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Chapter One

◆◆◆

The teak deck held the day’s heat like a low ember, warm through the thin sole of my bare feet. The stainless steel rail was cool. I leaned into it with both hands and let the yacht move under me, a slow cradle, the sea sighing in a language that felt older than my worry.

After two weeks at sea, the yacht, the sea, the skies, and even the land coastline we skirted all spoke to me. I glanced to my left and saw the doctor, a discrete distance away. He was quite possibly the man who would deliver my baby if we decided not to return home just yet.

Working from Dalton’s bigger yacht was like living in paradise.

Dalton was gone. He had called it a break because he needed air and space, and he needed not to be here while his life was divided into columns and counted. An anklet was fitted, and with it, permission to move freely within the USA was granted. Andrew never considered him a flight risk; I had vouched for the man whose businesses I now controlled.

It had been two weeks since he stepped off the passerelle with a tight smile and no luggage. Two weeks since the engines wound down and the crew learned the art of cruising quietly, and two weeks since I learned the art of quiet, too.

Below decks, a soft song drifted up through an open companionway. It was Jodie’s voice, and she sang to Sara. It wove with the faint hum of the powerful engines and the tiny hiccup-cry my daughter sometimes made between sleep and waking. Brad’s laugh answered, Sara, low and careful, like he was afraid to wake the whole ocean.

I knew my boyfriend was picking up my daughter and cradling her while his wife sang.

My belly lifted and shifted. A hard, round knee, or a heel, pressed against the right side, stubborn and sure of itself. I cupped it through the thin cotton of my dress and breathed until it slid away.

Not long now, darling.

The stars were late to punch holes in the sky. A smear of pink held on at the rim of the world, and the yacht lights dulled it. Varnish glowed and chrome blinked. Somewhere aft, a pump clicked, spat water back to whence it came from, then hushed, and the hull whispered back to the sea.

I thought about the last two weeks because I had to. If I didn’t string them into a line, they turned to knots.

We finished the first pass on the inventory, and I signed my name so many times my fingers cramped. I watched men in white gloves hesitate over a small bronze that would fetch more than the house I grew up in. I asked for the folder nobody wanted me to see and learned why on the first page. Some numbers didn’t belong with other numbers, and I smiled into my coffee as I read one error after another.

The government auditors vastly inflated values. A twenty-million-dollar Renoir was valued at two hundred million by a guy who thought John Constable was a London Police Officer.

I would send back their first-cut valuation report, then the second, and keep going until the valuations Andrew’s team claimed were justified. Like any enforcement agency, his believed they had uncovered the crime of the century and now, the bigger the number, the faster their promotion.

When I reviewed Dalton’s desk, drawers, computer files, and notepads, I found other things, too, pressed between pages the way people hide pressed flowers. A plane ticket stub, a hotel receipt, and a doctor’s discharge paper with a date, all proof of the good things he’d done.

None of it was mine to feel proud of, but I felt it anyway. That’s the problem with being the person who knows where everything is. Sometimes you find things you can’t put down again, and you have to immerse yourself in them.

My baby moved lower when I thought the word doctor. My back answered. I straightened and stretched until the ache left, then settled my elbows on the rail and watched a small line of phosphorescence wake under the bow. The light followed us, patient and faithful, like it knew the route better than I did.

Jodie’s song faded. Water ran smoothly across the bow and along the hull. Sara’s soft complaint rose, edging toward a full cry, then softened into gulps. I felt it in my own body, a phantom letdown, the pull, and pulse, the ache, and relief. It surprised me every time how quickly my body remembered who it belonged to.

I put my palm flat on the place where the baby’s heartbeat would be if my hand could reach that deep.

You’re not Jack’s first miracle anymore. You’re the second, and proof that grief and love can share a room and not strangle each other.

The wind shifted and brought me the smell of detergent and something sweeter, the baby shampoo clean that settles over a cabin and tells you everything is right for five minutes. I closed my eyes and let the five minutes be enough.

I heard footsteps behind me. Bare feet on teak, then a pause.

“Do you want tea?”

Jodie’s voice was soft. No question mark in her tone, just a door opened for us to spend some time together.

“In a minute.”

She stood beside me without touching the rail. Her hands were tucked into the sleeves of Dalton’s crew sweatshirt, cuffs swallowed past her knuckles. She’d tied her hair into a knot and missed a few strands that clung to her temple in the damp.

“Sara fell asleep while feeding.”

“Thank you, Jodie. I needed time to think, to decompress.”

“She looks like you when she does it.”

“And Jack.”

“Yes… she does.”

Jodie smiled at the water.

“I washed the onesies that smell like the marina. I put the lemon ones in a separate bag. Brad says the lemon ones are lucky.”

“He would say that.”

“Brad is trying so hard to help you on your terms, take the strain off.”

“He is and I am lucky… lucky to have both of you in my life, and my heart.”

Silence sat with us. It wasn’t empty. It knew our names.

“I dreamed about him last night, Ciara. Not Brad. Not Jack. Him.”

“Dalton.”

She nodded.

“He was standing in the salon looking at the painting, but the painting wasn’t there. Just the hooks. He didn’t look angry; he just looked like he was counting.”

“Dalton counts when he’s calm.”

“He needed you to count for him.”

Another small set of steps in my belly like the baby was practicing crossing a room. I pressed the heel of my hand under my ribs until the breath returned.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m okay.”

“Lie. Sit down before you fall, Ciara.”

I stayed standing another breath to prove I could, then let my girlfriend steer me to the cushioned bench by the rail. Sitting helped. Breathing helped. Jodie crouched, spread my dress over my knees, and tucked a throw under my feet like an old woman.

“Brad has the monitor. I’ll call him to comfort you. If Sara coughs, he will sprint before you can stand.”

“I want to make love, Jodie.”

“What? Here?”

“Yes… please. With both of you. Under the stars. It’s such a beautiful night.”

“Let me bring Brad.”

Jodie rose lightly and disappeared toward the companionway. The sound of her bare feet on teak faded, then returned with his heavier tread behind.

Brad stepped onto the deck, shirtless, hair damp from the cabin. He saw me lying back on the wide sunbed, my stained panties beside me, my legs spread wide apart, and he understood before a word was spoken.

“Here?”

“Yes. Here. With both of you.”

The night air wrapped us close, stars breaking through the last violet of dusk. The cushions gave under my body as I lay back, dress gathered at my thighs, the swell of my belly a proud arc under the thin cotton.

Jodie curled beside me, her lips finding mine first, slow and certain. Her hair brushed my cheek, her palm warm on my face. Brad lowered himself on my other side, his chest a wall of heat, the scent of salt and clean sweat clinging to his skin.

His cock drove a comforting hardness into my back. Sex eased my body, love comforted my soul.

“I want us,”

Jodie kissed me, her sizzling lips and tongue untying the knot at my shoulder. Brad’s hand pressed against my thigh, his thumb stroking the inside, reverent and hungry all at once.

The three of us formed a circle against the endless sea. The teak creaked under us, and the yacht rocked gently as if to bless what we were about to do.

Jodie peeled the dress strap from my shoulder and pressed her mouth to the bare skin she uncovered. Soft kisses exploded into love bombs, rippling through me. Her tongue traced a line over my collarbone, lingering where she felt the thud of my pulse.

When she reached my milk-coated nipple, she sealed her lips around it and pulled gently, drawing me into her mouth, drinking my love for her in slow, greedy swallows. It felt sublime.

Brad slid closer, his hand slipping under my dress until his knuckles brushed the rough pubic stubble I had grown while spending more time working, less loving. I opened for him, my thighs falling wide against the sunbed cushions, the salt wind lifting my dress hem higher, exposing me to him completely.

“I want both of you inside me tonight. I want to be opened by the two people who carry my heart.”

Jodie moaned into my breast, sucking harder. My milk squirted against her tongue, burst past her lips and ran down the side of my breast. She chased the spill with her lips, licking me clean before fastening herself back onto my nipple to drink deeper.

Brad crawled lower, his palms pressing the insides of my thighs, forcing me wider until I trembled with the stretch. His mouth found me, and the first stroke of his flattened tongue plowed along my cunt, starting where juices pooled at my entrance. The heat of it, the shameless hunger in him, made me cry out. He sealed his lips over my hole and sucked, dragging thick, sweet cream into his mouth, his nose grinding against my clit until sparks burst behind my eyes.

The yacht rocked, stars wheeled overhead, but my universe was reduced to Jodie drinking milk from my breast and Brad devouring my cunt.

“Give me more. Take everything I can give you… have me.”

“We have each other.”

“Yes… We do.”

Brad pushed two fingers inside my tight pussy, curling until he found my spot, making my hips buck up from the cushions. Jodie reached down to join him, sliding one of her fingers inside me beside her husband’s. Their hands tangled, wet and urgent, filling me, stretching me, and fucking me together.

One finger each became two, which stretched my entrance. They worked in rhythm, my cunt spread wide by a unified finger fucking, my nipple dragged raw by Jodie’s suction. Brad’s tongue pressed lower, circling my anus, licking the ridges while he and his wife kept fucking me wider open. I shuddered and writhed in ecstasy, every hole claimed, every nerve alive.

My belly tightened from my child shifting inside me, alive in the middle of this filthy communion. I arched back, my hair spilling over the cushions, my sucked nipple aching, my pounded cunt wetter than the sea beneath us.

Brad pulled free and rose onto his knees. His cock jutted heavy, blue-veined, glistening in the yacht’s light.

“Let me inside you, Ciara. I need to fill you, to give you everything I have.”

“Please, darling. Fuck me hard. I need your cock pushing into me until I can’t take anymore.”

My boyfriend pressed the swollen crown to my entrance, teasing until my breath broke. Then he thrust, long, hard, and deep. My pussy stretched around his cock, lips gripping as the thick head split me wide. He pushed deeper, inch by inch, until he was buried to the root, holding himself high on his arms so Jodie could continue to feed.

Jodie left my nipple to kiss me, her mouth wet and tasting of milk. My cry of pain and ecstasy was swallowed by her lips as Brad began to move inside me. His strokes were slow, heavy, and deliberate, each one rocking the sunbed mattress. Skin slapped against skin, water slapped against the hull, and I was nothing but sound and heat and need.

I grabbed Jodie’s hair and pulled her down to my other breast. She sucked greedily, swapping sides, taking everything I gave, her hand working furious circles over my clit while Brad pounded deeper.

The pleasure rose too fast, too thick, pouring through me like tidewater. My cunt clamped down hard around Brad’s cock, milking him. Wetness spilled down his thighs. He groaned and drove harder, desperate to fuck me deep.

Jodie moaned against my nipple, grinding her hips against my side. I slid my hand under her dress, finding her bare and dripping. My fingers sank into her cunt. She bucked against me, fucking my hand, with her mouth still latched to my breast.

We moved together, three bodies locked in love and lust. Brad hammering me open. Jodie drinking from me. Me fingering her to the edge.

“Cum inside me and let it spill out. Let her taste it from my body.”

“I want to flood you, Ciara, and watch Jodie lick you clean.”

“Bring it, darling.”

Brad pulled out, cock gleaming in the starlight, and straddled my chest. Jodie wrapped her lips around his creamy crown and swallowed him deep. I rubbed her clit harder, working her toward her own release.

He fucked her throat, leaving spit and precum smearing her lips. I pushed my fingers deeper into Jodie’s cunt, curling until her thighs shook. She swung a leg over my face and lowered herself onto my mouth. I spread her with two fingers and my thumb, fucking her with my hand while I sucked her clit.

When Brad reclaimed his cock, he slid it balls deep inside me. Jodie leaned forward, sucking my nipple, still rubbing my clit, feeding me her pussy while her husband fucked me hard and deep.

Jodie went wild when I sucked her clit, and she broke apart above me. She raised like a queen on her throne, spreading her knees wider, my milk dribbling from her lips as she rocked back and forth on my face, squirting into my mouth, Brad’s cock still buried inside me. Her scream vibrated around us, as I choked on her pleasure, and she sprayed me with her release.

Brad wrenched free of her mouth and shoved himself back inside me. He slammed his cock hard and deep, desperate now, fucking me with raw hunger. My cunt clutched him, soaking wet and greedy for every thrust.

Jodie rocked on my face, her entire body still twitching, still spilling more sweet honey. When she dismounted my face, I swallowed her gush and pulled her down to kiss me, tasting Brad’s cock on her lips. She kissed me back, sloppy, ravenous, while her husband pounded into me.

“I’m cumming for you, Ciara. I can’t hold it back.”

“Fuck! Flood me, darling. Fill me until it runs out of me for her to taste.”

His thrusts turned brutal, each one battering through me, shaking the frame of the sunbed. My orgasm ripped me open, cunt clamping tightly around his cock, milking him mercilessly. Brad roared like a lion rampant and emptied, hot jets flooding deep inside me, his cock jerking as cum spilled out of him into me. When he pulled back, my boyfriend’s cock slipped free, seed leaking down my ass, dripping onto the cushions.

Jodie dropped between my thighs and fastened her mouth to my cunt. She sucked his seed from me, licking and swallowing everything. Her tongue flicked my clit until I shattered again, screaming into the salt night, my legs trembling uncontrollably.

Brad slumped over me, his chest heaving, sweat dripping, cock still streaked with the mess we had made. I kissed him, tasting salt and heat, while Jodie stayed at my cunt, worshipping us both, feasting on our cream as if it were a sacrament.

The sea whispered against the hull. The stars wheeled overhead. On that wide sunbed, the three of us clung together, drenched in sweat, cum, milk, and devotion, bound by everything we had spilled and shared.

I never wanted to leave the yacht. Tomorrow, I would tell the doctor to prepare for the birth of Jack’s second child. Our second child.


Chapter Two

◆◆◆

I let Brad deal with the quarrel that broke out between the Captain and the Doctor after I announced my intention to give birth on board Dalton’s luxury yacht. The captain was all for it, declaring my unborn child a mariner before he or she ever touched down on terra firma. The doctor wanted a modern hospital with every possible contingency catered for.

Brad cut through the noise. He told the Doctor to order whatever equipment was needed, no matter the cost, and instructed the captain to call for a helicopter to land on the yacht’s helipad and remain on call until further notice. We were also to stay anchored within an hour’s flight of Magnolia Birth House, a top maternity clinic in Miami.

For days after the decision, the captain treated me like Neptune’s favored daughter, bouncing about his yacht with boyish joy. The doctor, less reverent, muttered about my stubbornness and filled requisition lists like he was arming for war.

Meanwhile, I grappled with Dalton’s labyrinth of companies. Four giant screens stood edge-to-edge, wired to my laptop, throwing up a bird’s-eye view of his business empire. I stood meters back, my arms crossed, eyes narrowing at the web of names, arrows, and balances. The more I studied it, the stranger it looked.

A helicopter swooped and landed on the helipad. I was surprised but pleased that the captain had reacted so quickly. Jodie rocked Sara in her arms behind me, her cheek brushing the baby’s hair while she peered over my shoulder.

“It’s a fucking mess, Ciara.”

“Why, though?”

“Because there isn’t a single holding structure based in a tax-free jurisdiction. You’d think Dalton would repatriate his profits somewhere he didn’t pay taxes.”

“Exactly.”

“Okay… is that normal?”

“Nope, not even remotely. It’s like Dalton wanted to make it look like he wasn’t hiding from paying taxes. No Gibraltar, no Labuan, no Caribbean incorporations. Not even an Arab country, although he’s got companies in every one. None are used to sweep profits offshore.”

“Where does the trail lead?”

I tapped a screen.

“Back into the States. Delaware, Nevada, Wyoming. Domestic shells, all folded into the parent. It’s clean. Too clean. And not tax efficient.”

The knock came then. Not the discreet tap of the crew. It was a harder, sharper rap, like someone testing boundaries.

Brad intercepted, his shoulders filling the doorway when he opened the door, but he didn’t step aside until someone pointed a gun at his head.

Three men stepped into the salon. One was older, wearing a sharp suit rumpled from travel. He had skin the color of burned sugar, his silver hair slicked but retreating. Two younger shadows trailed him, their jackets too heavy for Miami, the bulge of pistols unmistakable. They had two each because the men held one openly, wagging the muzzles at Brad.

The silver-haired man tutted and looked disapprovingly at his guards, frowning and waving a hand to make them put away their weapons.

“There is no need for guns here. There is a child and an unborn in the room.”

While his men holstered their pistols, he smiled at me, but it didn’t touch his eyes, which were as cold as a snake’s.

“Miss Devlin. Forgive my intrusion. I come with courtesy and respect.”

“Courtesy usually knocks twice and waits. Also, civility requires the absence of firearms.”

“Ah. I’ll remember that. May I call you Ciara?”

“You’ll do it anyway.”

His accent rolled somewhere between Havana and Santo Domingo. He strolled around the stateroom, shadowed a few meters away by one of his guards, the other standing at the door, looking ready to kill everyone in the room at the snap of silver hair’s fingers.

“I am Ravel, Ciara.”

“I’m guessing that isn’t your real name?”

“No. I can’t remember the last time I used my real name. Even my wife calls me Ravel… among other things.”

“I’m sure. Did you arrive by helicopter?”

“Yes. It’s the easiest way to travel in this region. There are many international borders one can cross when evasion, avoidance, and anonymity are important. Your Captain was reluctant to permit our landing until after we made it.”

“Is he and the crew okay?”

“Of course. I have men looking after them very well. I am not here to cause trouble.”

“Why are you here?”

“To… negotiate.”

Ravel wasn’t making any secret about being a criminal. Any man who landed on someone’s yacht without permission, took the crew hostage, and then entered the owner’s cabin armed and dangerous had no need for subterfuge.

“What do you want?”

He sat in the comfortable leather chair where I nursed Sara. I cursed him under my breath because now I would have to swap the chair for another. No way would I breastfeed my babies anywhere Ravel’s scent was ingrained.

“You see, Ciara, I represent interests that are… shall we say… more aligned with Mrs. Dalton’s than her husband’s.”

My heart stuttered once, but I kept my face flat.

“And?”

“And Mrs. Dalton’s situation with your friends in the authorities complicates matters for me. Some of us believe clarity would benefit all concerned. If she were cleared of wrongdoing, if her name was… polished… business could continue smoothly.”

“I don’t polish for anyone.”

“Hmm… and yet, today, Mr. Dalton is a free man.”

“A deal was struck.”

“Exactly… exactly Ciara… and you struck it! Brava!”

Brad stayed at my shoulder, his arms folded, eyes cold. He was ready to take a bullet for me, a beautiful yet futile gesture given the number of bullets in the room. Jodie had drifted to the side, rocking Sara with the kind of serene smile that hid her pulse.

“Are you here to threaten me?”

“Threat? No, señora. I am here to offer consideration, or compensation, if you prefer to call it that. We are prepared to pay for your help. Handsomely and officially.”

He spread his palms, as if the gesture itself carried currency.

“And if I refuse?”

He smiled wider. The bodyguards didn’t blink.

“Refusal would be… disappointing. For me, Mrs. Dalton, her friends, and for you, perhaps.”

The words slid oily through the room. Not a direct threat, but sharp enough that everyone felt the blade against their throat.

“Mrs. Dalton doesn’t get cleared because her friends pay me to. She gets cleared if the facts allow it. If she’s guilty, she burns.”

The older man’s smile thinned.

“She is poorly advised, Ciara.”

“Who by?”

“Her lover. He is a frivolous peacock of a man, squawking and wafting feathers, making lots of noise while lowering the unwitting Mrs. Dalton further into the mire.”

“Then she is a fool.”

“Yes, agreed, so perhaps you should speak with her soon, I advise. Before untruths harden into something inconvenient. Forgive me, Ciara. I live a life where I am on one side of the fence with the law on the other, hence my menacing approach. I don’t think Mrs. Dalton is guilty of the crimes for which she is being accused.”

“So… you’re saying she is guilty of other crimes?”

“Aren’t we all guilty of something, Ciara?”

I laughed because, for a moment, Ravel looked like a criminal-philosopher. He made a good point, though. If Mrs. Dalton were guilty of crimes other than those she was suspected of committing, it had nothing to do with me or the investigation at hand.

Ravel nodded at one of his men, who set a bulky suitcase on the bed. When he opened it, I saw crisp, brand-new hundred-dollar bills.

“What the fuck!”

“Two million dollars, Ciara. It is a retainer for your counsel. The brown envelope contains a contract with one of my companies and all the documents you will need to declare the money legal and free of any hold.”

“Why?”

“I want you to investigate the Daltons fairly and let blame lie where it falls… but…”

He stared at me like a wolf stares at a lame rabbit.

“There is always a but with criminals. What’s yours?”

“But… you must not broaden your investigation beyond its current scope of fraud, tax evasion, and divorce settlement.”

“This is ridiculous.”

“No, dear, this is how proper business gets done. Tell your friend Brian Dalton that I am willing to meet with him if he wishes it. He will know why.”

Ravel bowed slightly, in a manner of old-world grace over modern menace, and with a flick of his hand, his men followed him back out the way they came.

Silence swelled behind them. I turned to Brad and Jodie.

“Ravel just confirmed a massive crime is hidden somewhere in the Daltons’ business and marriage. Regardless of what else is happening, I need to speak with Mrs. Dalton. She’s not finished, not by a long way.”

Brad’s jaw clenched.

“Then we keep you here. Safe. She can come to you. Also… justice for the world is not your job, Ciara.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

He glanced at the money and looked at me.

“Bank the money and do what he asked of you, nothing more.”

“He wants me to prove Dalton’s wife is innocent.”

“Yes, and if she is, prove it.”

“But she’s guilty of something, probably something far worse than tax-related issues.”

“It’s not your job to uncover that, Ciara. Stick to your scope.”

I looked back at the glowing sprawl of Dalton’s empire on the screens. The trail wasn’t just numbers anymore. It was blood, shadows, and a woman who still pulled strings from somewhere I couldn’t yet reach.


Chapter Three

◆◆◆

Tamsin’s Point Of View

“We’re underway, Tamsin.”

“About time.”

“No need to be snippy. The harbormaster is a dick.”

“No, he isn’t. You are.”

I turned and stared at Karl with the least disdain I could muster. His eyes stayed fixed on the main salon window like a frightened child peering for ghouls that weren’t there. He had once been a thrill, a rush of danger, muscle and swagger, but now he was none of that, not the slightest bit the rugged, courageous lover I had abandoned my husband for.

Andrew Shaw had just stepped off my boyfriend’s yacht, and I was billions of dollars lighter for the privilege. Karl had bent too easily when the authorities raided, too quick to show his belly, too eager to ingratiate himself. Weakness seeped out of him now like blood from a wound, a cut that gaped wider the longer I stared at it, one I would never bother to stitch closed.

“Drop me off in Miami.”

“What?”

Karl’s head whipped around, his face white, eyes wide, terror replacing any trace of composure. It was exactly the weakness in men I hated. At least Brian was strong.

I shook my head and sighed.

“It’s over, Karl.”

Fucking never even started.

“Fuck! Tamsin. It’s just beginning for us. You’re finally free of Brian Dalton.”

I studied him with a mix of incredulity and pity, two feelings I’d never wanted to waste on a man. In forty-eight hours, he’d shed the mask. No longer a millionaire playboy living by his own rules, Karl Samuels was a husk, a shadow. Not that I regretted leaving Brian. My estranged husband was almost as bad, not a cheater, not cruel or weak, but absent, a cooked man obsessed with philanthropic vanity projects that filled his ego while I grew invisible at his side.

And as any woman in her thirties aching to build a family will tell you, if the man beside you loses interest in your body, then he has already lost interest in your soul.

My phone buzzed. I stared at the screen, my pulse quickening, then I glanced across at the man who had failed me.

“Who is it, Tamsin?”

“None of your business. Drop me off in Miami, or wherever the hell you want. Order me a launch and I’ll pay for it myself.”

“You don’t have money. You told Andrew-”

“Oh, fuck off, Karl. Get me off this boat by the fastest means possible. I’ll pay.”

I shot him a look so toxic it almost burned my own eyes. A little unfair, perhaps, because I had drifted into this affair without even asking myself if I cared why. Karl wasn’t Brian - that had been enough. But watching him fawn over Andrew Shaw and his government multi-agency task force made me sick to my stomach.

I walked away from him, my soles padding across the polished teak, retreating to the owner’s suite and locking the door behind me.

The phone screen still glowed in my hand. The call had dropped, but a number burned familiar, a scar I never erased. My mouth dried, my tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth, but I pressed the green call button anyway.

“Tamsin. How are you?”

“Ravel.”

He scoffed, chuckled, the sound sliding down the line oily and vile. The same tone, the same mannerisms that had always made my skin crawl.

“You still haven’t saved my number, have you?”

“Never will. What do you want?”

“To meet.”

“I have nothing to say to you.”

“We must talk, dear. I spoke with Ciara Devlin. She will help us.”

“Oh, fuck.”

“What is it?”

“You threatened a pregnant woman? You’re lower than the others, you fucking disgusting creep.”

“Now, Tamsin, listen here-”

“No. You listen to me. You, Brian, and Karl got yourselves into this shit sandwich, and you can damn well chew through it. I’m fucking done with all of you.”

“You’d better not-”

I disconnected before he could ooze another poorly veiled threat into my ear.

The yacht yawed hard, the engines throttling as the captain swung us back toward the Bahamian port we had only just left. Karl was doing as I asked, dropping me off at the nearest dock, but my chest still heaved with fury.

I sat on the bed and stared at my closet. Rows of Lagerfeld, Armani, Louboutin, Jimmy Choo, and Dolce & Gabbana shimmered back at me like an altar to the woman I used to be.

“Fuck it, just leave.”

I stood tall, stared at my reflection, my lips curving into the kind of smile that hides steel.

“It’s time to start again.”

I peeled off my jeans and tee over my hips, stripped down to bra and panties, tied a waterproof waist wallet across my skin. In it, I stashed my phone, passport, cash, cards. My life reduced to what mattered, at least what mattered for now.

I walked back through the yacht, my bare legs brushing the warm air, sunlight spilling over my shoulders. Karl rose from his seat, indignation twisting his mouth, but I waved him off with the flick of a wrist.

“Ravel wants you. He just called, and he sounded pissed.”

“Fuck Ravel. Fuck Brian. And fuck you.”

I strolled to the stern, closed my eyes for a beat to feel the sun’s heat on my face, then dived clean into the ocean. The salt stung my skin, the water wrapped me whole, and when I broke the surface gasping, I felt renewed.

The woman I had been before assholes dragged me down.

I swam hard in a light swell, remembering my almost days; days when I trained for the Olympics, days before Brian and the life and money that weighed me down with ankle chains. Saltwater bit fresh against my skin, shocking, but I was alive, every kick and stroke cutting as perfectly as it once had, the rhythm of a body that had never forgotten how to compete hard. For a few moments, I was twenty again, nothing but strength and breath and tide, and for the first time in years, I felt resurgent.

Ahead of me, Karl’s yacht yawed, the engines roaring as she veered starboard, sliding away from the harbor, hopefully forever. The sound faded, the white wake stretching behind her like a scar that would heal.

The swim exhilarated me. Salt stung my eyes. My muscles burned clean, not with pain but with release. When I hauled myself up the stone marina steps, dripping and stripped to bra and panties, I gasped like a child surfacing for the first time.

The harbormaster had become my friend over the years, and the moment he saw me semi-naked, he bolted from his office, a wool blanket already spread out in his massive, calloused hands. He didn’t hesitate. He wrapped it around me, the fabric scratchy, the warmth immediate, his arms firm and fatherly.

“Tamsin!”

“I’m okay, Doug.”

“Fuck you are. How far did you swim?”

“Half a mile or so. I feel better. New.”

“Fuck new. Karl never reported you overboard.”

“He doesn’t know I dived. I’ll call and tell him.”

“You must.”

I smiled, sweet and false, lying to him without shame. The last thing I needed was the Coast Guard tangled up in my escape, chasing Karl’s yacht as if I were a lost girl. Andrew would return, a fresh reason to question me like I was a criminal.

Doug’s brow furrowed deep, his eyes full of storms. I grinned back at him. He shook his head, grumpy to the end, but then the sternness cracked, and his face softened. He laughed, the sound rough and warm.

“You’ve got more balls than the men you hang with.”

“Time for a change.”

“Forever? Or just for now?”

“I’m done with all of them, Doug.”

“Look out for Andrew. He and his goons are still roaming around, pulling the last few statements. I heard your husband boarded his other yacht, the fancy shitpile that cost too much.”

“It’s called privilege.”

“Give me a small schooner and a fishing rod any day, Tamsin.”

“Yeah, me too.”

I sat down on his wooden chair, the blanket tied above my breasts like a makeshift towel. His office was pared back and spartan, but scrubbed so clean it could pass for a Michelin dining room. Doug was a man, a real man, weathered and calm, steady as a tide. Had he been forty years younger, I would have been in his bed without hesitation. Instead, he was my friend and a gentle man in every sense. The sadness of leaving him pricked like salt in an open wound.

He nodded, sighing as though the breath cost him.

“I won’t see you for a while, will I?”

“It’s not forever.”

“Where are you going, Tamsin?”

“Miami. I have a place.”

“Don’t go back to Brian or the asshole, please. Everyone deserves to love and be loved.”

“I won’t. And there’ll be no more assholes.”

“Good luck, honey. Give me a big hug.”

I rose and bent into him, hugging the man I loved like the father I never had. His blanket smelled of wool and seawater and tobacco. After I quit professional swimming, I had drifted to this island, worked at the bar Doug liked to drink at, and we had become companions. Not the fake kind, not friend-zoned convenience, but genuine friends with stories swapped across tables sticky with rum. In recent years, he had watched my marriage rot and collapse, never voicing judgment, only helping when I finally broke free.

Then came Karl, my next big mistake.

I stepped out of the harbormaster’s office with tears hot on my cheeks. As I strolled away, I knew he would not watch me, and I never glanced back. That was our rule. When we parted, we parted clean. It would not be soon before I returned, but I would return.

I rounded the corner and wiped my face dry.

“Andrew!”

“Mrs. Dalton.”

“Not for long. Call me Tamsin.”

“Where are you going, Mrs. Dalton?”

Andrew stood with his agents, their black suits stretched tight, holsters visible at their hips, clustered around two blacked-out SUVs. It was a cliché parade, and inside, I chuckled, but outwardly, my face stayed smooth. Cynicism would not serve me here. These were the people who had frozen most of my assets, but who had allowed me to walk free on the condition of a million-dollar bail bond and my promise to be back in the States by tomorrow night.

I got a deal because my husband did. He got a deal because of Ciara, the woman who tracked us all down.

I smiled, the sweetness deliberate. Andrew was a decent man, caught in an indecent job.

“I need to shop for clothes. Do you want to come and help me?”

“Only if Ravel will be there.”

I mock-scowled, letting the smile bloom again.

“I already told you that I am not Ravel’s girl.”

“You’re close to him. To this. To all of this shit. Give me Ravel and you can have your freedom. I want Dalton, Ravel, and your boyfriend.”

“We just broke up. Hence the shopping.”

“You swam?”

“Yup. It reminded me of who I am.”

“You’ve got until midnight tomorrow to be in the USA.”

“I am aware.”

“Where will you stay?”

“I have a place in Miami. Do you want an address?”

“I’ll find you.”

“See you tomorrow then, Andrew. Oh… hold on.”

I felt guilt stir in my chest, hot and sudden. Anger was there too, uncomfortable bedfellows. I stepped close, tugged Andrew aside, my voice dropping to a whisper.

“Have you told Ciara what’s really going on?”

“What is really going on, Mrs. Dalton?”

He eyed me as though he had no clue what I was referring to, further angering me.

“Don’t fuck with me, Andrew. That woman is pregnant. Ravel visited her yacht after you left and threatened her. Some things are bigger than your case files. Fucking grow up.”

His eyes widened, terror blooming across his face. I guessed he and Ciara were friends. It explained the bargaining, the hesitation, the way her name lingered in his voice. And now the game shifted, and we got a deal. Brian knew, I knew, and Andrew knew what was really going on. Ravel’s shadow stretched wider, darker, and heavier than before.

Andrew eyed me, his Washington DC smirk wiped off.

“Are you sure about this, Tamsin?”

“Yup. Don’t spread it around. I just put a target on my back for someone I barely know, a woman I met once in a lawyer’s office. I don’t even like her.”

“Because you’re a criminal. Ciara can’t abide law-breakers.”

“She’ll hate you when she learns the truth. I’m sure she hates liars too… I know I do.”

I strolled past him, my smile steady, unbroken because I wasn’t afraid of Andrew. I wasn’t afraid of Brian or Karl either. Ravel was the one who haunted me, the menace I needed to cut loose.

Andrew’s voice carried sharply across the lot.

“Tomorrow, Tamsin. Don’t be late.”

“Sorry, Andrew, I must rush. Shopping.”

“Book a flight.”

“I will.”

The wheels screeched and the aircraft jolted, rubber kissing tarmac hard, twice, as the plane’s nose finally dipped into Miami’s humidity. My stomach pressed against the belt, and then we rolled softly, the city rising beyond the window, a shimmer of heat and glass. When the bulkhead doors opened, I closed my eyes and drew a breath deep into my lungs; salt and jet fuel, sweat and suncream. Miami never pretended, never hid what it was.

Immigration waved me through with the usual cursory glance. I was normal again. My passport still carried weight, my bail bond and case buried somewhere in federal files. No one stopped me from coming in, but by tomorrow, they would prevent my departure.

By the time I stepped out into arrivals, rolling a single suitcase filled with clothes fresh from shops, the heat wrapped me in a damp embrace, clinging, possessive, like a lover I had once tried to escape.

I didn’t want a driver in a blacked-out SUV or limo. I didn’t want tinted glass, polished leather, the false comfort of men who never saw me. I wanted a cab. An ordinary yellow cab with cracked leather seats, rattling suspension, and the faint ghost of old tobacco in the air, so I lined up under an inadequate steel shelter, sweating as I waited my turn, ordinary as every other traveler.

Wearing factory-faded Levi’s 501 and a plain white cotton tee, I felt like the girl I had been before Brian, his diamonds, and penthouses. Before the yachts and the endless silences and before I shrank into the corner of my own marriage. I felt lighter and happier.

Sliding into the back seat, I smiled at the young driver through his rearview. His jaw was strong, sharp as cut stone, his dark hair cropped close, his shoulders filling the seat. His eyes lingered on me a shade longer than politeness required, and my body stirred. My blood warmed, and hormones I thought had been beaten numb by years of neglect began to rush again. After lovelessness and a lackluster affair, I was alive to small things again, the way his hand flexed on the wheel, the easy strength of his forearm, the sweat shining faintly at his collar.

I gave him the only address that mattered.

“Bayshore Marina.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The ride carried me past glass towers that reached like lies into the sky, past seedy motels with peeling paint and neon that never quite died, past palms bent and rattling in the Atlantic wind. The sun blazed high, but the neon already hummed, buzzing in pink and green. My heart beat faster as we curved down the coastal road, a long golden beach stretching forever, sand meeting sea in a line I had once dreamed of swimming end to end. It was familiar, comforting, like pulling on an old sweater that still held the ghost of my skin.

The cab stopped, and I looked left.

My place.

A timber-framed marina bar and restaurant with half a dozen cozy rooms upstairs. It was built half a century ago and still stood proud. Its bones creaked in the salt air but never gave way. The bright blue siding I remembered when I first served there had faded to silver-gray, shutters hung slightly crooked from years of storms, and paint on the signboard had peeled almost back to wood, but the words still held, faded blue letters spelling the name I had chosen and never let go:

The Siren’s Rest.

I need paint.

My dock stretched straight into the water, planks groaning with the weight of years. Nets dripped dry from rails, ropes lay coiled in spirals on cleats. Men perched on wooden stools at the edge, bait buckets between their knees, cold beers sweating beside them as they cracked open crabs from my kitchen with their fists and laughed, their laughter rolling over gull cries.

Inside, the fans barely turned, slow and lazy, but the air cooled anyway, thick with the smell of fried grouper and garlic butter, with lime sliced sharp into halves, beer pulled so cold the glasses fogged the moment they hit the bar.

Tables were mismatched, my wooden chairs scarred and worn smooth by countless bodies. Three walls lined with photographs, fishermen, and women with grins wide, their arms straining to hold catches that stretched almost as tall as they were.

The fourth wall was glass, an immense window opening onto my marina. Eighty-three slips with a thirty-foot maximum. It was not a playground for billionaires. It was a dock for men and women who worked the tide, but most of all, it was my dock, my harbor, and the people here were my friends.

The bar itself was thick wood, dark with age, polished by decades of elbows, soaked in rum and stories. If you pressed your ear to it, you might still hear the voices that lived there, layered under the grain and varnish.

A couple of locals raised their hands, grinning. They knew me. To them, I was just Tamsin, the bar girl who came back one day, bought the place with cash, and never sold. They didn’t care who I had married, who I had fucked, or how much of my money the government had frozen. Here, I poured drinks, argued about baseball, and filleted fish when the kitchen fell behind.

I walked the length of the bar, dragging my fingertips over the wood, letting it speak to me, greeting it as an old lover. A woman my age, less jaded by a shitty life, stood at the end, grinning from ear to ear.

“I’m home, Sally.”

“I see that. How long?”

“For good.”

“Done with the billions?”

“Fresh start. A new me.”

“Good for you, girl.”

Sally smiled from behind the counter, her apron tied loose, a towel over her shoulder, her hair pulled back the way she always wore it when the grill ran hot. She was part bartender, part cook, part philosopher, and more than anything, my best friend. When I wasn’t here, which was almost always, Sally kept the place alive. She kept me alive.

I had left diamonds and penthouses. I had left gilded cages and loveless men, but this was mine. Not billions and by no means an empire. It was wood that stood fast through storms, with people serving beer cold enough to fog a glass, while diners cracked open seafood on wooden tables, having conversations that lingered long after the ice melted.

The same people would come back the next night to do it all again.

I scanned it all, in every detail, listening to every laugh, noticing every stain on the wall, and I felt the ache of belonging settle like a weight I wanted to carry.

I pulled a bottle from the fridge, twisted its cap, and sat on the end stool.

“Welcome back, Tamsin.”

The voice shouted from the dock. A fisherman with sunburned arms raised his drink, a grin splitting his face, laughter rolling after it. I smiled back, lifted my bottle, and let the foam kiss my lip.

The Siren’s Rest wasn’t freedom yet, not from the troubles that shadowed me, but it was joy. The closest thing I had tasted to the real me in years.

I pointed to the staircase at the back.

“Turn left at the top. My bedroom’s the third door on the right.”

The taxi driver grinned, my case in his hand, his shirt clinging damp to his chest, the curve of his shoulders broad and unashamed. He nodded once, then started up the stairs, his muscles shifting under the weight.

I watched him go, youth and strength pulling a smile from me that wasn’t sweet, wasn’t coy, but hungry. For too long, I had been the woman men drained dry.

Not tonight.

“Be undressed when I get there, sweetheart.”

Sally shook her head, her lips twitching into a smile. I shrugged and grinned.

“What?”

“You’re using him for sex, Tamsin.”

“Have you seen his fucking body?”


Chapter Four

◆◆◆

As I stared out at the ocean, my dock sturdy, boats securely tethered, beer chilled, and my customers happy, I let the sight settle into me like a reminder of who I was. An incoming tide licked the pilings, ropes creaked against cleats, gulls screamed overhead like hecklers who never left. The smell of saltwater mixed with fried fish and beer foam, a cocktail that belonged to me more than any penthouse or yacht ever had.

I heard footsteps padding around upstairs, slow and certain, then the heavy clunk of a belt buckle hitting floorboards. The sound went straight through me, rough and intimate, my pussy trembling at the thought of the cock about to stretch it.

Sally grinned from behind the bar. I smiled back, heat curling under my ribs, the ache already working its way into my thighs.

She nodded to the ceiling.

“Are you keeping him waiting, Tamsin?”

“The suspense elicits a better, more attentive performance in younger men, I find. They hold themselves tighter, breathe deeper, keep their eyes on me as though waiting for permission.”

“They love to fuck older women.”

“It’s a challenge.”

“Luckily, I only have one man to please these days. Maybe I am out of practice.”

“I have no men to please anymore. I am done with that.”

“Is Uber still on the meter?”

She nodded upstairs again, dancing around the issue of my unannounced return and the fact that I was leaping into bed with a stranger. Sally must know about my husband’s arrest, which was splashed over the newspapers, but she’d wait until I was ready to explain my story.

“I can afford his ride.”

“Be undressed when I get there, sweetheart? I haven’t heard that line since… well, forever.”

“Was it too much?”

I cringed and giggled, swigging more beer, relaxing into a life before billions.

“You sound desperate for company, girl, that’s for sure.”

“I am desperate, Sally. I just wasted the best years of my life on Brian and then leaped into a relationship with a very weak man that’s brought me double trouble.”

“If you got out, time is not wasted. You learned. Time to move on.”

Sally studied me attentively, the grin slipping from her mouth when she saw sadness in mine. She dropped the banter and came to me straight away, her arms warm, steady, seeing the hurt I couldn’t hide. She hugged me, and for once it seemed like forever since I felt cared for, truly cared for, comfortable among the foaming beer glasses, the stink of fish guts ground into canvas pants, women turning their shoulders away from husbands covered in that smell, kids shrieking with joy as they floated toy sailboats on the shallows outside.

Kites flew high, their strings singing in the wind, free and wild as I had once been before Brian, Karl, and Ravel reeled me in and tethered me down. When she stepped away, Sally shot me a look, a quiet check-in, no judgment, just eyes steady on mine.

“I have myself to blame, Sally.”

“If you hold that to be true, then you’ll move on. If not…”

“Bitterness. I know.”

“Go… have fun with your plaything. Work whatever ails you out.”

“I will.”

“He is gorgeous.”

“And I saw the bulge in his pants while he drove me.”

“Me too.”

“Does it make you wish you weren’t married?”

“Never, Tamsin, but I married a great man. You will too one day.”

“I wish I already had.”

“Trust the universe, babe.”

I left my beer bottle half-finished on the bar counter and crossed the room, my fingertips brushing the wood like a benediction. Sally watched me with a knowing tilt to her mouth, then she reached behind to flip a small brass latch that kept the bar private. She didn’t need to say anything. She never did.

I climbed the narrow staircase two at a time, feeling excited, the boards warm on my bare soles, Miami heat following me up like a blanket I couldn’t shake. The hallway smelled of sunbaked pine and old salt, the air heavy, patient, expectant. My bedroom door was open. He had listened.

My soon-to-be lover stood by the end of my bed, gorgeously naked, dripping with sex appeal, the late-afternoon light slanting through the shutters in pale ribs across his bronzed skin. His body was all hard planes and new muscle, the kind carved from carrying weight for hours without complaint. A broad chest stole my breath, as did the dusting of black hair that arrowed down the ladder of his abdominals. His hips were cut sharp, thighs thick as dock pilings, and his calves were cabled tight.

His cock hung heavy, not shy, not soft, just waiting, a beautiful foreskin eased back enough to show me the thick gloss of him. He smiled warmly, with deep desire burning in his eyes. His hands stayed loose at his sides, his shoulders set open like he already knew exactly what I wanted to see. A scent of citrus soap clung faintly to him, but under it I caught the animal musk of youth, testosterone, and sweat still drying.

I shut the door with my heel and let my old life fall away. My cotton tee came off first, its hem dragged slowly over my head. Cool air kissed the sweat at the back of my neck. I eyed my lover and saw eager youth mixed with animal sexual vigor. He was prepared to fuck me hard. I slowly hooked my thumbs into my 501s and pushed them down, the denim rasping over my thighs, rough as sanded timber against silk. My bra unhooked and fell. He gasped, frowning a slight look of desperation that older women love seeing in younger men.

I peeled my panties down to my knees, the cotton fabric clinging damp to the backs of my thighs, until I stopped. I stared at him, while he stared down, eyeing the damp stains in my gusset. When he looked up with boyish wonder, I smiled.

“You have a lovely cock.”

“Uncut… Mom’s choice, I’m told.”

“I like either.”

“You’re beautiful… like the sunset outside. Wild and free like the surf on a reef, slowly winning.”

“You’ll fuck me out there soon.”

I nodded toward my balcony, where the light waned. In a couple of hours, darkness would dominate, and while Sally banged beer glasses and bottles on tables downstairs, my lover would bang his cock balls-deep inside my tight, needy cunt.

“Do you enjoy tongue?”

“Doesn’t every woman?”

“Not all… most.”

“Are you good?”

“You can tell me later.”

I paused, smiled while staring at him, pulling my panties back up, slowly, teasingly, before crooking a finger.

“Be a good boy and help me off with my panties.”

He stepped forward, a giant, broad and tall, a magnificent specimen of manhood. His thick, long cock swayed with each step, stiffening heavier, vein by vein, until it pointed at me with heat that made my mouth dry.

When he reached me, I placed both palms against his chest, feeling the beat of a heart that didn’t know my name, but it pumped blood to the cock that was about to stretch my pussy wide open.

His lips burned against mine before they even touched, the anticipation of him hotter than the kiss itself. My pussy ached, slick already, desperate for company, desperate for his thickness and the cream I craved. I hadn’t enjoyed a good, thick cock inside me in more than a decade, and now I oozed thick, tawdry cream into my panties just thinking about him fucking me.

Brian hadn’t made love to me in a long time, too long, money had become his mistress. Karl was worse, promising satisfaction but delivering only his own.

This man was going to give me what I wanted.

When our lips parted, I smiled sweetly, encouragingly, and his eyes sparkled like a lover’s might after weeks of dating.

“Please don’t get attached.”

“I won’t, but we can still be nice while enjoying each other.”

I held his gaze momentarily, looking for his commitment to keep things casual. He gave me enough for now, so I smiled coyly, my eyes sparkling with desire.

“About that expert tongue you mentioned?”

“I never said it was expert, but I’ll try real hard and stay on my knees until the job gets done.”

“My, my, such a good boy.”

I glanced down and pulled my bottom lip. He knelt as though he had been waiting for the command all his life. His fingers hooked the waistband of my panties, his warm skin and soft knuckles rubbing gently against my hips. He inhaled deeply, reverently, appreciating me as I flowed into his flared nostrils. It was as though he absorbed me, his eyes still meeting my gaze.

His fingers and thumbs slowly slid down the thin fabric that contained the treasure he wanted to devour, grazing the backs of my calves, leaving me naked, wet, and hair-free. I lifted my right leg, placed my heel on the edge of the bed, then caught his shoulder with my thigh, draping myself wide open to him.

He inhaled again, his chest expanding like a rising ocean swell. He wore the expression of a starving lion with feral eyes. His pride was intense, his nostrils flared, and his tongue slipped wet over his lips as if my scent alone could fill him.

Fuck! This is what I need, a real man who desperately wants me.

When I cupped the back of his head, he lowered it without hesitation. The heat of his breath touched my pussy first, reigniting the woman inside me, then the wet flick of his tongue, light and searching, teasing the seam of me, spreading my swollen, soaking pussy lips wide as he licked. I gasped, my voice sharp and broken, because it had been too long since anyone had made me feel this alive.

He explored me with a tongue as soft as satin, warm and wet, finding my tight hole, puckering his lips to kiss it, and purring contentedly as his nose pressed against my swollen clit, squashing it. His tongue stiffened and speared deep inside me, breaking the seal that held back a pool of my sticky shame. He slurped and he drank my cream like a man parched for days, the wet sound obscene, the smell of my arousal thick in the air.

My nipples ached so much I tweaked them while my pussy clenched around his tongue, hugging it, using it, tight from training hard with only Karl’s pencil dick to stretch it. My clit swelled and throbbed, greedy for every stroke of him across its trembling tip.

I held him there, my hand tight in his cropped hair, my fingers gripping his skull, my hips grinding my cunt against his face as I fed him with my thigh flexed hard across his shoulder. His tongue worked up and down my creamy slit, dragging like a masseuse’s finger over an ache, then, on my clit it rolled in circles as my body trembled and I moaned in ecstasy.

He peeled my swollen lips wide apart, pushing his tongue deep inside me, dragging out my honeyed nectar, which he drank noisily, soaking me until my cunt shone wet. The room filled with the sounds of it, his slurps, smacks, the animal noises of hunger and heat, and my moans of joy and fulfillment. My hips rolled. My breath came ragged. I was desperate and unashamed.

I stared down, clasping his cheeks in my palms, tilting his head up so I could enjoy his burning eyes and glistening lips.

“You are a fucking expert at giving head.”

“Only with the right girl.”

“I’m a woman.”

“You’re fucking exceptional.”

“Enough.”

I leaned in and whispered, pulling him up by the hair, then pressing my palms to his chest until he sat on my bed. I stared deeply into his eyes.

“Do you have a girlfriend?”

“No… do you?”

“What? A girlfriend?”

“Or a boyfriend?”

“I have a husband, but we are separated. I am free.”

“Good.”

“Why is it good?”

“Because you have my number, so anytime you need a ride… or anything else, you’ll call.”

I eyed him cautiously, then slowly straddled his glistening cock, kissing the head with my fleshy, thick pussy lips. He shivered; his expression was mine, so I hovered until I felt his crown nudge gently against my throbbing hole. When he bubbled over with desire, his lips trembling, his fingers gripping me tightly, his eyes pleading, I sat back, taking his shaft deep inside, frowning in disbelief as it split me, filling my needy, quivering pussy with enough meat to satisfy any girl. Inside, I stretched, like my cunt was working out a few kinks, the muscular kind, while my mind worked out a whole bunch of very different ones.

When I clenched my pussy tightly around his cock, he flinched in delight, a sleazy grin stretching from ear to ear.

I ground my solid, creamy clit into his pubic bone, enjoying rasping against the wiry pubes in a tight nest. His cock swelled inside me as I rocked back and forth, riding his stiffness, enjoying how his bulging crown squashed against my cervix.

I gave myself to him, even though he believed he was mine.

I shuddered, tossed my head around, always staring deep into his eyes. He was a sweet boy, only twenty-five give or take, so I knew he would fuck me for hours. I stared desperately at him, my body celebrating his.

He moaned loudly and raised his hips, filling me as deeply as possible. I smiled appreciatively, enjoying a most unselfish lover.

“Don’t cum yet, honey, please.”

“Condom?”

“Nope. I want you to squirt your cum deep inside me, but first down my throat. I’m fucking you now to lather your cock so I can suck it all clean.”

“Wow! Do I feel good inside you? You are so fucking tight and warm, and gentle.”

“Yeah. Your cock is amazing, Uber.”

“Are we doing real names?”

“Nope.”

“But you’ll keep my number?”

“Yep. I might need a ride.”

“Me too.”

I slid my pussy off his cock and pressed him onto his back, before climbing on the bed, turning to face his feet. I straddled his chest, my cunt still wet and shining as I pushed down onto his mouth, feeding him my swollen hole. My breasts swung heavy as my knees planted either side of his ribs, his face buried between my ass cheeks. He splayed them open with both hands and plowed his tongue into my creamy furrow long, slow, and delightfully, while I bent forward over his stomach to take him in return.

I rode his lips for a few beats, letting his slurping and tonguing lift me to where I needed to be, at the peak of womanhood, embracing my sexual being. Then I lowered myself down his body until my fingers gripped tightly around his heavy cock and my lips found the thick crown layered in my sweet cream.

I took his cock deep, needing it to dissolve any lingering trace of other, lesser men. My lips stretched around his thick shaft, sealing at the rim, and my tongue slid underneath from side to side across his taut banjo string as I peeled back his foreskin by force of my mouth.

His salt and my sweetness burned my taste buds, searing my tonsils and throat until I choked, and there was finally no memory of Brian or Karl.

Spit dripped down his shaft as I worked his cock with my hand, wanking but making sure he didn’t cum too quickly. At his age, he had remarkable stamina, but, unusually, his desire to please me was off the charts. His cock pulsed on my tongue, salt and sweet filling my mouth, the taste of man I hadn’t had in years.

He licked me at the same time, prising my ass cheeks wide open, clenching his lips around my clit, sucking softly, then harder, adding a slow, circular drag of his tongue tip. As I moaned louder, spreading my knees wider apart, he worked harder, spurred by my pleasure.

He moved on, his chin stubble ravaging my clit while his tongue pushed deep inside me. He groaned against my cunt as I sucked him harder. A perfect grind of need, giving and taking, as nature intended for us, my mouth working his cock, his mouth making me come undone.

Between chokes, I moaned around him, the sound vibrating through my neck muscles into his cock, and he shuddered under me. My hips bucked against his face, harder, faster. My belly knotted, thighs trembling, every nerve braced for the detonation, until it hit me sharp and hard.

My orgasm ripped through, wet and raw, my cunt spasming against his tongue while my throat swallowed around the thickness of him. I came loud, shameless, choking his cock as he fucked my mouth while licking me to pieces.

When the spasms eased, I focused on him, deep throating in long strokes. Even though I’d been pleasured, he kept drinking me, like I was the holy grail he always wanted. His cock jerked, and I bottomed out, my lips buried in his pubic bush.

As he squirted his hot seed deep, I felt joy that I was a woman again, worthy of coming first, even though it was with a stranger. I choked on his hot, salty cum, my nostrils burning as I retched, but swallowed wholeheartedly, repaying his excellent service with my best effort.

When his cock stopped twitching in my mouth, I slid it out and licked every spot on it clean. Strings of spit and cum clung between my lips and his shaft, breaking wet across my chin, a filthy necklace I wore proudly before wiping it away with the back of my hand. The taste lingered, coating my throat, heavy in my stomach, as though I carried him inside me twice over.

I lay beside him, my head on his powerful chest, enjoying its rise and fall, enjoying being in the arms of a real man. His sweat clung to me, his heartbeat still thudding hard against my ear, the smell of sex and salt air thick on our skin.

“You are an excellent lover.”

“As are you… I think you brought out the best in me…”

I stared at him, mildly chastising.

“No names, sweetheart, please.”

“Got it. It’s usually the other way around.”

“Take the win.”

“As you wish, ma’am.”

He fell asleep, and I strolled out onto my balcony, listening to the evening diners drinking beer, smashing crab, and slurping bowls of moules marinière. The smell rose from below, garlic and wine carried on the warm night air, making my mouth water. I could taste the sweet mussel flesh with its rich cream and parsley sauce, my lips tingling as though the flavor had passed from their mouths into mine.

I stared out across a perfect landscape, dunes rising from beside my place, rolling for miles until they reached Miami’s outskirts. The sunset was perfect, aside from one thing.

A man stood alone on the sand, maybe a hundred meters away. He waved, then strolled towards my home.


Chapter Five

◆◆◆

I turned, and my lover stirred, rolled onto his side, and smiled at me. I grinned back, feeling the joy and shame of casual sex.

“Do you want a beer and a bowl of mussels, honey?”

“Lovemaking. Dinner and beer. I can’t charge you a fare after all this.”

“Oh, you fucking well are getting paid.”

I laughed, quickly stepped back inside my bedroom, snatched my purse from the nightstand, and placed a hundred bucks on the bed beside him. The note curled on the sheets, the salt of our sweat still hanging in the air.

“I can’t make change for a hundred. Got anything smaller?”

“I like big.”

“I know, and for tight spaces, too.”

“Put the hundred on my account and let me know when I need to start paying… for the rides.”

“Which ones?”

“Don’t get cute and stop calling it lovemaking. We’re fucking.”

“And it’s lovely-making you cum.”

“Do you want that food and a beer or not?”

He was cute as hell, his skin still glowing with heat, his sparkling eyes all over me all the time, but even if I were inclined to dive right into another relationship, I wouldn’t choose a guy with everything to live for. Hitching his wagon to mine would be the end of him, given the company I’d kept of late.

“Yeah. Food would be great. I need plenty of energy.”

“That you do. Give me half an hour.”

“Are you diving for mussels, then cooking from scratch?”

“Nah. I have a visitor. Need to chat. I’ll be back for more.”

“I have a lot more to give you.”

“Attaboy!”

No names meant no strings or complications, which was perfect for me for now. I slipped on fresh panties, clean sweats, and strolled downstairs, grabbing two cold beers. The bottles sweated in my palms, condensation slicking down my wrists. I nodded at Sally and pointed to the wide-open double doors, the ocean breeze pushing warm brine and fried garlic inside.

“I have a meeting, Sal.”

“I saw him walk over from the beach. Is he a friend?”

“Of sorts.”

“Yell if you need help.”

“I can handle him.”

I strolled onto the dock, and the man watched me all the way to the bench at the end, where he sat. The wood was sunbaked and still hot under my bare soles already rough with grains of salt. I handed him a bottle, which he took thankfully, mildly surprising me. Then, I sat beside him, the dock shifting faintly under us as a wave rocked the pilings.

“I never saw you drinking on duty.”

“Fucking humidity gets to me! It’s almost dark, and we both know you don’t snitch. I can drink safely… thanks.”

“I told you I’d be back here in good time, Andrew.”

“I’m checking in, that’s all.”

“You found me.”

“Come on… You knew I would.”

“You’re pushing me around. I don’t like it. Maybe I need a lawyer.”

“Oh, fuck yeah! I highly recommend you get an entire team of those motherfuckers.”

Andrew swigged his beer and chuckled. The yeast tang of it drifted back at me on his breath. He’d become the new big thing in DC circles. Arresting my husband, then me, and seizing billions in assets and cash under suspicion of unpaid taxes was a coup. He had a task force now, no longer the dogged investigator hunting alone.

He sighed and tapped his bottle to mine, the glass clinking sharply in the still night air.

“Thanks for the tip about Ravel’s visit to Ciara. I have people watching him to make sure no harm comes to her.”

“You’re welcome. Is she safe?”

“Ravel tried to buy her. Two million bucks, cash in a case delivered by hand.”

“What for?”

“To prove you innocent.”

“I hope she kept the money. It’ll be a straightforward case for her. I am innocent.”

“She’s coming to see you.”

“I’d rather she didn’t… no offence.”

“Ciara is actually very nice, you know.”

“She’s also the reason I was arrested.”

“You were arrested for-”

I raised my hand and wagged a finger.

“Uh, huh. Stop right there, Andrew. It’s just you, me, and a couple of beers sitting on my dock. Stow your bullshit. If your friend dug deeper, you would have left me alone.”

“She can’t, or won’t, at least not unprompted… I dunno.”

“You should point her in the right direction.”

“You know I can’t do that, Tamsin.”

“Oh, yeah… you’re terrified of news getting out about what’s really fucking going on. Everyone thinks you are crazy and now… well, imagine if you told your colleagues, bosses, hell, even the President probably doesn’t know what you’ve been up to.”

“He doesn’t.”

“To boys and their secrets.”

I tilted my head, smiled, and raised my bottle. He tapped again. I drank, he didn’t.

He stared at me for what felt like an age, looking for the answer he needed, or to forge the connection with me he desperately wanted to crack his case wide open. The night wrapped around us, mosquito hums in the still air, ropes groaning against their cleats, the incoming tide lifting boats in slow rhythm.

“What do you need, Tamsin?”

“Just what I have here.”

“You won’t get away with it.”

“With what? I dare you to say her name, or name any of them.”

“You go first.”

I sniggered, put my beer to my lips, but then didn’t drink a drop. The lip of the bottle was cold against my mouth, condensation running down my chin. I lowered it, leaned closer to Andrew, and stared deeply into his eyes so he could see my soul. For a moment, we might have been lovers, the moonlight breaking through quickly moving clouds, splashing silver where the tide advanced, lapping the boats and lifting them.

In the end, my laughter broke the spell.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Andrew.”

“Are you afraid of Ravel?”

“Of course. The man cuts people’s heads off and stores them in formaldehyde-filled glass jars, so he can enjoy a beer with them on the anniversary of their decapitation.”

“Bastard.”

“Oh, yeah.”

I turned on the bench and rested my legs over his solid thighs, like we were a couple. The government agent had been hunting Brian, Karl, and Ravel for years. I was a sideshow until my husband decided to divorce me. He hired Andrew’s friend, Ciara, and then things began unraveling.

“Are you fucking her, Andrew?”

“Nope. Ciara’s late husband, Jack, was a war hero who died in Afghanistan.”

“Oh shit! I’m sorry.”

I clasped my hand over my mouth, cringing at my cruel and crass comment.

“I am deeply sorry.”

“Ciara is a very decent woman, Tamsin.”

“She’s got two very gorgeous lovers.”

“We were friends growing up and in college. She reached out. Dalton was handed to me on a platter most unexpectedly, and now, I have to dance with different partners.”

“You have us all tethered.”

“You have no anklet. Brian does.”

“Only because you know I am innocent. I’m in your way… a means to an end that refuses to be used any longer. Can you imagine how awful my life has been?”

“I didn’t seize your personal accounts, Tamsin. I know all twenty-three of them, where they are and which banks.”

I was shocked. My private wealth was hidden from everyone, even Brian. It was all mine, earned fairly and squarely, from salaries and investments I made. I had thought my nest egg had been overlooked, a few million that would see me right for life if I lived within reasonable means.

He smiled nicely, so I nodded.

“Thank you for that small mercy, Andrew.”

“Give her to me… the others too.”

“Ask me for her by name, Andrew. Speak their names, all of them. Let’s get everything out in the open.”

“I can’t. You know why.”

“Neither can I. I’d be the snitch to end all fucking snitches.”

“So would I.”

“Then take the assets. Take all of them and with it, the win.”

“I want her back.”

I shook my head. Andrew casually and perfectly massaged my toes, his fingers strong, his palm calloused just enough to be firm but not rough. I imagined he was some lucky woman’s loving husband and practiced his technique nightly, but men like him are obsessed with catching other obsessed men.

With a deeply pleasured frown, I moaned, pouted, then grinned at him while he still drank his beer in his spare hand. I was the criminal, he the agent, and we were playing cat and mouse.

I looked up at my balcony bathed in moonlight and saw my lover staring out to sea, looking like a philosopher. His shirt draped open, flapping tantalizingly in the breeze, his body firm, ready, willing, and able to take me again. He’d talked about lovemaking, a term most men use when all they want is a slow, hard grind, a quick nap, and a silent departure.

Andrew pointed at him.

“Who is that?”

“My Uber.”

“A new boyfriend?”

“Until the early hours.”

“My my… moving on already.”

“I moved on long ago, Andrew. You should, too. Be honest with Ciara, and she will find them all. You’ll be a hero.”

“I can’t tell Ciara. It would be like signing her death warrant. There are worse people than Ravel who kill to keep secrets.”

“But you don’t care about signing my life away?”

“Do you admit Brian and Ravel have her?”

“Have who?”

He laughed and looked away, draining most of his beer. Andrew looked calm, but underneath, he was seething. The crime of the century was his to investigate. If he failed, he’d be filing tax returns at a government office somewhere in Alaska. If he succeeded, nobody would thank him for recovering what was never taken.

“I will recover her, Tamsin, but I don’t want you to go to jail in the process.”

“If I do, it won’t be because I snitched on Ravel and I prefer prison to staring through glass at that ugly motherfucker once a year.”

“I can protect you.”

“From decapitation?”

I gulped the dregs of my beer and stood up, facing Andrew, my small but not entirely insignificant empire stretched out behind me. The boards were hot under my soles, the salt wind tugged my hair, the night suddenly full of noise, gulls crying, waves slapping, insects buzzing. I smiled and reached my arms out wide as if grasping it all, eyeing him with a mildly sarcastic expression.

“You’ll protect all of this and me for the rest of my life?”

“You’ll move into wit sec.”

“Why the fuck would I leave this to do that?”

“Because it’s the right thing to do.”

“Catch them on your own, Andrew. As soon as your brilliant friend uncovers what you and I already know but won’t speak of, I’m off the hook.”

“Then her troubles begin.”

“That’s on you. Tell her. Save Ciara from becoming me.”

Andrew’s silence stretched, but I didn’t wait. I strolled away from him feeling mildly guilty. If I could help without dying, or without losing everything I still had, I would. There was no way I’d allow Ravel or Brian to hurt others, but right now, it was as if all the players of the game were stuck waist-deep in quicksand, sinking no further, and it suited me to wait everyone out.

By the time I came back inside, the night had thickened, the heat sticking to my skin, the air buzzing with voices inside and outside, chorused by the clatter of dishes.

I returned upstairs with steaming bowls of food, torn crusty bread, and a couple of ice-cold beers, but my lover wanted me first. After I set down our supper, he kissed me roughly, out of youthful desire, and I felt wanted, no, needed, more than I had been since a ring had bound me.

I broke away from my lover’s lips, stripped off in seconds, and tugged him toward the balcony. The glass doors stood open, the moonlight spilling across the boards outside, the ocean’s cooling breeze pushing hard against the dying heat. I pressed my palms to the rail and bent forward, spreading my feet wide apart and pointing my ass high, my hair falling loose in the wind.

“Fuck me here.”

“No condom?”

“Fuck no. Spill your seed inside me, honey.”

“How’d you know my name?”

“Sweetheart… fuck me now or lose the moment.”

He pushed into me from behind, his thick, long cock sliding slick into the tight heat of my pussy, filling me deep in one stroke. I cried out, the sound of my joy instantly swallowed by the ocean wind and waves crashing on the beach nearby. He held his cock inside me, and I felt it pulse, stretching my pussy wide, making me his, emblazoning his name into my soft tissue walls where I couldn’t read it.

My lover slid his cock out of my throbbing hole slowly, and an enormous pang of need swept over me. He drove his hips again and again, harder and faster, his fingers gripped my waist, his body slamming mine against the rail. The moon shone over us, my customers below unaware that meters away, I was being fucked hard by an incredible man.

He lifted me, and with my feet off the deck, my hands gripping the rail, he hauled my throbbing cunt on and off his giant cock.

Somewhere, the dock creaked faintly under the weight of boats that swayed with the tide, the slap of waves against hulls masking my lover’s balls bouncing off my thighs. Sweat slicked my lower back, his chest hair rasped against my back when he bent over, his breath hot and smelling faintly of beer.

He manhandled me the way all good men should service their women.

I braced my arms wide apart, moaning into the wind, my cunt clenching around his thick meat as he fucked me raw. The slap of his hips echoed against my skin, my breasts swaying with every thrust, my body owned by the moment and nothing else. Salt air burned in my throat, my scalp prickled with heat, my legs shook as his cock drove me closer again.

“Fuck harder! Stretch me wide.”

“You’re so fucking tight.”

“It’s been too long.”

“Are you sure about-”

“Don’t pull out… don’t ever pull out. I need your cum inside me.”

I begged my lover to fuck me hard, to give me the deep penetration I needed, and he gave it, brutal and perfect, his cock punching deep inside me until I shattered again against the railing, my pussy flooding around him. He groaned, low and guttural, and I felt him swell as I milked him, his cock jerking inside me as he came, his cum flooding into me while my cunt drained him dry.

We stayed like that, our bodies locked, his cock pulsing balls deep inside me, the moon bleeding over us both, the smell of sex mixing with salt and sweat and warm Miami air.

I laughed, breathless, my hair wild, so I swept it to one side, craned my neck, and smiled at him.
“Welcome to The Siren’s Rest, sweetheart.”

When I woke at sunrise and rolled over, I saw him gone and felt relieved. No names, no questions, and no embarrassment. I looked at my nightstand and saw a hundred bucks. It was a cute gesture of boyish affection. Of a suggestion we might be more, but we wouldn’t be, not least of all because I couldn’t haul an innocent beauty like him into my cynical world.

I showered and then dressed in a bikini, sliding my jeans over the top. After breakfast rush, I would swim in the ocean and reacquaint myself with my old life.

As I descended the stairs, I heard the bustle of a busy restaurant. Coffee aroma filled the air, the cash register tinkled happily, and the scent of bacon crisping on a grill floated up, with a hint of perfectly cooked, buttery pancakes. Cutlery clattered, chairs scraped, voices rose in bursts. I felt hungry from the night’s exertion. I also ached from the six or more times my lover had fucked me.

Sally spotted it right away in my smile, and she pointed, giggling.

“Someone had a great night.”

“I did.”

“Was Uber good?”

“Un-fucking-believable, Sally. Last night I was remade.”

“Good. Well, we have service on tables three, four, and nine ready and a giant yacht anchored about a mile offshore.”

“What?”

I stared at her, and she winced, as though she were desperately figuring out how to deliver me bad news.

“A giant yacht?”

“Yeah, honey… it looks like the one from the photos you sent me.”

“Fucking Brian’s yacht!”

I stormed out onto the terrace and stared beyond my dock. Sure enough, my husband’s monstrous luxury yacht sat moored in deeper waters. A launch snaked its way towards my place at speed. I spun around, walked straight into a guy, knocking everything out of his hands.

“Oh God, I’m so sorry.”

“That’s okay, Tamsin.”

I stared at my lover in utter horror, wondering how in the hell he managed to be downstairs, in my restaurant, serving breakfast. He stooped down as Sally rushed over to help. When he stood and winked at me with a huge smile, my jaw dropped, and, seemingly satisfied with my reaction, he strolled away to serve more customers.

I growled at Sally.

“What the fuck?”

“He came down asking if he could make you breakfast in bed. One thing led to another, and I used a spare pair of hands. Chef didn’t show this morning.”

I stared at Sally in disbelief, leaning closer to her, trying to hush my voice lest the entire restaurant realize I had fucked the taxi driver and now he was cooking and serving them breakfast. I was audacious but not entirely shameless.

“He’s fucking cooking now?”

“Among other things. His Mom taught him. He’s better than our Chef.”

“Jesus fucking Christ. He knows my name.”

“People mentioned you. He heard. It wasn’t his fault.”

“I don’t even know his.”

“Oh, I do. He says he’s called Uber.”

“No, he isn’t.”

“Well, he is now because he won’t tell anyone his real name. Says he’s not allowed, so they are all calling him Uber.”

“Oh God. This isn’t happening.”


Chapter Six

◆◆◆

I was about to step onto the luxury launch alongside the yacht when Brad made one last attempt to talk me out of it. He looked desperately concerned as his hand covered mine on the rail, warm and reassuring, the touch steady even as the boat rocked gently in a light swell. The Captain had timed everything perfectly; the tide turned, and the sea was flat enough for comfortable passage. The launch waited to take me to shore, to The Siren’s Rest, and to Tamsin.

But Brad shook his head.

“This is silly, Ciara. You could easily invite Tamsin over here.”

“She’s divorcing this yacht’s owner… acrimoniously, I’ll add. I don’t think she’ll want to board the vessel where memories, probably bad ones, were created.”

“You’re pregnant.”

“Yes, Brad… with one week left until I am due. I’m not disabled.”

“And you’re still working flat out. You should relax.”

“I would love to… but our baby won’t let me. He or she is restless and… big… very big. A trip to the shore and a change of scene will do me plenty of good.”

I placed both my hands across my bump as if to make my point. I was huge, uncomfortably huge. Brad smiled, put a hand over mine, feeling the bump he was slowly making his.

“Let me come with you?”

“No. The doctor and a few crew members are enough. I won’t reach Tamsin by turning up mob-handed. She already knows we are here and likely views me as interfering.”

“You kept her out of prison.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Okay, well, the helicopter is standing by.”

“Jesus, Brad… women have given birth for millennia without this much fuss.”

“Not my woman. I love you.”

A giggle escaped me, soft and treacherous, because on the matter of love, Brad had me trapped - so did Jodie. They had cast themselves as my protectors, my anchors, my lovers, the man and woman who shadowed every risk with their own bodies. Brad was relentless and tender, always pressing his devotion in ways that left me both grateful and cornered. I kissed him, then kissed Jodie, his wife, tasting both their love before I let the crew guide me across a small gap to the launch.

I didn’t look back. I couldn’t, because I carried a mystery not shared with either of my lovers.

The engines growled low, and the launch carved a white scar over the water. Spray rose sharp and salty, catching my lips, stinging my eyes. My hat brim flapped under the breeze, tugged loose, threatening to abandon me to swim in the sea instead. I pressed one hand over it, the other splayed across the hard swell of my belly. My baby shifted under every slap of hull against swell, a restless tide inside me answering the restless tide outside.

Behind me, Dalton’s yacht shrank, a palace of glass and steel gleaming in the sun, its wealth obscene against the horizon. Ahead, a man-made reef-protected dock stretched into view. Beyond its entrance, in complete calm, was weathered timber, gulls circling, nets sagging wet from rails, men squatting on buckets gutting fish, and a young guy shouting breakfast orders across the bar to a woman who was laughing. Garlic and fried grouper carried heavy on the same air as beer foam, diesel, sweat, and salt. The Siren’s Rest lived in its aromas and laughter, nothing curated, nothing sterile, nothing hidden.

I saw its allure immediately.

I cupped the side of my belly, tracing where a small foot pressed outward. I whispered into myself that this meeting was worth the risk, even with Ravel’s oily smile still ghosting my skin. His briefcase of money was still in my mind, locked in a safe on board, his warning pressed between the words like the flat of a knife.

Andrew had called late last night. His voice had been clipped and tense.

Even Tamsin believes Ravel is a danger to you. Watch out!

But Andrew never said why Ravel was so dangerous, and I had to know if it linked to what I had discovered in Brian’s files.

Our launch nosed into the dock and kissed the fenders. Ropes whipped across the gap, cleats groaned, and the wood creaked under the pull of lines. I rose carefully, my breath held, balance tilted by the weight of late pregnancy.

A hand reached down to me. I grasped it.

It was Tamsin’s hand.

The dock’s wood was warmer, rougher under my soles than the yacht’s varnished teak. I slipped once on the salt-crusted grain, then steadied myself with the help of her grip, slid on my shoes, and breathed in the new air that clung to her world. Fried garlic, lime sliced sharp, beer poured quickly into fogged glasses, the musk of men who had already sweated through the morning tide. It wrapped me raw, rough, real.

I pointed at a table where everyone was drinking beer.

“Beer? At this time of the day?”

“Beer at any time around here, Ciara. Welcome to The Siren’s Rest.”

“Thank you for meeting me.”

Tamsin stood close, her cut-off jeans frayed high, a loose white blouse caught at the swell of her breasts, salt tangled in her hair, her smile jagged as glass. She leaned her hip against the rail, casual as a queen, eyes narrow, watching me like she had been waiting for this meeting all along.

Her hand lingered in mine, and she smiled.

“We met before Ciara.”

“Yes… at Lawrence’s office for the divorce meeting.”

“A lot of water has passed under the bridge since.”

“It has.”

“And now you run my almost ex-husband’s companies.”

“I do.”

“Would you like coffee?”

“I would, please.”

The meeting should have bristled with knives, but Tamsin hadn’t turned her back on me when she saw her husband’s yacht arrive, and she still hadn’t cut me down. That was something. I followed her along the boards to the dining deck, every eye from the dock brushing me, measuring the dress pulled taut by my belly, the sunglasses hiding eyes tired from sleepless nights and harder thoughts.

We took a table at the corner, a vantage point over all of Tamsin’s small empire. The doctor kept his distance with two crew, their gazes drifting too often, pretending to scan the water, then slipping back to the tight swell of my dress, the obvious sign of a woman very close to giving birth. I ignored the looks, but Tamsin noticed them and she smiled.

“Men love pregnant women, Tamsin.”

“They want to fuck pregnant women, you mean.”

“And women who are not pregnant.”

“Also true.”

Tamsin ordered for us with an easy command. The server lingered longer than he should have, handsome, young, and hungry. His puppy dog eyes poured into Tamsin’s body like water through mesh, without resistance or shame. She didn’t flinch but smiled when he left.

I nodded after him.

“Workplace romance?”

“He drove me from the airport yesterday and stayed over. He calls himself Uber.”

I laughed loud and sharp, startling gulls from the rail. Tamsin’s smile tightened, not coy, not ashamed, a smile that made no attempt to hide she had fucked the cabbie and would again.

“He is gorgeous, Tamsin.”

“I deserve a change and a man who won’t leash or lease me.”

“Is that what this place is… your resurgence?”

Tamsin leaned back in her chair and glanced around at her empire, smiling and nodding, her eyes sparkling much more alive than when we’d met in a lawyer’s office months ago. Our coffees arrived courtesy of Uber, who smiled at her again. This time, she wrapped an arm around him, cupping the back of his neck, and drew him in for a soft kiss on the lips, enough to convey her affection without being sleazy.

“Thank you, Adam.”

“You knew my name?”

“All along… it was on the ID tag in your cab.”

“I’ll leave once your chef arrives. I only wanted to bring you breakfast in bed.”

“Please don’t go. I still owe you for the ride last night and a shift in my kitchen today.”

“It was my pleasure to help.”

“Let’s make it a pleasure for both of us, honey.”

“As you wish, Tamsin.”

I stifled a laugh as Adam left. Tamsin took another look around her place, lifted her cup with a sigh, and sipped.

“I worked here before The Bahamas. Before Brian, before Karl, and the fucking mess we are in now.”

“Ahh, yes, Karl.”

She stared at me with an appraising look. I couldn’t tell what Tamsin was thinking, nor did I have enough of the authentic story to satisfy me. I had burrowed deep enough into Brian’s affairs to satisfy myself of his innocence, but then, when I went deeper, I became less certain, and Karl’s name came up repeatedly, and not in the way I expected, as the lover Tamsin had an affair with.

Tamsin shook her head, another warning.

“Be careful, Ciara. You are not involved in the treachery happening here. Let the government take everything I have. Fuck Brian and the divorce. I don’t care what you do to help him, but leave me out of this whole shitpile.”

“Ravel visited me. Now Andrew is having me watched.”

“Ravel is a vile human being. You should thank Andrew.”

“Tell me more about Ravel.”

“Fuck no!”

I knew enough about women like her who were women like me, to know Tamsin wouldn’t unravel for anything less than physical torture or a better deal than the one she had. I couldn’t beat freedom, but I was determined to try. A flicker of fear crossed her expression at the mention of Ravel, but I expected that, having met him, and since Andrew had painted a grim picture of the man.

It was time to shock.

“Nothing was ever yours in that bank vault we discovered, was it?”

“No, but-”

“I saw the bank CCTV footage, Tamsin. Your name is on the ledger. Your signature is on every form, but your body never passed the vault door. Only Brian, Karl, and Ravel walked through.”

She flinched, buying herself time by sipping coffee and watching three kids fishing, one of whom had a bite. When she looked back at me, her expression carried a warning that I should step away, not from her, but from my investigation.

“How do you know all of this, and why does it matter, Ciara?”

“I’m guessing you signed everything off for the bank while sitting on a yacht.”

“I did.”

“In fact… on the days when you signed documents and the banks approved them, only three people were actually at the bank. None of them was you.”

“Don’t push me, Ciara.”

“You are innocent of all crimes except stupidity.”

“Some might call it love.”

“For Brian, or Karl, maybe. Both were at the bank, presenting your passport, documents signed by you, and a power of attorney witnessed by a local lawyer. Ravel was also there, watching from a discreet distance, like he was making sure something got done.”

“At the time, I loved Brian. It was years ago. Karl and I were more recent… a mistake, a cry for help in a dying marriage.”

“Almost ten years ago, you set everything up with those three. Since then, the bank has revealed to me that only Karl and Ravel have returned. Never you or Brian, which leads me to conclude that if anything in this criminal conspiracy gets pointed at you, you’ll be able to shrug it off.”

“I will.”

She looked impressed. I had figured her fear was Ravel and what he might do to her should she be seen as the one who alerted the authorities to what was really going on. She would rather be arrested, branded a thief, and have the whole haul taken away. Who could blame her? I was to blame.

The first part of the puzzle was solved. From a point of love in the beginning and coercion later on, Tamsin, otherwise known as Mrs. Dalton, had secured all Bahamian bank accounts and vaults in her name with little idea from the outset as to how they were going to be used. Tamsin was implicated in the tax evasion crime I had discovered, but not central to it as I had first suspected. She was also innocent of Brian’s accusations of theft and embezzlement throughout their marriage.

“When did you figure out crimes were being committed, Tamsin?”

“What crimes?”

Her answer was too quick, her eyes already closing a door she knew I could prise open. We both knew tax evasion was the official charge, a mask too thin to cover the real stink. I caught the slip before she stitched her mask back in place, porcelain composure hiding the fear I’d glimpsed.

“You never went into the vault. Bank CCTV shows you never signed in. The door never opened for you. The paperwork moved, but you didn’t. Only Karl and Ravel went inside. Every indemnity, every account, every document carried your signature but not your presence. It all had a purpose.”

“What do you think was the actual crime, Ciara?”

“I think Brian laundered drug money for Ravel. He bought art, gold, and the treasure in the vault. The total value of assets found there at purchase price far exceeds the amount of tax Brian swerved.”

“Nobody will care unless Ravel is brought to justice.”

“But the bigger crime isn’t about drugs or money laundering, is it, Tamsin?”

“Andrew should take the win… everyone should. It’s more than twenty billion dollars when you count everything.”

She lifted her cup, sipping to hide the flinch. Across the dock, three kids yelled as another of their rods bent deep, a fish fighting hard against the pull. She kept her gaze on them a beat too long, her lips mumbling a prayer for the universe to transport me back onto the yacht.

I kept our silence running until Tamsin was forced to break it.

“Brian and I are history, Ciara. We were long ago.”

“And that’s when Ravel took over managing you… When love couldn’t manipulate you, the threat of violence did.”

“He’s vile.”

“So vile he terrifies you?”

“Yes. When Andrew questions them, the bank will confirm they never met me, which they didn’t. I deliberately never set foot in that place.”

“And you’ll get a slapped wrist, lose a fortune you never had in the first place, but avoid being labeled a snitch.”

She nodded calmly. I had broken one false narrative but hadn’t bottomed out on the barrel of mysteries surrounding the Daltons, Ravel, and Karl. Tamsin’s eyes narrowed, and she lowered her voice almost to a whisper.

“People don’t snitch on Ravel or Brian.”

“Karl will do it when someone leans on him. I shook his hand yesterday. It was like gripping a head of lettuce.”

“Then Karl can deal with the consequences.”

Her voice hardened, but her shoulders sagged. The puzzle was clearing in front of me. It was time to stretch out, reach further than I should, further than safety allowed me to.

“The tax treasure is a ruse. Brian knew he could pay fines, lose billions, maybe spend six months in a white-collar holiday camp. He’d still walk free, but it would end, and the authorities would walk away thinking they’d got him.”

Her eyes narrowed.

“Where the fuck are you getting this from?”

“When you know the rhythm of something, you feel its disruption acutely. A boat missing from its berth here at your dock. A document filed at the wrong hour. Numbers on a page that make little sense. That vault was filled with glitter that could be written off like a bad debt. A smokescreen to hide the real theft.”

“Ciara, please. Let it drop.”

Her voice cracked and she gasped, her face contorted, the warning in it more acute than I imagined. I was on the right trail, but being right about this terrified me as much as it did Tamsin.

“I can’t back off, Tamsin.”

The words clamped tight in my throat, but they came out steady. I had poured months into this investigation, my blood, and breath, and the itch my work caused would never fade if I walked away now, not knowing.

She was tight-lipped.

“I found a hidden file, Tamsin. It was buried inside a folder marked Family Photos. Hundreds of images, taken month after month, were filed meticulously over a decade, all boring snaps that no investigator would wade through.”

“And yet, you waded.”

“Some photo names didn’t fit. I found one picture, then another.”

Her bottom lip trembled, and she shook her head violently, fear gripping her. My heart pounded and my palms felt sweaty as my blood pressure surged. She looked ill, as if the dock had shifted beneath her feet.

“I can’t let this go, Tamsin. Not until she is returned.”

“Who?”

Her eyes darted across the dock, scanning faces, shadows, corners. She expected an ambush. There was none: only gulls, the slap of tide, and the stink of fried garlic from the kitchen. I leaned closer and growled.

“She must be returned. Brian cannot keep her.”

“How do you know who she is?”

“I found her picture hidden in Brian’s personal files. Alongside nine others. Ten missing in total.”

“Fuck!”

“They must all be returned, Tamsin.”

“Say her name if you dare.”

I sat back and stared at her, wondering why the name was important, why she desperately needed that name to be the crack that broke the dam.

“La Gioconda.”

“Oh, fuck!”

Her laugh was jagged, her voice close to breaking.

“I told him, don’t use their names, don’t take pictures. But Brian couldn’t help himself. He needed to see her every day.”

“Ravel and Brian stole the fucking Mona Lisa, didn’t they?”

The words landed like a stone, and she nodded, tears rolling down her cheeks. My fingers slipped on the cup. The baby kicked hard, a punch against bone. For a breath, the harbor went thin, as if someone had pulled the sound from the world.

Tamsin lowered her head, staring into her coffee, then raised it again. Her face had changed, a woman at war with herself.

“What else did you find, Ciara?”

“A file titled Birth Certificate.”

Tamsin swallowed hard, more tears glossing her eyes, more violent head shaking. I passed her tissues. She dabbed her eyes, her brow deeply furrowed.

“Your husband and Ravel stole the original Declaration of Independence, too.”

“Yes.”

“Ten priceless, world heritage treasures, all stolen, none reported. The political fallout of that knowledge becoming public would shake nations, collapse administrations, and cause elections. Imagine if people knew what was taken from them.”

“Fuck. I can’t even think about it, Ciara.”

Her hands shook. She gulped air, looked sick, then forced herself to meet my gaze.

“How did they do it?”

“The Mona Lisa isn’t dramatic. Even though the French value her at one billion dollars, it’s tiny. That’s what no one understands. You could carry it under a coat. High-value, secret thefts aren’t about alarms or smashing glass. They’re about patience, access, and the right kind of permission.”

“Ahh… they stole her while she was being moved for a purpose. An exhibition… or inspection, perhaps?”

“Opportunity comes from creating a chain of custody that looks normal and then disrupting it. If one trusted hand is bought, bullied, or replaced in the chain, the original painting walks into a private room and never comes back out.”

“And then it’s replaced by a forgery?”

“Yes… a perfect forgery that takes years to create.”

“And when the forgery is uncovered weeks or months later, silence holds.”

“Then the gallery and government have no choice but to cover up and send out secret investigators.”

The baby rolled inside me, a restless protest at the weight of what I was hearing.

“But why steal these items, Tamsin? You can’t sell them.”

“Collectors hide many thefts as currency for the future. Others might never become cash, but are used for leverage. A bargaining chip locked away, never displayed, but no less powerful.”

“And a full investigation dies without public outrage.”

She nodded once, her eyes wet.

“Stealing the Declaration was different. It was too visible, too symbolic. Its absence might spark a war, and I told Brian he’d gone too far. That one was harder for them, and yet still the outcome might be catastrophic.”

“Do Brian and Ravel believe they can leverage the US Government just by the threat of revealing this theft?”

“Ravel, not Brian. Because they have the original, they can prove they stole it and that the government covered the theft up.”

“So, that day of leveraging is coming?”

“Brian isn’t the one pulling strings. He’s just a mad collector who went off the rails and then couldn’t get back on them. Ravel wants markets cleared, his criminal rivals crushed, and he’ll start negotiations soon.”

“It’s madness, Tamsin.”

“You don’t need to tell me that.”

“Where are the pieces kept?”

“In different places.”

“You know where?”

“Some but not all.”

“Will you tell Andrew?”

“Fuck no. Would you?”

“I don’t know. It depends on how they are being protected.”

“With incendiary devices that will burn everything forever, the moment any authority steps near them. Lifting Brian and Ravel won’t help either. They pay others to hold the trigger.”

“Fuck!”

“Ravel wants a clear path to his criminal activity, or he’s willing to wreak havoc and destroy everything they stole.”

I hesitated, then pushed the darkest question.

“I saw the photo. Is the Ark of the Covenant real, Tamsin?”

She didn’t answer at once. Her lips pressed white, her eyes clouded. When she spoke, her voice was brittle.

“Some will believe it. Others will say it’s a myth wrapped in politics. It doesn’t matter what historians argue. If Ravel puts a chest on TV and claims it’s the Ark, billions will believe him or hate him or both. Imagine every believer across those three Abrahamic faiths watching some madman threaten the thing they revere. That’s not theory, that’s an accelerant.”

“So if governments don’t play ball, he can set fire to the beliefs and loves of billions. America would go fucking nuts if he torched the Declaration on TV.”

“France… Egypt, Russia, China… Ravel has been at this for a decade, Ciara.”

“If a video or credible proof surfaced that the Ark is in private hands, it could become a focus for religious emotions, conspiracy theory, extremist mobilization, and political theatre.”

“Precisely.”

“This is about wielding power, Tamsin.”

“Crime will happen no matter what governments do or who benefits from it. Ravel intends to be at the top of the crime pyramid, and he has leverage to make world leaders listen. His ask is simple.”

“Go on.”

“Ravel wants to agree on the rules of engagement for him to take over all criminal activity.”

“He’s fucking mad.”

“He won’t be the first madman who threatened to torch the world, and he has a novel way to do that. The best governments can hope for is that he won’t reveal what he has. He’ll never give anything back.”

“Leverage forever?”

“Yes.”

“That feels so depressing, Tamsin.”

“Join the club.”

“So all this tax bullshit is a distraction?”

“In case anyone got onto their little plan.”

“You exposed everything deliberately through the divorce.”

“I tried, but my execution was poor. I thought if Brian came to his senses, he’d protect what he had, maybe give everything back to the rightful owner. I was stupid.”

“Why not unburden yourself to Andrew. Make it his problem.”

“He only knows about the Mona Lisa.”

“Oh god.”

I settled back in my chair, clutching my baby as though protecting it from something that terrified me. Brian and Ravel had stolen treasured artifacts from every continent to use as leverage against their governments, and they had a finger on the trigger of destruction.

They could plunge nations into chaos, foment hatred, and cause disruption on a scale that might lead to war.

I scanned the dock, fixing myself in the moment, remembering where I was and what the world was like when I discovered the greatest and most damaging theft in history. A Fabergé egg owned by the last Czar of Russia, and King Tutankhamun’s death mask. Images of the stolen ten swirled in my mind.

The gulls squawked, water lapped against boats, old men taught boys how to fish, and the world went on as if nothing had shifted. My hand tightened on my belly. The baby kicked, sharp, and impatient, as if it already knew the scale of the danger its mother had stumbled into.

I thought of what Dalton had done and what Ravel would do to keep his leverage. For one terrible, perfect breath, I understood how close Brian had come to tipping everything. Then the harbor swallowed the sound, and the day kept breathing, indifferently.

But I did not.


Chapter Seven

◆◆◆

“Walk away, Ciara.”

“You didn’t walk, and there were plenty of chances.”

“I’m not pregnant. I don’t have a child.”

“When you do, you’ll understand why it’s even more vital to fight in these moments. Objects of wonder were stolen from our children’s future. We can end that.”

“How?”

I stayed at Tamsin’s place longer than I had planned, belly tight under the dress, the heat pressing damp against my spine. I had expected a brush off, a warning, a threat of trespass, and a polite escort to the dock with a phone already in hand to call the police.

Instead, I liked her more than I wanted to. Tamsin was exciting. I never imagined she would be the sort of woman who owned a dock and bar, sat in it like a barefoot queen, and one who slept with the taxi driver who brought her home.

I scanned the dock and the dining deck. Nets dripped on rails. Gulls heckled the kids with rods. The bar hustled and clattered. Adam worked the floor and the pass like he had grown up on both sides of it, eyes flicking to Tamsin whenever he thought he could steal a moment. Oil hissed. Garlic rode the air with lime and beer foam and hot metal. Tamsin caught me looking and laughed.

“Is he watching me?”

“All the time.”

“Good. He’s keen then.”

“You pretending to ignore him can’t last much longer.”

“Just until you leave. Then I’ll encourage him.”

“Could there be more between you?”

“Are you still dealing with my husband’s side of our divorce?”

“It’s all water under the bridge.”

Tamsin smiled, and I saw a steely determination to win set deep in her eyes. I’d done my research, knew she was an Olympian swimmer, and for that reason, she could never be counted as truly down and out. She looked less tired than when we’d first met, a wife in a dead marriage, desperately trying to escape while doing the right thing.

“Last night I would have said not a chance, Ciara. I fully expected him to be gone this morning. Instead, while I slept late, Adam was downstairs making everyone breakfast. He stayed, and that says a lot about him.”

“He seems nice.”

“But do I deserve nice, Ciara?”

Her smile flickered, a soft break in the armor that made me want to protect her from her own past. Time with Brian Dalton will do that to a person. He pulls you down holes and punishes anyone who refuses the journey.

“I asked myself the same question when Jack died in Afghanistan. What do I deserve now? I had my shot, so I deserve nothing. I was set to be a mother and never love again, never being part of anything more than duty.”

“What happened?”

“Jodie and Brad. They lifted me like I was a feather. They loved me and taught me how to love again. Most people see the sex between three and, for a bisexual woman, I am in the best possible place. But I am loved. Deeply. As deeply as Jack loved me. And I love them too.”

“You didn’t do anything bad. I did.”

“People who do what you did can be defined by how they recover from the wrong path, not by how they stepped onto it.”

“The philosophical pregnant mother.”

“We must tell Andrew the full scale of this, Tamsin. You know that.”

“Then you and he become targets. Brian will run, but be in no doubt, Ravel will kill to keep what he has. Right now, that snake thinks he is in control. He believes he has the winning hand ready for the table.”

“He does, and he will win if you don’t stop him. If Ravel starts negotiations, that is game over. After that, no country can claim they were always working quietly to recover their artifacts.”

“Damn you, Ciara. Have you always been so logical?”

“Sadly, yes.”

The breeze came through the open doors and cooled the sweat at the back of my neck. My baby shifted under my palm, a small heel pressing high, an impatient knock. Tamsin watched my hand, then the room, then the door that looked out to the anchored yacht, and I saw the shape of her fear and the weight of her courage living in the same breath.

Tamsin stood and looked out to sea. Her arms folded, her weight tilted to one hip, her gaze steady on the horizon like she was weighing her whole life on the water. When she turned, she caught Adam’s eyes. She grinned at him like a girl at the beginning of a crush. He stood tall and proud, smiling back, innocent and open, the look saying as clearly as words could: I am keen; please don’t play games.

Tamsin waved once, then came back to me and sat, her eyes narrowing, cutting straight into mine.

“Get Andrew to your yacht tonight. I’ll meet you there. Tell the captain to leave the swimming platform fully down.”

“For you to dock?”

“I’ll swim. Nobody will see me. We’re not only being watched by Andrew’s people. Oh, and get yourself some security on board.”

“I will.”

“One other thing, Ciara.”

“Name it.”

“Don’t tell anyone except Andrew. Not even Jodie and Brad. The more people who know.”

“I understand. Their safety is important.”

Tamsin leaned closer and kissed my cheek. Her lips were warm, her eyes softer than when I’d first landed, her smile open, almost tender. She helped me rise, her hand brushing across my bump just as my baby kicked. She froze. Her eyes widened, and she smiled. I took her hand, placed it properly, and held it there so she could feel. A ripple, a push, a living heel. It passed between us, not just movement but a reminder that the world held more wonder than either of us had tried to protect. Her grin broke through, sudden, almost girlish, and I knew then we had crossed a threshold into friendship.

“Thank you for coming, Ciara.”

“I’ll see you tonight.”

“That’s a one-mile swim.”

“The tide will flow out. It’s not so hard.”

Tamsin walked me to the launch, where my crew steadied me aboard. The doctor’s relief was obvious, his exhale loud, his face unguarded. I hugged him and took comfort in his care, even though my faith was elsewhere. I had delivered Sara without complication and had no reason to expect anything less with this second baby.

The launch slid out from the dock, engines murmuring low. I looked back. Tamsin stood wrapped in Adam’s arms; his frame curved around her, his hands firm on her back, his face buried in her hair. The sight tightened my throat.

Yes, girl. You do deserve a great life. Everyone does.

Brad waited on the swimming platform when the launch nudged the rubber fender there. His shoulders dropped the moment he saw me safe, his relief palpable. He lifted me clean from the launch, hugged me close, his warmth engulfing me like a warm hearth after an icy walk. I let myself sink into it for a moment, my cheek pressed to him, before he carried me aboard.

Jodie was waiting, Sara too, their hands steady, their voices layered with love. I embraced them all before I excused myself, retreating to the stateroom next door for privacy. The walls muffled the yacht’s hum. I took the secure phone Andrew gave me and dialed.

“Hi Ciara.”

“I know about the Mona Lisa.”

“Ahh fuck. She told you?”

“I spoke to Tamsin. She’s meeting me tonight. You must get onto the yacht without being seen.”

“How the fuck- oh, never mind. You can’t leave the yacht. I’ll be there.”

“I would rather not.”

“You mustn’t. So she told you about her?”

“No need for guarded words with me. I don’t understand why you are the one chasing the painting.”

“The French government reached out and asked for our help. I was between cases and agreed to take this on, so my handler dropped me into the Treasury a few years ago when the Mona Lisa went missing.”

“Why there?”

“I can investigate anything from here, Ciara. It is the ultimate cross-agency nexus.”

“Who do you work for?”

“Don’t ask. I’ll only lie.”

“Okay. I’ll see you tonight.”

“Thanks, Ciara. I mean that. You’re in danger now, though.”

“I was from the very day this case was given to me.”

“I tried to keep you away from the worst of it.”

“I’ll see you tonight.”

I killed the call before it could slip into words neither of us could undo. Irritation pulled at me. Andrew had used me. Not to push me deeper into his target but to hold me at arm’s length, as if that passed for protection. If he had truly wanted me safe, he could have done more. Instead, he left me here, holding a corporation too vast, a mystery too consuming. I didn’t want it. I didn’t ask for it. But I couldn’t let go. Mysteries like this bind themselves to people like me and never release.

I sat alone in the stateroom, velvet shadows clinging to the corners, the air heavy with the faint perfume of polished wood and salt drift sneaking in from the deck. The yacht’s hum pressed steadily under me, a pulse that reminded me I was adrift, suspended between choices. I laid a hand across my bump, feeling the taut skin, the faint restless shift inside. Brian would cave given the right pressure. Tamsin had part of the treasure map, but not all. Only the complete picture could choke Ravel.

I leaned back into the chair and drew a slow, deliberate breath, the kind that steadies you before a fall. My fingers hovered over the phone, the weight of it cold and slick in my palm. I decided to gamble.

I dialed, braced for the voice of the man who had set this storm in motion.

“Ciara. It’s late.”

“I found your family photo album.”

The words dropped into the silence like stones in water. The pause stretched, wide and deep. Brian’s breath hitched. A strangled sound broke through, more animal than man.

“Is there any point in my asking you to leave this alone?”

“Nope. Not happening.”

“What do you want, Ciara?”

“I want all ten returned to their rightful places.”

“Fuck. If I could, I would. Ravel-.”

“Be here tonight, Brian. Make it late. Take a helicopter. Anyone watching will think it’s mine returning from refueling, or some errand I sent it on.”

“How do I know this isn’t a trap?”

“If I wanted you in a cell, I’d have called Andrew and told him everything.”

A ragged breath dragged down the line.

“Okay. I’ll be there.”

I ended the call and let the phone rest on the table, the stateroom suddenly louder with the creak of timbers and the hush of water against the hull. My pulse matched the yacht’s thrum. Somewhere above, laughter floated across the deck. I pressed my palm flat to my belly, whispering to the life inside that we had just lit a fuse.

A knock at the door dragged me back to the present.

“Come in.”

It was Brad, and he didn’t look like he would take no for an answer.

“It’s time to rest, darling.”

“I know. We have visitors tonight.”

“Who?”

“Please don’t ask.”

“Okay… now, come on, Ciara.”

“Yes, Sir.”


Chapter Eight

◆◆◆

Tamsin’s Point of View

I stood on my bedroom balcony and stared at the yacht a mile away. The water looked black, almost oily, in the diminishing daylight. It was too early to swim there now - too calm. I traced the millpond surface for flaws, knowing small betrayals would give me away.

Someone would spot me in the calm water — a splash out of place, a leg kicking too hard, causing an obvious wake behind me, a snaking, telltale sign I had been there. The sea gave nothing without taking something in return, and I could not afford discovery. The moon was a quarter sliver tonight, thin as a blade, so once the sun completely tamped down, I could make my move and crawl onto the swimming platform of Ciara’s yacht around midnight.

Ciara’s yacht.

The words didn’t taste bitter. A vessel that had once been part of me, now someone else’s trophy, and she was welcome to it.

Perhaps a baby will give the boat better luck.

Adam came up from behind me, encircling my waist with his powerful arms like he had the right, his palms clasped over my belly where his semen roamed deep inside me, warm even in memory. His chest pressed against my back, all muscle and heat, his breath fanning my neck like he owned the air I breathed.

“I know who you are, Tamsin, and that the yacht out there was yours.”

“It was my husband’s. Now it belongs to Ciara and the US Government.”

“You’ll get it all back.”

“I don’t want any of it, Adam. I have everything I need.”

“Do you have romance and love?”

“Do you think I need it?”

I turned to face the man who had made love to me more authentically than my husband ever had, more enthusiastically than the man I had an affair with, and to a finer outcome for me than both. I smiled, feeling a little sorry for him — sorry that he wanted me so much and that I had so little to give.

“I think everyone needs love, Tamsin. We are, when all is said and done, a creature who craves companionship.”

“It’s been a day since we met, honey.”

“I’m not proposing to you.”

“You should escape me. I am ten years your senior, and I have baggage.”

“How do you know I have no baggage?”

I reached up and kissed his lips softly, enjoying his youth, his vibrance, and the man-hours of work he’d done in the gym. His body was taut, beautiful, almost sculpted, and his face belonged to a man who resorted to kindness by default, becoming violent only in the extreme moments he was pushed to it.

“Tell me about your baggage, Adam.”

“I am an orphan. I grew up in foster homes, mostly with cruel foster parents, one of whom sexually abused me. They finally found me a nice place at fourteen years old with a woman in her sixties. She’s my Mom and I love her very much. Margaret told me I could be anything I wanted to be.”

“Wow… is this true?”

I frowned at him, mildly taken aback, not just by his story, but at how inaccurately I had judged him.

“I’ll never lie to you, Tamsin.”

“That’s a good start.”

“I worked in a food market setting up and maintaining stalls, fetching and carrying, then I served in a bar to get through college. I graduated in Philosophy and saved my money to buy a car and become a cabbie.”

“Philosophy and taxi driving seem like a perfect combination.”

“Are you making fun?”

“I will never do that to you, Adam… but—”

“But?”

He looked so damn hopeful, and if I were a few years younger, less tarnished by lesser men than him, less injured by my poor choices, I might have had fewer reservations about having a relationship. I was in the last days of divorce, but even that being said, my husband and I were no more a couple five years ago than we were today.

“Can we be friends, Adam?”

“You’re friend-zoning me?”

“Not exactly.”

“Friends-with-benefits, then?”

“When you say it like that, I sound like an awful slut.”

“I am not into fuck buddies, Tamsin.”

My eyes widened, and guilt shamed me. Adam blushed, his expression regretful, his desire for me off the charts. It had been so long since a man really wanted me in the way he did, but we seemed gulfs apart. I was damaged by a toxic marriage, a shell-less creature that needed to rediscover herself and grow a new protective layer.

A series of self-inflicted wounds had gutted my agency. My life was strewn across the floor like entrails spread out by others as I was pulled this way and that, eviscerated, demolished, one act of cruelty or stupidity at a time.

“I have already lived a life, Adam. I’m in my early thirties and I feel fifty.”

“My life wasn’t easy.”

I winced at that truth and felt ashamed for comparing my simple life made hard by poor decisions with his tortured life as a child. Adam rested his forehead against mine, smiling beautifully, his lips almost touching mine, his warmth cutting into my shame.

“I might say cruel things that I don’t mean in a moment of frustration. That’s not who I want to be. That’s not something I want to inflict on you.”

“People say things they don’t mean, and they say things they do mean. I am a philosophy grad, so I have some wisdom to tell one from the other.”

“But why would you want to see me again, Adam?”

“I didn’t bring your case up here because either of us wanted to get laid.”

“Why did you bring it up?”

“Because you told me to and I wanted to make you happy… and it sounded to me like you wanted me to stay here with you. You haven’t asked me to leave.”

“That’s true.”

“Did you want me to stay once you woke, Tamsin?”

“I did… I do, but I’ll never ask, because I won’t be enslaved by a man ever again.”

“I am the furthest you could reach away from domination. I have no desire to dominate you, Tamsin.”

I liked him. That was the bold and fundamental truth. Something about the way his eyes sparkled in the rearview mirror on our ride from the airport, his kind smile, and his calm, soft voice intrigued me. I’d watched Adam from time to time throughout the day. He followed Alice’s instructions, winning her over with hard work he didn’t owe us, a smile, a joke, and his skill as a chef and pleaser of people.

He was agreeable, but not past a point where he might be pressed, as a curmudgeonly old man with too many glasses of beer swilling in his belly discovered when he told Alice to fuck off. With one simple, calmly delivered sentence, Adam had invited the man to leave, and he did without fuss.

“Are you seeing anyone, Adam?”

“No… are you?”

“I left a lover yesterday. My husband, you already know about.”

“So you are free… I am free… we can invent our rules.”

“Okay… what then? We date?”

“It’s up to you, Tamsin. I have no expectations beyond declaring my interest in you beyond just sex.”

I rubbed his arms and pulled gently on my bottom lip, staring intensely into his big, round eyes.

“The sex was fantastic, Adam. On that score, you have experience beyond your years.”

“That was because of you.”

He waited with the kind of patience only the genuinely hopeful have. The night hummed around us, warm air through the open balcony, faint sounds from the dock below, the soft thud of a line against a cleat somewhere out of sight. The yacht glowed on the horizon like a private world I once owned and no longer wanted.

I wasn’t a tease, nor the kind of girl that needed to be chased endlessly by a potential suitor. I had no friend zone and, aside from Brian and Karl, there had been no other lovers, potential or real. My desire for Adam rose as I listened to him, his words, manner, and body language seducing me slowly, like a well-marinated brisket smoking on a low fire.

I let his arms tighten once more, for the comfort of the thing and not for the promise of tomorrow. For now, that would have to be enough.

“I have to be somewhere at midnight, Adam.”

“The yacht?”

“Yes.”

“Okay… do you need help?”

“No.”

“I have to work. I won’t finish until 2 am. I can call and check on you if that’s okay. I assume you’ll swim there and back?”

“Yes.”

I was waiting for any sign of him imposing his will or setting boundaries between us. I saw only green lights, concern that I would be okay, not push back against my choices.

“I’d appreciate that, Adam. Please call me.”

“I will.”

“Will you make love to me before your shift, please?”

“I’d love to, Tamsin.”

I knew so little about my young lover, beyond his skill in bed, his attentiveness, his romantic streak, and the way life had bruised him in places too tender for someone so young. When his lips met mine, they were sultry, hot, pressing with need, his tongue slick, and searching, demanding the same hunger from me. My thoughts slid away from questions of why I might date Adam and into the more straightforward question of why not?

Maybe he would grow bored after a week of fucking me. Perhaps margaritas and crab chowder on this balcony instead of clubbing in Miami were not his idea of a life. Maybe he would drift away when a younger woman showed interest in a highly desirable man. But at the same time, would I care? I wasn’t sure I had the capacity for love. I wished Adam no harm, but I wasn’t dreaming of children and family portraits either.

His hands decided for me. He slipped the straps of my dress from my shoulders and let the fabric fall. The night air pressed against my bare skin, cool compared to his heat. He lifted me onto the heavy table with strength that made my breath catch. His hands brushed my breasts, my nipples hardening on the rough promise of his strong, weathered fingertips.

Adam knelt. His fingers slipped into the waistband of my panties and peeled them down, slow, deliberate, until they hung at my knees and released the thick scent of me that he stared at. My musk drifted upward, sharp and sweet and undeniable, clouding the night air with my want.

“You’re turned on, Tamsin.”

“I was thinking about your solid body. The way you sucked my nipples last night, the way your cock filled me. Your semen is still inside me.”

“Does that make you feel happy?”

“I’d be happier if you refilled me.”

“May I taste you first?”

“Hah. Of course. Show me a woman who doesn’t enjoy tongue, and I’ll show you a liar.”

He pulled the damp cotton the rest of the way down, his eyes wide, daring, and beautiful. His grin was obscene, boyish joy painted over raw lust. I had never seen a man so eager to press his face into a woman’s cunt. He spread my thighs with both hands, his fingers parting swollen lips that gleamed under the balcony light.

The first stroke of Adam’s tongue dragged thick, sticky cream from my throbbing opening as he licked hot and slow, plowing the seam of my slit until my thighs quivered. I gasped, my fingers tangling in his hair, pulling him closer. He lapped at me like a starving man at the rim of a bowl, his tongue darting, curling, scooping slickness and smearing it against my clit.

My scent clung to the air, heady and animal, the table under me rocking with every lick. His tongue flattened and pressed harder, dipping low, flicking back up, until wet strings snapped and clung between my folds. His nose ground into my swollen clit as he sniffed, inhaling me as he fed.

The wet sound of him eating my leaking pussy was shameless. Slurps, gulps, little growls muffled against my swollen lips, solid clit, and trembling hole. My juices coated his chin, ran down his neck, but he didn’t care about the mess - he just wanted more. His fingers pressed inside my pussy, his knuckles grazing as he curled them, fucking me open while his tongue worked higher, harder, faster, and reached deeper inside me when he slid his fingers out.

I writhed, damp hair sticking to my face, my breasts crushed by my palms, solid nipples dragging in sweat across them. I lifted my ass, pushed back into his mouth, needing him deeper, wetter, filthier, and he licked all of me — he couldn’t get enough.

“Don’t stop, Adam. Fuck me with your tongue. Eat me until I’m ruined.”

His moan vibrated against my clit. His tongue stabbed inside my hole, twisting, pulling more cream into his mouth before sliding it up again, circling, sucking my clit hard enough that my vision blurred. I felt the gush build, hot and violent, then it broke — a flood of release spilling into his mouth.

He swallowed my orgasm greedily, gulping every drop, his lips sealing against me, his tongue sweeping to catch what leaked. My thighs trembled against his cheeks. I ground myself into his face, shameless, using him, and he let me — giving me all he could.

When I finally collapsed onto the table, spent and shaking, he pulled back only long enough to wipe his chin and grin at me with glistening lips, his eyes burning with need, his chest heaving from the effort of worship.

I lifted his chin and studied his eyes carefully. They blazed with passion, desire, and honesty.

“The cellular signal hereabouts is weak, Adam. If you want to check on me after your shift…”

“Maybe I could drop by?”

“I’d like that.”

“I’m still going to fill you with my cock, Tamsin.”

And I knew he would.


Chapter Nine

◆◆◆

Ciara’s Point Of View

I lay on the bed with my ankles spread wide in Jodie’s grip, her pussy smothering my mouth, feeding me as I devoured her. Brad stood at the bottom of the bed, his thighs braced like marble pillars, his muscles cut and flexing while he drove his cock into me hard, deep, and relentlessly. My heavy pregnancy and the aches I carried dissolved under the flood of oxytocin. Every thrust eased me, filled me, stretched me, and made me whole again.

I was close to birthing, but not afraid. The doctor had built me a private hospital on board. I had four nurses, two expert midwives, and a fully kitted ward, a deck away. What could go wrong? For now, a hard cock and a wet cunt were better medicine than anything in sterile cupboards.

Brad used his cock like he’d been born for it. Each stroke dragged those thick veins across the silk of my pussy walls, pulsing, stretching, fucking me to the hilt. We started after dinner, with hours left before Andrew, Brian, and Tamsin would arrive, and Brad was intent on making every stroke count.

I needed to be fucked hard and by both lovers.

I buried my tongue inside Jodie’s tight, sticky pussy, spearing deep, curling, searching. I sealed my lips over her pink little hole and sucked greedily, drinking her down like the sweet ice cream at the bottom of a licked-out cone. Her musky sweetness filled my throat, hot and intoxicating, and my hormones surged wild. My baby shifted inside me, not with pain but with rhythm, every small kick a counterpoint to the orgasm building in me.

“Fuck her good, honey. Make the most of Ciara’s cunt while you can.”

“She loves her ass filled, too.”

“I doubt she’ll let you near it for weeks.”

“I’ll wait.”

Oh, he won’t - anal is fine.

Jack had restarted fucking me a month after Sara was born. The doctor told us to wait, but I begged to be taken. My cunt was too hungry for my husband’s cock to obey the rules. I knew I’d beg again. I always did.

Polyamory wasn’t just a kink; it was my new natural state. During our marriage, Jack gave me women, one after another, filling my bisexual need. I gave him swinging, let him swap me with our married friends, his greatest thrill that I also enjoyed. With Jodie and Brad, two truths were fed daily. I had lived in impossible abundance, and somehow I had it still.

Jodie released my ankles and handed them off to Brad. He gripped me with tender strength, still fucking me with that steady rhythm, making sure I was filled and emptied on every stroke. He fucked like a man who cared about my orgasm more than his own, like every plunge of his cock was meant to remind me I was adored and claimed.

Jodie rocked back and forth, crushing her thick, trembling pussy lips against my mouth, rubbing her swollen, slick clit over my nose, and grinding it against my chin, coating me in her musk. Her fingers pinched and rolled my nipples, swollen and sensitive, teasing me until I gasped. Each time she released, she bent low to kiss and suckle, licking the milk she loved so much. She fed from me like my daughter did, tender, greedy, addicted. She always had more hunger than Brad to feed, always wanting my breasts, constantly caressing me before she slid down to eat my cunt.

I moaned into her when her thighs trembled and her pussy convulsed. A hot jet spurted across my tongue, salty and sharp, burning my tonsils and throat as I swallowed every drop. She squirted hard, and I slurped like a whore, drinking her release.

Brad knew my tells. When my legs stiffened and shook, he slammed deep and held, burying his giant cock balls-deep inside my soaked cunt. His crown crushed against my cervix as I clenched hard and milked him, wringing thick ropes of semen from his cock.

He collapsed over me, his chest slick against mine, his cock still lodged inside, throbbing as he pumped the last of his cum into my womb.

Jodie slid off my face, her lips glistening, and curled against my side. She licked and kissed my nipples again, tender as she cleaned what she had teased, her breath warm on the peaks, her tongue soft, her love unquestionable.

I let them hold me. Skin to skin, sticky with sweat and semen and milk, the three of us tangled, sated, ruined, and remade.

Brad whispered in my ear.

“You’re so beautiful. So fucking strong.”

Jodie laughed softly, wiping my tears with the back of her hand.

“Don’t make her cry, honey. She just came apart on both of us.”

I laughed anyway, half-joy, half-sob, my arms winding around them both.

We breathed together, a filthy knot of love. My pussy leaked Brad’s seed, sticky and hot. My mouth still tasted of Jodie’s salt, her orgasm thick on my tongue. For a moment, I let go of the secrets, the lies, the midnight meeting that haunted me. For a moment, I was only theirs — mother, lover, slut, adored, owned, and cared for.

Brad stayed buried inside me, his cock still fat and throbbing, locked in the wet clutch of my cunt. His seed leaked out around the seal of us, sticky trails running hot down the crack of my ass. He cupped my belly with both hands, reverent, rubbing it like he was soothing both mother and child, his thumbs stroking lazy circles across the taut skin.

“Your body is perfect, Ciara. You’re glowing. Even heavy with our baby, you’re the most fuckable thing I’ve ever seen.”

Jodie’s tongue flicked my nipple, then dragged lower, lapping milk from the curve of my breast before kissing the swell of my belly.

“He’s right, Ciara. Look at you. You’re magnificent.”

I moaned low, my hips shifting, feeling Brad’s cock twitch deep inside me. I pulled on my bottom lip and frowned at him, wanting more fucking, deeper and sloppier.

“Keep stroking my belly, honey. I love it when you hold me like this.”

His fingers pressed firmer, mapping the shape of our child as if he wanted to memorize it through touch. My baby stirred, a slight kick that made him gasp. My babies would always be Jack’s, but I was sure that if he were watching, my husband would approve of my lovers and their desire to create a family around them.

“He’s strong already, Ciara.”

“Or she.”

“She’s already like her mother. Demanding.”

When Brad slid his cock out of my throbbing hole, Jodie giggled, kissing lower until her lips brushed the slick mess leaking from me, sucking gently where Brad had been embedded.

“God, you’re both filthy. I can taste your cum spilling out of her, Brad.”

Brad groaned, his cock swelling again, thickening as if his wife’s words alone stoked him hard. Jodie sucked as much as she could, then cleaned the thickly lathered crown of her husband’s cock and dragged it back to my entrance, sliding it up and down my creamy slit.

When she buried Brad’s cock inside me, I gasped and held her head close, so she could watch her husband fuck his girlfriend. His eyes sparkled with desire for me as he messed his wife’s hair with trembling fingers.

“Don’t move, Ciara. I want to stay inside you forever.”

“Forever’s a long time, honey. Especially with a cock that still wants to fuck me raw and with only one week to go - it could be anytime now.”

He kissed me, lips pressing against mine, sweat and salt passing between us. Jodie licked up the overflow, her tongue sliding along Brad’s shaft where it met my hole, sucking at the mix of his seed and my slick.

“You’re leaking so much cum. I love tasting it when you’re full of him.”

I smirked, catching her gaze.

“Not just full. I’m fucking overflowing. He gave me every drop.”

Brad nuzzled my neck, groaning into my skin.

“You’ll get more. I’m not done with you.”

“Fuck, Brad… you just came.”

“Not enough. It’s never enough with you two.”

Jodie laughed again, her lips shiny with the mix she licked from me.

“He’ll fuck you again. He always does. And then when your pussy is sore, I’ll drink from you instead.”

I tugged Jodie up and kissed her, our mouths wet with the taste of me and Brad.

“You always drink from me. My little feeder.”

“I love your milk. I love knowing I’m feeding from the same breasts that feed our daughter.”

Brad kissed down the slope of my neck, still rocking his hips, slow and deep, cock thickening until I whimpered.

“You’re insatiable, both of you.”

“And you love it.”

I smiled, my body shaking with laughter and aftershocks.

“I do… but don’t think I’ve forgotten. Brad wants my ass again, and once this baby’s out, he’ll beg to fuck it.”

Brad groaned loudly, biting my shoulder gently.

“Fuck yes, I will. I’ll spread you wide and bury myself in your ass the first chance I get.”

“You’ll have to earn it.”

“I’ll lick it first. Kiss it. Worship it, while Jodie licks your aching pussy.”

I smirked, tugging his hair back to meet his eyes.

“You’d better. My ass is the tightest hole I’ve got left.”

Jodie moaned, slipping her hand between us, stroking Brad’s cock where it plugged me.

“He’s getting hard again just thinking about it.”

Jodie kissed me with raw hunger.

“My husband is thinking hard about everything. You. Me. This family we’ve made. I’ll never stop wanting you, Ciara, and neither will he.”

I cupped both their faces, sticky fingers pressing against their cheeks, holding them close, my eyes wet with exhaustion and joy.

“I’m a mess, dripping, leaking, swollen, milked, but I’ve never felt more loved.”

Jodie kissed my nose.

“Loved, adored, and still the dirtiest slut in this bed.”

“Always.”

Brad’s cock twitched inside me again, his body already pushing toward another round.

“Then let’s keep ruining her.”

I laughed, the sound ragged and raw, wrapping my legs tighter around him, pulling Jodie against me until all three of us were tangled again.

Hours later, my lovers showered with me, steam curling off the tiles as their hands slid over my skin, rinsing away the dried milk that clung around my breasts, washing the sticky mess of Brad’s seed from my swollen cunt. Fingers played gently where I was tender, mouths felt soft as silk against my shoulders. They treated me like porcelain even as water sluiced down, hot and cleansing. They dried me, dressed me, kissed me as if I were holy, then Jodie went to stay with Sara while Brad walked at my side toward the rear swimming deck, where Tamsin and Andrew would board.

The helicopter reserved for my hospital trip had already gone, dispatched hours earlier to collect Brian Dalton and his lawyer. Now it would return carrying more than cargo, and I had no idea what to expect from him or the others coming to our meeting. If Dalton refused to reveal where he and Ravel had hidden all ten treasures, and Tamsin only knew five locations, then I was delivering Andrew not clarity but chaos — an even greater mess than he imagined.

By the strain in his voice when we spoke, I knew that Dalton was terrified. I had enough in my hands to bury him forever, even if Andrew chose to lock it away and pass the burden higher up the chain - he would never see daylight, and there was no place deep enough underground for him to hide.

As I stared out, gripping the guard rail, the oily black ocean stretched out in every direction, glass-flat under the starless sky, and I cursed them all — Dalton, Ravel, Andrew, every man who thought they could treat history as their private vault and those who pursued them.

I don’t need this shit!

“He must reveal it all.”

“What’s that, Ciara?”

I turned. Brad stood close, his eyes soft, his smile calm, trusting me to speak when I was ready. I cupped his cheek, stared into him, and felt the urge to unburden myself, but resisted. If I told him the truth about Dalton and Ravel, I would compromise his whole professional life. Worse, I would endanger him if the veil ever tore and the crime of the century, no, every century ever, came into daylight.

“I’ll tell you soon, Brad.”

“I hope so. What happens to you happens to us.”

“Aww, that’s so sweet.”

The voice came from the water. I turned half sideways and nearly lost my breath.

Tamsin bobbed in the sea a few yards away, grin wide, hair slick against her skull. She had swum up in silence, breaking the surface like a seal, startling me to the core. She lifted a hand and waved, cheeky, playful, a reprieve from the weight pressing on me.

Brad crouched, offered his hand, and hauled her dripping body out. For a moment, I saw her in full: the Olympian, taut and muscular, shoulders broad, thighs cut, perfectly proportioned for strength. Her chest heaved with exertion, but her smile was relaxed, open, disarming.

He passed her a towel. She dried herself slowly, lingering over her hair, wringing it out before tying it into a high ponytail with an elastic from her wrist.

“You look better for the swim.”

“It’s meditative, especially at night. I love night dives most — descending into blackness, lights glowing, silence pressing. I feel better than I have in years.”

“Adam?”

She blushed, grinned, and nodded.

“He’s nice, Tamsin.”

“He’s young.”

“He’s still nice - a very decent man.”

“Yes… he is.”

She was fresh from a lover’s bed, I thought. Moments away from facing her soon-to-be ex-husband, she still glowed unmistakably taken and thoroughly loved.

“I’m glad to get this shit off my chest, too, Ciara.”

“It’s burdening me and I’ve only known for days.”

Brad shifted awkwardly, standing like a spare wheel beside us. He gestured toward the salon.

“I’ll fix coffee while you ladies conspire.”

“Thank you.”

He kissed me, his lips gentle, like a husband’s, then he disappeared inside. Tamsin watched him go, admiration plain in her eyes.

“He’s nice too — a good man.”

“I love Brad, and I love Jodie, his wife.”

“Good for you. I hope your relationship works out.”

“It will. At first I wasn’t sure, after Jack… but now I can only see Brad, Jodie, and our children in my future.”

“I had a threesome once. Two guys and me.”

“Oh my… I’ve had a few.”

Tamsin’s gaze drifted wide, scanning the horizon. There was no wake, no shadowy hull, no launches coming from the beaches around Siren’s Rest. Only a few stubborn deck lights from the bar on Tamsin’s dock, spilling gold over one table where diehard drinkers settled in for the night.

When she looked back, doubt clouded her face.

“Brian won’t give Ravel up.”

“He may have no choice. When Andrew learns the one treasure he’s chasing is actually ten, the shit will hit the fan.”

“Undoubtedly. But Ravel can reach anyone, anywhere, in the cruelest ways. He belongs in the ground. He’d think nothing of carving out your unborn baby and throwing them overboard.”

My hands flew to my stomach. The baby shifted inside, and fear punched me breathless. Ravel’s shadow stretched long, cruel, and felt inevitable. The balance keeping Tamsin and Brian alive could only hold for so long. If he struck a deal with global governments, he would be crime lord untouchable, reigning as if crowned.

Tamsin touched my hand, her eyes guilty and voice low.

“I’m sorry, Ciara. Sometimes I speak too openly.”

“I don’t mind.”

“You do… and you should. I’m sorry. Pregnancy is a happy time - this situation is unfair to you and your baby.”

“Apology accepted.”

She cocked her head, frowning. A faint whup-whup reached my ears a beat later — rotor blades cutting through the distance.

“Dalton will arrive before Andrew.”

I narrowed my eyes, tracking the red and green lights growing brighter, closer. My heart thundered. Was it a tactical move to put him in place first and then arrive mob-handed to make another arrest?

“What do you know about Andrew, Tamsin?”

“Not much. He doesn’t only work for Treasury. I think he transcends departments.”

“Working for the White House?”

“Maybe. I learned too late to mind my own business. That lesson is branded on me now.”

“I understand.”

The ship’s helipad blazed to life, a white floating beacon in the dark. A crewman in a hi-viz vest and helmet raised his wands, waving, guiding the helicopter descending in perfect control. The thrum vibrated through the yacht, a rhythm in my ribs, my womb, my bones.

Then light swallowed the night.

The aircraft erupted midair, a fireball of jet fuel and metal, tearing open like the sun exploding too close. A crack shook the sky, a roar beyond thunder, the blast hammering into us with heat and force that folded me in half. For one awful second, the ocean turned into a mirror of flame, and then burning debris sheared down, breaking apart as it hit the water.

The stink of scorched kerosene and salt filled my throat. Smoke burned my tongue, acrid and metallic, as tears spilled down my face.

My legs gave way. A gush of wetness spilled down my thighs, hot against the chilly night air, soaking the teak until the planks gleamed dark beneath my feet.

My scream ripped through the night, shredded and raw.

Brad sprinted back onto the deck, his chest heaving, eyes blazing. He looked from the shattered sea to my dripping legs, to the horror twisting my face.

“Dalton is dead.”

“Never mind him, Ciara. Your waters just broke.”

“I know… but—”

The contraction hit, knives twisting through my belly, heat flooding my spine, muscles seizing until I could barely breathe.

Tamsin sobbed, her body shaking, grief etched deep, hands clamped over her face. She cried for Brian, for the pilot, for every life that had ended in the burning plunge. An alarm screamed across the yacht, a shrill, unending wail. Lights flickered out, emergency red pulsing through the darkness.

The captain stormed in, his face pale, voice ragged with urgency, boots hammering the teak. Jodie clutched Sara tight, the doctor, and midwives at her back, nurses running, eyes wide with fear.

“You all need to get off the ship fast.”

“Why?”

“Because someone blew up that helicopter, and this yacht might be next. Get in the launch now — all of you.”

Another contraction gripped me, sharper, merciless, bowing me forward as spit flew from my mouth with the gasp it dragged out. My child was coming, the yacht was under threat, Brian was dead, and the night had caught fire.


Chapter Ten

◆◆◆

Tamsin’s Point of View

Watching another woman in the first moments of her labor humbled me. Ciara’s face was a map of ruin and something like grace: shattered by loss, braced by terror, lit from inside by a joy that had nothing to do with me. Brad and Jodie moved around her like attendants to a small, fragile court, lifting her with the reverence of people who know how little power they have against the body’s weather. For a single ridiculous second, I wanted that sort of devotion for myself.

Ciara pointed at the launch.

“Get in, Tamsin. Don’t you fucking dare think about swimming away.”

“I’ll call Alice. I’ll make my bedroom clean for you. The doctor can have whatever he needs.”

“A double whisky for me?”

“I don’t think you’ll be allowed, but I’ll have a few for you.”

She grinned, then buckled; the grin tore into something raw as pain folded her. Contractions hovered around six minutes and then, like impatient trains, closed the gap. As I shouldered toward the launch, a motor cut the water and a voice yelled my name — Andrew in a small black speedboat, closing fast. He’d reach the Siren’s Rest long before Ciara’s launch. Good. Time favors the practical.

I waved the crew off and took Ciara’s scowl like a benediction.

Andrew pulled alongside, all bone and authority, his jaw set so tight it looked carved. For a ridiculous instant, I thought about diving and swimming the mile myself, slicing through dark water like a secret, but I jumped instead, and he threw the little boat into a wake that blew salt in our faces.

“Get in.”

I leaped and he drove like a man with a point to prove, engines keening, spray stinging. As the launch slashed past the yacht’s attached tenders, I watched lifeboats unfurl and crew climb into them — the Captain last, hat clutched to his chest. Relief steadied me: if Ravel had put a bomb on board, at least fewer people would be caught in the flames tonight.

Salt snapped at my cheeks as our sleek hull skimmed the swell. Andrew screamed over the roar.

“This meeting was a stupid idea.”

“Ciara’s water broke. Only that matters now.”

He went still. Men do when labor begins — some ancient, involuntary hush folds the room and draws out the heroism they never knew was there. He aimed the boat at my dock as if nothing else existed but getting us to shore.

I leapt off, fastened the fore and aft to cleats, hands slick with spray. Andrew pointed at Ciara’s launch, a patient white scar through the dark.

“What can I do to help, Tamsin?”

“Ask everyone still drinking to kindly go home. A baby will be born tonight at the Siren’s Rest, and he or she won’t be listening to drunks on their first night.”

He moved with the blunt efficiency of a man used to giving and receiving orders; by the time I’d dialed Alice, Andrew was scattering diehard fishermen from their stools like a wind pushing gulls.

Good people love babies. That is the human truth: newborns stop whole rooms, they redirect breath and attention the way a tide redirects boats. My decent men went home with a smile and well wishes shouted out to a mother in agony

I stripped the old sheets off my bed with a kind of animal speed, bundled fresh linen out of plastic, the paper crack of new packaging sharp in my hands. One tear slid free for the men gone in the sky, and another fell because a new human was about to arrive in this burnt, fragile world.

Andrew climbed the stairs and saw what needed to be done. He grabbed a corner of a sheet and stretched it over the mattress like a man trying to mend something inside himself.

“I am sorry about Brian.”

“We all reap what we sow. I’m sorry too… he didn’t deserve that.”

“Nobody deserves to die, Tamsin.”

A white flash lanced the horizon, sudden and blinding, as if the heavens had split. For half a heartbeat, the sea looked frozen in silver glass.

Then the sound came, too big for ears, too violent for language — a thunderous bloom that swallowed itself and then roared outward again, shaking the Siren’s Rest through her steel bones.

The balcony trembled under my feet, wood quivering against its bolts, glass in the windows behind us shivering until thin cracks spidered across the panes. My ears rang, high and merciless, a shriek that drowned out the world and left me swaying.

Heat rolled across the water, thick and oily, punching into my chest like a giant’s fist. The air smelled of kerosene and salt and burned metal, the stink so sharp it caught in the back of my throat and clawed my tongue raw.

Dalton’s yacht erupted a mile out, fire blooming from stern to bow, tanks going one by one, each explosion a fresh concussion that battered my ribs. Flames leapt higher than the mast had ever reached, a hungry orange wall devouring black sky.

The sea itself caught light in patches, a mirror of broken fire on every wave, hot shards of burning fuel spitting across the surface until the water hissed as though it were alive.

I saw the Captain on the last life raft, a single figure thrown into terrible relief. His hat clutched in both hands, his face wet with salt and tears, the glow painted him holy and damned at once.

The blast wave tore across the gulf between us, my hair whipped across my eyes, my dress clung with sudden sweat, and I staggered against the balcony rail. My stomach clenched so tight I thought for a breath it would rip me apart.

Fury swelled in me with the heat. Old grief rose, but rage burned hotter, brighter, sharp enough to cauterize.

“Some people deserve to die, Andrew. A man who would murder a baby in the womb is a man whom I would kill with my bare hands.”

“If you want revenge. I can give you that. Not execution, but justice… dignified revenge.”

“I would rather cut his fucking heart out.”

“Ravel?”

“Who else?”

“If you don’t tell me what you know… he will get you eventually, Tamsin. My men have had this place under observation since you arrived. I’ve had you followed since we met on the dock after you dived off Karl’s boat.”

“What are you saying?”

“You are safe here… so is Ciara.”

“Good. She doesn’t deserve any of this.”

“Then tell me where the Mona Lisa is. That is the only way anyone can be safe forever.”

“It’s not that easy.”

A nursing team swept into my bedroom on trained feet, efficient and serene. The oldest of them — a midwife who wore a thousand quiet births in the lines of her face — offered a small, unequivocal smile, the kind that says Everything will be done. Then the door opened wider, and Ciara arrived with Brad and Jodie in tow, the doctor close behind, calm like a machine wound to compassion.

Ciara took my wrist with a violence that seemed to soften her pain, her fingers locking like a vise, the skin hot and damp, and her nails pressing crescents into my palm until I tasted iron at the back of my tongue. Her face was a terrible, open thing — grief and fury braided so tightly they made her voice thin and taut as wire.

She placed my palm on her baby bump.

“Tell Andrew everything, or I will. He tried to kill both my babies.”

“I know.”

Ciara’s words hit the room like gunfire, the midwife’s practiced serenity flickering at the edges, and the doctor’s jaw clenching so hard a tendon jumped; for an instant, the entire little army of nurses held their breath, the space between exhalations turning small and brittle.

I could feel the baby kicking under my hand, a stubborn, private protest exactly when the world was loudest, the tiny heel hammering into my palm as something inside me uncoiled — a cold coil of calculation that had nothing to do with maternal instinct and everything to do with survival - Ciara and her baby’s.

Her eyes bored into mine, an accusation that was also a plea.

“If you don’t tell Andrew now, I will burn everything to the foundation, and I don’t mean rhetorically, I mean I’ll hand proof to anyone who will use it. I’ll trade all ten treasures to stop Ravel and to hell with the consequences.”

“Leave it to me.”

“You must change Tamsin… you’ll be next.”

Ciara’s breath came hot and staccato; the smell of salt and fear and sweat filled the narrow space between us. I forced my voice level, every syllable a measured thing shaped for leverage.

“Give birth first. You will not trade your child’s future for revenge. You will not hand a match to a man who would light the world just to prove he can.”

She barked a half laugh, raw and unbelieving, the sound you make when the rules have been torn up and you are offered only the fragments.

“You think I’ll sit on it, Tamsin? You think I will let him walk away because I gave birth quietly and live safely, then I just smile while Ravel takes over the underworld?”

“No. I will not let that happen.”

Her fingers dug deeper into the back of my hand, tenderness and threat braided; I could feel the crescent white of the nail pressing into my palm. Pain spiked, and I let it — pain clarifies, pain makes decisions sharp and clean.

“Andrew can protect me.”

“He will. He must.”

Her shoulders shook once, then she laughed, and the sound broke like glass. The midwife slid between us like a quiet current, her voice soft and low and infinitely practical.

“You are going to sit down on the bed. You’re going to breathe. We are getting ready for a baby. Words will come later. Threats will wait. Let’s make this a happy place, a happy time for a new life.”

Ciara’s grip loosened by the width of a finger; her cheek pressed wet against my wrist for the length of a breath, then she pulled back as if ashamed of the tenderness she could not afford.

“Fine. Go.”

Ciara nodded once, and a small pact settled between us like a stone dropped into a quiet pool; ripples would follow, unstoppable, but in that raw, terrible second we made an agreement: birth first, lies untangled, and neither of us permitted to break the bargain without blood between our hands.

I left the room and went downstairs, where Alice poured whiskey for Andrew. I took the glass from his hand, downed it in one, slammed the tumbler on the table, and dragged him outside, shouting back to Alice that we needed two more doubles.

An immense fire blazed in the distance as Brian’s yacht sank slowly. A helicopter hovered near the site, its rotors chopping the night — police, ambulance, or press, it didn’t matter to me. I gripped the metal rail surrounding my dock so hard my knuckles whitened.

The iron bit into my palms, and the whiskey in my throat burned down to my chest, heat on heat. I wanted to scream, but I didn’t want to cause Ciara any more stress. I stared at Andrew, my heart pulverized, my will to lie dissolved.

“Where is the Mona Lisa, Tamsin?”

“I can’t tell you because I don’t know.”

“Then what do you know?”

“I want immunity from prosecution.”

“Everyone wants immunity from prosecution when the sheriff rolls up with his guns in hand — you had your chance to come clean. I can’t get you anything at this hour, and in case you hadn’t noticed, war has been declared.”

He nodded out to sea as if I needed any reminder that this was past the eleventh hour.

“I want your word.”

“You have it. I will try to keep you out of jail.”

I leaned back, stared at the stars, then out to sea. The air smelled of kerosene and salt, scorched metal carried on the breeze. I inhaled deeply, whiskey and smoke a single line down my throat.

Then I stared at Andrew, my heart exploded, my voice strangled.

“The Mona Lisa is nothing. They stole ten global cultural icons — the Declaration of Independence, King Tut’s death mask, and others. I know where five are — I have no clue where the Mona Lisa is.”

“What the fuck!”

Andrew went ghostly white, his eyes out on stalks, his lips trembling, but only choking noises coming out. He shook his head, so I reeled off the treasure list.

“The list includes the Magna Carta, an Imperial Fabergé Egg, the Rosetta Stone, the Shroud of Turin, the Koh-i-Noor Diamond, and the Terracotta Army General’s Statue — the only General they had.”

His breathing became erratic, and Andrew grabbed the handrail to steady himself. It was an immense relief to say the list out loud, like a confession. His forehead wrinkled like a man fifty years older as he wheezed and stared out at sea.

“That’s nine… You said there were ten.”

“They stole what purports to be the Ark of the Covenant from a military base in the Middle East.”

He looked again, disbelief turned to horror.

“It doesn’t exist, Tamsin.”

“Ravel has something that looks convincing to me. It’s enough to hold Israel and the Jewish diaspora to ransom.”

“What the fuck possessed you?”

“I kept a secret for a man I loved. I never stole anything, nor did I hide it.”

“Jesus, Tamsin. The shit will fly in every direction.”

“I know. I thought I could contain this.”

“You fucking can’t. Nobody can.”

Andrew strolled away to the end of the dock — far enough that the ocean silenced his scream and gnashing of teeth.

Darkness and peace finally shrouded the anchorage where Brian’s yacht had been moored; the bulk of it was sunk to the ocean floor forty meters below, perfect for divers to swarm the place for months, treasure hunting.

Orange firelight bled across the water as fuel and oil burned, fracturing in ripples that stained the pristine ocean like a wound. I cursed the whole situation because people would swarm and despoil my Siren’s Rest. I gave Andrew ten minutes and had myself another selfish double whiskey before I strolled down the dock with a glass containing a double to calm his nerves.

When I handed it to him, he swigged the glass back in one, then held it out for another, seeing the bottle in my hand.

I took a long slug from the bottle, the liquor hot and punishing, then poured him one.

“No more. A baby is coming.”

“Fair enough. How the fuck do we proceed?”

“You’ll need an army, Andrew… what is it you call them in Washington DC?”

“A task force.”

“Yeah. You need one of those.”

“Do you at least know where the Declaration is?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“In the safe of a unit at a luxury prepper’s bunker. Kansas. The Survival Condo Project.”

“That used to be the Atlas missile silo. It’s near Concordia.”

“Yes.”

“I can have a team sent there immediately.”

“If you do, Ravel will burn it. He will torch every treasure and disappear. He is a spiteful man.”

My phone vibrated in a pouch I had tied around my waist to keep things waterproof when I swam to the yacht.

I fished it out and stared at a number I didn’t recognize. I held the phone up to Andrew, and he nodded grimly.

“Ravel?”

“Maybe. Shall I answer it?”

“On speaker, please. No more secrets.”

I answered the call and switched to speaker.

“Hello.”

“Tamsin… what the fuck happened? Are you okay?”

“Brian?”

“Yes.”

“How are you alive?”

There was a long pause before my newly resurrected, soon-to-be ex-husband spoke again. I placed my ear closer to the phone and turned the volume up to its maximum.

“Are you on board a jet?”

“I’m leaving, Tamsin. I’m sorry for everything, but I can’t live this life anymore.”

“People fucking died in your helicopter. Did you blow it up to fake your death?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Ridiculous? You’re alive… someone died.”

“I know. It’s not my fault. I had no idea Ravel would move so quickly. I sent my lawyer instead of me. He had my statement and the coordinates for all ten stolen treasures to hand over to Andrew.”

“Fuck!”

“I’m so sorry. I wouldn’t have called except… I was worried about you.”

“Ravel blew up the fucking yacht too, Brian.”

“Oh fuck! Ciara?”

“She’s safe. They all are.”

“Thank God.”

“You need to end this now, Brian, or Ravel will keep coming — he can only be stopped by returning those treasures to their rightful owners.”

“I can’t help you. I destroyed everything I had after sending my confession and the coordinates to the yacht with that lawyer.”

“Oh, Christ.”

“I can tell you where to find a safe place. I stashed the location details. It’s a hard copy.”

“Where?”

“I can’t say on an open line. But listen carefully. It’s not in a vault or in a gallery. It’s tied to a journey we made — written in the margins, filed where no one bothers to look. That’s all I can say.”

“What the fuck does that mean?”

The line went dead.

I was about to scream, but in the distance I heard a baby cry out, and my heart exploded with love. I stared at Andrew, and he nodded to my Siren’s Rest.

“Let’s meet the baby and check on Ciara first. Treasure later.”

“Thank you.”


Chapter Eleven

◆◆◆

I paused at the threshold of the bedroom, my breath catching like a wave against the shore. The room was alive—a whirlwind of white coats, hushed whispers, and the metallic tang of fresh life mingling with the faint lavender scent of my favorite candles.

Medical staff hovered like guardian angels, while family clustered in a protective circle around the bed. At the center: Ciara, a fierce, unbreakable woman, radiant even in exhaustion, cradling the miracle she’d just brought into the world.

She handed the baby to Jodie, who planted a soft kiss before passing it to Brad, who held both children aloft, one in each palm as he stared at them, their eyes as wide as his.

And there, smeared in the sacred red of birth, was the newborn—a tiny, perfect boy, his cries a symphony of defiance and promise. Beside him, his sister Sara, already swaddled and serene. I felt like an intruder, a shadow in this sacred glow. Andrew had wisely stayed downstairs, but how could I? I’d been there when Ciara’s waters broke in the dead of night, pacing the deck with her through the storm of labor. This wasn’t just her triumph; it was everyone’s. I was invested, heart and soul.

Ciara’s eyes found mine through the crowd, and her face split into a grin that could outshine the sun—tired, tear-streaked, but utterly triumphant. Brad, ever the steady rock, stood tall beside her, one massive hand cradling Sara like a queen’s crown, the other lifting the boy high as if presenting him to the heavens.

The three of them: Ciara, Brad, Jodie—beamed with a pride that filled the room like sunlight after rain. Jodie, Ciara’s heart-wife, wiped sweat from her brow, her own eyes shining with unspoken miracles.

Ciara locked gazes with Brad, her voice a husky whisper thick with emotion.

“He’s a boy... Will you name him for us, Brad?”

Brad’s throat bobbed, his broad shoulders trembling.

“Are you sure? You know the name I cherish most.”

“Yes.”

Ciara choked back tears, then breathed, nodding fiercely.

“So do I. So does Jodie. Please…”

The room fell into a holy hush. Breaths suspended, eyes widened like stars in a midnight sky, heartbeats thundered in unison. Naming a child wasn’t just words—it was weaving souls together, etching legacies into eternity. Brad’s tears carved silver trails down his cheeks as he held these two precious lives, fathered not by him, but by Jack—the hero lost to Afghanistan’s sands, the man whose laughter still echoed in their dreams.

“He is the King of our world.”

Brad stared at the tiny boy as he made a declaration, his voice cracking with raw, reverent love.

“Sara, our Queen, fierce and unyielding. And you, little one... You are Jack. We love you, Jack—the namesake of your father, our eternal guardian. May his spirit wrap around you like armor, inspire you to rise as he did. You will be loved by all of us—fiercely, endlessly.”

Ciara shattered. A sob tore from her, deep and joyous, as she reached for her babies. Jodie enveloped her in a fierce hug, their tears mingling like a shared baptism. Brad gazed at the babies as if he could will his very essence into them. I saw his lips move and knew he whispered a vow to lay down his life in an instant for both. And he would. Oh, he would. It was the truest testament to Jack—the brother-in-arms, the devoted husband, the light snuffed out too soon. In this moment, death bowed to life. Jack wasn’t gone; he lived in their laughter, their love, their unbreakable bond.

Jack was reborn.

I couldn’t hold back. Sobs wracked me, hot tears splashing to the floor like rain on parched earth. My heart fractured under the weight of it all—shattered by the void of Ciara’s loss, then mended, glowing, in the faces of her children.

A hero’s life, stolen by war’s cruel hand, was honored here: remembered in whispers, embodied in tiny fists and coos, safeguarded forever by this family forged in fire. Joy surged through the grief, a tidal wave of yes—yes to love’s victory, yes to legacy reborn.

I waved at Ciara, my smile wobbly but real, wiping my face with trembling hands. She beamed back, pure sunshine, before turning to nurse her miracles, her world complete in their warmth.

Descending the stairs felt like emerging from a dream. Alice and Andrew swarmed me in the foyer, their faces alight with anticipation. Beyond the glass walls, our fisherman friends hadn’t budged—loyal sentinels under the dawn sky. They’d set aside their beers, murmuring promises of silence to Alice, now standing vigil like ancient oaks, praying for the new souls.

Andrew’s eyes bored into mine, exasperated affection in his grin.

“Well? Spill it!”

“He’s... he’s a beautiful boy.”

I choked back my tears, my voice thick with emotion.

“Wow. Ciara’s got the full set—one girl, one boy. Perfect.”

“They all do. Ciara’s the luckiest woman alive. She found a spectacular couple to share her love with—Brad and Jodie, the yin and yang of everything good.”

I’d always felt the pull toward women, a quiet flame never fully kindled into romance. But watching Ciara’s throuple? It sang to my soul—the balance, the depth, the wholeness. No jealousy, only amplification in love. In that flawless example, I saw my own longing crystal-clear: I craved motherhood, wifehood, a partnership of equals. No more slip-ups, no shadows of inequity. This time, it would be right—fierce, fair, forever.

Andrew tugged me aside as Alice dashed out to share the news. The fishermen erupted in cheers, respectful and roaring, hats doffed in reverence. Even in chaos, they’d adapted, honoring new life with quiet grace. Andrew had shooed them away before, but now? They were family.

Jack changed everything for them.

I said softly and to myself, the words were a prayer and a promise. And as the sun crested the horizon, bathing us in gold, I knew it was true. In his name, we’d all been reborn.

The salt air stung my lungs as I stood alone in the Siren’s Rest car park, the gravel crunching under my boots. My heart felt lighter—Ciara’s baby boy, Jack’s namesake, had cracked open something inside me, like sunlight spilling through a shattered window. But, confessing my awful secret about the treasures to Andrew? That was a catharsis laced with dread. I was deeper in the shit now, the weight of ten stolen relics pressing down on me, their ghosts whispering of my ruin.

Sirens wailed in the distance, blue and red lights slicing through the dawn along the coast road. Helicopters thumped overhead, their blades chopping the air like a war drum. Andrew took charge, barking orders to cordon off my dock, my bar, my sanctuary— to give us space, not for me, but for Ciara, Jack, and their fragile new family upstairs. I was grateful, but the increasing chaos felt like a noose tightening.

Through the copse’s tangled undergrowth, a figure stumbled into view—Adam, breathless, his face scratched raw by brambles, his dark hair plastered with sweat. His eyes locked on mine, and relief flooded them, bright and unguarded. My chest fluttered, unmoored. I didn’t know how to meet that kind of raw care, but when he sprinted toward me, instinct took over. I flung my arms wide, and he crashed into me, his warmth solid against the morning chill.

I needed that hug—needed him—more than I’d admit.

“Fuck, Tamsin, you’re alive,”

He gasped, his breath hot against my ear.

“I heard about the yacht explosion and came straight here. Cops have a roadblock five miles out.”

I pulled back, searching his face.

“How the hell did you get here?”

“Left my car on a beach, swam around the blockade, ran the rest.”

He grinned, sheepish but proud, his chest heaving.

“Jesus, Adam.”

My hands lingered on his arms, feeling the taut muscle beneath his damp shirt.

“Are you okay?”

He stepped back, his hands on his hips, gulping air like a man surfacing from a dive. Fatigue carved lines into his face, but also worry was there—real, raw worry for me—shimmered in his eyes. It caught me off guard. We’d made love, a desperate, fleeting connection in the storm of my life, but this? This was deeper, a tenderness I hadn’t earned. My skin tingled where his gaze lingered, and I hated how much I wanted to lean into it.

I let him catch his breath while the police swarmed a hundred meters away, their radios crackling with purpose. I prayed Andrew’s control would hold, that one statement would be enough, that they’d respect the sacred bubble of Ciara’s new family. My own secrets—the treasures, Brian’s cryptic clues—burned in my mind like a ticking bomb.

Adam stopped pacing, his gaze softening.

“I’ll be honest, Tamsin. I’m no marathon runner or great swimmer. Gym’s mostly weights and ego for me, and muscles were not a huge advantage tonight.”

“We’ll work on that.”

I laughed, a real one, surprising myself.

My smile turned warm, almost too warm, and I caught the spark in his eyes. This man had dropped everything—drove, swam, even ran until his lungs hurt—to make sure I was breathing. A knight, not in shining armor, but in torn jeans and with a heart too big for his chest. I wanted to know if that heart was true, if it could weather the storm I was.

“What happened on the yacht?”

His voice was gentle, his manner neither pushy nor probing.

I shook my head, the weight of secrets clamping down.

“Can’t tell you, Adam. I’m sorry. Some things have to stay buried—for everyone’s safety.”

His jaw tightened, but he nodded.

“I get it.”

I felt it—the words he didn’t say, the longing radiating from him like heat off asphalt on a scorching day. My body hummed, caught between pulling him closer and pushing him away. I was sinking into something dangerous, a slow immersion into heated waters I swore I’d never swim again. Not after my marriage, not with criminal charges looming, not with the world’s treasures at stake. But his presence—solid, steady—made me ache for something softer, something mine.

“Adam.”

I spoke, softer than I meant to, and held his hands carefully, like they were babies. He stared at me with an expression knowing this was a moment, but he didn’t know which way it would turn.

“Yes, Tamsin?”

“What’s on your mind?”

“You.”

He admitted the truth, his voice raw, his desperate eyes searching mine. I swallowed, my pulse quickening.

“It’s been a day.”

“You said that before. It’s almost two now.”

He teased me, a half-smile breaking through. I giggled, despite the moment, despite the anxiety beating at the walls in my mind I’d raised to protect me.

“You can’t be in love with me.”

I said it as half-warning, half-wish.

“Never said I was.”

“Good.”

Relief and disappointment tangled in my gut, a bittersweet knot. Love was a minefield—too heavy, too permanent for now. Hooking up? That was clean, selfish, mine to control. But Adam’s eyes held more than lust; they held possibility, and that scared me more than any treasure hunt.

“I’m sorry, Adam.”

My fingers brushed his wrist, lingering on the pulse there.

“I can’t give you what you want.”

“Not now.”

He stepped closer, his breath warm against my cheek.

“I get it. But don’t push me away, Tamsin. We’re at a crossroads—something great could start here. We met, we connected, and… hell, I’m not giving up on that.”

His words were a spark, igniting something reckless in me. I smiled, softer this time. He hadn’t called it fucking, like I always did. Adam was respectful, earnest, and I was a ship adrift, caught between my tragic past and the treasures’ deadly pull.

I made a snap decision, my heart pounding.

“I won’t see anyone else, Adam. Just you. But it doesn’t mean we are in a relationship… not yet. Maybe never. Does that work?”

Relief softened his face, and I saw it—he wanted me, not just my body, but me. Exclusive, not for sex, but for something deeper. My skin flushed, a slow burn spreading from my chest.

“I’ll do the same.”

“Then let’s stay here, at the crossroads. Holding hands, so to speak.”

“I’d like that.”

His smile was a quiet promise. I leaned in, my lips brushing his—soft, deliberate, a kiss that lingered like a question. His hands found my waist, gentle but firm, and for a moment, the world’s chaos faded—no sirens, no treasures, just the warmth of him, the possibility of us.

Andrew’s voice cut through.

“Tamsin.”

I pulled back slowly, my lips tingling, and shot Adam a reluctant smile.

“Go inside. Help Alice. Come and go here as you please.”

“Thank you.”

He squeezed my hand before heading inside to help out. There were Cops, Federal Agents, and all kinds of people to cater to.

I turned to Andrew, mockingly offering my wrists.

“Arrest me now?”

“Not yet.”

Andrew looked grim, wearing the weight of the secret I had burdened him with.

“It’s my lucky day.”

I quipped, but my stomach twisted.

“Not really, Tamsin. You’re a target for a vicious criminal. Take it seriously.”

“I know.”

“Ravel will kill you.”

I met his eyes, the weight of Brian’s words in the last phone call I would ever get from him crashing back on my shoulders.

“What’s the plan, Andrew?”

“I’ve announced Brian Dalton’s death.”

“That’s smart. Ravel will buy it—for a few days.”

“What did Brian tell you?”

I recited the riddle, my voice low: It’s not in a vault, or in a gallery. It’s tied to a journey we made—written in the margins, filed where no one bothers to look.

Andrew’s face paled.

“Do you know what it means?”

“Yes.”

“Tell me.”

“I need a deal first, Andrew. If you’ve sent this up the chain, get me immunity.”

“Fuck, Tamsin!”

He snapped, angry, his face contorted, but I held firm.

“I don’t want jail.”

He exhaled, defeated.

“Give me an hour, Tamsin.”

“In the meantime, ready a helicopter. We move fast. Get teams here, in Europe—everywhere. Have them prepared.”

“Where are we going from here?”

“Oh, come on, Andrew!”

I shot him an irritated look. It was an attempt to squeeze me, to take advantage of fatigue and stress, but I’d had worse — much worse. His expression apologized, and he moved away to start making calls to someone in Washington, DC, who could give me what I needed.

The stakes loomed like a tidal wave. Ten global treasures—irreplaceable, sacred, now hung in the balance. If we failed, history would curse us, our names etched in infamy for centuries. But if I could save them, save myself, maybe even carve out a new life beyond Brian and Karl… I had to try.

As Andrew strode off, I glanced at the Siren’s Rest, where Adam waited. The crossroads stretched before me—love, danger, redemption. I’d walk it, one trembling step at a time.


Chapter Twelve

◆◆◆

Mayhem swirled around me, a chaotic tide of flashing lights and shouted orders, yet the only sound that anchored my soul was a baby’s cry—not a wail of misery, but the bold, vibrant song of a new soul reveling in his own voice.

I stood on the dock of Siren’s Rest, the salt-soaked wood creaking beneath my feet, the dawn air sharp with kerosene and scorched metal from the yacht’s smoldering ruin and the rescue boats that gathered around it.

The yacht crew shuffled past, their faces grim as they filtered toward the cordoned-off police and FBI area to give statements, their boots crunching gravel like a dirge. The fishermen had slipped away to their homes, to wives and children, where they’d spin tales of witnessing Jack’s birth, their voices thick with awe. Men were such a wondrous mystery to me—capable of weaving legends from a single night. And then there was Adam, whose quiet strength stood in stark contrast to Brian’s slippery charm and criminal folly or Karl’s cold, sneaky ambition.

As I stared out to sea, the horizon a bruised purple where dawn bled through the night, Adam came up behind me, his arms wrapping around my waist, his palms settling low, just where a baby might one day grow. His warmth seeped through my thin jacket, a steady pulse against the morning’s chill, and I inhaled his scent—sweat, salt, and something earthy, like driftwood warmed by the sun. My heart fluttered, caught between gratitude and guilt, the weight of my secrets pressing like a stone in my chest.

“What’s on your mind, Tamsin?” His voice was soft, a low rumble that vibrated against my back, grounding me.

“The miracle of Jack. He’s so beautiful.”

My words were a whisper, carried away by the sea breeze, my eyes stinging with unshed tears as I pictured the tiny boy, his cries a defiant hymn.

“I haven’t seen him, but I know how beautiful babies are. My sister had a baby boy three months ago.”

“Oh… that’s nice.”

My voice faltered, a pang slicing through me. It hadn’t occurred to me that Adam had a family, a sister, people who loved him—people who’d recoil at the thought of him tangled with me, a woman skating on the thinnest ice with the law, her past a labyrinth of stolen treasures and lies — an adulterer who’d made every gossip column. My fingers tightened on the dock’s rusted rail, the cold metal biting my palms, anchoring my spiraling thoughts.

Walking away from Adam meant I would never have to justify myself. I could hide from shame. But I was never the sort of woman to hide from anything.

In a fleeting moment of calm, we swayed in the sunrise, its golden tip edging above the horizon like a promise carved in light. I was about to turn, to kiss Adam’s lips and send him to a spare bedroom while I faced my mess alone, but Andrew’s approach shattered the stillness. He waved sheets of paper, his face taut with urgency, his boots crunching gravel as he closed the distance. Adam saw him, his arms loosening, and offered me a quiet smile, his eyes soft but resolute.

“If you need me, please call.” His words were a vow, simple and true.

“Get some sleep, and yes, I will call if I need help. Thank you, Adam.” My voice trembled, gratitude warring with dread.

“You’re welcome.”

He stepped back, no fuss, no demands, and headed toward the restaurant. Through the glass, I saw him lift a tea towel, chatting with Alice as she washed crockery, his hands moving with a quiet grace that needed no praise. He was a man who did what was right, no spotlight required, and my chest ached with the weight of his goodness.

I can’t walk away.

Andrew thrust the papers into my hand, the sheets fluttering in the sea wind, crisp and official. I scanned them, my breath catching—a pardon, wide-ranging, absolving any crimes in exchange for my aid in recovering stolen treasures. My eyes bulged, heart pounding like waves against the dock, as I saw the signature at the bottom.

“The President?” I gasped, disbelief tingling in my throat.

“My boss.” Andrew’s tone was matter-of-fact, but his eyes gleamed with the weight of it.

“Fuck… how did you manage this?” The paper trembled in my hands, the ink stark against the dawn’s glow.

“The Mona Lisa was important enough for him to task someone to support the French government. The Declaration was enough to get him out of bed. You’re covered, but I need help.” His words were clipped, urgent, the air between us crackling with stakes higher than the sky.

“Okay.”

I gripped the pen, my pulse racing, but paused as he raised a hand.

“There is one more condition, Tamsin.”

His voice dropped, heavy with warning, and my heart stopped, fear coiling like smoke.

“Brian is dead.”

His words were a blade, cold and final, wrenching my heart. Had something happened since my soon-to-be ex-husband called? I feared the worst. I searched Andrew’s face, my breath shallow, the sea’s salt stinging my lips.

“Is he?”

“No. But he’s dead as far as everyone here and elsewhere is concerned. I’ve made him dead. Don’t ask how—I won’t tell.”

Andrew’s eyes were steel, unyielding, and I felt the weight of his lie, a shield for Brian’s survival. I felt relieved. I’d seen enough tragedy, and after Jack’s death, I felt desperate that everything would improve.

“Why are you doing this, Andrew?”

“Because when this is over, if Brian’s known to be alive, he’ll be killed.”

Andrew’s tone softened, a flicker of humanity breaking through.

“By the CIA?”

“More likely the Russians or Chinese. They got screwed here and won’t like it one bit. The President is reaching out to world leaders, gathering a consensus. I’ll have teams assigned from allies and enemies, tracking locations, deploying Special Forces for a consolidated raid to recover what was stolen.”

“And me? What did you tell them about my involvement?”

My nails bit into my palm, the pain grounding me as I braced for his answer.

“I said you were innocent of everything except unwitting involvement. I told them you were key. You’re helping me, and have been all along. The pardon is for that. Now let’s return the treasures to their rightful owners.” His voice was firm, a vow as much as a command.

“And what about Brian?” My throat tightened, the ghost of my husband lingering in the salt air.

“You owe Brian nothing.” Andrew’s words were sharp, cutting through my hesitation.

“But I don’t want him dead.”

“Let’s keep the secret together, and he won’t be. Only you and I know he’s alive, and nobody will hear it from me.” His eyes softened, a flicker of something warmer—admiration, or something more—passing between us.

“So you lied about him too, Andrew… why?” I tilted my head, sensing the undercurrent of his feelings, a distant crush I’d felt for weeks while I had stretched his patience thin.

“Because I don’t like it when people die. Enough people died unnecessarily last night. No need to add to the body count.”

His voice was steady, but his jaw tightened, a hint of evasion in his gaze. I wasn’t sure he was fully honest. Men pursue women romantically—an undeniable truth. We see the signs quickly, and I felt Andrew’s quiet longing, a gentle pull I didn’t want to mislead. I swallowed, changing the subject, my heart pounding with the weight of what lay ahead.

“What about Ravel? Surely he should be dead?”

“I’d see him in prison, but others won’t allow that.” Andrew’s voice darkened, his eyes flicking to the horizon where the yacht’s embers still glowed.

“What’s happening to him?” My breath hitched, the sea’s restless churn mirroring my unease.

“A Russian’s hunting him. I’m told she’s the best—a contractor. Katerina’s all I got. This stays between us.”

His words were a whisper, a secret shared in the dawn’s fragile light.

“I hope she fucking kills him.” My voice was venom, Ravel’s name a poison on my tongue.

I signed both copies of the pardon, the pen’s scratch loud in the quiet, and tucked one into my jeans, the paper a lifeline against my skin. Andrew strode toward a hulking truck—his command post, I assumed—its engine rumbling like a beast stirring. I ran to my Siren’s Rest, grit on the boards biting my bare feet, and I thrust the original pardon to Alice, her hands warm from dishwater as she took it.

“Photocopy this a few times. Hide a copy here, take this original home, lock it in a safe, and send a couple to my lawyers. Here’s their card.” I pressed the business card into her palm, my voice urgent, my heart racing.

“What is it?” Alice’s eyes widened, curiosity flickering. My tone softened, pleading.

“Please don’t read it, Alice.”

“I won’t. I promise Tamsin.”

“It’s my life. Without it, I’m fucked.”

I hugged her, the scent of dish soap and coffee clinging to her, then I kissed Adam’s cheek, his warmth a fleeting comfort. I’d explain this mess to him later—if he stayed. If he ran after I revealed the truth, I’d wish him well, blameless. After all, who’d love a criminal?

I hit the landing at the top of the stairs, my feet thudding on worn wood, and paused, the murmur of a family’s love seeping through my bedroom door. I couldn’t resist peeking in. Brad cradled Sara, his massive hands gentle as he fed her from a bottle, tiny bubbles rising with each eager suck. Jack lay in Ciara’s arms, both sleeping, her face etched with fatigue but glowing with triumph. Jodie sat beside them, her hand linking Ciara’s to Jack’s, a tapestry of devotion woven in their touch. My throat tightened, a tear slipping free, hot against my cheek.

“Are you okay, Tamsin?” Jodie’s voice was soft, her eyes warm with concern.

“Yes.” I managed a smile, my voice thick.

“If you’re going somewhere, Ciara asked to be woken up.”

“You can’t.” I shook my head, reluctant to disturb their peace.

“She’ll freak out if I don’t.”

Jodie’s insistence was gentle but unyielding. Before I could protest, Jodie lifted Jack carefully from Ciara’s arms. Ciara stirred, her eyes red-rimmed but fierce, spotting me with a grin that cut through her exhaustion.

“Come in… say hello.”

“Are you sure?” My voice wavered, my heart swelling as I stepped closer.

“Don’t dare leave without saying hi to our new son.”

Ciara’s words were a command, her expression a fierce vow of loyalty to her throuple, her family. Our son. The phrase hit like a wave, powerful and true, echoing the love that bound Ciara, Jodie, and Brad. I tiptoed across the floor, the boards creaking under my weight, and I grinned, my heart cracking open as Sara and Jack were presented to me. Tiny hands, the same cute nose, dimples so perfect they seemed carved by starlight. I looked at Jodie, as radiant a mother as Ciara, their bond a flawless harmony.

“It’s going to be hard for one or both of you not to be permanently pregnant in your house.”

My voice was light, teasing, but laced with awe. They laughed, a warm ripple that filled the room, their joy a shield against the chaos outside. For a moment, I envied their perfection—a trio so seamlessly woven, in love, in sex, in life. A throuple sounded complex, messy, yet their balance was a melody I longed to sing. My chest ached with the possibility of motherhood, of a love as fierce and fair as theirs.

I turned to Ciara, my smile softening. “I came clean. I have to take Andrew to where the coordinates are being kept.”

“Is Brian really dead?” Her voice was quiet, searching, her eyes holding mine.

“Yes.” I lied, the weight of Andrew’s secret heavy on my tongue, but necessary to save a man that many would declare undeserving.

“I’m sorry.” Ciara’s empathy was a balm, her hand tightening on Jodie’s.

“Me too. I have to leave. Please stay as long as you want. You’re all very welcome.” My voice cracked, gratitude and guilt warring within me.

“Thank you.”

Ciara’s smile was sunlight, steady and warm.

I took my leave of the most beautiful family I’d ever seen, their love a beacon in the storm of my life. Siren’s Rest, my sanctuary days ago, now felt like a stage for farewells.

I dressed in jeans, a tee, a warm jacket, and hiking boots, then sprinted across the deck, leaped into the sand kicking up under my boots, the sea’s roar mingling with the thump of helicopters overhead — coming and going.

Andrew waved from a military Black Hawk, its blades slicing through the dawn, soldiers kitted out like shadows from a war film. I was hauled aboard, the metal cold against my hands, a headset shoved over my ears as a soldier strapped me into a cargo seat, the belts biting into my shoulders.

Andrew’s voice rasped through the headset, urgent and sharp.

“Where are we going, Tamsin?”

My stomach churned as the helicopter jerked skyward, the ocean blurring below, a churning expanse of secrets and firelight. I gripped the seat, my knuckles white, the pardon, my fragile shield protected by a loyal friend.

The soldiers’ eyes gleamed with purpose, their gear clanking softly, the cabin thick with the scent of oil and adrenaline. My heart pounded, the weight of ten treasures—Mona Lisa, Declaration, Ark—pressing like a tidal wave. This was it: I was at the crossroads of redemption or ruin.

“To the Bahamas.” My voice was steady despite the storm within. “To the place where it all began.”

Andrew’s face paled, shock flickering in his eyes, but he relayed the order to the pilot. The Blackhawk surged forward, skimming the ocean’s surface, its roar swallowing my fear. Secrets would unravel, treasures would surface, and I’d face the ghosts of my past head-on, with Ciara’s family as my anchor and Adam’s quiet promise in my heart.


Chapter Thirteen

◆◆◆

The helicopter didn’t just fly—it punished the occupants, its blades slashing the air like axes, each thud slamming into my ribs until I couldn’t tell if the rhythm was the machine’s or my own frantic heart pounding. My stomach churned, a queasy tide of dread rising, the headset’s plastic slick with sweat against my ear, slipping as my fingers trembled.

The cabin reeked of jet fuel, sharp and acrid, mingling with the stale tang of my own fear and the sweat beading cold down my neck, pooling at the collar of my jacket. Treasures worth more than my life—The Mona Lisa, the Declaration of Independence, and the Ark of the Covenant—hung in the balance, their fate tied to my next words, my next breath.

One wrong move, one destroyed treasure, and I’d be the heretic who torched history, my name cursed for centuries. My temples throbbed, blood surging hot, and I closed my eyes, breathing slowly, desperate to cage the anxiety clawing at my throat, its talons sharp as the sea wind that had stung my face at Siren’s Rest.

My headset was tuned to a private channel, with Andrew’s voice crackling through, low and strained, talking to someone named Cathy. Her replies were clipped and laced with the urgency of a moment that had everyone on edge, especially me.

“Do we have assault teams ready, Cathy? Stationed at every base, every corner of the globe?”

“Every US base is locked and loaded. Other world leaders are mobilizing their forces—same setup, same stakes. Tactical solutions have been worked out for the five locations your confidential informant gave us… the others…”

Her voice tailed off as I absorbed my moniker: confidential informant — another title I never wanted.

“Fuck. If we lose even one…”

“Pray your girl is right and that the others never left their country of origin, Andrew. Pray hard.”

Ravel was utterly against moving the treasures out of their country of origin. Crossing borders added a risk he felt was unnecessary. Of the five treasures I’d revealed to Andrew, two were moved from their homelands, one out of necessity — the Ark of the Covenant was stolen from Israel, now sat in a dusty crate in a Cairo museum, buried in a warehouse run by Ravel’s shadows. No inventory could unearth it in less than a month.

The Ark should have been the only relic moved, but Brian disagreed. He smuggled the Mona Lisa out of France to the USA against Ravel’s screams, dreaming of replacing it with another forgery to fool the world. Sometimes my fake dead husband could be an ass.

But he was free and clear while I stood in the crosshairs.

Once I uncovered the riddle for the last five relics, I was done with the whole affair. Presidents everywhere would take credit, facts would be reimagined, and I would fade away. If we failed, my pardon was a flimsy shield against a world that would brand me a thief who had stolen and destroyed sacred relics. A copy of the paper pardon sat folded in my jeans, crisp against my hip, a lifeline I could almost taste.

“This has to fucking work, Cathy. It has to.”

“Nobody moves till everyone moves. The Declaration is our priority one, and there is nothing I can do to change that. The President is willing to give the green light over my head if he feels our treasure is threatened, but we can’t risk the others.”

“I know. One early grab might cause the others to be destroyed, and we’re looking at diplomatic hell for decades. Keep it tight.”

“I’m trying, Andrew, but Presidents don’t wait for my nod—one call, and it’s chaos. I hope your CI knows that.”

“She does.”

Andrew stared at me, knowing I heard every word. My stomach clenched again, and I gulped, wanting to be anywhere but here.

“Keep them steady, Cathy, please… do what you can.”

“I always do.”

Their line cut, leaving me in the headset’s hiss while the soldiers chattered on another channel, their hand signs and muffled laughs a world apart from mine. For them, this was just another day—guns, orders, people to kill, a mission to clock in and out of. For me, it was judgment day; my sins were laid bare under a global spotlight, and my name was a curse if we failed.

I glanced at Andrew across the cabin, his eyes catching mine, half in fear for my fate, half something softer—attraction maybe, no matter how unwanted. It flickered like a candle he couldn’t blow out. I wished he wouldn’t look at me like that, and I wished I didn’t notice the way his jaw tightened, like he was fighting himself as much as the mission.

Maybe on another day, in another place, where he wasn’t my jailer. But maybe not.

My mind drifted to Adam, his quiet strength a rope pulling me back from the edge. I pictured his hand in mine—not gripping, just resting, warm, calloused from hard work driving a cab and toiling in my kitchen, his skin smelling of salt, coffee, and something steady, like driftwood baked by the sun.

Adam would stand on my dock waiting for me, his eyes soft, his determination to have what he wanted unyielding. Finally, I had a strong man in my life, but was it too late? I had sinned and broken the law; those two things are not mutually exclusive. My pardon washed one away, but my sins were branded into my soul.

If I survived this, I’d run to him and give us a chance, let him hold me. I wanted that simplicity—him, the dock, my bar, and a life unhindered by criminally insane men whose greed ran rampant. I didn’t like this helicopter, or these treasures, and especially not Ravel’s ghost chasing me through the dark. I opened my eyes and saw Andrew studying me carefully.

“Hope for the best, Tamsin.”

Andrew’s voice cut through the dull white noise in my ears, warm but heavy, reaching across the cabin’s cold metal. I met his gaze, his smile fragile, like it could shatter if this went wrong. He had so much on the line.

“I’m fucking hoping, Andrew. Hoping so hard it hurts.”

“It’s all we’ve got right now.”

I nodded confidently despite how I felt.

“You’ll have all ten locations soon, I swear.”

“Any chance one’s in Bermuda?”

He laughed, but secretly, I wanted one to be hidden there. It would mean I was wrong about only two treasures leaving their borders, but at least I would be close to the action that might save me.

“I have no clue. I gave you the USA, Egypt, China, and the UK. That’s four countries and five artifacts down.”

“Only two crossed outside borders, right?”

“I can’t be certain. The others should be in their home countries — Ravel insisted, but on the Mona Lisa, Brian didn’t give a fuck — he wanted her. Maybe he wanted others, too.”

“At least we and France might come out ahead, if we’re lucky.”

“And the others? What about them?”

“You heard like I did. The President is running this show, and he wants our Declaration back first and foremost. Cathy’s on it, don’t worry.”

“Who is she, anyway?”

“Cathy is a ghost. That’s not her real name. She’s been my liaison on shit ops like this for years, when it gets too big.”

“She’s handling Ravel, too, right?”

“Yeah. Cathy brought in Katerina, the contractor I mentioned. Don’t worry about Ravel.”

“Is she another fake name?”

“Probably. You are learning quickly how this works.”

“Fuck, Andrew, I want out of this world. Out for good.”

“You’re already out, Tamsin. Brian’s dead, as far as anyone knows. Your pardon holds, win or lose.”

“If we lose, no one will give a shit about my pardon. I’ll be hunted, hated, and never fucking safe.”

“Don’t go there, Tamsin. Just don’t.”

A thought flickered through my mind. I felt lonely, clinging to Andrew, hoping my faith and late-stage honesty would be rewarded. But I didn’t know him — not really.

“Is your name really Andrew?”

He fell silent and looked away, his jaw tight. It was a question too far, a curiosity that burned me, but now, our conversation was over. I’d broken the world’s trust, become complicit in stealing its relics, and no pardon could wipe that clean — Andrew trusted me to an extent, but not all the way.

I leaned back, the seat’s leather cold against my neck, the fuel’s stink burning my throat, and whispered to myself, a vow no one heard:

If I live, I will tell Adam everything and leave him to decide if he stays or leaves. If I die, Sally gets the Siren’s Rest, and I fade away as a bad memory cursed through the ages.

I wanted to cry, but tears wouldn’t come—not here, not now, surrounded by rough men wearing camouflage uniforms, their faces hard as the steel benches they sat on. A sobbing woman would be ridiculous, and with the world’s treasures on the line, I couldn’t afford to distract them.

My chest ached, a tight knot of fear and guilt gripping me, the salt air stinging my lips as the helicopter’s roar filled my bones. The soldiers’ gear clanked softly, the midmorning light revealing death in each face. My fingers trembled against the headset, the plastic warm from my skin, slipping as I gripped it to anchor myself.

The co-pilot turned in his seat, his voice bursting into our channel, rough but calm.

“Where are we landing, Tamsin? Point it out on this map.”

“Okay, give me a second.”

I unclipped my belt, my stomach lurching as I leaned between two soldiers, their bulk parting to make space. Their lack of any personalized scent hit me. The men were gun oil, camouflage cream, and a cold emptiness, like ghosts who’d forgotten how to live.

I stared at the map, the paper creased and smudged, glowing gold in the morning sunlight streaming through the chopper’s window. My heart pounded like a deer caught in an open field, my finger trembling as I stabbed at a spot—an unremarkable dot on the coast, a place where I hoped Brian’s secret might sleep.

It’s not in a vault or in a gallery. It’s tied to a journey we made — written in the margins, filed where no one bothers to look.

I had to be right. This must be the place. The co-pilot squinted, confused, then shrugged.

“Is there a vault?”

“No.”

“It doesn’t seem very secure.”

“It doesn’t need to be.”

“Hiding in plain sight then?”

“Something like that.”

He scanned the location, judging it with the military precision of a man who must have landed under gunfire more times than I could imagine. When he smiled and nodded, I felt eased. He handed the map to the patrol commander, pointing to the location I gave them. They went into deep study mode, deciding how to insert.

The co-pilot sensed my worry, so he smiled and shrugged as if this were no big deal.

“There is plenty of space, so landing’s no issue. Have you got someone you can call to clear the site?”

“Yeah, I know someone.”

I slipped my new phone from my pocket, the screen cool against my sweaty palm, and dialed a number burned into my memory, each digit a lifeline. The line crackled, then a voice answered, warm and weathered, like driftwood smoothed by years.

“Hello?”

“It’s Tamsin.”

“Sweetheart. You have a new number? Shit, you keep me guessing all the time.”

“Yeah, I got a new phone. I need a favor, a big one.”

“Anything for you, you know that.”

“I’m coming in on a military helicopter with American soldiers. We have diplomatic clearance to land. It’s official business and nothing to fear.”

I wasn’t sure whether we really had clearance — nobody said we did. I glanced at Andrew, his eyes sharp as he listened through the headset. I’d angled the phone so he could hear. He nodded, and I breathed easier, a flicker of relief crossing my face.

His gaze held that unwanted spark—attraction, buried but there, like a coal he couldn’t snuff out.

“Okay, Tamsin, that’s… fuck, that’s serious stuff. Are you in trouble?”

“Can I explain when we arrive? Just clear a space for a Blackhawk, please.”

“Jesus, you don’t fuck around, do you? Is this about Brian or that other prick?”

“Brian’s dead.”

The line went silent. Brian didn’t mean much to him, but death did. It pricked up everyone’s ears. Anyone dying was one less in the herd, and that mattered to all good people.

“Shit, I am sorry to hear that.”

I had to maintain the lie for Brian’s sake. If I were in danger, the threat to his life was tenfold. I was the unwitting, dumb wife turned accomplice, but my husband was complicit in every theft, in every sense. Even in the best-case scenario, if any wronged nation knew Brian lived, he’d be assassinated. A long, hearty sigh carried through the line, heavy with years of knowing too much.

“I’ll close the compound. You’ll have a clear run, but watch for stragglers I can’t reach. This is a busy place.”

“Thanks. I owe you.”

The helicopter was a beast, a steel bird unfeasibly slicing through the sky, swooping over the ocean, turning and descending over land so fast my stomach climbed into my throat, my body screaming as the horizon tilted. We hit the concrete with a feather’s touch, doors exploding open milliseconds later, soldiers spilling out like shadows, their rifles glinting in the sun.

It felt like overkill, a show of force we didn’t need, but my protests would be dust in the wind, so I held onto them. I stumbled toward the building, the air thick with salt and diesel, my boots crunching on gravel dusted with sea spray. Andrew followed me closely, his steps steady, his eyes scanning everywhere like a hawk.

Doug Havers, harbormaster and my friend, threw his arms around me, his embrace warm, paternal, like I was a daughter come home. His usual grin was gone, replaced by a frown, his wrinkles deep with worry, his breath smelling of coffee and tobacco. I sank into his hug, my chest tightening, wishing I could stay there, safe, instead of chasing ghosts.

“It’s only been a week since you strolled out of the water here, Tamsin.”

“I know.”

“Are you okay? I mean, really okay?”

“Yeah, I’m holding it together. I need something urgently—manual route logs left.”

“The ones Brian used to file?”

“Yeah, did you keep them?”

“He was a pain in the ass about it—every trip, every port, scribbled like he was hiding gold. I told him the Captain emailed them to me. I had no use for his logs, and in any case, the two versions never matched.”

“What does that mean?”

“Brian’s manual logs were not accurate.”

I wanted to retch, and I held on to Doug, steadying myself.

My God, did he toss them?

“Did you keep them, Doug?”

“Yeah. I file everything people give me, even the stuff I don’t need to keep — accurate or not.”

Relief surged through me like a tsunami of hope, but my knees still buckled.

“I need to see them, please… now.”

“What’s this about, sweetheart?”

“Brian left a map in those logs. It’s something big and I’ve gotta find it.”

Doug nodded, his eyes searching mine for a moment before he led me into the weathered office where I’d been wrapped in a blanket after swimming ashore from my lover’s yacht just a week ago. The air was thick with dust and the tang of old, damp paper. I sat at a desk where Doug held the seat out for me, and he rummaged in battered steel filing cabinets.

I didn’t want to be in this office, searching these logs with Ravel’s shadow chasing me.

Doug pulled a leather-bound logbook from a drawer, its pages warped, inked with Brian’s scrawl. I flipped it open, my fingers trembling, the paper rough under my touch, smelling of ink and salt. There were rows of entries—DEPARTURE, DESTINATION, ROUTE ID, CARGO WEIGHT, which meant little. On the next page, I found a map of the world that was stretched across fifty harbors, a maze of cities from Nassau to Shanghai. My heart sank.

“Fuck, Andrew, there’s fifty fucking locations here. How do we get the last five from that?”

Andrew leaned over, his breath warm, his eyes sharp but soft.

“I have no idea, Tamsin. This is Brian’s riddle for you— he mentioned margins and journeys. What does it all mean? Relax and think… what has he done?”

I tossed my head back and snarled.

“I don’t fucking know. It’s just a bunch of pins on a map.”

Doug stepped closer and peered at the charts, his voice low and gruff with knowing.

“You’re looking at the wrong thing, Tamsin. You need the AIS Satellite electronic logs. They will show where the yacht actually went and when.”

“Do you mean they may not have sailed to all of these locations?”

“Brian only needed to lodge the destination port after leaving here with me. That log has fifty locations. The Captain only sent me what I needed — the next one.”

My heart sank. Yes, Brian had left me a clue, but it required the data on board a destroyed yacht to eliminate forty red herrings so we could find the last five locations. Even if we had that data, it would only narrow the search. I sighed, growled, then screamed in frustration, staring out the harbormaster’s window at the soldiers patrolling, who glanced back, surprised.

Andrew leaned closer to me.

“Assume Brian wouldn’t screw you over, Tamsin.”

“I think he did.”

“Why would he call you if everyone thought he was dead? It can’t be to send you on a wild goose chase.”

“You’re right.”

I leaned into the table, planting my face into my hands, grimacing, racking my brains for any clue that would take us closer to our objective. Doug smiled, and my heart leaped for joy. I would take any win right now.

“All AIS location information is sent in real-time for coastguards to track the yacht.”

“Can you get that information, Doug?”

“I don’t have access. The Captain does — in the cloud.”

I quickly dialed the Captain and got access to the yacht’s electronic logs and AIS satellite tracking data. The map we saw on-screen showed the actual route the yacht had traveled. On each theft, Ravel and Brian traveled to the region by boat, less obtrusive than flying — there was no facial ID at small marinas.

In no time at all, by comparing the GPS coordinates of the yacht’s visits against the fifty map pins on a paper map, we identified ten locations — five matching the ones I gave Andrew, and the other five being new.

Andrew shook his head.

“That only gives us cities, Tamsin. Even worse — small marinas. What use is it? By the time we track down each treasure, Ravel and his team will be long gone, leaving scorched earth behind.”

“I know.”

I leaned back, staring at the manual log, then at the screen, shaking my head.

“The answer has to be here somewhere.”

I tortured myself, going over and over the riddle in my head.

It’s not in a vault or in a gallery. It’s tied to a journey we made — written in the margins, filed where no one bothers to look.

“Nobody bothers to look in this harbormaster’s office, so it’s the right place, and yet the answer is on the yacht’s electronic logs. Brian said nothing about the cloud or the yacht’s own systems, Doug.”

“I don’t know how his mind worked, honey. Maybe the answer is split between both.”

“I don’t think so. It would be too risky. Brian knew you’d file his paper logs here without caring what was on them. Everything is right here, on these pages.”

I lifted the sheet of paper as though it might reveal a fresh secret, such as the exact coordinates of a building or treasure burial site, but it didn’t. I set it down again and stared, going over his message, breaking it up.

Written in the margins.

What the fuck does that mean, Brian?

I stared at the margins on both sides of the written logs. They were clear, but as I studied, I noticed something. My pulse quickened, an epiphany sparking. I rubbed my finger across the paper, down each margin, closing my eyes, feeling my heart thump louder.

“It’s written in the margins. I can feel where writing is pressed into paper — a blank nib like a tablet pen was used to make a faint impression. Do you have tracing paper, Doug?”

“Of course. I use it to copy maps if I want to show someone a special cove where they can find privacy. I don’t have a photocopier.”

I laid the tracing paper over the log, my fingers trembling as I gently and carefully dragged a pencil across the surface. The lead smudged as words and numbers emerged like ghosts next to some of the listed cities. Artifacts were named, and I could have cried for joy.

After a few minutes, I held the tracing paper up to Andrew, who was astonished. We’d started with fifty locations, and now, we had ten-figure numeric grid references, one for each named artifact.

Doug called up a map on-screen and plugged in the coordinates. Some I already knew were confirmed: Cairo, a museum. London, a forgotten archive, but there were new ones, Tianjin, a warehouse. The two in the USA were confirmed correctly, tucked in plain sight where I said they were.

I felt relieved and slightly vindicated. Andrew stabbed a finger at the screen.

“Fuck, that’s it. We have ten grids, on land, actual fucking locations.”

His eyes widened, a grin breaking through as he rubbed my shoulder excitedly.

“You’re a goddamn genius, Tamsin.”

“There is one nearby — look?”

“Where?”

“The Russian treasure is right here in The Bahamas. It seems Brian took that one across borders, too.”

“Oh fuck!”

I turned to Doug, his face weathered, his eyes steady, and my breath caught.

“What is this building, Doug?”

“It’s a mansion… some Russian billionaire’s place. I don’t have a name.”

I knew as well as Andrew did that there was no way the USA would entertain letting Russian troops operate in the region, even though The Bahamas was a sovereign nation. I stared at him as he tried desperately to fathom a solution.

“What will you do, Andrew?”

“We’ll have to rescue the Russian treasure ourselves.”

“And if you fail?”

“Russia will be pissed, and so will our President.”


Chapter Fourteen

◆◆◆

The harbor master’s office smelled of salt-crusted paper and diesel, its walls stained with years of sea spray and secrets. Outside, the midday sun burned the concrete dock to a shimmer, but in here, shadows clung like damp moss. My boots scuffed the warped floorboards, each creak a reminder of the life I’d almost left behind—one yacht, one marriage, one lie at a time.

The leather-bound logbook that had revealed its secrets lay open on Doug’s desk, its pages brittle with Brian’s scrawl, the traced coordinates now a map to ten stolen treasures: the Mona Lisa, the Declaration, the Ark of the Covenant—relics that could crown me savior or heretic.

My fingers, still trembling from the pencil’s scrape across tracing paper, gripped a chipped mug of coffee. Its heat seared my palms, grounding me against the dread coiling in my gut. I’d given Andrew everything—every grid, every hope—but the weight of it pressed harder, like the ocean waiting to swallow Siren’s Rest.

I felt a sudden loss when Andrew took the logbook and headed back to his helicopter — a temporary command center. My usefulness was ending.

Three hours after we discovered the ten locations, two more Blackhawks roared in, their blades slashing the midday sky, shaking the office’s thin windows until dust danced in slanted light. They disgorged more soldiers who moved like ghosts, their rifles glinting with purpose.

Now, a woman strode across the dock, her silhouette sharp against the glare. She wore faded jeans hugging her hips, a white tee stretched over coiled muscle, her black hair cropped close, no makeup to soften the blade of her jaw. I knew it was Cathy straightaway — Andrew’s ghost, his liaison, his killer perhaps.

Twin holsters hugged her ribs, pistols nestled like sleeping vipers, and her green eyes cut through me, diamond sharp, hiding a predator’s calm. My breath hitched, not from fear but from recognition: she was what I imagined the grim reaper might look like, updated for the current era.

She stopped a foot away, her grin a half-moon of knowing.

“Are you Cathy?”

She nodded, even though I knew it wasn’t her name.

“And you are Tamsin. I’ve had a file on you since Andrew flagged you. You’re practically folklore around the team.”

“I’d rather be a ghost.”

“Andrew says you’re dodging WITSEC.”

“I’m done hiding. I just want this over.”

“Then pray we recover what your husband stole.”

Her words landed like a slap, clean of accusation but heavy with truth. She didn’t tie me to the thefts, not directly, but the implication hung there, a noose I’d woven myself. My pardon, folded crisp against my hip, felt as flimsy as the paper it was written on, the original safe with Sally. One failed raid, one lost relic, and I’d be hunted—by governments, by Ravel, by the ghosts of my own choices.

Cathy turned, her assault boots scuffing the concrete, waving the soldiers toward a boat shelter Doug had cleared. Her authority was quiet, lethal, like the tide before it rips you under.

The dock fell silent, an unnatural hush swallowing the Blackhawks’ dying hum. Fifteen soldiers, armed to the teeth, stood ready, their faces blank as the steel they carried. Andrew perched fifty meters away in a helicopter’s crew bay, headset clamped to his ear, phone flashing as he barked orders. His eyes flicked to me once, a glance that carried too much: duty, maybe desire, a spark I wished I hadn’t seen. I turned away, my chest tight, the coffee mug’s heat now a burn I welcomed. Pain clarified. Pain reminded me I was still here, still fighting for a life I could taste: Adam’s calloused hands, his breath against my neck, the dock at Siren’s Rest where I’d promised myself I’d never be caged again.

Doug sat across from me, his weathered face soft with the kind of care that didn’t ask questions. His hands, knotted from years of hauling lines, cradled his own mug, steam curling like a prayer. He was a father without saying it, the kind who’d burn the world for his own. I envied that steadiness, that certainty.

“I did some terrible things, Doug.”

“You don’t owe me the story.”

“I know.”

“Was it you, or them?”

“I stood by and kept quiet. That’s enough to put me on the wrong side.”

“Spouses do that. It’s how we’re wired—the good ones, anyway. You’ll be alright after this, Tamsin. You’re on the right side of this now.”

“If those treasures come home, maybe. If not…”

I trailed off, my throat closing. The weight of it—Brian’s betrayal, Karl’s cold ambition, my own silence—crushed me. I’d loved a man who stole history, who thought the Mona Lisa was a bargaining chip, who left me to carry the guilt.

My fingers tightened around the mug, coffee sloshing, burning my knuckles. I thought of Adam, his arms around me last night, his voice saying, “I’m not proposing,” but his eyes promising more. I’d been too broken to believe in it then, but now? Now I wanted it—him, the bar, a life where I wasn’t running.

Doug’s eyes softened, but he said nothing, just sipped his coffee. The silence was a gift, letting me breathe, letting me hold the image of Adam’s grin, the way it cracked open my defenses like sunlight through a storm.

Andrew’s boots crunched closer, his shadow falling across the desk. I looked up, and my heart leaped, a foolish flicker of hope before I saw his face—taut, eyes sharp, no warmth left.

“We move in six hours. Global teams are synced. It’s the first time I’ve seen nations play nice.”

“So the world gets its history back?”

“If we’re lucky. By midnight, we’ll know.”

“And Ravel?”

“Katerina’s handling him. I have no input or access to details.”

I nodded, but the words tasted hollow. Katerina, the Russian hunter, was a shadow I’d never meet, but her name carried death. Ravel deserved it—his cruelty, the murders he committed, his threat to Ciara’s unborn child, burned in my mind like the yacht’s wreckage. But justice wasn’t my job anymore. I’d given Andrew the coordinates, the last of my secrets, and now I was adrift, waiting for the world to decide my fate.

“What do you need from me, Andrew?”

“Your silence. Never speak of this. Not about Brian, not the treasures. If anyone hears he’s alive, we’ll hunt him down.”

“Like Ravel?”

“Exactly.”

The word landed like a stone in my chest. Brian, alive somewhere, a ghost I’d promised to protect whether he deserved it or not. My fingers brushed the pardon in my pocket, its edges sharp, a fragile shield against a world that could turn on me. I swallowed, the coffee’s bitterness coating my tongue.

“I won’t say a word.”

“Good. Cathy’s taking you to Langley for debriefing.”

“Langley?”

The word was a blade, slicing through my hope. Langley wasn’t a meeting; it was a cage, a room where secrets were dissected, where Adam’s face would fade to a memory. My stomach churned, coffee rising like bile. The pardon was real, but forgiveness? That was a myth. Andrew’s eyes flickered, a shadow of guilt, but his jaw stayed hard.

“Is that a problem?”

“No.”

I lied, my voice steady, but my heart screamed. Langley meant questions, files, maybe a cell if they decided what I traded for my pardon wasn’t enough. I’d be stripped bare, my sins laid out under fluorescent lights, no dock to run to, no Adam to hold me. I thought of his hands, rough from work, gentle on my skin, and the ache in my chest grew sharp, a knife twisting where hope had briefly bloomed.

“There are details to discuss, Tamsin. Langley is a good place to do that.”

“Details?”

“Don’t worry.”

His words were empty, a politician’s promise. He turned, his boots echoing on the concrete, heading back to his Blackhawk. I watched him go, my fingers trembling against the mug, the harbor’s salt air stinging my lips. Doug reached across, his hand brushing mine like a father’s touch.

“You’ll be alright, girl.”

I wanted to believe him. I wanted to believe in the pardon, in Adam, in a life where I wasn’t a thief’s wife. But the Blackhawks loomed, their blades still, waiting to carve the sky again. Cathy’s shadow moved among the soldiers, her green eyes scanning the horizon like a hawk. And somewhere in the world, Ravel waited, a snake coiled to strike. My future hung on those coordinates, on Katerina’s aim, on a world that might never forgive me.

I closed my eyes, picturing Adam’s grin, the way his breath warmed my neck. If I survived this, I’d run to him, tell him what I could, let him choose me or walk away. If I didn’t, Siren’s Rest would be Alice’s, and I’d be a whisper, cursed by history. The coffee burned my throat, but I drank it down, letting the pain anchor me. One more fight. One more chance to be free.

The Caribbean dusk bled purple across the horizon, painting the dock’s salt-crusted planks in shades of bruise and longing. The harbor master’s office sat quiet now, its air thick with dust and the ghost of Brian’s scrawl.

Outside, three Blackhawks crouched on the concrete, their blades still, their hulls glinting like predators napping before the hunt. Soldiers milled in the boat shelter, their rifles slung low, faces carved from stone, each movement a silent promise of violence. My fingers tightened on the chipped mug, coffee long gone cold, its bitterness lingering on my tongue.

A crackle split the quiet. Doug’s radio hissed to life.

“Oceans Rest Marina, this is Victor-Two-Nine requesting permission to land and enter the dock.”

Doug’s head snapped up, his eyes narrowing at the speaker. He glanced at me, a frown creasing his weathered face.

“Seaplane. They land outside, then taxi in here to moor up.”

He unhooked the mic and stretched its coiled wire.

“Victor-Two-Nine, this is Oceans Rest Marina — permission denied. We have ongoing issues.”

“Victor Two Nine, Roger Out.”

He tossed the microphone on the desk, stood up, and paced his office, looking mightily pissed.

“What’s wrong?”

“The press will swarm this place for weeks. I hate them, Tamsin.”

“Me too.”

I turned to the window, my heart thudding. A dot shimmered on the horizon, growing larger, a seaplane slicing through the twilight, its floats glinting like blades. It didn’t veer, didn’t waver, heading straight for the marina’s mouth.

“Where will the seaplane go?”

“There are dozens of smaller marinas and private docks within ten miles of us. He’ll find another.”

I kept watching the dot grow larger until it became clear the pilot wasn’t turning or looking for an alternate landing spot. I turned to Doug, who faced his massive sea chart pinned to a wall notice board. My breath caught, fear spiking—Ravel’s men, a bomb, a last strike to bury us all. I turned to Doug, who faced his massive sea chart pinned to the wall, oblivious.

“It doesn’t look like he’s going somewhere else, Doug.”

He spun, eyes widening as the seaplane skimmed the water, its floats slapping the surface like a heartbeat, taxiing toward the ramp I’d climbed a week ago, dripping from my swim off Karl’s yacht. The engine’s hum vibrated through the glass, low and relentless, a pulse that matched my own.

Doug ran outside and bellowed in the seaplane’s direction.

“What the fuck!”

His shout was swallowed by chaos. Fifteen soldiers sprinted from the boat shelter, rifles raised, their boots hammering the concrete. Cathy surged forward, her green eyes sharp as sea glass, pistols glinting under her arms. Andrew led the charge, his face a mask of fury, hand on his holster. My heart seized—Ravel, it had to be Ravel, come to burn the treasures, to carve out my future like he’d threatened Ciara’s unborn child.

I ran after Doug, my boots slipping on the damp planks, stopping short behind a wall of guns and death.

Andrew took charge, yelling at the pilot.

“What the fuck are you doing here? Turn around and get the fuck out!”

“I came for Tamsin.”

Adam’s voice was strong and steady, a lifeline in the chaos. It hit me like a wave. My knees buckled, tears stinging my eyes, hot and sudden. He stood on the seaplane’s float, his jeans soaked to the knees, hair wild from the wind, his grin boyish yet fierce, like he’d flown through hell to find me.

Cathy waved the soldiers back, her eyes flicking to me, a question unspoken. Doug turned, his face a mix of confusion and rage.

“Do you know this guy, Tamsin?”

“Yeah… he’s Adam and he’s my friend.”

“Fucking lunatic friend.”

Andrew’s pistol stayed trained on Adam’s head, his eyes wild, but my boyfriend, or whatever he was, with his eyes fixed on me, had a wide grin that didn’t falter, a spark of defiance in the twilight. He hopped off the float, rope in hand, tying the plane to the dock with a sailor’s ease, hands raised high as he advanced on me while speaking to Andrew.

“I pay my taxes and I don’t expect my CIA to point guns at me.”

“Why are you here?”

“I just told you… I’m here for Tamsin. I am a concerned friend, and pistol or not, I’m heading over to her.”

“This is not your concern, Adam.”

“I just made it my business. Tamsin is leaving with me as soon as she’s ready.”

His words were a vow, unshakable, and my chest cracked open, tears spilling free. Adam—my Adam—had crossed an ocean, defied a blockade, for me, not for treasures, not for glory, but for the woman who’d pushed him away because she was too scared to love. My breath caught, a sob choking my throat, joy, and fear braided tight. He cared enough to find me, to risk everything, and it was everything I didn’t know I needed.

Andrew reluctantly holstered his pistol and shook his head.

“How did you find her?”

“I have an Uber with six AirTag trackers so I can find it if someone steals it. I used one of them. Tracked her here.”

“Wow. You put a tracker on a girl? Fucking good luck explaining that away.”

“Don’t be dumb. That would be creepy as hell. I wouldn’t track any woman, not least one I like this much. I slipped the tracker inside your rucksack. I tracked you, Mr. CIA man, not Tamsin.”

Andrew froze, his eyes darting to the Blackhawk, where his rucksack sat in the crew bay. He glanced back at Adam, disbelief etching his face.

“It’s in the pouch where your steel frame is. Nobody ever checks there.”

“Fuck! That’s a felony.”

“Yeah, well… you took Tamsin away. I was worried.”

Adam paused, then smiled.

“Can I have my AirTag back, please?”

Adam’s grin was sassy, unyielding, and I couldn’t stop myself. I ran to him, my boots pounding the concrete, and crashed into his arms. His warmth enveloped me, with the scent of salt and sweat and the steady beat of his heart against my cheek. My fingers dug into his back, clinging to the reality of him, the man who’d flown across the sea for me. Tears soaked his shirt, my sobs muffled against his chest.

“Sorry, Tamsin. I was scared for you.”

“Did you steal this plane?”

“Nah… it belongs to a friend. I do some passenger runs for him when a pilot calls in sick. It keeps my license in date. Think of it as an Uber with wings.”

I leaned closer, my lips crushing his, a kiss that tasted of salt and relief, my body trembling with the weight of it all—Langley’s shadow, Ravel’s threat, the treasures that could damn me. His arms tightened, a grip that said he’d never let go, and for the first time, I believed it. He’d risked everything, not for answers, but for me.

Cathy strolled over, her grin sharp, amusement flickering in her eyes. Adam shifted, placing himself between us, protective, his stance a quiet defiance. My heart swelled—he was my knight, not in armor, but in damp jeans and a courage I didn’t deserve.

She tossed him a small white disc, the AirTag glinting in the fading light.

“No more tracking federal agents, kid.”

“Don’t kidnap my girlfriend.”

“We didn’t. You’re both free to go.”

I stared at her, my breath hitching. Langley’s cage, the debrief I’d dreaded, dissolved in her words: no cells, no questions, just freedom—fragile, but mine.

“What about the debrief?”

“I’ll come to Siren’s Rest tomorrow. Langley’s just a word, Tamsin. Doesn’t mean a cage.”

“So we’re free?”

“Get out of here.”

She turned, her boots clicking back to the soldiers, leaving us in the dusk’s glow, the seaplane rocking gently against the dock. Adam’s arms tightened, his grin boyish, his eyes steady with a promise that cut through my fear.

“Ready to go, sweetheart?”

“Yes. Thank you for coming to get me, Adam.”

“I’ll always come for you.”

His words were a vow, soft as the sea’s hush, and I leaned into him, my lips brushing his again, tasting the salt of his skin, the hope of a life I could finally claim. The Blackhawks loomed behind us, their silence a threat, but Adam’s hand in mine was louder. Ravel could hunt me, Langley could wait, but here, on this dock, I was his. And for the first time, I wasn’t running.


Chapter Fifteen

◆◆◆

Ciara’s Point Of View

“I still can’t believe Brad wanted to call him Jack.”

“He loves you, Ciara. I love you too. Brad doesn’t want your husband to become irrelevant. He was your man, our friend, and will always be Jack and Sara’s father.”

“Yeah… but—”

I sighed, adjusting my weight in bed, careful not to disturb Sara as she nursed. Her little lips had slackened, and I felt the slow release of suction — she’d drifted off again, milk-drunk and dribbles leaking warm against my skin. Across the room, Brad paced slowly, rocking Jack in his arms like a lullaby made flesh. He looked so natural, so proud, as if this child were his own.

And maybe he was — not by blood, but by soul. I was fortunate. A few months ago, before Jodie and Brad, I was facing a lonely life, a solitude birth with only strangers around me. In my heart, I believed Jack did everything from wherever in the universe he was.

For a moment, I let myself sink into it — the rhythm of family, the sacred quiet after giving birth. My heart overflowed… until I caught the flicker of my phone screen in Jodie’s hand.

“Has there been any news?”

“No.”

Jodie’s voice was calm as she lifted Sara from my chest, burping her gently over one shoulder. I watched my girlfriend — no, my heart-wife — cradle our daughter with reverence, like a priestess handling something holy. My breasts felt sore and empty, my body exhausted, but my spirit felt full.

I eased myself from the bed, every muscle protesting, but I was determined to move. Normalcy was calling, and I wanted my life so much more now that it was saved from an explosion on a yacht. Dalton’s empire didn’t pause for love or miracles, and I had work to do.

Dalton.

The name hit me like a slap. I’d forgotten about him — the explosion, his death in the helicopter, the yacht blown up and sunk too — all wiped clean by labor’s single, blinding focus. Nothing exists during birth but the agony and the child. Jack’s arrival had been smoother than Sara’s, as they often say with second births, but still… it was no picnic.

I shuffled to the balcony, wrapped in a thin nightdress that clung to my skin in the morning breeze. The air was cool and slightly salted, like the sea itself was breathing. The sun was rising, and its touch felt warm against my arms. I felt alive. As I stepped into the light, a dozen men seated along the dock below turned toward me. All fishermen, locals, and quiet loyalists that had become invested in our lives.

They beamed like uncles, proud and tearful, setting down their rods and pulling off their hats. Then came a light ripple of applause—honest, spontaneous applause for the woman who had just birthed a tiny future. I flushed, heat blooming in my cheeks, and I raised my hand shyly in a half-wave.

Brad stepped onto the balcony beside me, holding Jack aloft. Jodie followed with Sara, her arm curled around our daughter like a ribbon. The men erupted with cheers. We gave them a show — not of vanity, but of triumph. This was life renewed for the sake of the human story. Our children were hope, made real.

Something about men always moved me. They weren’t the ones to bleed, to tear, to scream through contractions… yet for that single second when a man sparked life inside a woman, he believed forever that it mattered — that he mattered. That pride in them — earnest, vulnerable, and childlike — made me love them all.

My gaze drifted across the water. Flotsam floated toward shore, carried by the tide. Yellow flotation jackets, shreds of a life raft, splintered planks — all evidence of what we’d survived. In the distance, small boats were moored, divers preparing or entering the water. The search to prove what happened was underway.

I looked at Brad.

“We’ll need to get an insurance claim moving. The yacht alone is a write-off. And we’ll be tied into wrongful death suits — the pilots. Then there is loss of earnings for the crew, maybe even a counterclaim for the helicopter. It’s a minefield.”

“I’m already handling it. I’ve started the process to acquire a small Miami-based law firm. We’ll fold them into Dalton’s empire and clean house. His in-house legal team is too compromised — likely under investigation already.”

I blinked. I hadn’t even thought of that. Brad was ten steps ahead. We’d move to Miami for the time being, since it was close to the offshore banks where Dalton’s money was held. His headquarters was there too, but for how long it all stood, I had no idea.

“Thank you, Brad.”

For hours, we scoured every news outlet, every online feed, and ticker, desperate for updates on the treasures Andrew and Tamsin had risked everything to recover. But the world remained eerily silent. Just the usual deafening noise — elections, war zones, scandals — as if ten of the most sacred artifacts in human history hadn’t vanished. I shut it all down. Brad stayed vigilant, setting up breaking news alerts on his phone, but I couldn’t bear the noise anymore, even though silence felt like a scream.

When Tamsin arrived with Adam in his Uber, I saw her pain instantly — the way trauma clung to her like salt after a swim. Her eyes were hollowed, her cheekbones sharp. Lines that hadn’t been there a week ago now etched her skin with grief and exhaustion. She said nothing, just came straight to us, wordless, and reached for Jack, then Sara. She cradled them both as if they were oxygen — the only thing holding her above water.

Brad and Jodie understood. They exchanged a quiet glance, gathered the babies, and carried them downstairs, leaving us alone in the hush of Tamsin’s bedroom.

I turned to her, hoping to see resolve. Instead, I found only doubt. Her face was pale and drawn, holding no triumph.

“Did you tell Andrew everything?”

“Yes… I found the full list. It was hidden in the harbormaster’s office where we docked in the Bahamas.”

“And?”

“I’m waiting for news. Andrew’s phone is dead.”

“Yeah… I tried calling him, too.”

I reached for her hand, clasping it gently. She didn’t cry — not yet — but I knew that edge well enough to understand she was close. I’d stood on it too. The day a uniformed Colonel arrived to tell me Jack was never coming home, I felt the same suspension, the same vertigo — the same sudden change to everything.

“What happens next, Tamsin?”

“I’ve been pardoned.”

“That’s excellent news.”

She shook her head, and the tears welled closer to falling, her voice cracking beneath the surface.

“If they don’t recover everything… that piece of paper won’t save me. My life won’t be worth living.”

“You were guilty only of silence. That’s not the same as treason.”

“I know. But Brian is dead, and I am all that’s left to blame. If even one relic burns — on TikTok, no less — every intelligence agency from Paris to Tel Aviv will come for me.”

I didn’t argue because she wasn’t wrong. The French wouldn’t forgive the loss of the Mona Lisa from the Louvre. The Russians wouldn’t stomach humiliation either. The Americans had already expended political capital and wouldn’t take kindly to failure, and the Chinese… well, the Chinese don’t forget.

“Think positive, Tamsin.”

I said it, but in my mind, I was calculating. Brian hadn’t finalized the divorce. If the most recent will wasn’t updated by a version I didn’t know of, then it meant he was desperate enough to believe Tamsin might still come back. In any case, she was still his legal heir. That meant the empire could default to her or be contested by the state. I saw years of litigation, assets frozen, tax authorities clawing back every dollar.

Would I still run Dalton’s holdings? Or would I be a steward while the lawyers circled like vultures picking away at the carcass until nothing but bones remained?

I led Tamsin out onto the balcony where warm sunlight spilled over the railings like honey. A light breeze lifted the edge of her blouse, her hair, carrying the scent of sea salt and flowers. The dock below sparkled with tidal foam. We needed that quiet — a breath before the next hurricane struck Siren’s Rest.

Then we heard it.

The sound was low, heavy, and severe. The kind of rotor thunder that doesn’t belong to news choppers or medical flights. It was military. My pulse quickened, and Tamsin stiffened.

A massive aircraft crested the horizon, its huge rotors slicing the air with menace, then it dipped low, skimming the shoreline. It veered off just before the Siren’s Rest dock, banking sharply toward the makeshift police cordon set up near the beach.

It was a Blackhawk, and now, it was showtime.

Tamsin’s fingers slipped into mine, clutching tightly. I felt her shake, even as she stood tall. When the side door thudded open and Andrew leaped down, a woman followed close behind, I felt a chill — not of fear, but gravity. The woman moved like someone who’d killed before. Blonde hair tied back, black tee tucked into faded jeans, every step smooth, predatory.

I looked at Tamsin, and she nodded at the pair.

“That’s Cathy.”

“She looks dangerous.”

“I have no doubt.”

Tamsin shifted, instinctively ready to go to them, but I held her wrist and gave her a look.

“No. Let them come to us. You did the right thing. Stand still and proud, and I’ll stand with you.”

Tamsin nodded, but barely, like her mind had already left the room, the city, maybe even planet Earth. Her eyes were wide, but she didn’t look away; she stood her ground.

When they entered the bedroom, something shifted in both their faces. Cathy’s sharpness softened. Andrew actually smiled.

“Jack and Sara are beautiful. We saw them downstairs. There’s an organized line to meet them.”

“Babies have a way of making you want to fix everything.”

The warmth passed. Gravity returned, and their faces were etched with the aftermath of violence.

Andrew turned to Tamsin. Cathy stepped forward.

“We recovered everything.”

Three words. That was all it took to breathe life into us. But those words cracked Tamsin open.

My knees buckled. Tamsin caught me. Then she collapsed beside me on the bed, the two of us tangled in sobs — not from grief this time, but from sheer, unbearable relief.

We’d made it.

We were safe.

The treasure and our futures were whole. Tamsin sat upright, dragging me with her.

“Ravel?”

“He’s being dealt with. You’ll need officers stationed here discreetly until he’s… discovered.”

Discovered.

The euphemism landed hard. But I didn’t flinch. For the first time in my life, I felt no pity for a man being hunted to his death. Ravel hadn’t just threatened us. He tried to erase two babies — my daughter and son, the last pieces of a good man, who was better than Ravel in every way. I wanted him to suffer and felt no shame because of it.

Andrew and Cathy looked relieved, but neither said much. Cathy had taken over — the gravity in the room shifted toward her like the pull of a black hole. She wasn’t just in charge. She was the authority.

The woman was cold, immaculately calm, and terrifying. I stared at her and felt a chill I couldn’t shake. She was like a wall of polished obsidian — smooth, impenetrable, absorbing everything and giving nothing back: no light or warmth.

I didn’t like her.

“There were no booby traps at any site. It seems Ravel wasn’t stupid. He threatened cultural annihilation, but didn’t follow through. Pure brinkmanship.”

She turned to Tamsin.

“Your pardon stands. You have nothing to fear. Politicians are flocking to talk to our President — to thank him. There is a diplomatic windfall, but secrecy is everything now.”

“And my debrief at Langley?”

Cathy tilted her head, then gave a dry laugh — no mirth, just steel sharpened on habit.

“We don’t torture or kill people at Langley. We take them somewhere remote, safe, where there are no jurisdictional complications.”

Tamsin blinked. Her voice went soft.

“Ah.”

“I never said that.”

Cathy’s chuckle was low and dangerous. My stomach turned. I’d heard men talk like that, the language of force behind closed doors. It was worse hearing it from a woman. Worse, because it wasn’t bravado — it was her nature.

Tamsin’s voice tightened.

“So, what is the debrief about?”

“I’ll return tomorrow, but you’ll clear the dining room downstairs. Nobody comes or goes for the day while we hash everything out. You’ll need legal counsel. You too.”

Cathy looked at me, and I felt my heart skip.

“Why me?”

“You’re running Dalton’s empire, correct?”

“I believe so.”

“Then the government will want everything kept quiet. No relics were lost — no scandal exists. In return for your discretion, we’ll allow the company to continue operating. We want our taxes repaid, our leverage in place, and our silence respected.”

I nodded slowly.

“And Tamsin?”

“She’s out clean — no charges. Pardoned, but not trusted. We won’t support her involvement in corporate leadership, but we respect that she is Dalton’s legitimate heir.”

I glanced at Tamsin, who didn’t react. Freedom, not power, was her only currency now. She’d lost her estranged husband, nearly lost her life, and risked her soul to do the right thing. She didn’t want a throne. She wanted peace.

But I did want the throne. And I wanted it not for greed or ego, but for legacy. For Jack’s son and daughter. For the children Jodie and I would raise with Brad. I wanted to shape a future no one could threaten again.

“You want influence over Dalton’s empire, not control?”

Cathy nodded once.

“Correct. But we’re always going to be watching closely. Tamsin should consider herself lucky. A lot of people want heads to roll. She owes us.”

Tamsin leaned into me. Her voice cracked with exhaustion.

“I just want this over.”

She let out a breath, then laughed and cried. I wrapped my arm around her, my hand resting over hers. The shake in her shoulders felt small — human and real.

“So, tomorrow then, Cathy?”

“Yes.”

“Will you be staying here?”

“No. But the police officers and a few agents will. Ravel remains a threat until he isn’t.”

Her words chilled me. Death was a currency she spent daily.

They left without ceremony. Minutes later, I heard the chopper again — a thunderous ripple across the dock — then silence as it faded into the distance. The only sound left was the tide slapping softly at the dock walls, as if the sea itself exhaled in relief.

“Everything will be fine, Tamsin.”

“Will you help me?”

“Of course.”

We sat side by side, two women bound by different tragedies but joined now by something else — survival, legacy, and resolve. The world had almost ended for Tamsin. History had come within inches of fire.

But now?

Now there was room to build again. With truth buried, babies born, and the monsters falling — one by one.


Chapter Sixteen

◆◆◆

Katerina’s Point of View

“How did you get this phone number?”

The line crackled, then fell silent, a void heavy with Sergei Polyov’s hesitation. Men like him: FSB shadows, Kremlin puppets—always choked when cornered, their secrets squirming like fish on a hook.

“Katerina… I—”

“You call from the shadows after five years, Sergei. I need to know how you got this number.”

“We’ll pay handsomely.”

“I don’t need your roubles.”

Michelangelo wove a sinuous figure of eight around my ankles, his black fur gleaming like polished onyx in the pale New York dawn. His purr vibrated through my bare feet, grounding me as I leaned against the frost-kissed lounge window of Victor and Amy’s Manhattan home. The city sprawled, a concrete jungle pulsing with ambition, its honks and sirens a distant hymn to chaos. I let the silence stretch, sharp as a blade, until Sergei’s breath hitched.

I glanced down and smiled at my cat, his emerald eyes glinting with feline disdain. While letting Sergei stew, I reached down and scratched Michelangelo’s chin, his warmth a fleeting anchor against the chill seeping through the glass.

“Who gave you my number?”

“Your ex-husband… on condition you might tell me to fuck off. He did at first… but I won his trust.”

Relief flickered like a spark in my chest. Artyom, ever the pragmatist, hadn’t betrayed me. If AJ had sold my number, I’d have gutted our fling, left him bleeding in a New York alley with only his charm to save him.

“Why did you reach out to Artyom?”

“He is the only man I know who has your number.”

“With good reason.”

The line went dead as I disconnected the call, my thumb pressing the red circle on the phone’s screen harder than I usually would, a sign of my irritability. I set the unit on the glass coffee table, its clink echoing in the quiet lounge, and I stopped low, scooping Michelangelo into my arms. His weight settled against my chest, his purr a low growl as I stared into his eyes, twin moons of judgment.

“You’d never sell me out, would you, darling?”

The phone buzzed again, insistent as a wasp. I ignored it, stroking Michelangelo’s spine, his tail flicking like a metronome. Footsteps thudded down the spiral staircase. It was Peter’s familiar tread, heavy with morning joy. His grin lit the room, all tousled hair and unshaven jaw, his blue eyes sparking as they met mine. My heart lifted, a tide pulled by his orbit, and I tilted my head for his kiss, warm and fleeting, tasting of coffee and promise.

He nodded at my phone.

“Is there a thing?”

The unit stopped buzzing, then seconds later, started again, rattling against the glass. Peter’s brow quirked, his gaze flicking between me and the device, curiosity laced with trust.

“A thing, Peter?”

“That’s your family phone flashing with an unknown number. It usually spells trouble?”

“If he calls five times, maybe it’s worth listening to.”

Peter chuckled, his laugh a rumble that stirred heat low in my belly. He knew me—my games, my edges, the way I danced with danger and still came home to him. After Ophelia drifted to her art and university, our throuple dissolved, leaving us open, free, a couple unbound by chains. I craved him now, his steady hands, his reckless heart, but Sergei’s call was a splinter under my skin.

I nodded to his leather overnight bag.

“Go, honey. Erika’s waiting at ten, and your hair’s a mess. Go to a good barber on the way.”

“Are you sure, Katerina?”

My boyfriend’s eyes searched mine, soft with devotion, testing the waters of our open bond. I nodded, my smile sharp, inviting.

“We agreed—open hearts, open beds, and open minds. I’ve got AJ coming here later. He wants to stay the night.”

“Fair enough.”

He kissed me again, deeper, his lips firm, tasting of mint and morning. The phone buzzed a third time, then a fourth. Peter grabbed his overnight bag, stuffed with clothes I’d folded because he’d pack like a toddler otherwise. His phone pinged—a reminder I’d set to buy his lover flowers on the way to meet her. He grinned, waved from the door, and was gone, his scent lingering, cedar and warmth.

The fifth buzz came, relentlessly. I set Michelangelo on the couch, his claws snagging the leather, and snatched the phone, answering on the final ring.

“You’re persistent, Sergei.”

“I have a job. Big. You’re the only one who can do it.”

My pulse quickened, a hunter’s thrill coiling in my veins. I paced to the window, the city’s pulse syncing with mine, skyscrapers glinting like knives in the dawn.

“Give me details.”

“It’s a man called Ravel. He’s untouchable, slippery, a snake with too many heads.”

The name hit like a bullet, sharp and hot. Ravel. I’d heard whispers—artifacts stolen, empires built on sacred relics, a man who’d burn history to ash. Nothing in my world remained a secret for long. Someone always talked; this time, it was a guy at the Louvre who sat in a Bordeaux bar half-drunk, regaling a story about how the world’s greatest artwork was stolen from its impregnable home.

The story circulated as a rumor, which reached my spider’s web network through AJ, who told me last time we made love.

As my excitement rose and my heart pounded, my fingers tightened around the phone, nails biting into my palm, the pain sharpening my focus.

“Why me?”

“You’re a ghost, Katerina. You killed The Turk and are taking down Cheka’s pawns. No one else can touch him. Don’t forget how we are helping you.”

I smirked, my reflection in the glass a predator’s grin, all teeth and shadow. The Turk’s blood was still staining my dreams, his corpse a canvas of my rage. He had threatened my family, as did Cheka, so killing was a pleasure. I had children and grandchildren to protect — who wouldn’t kill their enemies?

Ravel would be different—a trophy for my blade, but I needed a reason — indelible evidence that the man deserved to die.

“What’s he done?”

“He stole treasures, including one from us. I can’t tell you which. He’s holding nations hostage, threatening to torch them.”

“I don’t kill thieves.”

“He blew up a yacht. A pregnant woman, her lovers, the crew. They got off moments before the explosion. They could have died and still might if he isn’t stopped.”

“A yacht, you say?”

“Brian Dalton’s. A billionaire. He died when Ravel blew up the helicopter that was heading for the yacht.”

“And the babies are safe?”

“Yeah. Sara is two years old. Jack is a few days old. Both were the kids of an American War Hero.”

My breath caught, the scale of it sinking in. Ravel was not just a man, but a thief of gods, a desecrator, and a man who would murder innocents and babies. Michelangelo leaped from my hand to the floor, then onto the windowsill, his tail brushing my thigh.

I saw a family walking past: Mom, Dad, and two kids. It was a reminder of the life I’d built—Peter, AJ, Victor, Amy, my grandchildren — this fragile peace would hold.

I was supposed to be out of the Assassin’s Creed, but I abhorred the evil doers, and Sergei knew which buttons to press. My ex-husband had told him. Babies must not die. The call of blood was louder than the comfort of my semi-retirement, a siren song I couldn’t ignore.

“Where is Ravel?”

“He’s somewhere in the Bahamas on a yacht and moving fast. We need you there by morning.”

“A jet. Sometime after midnight.”

“Done.”

My heart thudded, a war drum—the Bahamas—sun-soaked, treacherous, a playground for snakes like Ravel. I’d need my Glocks, my knife, and the wetsuit that hugged my body like a second skin. I’d need AJ’s hands too, his grin, his hunger to match mine before, during, and after the kill.

“Payment Sergei?”

“Name your price. The Kremlin’s desperate.”

“I need the whole of Cheka exposed. Your masters have been feeding me piecemeal, so I take out mutual enemies. I want everything. Their names, addresses, family, and known associates. I want fucking everything.”

“Done.”

“Send it to me before I board the Jet.”

“Done.”

I hung up, my blood singing, New York a blur of possibility that would have to wait. Michelangelo’s eyes followed me as I strode to the safe, my fingers dancing over the combination. Inside, my Glocks gleamed, cold and ready, beside the diver’s knife that had tasted blood before. I eyed along the blade and pictured the would-be baby killer Ravel’s face—his smug smile, his eyes wide as I’d spit on his corpse.

I looked down at Michelangelo and grinned.

“It’s time to hunt, darling.”

Michelangelo purred, his approval a low growl. I texted AJ, my fingers flying: Come sooner, so we can make love. We’re going to the Bahamas. Tonight. A baby killer needs to be taught a lesson. You in?

His reply buzzed back instantly: Fuck yes, Kat. Let’s bleed him.

I grinned, heat pooling low, my body alive with the promise of violence and lust. Ravel would fall, and I’d fuck AJ this afternoon, then again under a Caribbean moon, his cock deep inside me, our sweat mingling with the salt of a kill well done.

Peter would understand—he always did.

The city hummed, indifferent to my war. I was Katerina, a blade in the dark, and Ravel’s days were numbered.


Chapter Seventeen

◆◆◆

Katerina’s Point of View

“I don’t understand, Mom. We’ll be there tomorrow… in New York, to see you and Dad.”

“I’m sorry, Amy. This is all very last-minute.”

“But… It’s twenty-four hours.”

“I’m sorry. It’s unavoidable.”

My daughter-in-law knew me too well to believe that excuse. When I said last-minute or unavoidable, it meant someone would die before dawn. She didn’t need mission details to sense danger in my voice. There was always a very good and very violent reason I couldn’t wait twenty-four hours until she and my son arrived with my grandchildren. Those two small souls were the bright centers of my universe — my joy, my purpose, the quiet rhythm that steadied the assassin’s pulse inside me.

I wanted to tell Amy the truth. That this job would finally pull the mask off The Cheka, the criminal hydra I’d been hunting piece by piece, each head severed but the body still twitching, growing more and quicker than I could kill them. Moscow’s ghosts fed my ex-husband breadcrumbs — a name here, a meeting place there. It was too slow, too deliberate, as if they enjoyed watching me sweat between kills or perhaps they were pulling me back in.

But this Ravel character… he was different. I didn’t care about stolen treasures or burned reputations. I cared about babies. The man had tried to blow up a yacht with two infants aboard. Adults invite terror into their lives — children never do.

“How long will you be away?”

“A week at the most.”

“Then back in New York?”

“I promise.”

“Will Dad be staying behind?”

“Yes.”

“Is this job dangerous, Mom?”

Her voice cracked slightly on the last word. Every time Amy called me Mom, something warm twisted under my ribs. When she called me Mother, usually after too much wine or worry, it made me grin. She was as willful as my biological daughter, Anastasia — stubborn, righteous, the kind of woman who’d challenge the devil with a raised eyebrow while flicking him the bird.

“Yes, this job is dangerous. But I’m confident of a good outcome.”

“Is anyone helping you?”

“AJ… now, that’s all you’re getting from me.”

“But—”

“No more, Amy. I cannot speak of this. I’m sorry.”

Silence opened between us, a long, taut thread humming with everything neither of us could say. Amy was getting better at interrogation — she’d picked up tricks from me — but she still led with her heart. Mine was colder, more selective. I loved fiercely but in small, protected circles: family, a few friends, some lost causes I sympathized with. Enemies earned only the indifference that made it easy to feed them, still screaming, into a wood chipper if the situation required.

“Be safe, Mom.”

“I will. Love you, Amy.”

I ended the call after speaking with my son for a few minutes. Victor had long since given up trying to track my movements or talk me down once I’d made a decision. He’d learned that persuasion was wasted breath on me.

I was trained in the brutal Soviet era to be a honed weapon, not a diplomat, not concerned with health and safety, right or wrong — just to do as asked, kill to order, and ask no questions. This guy that Sergei wanted dead was a sensitive target, the sort Russia wanted taken out without an investigation implicating them.

The lounge was dim and silent when I returned after buying a few essentials. New York’s skyline was dusted with snow outside the tall windows of Amy and Victor’s home. I stood watching a quiet street gathering snow, cradling a double Talisker Single Malt, letting the aroma curl up to meet me — peat smoke, sea salt, and the faint sweetness of oak. It burned like liquid iron when it hit my tongue and throat, a clean, fierce burn that reminded me I was still alive.

Outside, headlights swept into the drive. AJ climbed out of a brand-new white Bentley Azure, snowflakes gathering on his shoulders like diamond dust on charcoal wool. The night air was brutal, but he paused in it anyway, raising his eyes to the window until they met mine. He smiled, that lazy, knowing smile that always made my blood warm, and then he bowed low in a theatrical greeting.

I curtsied back, glass still in hand, the most endearing gesture I could offer before a hunt.

Security let him through the gates and checked his weapons at the front door. While he crossed the foyer of Amy and Victor’s townhouse, I checked my phone, which had been buzzing insistently on the console table. I was pleased to see five new emails, all flagged red — Sergei had come through.

Spreadsheets filled the screen — columns of names, dates, accounts, connections. The Cheka’s veins lay bare, every artery of corruption open for slicing. My pulse quickened. The weight of the drink in my hand steadied me, its heat pooling low, familiar as old sin.

AJ entered the lounge with that effortless, predatory grace of his. I slid an arm around his neck, pressed a slow kiss to his lips, and handed him my half-empty tumbler. The whisky glowed between us, catching the lamplight like captured fire.

I pointed upstairs.

“I have to check a bunch of emails. Give me five minutes, then join me.”

“Okay. In the meantime, I’ll keep this excellent Talisker company.”

He took the glass without hesitation, savoring a sip before sinking into a sofa. Nothing ever ruffled him — not death, not danger, not even me. He was the perfect distraction: a lover who arrived, devoured, and departed without wreckage. Exactly what I needed for the night ahead and every night we stalked Ravel across the world’s edges.

Snow hissed softly against the windows, a lullaby for killers. Upstairs, the laptop waited, and beyond it, the list of names that would bleed before this winter was done.

As far as possible, I checked the information Sergei had sent. It seemed viable, but only Tomas could verify it. I forwarded everything to my Swiss hacker — a man for all tech, a man who would follow me into the jaws of hell so long as he sat safely behind a keyboard. He was an opener of doors, a man who stopped elevators, a snooper, and a drone pilot. He was everything an assassin needed in a world ruled by electronic warfare.

Tomas was the best. Taught in Israel, he vanished off-grid when a job went bad, and then he was found again by me. I gave him sanctuary, Swiss citizenship, a chalet overlooking the Alps, a hundred grand’s worth of equipment, and the one thing men like him crave — a purpose. He’d been worth every cent.

A message pulsed on my secure comms app.

Got it. Give me an hour.

I’m flying after midnight.

Where?

Somewhere in the Caribbean.

Swallow your tracker, Katerina. Then I’ve got your back.

I smiled at the screen. Tomas never joked without a kernel of truth. His idea of a tracker wasn’t a cheap GPS toy or a surgeon’s implant — it was art. An Israeli-built micro-biosensor, smaller than a vitamin capsule, sealed in biopolymer and powered by blood chemistry. It whispered every ninety seconds to his private CubeSat chain — a ghost pulse invisible to every scan except his own encrypted feed buried inside a Swiss weather satellite’s telemetry.

It was typical Tomas. He was always three steps ahead of ethics, one heartbeat away from science fiction. I hated the tracker because it wasn’t swallowed. It was fired into me — a subdermal sting delivered by a metal injector shaped like a pistol. Nobody likes shooting themselves, not even when it’s for their own good.

The phone lit again. It was a call from Sergei that I accepted.

“Do you have everything you wanted now?”

“It’s being verified.”

“Be on the flight, Katerina.”

“Please?”

His breathing was heavy, uncharacteristically uneven, as if someone were leaning on his chest. He was under pressure — political, mortal, or both — something was wrong because Sergei was always professional. I listened, my eyes moving to the bedroom doorway, as AJ appeared.

He entered like temptation personified, his muscles ripped, his cock already half hard. He stripped in silence, deliberate, giving me the kind of slow show that made my pulse thrum. When he pointed toward the shower, his grin was pure sin.

I nodded. We would be clean first, always before lovemaking.

“Okay… Katerina. Please, will you kill Ravel for me?”

“For you?”

The question slipped out before I could stop it. Something in Sergei’s tone didn’t fit. A choking sound rasped through the line, half-groan, half-grief.

“You haven’t told me everything, Sergei.”

The pause stretched, and I heard his teeth grinding faintly on the other end. Sergei’s silence was an answer.

“Ravel was one of mine.”

“An agent?”

“Ravel harvested details from our database to plan the heists of the century. He played them out like war-game scenarios, drawing others in, showing our political masters how easy it might be to control the world using a few relics.”

“Jesus Christ. Did he get traction for the idea?”

“No. Imagine if it became known that Russia had planned the theft of the Declaration of Independence. Now that it has been retrieved, our involvement must be buried.”

“Yes… and there were other artifacts of equal cultural import.”

“Ravel lobbied hard. He believed we could rebuild the Russian Empire using these treasures.”

“He’s fucking mad.”

“He vanished and took dozens of operatives with him. He walked into Brian Dalton’s hands — a bored, dumb billionaire who caught a bomb on a helicopter for his troubles. Ravel is ruthless.”

“So he dies to protect Russia?”

“If anyone gets their hands on him, he will talk about our involvement in planning these thefts. He has nothing to lose.”

“Is there anything else you haven’t mentioned?”

“Ravel collaborates with Cheka.”

“Fucking Christ.”

“He’s their rising star.”

“Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

“Because Ravel is my half-brother.”

“Oh.”

The word came out flat and useless. The revelation hit like a blade across my chest — swift, quiet, clean. Now I understand his desperation. Some Kremlin monster had forced him to sign his brother’s death warrant.

“I’m sorry, Sergei.”

“The usual gorillas at the Kremlin have threatened my family. Make my brother’s death painless if you can.”

“I will.”

The line died, but just before it clicked out completely, I heard something that wrenched even my cold heart — the strangled gasp of a man collapsing under guilt.

The room felt suddenly too still.

“Are you coming, darling?”

I turned. AJ stood in the bathroom doorway, naked, gorgeous, and wet, droplets tracing every ridge of muscle. Soap bubbles clung to his thighs, pale against bronze skin. The lemon scent drifted toward me, sharp and clean, cutting through the taste of whisky and metal that still lingered on my tongue.

AJ was exquisite. Dangerous in ways that soothed me.

I crossed to the closet, pulled down a small leather case, and set it on the bed. Inside lay the gun — metal and glass, slender as a scalpel. It wasn’t a weapon for killing, but for marking.

I lifted it, pressed the muzzle to my right forearm, midway between my wrist and elbow—a single breath, then a pull of the trigger. The hiss was soft, like air kissing skin. A flicker of red light flared, then sank beneath the surface. A warm sting radiated outward, the faint metallic taste of adrenaline rising in my mouth as the capsule settled deep into flesh.

The light blinked once, twice — then vanished. It was active and now covert. I exhaled and turned to AJ. He was watching, eyes narrowed, jaw tight.

“Come get your shot, naughty boy.”

He stepped closer, his face contorted into the epitome of reluctance, while his body was gleaming.

“I hate this shit. It’s not the pain. I just despise being tracked.”

“It’s for our own good. Tomas can’t open doors or run interference if he doesn’t know where we are.”

He frowned, then nodded once, surrendering.

“Okay.”

I reached for the injector, still warm from my skin, and felt the shift in the room — danger, lust, devotion — all the things that made us alive. Outside, the snow kept falling, quiet as breath. Inside, the hunt began.

It was time to shower and make love.

Steam hissed around us, thick and fragrant with lemon verbena, turning the glass walls opaque. AJ stepped in first, water sluicing over the hard planes of his shoulders, tracing every scar like a lover’s tongue. I followed, letting the heat bite my skin, washing away the metallic taste of the tracker and the echo of Sergei’s broken voice.

AJ didn’t speak. He never needed to. His hands found my waist, thumbs pressing into the hollows above my hips as he backed me against the cool marble. The contrast of scalding water and cold stone made me gasp, and he swallowed the sound with a kiss that tasted of Talisker and salt. His tongue slid against mine, slowly and deliberately, his eyes taking me in the way he stripped a room of exits before a kill.

I arched into him, my heavy breasts brushing the slick heat of his chest. Water beaded on his lashes; when he blinked, droplets fell like warm rain on my collarbone. He caught one with his mouth, his teeth grazing the ridge of bone, then his tongue moved lower, tracing my breast until his lips closed over my nipple.

A sharp tug, a swirl of tongue, and the throb between my thighs answered with a pulse of its own.

My fingers dug into his hair, guiding him, demanding. He dropped to his knees without hesitation, water streaming down the cut lines of his back. The showerhead above us became a silver waterfall, parting around his shoulders. He looked up, eyes dark, predatory, and I felt the air leave my lungs.

“Spread your legs wide for me, Katerina.”

His command was velvet wrapped over steel. I obeyed, placing one foot on the marble bench, opening my legs wide, exposing my freshly shaven pussy to the steam and his gaze. His hands slid up my thighs, his thumbs brushing the sensitive crease where leg met hip until he moved them to my swollen pussy lips, peeling them wide apart.

Then his mouth kissed my tiny, pink hole. Christ, his mouth was so good, hot, and relentless, his tongue parting my sticky lips with a single, slow lick that ended with a flick against my throbbing clit. My knees buckled, but he held me pinned, licking deeper, his tongue curling inside my trembling hole, his puckered lips sucking until pleasure coiled tightly and viciously, low in my belly.

AJ was more patient when giving head than my boyfriend. I stretched my other leg to a marble shelf, splaying myself wide, opening my pussy so my lover could feed on it. He licked everything, from my anal whorl, through my throbbing hole to my solid clit. He sucked my engorged nub momentarily, tonguing it from side to side while his lips clenched tightly around the base.

I came hard in his mouth, with a cry that echoed off the tiles, my hips jerking against his face. AJ didn’t stop servicing my pussy, he only gentled, lapping lazily as the aftershocks rippled through me. When he rose, his cock felt heavy against my thigh, slick with water and need. I wrapped my fingers around it, stroking once, twice, feeling him throb in my grip.

“Inside me. Fuck me hard, AJ.”

“I will.”

“Now. The week is ours.”

He lifted me effortlessly, back to the wall, my legs locking around his waist. His solid cock crown nudged my throbbing pussy entrance, teasing me, then he thrust inside in one long, slick glide that filled me completely.

We both groaned. He paused, his cock buried to the hilt, letting me adjust to the stretch, the burn, the joy of my lover. Then he moved, thrusting with slow, deep strokes that dragged his gnarly cock over every nerve, water slapping my skin, steam wrapping us in a cocoon of heat and breath and want.

I clawed at AJ’s shoulders, urging him to fuck me faster. He obliged, his hips snapping, the rhythm turning feral. Each thrust pushed me higher up the wall, my spine arching, breasts bouncing with the force. His hand slipped between us, his fingers circling my clit in tight, ruthless circles as he pursued my pleasure over his.

My second climax hit harder, a white-hot surge that tore a scream from my throat. AJ followed seconds later, burying his face in my neck as he grunted, releasing a guttural sound that vibrated through my bones. His entire body locked up, solid as steel, his cock pulsing inside me, its head pressing hard against my cervix as he painted it with his cum.

We stayed locked together, water cooling around us, our heartbeats slowing in tandem. He lowered me gently, hands steadying my trembling legs. I pressed my forehead to his, tasting salt and lemon and the faint copper of exertion.

“I’ve got your back, Katerina.”

“I know.”


Chapter Eighteen

◆◆◆

Tamsin’s Point of View

With my feet dangling in the water ankle-deep, I sat on the end of the dock, utterly engrossed by the most gorgeous sunrise that had ever unfolded across the horizon. The sky was a living montage of orange streaks, bold and molten, painting the distant edge of the world in fiery ribbons, while wisps of white cloud, delicate and feathery, danced in the far distance, gliding through the vast expanse of azure skies that were only now beginning to assert themselves, still uncertain whether they would fully cede to the powerful, relentless sun that rose with imperial certainty.

It was not a promising sign according to the old sailors and fishermen who haunted my docks, their weathered faces etched with decades of reading the heavens, but I knew enough about the greater Miami area, its fickle moods, its deceptive calms, to understand that such a sky could mean anything, or nothing at all.

Jack cried for a moment, a sharp, piercing wail that cut through the morning air like a blade, and the gulls, those raucous, ever-present scavengers, fell suddenly silent, as though in awe of a shriek so raw, so primal, that it rendered their own paltry cries, their screeching quarrels over fish guts and discarded fries, as insignificant as sparrows bickering over crumbs in a sunlit city park.

He was silenced inside a minute, soothed by the warm, swollen nipple of Ciara’s breast or the soft rubber teat of a bottle. Then everything was still, so incredibly, impossibly calm that it shouldn’t be possible after the tumultuous storm that had struck our lives, shattered them, and somehow, against all odds, begun to stitch them back together in a new, fragile pattern.

I stared at the giant yacht anchored a mile away, its sleek white hull gleaming under the newborn sun, and saw in it everything that had once been good, perfect, intoxicating, about my life with Brian Dalton. Every polished rail, every tinted window, every hidden deck where we had fucked under starlight, where champagne had spilled across naked skin, where promises had been whispered and broken, all of it lived in that vessel.

The surface debris of its sister yacht had been cleared, methodically, professionally, by teams in wetsuits and dive boats, though divers still worked forty meters down on the charred, scarred wreck, their lights flickering like ghost fire in the depths at night, investigating, retrieving, cataloguing, piecing together the final moments of two explosions that had rewritten all our futures. The marine investigation was underway, relentless, clinical, and utterly indifferent to the human wreckage it unearthed.

The only traffic permitted to enter the half-mile exclusion zone around the wreckage was the Dalton Empire’s replacement yacht. The same yacht I had chosen every detail for, down to the thread count of the sheets, the grain of the teak decking, the curve of the bar where I had once knelt, naked and dripping, while Brian fed me caviar from his fingers. The one I had loved dearly, fiercely, possessively. I wasn’t sure why it had arrived, why it floated there now like a taunt, because if I were Ciara, there was no chance in hell I’d board it, not after what happened, not after the bomb and the silence that followed.

Everything around my life had gone deadly quiet overnight. Katerina had been unleashed on Ravel with whatever damage that implied, blood, broken bones, or simply the slow, surgical dismantling of a man who thought himself untouchable. I was technically in the clear, legally speaking, but there were agents stationed everywhere around Siren’s Rest for my protection, their presence a constant, low hum of surveillance.

I glanced sideways at the truck headquarters where Andrew’s agents came and went in the makeshift gravel parking lot. It was parked just off my land, nearly obscured by rolling sand dunes that rose like pale waves from the road, but it was there, an ominous black box on wheels, its tinted windows reflecting the sunrise like blind eyes. It was a sign, unmistakable, that I was being managed, controlled, watched, as though my freedom, my autonomy, might be revoked at any moment with a single radio call.

I heard footsteps coming from behind, soft and deliberate, the low padding slap of bare feet on weathered wood, and so I turned, craned my neck, and saw Ciara, wearing my dressing gown, the silk one I had left folded on the guest room chair, the one that used to cling to my body like a lover’s hands.

She was carrying Jack, feeding him, his tiny mouth latched to her nipple, the swell of her milk-heavy breast visible beneath the gaping fabric. She was smaller now, less bloated, her body reclaiming its sleek lines after birth, and she easily sat beside me, lowering herself with the grace of a woman who had survived fire and emerged stronger.

Her feet slipped into the soothing salt water next to mine, our toes brushing beneath the surface, warm skin against warm skin, the ocean lapping gently at our ankles like a secret shared.

“Good morning, you two.”

“Good morning.”

I leaned across the warm, sun-bleached planks of the dock, my silk robe slipping from one shoulder, and peeked at Jack’s tiny, perfect face as he fed, his rosebud mouth latched firmly to the swollen, milk-heavy curve of Ciara’s left breast, her areola dark and glistening with a faint sheen of saliva and leaking milk.

I smiled, helpless. Jack was irresistible, gorgeous, untouched by sin or sully, his skin luminous as pearl, his eyelashes long, dark fans against cheeks flushed with the effort of suckling; he was all things bright and beautiful, a living sunrise in miniature.

Ciara thumbed back to my restaurant, waving a hand over her shoulder.

“Uber said to tell you he is making breakfast and bringing it down here.”

“Did he tell you his real name is Adam?”

“Yes… but everyone calls him Uber. I think he likes it.”

“I think so too.”

“He likes you, Tamsin.”

“I haven’t told him the truth about what I did yet.”

Ciara sighed, the sound low and languid. She stared out at the yacht, her gaze fixed on the sleek white hull that rocked gently in a turquoise swell, gold lettering on the bow catching the sun like a taunt.

“I think he knows but doesn’t care. It’s not every day that your girlfriend’s yacht is bombed moments after her husband dies in a helicopter explosion. If he hasn’t asked, it’s a good thing.”

I laughed, not cynically, but ironically, the sound catching in my throat like a burr. My heart went out to those families of the men who were on board the helicopter, the pilots, the aides, the security detail whose names I had never learned, whose faces I could not recall, but I spared no tears for Brian. It seemed that no matter how deep in the mire he sank, my ex-husband always floated to the surface smelling of roses, of money, of unearned absolution.

“I have to be honest with Adam, Ciara.”

“I understand. Do you mind if we stay for a while, Tamsin?”

“Here? At Siren’s Rest?”

“Yes… please. We’ll move out of your bedroom.”

“No need… I’ll stay in a spare bedroom… with… with Uber. You’re welcome to stay for as long as you wish, but… can I ask why, please?”

She moved Jack from one nipple to another, not like a new mother fumbling with clasps and blankets, but as an old hand, rolling him gently from one cradling arm to the other, the silk robe parting further to reveal the heavy, veined under-swell of her right breast, the nipple erect and glistening with milk, a single white bead trembling at the tip before Jack latched on with a soft, greedy sound.

For Ciara, mothering was all instinct, something I desperately hoped it would become for me too, the way her body knew exactly how to tilt, how to cradle, how to give.

“We like it here. It’s been… hectic.”

“Yeah.”

“I know about Brian being alive, Tamsin.”

My neck snapped sideways so hard my head almost rolled off my shoulders, vertebrae cracking, and I stared at her, my mouth agape, my heart slamming against my ribs. She kept looking out to sea, her smile effusive and radiant, as if there were only her and Jack in the moment the planet bid them good morning, the sun gilding the fine down on her cheek, the breeze lifting strands of her hair. She giggled, a low, throaty sound, and looked at me, eyes sparkling with mischief and certainty.

“I won’t tell anyone.”

“How do you know?”

“The money never lies, Tamsin. No matter where you move it, or how — even if you truck cash from one bank, say, in Canada, take it halfway around the world, then dump it in a Russian bank account in St Petersburg, it still has serial numbers. Swap currencies, and there are more serial numbers; you can’t escape them. Either you have a massive billion-dollar slush fund in Russia that’s been accessed every day since the explosion, or Brian does.”

“Jesus.”

“I’m sure Andrew knows about it.”

“He does.”

“Then I have no need to reveal anything to anyone. We have to agree on a few things, though.”

“Such as?”

“You own the company I am CEO for.”

“I’m not allowed to be involved.”

“No… but the dividends after taxes are repaid belong to you, as do the assets, yachts included.”

Ciara pointed at the yacht I had designed with a European manufacture, every line of it etched in my memory: the sweep of the hull, the teak decking I had run barefoot across before Brian caught and fucked me against the rail, a hidden jacuzzi where champagne had spilled across my breasts and he had licked it off slowly, deliberately, until I begged for his tongue between my legs. I stared at it, then at her, feeling surprise, elation, and worry coil tight in my belly.

“Are you being serious, Ciara?”

“I brought her here for you because you have no gymnasium. You have a dock and a beachfront home, so you might as well moor her out there as anywhere. I’m not sure where you’ll put the other one once she’s built, though.”

Ciara looked at me with a cheeky grin, her teeth white against sun-kissed skin, one eyebrow arched.

“You can take the insurance money, of course, but I figure the corporation looks great with a fleet of yachts on charter. I can set everything up to be tax effective, and the yachts will be on charter most of the year.”

“Whoa! I don’t understand.”

“It’s called wealth planning, Tamsin… something that, had Brian done correctly, you wouldn’t be in this mess.”

“Yes, but you run the company.”

“For you, yes. Try doing something illegal, and I’ll drop the sword across your neck myself, but otherwise, the company is yours.”

“I don’t want the hassle.”

“That’s what I’m here to take care of. So, what’s it to be… insurance valuation, or new-for-old? You’ll get more dollars out of them if you choose to have another yacht.”

I stared at the yacht; my yacht. Suddenly, everything in my life felt different —uplifted, joyous, and full of endless opportunity, with the horizon stretching wide and golden before me.

“And what if Brian resurfaces?”

“He goes to jail.”

I shook my head.

“He won’t show his face again.”

I fell silent again, staring down into the cool, clear water, the sand shifting beneath my toes, tiny fish darting like silver needles through the shallows, while I contemplated endless possibilities. I couldn’t run a company larger than Siren’s Rest, which required more knowledge about what coffee and bacon to buy than where to invest this year’s billion-dollar Research and Development budget.

“Is there anything you’d like, Tamsin? We can pay the tax debt over three years. There is plenty of money left to declare a dividend.”

I stared back at my Siren’s Rest, enjoying its lived-in look and feel, the weathered shutters, the bougainvillea spilling over the railings, the faint scent of salt and sunscreen baked into every surface. A few miles away was a strip of trendy bars and restaurants, stretching out from Miami like an umbilical cord, neon and glass, pulsing with music. I pointed in both directions — north and south, my arm sweeping wide.

“Can you buy the beach?”

“If it’s for sale, yes.”

“It will be as developers become greedier.”

“How much beach should I buy?”

“As far as you can in both directions from here.”

“And what will you do with it? Enclose it? Develop?”

“Nah. Leave it as it is, pristine, for people to enjoy, come and go, sunbathe, swim, dive, and fish. Maybe keep the land in the company and try to make it a protected Marine Reserve.”

“There you go, Tamsin.”

“What?”

“You’re already making better choices than Brian did.”

I chuckled, the sound bubbling up from deep in my chest, then I smelled grilled bacon and fresh pancakes, the buttery sweetness drifting down the dock on the warm breeze. When I turned, I saw Adam, gorgeous, smiling confidently, staring at me as if I were his entire world, his broad shoulders filling out a faded black T-shirt, his dark hair tousled from sleep, his eyes the color of sea glass, fixed on me with unabashed hunger.

Ciara leaned closer to me, her breath warm against my ear, whispering.

“He really likes you.”

“I know. And I really like him too.”

“Maybe ride him around on your big Uber for a few days.”

I looked at Ciara quizzically, then caught her sidelong glance to the yacht, and I laughed, loud and free, the sound echoing across the water. Adam blushed brightly, unsurprising since two women were discussing him, his cheeks flushing deep crimson beneath the tan, his gaze dropping to the plates in his hands.

He set down two plates of food, golden pancakes stacked high, bacon crisp and curling at the edges, syrup glistening in the sun. He smiled, kissed me on the cheek, his lips warm and lingering just a moment too long to mean he was passing through, and then he stood.

Before Adam could leave, Ciara reached up with a hand, her fingers brushing his wrist.

“Help me up, please, Uber. I’ll take breakfast with the rest of my family on the balcony.”

“I brought your plate here so that you could eat with Tamsin.”

“I want you to enjoy breakfast with her.”


Chapter Nineteen

◆◆◆

Tamsin’s Point of View

After Ciara and Jack left us, I leaned my head against Adam’s shoulder, the sun-warmed cotton of his shirt soft against my cheek, carrying the faint scent of salt and the citrus soap he’d used that morning, a scent that had already begun to feel like home.

I’d known him for only a few days. Yet, we’d made love more times than I ever had with my ex-husband or with Karl in the same span of time—each encounter a slow unraveling of defenses, a deliberate mapping of skin and breath until the world narrowed to the heat between us, until his name became a prayer on my lips in the dark.

I felt comfortable with him—around him—perhaps not in love, not yet, but certainly Cupid had sown her beguilement in my heart, a tender ache blooming beneath my ribs whenever his gaze lingered, whenever his fingers brushed mine as if by accident. I wanted the exclusivity we had agreed upon — I wanted to know more about this strange, young man who saw something in me I felt undeserving of, something luminous and whole that Brian had tried to extinguish, something that made me feel seen, truly seen, for the first time in years.

But my lying days were behind me, and I couldn’t pursue whatever Adam wanted until the truth was out, until the air between us was clean enough to breathe without coughing, until the weight of my secrets no longer pressed against my chest like a stone. I raised my head and met his eyes, seeing in them the same unguarded spark of desire I’d once possessed before Brian dimmed it—sea-green irises flecked with gold, framed by lashes still damp from the ocean spray, eyes that held no judgment, only a quiet, fierce belief in me that made my throat tighten.

“You were brave, Adam… so unbelievably brave. They could have shot you down just for approaching the dock.”

“I feel silly about it now. You weren’t in danger.”

“Not silly—courageous. Like some old-fashioned knight, lance lowered at my enemy, your sword ready to defend me. Neither of us knew at that point that I wasn’t in danger.”

“Yes… I guess. You make me sound heroic. In truth, I had no clue what I’d do once I reached the harbor walls. I made it up as I went along. I had a flare pistol tucked in my jeans. One shot, out in a puff of glory.”

“And yet you came. That’s important. It matters to me.”

“Good. I’m glad… at least you haven’t shut me out completely.”

“You’ve been insistent, honey.”

“You’re worth pursuing, Tamsin.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.”

I slipped my hand into his and squeezed gently, encouragingly, the warmth of his palm grounding me, the faint grit of salt lingering in the creases of his skin, each ridge a testament to a life lived with purpose, even for one so young.

The simple act of holding his hand felt like anchoring myself to something solid, something real, after years of drifting through storms of my own making. I was unsure what I wanted, but I needed the connection to him, needing the steady rhythm of his pulse against my own.

I stared at my yacht in the distance, its white hull gleaming under the midday sun, the water around it shimmering like scattered diamonds, a symbol of the life I’d built and the lies I’d told to help Brian protect it.

Brian.

My husband was gone, dead to the world and dead to me. Karl never was. Adam is.

I took a pancake from the plate between us and bit into its buttery sweetness, the dough melting on my tongue, comfort rolling across it in waves of vanilla and maple, each bite a small act of care from the man beside me. Adam was a great cook—home-taught, maybe by his mother, the flavors layered with love, each one a quiet declaration that he saw me, that he wanted to nourish more than my body.

“Why are you loath to move on, Tamsin?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re always being hard on yourself, punishing yourself for things that can’t be your fault.”

“I did bad things, Adam.”

“We all do bad things. We get punished, then we lick our wounds and turn the page.”

“Did you do bad things that meant Blackhawk helicopters full of killers swooped in, Adam?”

He weighed my question, his face a maelstrom of emotions—brows drawn together in a faint crease, lips parted as if tasting the words before speaking them, the faint tremor in his jaw betraying the weight of what he carried.

Then he nodded, and his eyes filled, the green deepening to something stormy and raw, a vulnerability that cracked open something inside me. Adam stared out to sea, his bottom lip trembling while he searched for more words, the wind tousling his hair into soft, dark curls that begged to be touched, curls I wanted to smooth back with my fingers, to soothe the pain I could feel radiating from him.

I said nothing—only held his hand tighter, leaned closer until my shoulder pressed against his, the heat of his body seeping through our clothes. Then I kissed away the tears that spilled over, the salt of them sharp on my lips, warm against my tongue, each tear a piece of his heart offered to me without reservation.

“I killed my father in cold blood.”

I froze, horrified, my breath catching in my throat like a sob I couldn’t release. His cheeks flushed under the strain of the confession, the color rising from his collarbone to the tips of his ears, a blush of shame and relief; his eyes brimmed to the lids like an ocean of sadness in a rising tide, the lashes clumped with moisture, each droplet catching the sunlight like a tiny prism.

I said nothing—only held his hand, leaned closer until our breaths mingled, and kissed away the tears, tasting the faint bitterness of grief beneath the salt, feeling the tremor in his jaw as he fought to hold himself together.

“I helped steal the Declaration of Independence.”

“Wow… fuck!”

His head almost rolled across the deck when he snapped his neck toward me. His teary eyes were wide, and I saw love, respect, maybe a little more admiration than most Americans would appreciate under the circumstances—the green irises catching the light like sea glass, his pupils dilated with a vulnerability that made my heart ache from recognition of it in a man who was already far past the point where love is easily extinguished. In that moment, I saw myself in him—someone who had carried the weight of their choices alone, who had learned to survive by hiding the parts of themselves that hurt the most.

“Yeah. It’s back where it belongs now. Nobody can know.”

“Why are you telling me then?”

“Because I like you very much. I can’t ever lie to a man I am with again—and I won’t be lied to. I want a second chance—to move on, to stop feeling like I should be punished.”

“I feel it too, Tamsin. I’ve never been punished.”

“What happened? Can I ask?”

He breathed in and out heavily a few times, then knitted his brow in deep furrows.

“I was eight. My father abused Mom and me for years — I mean, really badly. He beat her most weekends after he got drunk. Then one night he was raping her… I didn’t know what that was then—I just heard her screaming, so I ran to help.”

Adam sighed, shifted his weight, his eyes fixed on the horizon like it steadied him, the line of his jaw tight beneath faint stubble, the pulse in his throat fluttering visibly. The wind carried the scent of his skin—sun-warmed cotton, salt, and something uniquely him, like cedar after rain, a scent that had begun to feel like safety to me.

“I knew where he kept his revolver, so I got it… pulled the trigger, and that was that.”

“You saved your Mom.”

“She was unconscious and bleeding badly from his beating. I called an ambulance. The police came too, took me into custody. Hours later, they told me Mom was okay and Dad was a bastard who deserved what he got. Social services took me to her.”

“And the charges were dropped?”

“There was a long investigation, but yeah. I was never punished for killing my Dad.”

“The system decided you weren’t to blame, and I think most people would agree. You can move on.”

“I could say the same to you.”

Adam smiled through his tears, his expression fragile but genuine, the corners of his mouth lifting like the first light after a storm, a smile that reached into my chest and wrapped around my heart. I slid my feet out of the water, the cool droplets tracing paths down my calves, leaving goosebumps in their wake, and I swung one leg over him until I was straddling his lap.

His cock was already hard beneath me, the warmth of him pressing through our clothes, its steady pulse that matched the quickening of my own heart, a physical echo of the emotional bridge we were building. I rocked gently against him, grinding slow and deliberate, the friction sending sparks of heat through the thin fabric separating us, but it was more than desire—it was a need to be closer, to feel his heartbeat against mine, to know that we were both still here, still whole.

His breath caught, a soft, ragged sound that vibrated against my skin, and our foreheads brushed, the faint sheen of sweat on his brow cool against mine, the scent of him filling my lungs. The world fell away to the hush of the surf, the distant cry of gulls, the gentle creak of a boat beneath us, until there was only the space between our breaths.

I stared into Adam’s eyes—sea-green, storm-bright, rimmed with the red of unshed tears—and the distance between us vanished, the air thick with the scent of salt and the raw, aching honesty of two souls laid bare.

I kissed him softly at first, just the tremor of our lips meeting, tasting salt from his tears and the faint sweetness of maple syrup from breakfast, the flavors mingling on my tongue like a vow. He exhaled a shaky breath, and I felt it spill across my skin like warmth returning after cold, his lips parting beneath mine in invitation, trembling with the weight of everything he’d shared.

Our second kiss deepened—slow, searching, my mouth opening, our tongues brushing in hesitant rhythm, learning each other’s shape, the velvet slide of his against mine sending shivers down my spine, but it was the emotion behind it that undid me, the way he kissed me like I was his forgiveness, like I was home and that he could be mine.

Adam’s hand slid to the back of my neck, his fingers threading through my hair, the strands damp with sea mist, holding me there as if afraid I might fade away, as if I were the only thing keeping him tethered to the earth.

His touch was gentle but insistent, the pads of his thumbs tracing the line of my jaw, the pulse beneath it fluttering like a trapped bird, a mirror of my own racing heart. The taste of him was all sunlight and regret, the breath of fresh sea air, and the pulse under his jaw beat hard against my palm, a frantic drum that echoed the ache building low in my belly, the ache of wanting to heal him, to be healed by him.

I pressed closer until I could feel his heart racing against my chest, two wounds and two healings finding each other in the same breath, the heat of his body seeping through our clothes, warming me from the inside out, until I could feel the shape of his invisible scars against my own.

When we finally broke apart, the silence between us was tender and new, like the first moment after confession—nothing left hidden, nothing left to fear, only the soft hush of our breathing, the gentle brush of his thumb across my cheek, and the quiet certainty that we had chosen each other, flaws and all.

“Let’s grab a boat and go to my yacht.”

“Your yacht?”

“Yeah, come on. We can make love there.”

“What about the kitchen?”

“Don’t worry. Alice knows you are fucking the boss.”


Chapter Twenty

◆◆◆

Katerina’s Point of View

The last of the daylight poured molten gold over still water, the horizon bleeding into the sea as if the world were on fire and slowly sinking, liquid light shimmering across every ripple until the ocean itself seemed to pulse with a dying heartbeat.

AJ’s old lobster boat creaked and groaned beneath us, its fading blue paint blistered and peeling in irregular patches that caught the sun like shattered sapphires, the wood scarred by decades of salt, each groove and splinter etched deep with the memory of storms and relentless tides. It was as far from luxury as it was possible to get.

The evening air was thick with a briny tang of seaweed and the faint, acrid bite of diesel lingering in the humid breeze. Yet beneath the false decay lay secrets well kept by the boat’s convincing disguise, compartments dressed up as storage bins with hinges that whispered open only to knowing fingers, hidden crates packed tight with sleek carbon-fiber drones whose surfaces gleamed coldly even in the dimness, combat knives with edges honed to surgical precision and handles wrapped in textured grip that promised control in slick conditions.

There were combat med-packs sealed in waterproof pouches that crinkled softly under pressure, and my Glocks nestled in custom foam cutouts that hugged their contours like lovers, alongside two matte-black Steyr AUG A3 M1 rifles wrapped in oil-cloth that released a subtle, metallic scent when unfolded, the fabric heavy with the weight of preservation and readiness.

AJ handled the tiller of his barely serviceable craft with lazy confidence, his broad shoulders rolling subtly with the boat’s rocking motion. He steered us through a narrow channel where jagged reef rocks rose like the steeples of a drowned cathedral, their barnacle-encrusted surfaces glistening with spray that misted the air as the tide lapped against them, cooling my sun-warmed skin.

Water churned white around the hull in frothy eddies that carried the faint, mineral smell of coral and ancient stone. AJ’s aviator glasses caught the sun’s last flare, mirrored lenses reflecting the fiery sky in distorted fragments. He was unreadable to most, but not me, because I knew where to look. He drew my gaze to the strong line of his jaw, shadowed with a day’s stubble that rasped faintly when he turned his head.

In front, the outline of AJ’s private island came into view, a crescent of white sand so fine it powdered like confectioner’s sugar. Beyond that was a slash of emerald jungle dense with vines that twisted in humid embrace and leaves that dripped condensation in slow, deliberate drops, leading to a hill rising steeply.

I jumped from the boat before it fully touched shore, the warm water splashing around my thighs in silken waves that clung to the neoprene of my armless, short, skinny-diving suit, the fabric molding to my curves with a second-skin tightness that amplified every shift of muscle and breath. The sea’s embrace lingered as a teasing caress before I waded forward, droplets tracing rivulets down my legs that cooled in the evening breeze carrying hints of tropical blooms and distant rain.

AJ cut the outboard engine, an old, oily 50-horse spluttering to silence with a final cough that echoed across the cove. The sudden hush was filled with nothing but the hiss of waves retreating over shells that crunched softly underfoot and the metallic rattle of our anchor chain uncoiling link by link, each clink a metallic heartbeat in the gathering dusk.

I dragged it up the beach, its iron links biting into the sand with a satisfying scrape that sent grains flying, the weight pulling at my arms and shoulders in a delicious burn that reminded me of my strength, until I slapped the anchor’s teeth down with a thud that vibrated through the ground and settled into stillness.

AJ stood on the prow, his sun-bronzed skin glistening with a sheen of saltwater that traced the defined ridges of his chest and abdomen beneath an open neoprene skinny. His wet hair glinted in the low light like strands of polished obsidian, mischief writ large across his face in the curve of his lips and the spark in his eyes that promised untold adventures and intimacies.

“What are you looking at?”

“The most beautiful woman in the world.”

“You like my shape in this neoprene skinny-diving suit, honey. It’s got you hard. I can see it already.”

“I’m always hard for you, Katerina.”

“Well… avert your eyes if you must. We have gear to unload.”

AJ grinned and vaulted into the shallows beside me, water sheeting from his body in cascading rivulets that highlighted every taut muscle and vein. I sighed because I wanted him, wanted his thick, long cock deep inside me, his thrusts pounding into me, molding the sand beneath into the shape of my ass.

I waited by the boat, arms open wide to cradle the warmth of anticipation. Michelangelo hesitated on the gunwale like a small aristocrat deciding whether to descend into chaos, his fur ruffled by the breeze carrying scents of fish and freedom, his golden eyes narrowing in calculation before he stepped into my embrace. His paws trod carefully with claws sheathed but prickling faintly against my skin, his expression pure disapproval in the twitch of his whiskers and the slow blink that conveyed worlds of feline judgment.

“Come, Michelangelo. We have an island to explore.”

He blinked once, like a slow, wary judgment that lingered in the air heavy with salt and possibility, before I set him on the sand where his paws sank slightly, the grains clinging to his pads as he shook them off with elegant disdain.

Michelangelo padded toward the jungle, his tail swaying in a hypnotic rhythm that brushed against low-hanging fronds, releasing bursts of earthy fragrance. He found a patch of shade beneath a broad-leafed plant where the light dappled in shifting patterns, and began to wash the journey off himself with the dignity of an emperor, his pink tongue rasping audibly over fur that gleamed with residual moisture.

AJ chuckled and pointed after him, the sound low and resonant in his chest, vibrating through the space between us like a shared secret.

“He might never return once he explores my island.”

“We are together by choice, not by necessity, need, or ownership. If either of us feels like moving on, we are free to do so.”

“Like you and I?”

I smiled and nodded. AJ was my partner and my pleasure, steady where Peter had become distant like a fading echo in my heart. With every glance and touch that ignited sparks beneath my skin, AJ had become increasingly present in a way that reminded me what connection could feel like. I wasn’t in love, not with him in the all-consuming blaze I once knew, and sadly, not with Peter in the way I had been when passion burned unchecked, yet here with AJ, the embers glowed hotter, teasing promises of nights yet to unfold.

I stepped closer to him, the salt air tightening against my skin like a lover’s breath, drawing the neoprene taut across my breasts and hips. As I gazed into his eyes, judging, searching, testing, the tide curled over our feet in cool, foaming tendrils that swirled around ankles and calves before retreating with a sigh.

AJ’s hand rose to the back of my neck, his fingers brushing wet hair from my face with a gentleness that belied the strength in his callused palms, his touch sending shivers cascading down my spine despite the tropical warmth.

His kiss found me before I quite reached for it, warm lips pressing with unhurried intent, electric in its restraint that built a slow fire in my core, his breath blooming against mine in humid waves scented with sea and sun and the faint musk of his arousal. It was the kind of kiss that didn’t take but offered and gifted, slow pressure from his lips molding to mine with exquisite friction. His tongue’s electric promise traced the seam of my mouth in a tease that made my knees weaken and my pulse thunder, the slide of silk imagined where his mouth met mine in velvet heat.

The sunset itself folded into us with gold melting on my skin, light fusing with the deepening heat that pooled low in my belly.

When AJ drew back, my pulse was a drumbeat in my throat, echoing in my ears and throbbing between my thighs, the absence of his lips a sweet ache that begged for more. AJ smiled, that crooked, impossible smile curling with wicked invitation, and the entire island seemed to hold its breath, the waves pausing mid-crash, the breeze stilling as if the world awaited our next move.

“We should start hauling… make camp.”

“Whatever you say, Katerina.”

We worked in silence, hauling cases up the sand, the heavy aluminum boxes marked with faded maritime codes scraping against the boat’s edge with metallic groans, their contents anything but fishing tackle clanking softly within. The weight strained my arms and back in a rhythmic exertion that made sweat bead along my hairline and trickle down the valley of my spine, mingling with saltwater to create a slick, sensual glide under the neoprene.

The air smelled of salt and diesel, sharp in my nostrils, with the scent of drying seaweed releasing earthy iodine notes. The faint sweetness of orchids drifted down from the hills in perfumed whispers, teasing my senses with hints of forbidden gardens.

When the last crate was secured above the tide line, the sand cool and damp beneath it, AJ brushed sand from his hands with deliberate strokes that drew my eyes to the veins on his forearms, and he pointed toward the dense green beyond where shadows lengthened like inviting fingers.

“Home’s up there.”

“Home? I thought this was a deserted island.”

“It is, apart from me.”

“We were camping… You brought tents, sleeping bags, and rations.”

“Not for tonight, my darling. We rendezvous with my trawler tomorrow, then it’s on to Ravel’s hideaway. The camping gear is a contingency.”

“You’re a naughty boy, AJ.”

“You love that about me. In any case, we are close to Ravel’s yacht.”

“Which is where?”

AJ turned around and stared out to sea, getting his bearings, the muscles in his back shifting under his shirt as he scanned the horizon. Stars began to prick the darkening sky, the water now a vast inkwell reflecting pinpoints of light. He half turned right, the movement fluid and assured, then pointed with a finger that cut through the air like a blade.

“About ten miles in that direction. The island is owned by a billionaire, Elias Crane. He’s friendly with Ravel, as my informants tell me.”

“And you know he’s there?”

“I don’t, but it’s the best place to start looking for his yacht.”

“We have a drone, but it won’t reach that far.”

“I have many toys on this island.”

AJ smiled and pointed ahead, the expression deepening the lines around his eyes in a way that made my breath catch, hinting at layers of mystery and power coiled beneath his casual demeanor. This was a different AJ from the one I had grown used to, even more a man of mystery, far more seductive, and something else that I couldn’t put my finger on.

“It’s getting dark, Katerina, and I have asked for dinner to be prepared in your honor.”

“No campfire then?”

“The insects are awful here. Take the weapons you love most, leave the rest here, and they will be collected.”

“You have staff?”

“I don’t, but I know a man who does.”

We followed a narrow trail that cut through the jungle, thick leaves glistening with the day’s humidity that lay in glossy sheens. The undergrowth brushed against my arms and legs with damp, velvety touches, releasing bursts of verdant scent mingled with the loamy richness of soil and decaying fruit.

A dusk chorus of unseen creatures rose around us in a symphony of chirps, rustles, and distant calls that heightened the sense of intrusion into a private realm. I silently thanked AJ for his deception, because camping out, even on a beach, would have meant an uncomfortable night with biting insects as companions.

Fireflies blinked between vines like stray embers floating in the thickening twilight, their glow pulsing in rhythmic seduction that mirrored the quickening of my heartbeat. The path wound steeply upward, roots twisting underfoot in gnarled knots that demanded careful steps.

Eventually, the trees thinned and the sound of surf faded by the hush of altitude, replaced by the whisper of wind through higher canopies and the occasional drip of moisture from leaves overhead.

AJ’s house revealed itself all at once, an immense structure of glass and dark timber unfeasibly poised above the sea, each level cantilevered up a steep slope like the wing of some mythic creature unfurling in the night, the glass reflecting an emerging partial moon in fractured silvers that danced across its surfaces. The last sunlight turned the windows into sheets of rose-gold fire that warmed the air and cast elongated shadows promising seclusion and sin.

At the entrance to his home stood a man in a white linen suit, waiting with the stillness of a sentinel and the smile of a father welcoming his long-lost children home. The fabric of his attire was crisp and flowing slightly in the breeze, accentuating his poised frame.

He was older, but not old; immaculate, with dark skin gleaming under the porch lights like polished ebony, his silver hair cropped close in precise lines that caught the glow. When he inclined his head to us, even the gesture felt choreographed with elegant economy, his eyes holding a depth that suggested untold stories.

“Welcome back, sir. Miss Katerina, it is my deepest pleasure to meet you.”

The butler’s voice sounded deep and velvety, faintly accented with rolling cadences that wrapped around each word like smoke, resonating in the space between us. He helped stack our gear in a small reception lobby without visible effort, his hands strong as they easily lifted crates.

“Shall I send help to the beach, Sir?”

“Four at least if you want to make it in one journey.”

“I think we must, Sir… it is late and I despise torchlights raking through the jungle.”

“Me too.”

Cool air embraced us as we crossed the threshold, a rush of conditioned chill that raised gooseflesh along my arms and tightened the neoprene against my hardening nipples. The air carried scents of polished wood and subtle citrus cleaner.

AJ’s home interior opened wide, marble floors veined with copper that gleamed under recessed lighting and reflected our forms in distorted elegance. There was floor-to-ceiling tinted glass that looked bulletproof overlooking the bay where the sea now murmured in inky waves. A suspended staircase of teak and steel connected the home’s levels, of which I saw five rising in graceful spirals, the metal cool to the touch if I trailed a finger.

In what could best be described as an immense, opulent lounge, a bar of onyx and chrome stood to the left, gleaming with bottles that promised liquid fire. To the right, a sunken parlor was dressed in white leather sofas and silk cushions, inviting me to sink into its plush depths.

There, to one side, ready to help AJ seduce me, was a single bottle of Krug chilling in a silver bucket. Beside it were two fluted glasses beaded with condensation that dripped slowly like tears of anticipation.

The air carried a faint scent of jasmine, with hints of sea salt intertwining in a heady bouquet that stirred memories of heated nights. Somewhere overhead, a hidden sound system played a low jazz line with saxophone notes curling languidly, the kind of music that belonged to secrets whispered in dim corners and bodies pressed close.

Every step I took was part seduction, part revelation, an insight into AJ the man. He wanted me to see him.

AJ moved behind me, his breath warm at my ear in a puff that sent tingles racing down my neck, his proximity radiating heat through the thin barrier of our suits.

“Welcome to my other life, Katerina.”

“This place is amazing.”

“You’re the only person other than Jeeves who has visited here.”

I spun around and stared at him, chuckling with a bubble of delight that escaped my lips, the sound echoing softly off the high ceilings.

“Jeeves? You’ve got to be fucking joking?”

“I am a sucker for P.G. Wodehouse. When Jeeves interviewed for this position, he handed me a black business card with only one gold word printed on it.”

“Jeeves?”

“Yes.”

“It’s not his real name, is it?”

“Of course not, but Jeeves doesn’t ask questions about me, so I ask none about him.”

“Jeeves, it is then.”

I went with the flow and relaxed. The steam of the shower enveloped us in a misty veil that blurred the edges of the marble-tiled enclosure. Water cascaded in hot rivulets that traced every contour of my body as I peeled out of the neoprene skinny-diving suit with deliberate slowness, the fabric resisting before releasing with a slick peel that exposed my skin to the air in tingling waves, sand gritting out from intimate crevices where its roughness had chafed deliciously during the day’s exertions.

AJ joined me naked, his body a sculpture of sun-kissed muscle and shadowed hollows, his cock rock solid and curving upward with insistent promise, bulging veins pulsing faintly in the steam. He never once touched me in a way that conveyed anything other than respect and affection. His hands caressed my shoulders and back in soapy lather that foamed white and slippery, massaging away the salt and tension with thumbs pressing into knots that elicited soft gasps from my lips, the water pounding against us in rhythmic drums that matched the building ache between my thighs.

I turned to face him, easing my hair into a saturated ponytail that lay over one shoulder. I kissed him softly, enjoying the feel of his big cock as it nudged my swollen pussy.

“Why am I here, AJ?”

“Ravel-”

“Stop… please. No games. Tell me why I am here?”

“I want you, Katerina. No pressure, no strings, but I want more if I may have it.”

“Are you asking me for more?”

“Yes.”

“Then more you shall have, my dear.”

There would be plenty of time to make love later, the anticipation coiling inside me tighter with every brush of his fingers that skirted but never claimed the sensitive peaks of my breasts or the heated core between my legs, begging for attention.

I dried myself with a towel thick and plush as clouds, the fibers absorbing moisture with luxurious drags across my skin that left it flushed and sensitive. Then I styled my hair with a brush that tugged gently through waves still damp and scented with ocean, accepting a Daiquirí from Jeeves when he strolled in with a tray balanced effortlessly, oblivious to our naked states.

His eyes averted with professional grace, yet the air thickened with unspoken possibilities that made me wonder if the older, handsome man with his poised strength and enigmatic smile had more purposes in the home than AJ had thus far alluded to. His presence was a subtle intrigue that heightened the erotic charge in the room.

Light from the terrace spilled across the dressing room in a slow, molten wash that gilded every surface in amber hues, warming the air with hints of night-blooming flowers. AJ had left a perfectly sized dress draped over the chaise: silk the color of late-summer pomegranates, rich and deep with a sheen that shifted like liquid under the light. The fabric was cut on the bias so it would hug my body like a second-skin embrace and fall like a promise of surrender with every step. I rarely enjoyed being managed by men, the control a thorn in my independence, but AJ was different, desperate to please with a dominant edge that thrilled rather than chafed, never submissive yet always attuned to my desires.

I slipped into the dress, its silk whispering over my damp skin in cool, fluid caresses that raised shivers of delight. The fabric cooled where it molded to the swell of my breasts, the dip of my waist, and gripped the flare of my hips like a lover’s grasp. The hem fell just so, exposing a curve of my calf that tensed with awareness, finally met by a heel AJ had chosen. It was a sculpted stiletto in black patent that encased my foot with unyielding shine, making my calves lengthen into elegant lines and my spine straighten with poised power, which sent a thrill up my thighs.

I fastened the dress’s tiny clasp at the back with a fingertip, brushing the nape of my neck, smoothed the fold of fabric over my abdomen where it clung teasingly, and watched myself in the glass: sun-kissed skin glowing with inner heat, wet hair tamed into loose waves that framed my face in tousled allure.

My lips were a fraction darker than usual and plumper from the water’s kiss and the earlier tease of AJ’s mouth. I added a final touch, a single dab of perfume behind each ear where my pulse beat visibly. The scent bloomed warm and spicy with notes of vanilla and musk that mingled with my natural essence. I was the picture AJ wanted, the woman he craved, and somehow, I was the woman I wanted to be in this moment of surrendered elegance.

Michelangelo raised his head from a golden pillow on the immense bed AJ would take me on later, the mattress vast and inviting with sheets that promised silken entanglements. His eyes half-lidded in approval before he meowed once in a low, resonant purr that vibrated through the room. Then he set his head down again with contented finality.

From the shadows came a voice, husky with admiration.

“You look stunning, Katerina.”

“I’m surprised by your attention to detail… to the details that matter to me.”

“I… well, I thought making the effort for you was important.”

“Oh my AJ, are you becoming romantic?”

“Maybe I always was.”

“Maybe you should be.”

“Do you like this version of me?”

“Very much.”

AJ stepped into the light as if he’d been carved out of dusk, his form emerging from shadow with predatory grace. He chose a single-breasted white suit, the linen soft and clean enough to feel like a dare in the humid air that would cling and reveal. He rolled the sleeves with a casual elegance that exposed forearms corded with strength, his cufflinks catching the low light in flashes of gold.

He slipped into handmade leather shoes that familiarity had made his, the scent of polished hide rising faintly as he moved. As I watched, impressed with the way his suit fabric draped over his broad shoulders and narrow hips, I became aroused by the outline of his erection still evident beneath the tailored fit.

I was becoming more interested in the layers of this man who balanced danger and devotion.

AJ buttoned his jacket without haste, the movement one of ownership rather than ritual that made my breath hitch. When he turned, his suit fit like a perfect alibi concealing the warrior beneath, but still the man in it was a tiger, razor-sharp in silhouette. His eyes devoured me with a hunger that promised the night would unravel us both. AJ smiled at me the way only he did, private and dangerous with a glint that sent heat pooling anew, and for a breath I thought the entire world would arrange itself around the two of us in perfect, heated symmetry.

Jeeves served our starter on a tray of hammered silver as moonlight pooled on the terrace where we sat. A silver glow cast ethereal highlights on our skin and the table’s glass surface. The air-conditioning blew effectively, if not a little wastefully, over us in cool gusts that raised the fine hairs on my arms and made the silk of my dress whisper against my thighs; then it dissipated into the night, carrying our scents outward.

A delicate crab bisque arrived first, velvet-smooth and luminous in its porcelain bowl. It was crowned with a translucent ribbon of lemon-scented oil that shimmered iridescently and a single sprig of flowering chive standing erect like a sentinel. My spoon dipped into the broth, and the flavor of the sea exploded on my tongue in creamy waves. I tasted salt depths, a bright citrus tang, and a memory of the boat where it was caught, with the fresh, briny snap of claws echoing in my mind.

We spoke little, letting the music and the surf fill the gaps with saxophone sighs and wave crashes that built a cocoon of intimacy. For the main course, Jeeves presented a plate of lacquered black cod, slow-roasted with skin as fine as caramel that snapped beneath the fork in crisp delight, releasing steam scented with miso and butter. Beside it, a small mound of coconut-scented jasmine rice, fluffy and aromatic, and a smudge of green chili purée that woke the palate with fiery promise, tingling on my lips.

The wine was a chilled, precise white, something from Chile that breathed in the glass, exuding notes of pear and mineral. It blended perfectly with dinner, as if they were made for each other in a harmonious indulgence that warmed my veins and loosened my inhibitions.

Jeeves moved like a shadow at the edge of the room, attentive yet invisible with footsteps silent on the marble, an artful guardian of appetite and secrets whose presence added a layer of enigmatic allure to the evening.

After dinner, AJ took my hand and led me up to the highest floor, his fingers interlaced with mine in a grip that was firm and possessive, sending pulses of electricity up my arm. The house breathed out into the night as we climbed, each step on the teak treads clicking under my heels. Glass panels framed the moon in silver streaks that shimmered around the rooms, the sea beyond a flat black expanse dotted with bioluminescent sparks.

Jeeves followed us, his linen rustling faintly like a whisper of conspiracy.

At the top, AJ’s operations room opened like a ship’s bridge, low lights casting blue hues that accentuated the sharp angles of consoles and the gleam of screens, banks of monitors flickering with data streams in green code. There was a single, massive, curved panoramic window that looked down the island and out across the channel where distant lights winked like watchful eyes.

Consoles glowed, emitting soft telemetry beeps that punctuated the hush. A rack of encrypted terminals hummed with subdued power vibrating through the floor, and a large central screen showed a digital grid of the nearby islands overlaid with pulsing markers that hinted at hidden vessels and unseen threats.

Jeeves sat down at a desk, his linen immaculate even under the blue monitor light that etched shadows on his chiseled features. His fingers folded as if in quiet prayer, concealing capabilities yet unrevealed. AJ turned a key on the desk, and a slender roller door whispered upward in the wall beside the window with a mechanical sigh that raised hairs on my neck in anticipation.

A drone waiting on the cradle was less machine, more predator: long-winged with surfaces absorbing light in a stealthy, matte gray, a compact, clinical perfection in its aerodynamic curves and sensor pods that promised eyes in the dark. The label at its flank read CW-30E in neat letters etched with precision; the craft hummed faintly with latent energy, making the air thrum.

I laughed and shook my head.

“What’s wrong, Katerina?”

“A JOUAV CW-30E — a hybrid VTOL fixed-wing ISR platform used for long-endurance surveillance.”

“It’s designed for ship and land-based missions, supports cooled thermal/EO gimbals for true night vision, and advertises an operational range on the order of 100–200 km with multi-hour endurance.”

“In your home, AJ?”

“One never knows when his girl needs a toy.”

“Shall we go hunting, my dear?”

“My toy is at your command, Katerina.”

“As it should be.”


Chapter Twenty-One

◆◆◆

The monitors glowed in the dark like a wall of captive stars. I heard the high-pitched whirr of the drone’s power systems as it departed, then it disappeared into the night as though invisible. While Jeeves piloted the craft to Elias’s Island, I turned to AJ.

“Tell me about Elias Crane, darling.”

“He’s a tech billionaire who retired in his thirties and invested in startups for the past twenty years. For every hundred companies he pumps money into, one becomes a unicorn. Nobody knows how rich he is because mostly, that’s stealth wealth.”

“And like all billionaires, he has expensive tastes?”

AJ eyed me, looking a little hurt. He probably had a good point, my own son being part of the billionaire club.

“Sorry.”

“I don’t steal art, Katerina. In fact, I never stole anything from anyone. I am… eccentric.”

“And you kill people?”

“Like you.”

“Yes, sorry. Do I seem judgmental?”

“You’re forgiven. Elias’s vice is rare artifacts. He is a big-time collector and patron to many museums, although I know he has a few items from Egyptian tombs that he ought not to.”

“And tonight he’s throwing a party that you were not invited to, AJ?”

“He’s not neighborly. We don’t rub shoulders at all. How do you know there is a party at all?”

I pointed to a satellite tracking screen with several blips that were inside the crater. It showed all marine traffic in the area.

“That’s an AIS satellite feed. There are twelve vessels over forty tons anchored inside the crater. There may be other smaller ones that are not required to have AIS. Elias has company. Don’t you know how your toys work, darling?”

“That’s why I have Jeeves. If this is a party, it will last the whole weekend.”

I returned to the main monitor and watched the direct night vision camera feed intently. The situation was becoming clearer. Elias Crane, billionaire collector of the rare, possibly forbidden, and very beautiful art, was throwing a party on his island—a single vast volcano with a hundred-meter wedge carved from its flank, open from summit to sea. As the drone flew over the crater, lights from the yachts below were easily visible. There were twelve.

I tapped Jeeves on the shoulder.

“Do you have the yacht specification I messaged you?”

“It doesn’t match any of these beacon signatures, Madam. Either your target’s AIS is switched off or he isn’t there.”

“Yet.”

I smiled at him, raising an eyebrow because there are few things I enjoy more than hunting.

“He isn’t there yet, Jeeves.”

“Indeed, Madam

AJ counted, scanned the screen for any shadows that might indicate a yacht gone dark, but the images weren’t lying.

“He may have been dropped off, and the yacht has departed. Or he has arrived on someone else’s yacht. Would the world’s most wanted man dare to travel with friends, Katerina?”

“He dared to do a whole lot more than that. Maybe the people here tonight are part of his conspiracy.”

Jeeves panned the night vision camera around the crater. Elias had created a private amphitheater: dense jungle spilling down to a lagoon in the dormant cone, lights strung like constellations across terraces carved into basalt.

“My information is never wrong. If Ravel is anywhere in this hemisphere, he would be at that party.”

I was inclined to agree. From my briefing about the grand heists Ravel and Dalton staged, I figured Elias was a perfect partner for them.

The drone moved above Elias’s main residence. On screen, guests glowed in evening dresses, their movements filmed through infrared as smudges of white heat. Music trembled faintly through the drone’s directional mic—low jazz background, mingling with laughter and the clink of glass on glass.

“We won’t get anything from watching the party, Jeeves. There is no definition, no faces.”

“What should I do, Madam?”

“Go back to the crater mouth. Ravel won’t travel with others. If he has arrived, he must have a means to escape.”

“Almost certainly.”

AJ smiled. He stood behind me, his arms folded, the blue monitor light cutting ridges of shadow along his chest. Jeeves’s fingers glided across the controls with pianist precision.

“If I take her inside the cone, we risk triggering proximity sensors, Madam.”

“Would Elias have missile defense systems?”

AJ’s tone carried wry amusement.

“It’s entirely possible, Sir. Men like Crane seldom rely on polite security, and I know of others in the area who take… shall we say, extreme precautions.”

“Take the drone in, Jeeves. We must know if Ravel is there. If we are discovered, so be it.”

The drone’s nose camera dipped, sending images sweeping over the crater’s lip. Inside, the lagoon glowed an impossible turquoise under floodlights. Docks extended from volcanic rock, and at the far end, a sleek shadow of a vessel lay moored, its hull matte and black, navigation lights switched off.

“There we are. No AIS beacon, painted black, moored in the shadows. That’s Ravel’s yacht.”

Jeeves magnified the image. I saw a helipad’s white painted sign and very little else. As the drone moved slowly forward, Ravel’s white-gold crest was clear, painted amidships.

“It looks dead, Madam.”

“Try a lower overfly.”

I leaned closer, my hand resting lightly on the back of Jeeves’s chair.

“How low?”

“I want eyes on that boat.”

“Yes, Madam.”

Jeeves smelled impossibly fresh—clean soap, faint citrus, not a trace of fatigue from a man who had flown drones, served dinner, and run an operation that should have taken ten staff. Perhaps somewhere in the vast home AJ seemed to love, there were ten staff.

I hoped that AJ was as kinky as I believed he was because bedding two men tonight before a morning mission to Elias Island would be my perfect nightcap and relaxation.

The feed wavered as the drone banked and its optical camera came online with increased light, sending back useful images. For a heartbeat, our view filled with the night sky, stars cold and perfect, then it dipped again toward the island. The party terrace bloomed into focus: strings of lanterns, pale marble, women in gowns the color of champagne foam, men wearing tuxedos with open collars and teeth too white for honesty.

We were close, maybe too close.

At the center of it all, a man raised a glass.

It was Elias Crane. He was barefoot, wearing a white linen jacket over a naked torso, unbuttoned to his sternum, tanned skin gleaming under the lights. Around him, guests applauded as fireworks cracked beyond the crater rim, each burst reflected on the water like flowers of fire.

“Fuck!”

“If one of those fireworks hits, Madam… we are done here.”

“And Ravel runs.”

Jeeves looked concerned, but to me, this was just another variable in the mission. I nodded at the screen.

“Keep going. Can you get audio?”

“There is a lot of wind interference, and the fireworks.”

Jeeves adjusted the microphone’s gain, and static cleared into a fractured rhythm of words.

“…to the hunt… new patronage… Ravel joins us soon…”

AJ’s jaw flexed.

“So Ravel is expected.”

“And he’s late. Which means he’s either cautious… or already inside the building getting dressed.”

The drone panned wider and moved across the lagoon, keeping to the shadows. On the outer edge of the crater’s bay, a small jetty glinted. I saw something metallic, half-submerged, trailing faint ripples outward. It was too symmetrical for driftwood.

“Pause the feed, Jeeves.”

AJ saw it too. The image froze, and he pointed to a shadow on the screen.

“Enhance there, please.”

Jeeves played with the controls, and the pixels sharpened. I gasped and pointed, chuckling from the audacity of it.

“It’s a fucking submarine. Compact, military, half hidden under the dock. Well, so much for the treasures being moved on Dalton’s yacht. That’s how Ravel moves his stolen goods, and it’s his escape plan from here. His yacht goes one way, he sinks and slips away silently in another.”

AJ nodded and smiled.

“We have him. Ravel didn’t sail in. He came underwater. The yacht is a decoy.”

Jeeves’s gaze flicked between us.

“Would you like me to deploy the micro-drone swarm to get a closer look at the party?”

I nodded slowly.

“Yes. Keep them dark—no IR because the images are useless if we want to recognize someone. I want one over the yacht, one circling the villa, and one near the submarine if you can find the air currents.”

“As you wish, Madam.”

He moved with unhurried grace, entering a command string that released three specks of light from the main cradle of the massive military drone. On the monitor, they appeared as silver motes rising into the darkness, then they vanished.

Jeeves was now piloting four drones. I was impressed.

“Three minutes to recon, Madam.”

I leaned back, exhaling through parted lips.

“Elias Crane throwing a party inside a volcano, Ravel hiding in a submarine… and we’re watching it all from a living room with champagne still on the table. How civilized espionage has become.”

AJ’s smile was thin.

“Civilized until the first shot is fired.”

“Are you certain the party will last the entire weekend, AJ?”

“One hundred percent, and I would bet Ravel won’t leave until the others do because they offer a great surface distraction.”

“Did your source mention there would be a party?”

“No. They only said Ravel would be here.”

“Maybe it’s last-minute?”

“Doubtful, Katerina. I think it’s more likely to be kept secret.”

“Which means everyone there is a co-conspirator.”

“It would seem so.”

My job was to bring Ravel to justice. That’s what Moscow said when they wanted someone executed. It wasn’t my purview to round up the whole conspiracy and tie a neat bow around it for law enforcement.

Nor was I about to murder a bunch of billionaires. The situation looked messy. I strolled to the windows to consider my options. Outside, lightning flickered far off over the sea, illuminating the horizon for a single breath before darkness folded in again.

AJ came to me, wrapping his arms around my waist. He planted soft, gentle kisses across my shoulders, making me shiver.

“You have a plan, don’t you, Katerina?”

“I do.”

“What do you need?”

“Diving gear, explosives, and a light, fast RIB.”

“I’ll have them ready.”

On the central screen, the map pulsed, three tiny white points fanning away from the main drone. Each represented a machine the size of a large dragonfly, their wings invisible to the naked eye.

“The micro-swarm is deployed and in position. Signal is locked, passive flight only. We are ghosts.”

The first unit skimmed above the surf line, its shadow racing the waves. The camera caught glints of phosphorescence breaking in its wake—tiny galaxies collapsing into foam. I saw the sleek, military diesel submarine, roughly forty meters long, and I smiled again.

The second drone rode an updraft along the crater wall, steadying itself against sudden crosswinds. The third slipped directly over the volcano’s lip, falling into darkness like a bead of mercury.

“The temperature gradient’s brutal for these tiny craft. If we lose lift, we lose the drone.”

“Trust your instincts. It’s a big hole to fly around in, and you have a tiny drone.”

I grinned cheekily at AJ, who winked. I knew my lover was bisexual, something I looked forward to exploring.

Static hissed on the drone monitoring the party, then it cleared. The party area straddled the crater, but the drone feed steadied on the inner lagoon where it was less likely to be hit by turbulence. Lanterns swayed in the humid air; reflections trembled on the water like liquid gold leaf. The tiny drone approaching partygoers banked once, searching for balance, then it slid along the terrace edge at head height.

Guests laughed, the sound distant but distinct. Snippets of conversation drifted through the directional mic.

“…the shipment leaves at dawn…”

“…Crane’s generosity knows no border…”

“…our man will join the foundation this evening personally…”

“… What about the failure… Dalton… the ten artifacts?”

“Our plans have changed.”

AJ leaned closer, his fingers brushing along my spine from bottom to top.

“Elias is funding Ravel’s work. They all are. Stealing the world’s treasure is just a game to them.”

“There are few things more troublesome than bored billionaires, AJ.”

“They don’t enjoy the simple things in life, my dear. I do.”

AJ wrapped an arm around my waist, pulling me closer. My body throbbed with heat and the deep desire to make love to both men, but there was still much work to do.

The camera tilted. Beyond the terrace, a narrow stairway descended to a private dock hidden beneath the rock lip. There was a small RIB. Jeeves moved closer until we saw the outline of a man standing there, half in shadow, talking into a comm-set clipped under his collar. His posture—rigid, predatory—was unmistakable.

“Freeze frame there.”

The image was locked. Our drone was ten meters from the man who had no idea he was being watched. Jeeves magnified the face until the pixels trembled. From photographs provided by Moscow, I recognized the sharp jaw, silver hair at the temples, even a faint scar cutting across the right eyebrow.

“That’s Ravel. We have a positive ID.”

A silence fell across the room, the kind that presses on skin.

AJ straightened and grinned from ear to ear.

“So he’s alive, armed, and working with Elias Crane.”

“Which means your girl’s information was right, except for the party. Ravel is regrouping around friends, and they are devising a new plan.”

Jeeves looked up from the console.

“We have roughly five hours before the tide opens the southern channel. After that, any insertion by a small powerboat would be… difficult. The trawler is useless because it can’t get inside the crater.”

“Can you get a micro-drone inside the house? Find out which room Ravel is in?”

“I’m sorry, madam… we would lose signal.”

“Okay… recall the drones.”

I stepped away from Jeeves and beckoned AJ. I was in my element.

“Do you have everything prepped?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t know how you do it, AJ. I haven’t seen anyone else in this building.”

“They are discrete, my love.”

“Okay. We go before dawn.”

“What’s the play, Kat?”

Lightning flashed again over the sea, closer now, throwing the glass walls of the room into momentary silver. The thunder followed a count later, low and rolling like the sound of something ancient waking.

“Trust me, AJ. I need to make one phone call. We’ll leave here around 4 am.”

“And what should we do until then?”

“You need to stop teasing and start fucking me.”

AJ smiled lovingly and stepped closer. He kissed me softly, his moan gentle. When he peeled his lips off mine, he glanced at Jeeves.

“Come, Jeeves, we have important work to do for the lady.”

“As you wish, Sir… Madam… it will be my pleasure.”

As we turned toward the door and stairway, AJ leaned close, whispering in my ear.

“Jeeves has a very big cock.”

“Bigger than yours?”

“Oh, yes… and he knows how to use it. I have firsthand experience.”

The door to a bedroom sighed open on silent hinges, exhaling warm air thick with sandalwood and the low amber glow of recessed lighting. Every surface gleamed: black marble floors veined with gold, a bed the size of a small island was draped in charcoal silk so fine it looked wet, while walls of smoked glass reflected the storm outside in fractured silver sheets.

Rain began to lash the panes, streaking downward in frantic rivers that caught the light and threw it back in shivering shards. I turned around and studied AJ, my smile seductive, my entire body trembling from excess sexual tension that had layered in slick, warm cream in my panties.

“This isn’t the same bedroom we-”

“I know. I come here to play, Katerina. Our bedroom is for us — here is where all your fantasies can come true.”

“What a lovely idea. A fuck room.”

“With a bed that will cater for ten.”

AJ’s hand settled at the base of my spine, his fingers spread wide as he guided me forward. The heat of his palm burned through the thin fabric of my dress, branding ownership. Jeeves followed us, his footsteps soundless, the faint aroma of his skin now laced with something darker—anticipation, maybe, or the first trace of sweat I saw beading along his hairline.

He wanted me badly.

I crawled onto the bed, silk rippling beneath my knees like liquid night. The sheets were already warm, clinging to my shins, my thighs, and my palms as I sank into them. My dress rode high, exposing the lace tops of my stockings, the damp patch of my leaking pussy darkening the silk panties between my legs. The air tasted of ozone and sex and the copper promise of the storm.

AJ’s voice came low, velvet dragged over steel.

“Wait there, darling. Keep your eyes on the doorway.”

AJ snapped his fingers once. The side door opened.

The girl slipped in like smoke given flesh, barefoot, skin the color of fresh cream licked by firelight. A tiny silk robe, the color of bruised plums, hung open, barely containing her heavy breasts, dark, solid nipples already peaked and straining against the fabric.

Her hair fell in a black waterfall to the small of her back, ends brushing the dimples above her ass. She smelled of coconut oil and cunt, sweet and sharp, and when she smiled, her tongue touched the corner of her mouth like she could already taste me.

“Meet Angel.”

“Wow.”

“She is my gift to you.”

Angel crossed the room in three fluid steps, her robe sliding from her shoulders to pool on the floor. Her body was a study in soft excess: flat belly, wide hips, a beautiful, firm ass, and thighs that brushed together with a faint, wet sound. She climbed onto the bed without asking, her knees sinking deep, and she got right to work, pressing her mouth to the inside of my thigh in a breathtaking kiss.

I felt hot breath first, then her lips like silk, the flat of her tongue dragging upward, slow, deliberate, gathering the salt of my skin, the faint musk already seeping through my lace.

When Angel licked the fabric where my slit stained it, I moaned, my back arching, fingers clawing into the silk. The mattress dipped as she wriggled into position, and I saw AJ and Jeeves move to the en-suite. Water hissed on marble, steam billowing out in fragrant clouds—bergamot, cedar, something darker. Their shadows flickered against the frosted glass: AJ’s lean frame stripping fast, shirt peeled away to reveal the hard cut of muscle across his back; Jeeves unbuttoning with calm precision, fabric sliding down shoulders thick with quiet power.

Angel hooked her fingers in my panties and dragged them down my legs, the gusset sucking my swollen, sticky pussy lips, then the lace catching on the swell of my ass before snapping free. The air kissed my bare cunt, cool for a heartbeat, then Angel’s mouth sealed over it—her lips wet and greedy, her tongue spearing inside my throbbing, slick hole without preamble.

Angel made a filthy slurping sound, and I growled as a wave of pre-orgasm shuddered through my womb. The girl was half-starved for pussy, her cheeks hollowing as she moved up my slit until sucking my clit like it owed her money. My hips jerked; she pinned them down with surprising strength, her nails digging crescents into my skin.

Through the wall of glass, water sluiced down Jeeves’s chest, tracing every ridge of muscle, pooling in the deep V above his groin before spilling over. His cock—Christ, his cock—hung heavy even when it was soft.

Angel saw me watching.

“Jeeves is gonna stretch your pussy beautifully, Madam.”

“My god… he is.”

“You can take it.”

“I can’t wait.”

“I’ll make you good and wet for them. Master AJ will fuck you first. I’ll clean you, then Jeeves will fill you.”

The men returned and stood at the bottom of the bed, drying. Jeeves’s cock was as thick as my wrist, the foreskin a dark plum sheath half-covering a head already glossy. AJ’s hand wrapped around it, stroking his butler once, twice, coaxing it to rise. It did, slowly, and obscenely, veins crawling up the shaft like roots under soil until it stood angry and flushed, a solid ten inches of rigid flesh curving slightly upward, balls drawn tight and heavy beneath.

Angel’s tongue fucked into me in shallow thrusts, her lips smacking wetly, saliva and my own slick dripping down her chin to stain the sheets. I couldn’t breathe properly; every exhale came ragged, laced with whimpers. My thighs trembled around her ears.

I rolled, pushing Angel onto her back. The silk was cool against my knees now as I cocked a leg and straddled her face, lowering my dripping pussy until her nose bumped my clit and her tongue plunged deep inside me. Her hands gripped my ass, spreading me wide open, nails raking the sensitive skin where thigh met cheek.

She drank me, literally sucking the cream from deep inside me, and a tiny orgasm powered through me.

I bent forward, my hair spilling over Jeeves cock as he stepped closer to the end of the bed.

His cock loomed in front of my face, flushed dark, half peeled back, a bead of precum trembling at the tiny slit. I licked it away, tasting salt and skin and something electric. I gripped the solid monster and felt the man’s pulse throbbing through it. Instinctively, I peeled his foreskin back, my lips stretched wide around the creamy head, my jaw aching immediately, my tongue flattened beneath the weight of him.

He smelled of clean water and hot blood and the faint metallic tang of arousal. I took him deeper, gagging softly as his crown pressed past my windpipe, cutting off oxygen. Saliva flooded my mouth, dripping down Jeeves’s shaft to coat his balls.

Behind me, AJ knelt, his knees on either side of Angel’s head. His hands spread my cheeks wide, thumbs dragging through the mess Angel’s tongue had left. The blunt head of his cock nudged my entrance, sliding through wetness, once, twice, teasing me. Then he snapped his hips and buried himself to the root in one brutal thrust. My scream vibrated around Jeeves’s cock; he groaned, fingers tightening in my hair, holding me down until my nose pressed into the coarse pubic hair at his base.

I was choking, my oxygen completely cut off, stars swarming my vision, but at that moment, impaled on two giant cocks with a woman sucking my clit, I was the happiest I’d ever been.

AJ fucked me hard, skin slapping skin, the wet sound obscene in the quiet room. Every thrust shoved my clit harder against Angel’s tongue; she licked me wildly, desperately, drinking everything my lover forced out of me. My thighs shook; sweat bloomed across my back, trickling down the groove of my spine to pool where AJ’s belly met my ass. The storm outside roared, thunder shaking the glass, rain hammering like fists.

I felt AJ’s cock swell inside me, the telltale pulse that he was about to fill me with his seed, and then he was coming hard, grunting and groaning—hot, thick pulses of his semen flooding deep inside me, spilling out around his cock to drip onto Angel’s chin. She moaned into my cunt, her tongue lapping greedily, chasing every drop that leaked free. AJ pulled his cock out slowly, a wet, filthy sound, and more cum followed, sliding down from my gaping hole onto Angel’s tongue in slow, creamy rivulets.

I released Jeeves with a gasp, my lips swollen, chin slick, and throat sore, burning from his salty precum. He moved behind me without a word, one hand settling on my hip, the other guiding that monstrous cock.

I whimpered when the head nudged my entrance, stretched already. Then he pushed his cock inside me—slow and relentless, using AJ’s cum as lube. The burn was exquisite, a bright hot line of pain through my core that melted into pleasure as he sank deeper, inch by inch, until I was stuffed so full of cock I could feel him in my throat. Cum and slick coated his shaft, squelching with every thrust, dripping down to soak Angel’s face beneath me.

She licked it all—her tongue darting out to catch the overflow, smearing it across her cheeks, her lips, sucking it from my clit like it was nectar. The room stank of sex: sweat, cum, cunt, the sharp ozone of the storm seeping through the cracks. My breasts swayed heavily, nipples dragging across Angel’s belly with every rock of Jeeves’s hips. His balls slapped my clit in wet, heavy strokes, each impact sending sparks up my spine.

I came with a silent scream, my tight, throbbing cunt clenching around his shaft, milking him, mixed juices gushing out as he pumped me full. Jeeves growled, his pace stuttered, and then he was cumming too—thick ropes of hot seed pumping deep inside me, overflowing instantly, running down my thighs in sticky rivers to be caught on Angel’s tongue.

She swallowed noisily and hungrily, her fingers digging into my ass to hold me down so she could drink every drop.

We collapsed in a tangle of limbs and fluids, sweat cooling on skin, the sheets beneath us ruined—dark with cum, soaking wet from my loss of control, streaked with squirted pee, lipstick, and saliva. The storm howled on, lightning flashing across our slick bodies like strobes frozen in time.

No one moved to clean anything. The filth stayed where it landed, glistening and perfect as we caught our breath.


Chapter Twenty-Two

◆◆◆

The RIB rocked gently beneath the overhang, black basalt slick with spray and starlight. Having expertly inserted us, AJ killed the engine; the sudden silence pressed against my eardrums like deep water. Forty meters above us, the volcano’s rim glowed faintly from the party lanterns, laughter drifting down in thin, careless ribbons.

Jeeves handed me a rebreather—no bubbles, no signature, just a soft hiss of recycled breath.

“Do you have control of the missile drone, Jeeves?”

“It’s already up there, circling.”

“And nobody can tamper?”

“It’s a Coyote Block 3 ASW. The trawler launched the unit an hour ago. It has a wave-skimming profile, encrypted mesh networking, and a payload bay for the Mark 54 lightweight torpedo. I control it from here.”

Jeeves patted his laptop. I slipped on my rebreather, checked the seals between mask and face with two fingers, then rolled backward into the sea.

The water was warm silk, but the shock of it still stole my breath for half a heartbeat. Bioluminescence flared around my fins in lazy green spirals as I kicked down, following the faint throb of the sub’s idling pumps.

I sank to thirty meters, then forty, watching the deco ceiling tick upward on my Shearwater watch—already three minutes passed at this depth, and my limit was declining. The pressure settled on my shoulders like an old lover who never quite lets go, and I felt relaxed, cut off from the world, in a new, brighter, more stunning universe.

I reached the submarine in no time at all. The Captain had decided to move out of sight. His vessel lay on the sandy bottom like a sleeping shark: forty meters of matte-black steel. The Russian lines were unmistakable even in the dark. Project 865 Piranha-T evolution with a narrow hull, torpedo tubes, diesel-electric screws blended almost seamlessly into the casing, anechoic tiles drinking the faint moonlight.

Someone in Moscow had sold Ravel an ultra-modern ghost. That knowledge settled cold in my gut, colder than the water.

I ghosted along her flank, my fingertips brushing the tiles—soft, rubbery, and expensive. I saw the forward sonar dome, torpedo tubes shuttered tight, a single X-stern that could pivot her in her own length. I looked up and saw bright lights everywhere across the lagoon, but my depth swallowed every shadow, and I was unseen.

I saw no guard on deck, no silhouettes against the dock from floodlights splashing across the water.

A fat comms cable rose from the submarine tower like a lifeline, clipped to a small surface buoy—my real target tonight. I couldn’t surface because decompression was already chewing at my margins, but I didn’t need to. From my thigh pocket, I took the lipstick-sized relay puck with a passive repeater, zero acoustic or magnetic signature. It was Russian mil-spec like the craft I shadowed.

I clipped it directly to the cable a few meters from the submarine, letting the current press it flush before triple-tapping it to activate through my neoprene glove. If I needed to, I would listen to Ravel’s escape team.

A soft pulse from the device against my palm confirmed that my bug was active; then it went dark, piggybacking on the sub’s own encrypted telemetry.

I rechecked my Shearwater. I’d consumed eight minutes of bottom time, which meant fifteen minutes of deco already queued before I could surface. It was plenty for a lazy ascent under the overhang where AJ and Jeeves waited with the RIB.

I kicked off the hull, slow and deliberate, letting the green ghosts of plankton swirl around me like farewell confetti.

Ravel had friends in Moscow, but so did I.

Tonight, he was going to learn exactly what that cost.

The basalt was still warm from the day’s sun, radiating heat through my gloves as I climbed. Finger-jam, heel, then hook, haul upward, and repeat. We climbed forty meters of near-vertical volcanic rock, slick in places where spray had kissed it, but the holds were positive—nature’s own ladder carved by a million years of eruptions.

AJ moved two body-lengths below me, silent except for the soft scrape of his rubber-soled climbing shoes and the occasional low grunt when a flake tried to peel away under his weight. Jeeves had stayed with the RIB, the engine idling, Coyote Block 3 circling overhead like a patient vulture.

We crested the rim at 03:57 local time. The party was down to embers—literally. Tiki torches guttered along the terrace, half the guests passed out on loungers, the rest slow-dancing to something that sounded like money having an orgasm.

Ravel was exactly where the micro-drone had last seen him: top-floor balcony, white linen shirt open to the sternum, his silver hair glowing under the string lights, laughing at something Elias Crane whispered over a glass of expensive champagne.

I dropped prone behind a waist-high sculpture of a bird-of-paradise, AJ sliding in beside me. I’d shed my Glocks, using something AJ had the serial numbers filed off — a suppressed SIG Sauer P226 Legion was already in my hand, its safety off, red dot dancing across Ravel’s forehead.

I judged the wind from the crater mouth, which was running at 4 knots from left to right. The drop was negligible. One pound of trigger, one 147-grain hollow-point, and Moscow’s problem would be solved.

I exhaled half a breath.

Then the night exploded, not with gunfire but rotors. I cocked my head and heard Black Hawks, two, maybe three, flying in echelon, no lights. They came over the eastern rim like black locusts. Fast-ropes whipped down before they even flared.

Then a voice boomed over all the noise.

“FEDERAL AGENTS! EVERYONE ON THE GROUND! THIS IS A NATIONAL-SECURITY TAKE-DOWN!”

Guests screamed. Champagne flutes became shrapnel. A woman in a backless emerald gown tried to sprint for the house and took a bean-bag to the thigh. She went down hard. Elias Crane actually threw his champagne glass at a breacher and got zip-tied for his trouble.

Ravel didn’t hesitate. He vaulted the balcony rail, landed on the terrace below, and sprinted for a hidden staircase that led to the private dock. I swung the SIG to track him, but there was no clean shot — too many civilians in the background now, the assault team stacking on doors, red dots everywhere. One twitch and I’d paint the basalt with a billionaire’s wife instead of a traitor.

AJ’s hand clamped my shoulder.

“We’re blown. Move.”

“Fucking bastards. Time for Plan B.”

“The drone?”

“Yeah.”

“The submarine is not an easy target, Katerina.”

“Doesn’t need to be.”

We ghosted back over the rim, reverse-climbing the same route we’d come. My boots hit the RIB’s tube at the exact second the first helo spotlight swept the cliff—missed us by three meters. Jeeves already had us underway, bow up, slicing across the lagoon at forty-five knots.

That’s when the submarine surfaced like a black whale breaching under the floodlights, water cascading off its casing in silver sheets. The sail hatch spun open, and Ravel appeared on the dock, his linen shirt plastered to his chest, waving frantically. Two crewmen hauled him aboard like a sack of gold. The hatch rammed shut. Diving klaxons echoed across the water—three short blasts.

AJ killed our RIB’s running lights.

“He’s running.”

“I can see.”

It was time for my Plan B. The drone would never target a submerged submarine in the dark, but I’d accounted for that.

“Jeeves, key in transponder code KILO-ECHO-FIVE-NINER as your target and light it up.”

“Copy, Madam.”

He keyed in my instruction to his laptop, his return, and grinned at me.

“Coyote has tone… the torpedo is away.”

High overhead, the drone rolled inverted, its engine howling. A streak of fire detached, arrow-straight, then the Mark 54 torpedo hit the water with a flat smack, and it vanished, tracking its target.

Thirty seconds of silence followed. Then forty, and for a moment I believed my transponder might have dislodged when the comms buoy was retrieved.

Then the sea bulged. It was not an explosion—but a pressure wave, like a giant fist punching up from below. A perfect circle of white water, fifty meters across, and the submarine simply… opened. No Hollywood fireball, just a catastrophic structural failure. The tower lifted clear of the hull, spun once, and fell back. Both halves rolled, showing their pale bellies, then they slid under in a roar of escaping air and diesel.

Ravel never had time to scream, but neither did his crew. They were all dead, but I doubted any were innocent.

The combat team was still busy zip-tying billionaires when Jeeves slipped us near silently through the wedge in the volcano wall. I doubt they had even noticed the sub was gone—only that the prize they came for had vanished.

AJ throttled up and we shot out of the crater mouth, our bow high, spray sheeting over the windscreen like diamond rain.

I leaned back against the console, my SIG finally on safe, my heart hammering so hard I felt it in my teeth.

The job was done. Moscow’s receipt was stamped PAID IN FULL, and now, all the information I needed to chase down The Cheka, who threatened my son and his family, was mine.

And somewhere forty meters down, Ravel was learning the final cost of borrowing ghosts he couldn’t pay back. I smiled into the dark.

AJ stared at me, grinning.

“Where next, Katerina?”

“I want to visit my grandchildren. Will you come with me?”

“I’d love to.”
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