practiced eyes. In a lot of places, nobody bothered to lock balcony doors high above street level, but she checked and this one was locked.
She extracted a set of thin metal picks from her backpack. Working by touch in the darkness, she inserted the tension wrench into the bottom of the lock, applying gentle pressure while she used the pick to manipulate the pins. The lock was basic—maybe Khan didn't expect someone to access the brothel from a third-floor balcony.
After a few seconds of careful work, she felt the satisfying click of the lock disengaging. Slowly, she turned the handle and eased the door open just enough to slip inside.
The room beyond was dark and still, the air heavy with the lingering scent of incense and something muskier beneath it. As Kat's eyes adjusted to the deeper darkness, she made out the shapes of a large bed, its covers rumpled, and a dresser against one wall. The room was empty of people but showed signs of recent use.
Moving silently across the plush carpet, she reached the door to the hallway and pressed her ear against it. Hearing nothing immediate, she eased it open and peered out.
The hallway stretched before her, dimly lit by wall sconces that cast pools of amber light at regular intervals. Ornate carpets lined the floor, muffling her footsteps as she slipped into the corridor. The walls were painted a deep red, hung with framed artwork that, upon closer inspection, depicted various erotic scenes. The overall effect was one of artificial opulence, a facade of luxury that couldn't quite hide the seediness beneath. This brothel was furnished much more simply than the one where she had been held.
As Kat moved down the hallway, the sounds became more distinct. From behind closed doors came moans of pleasure or pain—sometimes it was difficult to distinguish which. Male voices issued commands in multiple languages, while female voices responded or moaned with rehearsed enthusiasm.
Too late for her to hide, a half-dressed man emerged from one room, tucking his shirt into his pants as a naked and bored-looking woman leaned against the doorframe. Kat averted her eyes, keeping her head down as she passed. In her costume, she could easily be mistaken for one of Khan's girls headed to a client.
Farther down the hall, she noticed a white dress shirt hanging from the doorknob like a limp flag. Ray's signal. The door was marked with a small plaque reading "Maha" in both Arabic and English. Kat glanced in both directions to ensure she wasn't observed, then quickly slipped inside, closing the door behind her.
The room was tiny, dominated by a double bed with red satin sheets. A small table with two chairs sat in one corner, a bottle of amber liquor and two glasses on its surface. The lighting was dim, provided by a single lamp with a red silk shade that cast the room in a sultry glow.
On the bed, a woman in her mid-twenties—Maha, presumably—lay naked, her olive skin gleaming with a light sheen of sweat. Her fingers moved between her legs in a steady rhythm, her head thrown back in a pantomime of ecstasy. Beside her, still wearing his pants but shirtless, sat Ray, his eyes watching her movements with detached interest.
Both heads turned at Kat's entrance. Maha's fingers stilled, her expression flickering from feigned pleasure to genuine alarm. She scrambled to sit up, reaching for a sheet to cover herself.
"It's okay," Ray said quickly in English, then switched to Arabic to say something reassuring. 
Maha's dark eyes darted between them, suspicion evident in her tense posture. She pulled the sheet higher, covering her breasts, and said something in Arabic.
Kat stepped farther into the room, making sure to stay where Maha could see her hands. "My name is Kat, and this is Ray. We're here to help women who want to leave this place."
Ray translated for Kat.
Maha's expression shifted, hope and doubt warring in her features as she responded.
"Somewhere safe," Ray explained, keeping his voice low. He continued speaking for another minute in Arabic.
Maha studied them for a long moment, then slowly nodded. 
Ray looked at Kat. “She’s interested, but now I’m going to ask her where Khan’s accountant is.” He then asked Maha the question.
At the mention of Omar's name, Maha's expression darkened as she pointed and nodded. Kat didn’t understand her words, but she caught the name, Khadijah.
Ray stood, opening the door to retrieve his shirt from the doorknob and then pulling it on. He spoke to Maha with a hand gesture that looked like he wanted her to stay there.
Maha nodded, though fear flickered across her features. 
"Tell them you're waiting for your client to return from the bathroom," Kat suggested. "We won't be long. Be ready to get dressed and go."
Ray translated. Maha nodded.
As they slipped back into the hallway, Kat caught Ray's arm, turning him to face her. "You okay? You seemed a bit involved when I came in."
Ray's expression remained neutral. "I had to maintain my cover. And I needed information from her." His eyes met hers, challenging. "Is that a problem?"
Kat raised an eyebrow, then smiled. "Not at all. Just checking if you were enjoying the show."
"Focus, Kat," he muttered, though a hint of amusement crept into his voice. "Room fifteen. Let's go."
They moved down the hallway, counting doors until they reached room fifteen. This door bore a plaque reading "Khadijah," and from behind it came the unmistakable sounds of sexual activity—a man's grunts and a woman's rhythmic moans.
Ray and Kat exchanged a glance. Then, without warning, Ray turned the handle and pushed the door.
At first, Omar and Khadijah didn’t even notice they had visitors. Omar, a thin man with receding hair and wire-rimmed glasses, was naked and thrust deeply into an equally naked young woman on the bed. Khadijah's legs were spread wide, her ankles bound to the bedposts with silk scarves, her wrists similarly secured above her head. Her eyes widened in shock when she finally noticed the intruders, a genuine reaction that replaced the feigned pleasure she'd been performing moments before. Omar froze mid-thrust, his head whipping around to face them, his expression morphing from annoyance to alarm in an instant.
"What is the meaning of this?" he sputtered in accented English, his voice high and reedy with indignation. He made no move to withdraw from Khadijah's body, as if his continued connection to her might somehow shield him from the intruders. "You cannot come in here! I paid for privacy!"
Ray stepped into the room, closing the door behind Kat with a soft click that sounded ominous in the sudden silence. His hand moved to his jacket, smoothly extracting his gun and leveling it at Omar's head in one fluid motion.
"Get off her," Ray said in English, his voice deadly calm. "Now." He repeated himself in Arabic when Omar didn’t respond.
Understanding flashed in Omar's eyes—not just of the words, but of the situation's gravity. He withdrew from Khadijah's body with clumsy haste, nearly falling as he scrambled backward off the bed. His erection wilted rapidly as he covered his groin with trembling hands.
"Please," he said. "I have money. Whatever you want—"
"Shut up," Ray cut him off, his gun steady. "Sit in that chair and don't move."
Omar obeyed, perching on the edge of a small chair in the corner, grabbing a pillow to cover himself. Sweat beaded on his forehead, his breathing shallow and rapid. His eyes darted between Ray and Kat, calculating his chances.
Meanwhile, Kat moved to the bed where Khadijah remained bound and exposed. The young woman's dark eyes were wide with fear, her body tensed as if expecting a blow.
"It's okay," Kat said softly, reaching for the silk scarves that bound Khadijah's wrists. "We're not here to hurt you. We're going to get you out of here." She worked quickly to untie the restraints, then handed the woman a sheet to cover herself.
Khadijah pulled the fabric around her body, watching Kat with cautious hope. "Out?" she whispered, the word barely audible. "Free?"
Kat nodded, offering a reassuring smile as she smoothed the young woman's tangled hair back from her face. "Yes, free. Do you understand?"
Khadijah nodded vigorously, tears welling in her eyes. She clutched the sheet tighter around her slender frame, her gaze darting toward Omar with undisguised hatred.
Ray kept his attention fixed on the accountant, his expression impassive. "We need information, Omar. About Samir Khan and his operation."
Omar swallowed and looked down at the floor. "I don't know what you're talking about. I just handle numbers, accounts—"
The sound of Ray snapping back the safety on his gun silenced Omar mid-sentence. "Let's try again," Ray said, his voice dangerously soft. "You're Khan's accountant. You know everything about his business—including his human trafficking operation. Start talking, or I'll put a bullet in your kneecap."
"You are police?" Omar asked, his voice quavering.
"Does it matter? Right now, I'm the man deciding whether you leave this room walking or crawling."
Omar licked his dry lips, his eyes darting to the door as if calculating the distance. Ray noticed the glance and took a step closer, pressing the barrel of the gun against Omar's temple.
"One more chance."
"Okay, okay!" Omar raised his hands in surrender, the pillow slipping from his lap. He scrambled to replace it, his face flushing with humiliation as he glanced at Kat. "What do you want to know?"
"Everything. Starting with where Khan is right now."
Omar exhaled shakily. "He is in Jeddah, meeting with investors. But tomorrow night, he returns to Riyadh. There is a party—a private event for his most elite clients."
Kat, who had been helping Khadijah into a harem costume she'd found on the floor, turned her attention to the conversation. "What kind of party?"
"A showcase," Omar said, his eyes darting between them. "New merchandise. Girls from America, fresh arrivals. Very exclusive, very expensive. Only his most trusted clients receive invitations."
"Where in Riyadh?" Ray pressed, his gun still against Omar's head.
"The Al Faisaliah Tower. The penthouse suite. Khan maintains a residence there for such occasions." Omar swallowed hard. "But you cannot go there. The security—it is impenetrable. Armed guards at every entrance, private elevator, surveillance cameras throughout. You cannot get in."
A flicker of a smile crossed Ray's face as he glanced at Kat. "Is that so?"
Omar nodded emphatically. "Even if you could get past the lobby security, the elevator requires both a key card and a fingerprint scan. Khan is very cautious, very thorough."
Ray glanced at Kat, their eyes meeting in silent communication. The corner of her mouth quirked upward—a challenge like this was exactly her specialty.
"How many guards?" she asked, turning back to Omar.
The accountant blinked, confused by her lack of concern. "Usually six. Some in the penthouse, more in the lobby and at the elevator. All armed."
"And Khan himself?" Ray asked. "Will he be armed?"
Omar shook his head. “He doesn’t wish to show fear in front of guests.”
"What about records?" Kat pressed. "Where does he keep information about the women he's trafficked? Names, destinations, buyers?"
Omar hesitated, his eyes shifting away from her gaze. Ray applied slight pressure with the gun barrel, making the man wince. He then gave them locations and details, warning them that everything required passwords.
"Which you have," Ray said.
"Yes. I have access codes. For accounting purposes only."
"You're going to write them down for us. All of them."
While Ray kept the gun trained on Omar, Kat rummaged around in her pack and withdrew a small notebook, placing it on a small table near the accountant. "Write," she ordered.
With trembling hands, Omar obeyed, scribbling down a series of alphanumeric sequences. When he finished, Kat took the notebook, scanning it quickly before stuffing it into her backpack.
"Now," Ray said, stepping back slightly but keeping the gun leveled at Omar, "here's what happens next. You're going to stay quiet about our visit. You're not going to warn Khan or alert security. If you do, we'll make sure the authorities receive detailed records of your involvement in human trafficking. I'm sure the Saudi government would be particularly interested in a brothel operating in Mecca."
Omar paled. "You don't understand—if Khan discovers I've helped you, he will kill me. And not quickly."
"Then don't let him find out," Kat replied coolly. "As far as he needs to know, you spent a pleasant evening with Khadijah and went home satisfied."
A bitter laugh escaped Omar's throat. "You think it's so simple? Khan owns me. And he will suspect when you let his property leave this place."
"Why do you work for him?" Ray asked, genuine curiosity momentarily replacing the hardness in his voice.
Omar's lips twisted in a grimace. "I had no choice. I was an accountant at a legitimate firm. Khan was a client. I noticed irregularities in his finances. When I asked questions, he made me an offer: work for him exclusively, or my wife and children would suffer. That was three years ago." He looked up, unexpected defiance glinting in his eyes. "So yes, I will help you. Not because of your threats, but because I hate him. Every day I work for him, I hate him more."
Ray studied the man for a long moment, then nodded, apparently satisfied with the sincerity of his answer. "One more thing. How do we get these women out of here without the guard at the door stopping us?"
Omar considered the question, his brow furrowing in thought. "Hassan takes a smoke break in the back alley every night around two o’clock. For fifteen minutes. No one else watches the front during this time—Khan believes the location is discreet enough not to require additional security."
Kat checked her watch. "That's in thirty minutes."
Ray nodded. "Perfect. That gives us time to gather the other women who want to leave." He turned back to Omar. "If you're lying about Hassan's cigarette break, things will not go well for you."
"I'm not," Omar insisted. "I have observed Hassan. He is predictable. No imagination."
"For your sake, I hope so." Ray lowered his gun but didn't holster it. "Now, get dressed. You're leaving first, through the front door. Act normal and retrieve any cash you’re supposed to take with you. If you alert Hassan or anyone else, remember what I said about the authorities."
Omar nodded glumly, retrieving his scattered clothing from the floor. As he dressed, Khadijah moved to stand beside Kat, her eyes fixed on the accountant with a mixture of disgust and triumph.
"Bad man," she whispered to Kat in broken English. "All bad men."
Kat squeezed her hand reassuringly. "Not all men," she said softly, with a glance toward Ray. "But yes, I understand."
Once Omar was dressed, Ray escorted him to the door. "Remember, act normal. And if you're thinking of warning Khan despite our arrangement, consider this: we'll find you before he finds us."
Omar nodded, his face ashen. "I will say nothing. But you should know—Khan has connections everywhere. Police, government, military, royal family. Whatever you're planning, be careful."
With that ominous warning, he slipped out the door. Ray watched through the crack until Omar had disappeared down the hallway, then closed the door and turned to Kat.
"Do you believe him?" Kat asked quietly.
Ray holstered his gun. "About hating Khan? Yes. About the security at the penthouse? Probably exaggerated to discourage us, but we should plan for the worst."
"A penthouse in Riyadh," Kat mused, a slow smile spreading across her face. "Sounds fun. Outside entries, balconies, service shafts."
"Think you can get in?" His tone suggested he already knew the answer.
Kat's smile widened, revealing a glimpse of the thrill-seeker beneath her professional exterior. "Of course. The question is, can you keep up? I don’t want to do everything by myself."
Ray's lips quirked. "I'll manage. First, let's focus on getting these women out of here. Go back to Maha and get her ready. I'll check the other rooms, see who else wants to leave."
Kat nodded, turning to Khadijah. "Come with me. We're going to get you and your friends out of here."
The next twenty minutes passed in a flurry of quiet activity. Ray and Kat moved from room to room, identifying women who wanted to escape. Many were eager to leave, their faces lighting up with hope at the prospect of freedom. Others were too afraid, convinced that Khan would find them wherever they went. By the time Hassan's smoke break approached, they had gathered four women—Maha, Khadijah, and two others—who were willing to risk escape. They waited in Maha's room, tense and staying close together as Kat kept watch through a crack in the door.
At precisely two o'clock, Hassan lumbered down the hallway toward the back exit, a cigarette already between his lips. Kat waited until he had disappeared through the door, then turned to the small group.
"It's time," she whispered. "Stay close together. Move quickly but don't run. If anyone stops us, let Ray and me handle it."
Ray led the way, his hand inside his jacket ready to draw his weapon if needed. The women followed, with Kat bringing up the rear, constantly checking behind them for any sign of pursuit. They descended the stairs in single file.
The main floor was lit by a single lamp, the reception area empty. Music still played softly from hidden speakers, creating an eerie backdrop to their escape. Ray paused at the front door, peering through the peephole to ensure the street outside was clear.
"Ready?" he asked, glancing back at the group.
The women nodded, their faces a mixture of fear and determination. Khadijah clutched Maha's hand tightly, while the other two women huddled close together, drawing courage from each other's presence.
Ray pushed the door open, and cool night air rushed in, carrying with it the promise of freedom. One by one, they slipped out into the darkness, leaving behind the prison that had held them. As Kat stepped through the doorway, last in line, she cast a final glance back at the brothel's interior. In that moment, she felt a surge of satisfaction unlike anything she'd experienced after her usual heists. This time, she wasn't taking—she was giving back something precious that had been stolen. And somehow, that made all the difference.
The door closed behind Kat with a soft click, and she hurried to catch up with the others as they disappeared into the labyrinthine streets of Mecca, their faces turned toward an uncertain but hopeful future. Ahead lay Riyadh, the penthouse, and Samir Khan—but for now, this small victory was enough.






  
  Chapter fifteen

Kat's stilettos clicked against the polished black granite floor as she strode through the downtown Riyadh skyscraper's lobby, each step calculated to draw attention to her body while projecting an aura of untouchable wealth. The sparkly blue gown clung to her shape, its low neckline offering a generous view that she knew would distract the security personnel—exactly as intended. Beside her, Ray moved with the confident ease of a man accustomed to luxury, his tailored suit fitting his body perfectly as he guided her with a light touch at the small of her bare back. Their practiced smiles revealed nothing of the tension coiling inside them both as they approached the security checkpoint. 
The expensive purse matching her gown hung from Kat's wrist, concealing several syringes of a fast-acting sedative and lockpicking tools under a layer of makeup supplies. Heavy makeup transformed her features, turning her from professional cat burglar to stunning socialite, the artful application making her nearly unrecognizable to anyone who might have seen her true face. The cosmetic mask felt strange against her skin, like wearing someone else's identity.
"Ready for a lovely evening, darling?" Ray said clearly, his fingers pressing firmly against her back as they neared the guard station.
"Absolutely," Kat replied, injecting just the right amount of vapid enthusiasm into her voice. "I've been looking forward to this all week."
The security guard at the front desk looked up as they approached, his gaze lingering on Kat's cleavage before sliding to her face. She offered him a practiced smile, tilting her head just so, allowing the chandelier light to catch the borrowed diamond earrings she wore.
"Good evening," Ray said, his tone casual but authoritative. "We're here for Samir Khan's gathering."
The guard simply nodded with deference and waved them toward a particular elevator bank. "Of course, sir. Please proceed to the executive elevators."
As they walked past the desk, Kat felt the guard's eyes following her, tracing the curve of her back where the dress dipped low, almost to her butt crack, exposing a lot of skin. She suppressed a shudder, channeling the discomfort into her performance, adding a subtle sway to her hips that suggested both confidence and availability.
Two well-dressed businessmen stood near a decorative water feature, their conversation halting abruptly as Kat and Ray passed. One nudged the other, both sets of eyes tracking Kat's movement with undisguised hunger. Ray's hand tightened almost imperceptibly against her back.
"Quite the effect you're having," he whispered as they approached the elevators.
"That's the idea," she responded through her smile, pressing the call button. "Makes us memorable but not suspicious. No one's looking at our faces."
The elevator arrived with a soft chime, its polished brass doors sliding open to reveal an equally polished interior. Mirrors lined the walls, multiplying their reflections as they stepped inside. Ray pressed the button for the floor just below the penthouse, and the doors closed with a hushed whisper. As the elevator began its ascent, Kat caught Ray studying her reflection in the mirrored wall. His gray eyes were evaluating, professional, but there was something else there too—something she deliberately chose not to analyze.
"You did an incredible job on that makeup. You look completely different."
Kat touched her face reflexively. "It feels like I'm wearing a mask made of clay. But it should hold up for the evening. I also learned a few things from Amy and Isabella at the brothel."
"We'll be in and out before anyone has a chance to look too closely," Ray assured her, his voice dropping lower as the elevator continued to climb. "Just remember—"
"I know," she cut him off gently. "Stay away from the cameras, avoid direct conversation with anyone who might be in Khan's inner circle, and keep my purse with me at all times."
“And stay behind me when I go after Khan.”
Kat nodded. The elevator hummed quietly around them, the only sound other than their controlled breathing. Kat watched the floor numbers illuminate in sequence, each bringing them closer to their target. Her purse seemed to grow heavier, the specialized tools and the syringes within making her anxious.
When the doors finally opened, they revealed a hallway carpeted in thick, luxurious material that muffled their footsteps. Crystal sconces cast warm light along the walls, illuminating expensive artwork at regular intervals. The hallway was long, but there were only four doors into huge residential spaces. Kat and Ray stepped out of the elevator, seamlessly resuming their roles as they walked to the end of the corridor where a discreet sign indicated stairs to the “PH” floor.
"If we can make it up the private stairs, we'll avoid the main entrance security," Ray said. "Should give us the element of surprise."
Kat nodded, her eyes scanning their surroundings while appearing to admire the décor. As they approached the stairwell door, Ray reached for the handle but paused, his body suddenly tensing beside her. Through the small window in the door, the silhouettes of two men were visible on the landing above, their posture and positioning unmistakable.
"Guards," Ray whispered, his hand dropping casually to his side as if he'd merely been checking the time.
Kat laughed lightly as if he'd said something amusing, hooking her arm through his and turning them both away from the door. "Too bad, I was looking forward to a moment alone on the stairs," she said loudly enough to be heard by anyone nearby, giving him a flirtatious smile.
Ray played along perfectly, his expression shifting to match her playful tone. "Perhaps we can find somewhere else for that, sweetheart."
They moved away from the stairwell with unhurried steps, maintaining their façade of casual indifference while Kat's mind sorted through alternatives. Her gaze swept the hallway, landing on a service sign at the opposite end.
"The service elevator," she said, leaning into Ray as if sharing a secret between lovers.
Ray guided them toward the elevator door at the far end of the corridor, their pace measured to avoid drawing attention. When they reached it, he pressed the button and waited, his body angled to shield Kat from view in case anyone approached. The elevator arrived with less ceremony than the main one, its interior utilitarian, scuffed, and free of mirrors. As soon as the doors closed behind them, Kat allowed her posture to relax slightly, rolling her shoulders to release some of the tension.
"Ready?" Ray asked, his finger hovering over the button marked “PH” for penthouse.
Kat nodded, her hand tightening around her purse. "As I'll ever be."
The service elevator quickly lurched upward, and Kat used the brief moment to center herself. She'd infiltrated countless high-security locations, but this mission carried stakes beyond her usual thefts. This wasn't about taking something—it was about someone. Someone who deserved whatever was coming to him.
The doors opened directly into the penthouse kitchen, a realm of controlled chaos. Staff in white uniforms moved between gleaming stainless steel workstations. The air was thick with the aromas of exotic spices and searing meat, steam rising from pots attended by focused chefs. No one paid them any attention as they stepped out, just another wealthy couple who had taken a wrong turn.
Kat slipped her hand into Ray's, interlacing their fingers in a gesture that appeared intimate but actually served to keep them connected as they navigated through the bustling space. They moved along the perimeter, avoiding the center where most of the activity was concentrated.
"This way," Ray murmured, nodding toward a set of swinging double doors at the far end of the kitchen.
They made their way toward it, stepping carefully around hurrying servers carrying trays loaded with elaborate hors d'oeuvres. As they neared the doors, a chef looked up from his station, frowning slightly at their presence.
They pushed through the double doors into a short service corridor. The sounds of the kitchen faded behind them, replaced by the muffled notes of piano music filtering through another set of doors at the end of the hallway. The contemporary melody grew louder as they approached, along with the murmur of conversation and occasional laughter.
Ray paused just before they reached the final threshold, turning to face Kat. His gray eyes searched hers, finding the steel beneath her glittering makeup.
"Once we're in, there's no turning back," he said quietly. "Are you certain?"
Kat tightened her grip on her purse. "I've never been more certain of anything."
With a single nod, Ray pushed open the doors, and they stepped into the crowded opulence of Samir Khan's gathering. The grand piano stood at the center of the room, its sleek black surface reflecting the crystal chandeliers above as a tuxedoed pianist coaxed modern melodies from its keys. Around it, the international elite mingled in a swirl of designer clothing and glittering jewels, champagne flutes catching the light as they gestured and laughed.
Kat's gaze swept the room, cataloging exits, security positions, and potential obstacles while maintaining her carefully constructed expression of delighted wonder. She squeezed Ray's hand once—their silent signal that the real work was about to begin.

      ***The penthouse sprawled before them in decadent luxury, its black granite floors gleaming beneath the soft illumination of artful chandeliers. Floor-to-ceiling windows revealed Riyadh's nocturnal splendor, a galaxy of city lights sparkling against the velvet darkness far below. Kat's gaze swept across the room, noting the expensive furnishings, the attentive staff carrying trays of champagne—extremely unusual in a Muslim country—and the gathering of beautiful elite men and women in their finery. But beneath this veneer of sophistication, something darker lurked—evident in the smiles, the possessive touches, and the two beautiful women flanking Sheikh Samir Khan on a sumptuous sofa across the room, their eyes glazed from alcohol, their revealing gowns arranged to display their bodies like merchandise.
"There he is," Ray said, his lips barely moving as he accepted two flutes of champagne from a passing server, offering one to Kat. "Our target."
Kat took the glass, using the motion to study Khan without appearing to stare. He sat like a sultan amidst his courtiers, one hand idly caressing the exposed thigh of a blonde woman whose head lolled slightly against his shoulder. The woman's emerald dress had been hiked up, revealing the absence of undergarments. On his other side, a brunette in a red gown leaned forward to whisper something in his ear, her breasts threatening to spill from her neckline as she did.
"Nine o'clock," Kat whispered, angling her head slightly. "Ahmed's by the hallway entrance. Khan’s bodyguard and chief of staff."
Ray didn't turn his head, but she knew he'd registered the information. Ahmed Bakir stood with a military bearing just outside the main entrance to the penthouse, his gaze constantly scanning the room. Though dressed in an expensive suit rather than a uniform, everything about his posture betrayed his security role and former military training.
"Let's circulate," Ray suggested, guiding her deeper into the room with a gentle pressure against her lower back. She found his touch reassuring. "Stay visible but forgettable."
They moved through the crowd with practiced ease, accepting hors d'oeuvres from passing trays, sipping their champagne slowly, and exchanging meaningless pleasantries with nearby guests. All the while, Kat maintained a careful distance from Khan, watching him from her peripheral vision as she laughed at a joke she hadn't really heard, waving and smiling at people on the other side of the room that she didn’t know.
The party's atmosphere shifted subtly as the night progressed. The piano music grew softer, more sensual, and the lighting dimmed further. Conversations lowered to murmurs punctuated by knowing glances. Kat sensed the change before she saw its cause—a ripple of anticipation moving through the gathering.
"Something's happening," she whispered to Ray, her smile never faltering.
A side door opened, and twelve women entered the room in a stumbling procession. They ranged in age from eighteen to their mid-twenties, all American judging by their features and the few murmured words Kat could hear. They wore identical revealing short dresses in varying jewel tones, their high heels making their unsteady gait even more pronounced. Their eyes held the unmistakable glaze of heavy drugging, pupils dilated with unfocused stares. Probably the same drugs Khan had used on Kat.
"My esteemed guests," Samir Khan announced, rising from his sofa with a magnanimous gesture, "the evening's entertainment has arrived!"
A wave of appreciative murmurs swept through the assembled crowd. Kat felt her stomach clench as she recognized what was about to happen. She'd seen this before—had lived it.
The party guests, both men and women in their expensive attire, converged on the drugged women like hawks descending on prey. A middle-aged man in a bespoke suit approached a petite redhead who couldn't have been more than eighteen. He circled her slowly, evaluating her body while she swayed on her feet, unable to fully track his movements.
"Let's see what we have here," he said loudly enough for others to hear, his accent British or perhaps Australian. He reached for the thin straps of her emerald dress, quickly sliding them down her shoulders with casual entitlement.
The girl tried to speak, her words slurring together incomprehensibly as the dress fell to her waist, exposing her breasts to the appreciative murmurs of onlookers. The man cupped them roughly, pinching her nipples and making her jump as he evaluated her like livestock at an auction.
Across the room, a brunette in an elegant black dress had already stripped a tall blonde completely, the younger woman's naked body displayed for the amusement of a small gathering of guests. The blonde's arms hung limply at her sides, her glazed eyes reflecting confusion and fear that her drugged body couldn't act upon.
"Turn around, darling," the woman instructed, spinning the naked girl to display her butt to appreciative murmurs. "Bend over now, show everyone what you have to offer. And spread your feet."
The blonde complied with drugged slowness, her movements mechanical and uncoordinated as she bent at the waist, exposing herself fully to the room. Someone in the small crowd laughed, the sound sharp and cruel in the hushed atmosphere. The brunette pushed the blonde forward so she had to brace herself against a window to keep her balance, then began to finger her pussy. The crowd responded with scattered applause.
Kat's hand tightened around her champagne flute until she feared the stem might snap. Memories crashed over her, unwanted and vivid. Magnus Jensen's voice ordering her to pose. Julia's manicured nails digging into her flesh as she was positioned for the amusement of their party guests. The humiliation of being naked and helpless while fully conscious, forced to perform sexual acts while guests watched and occasionally joined in. She forced herself to maintain her socialite smile, though it felt like a grotesque mask stretching across her face. Her breathing remained steady through sheer force of will, even as her pulse hammered in her ears.
A young woman with dark hair was now on her knees before three men, her dress torn open to expose her breasts as one man guided her mouth to his exposed cock while the others watched and laughed, calling encouragement and suggestions to each other. The woman's movements were clumsy, her heavily drugged state making it difficult for her to perform as demanded. This only seemed to amuse the men further as they roughly repositioned her.
"Not so coordinated, this one," one of them said with a chuckle as he gripped her breast. "But we can work with that."
Nearby, two women party guests had stripped another American completely and laid her across an ottoman on her back, taking turns licking her nipples and inserting fingers into her pussy, commenting on her reactions as if discussing a science experiment. The drugged woman moaned, her body responding to stimulation even as her mind remained too foggy to fully comprehend what was happening.
"See how wet she is?" one of the women said, her fingers probing between the captive's legs. "They always respond, even when they pretend not to want it."
The other laughed. "American girls are such sluts underneath it all. They just need the right encouragement."
Around the room, similar scenes unfolded with disturbing casualness. Clothing was stripped away, bodies were explored and penetrated, and the drugged women were passed from guest to guest like party favors. Some guests simply watched, champagne in hand, commenting on the proceedings as if at an art exhibition.
Kat felt Ray's hand at her elbow, his touch grounding her as the memories threatened to overwhelm her defenses. She knew he could sense her distress, though her face betrayed nothing to those who didn't know her.
"You all right?" he asked softly, his lips near her ear as if whispering sweet nothings.
Kat gave an almost imperceptible nod. "I've been here before," she said, her voice barely audible over the sounds of the party. "On the receiving end."
Ray's fingers tightened briefly on her arm, conveying understanding without words. Kat knew he had also attended the Jensen party, even though he didn’t want to participate when the guests were using Kat, but the suspicious Magnus Jensen had made Ray put his cock in Kat’s mouth for a blow job. 
They both watched as a young brunette was bent over the arm of a sofa, her dress pulled up to expose her as a well-dressed couple took turns slapping her buttocks until they glowed red. The woman's drugged cries were met with laughter from the gathering audience.
"Let's really give her something to cry about," someone suggested, and a man stepped forward, unzipping his pants as he spread her butt cheeks and rammed his cock into her ass as she screamed.
Kat felt herself transported back to Magnus and Julia Jensen's California home once again, to the month of captivity where they had gradually broken down her resistance. The memory of Julia's voice echoed in her mind: "That's it, baby, just let go. Stop fighting us. You know you want this." She remembered the party they'd thrown, how she'd been the main attraction, passed around from guest to guest, made to perform and service anyone who wanted her.
Her hand moved unconsciously to her purse, thinking about the syringes within. She needed to stay focused, to remember why they were here. These women needed help, yes, but she and Ray couldn't save them all tonight. Their mission had a specific target, and success meant potentially helping many more in the future.
A commotion drew her attention back to the present. One of the drugged women had collapsed to the floor, either from the drugs or exhaustion, and lay curled on her side. Rather than showing concern, the nearest guests seemed amused, debating what positions would work best in her current state.
"Maybe we should try to wake her up," a woman suggested, kicking off one of her stiletto heels and prodding the prone figure with her manicured toes. "It's no fun if they're completely unconscious."
"I disagree," a man countered, loosening his tie as he knelt beside the unresponsive woman and pulled his cock out of his pants. "They're much more compliant this way. She’s too high to know what’s going on anyway."
Kat took a deliberate step forward, but Ray's hand on her arm held her back. His gray eyes met hers, a warning in their depths.
"We can't," he said softly, his voice edged with genuine regret. "Not now. Not like this. We'd never make it out, and no one would be helped. We can stop this if we stop Samir Khan."
"I know," she replied, the words bitter in her mouth. "But I remember exactly how they feel."
Ray's expression softened slightly. "Focus on Khan. He's the one we can reach tonight."
Kat forced herself to look away from the fallen woman, to redirect her attention to their target. Samir Khan had returned to his sofa, watching the proceedings with the detached interest of a man who had seen such scenes many times before. His two women remained beside him, occasionally whispering in his ear or caressing him as he fondled their breasts.
"He'll be moving soon," Ray predicted, observing as Khan shifted restlessly on the sofa. "Men like him don't stay in one place too long when there's this much stimulation. They need to participate, to assert control."
As if on cue, Khan rose from his seat, murmuring something to his companions before moving toward a side hallway. Kat tracked his movement without appearing to watch, noting that he left his women behind and moved with purpose rather than joining any of the sexual activities occurring around the room.
"Bathroom break," Ray said, nodding subtly toward Khan's retreating figure. "This might be our chance."
Kat felt a surge of cold determination replace the churning emotions of moments before. The sounds of exploitation continued around them—moans and laughter and cruel commentary—but she forced it all into the background of her awareness. 
She had a mission. She had a purpose. She wanted revenge.
"Let's go," she said, her voice steady despite the memories still flickering at the edges of her consciousness. As they moved to follow Khan, she allowed herself one last glance at the women being used for the party's entertainment. In her mind, she made them a silent promise: This might not save you tonight, but we're working on something bigger. Something that might stop this from happening to others.
Ray led them toward the hallway where Khan had disappeared, his posture casual, staying alert to their surroundings. Kat followed, her hand tight around her purse, feeling the outline of the syringes within. Behind them, the sounds of the party faded, but the images remained burned into her mind—a reminder of why their mission mattered. Why Khan needed to be taken and stopped.
Samir Khan moved with unhurried confidence down the side hallway as he approached the bathroom. Behind him, Ray caught Kat's eye with a subtle nod, and they fell into step, maintaining a careful distance. The sounds of the party—piano notes intermingling with moans and laughter—faded as they moved deeper into the corridor. Kat's fingers found the zipper of her purse, sliding it open just enough to access one of the syringes nestled inside.
As Khan pushed open the bathroom door and stepped through, Ray quickened his pace, closing the gap between them. Kat followed, the syringe now extracted from her purse and concealed against her wrist by the drape of her evening gown's sleeve. 
"Excuse me, Mister Khan?" Ray called, his voice pitched perfectly between deference and confidence.
Khan turned, his expression registering first annoyance, then curiosity as he took in Ray's expensive suit and Kat's revealing gown. His eyes lingered on her exposed cleavage before rising to her heavily made-up face.
"I don't believe we've been introduced," Khan said, his tone suggesting that this oversight should be rectified immediately.
Ray smiled, extending his hand as he stepped into the bathroom. "We haven't. Allow me to remedy that."
Khan's eyebrows rose slightly at Ray's presumption, but he reached for the offered handshake nonetheless. In that moment of contact, Ray's demeanor shifted with lightning speed. His grip tightened around Khan's hand, yanking him forward while his other arm wrapped around the man's torso, pinning his arms to his sides.
"What is the meaning of—" Khan's indignant protest cut off as Kat stepped in behind Ray, the syringe moving in a swift arc toward the exposed skin of Khan's neck.
The needle slid in and Kat depressed the plunger, delivering the sedative directly into his bloodstream. Khan's eyes widened in shock, his body stiffening as he tried to struggle against Ray's grip. His strength was impressive, fueled by outrage and fear, but Ray held firm, maneuvering him deeper into the bathroom as the door swung shut behind them.
"Shh," Ray said, his voice unnervingly calm as he continued to restrain Khan. "It’s easier if you don't fight it."
Khan's struggles grew more desperate as the realization of what was happening penetrated his consciousness. He opened his mouth, presumably to shout for help, but Kat was prepared. Her hand clamped over his mouth, her manicured nails digging slightly into his cheek as she applied pressure.
"Don't make this harder than it needs to be," she whispered, her face inches from his. "The drug is already in your system. You can go quietly or create a scene, but either way, you're coming with us."
The granite walls of the bathroom seemed to close in around them as they waited for the sedative to take effect. Khan's muffled protests vibrated against Kat's palm, his eyes burning with rage and disbelief. Gradually, his struggles became less coordinated, his muscles relaxing involuntarily as the drug coursed through his bloodstream.
"That's it," Ray encouraged, adjusting his grip as Khan's weight shifted. "Just relax. We're going for a little ride."
Khan's eyelids fluttered, fighting the inevitable pull of unconsciousness. Kat felt his jaw slacken beneath her hand, and she cautiously pulled back, ready to cover his mouth again if necessary. But Khan could only manage a slurred mumble, his head lolling forward as the sedative took full effect.
"How long will he be sedated?" Ray asked, now fully supporting Khan's weight.
"Twenty minutes, maybe thirty," Kat replied, quickly returning the empty syringe to her purse and extracting a small packet of wet wipes. She cleaned the injection site, removing any trace of blood. "We need to move fast."
Ray nodded, positioning himself under one of Khan's arms while Kat took the other. Together, they arranged the semi-conscious man between them, creating the illusion that they were simply helping an intoxicated friend.
"Ready?" Ray asked, his hand on the bathroom door.
Kat took a deep breath and nodded. "Let’s go."
They emerged from the bathroom, Khan's body sagging between them, his feet dragging slightly despite their efforts to keep him somewhat upright. To casual observers, he appeared to be nothing more than a guest who had overindulged—an impression they reinforced with their body language and smiles.
"Someone can't handle his champagne," Kat said loudly as they passed a group of partygoers, injecting a note of amused indulgence into her voice.
Several guests glanced their way, but most were too engrossed in the "entertainment" to pay them much attention. The drugged women were still being passed around, their exploitation continuing unabated. Kat forced herself to focus on the weight of Khan against her side, on the path they needed to take to reach the kitchen and then the service elevator.
Khan's head rolled against Kat's shoulder, his breath hot against her neck as he mumbled incoherently. The sedative had taken full effect, but hadn't rendered him completely unconscious—a calculated decision to make their extraction appear less suspicious. A completely unconscious man would draw more attention than a merely intoxicated one, and he would have been harder to move.
They navigated through the party, Kat's muscles straining from the effort of supporting Khan's weight while maintaining her composed façade. Ray bore most of the burden, but the awkward positioning made their progress slow and laborious. By the time they reached the swinging doors leading to the kitchen, sweat beaded along Kat's hairline, threatening to disturb her carefully applied makeup.
The kitchen staff barely glanced up as they entered, accustomed to guests wandering in by mistake or in search of something specific. Ray guided them along the perimeter of the room, avoiding the busiest areas as they made their way toward the service elevator.
"Almost there," he encouraged as Kat adjusted her grip on Khan, whose head had fallen forward, chin resting on his chest.
The service elevator doors opened immediately when Ray pressed the call button, the empty car a welcome sight after their tense journey through the party and kitchen. They maneuvered Khan inside, Ray reaching to press the button for the parking level under the building.
Just as the doors began to close, movement in the kitchen caught Kat's attention. The two women who had been with Khan earlier—the blonde in emerald and the brunette in red—were staggering through the swinging doors, their gazes locked on the elevator.
"Wait!" the blonde called, her voice surprisingly clear despite her earlier apparent intoxication. She moved quickly, lunging forward and thrusting her arm between the closing doors. “Don’t leave us!”
The elevator sensors detected the obstruction, and the doors slid open again. The two women stepped inside, their expressions a mixture of suspicion and concern as they took in Khan's slumped form between Kat and Ray.
"What are you doing with Samir?" the brunette said.
The doors closed behind them, sealing all five occupants in the confined space as the elevator began its quick descent. Kat felt Ray tense beside her, his body shifting subtly to a more defensive stance. The women might not be as intoxicated as they'd appeared—their glazed expressions and unsteady movements at the party may have been exaggerated, although they smelled of alcohol.
"He's had too much to drink," Kat said. "We're taking him somewhere to sleep it off."
The blonde's eyes narrowed. "Samir doesn't drink alcohol. He never has."
"And who are you exactly?" the brunette added, stepping closer, her hand reaching for Khan's face to lift his chin. Her eyes widened as she saw his unfocused gaze and dilated pupils. "He's been drugged!"
Ray attempted to salvage the situation. "Look, we know what kind of man he is. We know what he does to women like you. We can help you get away from him—"
"Get away?" the blonde interrupted, her voice sharp with indignation. "Why would we want to get away? Do you have any idea who he is?"
The brunette's hand moved to her small clutch purse. "They're trying to kidnap him, Amber."
"We're trying to rescue you," Kat insisted, her voice low and urgent. "We know you're being held against your will. This is your chance to escape."
The women exchanged a glance that contained equal parts amusement and contempt.
"Rescue us?" the blonde—Amber—laughed, the sound brittle in the confined space. "You stupid American bitch. We aren't prisoners. We're his wives."
The revelation hung in the air for a split second before the situation exploded into motion. The brunette extracted something from her purse—a small canister that Kat recognized too late as pepper spray. At the same moment, Amber lunged forward, her manicured nails aimed at Kat's eyes.
Ray reacted instantly, releasing his hold on Khan to intercept the brunette's arm, deflecting the spray away from their faces. Khan's weight shifted entirely to Kat, throwing her off balance. She had no choice but to lower him to the floor of the elevator, his body crumpling in an ungraceful heap as she raised her arms to defend against Amber's attack.
Amber's nails raked across Kat's forearm, leaving burning trails of pain as Kat twisted away. The confined space of the elevator limited her movements. Amber pressed her advantage, slamming Kat against the elevator wall, her knee driving upward toward Kat's abdomen.
Kat deflected the knee with a downward block, then countered with a sharp elbow to Amber's sternum. The blonde staggered back, momentarily winded, giving Kat enough space to reassess the situation.
Ray was grappling with the brunette, who fought with surprising strength and skill for someone in an evening gown. She'd managed to discharge some of the pepper spray, and though it had mostly missed its target, the acrid substance hung in the air of the enclosed elevator, making each breath somewhat painful.
"Get the other syringes!" Ray called to Kat, his voice strained as he pinned the brunette's arms to her sides.
Kat lunged for her purse, which had fallen to the floor during the initial chaos. Amber recovered quickly, throwing herself forward to tackle Kat before she could reach it. Both women crashed to the floor, narrowly missing Khan. They grappled for dominance, evening gowns hampering their movements.
"You have no idea what you're doing," Amber hissed, attempting to pin Kat beneath her.
Kat bucked her hips, dislodging the blonde long enough to roll away and snatch her purse. Her fingers closed around the second syringe as Amber grabbed a handful of her hair, yanking her head back painfully.
Kat drove her elbow backward, connecting with Amber's ribs. The blonde's grip loosened just enough for Kat to twist around, bringing the syringe up in an arc that ended with the needle piercing Amber's exposed inner thigh.
Amber's eyes widened in shock and rage as Kat depressed the plunger. "You bitch," she spat, her hands closing around Kat's throat. "Do you know what they'll do to you when they catch you?"
Kat struggled for breath as Amber's fingers tightened, the edges of her vision beginning to darken. Across the elevator, Ray had managed to overpower the brunette, extracting another syringe from Kat’s purse. The woman thrashed beneath him, but he slid the needle into her neck, then turned to assist Kat.
But the sedative was already taking effect on Amber. Her grip on Kat's throat weakened, her movements becoming sluggish and uncoordinated. Kat broke free, gasping for air as Amber slumped forward, fighting the drug's effects with diminishing success.
"You'll regret this," Amber slurred, her eyelids drooping despite her efforts to remain conscious. "He'll find you. Wherever you go."
As the elevator continued its descent, all three of their opponents lay incapacitated on the floor. Kat and Ray exchanged a glance, both breathing heavily from the exertion of the fight. Kat rubbed her throat where Amber's fingers had left tender marks, while Ray straightened his jacket.
"So much for the easy part of the plan," Ray said dryly, helping Kat to her feet.
"His wives?" Kat questioned, adjusting her disheveled gown and checking that her makeup was still intact enough to avoid unwanted attention.
Ray shrugged. "Or they think they are. Either way, they're clearly loyal to him."
Kat looked down at the unconscious women, their elegant evening wear now rumpled and torn from the struggle. "Should we take them, too?"
"No," Ray decided after a moment's consideration. "Not where we’re going. The plan was for Khan alone. They'll complicate things, and we don't have accommodations for them."
The elevator came to a stop at the parking level, the doors sliding open to reveal an empty corridor. Ray checked that the coast was clear, then helped Kat drag Khan's unconscious form out of the elevator, leaving the women behind. Kat stepped back into the elevator long enough to punch the emergency stop button, giving them more time before the elevator took the women back upstairs to be discovered.
"They'll sound the alarm as soon as they wake up," Kat said as they once again positioned Khan between them.
"All the more reason to move quickly," Ray said, supporting Khan's weight as they began making their way toward the parking area where Ali waited with the limo.

      ***The parking area beneath the building stretched before them in a concrete expanse of shadows and pillars and fluorescent lighting. Kat's arms ached from supporting Khan's weight, his head lolling against her shoulder as they maneuvered him toward the parking area. The sedative kept Khan compliant but not completely unconscious, occasional mumbles escaping his lips as they dragged him forward. Fifty yards ahead, partially obscured by a concrete pillar, Kat spotted a sleek black limousine, its polished surface gleaming under the overhead lights. Beside it, Ali leaned against the driver's door, a sandwich in one hand as he gazed in the opposite direction, unaware of their approach.
“It’s Ali,” Kat whispered. “Khan’s driver.”
Ray nodded, adjusting his grip on Khan. "Let's set him down behind that garbage bin and I'll approach Ali alone."
They veered toward a large industrial waste container positioned between two concrete support columns, its bulk offering temporary concealment. With careful movements, they lowered Khan to the cold concrete floor, positioning him in a seated posture with his back against the bin. His eyes fluttered open momentarily, unfocused and confused, before closing again.
"He's starting to come around," Kat whispered, wiping sweat from her brow. "The sedative might be wearing off faster than we anticipated."
Ray nodded, his expression grave as he extracted his gun from the concealed holster beneath his jacket. The weapon gleamed dully in the parking garage's artificial light, its presence transforming the elegant man in formal attire into something more dangerous.
"Keep him quiet. I'll take care of Ali."
Kat nodded, kneeling beside Khan to monitor his condition. The concrete floor was hard against her knees and the evening gown offered no padding. She watched as Ray straightened his jacket and moved away from their hiding place  as he began a casual approach toward the limo.
Ray walked with measured steps, his shoes making minimal noise against the concrete. His gun remained hidden but accessible, his right hand hovering near his side where he could draw it in an instant. As he moved, Ali remained focused on his meal, occasionally glancing at his phone, completely unaware of the approaching threat.
Khan stirred beside Kat, a groan escaping his lips as his head rolled to one side. His eyelids fluttered again, revealing dilated pupils struggling to focus. Kat tensed and bent forward, ready to subdue him if necessary. She glanced toward Ray, who had covered half the distance to the limo, then back to Khan as he shifted position once more.
"Shhh," Kat whispered, clamping her hand over Khan's mouth as his eyes opened wider. "Stay quiet."
Khan's gaze settled on Kat's face. With the heavy makeup, he seemed to place her as one of the party guests. His body stiffened beneath her restraining hand, muscles tensing as awareness returned. Before Kat could react, Khan's arms shot up, his hands grasping the front of her evening gown with surprising strength. Kat tried to move away, but Khan's fingers gripped the delicate fabric of her dress as he tried to pull her down. A sharp tearing sound filled the air as her gown gave way, the blue material ripping down to her waist and exposing her left breast to the cool air of the parking garage. Khan used the momentary distraction to jerk his face away from her hand despite the lingering effects of the sedative.
"Help!" he tried to shout, but his voice emerged as little more than a hoarse croak.
Kat reacted with lightning speed, adrenaline flooding her system. She slammed her palm over Khan's mouth again, driving his head back against the metal of the garbage bin with a dull thud. His eyes widened in pain, but his hand found her ankle, trying to unbalance her as she knelt over him.
"Shut up," Kat hissed, abandoning any pretense of gentleness as she used her other hand to punch him in the eye while she shifted her weight to pin him more effectively.
Khan's fingers tightened around her ankle, tugging hard enough to make her lose her balance. She toppled sideways, her exposed breast brushing against the fabric of his suit as she struggled to regain control. Khan attempted to roll away, but Kat recovered quickly.
She drove her stiletto heel into his ribs, the sharp point connecting with bone. A distinct crack echoed in the enclosed space as one of Khan's ribs snapped under the impact. Khan let out an involuntary yell of pain, the sound echoing off the concrete walls of the parking garage.
Across the garage, Ali's head snapped up at the noise, his sandwich forgotten as he scanned for the source. Kat saw the moment his gaze landed on Ray, who had frozen mid-approach, now fully exposed in the open area between pillars.
Ali's hand moved instantly to his shoulder holster, sandwich dropping to the ground as he reached for his weapon. Ray abandoned stealth, bringing his own gun up in a smooth motion.
"Don't move!" Ray ordered, his voice carrying clearly across the parking area. He repeated it in Arabic.
Ali had already drawn his gun, firing a wild shot that ricocheted off a concrete pillar several feet from Ray's position. The report was deafening in the enclosed garage, the flash from the muzzle briefly illuminating Ali's face.
Ray didn't hesitate. His return fire was quick and accurate—two shots in rapid succession. The first struck Ali in the chest, the second in the throat. Ali staggered backward against the limo, blood blooming across his white shirt in expanding crimson flowers. His gun clattered to the concrete as his hands rose instinctively to his throat, his eyes wide with shock. He slid down the side of the vehicle, leaving a smeared trail of red on the black paint before crumpling to the ground, his body twitching once before going still.
Meanwhile, Khan had used the distraction to renew his struggles against Kat. His hand found her hair, fingers tangling in the carefully styled locks as he yanked her head downward. Pain lanced across Kat's scalp, bringing tears to her eyes, but she refused to release him. Instead, she drove her knee into his already injured ribs, eliciting another howl of agony.
"Fucking bitch," Khan gasped, his accent thickening with pain and rage. "Do you know what I'll do to you for this?"
Kat answered with another blow, this time driving her fist into the side of his head with enough force to snap it sideways. Khan's grip on her hair loosened as his eyes rolled back, consciousness fleeing once more. His body went limp beneath her, a thin trickle of blood running from the corner of his mouth.
"Kat!" Ray called, rushing back toward her position, his gun still drawn. "We need to move. Now."
Kat pushed herself up from Khan's unconscious form, her breathing heavy, her hair disheveled, and her dress hanging in tatters from her waist up. She made no attempt to cover her breast as she rose, prioritizing practicality over modesty.
"Get the car," she said, her voice steady despite the exertion. "I'll keep watch over him."
Ray hesitated, his gaze briefly dropping to her exposed flesh before returning to her face. He nodded once, then turned and sprinted toward a section of the garage where they had left their vehicle earlier that evening.
Kat remained standing over Khan, her senses alert for any sign of additional security people. The gunshots would have been heard, and it was only a matter of time before someone came to investigate. She looked at Ali's motionless body by the limo as she waited for Ray's return. A man who had tormented her, used her, while she was helpless in captivity. She wouldn’t miss him.
The sound of an engine broke the tense silence as Ray pulled up in their generic rental car, parking with the trunk toward Kat. He was out of the car in seconds, moving to help Kat with Khan's unconscious body.
"Grab his legs," Ray said, already taking Khan under the arms.
Together, they lifted the unconscious man, carrying him the short distance to the waiting vehicle. Khan was heavier than he looked, his limp weight challenging their strength as they maneuvered him toward the open trunk. With a final heave, they deposited him inside, his limbs folded awkwardly to fit the confined space. Ray slammed the trunk closed, sealing Khan inside, then glanced back at the scene they were leaving behind. Ali's body remained crumpled by the limo, blood pooling beneath him on the concrete. There would be questions, investigations, but by then they would be long gone with Khan secured elsewhere.
"Let's go," Ray said, moving toward the driver's side.
Kat slid into the passenger seat, finally taking a moment to adjust her torn dress, pulling the fabric across her exposed breast as best she could. The makeshift covering was inadequate but would have to suffice until they reached safety. Ray started the engine and navigated toward the exit ramp, maintaining a careful speed that wouldn't attract attention.
As they drove past the security booth, Ray nodded casually to the guard, who waved them through without interest. The barrier lifted, and they emerged onto the nighttime streets of Riyadh, blending into the flow of traffic with ease.
Several blocks from the building, Kat finally allowed herself to exhale fully, the tension of the past hours releasing in a long breath. Her hand dropped from where she'd been holding her torn dress, the fabric falling open once more.
Ray's eyes flickered from the road to her exposed breast and back again. "Are you okay?" 
Kat caught the direction of his gaze and the hesitation in his question. She smiled despite the gravity of their situation. "My eyes are up here, Ray," she said, making no immediate move to cover herself again. "And yes, I'm fine. Better than our friend in the trunk."
Ray cleared his throat, keeping his eyes on the road ahead as a flush of color rose to his cheeks. "We should get you something to change into."
"Probably wise," Kat said. "This is getting to be a habit."






  
  Chapter sixteen

The abandoned warehouse breathed with quiet menace, its drafty and cavernous space swallowing the dim glow from the three battery-powered work lights on tripods aimed at Samir Khan. Moonlight sliced through the broken high windows, casting geometric patterns across the stained concrete floor. Khan sat in a rickety wooden chair, the elegant lines of his suit now rumpled and torn, his wrists tied in front of him. His left eye was swollen shut, a purple-black souvenir of his capture, yet even in defeat, his open eye gleamed with disdain. 
Khan's wrists strained against the rope binding them, the pristine white of his cuffs now stained with crimson where blood had seeped through. He winced as he shifted, the broken rib making itself known with each breath. Despite his injuries, he maintained the imperial posture of a man accustomed to power—shoulders back, chin raised, as if the chair beneath him were a throne rather than the splintered seat of his captivity.
Ray Cooper squatted before him, gray eyes level with Khan's remaining good eye. His dress shirt had come untucked on one side, the crisp white fabric smudged with dirt and what might have been blood. The absence of his suit jacket gave him a deceptively casual air, contradicted by the hard line of his jaw and the gun tucked into his shoulder holster—a silent promise of consequences.
"You're going to answer some questions," Ray said, his voice low. "And then you're going to take a little trip to meet some friends of mine."
Across from them, Kat Weaver stood with her arms crossed tightly over her chest, Ray's suit jacket draped over her shoulders like armor, one side weighed down by Ray’s spare gun in the pocket. The torn dress beneath offered glimpses of her skin, the jacket barely covering her left breast where her dress had been torn. Her green eyes burned with a cold fury, yet beneath that fire lurked shadows of recent trauma. She'd washed the blood from her face, but her split lip and the bruise forming along her jawline told their own story.
"Do you know," Khan said, licking dried blood from the corner of his mouth, "how many men have tried to intimidate me?" His accent rolled the words into something almost musical. "How many thought they had me at their mercy?" He smiled, revealing a chipped tooth. "None of them are alive to talk about it."
"We're not here to intimidate you. We're here to inform you of what happens next. The Saudi Mabahith will be interested in the evidence we've collected on your operation."
Khan's laugh came out as a wheezing cough, his broken rib protesting the movement. "The General Directorate of Investigations? Please. You think I don't have friends there?" He leaned forward despite the pain it obviously caused him. "I have friends everywhere. In every police station, in every government building in Riyadh."
Kat's fingers dug into her arms as she watched Khan's face. The memory of those lips, and his hands, on her skin made bile rise in her throat, but she swallowed it down. She would not give him the satisfaction of seeing her weakness.
"The police won't hold me for an hour," Khan said, his gaze sliding to Kat with uncomfortable intimacy as he studied her body. "And then I will remember who put me in this chair."
Ray placed two fingers under Khan's chin, forcing his attention away from Kat. "You're overestimating your influence. The Directorate of Public Security might be in your pocket, but the Mabahith operate differently. Especially when it involves international trafficking, they work with us."
Khan shrugged, the gesture oddly elegant despite his bonds. "The Mabahith understand business. They understand necessity." His voice lowered to a conspiratorial whisper. "And they understand the value of the information I provide."
"What information would that be?" Ray asked, though his tone suggested he already knew the answer.
Khan gave them a smug smile. "My establishments serve many important men. Men who talk freely when they believe no one is listening." He glanced again at Kat. "My girls hear many things. Valuable things. Things your American CIA pays very well to know."
The warehouse fell silent save for the distant sound of traffic and the soft drip of water from somewhere in the shadows. Kat felt the weight of Khan's implication settle over them—the insidious web of complicity that had allowed his operation to flourish for so many years.
"You think the CIA protects you," Ray said.
"I know they do," Khan replied, confidence radiating from him despite his battered state. "I provide special services for certain intelligence officers when they visit Saudi Arabia. In return, they ensure my businesses remain undisturbed." His uninjured eye glittered with malice. "So, you see, Mister Cooper, even if you hand me to the Mabahith, I won't stay there long. My American friends will see to that."
Kat felt her stomach clench at the thought of Khan walking free after all they'd endured to bring him to this point. The bruises on her body throbbed along with her pulse, a physical reminder of what failure would mean.
Ray's expression remained unchanged, though a muscle in his jaw twitched. "That's a good story." He stood slowly, knees cracking in the silence. "But there's a flaw in your logic."
"And what would that be?"
"You assume I'm working outside official channels." Ray pulled a small leather wallet from his pocket and flipped it open, revealing a badge that caught the dim light. "Department of State. Diplomatic Security Service. And we work together against sex traffickers with the General Directorate of Investigations and other Saudi organizations."
For the first time, Khan's composure faltered, a flicker of uncertainty crossing his face before he masked it with disdain. "DSS agents have been among my clients."
"I don't doubt it," Ray replied, tucking the badge away. "But my superiors at the embassy have already been briefed on your operation. And we know about your CIA connections." He stepped closer, his shadow falling across Khan's face. "The thing about working with intelligence agencies, Khan, is they'll protect you right up until the moment you become a liability. A public relations nightmare. The CIA doesn’t want the public to know they collaborate with sex traffickers."
Khan's nostrils flared as he inhaled sharply, wincing at the pain in his side. "You're bluffing."
"Am I?" Ray pulled a cell phone from his pocket. "I need to make a call to confirm your transfer. My partners at the Ministry of Human Resources and Social Development are particularly interested in your case." He glanced at Kat. "Keep an eye on him. I'll be right back."
Kat nodded as Ray walked the fifty yards to the adjoining room, phone already at his ear.
The space between Kat and Khan seemed to contract as Ray's footsteps receded, leaving them alone with the ghosts of what had transpired between them. He shifted in the chair, the ropes at his wrists suddenly seeming inadequate restraint for the evil that radiated from him. His gaze crawled over her body like physical touch, lingering where Ray's suit jacket failed to conceal the torn edges of her dress, the exposed skin beneath.
"You're making a very big mistake," he said in a soft voice that raised goosebumps along her arms. "When I walk out of here—and I will walk out of here—I'm going to remember what you’ve done. And remember the delights of your body." His tongue slid across his bottom lip, tasting the dried blood there. "I'm going to come for you again, but next time will make the last seem gentle by comparison."
Kat maintained her distance, maintaining a calm expression despite the storm she felt inside. "Keep dreaming. You can think about me from your prison cell."
Khan's smile widened, showing the chipped tooth that somehow made him look more dangerous rather than diminished. "I'm going to whip you until you can't stand," he continued, as casual as if discussing the weather. "Then I'll tie you down and fuck you myself—every hole, for hours. Perhaps I’ll keep you for a week and reward my men. When I'm done, I'll send you to my worst brothel, where the men who can't afford better will use you day and night." He leaned forward, the chair creaking beneath him. "When you're worn out and broken, when you're begging for death, then—only then—will I grant your wish."
Kat opened her mouth to retort, to tell him his threats were empty now that he was captured, but the sudden crack of gunfire from the adjoining room stole the words from her lips. One shot, then another, then a rapid succession that echoed through the warehouse like thunder.
Her head whipped toward the sound, eyes wide with alarm. "Ray—"
The momentary distraction was all Khan needed. He lunged from the chair with shocking speed, his bound hands extended before him like a battering ram. The impact knocked Kat backward, then flat on her back, her skull hitting the concrete floor with a sickening crack. Pain exploded behind her eyes as Khan's weight settled on her stomach, pinning her beneath him.
Through the sudden fog of her concussion, Kat registered Khan straddling her, his tied wrists coming down hard across her throat. She clawed at his arms, struggled to buck him off, but the blow to her head had left her disoriented, her movements sluggish and uncoordinated.
"Wonderful timing," Khan grunted as he pressed his advantage, the rope at his wrists digging into her windpipe. "It seems my men have found me after all. Or perhaps the police have come to my rescue." He shifted his weight, easing the pressure just enough to allow her a ragged breath. "Either way, I can't let this opportunity pass. You must be punished, and I want my revenge. Now."
More gunshots echoed from the next room, accompanied by the sound of breaking glass and a man's shout of pain. Kat's fingers scrabbled at the floor, seeking purchase, seeking a weapon—anything to fend off what was coming. She twisted her arm, trying to reach the gun in the pocket of Ray’s suit coat, but that was where Khan's hands moved to next, ripping the coat off of her. His broken rib didn’t seem to bother him now.
"I've missed our time together. In some ways, I was sorry to see you go when you were sent to Mecca," Khan said, his fingers tearing at the remnants of her dress. The fabric gave way with a harsh ripping sound, exposing her skin to the cool warehouse air. "And now, you are once again so proud. So defiant. I'm going to enjoy breaking you one more time, making you beg for my cock so that I won’t punish you, willing to give me anything I want like a good little American slut."
Kat's fist connected with the side of his jaw, a glancing blow that only seemed to amuse him. He caught her wrists in one hand, pinning them above her head while his other hand continued its destructive work. The dress fell away in tatters, leaving her exposed beneath him. She tried to scream, but her lungs wouldn't cooperate, her breath coming in shallow gasps as her head throbbed with nauseating intensity.
Khan's bound hands fumbled with her panties, yanking them down her thighs before tearing them off entirely and stuffing them in her mouth. "Fight me," he encouraged, his voice thick with arousal. "I want you to fight."
Through the ringing in her ears, Kat could still hear gunfire from the other room, though it seemed more distant now, as if coming from underwater. She struggled against Khan's grip, but her strength was ebbing, her consciousness flickering like a candle in a draft.
“What would you like first? My cock in your mouth? My cock in your ass?” 
Kat tried to raise her legs to strike his back, but the angle minimized the impact.
With a brutal twist, Khan flipped her onto her stomach, the impact sending fresh waves of pain through her already injured head. The concrete scraped against her exposed breasts, the cold stone a shock against her fevered skin. She tried to crawl away, to push herself up, but Khan's weight descended on her lower back, pinning her in place.
"I like this view," he remarked, using his knees to force her legs apart. The harsh sound of a zipper being lowered cut through the momentary silence between gunshots. "It suits you, face down before me. And I’ll have to get a photo of that lovely ass when we get home."
Kat's fingers clawed at the concrete, seeking purchase, seeking escape. The world spun sickeningly as she turned her head, trying to find anything that might save her.
"Stop," she said through the panties in her mouth, her voice barely audible .
“Beg me.”
“Please. Don’t.” Her muffled voice sounded pathetic.
Khan laughed, the sound devoid of any genuine mirth. "Sorry, I can’t understand you," he replied simply. His bound hands gripped her hips, lifting them slightly. "I'm going to enjoy this."
She felt the blunt pressure of his hard cock against her, not against her pussy but higher, seeking entrance where she was tightest, most vulnerable. Panic surged through her, momentarily cutting through the fog of her concussion.
"No—don't—" The muffled words dissolved into a scream as Khan thrust into her unprepared ass, the burning pain of his invasion overwhelming in its intensity.
"So tight," Khan grunted, not pausing to let her adjust, driving deeper with each brutal thrust. "Just as I remember. Maybe I’m too big for you."
Tears leaked from the corners of Kat's eyes as Khan established a punishing rhythm, each forward movement sending fresh waves of agony through her body. The concrete scraped against her breasts and stomach as he pushed her against the floor, her muffled screams echoing in the cavernous space.
"That's right," Khan encouraged, his breath coming faster now. "Scream for me. Maybe I’ll stop."
Another burst of gunfire erupted from the other room, closer now. Khan didn't pause in his assault, if anything increasing his pace as the sounds of violence drew nearer. He pulled his damp shirt off with his bound hands, revealing the lean, muscled torso beneath. The fabric fell forgotten to the side as he resumed his brutal pace, hands gripping her hips with bruising force.
Through tear-blurred vision, Kat saw movement at the doorway to the adjoining room. A figure appeared, silhouetted against the light from behind. For one desperate moment, hope flared in her chest—Ray had survived, had come to save her.
Her hope died as the figure stepped into the light, revealing not Ray but Ahmed Bakir, Khan's bodyguard and chief of staff. The gun in his hand gleamed dully as he surveyed the scene before him, his expression impassive. Behind him, on the floor just visible through the doorway, lay a crumpled form that could only be Ray.
"Ahmed," Khan acknowledged without slowing his assault, each thrust pounding into her farther. "Perfect timing. I didn’t want you to miss out. You’ve earned a bonus."
Ahmed walked toward them, his movements smooth and casual. "I heard your voice," he said, his accent more pronounced than Khan's. "Followed the sound." His gaze traveled over Kat's exposed body with clinical interest. "I see you're making the most of the situation."
Khan laughed, the sound vibrating through Kat's body like a violation all its own. "Why waste the opportunity?" He leaned forward, his chest pressing against her back as he continued to thrust into her. "Our little cat burglar thought she could outwit me."
Ahmed smiled, a flash of white teeth in his otherwise stoic face. He winked at Kat when she looked at him, the gesture somehow more degrading than Khan's physical assault. She knew with sickening certainty that Ahmed would be next, that this nightmare was only beginning.
The realization must have shown in her eyes, because Khan laughed again, the sound chilling in its genuine pleasure. "Don't worry," he murmured against her ear. "I will leave enough of you for Ahmed to enjoy. He has certainly earned it."
Kat tried again to buck him off, to find any ounce of strength that might help her escape. Khan responded by pulling the gun out of Ray’s suit coat on the floor. He then placed the barrel against her temple. The cold metal bit into her skin with each of his thrusts.
“I’m giving you a choice,” Khan said, panting now. “I’m going to come in your ass, and then let you lick me clean before I give you to Ahmed. Then I have other plans for you. However, if you prefer, I will come in your ass, and as I do, I will put a bullet in your pretty head. Some would say this is a good death. I would lose a whore. But if you want to live, that means you’re already broken, ready to submit to me, and I will do everything to you that I said I would. The choice is yours.”
The gun remained steady against her temple as Khan increased his pace, his breathing growing more ragged with each thrust. Kat went limp beneath him, not in surrender but in desperate calculation. Death by bullet or slow degradation in one of Khan's brothels—which was the better end? The thought crystallized in her mind with terrible clarity: if she was going to die, she preferred it to be quick, on her own terms rather than as a broken shell after months of abuse.
Ahmed watched the proceedings with the detached interest of a man observing an everyday occurrence, sliding his gun into his waistband. When Kat's eyes met his again, he offered another wink, unzipping his pants and beginning to stroke his cock so she could watch.
"Almost there," Khan groaned, his rhythm growing erratic. "I'm going to fill you up—"
The crack of a gunshot split the air, but it wasn't from Khan's pistol. Ahmed's expression registered surprise—almost comical in its unexpectedness—before he crumpled to the ground, his own weapon clattering across the concrete floor and sliding to a stop near Kat's outstretched hand.
Khan twisted around, spinning toward the doorway, his pistol swinging away from Kat's head to fire at the new threat. Ray stood there, swaying slightly, blood staining the left side of his white shirt a vivid crimson. He moved forward with determined steps despite the wound, his own gun raised and ready.
In that split second of Khan's distraction, Kat's fingers closed around Ahmed's fallen weapon. The cold metal felt like salvation in her palm. Without hesitation, without conscious thought, she thumbed off the safety and twisted beneath Khan to press the barrel against the back of his head.
Khan sensed the movement too late. He began to turn back toward her, but Kat had already pulled the trigger.
The explosion was deafening in the confined space. Khan's body jerked once, violently, then went limp, collapsing onto her with the dead weight of his corpse. Blood and tissue sprayed across the concrete floor, across Kat's face and hair, the warm wetness of it a grotesque counterpoint to the sticky heat of his semen spurting into her ass.
For a moment, time seemed suspended. Khan's body pressed her into the floor, his blood pooling around them both. Then Ray was there, hauling the corpse off her with a grunt of pain, his own wound leaving smears of blood wherever he touched.
"Kat," he gasped, dropping to his knees beside her. "Jesus Christ, Kat. Are you—?"
She couldn't respond, couldn't find words in the aftermath of violence. She stared at Khan's body, at the ruin of his skull where the bullet had exited, and felt nothing—not satisfaction, not relief, not even disgust. Just an emptiness that seemed to expand with each heartbeat, threatening to swallow her whole.
Ray's suit jacket appeared in her field of vision as he picked it up and draped it over her naked body once again. His hands were gentle as they helped her sit up, steadying her when the movement made the room spin. She had a massive headache, and possibly a concussion, but she let out a brief hysterical giggle when she realized this was the second time a man had come in her ass while he was getting shot.
Ray looked at her oddly. “Kat? Something funny?”
Serious once again, she shook her head. “Too hard to explain.”
"We need to go," he said urgently, his eyes darting to the doorway. "There might be more of them coming."
Kat nodded mechanically, allowing him to help her to her feet. Her body screamed in protest at every movement, pain radiating from where Khan had violated her, from the concussion that made the world tilt and sway.
She blinked when she looked at the growing blood stains on Ray’s shirt, snapping her back to reality. “You’re hurt. How can I help?”
“Don’t make me carry you,” he wheezed.
They leaned into each other with one arm over each others’ shoulders and walked toward the exit. Kat glanced back over her shoulder at Khan's body sprawled on the concrete. In death, he seemed smaller somehow, less imposing than the monster who had haunted her. The emptiness inside her began to recede, just slightly, making room for the first tentative seedling of something else—not triumph, not yet, but hope.






  
  Chapter seventeen

The King Abdullah Medical City hospital room wrapped around them like a sterile cocoon, isolating them from the world beyond its walls. Monitors beeped in steady rhythm, tracking the vital signs of the man who lay still upon the narrow bed. Kat perched on the edge of his mattress, her fingers resting with careful lightness on Ray's thigh, as if afraid too much pressure might shatter him. The harsh fluorescent lighting bouncing off the white walls did nothing to flatter either of them—it merely illuminated the damage they'd sustained, the bandages, the bruises, the unmistakable evidence of violence that had brought them here. 
Kat's head was swathed in white gauze, a clinical crown that contrasted sharply with her dark hair where it spilled out beneath the wrappings. The bandage made her green eyes appear larger, more vulnerable than usual, though the sharpness of her gaze had not diminished. She wore fuzzy slippers and surgical scrub pants, their pale blue fabric hanging loosely on her body, but it was Ray's suit coat that commanded attention—wearing it secured with a single button, it gaped open to reveal generous glimpses of her breasts. What might have been a hasty solution to modesty instead created an image of provocative elegance, the oversized jacket transforming into something akin to a designer's deliberate creation of a low-cut outfit meant for seduction rather than a hospital room.
Ray sipped water from a clear plastic mug with a lid. “How’s your head?”
"The scan shows I have a minor concussion," Kat said, her voice steady despite the subtle wince that crossed her features as she gingerly touched the bandaged area of her head. "And the doctors say I'm not dead yet." Her fingers traced the outline of the gauze. "But I'm not so sure. It feels like someone's using my skull for drum practice." 
Kat paused, her gaze drifting to the IV in Ray's arm, the monitors surrounding him, the bandage visible beneath the thin hospital gown. "I'm more worried about you."
Ray's lean body seemed diminished against the white sheets, his normally commanding presence subdued by injury and medication. The bullet wound in his side had been cleaned, stitched, and bandaged with professional efficiency, but the pallor of his skin told of blood loss and trauma. Still, his gray eyes remained alert, focused entirely on Kat as she spoke, missing nothing despite the pain medication that flowed through him.
"It looks worse than it is," he said, his voice rougher than usual. "But I appreciate the pain meds and rest." He shifted slightly, a movement that nonetheless revealed his discomfort. "The bullet passed through clean—missed everything vital. I've had worse paper cuts."
The lie hung between them, transparent as the IV drip that fed into his veins. They both knew the injury was serious, that his blood had soaked through his clothes and hers as she'd half-carried, half-dragged him to safety. That knowledge passed between them in a glance, acknowledged and then set aside. They'd survived. For now, that was enough.
The antiseptic scent of the room couldn't quite mask the underlying notes of medication and sterilized metal. It clung to everything—the sheets, the bandages, even their skin—a constant reminder of where they were and why. Ray's eyes drifted from Kat's face, down to where his suit coat draped open, revealing the curve of her breasts, the soft shadow between them. His gaze lingered there, appreciation momentarily overriding pain.
"My suit coat looks much better on you," he said, giving her a wink and a subtle smile. 
Kat felt a flicker of warmth rise to her cheeks, a sensation so unfamiliar it almost startled her. "You always know what to say to a girl," she replied, returning his smile with one of her own. She made no move to adjust the coat, leaving it exactly as it was. If the view gave him some distraction from the pain, she was more than willing to provide it. "Though I'm pretty sure this outfit violates several hospital and cultural rules."
Ray's chuckle was soft, careful, mindful of the wound in his side. "I think we've violated enough rules in the past forty-eight hours that the hospital dress code is the least of our concerns." His expression sobered, the levity giving way to something more serious. "How much do you remember?"
Kat's fingers unconsciously tightened on his thigh as fragments of memory collided in her still-aching head. The warehouse. Samir Khan on top of her. The gunshots. The gun in her hand. The blood. Walking with Ray's weight growing heavier against her with each step as his strength ebbed away with his blood.
"Enough," she answered simply. "Not everything, but enough. The concussion has left some holes." She didn't mention the nightmares that had haunted her brief periods of sleep since they'd arrived at the hospital, disjointed images of violence and terror that may have been memory or merely her mind trying to fill in the blanks. "I remember you getting shot. I remember thinking we weren't going to make it out."
But they had made it out. Somehow. The how of it remained fuzzy, lost in the concussion-induced fog that still clouded parts of her mind.
"We made it because of you," Ray said, his free hand moving to cover hers where it rested on his thigh. His fingers were cool against her skin, but their strength remained, a reassuring pressure. "When I went down, you should have left me. You should have gone someplace safer and called for help."
Kat shook her head, then immediately regretted the movement as pain lanced through her skull. "Oh, that would have gone well. You may have forgotten, but I wasn’t wearing any clothes. They don’t look too kindly on that sort of thing here. And we’re not Muslims, so we’re not even supposed to be in Mecca."
“Well, there is that,” Ray said. “In any case, I’m sorry I pulled you into my kidnapping scheme. It didn’t quite go as I planned."
"No need to be sorry. It was my decision to stay and help you."
"I recruited you because you're the best. And because I thought I could keep you safe." His fingers tightened around hers. "Guess I’m not much of a bodyguard."
Kat looked down at their joined hands, at the IV taped to the back of his, at the hospital bracelet around his wrist. "You're the one who got shot," she pointed out. "Between the two of us, I’d say I'm doing pretty well."
"That doesn't mean I'd do it the same way again," Ray said, his voice softening. "Putting you at risk—that wasn't part of my plan."
"Life rarely follows plans. Something I thought a government agent would know by now."
The monitor beside the bed beeped rhythmically, marking the seconds as they passed. Outside the room, footsteps and voices drifted past—hospital staff going about their routines, other patients and visitors navigating the corridors, life continuing its normal patterns, while inside this room, something fundamental had shifted between them.
Kat had something she needed to know, but she didn’t want to scare him away as she looked into his eyes, those caring gray eyes that looked deep into her soul.
"What happens now?" Kat finally asked, her voice almost inaudible. "With the women we rescued. With me. With … us." 
Kat thought his eyes looked a little glazed from the painkillers as he hesitated before responding. 
Ray's expression was grave, the weight of responsibility evident in the lines of his face. "The women we rescued from both brothels have been relocated to a secure facility. They'll receive medical attention and support. The Americans will be provided with passports and tickets home. As for everything else, that depends on what you want, Katherine."
The use of her full name, so rarely spoken, put her off-balance. What did she want? Safety? California? A new job? Him? All of the above?
"I want to finish what we’ve started," she said finally, skirting the big question. "I want to help more of those women. I want to help you take down the sex traffickers." She paused, swallowing hard before adding the most dangerous truth of all. "And I want to do it with you."
Ray's fingers tightened around hers, a silent acknowledgment of everything she'd said and everything she hadn't. "Partners. In all the ways that matter."
The conversation hung in the air between them, charged with possibilities neither had dared voice until now. Kat felt something unfamiliar flutter in her chest—not fear, not desire, though both were present—but something more dangerous: hope. She had spent her entire life avoiding attachments, perfecting the art of slipping away unnoticed, never leaving enough of herself behind for anyone to hold onto. Yet here she sat, contemplating the prospect of staying, of building something permanent with this man. The thought terrified and thrilled her in equal measure.
The clinical light of the hospital room softened somehow, as if responding to the shift in their conversation. Shadows gathered in the corners, creating pockets of intimacy within the institutional space. Outside the window, night had fallen completely, transforming the glass into a mirror that reflected their images back at them—two wounded figures, connected by touch and gaze, suspended in a moment of decision.
"Partners," Kat repeated, tasting the word, considering its weight. "That's a loaded word, Mister Cooper."
Ray's gaze never wavered from hers, steady and certain in a way that anchored her despite the lingering disorientation of her concussion. "I meant it to be," he said simply. His hand moved from where it had rested atop hers, traveling up her arm with deliberate slowness, leaving a trail of heat in its wake until his fingers reached her face.
With exquisite gentleness, he brushed a stray lock of dark hair from her temple, careful to avoid the edges of her bandage. The gesture was tender, intimate in its restraint, more affecting than the most passionate of embraces might have been. His fingertips lingered against her cheek, warm and slightly rough, the touch of a man who had known his share of hardship.
"I've spent my career maintaining distance," he said, his voice low. "Professional detachment. Never letting anyone close enough to become a vulnerability." His thumb traced the line of her cheekbone, a feather light caress. "Then you came along and dismantled all my defenses as easily as you’d crack a safe."
Kat leaned almost imperceptibly into his touch, her body responding before her mind had fully decided to do so. The steady beep of the heart monitor quickened slightly, marking Ray's reaction to her movement. She found herself hyper-aware of every point of contact between them—his fingers on her face, her hand on his thigh, the subtle shifting of the mattress beneath them as she leaned closer.
"You're not the only one who's had their defenses compromised," she admitted, her voice huskier than she'd intended. "And yet, here we are."
"Here we are," Ray agreed, his gaze dropping briefly to her mouth before returning to her eyes.
“And you followed me here from California to rescue me. That’s something I’ll never forget, and I owe you for that.”
Ray gave her a half-smile. “I’d say you’ve paid me back already.”
The air between them seemed to thicken, charged with unspoken desires and the awareness of wounds that limited how those desires might be expressed. Kat felt her body responding to his proximity, to the heat of his gaze, to the gentle pressure of his fingers against her skin. Desire pooled low in her belly, a pleasant ache that momentarily overshadowed the pain in her head.
Outside in the corridor, a nurse called out to someone, the sound muffled by the closed door. A cart rattled past. The ordinary sounds of the hospital continuing around them served as a reminder of where they were, of the fragility of their current situation.
Kat drew a deep breath, gathering her courage. For all her daring in other aspects of life, emotional vulnerability had always been her most closely guarded territory. Yet now, looking into Ray's eyes, she found herself willing to risk it.
"So, what about us?" she asked, her voice soft but steady. She allowed herself to lean further into his touch, her eyes never leaving his. "What’s next for us?"
Ray's expression softened, the guarded agent giving way to the man beneath. His fingers slid from her cheek to the back of her neck, cradling her head with careful attention to her injury.
"I love you," he said, the words emerging without pretense or qualification. Simple. Direct. True. "And I want to stay with you."
The declaration settled over Kat like sunlight after a lifetime of shadow. She hadn't realized how desperately she'd needed to hear those words until they were spoken, until they filled a void she'd pretended didn't exist. Her breath caught, suspended between heartbeats, as she absorbed the reality of what he'd said.
The monitor beside the bed registered a quickening pulse that matched the acceleration of Kat's own heart. The clinical measurement of desire, quantified in electronic beeps that echoed through the quiet room.
"I didn't plan for this," Ray admitted, his thumb tracing small circles at the nape of her neck, sending shivers down her spine. "Ever since we were captives in the Jensen house, I’ve tried to maintain enough professional distance to do my job, to rescue you, but it happened anyway. I love you."
Kat swallowed, emotion rising in her throat. How long had it been since anyone had loved her? Had she ever been loved like this—completely, without reservation or condition? The weight of his declaration pressed against her chest, simultaneously buoying her up and threatening to overwhelm her. The corners of her eyes crinkled with the beginnings of a smile that slowly spread across her face, transforming her features with a warmth rarely displayed to others. She leaned forward, mindful of her aching head and his wounded side, and pressed her lips to his.
The kiss began gently, a tentative exploration, conscious of their injuries. Ray's lips were warm and surprisingly soft against hers, his breath mingling with her own in the small space between them. His hand remained at the back of her neck, supporting her, while his other arm carefully wrapped around her waist, drawing her closer.
Kat's eyes drifted closed as she surrendered to the sensation. The antiseptic scent of the hospital faded, replaced by the subtle notes of Ray's skin—clean sweat, the faint traces of his cologne that had survived their ordeal, something uniquely him that she had come to associate with safety and desire in equal measure.
The kiss deepened as Kat parted her lips, inviting him closer, deeper. Ray responded with a low sound in his throat, somewhere between a groan and a sigh, as his tongue met hers. The careful restraint they'd both maintained began to dissolve, replaced by a hunger that defied their injuries and circumstances.
Ray's hand slid from her waist to her hip, fingers digging in with restrained urgency as he pulled her closer still. The heart monitor beside the bed picked up its pace, an electronic record of his rising desire. Beep—beep—beep—faster now, a rhythm that matched the acceleration of Kat's own pulse as their kiss intensified, deepened, consumed them.
Kat's hands moved to frame his face, holding him to her as if afraid he might disappear if she released him. Her thumbs traced the line of his jaw, feeling the slight roughness of stubble beneath her sensitive fingertips. Every sensation was heightened, magnified by the acknowledgment of feelings too long denied.
Ray's breathing grew more ragged as the kiss continued, his body responding to her proximity despite the pain medication. His free hand tangled in Kat's hair, careful to avoid her bandage but firm in its desire to hold her close, to deepen their connection.
The heart monitor's pace accelerated, marking Ray's physical response to her with unemotional precision even as his touches grew more emotionally charged. Beep-beep-beep-beep—faster still, a warning or a celebration, neither knew nor cared as they clung to each other, finding in this embrace the promise of everything they'd separately feared to want.
In this moment, within these walls that had witnessed so much pain and healing, they forged something new—something that neither had sought but both now recognized as essential. The beeping of the monitor faded from their awareness, irrelevant background noise to the more vital rhythm they created together as they held each other in the spreading darkness, injured but alive, separate but now irrevocably connected.






  
  Chapter eighteen

The air conditioning hummed with quiet efficiency in the US Embassy meeting room, creating an artificial chill that matched the sterile formality of the space. Kat sat with perfect posture in her modest black abaya dress, the soft fabric covering her from neck to wrists to ankles, a carefully tied hijab framing her face. Across from her, Ray Cooper stood with his back straight, shoulders tense as he gestured toward the digital floor plan displayed on the wall-mounted monitor. His gray eyes flickered between the screen and her face, searching for any sign of hesitation.
"The tracking chip will ensure I always know your location—even when you’re deep undercover," Ray said, his finger tracing a path through the digital layout of what appeared to be an opulent nightclub. "So if they take your clothes, the tracker will still be with you." His voice remained steady, professional, though Kat noticed the slight tightening at the corners of his mouth.
Kat nodded, absently touching the small bandage at the base of her neck where the rice-grain-sized tracker had been inserted three days earlier. The surgical site was still tender, a constant reminder of what she was about to undertake. American flags stood sentinel in the front corners of the room, flanking the large monitor that currently displayed the nightclub location. The formal portraits of the US President and US Ambassador to Saudi Arabia watched their preparations with painted eyes that seemed to follow her every move.
"Ana afham," she said, practicing the Arabic phrase for "I understand." The words felt clumsy on her tongue despite weeks of intensive language training. "Though I still sound like a tourist ordering coffee."
Ray's expression softened momentarily. "Your accent is better than you think. Just remember to keep it simple." He tapped his tablet, and the display shifted to show interior images of the club. "The Al-Najm Club caters to Riyadh's elite. The private rooms in the back are where most of the scouting happens." He swiped through several photos showing plush seating areas separated by ornate screens, women in revealing Western-style clothing serving non-alcoholic drinks to men in traditional Saudi attire.
Kat studied each image carefully, committing the layout to memory. After their success in Mecca, dismantling two brothels operated by Samir Khan, this new target in Riyadh represented the upstream source of another sex trafficking network. Higher risk, but potentially higher reward.
"Based on our intelligence, there will be at least two scouts present on any given night," Ray continued, his finger tapping against a section of the floor plan marked in red. "They typically target Western women, preferably those who seem to be traveling alone, which is unusual here, or with minimal connections."
"Just my type," Kat murmured, a small smile on her lips despite the gravity of their discussion.
Ray didn't return the smile. "Once inside, you'll need to make yourself noticeable but not suspicious. We're providing you with a cover as a freelance journalist writing a piece on Saudi's modernization efforts." He slid a press credential across the table. "Your Arabic skills will get their attention—most Western women they target don't speak the language at all."
Kat picked up the credentials, examining the photo of herself with hair uncovered, looking every bit the professional American. "Katherine Weaver, International Features," she read aloud. "Sounds respectable. No mention of me being a former cat burglar."
"The extraction might not happen on the first night," Ray said, ignoring her, his eyes fixed on the tablet as he swiped through more images. "We may need several visits before they make their move. Their operation is cautious—they've evaded detection for years."
Kat leaned forward, her green eyes bright with determination. "I can speed things up. Trust me, I know how to get attention." She tapped her fingers against the glossy surface of the conference table. "I'll wear something that walks the line between respectful and provocative. The kind of outfit that makes men think I don't understand local customs quite well enough."
"This isn't about rushing, Kat." Ray's voice had an edge now. "Following their established patterns gives us the best chance of tracking the entire operation, not just making a single arrest."
"Shukran jazilan," Kat replied with a slight smirk, thanking him excessively in Arabic. "I know the drill, Ray. I'm not looking to torpedo the mission, just optimize our timeline."
Ray set down his tablet with deliberate care. "The last time we 'optimized' in Mecca, you ended up with a concussion."
"And we saved several women in Mecca, not counting the others in Khan’s network, and the women he would have abducted in the future," she countered, her playfulness momentarily giving way to intensity. "Worth it."
The distant sounds of footsteps in the corridor outside momentarily distracted them both. The thick blue carpet beneath their feet absorbed any noise within the room, creating an unsettling sense of isolation despite being in the heart of the embassy.
Ray cleared his throat and returned to the briefing. "You'll only have to play the victim for a little while. I'll be ready to extract you, and to help rescue others." His fingers traced the exit routes marked on the floor plan. "We've placed two operatives as staff within the club. They can't intervene directly without compromising their cover, but they'll get you access and will alert me to any developments."
Kat repeated another phrase in Arabic, this one meaning "I am interested in your culture," pronouncing each syllable with careful attention.
"Better," Ray nodded. "Remember, most of these men have spent time in the West. They're looking for women who show interest in Saudi culture but remain distinctly foreign—easier to manipulate and less likely to have local connections who might come looking for them."
"I know the predator mindset," Kat said softly. "I've been dealing with men who see women as property since I was sixteen." She didn't elaborate, and Ray didn't ask. Some aspects of her past remained firmly behind closed doors, even after their months of sleeping and working together.
"Once they make contact, you'll need to appear receptive but not desperate," Ray continued, professional once more. "If they invite you to a private party or secondary location, that's when we expect the abduction to occur. The drug they typically use is a modified form of Rohypnol, odorless and fast-acting. They could give it to you in the club or in the limousine."
"Which is why I'll be taking the counteragent before each visit to the club," Kat finished for him. She'd been briefed on this aspect already—a preventative compound that would bind to the same receptors as the date-rape drug, preventing it from taking full effect while still allowing her to mimic its symptoms.
Ray nodded, but his jaw remained tight. "You'll experience some effects regardless—disorientation, mild sedation. Enough to make your responses believable."
"I can handle it," Kat assured him, her voice gentle now. She could see the tension radiating from his body, the way his shoulders bunched beneath his crisp white shirt. Since their first mission together in Mecca six months ago, she'd learned to read the subtle shifts in his demeanor—the way concern for her safety warred with his professional obligation to complete the mission.
"I know you can," he said, holding her gaze. "That's not what worries me."
Kat stood, smoothing the unfamiliar fabric of her abaya. "What, afraid I might enjoy my time as an undercover sex slave?" She kept her tone deliberately light, using humor to defuse the heaviness that had settled over them.
Ray's expression didn't waver. "I'm afraid of what happens if something goes wrong. If the tracker malfunctions or if they move you faster than we anticipate." He gestured to a section of the map that extended beyond the city limits. "Once they transport victims out of Riyadh, the extraction becomes exponentially more complicated."
"Lan yahdutha dhalik," Kat said carefully. It won't happen. She moved around the table to stand beside him, close enough to catch the faint scent of his aftershave mingled with the antiseptic smell of the embassy. "I'll play my part, they'll take the bait, and you'll swoop in with your white knight routine." She gently bumped his shoulder with hers. "Just like Mecca, except this time I'll try to avoid the concussion."
Ray smiled. "I'd appreciate that."
He tapped the tablet one more time, and the display changed to show a series of faces—men in their forties and fifties, all wearing the casual confidence of wealth and power. "These are our primary suspects. Memorize them. If any make contact, prioritize engagement but maintain caution."
Kat studied each face carefully, noting the details that photos rarely captured—the cruel set of a mouth, the dismissive eyes, the practiced charm that was never quite convincing. She'd encountered men like these throughout her life, men who saw women as conquests or possessions.
"They look like the type who'd enjoy having an American woman at their mercy," she said, keeping her voice clinical despite feeling unsettled. "Especially one who speaks just enough Arabic to understand exactly what they plan to do to her."
Ray's hand hovered near her arm, not quite touching. "That's part of the appeal for them, yes." He hesitated, then added, "You don't need to provoke them, Kat. Their pattern is established. They'll move when they're ready."
"Ahabak ahmar," she replied with a mischievous glint in her eyes, deliberately using the Arabic phrase for "I like red" instead of acknowledging his warning.
Ray sighed, recognizing her deflection for what it was. "Your pronunciation is improving, but you just told me you like the color red."
"Did I?" Kat widened her eyes in mock innocence. "Well, it's not a lie. I do look good in red." She gestured to the modest black outfit she currently wore. "Not that anyone would know it from this getup."
"You look good in any color. Anyway, you'll have plenty of opportunity to showcase your fashion sense at the club," Ray said dryly, but some of the tension had left his shoulders. "Just remember—"
"Maintain cover, don't take unnecessary risks, follow established protocols," Kat recited, ticking points off on her fingers. "I've got it, Ray. This isn't my first rodeo."
"No, but it might be the most dangerous one yet," he replied, gathering his materials and shutting down the display. The portraits and flags were once again the room's sole decorations, watching them in silent judgment. "We'll do final comm checks tomorrow morning. The first club visit is scheduled for tomorrow night."
Kat nodded, suddenly sobered by the rapidly approaching deadline. Despite her outward confidence, she harbored no illusions about the danger. These men trafficked human beings for profit and pleasure. If her cover was blown, there would be consequences far worse than a concussion.
"I'll be ready," she said, meeting his gaze with steady resolve.
Ray held her eyes for a moment longer than strictly necessary, something unspoken passing between them. "I know you will," he finally said, and Kat pretended not to notice the slight roughness in his voice.
Sunlight slanted through the embassy windows, casting geometric patterns across the thick blue carpet as Ray and Kat moved away from the conference table. Outside, the carefully manicured courtyard presented a deceptive tranquility—palm trees swaying gently in the hot Riyadh wind, fountains and reflecting pools gurgling, embassy staff moving with purposeful strides between buildings. The contrast wasn't lost on Kat: this peaceful diplomatic enclave and the brutal underworld she would soon enter existed mere miles apart, separated only by wealth and power and the invisible lines that divided those who made the rules from those who suffered under them.
Ray stepped beside her at the window, his reflection superimposed over the courtyard scene in the thick glass. The air between them had changed, the crisp professionalism of the briefing softening into something more personal as Ray turned to face her. His tablet and notes remained on the conference table behind them, as if he'd deliberately left them to create this moment of privacy.
"You can still say no, Kat," he said quietly, his voice lower and more intimate than it had been moments before. He reached for her hand, his warm fingers enclosing hers with gentle pressure. "I know you want to help, and we were lucky in Mecca with the two brothels, but our new target is still very dangerous."
The touch of his hand against hers sent a subtle current through Kat's body. Although they tried to keep their work and personal lives separate, relaxing only when they got home, these moments of genuine connection at work had been growing more frequent between them, though neither had acknowledged the shift openly. She squeezed his hand in return, looking up to meet his concerned gaze.
"I trust you, Ray," she said, allowing herself the luxury of honesty. "I want to help those women, or at least as many as I can." Her voice dropped lower. "I know what it's like."
Ray's fingers tightened around hers. The warmth of his hand against hers felt like an anchor in the uncertain sea they were navigating.
"This operation is different," he insisted, his gray eyes searching her face. "The men we're targeting have direct connections to the royal family. If something goes wrong, there's only so much diplomatic protection I can offer." The worry in his voice was no longer just professional concern; it had crossed into personal territory.
Kat turned fully toward him, still holding his hand. The modest black dress felt restrictive, so different from her usual attire, but somehow appropriate for this moment of vulnerability between them. Through the window behind Ray, she could see a gardener meticulously skimming debris out of one of the ponds with a net, oblivious to the conversation about human trafficking taking place nearby.
"You've been planning this for years, Ray," she reminded him gently. "Ever since your sister disappeared. I know you think these are the men who took her."
He looked away sharply, his jaw tightening. Jenny Cooper's abduction when she was eighteen had been the catalyst for Ray's career with the Diplomatic Security Service, though he rarely spoke of it. Kat had pieced together the story from fragments he'd shared over time.
"That's exactly why I'm concerned," he said after a moment. "I can't let my personal vendetta put you at risk."
Kat reached up with her free hand, her fingertips just grazing his cheek to bring his eyes back to hers. "It's not just your vendetta anymore," she said softly. "I've seen what these men do. I've held women who thought they'd never see daylight again. And I’ve been one of them."
The memory of the Mecca brothels flooded back—the pungent smell of fear, the whippings, the hollow eyes of women who had been broken by systematic abuse, and the clients who could do anything to the women if they paid enough. 
"There are other ways," Ray insisted, though his voice lacked conviction. His free hand came up to cover hers against his cheek, the gesture startlingly intimate in the formal embassy setting. "We could position you to be taken in California, track the pipeline from there."
Kat shook her head, her hijab shifting slightly with the movement. "If we did that, we wouldn't be cutting the head off the snake—just part of the tail." She held his gaze steadily. "The kidnappers who feed the system are just middlemen. You know that. This operation in Riyadh is where the orders originate."
Ray's shoulders slumped almost imperceptibly. He knew she was right—they had tracked the network for months, identifying the Riyadh club as the source of the this particular operation that extended all the way to exclusive parties in Los Angeles, New York, and Mexico City, where young women vanished without a trace.
"I can't guarantee your safety," he said, his thumb now stroking the inside of her wrist where her pulse throbbed beneath the skin.
"No one ever can," Kat said with a sad smile. "Cat burglars are used to that. But you've got my back. That's more than I've had for most of my life."
The sun shifted outside, changing the pattern of light across the floor. In the near distance, the call to prayer began, the haunting sound floating through the air-conditioned silence of the embassy room, muffled by the windows. It added a strange poignancy to the moment—a reminder of where they were and what they faced.
"They took thirty women from California last year alone," Ray said, almost to himself. "Three were under eighteen."
Kat nodded. "And they're just one operation among many." She shifted closer, the fabric of her abaya brushing against his legs. "This is bigger than us, Ray. It's bigger than your sister or my past." 
Ray nodded, accepting her answer without pushing for more. His fingers still encircled her wrist, his thumb tracing small circles against her skin.
"If they hurt you—" he began, his voice rough with emotion.
"They won't," Kat said. "Not permanently, anyway." She tried for lightness but couldn't quite achieve it. "It won't be fun, and I could get hurt, but I'll get out of it okay." Her voice softened further. "Because I want to get back to you as soon as I can."
Ray's expression shifted, his professional mask falling away completely. His eyes darkened as they dropped to her lips, then lifted again to meet her gaze. "Kat," he said, just her name, but laden with meaning.
She moved closer, eliminating the remaining space between them. His hand released her wrist only to slide around her waist, pulling her against him. Through the layers of her modest dress, she could feel the heat of his body, the solid strength of him.
"I know the risks," she whispered, her hands moving up to frame his face. "I know what these men are capable of. But I also know what we're capable of together. We can’t just stay home and have sex all the time—I don’t think the embassy would pay me for that. I mean, it would be great if they would ..."
The embassy with its flags and portraits and sterile professionalism seemed to recede around them, leaving only this moment, this connection. Ray's other arm encircled her, his hand splaying across her back as if to protect her from dangers not yet materialized.
"Promise me you'll follow protocol," he said, his voice low and urgent. "No improvising, no heroics. If something feels wrong—"
"I abort and signal for extraction," she finished for him. "I know the drill, Ray. I'm not looking to get myself killed or trafficked for real."
His forehead came to rest against hers, their breath mingling in the small space between them. "I can't lose you," he admitted, the words barely audible.
The vulnerability in his confession made Kat's heart constrict. She knew what it had cost him to say it—this man who kept himself so carefully controlled, who had built his career around rescuing others while keeping his own emotions tightly leashed.
"You won't," she promised, and then, unable to resist any longer, she tilted her face up and pressed her lips to his.
The kiss began softly, almost tentatively, but quickly deepened. Ray's hand slid up her back to cradle her head, his fingers pressing against the base of her skull where the tracking chip lay hidden beneath her skin and the small bandage. The dual implications weren't lost on Kat—his touch both possessive and protective, both personal and professional.
She parted her lips, inviting him deeper, and he responded with a low sound in his throat that sent heat spiraling through her body. His tongue met hers, the kiss turning hungry and demanding. Kat arched against him, years of practiced self-reliance momentarily forgotten as she surrendered to the connection between them. For a suspended moment, there was no mission, no danger, no brothels or trafficking rings—just the taste of him, the solid warmth of his body against hers, and the unspoken promise that this was only the beginning.
When they finally broke apart, both breathing heavily, Ray kept her close, his forehead once again resting against hers. Outside, the call to prayer had ended, leaving a weighted silence broken only by their uneven breaths.
"I'll bring you home," Ray whispered against her lips, the words somewhere between a promise and a prayer.
Kat nodded, her hands still framing his face. "I know you will," she said, and sealed the vow with another, gentler kiss.
Tomorrow she would enter the lion's den, playing the role of potential victim. She would use her looks, her carefully practiced Arabic, and her understanding of predatory men to position herself as the perfect target. And when they took her—drugged her, transported her, tried to break her—she would remember this moment, this connection, and the man who waited to bring her back from the darkness … once again.
For now, though, she simply held on, memorizing the feel of him, storing away the taste of his kiss and the security of his arms as armor against what was to come.

THE END
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